Is it Christmas yet?

Santa Claus looked startled.

"What....what did you say?

"I asked if that was your puppy." Santa looked down at the little ball of black fur at his feet.

"No sir, a lady dropped him there, said Merry Christmas, put a five dollar bill in the pot and walked off." 

They both looked at the puppy and two bright eyes looked back at them. The puppy was shivering. The man spoke.

"He's not going to last long in this weather." Santa looked thoughtful, then said,

"No, I reckon not."

"Can't you do something about it?" Santa bristled.

"Look, mister, I'm stuck here 'til midnight. When I leave here I got a bed at The Eighth Street Mission waiting for me. They don't allow animals. I'm sorry for the puppy, but there aint nuthin I can do." The man frowned.

"I understand. He can't stay here." He looked at his watch and turned to the uniformed doorman. He picked up the puppy and walked over to the doorman, asking,

"What is your name?"

"I'm Herman, sir.

"Well, Herman, I have a business meeting that will last a couple of hours. Do you think in the meantime you could find this little fellow something to eat and a place to keep warm until I get back," He handed the doorman a twenty and the door man grinned.

"I'm sure I can, sir." He took the puppy and Dick was pleased to see that he tucked the little dog under his greatcoat. He went on to his meeting.

The call from Jerry had come a week before Christmas. Dick had helped Cynthia and the other ladies decorate the Riverdale Historical Museum for their annual Christmas open house. Tired, he had left her there and returned home thinking it would be a good time to enjoy a hot buttered rum. The call from Jerry Stein chased any thought of hot buttered rum out of his mind. Jerry was president and founder of Venture Partners. He had gone straight to Wall Street after getting his MBA from Harvard and had made his first million by age twenty five. He had started Venture Partners at age thirty and now, at thirty five, headed a firm with a portfolio worth several billion dollars. Dick had gone to them with his prospectus for OptiTek and they had bought it. They had expressed concern that a high tech company was located in "the sticks," meaning Riverdale, but he had assured them he already had his team together and there was an excellent labor pool to draw from.

The phone call had been disturbing. Certain investors were getting restive. Jerry assured him that he, personally, was not worried, but the investors felt that since they had put a substantial sum into OptiTek, thought it should be showing results by now. Dick pointed out that the project had only slipped a few months and that had been the result of their making a huge breakthrough in the technology that had resulted in having to rethink their previous approach. Jerry agreed with him but suggested it might be a good idea for Dick to come to New York and explain, personally, about their breakthrough. Dick agreed.

Getting airline reservations had not been easy and he ended up with a flight that got him into Kennedy only two hours before the meeting, scheduled at The Mayfair .for the 23rd. He was fortunate in getting a return flight shortly before midnight, so he wouldn't have to stay overnight Cynthia was not happy.

"I don't understand what could be so important that they couldn't wait until after Christmas?"

"I don't understand either sweetheart, but Jerry...." She interrupted him.

"Jerry, Jerry! What is he.....God? He snaps his little finger and you go running. I am getting tired of Jerry." Dick shrugged. They had been through this so many times before. Cynthia, blonde, blue-eyed Cynthia, was by nature a very caring person. It was Cynthia who calmed him down when the kids had done something particularly infuriating. Clint, 16, and Darcy, 14, were good kids, but they were teenagers and teenagers, for some reason, seemed always to be getting into trouble. 

In his third year after starting OptiTek with nothing more than an idea and a few thousand dollars, he was proud of what they had accomplished, but success, so close at hand, had come at a price. Long hours, sometimes days, away from home. Time at home was usually a few hours of sleep, a quick shower and several cups of black coffee to jump start his system, then back to the office.

Through all this Cynthia had been understanding and supportive.....until Jerry had come to have dinner with them. Unmarried, he had paid only perfunctory attention to Cynthia and the kids. Most of his dinner conversation consisted of tales of his successes in Wall Street. One in particular had bothered Cynthia. He had told about a man who had started his own company, in much the same way Dick had. The company had, unlike OptiTek, been immediately successful. Jerry had planned taking the company public, making millions for the founder and even more millions for Venture Partners. The man had decided to keep the company private because he had offers of private investment from sources outside of Venture Partners.

Jerry had discovered who the other sources were and had convinced them to withold their investments, promising them much greater returns if they let Venture Partners take the firm public. With his alternate source of capital lost, the founder of the company had come back to Jerry who had forced him to give up 80% of the company in order to get the financing he needed. Jerry had considered this a great business triumph and had even cited a case study at Harvard Business School that had followed the same lines. Cynthia had said nothing during this discourse but Dick had noticed her mouth tighten and her eyes narrow.

After their visitor left she said to Dick.

"I hope you realize what he was telling you." Dick looked at her, not quite sure how to respond.

"I think he was just telling a story, bragging if you will."

"Oh Dick, how can you be so gullible? He was telling you what will happen to you if you don't do as he wants you to do."

"I don't think so. He is just as interested in seeing OptiTek succeed as I am."

"OptiTek, yes! That doesn't necessarily mean he wants Dick Santana to succeed."

They had agreed to drop the subject and Cynthia had been very good about not mentioning it again, that is until she got home from decorating the museum and found him trying to make airline connections. When he had left the house to drive to the airport in Weirton, 60 miles away, their relationship had been strained. The kids had noticed and Clint said.

"Don't worry, Dad, everything will be all right when you get back." That had cheered him up and during the flight he wondered what he could get the kids, particularly Clint, for Christmas. Cynthia had bought their presents weeks ago, so he didn't worry about it particularly, but thought he would like to give them something special.

After an hour of heated discussion, he began to see what Cynthia had been driving at. Jerry and the two men with him, were not concerned about their investment. They had read the reports he issued at regular intervals. They knew that, in the next three years, the firm could easily do a billion dollars worth of business. Their main concern at this point was that they wanted more, meaning more of the company at Dick’s expense. In the end they laid it on the line. He either turned over half of his shares to them or they would hold up the initial public offering (IPO) planned for the following June. Without the public offering he could survive two, possibly three months. That was it. Take it or leave it. He told them he would give them an answer in two weeks, knowing he might as well tell them now. He had no choice.

With all the thoughts storming through his mind he had forgotten the puppy completely when he walked out the door of the hotel. He came to with a start when he felt a tug on his arm.

"The puppy, sir." Oh Hell, he had forgotten the puppy.

"Thank you, Herman. I guess I had forgotten him for a minute. How is he?"

"Happy as a little dog could be. Did you know he purrs?"

"Dogs don't purr."

'This one does." He turned and signaled to one of the bell boys who returned in minutes with a ball of fur wrapped in a large sweater. Herman grinned as he handed the package to Dick.

"It's cold, sir, one of the cooks thought he might be warmer wrapped in something."

"Thank you, Herman." He handed the door man another twenty and said, "Will you give 

the cook and the bell boy each five dollars and wish them a Merry Christmas for me?" Herman nodded, put a whistle to his lips and a cab pulled up to the curb. Dick wished him a Merry Christmas and climbed into the cab. 

They stopped once on the way to the airport to let Dick get out while the puppy relieved himself. Dick was pleased that a dog so young would let him know he wanted to go. The driver was both patient and amused.

Getting the dog on the flight with him went much easier than he had anticipated. Unusually full for a red eye special, because of the season, there were still empty seats and he had only a briefcase and a small overnight bag. He had booked a first class seat for his return, knowing it would be late and feeling it was worth the extra fare to get the rest. He got a seat next to the window and the flight attendant assured him the aisle seat was not taken so he could put the puppy down there. That suited the puppy just fine and he curled up and went to sleep. The flight attendant smiled and said,

"I think we can skip the seat belt requirement." Dick thanked her and looked down at the puppy. He smiled and felt the tension of the last few hours slipping away.

The last passenger to come aboard was an older gentleman who took the seat across the aisle while the flight attendant took his hat, overcoat and suitcase. The man settled back with a sigh, closed his eyes and seemed to have fallen asleep. Dick woke up briefly during takeoff, but was asleep again before the Captain turned off the seat belt sign. He awoke with a start when he felt a tap on his shoulder. It was the flight attendant, saying,

"I think the puppy needs attention." Dick looked at her, startled. It hadn't occurred to him the puppy would have to go on the airplane. He looked around the cabin.

"What do I do?" She laughed and picked up the puppy.

"Don't worry, sir. I'll take care of it." She held the puppy up to her face as she walked 

down the aisle toward the lavatory. A few minutes later she brought the puppy back and put him down on his sweater. Dick thanked her and she left. He put his hand under the puppy's chin and felt that it was wet. The flight attendant had given him a drink of water. The puppy gave him a couple of licks and went back to sleep. Dick was about to do the same when someone said,

"What's the puppy's name?" It was the older gentleman across the aisle. Dick blinked and said,

"I don't know...that is I don't think he has a name." The man stood up, leaned over and picked up the puppy, holding him at eye level, then said, "strange, he seems to be purebred. Didn't the breeder give you a name?"

"I didn't get him from a breeder. He was abandoned on the sidewalk in front of the Mayfair Hotel. I couldn't leave him there to freeze so I'm taking him home." The man looked interested, picked up the sweater and sat down next to Dick, stroking the puppy in his lap.

"Where is home?"

"Riverdale. It's a small town. You may not have heard of it." The man laughed and Dick was surprised he found it humorous. Seeing that Dick was puzzled, the man explained,

"That's where I'm going. I’m spending Christmas with friends. Perhaps you know them, the Holmans?"

"Dennis and Clara?" The old man looked delighted.

"You know Dennis and Clara?"

'"Clara is my wife's best friend and Dennis lets me ride his horses. He showed me where the best fishing spots are on the river." Dick was enthused. His face flushed, "Are you a relative?"

"Not by blood." the smile disappeared momentarily, "his father and I were boyhood friends. I guess you might say I consider him my foster son."

Dick held out his hand, "I'm Dick Santana, and it is a pleasure to meet you, sir."

"Thank you. I'm George Aaronson and I can say the same." Dick's eyes widened,

"You're George Aaronson? My company is located in the Aaronson Research Park. That's how I met Dennis."

"Dennis' father managed our ranch for many years. When he died it seemed only right to have Dennis take over. When we sold the property, the buyers were happy to accept a stipulation that Dennis manage the property as long as he might desire. My brother and I grew up in the house where Dennis and Clara are living now. This will be my first Christmas in the house since I was 14 years old." He looked down at the puppy, now curled up in his lap and purring quietly. "I assume you know this is a chow puppy."

"No sir, I guess I've never seen a chow puppy. Dennis has two chows, but it is hard to imagine this little fellow growing up to look like them."

"He won't. Mike and Rollo are littermates out of my Sikhara, long since at the Rainbow Bridge. "She was a closed face chow as are they. This little fellow is open faced, but he has a good head, a broad chest and big feet. See how his tail curls over his back? Those are all signs of good breeding. His back is a little long, but he'll make a good pet. Do you have children?"

"A boy sixteen and a girl fourteen."

"Do you have a dog now?"

"No we don't. Darcy, my daughter, has a cat she calls Miss Priss."

The two men were deep in conversation the rest of the flight and during the forty five 

minute layover that they spent in the VIP Lounge at O'Hare waiting for their flight to Weirton.

By the time they arrived in Weirton neither had slept and Dick had learned a lot about chows. They had spent a half hour discussing names for the sleeping puppy and had finally agreed on Nicky, for St. Nicholas. They both laughed when they saw the look of surprise on Dennis Holman's face when he saw them walking off the plane together, laughing and talking. Dick explained they had flown from New York together and George had promised he would ask Dennis to take them fishing after Christmas. 

With Nicky tucked under his overcoat, Dick was whistling as he walked to his car. He realized he hadn't whistled in years. On the other hand he hadn't felt this good in years, all thanks to the little ball of fur that was now trying to climb up on his shoulder. Problems? To Hell with 'em. It was Christmas and he was going to enjoy every minute of it. Time enough to think about his problems later.

The kids greeted Nicky with shrieks of delight and he wagged his tail from the neck back, uttering little squeaks of joy. There was a brief argument over which one Nicky would belong to. That was settled when Cynthia suggested that Nicky belonged to all of them, just as Miss Priss did, but that Clint would be responsible for taking care of Nicky just as Darcy was responsible for Miss Priss. That satisfied everyone. It was five in the morning and the only one who had had any sleep that night was Nicky. Two hours later the sun came up to find all four of them sitting on the living room floor, an excited puppy running back and forth among them. In the excitement Nicky forgot to ask to go out and made a puddle on the floor. The entire family laughed when they saw how embarrassed he was. It was the day before Christmas and all through the house the spirit of Christmas had come with a wee ball of fur to herald its coming.

That night they all slept soundly. Five stockings hung from the mantle over the fireplace 

and Nicky had a pillow all of his own on Clint's bed. Cynthia and Clint had given him a bath and dried him with a hair drier so his puppy coat was soft and fluffy and he smelled sweet. During the night Clint woke up briefly and heard a rythmic sound coming from Nicky who was snoring. Clint went back to sleep smiling.

The following week Dick took the kids horseback riding at the Holman's while Cynthia and Clara did girl things at the house and Dennis showed George around the Research Park. OptiTek was closed for the holidays, but a guard, who recognized Dennis, let them in and gave them a tour of the plant. He asked George to sign a company brochure for him before they left the plant Dennis explained that Dick Santana had a half dozen patents on components that helped make up the switches so essential to an all optical network and that they were now developing processes for producing them in larger quantities. George understood the importance of optical networks and was impressed with what Dennis told him. He decided to ask Dick to tell him more about it.

The next day Dennis took George and Dick down to the river to fish. He showed them the old fishing hole where his father brought the Aaronson boys to fish. George was like a little kid and kept finding landmarks that looked familiar to him. He was sure he would find the tree in which he had carved his initials as a boy, but after thirty minutes of diligent search, they settled down to fishing. George asked Dick to tell him about OptiTek and looked at him with concern when a look of pain crossed his face.

"Is there a problem?"

"Not with the company. We're on schedule , have twenty three million in orders and new orders are coming in every day. We expect to start shipping in June and by the end of the year we will be in full production. We expect revenue to exceed one hundred million this coming year and will be making a substantial profit next year." 

"That sounds like a very successful operation to me. You don't seem pleased. Is there a problem?"

"The only problem is that it will no longer be my company." He went on to explain about Jerry Stein and Venture Partners." George Aaronson nodded.

"I've never met the man but I know all about him. A former business associate of mine invited me to join him in a venture that was being put together by Venture Partners. It was one of those things that sounded too good to be legitimate, huge returns with relatively modest investments. I had them investigated and didn't like what I found out. They are legal, but barely.

He went on to tell them that the business plan for Venture Partners was to seek out promising small firms, preferably in high tech, and supply seed money for a modest equity, usually twenty to thirty percent. If the firm didn't make it they had a good tax write-off. If the firm did make it, they suddenly changed the rules when it was time to go public. At that point they offered the principle shareholder or shareholders, book value for enough stock to put them in control of the company, saying that, if the shareholders didn't agree, they would not take the firm public. The owner or owners of the stock had little or no choice. They either sold the stock, knowing that it could increase many times in value after the public offering or they could refuse to sell it and see the business they had created slowly strangle to death for lack of capital. This was the situation Dick was in. He could settle for twenty percent of a very profitable company, or keep eighty percent of a company that would probably go out of business in the next three years.

Dick listened, knowing that he had been naive and Cynthia had been right. They could live comfortably on his salary and he was sure he could retire on the twenty percent he would keep. That didn't bother him nearly so much as knowing that someone else would end up having it all after contributing nothing but money. Damned little at that. George was thoughtful. He asked,

"How much money does the company have now?"

"Enough to get into production. The real bind comes when we try to build up inventory to fill the orders that are coming in. We're counting on the IPO for that. Without the IPO we'll gradually starve to death, like an animal without food or water."

"How much stock does Venture Partners have?"

"Only twenty percent now, but they have all the connections for making the IPO work. I wouldn't know where to start if I had to do it on my own."

"I told you I know all about them. including how their system works. Venture Partners doesn't own a single share of stock. They put together a group of investors and each investor commits to a certain percentage of stock, then they sign a contract with Venture Partners to manage the stock for them. They buy the stock for very little, often pennies per share. Most of them never even know for sure what the company does. I suspect that your Mr. Stein doesn't own a share of OptiTek. Doesn't have to. He'll make his out of investing other people's money."

"I'm glad to know all this, but I'm afraid the knowledge comes a bit too late. I have to give them an answer next week."

"Can you stall them?"

"Very likely, but to what purpose? They've got me over a barrel and eventually I have to 

go along with them."

"I don't think so. Your problem is that you haven't been a player in the big league so you don't know what to do. I've been a player in the big league since I graduated from college. I do know what to do. I may need more time to do it. Personally, I would take a great deal of pleasure in cutting Mr. Stein off at the knees. There are a lot of legitimate venture groups that do quite well without resorting to racketeering which is what he's doing. Can you stall for a week or two? I think that will be enough time for what I have in mind."

"I'm sure I can. They won't like it, but they can't do anything about it."

"Good! Don't worry about it. We'll let the bastards know we're here." He laughed. "This trip has been more fun than I've had in a long time. Thank you, Dennis, for inviting me."

"We'll all be in trouble if we don't get back. The girls are fixing dinner and will be a little put out if we're late." They got their fishing gear together and loaded it into the car. They hadn't caught any fish, but all agreed it had been a great afternoon. Pets had been invited and the kids had brought Miss Priss and Nicky. The puppy was having a ball harassing Rollo and Mike, the two big chows who were trying to ignore the little pipsqueak, Miss Priss sat on the window sill washing her face. They sat down to a dinner of home grown beef, cooked to perfection, potatoes au gratin, a salad made with greens fresh out of the greenhouse and finished the meal with a flaky peach pie topped with whipped cream. After dinner they all sat around the big fireplace and George Aaronson told them stories about his boyhood on the ranch.

The next morning Dennis drove George to the airport. He was pleased to see his guest grinning. At seventy eight, George walked with his shoulders squared and a spring in his step. George saw Dennis looking at him and said,

"Dennis, when I retired from the business last year, I figured I would settle down, maybe buy a place out in the country, get a couple of dogs, chows of course, and live out my remaining years in tranquility. Still aim to do just that, but I think I might as well have a little fun along the way. Our friend Dick has given me some very interesting ideas." Dennis nodded, understanding.

"George, whatever it is you have in mind, I'm happy for you. You look ten years younger than when you arrived, so I say go for it, whatever it may be.." George smiled.

"Thanks, Dennis. I’ve a feeling I'll be back in a few weeks."

The call came on the 15th of January. Dick had told Jerry he would need at least three more weeks. Jerry had tried to pressure him, but Dick held out. Thinking he would win in the end, Jerry had agreed, but let Dick know that it might cost him "a few more shares." The holiday had put everyone at the plant in an upbeat mood, and things were going so smoothly Dick was afraid the bubble would burst and disaster would overcome them at any minute. The call ended any worry about disaster. George's voice was excited and Dick caught the excitement from him.

"Dick, I'm coming down next week, so I will fill you in with all the details then. For now, I want you to know you can tell Stein to stuff it and he can't do a damn thing about it."

"Thanks, George, I don't know how you did it but you have brought a huge ray of sunshine into my life. What about the IPO?

"It will go as planned. Just a few changes in the players. Salomen will handle it."

Dick whistled, "Salomen? That's big time."

"Aint it just?" Dick heard him laugh just before he hung up.

George returned to Riverdale the following week. To his friends, the Holmans and the Santanas, assembled at the dinner table at the Santanas, he announced his plan to move to Riverdale. He still owned a piece of property next to the Boy Scout camp, now an RV Park, operated by the city. He planned to build on it and, with the assistance of Dennis and Dick, research small companies that needed help to get started. He would hire an architect to design his house and hoped to move in not later than the Fourth of July,

After dinner he took Dick and Dennis aside and told them what he had done. He had found who the OptiTek investors were. Several were acquaintances. He had put together a group of a few close friends to go along with him and, one by one, offered to buy the OptiTek stock held by Venture Partners for double what they had paid for it. They had all accepted. Since the Venture Partners contracts had been signed by the original investors, he had no liability there. He had then gone to his old friend, Henry Wiseman, at Salomen who had put through IPO's for Aaronson and Sons. Henry had been delightd to take on OptiTek, feeling that his company had neglected the high tech segment too long.

After their guests departed and the kids had gone to bed, Dick and Cynthia sat by the fire, talking over the events of the last few weeks. Dick felt a paw on his knee. It was Nicky, who had gone to bed with Clint, but had come back downstairs. In just a few short weeks the puppy had almost doubled in size. Dick pulled him up into his lap. Nicky turned around three times and promptly went to sleep. Dick stroked him and cradled the beautiful head in his hands, murmuring,

"We owe it all to you. By rights you should be Chairman of the Board."

Cynthia nodded, tears in her eyes.  Nicky started to snore.
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