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Author's Note

The Philadelphia I describe is not wholly realistic.
I’ve made some changes to the geography to facilitate the
story.

The legal issues that arise in this story are
simplified and so not completely accurate. Also, as most lawyers
know, the law changes so quickly it can make your head spin. As for
the practice of law I describe, as practiced in a big firm, it is
only a slight exaggeration.


 


“An Odd Fellow bases his thoughts and actions on
healthy philosophical principles. He believes that life is a
commitment to improve and elevate the character of humanity through
service and example. He is humble in a way that he never boasts
about himself. He knows and accepts his strengths and weaknesses
and keeps away from badmouthing people and making unreasonable
allegations. He understands that certain things in life are
unavoidable. He is aware of the vanity of earthly things, the
frailty and inevitable decay of human life and the fact that wealth
has no power to stop the sureness of eventual death. He then asks
the question, “How am I going to spend my life?””

Source: The Independent Order of Odd Fellows, IOOF
website.
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Odd Fellows: A Taste of
Paradise


Preface

I used to be surprised and amazed at how
many different ways there are for human beings to drive each other
crazy. I’ve come to be even more amazed at how many people there
are in the world who are evil. I do believe in evil.

When I met the man who called himself Larry
Evans, my view on the nature of evil was shaken. He was violent. He
was a killer.

It turned out that I was lucky I met
him.


 


The name "Odd Fellows" arose because, in smaller
towns and villages, there were too few Fellows in the same trade to
form a local Guild. The Fellows from a number of trades therefore
joined together to form a local Guild of Fellows from an assortment
of different trades, the Odd Fellows.

Wikipedia


Chapter
One

The man wearing cowboy boots watched as the
grey mare browsed through the pile of alfalfa. She chewed
thoughtfully. He leaned against a fence post, waiting. The air was
still. He could smell freshly cut onion grass from a neighbor’s
field.

He didn’t have to wait long. The mare began
to shudder. She tossed her head, back and forth. She moved on shaky
legs to her water trough, and began to dip her nose into the water,
then almost her entire head. She pulled her head from the trough,
took a breath, put her muzzle back into the water. Her eyes rolled
up in her head in panic.

The man turned around and walked through a
gate in the fence. She probably had only a few hours to live. He
didn’t need to watch the death throes. He’d be back to be sure she
was dead.

The experiment had proved interesting. The
knowledge would come in handy.


Chapter
Two

I was surprised to receive a call from a
headhunter. I’ve been a partner at my law firm for so many years
I’m almost retired. It seemed odd to me that any other firm would
want someone as elderly as I.

“This firm would be perfect for you,” said
Catherine King, the so-called “executive search consultant.”

“The firm I’m in is perfect for me,” I said.
“And I’m almost out of here.”

“This firm is an Arizona firm that is trying
to make inroads into the east. You would head up the Philadelphia
office. You don’t need to service clients. You would hire lawyers,
hire administrators, run the east coast office.”

“Now I know this is a dream,” I said. “There
is no firm in the universe that wants a lawyer without a book of
business.”

“Believe me, this firm is different,” she
said. “Check out their website. They’re fun. They’re not all about
making money.”

“If that’s true, I’ll eat my hat,” I said.
Of course, I don’t wear a hat. “And if that’s true, they’re
probably going down the tubes.”

Catherine laughed. “You’re a crusty old
bastard, aren’t you?”

I almost took offense, but didn’t.

“Listen, my dear,” I said, “I’m very
flattered, but it seems like an awful lot of work for someone who’s
looking forward to puttering with my boats full time.”

“Jack, do me a favor,” she said. “Just think
about it. This is a match made in heaven. Believe me.”

I protested several more times, but
Catherine convinced me to let her call me in a few days to get my
final answer.

I got up from my desk, and stretched, put on
my suit jacket, and walked out to my secretary’s desk. Marion was
ready with a handful of pink telephone message slips.

“You could use voicemail like everyone
else,” she said.

“Then there’s no personal touch,” I
said.

“But if I’m feeling crabby, my personal
touch isn’t as good as good old voicemail,” she said.

“You’re never crabby,” I said.

“Oh, right,” she said. She handed me the
slips.

Right at the top was a message from a client
of the firm, Stanley Barnard. His mother had hired me years ago to
handle what we called at the firm “a small personal matter.” He had
been arrested for buying a gram of cocaine from an undercover
officer. I was able to get him into a special program for rich
white kids that held the criminal charges in abeyance until he
successfully completed rehab. If he then remained without a blemish
on his record for the next year, the charges would be expunged. He
was now a very rich white man, and his loyalty to the firm had been
unwavering. We handled everything for him and his family.

“Stanley has called you several times,”
Marion said. Then she made a “chi-ching” sound. I think she was
trying to tell me that my immediate attention to Stanley would
benefit the firm financially.

“I’ll call him right now,” I said. Team
player, that’s me.

I hadn’t liked Stanley much when he was a
kid. I didn’t like him any better now. He was an addict, but he had
managed not to get arrested for any drug-related offenses in all
the years since his initial arrest. His current addictions took the
form of overeating and gambling. Both of these addictions were
legal, so he had no need for my services in the criminal arena.

When I called the number on the pink slip,
he answered immediately. It appeared to be his cell phone.

“Stanley,” I said. “What’s going on?”

“Jack, I need your help. My old lady is
driving me crazy.”

I was momentarily puzzled. I thought
Stanley’s marriage at least was a good one, with his wife
supporting his every whim. She was also very pretty. Surely he
didn’t want a divorce lawyer?

“She wants to continue as President of the
company,” Stanley said. “She’s 93 years old, for Chrissake.”

Now it became clear that he was, in fact,
referring to his “old” lady, his mother. The woman who had helped
him stay out of the court system by hiring me at an exorbitant
fee.

“Why don’t you come to see me…” I said.
Stanley stopped me.

“Jack, come out here. I want you to see for
yourself what’s going on.”

When Stanley said “out here,” he was
referring to the headquarters of his family company, started by his
mother as a small hardware store and now a conglomerate made up of
hardware-related companies, including manufacturers of esoteric
objects like night vision goggles. The company was still in its old
location, at the edge of the Delaware River, next to garbage
transfer stations and a chemical company. The hardware store was
still in existence. Stanley and his family kept it operating to
show that they had never really left their roots.

I agreed to meet him the next morning. I
couldn’t tell if he needed a litigator, an estates lawyer or a
family lawyer, but presumably I’d find out. Even though I didn’t
like Stanley very much, I thought I’d enjoy a field trip to the
hardware store.

And it turned out to be very
interesting.


Chapter
Three

The man with the cowboy boots buried the
gray mare in one of his back fields using a bulldozer. He enjoyed
using heavy machinery. Since he was a kid, he had liked to play
with trucks and earth-moving equipment. As a grown man, he felt
fulfilled every time he got behind the controls of one of these
behemoths.

When he had finished digging the hole, he
rolled the mare into it, along with the remaining alfalfa hay. He
shoveled the dirt back into the hole, and ran the dozer back and
forth a few times over the grave so it would settle back down to
the level of the surrounding earth. Then he spread some dirt over
the area the mare had fouled, with diarrhea and vomit, until it
could no longer be seen or smelled.

He left the dozer in the field and headed
back to his cabin. He had accomplished his goal for the week. When
he wasn’t working, he believed he needed to keep sharp. He needed
to explore options. He liked having choices. When it came to
eliminating problems, there was no “one size fits all.” He thought
he was probably the most flexible and creative practitioner of his
craft in the contiguous states. And he wanted it to stay that
way.

As he entered the cabin, his cell phone
rang.

“What?” he said.

“You’re needed,” a familiar voice said.
“Lucrative job, for both of us.”

“Do I need to write anything down?”

“Just get yourself to Philadelphia. By
tomorrow.”

“Who am I?” said the man with the cowboy
boots.

“Don’t get existential on me,” said the
voice, and laughed.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Never mind. Why don’t you check into the
Wycliff hotel as Larry Evans. Your IDs will be waiting for you in
an envelope at the desk. You can be a cowboy type if you want. Just
not an actual cowboy.”

The new Larry Evans shut off his cell. He
didn’t like small talk or jokes when he was working. He looked up
bus schedules on his computer. He could make it to Philadelphia in
18 hours on Greyhound. He opened his closet and took out the
suitcase he always kept packed. He’d never been to Philadelphia,
but it didn’t matter to him one way or the other. He had no idea
what he was going to be asked to do. That didn’t matter to him,
either. He had everything he needed, most of it in his head.


Chapter
Four

The next day I presented myself at Barnard
Hardware Corporation at 9 a.m. sharp. The parking lot was empty,
except for a white Cadillac. The river was quiet. I saw no river
traffic. A great black-backed gull stood on a railing at the
water’s edge.

I rang the bell on the front door, which was
locked. I heard brisk footsteps. A wizened woman opened the door to
me, and when she saw me, her face broke into a smile.

“Hot diggity! Jack Morgenthau!” she said,
and took my hand in one wrinkled paw.

I hadn’t heard that saying in some time, but
I realized it was an expression of pleasure.

“Mrs. Barnard,” I said.

“Come in, come in,” she said. “What brings
you here?”

“I’m meeting Stanley,” I said.

“You’ll be waiting for a while,” she said.
She motioned me back into her office, which overlooked the parking
lot and then the river.

“I see you still get in early,” I said.

She laughed. “Even earlier now that I hardly
sleep.”

She sat down behind her desk, and I had a
chance to really look at her. She had bleached blonde hair in an
outdated pouf, which surprised me because she always looked so well
put together. She used to wear her blonde hair in a bun. She was
always what people in her day called “a looker.” At 93, she still
was. Except for the hair.

She caught me looking at her hair. She
pointed a painted fingernail to her head.

“A wig,” she said. “At my age, having your
own hair is almost as hard as having your own teeth.”

She smiled. “These aren’t my originals,
either.”

It was hard to know how to respond. She
saved me the trouble.

“You don’t have to say anything, Jack. Old
age is what it is.”

I heard the front door open, and slow
footsteps head toward the back office.

“There’s nothing wrong with my hearing,
though. And those fat footsteps belong to Stanley.”

She paused to shake her head.

“My son just burns me up. He’s a big lump of
negativity. He’s gotten so fat I call him Your Bulkiness.”

Before I could say anything, Stanley loomed
in the office doorway.

“Jack?” Stanley said. He was out of breath.
“What are you doing in here?”

“You and I were supposed to meet this
morning,” I said.

“I know. What are you doing with my
mother?”

“Oh, don’t be so paranoid,” his mother said.
“We were just visiting.”

“Come into my office,” Stanley said.

I stood. “It was very nice having a chance
to chat,” I said.

She smiled at me again, this time very
broadly, with the teeth that were not her originals, making me
think of the wolf in the little red riding hood story.

Stanley was using a cane, and walking
extremely slowly. He paused for breath every few steps. He had
become obese since the last time I saw him. I kept my face neutral,
but I was shocked at his appearance. I almost tripped on his heels;
I had to hold myself back from passing him.

We finally entered his office. “Close the
door,” he said, as he moved slowly behind his desk. He was
wheezing.

“Here’s what gets me,” he said. “She still
thinks she runs the company.”

“What does she do while she’s here?” I
said.

“I have no idea. She sits behind her desk
and shuffles papers. She talks on the phone. She’s not doing
company work, I’m sure of that.”

“How can you be sure?” I said.

He watched me for a few moments.

“I’ve bugged her office,” he said.

“What?”

“I had a professional come in and bug her
office. I told him I was worried she had Alzheimers.”

I decided not to bring up the issue of
whether what he had done was legal. It might have been.

“Does she?”

“Probably not,” he said. “But I know her
calls are all personal.”

“You didn’t bug her phone, did you?”

“No, but, you know, you can tell from one
side of a conversation whether it’s personal.”

My heart started beating normally again.
Sometimes, clients can get themselves into huge trouble. At least
he hadn’t broken any wiretap laws.

“Jack, you have to help me. I have a huge
business to run, and she’s taking up too much of my time.”

“I’m having a hard time understanding,
Stanley,” I said. “If she’s just sitting there doing nothing, how
can she take up too much of your time?”

“She talks to the employees. When visitors
come—like you—she talks to them. It’s bad for morale.”

“I would think it helps morale to have the
founder still in the office, chatting with people.”

“It undermines my authority.”

I stared at Stanley, with his triple chin
and bald head. I mentally compared his bemused face with the
beautiful elderly woman’s that had greeted me at the door. I could
indeed see how people trusted her and not him.

“She insults me in front of the staff. She
insults me when we’re by ourselves. I want her out of here.”

“She’s still a shareholder,” I said. “I
don’t really see how you can make her leave.”

What I didn’t mention was that his mother
owned 51% of the company. Stanley knew it all too well.

“I want control of the company,” he
said.

“When your mother dies, you will have the
majority of the shares,” I said.

“That’s what she says, but I don’t trust
her. She can change her will anytime.”

“It’s not just her will,” I said. “The
shareholders’ agreement provides for that. Upon her death, you will
own 51% of the shares.”

“But don’t you see?” Stanley said. “She will
never die! She’s the devil.”

His face had turned a bright red. His neck
was purple. I feared for his heart.

“Stanley,” I said. “I have always
represented all of you—your mother, the company, and you. If
there’s a problem brewing, I have to bow out. If I represented any
of you, there would be a conflict of interest.”

“You mean you won’t help me?”

“I can’t help you, ethically. You’ll need to
find a lawyer. And if your mother resists whatever you want to do,
she’ll also need to find another lawyer.”

“This is unbelievable,” Stanley said. “After
all the money we’ve poured into your firm.”

I started to say something. Stanley beat me
to it.

“Get out,” he said.

I left his office. I was sorry that there
was a conflict and I could no longer be involved. I assumed I would
never deal with the company or its principals again. As it turned
out, their shenanigans sucked me into a morass I couldn’t
avoid.


Chapter
Five

Larry Evans got off at the Philadelphia bus
terminal, aching in every limb. Had it not been for the anonymity
of the bus, he would have taken some speedier form of
transportation. He put down his suitcase, placed it between his
legs, and stretched as much of his torso as he could.

Bus stations in general are scuzzy, beaten
looking buildings, but this one was one of the worst. A dark tunnel
at the entrance also featured a dollar store and a bar, both lit
with neon signs. Many people left a bus at the Philadelphia bus
station fearing for their lives, in a panic. Larry Evans barely
noticed his surroundings. He headed for the street to hail a
cab.

“Wycliff hotel,” he said to the cabby. As
the cab moved from the bus station and its environs towards the
Wycliff, even Evans began to notice a change in atmosphere. By the
time the cab pulled up to the hotel entrance, on Rittenhouse
Square, Evans saw why he couldn’t be a cowboy. Just cowboy-like.
The hotel was for the rich, if not for the famous.

He paid for the cab, and grabbed his
suitcase, ignoring the bellman who attempted to help. He checked
in, asked for his messages, and went to his room. He declined again
the services of the bellman. He was polite but firm.

A message light was blinking on the room
phone.

He opened the envelope that had been left
for him. There was an Arizona driver’s license with his Larry Evans
identity. There was a small pile of cash in fifties. He counted it.
Five thousand dollars. And there was an American Express gold card
in the name of Larry Evans.

He put these items into his pockets. He
never carried a wallet. He might need a money clip for this much
cash.

He was starved. He picked up the phone, and
ignored the stuttering sound that meant he had a message. He called
room service, and ordered himself a steak, rare. Then he listened
to his message. He recognized the voice.

“Hi, Larry. I’m assuming you made it in ok.
I’ll call you on your cell at three p.m. eastern time.”

He erased the message, and checked the time
on the hotel room clock. He had an hour to eat before the call,
assuming the hotel produced his meal in a timely fashion. He went
to the minibar, and extracted a beer. That would help. Nothing like
a beer to fill you up.

He thought about the grey mare. He had
purchased her from a knacker, saved her life just long enough to
kill her. The knacker thought he was a sentimental slob who loved
animals. In truth, he hardly noticed animals. For that matter, he
really hardly thought about any living creatures. But he did mull
over the mare’s death. Although the mare had not died quickly, he
thought the cause of death would likely be untraceable.
Undoubtedly, he would be placed in a situation where his experiment
would prove useful.

A knock at the door brought his meat, bloody
rare and smelling like heaven. He tipped the waiter, shooed him
away, and sat down to destroy his meal.


Chapter
Six

I visited the firm’s ethics guru, Kevin Fox,
when I returned to the office. I explained about the Barnard
situation. He agreed that I had done the right thing.

“Perhaps,” I said, “but Stanley was so
angry, I was afraid that he might sue us for something.”

“What could he possibly sue us for?”

“I have no idea,” I said. “But don’t
disgruntled clients always sue their lawyers?”

“Not always,” he said. “And of course it
would help if you could ungruntle him.”

“I’ll do what I can,” I said.

I left his office to go back to my own.
Marion had another stack of pink telephone messages to hand to me.
Since I had left BHC and its owners, I had accumulated several
messages from Stanley and from Mrs. Barnard. I felt extremely
uneasy.

I called Mrs. Barnard first.

“Jack,” she said. “I just wanted to
apologize for Stanley’s behavior.”

It made no sense to me that she would
apologize for her son, who was an adult, at least nominally.
Stanley was the one who had to apologize. But I deflected.

“I’m an adult, Mrs. Bernard,” I said. “I’ve
been in the business world long enough to roll with the
punches.”

“Well, just so you know,” she said.

We made a few of the obligatory “good-bye”
noises, and I hung up. Then I called Stanley.

“I want you to give me the name of a good
trial lawyer,” he said. No “hello.”

“Okay,” I said. “Let me get back to you with
a few names.”

“One name,” he said. “One good lawyer.” He
hung up.

So much for apologies.

I sent out an email to all our lawyers,
explaining that I was looking for a good litigator for a good
client whom we could not represent. As I expected, within minutes I
received five emails from the senior partners who served on the
Firm Underwriting Committee, along the following lines: Are you
sure we can’t get waivers to represent the client in litigation? I
then had to explain that it was litigation between the
shareholders.

As I also expected, I received twelve emails
suggesting good trial lawyers. Three of suggestions had the same
name: Miles Sawyer. Miles was a so-called “conflicts” attorney,
someone who stepped in when a firm had an ethical conflict and who
never tried to poach a client from the referring law firm.

I sent Miles’ name and contact information
to Stanley via email.

I wasn’t surprised to hear from Mrs. Barnard
again the following week: her son had sued her, and she needed a
lawyer. I repeated the procedure with her, and found another
conflicts attorney, Vincent Phillips, to represent her. Since she
was web-savvy, I emailed her Vinnie’s information.

I thought then I would probably not hear
another word from the BHC principals or the company for quite a
while. But they dragged my ass into their craziness. And they
weren’t just a pain
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