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Chapter 1

The clients drawn to the quaint little law office at the corner of Main and Maple brought problems that Simon was tired of. Bankruptcies, drunk driving charges, delinquent child support, foreclosures, nickel-and-dime car wrecks, suspicious slip-and-falls, dubious claims of disabilities—the stock-in-trade of a run-of-the-mill street lawyer whose law school dreams of riches had faded so dim they were almost gone. Eighteen years into the grind and Simon F. Latch, Attorney and Counselor (both) at Law, was burning out. He was weary of other people’s problems.

Occasionally there was a break in the misery when an aging client needed some estate work, like an updated last will and testament. These were almost always uncomplicated matters that any first-year law student could handle, regardless of how somber Simon tried to make them. For only $250, he could write, or “draft” as he preferred to say, a three-page simple will, print it on heavy gold bond paper, get it notarized by his “staff,” and convey the impression that the client was “executing” something profound.

The truth was half of them didn’t even need a will, regardless of how simple, though no lawyer in the history of American jurisprudence had ever said so to a paying client. It was also true that the $250 fee was a rip-off because the internet was filled with free simple wills that were just as binding. It was also true that Mr. Latch would hardly touch the will. Matilda, his secretary, filled in the blanks and printed the important documents.

The current client was Ms. Eleanor Barnett, age eighty-five, a widow who lived alone in a modest suburban home she and her late second husband had purchased ten years earlier. She had no children, though Harry Korsak, her last husband, had two sons from a bad first marriage and had tried for years to convince Eleanor, his beloved second wife, to adopt the pair for various reasons, none of which appealed to her because, as she confided to Matilda during their lengthy second phone chat, she loathed the boys. They were nothing but trouble.

“And do you have a mortgage on your home?” Matilda had asked, politely interrupting the beginning of what promised to be a windy narrative about the two sorry sons.

No. The house was paid for, as was the car. There were no debts. Harry Korsak had been quite frugal, a child of Depression-era parents, you know, and simply hated the idea of debt. Between phone calls, Matilda did her usual internet checking and learned that the home, as assessed by the county for $280,000, was indeed free of liens, and the car, a fifteen-year-old Lincoln, was also unencumbered. Digging a bit deeper, she found a rap sheet for Clyde Korsak, the elder of the two un-adopted sons. Decades earlier he had been caught peddling cocaine and spent four years in prison.

Ms. Barnett would not discuss any more financial matters over the phone, said she’d rather wait until her meeting with Mr. Latch. She arrived promptly at 2 P.M., dressed like a mildly affluent old lady on her way to church. Matilda had seen a thousand of them come and go, and she sized her up immediately as she poured coffee into a fine china cup she kept around for the old gals. Most clients got paper cups. Ms. Barnett walked just fine, no cane, no tottering, a good stride and nice gait, and she sat properly in a reception chair and sipped her coffee, pinkie in the air, a clear sign of either good manners or a trace of snobbery. From all outward appearances, she was in good shape physically, probably had another decade to go before her new last will and testament would be called into action.

After a few minutes, Matilda announced that Mr. Latch was finished with his “judicial conference call” and would like to see her. She led Ms. Barnett down a short hallway and into the conference room where the dark walls were lined with thick law books Mr. Latch hadn’t touched in years.

Simon’s goal was to be rid of her in thirty minutes. Add another thirty next week when the new will was properly signed, and he would earn, in theory, his hourly rate of $250. A good friend from law school was currently billing four times that much in a Washington tax firm, but Simon tried not to think about such things. Over the years he had almost convinced himself that his quality of life in the small town of Braxton, Virginia, was far better, money be damned.

He turned on the charm, as he always did with the older women, and knew right away that she was smitten. “That’s a lovely necklace,” he said, fawning.

She smiled and flashed a mouth full of natural, yellow teeth. “Why, thank you.”

“I see from the notes that you are single, live alone, and have no children or grandchildren. Two husbands, both deceased.” He scanned Matilda’s report as if reading the Magna Carta.

“And you kept the name Barnett after you married Mr. Korsak.”

“Well, not exactly. After Harry died I decided to go back to ‘Barnett.’ I never really liked the name Korsak, you know? Between the two of us, I enjoyed Vince Barnett a lot more than Harry Korsak. Vince and I were childhood sweethearts, you know, married young and sort of grew up together. We were younger and more romantically active, know what I mean?”

Simon knew exactly what she meant and had no desire to explore further. “Do you have a current will?”

“They don’t expire, do they?”

“Well, no, they don’t.”

“Yes, but I have doubts about it. I’d like to do a new one, and I want to hire you as my attorney for other matters. On a retainer.”

“What other matters concern you?”

“Oh, well, one never knows, especially nowadays with so much fraud and scamming out there. Senior citizens are the favorite targets. It’s just awful how many of them lose everything. I want to be protected, and I want you kept on retainer to review things for me. My friend Doris always keeps a lawyer on retainer.”

At the moment, Simon could think of nothing worse than being at the beck and call of an elderly client who thought she was being scammed. But if she insisted, then $1,000 might be a fair arrangement.

“How much is her retainer?”

“Oh, not much. She says you can get one pretty cheap.”

Simon took a deep breath and tried to get the consultation on track. “Let’s get back to your will. It’s important that I take a look at your previous one.”

“Yes, I know. Matilda out there mentioned it over the phone but I forgot to bring it. Seems like I’m forgetting more and more these days.”

Goes with the territory. If they were over eighty, he assumed a few marbles were missing. He and Matilda would confer later and decide if Ms. Barnett had sufficient mental capacity to understand what she was doing. But the first impression was good, and for $250, he was willing to worry only so much.

“Could you possibly drop it off in a day or so?”

“Yes, no problem. Sorry to be a pain.”

“Quite all right. We need to talk about your assets and liabilities.”

“There are no liabilities. Not one penny of debt. Harry, my late husband, despised debt. Wouldn’t even use a credit card. We lived free and clear.”

Simon loved the sound of those words and could only dream of one day clawing his way out of debt. “That’s admirable,” he said piously, as if she needed his blessings. Everything he owned was heavily mortgaged.

“But I got one after he died. A Visa card.”

He scribbled something meaningless and said, “Okay, what about assets? Do you own your home?” He knew she did but most older clients enjoyed bragging about the things they had accumulated. They were proud of their frugal lifestyles and that after decades of pinching pennies they were financially secure.

“I certainly do.”

“Any idea of its market value these days?”

“Well, not really, but the county has it assessed for two hundred and eighty thousand, I think. Something like that.”

“Okay, that’s close enough. The home is usually the biggest asset in a person’s estate.”

“Not in my case,” she said sharply, as if mildly offended.

He kept scribbling and absorbed the first hint that this little will might not be so simple. “Do you own other real estate? A vacation home? Rental properties?”

“Oh no. Harry didn’t like real estate. Said it was too much trouble.”

Then what, please, did Harry like? “I see. Do you have other investments?”

She took a deep breath and suddenly looked worried. “I can trust you, right, Mr. Latch?”

“Of course. I’m your lawyer, duty bound to keep everything confidential.” Simon noticed a slight flutter in his intestines, as if some truly wonderful and unexpected facts might be in the works. He’d had a few surprises in the past eighteen years as a pseudo estate lawyer, but nothing significant.

“Well, you see Mr. Latch—”

“Please call me Simon.”

“Simon, what a nice name. You see, Simon, Harry worked for almost forty years as a district sales rep for Coca-Cola. I think that’s what killed him. He got his blood sugar up, had a stroke at sixty-nine, never recovered. We always had plenty of Coke, the real thing, not diet, in the fridge and he drank too many, at least in my opinion. Anyway, he qualified for stock options, a few at a time, and he bought every share of Coke he could get his hands on. Never sold a share, just enjoyed watching it pile up. And boy did it. Then about thirty years ago, he began selling Coke products to Wal-Mart and became fascinated with the company. It was selling a lot of soft drinks. Harry began buying stock in Wal-Mart and he never sold a share. When he died suddenly, he was wondering what to do with all that stock. He didn’t want to leave it to his boys, because they were nothing but trouble. Still are. And here’s the thing, Simon, the boys don’t know about the stock. Harry never told them, never told anyone but me. He thought it was funny that we lived quietly in our modest little home and no one knew we were worth millions.”

Millions? Simon managed to keep scribbling on his yellow legal pad but his handwriting, illegible on a good day, quickly deteriorated into nothing more than chicken scratch. At that moment, he could not remember a single will he had ever drafted for a person worth a million dollars, excluding the real estate.

He maintained a lawyerly frown as if thoroughly unfazed. “What, uh, did he do with all that stock?”

“He left it to me, along with everything else. What’s it called—‘the marital deduction’?”

“Yes, that’s it. You can leave everything to your spouse free of estate taxes. Harry must have been a smart man.”

“Funny thing, he never claimed to be smart. He was quite modest, worked hard, paid his debts, saved his money, bought his stocks, then left it all to me. He wanted to do something to help his sons, and, frankly, he tried everything. But if they had known about his portfolio they would have driven him crazy. So, he never told them. Then he died suddenly.”

It was rare for a client seeking a simple will to throw around words like “portfolio” and “marital deduction.” Simon’s radar went up another notch or two.

“What’s the value of the portfolio?”

She actually put a hand over her mouth as if she couldn’t say. Then she rubbed her eyes and looked frightened. She lowered her voice and said, “And all of this is strictly confidential, right?”

“We’ve already established that, Ms. Barnett. If you want me to draft a proper will, then I have to know what’s in the estate. A simple will may not be what you need.” He could almost feel the new document growing thicker by the moment. And the retainer was growing too, now up to $5,000.

“If people only knew. My friends, Harry’s boys. No one knows, Simon.”

Simon flashed a comforting smile, as if to say, You can tell me anything. Instead, he said, “These walls are made of steel, Ms. Barnett. Nothing leaks through. I’m ethically bound to keep all your secrets.”

Fortified, she gritted her teeth and said, “As of last week, the stocks were worth slightly more than sixteen million. The market goes up and down, you know?”

Simon scribbled down the number while managing to keep a solemn poker face, as if this was nothing out of the ordinary.

She leaned in closer and asked, “That’s a lot, right?”

“It is.”

“Is it pretty unusual?”

“I’d say yes. I rarely get a client with this type of net worth.” Rarely? How about never?

“And I don’t know what to do with it all?”

Oh, the questions. And the suggestions.

“Uh, well, how much of the estate is in Coke stock?”

“About ten million. About six or so in Wal-Mart.”

“And the dividends?”

“Well, as you know, Wal-Mart doesn’t pay squat for dividends, pennies per share. But Coke, well that’s a different story. It’s paid four percent a year forever.”

“Four percent of ten million annually?”

“Thereabouts. It’s a bit over four hundred thousand a year. And it just piles up, you know? I don’t know what to do with it. Can you help me, Simon?”

“I’m sure we’ll think of something, but this will not be just a simple will, Ms. Barnett. This will take some time.”

“Could you please call me Netty? It’s my old nickname, but only a few people use it. If you’re Simon, then I’m Netty.”

He gave her the sappiest smile yet and said, “Of course,” as they grew closer. “I guess with that type of income you must have substantial cash in the bank.”

“Yes, I do.”

A pause. “Okay, how much cash?”

“Almost four million.”

“And it’s in, well, what type of accounts?”

“Checking, savings, and certificates of deposit. But the bank’s not here. Harry wouldn’t dare bank with the locals. He was always afraid prying eyes would see our accounts and, well, you know how people love to gossip. So he banked with East Federal in Atlanta, one of the biggest.”

“Atlanta?”

“Yes, we lived there for years. Coke’s headquarters, you know?”

“Of course.” Simon had no idea where Coke was headquartered. He scribbled away as his mind spun in circles. He flipped the pages of his legal pad and started on a blank one. He wrote down the number $10,000, followed by “Retainer.”

“Just curious, Netty, in your last will, who did you leave your assets to? The stocks and bank accounts?”

She sighed as if it might be too painful to talk about. “Well, Simon, that’s one reason I’m here. I don’t like my current will. I signed it weeks ago and I haven’t had a good night’s sleep ever since.”

“Who drafted it?”

“A lawyer across the street. Wally Thackerman. You know him?”

“Oh, sure. I know all the lawyers in town.”

“Do you trust him? Is he a good guy?”

“Yes, no, sort of, maybe. Wally is nice enough, but I wouldn’t call him a friend. Do I trust him? I’m not sure. Why? Do you trust him?”

“I did, but now I don’t know. You see, Simon, I wasn’t sure who to put in my will. Who gets the stocks and the money, you know?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So Wally convinced me to leave it all to him, in trust. When I pass, he’ll sell the stock, put the cash in a trust of some sort, I really never understood it, and then he would have the authority to give the money to my favorite charities.”

“And what are your favorite charities?”

“I don’t have any.”

“None?”

“No. You see, Harry didn’t believe in giving money away. He had the attitude that no one gave him money when he was broke and hungry, as a kid, so why should people expect him to give them something? I wouldn’t say he was stingy, but maybe he was. Whatever, we just never got in the habit of giving.”

“What about after he died and you inherited everything?”

“Well, there was this one charity I liked, or at least I thought so. Years ago I saw something on cable about the spider monkeys in Uganda and how they were starving to death because of some chemicals the government was spraying. Poor things were just shriveling up and dying by the hundreds. It was heartbreaking, so I sent a thousand dollars to the Spider Monkey Trust, had an address in Boston. They said thanks, sent me a calendar and all, made me a member of one of their boards, then asked me for more money. I sent another check, then another, and they kept asking. Wanted to send an executive out here to meet me and have lunch and so on. Then they sold my name and address to somebody else and before long my mailbox was jam-packed with letters from folks trying to save whales and buffaloes and cheetahs and Canadian wolverines. I sent them nothing. Got so bad I changed my mailing address. Then the FBI busted the Spider Monkey Trust, whole thing was a scam. Got me for eleven thousand. So, no, Simon, I don’t fool with charities.”

Simon managed to listen while his mind raced around that little weasel Wally Thackerman across the street, putting his name in the will and controlling everything. It was highly unethical and grounds for disbarment, but then who needs a law license when you’re drowning in cash?

She was prattling on. “Ever since I signed that will I’ve worried about it. Doesn’t seem right for the lawyer to be able to get his hands on everything, right, Simon?”

“I need to see the will, Netty.”

She pulled a tissue out of a pocket and was tapping it on her cheeks. “I’m sorry. This is so confusing. I never really felt right, you know, leaving everything to Mr. Thackerman, a man I don’t really know. That was not very smart, was it?”

Of course not. Downright stupid. But with the client in tears and vulnerable and sitting on a fortune, Simon grew even warmer. “We’ll take care of it, Netty. Trust me. This is easy to fix. Sometimes proper estate planning requires a significant portion of the assets to be placed in trust, and the attorney is often named as the trustee.”

“Legal gobbledygook.”

“Yes, I’m sorry, but the law can get complicated. Let me take a look at the will and we can go from there.”

“Okay.”

Simon was dizzy with rapid thoughts. He closed his legal pad, put the cap on his pen, and said, “Look, tomorrow I have some business in Fairhaven close to where you live. Let’s meet at that new Starbucks on Millmont Street. You know where it is?”

“I think so, but I really don’t mind coming downtown.”

“No, I insist. Same time, two P.M. tomorrow. And I’ll look over your will.”

“I guess.”

“And here’s something sensitive, Netty, something I can tell only you. Matilda out there is not the most discreet person I’ve ever hired. We’ve had issues over her ability to keep secrets, and this is just the type of gossip that she might repeat to the wrong person.”

“Oh dear.”

“Right. I’ll have to terminate her soon enough. A lawyer cannot have a blabbermouth in the office. In the meantime, though, not another word to her. If you need me, just call my cell phone.” He slid across a business card.

“Oh dear.” She was feigning surprise but also enjoying the intrigue.

“It’ll be okay, trust me. I can prepare the will myself and she’ll never see it. It’s best that way.”

“If you say so.”

“Trust me. Two P.M. tomorrow at Starbucks.”

He followed her down the hall to reception, chatting the whole way about the weather. Netty glared at Matilda as she walked by but said nothing. Simon opened the front door and stepped outside with her. As she wandered off and got in her car, the old Lincoln, he stared at the law office across Main Street.

LAW OFFICES OF WALTER J. THACKERMAN. What a slimeball.

Back inside, Matilda said, “Nice little lady. You have the questionnaire? I’ll do the will right now.”

Simon stopped and looked out the front window as if there was trouble. “Might have a problem. She could be crazy, really off her rocker. I think she’s being treated, gotta be careful. And she’s not sure what to do with her house so she wants to think about it for a few days. Could be a real pain.”

“I thought she was rather lovely.”

“We’ll see. Do I have any other appointments this afternoon?”

“Yes, the Pendergrasts. Their bankruptcy is causing problems.”

“Great.”





Chapter 10

Monday morning, Simon stumbled out of The Closet, in his gym shorts and a T-shirt, went downstairs, and sat at his desk. It was not yet seven, so he had a full hour before Matilda arrived and started planning his week. He needed more than an hour. He needed to be in a tiki bar on a beach somewhere, sipping a tall iced drink and watching the waves roll in while his mind went numb with meaningless thoughts.

Aside from having fun with his kids, the weekend had been a tough one. He was still trying to adjust to the fact that his wife was now on the prowl, and he was making progress on that front. The real trouble was the tournament. He was getting wiped out. In the family pool, Janie, sticking with her mascot selections, had won ten games and lost only two. Paula, still picking the best-dressed coaches, was nine and three. Buck and Danny were even. Simon, the serious gambler and true expert, had won four games and lost eight. Last place.

But the five dollars he’d lost at home was nothing compared to the shellacking over at Chub’s, where he was down $7,000, a personal record. He was certain he would get it back with the Final Four, but his confidence was wavering.

He sipped strong coffee and checked in with several online gambling gurus who blathered on with piercing analyses while covering their butts—one picked Duke, another picked Kentucky, another Wisconsin. What was a desperate gambler to do? He looked at his daily calendar and saw nothing but the same slog. In fact, for the entire week he could not see potential fees of more than $2,000.

The Final Four. Only three games left in the tournament, the season. At one point, way back in early January, he was up $4,500. He bounced around during conference play and finished the regular season up $3,000. When he was winning he wanted to play more, and when he was losing he wanted to play even more to catch up. But, as always, he kept his focus and knew his limits. At least he kept telling himself that.

The Final Four. Wisconsin, Duke, Michigan State, and Kentucky. None of which he’d chosen two weeks earlier during bracket mania when every single fan was so much smarter. He stopped fretting and stepped back into The Closet where he managed another shower in a cheap glass tube a client had installed for $500. The water was almost warm and barely dripped from a head that was gathering some ominous form of mold. He banged his elbows on the rickety glass panels and was finished in under a minute. He dressed quickly in khakis, a white shirt and a tie, and went downstairs to the office kitchen for more coffee. The Closet was not equipped with a real kitchen.

In the fridge he noticed a new collection of cartons of diet drinks lined up in a neat row on Tillie’s side. Seltzers flavored with asparagus and other green vegetables. Weight loss practically guaranteed. Simon smiled and shook his head and almost felt sorry for the poor girl as she battled the bulge.

Promptly at 8 A.M., she was not there. Simon listened for the front door to open and the other familiar sounds of his secretary arriving for work. She was rarely late. At 8:15, he thought about calling her, certain that there was a problem. But he waited, and at 8:30, he heard her noises. She always tapped on his door and said “Good morning, Simon.” When she did, at 8:30, he was buried in a document, as if too busy to be concerned with her tardiness.

She walked in and said, “Hey, I know it’s eight-thirty, but I have a new schedule. I’ll come in at this time from now on and leave at five-thirty.”

To make such a decision without asking him was irritating, but he acted nonchalant, as if he didn’t care when she came and went. Same with his wife. He was plotting to get rid of both of them. “And the reason is?”

“I’ve joined a new gym and my class runs from six-thirty to seven-thirty. I need time to run home and shower and such.”

In her desperate search for a toned and pliant body, she had changed gyms several times, with no success. “Okay, we’ll give it a try,” he said without agreeing or disagreeing. For a second she wanted to assert herself and establish her own boundaries, but it was Monday morning, not the best time for a quarrel. She bit her tongue and managed a fake smile, then turned and left his office. As she was leaving, Simon, out of habit, checked her out. Was the asparagus juice working? The new gym? Was it his imagination, or was Tillie actually shedding a few pounds? Or was it that, since he now had the green light from home, he would quite naturally look at women with a different eye.

One thing was certain: On the top-ten list of ways to thoroughly screw up your life, having sex with an employee was somewhere in the first three slots. The laws on sexual harassment were brutal.

Where was gambling on the list?

His thoughts returned to the Final Four, but the phone was ringing now. Wounded and angry people out there needed lawyers.

---

Ten minutes later, Tillie stuck her head through the crack of his door and said, “Simon, got a minute?”

“Sure.” He wasn’t working yet, still pondering free online tips from Vegas oddsmakers.

She took a step in and said, “I still have an open file on Eleanor Barnett. She hasn’t called in some time. You want to close it?”

Simon thought for a moment as if he really had to make a decision. “Give it a week or so. I doubt she’ll be back.”

Tillie nodded and disappeared. She returned to her desk and typed notes on her iPad, for personal use only. She had just caught her boss in a lie, one that was probably of some significance, though she didn’t know for sure. A friend who worked in a realtor’s office had seen Simon in the deli last Friday when Matilda took the day off. He was having lunch with Tony and Mary Beth Larson and an older lady. She called Mary Beth to chat about an insurance matter for one of their clients. They talked all the time and enjoyed the local gossip. Out of the blue, Matilda asked if Mary Beth and Tony had witnessed the execution of a will last Friday. Mary Beth hesitated, just long enough to arouse suspicion, and said yes, they had. For a Ms. Eleanor Barnett, a lovely lady.

Matilda took it in stride as if she was on top of things and ended the call. If Eleanor Barnett signed a will, who typed it? In her twelve years with Simon they had prepared and executed hundreds of wills, and, to her recollection, he had never typed a single one. Nor had he presided over the signing without involving Matilda.

Simon could be a complicated soul and had his flaws, but he was not a liar. When telling stories and spinning yarns he could embellish with the best of them, but on serious matters he would never lie.

Until now.

---

During the lunch with Tony and Mary Beth Larson, Simon could not help but notice that Netty was easily impressed with a grilled chicken Caesar that did not appear to be fresh. He suspected her diet was the typical bland fare of an old widow who seldom cooked and ate from a can.

Simon invited her to another lunch. She accepted with great enthusiasm, which was not surprising. He suggested Chinese, then Afghan kabobs, then falafel. She had never heard of the last two and was suspicious of the first. With great patience, he explained that he enjoyed foods from everywhere and wanted her to have the same experience. If they tried something they didn’t like, no big deal. They would simply go somewhere else next time. Game on. She couldn’t wait to get out of the house. He offered to pick her up at home, primarily because he was curious to see where and how she lived. If her Lincoln was fifteen years old, how about her furniture and rugs? He assumed she had simple tastes, but was it all an act to fake out family and friends and keep prying eyes away from her fortune? Simon spent far too much time pondering these things.

Netty stiff-armed him by insisting that they meet at the restaurant. She was proud that she was still able to drive while most of her friends had had their keys confiscated. Who were these friends? He had so much to learn.

They met at a Greek restaurant Simon had visited before and liked. It was on the edge of town, on the main highway headed toward Washington, far enough from Main Street. He desperately wanted to avoid any chance of bumping into Wally Thackerman at lunch, something that happened maybe once a year. The odds were slim, but weird things happen and he could not imagine the aftershocks of such an encounter. There would be suspicions, then accusations, then fights and so on. Wally would automatically assume Simon was poaching a client, and a wealthy one at that.

They ordered lamb stew with kabobs, rather heavy dishes, with pita bread and water to drink. She wanted to know about his family. She didn’t have much of her own and was curious about his. Simon tried to shift the conversation back to her side of the table. He certainly didn’t want to brag on his children, nor would he dare discuss the broken marriage. He painted a pleasant portrait of things at home and figured he could be more truthful later. He asked about her stepsons, Clyde and Jerry Korsak, and realized immediately that was out of bounds. Her niece and nephew remained a mystery. It had been at least forty years since the entire family had been together for a summer weekend in the Catskills, a disastrous gathering that ended badly and sent everyone scurrying in different directions, evidently for good.

She had been married to Vince Barnett back then. Vince had clearly been her favorite husband, her first love. They had married young, tried desperately to have a family, traveled a lot because they were childless, and she was devastated when he died suddenly at the age of forty.

After about forty-five minutes, the lunch grew tiresome. Netty seemed to have few interests and seldom left the house. She spent hours watching daytime television as she pieced together jigsaw puzzles. They said goodbye in the parking lot and Simon watched her weave away, one foot on the brake, straddling lanes, oblivious to the angry horns behind her.

As he drove back to the office, he was stuck with the nagging thought that she might live another ten years. Then he was angry with himself for once again dwelling on her demise. It was imperative that he stop thinking about her last will and testament and focus on simply being her friend.





Chapter 11

After grappling with a dozen lame excuses to delay the imperative, Simon and Paula finally reached an agreement, a rarity. They would tell the children at the same time, then somehow survive the aftermath. Inflict the pain, have a good cry, then pick up the pieces. They steadied themselves by reminding each other that many of their friends had managed to survive the same dreadful conversations, and then moved on. The kids would be all right.

On a Friday night, Simon took Buck and Danny to a mall to watch a movie, and afterward they ate ice cream in a food court that overlooked a cheesy waterfall. How does one broach the subject? There was no easy way. He cleared his throat and said, “I guess you guys know that Mom and I are not getting along too well.”

The boys glanced at each other and their eyes said it all. They knew the inevitable but did not want this conversation. The moment they had been dreading had arrived.

“Is that why you’re sleeping at the office?” Buck asked.

“Yes it is.” Paula had told the children the truth when it had become obvious. “We have decided to get a divorce.”

He let the word hang in the air for a few seconds as he watched their reactions. Danny, the younger, was more emotional and his eyes moistened, though he seemed determined to be tough. Buck would be the harder case.

He said, “Mom says you don’t love her anymore.”

“I’ll always love your mom. We created you guys and Janie and we are extremely proud of you.” He had practiced these words many times and they sounded flat and too rehearsed. “But just because you love someone doesn’t mean you can get along. Mom and I simply cannot get along anymore.” To a sixteen-year-old and a fourteen-year-old, or to any kid for that matter, this sounded like impenetrable crap. All kids want their parents to be together and happy.

“Why can’t you get along?” Danny asked.

“Because sometimes people fall in love, get married, have kids, and then grow apart. We got busy with our lives, and, well, things changed.”

Buck said, “So you’re blaming us?”

“I am not, Buck. I’m blaming no one but myself. Let’s make that clear. Your mother has done nothing wrong, neither have I. There’s no bad behavior here. We love you guys and Janie and we’re determined to support you in every way. We just don’t enjoy being around each other anymore.”

To put it mildly. Truth was, he and Paula couldn’t stand each other. And on the subject of bad behavior, he could only fantasize about who she was seeing on the side. He, certainly, was on the prowl, now that he had the green light, but so far had struck out.

The boys went silent, thoroughly confused. Simon had several boxes yet to check, so he rattled them off: “I’m not going to move away, or marry someone else, or miss a ball game or a practice or a birthday or Christmas. I’ll be there for you guys, same as always. And I’m very sorry for what’s happening. Your mother and I are both sorry for this. When we got married seventeen years ago we never dreamed this would happen.”

A group of girls settled around a table nearby and Buck recognized them. After a long silence, he said, “Can we just go home?”

“Sure.”

---

At home, things were just as complicated. Janie sat on one end of the sofa, Paula the other. Both had been crying for an hour. Janie was heartbroken at the news. Paula felt rotten for breaking it to her and then watching her melt into a puddle of tears. Her eyes were still red and puffy when Simon and the boys returned. Danny ignored his mother and sister and went straight to his room and slammed the door. Buck fell into a big chair by the television. Simon kissed Janie on the top of her head but said nothing. He ignored his wife and she returned the favor. They sat for a long time without speaking, each one staring at the floor or a cushion or anything that didn’t stare back. It was a dreadful, painful moment for the family, but Simon knew they would all recover and move on. Paula was certainly eager to gut it out for another hour or so, then go to bed and wake up with a major hurdle behind them.

They could get counseling for the kids. Life had stopped for the moment, but each day would get better. The parents were determined to smother them with love and attention and help them grow up and mature. Or that’s what they kept telling themselves.

The parents were equally determined to get away from each other.

Paula finally broke the ice with “How was the movie?”

Buck shrugged and said, “Okay.”

“You want to watch another one?”

Another shrug, another “Okay.”

Simon stood and said, “I’ll make the popcorn.”

---

Chub’s was rocking that night. A local pool shark had a big game going in one corner as gamblers looked on, offering no shortage of commentary. Three widescreens were carrying NBA games and the refs were getting cursed by the regulars. A jukebox was blaring in another corner. Simon found a spot at the bar and settled down in front of a video poker screen. Across the way, Valerie nodded at him and soon appeared with a bourbon and ginger ale.

“Who you suing, Latch?” she asked, one of her usual greetings.

“Everybody,” he said with a smile. She sauntered away to insult another customer.

Simon needed the alcohol and took a long sip. He glanced at a television above the rows of bottles of booze. Heat versus Rockets, not much of a game and he had almost put $500 on the Rockets and taken the points.

It was important to drop by Chub’s at least once a week. He had to give the impression that life was good, that he was still in the game and unfazed by the fact that he was down $6,300. He owed that much to Chub, plus another $1,400 to an online site based offshore and theoretically illegal. His great comeback during the Final Four did not materialize.

Chub eventually appeared, as Simon knew he would, and he worked the crowd as he approached. “What’s up, Lawyer Latch?” he asked with a broad smile.

“Same ole stuff, Chub, how you doing?”

“Great. Gamblers are still losing, business is booming. Worried about the Feds, though. If they legalize online betting then I’m up shit creek. You think it’ll happen?”

“Who knows, Chub? The gaming world is changing, man.”

“Tell me about it. New rules every year. The Vegas boys are spending a fortune to bribe Congress to protect them, but they’re facing headwinds. The Indians are outta control with their casinos. You okay with your account?”

Okay with your account? In other words, Do you realize you owe the house $6,300 and it ain’t getting paid? And, Do you realize that you’ve never been in this deep before?

Simon gave a smile he thought might be comforting but felt as phony as it was. “Sure, Chub, I’m not worried. Are you?”

“If you’re not worried, Latch, I’m not worried. But let’s make some progress, okay?”

Or else? Simon had never been squeezed before and didn’t like the pinch. He gave Chub a hard look, then returned to his poker screen. Chub said nothing else and drifted away into the crowd. It was rumored that he had a nasty side, had connections with a crime syndicate in New Jersey, had interests in strip clubs in Florida, and so on. Chub kept things private but the rumors swirled around him nonetheless. Most criminals enjoyed an air of shadiness.

Frankly, Simon had always scoffed at the speculation that Chub was some sort of ambitious crime boss. He had met him fifteen years earlier when he opened his first bar only three blocks away, and he had been Simon’s bookie ever since. Chub made a lot of money off booking games and video poker, and his clubs were popular. He stayed away from drugs and dabbled in real estate—shopping centers and apartment buildings. Simon knew only the basics because Chub used another lawyer for his legal work. A shady guy Simon avoided.

Simon left the bar, walked to his office, climbed the rear stairs, and entered The Closet at almost 2 A.M. He stripped to his boxers and stretched out on his bed, a cheap one he’d salvaged from a flea market, and stared at the ceiling. The only light was a dim shadow from a street lamp on Main. Downtown was deathly quiet, no traffic at that hour.

---

Eighteen years into a legal career and here he was, reduced to a flimsy bed with a thin mattress, no box springs, and sheets he hadn’t washed in weeks. He was hiding in a tiny, makeshift apartment because, well, because he owned it and had no place else to go. Perhaps when the divorce was filed and the gossip was confirmed and the town knew he and Paula were splitting, perhaps then he could find a real apartment and have room for a stove and full-sized refrigerator. Meanwhile, a mile away his family slept in comfort in a nice home he and Paula had purchased eight years earlier, barely qualifying for the hefty mortgage because they were already stretched too thin. Said mortgage had twenty-two years to go, at $2,800 a month, twelve relentless months in a year, and he was about to get stuck with paying every penny of it. He would deed his interest in the house to Paula but continue with the payments because his family was accustomed to such affluence.

Financially, he was wiped out and things were not about to improve.

Was it worth it? Was getting away from Paula and leaving the kids worth a life of poverty? He told himself that it was, that he was only forty-two years old and perfectly capable of a major comeback. Comeback to where? He had not exactly become rich in the first eighteen years of his career. Why would the next eighteen be any different?

He needed another drink. He got up and went downstairs to his office where he kept his bar in a locked cabinet.





Chapter 12

Their fourth lunch was at a slightly upscale Korean restaurant that Simon had heard was superb. There were tablecloths and linen napkins and an atmosphere that was more subdued than some of their previous dives. So far they had tasted Greece, Thailand, and Afghanistan, and, though Netty was thoroughly enjoying their lunches, she was not impressed with the wide variety of cuisine. Also, she seemed perfectly willing to allow Simon to pay for all the lunches, which he did while bitching only to himself. Lunch was part of his grand seduction scheme.

She dutifully looked over the menu, thoroughly overwhelmed by it. Simon took charge again and ordered traditional dishes of mandu, a pan-fried dumpling filled with chopped pork; japchae noodles, thin see-through noodles with sliced mushrooms, carrots, and spinach; and, everyone’s favorite, Korean fried chicken, made even crunchier after first being rolled in rice flour. Simon made sure the waiter understood that they wanted the tamest version of the chicken. The spiciest was talked about around town.

During the second lunch, Eleanor had made it clear that she did not drink alcohol, so no wine. She encouraged Simon to have a glass if he wanted, but he rarely drank at lunch. Booze made the afternoons sluggish.

When the waiter was gone, Simon decided to get to the point. “We have not discussed your arrangements, have we?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, when Mr. Korsak died suddenly, who stepped up and made the important decisions about his funeral and burial?”

“Oh my.” Her eyes were moist and she looked away. “Is it really time for that?”

“I’m afraid so. As the executor of your will, and in the absence of any family members, I’ll have to make those decisions. Unless, of course, you want someone else to do so.”

“Oh no, Simon. I’m trusting you to do it.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your trust, Netty.”

“Which funeral home?”

“Cupit & Moke, downtown. I guess they’re still around.”

“Oh, they’re both dead, but their families run the funeral home. Mind if I take a look at the policy?”

“Why? I’m not even sure if I can find it. Wasn’t planning on needing it anytime soon.” She cackled at her humor and Simon obliged with a fake laugh. He said, “And your plot is next to Harry’s?”

“That’s right. Out in Eternal Springs, the cemetery. Nicest one around. I go visit once a month and take some flowers. Well, not every month, but most of the time.”

“And the plot is paid for?”

“Oh yes, as far as I know. Haven’t seen a bill in forever.”

“I’m assuming the policy covers the standard mortuary services, casket, and so on.”

“I’m sure it does. Harry’s casket was so handsome, made of oak, had to pay extra.”

“Again, I’d like to see the policy,” Simon said. “There’s a trend nowadays away from traditional burials. Many of my clients are choosing cremation. Have you heard of this?”

“I may have read something. Dottie Watson from the poker club passed two years ago and they cremated her, stuck her in a wall in a mausoleum. We thought her family was just trying to save some money.”

“My wife and I have chosen cremation,” Simon said. “It’s easier, quicker, and much cheaper. Plus, it protects the environment. Think of the millions of people who’ve died and been embalmed and now those chemicals are leaking into the drinking water. It’s a looming environmental disaster.”

Eleanor was about to take a sip of water and she froze, then set down her glass. Shocked, she said, “I never thought about that.”

“It’s true. When a person dies, the morticians fill the body with all manner of chemicals, like formaldehyde, phenol, methanol, and glycerin, to preserve things only until the funeral. It’s ridiculous, really. About a million gallons of chemicals go into the ground each year. Over time, as the body decomposes, the chemicals start leaking out, regardless of what type of casket is used.”

“Well, I never . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“Cremation is the way to go and it’s definitely the trend, at least in this country. I’ll send you some magazine articles.”

“No casket, nothing like that?”

“Nothing like that. Your ashes are put in a cremation urn and it’s buried in a mausoleum or a columbarium.”

“A what?”

“Columbarium. It’s a structure that holds cremation urns.”

With thoughts of decaying remains hanging in the air, the mandu arrived on a platter. They were small, round rice dumplings that smelled delicious. Netty said, “Let’s change the subject.”

“Good idea.”

Simon could do a passable job with chopsticks but Eleanor was too inexperienced. He suggested they stick to forks and she readily agreed. The eight small dumplings disappeared in minutes, just as the noodles and fried chicken were served. Eleanor had been lukewarm to the kabobs from Afghanistan and the spicy egg rolls from Thailand, but she devoured the crunchy fried chicken. And, in Simon’s opinion, she needed to eat. She was looking thin and frail, not sickly, but she could add a few pounds.

The waiter was a young Korean American kid with a Jersey accent. As he cleared the table Simon asked, “What’s a delicious, authentic dessert?”

“Coming right up,” he said, with confidence. “Coffee?”

“Of course.”

Eleanor asked for spiced tea.

Five minutes later he was back with small plate of sesame honey bars. Eleanor took a bite of one, turned up her nose, and sipped tea.

Simon asked, “Were we finished with the conversation about your arrangements?”

“I don’t know. Were we? I’m not sure about this cremation thing. Could I still be buried next to Harry? He and I never talked much about resting peacefully in the same plot, side by side.” Her eyes watered again.

Simon listened with a smile. He knew for certain that he and Paula would not spend eternity anywhere near each other. He said, “I’m sure you can be placed next to Harry.”

She said, “But there won’t be a casket or anything. Just a little vase or box or—”

“An urn. A cremation urn. There are thousands to choose from. It’s a much simpler way to go and also cheaper.”

“Well, let me think about it.”

“There’s no rush, Netty.”

“I certainly hope not,” she said with a laugh that was too loud.





Chapter 13

On a perfect spring day in late May, Simon left the office at four with Matilda fighting the phone. He was grateful it was still ringing, though the racket meant there would be a stack of calls to return in the morning. For some unknown reason, his practice had hit a busy cycle after the latest lull and there were some nice fees. But the divorce was looming and would consume money he didn’t have. And the situation at Chub’s had not improved. Betting on NBA games was proving, once again, to be more challenging than the NCAA.

He really wanted to play nine holes of golf for the first time in weeks, but soccer was calling. Janie’s under-10 team, Slash, had yet another game at the sports complex, a place he was learning to loathe. But he didn’t dare skip it because Janie would know before the start that he wasn’t there. Paula, of course, would arrive early, in part to prove she was the more diligent parent. Who cared? They weren’t fighting over custody.

He found the field, one of a dozen, all with games raging, and saw Paula standing alone at one end.

“What’s the score?” he asked as he stood beside her without looking at her.

“One–zip. Janie scored a goal in the first thirty seconds. You missed it.”

“Chalk up another one for you.”

“She’s really quite good. Her coach wants her to play on a summer travel team.”

Simon’s shoulders sagged a bit as he exhaled with frustration. “A travel team? There goes the summer. How many games?”

“Dozens. Six weekend tournaments. Washington, Baltimore, Charlotte, Atlanta, can’t remember the rest.”

“Great. And I suppose you’ve already said yes.”

“No. She mentioned it for the first time this morning at breakfast.”

“How much?”

“Forty-two hundred.”

“You must be kidding.”

“Nope. Fancy uniforms, travel, tournament fees, the works. Plus, a paid coach.”

“A paid coach? She’s nine years old, Paula.”

“Yes. I know.”

They had yet to look at one another. A month or so earlier they had sat together in the bleachers and a little chat grew somewhat testy. It was best if they stayed away from the other fans.

He said, “And I’m sure Janie wants to spend her summer playing soccer.”

“I think so. Her therapist says she wants to stay away from the house as much as possible.”

“Her therapist?”

“Yes. She’s had two sessions.”

“Why didn’t I know this?”

“You haven’t been home. I’m raising the kids now. Solo, it seems.”

He wanted to start yelling and cursing loudly but figured that might disrupt the game and embarrass his daughter. Plus, it would only give Paula more ammunition. He had to stay cool at all times. He ground his teeth and made himself smile.

“How much for the therapist?”

“Two-fifty an hour.” Same rate as the Honorable Simon F. Latch, Attorney and Counselor at Law. He swallowed hard and asked, with as much sarcasm as possible, “Anybody else in the family seeing a shrink, other than you and Janie?”

“Not at this time. I’m going to protect the children, Simon. Whatever it takes.”

“As if I’m trying to harm them?”

“The divorce will do enough damage.”

“And the divorce is a mutual undertaking, right? We both want out and have agreed to get a divorce.”

“The sooner the better.”

The soccer ball bounced nearby, out of play, and Janie scooped it up for the inbounds. “Nice work, Janie! Atta girl!” Simon yelled intensely. Of course, his encouragement was not acknowledged. He glanced at Paula and she rolled her eyes in disgust. What a bitch. He couldn’t even cheer properly.

Simon knew that the odds of Janie earning a single dollar playing soccer were about as slim as him winning billion-dollar verdicts against Big Pharma. But his dreams were over. Janie’s were only beginning.

“Any comments about the property settlement agreement?” he asked, changing the subject to something other than soccer. Why did he pick the PSA?

She sighed and glanced around to check on their privacy. “Is this really the place?”

“No one’s listening. You want me to stop by the house and discuss it in front of the kids?”

“Who prepared it?”

“I did. I told you I would.”

“Figures. I’ll feel better if I have my own lawyer to review the agreement. And I don’t trust any lawyer around here because you know them all.”

“Of course I know them all. Sorta goes with being in the profession. And just because I know a lawyer doesn’t mean I trust him. In fact, I distrust at least half of the lawyers in town and don’t like most of them.”

“I’ll find one.”

“Great. And pay him or her five grand to nitpick a PSA that is straightforward, fair, and includes everything we’ve already agreed to?”

“You’re raising your voice, Simon, please.”

The game dragged on as Simon boiled and Paula seethed and both wanted to walk away but neither would be the first to leave. Janie would know instantly if one of them left. Late in the game she scored a third goal. Simon faked a cheer while wondering how much it might cost him. When the ball went out of bounds at the other end, he turned and walked away without another word.





Chapter 14

The following week, a rather belligerent gentleman, badly dressed and reeking of alcohol, made a noisy entrance into the reception area of the law office of Wally Thackerman, across Main Street from Simon’s building.

Fran, the secretary, who had years of experience handling riffraff from the street, sized him up quickly and asked, “May I help you?”

“I wanna see Wally Thackerman, the lawyer,” he demanded.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Aren’t you in charge of appointments? Sure you are, and if you were doing a half-ass job you’d know that I don’t have an appointment. And I’m not leaving either.”

“Okay. May I have your name and the nature of your business.”

“Name’s Clyde Korsak and my business ain’t none of your business.”

“Well, be that as it may, Mr. Thackerman is with a client right now. I’ll be happy to make an appointment for tomorrow, say around three P.M.”

“Oh how efficient. I’m not coming back tomorrow because I’m not leaving today. I’ll see the sonofabitch right now because I’m not going away.”

Wally happened to be in his firm’s library, which was closer to the front than his office, and when he heard a loud, aggressive voice he inched forward to investigate. “Everything okay, Fran?” He was peeking around from the hallway.

“You Thackerman?” the man snarled.

“Well, yes, I’m Walter Thackerman. And who are you, sir?”

“I’m Clyde Korsak, stepson of Eleanor Barnett, and we need to talk.”

---

Fran hurriedly made fresh coffee, not that Clyde wanted any, but it seemed necessary at the moment. Wally got him situated in the library, at the big table, and managed some small talk as they waited for the coffee.

The man was frightening. He had reluctantly entered his fifties but was still clinging to his thirties, with long, thick, oily, badly dyed dark hair that fell to his shoulders, much like a washed-up 1980s rocker still touring the small venues. Gaudy tattoos covered both forearms, and some sort of green spider was crawling up his neck. He had patches of wrinkles around his red, puffy eyes, and layers across his forehead. Cheap trinkets hung around his wrists. Both ears were adorned with gold crosses. An ancient black leather jacket. Biker’s boots.

Wally thought about calling the police before they sat down.

Clyde said, “Momma says you’re giving her advice on her will and such.”

Momma? When Wally counseled Eleanor Barnett he had certainly quizzed her about children, the usual questions. She had none. Wally could vaguely recall a reference to a child or two belonging to Harry Korsak, but there were no details.

Rattled, Wally said, “Well, I, uh, sir, I don’t recall Eleanor saying anything about having children. I’m certain she said she has none.”

“You’re a damned liar.”

“I am not. You said you are a stepson?”

“I am, me and my brother. Momma raised us, with Daddy’s help of course.” His red eyes glowed at Wally, who was becoming more unsettled.

Clyde said, “Momma says you been working on a will and testament for her. That right?”

Wally puffed up with ethical indignation and said, “Look, sir, I cannot discuss anything Ms. Barnett said to me. It’s confidential and privileged. She’s my client and I will not discuss her legal affairs.”

Clyde seemed ready to explode just as Fran walked in with a pot of coffee, two mugs, and a chirpy “Here, gentlemen. Fresh coffee.”

It was awkwardly poured and thoroughly ignored. She asked Wally, “Shall I take notes?”

Great idea. She had never taken notes during a client conference, but this one called for different rules of engagement. Wally might need a witness, or worse, an able body to call 911. Fran sat at the end of the table with her pen ready. Clyde paid no attention to her.

He demanded, “Did you write Momma a new will?”

“Sir, divulging client information is grounds for disbarment. I could lose my law license.”

Clyde laughed and sneered and said, “Well, aren’t you quite the little smart-ass? How about your teeth? Have you thought about losing some of your teeth? Coupla pints of blood.”

Wally managed to deflect the threat, or at least pretended to. “She can tell you but I cannot. Have you asked her?”

“Yeah, I did, but she don’t remember, says you put so much bullshit legal talk in the will that she’s not sure who gets what. I’m entitled to a chunk of that money because my Daddy made it. He had the brains, not that old bag.”

For a split second, Wally made eye contact with Fran and delivered the message: Call the police. Fran tapped a key. Help was on the way, supposedly.

From a pocket deep in his leather jacket, Clyde whipped out a pistol, a small, shiny black automatic, and he laid it on the table in front of him without commenting on it. No comments were needed. Wally looked at it and felt faint. Fran tapped the keys again and again.

Oddly enough, she would recall that her first thought was somewhat comforting if purely selfish: he would shoot Wally first, and in doing so might give her a second or two to flee. But, she was immediately embarrassed by such an awful thought and told no one about it.

Clyde said, “I want to see Momma’s will.”

As calmly as possible, Wally said, “Put the gun away, Mr. Korsak, unless you want to go to prison.”

“Ha! I’ve already been there. Prison ain’t no big deal.”

“Put the gun away, sir.”

“Daddy never told us how much money he made and he damned sure didn’t share it with us.”

“Please put the gun away.”

“Maybe I’m not finished with it. I want to see that will.”

“It’s not here. I keep my clients’ wills in a vault at the bank.”

“Oh, how clever. And now the banks are closed, right? So if I come back in the morning you will be happy to walk with me over to the bank and look at the will, right?”

“Sure, if I get permission from Eleanor.”

“Got an answer for everything don’t you?”

Clyde reached for one of the coffee mugs and seemed ready to take a sip when he suddenly flung the coffee at Wally. The cup was full and the coffee was hot and it splashed across Wally’s white shirt and onto his face before he could react. He yelled “Oh shit!” and Clyde yelled “You little son of a bitch!” and Fran screamed “Stop that right now!” But Clyde lunged at Wally and slapped him hard across the nose with the back of his hand, knocking him out of his chair and onto the floor where he tried to scramble but Clyde was all over him flailing away. Both men were in their fifties but Clyde had been in far more fistfights than Wally. Clyde cursed and growled as he pummeled away and seemed determined to kill the lawyer with his bare hands when, suddenly, a shot rang out. It sounded like a cannon and both men froze.

Fran had the pistol and was aiming at the ceiling, where the first bullet had gone.

“Get out of here,” she yelled at Clyde, who slowly got to his feet, gawking at the gun. Wally crawled under the table and surfaced on the other side. His nose was bleeding profusely.

“Get out of here,” she repeated and sort of waved the gun at the door.

“Gimme the gun,” Clyde said, but less forcefully.

“Oh, I’ll give it to you all right. You want one between your eyes or between your balls?”

Clyde flinched instinctively.

She said, “Leave now. I’ll give the gun to the police when they get here in just a minute. My son’s a cop.”

He was not but it sounded authentic. Maybe Clyde thought it was true, and perhaps her son had taught her how to shoot a pistol. At any rate, it was time to get out, with everything intact.

“I’ll be back,” he snarled like a bad actor and disappeared, slamming the front door behind him.

---

Simon was sleeping as usual at 5:30 A.M. when his cell phone rattled next to his cot. It was Matilda, who had never, for any reason, called at such an hour. She said, “You might want to take a look at the Gazette online. Seems your pal Wally Thackerman was assaulted in his office late yesterday afternoon. He’s still in the hospital but expected to be released.”

“Go on.”

“Does the name Clyde Korsak ring a bell? Seems to, vaguely.”

“Yes, he’s Eleanor Barnett’s stepson. You remember her? Came a few months back, looking for a will.”

“Oh yeah. I thought we closed that file.”

Not quite. “Couldn’t make up her mind. Dementia. A widow with two stepsons who want some money.”

“Well, he’s in jail charged with the assault. Wonder why he beat up Wally?”

“Who knows? I guess it’s a dangerous profession.”

“Be careful. See you at eight-thirty.”

The Gazette was the town daily that was thick on shopping coupons and thin on news, not that there was much to report anyway, other than obituaries and football scores. The mauling of a local lawyer was too good to ignore and the headline screamed: “LAWYER ATTACKED IN OFFICE. ARREST MADE.”

The word “attacked” was far more sensational than “assaulted.” There was an old photo of the Honorable Walter Thackerman taken from a bar directory, but no mug shot of the attacker. He was identified as Clyde Korsak; address, age, employment, all unknown. He was charged with aggravated assault and various weapons violations, as well as public drunkenness and resisting arrest. His bond was $250,000, pretty steep for the alleged crimes, but then the victim was a lawyer and the profession had to protect itself. The accused was scheduled to appear in court later in the day.

Simon put on his robe and went downstairs to the office kitchen where he made a pot of coffee and tried to digest the news. He had to talk to Eleanor but would wait until a decent hour. It was a shocking event that could spiral in many directions. Nothing good could come of the assault.

However, as he listened to the coffee maker hiss and drip, he managed to find some humor. Poor Wally had just had the shit beaten out of him for drafting a will that had now been quietly revoked, and neither he nor his “attacker” had a clue.

Then the humor passed. There would be so many complications.

He poured a cup, took it to his office, turned on his desktop, and began reading the comments to the story.

Jacknut: “I say we form a mob and attack all law offices. Take up arms, patriots! Gotta protect ourselves from the law and the lawyers!”

Ole Possum: “Why such an outrageous bond, for assault? Hell, murderers get less than that. Could it be another case of the legal system bending over to take care of its own?”

Katty Kate: “It’s about time somebody busted up that little twerp. Ten years ago he screwed my family out of some property in a bad land deal. He should’ve gone to prison a long time ago.”

Slasher: “Six years ago I was in a car wreck and made the mistake of hiring Wally Thackerman to sue the insurance company. He forgot about the case and allowed the statute of limitations to expire. We ultimately settled our dispute in a confidential manner that allowed him to keep his license. I wouldn’t hire this guy to sweep my floors.”

Finally, Miss Preen wrote: “Knock it off you people. Wally is a real dear who’s been my lawyer for many years. I do hope his injuries are not serious.”

---

Three cups later, Simon finally called Eleanor, at precisely 8 A.M. By the fourth ring he was once again wondering what she was doing with her cell phone. She struggled with it. Butt-dials were common. It was not unusual to get cut off midsentence, and Simon was expected to redial immediately and apologize for the interruption. She often forgot to wear her hearing aids and yelled into the phone while requiring him to practically yell back. At least half of his calls to her went unanswered, and he had quickly learned to stay away from voicemails.

A weak “Hello” finally came across.

“Good morning, Eleanor, this is Simon. Are you okay?”

“Not really. Have you heard?”

“Yes, that’s why I’m calling. Have you seen Clyde?”

“Unfortunately, yes. We need to talk, Simon. I need some help. He’s already called three times this morning and wants money, twenty-five thousand, to get out of jail. And he’s very mean about it. I think he’s dangerous.”

Evidently.

He said, “Eleanor, I’m happy to drive over to your house right now and talk about this.”

“No. I’ll come to your office.” She seemed firm about this.

“Very well. Anytime this morning is fine with me. The sooner the better.”

“Okay. I’m dressed and ready. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

“That’s fine. Matilda will
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