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    This book is dedicated to the Boston firemen who died June 17, 1972 in the city's largest line-of-duty tragedy.
 
 
This is a work of fiction. The use of real names, events and places is for context and to illustrate public policy issues being addressed.
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As a veteran reporter on The Boston Globe’s investigative unit Spotlight, Jim Reed was used to fielding charges of government corruption, conspiracy theories and desperate pleas for help. This was the latest:

April 1, 2002


Boston Globe

1 Exchange Place

Boston, MA 02109

Attention: James Reed @ Spotlight





Dear Mr. Reed,


Attached is photo of the Hotel Vendome Fire Memorial on Commonwealth Avenue. I understand at the time this fire resulted in the greatest loss of firemen in one blaze.

June 17, 2002 is the 30th anniversary of the Vendome Fire. This is an excerpt from The Globe's 20th anniversary piece:

...Saturday afternoon. Dozens of Boston firefighters were just about to relax, poised to go home after controlling a difficult four alarm fire at the old Hotel Vendome in the Back Bay. In an instant, seven floors crashed down, burying about 20 of them and an entire rig, Ladder 15.

Nine firefighters died that night, June 17, 1972. The last body pulled out in the early hours of the next morning, Father’s Day.

The Boston Globe  June 17, 1992



Mr. Reed, what has happened to the people involved?


It was alleged the developer was negligent: a permit not secured for the removal of a structural wall leading to the collapse. Was there a lawsuit and an award to the families?

Did the award provide for the children of the dead firemen?

How did the fire change all involved?

From bostonfirehistory.org:

...Renovation plans were filed on June 30, 1971, one day before major changes in the Boston Building Code were to take effect. Contained in the plans submitted was the installation of heating/air conditioning duct-work in the basement. On August 6, 1971, the services of the architect and structural engineer on the project were suspended...

Query: Was there a dispute between the owner/contractor and architect/structural engineer?

I have some information: nine dead firemen and two dead lawyers ending with SCOTUS accepting “known fraud is entitled to full faith and credit” after a New York judge, who had abated the divorce, accepted a Massachusetts Probate of a “divorced” woman to dismiss the husband’s request for administration of her estate in New York.

The 30th Anniversary of the fire seems an appropriate time to review both of these tragedies and their connection.

You’d think someone would be interested.

Give me an hour of your time and decide for yourself.

Very truly yours,


Sean Langon


101Mountain Road

Pinnacle NY 10935

845-333-7371



“What the fuck?” Pete Hayles said as he slapped Sean Langon’s letter back on his desk.

Jim had been pacing past the windows, looking out over Boston Harbor, as Pete, his editor and boss, read the letter. It was not the first letter Jim had brought to Pete since the Catholic Church sex abuse story had run in January. When 60 Minutes did a segment on the story, Jim and Pete had been interviewed. Every person in America who felt they had been screwed, literally or figuratively, wrote asking The Boston Globe’s Spotlight team to get involved and expose their story. Maybe one in a thousand Jim brought to Pete, and Pete greenlighted only a handful.

“So what do you think, Pete, should I call the guy?”

“I don’t know, Jim, he could be a crackpot.”

Neither of them had to be reminded of the bad blood from the families involved in the Hotel Vendome Fire and particularly its seven-year journey through the courts, concluding with a dead end.

“Me too—first thought crackpot...until I googled him, then I figured he had an ax to grind. Only hit was from twenty years ago...a New York Times wedding announcement. Said he was a lawyer...and the bride was Frank Mason’s daughter. Yeah, that Frank Mason...the Vendome Fire.”

“The date, April Fools, was a week ago—you kidding?”

“In a way I wish I was. Ran the wife and found her obit in 1996; no mention of Sean in the ‘survived by,’ just a daughter, Frank, sister, a brother, aunts, and uncles. No husband. I know the fire is a deep wound in this town...there were a lot of unanswered questions.”

“Jim, the litigation went on for years, ending in 1979, with the case being tossed by the judge saying, ‘No one alive could be held responsible for this tragedy,’ taking the case from the jury. A lot of pissed off people.”

“Yeah, the civil cases of the families fell apart. Questions never answered...negligence, not getting proper permits, people quit or fired...so many unanswered questions to just end that way.”

“You know, Frank’s a heavy hitter, lots of money and connections.”

“Yeah, Pete, in spite of the bankruptcy, which really screwed the families.”

“Jim, if this guy has answers or if we'd even say anything Frank doesn’t like...he’d sue the shit out of us...even if it’s true. Probably this guy’s got a grudge from the divorce.”

“I had our legal runner, Ralph, look at Frank’s daughter’s probate file in Middlesex. Death certificate confirms she was divorced...and had cancer for years, then dementia. Ralph says not much else. Thin file and a relatively small estate; wasn’t filed until two years after her death. Ralph was surprised Renehan of Hill & Barlow personally appeared and got the ex-husband’s objections thrown out, taking a default judgment. Ralph thought it interesting Lourie & Cutler, who filed the original petition, didn’t handle it.”

“That’s strange. Who was the judge?”

“Boorstein.”

“Really.”

They both knew there was a history between Renehan and Boorstein as well as a trail back to the Hotel Vendome. Richard Renehan of Hill & Barlow was a defense attorney, while Elizabeth Boorstein was the judge’s law clerk, joining Hill & Barlow one year later. Boston, like most places, was a small town where successful lawyers and judges were in the same club. You paid your dues and played by the club rules and you got ahead.

“It won’t hurt to hear him out. Might be something there for the anniversary story, Pete.”

“Anyone else see this letter?”

“No, I opened it. Told Ralph to make a copy of the probate file...didn’t tell him why.”

“Okay...let’s see where it goes. Keep the letter under your hat, only you and me.”

“Thanks, Chief.”

James Reed was a cub reporter and Peter Hayles was a new editor on the city desk with the Globe when the Hotel Vendome fire rocked Bean Town. The death of the nine firemen was the only story; everyone was on call and involved.

Pete, on the city desk, needing all hands for this story, met Jim, who was in sports. Pete assigned him to the human-interest side. Jim interviewed the surviving firefighters as well as the families of the deceased. He also did man-on-the-street pieces, getting the temperature of the public in the immediate aftermath.

Pete liked Jim’s work and got the sports editor to let Jim continue following the fire’s journey over the next seven years. Jim and Pete became good friends. Jim had been born, bred, and educated in Boston. Pete had moved to Bean Town from the Big Apple shortly before the fire. When Pete was tapped in 1990 to take over the Spotlight special investigative team, Jim was first on the list of people he wanted. They were the dynamic duo bringing Spotlight to national prominence, culminating with exposure of the Catholic Church sex abuse scandal.
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Jim went back to his office, debating whether to do some more research or just call Sean. He toyed with calling Renehan; the paper had a good relationship with him. Renehan had been president of the American Bar Association as well as one of the top trial lawyers in the country. Renehan was often quoted on legal issues in the paper. Everybody knew and respected Renehan, including the judges. It didn’t hurt that the ABA reviewed lawyers’ and judges’ performance and Renehan had input. Jim was sure that if anything wasn’t kosher, Renehan would say: “No comment.” Jim would lose the element of surprise if in fact there was a story. Better take him off guard...maybe even a face-to-face.

Ambush had worked well with some of the attorneys for the Archdiocese in the sex abuse piece that Spotlight had just published in January.

Jim kept coming back to the “thin file.” Should he call Ralph, the court runner? When they spoke, Ralph thought the “thin file,” with Renehan being added to the original attorneys on an estate under a million dollars, was a red flag. The same thought had crossed Jim’s mind and probably Pete’s.

Jim recalled his wife’s best friend’s husband, Jerry, a professor at Suffolk Law School, at the 60 Minutes watch party. Jerry had joked that Jim would now be rich and famous, needing to do some estate planning: “Anyone with any money has it in trusts except if you’re in New York.” Why was New York the exception?

It was almost 4:45 p.m. when Jim called Sean’s number, getting voice mail.

“Out or can’t get to the phone. Want Sandy or Sean? Leave a name and number. If not, you got the wrong number. Have a nice day.”

From the obit, Jim remembered Sandy, Frank Mason’s granddaughter. Jim didn’t leave a number; wasn’t exactly sure why. He was leaning to “ex-spouse with ax to grind” more than Sean being another crackpot. Although he could be both. Jim decided not to leave his phone number. He liked to control the time with sources; call when he wanted to talk; not when they did. Also, Jim wanted to do some research in order to have questions on first contact.

Jim picked up the phone again, thinking he’d start his research with Jerry.

“Professor Clark here.”

“Jim Reed. How you doing? ”

“Fine, Jim, what’s up?”

“Could you meet me at Cheers for a beer?”

“You buying?”

“Guess so. I want to bounce something off you.”

“See you there at 6:30.”

“Thanks.”

“Got Con Law at 5:00—gotta run.”

“See you then.”
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Jim and Jerry were finishing their first beer as they caught up. They had not spoken since the 60 Minutes watch party in February. Jerry was in his late fifties, six foot and a good build hidden under his herringbone sport coat, with a light complexion and red hair.

“Another, Jerry?”

“Sure, Jim, but what did you really call me about?”

“Your comment about estate planning months back; I thought you could help me. Tell me about full faith and credit...what would it have to do with a probate case?”

“Wouldn’t be able to say without the facts, but it is usually jurisdiction. The basic concept is one state gives credence to the order of another. So let’s say a guy dies in Maine. New Hampshire, with a valid probate decree from Maine, will do whatever the will says.”

“Jerry, what if there is fraud involved?”

“What do you mean fraud?”

“I don’t know. When would full faith and credit not apply?”

“Probably if there was fraud getting the decree; could involve an issue of jurisdiction. The court heard a matter it shouldn’t have.”

“Really, Jerry?”

“That could never happen. An appeal would catch that kind of an error...unless no one raised it.”

“I see...but...”

Staring into his half-full glass, Jim really didn’t see anything except the April 1st letter. 9 dead firemen and 2 dead lawyers ending with SCOTUS accepting “known fraud is entitled to full faith and credit” after a New York judge, who had abated the divorce, accepted a Massachusetts Probate of a “divorced” woman to dismiss the husband's request for administration of her estate.

“Jim, but what?”

“Nothing, Jerry....it just doesn’t make any sense.”

“It’s not complicated; otherwise you’d have inconsistencies from state to state. Take for example a divorce where there is alimony and child support to be enforced after one ex-spouse moves. They bring a certified copy of the divorce decree to the new court and they enforce it. It is called a Reciprocal. When I was getting started with the County in Jersey, I did those all the time in Juvenile and Domestic Court.”

“Interesting.... So if something happened here in Massachusetts, a court in New York would respect it.”

“Yes, as long as Massachusetts had jurisdiction.”

“How is jurisdiction set in probate?” Jim asked.

“Domicile.”

“That’s where you live? Not where you die?”

“Right, Jim. Take 9/11. All those people died in New York, DC, and Pennsylvania but their estates would be probated where they lived. Probably every state in the union and foreign countries were involved.”

“How would that work?”

“Let’s say a guy from Cleveland, who owns land in Aspen, was on one of those planes. His will leaves his ski house to his girlfriend. His estate is in Ohio; the girlfriend takes the certified probate decree accepting the will to Colorado and the court gives it full faith and credit.”

“If the Ohio will the girlfriend produced was a forgery, what happens in Colorado?”

“That’s pretty off the wall Jim. Just wouldn’t happen.”

“What if it did?”

“Colorado wouldn’t know so they would just give it full faith and credit. The girlfriend would get the house. Jim, what is this really about?”

“Maybe a story...maybe just a crackpot. I can’t tell you.”

“Give me a retainer and we’ll have attorney-client privilege, and I can’t say anything to anybody if that’s what you want.”

“Just bought you two beers, Jerry.”

“Nice try. It’s got to be legal tender, Jim.” Jerry said, picking up his glass and sipping.

Jim thought for a moment, dug in his pocket, and handed a penny to Jerry, who smiled, putting down his beer.

“Okay, I’m retained. What is it?”

“We got a letter today...mentioning fraud and full faith and credit, Massachusetts and New York, the Hotel Vendome Fire, other crazy stuff from Frank Mason’s ex-son-in-law. Had the probate of Frank’s late daughter looked at too. Pete said I could look into it but to keep it quiet.”

“What fire and who is Frank Mason?”

Jerry had grown up in New Jersey and started his career there with a job for Bergen County. After running into some political trouble in the late ’70s, Jerry relocated to Boston. He worked for a big firm, and after doing a few important cases on Constitutional Law was asked to teach at Suffolk Law School. Jerry’s wife, Rebecca, and Jim’s wife, Eleanor, were both from Boston and had been roommates at Smith.

“It goes back thirty years to ’72, before your time here. Nine firemen were killed when a wall collapsed in a hotel Frank Mason was renovating into condos. It was alleged there was negligence. Mason and his construction company declared bankruptcy shortly after the criminal litigation ended in ’79, with the judge saying, 'No one alive could be held responsible.' Mason’s daughter died single six years ago...and Renehan handled her estate in court.”

“Big estate?”

“No, under a million, and it wasn’t started until more than two years after her death. Those two things with Renehan’s appearance seemed a red flag to our legal runner in Middlesex.  Pete said I could run with it, maybe an angle for the thirtieth-anniversary story in June. Then I remembered your comment about trusts where a lot of money was involved. Your ‘except New York’ phrase flashed in my mind, because in the letter it mentioned New York and the issue of full faith and credit and SCOTUS accepting fraud. Why are estates and trusts an issue in New York?”

“It would only be an issue if she died married and domiciled in New York after 1994. When did she die?”

“In 1996.”

“You did say ex-husband...so not your situation.”

“Yeah, but...” Jim didn’t feel comfortable jumping aboard Sean’s version. “There is the daughter, who I think is a minor and lives in New York. Jerry, honestly, I don’t know what the situation is. I am hoping this guy can clear it up when I talk to him.”

Jerry picked up his beer and finished it, then looked at his watch.

“That’s it for me—I have to go. I would suggest you review the probate file first before you talk to him. If it raises any questions, you can buy me another beer.”

“Thanks, Counselor, and remember you’re on retainer.”

“Not a word. Give my best to Eleanor,” Jerry said as he stood up and turned to leave.

“Mine to Becca too.”

Jim paid for the beers, asking for a receipt. He’d need it for his expense account if there was a story.
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A week later, Ralph was standing in front of Jim’s desk. He handed over a file about a half inch thick. Ralph was seventy-two years old and a retired lawyer, having spent his career as counsel to a major title company. His work as a runner for the paper was more a hobby than a job. He didn’t need the money. He had retired early, and traveled with his wife for five years. Then she got ill and died a year later. Ralph would go to the courthouse to watch trials and often socialize with title searchers, his old friends. One day a real estate searcher told Ralph someone wanted some court records research done. Ralph called the number.

“Spotlight, Jim Reed.”

“Joe Pecoraro gave me your number about some research.”

“Yeah.”

“I understand you need someone to do court research...”

Ralph said he was a retired attorney and Jim said excellent—everything Ralph would be doing would be confidential. Spotlight was just starting on the Catholic sex abuse story and Ralph was heaven-sent.

“Sorry this took so long, Jim.... There was a note about two cassettes in the file, one for each hearing before Boorstein. I asked for transcripts. Got a call this morning saying they could not be transcribed. Not much to the file. Normal petition with will, etc., then default probate decree, and months later a motion to reopen, which was denied, and that’s it...no appeal.”

“Thanks, Ralph. Probably nothing...guess they just want me to tie up loose ends.”

“Seems simple. Can’t see why Renehan got involved. Funny.”

“What do you mean funny?”

“Everything...left you a note in the file. Maybe you’ll see the same things and we’ll talk. It could just be me. Also no substitution of attorney, just an appearance filed... Lourie & Cutler and Hill & Barlow both on the case; Renehan gets default and defends the motion to reopen. Guy was pro se, representing himself, didn’t stand a chance.”

“Thanks again, Ralph.”

“No problem. It’s my job and pleasure. Need anything else, let me know. Take care, Jim.”

Jim was finishing up a story. It was another follow-up to the Catholic Church sex abuse article. He figured that article was how Sean got his name. Jim put the file from Ralph in his in-box, deciding he’d look at it later after finishing this piece or perhaps tomorrow.
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The next day, Jim left the follow-up article on Pete’s desk before lunch.

It was around 4:00 p.m. when Pete came into Jim’s office and closed the door.

“I got the follow-up piece—it’s good.”

“Thanks.”

“Not why I’m here. Have you talked to the guy from the April Fools letter?”

“No, I was waiting to review the probate file. I just got it yesterday from Ralph. Why?”

“I had lunch today with Bill Poppe, at his request.” Jim, Pete, and Bill, the paper’s attorney, had worked closely on the Catholic Church sex abuse story. Bill’s firm had been involved with the Globe since the Vendome fire.

“Seems our April Fool threw out his sick wife two years before she died and then tried to claim her estate in New York...to steal from their daughter. Never loved his wife—only married her for the money. ‘Gold-digging lawyer,’ Bill was told.”

“Where’s this coming from?”

“Bill got a call from Frank Mason’s personal lawyer, Dick Saletta. Seems Ralph mentioned he was working for the Globe when he tried to get some transcripts.”

“Yeah, he was told the tapes couldn’t be transcribed.”

“Bill was told this Sean is a bad seed just trying to cause trouble. He wants to take control of Frank’s granddaughter’s interests in the trusts. This came out with the soap opera details of the daughter’s eight-year fight with cancer. It appears someone in the clerk’s office passed along Ralph’s request. Evidently, Mr. Saletta or his client has a friend there.”

“Why would anyone care?”

“Saletta told Bill that Frank lost his wife in ’74 and another daughter in ’83 to the same cancer. Too painful for Frank was what Saletta said. In March after seven years of litigation it was finally over when the bastard’s SCOTUS Cert. Petition was denied. Saletta made it very clear they didn’t want any of what happened reopened or made public.... ‘If you publish anything about Frank’s daughter it would be at your peril,’ meaning the paper.”

Pete had a habit of air quotes when he wanted to stress a point, thinking it important he was conveying exactly what was said.

“Okay, Pete, so I drop it?”

“Not a chance. Bill knows what we know about Frank and the Vendome fire case and the bankruptcy. Everybody in the Boston bar knows. After Saletta’s call Bill googled Frank and was led to Mason Management. The website shows they manage, and Bill suspects own, all the real estate listed there. Quite a bit—at least half a billion. He had his title company search a few of the properties and they are owned by trusts set up shortly before the Vendome fire. The deeds recorded after the fire on the properties searched are from Frank’s wife as donor with Frank or Saletta or both as trustees and Frank’s children as beneficiaries. Sean’s daughter must now stand in her mother’s shoes. There were originally four kids. I pulled the obit on Frank’s other daughter. She died without children so Sean’s daughter’s share would be a third.”

“Did you tell Bill about the letter?”

“Yes. Bill wants to see the letter and talk to you. He is not happy getting that kind of call. In fact, he has a history with Dick. Just getting that call gave him a feeling something is off. Bill thinks the SCOTUS reference, after Saletta’s comments and his research, has something to do with the trusts. Bill wants copies of everything. I’ll take the probate file and the letter; have them copied. I’ll messenger the stuff to Bill, and after he reviews it all he’ll want to talk to you.”

“Shouldn’t I call the guy, Sean, before I see Bill?”

“Bill said absolutely not. If what Saletta says is true, and her dying here in Massachusetts gives it some credence, we don’t want anything to do with him. Bill had the same feeling I did. Ralph has kicked a hornet’s nest. If they won in court, why would they care? That’s the half-a-billion-dollar question.”

“Sorry, Pete.”

“For what? We had a nice lunch. This could be a real story. The thirtieth anniversary of the Vendome Fire is in June. You’ll need everything we have on it.”

“I’ll get on it right away. Call the morgue.”

“No, Jim. Let me get someone in Features to do that. Spotlight will raise a red flag. I’ll send copies of the stuff on to Bill too. Get it all back to you before the end of the day.”

“Thanks, Pete.”

“Don’t call this April Fool until Bill gives you the go-ahead.”

“Got it.”

Jim gave thumbs-up to Pete’s back going out the door.
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Walking back to his townhouse on Newbury Street, Jim thought about Saletta’s call: in New York stealing from their daughter. There was New York again. If this guy abused his wife, how could a grandfather leave the child with him? Why was SCOTUS mentioned by Saletta: in March it was finally over when the SCOTUS Cert. Petition was denied. Sean’s letter acknowledged: SCOTUS. At least there was agreement on something: ending with SCOTUS. Would they agree on where it began? Nine dead firemen...

Just before leaving the office, Jim had remembered the morgue file coming up. As he reached his door, something told him he should start there.

Jim’s wife, Eleanor, was in Vermont. A few days ago, when Jim had mentioned he had a new project, she had decided to go north, changing the ski house into the lake house for the next season. She knew the signs and had learned there were times it was best to leave Jim alone. Eleanor and Jerry Clark’s wife, Becca, were expert downhill skiers. During the winters when Jim was working on the sex abuse investigation, they had skied eighty or more days.

As he opened the morgue file, the twentieth-anniversary article caught Jim’s eye. Sean’s letter had quoted his paper.

...Saturday afternoon. Dozens of Boston firefighters were just about to relax, poised to go home after controlling a difficult four alarm fire at the old Hotel Vendome in the Back Bay. In an instant, seven floors crashed down, burying about 20 of them and an entire rig, Ladder 15.

Nine firefighters died that night, June 17, 1972. The last body pulled out in the early hours of the next morning, Father’s Day.

This was the beginning, or was it?

...Renovation plans were filed on June 30, 1971, one day before major changes in the Boston Building Code were to take effect. Contained in the plans submitted was the installation of heating/air conditioning ductwork in the basement. On August 6, 1971, the services of the architect and structural engineer on the project were suspended.

Sometime after August 6, holes were created in the basement walls for the ductwork. The work to create the holes and other work activities had not been reviewed by the Building Department...

Could Sean’s “some information” include any of these issues?

...the 25th anniversary of the Hotel Vendome fire—a monument was dedicated on the Commonwealth Avenue Mall, a few yards from the site of the fire. The monument features a fireman’s helmet and coat cast in bronze draped over a low arc of dark granite. An inscription bears the timeline of the fire and the names of the men who died. One faces the site of the fire when reading the names...

...all coming to the same tragic conclusion:

...The fire and building collapse at the Hotel Vendome resulted in the largest loss of life to Boston firefighters in the department’s history.

There were other articles on the other anniversaries as well as Jim’s early human-interest stories. He thought of all those people he had met, including the widows and some of the children. It made him sad to remember all the pain, particularly immediately after the crazy end to the criminal trial and bankruptcy.

Jim closed the morgue file around nine o’clock. He hadn’t had dinner and he still had the probate file to review. Jim made a sandwich and opened a Sam Adams. He hoped Ralph’s assessment would hold: “there isn’t much to it; it’s thin.” Opening the half-inch file, he saw the note.

Jim,

I have been doing this for a time and this got my interest. I had the file a few days waiting on the transcripts. They don’t exist; took a look through the file. For what it’s worth, default says usual objections not raised, but my reading totally contradicts this. Seems to me this guy hit all of the usual as well as some real unusual objections.

Fear this could be one of those cases where there is no “there” there.

What’s your take?

File maybe “thin” because someone put it on a diet.

Good luck.

Ralph

Jim spent the next three hours going through the file trying to connect the dots, trying to get there. He thought Ralph should be told about Saletta’s call...might help answer Ralph’s “there” question.

Jim’s take was there was a lot there and a lot that wasn’t: the answers. Any way you looked at it, it was a mess.
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For Jim, Thursday and then Friday dragged by as he waited for Bill’s call. Late on Friday afternoon, Jim walked into Pete’s office.

“I haven’t heard from Bill Poppe.”

“Jim, he’ll get back to you. He’s a very responsible guy. He’s probably been busy. Plus, if the stuff is as crazy as you say, he needs time to digest it; maybe do some research.”

“What I said was, all the legal beagle stuff is confusing to me. Facts seem clear enough, though in a way unbelievable. They weren’t divorced in New York, yet they have a Mass death certificate and now a probate decree without a surviving spouse. I sure would like to see the New York divorce and estate cases; might clear things up. Any way you look at it, a hell of a story.”

“You haven’t even talked to him and he’s got you interested.”

“Regardless of which side is telling the truth, it is some story. Basically they say he’s an abusing ex-husband lawyer, gold-digging son of a bitch, and he says Frank and his daughter are something worse.”

“Maybe I should read the file.”

“Pete, you should. I think this could be really big, what it says about our legal system. The file implies at least negligence if not corruption in two states going all the way to SCOTUS. You know how people feel about lawyers. Maybe they’re justified and maybe the courts are worse.”

“Jim, you are making me flash on a scene between Tom Hanks and Denzel Washington in Philadelphia. Hanks says: ‘What do you call a thousand lawyers at the bottom of the ocean?’ Denzel: ‘I don’t know.’ Hanks: ‘A good start.’”

“Good movie.... We might have one here too.”

“By the way, any guess what the 2 dead lawyers is about?”

“Not a clue, Pete. I do know nothing is filed in Massachusetts by the Mason family until over two years after the wife’s death. Then the first filing is not for probate but a request they be appointed temporary executors to represent the estate in the matter of Langon v. Langon in New York. It's another four months before they finally file the will for probate and the ball starts rolling. Renehan gets involved in March and by June they have the default judgment. I don’t know what the hell went on in New York. Sean the husband, pro se, has filed papers chockful of objections why Massachusetts should not hear the case. That’s why I am anxious to talk to Bill.”

“This really has you wound up, Jim. How do you have a divorce from a dead person?”

“That’s what I want Bill to tell me. Pete, that’s why you should read it; a lot of questions. This April Fool is making sense to me. What he’s saying rings true. Makes me think about what the lawyers and the courts are doing. We need to know what happened in New York.”

“If Bill has the same take, maybe he’s trying to get that information.”

“Hope so.”
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Chapter 8
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Across town at Caniff, Scooter & Poppe, Bill had just put aside The Boston Globe morgue file. He had a vague recollection of the stories. The Hotel Vendome fire was burned into his memory personally and professionally. He had been a young lawyer only a few years out of Harvard Law School. Charlie Caniff had just started to make inroads with the Globe, and the boss thought Bill—having grown up in Brookline and his uncle a firefighter—was the right guy to follow the legal aftermath of the fire and, as it happens, his uncle was with Ladder 15. Bill remembered that Father’s Day and always would. Bill seeing his father crying while watching the news picture of the ladder truck 15 covered with bricks on Sunday morning. When Aunt Ruby called saying Uncle Billy was in Mass General and had survived, Bill’s father cried again, this time for joy.

Bill, who was named after his uncle, had always been close with his father’s younger brother. The tragedy only brought them closer over the next years as the investigation and then litigation dragged on. The first time Bill Poppe met Peter Hayles was when Jim wanted to interview Bill's Uncle Billy, his namesake.

At the 4th of July barbecue, Uncle Billy mentioned Jim's requested interview to his nephew. Bill said Caniff & Scooter had assigned him to ride herd on the fire. Uncle Billy called Jim; Jim called Pete and the four of them met for a few beers at Bachelors III across from the Boston Common. Pete and Bill hit it off. There were many calls between them about stories and legal issues during the Vendome fire investigation and litigation. They developed a friendship during their professional relationship, which helped both their careers. By the time the Catholic Church sex abuse investigation started at Spotlight, Bill was a partner and the Boston Globe was considered his client.

Opening the probate file, Bill saw Ralph’s note, read it quickly, and got started on the first filing of Lourie & Cutler, dated November 4, 1998. The time delay from death, September 5, 1996, to the filing wasn’t as interesting as “petitioners in this action request they be appointed temporary executors to represent the estate in the divorce matter of Langon v. Langon in the State of New York.” Bill recalled the April 1 letter: after a New York judge.

When he ran Langon v. Langon in New York on Lexis he had one hit. The keynote was DIVORCE/ABATEMENT. It was a decision date, October 28, 1998, from Alfred J. Weiner, acting Supreme Court judge. The judge’s reasoning reminded Bill of a foreclosure case he'd had years earlier, where the attorney on the other side threw in everything including rock lyrics from REM (“consider this...”). It was so confusing that the judge gave Bill’s opponent adjournment after adjournment of the sheriff’s sale. Here, in spite of the wife being dead over two years, the judge gave a three-page opinion mostly relating to the plaintiff



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LIES

...the biggest EQUAL JUSTICE UNDER LAW
N J g I o o '

VENDOME MEMORIAL

The greatest homage we can pay to truth is
to use it.
Ralph Waldo Emerson

A Historical Novel by I.N. Hale





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





