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Preface


James Fenimore Cooper. Washington Irving. William Kennedy. John Burroughs. And, while F. Scott Fitzgerald was not from New York, his Dick Diver character in Tender is the Night, wandering around Upstate New York. (“…in any case, he is almost certainly in that section of the country, in one town or another.”) Then, there is me. While I don’t presume to place myself anywhere near the category of these distinguished writers, the following represents my modest contribution to Upstate New York literary lore.











The Road to Dryden


For the purpose of this tale, the ‘Road to Dryden’ begins in Binghamton. Binghamton is named after William Bingham, a wealthy Philadelphian, who purchased the land in and around here. Bingham never visited Binghamton. He left the development of the property to his land agent, Joshua Whitney. Whitney was responsible for the creation of what is now the city of Binghamton, located where the Chenango River, coming from the north, joins the Susquehanna River, which commences at Otsego Lake in the village of Cooperstown and meanders westwards and southwards to the Chesapeake Bay.


Whitney eventually built his residence at Whitney Place, which was located between Robinson and Court Streets on Binghamton’s east side. I pass by nearly every day. Whitney Avenue runs off Robinson Street into an industrial area, but the street sign is all I can see that remains of the founder’s presence in the area.


Whitney’s brother, Thomas, founded what is now the village of Whitney Point, located about 15 miles from the city, on New York State Route 11, along Interstate 81. To get to Dryden, you leave the city of Binghamton on Interstate 81 or Route 11, drive through Whitney Point to the village of Marathon. From Marathon, you head north on 11 for four miles to New York State Route 392, then head west. The road winds upwards through the country that is probably as close to Switzerland as you will find in this part of the state, and in another four miles, you pass through the Greek Peak Ski Resort.


A few miles further along, you reach a crossroads and turn left onto New York State Route 13. Five miles later, you reach the village of Dryden. Route 13 continues beyond that to the city of Ithaca, about eight miles.


We live just to the north of the city of Binghamton, about 35 miles from Greek Peak. I skied at Greek Peak a few times, when I was in high school or maybe while in college at Cornell, but afterwards, did not ski for many years.


There were originally four of us: My wife, Mary; our son, James, who is autistic; and our daughter, Elizabeth. James was born in 1988, and Elizabeth in 1993. We did everything together as a family. One of the things we liked to do was to go cross-country skiing. Elizabeth had tiny little skis, but she managed to move along. We skied at the Chenango Valley State Park and Greenwood Park, both located in Broome County and easy drives from our home, which my wife and I had bought in 1984.


In late 1997, Elizabeth was stricken with brain cancer, and after a yearlong illness, she died on 29 November 1998. She was five and a half years old, and James was 10. So now, there were three of us. We continued to go cross-country skiing during the winter, and one day, in early 2000, decided to try the cross-country skiing trails at Greek Peak. I hadn’t been there since the 1970s. Mary and James had never been there. The cross-country area is slightly beyond the downhill area.


After finishing up our cross-country trek, we stopped in the parking lot of the downhill area. James was enthralled by watching the skiers make their way down the slopes. He said that he wanted to do that. He meant then and there, but I explained to him that we would have to buy downhill skis. So, we went home, and the following week, we purchased skis for all three of us.


It was near the end of the ski season, but I believe we made it to the slopes that winter and began to get our feet wet, but it might not have been until the following 2000-01 season. We might also have bought season passes in anticipation of the following season, but they might have come later. In any event, we did begin what became a long-term attachment to Greek Peak that continues to today, 25 years later.


During the summer of 2000, we went to some event at Greek Peak. I think it might have been an annual picnic, during which you signed up for season passes. It was before the widespread use of the internet, so it had to be done in person or through the mail. In any event, we ordered the passes.


Across the street from the downhill area are many buildings with townhouses catering to skiers and others. There was a sign advertising an open house for one of the townhouses, and we decided to take a look at it. It was a one-bedroom townhouse, along with a sleeping loft, a living room and a kitchenette. There was and is a deck off the back, overlooking the mountain. The view is really quite beautiful. I was quite taken with the place and the possibilities it represented, but I had to make the case with Mary, who was very conservative when it came to money.


I recall saying to her, “This is what other people do. Let’s be the ‘other people’ for a change,” or something like that. I somehow convinced her, and later that summer, we purchased the unit. It cost all of $30,000.00, fully furnished down to the flatware, cookery and dishes. All we had to add were sheets, pillowcases and a washer and dryer unit. We closed before the winter, and when the ski season started, we were ready to go.


I had skied when I was younger and was able to pick it up again easily. Although Mary had grown up in New Hampshire, she had never skied, so she started out as, and essentially remained, a beginner. James was still a child and developmentally disabled, so it started off slowly with him. He grew into it over the years and eventually became a championship skier with the Special Olympics, literally.


The major geological features of central Upstate New York are the Finger Lakes. There are 11 of them, although six are considered major and the remainder minor. The major ones are Seneca, Cayuga, Skaneateles, Owasco, Keuka and Canandaigua. I’ve always had this notion about a creator God digging his fingernails into the soil in the north and dragging them south, creating deep trenches that filled with water and are now the Finger Lakes. Ithaca is at the southern end of Cayuga Lake. While I was in college, my fraternity had a balcony with a view of the lake, which was spectacular. We spent many an hour on its shores and on the water. My father and I built a boat that we first launched on Cayuga Lake around 1986.


The project took us seven years. We built it in my parents’ garage. It is a bass boat, and was to be a fishing boat for me, my father and my brother, Jimmy, when he returned from the Navy. But he was killed in a motorcycle accident while the construction was in progress. I believe my father was at work on the boat in the garage in 1981 when the delegation from the Navy arrived to give him the bad news. I was working as a summer associate in a firm in Newark, New Jersey, when the news reached me. I flew home, and we spent about a week waiting for the body to return from Hawaii.


The official word was that he was killed in a motorcycle accident, although I was never convinced that we received the entire story. My brother had turned into a hard man, and I know he had a Hawaiian girlfriend. There was some suggestion that he had a child, and I had this lingering feeling that there was some foul play involved. But that is old news.


We used the boat for years, mainly on Cayuga Lake and on the St. Lawrence River. We used it less and less as the years went by, and now, it sits in my garage, taking up a lot of space. I could use the space, but I can’t bring myself to get rid of the boat. Too much of my life’s history is invested in it.


I mainly bring this up to describe the geography near Greek Peak, but could not resist digressing into the boat matter. My father was a tremendous carpenter and taught me well. The boat, while small, is quite impressive. The last time we took it out was on Cayuga Lake, before my wife died in 2023. We had lunch at Kelly’s Dockside Café, set along one of the inlets, and then headed north on the lake, but the boat was leaking, and we called it a day. I still haven’t figured out where the leak is coming from.


But back to Greek Peak. In those first days, it was magical. We couldn’t wait for the slopes to open. At night, James and I would walk down to the base of the downhill area and watch the snowmaking operation. When the slopes finally opened, the only run open was usually a fairly steep slope called Elysian Fields. Many people were anxious to get their ski season going, and the slope was usually crowded with people of all skill levels. James bravely tried the slope, but on more than one occasion, I had to pick him up and carry him to flatter terrain below. Now, James could take on Elysian Fields as if it were flat ground. But that was more than 20 years ago, and there has been a lot of time to pass between then and now.


I remember one late afternoon, it was at dusk, when James and I were at the top of a much gentler slope called Castor. For some reason, that moment has lived with me ever after, as we were pretty much alone, and I felt an enormous affection towards him and his efforts. One of the magical moments in my life. Until then, when he had started building up speed, he would turn his skis upwards, which would then stop him. I told him to point his skis downwards, and when he did that, he was on the way towards being a real skier.


So, we skied every day on the weekends, and James grew into it. At first, he had difficulty getting onto and off the lifts, but he gradually overcame that, and I watched him grow.


When we bought the townhouse, it was pretty bare, so we gradually turned it into a true second residence. We updated the bedroom furniture and decorated the home with the usual things you find in a house. Not always usual. I had a red triangular sledge substitute called a ‘Sno Wing’. It was never too easy to use, but I held onto it. Now, it sits in the Greek Peak bedroom, against the wall. A classic sledge leans against it.


Beyond Dryden was a book lover’s delight, an old barn filled with books, many of them ancient. It wasn’t heated. Many mornings, I stopped and browsed and added to my Greek Peak book collection. They had a discount rack outside. I spotted a law school case book edited by Robert Hillman, a Cornell Law Professor. I picked it up for about 50 cents. Robert was the older brother of one of my friends, one-time apartment mate and fraternity brother, Alan Hillman. Alan was a brilliant guy. He took a liking to my older sister, but it never went anywhere.


Alan went to Cornell Medical School and later became the administrator of a large health care system somewhere near New York, maybe Philadelphia. We fell out of touch. Years later, I had business at Cornell Law School, and I corresponded with Robert Hillman, who was still a professor there. I asked him to pass along my regards and greetings to Alan, but he advised that Alan had died from some rare neurological disorder about ten years ago. I can still see Alan, who had an infectious smile, these decades later. To quote from Kurt Vonnegut, so it goes.


As the years went on, we settled into a Greek Peak routine. There is an organization at Greek Peak called Greek Peak Adaptive Snowsports. It is run entirely by volunteers. Dedicated people. Its philosophy is that it can assist anyone in skiing. This includes persons, like James, with developmental disabilities, paralyzed people, blind people, and anyone with a desire to ski. It is a remarkable organization, and we eventually hooked up James with it.


Among other things, the volunteers train skiers for the Special Olympics, and they were able to train James far more effectively than I could. He has skied with the adaptive folks pretty much every weekend for years. I joined the board and became its volunteer counsel. I eventually resigned from the board because it would conduct what seemed like endless meetings, but I stayed on as legal counsel.


Greep Peak Adaptive Snowsports is not run by Greek Peak but is a separate organization. It has a long-term lease with Greek Peak. Somewhere along the line, the Greek Peak resort was sold. The original owners had a grand concept for the resort, which included the construction of a large and elaborate lodge. They did build it, and it is quite a sight for central New York. It dominates the landscape.


But the project landed them in substantial debt, and it was compounded by a very bad ski season that severely impacted cash flow. They had to file for bankruptcy. We feared the Greek Peak Adaptive was at risk, and I did a lot of legal work to make sure that didn’t happen. The new owners were supportive, and the adaptive program is intact and secure.


We settled into a routine. We would generally drive the 35 miles to Greek Peak on Friday nights. On Saturday mornings, I would take James to the adaptive program. Mary would give me a list of ingredients for a crockpot dish, and I would drive to Dryden for groceries while James was doing his morning skiing with the adaptive program. Mary faithfully worked on the New York Times’ crossword puzzle almost every day, and also played a game called Sudoku. I would find the puzzles on the computer, and she would sit on the couch and work on them with intensity. I can still see her on that couch, her legs curled up beneath her torso, intent.


When I would return from Dryden, she would be on the couch or cleaning up or just waiting for me. She was often playing National Public Radio, listening to Wait, Wait, Don’t Tell Me. She knew I didn’t like the program, and she would turn it off.


Around noon, I would pick up James and bring him back to the townhouse, and we would have lunch. Then we would go skiing in the afternoon. I would usually ski with James and Mary by herself, but sometimes, we would stick together and coordinate our locations. James, by that time, knew the mountain very well, and there was nothing to worry about his whereabouts.


The road to Dryden is about as rural as a road can be. From the crossroads of Routes 392 and 13, the road is winding and beautiful in its desolation. There is not much in Dryden, but there is a grocery store that I would shop in during my excursions. I could just as easily have gone to Cortland, but I preferred the quaintness of Dryden. Apart from the grocery store, there was and is a restaurant called the Dryden Inn. We ate there frequently, first the three of us and later, just me and James.


Since it is so close to Binghamton, we already knew a number of people associated with Greek Peak and the Adaptive program. One was Jeanne Johnson, who was an instructor at BOCES in Binghamton, and we got to know her while James attended there. She was dedicated when it came to the adaptive program and was especially good to James.


There is a very good and popular restaurant in Binghamton, called Cortese. It has been there for years. For some reason, the owners are dedicated to the adaptive program and host a fundraiser there every year. It is always overcrowded as there are many people in Binghamton, with ties to Greek Peak and the Adaptive program. Cortese Restaurant is located on Robinson Street, right up the street from the aforementioned Whitney Avenue. And so, we come back full circle to Bingham’s Land, Whitney’s Town, the name of a book by a local author about the history of Binghamton.


I read it years ago and perused it while researching this story. Many names jumped off the pages: Collier, Eldredge, LeRoy, for example. All have streets named after them in Binghamton, but I doubt anyone has any inkling of the significance of their names and how they factored into the settlement of the city.


Every February, James would travel with his Special Olympics team to Glens Falls, New York, to ski in the Special Olympics regional tournament at West Mountain in Queensbury, which adjoins Glens Falls. He would go with his team on a bus on Friday afternoon, and Mary and I would drive to Glens Falls later that day and check into the Queensbury Hotel in Glens Falls. It was an old, elegant hotel. In the morning, we would drive to the competition, but stop at a diner called Steve’s Place on the way.


There were jukeboxes at every booth, and I would play The Summer Wind with Frank Sinatra while we sat and ate. It became our theme song for our Glens Falls trips. It was our version of Almost Like Being in Love on Groundhog Day, as our visits there were a fair approximation of the bread and breakfast in Punxsutawney. After the tournament, James would join us at the hotel, and we would return to Binghamton on Sunday.


This went on for years, but no more. In June 2023, Mary got sick and died in August. It’s just James and me now. I probably won’t ski this season as I have an orthopedic problem that I am working through, but I’ll be sure to get James to his adaptive program. But it won’t be the same. I’ll never see Mary again on the couch, doing her puzzles, or at the kitchen counter, putting her crockpot dishes together. That’s what happens in life, I guess.


I look back at this history through a haze, carrying James down Elysian Fields, teaching him to point his skis downhill, hours in the pub next to the slopes. It’s a much sadder place than it used to be, but things were never truly happy after Elizabeth died. But the song still lingers.












Margot Orezolli and the Maple Street Fraternity


He’s got friends in town, or he wouldn’t be what he is.


Raymond Chandler, The Big Sleep.


The city of Oneonta is located in the Susquehanna River valley, about midway between Binghamton and Albany along Interstate 88. High on the hill to the north of the city lie the State University of New York at Oneonta and Hartwick College. Maple Street runs uphill from Main Street towards the universities. There is a residential building on Maple Street, near the universities, that is or was a fraternity building. I don’t know if it is still a fraternity or even if the building is still there, but when this story begins in the late 1980s, it was a rundown fraternity building.


While there are exceptions, mainly when there is adult supervision, fraternity buildings naturally tend to be rundown. They are largely populated by boys in their late teens and early 20s, who are away from home for the first time. They vary in terms of maturity and responsibility, but the others tend to dominate, and the houses often suffer as a result. The fraternity on Maple Street did suffer.


Near the fraternity building was a small grocery store and deli called Campus Grocery. It was owned by Margot Orezolli, who had moved here from Germany and was fluent in English but spoke with a harsh German accent. As it was nearby, the brothers from the fraternity stopped at the Campus Grocery frequently. They became friendly with Margot. One day, they told her that the building was being sold and said that they would like to buy it. They could not afford it on their own and asked Margot if they could join in with them for the purchase. She agreed. On the surface, it could have seemed like a routine investment decision. But when you burrowed beneath the surface, you found something different.


The building was owned by Stanley Syvertsen and James Baker. Syvertsen and Baker owned a trucking business just outside the city of Oneonta. Baker was a professor of athletics at the State University. Syvertsen happened to be the chairman of the city of Oneonta Zoning and Housing Board of Appeals. I believe they owned other buildings in the city. They were all rundown, and code violations were rampant. Peter Friedman was the city code enforcement officer. I learned that he was a zealous enforcer and was always after Syvertsen and Baker.


He would issue notices of violations—some fairly minor, some major. But when he would do so, Syvertsen would run to the mayor of the city, David Brenner. Brenner would tell Friedman to back off, and he would, and the parade would go on. But eventually, the word about the dilapidated state of the Syvertsen and Baker buildings got out and was reported in the local newspaper. The heat was on, and they decided to sell. Hence, the fraternity brothers’ approach to Margot Orezolli, who unwittingly agreed to buy the building.


Friedman had issued a number of notices of violation over the years. They were extensive, and when he would return for reinspection, he would write all over the notices, generally noting how the violations had not been remedied. He issued one final notice to Syvertsen and Baker, shortly before the sale to Margot. Many violations were noted, including many that had been noted in previous notices and gone unresolved. Friedman scheduled a reinspection. This time, he was accompanied by Mayor Brenner. Unlike with previous notices, he simply checked off each numbered violation, with no annotations, signifying that they had been resolved. The path was now clear for the sale to Margot, the chump.


With Syvertsen out of the way, Friedman was able to double down on the problems with the house. Let’s say he tripled down. He immediately hit Margot with a notice of violation, listing many of the violations that he had checked off as resolved on the last notice to Syvertsen and Baker. She tried her best, at considerable expense, to address the issues, but nothing she did was good enough. Yet, he kept piling on, and it finally drove her to seek legal help. She ended up in my office one Saturday morning in the late 1990s, probably around 1989.


When she sat down, she looked at me and burst out laughing, asking, “Are you old enough to be a lawyer?”


I was in my early 30s at the time and had been out of law school since 1982, but I did look very young in those years, even for that age. I assured her that I was capable of representing her, and we agreed on a modest retainer with the understanding that I would bill as we went. However, once I got into it, the legal fees mounted quickly due to the complexity of the matter, and she did not pay us anymore after that original amount. I think it was $1,000.00. But I had the habit to the detriment of my firm, I’m afraid, of sticking with clients long after they were unable to pay us. And this matter went on for a good long while.


I made a number of trips to Oneonta and elsewhere on the matter over the next five years or so. We eventually ended up in a five-week jury trial in the federal court in Syracuse, and later were in the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit in New York City. The travel expenses alone were cumulatively exorbitant, but even that paled compared to the time spent on the actual legal work involved.


At the time, I recall that it was an incredibly stressful ordeal, but looking back at it now, after 30 years, it has faded into the background like all of the multitude of cases and other legal matters I handled over the years. The passions of the moment eventually fade as, no matter what the outcome, people adjust and usually go on with their lives. Their lives do not always go on, however.


I don’t remember the details, but at one point, Margot was cited for some infraction, I believe, involving a fire escape and perhaps code violations that had obviously existed for years, and we applied to the city of Oneonta for a variance or a waiver or something of the sort. We ended up in front of the Zoning and Housing Boards of Appeal. The chairman of those boards was, as mentioned above, the same Stanley Syvertsen, who, along with James Baker, had sold the house to Margot. We appeared before the boards one evening. Syvertsen recused himself from voting, but he could not help but speak to the matter.


He said something along the lines that the students who occupied the house would trash the place during the school year, that they would make all of the repairs during the ensuing summer and that the same pattern would continue ad infinitum beginning with the following school year. The implication was that it was not his and Baker’s fault that Margot inherited, but the ongoing circumstances inherent in the situation. Whatever his exact words were, they were useful to us in the coming litigation, and I was able to use the minutes of the meeting to throw his exact words at him during my cross-examination of him at trial.


Whatever the discussion, our application was denied. This went on for some time, and Peter Friedman eventually shut the building down due to the code violations, some of which were considered life-threatening. And perhaps they were, but it was evident to me that the conditions had existed for a long time and that Syvertsen and Baker were able to skate due to the intervention of Mayor Brennan.


And so, on 6 July 1990, I started an action in the federal court, the Northern District of New York. Margot was the plaintiff, and the defendants were the city of Oneonta, the City Zoning Board of Appeals, the City Housing Board of Appeals, Stanley Syvertsen, James Baker, and Peter Friedman. The docket number was 5:90-cv-00755-HGM. ‘HGM’ were the initials of the assigned judge, Howard Munson, who sat in Syracuse. He did not travel to other court divisions or, at least not to Binghamton, so I had to drive the 75 miles to Syracuse from Binghamton to Syracuse for proceedings before the court.


When the matter finally went to trial, I stayed somewhere closer to Syracuse, but I cannot remember where, probably a cheap motel to save some money. I did not commute back and forth to Binghamton during the trial, which would have been a burden given the length of the trial.


Of course, I represented Margot. Syvertsen and Baker were represented by an attorney from Binghamton, named Joe Steflik. The city defendants were represented by the city attorney, David Merzig, and two attorneys from a large firm in Syracuse, Richard Hughes and Robert Barrer.


I sued for the deprivation of Margot’s constitutional rights to equal protection under the law and due process, and for fraud against Syvertsen and Baker for concealing the favorable treatment they had received from the city and for not telling her about the havoc alleged wreaked by the fraternity brothers during the school year.


But before that, we went through the usual discovery process. The matter generated a considerable amount of paperwork exchanged by the parties, and I think by the time of trial, my file filled six banker’s boxes, which are roughly the size of a box of copy paper. I hauled the boxes to and from the court every day during the trial.


We took the depositions of all parties involved. I vividly recall two things about the depositions. The first was my deposition of Mayor David Brenner. He was nervous to the extreme and almost ingratiating, as if he wanted me to believe that he was innocent of any wrongdoing. But his words, his demeanor and his body language, in my estimation, cried out ‘guilt’. I couldn’t wait to get him in front of a jury.


The second was Joe Steflik’s deposition of Margot Orezolli. It should have taken a day, but he dragged it on for five days. He was nasty, asking her such questions, such as whether her son had ever been convicted of driving while intoxicated. At one point, he asked to talk to me in the hallway and said emphatically, “I’m going after her!” I was incensed by the deposition, which I found to be inept, especially coming from an experienced attorney. He ended up with five transcripts of the deposition, one for each day. They proved so useless that he did not refer to them once during the trial.


The defendants moved for summary judgment before the trial defendants prevailed in some immaterial respects, but the complaint remained largely intact, and we proceeded to trial.


The trial began on 8 April 1992 and ended with a jury verdict on 13 May 1992. The trial was long and tense. While cross-examining Stanley Syvertsen, I demanded to know whether the brothers would wreck the house every school year, requiring repairs the following summers, with the suggestion that he should have advised Margot of that fact before she bought it. He emphatically denied that, at which point I confronted him with his very words at the board meeting as discussed above. He looked pretty dejected at that point, not only because the fact was a component of our fraud claim but also because it showed him to be lying.


There is a standard jury instruction to the effect that if a witness lies with regard to any one thing, the jury can, but is not required to, disregard their entire testimony. I have often emphasized that instruction during my summation when I have caught a witness in a blatant lie.


I had expected David Brenner to testify in the groveling fashion he had demonstrated at his deposition, but either he figured it out on his own or he was coached by his attorneys; he was very hostile and angry when he testified at the trial. I’m not sure if it mattered or not.


I don’t have anything more to say about the trial itself. While it was long, it proceeded in a normal fashion and was finally submitted to the jury.


The jury dismissed all counts against the city defendants, which disappointed me immensely, as I thought our case was pretty irrefutable. I spoke to one of the jurors after the trial, and he told me that he thought Peter Friedman was a ‘pretty good guy’. I can’t completely disagree with that, although my impression was that he was intense to the point of zealotry, and I would not characterize him as being ‘nice’. I do think he was trying to do his job and ran into the brick wall of the city politicians, and instead of heroically fighting back, he capitulated until the wall had collapsed, and the politicians were no longer in the way. Margot was the unfortunate beneficiary of the change.


I happened to be in the same room with Friedman sometime after the trial, but I don’t remember what for. The subject of the trial came up, and he was quite bitter, telling me that the experience had caused him enormous stress and anxiety.


The jury also dismissed the constitutional claims against Syvertsen and Baker but found them liable for fraud and awarded damages. After post-trial motion practice, which took several months, and on 9 August 1994, judgment was entered in favor of Margot, against Syvertsen and Baker, which, with interest, came to $68,761.98.


Syvertsen and Baker appealed the judgment to the Court of Appeals. Margot also appealed. It took several years, but in April 1998, the Court of Appeals eventually affirmed the judgment in all respects. With almost four years of post-judgment interest, the judgment now totaled around $100,000.00. I was going to have to divide that with Margot, and whatever we ended up with, it would not come close to covering anywhere close to our actual attorneys’ fees. But by then, so much time had passed that anything we received would be found money.


I didn’t have much time to decompress. In 1994, I was appointed by the federal court judge in Binghamton to represent one of the defendants in a death penalty case. We tried the case for five months in 1995, leading into 1996, with a week-long hiatus between the guilt and penalty phases. For much of that time, I left the house in the morning while my family was still asleep and returned at night after they were in bed. My daughter, who was still alive, once asked my wife, “Mommy, why doesn’t Daddy come home anymore?” My daughter died of brain cancer on 29 November 1998.


And I had many stressful and consuming cases after that time, and over the years, I spent more time in the office nights and weekends that I can now count or care to remember. Now, I’m retired, and life has drastically changed. In a way, I miss the battles, but I don’t miss the stress.


One morning, in May 1998, shortly after the Court of Appeals affirmed the judgment, Margot got up, went to open her store, fell on the floor and died of a heart attack. It didn’t surprise me. She was a hard woman and seemed perpetually angry, always scowling. It might have been the stress of the case, but I suspect it was a lifelong condition. She had two sons and had been married, and I believe she had been divorced long before I met her. In any event, she was gone, and I ended up settling with her sons, who would take whatever my firm didn’t. I think we agreed on a fee of $40,000.00, with the balance going to the sons, but it was a long time ago, and I don’t remember and have no way of confirming that.


Stanley Syvertsen evidently didn’t hold too much of a grudge against the firm if he even made the connection, but he hired us to do estate planning afterwards. He died in December 2019. James Baker died in March 2025. David Brenner died in March 2022. Peter Friedman retired in 2008. I’m still here, retired and reminiscing.


We do not receive wisdom; we must discover it for ourselves after a journey through the wilderness, which no one else can make for us, which no one can spare us, for our wisdom is the point of view from which we come, at last, to regard the world.


Attributed to Marcel Proust, author of Remembrance of Things Past. I feel like I made that journey, and now have time—too much time—to reflect; time that I didn’t have for over 40 years. I wonder whether I have really gained any wisdom. If the definition of ‘wisdom’ is coming to know how much you don’t know, I certainly qualify. I don’t think I’ll ever truly know.


The woman paddled along in her kayak. She was young for 68. Pretty face and physically fit after years of regular exercise. Mentally fit? She wasn’t so sure. She should have been happy. She had gotten used to a couple of years without a man in her life after a lifetime of men who had ultimately not worked out, and she was content with not being hurt anymore. “It was always their fault,” she would tell herself when the issue came to mind.


The lake was peaceful in the early morning. Not a ripple on the water. Waking birds sang and squawked. She had the lake to herself. The other 25 odd attendees of the retreat were still at the lodge, most still in bed, she surmised. Her supposition was based on the later hours they kept and the amount of alcohol they consumed. She drank little now, felt melancholy much of the time and didn’t fit in well with most of the others, many but not all of whom were much younger.


She didn’t fit in well anymore for another reason. She often wondered whether an adulthood in politics had been her undoing. She started off modestly enough, as an active member and, eventually, president of the neighborhood association. After a few years of that, she had graduated to the city council, first as a councilperson and then as the president of that body. The next natural step was the county legislature, where she started out as a mere member and then became chairperson. That was her launching pad for the mayoralty of the city, which was the county seat.


She found the process of governing to be rewarding. Her flagship was to spearhead the development of a plaza in the center of downtown, which bears her name. But she also took satisfaction in her role as a member of the neighborhood association. She had been instrumental in ridding the neighborhood of a rowdy building inhabited by fraternity brothers who attended one of the nearby colleges.


Due to her high profile—as high as you could get in the middle of Upstate New York—she worked her way up into the higher echelons of her party and spent many a day in Albany, consulting, conspiring and plotting with the like-minded, with a bit of policy thrown in on the side.


Her life in public service, starting with her membership in the community association and ending with her terms as mayor, spanned about 30 years. In addition to her public service, the woman held a full-time job during all of those years, one of which required extensive travel. She also managed to give birth to two daughters. So, her life was pretty much full. Kind of reminiscent of Poe’s The Man That Was Used Up. Maybe she didn’t have enough for her husband, and perhaps, the hard edge that went with the years immersed in politics didn’t sit well with him. For whatever reason, he cheated on her, she found out, and they were divorced after 20 years of marriage.


She eventually left elective office but remained heavily involved in politics. As her policymaking and governing days were over, her continued involvement involved pure partisan politics; her efforts were directed entirely towards activities designed to strengthen her party and see that its candidates were elected. But this role became less and less satisfying to her.


One of her daughters became a somewhat successful fashion designer. The other started a restaurant on the fringe of the plaza, but they also got divorced, and the restaurant went away. As time went on, her mother’s health deteriorated, and like many people of her age, it fell largely to her to care for her mother.


After her divorce, she ended up in another long-term relationship but without getting remarried. That relationship also deteriorated largely due to his cheating. But it was his fault, not hers, she insisted to herself. After that, she had a series of short-term relationships, none of them lasting longer than a few months, and she finally decided that she was better off without a man in her life.


Backing up to well before the foregoing history. Around 1975 or 1976, she met a man while in college. She attended a local university and had two male friends, who were also local. The man she met was from the same area but went to a college out of town. He was home one weekend as the college was not far away, and they met at a party at one of the local friend’s houses. It didn’t take them long to retire to a bedroom and immediately do what 20-year-olds did in those days. They became boyfriend and girlfriend for a while, perhaps four or five months.


The man fell into a depression, owing to a number of factors, one of them being a very bad experience with marijuana that was laced with PCP, or ‘angel dust’. It was going around the campus at the time, and he was ignorant about it. He suffered severe paranoia and hallucinations, and when he finally emerged, it had changed him, much for the worse. Combined with the stresses of his highly competitive studies, it was too much for him to handle at the time.
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