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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 2


The rest of the day was shot. He couldn’t stomach the thought of sitting for an hour with Mr. and Mrs. Pendergrast as they squabbled over who was to blame for their financial problems. Simon’s speciality was bankruptcies and they were often more trouble than divorces, which he loathed. He called the Pendergrasts and canceled with one of the many standard lawyer fibs used to duck and weave: he said he was suddenly needed in federal court. But he really wasn’t needed anywhere. The most pressing file on his desk involved the purchase and sale of an ice-cream shop down the street, a $20,000 deal for which he might earn a fee of a thousand bucks or so.


Suddenly, every file seemed so trivial. An elderly client with $16 million in stocks and more in cash had just left his office with a current will that left her fortune to a rat-faced little lawyer across the street. Simon could think of nothing else. As soon as Matilda said goodbye promptly at five, he left ten minutes later and drove to a watering hole in a motel bar out near the interstate. It was favored by lawyers and judges who didn’t want to be seen drinking too much in town, though there were some who drank openly and excessively. Luckily, none of them were there, and Simon nursed a beer in a dark corner and tried to sort out his thoughts.


First things first. He had to see the will to verify that his dear Netty was telling the truth. It was still hard to believe that a lawyer, any lawyer, would be brazen enough to insert himself in a will and have unfettered access to an entire fortune. But the fact that he, the Honorable Simon Latch, was thinking of doing something very similar to that made him realize it was indeed possible. Upon Netty’s death, there would certainly be a massive legal brawl with lawsuits flying, but the only named trustee, at the moment one Wally Thackerman, would be in the driver’s seat.


Of course the fortune wouldn’t be $20 million. Last time he checked, the state and federal estate taxes were 40 percent, almost all of which could be avoided with the marital trust. However, since Netty had no husband, her estate would be on the chopping block and fair game for the tax collectors. Eight million in taxes up in smoke. He actually grimaced at the thought of paying so much to the government.


But $12 million was still more than he would earn working for thirty years at the corner of Main and Maple. Then he remembered something he’d read in a newspaper. Congress had been tinkering with the tax rates before its December recess. He couldn’t recall the details and usually did a half-ass job of staying informed, because his clients never worried about gift and estate taxes.


He called a buddy from law school who practiced in a prestigious tax firm in D.C., an hour away. After the usual chatter, he got around to business. Dirk, his friend, laughed and said, “Come on, Simon. You haven’t heard the big news?”


“I guess not.”


“Congress adjourned without repealing the amendment.”


Simon wasn’t sure what that meant so he kept quiet. Dirk liked to talk anyway. “Those clowns dropped the ball big-time. The estate tax deal fell through, no compromise, no tax. Zero, zilch, nada. For the next twelve months there will be no federal estate taxes, and, since most states follow the Feds, now is the perfect time to die. So tell your geezer clients to get their shit in order and get ready to pull the plug. Have a big Christmas this year, then it’s adios. Their kids and grandkids will love them for it.”


“Right! I saw that. What a screw-up.”


“Par for the course these days.”


As the conversation drifted dangerously close to politics, Simon switched gears and asked about another law school classmate who was battling cancer. Since both were busy lawyers, they managed to wrap up the conversation with promises to get together soon.


Back to $20 million! Simon got another beer and thought about the conversation for a long time. Later, he would go online and do some research, try to find out why Congress allowed the estate tax provisions to slip away. As if one might be able to understand anything Congress did.










Chapter 3


Simon and his wife, Paula, had not filed for divorce because they could not afford one. Both desperately wanted out, but since they were barely afloat financially with one household they could not imagine trying to maintain two. Both wounded and scarred, they were tired of fighting and had settled into a somewhat sustainable coexistence that allowed them to pass the days in muted suffering as their three kids grew up. Fortunately, the two older ones were teenagers who were struggling through the usual strains of puberty and adolescence but not yet causing serious problems. They seldom left their bedrooms and never allowed themselves to be caught offline. A device was always in hand. The youngest, Janie, was nine years old and still a sweet kid.


To avoid conflict and keep the tension away from the children, Simon usually slept at the office. He had remodeled a small suite upstairs, knocked out a couple of walls, and configured a small pad where he survived with a tiny bathroom and narrow bed. When talking only to himself he called it The Closet. It wasn’t nice but at least it was away from Paula.


She was out this Tuesday night, the monthly book club gathering where wine seemed to be more important than literature. It gave him the green light to cook his favorite Italian sausage meatballs with pasta and hang out with Janie in the kitchen. They talked about school and soccer and life in general. She caught him off guard by asking, “Where do you go at night?”


“Well, I often work late and just sleep at the office.”


“That’s weird. Why don’t you just come home? It’s not that far away.”


“I don’t want to wake up everybody. Mom’s a light sleeper and needs her rest.”


“Buck thinks you and Mom are getting a divorce.”


Buck had always been a nosy brat and too mature for his years. Simon managed a smile while realizing that it was the first time the word “divorce” had been uttered by one of the children, or at least to his knowledge.


He said, “No, we’re not getting a divorce, Janie. Mom and I are both working too hard and don’t have a lot of time for each other, but that’s not unusual these days. Everything will be okay. Tell Buck to stop talking like that.”


Divorce had been on the table for at least three years but they had been careful around the kids. Buck was sixteen and missed nothing. Danny was fourteen and going through puberty with his head in the clouds. Janie was a little girl who loved both parents. The thought of leaving her was painful.


“It seems weird that you would sleep at the office when your bedroom is here in the house with us.” She watched him as she said this, as if she knew the truth.


“Everything is okay, Janie, I promise. The pasta is ready, so go get your brothers.”


The only time Buck and Danny left their rooms was to eat. Both had insatiable appetites, along with awful table manners. Paula had given up on the rules. Danny ate with earbuds and an iPad with some dreadful acid rock band screeching away, barely audible but loud enough to be annoying. Buck had earbuds and a cell phone. Simon asked them to unplug things and talk about their school days. They looked at him as if he were a trespasser and flagrantly disobeyed. At that point, Simon could slap the table, raise his voice, make a scene, start a fight he could not win, and create even more bad blood. Paula would hear about it and weigh in on behalf of her children. It was easier to ignore their behavior, another act of cowardice that had become routine around the Latch household.


So Simon chatted nonstop with Janie as the boys ate like pigs. The sooner they finished, the sooner they could escape to the safety of their rooms. They left their plates on the table, more rules violations, but Simon just ignored them again. After dinner, when the kitchen was spotless and the house was quiet, Simon kissed Janie on the forehead and said he had to get back to work. She wanted to say something but didn’t. He locked the doors, made sure the house was secure, and left a few minutes before ten. Paula would be home soon, and the less he saw of her the better.


brB


In earlier years he had parked his car, a leased Audi that needed to be swapped for a later model, in front of his office on Main Street when he worked early and late, a bit of free advertising intended to impress others with his formidable work ethic. These days, though, he hid it in an alley around back at night to quash rumors that he had moved out and was living at the office. He suspected those rumors were already making the rounds, because a couple of Paula’s friends had big mouths and didn’t like Simon anyway. He was almost certain that the book club girls spent more time sipping wine and bitching about their husbands than discussing the hottest bestseller.


He parked in the alley and, instead of taking the rear stairs up to his pad, he walked three blocks to the basement of an old bank building. Chub’s Pub had been a part of his life for many years. He had been there as Chub transformed it from a seedy low-end beer hall, known for its illegal poker and bookmaking, to a mid-level sports bar with a dozen widescreens and a less violent clientele. Gambling was still rampant because Chub was the biggest bookie in the area, but it was kept quiet and out of the way. The vice squad made a perfunctory visit once a week but only because it was expected. Most of the cops hung out in Chub’s when off duty. He even paid a few of them to work the door on weekends.


It was a Tuesday night in early March and the place was not crowded. Simon went to his spot at the end of the sweeping bar and settled in before a screen that offered video poker. The bartender, Valerie, soon appeared with a bourbon and ginger ale, along with a fake smile and the same greeting, “What’s up, Lawyer Latch?”


“All’s well, Valerie, how are you?”


“Just living the dream.” Then she was gone. They didn’t have much to discuss because Simon had handled two of her no-fault divorces, at cut rates, and she wasn’t pleased with the outcome of the second one. With time they had settled into a respectful standoff that required a forced pleasantness but nothing else. Sort of like his marriage.


The drinks were free as long as he was playing video poker, which was still illegal in the state, but Chub was smart enough not to get caught. His machines were hot-wired to a file that kept a running balance of each gambler’s wins and losses. No money changed hands in public. The vice squad could see nothing illegal above the table. Simon and the other players received monthly statements from the pub and settled up in cash whenever Chub said so.


Cal Poly was playing UC Irvine and Simon had $500 on the game, his standard bet. He watched it on a screen hanging above the racks of bottles as he sipped his drink and occasionally looked at his poker screen. He knew nothing about either school, so why would he place a substantial wager on a game thousands of miles away? He once asked himself such questions, but stopped doing so because the answer was clear. It was all about the action. March Madness was right around the corner, and, in preparation, Simon needed to watch as many games as possible. The Big Show still got him excited, especially after last year when he mopped up in the Sweet Sixteen and won $4,000.


He did not have a gambling problem. He was certain of that because he had two friends who did and betting had wrecked them financially. He had watched them slide into a black hole playing risky games and wagering more than they could afford to lose. Simon didn’t earn a lot of money; therefore, he didn’t have much to lose. And after a decade of sports betting he had convinced himself that his wins were slightly more than his losses. He was too cautious to get into trouble. And too afraid of Paula. She knew nothing of his secret little hobby because Simon, and Chub, kept it all in cash.


Chub walked up behind the bar holding, as always, a bottle of beer. “Who you got?” he asked as he reached over for a quick handshake.


“Irvine plus seven,” Simon said. Chub knew exactly who he “got.” They had made the bet at ten that morning, on the phone. No texts or emails, nothing to leave a trail. Chub had been busted once by the Feds for bookmaking and came within a whisker of doing time, but a slick lawyer, not Simon, worked a deal and kept him out of jail. He went straight for twelve months, with ninety hours of community service, umpiring softball games, then eased back into the business.


“I like Cal Poly,” he said and took a swig from his bottle.


He worked both sides of the Vegas line and didn’t care which side his customers chose because he collected 10 percent on each bet. For Simon to win $500 with his Irvine bet, he had paid $550. The extra, the “juice,” went into Chub’s ever-deepening pockets.


Valerie called Chub from the other end of the bar. He offered his standard “Good luck,” and waddled away. As always, he wore a fancy tracksuit, this one bright red, with designer sneakers, as if he had just come from a long run. He had not. Someone had stuck him with “Chub” in the first grade and he had never been able to shake it, nor had he been able to shed excess weight as he grew up. Sadly, he was, at forty-five, still growing.


Simon usually stopped at two cocktails. He crunched the ice from the second one as Irvine choked down the stretch and lost by five. But they started the game with an extra seven, so Simon had a spring in his step as he left the pub. He waved at Chub across the room, and Chub waved back with a look that said, Nice win, I’ll get you next time.


The $500 Simon had just won was more than the legal fees he’d earned that day.


But tomorrow held such promise.










Chapter 4


The Starbucks anchored one corner of a strip mall at the edge of a suburb fifteen minutes from his office. It was busy when he arrived half an hour early to scope out the place and look for privacy. He sipped dark roast at four bucks a cup and moved quickly when a corner table opened up. He toyed with his laptop, same as all the other customers, and watched the endless line of cars creep through the drive-thru. Then he saw the old Lincoln turn a corner. Netty couldn’t find a spot and parked far away, straddling a yellow line. She drove like a ninety-year-old who’d been a lousy driver seventy years earlier. As she entered, he stood and waved and helped her to her seat. She seemed ill at ease and glanced around.


“Figures,” she said. “I’m the only senior here.”


“Would you like coffee or tea?”


“Just some water, please.”


Simon left and brought back a bottle of water. She ignored it and asked, “Can we really talk here? I mean, it’s not very private.”


The nearest person was ten feet away, hunched over a laptop with wires running to ears that were invisible under a red hoodie. “Oh, it’s very private. No one can hear a word we say because their ears are plugged.”


“These young people.”


“I know. Addicted to their phones and laptops. What’s the world coming to?”


“I guess.” She unscrewed the cap and drank some water.


Finally, Simon said, “We were going to talk about your will, the one prepared by Wally Thackerman.”


“Yes, I’m just not comfortable with it.”


“Did you bring it?”


She reached into a large handbag and retrieved an envelope. As she handed it to him she glanced around again.


“Please relax, Netty. These kids are totally self-absorbed and have no interest in anything we’re talking about.”


Simon wanted to rip open the envelope and scour the will for the scandalous language, but he managed to take his time and keep smiling at her. It was only four pages long, with the first paragraphs filled with the usual lawyerly crap that he himself charged people for. Then, the juicy part. It established the “Eleanor Korsak Barnett Memorial Trust” and placed all of the liquid assets in it. Her home was to be sold, along with everything else, and the cash added to the trust. All the fancy legal footwork would be done by, of course, the Honorable Wally Thackerman, who was not only the executor of her estate and the sole trustee of her trust, but also the lawyer self-appointed to handle everything. His fees were set at $750 an hour and Simon could almost visualize the thick, padded bills Wally would present to the court for interim payments.


Simon frowned, a grimace prompted by genuine disbelief, but also offered for dramatic effect because Netty was staring at him, waiting. “Is it that bad?” she whispered loudly, then covered her mouth and glanced around again. No one looked at her. No one knew she existed.


“Let me finish,” Simon said calmly with a fake smile, as if what he was reading was definitely outrageous but he alone could fix everything.


Moving beyond the hefty fees to come, the worst part was the power granted unto the trustee. In half a page of thick legalese, Wally gave himself the right to do virtually everything and anything with the trust. He could donate to “appropriate” charities and nonprofits, make loans to virtually anyone, hire consultants, appraisers, accountants, and tax experts to help “protect” the trust. After ten years of such shenanigans, he could, in the event any of the money was left, disburse it at his discretion and close the trust.


Simon worked on his poker face. He had to be careful. He could not outright condemn the will, because he was suddenly emboldened to prepare one very much like it. But, he had to criticize it enough to win her support and convince her that he could steer her assets in a safer direction.


“It doesn’t mention your two stepsons,” he observed, still frowning, reading glasses balanced on the tip of his nose.


“Nothing for them. I thought I told you that.”


“Yes, you did, but that could cause problems. If they receive nothing they might get upset and hire some more lawyers to attack the will.”


“But they’re not entitled to anything, right? That Wally character told me that a person, any person, can exclude a child from her or his will, at least in this state. It that right? And since they’re not really my children, they have no claim to my estate?”


“That’s correct. You can exclude everyone but a spouse.”


“Well, my spouse is dead and he left me everything. Not a dime for those two outlaw sons of his. Nothing. Cut, cut, cut.”


She did the cutting with a glow in her eyes, the first sign of possible meanness. Simon was pleased that she was already referring to her soon-to-be ex-lawyer as “that Wally character.” He read on, frowning intelligently. When he finished, he took a sip of coffee and said, “I don’t like this will.”


“I told you so.”


“It gives too much power to the attorney for your trust.”


“How can we fix it?”


“It’ll take a few hours but I’ll hop right on it. The obvious challenge here, Netty, is to find a place for the money. I want you to make a list of possible charities you’d like to help.”


“Such as?”


“Do you have a church?”


“Yes, sort of. Harry was a Lutheran and we tried to go once a year.”


“That’s an idea. Think big. There are about a million worthy nonprofits you could help.”


“Such as?”


“Such as the Girl Scouts, heart association, orphanages, animal shelters, local library, small colleges, refugees, childhood hunger, environmental groups. You mentioned your work with the spider monkeys.”


“That was a rip-off.”


“Do you like animals?”


“Not really.”


“Okay. Whatever. Sit down tonight and make a list of all the possible groups, causes, and charities that you might want to help.”


“What’s your favorite charity?”


Simon’s lack of generosity was caused by a lack of extra cash rather than an absence of a kind spirit. How could he possibly write checks to help others when he and Paula were underwater and staring at three kids soon going to college? They had not donated more than a hundred bucks in the past five years.


He lied quickly with “The Sierra Club.”


“Never heard of it.”


“It’s not really for you. Have you thought about leaving some money for your friends?”


“My friends, the ones still living, know nothing about the money. If I told them about it they’d drive me crazy and my life would get very complicated. That’s what money does, Simon, it really causes problems.”


So does the lack of it, he thought to himself but managed to maintain an intelligent frown. He scribbled something on his legal pad and said, “Okay, moving right along. Who prepares your tax returns each year?”


“Why do you want to know?” she snapped, quite defensively.


“Well, because when you die, and I hate to say it that way but that’s the real reason we’re here, right, so when you die and your new will comes into play, the attorney for your estate will have to work with your tax advisor to prepare your returns.”


“Who will be the attorney for my estate?”


“That’s entirely up to you, but it’s pretty common for the attorney who prepares the will to also act as the probate attorney.”


“Kinda like that Wally character.”


“Yes, kinda like that.”


“What was the question?”


“Your tax advisor?”


“Oh yes, he’s this little CPA guy in Atlanta, been doing my taxes forever. One of Harry’s old sidekicks. I talk to him once a year, so you don’t need to bother him.”


“Okay, but it might be important for me to make contact.”


“That’s what Wally said. Why do you lawyers always want to pry into everything?” Another flash of anger, maybe even bordering on meanness. She was suddenly defensive and Simon quickly changed strategies and backed off. He had done a good job so far of gaining her trust and he didn’t want to irritate her.


Pry? Oh yes. What Simon really wanted was some proof that his dear Netty actually owned all that Coke and Wal-Mart stock, in addition to several million dollars just sitting in the bank. He believed her, he wanted so desperately to believe her, but he was also cautious enough to proceed slowly. Clients lied to him all the time. Lawyers, often after a few drinks, loved to tell stories of the outrageous lies their clients had fed them.


He assumed the stocks were held in a brokerage account and a nice, neat, concise summary was sent to Netty each month, same as the bank statements. He gritted his teeth and asked, “Do you have a financial advisor?”


She rolled her eyes as if frustrated and glanced around again, looking for eavesdroppers. She frowned and a ridge of thick wrinkles folded across her forehead. “You mean, like, a stockbroker?”


“Yes, who handles the stocks?”


“Well, it’s complicated. You see, Harry did business for years with a firm in Atlanta, then it merged or something with a bigger firm, and so on. After Harry died, one firm got sold to another. I really can’t keep up with it all. Now it’s all handled by this guy in Atlanta.”


“I see. Is there a person I can talk to about your assets?”


“I don’t know. Why do you want to talk to someone about my assets?”


“Because the IRS may require proof of assets.” Simon had no idea what he was talking about but using the IRS might frighten her somewhat.


She mumbled, “Same thing Wally said.” This startled Simon, but he decided to let it go and push later. He pretended to ignore her last comment, cast an important glance at his wristwatch, and said, “Okay, I’ll get started on this. Let’s meet again in a couple of days and go over a rough draft.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s the first version of your new will. In the meantime, please give some thought to some charities and foundations you might want to include.”


“I thought we talked about that. Thought I told you I don’t have any favorite charities.”


No charities, no friends, no family, no distant relatives. No one to receive the fortune when his dear Netty kicked the bucket. Perhaps that’s why Wally Thackerman did not name a single nonprofit. His scheme basically left everything in a new foundation that would become his own little piggy bank after her funeral, with at least a dozen ways to siphon money into his own pocket. Simon hated to admit it, but Wally’s will was impressive, in spite of its blatant effort at being nothing but a naked grab for money.


Simon vowed to do much better. He capped his pen, pulled his notes together, and said, “There is one thing, Netty. I can’t prepare a simple will if I can’t verify your assets. For most of my clients, this is not really necessary because they are not wealthy. But you’re in a different category.”


She was gazing through the window with a blank stare, as if it were time for another nap. She shook her head and said softly, “All this legal stuff.”


“I know, I know. But it’s important to get this right. Your current will is a mess and will only enable Wally Thackerman to end up with most of the money. That’s not right.”


She looked as if she might cry. “I feel so stupid.”


“Please. I can fix this. But I need to know the name of your stockbroker in Atlanta.”


“Buddy Brown.”


He repeated the name to himself. For some reason “Buddy” didn’t quite fit that profession. He uncapped his pen and scribbled on a paper napkin. “And the name of his firm?”


“Appletree something or other.” She was drifting away, her eyelids fluttering, her speech fading as if fatigued. And for the first time Simon wondered about her mental capacity. She was an elderly woman who suddenly looked even older. Hang on, old girl.


Among the many issues roaring through his brain was the challenge of getting her new will witnessed by two people who could attest to her “sound and disposing mind and memory.” Normally, it was a routine matter with Matilda and a secretary next door going through the motions. Oh well. It was something else he would deal with later.


He walked her to her car and watched her drive away, on the wrong side of the road and with one foot on the brake.










Chapter 5


Simon had a plan, awful as it was, to free himself of Paula, but he was stuck with Matilda. She had worked for him for twelve years and could practice law, or at least his humble version of it, with her eyes closed. She was very good at what she did, tech-savvy, punctual, a real pro at handling their clients and in dealing with lawyers and judges. Contrary to the fib he’d told Eleanor Barnett, Matilda was discreet and had never, at least to his knowledge, breached a meaningful confidence.


They tried to avoid each other’s private lives and Simon was saying nothing about his current dust-up at home. They disagreed and bickered occasionally, but always in private and never pushed things too far. She was once a flirt who’d struck out repeatedly with men, and now seemed to have given up on romance. She and Simon never touched each other, not even a little goodbye hug at the end of a long day. There was no physical attraction, to their relief. Indeed, they were determined to keep their distance and show not the slightest interest in anything beyond the employer-employee relationship. In their early years together, Simon had occasionally glanced at her rear end and legs, admiringly, and approved, much the same way he looked at most younger women, but now he tried not to look. She was only thirty-nine, three years younger than him, and she was gradually adding a few pounds per year. In the kitchen fridge she kept an assortment of diet drinks, sugar-free smoothies, protein shakes, meals-in-bottles, herbal flushes, the kind of junk advertised on cable. Evidently, none of it was working, but, of course, Simon only watched with amusement but would never think of commenting.


Tillie, as he called her only in private, arrived each morning promptly at eight, not a minute before, and left each afternoon at five, not a minute after. Depending on how the day was going, she took a flexible hour for lunch to run errands but never to eat, or so she said. Simon admired her for establishing boundaries. She refused to work on weekends, regardless of the urgency, though, truthfully, few of the “open” files on his desk could be considered urgent. She refused to take calls after hours, even from him. She was off on all the federal holidays and planned her summer vacations, ten full working days, in January.


To distance himself from her X-ray vision and constant eavesdropping, and also to prepare for the inevitable showdown with Paula, Simon was creating his own secret world. He was practically living upstairs in The Closet, which he kept locked at all times. If Tillie knew he spent most nights there, she had yet to mention it. He assumed, though, that she knew. She was a massive sponge when it came to gossip. There was a sisterhood amongst the legal secretaries and court clerks in town, and virtually nothing escaped their scrutiny.


He had a post office box in a small town eight miles away and a secret checking account in a small branch bank not far from it. He had a credit card with a $10,000 limit and a small balance, that Paula knew nothing about. A year earlier he had purchased an inexpensive laptop and set up an anonymous email address that only a professional could trace. He used it to place bets occasionally.


At the moment he was using it to track Buddy the stockbroker, who’d worked for Appletree in Atlanta. Netty was correct—Appletree had long since disappeared after having been bought or merged with a regional brokerage firm from Florida, which had then flamed out in bankruptcy and indictments only to be scooped up by a large California discount broker who sold it to a private equity firm in New York who loaded it with debt, almost causing another bankruptcy, before it was sold to a bank in Texas that then sold it to a bank in Atlanta. After numerous name changes and different addresses, it, whatever it was, was now back home. There was no sign of anyone named Buddy. Evidently, he was just one of many casualties of the slick maneuvers perfected by the money runners.


Simon wasted three hours wading through this debris and had nothing to show for it. Reluctantly, he called Spade, a local character who could always find the money. Spade’s background was shadier than anyone Simon had ever met. He was an unindicted felon, an unlicensed operator on all fronts, a Houdini-like character who lived in the shadows. He had no office, no website, no business cards, no phone number that was available to the public. If asked by the right people he would say that he was either an investigator or a forensic accountant, but then he studiously avoided the right people. Spade made his money in big divorce cases where the wife’s lawyers were hot on the trail of hubby’s hidden cash. He could dig more dirt out of the internet than anyone in the business.


“This better be good,” he growled as if highly irritated.


“And good afternoon to you, Spade,” Simon said. “Sounds like you’re having a great day.”


“Does it really matter to you?”


“Of course it does. I think about you all the time.”


“Lawyers and their lies.”


Simon quickly recalled that every conversation with Spade began and ended with insults.


“Right. Look, I’ll buy you a beer tonight at Chub’s.”


“I can buy my own beer, thanks.”


“You’re welcome. Need to have a chat and as always I can’t do it over the phone. Not worried about mine but I assume yours is bugged by some branch of the government, maybe even a foreign power.”


“Or an ex-wife.”


“Them too. Meet me around ten tonight at Chub’s?”


“If I don’t get busy. Duke’s at Georgia Tech tonight, giving eleven. I see something closer. I’ll take Tech for five.”


Simon chewed on it for a second and said, “That’s a bad bet. Duke’s number two in the country and Tech has a losing record.”


“You trying to tell me something I don’t know?”


“Five hundred, right? Not five grand.”


Spade was a high roller who was known to bet big. Simon’s max was $500 for any game. “Hundred,” he grunted, as if someone really was listening.


“That’s an easy one.”


“Put up or shut up.”


“I’m in. See you at ten and we’ll watch the game.”
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Spade was never on time. When he arrived at ten-thirty, Georgia Tech was up by fourteen and Duke couldn’t make a free throw. Chub’s had no shortage of dark corners where gamblers and crooks held muted conversations as they drank and watched the widescreens in the distance. Simon had ordered two draft beers, and onion rings for Spade, who was between wives and not eating well. He sat down and the beers arrived. He took a long gulp, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and said, “I thought you stayed away from divorces.”


“I always try to but it’s not a divorce. My client is eighty-plus, single, no kids, says she’s got a lot of money. Wants a simple will but things might get complicated.”


“Who gets the money?”


“Not sure. First, I need to make sure she’s got it.”


Spade shrugged as if it would not be a problem. “I’m listening.”


“She claims her departed husband loaded up with a pile of stock in Coke and Wal-Mart. Sixteen mil or so. Hoarded the stock and then died suddenly. He has two sons by a first wife, both trouble, or so she says, and they don’t know about his assets. No one knows. The old guy was a miser and they lived quietly.”


“She’s eighty?”


“At least.”


“Is she cute?”


“Don’t even think about it.”


Spade laughed and took another slug of beer. “Keep going.”


“The trail is pretty cold. She says he dealt with a brokerage firm in Atlanta called Appletree. I dug around, found nothing. It merged here and there and disappeared. She doesn’t want me asking questions about her portfolio.”


“I’m sure she gets a monthly statement.”


“I’m sure she does but she ain’t showing it to me. That’s why I’m suspicious. That plus the fact that I’ve never had a client with such assets.”


“Bank?”


“Security Trust, down the street, but just for the small stuff. She draws two thousand a month in Social Security, lives off it. Drives a Lincoln that was built in the last century. House is worth around three hundred thousand max, no mortgage. Claims the old guy hated debt. A Depression boy.”


“I’ve met a few of those. Kinda refreshing, you know?”


The onion rings arrived and Spade dug in. With three minutes to go Duke cut the lead to seven. Chomping away, Spade said, “Duke is Duke. Can’t ever count ’em out.”


“Yeah, but you got eighteen points to play with.” Simon handed over a folded sheet of paper. “Her full name, same for him. Just the basics. Like I said, I didn’t find much. Harry died here about ten years ago, but there’s no record of probate. Kinda strange, don’t you think?”


“Very strange, especially if he had a big estate. Maybe he was still a resident of Georgia. I’ll check him out.”


“And for your labors?”


“Five hundred, cash of course.”


Simon wanted an onion ring but suddenly had a knot in his stomach. Duke hit two straight 3-pointers and Tech’s lead was gone.


Spade said, “So, if the old gal is really loaded, who gets the money?”


“We’re working on that.”


“Just curious.”


Duke was fouling and Tech was making free throws. As his bet slipped away, Simon went to the bar for two more beers. With ten seconds to go, and with Tech up by four, Spade held out an empty hand and said, “Five, please.”


Simon handed him the cash.










Chapter 6


Professional duties returned and required Simon’s presence in the courtroom down the street. It was a docket call, an antiquated waste of time wherein most of the town’s lawyers gathered in front of an old judge who could barely turn on a computer and dickered about the scheduling of trials for cases that should never have been filed.


As they waited for the judge, the lawyers mingled and gossiped and tried to look important before the crowd of spectators and litigants. They were allowed to drink coffee in the courtroom, but not eat the doughnuts one of the clerks had, for some reason, placed on the stenographer’s table.


Simon went out of his way to engage Wally Thackerman in a pleasant conversation about a new shopping center one of Wally’s clients was planning. As he chatted on, Simon feigned interest in the shopping center while thinking of nothing but the outrageous last will and testament Wally had written for himself and convinced Eleanor Barnett to sign two months earlier.


That he, Simon, was drafting one very similar did not seem relevant.


What will Wally do when she dies and he sprints to the courthouse to probate his version of Eleanor’s last will and testament, only to learn almost immediately that it had just been renounced and held void by a subsequent one prepared by Simon F. Latch, Attorney and Counselor at Law? It was not a pleasant thought.


Wally rattled on about his shopping center. The breathtaking news was that an exciting new chain of sandwich shops from California was near a deal on a long-term lease, one that would certainly attract other classy tenants.


The problem was that Eleanor had no idea what to do with her fortune and needed serious advice, wisdom she was not getting from anyone else. Someone, and certainly not the windbag going on about avocado hoagies, had to help her. There was no one but Simon.


Mercifully, His Honor rallied long enough to make his appearance and get settled behind his bench. Simon managed to extricate himself from Wally’s deal-making and took a seat at one of the counsel tables. Salmon Subs? Didn’t exactly make your mouth water. Simon shuddered with the thought that some of Eleanor’s money might get invested in such ventures. Wally had a reputation for getting tangled up in bad deals.


The judge picked up some papers, frowned, and said good morning. He went through his tired old routine of thanking the lawyers for being such good lawyers and thanking the clerks, and so on. He read the name of the first case and said the trial would start in an hour. He droned on.


Simon nodded off but caught himself. His mind came back to life when he tried to visualize a hot will contest in that very courtroom. He became dizzy at the visual of him sitting at counsel table being gawked at by everyone else—jurors, lawyers, clerks, spectators—all convinced that he had been caught red-handed trying to con an old woman out of her money.


That, of course, would not be true, since the old woman still had her money up until the moment she died, but nonetheless, the case would quickly devolve into a public relations nightmare for Simon. With time, he could endure the nightmare and eventually survive it, if, of course, he had control of the money.


There were too many bad scenarios.
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Spade was only fifteen minutes late. Simon was at the bar hovering over a video poker screen and glancing occasionally at a basketball game that held little interest. He ordered two beers and some onion rings and they retired to the same dark corner as the night before.


“Who you got?” Spade asked, nodding at a widescreen above the bar.


“Neither. Tulsa versus Tulane. Not exactly life-or-death.”


“So you only play the teams you like. That’s a bad strategy.”


“Thanks for the advice. About Eleanor Barnett.”


“Some progress. Harry Korsak checks out. Born in 1941 in Knoxville, married Betsy in 1965, had two sons, Clyde and Jerry. Betsy died in 1981 and he married Eleanor Barnett in 1989. For decades he worked for Coke, first in a warehouse then got promoted to a district sales job. As such, he qualified for the company’s profit-sharing and began buying stock. Retired in 2002, croaked four years later.” Spade stopped long enough to take a gulp of beer and wipe his mouth with a sleeve.


Simon said, “Nice, but how much stock?”


“I’m getting there. Truth is we can’t know. In 1990, for example, Coke had sixty million common shares outstanding and these were owned by roughly half a million people and entities. Most of it by the big players—mutual funds, hedge funds, retirement funds. They have to report what they own. It’s all public record. For example, the Michigan public employees’ retirement fund, in 1990, owned eight hundred million dollars’ worth of Coke stock.”


“That’s certainly good to know.”


“I’m just trying to explain things to you, Latch, and I’m going real slow, okay?”


The onion rings arrived and Spade began chomping on one. Before swallowing, he continued, “But getting individual names is more difficult, especially when purchased through the company’s stock plan. There is a record of old Harry buying the Coke stock from 1965 until he retired, but no record of how much. And, no record of how much he might have sold along the way.”


“She says he sold nothing.”


“And you always believe your client?”


“No.”


“I didn’t think so. Think about it, Latch. Today about nine million shares of Coke stock was traded on the Big Board, same yesterday, same tomorrow. It’s virtually impossible to keep up with who owns the stock. Same for Wal-Mart.”


“How many shares of Wal-Mart were traded?” Simon asked innocently and immediately wished he had not.


“You gotta computer? If you can turn it on, takes about ten seconds.”


Simon gave a goofy laugh to deflect his stupidity. He crunched on an onion ring, glanced at the game, and said, “So, we don’t know how much stock she might have.”


“It would take a subpoena. Here’s the interesting part. That Appletree outfit she mentioned got swallowed several times years ago. What’s left of it is now known as Rumke-Brown, a quiet little money management firm in an unmarked office in Buckhead. Guess who Brown is?”


“I couldn’t begin to guess.”


“You could if you tried. Buddy Brown, probably our gal’s longtime manager.”


“Our gal? You taking an interest?”


“Maybe, because Buddy and his gang don’t mess with the common folk. Takes twenty-five million to get in the door.”


“Leave her alone. She’s eighty-five.”


“I know, means she’ll croak soon and I’ll get a bigger house.”


“Knock it off, Spade.”


“I know. She’s all yours.”


“Can we keep things on a professional level?”


Spade laughed as if he were joking and took another onion ring. He washed it down with another gulp and said, “They moved here, bought the house at the bottom of the market. Two months after they moved in, Harry had the big one and checked out. At the time he was still a registered voter in Atlanta, where they had lived for a long time. Get this—there was no probate. Kinda unusual for a big estate, right?”


“I’d say so, but not if all assets were jointly owned.”


“Exactly. Everything they had was jointly owned, with survivorship rights, so it all passed immediately to Eleanor without the need for probate. Ole Harry was a pretty slick dude. With the full marital deduction and jointly owned assets, he outfoxed the IRS and she got everything.”


“Sounds like he really wanted to keep things away from his two sons.”


“And those bloodsucking estate lawyers. No offense.”


“Of course not.”


Spade was watching the game and said, “I put a thousand on Tulsa minus eight and they’re losing by twenty. Remember that cash you gave me last night?”


“It appears to be leaving your wallet. Do we have a next step?”


“I don’t think so. We could pay a hacker to take a peek at the firm’s books and her account.”


“That’s a crime.”


“Tell me about it. I almost got busted three years ago, remember? I used a hacker in Russia who was about to rat me out when somebody got to him first. Ate a bullet. I ain’t going to jail, Latch.”


“Nor am I. So, it’s fair to say Ms. Barnett is loaded?”


“I’d bet on it, but I wouldn’t bet the ranch. Too many unknowns. Did dear Harry sell some stock? Did Ms. Barnett? Is she worth a lot less but Buddy watches her money because he’s done it for years? Was she grandfathered in when the firms merged? Safe to say she’s got a lot of stock but who knows how much.”


“She knows but I doubt she’ll show me a statement. I tried once and got a stiff arm.”


“Come on, Latch. As charming as you are? Just tell the old gal you can’t represent her if you don’t know her assets.”
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