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Wrongful Termination

Mike Farris

 

 


To Susan, my one and only.


Prologue

When Satan took Jim Halloran to the mountaintop, showed him the splendor of the world, and said, “All this will I give you if you will bow down and worship me,” only one thought crossed Halloran’s mind—Where do I sign?

Now engulfed in the plush luxury of a Mercedes stretch limo, looking every bit a giant of corporate industry in his two-thousand-dollar tailored suit, five-hundred-dollar Italian shoes, and two-hundred-dollar silk tie, a single thought again crossed his mind— What will prison be like?

He had learned the hard way that, when you strike a deal with the Devil, there’s hell to pay.

He and his limo-mates rode silently as the stretch inched past lower Manhattan’s Foley Square. Up ahead, massive concrete colonnades of the old federal courthouse beckoned, just across the street from the home of the United States District Court for the Southern District of New York. Throngs of protestors and media personnel gathered on Worth Street, awaiting the Halloran entourage.

Emotion closed Halloran’s throat when the limo slowed to a stop at the curb and a swarm of reporters and hapless shareholders overtook the car. Cameras flashed, video rolled, and voices screamed. Halloran could barely make out most of the words, but a few caught his ear—“Bastard!” “Thief!” and “You’re a dead man!”

One of his mates gripped Halloran’s knee. “You ready?”

Incapable of words, Halloran merely nodded. He looked far older than his forty years, as if he had lived two hard decades in the past year. Not even his billion-dollar stock portfolio could buy his way out of what was coming.

“Remember,” the man gripping his knee said, “head up, eyes forward, and keep moving. Don’t say anything.”

Another nod then the door pushed open, and sound flowed over them as they spilled out of the car. Flanked by his pinstripe-suit-wearing, briefcase-bearing lawyers, Halloran waded into the crowd. A phalanx of New York’s finest formed a wedge in front of them, parting the crowd like the Red Sea. Hands thrust out with microphones as voices screamed questions.

“Mr. Halloran, what will you tell the Grand Jury?”

“How high into the government does this go?”

“Have you made a deal with the prosecution?”

Halloran kept his mouth shut, for once following his lawyers’ advice to the letter—something he now wished he had done in the months and years past. The attorneys mumbled “no comments” as they fought their way upstream toward the courthouse door.

At last they reached the steps, where they paused briefly. As one of the lawyers reached for the door and the other stepped aside to allow Halloran to pass—

The crack of a rifle’s report echoed through the canyon of buildings.

Halloran’s head exploded, painting a halo of crimson about his shoulders. He lurched forward a step then crumpled to the ground.

A brief curtain of silence suddenly descended on the crowd, then raised again in a discordant symphony of screams and shouts. Some dropped to the ground while others sprinted away in all directions. The lawyer who had gripped Halloran’s knee looked around, shock painted on his face along with splatters of his client’s blood. The other lawyer grabbed him and jerked him inside the door.

A dozen cops simultaneously yanked guns from holsters, ducking as they looked around, scanning the surrounding buildings. Across Foley Square, they saw dozens of rooftops, hundreds of windows.

Lots of nothing.


Chapter One

Even though the room was cool, sweat trickled down my sides. It had already soaked through the armpits of my suit coat, and the collar of my blue oxford button-down had long since wilted. My gray-streaked brown hair was matted at my temples, and I felt a thin line of moisture beneath my thrice-broken nose—tribute to my days as a defensive end at Texas Christian University. I was pushing fifty years old, stood six feet three inches, and weighed two hundred forty pounds, but I shook like a ten-year-old sent to the principal’s office.

Three humorless people at the end of the table—two men and a woman—didn’t care how uncomfortable I was. In fact, the more uncomfortable, the better they liked it.

Ellen Estes, the stern-faced chairwoman of the State Bar’s Grievance Committee, turned a page in her notes then looked at me.

“When did Dr. Reeves alter the medical records?”

“I don’t know for sure. I just know that it was sometime before I produced them to the plaintiff’s lawyer.”

“How did you learn they had been altered?”

“About a week after I produced them, the plaintiff’s lawyer called to talk settlement. She actually sounded reasonable, and that didn’t make sense. I knew Dr. Reeves had screwed up the surgery.”

“So you double-checked?” the chairwoman asked.

“I had made my own copy early on. When I went back and checked the ones we produced to the plaintiff against my copies, I saw that they had been changed.”

“What did you do then?”

“I called Dr. Reeves. He admitted he and Alyssa had—doctored ’em, so to speak.”

“Who’s Alyssa?” a bald man on the chairwoman’s right asked.

“His partner and my wife. Ex-wife.” I paused. “Now his wife.”

“Is that when you told the plaintiff’s lawyer what had happened?” Chairwoman Estes asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“So, Mr. Muckleroy, you’re telling us you revealed a client’s confidential communication to opposing counsel.”

I didn’t like the way it sounded when she said it, but I couldn’t argue with it.

“I guess you could say that.”

*

A crowded bar, dark and noisy. Lots of loud laughter. It was Happy Hour, after all. But I sat alone in a booth, longneck in front of me, staring off into space. Not loud. Not laughing. Not at all happy even though I’d already had a few.

“Hey, Scratch,” a female voice said. “Still making the world safe for big business?”

I looked into the face of Robin Napoli. I hadn’t heard her come up. At an athletic five ten, she had narrow-set blue eyes that had a way of boring straight through you. High cheekbones, a slightly broad nose, strong jaw, and narrow chin with an olive complexion under long black hair gave her a slightly Mediterranean look. She was beautiful, feminine—and the best damn lawyer I knew.

“I do what I can,” I said. “How about you? Caught up to any good ambulances lately?”

“Just the slow-moving ones.”

I motioned for her to sit, and she slid into the booth across from me. She signaled to a waitress then pointed to my bottle.

“What do you hear from the great physician these days?” she asked.

I shook my head but couldn’t answer at first.

“Something happen at recess to make you sad?” she said. “Are the big kids picking on you again?”

I laughed. “You know, it’s a helluva thing we do, Robin. This practicing law.”

“Beats selling insurance.”

“Did you know she filed a grievance against me?”

“Alyssa?”

“And Dr. Strangelove. I had the hearing today. I keep my license, but they gave me a private reprimand.”

“I wish you’d told me,” she said. “I’d have testified for you.”

“I was hoping nobody would know. With a private reprimand, maybe they won’t.”

The waitress brought Robin’s beer, then left. Robin took a sip. “Have you told the firm?”

I looked at her then started to laugh. Just a little at first, but then I couldn’t help it. I laughed uncontrollably, almost spewing beer through my nose. Robin watched me make a fool of myself without saying anything. At last I calmed down.

“I didn’t know you were funny,” I said.

“Voted class clown in high school.”

“Man, I’m hanging on by my fingernails down there since they settled the malpractice claim against me. I figure what they don’t know won’t hurt me.”

She sipped her beer thoughtfully while I downed the rest of mine in one gulp.

“You gotta get out of that place, Scratch. Go out on your own or something.”

“Hell, I’m nearly fifty years old, with no big clients of my own. That’d be like starting over…and I wouldn’t even have youthful enthusiasm and boyish good looks on my side.”

“There are worse things than starting over.”

“I figure if I hang on a while longer, I’ll find out what they are.”


Chapter Two

“You got a sec?”

I looked up from the brief I was working on and waved Meg Kelly into my office. She closed the door and sat stiffly in a Queen Anne chair across from my desk. She was as tall as Robin, and she ordinarily didn’t walk so much as glide, moving with a fluid grace. That day she walked stiff-legged. Her auburn hair hung loosely, curling slightly at her jaw, tightly framing her face. Her hazel eyes blazed with anger.

I pushed aside the brief and sat up straight in my high-backed desk chair. Behind me, through a solid wall of windows, a hot June sun blistered downtown Dallas. I had already loosened my tie and rolled up my shirtsleeves in deference to its intensity. Fifty stories high, its brightness seemed all the more intense as it shone onto Meg’s face, causing her to squint. I twisted the plastic wand that closed the mini-blinds.

“You’re moving kinda funny,” I said.

“Too much tennis.”

I got up, locked the door, and then walked around behind her. I squeezed her shoulders and began to massage. Her muscles quivered like knotted cords under my big hands. Her silk blouse felt cool to my touch.

“What do you do if someone’s doing something unethical and you know about it?” she asked.

“Like what?”

“Like billing a client for full days when he’s not working on their files. Or ordering up fifty thousand dollars worth of work that doesn’t need to be done. Or billing a client for going on vacation. Or billing a client for a meeting in Chicago when he’s really in Boston doing something else.”

“Oh, that kind of unethical.”

“Yeah,” she said. “That kind.”

“So this is not just a hypothetical.”

She slumped in her chair and leaned back. Though I couldn’t see her face, I knew she had closed her eyes. “It’s Malloy,” she said.

I exhaled through pursed lips. Meg had hated working for Tripp Malloy since the day she’d started as an associate at Black West & Merriam ten months earlier. Like me, she found him to be an insufferable ass. Fueled by a gigantic ego and an inflated, but unrealistic, sense of self, Tripp exuded arrogance. To the associates who worked for him, he was patronizing and condescending, speaking only to display his importance, assign work, or criticize. To his partners, he was arrogant and controlling—but he made money for the firm, which lined our pockets, so we tolerated him.

The firm’s management committee kissed his ass for that same reason and compensated him handsomely. For the past ten months I had fought a losing battle to free Meg from his clutches. My limited success had been in filling fifty percent of her time, so that Tripp only half-owned her.

“What’s he done now?”

“It’s that big securities fraud case for Patterson McBain set for trial next month.”

I knew the case. It had consumed virtually all of Meg’s—and several other associates’—free time in the past month. I steeled myself for another of her self-induced rants.

“We got a ruling today on our Motion for Summary Judgment that’s been pending for over a year,” she said.

“And?”

“The judge granted it.”

“On the whole case?”

She nodded. “Case over. We win.”

I squeezed the back of her neck and worked my way up. She tilted her head forward as I ran my fingers along the base of her skull.

“So what’s the problem?”

“He still wants us to summarize the depositions and index the documents. With the same deadline.”

I let my hands drop to her shoulders again, resting them for a moment.

“Why?”

She shrugged. “It’s a mystery to me.” She patted the top of my hand. “Don’t stop.”

I began kneading again as she slumped farther in her chair.

“If there’s not going to be a trial, you don’t need to do it,” I said.

“I know.”

“And even if the other side appeals—”

“Oh, they’re going to,” she said.

“Even so, you don’t need it on appeal. All the appellate court will look at is the record on the Motion for Summary Judgment.”

“I know that, too.”

“And if you lose the appeal and the case gets kicked back to the district court for trial, you don’t need it until then.”

“And if we win the appeal, we never need it,” she said, finishing my thought.

“Tell me again exactly how many depos and boxes of documents we’re talking about.”

I moved my hands around the curve of her shoulders and down her upper arms. She held her arms close to her sides, her hands folded in her lap. As I squeezed her biceps, my thumbs brushed lightly against the sides of her breasts. I jerked my hands back to her shoulders, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“About fifty thousand dollars’ worth,” she said. “And that’s not all. I’ve seen some of the bills. In the last six months, he’s been billing twelve and fourteen hours every day, when I know for a fact that he’s not working that.”

“How do you know?”

“Because Mr. ‘The Associates Need to Bill Twenty-Two Hundred Hours a Year’ spends more time in his office reading the Wall Street Journal and making up charts and graphs on our hours than he does working on the case. We’re doing more work on it than he is, and we’re not billing that much.”

Tripp had attained legendary status for analyzing the associates’ numbers—hours worked and dollars billed—then using his analysis to pressure them into working longer hours. He even patrolled the office on weekends, taking attendance. I lumped him in with other partners who wrongly valued quantity of hours over quality of work.

She paused, as if she had more to tell but was afraid to.

“Go on,” I prompted.

“My legs are awfully sore,” she said. She leaned her head back and looked up at me with her lower lip stuck out and droopy eyes.

I moved to the front of her chair and knelt. She wore a short black skirt that ended above her knees but had shifted to mid-thigh. The material created a tent over her upper legs, throwing a dark shadow that mercifully blocked my view any higher. I slipped my hands around and kneaded her calves. Through the smooth nylon of pantyhose, I felt firm muscle built from years of competitive tennis playing. She slumped farther in the chair, pushing her knees toward me. Her skirt edged higher.

“I even checked some of the dates in the bills,” she said. “He billed forty-seven hours to Lacewell Industries the week he was on vacation in Hawaii. At his five hundred fifty dollars an hour, that’s over twenty-five thousand dollars. And then there’s Boston.”

“What’s that about?”

“He was supposed to be in Chicago yesterday, but when I talked to him last night, I saw a boarding pass on his desk from Boston’s Logan Airport.”

“Maybe he had a change of plans.”

“That’s what I thought at first, but I looked in the file this morning, and he just sent off a report letter to Lacewell Industries detailing a meeting in Chicago. He’s just making it all up.”

“He knows how to work the system.”

“What system?”

“A partner’s compensation is purely numbers-driven…how much he bills and how much other lawyers bill on his cases. The twenty-five thousand he billed on vacation and the fifty thousand y’all will bill on the depos and documents will go in his column and beef up his numbers. And that’ll drive his compensation up.”

I worked my hands higher, followed the bend of her knees and on to the backs of her thighs. I couldn’t remember the first time I had done this or how Meg and I had started. I think it was after a weekend of tennis, and it had soon progressed to the office. However it started, we had reached the point where it seemed natural. My hands melded to her firm legs, even though I knew partners were not supposed to massage the supple bodies of the female associates.

“So he’s gonna screw his own client just to pad his wallet,” she said.

“That’s the name of the game. We’re like rats fighting for the same piece of cheese, and that’s the easiest and fastest way to make his piece bigger. Patterson McBain…alone…paid us over a million dollars in fees last year.”

She screwed up her face in a sour look. I had long ago tasted disillusionment about my chosen profession, and it had gone down bitterly. No reason why it shouldn’t for her, too.

I worked my hands around the sides of her thighs and on to the top. She sighed, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes again then slid down to the edge of the chair. She opened her legs slightly to accommodate my thumbs on the insides of her thighs. Her skirt had reached as high as it could go, bunched at the bend of her pelvis. The faint triangle of white lace beneath beige hose disturbed me. I averted my eyes and tried to concentrate on our conversation, an uphill battle at best.

“If you believe Tripp’s numbers, he bills an average of two hundred twenty hours a month,” I said. “Of course, billing isn’t exactly the same thing as working. But that all adds up to make him the highest paid partner in the firm.”

We both sat silently for a few moments, running the numbers in our heads while I massaged. As I squeezed her upper thighs, my fingers came dangerously close to the triangle. I tried not to think about it but instead looked at her face. She sat with her eyes closed, her brow furrowed. I wondered if she knew what was exposed and what she was doing to me. I didn’t see how she couldn’t.

I tried to distract myself by concentrating on Tripp, a ploy that quickly worked. I let my disgust with him and our compensation system swirl around in my head as Meg digested what I had said.

“The real question is why clients put up with it,” I said, breaking the silence. “How does he explain it to Patterson or Lacewell?”

“I don’t know.”

“Sooner or later Patterson’s gonna get a bill and see all this work that was done after the summary judgment was entered.”

“So let me repeat my original question,” she said. “What do you do when you know a partner is doing something unethical?”

I thought back to my grilling by the Grievance Committee the day before. And to my deposition just three months before in the malpractice suit Alyssa had filed against me and the firm. I remembered the meeting where my partners had openly discussed expelling me. I had only narrowly averted a vote and still wasn’t sure how a vote would have gone had it been taken. Having experienced all that, I mustered the best advice I knew.

“You keep your mouth shut, and you mind your own damn business.”

“I’m serious.”

“I’ve been down that road before. Nothing but heartache at the end.”

“You did the right thing, Bay.”

“The cost was too high. Learn from my experience.”

She pushed me away and stood. Without a hint of self-consciousness, she pulled her skirt back down and smoothed it.

“That’s not good enough,” she said. And then she was gone.

“It’s the best I can do,” I said softly as the door closed behind her.


Chapter Three

Meg had just left when the door opened again and my secretary came in. Barely five feet tall, with red hair over a round face, Ellie had worked for me for thirteen years. Now thirty-five, she had grown from a giggly, immature secretary into an invaluable part of my law practice. She had also become my friend.

“Can I talk to you?” she asked.

“Sure.”

She looked around then glanced out the door. “Somewhere else?”

An unusual request. Sensitive topics were usually discussed behind closed doors, but she seemed reluctant to broach her subject on firm soil. I searched her face, but it gave away nothing. She would have made a good poker player.

Five minutes later, we sat at a small table in an underground mall amidst the usual downtown hustle, coffee cups before us. Offset lighting failed to chase away the shadows, so our table was dimly lit. All the way down, Ellie had been tight-lipped. I had teasingly tried to pry her secret from her, but she had rebuffed me without so much as a smile. As she sipped coffee, she fidgeted, still saying nothing.

“Well,” I said.

She held her cup on the table with both hands, twirling it. She kept her eyes cast down.

“Ellie?”

“We were talking, some of the secretaries, and someone asked if you and Meg had something going on.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. “What do you mean ‘something going on?’”

“Like an affair.”

“She’s single, I’m divorced. Can you have an affair if neither of the parties is married?”

She cut me off with a look. She was in no mood for word games.

“Who asked?” I said.

“I can’t tell you. But I didn’t know what to say when it came up.”

“Well, you can say what’s true. Meg and I work together, and we’re friends.” I looked around, searching for familiar faces, afraid that others would overhear. “Why’d it come up?”

“Because you’re always in each other’s offices. People see you going to lunch together all the time, just the two of you. You leave together at the end of the day. You play tennis together on weekends. And the door is closed a lot when you’re in each other’s offices.” She paused, continuing to twirl the coffee cup. “People are talking.”

“What people?”

“Just people.”

“And what exactly are they saying?”

“That y’all have something going on. A romance. An affair. The secretary who brought it up heard it from her boss.”

“And you won’t tell me who.”

“I can only tell you that she works for a partner.”

I stared at the table, watching her push the coffee around. I took a sip of my own, which had suddenly grown tasteless.

“What else are people saying?” I asked.

“That she’s using you. That the reason she’s getting good work assignments…going to depositions and trials while other associates are stuck in the library…is because y’all have something going on.”

“That we’re sleeping together.”

“That’s not what they said.”

“But it’s what they mean.”

She looked back at the tabletop. “Are you?”

“I’ve worked with other first-year associates before, and I’ve always given them the same kinds of work assignments. You know that.”

She nodded.

“I’m not treating Meg any differently than I’ve treated any other associate.”

“What about the closed doors?” she asked.

“If we hadn’t come down here but had stayed in the office, wouldn’t you have wanted to talk behind a closed door?”

“Yeah.”

“And there would have been nothing inappropriate about that, would there?”

“It’s just that people were talking, and I thought you should know.”

“And I thank you for telling me.”

She met my gaze again. “So there’s nothing going on? Nothing I should know about?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“I would know, wouldn’t I?”

She swept her hand across her brow as if wiping off sweat. “Whew! You don’t know how scared I was to ask you that.”

“Would it really matter, anyway?”

“It’s another black eye you don’t need right now.”

She was right. I didn’t. I smiled, and she smiled back. “Don’t worry about me,” I said.

“Someone has to.”


Chapter Four

For me, home is Forney, Texas, a small farming town thirty minutes due east of downtown Dallas. Distances in and around Dallas are typically measured in driving time, not mileage. I had never clocked the actual mileage, but I figured it was something less than thirty miles. Even in traffic, my drive took less time than many of my brethren spent driving ten miles to their north Dallas homes, north being more prestigious than the rural east.

Others of my partners, like Tripp Malloy, lived in Highland Park—called Camelot by some because it was a pocket of wealth and snobbery in an otherwise middle-class area. Still other partners opted for the ever-growing, crowded suburbs to the northwest, near the Dallas-Fort Worth Airport. Out of over two hundred partners, only I called Kaufman County home. I found it a comfort to have cows for neighbors instead of lawyers.

I arrived home that evening a little past six o’clock, the summer sun still high. My twenty-six-hundred-square-foot house, modest by my partners’ standards, sat deep on a one-acre lot in a neighborhood of similar styles. One story, but with a high pitch to the roof that made it look like two, I had built it immediately after my divorce. Alyssa had always resisted my efforts to move eastward and rural-ward, so I had bought the lot and built the house as a gesture of my newfound independence.

I parked in the garage and entered the house through the kitchen. Rufus, my year-old yellow Labrador, greeted me at the door. I could count on his greeting each day and, on days like today, looked forward to it. Unconditional love had a remarkably soothing effect on a troubled spirit.

“Hey, Rufe. How’s my boy?” He jumped to lick my face. I had to bend over to offer him my cheek, but I needed his kisses.

I wandered through the kitchen, down the long, hardwood hallway back to my bedroom. Oak furniture—king-sized bed, armoire, nightstands, and triple dresser—themed the room. Hawaiian prints added an artistic touch, reminding me of my annual vacation to the islands. I stripped off my suit and put on gym shorts and running shoes. Rufus was beside himself, recognizing my ensemble for what it meant—we were going for a run. He generally set a blistering five-and-a-half-minute-mile pace for me.

We exited the front door then set off into the countryside. Rufus bounded ahead, covering twice the ground I did as he zigzagged, sniffing trees and marking territory. I followed at a modest distance, cruising along in the ninety-six-degree heat, soaking up more sun on my bare back.

I thought back to my day. Throughout my tenure at the firm, I had heard my share of gossip—who was seeing whom, who was doing what with whom—but so far as I knew, I had never been the subject. I often wondered how I would feel if I was, and now I knew. I hated it.

I hated it mostly for Meg. I was already a partner in disrepute. Rumors about an affair with an associate wouldn’t have any effect on my wounded career, but the same couldn’t be said for her. Lawyers have long memories and, when Meg came up for partnership in six years, rumors would cloud her chances. In the interim, she would become the object of scorn from her peers for her allegedly loose morals. And, I knew, inevitably some other partner would view her as fair game for his advances. All because of me.

I crossed the countryside, struggling to keep up with Rufus in the midst of cotton fields. Sweat matted my hair and streamed down my chest and back. I struggled to put my feelings in proper perspective. I enjoyed working with Meg. She was bright, lively, and honest, the perfect combination. I could talk and joke with her, share thoughts, opinions, and insights, as well as observations and laughs. She made me feel important. She cared what I thought and felt. I believed she looked up to me, which was flattering, and thought we shared the same value system. It seemed as if I had known her all my life when we had actually known each other only a short time.

I was physically attracted to her, as well. Undeniably beautiful, she was at once wholesome and sexy. I knew I had been tempting fate by our closed-door massage sessions, creating sparks of sexual tension that threatened to ignite at any moment. But did I really want them to? Did I really want to strike up a romantic relationship with a woman almost twenty-five years my junior and my employee to boot?

And what about her? What was she thinking? I knew she surrounded herself with dozens of friends from college and law school, many, if not most, of them male. Young, good-looking guys with whom she had more in common. But I was from another generation—a baby-boomer and not much younger than her parents. Even if she was interested in me—and surely she wasn’t—nothing could ever come of it. I was sure of that.

But I still wondered what she was thinking.

*

Hector Cortez wheeled his bright red Cadillac low-rider with orange flames on the side past an apartment complex in the area of Dallas known as Uptown. The stereo boomed Latino music, bass rattling the entire car. He and his passenger, Ramon Flores, wore blue bandannas on their heads. Teardrop prison tattoos adorned both their faces, mementoes of their recent stay in Huntsville, courtesy of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice.

Hector turned off of a main thoroughfare, into a poorer section of town that contrasted with the trendy street he had just left. A narrow street of frame houses, most of them poorly maintained. Hector slowed as he approached the middle of the block. Ramon rested the barrel of a TEC-9 on the window’s edge. As the Cadillac rolled by a pale blue house, Ramon fired off a burst, leaving a rainbow arc of bullet holes across the front room and shattering glass in two windows.

Hector floored it and the Cadillac roared away.


Chapter Five

Full of self-importance, Tripp Malloy sat in a guest chair in Bill Patterson’s luxurious office at Patterson McBain, Inc. In his early sixties, Tripp wore his hair heavily sprayed into place—classic helmet-hair, over a thin, harsh face and wire-rim glasses. All angles and straight lines, he looked like a Picasso print. He wore an elegant tailor-made suit, rigidly starched white shirt, and wine-red silk power tie. His clothes custom-draped his slender, almost anorexic-looking frame. His very appearance made some people want to whip his ass.

From Tripp’s vantage point next to a broad expanse of floor-to-ceiling windows, he looked down twenty stories to the rest of Las Colinas—a miniature downtown of glass, steel, and granite that had sprung up in the city of Irving, just northwest of Dallas. In the plaza below, a sculpture of wild mustangs raced through a fountain, splashing water with their hooves.

Patterson, the graying, pot-bellied chairman of an international oil and gas firm, leaned back in his chair, lizard cowboy boots propped on his desk, and listened politely to his lawyer. In contrast to Tripp, Patterson’s appearance spelled good old boy, tracing his West Texas roots. On the wall behind him, an oil painting called Winter on the Rig depicted a snowy day in a West Texas oil field.

“I figured there was no way we could lose,” Tripp said. “Not as well-postured as we had the case. The only question was when the judge would rule, not how.”

“That’s not what you told me when you sent those big fee statements. You kept talking about what a dangerous case it was and how you had to pour all those man-hours into it.”

“It was dangerous. All those man-hours are why it ended up being easy.”

“I suppose.”

“All in a day’s work,” Tripp said.

“Think they’ll appeal?”

“Oh, no doubt. But I think we can make it stand up. Still gonna be a lotta work, though. It’ll be expensive, I’ll tell you that right now.”

“It always is.”

“But it’ll be worth it.” Tripp folded his arms across his chest, taking care to first drape his tie across his forearms so as not to crush it against his chest.

Patterson took his feet off his desk and leaned forward. “This other case is a little different, though. It’s not going to be as easy.”

“Like I said, it was only easy because we worked it hard. We’ll do that again.”

“You know what I mean,” Patterson said, waving his hand. “I don’t think there’ll be any summary judgments this time. And there’s going to be a hell of a lot of discovery involved.”

“Just leave it up to me,” Tripp said, mentally counting the billable hours.

“You’ll use Meg Kelly, won’t you? She’s a smart girl…I like her.”

“She’s already part of the team.”

“And I want you to add Bay Muckleroy.”

The friendliness left Tripp’s tone. “Why?”

“Because this one’s got some of the same issues as that one he worked on a few years ago. The gas processing systems over in Louisiana.”

“Yeah, yeah. I remember.”

“Bay did us a helluva job on that one. He cuts through the bullshit and gives us a lot of bang for our buck.” Patterson paused then added, “Not that I mind paying your fees, of course.”

“So you don’t think I can handle this?”

Patterson held his hands out, palms toward Tripp. “Don’t go getting your feelings all hurt, Tripp. I still want you as lead counsel.”

“You’ve never told me who to use before. Why now?”

“Tripp—”

“What the hell is going on, Bill?”

Patterson smiled self-consciously. He hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “I’m taking heat from my board of directors about how much we’re paying in attorneys’ fees. It’s starting to take a big bite out of profits.”

“That’s the cost of doing business these days,” Tripp said. “Verdicts and judgments’ll take a bite out of profits, too. In fact, they can swallow ’em whole. For every hundred thousand dollars you pay me, I save you millions.”

“I know you do.”

“How long have we known each other, Bill?”

“It was the board’s decision to ask for Bay, not mine, so I’ve got no choice. I report to them.”

“Screw the board, Bill. Have you forgotten what happened in Asia?”

Patterson hesitated again, weighing his answer. “You watched my butt, I watched yours. But that was a lot of years ago. This is different. This is business.”

“Business, my ass.”

“Some of the directors want to audit your bills. So maybe the question, Tripp, is what do you want? Go along with them on this or get audited?”

Tripp stared at Patterson. He couldn’t believe what he had heard. Audit his bills? No one had ever done that before. And he couldn’t let that happen now. He knew his fee statements wouldn’t withstand close scrutiny.

“I save you millions,” Tripp said.

“That dog won’t hunt no more. I’ve got to keep costs down, and using Bay’s a good way to do that. Just go along with it, and maybe we can squash all this audit talk. Neither one of us wants that.”

Tripp sat silently for a moment, letting what he had heard sink in.

“Okay, fine,” he said at last. “You’re the boss.”

*

Thirty minutes later, a furious Tripp Malloy screamed through traffic in his black Mercedes. He gripped the steering wheel so tight that his knuckles turned white. Rage contorted his face.

He punched the dashboard. The imprint of his knuckles lingered on the padding for a second then faded.

Traffic clogged near the now vacant site of the old Texas Stadium as drivers rubbernecked at a hapless motorist changing a flat tire. Tripp jammed on the brakes, swung across the next lane onto the opposite shoulder, floored it, and swung around the slowing traffic. A driver sounded his horn. Tripp checked his mirror to see who had dared question him.

He held up his fist and slowly extended his middle finger.

Then he put his middle finger in his mouth and clamped down. His teeth sank in, drawing blood.


Chapter Six

I stood by my office window and gazed at downtown Dallas from sixty floors up. It had been a hectic morning at the courthouse, where Meg and I had finished a pretrial conference for a case scheduled to begin the next week. In fact, the whole year so far had been hectic, with three trials in the first six months, a billable hours godsend. Billable hours were, after all, the lifeblood of a law firm—more valuable than gold.

My hours had been low for the past two years, dropping my compensation and, even before my recent unpleasantness, lowering me into the category of the unimportant partners—those whose voices went unheard in partnership affairs, drowned out by our higher-billing brethren. There were two reasons for the drop. First, I wasn’t a rainmaker, so I didn’t have a constant source of files to bill. And second, I was honest. I didn’t pad my time as most of my partners did. So, the twelve- to fourteen-hour trial days—twelve to fourteen real hours—had filled my timesheets for the first half of the year. 

I turned from the window and sat down. Papers and files cluttered the desk, begging for organization. Boxes of documents sat scattered around the handsome cherrywood office furniture. Blow-up charts lined the walls underneath framed diplomas and licenses. When I got time, I was going to straighten up this mess.

“Muckleroy!”

Tripp Malloy’s voice carried into my office. His angular frame followed closely behind. I could tell he was angry by the furious tic just below his left eye. It gave his cheek the appearance of a pulsating bag of worms.

He loomed over my desk, leaning on his knuckles. I was tempted to slap him. Instead, I promptly stood, forcing him to look up at me rather than my looking up at him. He stepped back.

“Have you been talking to Bill Patterson?” he asked.

“Who?”

“You know who I’m talking about. Bill Patterson at Patterson McBain.”

“Not in a long time.”

“Then why is he demanding that you work on this new file?”

“What new file?”

“You mean you don’t know?” He looked genuinely surprised, as if it had never occurred to him that I really wouldn’t know.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Are you telling me that Bill Patterson hasn’t already talked to you about working on it?”

“Like I said, I haven’t talked to Bill in at least a year. He’s your friend, not mine.”

“You betcha he’s my friend. He’s been my friend since our army days. And he’s been my client for more than twenty years. And you want to know why?”

I knew he wanted me to profess my ignorance, but I kept my mouth shut for once. This was his show, his chest-pounding, and I chose not to participate.

“Because he knows I go balls to the walls for him,” he said. “I do whatever it takes to win. Whatever it takes. That’s what he wants. That’s what he demands.”

“No matter how much it costs? Or no matter whether the costs are unnecessary? Like spending thousands summarizing depositions and reviewing documents when you don’t need to?”

Tripp narrowed his eyes, which kicked his facial tic into overdrive. “Who have you been talking to?”

It took a minute for his words to sink in. I had probably just gotten Meg into trouble.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just forget about it.”

“Forget nothing. I want to know who’s been talking to you about my case.”

“No one. Just forget it.”

He fell silent. Then he raised his eyebrows, and I knew that he knew. “A little pillow talk, Muckleroy?”

I cocked my head like a dog. “What?”

“I hear things.”

I felt my face redden, matching Tripp’s. “Put a lid on it.”

He held his hand up, palm toward me. “Sorry,” he said, though his face betrayed the apology. “But I want to know what she’s told you.”

“She just said you’d lined up a lot of work on a case that you’d already won.”

“Why would she be talking to you about that? That’s not your case, and it’s none of your business.”

“It’s not her fault. I was trying to get a handle on her schedule and her workload, and she told me about it. I just couldn’t figure out why you had her working on a case that was over.”

“She has no clue what it takes to run a lawsuit. I get results because I know what to do, and results cost money. Bill Patterson knows that, and he’s willing to pay for it. He’s never questioned a single bill I’ve ever sent him.”

“Maybe he just doesn’t know what questions to ask,” I said.

“Is that a threat?”

“Just an observation.”

Tripp jabbed his bony finger in my face. “You will not talk to Bill Patterson, you got me?”
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