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IOHN GRISHAM

jurisprudence had ever said so to a paying client. It was also true

that the $250 fee was a rip-ofrbecause the internet was filled with
free simple wills that were just as binding. It r,vas 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 lr''as Ms. Eleanor Barnett, age eighq,-five, a

lvidorv rvho 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 rrvo sous

lronr .i bad frrst rnarriage and had tried for years to convince Elea-

nor. hir L',elor-ed second s-ife, to adopt the pair for various reasons,

none ois-hich ap1-,ea1ed to her because, as she confided to Matilda
during their lenethr- second phor-re chat, she loathed the boys.

Ther- l ere 11oth1ng but trouble.
"And do you have a mortgage on your home?" Matilda had

asked, politely interrupting the beginning of what prornised to be

a windy narrative about the two sorry sons.

No. The house was paid for, as rvas the car. There were no

debts. Harrv Korsak had been quite frugal, a child of Depression-

era pare1lts. r-ou knorv, and simply hated the idea of debt. Between

phone ca1ts, Madlda did her usr-ral internet checking and learned

that the home, as assessed by the county fbr $280,000, was indeed

free ofliens, and the car, a fifteen-year-old Lincoln, r,vas also ullen-
cunrberecl. Digging a bit deeper, she tbund a rap sheet for Clvde

Korsak, the elder of the tr'vo un-adopted sons. Decades earlier he

had been caught peddling coc;rine and spent four years in prison.

Ms. Barnett rvould not discuss any rrore financial nlatters

or.er the phone, said she'd rather -'vait until her meeting u.ith Mr.
Latch. She arrived promptly at 2 r.-nt., dressed like a mildly alflu-
ent old lady on heruva,v to church. Matilda had seen a [housand

of them corne and go, and she sized her up inrmediatelv as she

poured coffee into a fine china cup she kept around for the old

gals. Most clients sot paper cups. Ms. BrLmett r'valked just fine, no

cane, no tottering, a good stride and nicc gait, and she sat prop-
er1r, iu a reception chait and sipped her coffee, pinkie in the air, a

clear sign ofeither go
ourward appeafirnces-
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JOHN C RISHAM

"They don't expire, do they?"
"'Wel1, no, they don't."
"Yes, but I have doubts about it. I'd like to do a ner'v one, and I

want to hire you as my attorney for other matters. On a retainer."

"'What other matters concern you?"
"Oh, w'ell, one never knolvs, especially nowadays with so

much fraud and scamming out there. Senior citizens are the favor-

ite targets. It's just arvful how many of them lose everything. I

want to be prorected. 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 w'ill. It's important that I take a look
at your previous one."

"Yes. I knorv. Matilda out there mentioned it over the phone

but I forgot to bring it. Seems like I'rn 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 sullicient mental capaciry to understand

u,hat she was doing. But the first impression was good, and for

$250, he was lr,illing to worry only so much.
"Could you possibly drop it ofrin a day or so?"

"Yes, no problem. Sorry to be a pain."
"Quite all righc. 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 dreanr
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JOHN CRISHAM

sixfy-nine, never recovered. 
-We 

always had plenry of Coke, the

real thing, not diet, in the fridge and he drank too man)', at least

in my opinion. An1.way, he qualified for stock options, a few at a

tirne, and he bought every share of Coke he could get his hands

on. Never soid a share, just enjoyed rvatching it pile up. And boy

did it. Then about thirry vears ago, he began selling Coke prod-

Lrcts to Wal-Marr and becanre fascinated with the company. It was

selling a lot of soft drinks. Harry began bul,ing stock in-Wal-Mart

and he never sold a share. When he died suddenly, he u'as r'von-

dering r.vhat to do rvith all that stock. He didn't want to leav.- it
to his boys, because they r'vere nothing but trouble. Still are. And
here's the thing, Simon, the boys don't know about the stock.

H:rrry never told then, never told anyone but nre. He thought it
rvas tirnnv that s,.e lived quietly in or-rr nrodest little home and no

one kneu- \\-e \\-ere rvorth millions."
Nlillions? Si.nron rnanaged to keep scribbling on his yellor,v

1eqa1 pad br-rt his handrvriting, illegible on a good day, quickly
deteriorated into nothing more than chicken scratch. At that

rlornent, he could not rernernber a single rvill he had ever drafted

for a person worth a million dollars, excluding the real estate.

He maintained a lawyerly frown as if thoroughly unfazed.

"-W'hat, uh, ciid he do with all that stock?"
"He left it to me, along r,,,ith everything else. 

'What's it called-
'the marital deduction'?"

"Yes, [hat's it. You can leave everything to your spouse free of
estate taxes. Harry must have been a smart nan."

"Funrry thing, he never claimed to be smart. He was quite

modest, rvorked 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 r.vould 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 rlvo.
"What's the value of the portfolio?"
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IOHN GRTSHAM

"I'm sure we'Il think of something, but this 
"vill 

not be just a

simple will, Ms. Barnett. This rvill take some time."
"Could you please call me Nery? It's my old nickname, but

only x few people use it. If you're Simon, then I'm Netfy."

He gave her the sappiest smile yet and said, "Of course," as

thev grer,v 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, lveli, u,hat type of accounts?"
"Checking, savings, and certificates of deposit. But che bank's

not here. Harry wouldn't dare bank lvith the locals. He was ahvays

afraid pr.ving eyes r,vould see our accounts anC, rvell, you know
how people love to gossip. So he banked u'ith East Federal in
Atlanta, one of the biggest."

"Atlanta?"
"Yes, \\'e lived there for years. Coke's headquarters, yoLl know?"
"Of course." Simon had no idea where Coke lvas he:rdquar-

tered. He scribbled away as his mind spun in circles. He flipped

the pages of his ieeal pad and started on a blank one. He wrote

dolvn the number $10,000, foliowed by "Retainer."

'Just curious, Netry in your last lvill, rvho clid you leave vour
assets to? The stocks and bank accounts?"

She sighed as if it might be too painful to talk about. "'We11,

Simon, that's one reason I'm here. I don't like n-ry current rvill.
I signed it weeks ago and I haven't had a good night\ sleep ever

since."

"-Who drafted it?"
"A lalr'yer acL'oss the street. Wally Thackerman. You knor'v

him?"
"Oh, sure. I knor,v all the lawl,ers in torvn."
"Do you trust him? Is he a good guy?"
"Yes, no, sort of, maybe. Wally is nice euough, but I wouldn't

call him a friend. Do I trust him? l'rn not sllre. Whr,? Do you

trust hinr?"

"I did, but now I d
who to put in my will
know?"

"tIh-huh."
"So'Wally convincq

I pass, he'll sell the stor

really never understood
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10 JOHN CRISHAM

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 wor-
ried 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, Neffy."

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.
"\X,/e 11 take care of it, Netfi,. Trust me. This is easy to fix. Some-

rinres proper estate planning requires a significant portion of the

:lssets to be piaced 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, tornorrow I have some

business in Fairhaven close to where you live. Lett meet at that
nerv Starbucks on Milhnont Street. You knor,v lvhere it is?"

"I think so, but I really don't mind coming downto'nvn."
"No. I insist. Same time. two p.M. tomorrow. And I'11 look

over your will."
I guess.

"And here's something sensitive, Netty, something I can tell
onl-v you. Matilda out there is not the most discreet person I've
ever hired. We've had issues over her abiliry to keep secrets, and

this is just the rype of gossip that she might repeat to the wrong
person."

"Oh dear."

"Right. I'11 have to [erminate her soon enough. A lauyer can-

not have a blabbermout
not another word to her

He slid across a business

"Oh dear." She was

mtrrgue.
"It'11 be okay, rust n

never see it. Iti best fra
"If you say so."

"Trust me. Two p-u-

He followedherdcm
way about the weather-

but said nothing. Simor

side with her. As she r
Lincoln, he stared at thr
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he rest of the day rvas shot. He couldn't stomach the

thought of sitting fbr an hour with Mr. and Mrs. Pen-

dergrast as they squabbled over rr,,ho was to blarne for
their financial problen'rs. Simon's specialiry'nvas bankruptcies and

thev were often nrore trouble than divorces, which he loathed.

He called the Pendergrasts and canceled rvith one of the mally
standard lawyer fibs used to duck and weave: he said he r,vas sud-

denl1. needed in federal court. But he really u.asn't needed any-

lvhere. The most pressing fi1e on his desk involved the purchase

and sale of an ice-crean'r shop down the street, :r $20,000 deal for
n'hich he might earn a fee of a thousand bucks or so.

Sr-rddenly, every file seemed so trivial. An elderly client rvith
$16 million in stocks and more in cash had just left his o{Iice
r,vith a current will that left her fortune to a rat-faced little lauryer

across the street. Simon could think of nothing else. As soon as

Matilda said goodbye promptly at five, he left ten nrirutes later
and drove to a watering hole in a motel bar out near the inter-
state. It was favored by lar.,uryers and judges r,vho didn't want to be

seen drinking too much in tolvn, though there -,vere some who
drank openly and excessively. Luckily, none of thern rvere there,

and Simon nursed a beer in a dark corner and tried to sort out
his thoughts.
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