Chapter 4 – Eli Campbell, Managing Partner  

Eli Campbell, managing partner of Chambers and White, walked into the break room carrying an empty mug.  Partners seldom entered the room, but Eli was the exception.  He practiced “management by wandering around.”  Chatting with the staff while pouring his own coffee or biting into a hot Krispy Kreme doughnut gave him an insight that none of the other partners had.  Unlike the other partners, he was friendly, outgoing, and approachable when in the office.  But, that was a practiced facade.  

Many professions—including medical, accounting, and legal—often depend on the exploitation of the young.  Long hours, missed vacations, and working weekends are the price those entering the profession have to pay.  Making the way to the top, the ability to enjoy life increases and weighs on the backs of those who follow.  Eli was just as ambitious as the other partners.  He loved traveling first class, drinking nice wines, and dining in the best restaurants.  His well-honed people skills were just a means to an end.  

Campbell was five feet ten inches, and usually wore a brown suit, white button-down oxford shirt, traditional striped tie, and brown Johnston & Murphy wingtips.  He was an ex-Marine—Special Forces.  At forty-two, he still had that G.I. Joe look about him.  His mild manner was never confused with weakness.  People could tell this wasn’t a man to be trifled with.  He had been a warrior, one trained to kill.  And he had killed—with guns, knives, and even his bare hands.  A bachelor, he was handsome in a rugged way.  There were whispers about him and Ann Sims.  He was older, but glamour and sex appeal made them seem an ideal couple—the brute and the beauty.  

Today, as he entered the break room, Eli found a teary-eyed receptionist seated at a small table in the center of the room.  Judy Graves was consoling her.  “Betty, don’t let him get to you like this.  You know how that bastard is.  You are the best receptionist we’ve ever had.  The man just hates life and takes it out on the rest of us.”  

Hearing someone enter, Judy looked up and saw the managing partner.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Campbell, but the man is an animal.  Something really needs to be done about him.”  

Campbell didn’t have to ask who they were talking about.  He had overheard the exchange between Burroughs and Sims.  He knew the man was an asshole.  As managing partner, he had given each member of the executive committee a copy of the Harvard Business Review essay by Stanford professor Robert Sutton in which Sutton spelled it out.  Office bullies aren’t just a nuisance, but a serious and costly threat to employee morale and business success.  

To Campbell, that meant Burroughs was costing the partners money.  He was putting the future of the firm at risk.  Nevertheless, the executive committee lacked the courage or fortitude to do anything about Burroughs.  They always pointed to the business he brought into the firm.  Campbell understood that each had mentally calculated the impact on their personal income if that business went away.  They, however, had not calculated the downside—the even greater cost of high staff turnover, the loss of needed talent as young associates bailed out to go elsewhere, or the impact on recruitment.  Word had gotten out, and the firm was no longer able to attract the best candidates coming out of the Vanderbilt or University of Tennessee law schools.  

Campbell had commanded men in battle.  He had made life-and-death decisions on the spot—and carried them out quickly.  Even after fifteen years as a lawyer, including five as managing partner, he still wasn’t accustomed to dealing with people who couldn’t or wouldn’t make a decision.  He found ways to get around such people—to take the actions he considered necessary.  He would do that in this case as well.  He just hadn’t decided how . . . yet.  

Judy turned her back to Campbell and walked to the coffee bar to begin preparing the new cup of coffee her boss had demanded.  She was thinking of her grandmother, Peaches, who had worked all those years in the kitchen of that man she hated so completely.  Peaches used to laugh and tell Judy stories about how she and other household staff got even with the “Lord of the House” as her grandmother called him.  That is what Burroughs was to Judy.  Here she was, a highly paid legal secretary, fetching coffee for her Lord of the House.  She muttered under her breath, “Yes, Master Burroughs, I’ll fetch your coffee for you.”  

She filled the cup with hot water to warm the china.  She emptied it, then filled it with coffee from the insulated dispenser, added half a pack of the yellow sweetener and just a splash of half-and-half.  She stirred the coffee slowly.  When she saw that Campbell was busy talking to Betty, Judy added something else after she mouthed the words, “This is for you, Grandmother.”  

When she turned around, Campbell asked, “Is that coffee for your boss?”  

“Yes.  He rejected the first one I prepared—said it was cold and tasted like truckstop coffee.”  Judy shrugged her shoulders as she added, “He probably won’t be satisfied with this one either.  Mr. Campbell, I work hard for that man.  I’m good at my job, but he makes me feel terrible on a daily basis.  I don’t think I can do this much longer.”  

Campbell got up and walked over to the coffee bar as he said, “Judy, give me the coffee.  I’ll deliver it.  I think it’s time that Mr. Burroughs and I come to an understanding.”  

Judy quickly replied, “He’ll have me fired, Mr. Campbell.  He’ll think I went to you about him.”  

“You don’t need to worry about that, Judy.”  

***

Campbell closed the door behind him as he entered Burroughs’s office.  The curmudgeon was seated behind his campaign desk reading the draft of the brief his secretary had come in early that morning to transcribe.  

Burroughs didn’t look up until he saw the managing partner’s hand placing the coffee on his desk. “What the hell?  Where’s my secretary?”  

“Henry, it’s time you and I had a little talk.”  

Henry Burroughs was not a healthy fifty-two-year-old man.  In spite of all his bluster and bluff, he was not very strong.  He was asthmatic and had lived most of his life feeling as if an elephant were sitting on his chest.  His breathing was labored.  His suits hid a frail, thin body.  But his powerful position made him unafraid of people like Eli.  

“You bet it is, Mr. Campbell.  You here to take up for your little woman?  Or maybe you didn’t like my questioning your motives in the partners’s meeting.  I still want to know why you are handling the Taylor auction yourself.  That’s a job for a junior member of the firm, not our big important managing partner.  Is there something in it for you we don’t know about?  I think I’ll pay a visit to the estate.  What do you say, old man?  Want to show me around the place?”  

“Henry, what makes you such a jerk?”  

“Get off it, Campbell.  We’re all looking out for number one.  Don’t try to play Mr. Goody Two-Shoes with me.  If you aren’t already bedding Sims, you’re working on it.  If you haven’t figured out a way for the Taylor thing to put money in your pocket, you’re working on that too.  Whatever it is, I’ll figure it out.”  

When Eli Campbell left Henry Burroughs’s office at 10:30 that morning, he closed the door behind him.  Judy Graves was behind her desk in the small anteroom through which one had to pass for access to her boss’s office.  Campbell smiled slightly and said to the secretary, “Leave his door closed for a while; he has some thinking to do.  And Judy, I don’t think you will have to worry about him anymore.”

* * *

It was 3:00 p.m. and Henry Burroughs had still not come out of his office.  He had not buzzed her on the intercom—had not even asked her to call out for lunch to be brought in.  None of that was normal.  Her boss almost never closed his door.  He wanted others to hear him when he bullied associates working on his cases or when he shouted at opposing lawyers over the phone.  

Judy had plenty of work to keep her busy and actually enjoyed the peace and quiet, but every hour on the hour she glanced at his closed door.  She finally decided to check for herself.  

She opened the door.  Henry Burroughs was sitting with his head down on folded arms resting on his desk.  She softly called out his name, “Mr. Burroughs?”  When he didn’t reply or move, Judy walked across the room to his desk.  She touched him.  He was cold as a stone—dead!  Her heart skipped a beat and her mind began racing.  

She saw the empty cup and saucer and grabbed them.  She glanced around for the envelope with the handwritten address—the one for which she had gotten the stamp.  She didn’t know what was in the letter or to whom he was mailing it, but she knew him, so she knew that the letter would be harmful to someone.  If the letter had been in his outbox, she would have taken it along with the cup, but it wasn’t there.  

She went back to her desk and put the empty cup and the saucer in a drawer.  She would wash them and put them away later.  She called 911.  Then, because he was the managing partner, she went to find Campbell to tell him that she had found her boss dead at his desk.  

She felt really good—the best she had felt in years.  

***

The medical examiner’s report listed cause of death as heart failure.  Judy Graves didn’t bother to go to the funeral.  Eli Campbell and Ann Sims did.  

 

