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Chapter 1

Mack Stedman became a changed man but never felt
responsible for how it happened. He realized later that each step
in a chain of events had carried him, mostly unwillingly, along a
path that if anyone else expected it to end well, he certainly did
not. Near the beginning of it all, when he realized that his death
was a possible outcome of what had otherwise been only an unusual
pro bono law suit, Mack had been too confused to appreciate what
was really going on.

On the first
night that he later realized signaled what was to come, he had
walked into the parking garage, in the basement of the Denver
office building where he worked in a mid-sized insurance defense
law firm, the same way he had for eleven years. He was preoccupied,
still thinking about work. Thinking about Zoe Hernandez, the new
pro-bono client, and about meeting her tomorrow morning. Zoe was a
very sick seven year old girl who needed his help, if he could only
summon enough courage to fight for her in federal court. Stedman
was thinking about how he could convince her mother to let him
settle the case before he spent too much time on it. Before he
humiliated himself in a courtroom where he had seldom ever
practiced law.

If he had been
in touch with any of the innate, natural instincts for
self-preservation, he might have felt danger even in the familiar
garage. He should have at least heard tires on the cement floor,
growing louder. But Mack Stedman was all about logic not intuition,
and if he had ever had been that way, it had been lost in the bland
analytics that he used to guide his career and, he had to admit
later, his life. At least of the life he had lived until that
night.

He was lost in
his thoughts when the Ford truck headlights almost blinded him.
Jaws agape, keys in his right hand, brief case at the end of his
other arm, he stood, almost too long, before he dove out of the
way, stumbling, tripping and falling between two parked cars. The
truck tires screeched, as the driver barely made the turn at the
end of the row, missed the cement pillar by inches, and came to a
stop. Mack scrambled to grab the briefcase, lost from his grip
during the dive, and managed to get to his car. He threw open the
door and saw the Ford’s rear lights flash, as the rear wheels
squealed in reverse. Stedman was breathing too quickly, starting to
panic, but he finally jammed his key into the ignition slot, and
pushed the dashboard button. The truck was on a line with his
Mercedes now, but Mack slammed his foot onto the floor and shot
past it, and by sheer luck, missed the few other cars still between
him and the exit ramp. He looked in his rear view mirror in horror
as the Ford turned and came fast behind him. The driver, to the
extent Stedman could even see, was a white man with a three-day
stubble, and a baseball cap pulled down over his brow, a grim
determined scowl on his face. Some kind of flag was on the front
bumper but Mack couldn’t read the license plate.

Stedman hit the
street too fast, heard the front end of the Mercedes slam into the
pavement as he bounced through the rain gutter, and cursed himself
for damaging the car. He accelerated, gaining on the traffic
lights, the next one yellow already. Mack held his breath as he
shot through the red light coming next. He could see the highway
exit ahead, and in the mirror the truck was still behind him,
ignoring the red light too, and closing. Stedman gunned the
powerful engine, and the Mercedes shot up the ramp, passing the
yellow caution sign at double the speed limit. He felt the car
start to rise on two wheels as the arc of the ramp began. Then
everything slowed down, at least in his mind, as the Mercedes
rolled once, then over and over, off the pavement and down the
embankment, resting on its roof near the highway below the
slope.

Stedman hung in
the car, upside down, strapped in by the seat belt, his head
pressed against the roof, a wave of nausea overcoming him, and he
vomited. He wiped his face clean with his sleeve, fumbled with the
seat belt and as it finally released, began to drag himself out of
the shattered window. Mack glanced up the hill to where the Ford
was parked, idling, the driver barely visible through the truck’s
passenger window, but looking satisfied with the havoc he had
wrought. Slowly the truck drove away as a stanger ran to the
Mercedes, knelt next to him and began to yell for someone to call
911.


Chapter 2

On hot, summer afternoons, the dry air of the Colorado
plains can squeeze the moist life out of a person's skin. The
elements of earth, wind and fire, and their reminders, dust,
debris, and smoke, seem to mark the passage of time and seasons
across the dry prairie where Denver is built, on the edge of the
towering mountains, where snow melt, fir tree, and sheltering
bluffs, can diminish the fierce heat of summer. Water, fertility
goddess to the soil, soft after effect of the blowing storm,
nemesis of heat and flame, sustaining and welcome, seems scarcer
every year, the places where it ran or collected, scarce, its
welcome relief in the hot city, sought after and rare.

Zoe Hernandez
was seven years old and had never seen where the snow melted more
than two miles above sea level, cascading down the mountainsides,
through tunnels and into Denver, used and sometimes discarded its
intrinsic value in need of careful treatment and care. For all she
knew the water that cascaded onto her head at her secret play place
was rocky mountain pure. What she did know, was that its cool,
deceptive lure became irresistible on a hot day, and she delighted
in the pleasure of a late afternoon ending with the splashing water
pouring over her head, as good a place to be as the North Heights
community pool, still locked behind the tall gate, perhaps destined
to remain closed forever.

Zoe did not
judge where she lived, did not view her neighborhood as good or
bad, poor or rich, privileged or scarred by urban blight, but
simply as home, where she lived with her mother Maria, in a small
but clean bungalow on a street lined with other houses, some filled
with the desperation of the unemployed, the addicted, and the
discarded, others, like hers, a place where no amount of
disadvantage could defeat the spirit and determination of people
like her mother. Zoe had a room of her own, where she slept deeply
free from the worries that her mother, Maria, could not so easily
escape, as she stood many nights, escaping from the demands of her
class work at the community college, or the fruitless calculus of
trying to manage her bills, in the girl’s doorway, watching from
the dimly lit hallway. Watching now, deep, but fretful breathing,
since Zoe had become sick, and then worsened.

It had been
another night full of Zoe’s coughing and Maria closed the door to
her daughter’s room, and leaned on the hallway wall, staring at a
business card for a lawyer, Mack Stedman, who she was supposed to
finally meet tomorrow. She only knew of lawyers from the outside of
a criminal court room, where, too often, Zoe’s estranged father,
Jose’, had spent his days. But Maria had been sought out by a
people she did not know, who at first she had shunned because she
thought they were from social services, but who, when they finally
were able to get her to open her front door, told her that they
worked for a public interest group, whose name she had now
forgotten, lost in the dizziness that overwhelmed her when they
told her Zoe had been poisoned, sickened by the carelessness of
industrial polluters, and that she need to let them help stop it,
help the neighborhood become a better place, but, most importantly,
help Zoe get the kind of help that might let her survive. And to
get help for Zoe, they told her, Maria needed to speak with this
man, this Mack Stedman, and help him understand why Zoe had been
made so sick, talk to him about the North Heights pool, about how
Zoe spent her summer days before she had become ill, about things
Maria did not really know, secrets Zoe was keeping to herself. And
so Maria stood in the doorway, wondering what she could tell the
lawyer, what a seven year old could do to help her if even her
mother did not know the answers that seemed to matter.

When Zoe was a
toddler, and the gates were locked at North Heights pool, Maria
spent all of her days with her, but now, if her own mother was too
busy to help, Maria let the girl play with the neighbors, traveled
the twenty blocks by bus to clerk at the convenience store, hoped
every day to get home in time to feed Zoe dinner, and then, always
with a warning to stay inside, not open the doors, and stay on the
couch in front of the television, Maria would go in the opposite
direction three nights a week, take her classes, and hurry back.
Maria knew Zoe obeyed the rules, but she was almost sick with
guilt. What could she tell the lawyer? That she neglected her
child? Did she really? And what if he did call social services?
What then?

But she thought
she would call, at least in the morning, that she would talk to
Stedman about the North Heights pool if that was what he cared
about. Maria still lived with her mother and thought about
finishing high school in those days. She sighed, thinking about a
day when Zoe, a chubby toddler, had been splashing in a plastic
pool Maria had purchased at the dollar store, Maria holding a green
garden hose in one hand and a cigarette in the other as Jose’
Medina, Zoe's father, had spat in the dust and shook his head.

"They don't
close the pool in the Mayor's neighborhood, do they?" Jose’
questioned rhetorically, not waiting for an answer and waving his
hand to the east toward Park Hill where those who filled City Hall
often made their homes.

"No," he
continued, "they pick where I live; where my little girl has to
grow up."

Maria sighed
and splashed Zoe lightly with the limp flow from the hose. The baby
squealed with delight and ran in tight circles, almost dancing in
the muddy back yard. "She doesn't mind, Joe, why should you take it
so personally? Besides, I bet they reopen the pool, if not this
summer, then next, and we'll all enjoy a cool dip now and
then."

She smiled at
him, but Joe stared maliciously to the east consumed with the
thought of the political conspiracy unfolding before him. It was
not just that North Heights suffered. No, this was personal, or so
it felt to him. They had victimized him with this unexpected
closure, and he knew that in the months to come they would laugh at
the pleas of the older ones to reopen the pool. They would probably
send a priest to a meeting and he would return with messages of
hope, but Jose’ spat again at the thought and believed that the
priest would be the one chosen because no one was better to spread
lies than the Catholic Church. Jose’ kept that thought to himself,
knowing that Maria would send him away in a rage if he said it out
loud, but he knew the rough truth of this place, even if she would
never admit it. Knew that the city would make promises, one after
another, as if to enjoy the distress each unmet deadline would
cause him and the others. He felt the hot anger of a man
disrespected.

"You are a fool
Maria," he replied scornfully.

He looked at
her with eyes flashing bitterness from his unspoken thoughts, Maria
wondering what she had said wrong, swallowing a lump in her throat,
knowing what Jose Medina was capable of when he felt provoked. He
bent forward, towards her, and for a moment she was so uncertain of
his intent that she flinched and squeezed her eyes shut, knowing
that if he meant her harm he would have his way, but he merely
plucked the half-finished cigarette from between her fingers. He
smiled, but not from any joy, but from the realization that she
feared him, feared what he might do. It made him feel good;
powerful in the face of disempowerment.

"Don't worry,
Maria," he added softly, but still with a bitter edge in his
voice,” I will not hurt you for having stupid hopes." Joe took a
long drag from the cigarette and threw the remains into the mud
where the child played.

Maria plucked
the butt out from under the child's innocent feet and snapped a
sharp look at this man, this tough young man of nineteen who spoke
so often of justice and yet scorned even the very meaning of it for
those he claimed to care for. "Jose'," she said, without any
lingering trace of fear in her voice, "take pride in your daughter
even if you have none for yourself."

He laughed
contemptuously. "She might as well get used to living in a sewer
now as have to realize it later when she is grown, like her foolish
mother."

Maria
remembered that day now, five years later, wondered why this man
Mack Stedman cared about the pool, and admitted to herself that Joe
had not been so wrong. North Heights was still closed and no one
anymore had much hope that the City would do anything about it
again this year.

Zoe had
outgrown the back yard hose. Some days, though, the little girl
came home wet and happy and when the little girl had stubbornly
refused to tell Maria where she had been playing, she let Zoe keep
her secret. After all, the young mother reasoned, what harm could
there be in it? And, Maria had conceded, if only to herself, she
really did not want to know which family had taken pity on her
little girl. Maria's pride was a powerful force for her too, and
she knew that if she asked forcefully enough about the secret place
Zoe would tell her. And, if it were the Gonzales' or Pachecos, with
whom Maria’s family had feuded for years, Maria would have to tell
Zoe to stay home. The possibilities of the answer made the question
not worth asking but now she wished she had known, knew she would
have to find out, as she heard a wrenching, wheezing cough from the
little girl's bedroom.

"Mommy!" Zoe
bleated, choking.

Maria quickly
went to the kitchen sink and brought a glass of water to her little
daughter. "Yes, Angel?" Maria cooed, in a soothing tone, betraying
her worry, as she stepped into the dark room, leaving the light off
in hopes the girl would more quickly go back to sleep.

"I don't feel
so good, Mommy."

"I know,
Baby."

"My insides
hurt."

Maria kept her
voice calm, hiding her own anxiety. "A tummy ache again? Let me rub
your back," the young mother offered.

"I don't know,
Mommy," the little girl responded. "It hurts when I cough, and I
just spit up this time. My pillow is wet."

Maria set down
the glass of water reaching over to find the switch for the lamp on
the bed stand to take a look. "Cover your eyes, Angel," she said as
the bulb illuminated the room and Maria turned back towards the
little, sick child.

"Mother of
God!" she exclaimed, covering her mouth with revulsion at the awful
scene she saw. Zoe lay half covered with a light blanket, her
skinny legs pulled to her chest. But the worst part of what the
young mother saw that night was the pillow case around her
daughter's head smeared with blood. Maria thought she might pass
out and reached for the wall to steady herself.

"Can I open my
eyes, Mommy?" Zoe weakly asked.

Maria gagged
and then, regaining her strength, bent down and drew her child to
her chest. "No, Angel, try to rest," she said softly, wiping the
smeared stains from the girl's face. "Mommy will take care of you
tonight."


Chapter 3

As the crow flies, the North Heights Pool was not far
from where Mack Stedman lived. But the distance between the two
places existed in a schism of reality. To get from where Zoe
Hernandez lay in her mother's arms to where Mack slept was a trek
across the time worn barriers between the communities, first across
the railroad tracks, which separated the barrio from all that lay
beyond, by the tall chain link fences, and then the ten lanes of
the highway that acted like a steel and concrete moat that kept the
community apart as the Denver and Rio Grande Western Railroad
freight trains rumbled through at night along the old creosote
studs and steel rails. The skyline of the city was filled with the
towering buildings that offered entrance to the oil men,
businesses, and lawyers that kept Denver running, but there was no
invitation to enter from the sidewalks, and all Maria knew of the
city center was from the street as she went to her night classes at
the metropolitan campus.

She had a
friend who had become a paralegal, but she had left the
neighborhood. While Jose had been in legal trouble since he was
twelve, he had always had the services of the public defender,
usually a young, earnest, lawyer, never the same one twice, and
always too busy to do more than accompany him to the podium, help
enter a plea, and find some words, meant as mitigation at
sentencing, but often condescending, if not outright inaccurate.
Maria chewed on her thumbnail as the anxiety of meeting Stedman
grew. His business card indicated he was from a firm that she had
looked at on the internet, and she knew he was the kind of lawyer
she could never afford.

He had a
picture on the firm web page and looked like a well fed, forty year
old man, a little smug, perhaps slightly self-conscious. Maria
would have been surprised to know that Stedman had been sleepless
for two nights, anticipating this meeting with her. The distinction
would have been meaningless to Maria, but in the parlance of the
English system, Stedman was a solicitor not a barrister.
Barrister’s went to court and performed before the bar at trial.
But solicitors, lawyers like Mack Stedman, stayed in their offices,
away from the drama and intensity of real human conflict played out
in public, and conferred with clients, gave advice, drafted
documents and negotiated.

God knows Mack
negotiated. He had mastered the science of risk aversion and that
allowed him to appear confident even when, ultimately, the other
side needed only to insist, rationally or not, on going to trial,
and then his bluff was called. But Stedman had learned how to study
the law and gather his facts, and present his case earnestly, so
that, in most cases, his adversary began to doubt their position,
and often compromised even strong claims.

Mack‘s gift was
that, at least to others, he seemed absolutely certain of outcomes
before many could perceive alternatives. It was not, of course, as
easy, or natural, as it looked. Stedman matched information with
opportunity and pored over the possible results. If he knew enough
about the choices he faced, the right answer was never too hard to
select. And when information failed to provide him with his compass
point, he always picked inaction over reaction. His stoicism,
feigned at times, a shield to protect him from error, lent him an
aura of reliability, of the smugness Maria had sensed, and, as she
had also seen in the photograph a degree of doubt, almost fear that
he worked hard to control.

He took great
efforts to shield from view the meticulous study he labored through
before making choices; sometimes, absurdly, even intimate decisions
with his wife that most men found thrived on a natural rhythm and
had no relation to logic or thought at all. And the more
deliberative he was, the more the process seemed to propagate
itself, making him ever more risk averse, less able to avoid the
routine, and the ordinary, with every passing day. At least Stedman
had not lost all of his self-awareness, and recently he had
acknowledged, after one particularly dreary, long day in his
office, that with the daily diminution of his tolerance for
uncertainties, he was becoming a slave to the pagan god of
banality, and, perhaps, he needed, somehow, to try and break the
cycle, to experience the thrill of taking on a challenge,
conquering his doubts, getting off his knees.

Self-reproach
was not his style, though, and certainly not publicly. After all,
he had every sign of success surrounding him. He tried to avoid
introspection but at times, these days, and especially when he
drove through places in Denver where people were on the streets,
alive and vital, he found himself feeling the loss of the essential
dynamic of life’s excitement. He teetered on the verge of
depression, at times feeling the first swings of the mania of
exhilaration that, temporarily, cured the malaise.

One especially
warm night he drove slowly through a vibrant part of Denver,
marveling at the life in the street. Loud music pounded from low
riders at the traffic lights, men milling about on the sidewalk,
sometimes leaning casually into the open windows of car, saloons
doors sometimes open, giving him a quick glance at the shapes of
women leaning on the bar, and the sound of laughter, pool balls
cracking across felt, and juke box rhythms, as he passed, leaving a
picture of excitement, and, he finally admitted it, a tinge of envy
and longing.

There had been
a time, once, during law school, not so long ago, but now a distant
memory, when Mack might have been standing at a bar like that, if
only, probably, because classmate Tom Lewing, who had called him at
the office a few weeks ago, would have drawn him there. Lewing,
unlike Stedman, hadn’t changed much over the years. He was still a
zealot working on social causes, focused on what some called
“environmental justice” for poor communities which did not, like
their well-heeled neighbors, have the resources to keep the toxic
away from their backyards.

Lewing had been
a committed advocate from the start. The kind of lawyer who fought
against every institution and barrier which he perceived as either
unfair or discriminatory, and took on even hopeless causes if he
thought he could make a point. Stedman knew that Lewing had not
made a social call, their lives had diverged in that way as well,
and he had not returned it. With Lewing, risk always loomed, and
Mack had found himself pushing this pink message slip to the bottom
of the pile. But every day he paused and looked at the message, the
unreturned call gnawing at him, a reminder of his cowardliness, a
tinge of self-loathing always making him want to pick up the phone,
and, at the same time, making him not to.


Chapter 4

Stedman pressed the key pads on the phone, holding the
message slip in his other hand.

“Heh, Tom, this
is Mack Stedman.”

"Good to hear
from you, Mack," Lewing answered quickly, skipping past the
greetings and opportunity for small talk, "You need to come clean
with that pro bono commitment."

Stedman had
almost forgotten what Lewing was referring to, but then he
remembered. He had been seduced by the brochure to attend a free
seminar, one which satisfy his continuing education requirements,
in exchange for “a few hours” of pro bono service. Mack should have
taken the terms of the registration more seriously, though, when he
saw that the course coordinator was Lewing. So now finally, it was
time to make his payment.

"What`cha got,"
Mack said, feeling uncomfortable but masking it with a casual
tone.

"A clean water
case in federal court bound for trial," Lewing answered curtly.

Mack cleared
his throat nervously and then his protest came pouring out. "A
trial? Come on, Tom, you know I don’t know my way around a
courtroom. I settle cases. I negotiate. You want me to do a trial?
A federal trial? You’ve got to be kidding.”

Lewing did not
respond, leaving a tense silence for a moment, Mack only hearing
the old elevator in Lewing’s refurbished loft office building
banging and creaking in the background. “It’s no joke, Mack,”
Lewing said quietly.

Lamely, Stedman
spoke again, “Do these things settle like ordinary claims?"

"It doesn't
seem to work like that too much," Lewing replied. "Here’s the deal,
Mack. You have an ethical obligation to contribute. Sometimes that
means doing something that does not guarantee a self-serving
return. Are you with me on this, Mack? You get to sleep better at
night knowing you're helping somebody that everybody else turned
their back on." Lewing paused and then said the obvious. "Besides,
you owe me."

Mack bridled at
the last comment but couldn’t find enough fight left in him to
argue. "Sounds like a great case," he conceded sarcastically.

"The best
kind," Lewing responded, and Stedman relented, surrendered.

Mack Stedman
surrendered like prey worn down by age or infirmity gives up to the
wolf. The infirmity of aversion and it’s wearing down of his
backbone, took its toll on Stedman. He did not have the strength,
or really the inclination, to refuse his old friend's valid claim
on his time. Mack Stedman surrendered to chance; and his gut turned
over as fiercely as if he had swallowed sour milk. He tasted fear,
licked his lips, and wrote down his new client’s phone number. Yes,
he told Lewing, he would meet her, and he hung up the phone.

He drove for
longer than usual that night thinking about the commitment he had
made, about not wanting to go home to his alcoholic wife and their
sullen pre-teen daughter. Too often he found solace in the bottle
too, and not wanting to fuel the craving of his wife by bringing it
home, he would pour the rum into a bottle of diet cola and sip it
steadily as he drove. As the evening dusk wore on the lights of the
traffic and the street would starburst and he would slump deeper
into the leather seat, his loathing to go home softened, the
worries of his day at the law firm almost unimportant.

But as he drove
through the Denver barrio this night, his attention only slightly
dimmed by the drink, he thought more about avoiding Zoe than
anything else. He kept thinking about Smith-Robinson, the company
Ludwig had already sent a demand letter, and which Mack was
expected to sue. A company so wealthy that even the exorbitant fees
its lawyer at Hargrove and McLean might bill, they would never
relent, while his own insurance defense firm, now that it
understood that Mack had accepted the case, was breathing fire at
him, fearful of its reputation, uncomfortable with Zoe and her
mother Maria, and Zoe’s tattooed, street tough father Jose’ who had
come to the office when he was at a deposition and made quite a
scene, at least in the eyes of Brenda, the receptionist, and
Francis Tushman, one of the senior partners who had ushered them
out of the building.

So Mack had
hastily scheduled an appointment to meet them at Maria’s north
Denver house, not far from where he was driving, in the hope that
he could keep peace at his firm, and, perhaps, convince Maria, who
he understood from Lewing was really the only adult who mattered in
this picture, to let him seek a settlement, if even a small
settlement, and not expect him to actually try the case. Then
things started to go wrong with the plan. First, Lewing’s phone
call yesterday, chastising him for scheduling the deposition when
Mack knew the meeting with Zoe had been put on his calendar
already, and then lecturing him about not crumbling into settlement
without making a real effort to litigate the case first.


Chapter 5

Mack had read the zip-files Ludwig had sent over. Her
medical records showed that she suffered from a pattern of seizures
and that her pulmonary, digestive, neurological and circulatory
systems had begun to fail. Her liver and kidneys were
malfunctioning. Zoe’s symptoms were consistent with the effects of
contamination from the types of chemicals used in pesticides. And
that was where Ludwig connected dots and implicated Smith-Robinson,
which had a truck depot and manufacturing plant just a few blocks
away from where Zoe and Maria lived. It all made sense. Common
sense. But not legal sense.

Mack knew
enough about the tactics of litigation to realize that it was a
dangerous impulse to rest so easily on the striking relation
between the child's condition and the nearby plant. Simple answers
would distract him from the kind of tough analysis of alterative
theories he knew his opponents would conduct with microscopic
intensity. Mack felt a surge of fear. There was real danger in
allowing his judgment to be affected too much by the heart breaking
condition of his client. She was just about his own daughter’s age.
How would he feel if Maggie was sick like this? Mad as hell.

But Stedman
could feel the fear so intensely that his bowels almost weakened.
As a father he was indignant, but as a lawyer he knew he needed to
connect the dots with more than Ludwig had given him. He needed
causation. He needed facts that put the Smith-Robinson plant’s
products inside Zoe Hernandez. A chemical connection.

Mack took a
deep breath and tried for a minute to consider his case as if he
were working for Smith-Robinson instead of against them. For now he
had to remain a skeptic, thinking more like his adversaries than
like his friends. There would be more than enough time later to let
the fires of indignity and self-righteousness overwhelm him at
trial. At that stage he would need all the natural and concocted
drama he could summon.

The case would
tear at the collective soul of any jury. But getting to the jury
was still a long way off. Mack knew, deep in his gut, that he was
on the right track. Keeping the wheels on the rail all the way to
the station was another matter. For now, though, he had to focus
objectively on the indisputable facts he could establish easily in
evidence and the holes that the other side would rip wide open and
through which they would drive questions about liability. He had to
develop a case which could withstand the systematic onslaught he
knew Smith-Robinson’s lawyer at Hargrove and McLean would make on
his case. Number one on the list was their attack on causation. How
many other environmental hazards had Zoe been exposed to which
could lead to her condition? Lead paint in the old house she lived
in? Car exhaust from the busy intersection? Second hand smoke all
around her? Heavy metal contamination from the nearby railroad line
spill three years ago? Pesticides from the food she ate? Mack’s
list was long and getting longer and he rubbed his eyes
wearily.

He was
scheduled now to meet Zoe and Maria, even perhaps Jose’ tomorrow.
What would he tell them? Was settlement even possible? At this
point Ludwig’s demand letter had received no response. He needed to
convince Smith-Robinson to make their insurance claim. The kind of
claim that Mack settled routinely for his own clients rather than
litigate. But even that step required a good enough case to make an
adjuster squirm. What did he really have now other than a
compelling story and a cute client? Not enough for an adjuster to
start writing a check, that was for certain.

He looked out
his office door, into the quiet cubicles where the secretaries and
paralegals churned through the work of his firm, heads down, the
other lawyers doors shut, barely any human presence in view. He was
alone in this thing and he knew it. Ludwig was a cheerleader for
sure, but Stedman needed help. He needed a chemist. A chemist who
was a detective. A chemical detective who could testify so well he
would survive Hargrove and McLean’s battery of lawyers and
onslaught of experts. A witness who would get his case to a jury or
at least make an insurance adjuster not want to take that
chance.

“Tom Lewing on
line four,” the receptionist announced through the phone. Stedman
rocked back in his chair and looked at the receiver for a moment
before picking it up.

“Mack,” Lewing
began, “we went ahead and filed suit this morning. Ken Sterns from
the Denver Post got wind of it and we needed to get the press on
board. My board decided that any delay would look like we thought
we had a weak case. Sorry about the timing. Wish we had time to get
you over here too, but it came together pretty fast.”

Stedman felt
the blood drain from his face. “You filed it? Already? Without my
consent?” he stuttered.

“Media
relations, my friend.” Lewing paused then continued. “I hope you
don’t mind but we did list your name as lead counsel on the
pleading.”

Stedman could
barely breathe. “It’s not ready, Tom. I haven’t even met the
client. I don’t have an expert witness. Your file. Your file is…,”
Mack struggled for the right words. “Your file is incomplete to say
the least!”

Lewing sighed.
“You’re a smart guy, Mack. Make it better.”


Chapter 6

Meacham Hargrove cleared his throat in a conference
room on the seventeenth floor of the Republic Building, and the
room became silent. He had collected three of his associates to
meet the firm's newest client. The younger lawyers sat along one
side of a massive, oval, richly finished cherry wood, conference
table. Across the other side sat two well-groomed men, in tailored
European suits. Hargrove was at the head of the table and he sipped
water from a crystal glass before he spoke.

"Good morning,
ladies and gentlemen," he began, his voice filling the room. "I
called this meeting to introduce our most recent client, the
Smith-Robinson company, represented today by two members of the
board of directors of its majority owner, a Dutch corporation,
Lundstrom Shipping." Hargrove let the introduction sink in. "Far
from home out here on the dusty plains, but here nonetheless" he
continued.

"Our Dutch,
seafaring friends," he said, glancing towards the two, who nodded
slightly in return, "have a serious legal problem. They have chosen
our firm to represent them in this troubling time and I have
assured them that they will receive the best defense money can
buy."

The Dutchmen
remained impassive. Cost was of no concern to them. The venerable
partner sipped at his water glass again and continued. "Lundstrom
Shipping owns Smith-Robinson, among its many continental assets" he
said, turning towards a white-board behind him, illuminated by a
power-point presentation manned by one of the firm’s many tech
geeks. Hargrove's secretary, who had been standing quietly behind
him, passed around paper copies of the corporate flow chart as he
continued.

"Smith-Robinson
is a chemical producer. They manufacture and sell pesticides, among
other things. They also distribute their products through a
regional trucking fleet." Hargrove sighed, apparently unimpressed
with this particular fact. "I understand that the trucking fleet is
a nostalgic remnant of the company's previous sole proprietor.

"The grandson
of the company's first name-sake, Roger Smith, who manages the
plant, has chosen to retain the trucking component of the
business." Hargrove pushed back his chair and stood, his posture
flattering his height, his physical presence unyielding to his
sixty-eight years. He clasped his hands behind his back and paced
behind the head of the table. “I’m afraid Mr. Smith is a little
unstable,” he reached for a file one of the associates held out for
him and continued. “He has been a guest at our state penitentiary
in the past. A nasty drug habit. Charges of possession of a deadly
weapon in possession of a controlled substance. We understand he
has been rehabilitated and is discharged from his parole. All very
discouraging for his family, but,” he paused again, “they have
stood by him, and he has remained a loyal employee of the old
family business. Part of the buy-out with Lundstrom. So Mr. Smith
continues, and, we hope, does not become a noticeable part of our
defense of this suit.

"A defense of
accusations made by Tom Lewing and his little public interest law
firm.” Hargrove noted sharply, sipped some water, cleared his
throat, while staring at the ceiling, his hands clasped behind his
back in his best professorial posture.

The senior
partner, relishing the effect of his pauses, knowing that his
audience, captive but dependent on his thoughts, hung on his words,
continued, “Our client has, according to Mr. Lewing, allegedly
exposed children to its product at its North Heights plant. I know
at least some of you have heard of Mr. Lewing? He has gained a
reputation for political theater, chooses his cases carefully, and,
seldom does the heavy lifting.”

The Dutchmen
both watched Hargrove, their heads moving almost as a matched set,
as he continued to pace as he spoke. “Mr. Lewing specializes in
these kinds of causes. He refers all of his public interest cases
to unsuspecting lawyers once the headlines die down. Lewing's pro
bono victim in this case is Mack Stedman. I understand some of you
may know Mr. Stedman. He seems harmless enough. I fear, however,
that Lewing will not allow any of Stedman's usual quit to rise in
him. Lewing has an agenda and is rather relentless. We will have to
make poor Mack regret his choice of friends."

"At present
Smith-Robinson has passed all of the state’s weak health department
inspections," Hargrove continued, and one associate snickered.

"Mr. Auslander,
do you have a problem with that fact?" Hargrove probed the younger
man, who blanched noticeably.

"Well, Mr.
Hargrove, passing a state inspection is not exactly a difficult
thing to do," Auslander offered in his defense.

Hargrove nodded
his head. "True enough. But we can work with both the failures and
the benefits of that fact, can't we, Mr. Auslander?" he asked.

"There are
advantages I will admit that," Auslander agreed, relieved to have
become a useful part of his senior partner's presentation.

"As Mr.
Auslander has helped me point out," Hargrove continued, "there are,
indeed, advantages to the state inspection system. I expect a
strenuous reliance on the fact that the physical plant has been
extensively examined by the state," he said, sarcasm filling his
voice. "Mr. Auslander, congratulations. You can take the lead on
all matters relating to the site, including managing any discovery
requests which may delve into the condition at the plant. You are
to divulge nothing in discovery absent a court order, which, if one
is issued, you will fight to have rescinded. We will rely on the
state's inspection reports and the dubious endurance and resources
of our opponent to work in our favor while we give him no rest, no
safe harbor."

Auslander made
notes on his pad resignedly accepting the voluminous job Hargrove
has just assigned to him. Controlling the various requests for
depositions, written answers to interrogatories, and requests for
independent examination of the site was tedious work. Auslander had
hoped for a chance to be part of the actual trial team. He had been
at the firm for six years and had not yet been given the second
chair, let alone, lead chair in any actual litigation. Auslander
knew that the old man had the two Dutchmen entranced by his
presence. That trait was something Auslander wanted to acquire
himself; the ability to draw clients to him like a flame draws in
moths, and if he had to wait longer to gain the old man’s trust and
secrets, he would.

Hargrove paused
again to sip his water. He looked at the Dutchmen who were still
sitting quietly across from him, intently listening to every word
Hargrove spoke. "The problem for us, though, is that Lewing might
be onto something this time. I have been led to believe that
diligent investigation might reveal some incriminating facts known
to the grandson. At present he has only hinted at some culpability.
Our client, and therefore, this firm has no direct knowledge of Mr.
Smith’s transgressions. If discovered, Mr. Smith will be on his
own. In the meantime we will find a way not to discover those facts
for our adversary, and defeat his efforts to find them on his
own."

Hargrove stared
intently at each one of the associates, checking their mental
toughness. No sign of human weakness betrayed any of the three. The
Dutchmen remained impassive as Hargrove stared at them as well and
continued.

"Mr. Lewing's
intuition does not make a persuasive case without facts to back it
up. Our client desires that we not allow Mr. Stedman to make a case
at all. They want this matter to at worst remain a local rumor, or
better yet forgotten. I have assured them that this firm
understands the sensitive nature of their stockholder's
concerns."

One of the
Dutchmen nodded as Hargrove continued. "However, I must caution you
that I am advised that Roger Smith believes his family's reputation
is at stake and has declared his intent to pursue...” Hargrove
chose words carefully, “extra-judicial methods to make his point. I
have, of course, advised our client that their employee must not
act in this manner and I have been reassured that they understand
and have counseled Mr. Smith accordingly.”

Hargrove shook
his head communicating his disapproval at this type of emotional
response to problem solving.

"However, even
if Roger wages his little war," Hargrove went on "we will not
concern ourselves with his tactics. He is not our client; he is
merely an employee. Lundstrom understands its obligations to
control its manager; to make certain his activities are not
endorsed by the company. They will keep Roger Smith on a short
leash, if possible, while we will focus on the litigation.”

Auslander and
the other associates understood the masterly way Hargrove had
established, with witnesses, denial of any of Smith’s conduct,
protecting the firm, establishing Lundstrum’s distance from its
rogue employee, yet, at the same time, ensuring, through tacit
approval, that Smith would be allowed to proceed.

Hargrove
cleared his throat. “I have prepared assignments for each of
you."

"What's the
time frame?" asked Diane Chew, another associate sitting next to
Auslander.

Hargrove
smiled. "Trial is already set to commence in four months."

She was
surprised and leaned forward on her elbows across the table top. "A
trial setting that soon is unheard of," she commented in
disbelief.

Hargrove
nodded. "Quite right, Ms. Chew. However, I believe the shortness of
time is to our advantage. Had I not been convinced of that fact,
actually, I don't think Judge Reed would have consented to the
expedited proceeding."

She understood
entirely too well what he meant. Hargrove's influence with the
judges was well known. She picked up her pen and continued to take
notes as Hargrove explained his position.

"Stedman, I
understand, is searching for an expert witness, which, of course,
he must have if he is to present any case at all. We will use the
time pressure to our advantage."

Hargrove now
stared hard at Auslander, whose mission included making sure that
no one got any closer to the facts of the plant than the wire-mesh
fence that surrounded the truck yard. "We cannot afford to let
Stedman stumble onto anything inadvertently, can we Mr.
Auslander?"

The young
associate shook his vigorously. "I understand my job, Sir."

Hargrove
smiled. "I expect that you do. Make Stedman's life a living
hell."

Hargrove
dropped his eyes to the notes he had laid out on the table and
continued. "Ms. Chew, you will manage the legal research. I expect
a motion for summary judgment on my desk in two weeks. Mr.
Landusky, you will be second chair. You will meet with me and the
client after we are through here. There are some witness issues we
need to discuss."

Landusky smiled
as much as Chew frowned. His nomination indicated a faster track
for growth in the firm, partnership potential, that Chew would
still have to work hard to access. Hargrove chose to be oblivious
to their petty jealousies. He stood erect and paced again
commanding the room.

"This firm has
a proud reputation," he reminded the three, nodding at the
Dutchmen. "Our clients expect us to get the job done. We will not
disappoint them."


Chapter 7

“Clara!” Stedman yelled out of his office to his
secretary, who appeared at his door from where she sat a few feet
away at her own desk.

She was a petit
woman in her fifties, hair stylishly braided into corn rows, her
dark eyes at once annoyed, but, as always, filled with fondness for
Mack, who she considered a lost soul. “The Pharaoh let the Hebrews
go, Mack,” she said quietly, one of the many phrases she used to
try and help him keep his antisocial tendencies in check.

Stedman nodded,
apologized, as he did constantly, and handed her a thin file Ludwig
had given him, containing at first glance at the label on its edge,
expert witnesses, but really just a short list of names pulled off
a Google search.

“What can you
do with this?” he asked.

Clara looked at
the list. She had worked in law firms for almost thirty years. She
understood how the game was played. This was a scant start. “What
kind of credentials are you looking for?”

Mack stared at
the ceiling. “Chemistry, biology, forensic toxicology, miracle
worker...” his voice trailed off.

Clara nodded.
She knew the Hernandez file well enough to understand what Mack was
trying to say. “What’s the budget?”

Mack rocked
forward in his chair and hung his head over clenched hands on his
desk. “There is no budget, Clara. We’ve talked about that
already.”

“No need to get
testy, Mack,” she responded. “I was just hoping not to have to
beg.”

Stedman sighed.
He knew she was right. But he had to start searching, and hope for
a philanthropic heart at the other end of the trail. “Do what you
can,” he offered, looking up at her sympathetically.

“That I
will.”

Stedman was
relieved just to move the file off his desk. It felt like he had
accomplished something but he knew that his expert would make the
case. Clara knew it too, and he had total confidence that she would
bring him some good people to try and persuade. Mack had a bare
hook right how. Whether he could get one of the fish to bite was
really the question.

Stedman rubbed
his forehead as the first wave of a headache beat from the inside
right between his eyes. He was going to have to meet Zoe and Maria
tomorrow and knew that the first question would be when the trial
was set. That was how every client inexperienced in how the justice
system thought it worked. It seemed so simple. Bring a law suit,
get a trial date, tell your story and get a righteous verdict. But
that was fantasy. The TV shows seemed to always end in the
courtroom, but Mack knew better. Most cases ended in settlement
conferenced or were dismissed by impatient judges who had too much
to do. Clearing the docket with dismissals made time for the real
controversies.

This case was
real to his clients, and there was no question about how real the
chance was that Zoe might die. Stedman knew that. But without an
expert, without a direct connection between what Smith-Robinson did
wrong and his sick client, it looked speculative. And speculation
was the death knell for a tort case.

It was the kind
of case that didn’t look like a real controversy to a busy judge,
even if it pulled at the heartstrings like a player worked a tight
strung banjo. In his opinion, timid as he was, but not ignorant
either, their day in court was not too likely to ever happen. And
Stedman knew that the lawyers over at Hargrove and McLean were
seeing the same files. But, unlike the usual contingency case
ambulance chasers he worked with, they would not compromise easily,
or early. They would make him survive the motions to dismiss and
for summary judgment. Then the motions in limine, the challenges to
his expert, their qualifications, their method of analysis, whether
or not they met the Frye, Daubert or Shreck tests, or a thousand
other reasons why Stedman’s case was just not a case that a jury
should ever hear.

He kept finding
himself looking at Zoe’s picture in the file, thinking of his
daughter Maggie, and realized that two things were becoming clear.
First, Lewing had given him a case which had not been ready for
filing. Not by a long shot. And, second, Mack had already become
the little girl’s advocate emotionally, in a visceral way that all
at once felt good, and terrifying. His dispassionate distance from
his ordinary work, a decade’s long habit, had been breached. He
cared now. And it scared him. It scared him because, without a set
of relatively improbable events, an expert to tie it all together,
without better proof of how Smith-Robinson caused Zoe to be sick,
he would likely never see the start of a jury trial and if he did,
he would almost certainly lose.

And it was all
moving at lightning speed. Smith Robinson had over three weeks to
answer the complaint, but had delivered the pleading that morning,
barely twenty hours after Lewing had filed it. They had suggested a
list of defenses, explaining away Zoe's debilitative physical
conditions that seemed so comprehensive Mack struggled just to keep
reading the list. They blamed toxins in the air from gasoline
fueled cars that drove by on the busy street in front of her house,
second hand cigarette smoke, preservatives in her food, lead in the
water pipes, fouled vaccinations at school, undernourishment as an
infant, lack of prenatal vitamins while a fetus, genetic design
passed down from generations unknown.

Mack knew that
Hargrove and McLean did not make these defenses idly. At least some
of the theories would have no legs but some would make the best
experts wither under cross examination. Whoever Clara found would
have to have the backbone, the self-confidence, and thick skin to
be willing to take on that list. And if they faltered, if Stedman
couldn’t hit back hard enough to make his causal connection strong
enough to withstand the onslaught, well, then he would lose. Just
like that. No jury verdict. Just a directed verdict. Just a judge
staring at him from the bench with a pile of other files waiting
their turn, telling him to leave the courtroom.

Stedman knew it
would be an agonizing process leading up to that day. First,
Hargrove and McLean would make demands that were clearly
unreasonable. Requests for discovery so intrusive that Maria would
almost certainly balk. Any reasonable person would, but she and Zoe
were in a different class now. They weren’t victims in the eyes of
the law; they were tortfeasors, an ugly word, plaintiffs, with
motives to study, and the ever consuming concern of the courts that
they were not really deserving of the attention they required of
the justice system.

Home studies,
independent medical exams, genetic tests, psychological tests, and
for each objection he made, they would have a string of cases
showing why their request was undeniably necessary and required by
law. That part of the game was being played out right now. Just
this morning, Todd Auslander, the associate obviously tasked with
Mack’s slow torture, had sent him a request for an independent
medical exam, and not just on the little girl, but on her mother
and father, grandparents and cousins.

Within an hour
of the filing, Auslander had called to threaten Stedman with a
motion to compel and for sanctions if a date could not be quickly
agreed on. If you’re not entirely cooperative, Auslander had
threatened, I’ll have to go to the Judge. A bluff, Stedman knew,
but maybe not, and Mack could feel the tactical game crushing his
case before he even had a chance to prepare it. He protested that
the rules gave him time to respond, and Auslander laughed.

And an hour
later, Auslander had filed a particularly harassing motion for a
psychiatric exam on top of the other demands. The ink was still not
dry on the initial pleadings and they had jumped with both feet
into discovery. Mack had pounded his keyboard and pulled up the
federal court rules, and then realized that a Hargrove and McLean
had opted into a new expedited civil case project. A pilot project
that threw the ordinary pace of the case into a whirlwind of what
the old timers called a game of fox and hounds. Trial by ambush was
alive and well again in the Tenth Federal Circuit, and the rule
gave Stedman little basis to object. The idea was simple. If a
plaintiff was so certain they had a case that they boldly made
their claims by filing the complaint, then a defendant could be
equally bold by demanding the case proceed with all due haste to
trial as fast as possible. What was good for the goose was good for
the gander.

Lewing had to
have known the rule would be invoked. But it was Stedman’s problem
now. He read the rule again, and looked at the motion, realizing
the Judge would probably grant it, and let their psychiatrist
become their mouthpiece for character assassinations dressed up as
an impeccable expert, a trained physician none the less, against
whom Mack’s would have little defense, making claims about home
life, environment, suggesting the little girl might be prone to
fantasy, as if that was an unusual trait among nine year old girls,
suggesting issues of credibility, under the guise of authority.

Mack knew this
was just the beginning. Auslander would be relentless. He would
follow the slightest objection or late response by Mack with
motions to compel, and with each hearing Stedman would have to
justify himself, and his case, and be ever more on the defensive,
even though it was his job to present, not defend, anything. And
this was how it was already. Phase one was in full swing. But
unlike Hargrove and McLean who Mack knew had a dozen associates
working on each aspect of the case, Stedman was on his own. He knew
the shear mass of what he would have to respond to would be
overwhelming. His chances of overlooking something important would
grow by the day. And pretty soon he would make some inexcusable
errors. If it all went poorly he would find himself in front of a
disciplinary investigator making him explain himself against
charges of incompetent counsel, as his malpractice carrier had to
step in, searching for loopholes in his policy.

The irony in
all of this posturing over discovery is that as vigorously as they
would make their demands, Hargrove and McLean would
self-righteously scream about every legitimate discovery request
Mack would make. They would shield witnesses who might have
devastating knowledge from depositions, company employees who
Stedman could reach under the power of a subpoena, but, if the
Judge looked favorably on the motions, he would probably never hear
speak.

Stedman’s eyes
were burning as he finished studying the expedited case rule, and
looking at Auslander’s latest motions as they showed up in his
email box. How would he explain all this to Maria Hernandez when he
met with her in the morning? How would he tell he that if he
survived the onslaught of motions, and managed to actually start
the trial, he expected that the Judge’s skepticism, grown like a
cancer from the constant exposure to Hargrove and McLean’s barrage
of motions, would start leaking into his decisions, the jury
sensing the judicial skepticism, slowly being poisoned itself, as
ruling by ruling, one objection at a time, the case weakened,
until, finally, when Stedman rose to make his final closing
argument, his case would have been long ago, already, finished. How
would he explain to her that he was a coward and more afraid of
being humiliated than he was worried about fighting hard enough to
get Zoe her day in court?

He felt
exposed, like a dream where he was naked in public. Would Maria see
him uncovered as a pretender? A lawyer who was afraid of the
courtroom. He knew he would need to at least appear professional,
avoid seeming ridiculous, control his growing, nagging fear of
failure, when he met this woman. He pushed back away from the desk
and headed for the men’s room, where he vomited forcefully into the
sink, and left the building.

As he reached
the parking garage he fumbled with his car keys, head down,
plodding, as he looked up to find his car and, finally saw the Ford
pick-up bearing down on him.


Chapter 8

Roger Smith was no pussy. He had nothing in common with
the Dutchmen. They had bailed out his father after the ’83
recession, when cranes in downtown Denver had suddenly stopped
building the booming oil and gas high rises. Those had been tough
years. His father had worked his whole life to keep the company
going and then he had lost control. The family business started by
Homer Smith in the twenties had made a good run. Roger was the one
everybody thought would be the next one to run the company but
after the Dutchmen bought it, he had lost his appetite. They ran
the front office and even though Roger had a business card that
announced he was the plant manager, he mostly drove truck, like his
Grandpa did. You could always tell Roger’s truck, both his Ford
F-250, and the rig he ran for Smith-Robinson. It was the one with
the confederate flag sticker on the bumper. His announcement of
where he stood on things.

The Dutchmen
hated that flag. They hated Roger, he was sure of it. But his
father had been a pretty tough negotiator and the Smith family
still had something to say about what went on in Denver. The
Dutchmen had interests elsewhere that Roger never really
understood. The trucking company fit somehow into their bigger
business plans. But after his father died they had to choke down
that Roger would still be involved in the business. And there were
rules. Foreign investment rules that the accountants insisted on
and the Dutchmen listened. They were very intent on the rules.
Which really made Roger laugh out loud. That just wasn’t the
Smith-Robinson way.

Grandpa Homer
had been a teamster in the 1920s, and free lanced his way through
prohibition, delivering casks of homemade Grape Creek whiskey
hidden under crates of lettuce grown in the Wet Mountain Valley to
Denver markets. Roger loved listening to the stories. How the Klu
Klux Klan ran the state house in the thirties, how the Robinson
name was an inside joke between Homer and Tony Accardo, the Chicago
gangster who wanted the name changed when they did business in the
fifties.

Roger’s dad had
tried to send him a private high school but Roger always idolized
Homer and would have none of it. He stayed in the tough Denver
schools, back when they were state power houses in everything they
did. He boxed in the Denver police tournaments. He drank whiskey
and chased it down with warm beer with his buddies on the railroad
siding that delivered the pesticide and fertilizer ingredients that
they used at the downtown plant. He ran deliveries to Chicago of
everything else the company could carry to their friends.

And his father
diversified as best he could until the oil and gas bust came. Then
the Dutchmen showed up. There were reasons that they were
interested but Roger never cared much about that. They were
foreign, and in his eyes effeminate, and he hated them. Homer’s old
friends for the thirties had never like Roger’s dad much, he had
been bookish, went to college, tried to fit into the budding Denver
society scene. But the old man had brought his grandson around to
card games and private clubs.

To his father’s
chagrin Roger loved transmissions, not college admissions, and the
front office seldom saw Roger. Instead the grandson reveled in
Homer’s rougher legacy; chewed tobacco with the other drivers,
sported grease under his fingernails, and knew every cheap, whore
filled, truck stop from Brighton to Muncy. The Dutch partners
didn’t seem to care about his personal behavior. The accountants
found Smith-Robinson a suitable tax shelter for their more thriving
concerns, and, for the most part, Terry kept the place going.

When this ass
hole named Lewing held a press conference to denounce the truck
yard Roger immediately loathed him. He was the kind of hippie
outsider that Roger felt had invaded his city for decades. They
skied at Aspen, a place Roger had never been and had no intent on
visiting. They elected their liberal friends to the city council
and the legislature. They didn’t understand about business. They
wrung their hands over the environment. Hated the farmers and
ranchers Smith-Robinson kept going through droughts and development
pressure.

The Dutchmen
had hired some big firm from Seventeenth Street but Roger hadn’t
gone to the meetings. Hell, they didn’t want to know how the yard
really worked anyway. The rules. The EPA had rules, and the state
had rules, and the Dutchmen had their rules. And Roger ran the
place the way his Dad and his Granddad before him had run it. Not
so many rules. Just put in your shift, leave a clean tank behind
for the next load, make sure the truck was safe to drive. Those
were Roger’s rules.

He had read the
law suit, though, twenty two pages of allegations that made Roger’s
hackles rise. He could feel the hair on his neck bristle. Sons of
bitches, he had cursed. Damn pussies. Sick kids? Hell these people
were already a sick crowd. Gang bangers and drug dealers. Whores
and illegals.

He grabbed the
paper off the coffee table in the front office foyer and took a
look at the article about the suit. Lewing had some guy named Mack
Stedman doing the dirty work; Roger Smith had spat tobacco juice
into a Styrofoam coffee cup googled Stedman’s name and took a long
hard look at the photograph posted online by his firm. The Dutchmen
had told him to stay out of the law suit. To leave everything to
the lawyers.

“The hell with
the lawyers,” Roger mumbled as he spat again, grabbed his truck
keys and strode out of the office. The truck tires squealed as he
backed out of his parking space. “Pussy,” he cursed through his
teeth as he shifted fast and accelerated towards Mack’s office.


Chapter 9

Stedman woke up in a hospital bed. He was startled for
a minute then remembered the crash. He felt a bandage on his head,
and realized he had probably cracked his skull on something when
the car had rolled. The rest of him seemed intact, although his
body ached.

Mack remembered
asking the nurse to call his wife, but no one was in the room. Not
that he expected that she would come. She had probably not even
answered the phone. By the time Stedman usually left the office she
had already finished off a wine bottle and was deep into the
second. Her calls to him were never about a loaf of bread and a
carton of milk. It was always another couple bottles of wine.

Mack could
reach the phone now, though and picked up the receiver. For a
moment he thought he would call home, then he dialed Lewing’s
number.

“Some redneck
tried to run me down in the parking garage!” he barked loudly when
Lewing answered. “I’m in the hospital, Tom. It’s about the
Hernandez case. I know that much. I mean, who the hell would
actually try and run a goddamn lawyer down in the parking
garage?”

Mack could hear
the elevator creaking in the background as Lewing sighed and then
answered. “I’d put Roger Smith on the list, Mack.”

Stedman sat up,
reached for the pad of paper and jotted down the name. “Who the
hell is Roger Smith?”

“He manages the
plant. A remnant namesake. A dinosaur from the old days when
Smith-Robinson was just a trucking company run by teamsters. Maybe
he had too many beers last night and got frisky. Call the police,
make a report. Mention the case. Maybe an investigator can speak
with Smith, calm him down, or at least let him know he’s being
watched.”

Stedman was put
off by how unremarkable his news was. “This can’t be ordinary, Tom,
is it? Christ it’s just a law suit.”

“Shit happens,
Mack. Threats happen. People get emotional.” Lewing sighed again.
“Look I’m sorry, alright?”

“You’re sorry,
and I’m in the hospital,” Mack replied his voice cracking.

A nurse came
into the room and Stedman said goodbye and hung up the phone.

“Has anyone
contacted my wife?” he asked as the nurse checked his pulse.

“I don’t know,
Mr. Stedman. I just came on. Do you want me to help you make
another call?”
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