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			“We are all advocates. Whether in the courtroom or in our daily lives, we all have unique and powerful voices. Whether we affect one person or a nation of people, our voices can be heard, one word at a time.” 

			—Noel M. Ferris, Esq. Dean’s Address to the International Academy 
of Trial Lawyers, March 20, 2015 

			 

			 

			This book is dedicated to the memory of Noel Ferris, 
trial warrior extraordinaire—who left us too early. 
She was built of steel, but always led with her heart.
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			1

			San Francisco, 1984

			The trial was over. Matt stared at the implacable gray wall in front of him, unwilling to turn the ignition key and break the stunned silence that had followed him from the battered courtroom to the empty garage. It was remarkable how quiet it could get when a jury said “no” to parents who had lost their only child. Matt couldn’t exorcise the expression on the faces of his clients when the verdict was read. They were completely shattered. There was nothing Matt could do to ease their pain. Now, they had to put their lives back together and he had to find a way to pay the rent.

			Jamie had been alive when Jim and Mary Olsen first came to talk with him about the drug that had destroyed their son’s liver. Their doctor had received no warning from the manufacturer that the medication he ordered for Jamie had previously caused the death of several children. In Matt’s office, the little guy had been so excited about riding in a genuine cable car. After two years of Matt beating his head against the company’s corporate brick wall, the case finally got to trial. By then, Jamie had died. Matt never had the chance to give him the model cable car he bought him for his seventh birthday.

			On the eve of trial, the pharmaceutical giant finally made a reasonable offer. Matt had advised his clients to settle. Mary would have been happy to have the case over, but Jim wanted retribution. Matt pulled out all the stops to give them the justice they deserved. His clients had depended on him, and he had lost.

			His stomach twisted. He hated to lose and knew this case would continue to haunt him. Scenes from the trial were going to replay in his head forever. Losses left a void that his victories never quite filled.

			Five o’clock. Emily, his office manager, would be anxious for him to get back to the office. He needed to deal with a pile of work and clients who had felt neglected during the trial. He thumbed through the stack of papers Emily had given him to go through—anything to take his mind off what had just happened. It was mostly bills, of course. He saw a circled note about some new case she wanted him to call a lawyer about. She had underlined the words “game changer.” Yeah, right—he had heard that before.

			He turned the key and the Blazer jumped to life. He headed home to change his clothes. Work could wait. He needed a dose of The Bridge.

			 

			***

			 

			Matt parked next to the St. Francis Yacht Club. He stretched by the seawall, savoring the panorama and acrid tang of the moist air. The pastel city cascaded down the hillside to meet the white-capped bay. Fleets of sailboats wheeled around their marks, their crisp Dacron sails thundering in rapid succession. The competitors heeled, close hauled, into the northwesterly gale. They angled toward the Golden Gate Bridge, its massive columns silhouetted by shafts of sunlight. Further down the beach, sailboards skimmed between the racers and the ferryboats, a kaleidoscope of dorsal fins dodging back and forth across the wind.

			A tendril of fog extended under The Bridge, tentatively testing the resolve of the warm afternoon. All around him people were running, walking, or bicycling to and from the distant towers. The balmy weather had obviously put a serious dent in the city’s afternoon workforce. He felt the darkness coiled within him gradually begin to release as he ran toward the dying sun.

			He recognized runners and walkers he literally only knew in passing. Most runners, he had noticed, acknowledged only other runners, and walkers other walkers. Seldom did cross-breed socialization occur. Their dogs were more egalitarian.

			A running magazine pundit had once opined that this stretch of beach had more beautiful women per mile than anywhere except Malibu. Today, Matt could almost believe it. Running through the pain of three exercise-free weeks of trial, he gradually became anesthetized by his surging endorphins.

			Near the end of his run, he saw his favorite fantasy approaching. He’d first noticed her a few months ago. She usually wore shapeless winter sweats. At first, he almost didn’t recognize her in the colorful Lycra. A large-brimmed running hat pulled low over sunglasses couldn’t quite conceal her prominent cheekbones, smooth olive skin, and elegant nose. He smiled at her as she passed, but, for naught. She acknowledged no one as she ran—at least, never him.

			Well, given the reality of his life, why should she? He was a divorced father, close to forty, with more gray hair than he would like. He hadn’t been in a serious relationship since his marriage. He’d cobbled together a reasonably successful law practice, but he always seemed to be on the edge financially. Now that he had lost this case, he was going to be well over that edge.

			Matt collapsed on the grass. As his breathing quieted, he stared across at the uninhabited headlands rising serenely above the bay. His dream in going to law school and representing injured people had been to make a real difference. He had been so ambitious, so ready to take on the world. Now, the only thing he cared about in his life was his son. Maybe he was just really tired.

			Matt decided his fantasy runner should be a model or an actress. He wanted her to love the mountains as much as he did. Perhaps she also had studied ballet, loved dogs, cooked Cajun cuisine as a hobby, and was a Class 5 whitewater kayaker.

			On the other hand, with his luck, she was probably married, had several kids, and hated lawyers.

			 

			***

			 

			Matt let himself into his apartment, poured a pitcher of ice water, and dropped into his favorite chair on the deck. The gray mantle was starting to win its daily skirmish for control of the bay. In the misting twilight he could just make out the burgeoning lights in the flats of the Marina District below. He let the gusting air cool him down from his run.

			After his shower, he hit the button on his answering machine. Most of the calls were predictable: a few friends checking up on him, a call from Lena, a woman he had been seeing, and the standard four calls from his ex-wife, Susan, worrying about money and their son Grant’s schedule. There was also a message from Emily.

			“Hi, Matthew; that verdict was bull. I think it was that squinty-eyed accountant they picked as foreman—a ringer. I know you’re thinking about running away—don’t, or our house of cards will tumble for sure. We knew it was tough. You did everything you could and then some.” The air pent up in his chest escaped slowly as he listened.

			“Don’t forget to call Fred Stadahl. He called a bunch during the trial and said he was anxious to talk to you about a ‘dynamite’ new case. I left you a note about it but I know you never read those. He was being sort of mysterious about it. Said his home number’s listed in Marin County. Well…see you in the morning.”

			Matt stared at the floor for a moment as the machine recycled. He wanted today to be over, but he should call the man and at least accomplish something positive.

			Stadahl answered on the first ring. “Matt, how the hell are you? Damn sorry by the way, I heard your case didn’t go so well.”

			Matt never failed to be surprised at the efficiency of the trial lawyer gossip network. “‘Bout as bad as it can go—but then it’s always a roll of the dice.”

			“Ain’t that right—just can’t predict ‘em. Leave anything on the table?”

			“The drug company offered two hundred fifty thousand dollars to settle just before trial.”

			“Hell, the case could have gone into seven figures, no wonder you went for it.”

			“Yeah, well thanks, but what the hell—that number looks pretty good right about now.” Matt sat slumped, his head resting on the back of the chair. “How’s it going for you? I heard things have been a little rough lately.”

			“Fucking understatement. You hear what that asshole, Sal Conti, did to me? Law partners for ten years and he locks me out of the office—I’m talking personal papers, photos of the kids…. Not to mention my files; I had to get a goddamn court order to get the files so I could represent my clients!”

			“Good Lord, the man’s really out of control—but then hasn’t he always been? When you’re called the ‘Prince of Personal Injury’ and the newspapers love you, I guess you think you can call the shots.”

			Stadahl growled in agreement. “Yeah, like that young lawyer he met back east during that huge case—hired the kid away from another firm on the spot. The poor bastard sold his house and moved wife and kids to San Francisco to go to work for the world-famous Salvatore Conti.”

			“Oh shit, I think I remember that…”

			“Guy shows up for work Monday morning and Sal throws him out in the street—says he’s changed his mind. ‘Go back to Boston,’ he says. ‘Got my own damn problems,’ he says.”

			“One cold son of a bitch. Well, guess you can’t say you weren’t forewarned, can you? You think you can work things out with him?”

			“Nope, fucking dogfight all the way—and he owns this town—the courts and the media.” They both thought about that in silence for a moment.

			“Enough about my problems. I was calling to see if you’d be interested in handling a case I took with me when I left.”

			“You’re not handling it yourself?” Matt’s curiosity was piqued. Most of Matt’s cases came to him by referral from attorneys who were not trial specialists, but Stadahl was a trial lawyer. He could try the case himself, so why offer it to Matt?

			“I can’t handle it because I will probably be a witness.” Fred got right to the point. “This may not be the best time to talk to you about a new case, but I have to find this client a lawyer soon because the statute of limitations is about to run.”

			“Fred, if the statute is about to expire, there won’t be much time for investigation.” Matt grimaced. “I just lost a case, remember—I can’t risk jumping into a case with time problems.”

			“Look, I’ve never sent you a case before, but I always figured you were the one I’d go to if my family had a problem…. These people really need help, Matt.”

			Matt pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “What kind of a case is it, Fred?”

			There was a brief pause at the other end. “It’s a malpractice case—the client’s a young man that lives in San Diego. He was hurt in a crash and the hospital missed the diagnosis.”

			“Okay—well that doesn’t sound so complicated. What’s our time problem and how bad was he hurt?”

			“To cut to the chase, Matt, I’m talking about a legal malpractice case.” Stadahl took a deep breath. “The kid’s paralyzed—and the defendant is Salvatore Conti.”
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			Matt headed east from the San Diego airport to see the young man Stadahl had told him about. Matt was startled at the changes since his high school days. He could scarcely recognize the old landmarks. Matt had been back a few times over the years, but things had always seemed the same. He had put in so many hours on these roads, restlessly looking for whatever it was that teenagers sought.

			Coincidentally, the family he was going to see lived in El Cajon, where Matt had spent his high school years. He stopped along the road that skirted the granite rim of the pretty valley, and looked with amazement at how the sleepy town had been transformed by the burgeoning growth of the past two decades.

			Emily’s instructions led him to a neighborhood that would once have been considered expensive, given its vantage point gazing down on the hot dusty valley. The Gleason residence, which looked like it had once been well maintained, now had a distinct aura of neglect. As he approached the front door, he could see a well-tended rose garden through the traditional southwestern breezeway. Obviously, it was a lack of time and money, not of care, that accounted for the deterioration of the home’s appearance.

			The face that greeted him was friendly and inquisitive, but there was evidence of sadness and lack of attention around the edges. Debbie Gleason was about fifty, with dark, soulful eyes and a luminous smile. You could see kindness and a loving nature, but hovering in the background was a sense of loss and despair. Matt was skilled at reading people, but this was no challenge—she wore her feelings like the jacket of a book.

			Her son, Todd, was still at his morning therapy, so she offered tea. A few questions revealed that Todd’s father had left about three years earlier, ostensibly to seek work back home in Georgia. Matt guessed he didn’t plan to send for them or return. Matt knew that many families were torn apart by a devastating injury to a child.

			Money arrived only sporadically. They survived on meager savings, now pretty much exhausted, and the income of Todd’s older brother Bob, who had moved back in to help when Todd came home from the rehabilitation center. Debbie took care of her son most of the time. Matt asked what Todd could do for himself and what had to be done for him. The answer was damn little of the former and a lot of the latter.

			Todd was a complete C6 quadriplegic. This meant that he had partial movement of the hands and no strength in portions of the upper extremities, including the muscle groups such as the triceps, that would allow him to push up and transfer himself to or from bed or chair. If a patient can’t transfer himself, he can’t live independently. There was no feeling from the mid-chest down, no ability to move the legs, and no ability to control either his bladder or his bowel function.

			Debbie’s twenty-year-old son would forever need the care he had required as an infant. His mind and desires, however, were those of a perfectly normal young adult. 

			Matt was trying to figure how to inquire more about the family situation when Todd arrived with his brother. Todd was painfully thin, with an aesthetic face and a tentative but mischievous, grin. He seemed shy, but his eyes danced with interest and curiosity. In contrast, his brother was sullen and soon left the room.

			Todd suddenly spoke. “So why are you here? What kind of a lawyer are you, and why isn’t Mr. Stadahl here?”

			Debbie Gleason reproached her son gently with her hand on his shoulder as Matt explained his purpose for visiting. He noticed Todd stiffen at her touch and sensed an undercurrent of resentment. No wonder, Matt thought. This young man is at the age where most of his friends have escaped their parents. Todd remained totally dependent on his mother for even his most basic bodily functions.

			“Fred Stadahl asked me to check out if your case was handled correctly by the Conti office. There is a possibility that they missed some things. To do that, I need to know the answer to a few questions.” Matt lifted out a notepad. “For example, how did you originally employ Mr. Conti, and who did you understand would do the work?”

			The young man looked over to his mother and the two of them remembered together. Debbie answered first. “Mr. Conti had us come up to his office in San Francisco in 1981. We got to meet him personally and he had us sign a contract. We never saw Mr. Conti again until the settlement.” Debbie’s soft mouth tightened perceptibly. “It seemed to us that all the work was actually done by Mr. Youngstone—even though Mr. Conti had agreed he would handle the case personally.”

			Todd nodded in agreement and added, “Mr. Youngstone was very nice, but seemed awfully new at this to us—he never seemed to be sure what he was doing. The case settled six months before trial.”

			“Why did you settle for only six hundred fifty thousand dollars when I heard the policy limit available was one million dollars?”

			Debbie put her hand over her mouth in obvious surprise. “Mr. Conti told us about the offer himself. We thought six hundred fifty thousand dollars was the entire amount in the policy! Actually, that was the only other time we saw Mr. Conti.”

			Matt could see his own shock at this revelation mirrored in their faces. He plowed ahead. “One of the things I also wanted to ask you is whether you could move your arms and legs when you first got to the hospital and if so, when it was that you lost the ability to move them.”

			“All I can remember is waking up the next day and being paralyzed. I felt like I was just a head and there was nothing else to me, like the rest of me had been amputated.” He stared down at his offending body resentfully. “I guess they might as well have for all the use it is to me.” Then, as quickly as the shadow of a cloud could pass on a windy day, his face brightened and became animated. “What I’m really wondering is when I’m going to get some sensation and some motion back in my legs. Do you know how long it should take?”

			Matt was stunned. Did Todd really still not understand his condition was permanent? “Todd, I haven’t really been over all your records yet, but I was told it has been about four years since this happened. Has there been any progress or return in the last year or so?” Was this lack of candid medical advice or simple denial?

			“No. There hasn’t been any return since I first woke up in that bed. That’s why I’d like some more money, so I could go to one of those places where they do special therapy.”

			Matt caught the look of infinite sadness on Debbie’s face as she turned away. The air in the room felt thick as Todd continued to talk. Eventually Matt sat forward and looked directly at the earnest young man. “If I do decide I can represent you, I will always tell you my honest opinion, like it or not. Some of the things you’ve told me concern me very much. For now though, I think I’ll just do some more homework before I say any more.”

			Todd Gleason soon excused himself, claiming that he needed to take a nap. After his mother had gotten him into bed, she came back into the living room. She sat down in the opposite chair with a sigh. Her hair was askew and a light sheen of sweat shone on her face.

			“My son knows what your opinions probably are, Mr. Taylor, and so do I. Todd still has a hard time facing reality.” Debbie Gleason appraised him. “We both appreciate your sensitivity in holding back your thoughts until we know you better and you have had a chance to prepare us to hear them. You’ve made it clear candid opinions will come with the territory if you can help us. That will be a refreshing change.”

			She laughed and he could see a hint of the beautiful young woman who must have enchanted many suitors once in some Georgia town. “Mr. Stadahl said there might have been a medical malpractice case, that the doctors may have missed Todd’s broken neck. He said he discovered it too late to sue the doctors and you were going to see if Todd could sue Conti for that.” She looked down at her worn hands.

			Matt sat forward. “I’m just starting my investigation. It’s really too early to say.”Then a resolute expression came into her mobile features and she looked him straight in the eye. “If you don’t think we have a good case, then you just tell us. We’ll just do as we have been and we’ll manage just fine.”

			He stayed for another hour or so, talking with Debbie and learning more about Todd. She told him that her son had been an artist of remarkable ability before he was injured. When she proudly showed him Todd’s work, the obvious talent reminded him of Matt’s brother Alex’s work as a youngster. “Debbie, this work is great! Todd needs to develop this.” He saw the look on her face and moderated his enthusiasm. “I know it’s hard for him, but with some occupational therapy, he might be able to learn to use those hands better.” 

			She tried to smile at his encouragement. “Well, maybe one of these days we’ll be able to get him more therapy.” He resisted the impulse to suggest that the lawsuit he was contemplating could provide the funds. Instead he just nodded in support.

			He found it easy to relax and enjoy her warmth and gentle southern hospitality, and eventually he allowed her to cajole him into staying 
for lunch.

			 

			***

			 

			On his way to the car, he saw Todd’s brother, Bob, come out from around the garage. He had obviously been waiting for a chance to talk to Matt alone. The sullen attitude had been replaced by a tentative hope in his nervous glance. He scuffed the baked dry earth.

			“My brother likes you, Mr. Taylor. He really hopes you can help him out.”

			Todd wasn’t the only one looking for a lifeline. Todd’s brother had the look of a trapped animal searching for a way out of a cage. It wasn’t hard for Matt to get him to spill his heart out.

			“The actual fact is, you know, that I was planning to get married before I had to move in and help them out. I mean, who else was going to do it? Now I don’t know if I can get married. I’m getting the feeling I may be stuck here forever. It’s beginning to drive me crazy, you know?”

			The intensity of the plea engulfed Matt like the cloying atmosphere of the east county afternoon. He wasn’t sure whether the trickle of moisture down his spine was from the spring sun or the pressure of this family’s need.

			“Also my mom…she puts on a good show but this is killing her, you know what I mean? She has to care for Todd night and day, you know, so she is up several times at night to turn him and calm him since he always has trouble sleeping. I mean, her back is going out from having to lift him all day long, and she hasn’t had a vacation or a day off forever!”

			Bob’s words rushed on. “Whenever I can help, she has to use that time for shopping and other chores. I mean she hasn’t seen a friend for months. I think the strain is really getting her down. I’m sort of worried about her, you know, and if she has a breakdown, or her back goes out….” Bob heaved a sigh. “Well, then it will just be me—and if I can’t work, we’ll lose the house. I don’t know, what I’m saying is you’ve got to find a way to help us.” He looked at Matt apologetically. “I’m sorry, I mean…do you think you can?”

			 

			***

			 

			The droning of the packed Friday afternoon commuter lulled Matt as he nursed a beer sandwiched in his middle seat. He thought about the family he had just met. They really didn’t have any idea whether there was a case or why he had been there at all. They were spending their energy just making it through each day. In the process, they showed more raw courage than many people society viewed as heroes.

			Debbie was an incredible woman She had given up her entire life and devoted herself to her son. Somehow, she had retained her grace and sense of humor, and didn’t show a hint of resentment for what life had dealt her. She managed, much like the way his mother had handled the situation with Matt’s brother. Todd was an artist like Alex had been. The boy reminded Matt of his brother in so many ways. He had to be careful not to let that similarity affect his objectivity.

			Conti had settled the auto accident case for only six hundred fifty thousand of the insurance available. Matt could not understand why they hadn’t insisted on the entire one million dollars. Too much work for too little money, Matt surmised. So Todd ended up with around three hundred sixty thousand after fees and costs and before he paid the remaining medical bills. That’s why they were out of money.

			As far as the “special therapy” Todd wanted, the few medical records Matt had seen made it clear that Todd was a permanent quadriplegic. Some of these “special therapy” places promised the impossible to desperate people willing to pay anything for a bit of hope. The worst ones put injured people with no reasonable hope of improvement on rigorous and expensive programs. They then blamed the families for the patient’s lack of progress, saying they must not have tried hard enough. Matt could imagine the impact it would have on this family if they were given false hope and then were told that they were responsible for the resulting failure.

			Matt reflected on his week. After the devastating verdict, he should probably be conservative and pull back—both in his business and his personal life. He was certainly on the edge in both. This Gleason case could turn out to be a bottomless pit of money and time. The risk was huge and the thought of taking Conti on in San Francisco, the famous lawyer’s personal fiefdom, was intimidating to say the least. Jake, his best friend, had strongly advised him to reject the case when Matt told him about it. He pointed out the kid had been drunk, the accident itself likely caused the paralysis, and Conti was a dangerous foe in many ways.

			Matt pulled at his beer thoughtfully. Stadahl was passionate about the case though, and even said he wouldn’t ask to share the fee if the case was successful, because he expected to be a witness when it went to trial. The records he had sent over did raise several questions in Matt’s mind about the care. There were doctor’s notes about movement of Ted’s arms and legs for the first few hours and there were also some missing x-rays. Then there was this family. Matt didn’t know how they would manage if they didn’t get some help. At this late stage, if he didn’t take the case it was unlikely anyone would. Matt had the feeling the Gleasons would give up on the idea of further lawsuits if he said no.

			He stared out the window at the swirling fog as the plane touched down in San Francisco.

		


		
			3

			Driving north into Marin through the rainbow tunnel, Matt felt the weight of the week slipping away. A CD of Metallica at high volume and the start of a weekend in the mountains was the right formula to improve an attitude. Everything would be right with the world when he had picked up his son and they were really on their way to the cabin. His ex-wife had complained about the fact they would miss one of his little league games by going this weekend. He figured they would more than make up for that with some special time together. Grant lived with him every other week, but the trial had cut into their time dramatically. Susan had never really cared that much about the cabin anyway.

			Upon reflection, he was glad his friend Lena hadn’t been able to come with them this weekend; she had a major work project that she had to have ready by Monday. This way it would just be the two of them entertaining Jake and his new girlfriend for the weekend. Jake dated a lot, but never seriously. This was the first time he could remember Jake asking to bring a friend for the Taylor “seal of approval.” Matt was intrigued.

			Matt shared space with Jake’s law firm in an old brick building on the north waterfront under Coit Tower. While Matt loved the character of the post-gold rush ice house with its pre-earthquake brickwork, twenty-five-foot ceilings and massive beams, the primary reason he rented space there was Jake Orlov. Matt and Jake had been close since law school. Orlov and Harsh primarily represented insurance companies, while Matt spent most of his time on the opposite side of the fence, representing people that were injured. 

			Matt headed east toward Vallejo and I-80 on the Black Point cutoff, his tow-headed son chattered on about his week. People said they looked a lot alike, but Matt thought they were wrong. Grant’s fine features and quick easy smile were more like his beautiful mother. As he listened to his son, his thoughts drifted back to Todd and Debbie Gleason. Suddenly he was flooded with a rush of gratitude that this wonderful little creature sitting beside him had his health.

			 

			***

			 

			They turned off Highway 89 and started up the canyon that would take them to the cabin. When they pulled onto the dirt road that started the property, Matt put his SUV in four-wheel drive. There was no snow left down here now, but the roads were muddy and there was no point in taking a chance. They wound up the hill and around the corner, pulling up to the front. It looked like Jake and his special friend hadn’t arrived yet.

			As they got out, they both stood for a moment and let the chilly alpine air revive them. The cabin was situated on a knoll, with the dark shadow of Lake Tahoe spread out below them. The massive peaks of the Desolation Wilderness loomed behind. The wind was blowing through the pine trees surrounding them with that peculiar roaring sound Matt always found strangely reassuring. They both relaxed; they were home.

			Carrying in the few grocery items, they began the ritual of opening the place for the long weekend. The cabin was built of sierra granite and rough-hewn cedar. Inside were mostly honey-colored pine walls and floors with massive hand-hewn beams. Pictures of ancestors covered some walls; others held western oil paintings or colorful native weavings. The cabin was furnished with an eclectic mix of primitive furniture and huge, inviting upholstered pieces. A person walking in for the first time would sense the love and care of generations. The living room looked down on the lake while the kitchen and dining areas looked to the rear to a magnificent view of the wilderness. It was all pretty much as his father and grandfather had designed and built it in the late thirties before the war broke out. The only exception was the kitchen, which Matt had remodeled.

			Soon Matt had a fire going in the living room and in the dining room/kitchen area. Grant switched on the hot water and turned up the thermostats in the areas that would be in use. The place had just begun to take on its usual welcoming glow when they heard Jake yell for help carrying things in from his car. He had assigned himself the task of bringing groceries for the three-day weekend and had obviously taken the job seriously. Jake and his friend each had three bags and there were several more in the car. 

			As Matt set down the last of the provisions in the kitchen, he turned to meet Jake’s friend, Adrianne. She gripped his hand firmly, gazing directly at him with a friendly and open manner with eyes that were a startling shade of green. She had a wonderful smile from a full mouth and the slightest hint of a southern drawl in her greeting. Thick, dark hair with auburn highlights surrounded intriguing features. 

			The preliminaries over, they made drinks and set about preparing a late snack for the new arrivals. Adrianne pitched right in, while Jake supervised and provided a little background on his newest companion. She was in her late twenties, was from Atlanta, and had decided to relocate to California. She had been in the Bay Area for about six months, and was working through an agency doing temporary secretarial work. Jake had met her in another lawyer’s office several months ago. Adrianne, in an obvious effort to change the subject, asked about the history of the cabin. 

			Grant, obviously taken with their guest, proudly undertook to give the background. “My great-grandpa bought this land back in the twenties and he came up here with my grandpa when he was little. They used to camp out here a lot and sometimes they would have a trailer. When my grandpa grew up, my great-grandpa had the cabin built. All the land around is what they call ‘wildness,’ so no one can build here anymore. So we’ll never have any neighbors! Dad says that this will always be Taylor land and I’ll be the fourth generator to own it.” 

			Matt and Jake laughed, but Adrianne took pains to reassure the chagrined youngster that his story had been great. She explained the difference between the words wilderness and wildness, as well as generation and generator, and then, after they ate, enlisted him for a guided tour. 

			While they were gone, Jake looked at Matt and raised his eyebrows with a tilt of his head in an obvious inquiry. Matt gave him a thumbs-up. Such questions were unusual for his friend. Jake was clearly taken with Adrianne. When the two explorers returned, Matt told Grant it was time to say goodnight.

			While Grant got his ritual back scratch, they had their usual discussion of important matters of the day. “Dad, I think that Adrianne person is nice. She’s fun to talk to—she doesn’t treat me like I’m just a kid. I think she’s really pretty too. Do you think she’s pretty?” Matt agreed with him that, yes, she certainly was. 

			 

			***

			 

			The fire and the margaritas warmed everyone as they sat in the living room and allowed the silence of the mountains to envelop them. The wind gusted in the pine trees and whined under the eaves. The heavy beams of the cabin creaked and sighed in protest under the pressure of the cold wind outside. 

			Matt watched Jake and Adrianne gradually unwind from the pressures of the week. He had often marveled at the response his friend’s good looks and Slavic intensity elicited from the other gender. Matt and Jake presented quite a contrast. They both were just over six feet in height, but Jake had dark coloring and full, powerful features. On the other hand, Matt had sandy hair and a chiseled facial structure, more in keeping with his Nordic heritage.

			Matt smiled as he thought back on his friendship with the complicated man sitting across from him. They had met during the first week of law school. Both of them were broke so they relied on hard work and loans to make it. Matt had no help from his divorced parents. Jake and his parents were emigrants, arriving shortly after the war in the late ’40s. His parents had never learned English. Jake never had anything he hadn’t kicked and scratched for—sometimes literally.

			Jake had always been there for him: class notes and study advice when Matt needed it (all too often) and eventually a safe haven when he finally quit the old firm (at Jake’s urging). A few cases tossed his way, many lucrative recommendations, and months when Jake would wait for or forgo the rent payment had pretty much made the difference for Matt’s new venture. Jake had also provided emotional support when Matt and Susan finally called it quits. Matt couldn’t have developed his practice or kept his emotional stability without his friend’s support. Matt didn’t have many male friendships. This one he cherished.

			Breaking into Matt’s musing, Jake asked how he was doing now that the trial was over. Matt tried to describe the emptiness the loss left in his soul—the void that reassurance and rationalization could not fill. He also articulated the feeling of freedom he always experienced when the weeks of concentrated effort were over. Ordinary things took on the aura of a special occasion because of the sudden absence of the consuming effort necessary during trial.

			Jake explained to Adrianne that Matt suffered from what he liked to call the “Steven Wallace syndrome.” “Matt was the fair-haired boy for his boss when he was with the old firm. Wallace, before he semi-retired, was probably one of the best trial lawyers in the state, maybe the country. The man was consumed by trial—nobody worked as hard getting a case ready as Wallace did and his results showed it. He and a few others like Melvin Belli and Salvatore Conti had the biggest civil verdicts in the entire country. Wallace taught Matt everything he knew. I think he wanted him to take over the firm when Wallace quit.”

			Matt shrugged in embarrassment.

			“The prodigy threw cold water on the old man’s parade though. Matt didn’t like some of the people he would have as partners and he wanted his own shop; he wanted to come out with the rest of us and learn to starve. Matt has managed a few great verdicts along the way too, but the good cases are harder to come by when you aren’t with a famous office anymore, aren’t they, buddy?”

			Matt got up to stoke the fire, hoping the subject would change. He freshened up their drinks and asked more about Adrianne’s background. She ignored his question and asked him to talk about some of his interesting victories. Matt explained there really wasn’t much worth telling. It was mostly all legal stuff, which most non-lawyers find quite boring. He was startled when Jake burst out laughing.

			“I guess I didn’t mention earlier why Adrianne is working temp jobs! Adrianne graduated at the top of her class from Duke Law School. She worked a few years in her mother’s insurance defense law firm in Atlanta before deciding to chuck it.” He kneaded her thigh. “She headed west to ‘find herself’ and also, I suspect, to get away from some guy that Mom had picked out. She plans to take our bar exam this summer and join the hordes of other young lawyers who can’t support themselves in this lousy profession.”

			Matt stared at her, startled by this revelation. “Adrianne, if you really want to hear something interesting, ask Matt about the case he was offered against Sal Conti. He’s probably not going to take it, but it makes great gossip.”

			Hearing the name Conti, she sat up and gestured in excitement. “That guy came to Atlanta a few years ago after a big plane crash and actually set up shop in the lobby of one of the hotels. All the victim’s families were staying in the place. Everybody was so impressed with his reputation.” She evinced disgust. “I thought he was nothing but a glorified ambulance chaser.” 

			“Once he signed up those poor clients, no one ever heard from him again. My mom’s firm handled part of the defense of the case and the other attorneys from his office didn’t seem to know what they were doing. Everybody was totally appalled.” Adrianne lifted her wine enthusiastically. “So tell me about your case. I’d love to see someone hang this guy out to dry!”

			Matt sat forward. “I had an opportunity to see the medical records this week and found them quite interesting. Todd was clearly able to move his arms and legs when he got to the hospital, but he was unconscious from a head injury and smelled of alcohol, so it was difficult for the doctors to do a thorough exam.” Matt could feel his animation increase as he talked about the facts. 

			“The first x-ray reports indicate he had no skull fracture. The radiologist read the neck x-rays as not a problem. The neck x-ray films themselves are now missing. Todd became conscious about six hours after he was admitted. At that point, he complained he couldn’t feel or move his legs. I think there are some serious questions about the medical care. For example, even if the films were negative, shouldn’t they have stabilized his neck?”

			As they discussed the case, Matt was impressed with her knowledge of this area of the law. She made sensible comments and asked perceptive questions. “My father did some medical malpractice defense before he started teaching law at Emory. He said lots of mistakes are made in the E.R, especially in those smaller community hospitals. Of course, they would use that against you—that they’re not as sophisticated as a trauma center.” As she asked questions, she stood and began to pace. Her expression became more intense and her features quite animated as she emphasized a point. Matt found himself responding with growing enthusiasm.

			“You’re letting this visit to the family fuzz up your thinking!” Jake scoffed. “Just because he has serious medical problems doesn’t make this a case worth pursuing. The boy probably moved his arms and legs because of reflexes; that doesn’t mean he could’ve moved them on his own if he were awake. The spinal cord was probably already damaged when he got to the hospital. Besides, if the kid was drunk then this is all his fault anyway.”

			Quite naturally, Adrianne began to moderate what was fast becoming a debate between Matt as the advocate for the case and Jake as the detractor. “I’m surprised at your cynicism, Jake. We’re all opposed to kids drinking and driving, but Todd wasn’t the driver. Besides, how he managed to get himself hurt isn’t really the issue, is it?”

			Adrianne gave Jake a look. “Just about everybody in an emergency room with an injury has done something dumb—that’s how people usually get hurt! The doctors are still supposed to do a reasonable job treating them.”

			“I don’t know about when or how you can move if you’ve injured your neck; a doctor can answer that for you.” She had a pensive expression. “If they said he didn’t have a broken neck when he came in, and later they found he did…then, unless he fell out of bed in the meantime, it sounds to me like someone was pretty damn wrong!”

			Jake turned to Matt. “You’ll never prove that a lawyer has an obligation to know what these docs are supposed to have done. All he was hired to do was sue for an auto collision.” He waved his arm dismissively. “Was he also supposed to sue the car manufacturer because the seatbelt hadn’t been invented yet when they made that old Chevy he was driving? Your case is as far-fetched as that would be.” Jake stood up. “Anyway, it’s late; I think I’ll hit the sack.” 

			“It is a bit late.” Adrianne set down her drink. “I think I’ll turn in also. Matt, I know it’s a difficult case, but it just doesn’t sound right. What happened to this teenager—to this family, really—is wrong. I think lawyers have an obligation to do more than just get their client the easy money.”

			She put her hand on his arm. “Conti certainly didn’t have to sue everybody in sight just because Todd was badly injured. But if this boy didn’t have to end up paralyzed, and the doctors caused it, then I think his very famous and expensive lawyer should’ve figured that out. Maybe you’re the guy to take him on.”

			After she said goodnight, Matt thought about her comments. Her analysis had clarity and common sense. As she walked away, he also had found himself again impressed with the way she carried herself. Even at the end of a long evening and after a few drinks, she moved gracefully. Her long, slim legs were encased in tight black leggings tonight instead of the colorful Lycra running tights she had been wearing when he last saw her at The Bridge. He certainly hadn’t been close to reality in his fantasy about her. Except for one thing: now he was quite sure she had never noticed him from behind those sunglasses.
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			Matt always woke early in the mountains and Grant usually slept in. Quietly, Matt pulled on his running shorts and shoes and went outside. The damp chilled his bare torso, but he felt invigorated by the crisp air and the tangy pine smell of the still morning. He knew he would be warm soon enough when he started his run up the fire road behind the house. The blue jays and the squirrels scolded him as he stretched. 

			The lake was absolutely flat, a huge gray mirror as far as the eye could see. Wisps of fog hovered randomly, obscuring the distant features of the far shore. He looked around at the granite range soaring toward the sky behind the cabin. The early morning sun illuminated the massive upper cliffs and high mountain bowls rising out of the shrouded morning darkness. The pine-covered canyon pointed like an arrow from the cabin toward the wilderness beyond. As always, the scene replenished his soul and made his spirits soar.

			As he walked toward his running trail, he caught a glimpse of vivid pink out of the corner of his eye.

			“Beautiful morning in your paradise!” 

			Guests seldom got up as early as he did, so he was surprised to see a familiar vision of Lycra and Adrianne’s cheerful face grinning at him. She was leaning against the rail post of the porch. There was something about the way she was looking at him that suddenly made him grateful for all those hours of arduous exercise over the last several years. 

			She tossed her head up. “I thought I might be able to find a running partner if I got out here early enough. Although I’m intimidated with the looks of that trail you’re headed for—I hope it levels out pretty soon.”

			“Oh, it’s not so bad, I guess, it sort of levels out each time you get to the point you think you’re gonna need to call an ambulance. So how’d you know I was a runner? What tipped you off?”

			She laughed and pushed off the porch, heading for the trail head. “I could always claim it was your lean, well-muscled look, but actually it’s the fact that I see you running out to The Bridge often in the afternoon.” She pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail. “You always seem to be in another world when you run by. I was pretty sure you hadn’t noticed me.”

			He barely managed to hide his surprise. Inside, he felt pleased she had noticed him—and a bit dishonest for not having admitted he also had recognized her. 

			The fire road quickly diminished to little more than a wide trail winding up the west side of the canyon. He was soon concentrating on sucking as much of the thin air as he could manage. He asked her questions—very short ones. She, on the other hand, chatted like she was on a picnic as they scrambled up the mountain. 

			“My folks hated it, but before law school I decided the Peace Corps was the way to learn something. Went to Nicaragua. That was something else! Learned more than Spanish, I can tell you.” 

			“Hot-blooded Latinos?”

			She gave him a sidelong frown. “Huh? Oh, no—well, that too, maybe. No, I meant how people are treated in the third world by their so-called leaders and by our government. Unbelievable.”

			“So what next?”

			Her stream of conversation seemed unaffected by the climb or the altitude. “After that, I travelled in Europe, also Syria, Egypt and Turkey. Ran out of money fast, so I worked where I could, mostly teaching English as a second language. My Spanish and French helped there.”

			He couldn’t let that one go without an inquiry. “I thought you said you were traveling alone mostly. How could you travel in the Middle Eastern countries without a male escort?”

			“It wasn’t that bad. Mostly people treated me very well. In the primitive areas I had problems a few times, but nothing serious. Also, sometimes when I was going somewhere way out, I would connect with a group. It was worth the risk to really get a sense of the local culture and to see some special archeologic sites.”

			She had graduated from both summer and winter Outward Bound survival courses, loved to ski, and had even tried ocean kayaking a few times. To Matt’s chagrin, he noted that any questions that touched on more personal matters were deftly turned aside in favor of general information.

			They came around a bend in the trail near the head of the canyon, and Matt veered off along a ridge to a large outcropping of rocks. He led her through a series of boulders and around the last pockets of snow. They worked their way up a fissure, using hands and feet and pushing against the rock with their backs. At the top, they only had to skirt another large boulder and the whole Tahoe Basin was laid out before them. The sun was just rising above the rim of the eastern mountain range and the flat promontory was flooded with its welcome warmth after the chilly canyon. 

			“Is that your cabin way down there? It looks so small and isolated from up here! This has to be one of the most spectacular places in the world!” 

			She wasn’t very familiar with the area, so he pointed out Emerald Bay and showed her the white streaks that were the Nevada ski areas of Heavenly Valley to the south and Incline to the east. He also described the areas of the wild forest below that made up the twenty-acre parcel of land surrounding the cabin. 

			They sat comfortably in silence for a while soaking up the sun and the vista below. “So tell me, Matt, what’re you going to do about this Conti case anyway? I woke up still thinking about it this morning and can’t get it out of my head. I just have this gut feeling that something bad happened to that kid. I’d sure hate to see you drop the thing without trying to help them.”

			Matt shivered despite the warmth of the sun. It was easy to think he should give it a shot, but taking on a case of this magnitude with his small shop and shaky financial circumstances would be foolhardy. He had several cases that needed work and nobody but himself to get it done. 

			On the other hand, as Stadahl had pointed out, none of the larger firms would touch a legal malpractice case like this one and it was late in the game with the statute of limitations about to run. The legal community wouldn’t like proving that a lawyer had an obligation to discover and investigate any other possible causes of the injury. Nobody would want to take on Salvatore Conti as well. He was one of the most famous lawyers in the country and could bury an adversary financially. He could ruin an enemy in the press and had a reputation for fighting dirty. 

			“I don’t know, Adrianne. Like Jake says, it’s a tough case and it would take a lot of time and money to do it properly. I would hate to take it on and not be able to do it justice. One thing about a legal malpractice case, if you’re claiming someone else did something wrong, you sure better do everything right yourself!” He sighed. “Like you, though, I have a hard time putting that family out of my mind.”

			“Jake says there’s only one guy with the guts and ability to take it on—that’s you. He also says you won’t be able to do the case without help.” She faced him directly. “He thinks I should hire on to work for you and help out.”

			“I kept Jake up last night talking about this case. In addition to getting quite irritated with me, he told me a bit about your up and down finances. Don’t get mad at him—I wheedled it out of him.” She gave him an imploring look. “I’m admitted to the bar in two other states, so I could even make appearances if admitted for the case. I have a little experience in this area of law, but what you really need is a grunt lawyer. I might have to take a few weeks off to study for the bar this summer, but I’ve done it twice before. The rest of the time I’ll be available. Besides, I’ll be cheap, I promise.” 

			Matt wondered when she had an opportunity to think about all this. The most he had managed to do in the few hours since their conversation last night was sleep. She was looking at him with an eager expectancy in those big green eyes that made it difficult to avoid saying yes. Her plea was obviously sincere. 

			He thought back about his conversation with Emily before his trip to see the Gleasons:

			 

			“Things are damn tight. Payroll is Friday, the rent will be due, and two of the experts for the arbitration next week want their fee in advance or they won’t show up. Most of the other pressing bills are partly paid or put off for a week or so. We need some cash, Matt. Can you get the settlement check on that Simpson case or settle something else soon? Otherwise, we’ll have to go into the line of credit.” 

			He shifted uneasily in his chair. Maybe it would all just go away if he ignored it. “I don’t want to go to the bank unless we get desperate. The Simpson check might be in by Thursday, if I can get hold of Ed and get him to send us the releases. After that, there are two little cases close to wrapping that might tide us over ‘til I get something bigger to happen.”

			She sat up in her chair. When her eyes narrowed along with her mouth, she was really quite intimidating. He swiveled his chair away from those accusing eyes. 

			“What do you mean ‘get desperate’? All that may get us through temporarily, but we have lots of expenses coming up and not a hell of a lot on the horizon. Don’t forget you’re going to have to pay your alimony and child support out of what little savings you’ve got left.”

			 

			Matt gave Adrianne a look of indecision. “There’s no question that if I took it on I would need help. This case would be a bottomless pit for energy and resources. I don’t have much money right now and the cases that could bring in some money need a lot of work. I’m really not sure it makes sense to take it on.”

			They stood to climb back down toward the trail and then walked pensively for a while. She stopped and leaned against a tree to stretch her heel cords for the run down, then put her hands on her hips. 

			“Look here, you need help, and I need a job that doesn’t bore me to death. I live pretty cheap, and I have savings from my work in Georgia so money’s not much of an issue. The days you don’t need me I can earn enough as a temp to get along fine. You have to wait to be paid if you take the case, so I will too. You pay me what you can, if you can, and I’ll wait ‘til the end like you.” She gave him a salesman-like grin. “If you win, pay me something extra. If you lose, the experience alone will be worth the price.” She became serious. “I want to have a chance to work with you on this.”

			He shook his head. She was smart, capable of pressing for what she wanted, and willing to gamble—all necessary qualities for an effective trial lawyer. “So’s that supposed to be an offer I can’t refuse? Okay, if we take the case—I’ll think about it. Meantime, if you’re planning to run down this mountain, you’d better get at it. I’m sure Jake is convinced I’ve dragged you off to some secret cave by now. Don’t wait for me; these football knees won’t take running downhill. I’ll be along shortly.” 

			She gave him a radiant and somewhat triumphant smile and headed down the mountain. He watched her disappear down the trail and sighed to himself. He had actually said if we take the case. There were good reasons, which had nothing to do with his finances, why he shouldn’t work with this intriguing woman. The trouble was, he couldn’t figure out how to get out of it gracefully, and he really did need the help.
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			Matt surveyed his motley crew with a certain degree of trepidation. This small and eclectic group was his secret weapon.

			It was hard to describe Emily to anyone and do her justice. She was obviously Irish, both in appearance and temperament. She had a law degree but refused to practice. “Too confrontational,” said she, proceeding to spend her life in the face of everyone with whom she dealt. This self-proclaimed shrinking violet was loud, difficult, as unbending as a railway spike, and by far the best thing that had ever happened to his law practice. The clients loved her; she could charm any judge’s clerk and was smart as hell. Better yet, most of the time she put up with his eccentricities.

			Emily should have been married and the mother of at least six kids. She tolerated most adults, but was crazy about any kid who came through the door. Though she never complained, Matt knew she was frustrated. Things hadn’t worked out as she had dreamed they would. So she put her heart into being his secretary, personal assistant, law clerk, receptionist, business manager, and psychotherapist.

			Then there was his paralegal, Mary Beth. Tall and gaunt, she sported frizzy brown hair and Coke-bottle glasses that made her eyes look huge and myopic. About fortyish, she lived for her work and politically was somewhere to the left of Lenin. She hated institutions and, happily, insurance companies fell into that category. She had apparently decided to classify Matt as a proletariat and had proved to be fiercely loyal to him for the last six years.

			One of the marvels of modern professional life was that Mary Beth managed to work in relative harmony with Matt’s investigator, Clint Staley. No one knew enough about Clint to have discussed politics with him. It was, however, generally assumed that in a former life he probably had been a spy for Attila the Hun. This guy probably could have successfully investigated Howard Hughes. Actually, he may have, because no one knew what he had been before and you didn’t ask. Outside of the office, his past and present life was a blank. Nobody knew whether he was married, or what he did with himself when he wasn’t working. To say he was private was a considerable understatement.

			Clint was a huge, laconic man with a lantern jaw, a shock of unruly black hair, and a lumbering gait. He looked deceptively slow, both mentally and physically. He wasn’t. Matt had hired him based on a tip from a friend who was a federal prosecutor. His friend had said not to ask questions, to just hire him.

			Matt’s surreptitious check turned up little or no trace of any background. Soon, though, he had stopped worrying about where the big man had come from. It turned out he was good. He could charm a witness or, if necessary, scare them. He had “friends” who could make things happen. He could find anybody or anything. So who cared where he came from?

			“Listen up, guys. This is basically an early war council for this Conti thing. I know we usually have these things in the middle of a case or just before trial, but this one could be lots of work—it looks complicated and an early jump may help. Because the statute is about to run, we have to file it while we investigate whether we want to continue with the case.” There was a series of good-natured groans. Emily looked pointedly at Adrianne with a question mark in her expression.

			“You’ve all met Adrianne.” Matt waved in her direction. “She’ll work on all our cases, but mostly the Conti case.” They all nodded their welcome to her. Mary Beth’s face registered relief at the thought of much-needed help. Emily’s expression held reservations, and Clint’s look was, as usual, impassive.

			Emily held up her hand for attention while she made a point. “Look, I’ve talked to these folks. They’re real nice people. Since they’re what this is all about, not that pompous ass, Conti, I suggest we make it a point to call this the ‘Gleason’ case or ‘Todd’s’ case from now on rather than the ‘Conti’ case.” The moment of silence from all made it clear that her point was well taken.

			For the next hour or so, they talked about the facts of the case and kicked around some theories of potential responsibility. Matt noticed that Adrianne mostly listened as the team warmed to the subject.

			“Emily, we need a package of fee contracts and medical record authorizations prepared and sent down for the family’s review. I’ll talk to them about all that. The fee should be the standard one-third if it settles out of court and forty percent only if we go to trial. As usual, you are going to be the primary liaison with the clients and the one responsible to answer any questions.” He held up an index finger. “Remember, though, I think it’s important that they not feel isolated from me. If they want to talk to me, don’t over-protect me.”

			She gave him that look, the message clear: So who was it that thought we should use their name—and what have I been doing all these years, anyway? He smiled to himself. If he didn’t make a big deal about it, she would think he had ignored her.

			“Mary Beth, you should prepare subpoenas for Conti’s entire case file as soon as we’ve filed the complaint with the Superior Court and served Conti and his firm. We’re going to want every last paper they have. When we get it, keep the original as it arrives as evidence.” Matt explained: “If we find out they pulled something out of the file, then we will be able to prove it.” He went on. “Break down a copy of the original file into categories so we know everything in it, can find it and will know everything that’s missing.”

			She took careful notes as he continued to itemize her responsibilities.

			“In the meantime, take his medical records and prepare a chronological summary of what happened to him from the moment he came through the E.R. door to the moment they found out he was paralyzed. Get the records of every place he has ever been treated before and after this happened—summarize them as well. Pick out his main treating docs and we’ll go talk to them. Do the same with his teachers, his minister, and his close friends. I want to know everything there is to know about this kid, his background, and his family.”

			Matt saw Clint sitting there staring out the window like he would rather be elsewhere. “So what do you think about all this, Mr. Staley? You have anything to contribute?”

			He kept perusing the view for a moment, then spoke in that low rumble that passed for a voice. “I have a few things I’d like to check out. For a start, I’ll see if there was anyone else in that E.R. that day. Then I’d like to see where the x-rays went, and maybe check out the whereabouts of a few ICU nurses.” He looked around slowly. “Seems to me that we need more info about the original accident. I’d also be interested in the recollection of the ambulance people about whether he could move his arms and legs. That’ll keep me busy ‘til there’s more to go on.”

			Matt quietly sighed in relief. Clint was notoriously picky about what he worked on. If he didn’t like a case, he would only do what he was specifically assigned, or disappear to work on one of his other client’s cases. His attitude indicated he was intrigued. That was good news, not only because his effort would be greater, but also because he had a bloodhound’s nose for good cases.

			He addressed the newest member of the team. “Adrianne, you’ve got to find every case in any jurisdiction where a lawyer got sued for missing another theory of liability while handling a case. We have to know if there’s any case precedent, good or bad. Look at things like whether to sue for negligence or breach of contract, or both. Also check out the measure of damages. For example, do we have to show we could have actually collected a big verdict against the doctors or hospital? I don’t want to do all this only to find out that Conti doesn’t owe anything because some doc was broke or uninsured.”

			She appeared intrigued.

			He checked off another line on his list. “At the same time, I need you to be drafting a complaint to file with the Superior Court to get our lawsuit going before the statute of limitations runs out next week. Then, when we get the file from the Conti office, I want you to get to know it backwards and forwards so you can help me figure out whose testimony to take.”

			He looked around at the pensive expressions. It was obvious his crew was a bit stunned by the quantity of work necessary at this early stage. The enormity of the task facing them over the next year or so, if they really took on this case, was now beginning to sink in. “My job for now will be to work on understanding the medicine and seeing what some experts think. This case won’t be worth a damn unless we can show he didn’t have to leave that hospital in a wheelchair.”
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			It was always impossible to find parking at the medical center during the day. Even after giving himself an extra fifteen minutes, Matt was still going to be cutting it close for his appointment with Harvey Goldbaum, Vice-Chair of Neurology. He stood at the elevators as the crowd of hopeful riders continued to expand beyond any reasonable chance of fitting into one that would eventually arrive. In exasperation, he finally headed for the stairway to walk the six flights with the residents and interns who knew better than to wait.

			He had first met Harvey Goldbaum ten years ago when the opposing attorney had called the expert as a surprise in a case that had been going well. The guy was a devastating witness. He had white hair even then, a distinguished career, and was polished on the stand. His testimony had almost destroyed Matt’s case, but he had been honest when pressed. After that experience, they often worked together on cases.

			Matt and Harvey now spread Todd Gleason’s E.R. records out on the conference table in the small library used by the neurology department. “I didn’t have a lot of time to go over these before you came over. Since you have a time problem, I figured we could go over them together.”

			The doctor rubbed his hands together gleefully. “It’s fascinating that the real issue here is a lawsuit against Salvatore Conti rather than the doctors—must say, I’ve never particularly liked him. But, setting him aside, I expect you want to know whether the nurses and doctors treated the patient right in the first few hours before they figured out he was paralyzed.”

			“Well, yes. I figure he was moving his arms and legs when he came in and became paralyzed later.” Matt pulled out the summary he had prepared to help himself. “Also, they missed the fact he had a broken neck. To a layperson, that doesn’t sound like great medicine.”

			“Matt, you of all people know medicine is never that simple.” The neurologist pulled out his smelly pipe and began fiddling with it as he formulated his thoughts. “A spinal cord can be damaged with or without a fracture. A person with a seriously damaged cord might still move his legs because of reflexes. A cord can be injured and quit working immediately, or it can be injured and take some time before voluntary movement is lost because of later swelling.” He lifted his shoulders helplessly. “Sometimes treatment by the doctor will help, and sometimes the best treatment won’t do any good. Unfortunately, there are still many things we don’t understand about how the spinal cord works.”

			Matt should have known it would be complicated. He pulled out the record and pointed to parts of it. “What about this though? The nurses say the patient is ‘thrashing about.’ The emergency doctor says that Todd could ‘move his legs to deep pain.’ When the neurosurgeon came in, he says ‘the extremities moved when stimulated.’” Matt tapped the records. “Why isn’t that evidence that his cord was still working? It was six hours later before the nurses wrote that he had lost his sensation and the ability to move.”

			The neurologist sighed; apparently, lawyers only want to hear good things about their cases. He reached for a book on the shelf and in a few minutes had it open to a schematic drawing of the spinal cord and the nerves radiating to the extremities.

			“Look here, you could cut the cord at the level of the shoulders and the person’s brain would have no ability to voluntarily move their legs. On the other hand, there are nerves still connected in a loop below the cord. With deep pain stimulation, these nerves may cause reflex movement of the legs on an involuntary basis.”

			This was becoming extremely frustrating. Harvey was having so much fun arguing the defense case that he was forgetting the reason for the meeting. Matt held up his hands in supplication. “Look, I know there’s a lot they can and will say in their defense. What I need to know first is, do you think they did anything wrong?”

			The doctor did not like to be rushed when he was torturing an attorney. His next comments were grudging. “Well, I must say, the comments in the records look to me like he could voluntarily move his legs when he got to the hospital. For that reason, I do think he became paralyzed later.” The doctor’s expression became serious. “This was probably preventable. Remember, though, what is written is very ambiguous.

			“Also remember, the doctors don’t write down all of their impressions and observations, and they should be in the best position to know what the boy’s condition was.” He jabbed the pipe stem in Matt’s direction for emphasis. “I think one of the most compelling bits of evidence suggesting that his cord was functioning at the time of the doctor’s exams can be inferred from what is not written down after the exams. Can you see what I mean?”

			Matt suddenly realized what the neurologist was hinting at. He jumped to his feet and began to pace. “I see what you mean. They had to have concluded that his cord was functioning or they would have diagnosed a cord problem. They must have seen enough when examining him to convince them it was working!” He stopped. “Wait a minute—can’t they just say that a cord problem never occurred to them?”

			The professor grinned around the pipe with which he was now industriously polluting the atmosphere. “Sure, they’ll probably say that.” The doctor was pleased with himself as he continued. “This boy was the victim of a serious auto accident. He came in with evidence of head trauma, meaning the significant bruise on his head.” He gestured with his pipe and smiled. “They did say ‘rule out cervical fracture.’”

			Matt considered this information thoughtfully. “Now we’re talking; I can work with that!” He wrote some notes to himself and then looked vacantly at Goldbaum. “There’s one thing I’m not so sure I understand. Where exactly do the reflexes they noted fit in this picture?”

			Once again the professor, Harvey opened the records to the pertinent pages and pointed to the entries in question. “The reflexes are a complicated subject I need to explain. The short version is that his knee and ankle jerks were depressed on admission. That could either mean head injury or spine injury, or it could be explained by the alcohol. They will say it was the booze.”

			“What it boils down to is this. The case is complicated and the defense has a lot to talk about. On the other hand, with evidence of a head injury, they have to rule out a neck problem.” Matt looked at his hastily scribbled notes. “There is enough evidence of some type of nerve problem when they examine him, that they have to do more to figure out why, and they have to protect his neck while they’re doing it. That’s where they blew it.”

			“You have the basics.” The professor set down his pipe and seemed to set the game-playing attitude aside. “I think it may be a good case. I’ll help you, but my effectiveness might have become limited. We’ve done a lot of cases together and for that reason, the jury may not value what I have to say.”

			They spent another hour going over details of the records and trying to improve Matt’s understanding of the medicine. When Matt finally left, he was full of energy. Problems or not, he was getting excited. The case had possibilities.

		


		
			7

			Emily dropped a stack of papers on the corner of his desk. She stared out the window while Matt finished the phone call.

			“All right Jeff, I understand…you’ll recommend one hundred sixty-five thousand. Yeah…okay…on the strength of that, I’ll go to my client…Right, I’ll try to get authority to wrap it at that figure. This all presumes they’ll go along with your…Well, I don’t want to get my client thinking the case can be settled unless…okay—good, sounds like we can put this one to bed…Right, call me when you can confirm.”

			Matt hung up the phone. He smiled broadly as he arched his back up over the chair, stretching toward the high ceiling. “Sounds like Molly Peterson’s case will be settling out. Thank our lucky stars they didn’t take the deposition of our last expert.” He winked at Emily. “The offer would have plummeted if they’d figured out what a flake he was. She’ll be happy with that figure, and we’ll have some time for something else, rather than getting ready for trial.”

			“There’s nothing lucky about it. You orchestrated the whole damn thing—brinkmanship I’d say.” She let out her breath. “On the other hand, who knows what we didn’t know about their case?”

			She looked down at her stack of papers. “I figured it would settle. The costs are about fifteen thousand dollars and there’s a one-third referral fee due to the guy who sent the case in. We’ll end up with a net of about thirty-three thousand dollars—I’ve already spent it.” She flipped a sheet of paper toward him. “Here’s a spreadsheet showing what we need for the next two months.”

			“Well,” He leaned across the desk to take his copy. “We’ve been in the soup before. Something usually works out.”

			Her face brightened as she pulled a report out of her stack. “Speaking of working out, look at this! Clint’s investigation on that Bergeson thing turned up some great stuff! He found two eyewitnesses the police missed. They both say our light was green.”

			“Seems one of them’s a nun who was doing door-to-door church solicitation.” Emily’s smirk hovered. “Clint talked to all the neighbors, and then went to all the convents in the area! Guy’s a miracle worker—pardon the pun.

			“I don’t know what’s eating Jim Olsen lately.” She stabbed her pencil at the list. “We filed their notice of appeal, but he’s acting weird—and I haven’t been able to talk to Mary in a long time either. That’s unusual.”

			“Give them time—they’re blown away by the verdict. Probably don’t feel like talking. You blame them?”

			Her expression was shadowed with concern. Finally, she moved on, thumbing through her stack, getting his thoughts, and bringing him up to date. “Also, we sent the contract down for Todd Gleason to sign. You said you wanted to talk to them. Better get at it so we can get his case filed. Mary Beth talked to them and the people you suggested. Here’s her preliminary memo.”

			None of the information in the memo surprised him. Todd was trying very hard and having a tough time. The father was a jerk and had ripped off most of the money Conti got them. Debbie came off as a saint.

			After Emily left the room, Matt picked up the phone and called the Gleason home. Both Debbie and Todd got on the line. While they were very gracious, Debbie got to the point quickly.

			“Mr. Taylor, we’ve got your contract, but we want to hear what you think of Todd’s case. Going through a lawsuit is tough. We don’t want the trauma of it if we don’t have a reasonable chance of winning.”

			Matt watched a sailboat slowly negotiate the space between the piers across the street as she talked.

			“Also, what’s our responsibility? What do we owe if we lose?”

			Her questions were just like those Jim and Mary Olsen had asked. Choosing his words carefully, Matt said, “This isn’t a simple rear-ender we’re talking about. We’ve checked things out enough to feel the case should be pursued, but the whole process of developing a case like this is one of constant re-evaluation.”

			In the pause, there was a hesitant cough and then Todd’s thin, reedy voice came through. “You said it looks good though, the case? Does that mean that…well…that the doctors…?”

			Matt’s head rested on the back of the chair and his eyes searched the shadows in the heavy beams overhead. “Todd—the bottom line is yes. We think they could have prevented your paralysis.” Matt listened intently to the silence. “I know that’s tough to hear. We can’t be positive at this point, but the first expert thinks it should be pursued. He thinks more could have been done.” He watched the fading glow of twilight toward the east bay. “We think Conti should have figured it out and filed…Look at it this way: I’m going to have to invest a lot of time and money to work the case up. If I didn’t think we had a good shot, that would be stupid—bad business.”

			Debbie Gleason broke in. “Isn’t that our financial risk in the long run?”

			“Technically, yes. You’re supposed to reimburse my expenses win or lose, but you can’t afford it. So—don’t worry. If things don’t work out, that’s my problem. I won’t try to collect from you.”

			He massaged his temples thinking about the more than one hundred thousand dollars he would probably need to invest. He couldn’t leave it at that; it really wasn’t that simple. “If we lose, you also could have to pay the costs of the other side…that’s tougher. I can’t pay that, and their costs might be steep. Often they don’t try to collect costs, and sometimes an arrangement can be made to waive them.”

			“Can we plan on them waiving?” There was apprehension in Debbie’s voice.

			Matt placed his pen directly in the middle of his yellow pad. “No…I can’t guarantee that. Basically, there are no guarantees in lawsuits—it all comes down to what the jury thinks—and they’re darn hard to predict.”

			He could hear them whispering to each other as he stared into the growing darkness over the bay. When Debbie spoke, her tone was decisive. “We have decided to put ourselves in your hands. We met you and liked what we saw and heard. We trust you will do the right thing. We’ll send the signed contract back today.” A stab of excitement quickly found a home in the pit of his stomach as she continued. “Try to keep us informed as things go along, please. We know you’re busy…we won’t bother you unless it’s important.”

			 

			***

			 

			Adrianne was bent over her desk scribbling on a legal pad when he looked in her office. “They gave us the green light—it’s time to jump on the merry-go-round.”

			Adrianne sat up and wheeled her chair around to face him. “Then let’s kick some ass. Let me show you the research I’ve done.”

			When she was halfway through her analysis, he began to relax. Her work was solid. Finally he had some help he could depend on. He stood and stretched. “Let’s call it a day. Tomorrow you can tell me what you’ve found on collectability of any verdict.”

			“I looked at that just this morning. The cases are all over the map. There’s no Supreme Court case on point, but there is a recent appellant-level case.” She turned off her light and walked toward the door with him. “It looks like in the case against the lawyer, you have to prove what you could have gotten from the medical defendants—but probably the trial judge would deal with that after the trial is over.”

			“So, no matter what we get from a jury, the most we can actually collect from Conti is what the doctors or hospital would have been able to pay if Conti had sued them and won?” Matt rubbed his chin. “So we have to be sure we can show that the medical defendant with the biggest insurance policy was the one responsible.”

			She pointed her index finger at him and dropped her thumb like the hammer of a gun. “Yeah—the hospital. Unfortunately, that may be pretty damn difficult.”

			“So we could win the case big and collect zip against Conti unless we get the jury to blame the right medical defendant…and they’re not even parties in our case.” Matt looked down at her as they locked the outside door to the office. “That gut feeling I told you about is beginning to feel less like instinct and more like the flu.” They both laughed.

			The tension from the other day had disappeared. Her analysis was right on. She was going to be a valuable member of the team.
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