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CHAPTER ONE

    Sandies was a bustling little sandwich shop on Curtis Street,
between Sixteenth and Seventeenth Streets, several blocks from my
downtown Denver law office. It wasn't quite a delicatessen, because
they also served breakfast dishes, stews and other comfort food. It
was also one of the few family-owned restaurants still operating in
the area. The place was always spotlessly clean and the owner, Harriet
O'Reilly, could always find me a vacant table. Sometimes I dined alone,
sometimes with one or more of my staff.

    That particular Wednesday in October, my legal assistant,
Maurice White, had joined me to strategize about several discovery
issues that had popped up in our client's lawsuit over a particularly
nasty business dispute. Defense counsel was playing "hide the ball"
and refusing to produce dozens of documents that were clearly
relevant to the case. She and I both knew that, if asked, the judge
would order her to hand them over, but that hadn't stopped her from
deploying every obstacle she could dream up to delay the process, the
litigation equivalent of dumping nails on the road in front of a police
cruiser in hot pursuit of your getaway car.

    As usual, Harriet was posted at the hostess stand, greeting
her customers. She was a plump brunette with a friendly face and a
small round birthmark on her left cheek. As we approached, I
expected her customary, "Howdy do, Mr. Larsen?" but all I received
was a distracted nod before she turned and led the way to my favorite
table next to the windows that fronted on Curtis Street. I glanced over
at Maurice, who in his prior career played inside linebacker for the
Broncos. He didn't seem to have noticed anything peculiar, and was
simply trailing behind Harriet as she led us through the maze of
tables.

    As we sat, draping our overcoats over the extra chairs at the
four-top, Harriet handed us menus and withdrew wordlessly from
our table. She nearly collided with Sally, our twenty-something
waitress, who had swooped over with two glasses of ice water.

    She rested a hand on Maurice's shoulder. "What are you gents
having today?"

    "Cheeseburger and fries," he said. "And a chocolate malt."
Currently weighing in at around two hundred and twenty pounds, and
working out at the gym four times a week, he could consume a lot of
calories.

    I opted for the Reuben that Harriet had recently added to the
menu, and hot coffee.

    "Got it," she said.

    "Thanks. What's with Harriet today?"

    She shrugged. "No clue, Mr. Larsen. She's been like that all
week. Practically a zombie." She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial
whisper. "A pretty scary looking guy showed up around closing time
on Monday. I don't know what he wanted, but she was pretty freaked
out by it." In her normal tone, she said, "I'll be back with your
lunch."

    Our discussion of the discovery dispute was delayed because
Maurice's cell phone began playing Bolero, his ring tone for
Robin McCormick, his current flame.

    We exchanged puzzled glances. Robin almost never called
Maurice during working hours.

    "I'd better take this," he said. "Hi, Robin, what's up?"

    As he learned why she was calling, his face reddened with
anger. "Again? Those two never quit, do they?" He listened for a while
longer and then sighed in surrender. "Right. I get it. Should we just go
ahead and cancel the trip? Hell, it's already ruined, anyway. Okay, let
me know." He turned to me, with a sour look. "I may not be going on
vacation in December, after all. Damn it!"

    "Oh?" Maurice and Robin were scheduled to fly out of DIA
just before Christmas for a nine-day stay in Belize. This was to be
their first real getaway and they had been planning it for
months.

    "Her stupid parents. Good old Henry and Ashley. Mr. and Mrs.
Drama Queen. They've been divorced for years but they're still at
each other's throats. This time, they're fighting over some piece of
family real estate. And, as usual, they're dragging Robin into the
fracas."

    I smiled. "Isn't that even more reason for her to get out of
town?"

    "Good point. I like that. I'll run it up the flagpole and see if it
catches any wind. We both really need this time off."

    Soon Sally emerged from the kitchen area, en route to our
table with a tray balanced on her arm. She unloaded the food and
winked at Maurice. "I'll be back with your malt." She wriggled her
eyebrows suggestively. "And lots of whipped cream."

    He didn't react to her comment. He was used to that sort of
attention.

    When she was gone, we turned our attention to lunch. I
didn't bother talking about office business. Maurice was visibly
distracted, and as I knew from past experience, there was no hope of
capturing his interest. His thoughts seemed to keep skipping back to
the likely cancellation of his vacation.

    Finally, I asked, "Is there anything our firm can do to
help?"

    He shook his head. "Nah, her parents each have high-priced
lawyers who specialize in running up mega-fees. It almost like a game
for them, a really expensive form of entertainment. But it makes
Robin crazy."

    "I'll bet," I said. "Some people view litigation as a status
symbol, a way to fight battles without getting physically bloodied. The
modern equivalent of having your own personal gladiator."

    I downed my last sip of coffee and we reached for our coats.
Although it was only late October, it had turned downright frigid
outside. We'd already had our first snow of the season, even though it
had only been a few inches. As we made our way to the door, we
passed Harriet, still on duty at her hostess station. She said nothing as
she absent-mindedly ran my credit card through the scanner. Not her
usual, "How did we do today?" or even so much as a glance at either of
us. Her eyes looked unfocused and almost lifeless.

    Something was definitely out of kilter.

    I touched her arm. "Harriet, are you okay?"

    She glanced up sharply as though suddenly wakened from a
bad dream. "Maybe. Maybe not. I don't know. I guess I'm just sad.
Today would have been Neil's fortieth birthday."

    "Neil?" I prompted, having no idea who Neil was.

    She nodded pathetically, suddenly fighting back tears. "My
son. My precious little treasure. He disappeared when he was eleven
years old. Just up and vanished. I never saw or heard from him
again."

    My lawyer brain instantly was flooded with questions, but I
stifled those instincts and instead said, "How awful. I had no
idea."

    "How could you? I never told you about it. Or pretty much
anybody else. It's just something I've learned to live with."

    Her mood brightened as though some ray of hope had
suddenly sliced through the dark gloomy clouds. "Say, you're a lawyer,
right?"

    "I am," I agreed, trying not to sound wary. That question was
usually followed by a request for free advice. But this was Harriet,
and that would have been fine with me. "Do you need help with
something?"

    "I don't know. Maybe," she said with a look of growing
resolve. "Yes, I do. Someone gave me something and I don't know
what to do with it. Maybe you can help me."

    "What sort of something?"

    "I'd have to bring it to you. I mean, if you don't mind. I don't
have it here at the restaurant."

    "I don't mind. You've been feeding me lunch for how many
years?" It was a rhetorical question, so I didn't wait for her to answer.
"My office is on Sixteenth and Arapahoe. I have time this afternoon if
you'd like to drop by. The McGaa Building, top floor." I was already
holding my wallet, ready to slide my credit card back into its slot, so I
pulled out one of my business cards and slipped it onto the counter.
"Feel free to come see me. At your convenience."

    "Thanks," she said in a resolute tone. "I'll be there this
afternoon. A little after three thirty. I have to close up here and run
home first."

    "I'll see you then. Hopefully, I can help you out."

    Maurice shot me a sidelong look and muttered, "Really? What
are you getting us into this time?"

* * * *

    Adam Larsen, P.C. shares the twenty-ninth floor of the McGaa
building with a mid-sized accounting firm, a group of architects and
an organization so secretive that there are no identifying marks on
the windowless front doors, and no sidelights that might let prying
eyes peer inside from the hallway. My staff and I had lightheartedly
floated various theories as to what the company did: from a
government spy agency to an organized crime syndicate to aliens
from another galaxy, plotting to take over our planet. But none of our
suspicions had ever been confirmed. On the rare occasions when any
of us actually saw someone enter or leave the space, we were met
with an icy stare that practically shouted, "Leave us alone."

    Harriet O'Reilly arrived just after three-thirty. In the interim,
I had finally gotten Maurice to focus with me on a strategy in the
business dispute case, and then I retreated to my office where I was
putting the finishing touches on an email to the defendants' lawyer.
Although I'd specified in no uncertain terms what documents we
expected her to provide us, I kept it strictly businesslike and
professional. The quickest way to get on the bad side of a judge was to
send snarky, venomous missives to opposing counsel. Those emails
had a habit of getting filed with the court.

    And nothing good could come of that.

    I had just hit "send" when my desk phone beeped and my
receptionist, Diana Hollister, announced in her crisp British voice,
"Harriet O'Reilly is here."

    "Thanks. I'll come get her."

    Our office space was laid out in a large rectangle. The center
area served as our oversized library, where a lawyer named Daniel
Scadman was murdered a few years earlier. Instead of cutting through
the library, I turned left and walked down the hallway past the
unoccupied office of Ann Stivornik, my associate, who was in court,
and then by Maurice's office where, as usual, he was seated at his
desk with his shirt sleeves rolled-up, poring through a pile of
documents.

    In the reception area, Harriet was standing in front of
Diana's desk. Harriet had changed from her work clothes into faded
jeans and a sweatshirt. She was carrying what appeared to be a shoe
box.

    "Come on in, Harriet. Let's meet in the library." I figured
she'd be more at ease there than in my office.

    Near the double doors was a round conference table, twelve
feet in diameter. The top was custom-made out of French brown
tourmaline marble. I gestured for Harriet to sit, and pulled up a chair
for myself.

    "How are you doing?" I asked.

    "A little better. I'll be okay, I guess. It's just that things have
been happening that bring up all those old feelings about Neil. It
makes me so, so sad."

    "What sort of things?"

    "Oh, nothing in particular. Just people showing up from the
past."

    I couldn't tell whether she was deliberately being evasive, but
since she had sought out my services, it felt it was appropriate to ask
questions. "Do you want to explain?"

    "I guess I do," she said. "In fact, that's one of the reasons I
came here. On Saturday, I received a call out of the blue from Tommy
Driscoll. He calls himself Thomas now. He was one of Neil's friends,
way back when. He's a doctor in Seattle. Anyway, his dad moved into
an assisted living facility in September and Tommy came back to
Colorado to clean out his dad's house. Tommy told me he'd found
some things he thought were Neil's and asked if I wanted them. And I
said, I sure do, so he brought them over."

    "What sort of things?" I asked, trying to figure out where this
all was leading.

    "Junk, mostly. An autographed baseball signed by some of
the old Denver Zephyrs, a couple of school notebooks, and this." She
reached into the shoe box and lifted out a small rectangular object.
"It's a tape recorder. Tommy said he found it down in his dad's
basement."

    I eyed the device, a dusty portable reel-to-reel machine with
an insulated wire dangling from the input jack. There was still a tape
in the machine.

    "Does it still work?"

    She shook her head. "The poor old thing is dead. Nothing
happens when you push any of the buttons. But I remembered when
we were talking today, you brought your friend to my restaurant last
summer and you said she was a whiz with electronics. I forgot her
name."

    There was only one person she could be describing. "Ah, Jana
Deacon. She's a licensed private investigator. And her father was the
electronics whiz. Unfortunately, he died a few years ago." I didn't
bother to mention that, like Daniel Scadman, Jana's father had been
murdered shortly after I met him, which was one of the reasons why
Maurice often claimed I attracted trouble like a magnet attracts iron
filings.

    Harriet looked crestfallen. "You don't know anyone who
might be able to help me?"

    "I didn't say that, Harriet. Jana's not her dad, but she's pretty
good with devices like this. I don't see an input for a power cord. It
may just need batteries. I'm having dinner with her tonight. Do you
mind leaving it with me?"

    "Oh, no, that would be fine. I'd give anything to hear Neil's
voice again. It would be a miracle if that's what was on the tape. Do
you really think she can help me?"

    "I'm sure she'll do her best," I assured her. "And if she can't
figure it out, she probably knows people who can. I do have one
question, though. Please don't think I've been gossiping about you,
but Sally said something this morning about a scary looking
guy."

    She flipped her hand in a gesture of dismissal. "Oh, that. He
was just some bill collector. He was actually very polite. He said he
was looking for my ex-husband and had found me through the old
divorce records. As though I'd have any idea what rock that good for
nothing son-of-a-bitch is hiding under. We haven't spoken in
years."

    I smiled. "I take it, you haven't kept in touch?"

    "No, but I bet I could find him if I ever needed to."

* * * *

    I first met Jana Deacon at her father's funeral, which
normally wouldn't be conducive to establishing a romantic
connection. Nor was that my original intention.

    The encounter led to a wild series of events, during which I
discovered that she could handle a gun like Annie Oakley, and our
interaction morphed into an enduring relationship. Neither of us
particularly enjoyed cooking meals, so we often found ourselves at
one of an eclectic mix of restaurants, from ethnicities such as Chinese,
Italian, Mexican and Indian, to occasional forays to the newest "in"
spots.

    That Wednesday night, we chose a little classic Italian place at
twelfth and Elizabeth. It had the advantage of being close to my house,
which was situated at the eastern edge of Cheesman Park. The
primary disadvantage was that it had no parking lot, and spaces along
the street could be difficult to find. That night, we landed one a block
away, along Elizabeth, and hiked in the cold to the restaurant. There
was a long waiting list, and forty minutes later we were escorted to
one of the two-tops in what I called the auxiliary room at the west
end of the restaurant.

    In reality, it was essentially a converted garage.

    Jana looked fabulous in her jeans and a maroon turtleneck,
with her auburn hair tied back in a ponytail, and I told her so.

    She wasn't someone who particularly needed compliments,
but she gave me an appreciative smile. "Thank you."

    She opted for chicken piccata and I went with the traditional
lasagna. We decided to share a bottle of Cabernet. As we ate, I asked,
"What are you working on this week?"

    "Pretty much the usual. 'I think my husband is cheating on
me.' Or 'someone is trying to hack into our network.' But I'm not
complaining. It pays the bills. How about you?"

    "Maurice and I had lunch at Sandies today."

    "What a surprise," she said in an amused tone. "Is there
more of a story to that?" She hadn't liked Maurice when she first met
him—she 'd unfairly pegged him as a sexist muscle-bound jock—but
over time they'd come to respect each other, especially after he saved
her from a man who was trying to strangle her. She still thought of
Maurice and me as "the boys", but she tolerated our friendship.

    I smiled. "There is. The owner, Harriet O'Reilly—you've met
her—was in a deep funk this morning. She came by my office later in
the day and dropped something off. Something you might be able to
help her with."

    "Oh? What sort of something?"

    "Not to worry," I said. "Something very benign. It's back at
Fort Larsen." That was Maurice's nickname for my house, which I'd
acquired after the prior owner was sentenced to a long stay at the
state penitentiary in Cañon City on racketeering and various
other charges. Due to the nature of his business, he'd equipped the
remodeled nineteen-thirties mansion with a high-tech burglar alarm
system and bullet-proof glass windows. Owing to an incident a few
years earlier, when someone tried to break in and burn the place
down, I'd added ornate steel security doors.

    Which also proves you're not necessarily paranoid if
someone is actually out to get you.

    Jana eyed me with amusement. "Is this just a ploy to get me
to go home with you?"

    I feigned surprise. "You mean I need a ploy?"

    She laughed. "No. You don't. Tell me, what is this mystery
object?"

    "A tape recorder. A little battery powered reel-to-reel.
Evidently, Harriet had a son named Neil who disappeared when he
was eleven years old."

    "Really? What happened?"

    "I don't know. Evidently, they never figured it out."

    "Okay, so what about this tape recorder?"

    "One of the boy's friends recently found a few of Neil's
things, including the recorder, and gave them to Harriet. There's a
reel of tape in the machine. She's hoping it has his voice on it."

    "Does it still work?"

    "She says it doesn't, but I haven't tried it myself. As I told her,
you're the electronics whiz. A chip off the old block."

    "We'll see about that." She took a final sip of wine. "Tell me
more about her missing son. I'll bet there's an interesting story
behind all that."

    "She didn't offer any details," I said. "My sense was that she
didn't want to discuss it—so I didn't press the issue. That wasn't why
she came to see me."

    "Too bad. I'll bet he could be found now, given the new
technologies we've got available. Wow, what a horrible thing to go
through. She must have been devastated."

    I nodded. "It still haunts her all these years later."

    She placed her napkin on the table. "Okay, you've piqued my
curiosity. Let's go find out what's on the tape."




CHAPTER TWO

    On Sunday, Jana and I had brunch at her cousin Lisa's house
in Parker, roughly twenty-five miles southeast of Denver. Jana wasn't
particularly fond of Lisa's husband, Mark, who had a habit of
pontificating about his political views. The problem was that he never
let the facts—or logic—get in his way. Other than a generic "hello", I
generally limited our conversations to nondescript topics like the
weather and Colorado's sports teams. As my errant grandfather used
to say, opinions are like your private parts. Everybody has them, but
that doesn't mean you should parade them around in public.

    It was nice to see Lisa and the twins—a boy and a girl—who
were always entertaining to be around. Jana and I had explored the
notion of having children, but we were still in early discussions. For
both of us, marriage would need to come first.

    And neither of us was advocating for that grand leap.

    Jana had some paperwork to do in the afternoon, so we'd
decided to go our separate ways after the gathering. Before we parted,
she said, "I tried fiddling around with that tape recorder while you
were in the shower this morning, but it's hopeless. Somebody left the
batteries in there for so long that the acid ate through the
contacts."

    "So no go?"

    "Well, at least not with that machine. But the tape appears to
be intact. Probably a bit brittle, but it might be salvageable. I know
another investigator who has tons of old audio equipment. I'm pretty
sure there's a reel-to-reel player among all his toys. I'll reach out to
him tomorrow."

    "Thank you. By the way, can you ask him about that gadget
that was plugged into the recorder? The thing with the suction cup on
the end?"

    "Oh, I know what that is, Adam. It's a phone jack. Basically, a
microphone. You know, for the old-style land line telephones? You
stick the suction end on the handset and plug the cord into the tape
recorder. Dad had a couple of those when I was little. Very low tech,
but they worked surprisingly well." She added with a mischievous
smile, "The suction cup worked better if you moistened it first."

    "You mean spitting on it?"

    She grinned. "Yep. The boys at school used to fool around
with their tape recorders all the time. Some of the girls, too. It was
very James Bond."

    "Interesting," I said, feeling vaguely uneasy. "Somebody was
using that machine to record phone calls?"

* * * *

    Monday morning, I went to court with my newly-minted
associate, Ann Stivornik, who had been my law clerk before she
passed the bar exam with flying colors. This was her first full-blown
trial, a county court dispute between a pair of feuding neighbors. She
was normally an independent thinker, who preferred figuring things
out for herself. Even so, I could tell she was nervous because she
asked me to attend the trial with her.

    Of course, that decision was a no-brainer for me. When I first
began practicing law, my mentor, Lenny Foote, threw me into the
figurative deep end of the pool, sending me to court to "just handle"
my first case with virtually no time for preparation. We lost the case,
which I later learned was precisely why Lenny dumped it on me. He
knew it was a turkey and figured it would be a good baptism by fire.
After that, I vowed that if I ever had any associates of my own, I
wouldn't put them through that same routine.

    As a result, Ann and I were motoring northeastward along
I-76, approaching the Eagle Drive exit near Brighton. In response to
my verbal request, Siri declared that it was eight twenty-nine, which
meant we had plenty of time to get to the Adams County courthouse
before nine o'clock.

    As I pulled onto Judicial Drive, I turned to Ann, who looked
mildly uncomfortable in her new navy blue suit. "Are you
nervous?"

    "Not really," she said in her flat monotone. "What if we
lose?"

    I shrugged. "That could happen. Nobody likes to lose. But
your job is to present the best case you can, and make sure the client
gets to tell his whole story to the judge. Beyond that, it's out of your
control. We didn't get him into this situation. We just do our very best
to get him out of it." After a little silence, I added, "Ann, it's normal to
be nervous before your first trial. You're going to do just fine."

    "I'm okay. I just don't like losing."

    That brought a smile to my face. "Then don't lose."

    At that time of the morning, especially on a Monday, the lots
were typically filled to near capacity as court staff, litigants, lawyers,
witnesses and potential jurors hunted for empty spaces. We found
one along the most westerly row of the lot. I let Ann remove her trial
materials from the back of the Subaru and load them onto the folding
cart we had brought with us. It wasn't a lack of chivalry, but a matter
of letting her take control of her case.

    Inside the courthouse, there was a long security line, but we
made our way toward the special lane for lawyers and court staff,
which required less strict screening, and we were quickly on our way
past the metal detectors. Firearms were, of course, strictly forbidden
for the general public, so I had left my Glock at the office.

    When we entered Courtroom G, there were already half a
dozen people inside. We grabbed a couple of seats in the row behind
the lawyers' tables and waited for the client to arrive. He came
rushing in just before nine o'clock, and Ann gestured for him to come
forward and sit in the spectators' gallery behind us.

    The court clerk called out, "All rise. The Honorable Emily
Warner presiding."

    The jurist appeared and took her seat behind the judge's
bench, looking stern and angry as usual in her black robe. I had often
wondered what her home life must be like. Living with someone that
unhappy with the world could not be pleasant.

    The judge said, "Be seated." She thumbed through a stack of
files and began calling cases. One by one, the lawyers dutifully moved
forward to the podium and answered her questions as to the status of
their case and whether they had discussed settlement. Several of the
cases had been resolved, and the lawyers read the terms of their
agreements into the record. Our matter was the sixth one up. When
the judge called out our case number, Ann and I walked to the
podium, standing next to Plaintiff's lawyer.

    "Your Honor, Douglas Vasic on behalf of the Plaintiff," he said
in a formal tone. He looked young and nervous, and I suspected he
hadn't tried many cases. From his awkward demeanor, I also
suspected he wasn't as smart as Ann.

    Not many people were.

    "Ann Stivornik, your Honor. And Adam Larsen. Counsel for
the defense."

    Judge Warner peered disapprovingly over her glasses. "I've
read the pleadings. Does this matter really need two defense
lawyers?"

    I said, "No, Your Honor. This is Ms. Stivornik's case. I'm just
here to carry her briefcase."

    The judge didn't smile. But I figured she probably understood
what I was telling her: this is Ann's first trial, so be nice to her. She
took a minute to survey my new associate and then said, "I'm sure
she could carry it for herself." She sniffed and turned to address
Plaintiff's counsel. "Let me get through the rest of the docket and then
we'll hear your case."

    By eleven forty-five, the trial was over. Ann had done a good
job, although she stumbled on one evidentiary issue and let the
plaintiff's lawyer maneuver her into dropping the point. But it wasn't
a particularly important issue, not anything likely to destroy her case,
so I held my tongue. We could discuss it in a post mortem
discussion on the way back to the office.

    After closing arguments were over, the judge announced, "I
need some briefing on the waiver issue that Ms. Stivornik has raised.
It's a troubling point. Counsel, please submit your proposed Findings
of Fact and Conclusions of Law within fourteen days. I'll issue a
written ruling as soon as I can."

    The Plaintiff's lawyer jumped to his feet. "Could we have
twenty-one, Your Honor? I have another—"

    "Fine," the Judge snapped between clenched teeth.
"Twenty-one. Court is adjourned."

    As we left the courthouse, I said, "Nice job, Ann. I think the
judge was persuaded."

    "Thanks. I really blew it with Exhibit Fourteen."

    I shrugged. "It happens. You got the point across with the
client's testimony. It made the document basically irrelevant."

    "I hope so. The client sure wasn't much help. Some of his
testimony was just awful."

    "Ann, you can't shape witnesses into something they aren't.
Something about leading a horse to water. You just try to keep them
from drowning."

    "Right," she said, obviously not convinced. "Why did the
judge order us to submit Proposed Findings of Fact and Conclusions
of Law?"

    "It's called being lazy. It's an easy way to get the lawyers to do
her work. That way, she can sift through them and then cut and paste
her decision. For the lawyers, there's a strategy to the process. You
want to present your findings so that our side wins, but you don't
want your filing to be so one-sided that the judge rejects it out of hand
and uses the plaintiff's version."

    My cell phone began to play the theme song from
Rocky. "Jana," I said, letting the call go to speaker on Bluetooth.
"Hi. I'm in the car with Ann. We're on our way back to the
office."

    "Hi, Ann," Jana said. "How did your trial go?"

    Ann glanced over at me. The obvious implication was that
Jana and I had discussed the case and that Jana knew this was Ann's
first trial. I shrugged an admission at Ann and told Jana, "She did
great. We won't have an outcome for a month or two. The judge took
the matter under advisement."

    Jana said, "Good luck, Ann. I hope you get a good ruling.
Adam, I dropped that machine off at my friend's house this morning.
He immediately started fiddling with the tape. The quality isn't great,
but he thinks he'll be able to salvage it. He said he can probably do
some audio enhancements. He's going to email me an mp3
version."

    "Any chance he could also burn a CD? I have a feeling Harriet
isn't very tech savvy."

    "I'm sure that won't be a problem."

    "Great," I said. "Thank you."

    "You're welcome. You can pay me in the usual way."

    Ann glanced sideways at me, looking a bit scandalized.

    I laughed. "You want me to wash your car?"

    "Yep," Jana said. "Works for me."

* * * *

    I finally delivered a disc to Harriet O'Reilly on Thursday. I'd
hoped to get it to her sooner, but an old client called on Tuesday with
an emergency contract dispute that sidetracked me for several days. It
still wasn't wrapped up on Thursday, but I decided I couldn't make
Harriet wait any longer. I knew she would be eager to hear whatever
was on that tape. Ann had lunch plans, and Maurice was out of the
office, still trying to salvage his vacation, so I decided to eat alone and
challenge myself with the Clarion's daily Sudoku puzzle.

    As I entered Sandies, I could see almost immediately that
Harriet was doing better. Her cheeks had their usual rosy hue and her
voice was buoyant as she greeted me with her customary, "Howdy do,
Mr. Larsen?"

    "All is well," I told her, as I handed her the CD that Jana's
friend had labeled, placed in a fancy jewel case and Ubered directly to
my office. "I brought you a present, Harriet."

    She stared at it for a minute and her eyes glistened with
tears. "Is Neil on it?"

    "I don't know. I haven't listened to it."

    "God, I hope he is. I'd give anything to hear his voice again.
Thank you!" she leaned over and hugged me. "How much do I owe
you?"

    "No charge. Jana and her friend did all of the work."

    "Well, thank them both for me." She stared at the disc like a
little girl who had just received a pony for her birthday. "There's a CD
player here at the restaurant. I'll listen to it after we close. And tell
your server not to leave you a check today. Lunch is on me."





CHAPTER THREE

    Denver's weather in October is always iffy. As Halloween
approaches, the days grow shorter, inching toward the winter
solstice. Temperatures can fluctuate wildly, from well below freezing
to almost spring-like highs in the mid-seventies. A quick online
search had told me it only snowed about fifteen percent of the
Halloweens. That particular day, a dry cold front had swooped in from
the north, meaning that many of the trick-or-treaters would be
bundled up in heavy coats, hats and gloves.

    Jana and I had discovered the prior year that since her condo
building was security protected, there were hardly any takers. As a
result, we decided to set up shop at Fort Larsen that night, where we
were greeted by a parade of Disney princesses, Darth Vaders, Masters
of the Universe and nearly every superhero in the galaxy.

    I got caught on a conference call that ran half an hour longer
than expected, so I was still wearing a gray business suit when the
doorbell at Fort Larsen began ringing. Jana was dressed as Katness
Everdeen from The Hunger Games in a tight black leathery
outfit complete with shoulder pads, glove and a quiver of arrows. I
assumed the outfit was rented. I didn't ask where she acquired the
arrows. When I entered the house, she laughingly asked if I was
disguised as Tight-Ass Lawyer Man.

    I won't repeat my response.

    The younger kids, their parents staying nondescriptly at the
curb along Williams Street, eagerly accepted mini-Snickers and
Skittles. As the evening wore on, they were replaced by groups of
teenagers, some of whom reeked of pot. Skunk weed was not one of
my favorite aromas. Eventually, the flow of trick-or-treaters slowed to
a trickle and at about nine o'clock we switched off the porch
light.

    Jana and I settled in on the couch in the den. She flipped open
her laptop computer and began working on a report for one of her
clients, while I proofread the proposed Findings of Fact and
Conclusions of Law that Ann Stivornik had drafted for her
neighborhood dispute case.

    After a while, Jana said idly, "Did you deliver the CD to
Harriet O'Reilly?"

    "I did. She was very grateful. I ended up with a free lunch.
She's hoping she can hear her son's voice again."

    "I'm glad. By the way, I forgot to tell you. My friend said there
was something really odd at the end of the tape."

    "Odd in what way?"

    "He didn't say. He was running late for a meeting and didn't
have time to talk."

    "Hopefully, it's nothing bad." I wriggled my eyebrows at her,
ogling her Hunger Games costume. "So, can you keep that outfit for
another couple of days?"

    She flashed me a seductive look and we raced upstairs.

* * * *

    Not more than a dozen people knew my cell phone number.
My business cards and our law firm website only offered the office
number. Anyone needing to reach me after hours could email me or
leave a voice message, which Diana Hollister would deliver to me the
next morning. The call-blocking software generally saved me the
irritation of calls about my vehicle warranty expiring or bogus threats
from the IRS As a result, when the phone began to play "We Are the
Champions" at four-thirty in the morning, I knew that the caller must
be someone I knew.

    More specifically, I knew exactly who it was.

    I reached for the phone and saw that the display read,
"Gross", as in Hal Gross, the assistant editor of the Clarion,
who was also my semi-weekly tennis competitor. He obviously wasn't
calling in the middle of the night to discuss scheduling a court
time.

    "Hal?"

    "Sorry to bother you, my friend. I hope it's all right."

    "Sure," I said. "I take it something notable has
happened?"

    "Right. It came in over the police scanner, a homicide. In an
alley near Twenty-third and Humboldt."

    I didn't get it. "What makes that 4:30 a.m.
newsworthy?"

    "The victim. They just I.D.'d her. Harriet O'Reilly. If memory
serves, she owns a restaurant called Sandies."

    I sat up in bed, taking my time to process the information.
There was a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I'd known Harriet
for so long that she almost felt like family. Finally, I let out a sigh.
"Okay, that's definitely newsworthy. What happened?"

    Jana, who was now awake, too, was watching me with a
concerned expression. She hadn't heard what Hal was saying, but at
half past four in the morning, it was obviously something
significant.

    Hal said, "Too early to tell. All we know is they've issued a
BOLO for what sounds like one of the homeless men who hang out in
that neighborhood. Evidently, her wallet is missing. You can do the
math." As though anticipating a next question I didn't actually intend
to ask, he added, "I don't know what impelled me to call you. This just
seemed like something you'd want to know."

    Knowing Hal, I understood that he was also asking me
whether I knew anything he could incorporate into a news story. He
was aware that I often had lunch at Sandies. He had even joined me
there once or twice. Of course, he didn't know that Harriet had
consulted with me just a few days earlier. Or that I had delivered a CD
to her containing, at a minimum, something odd. Even though she
hadn't officially hired me to do anything, our conversation was still
protected by the attorney/client privilege, meaning I couldn't share it
with anyone.

    Especially anyone who happened to be a journalist.

    Nor, as far as I could tell, did I have anything newsworthy to
tell.

    "Will you keep me posted?" I said.

    "You know I will. Does that mean you're interested in the
matter?"

    I shrugged, which was silly since he couldn't see me. "I don't
know. At this point in time, no, although I definitely care about what
happened to her."

    "Then this isn't part of some crime spree you're trying to
solve?"

    "Sorry, Hal. I'm fresh out of intrigue."

    "Gee," he said, "Now that I think about it, I feel sort of stupid
waking you up in the middle of night. I guess it could have waited till
morning."

    "No, I appreciate your letting me know. It's like having my
own personal news anchor at CNN."

    "Glad to oblige. But let me remind you, my friend, ours is a
two-way street."

    I laughed. "You never stop reminding me of that. Of course, I
know this was just a ruse to deprive me of sleep so you can clobber
me Saturday morning at CTW." When the weather was too cold for
playing outside, Colorado Tennis World was our primary tennis
venue.

    "I wouldn't resort to anything that lowdown. I prefer to beat
you fair and square. See you on Saturday, Adam."

    After I filled Jana in on the conversation, she said, "Wow,
that's eerie," and conked out for the rest of the night. It wasn't for
lack of empathy. She'd had a long and tiring day—and evening.

    I had a terrible time getting back to sleep. At first, I found
myself thunderstruck once again by the suddenness of death, how we
can trundle through our life's journey, unaware of impending disaster
hanging over us like the sword of Damocles, that can bring about an
abrupt and permanent ending to our travels.

    As much as I was shaken by Harriet's sudden death, and the
realization that I'd never see her again, I was also struck by the
desperation that must have driven some homeless man to kill her for
the contents of her wallet. I'd been vaguely aware that Denver, like
most major cities in the U.S. had a serious and ongoing problem with
the homeless. There were never enough resources to do much more
than scratch the surface.
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