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​​Chapter 1

Frank Connor sat in Dickie Glatz’s office on the sixty-first floor of the First Lone Star Bank Building, admiring the view of downtown Houston. The man himself was on the phone, chewing out some unfortunate hireling.

“I need some goddamned facts to win this goddamned lawsuit, you understand?” Glatz said, his large fleshy face bright red. “If you can’t get me the facts I need, I’ll hire somebody who will get me the right numbers. Somebody who understands the way things work. You know? Now rework those exposure numbers until they come out right. You know, high enough to cause bladder cancer. High enough that I’ve got a case that won’t get tossed out of court on summary judgment. Then get back to me. And, so we’re clear, we never had this conversation.”

Dickie slammed the receiver down, a big smile on his face, and then sat back, propping a pair of black lizard-skin cowboy boots on his antique desk. Cowboy boots worn with a gray pinstriped business suit, Frank thought. The guy’s a walking, talking Texas stereotype.

“Expert witnesses,” Glatz said. “They’re all the same. They take your damned money, then they stab you in the back. The Ivy League ones are the worst--they think their degrees entitle them to rob you.”

Glatz stood and strode to a giant wall mounted fish tank that had a half-dozen medium-sized fish in it.

“You think he got the message?” Dickie asked.

Frank said he thought so.

“I don’t know. I may just fire his sorry ass anyway. Teach him to send me a bill for fifty grand after not doing what I hired him to do.”

Glatz was a tall, powerfully built man with a strong jawline, a shaved head, and piercing blue eyes. Now, his face was so flushed it was blood-red. 

He picked up a water-filled plastic bag from his desk. In the bag were a half-dozen live goldfish. 

He pointed at the fish tank. “I just got these. Do you know what kind of fish these are?”

Frank examined his new boss for a moment.

“Piranhas,” Frank said. “They’re piranhas, Dickie.”

Glatz seemed surprised.

“How did you know?”

Half the big-time trial lawyers Frank had ever met had a tank full of piranhas in their office. It was a Twenty-First Century lawyer cliché, as if having a bunch of carnivorous fish in your office made you a real badass. Frank figured they must’ve all picked up the idea from a movie or a TV show.

“How did I know?” Frank said. “Lucky guess.”

“I’ve watched these fish,” Glatz said, his voice deep and gravelly. “It’s interesting. This big fish, here, he’s the leader. He never lets any of the other fish get in front of him or next to him. If another fish gets in front of him, he bites its tail. He has to be in charge, the leader. Fish are like people, I guess. There are leaders and there are followers.” He paused. “Which are you, Frank?”

“I’m not a fish, Dickie. And for your information, it’s not a good idea to put live goldfish in with piranhas.” 

Dickie chuckled. “Because the piranhas will eat the goldfish? That’s the whole point.”

“No, because red-bellied piranhas prefer dead fish to live prey. And live goldfish can introduce diseases to the fish tank.”

Dickie looked at the bag of goldfish and shrugged. Then he dumped the goldfish into the tank. Nothing happened as the goldfish swam with the piranhas. Looking disappointed at the lack of bloodshed, he turned away and sat on the edge of his desk.

“Like to say, welcome on board, Frank.” He examined his fingernails. “I can tell you’re not a kiss ass. That’s good. Got enough of them around here already. And it’s good to have an old hand like yourself here to help ride herd on all the young bucks, lord knows they need it.”

Frank already knew Dickie enough to know this was nonsense. He wasn’t going to be riding herd on anybody at The Glatz Law Firm. He was an associate, a salaried flunky like all the other associates, nothing more. It was his job to shuffle papers and make Dickie money. On a good day he might be able to get a secretary to type some of his dictation.

“I’d like to say, it’s good to be on board, Dickie.”

“I bet. Especially after going nine months without any steady income. That must have been tough. And then there were all those problems you went through a few years back. I’m sure you feel lucky having a good paying job.”

Dickie smiled a toothy grin.

“Let’s get you started,” he said. “I’ve got a meeting in LA at two and I’ve got to get the hell out of here. Can’t keep a jet plane waiting, even when it’s your own.” 

The way he chuckled at this sly witticism gave Frank the feeling Dickie had uttered it many times before.

“There’s a case I want you to start working on immediately,” Dickie said. “It’s a life insurance case. A good friend of mine, Ridge Salter, died in a boating accident. Like I said. He was a good friend of mine, so I take it personal. He was a few miles out in the Gulf on his sailboat when he slipped, hit his head on the deck, and fell overboard. He drowned. Terrible.”

“Sounds straight forward.”

“Yeah, right. Straight forward. That’s not how All Risk Life and Indemnity Company sees it.”

“What’s the problem?”

“It’s not one problem. It’s forty million problems. Forty million dollars, to be exact. That’s the policy proceeds. And that’s what the beneficiaries are entitled to. The insurance company doesn’t want to pay. We’re going to make ‘em pay. Simple as that.”

He pushed a thick Redrope folder across the desk and in Frank’s direction. “Here you go, sport. Have at it.”

Frank picked up the folder, flicked through the pages.

“What are the insurance company’s grounds for denying the claim?”

Dickie jumped to his feet and headed toward the door.

​“I don’t have time to talk,” he said. “It’s all in the file. All you need to know is that we’re handling it on a forty percent contingency fee. And if the fee is over a million, you get ten percent of the fee. Sound good to you, sport?”

 

Frank spent the next two hours in his tiny office reviewing the file. The office was spartan. A desk, two chairs and a small metal file cabinet, all of which looked as though they’d been purchased on sale at OfficeMax. There was a nice leather couch that looked out of place. He’d been told that the previous occupant had left it behind. Somehow, none of the other employees had made off with it yet.

He went through all the drawers in the desk except one. The lower left drawer was locked and wouldn’t open. 

Dickie’s secretary, Lila Garcia, a severe looking woman with dark eyes, gave him some paperwork to sign and an office key and a swipe card. He mentioned the locked drawer.

“The key to that drawer was lost a long time ago,” she said. “This will get you in the building,” she said, holding up the swipe card. “Anytime you use it, the information on the card goes straight to security.”

“Good to know that big brother is watching.”

​“Every employee gets an employee number,” she said. “You’ll use it when making copies and sending faxes. Every expense that gets billed to a file needs your employee number on it. The employee number will also be your phone extension. Your number is 00891.”

“Does that mean that I’m the eight hundred and ninety-first employee of Glatz and Associates?”

She nodded. “Since the inception of the firm.”


​Chapter 2

Frank skimmed through the computer file of the Salter case. Not much there. Before he logged off, he glanced at the date in the lower right-hand corner of the monitor. January 3, 2011. He was hoping the new year would be better than the last. For that matter, he was hoping the Twenty-Teens would turn out better than the Aughts had been. The Aughts had been really bad. He’d started out a well-respected, reasonably prosperous attorney and ended up a little more than a broken bum.

The George W. Bush years and aftermath had not been good for Frank Connor. 

Thumbing through the Redrope file, he thought the name Ridge Salter had sounded familiar, so he had poked around on the Internet and saw that Salter had been the President and CEO of Salter Exploration Corporation. Salter Exploration was at the forefront of induced hydraulic fracturing, also known as fracking, a procedure where water and chemicals were injected underground to break up rock formations and release oil and natural gas that had been unreachable using conventional methods. Salter Exploration had started fracking in the Barnett Shale in Central Texas and had since extended its operations to Pennsylvania and Wyoming.

He ran a Google search of Ridge Salter and came up with a two-year-old Forbes article. Salter had been knocking around the oil patch since he was fourteen, making and losing several fortunes along the way. His father, himself a well-known wildcatter, had sent young Ridge off to Princeton, where Ridge had promptly managed to get expelled for cheating on his final exams. Eight years later, he made a major find off the North Shore of Alaska and he was a millionaire several times over at the ripe old age of thirty. But the oil business was boom and bust. Twice he’d gone into bankruptcy when the price of oil cratered, leaving behind a string of unhappy creditors and investors. Ten years ago, he’d been considered washed up. But he’d struck it big with fracking, and with the price of oil pushing a hundred dollars a barrel, he had to be worth in the mid-eight figures, at least.

There were a couple of articles about complaints of groundwater contamination caused by Salter Exploration’s activities. A YouTube video showed somebody’s tap water catching fire, allegedly because of hydrocarbons that had leaked into the local well water from a Salter Exploration well.

That didn’t look good, Frank thought. Nothing ruins your morning more than fire coming out of your kitchen tap while you’re trying to brew your coffee.

Frank picked up the correspondence file, which featured letters back and forth between Dickie Glatz and the insurance company regarding the death claim. Dickie was obnoxious and threatening. The insurance company was cagy and non-committal. Except in the most general terms, it refused to identify the specific provisions of the policy that it was relying upon to deny coverage.

In another file were some legal memos written by a lawyer named Chuck Moore. Frank assumed Chuck was his predecessor on the file. He scanned the memos. They outlined causes of action: breach of contract, Deceptive Trade Practices Act violations, breach of the covenant of good faith and fair dealing, some other stuff Frank had never heard of. The memos were very high-quality stuff. What had happened to Chuck? 

He turned to the policy application. The policy had been taken out only six months before Salter died, meaning he’d died within the one-year contestability period. The insurance company could try to rescind the policy, pay back the policy premiums and deny coverage in full. To do that they needed a good reason--the usual reason being that the insured lied about his health on his application. A guy with stage IV pancreatic cancer suddenly takes out a million-dollar policy a couple of weeks after getting the bad news but forgets to tell the insurance company he only had six months to live. That sort of thing. It’s what the insurance companies call fraud in the inducement, and, in Frank’s experience, they take a very dim view of it.

He scanned the application. In addition to the usual interview with a nurse, the insurance company had Salter checked out head-to-toe by an internist. They’d run a battery of lab tests, all of which came back normal. They’d also pulled his driving records, his applications from all his other life, health, and disability policies, and did a credit check. They even consulted a pharmaceutical database to see what drugs he’d taken. By doing that, they could backtrack and see if he’d omitted any medical treatments. When there was forty million bucks on the line you don’t take any chances. From what he could tell, Ridge Salter was extraordinarily healthy for a seventy-year-old. The good folks at All Risk thought so because they wrote him a policy for the forty million.

Frank opened a file entitled CLIENT. It contained handwritten notes of a meeting with the client, Hayden Salter, widow of the deceased and executor of his estate. There was intake info--probably prepared by a paralegal. He skipped the notes, figuring there would be nothing of value. Behind the notes was a memo from a private investigator named Pedro Martinez. In the upper-right-hand corner it read SALTER-003. Dickie had hired Martinez to do a background search on Mrs. Salter. Smart. You should never entirely believe what a client tells you. Especially when they stood to gain forty million dollars. The memo didn’t reveal anything too interesting. Apparently, this had been her first marriage. No children. A DWI a few years back that got dismissed. Otherwise, pretty clean.

He flipped through the investigation file. The first report was dated eight months ago, a couple of days after Salter died. It was labeled Salter-002. The investigator was Martinez again. He’d gotten a copy of the complete Coast Guard report, including photos, which was pretty impressive. The Coast Guard doesn’t like to give up that info without a court order. Whose palms had been greased? 

The report detailed a call from Salter’s wife. They’d gone out two days before, April 15th, on their sixty-foot sailboat, The Good Times. For some reason Mrs. Salter had gone back to shore in a small dinghy, leaving her husband alone on the sailboat. 

Strange. 

Salter was supposed to be back at the Bayview Marina no later than 11:00 a.m. the next day. Mrs. Salter had planned a lunch with some friends at their condo at 2:00 p.m. At 11:00 a.m. she tried his cell phone but got no answer. She called the marina’s office at one in the afternoon. The marina radioed Salter, but again got no response, so they called the Coast Guard. The sailboat was found at 7:30 p.m. that evening, drifting, with nobody on board. The body was found floating, close to where the sailboat was found.

The preliminary cause of death was drowning. The report noted a six-centimeter gash to the back of Salter’s head, but Frank couldn’t find an opinion regarding the cause of that injury.

He flipped through the supplemental reports, SALTER—005 and Salter--006. There wasn’t much additional information. He looked again at the background report on Mrs. Salter. It was SALTER-002. So, what happened to SALTER—001 and Salter 004?

He thumbed through the papers, looking for the missing reports and also keeping an eye out for the autopsy report, but he couldn’t find any of them. He located a copy of the death certificate--it listed drowning as the cause of death. But the death certificate was nothing more than a preliminary finding. Under these circumstances, an autopsy would have to be performed and it would be the final word. But he was damned if he could find an autopsy report. With all the missing reports, he figured somebody must’ve misplaced a part of the file.

He picked up the folder marked PLEADINGS. The insurance company had filed a declaratory relief action, asking the court to declare the policy void and unenforceable. The stated claim was fraud in the inducement and the petition cited the contestability period. This was an extraordinarily aggressive maneuver by the insurance company. Usually, the insurance companies let the insured make the first move and then they responded.

Did they know something?

​Frank checked to see who had filed the petition. It was some firm from Chicago, one he'd never heard of. Stern & Kreitzman. Maybe this is the way they do things in Chicago.

The opposing counsel was named Gordon Kreitzman, a name Frank didn’t recognize. Frank did some more poking around on the Internet. Stern & Kreitzman, a “litigation boutique,” had a number of high-profile wins on behalf of pharmaceutical and medical device companies, with Kreitzman as lead counsel. Frank was thinking that Kreitzman was outside his area of expertise in a life insurance case when he found a lawsuit from three years ago. Kreitzman had successfully defended a 50 million dollar claim in San Francisco involving an insurance policy where Kreitzman convinced the jury that the cause of death was suicide and thus not covered under the policy.

The insurance company had filed in Baugh County because that’s where Ridge Salter had signed the contract for insurance. This was quite a coincidence for Baugh County was Frank’s old stomping grounds, where he’d been born and raised. He checked to see which court it was in, and he felt his heart stutter for a moment when he saw it was the 712th District Court, Judge Norman Ewell presiding. Judge Ewell, now well over eighty, had known Frank since the day he was born. He’d been his father’s law partner and best friend. Together, they formed Connor and Ewell, one of the most respected law firms on the Texas Gulf Coast until his father’s alcoholism broke the relationship. Frank also suspected that Judge Ewell had a part in planning Frank’s death a few years back, although Frank would never be able to prove it without causing a lot of problems for himself.

He flipped through the file. Somehow, Dickie had obtained a trial setting that was only three months away. That was pretty damn fast, especially in an outlying county where big lawsuits moved at a glacial pace. To this point, the insurance company had stonewalled, objecting to every discovery request. Not much time until trial and a lot of work to be done. Dickie had scheduled a hearing on various motions to compel discovery and the deposition of Hayden Salter--the named plaintiff and Ridge Salter’s widow--was scheduled for next week. A deposition is a proceeding where sworn testimony is taken outside the courtroom. Since most cases settle before trial, the deposition of the plaintiff is often dispositive--one way or the other. If Hayden Salter were to melt down in her deposition, that could be the end of the case. 

There was a hearing set on Friday on Dickie’s motion to compel discovery. This was a helluva fast moving case.

The most recent document was a subpoena for all medical records concerning Ridge Salter from Altus Medical Consultants and/or Dr. J. Herman Falk, who apparently practiced at Altus Medical Consultants. The subpoena had been issued by the lawyers for the insurance company two weeks ago. The records may have been produced already, although he couldn’t find copies in the file. He went back to the insurance application. No reference to Altus Medical Consultants or Dr. J. Herman Falk. Either the lawyers for the insurance company were engaged in the wildest of goose chases, or Ridge Salter had lied on his life insurance application. Frank found the idea of Salter lying in his life insurance application disturbing. That could cost me a lot of money.


​Chapter 3

Checking his watch, Frank saw it was after twelve. He strolled down the hallway to the kitchen and retrieved his brown-bag lunch from the refrigerator. Whereas most law offices have tasteful Audubon prints of herons and osprey on the walls, Dickie had framed copies of newspaper articles chronicling his big wins. A sixty-million-dollar verdict against Toyota in a gas tank explosion case. Thirty million dollars in a plane crash case. A twenty-million-dollar verdict in a brain damaged baby medical malpractice case. A three-hundred-million-dollar settlement in a Ford airbag class action. These articles were designed to impress clients, although as best Frank could tell, the most recent of the articles were at least ten-years old. At the end of the hallway, next to the doorway to Dickie’s office, was a framed Texas Monthly cover with a picture of Dickie and THE NEW KING OF TORTS in bold letters. The magazine cover was twenty years old.

Frank also noticed that most of the offices were empty. The space had been built out for a much bigger law firm. How successful was The Glatz Law Firm now?

Walking back from the kitchen, Frank was thinking that some things weren’t adding up. Why did Salter buy a life insurance policy? The premiums for a seventy-year-old on a forty-million-dollar policy must’ve been astronomical. And it wasn’t like his family wouldn’t have been provided for when he kicked the bucket. 

The fact was, Frank didn’t know what he was doing. He’d spent more than thirty years handling criminal cases, some personal injury, and a bunch of collections cases. He’d only handled one other life insurance case. A fellow named George Teague, who drilled water wells for a living. His rig encountered an overhead power line. The electrical surge was strong enough to blow both his feet off. Frank filed suit to recover the life insurance benefits only to find out that George had failed to make the last three months’ premium payments. The case was promptly thrown out of court. Not a fond memory.

So, why does Dickie want me on this case? Does he think I know what I’m doing?

When Frank returned to his office, he saw a young man -- gaunt, pale, dark hair--standing over his desk, leafing through the Salter file.

“Help you?” Frank asked.

“Hello,” the young man said, smiling. “I’m Bernie Rockoff.”

“Frank Connor.”

Frank was a head taller than Rockoff, who couldn’t have been more than five-six. He had to crane his neck sideways to look up at Frank. 

“I see you got the Salter case,” he said. His voice was squeaky and he had a pronounced New York accent.

“That’s right. Dickie gave it to me to handle.”

Frank pointed at the file folder and Rockoff dropped it on the desk.

“It’s a big case, you know that?” Rockoff said. “The biggest in the office. I’ve done some work on it.”

Frank took a long pull from his milk carton, intentionally making a slurping sound.

Rockoff, not taking the hint dropped into a chair and glanced around the office. “How do you like your digs? Pretty austere, aren’t they?”

Frank pointed. “That couch is good quality.”

“Actually, that was Chuck’s. He bought it so he could sleep in the office. You’d think Dickie would spread some of his filthy lucre around and get us better furniture. Make us peons feel a little bit more appreciated.”

“Looks like that couch would cost about two grand. Why didn’t Chuck take it with him?”

“Too much of a hurry to get out of here, I guess. Fact was, he was forced out the door.”

Frank took a bite of his peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 

​“Don’t say anything about your office to Dickie,” Rockoff warned. “You’ll get a lecture about his first office after he went out on his own. Went from the largest firm in Houston to a building with no heat, no air conditioning. Cockroaches the size of small cats. Least, that’s how he tells it.”

Frank had Rockoff figured. He was the office gossip. The guy who knew everything about everybody or at least thought he did. People like that were useful if you wanted to know what was going on. But you couldn’t trust them with any information that was important, and when you stopped reciprocating with gossip of your own, they usually dried up. This was okay with Frank.

Rockoff leaned forward, so his elbows were on his desk. 

“You’re kind of different than the other lawyers up here.”

“You mean older.”

“Yeah, a lot older. Dickie mostly hires third- and fourth-year lawyers from the big firms. Former law review types from Harvard or Yale who’ve figured out that they aren’t gonna make partner at whatever big law firm they’re at and need a place to land, even if it means working for Dickie Glatz. Me? Columbia undergrad. Columbia Law School. Notes editor of the law review. Dickie pays us only two-thirds of what we were making, but it’s a whole lot better than making nothing.”

Third-year lawyers at the big firms were paid about two-hundred grand a year, meaning that Glatz paid them about a hundred and thirty. Frank had signed on for a hundred thousand a year. That had been stupid. He should have held out for more.

“What do you think of Dickie?” Rockoff asked.

“Kind of larger than life.”

“That’s one description, I suppose. Let me tell you how things work around here. Dickie’s in charge, make no mistake about it.”

“I noticed a lot of the offices are empty.”

“Yeah, there’s been some downsizing. Dickie’s not getting as many big cases, I suppose. There’s one guy, Roger Woodward. You won’t see much of him. He’s working on a thousand asbestos cases that Dickie’s got going on in Mississippi with a firm over there. There’s an older woman, Helen Carter. She does Dickie’s appellate work, but she mostly works out of her house. There are a couple of guys, Meyer and Dorsey, they work out of the Galveston office, doing mostly maritime. And then there’s Edie.”

“Edie?”

“Edie Gatz. Dickie’s daughter.”

“Thanks for the overview. You sound like you’ve been here a while.”

“Only eight months. In that time, I’ve seen three lawyers quit or get fired. One guy lasted less than a week. He hadn’t even hung his license on the wall when Dickie gave him the boot.”

“That doesn’t sound good. Maybe the guy deserved it.”

Rockoff shook his head.

“Don’t be naïve,” he said. “Let me tell you how it happens. Everything’s fine and dandy at first. The happy hour extravaganzas, the three-hour lunches for the whole firm, the golf outings, the trips to Vegas. And then Dickie needs you to work on something at the last minute and with no warning.”

“Nothing wrong with that. Comes with the territory.”

“Yeah, but it may be a response to a motion to dismiss that Dickie’s let lay around on his desk for three weeks and the response may be due in less than twenty-four hours.”

Frank took another bite of his sandwich.

“Still, that’s doable,” he said.

“But the response needs an affidavit from an expert in Chicago. An original affidavit, not a copy, not a FAX, not a PDF. So, you’re standing in line at the airport at 5:00 a.m., chugging Starbucks coffee, hoping to get on a flight to Chicago, so you can meet with the expert at nine and be on an 11:00 a.m. flight back to Houston, so you can get the brief filed by midnight.”

“That doesn’t sound too great.”

“And the brief you give him better be fucking flawless, clean enough to eat off, or he’ll chew your ass out sideways. In front of the whole office.”

Frank smiled.

“I guess that’s why we get paid the big bucks,” he said.

“But then he tries the same stunt but maybe it’s your anniversary.” He glances at the ring finger on Frank’s left hand, sees nothing. “Or maybe it’s your kid’s birthday. And you try to beg off. Bad move. From then on, he’ll make your life a living hell until you quit. Or he’ll come in one day and start firing questions at you about one of your cases, hoping you’ll get something wrong or say you don’t know. Then he’ll have an excuse to fire you. One minute you’re his best friend next minute you’re a leper.”

“Is that what happened to Chuck Moore?”

“Chuck Moore. I never got the whole story about what happened to Chuck. He was the hardest working sonofabitch I’ve ever seen. Here at seven in the morning. Stayed late. Worked weekends. Like a robot. It was kind of frightening. Smart, too. He knew computer stuff inside and out. Better than any IT guy I’ve ever known. Stanford undergrad. Stanford Law Review. Then one day the cops are up here, slapping the cuffs on him.”

Frank stopped chewing on his sandwich.

“The cops?” he asked.

“Yeah, they found drugs in his desk. I heard it was coke.”

“How did the cops know to look in his desk? What were they even doing up here?”

“Rumor has it that Dickie called them.”

“Why would he call them?”

Rockoff shrugged.

“He must’ve seen Chuck snorting up in the men’s room or something,” he said. “At least that was the rumor.”

Frank nodded. 

“Maybe he screwed something up because of his drug habit and that pissed Dickie off enough to call the cops.”

“It wasn’t like that. Chuck did everything Dickie asked. Everything. Never complained. I never saw anybody work like Chuck. Then the next thing I know, the cops were up here.”

“Did anybody know he was using, other than this alleged rumor?”

He gave Frank a long stare.

“No,” Rockoff said, “he always seemed to be fine. Had his act together. Energetic. A can-do guy. Always on time. A sharp dresser. The opposite of a druggie. I’ve known a few druggies in my time, and I thought I could always spot a user. Goes to show, you never can tell.”

“He must’ve done something to cause Dickie to call the cops.”

“Don’t know what it could have been, but Dickie wasn’t sorry to see him go. Let’s put it that way.” 

“What happened to Chuck Moore?”

Rockoff shrugged. “What usually happens to lawyers charged with felonies?” 

Frank tossed his milk carton and sandwich bag in the trash.

“What if Dickie assigns you a file and you’d rather not work on it?” Frank asked.

“Rather not work on it?” Rockoff started laughing. It was a loud, raucous laugh that Frank was sure could be heard all the way to the reception area. It was one of the few times Frank ever heard anyone laugh at The Glatz Law Firm.


​Chapter 4

He left the office right at five. His Lexus was in an outdoor economy lot that was five blocks from the office. But it was a beautiful winter evening, with temperatures in the high fifties, and he didn’t mind the walk.

He’d parked the 400-series Lexus in the back, in the hopes it wouldn’t pick up another ding. It looked out of place among all the little Toyotas and Hondas and Fords, but truth was, the Lexus was ten years old and probably worth less than most of the econoboxes.

Driving to his apartment, he passed a steakhouse he’d eaten at years ago, back when times were good. He thought about stopping and getting a filet mignon, medium-rare, a baked potato all the way, some creamed spinach on the side. A nice pinot noir to wash it down. But a meal like that would cost over a hundred bucks with tax and tip, and he had only four hundred dollars in his pocket, and it had to last him until payday, which was still more than a week away. Instead, he stopped at a liquor store and bought a pint-bottle of Ten High bourbon and a six-pack of 7-Up.

His apartment occupied a block on the ragged edge of the Third Ward, one of the worst parts of Houston, but only fifteen minutes from the office. The apartment complex had probably seen better days, but in the subtropical Houston climate you had to work hard on maintenance or everything falls apart, and the folks who owned this complex hadn’t worked hard on maintenance. 

The apartment complex was called the Palms of East Houston. A row of palm trees ran along the front of the complex and they might’ve looked okay at one point, but Houston had been hit by a hard freeze in December, with temperatures going down to the low teens. The freeze had killed all the tropical plants in Houston, including these palm trees. The dismal black and gray plants only added to the general sense of gloom and doom. Then again, he thought as he climbed out of the Lexus, beggars can’t be choosers.

He stopped at his mailbox and thumbed through his mail. A couple of letters from bill collectors. He tossed them in the trash. He didn’t have any money to pay them, and he wasn’t sure he’d pay them even if he did have the money.

When he had moved to Houston, he’d looked forward to life in the big city. Concerts, nightclubs, the symphony, the ballet. But he did none of that. He didn’t have the money, but even if he did, he wouldn’t go out because he had nobody to go out with, and he didn’t want to be that late-middle aged guy sitting by himself at a small table near the bathrooms.

So, he went home by himself every night. 

He unscrewed the bottle of Ten High, half-filled a highball glass, topped it off with the 7-Up, took a swallow. He laid the glass down on the kitchen counter, next to a framed photo of his son, who was holding up a twenty-four-inch redfish. The photo had been snapped when his son was eleven. Frank Junior was nineteen now and a sophomore at the University of Texas, Frank’s alma mater. After the divorce, Frank’s wife married a construction magnate in Dallas. He was able to afford the tuition and room and board at the university, which was a good thing because Frank couldn’t.

He thought about what Dickie had said. All you need to know is that we’re handling it on a one-third contingency fee. And if the fee’s over a million, you get ten percent.

He worked the numbers in his head. Forty-million-dollar verdict. The contract was in the file--Dickie was taking a flat forty percent. That’s sixteen million dollars. He’d get 10% of the fees 1.6 million dollars if the case should settle for the full forty million dollars. Enough to pay his taxes on the fees, enough to pay the IRS on his back taxes, enough to pay his other debts, and maybe enough left over to retire.

It’s not often that you get the opportunity to make enough money to retire. And at fifty-six there wouldn’t be many more shots. Probably none. It was almost too good to be true.

What would he do to make more than a million dollars after taxes? 

What wouldn’t I do?

Hard to tell.

He picked up his drink and stood next to the window, looking out at the park across the street. It was almost dark, but there were still a few stragglers on the jungle gym and one lone girl on the swings. What looked to be an adult male was sitting on a bench watching the girl. Father and daughter, he assumed. Or that’s what he hoped.

He sipped the drink, thinking it had been good to be back at work full time. For the last eleven months, ever since he’d closed his office in Baugh County, he’d been working contract. The work had paid okay--fifty bucks an hour--but it hadn’t been very regular. He’d be on for a couple of weeks and then off for a couple of weeks. He’d made only thirty-grand over the last eleven months, barely enough to keep his head above water. He cogitated in what percentile of attorney-income that placed him. Probably the bottom five percent, along with the nincompoops, the mental defectives, and the senile. 

During that time, he’d sent out a couple of hundred resumes and gotten a half-dozen interviews, but no job offers. The economy still hadn’t recovered from the Great Recession, and it was a tough job market, especially at his age. And especially if you’d been implicated in a couple of murders, including the murder of a former client. The fact that Frank had been cleared wasn’t that important. No law firm wants to take on a lawyer with a controversial past. It doesn’t look good on the firm resume.

Then, unexpectedly, along came Dickie Glatz with a full-time job offer with a six-figure salary attached.

He felt the mellow glow starting to set in and he made himself another drink. He finished off his glass and poured himself another, with a little less 7-Up this time. It seemed kind of strange the way he’d gotten the Salter case. His first day on the job. The biggest case in the office. A coincidence that he’d gotten a case pending in Baugh County? Maybe Dickie thought that his connections to Judge Ewell would get him some favorable rulings. If so, he was sadly mistaken. But Frank didn’t see any reason to advise Dickie of the deteriorated nature of his relationship with the judge. At least not yet. At least not when he was getting paid a steady two grand a week.

He was sure these imagined connections were why Dickie had hired him in the first place. He wasn’t law review from Harvard or Yale. He’d been in the middle of his class at the University of Texas School of Law. And he wasn’t some young go-getter, being closer to sixty than fifty.

All this thinking had put him in the mood for a fourth drink. He glanced out the window. It was dark now and the park was empty except for the little girl. This wasn’t a great neighborhood for a little girl to be alone after dark.

And the guy was still sitting on the bench, looking at the girl.

Frank decided to go down and see what was happening. He trotted out the door, down the steps, and across the street, but by the time he walked into the park, the man and the girl had gone.


​Chapter 5

He walked into the office at eight-thirty the next morning without much of a hangover. As he went through the front doors, a rough looking man with badly scarred face was walking out. He stared at Frank for a moment and then kept walking.

“Who’s that guy?” Frank asked Rockoff.

“That’s Gump Martinez. Dickie’s private investigator. And fixer.”

Frank was about to ask Rockoff what he meant, but he’d already moved off down the hall.

Two stacks of files, each two feet high, lay on his desk. On top of one stack was a three-page memo from Lila Garcia. The memo listed four cases. Two whiplash car wreck cases, a slip and fall, and one case where merchandise fell off a shelf at a Wal-Mart, hitting a customer in the head and causing a concussion. Your basic meat-and-potatoes personal injury docket. The kind of stuff Frank could handle in his sleep.

But there was barely $35,000 in fees in these four cases. Enough to pay for maybe three months of Frank’s salary plus overhead. He got the feeling that these cases were intended to disguise the fact that Dickie only wanted him here for the Salter case.

But why?

 

He didn’t speak to Dickie for a couple of days. When he did, he found Dickie in the kitchen, simultaneously pouring a cup of coffee, smoking a cigarillo, and giving orders to a secretary.

“Get me the Hansley file,” he barked. “It must be in closed files. I want it by lunch.”

The secretary was close to tears.

“We’ve already looked for it. We can’t find it.”

“Can’t find it? What kind of bullshit is that? It’s in the warehouse. Where else would it be?”

“We’ve looked but couldn’t find it. When was it closed?”

“I dunno. A month ago. Six weeks. Something like that. Look it up on the computer. Just find it. It didn’t grow legs and walk off. Do I have to go look for it myself?”

He turned to Frank. “Something I can do for you, sport? Are we not keeping you busy enough around here?”

“I need to talk to you about the Salter file. When you have a minute.”

A quizzical look flitted across Dickie’s face like he didn’t know what Frank was talking about. “The Salter file?”

“The life insurance case. You know -- “

“I know. I know. Ridge Salter was one of my best friends. For thirty years. Don’t ever forget that. What’s the problem?”

“I had a few questions about the case.”

Dickie stubbed out his cigarillo in a coffee mug.

“I told you,” he said. “Everything you need to know is in the file.”

“I haven’t been able to find the autopsy report.”

Dickie headed toward his office and Frank followed.

“It’s in there somewhere,” Dickie said after they arrived in the office. “Just look.”

“There’s something else.”

“What?”

Frank paused.

“The court this case is pending in. I have something of a history with the judge.”

“Yeah, I know. He was your father’s law partner, right? A long time ago.” He jabbed a finger in Frank’s chest. “See, I know all about you. I had you checked out.”

“There’s more to it than that. A lot more. And some of it’s not good. Actually, most of it’s not good.”

Dickie gave him what Frank came to think of as the lizard stare. Eyes half shut, radiating boredom or hostility or maybe both.

“I know you were suspected of murder of an ex-client.”

“Suspected. But not charged. Because I didn’t do it.”

“I don’t really need to hear about your history with the judge” Dickie said. “Or anything else for that matter. That’s all in the past as far as I’m concerned. Now, I’ve got things to see and people to do.” He turned to leave, then turned back. “That reminds me. We’re having lunch with the Widow Salter at noon. At Chez Paul. Be prompt.”

He trotted off in the direction of his office.

 

Frank arrived at Chez Paul at twelve. He got a glare from the maître d’. Maybe he didn’t think Frank’s ten-year-old suit--shiny at the knees and elbows--was sartorially appropriate. Frank told him he was there to meet Dickie Glatz and a pensive expression formed slowly on the face of the maître d’ as if he was rolling the idea around in his brain, trying to make sense of it.

“Of course,” he said with a considerable smile. “This way.”

He was led back to a table in a back corner. A choice spot—was it Dickie’s personal table?

A few minutes later the maître d’ led a woman to the table. She was striking. Tall, curvaceous, and with brilliant red hair. She cast a look in Frank’s direction.

“You must be Frank Connor. I’m Hayden Salter.”

She glanced at the chair next to him, and Frank quickly getting the message, jumped to his feet and pulled it out for her.

“It’s reassuring to see chivalry isn’t entirely dead,” she said, sitting in the chair slowly. 

“Dickie’s not here yet,” he said, stating the obvious.

“I’m not surprised. He’s never on time.”

“He told me to be prompt. Made it sound important.”

“Dickie projects his own worst traits onto others. It’s a character flaw. Like being late. In my experience, there are two types of people in this world. Those who wait and those who keep others waiting. Dickie’s the latter type.” 

She stared at him with big blue eyes as flat as reflecting pools.

“Which kind of person are you, Mr. Connor?”

“I suppose I’m the type that waits. That’s been my experience.”

She took a sip of water.

“How is it you got involved in his case? I thought that bright young man Chuck Moore was handling it.”

Evidently, she hadn’t heard about Chuck’s drug bust. Frank didn’t think it was his place to bring her up to speed.

“I don’t know Chuck,” he said. “I just started at the firm a couple of days ago.”

“I see. You started a couple of days ago at The Glatz Firm and now you’re responsible for my case. Do you know very much about insurance law? Chuck was an expert on insurance law. He wrote a law review article on insurance law. He gives lectures on it.”

Frank felt his ears burning.

“I’ve handled my share of--”

“There you two are!” It was Dickie Glatz bounding through the restaurant, almost knocking over a waiter. “Been looking all over.”

He bent down and kissed Hayden Salter on the cheek. “Delightful to see you, Hayden. Looking as radiant as ever.”

He dropped into the chair opposite Frank, so Hayden was between them. He waved at the waiter.

“What’s everybody having?” Dickie asked.

Hayden ordered a Perrier. Frank did the same, although he was in the mood for a highball or maybe two. Dickie ordered a dirty martini.

“What do you think of your new lawyer, Hayden?” he said, nodding in Frank‘s direction.

“I thought you were my lawyer, Dickie.”

“Yes, of course. That’s right. I’m your lawyer. Frank will be handling the day-to-day details.”

She raised an eyebrow, then said. “Excuse me for a minute while I go powder my nose.”

Frank watched her glide through the restaurant in the direction of the ladies’ room.

“What do you think?” Dickie said.

“A fine figure of a woman, as my father used to say.”

“Really? That’s what you think? You don’t know her. In fact, she’s a royal bitch. A real ball buster. How old do you think she is?”

She’d obviously had some work done, Frank thought. She had that permanently raised eyebrows, surprised, too-tight face look.

“I don’t know,” Frank said. “Maybe mid-forties.”

“Try early sixties.”

“She looks amazing for her age.”

“Yeah, rumor is it comes from drinking the blood of virgin sacrifices while sitting in a pentagram at midnight chanting to the forces of darkness. Or something like that.”

Their drinks came. Frank stared at his Perrier for a moment, contemplating the virgin sacrifice reference. Dickie took a big slug of his martini.

“Dickie, you said this was a forty-million-dollar case.”

“Right. That a problem? Too big for you, sport? Want to make you wet your pants, does it?”

Frank leaned forward.

“It’s not a forty-million-dollar case. It’s an eighty- million-dollar case. There’s a double indemnity clause in the insurance policy and this is an accidental death claim.” 

“Yes, I suppose that’s true. I hadn’t given that angle a lot of thought.”

“You know her deposition is in a few days,” Frank said, nodding in the direction of the ladies’ room.

Dickie glanced around, as if he were taking in the surroundings for the first time.

“I’m aware her deposition is coming up. It’s on my calendar.”

“And the case is set for trial in less than three months.”

Dickie looked bored. “Tell me something I don’t already know.”

Frank took a sip of his Perrier.

“I read the file,” he said. “I can’t even figure out what the insurance company’s defensive theory is. I don’t know why they haven’t simply paid this claim.”

“I’ll tell you why,” Dickie said. “Life insurance is like gambling. You bet you’re going to die. The insurance company bets that you’re going to live. In this case Ridge Salter died, so the life insurance company lost the bet, and now they don’t want to pay off.”

“There’s a policy. A contract. I feel like I’m missing something here.”

Dickie leaned over the table, waving a bread stick.

“There’s only three things you need to win a life insurance case. A policy, body, and a beneficiary. Here, you have all three. You ain’t missing a thing, sport.”

Hayden Salter had returned. This time a passing waiter pulled her chair out for her.

She said, “Do you have any questions for me, Mr. Connor? Anything you need to know in order to properly represent me?”

“I do have a few questions.”

She arched her eyebrows even farther, which Frank didn’t think was possible.

“What questions would those be?”

“Why did your husband buy so much insurance? The premiums must’ve been huge. And I’m sure his estate would’ve been enough to provide you with a comfortable living even without any life insurance.”

“It was a tax planning device,” she said. “The insurance proceeds would be paid to a trust. Since the money went outside of probate, it would avoid the fifty-five percent estate tax. It was something our estate attorney advised.”

“Who are the beneficiaries of the trust?”

She shrugged. “Me. If something happens to me, it goes to Jason, Ridge’s son from his first marriage. It’s the same as the will.”

“I have another question.”

She grimaced. Was he was pushing too hard? It didn’t matter. He needed answers to these questions.

“Did you know that the policy has a double indemnity clause?”

“No. What’s that? It sounds very legalistic.”

“The policy pays double if a death is accidental.”

She picked up her water glass and took a sip. “Oh, my,” she said.

“One other thing. The insurance company lawyers have subpoenaed some records from Altus Medical Consultants. Do you know anything about that?”

“No, who are they?”

“They’re doctors, I think.”

“You don’t know?”

“No. I haven’t seen the records, yet. Do you know if your husband saw Altus Medical Consultants?”

Another sip of her drink. Was she stalling for time? Was she trying to prepare an



















