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        Springport, Pennsylvania

        July 29, 1974

        The height of the oil crisis

      

      

      

      The sisters sat on the wide front steps of their soon-to-be old house and watched. The older girl, almost twelve, had willed herself not to cry, but she couldn’t stop her cheeks from burning with rage. Her sister, two years younger, wasn’t able to quell the flow of tears down her cheeks, which were also bright red, but from shame, not anger. The repo men studiously avoided their eyes as they walked back and forth between the house and the van, loading it with their bikes, their ice skates, even the old stuffed bears that still slept on their twin beds out of inertia more than any need.

      When she saw them taking her microscope kit, along with the specimen slides she’d spent the whole last year collecting and mounting, the younger girl lost what little control she had over her emotions and let out a pained wail. The cry drew the attention of their mother, who had been taking great care in loading the trunk of the borrowed station wagon with her family’s heirlooms—the only possessions they owned that their father hadn’t pledged in a fruitless attempt to save his oil-fired furnace business. Their mother laid her grandmother’s jewelry box on the cloth she’d had to borrow from the family’s former maid along with the car—even their linens had been taken by the note holder—and rushed over to the steps.

      “Stop it,” the older girl hissed, annoyed that they were drawing the attention of creepy D.J. McAllister across the street, whose smirk gave away his feigned ignorance of what was happening to his neighbors. One thing the girls wouldn’t miss about their house was the presence of Daniel, Jr., or D.J. nearby. His good breeding, as their mother liked to call it, wasn’t strong enough to outweigh his teenage hormones, and it totally grossed them out the way he leered at their mom in her hot pants.

      The girl struggled to catch her breath between sobs. The older girl was about to give her arm a good, painful pinch to distract her, when a white satin-covered book peeking out of the crook of one of the men’s sweaty arm caught her eye.

      “Mom,” she shouted, as her mother came over to put a comforting arm around her still-bawling sister, “they’re taking my diary!”  She had the little gold key hidden in the pocket of her jean shorts, but everybody knew all you needed was a bent bobby pin to pop the cheap lock. That book contained her private thoughts. Including the way looking at creepy D.J. sometimes made her feel funny. She’d die if anyone ever read it. “This is bullshit!”

      “Language,” her mother said in a firm voice. Then, a second later, “No, you’re right, this is bullshit.” She marched over and tapped the repo man on the shoulder.

      He turned. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Do you really think it’s necessary to take my daughter’s diary?  It has no resale value. This is just cruel.”

      They watched while the man weighed this, looking at the shiny white book in his arm. He shrugged and handed it over. “You’re right, I guess.”

      The girl ran up and snatched it from her mother’s hands and clutched it to her chest. Her mother didn’t even try to remind her to say thank you. Manners were worthless in their situation.

      The man’s eyes shifted to the younger sister, still crying on the stairs.

      “I guess it’s only fair if she gets to pick out one thing to keep, too, huh?  It’s not their fault, after all.”

      “No, no, it’s not,” their mother agreed. “This is their father’s fault.”

      She motioned for the girl to come join them, and she did, still sniffling.

      “What do you want to keep?” the repo man asked, eager to get this over with.

      “My microscope, please,” she muttered.

      “Ah, jeez, that looks expensive.”

      “It’s really not,” her mother explained, “it’s just a junior kit. She’s worked so hard on her slides.”

      Her mother reached out and traced a finger along the man’s bare arm.

      “Please?” she said her voice breathy and low.

      The man glanced over at their father, who sat staring up at their mansion, oblivious to everything but his own pain, and then back at their mother.

      The girl held her breath and hoped he’d say yes. Finally, he did.

      “Okay, sure.”

      She ran over and grabbed the microscope and her slides from the carton on the curb before he could change his mind.

      Her mother’s hand lingered on his arm. “How can I ever thank you?”

      He looked away and continued down the steps like it had never happened.

      The girls hugged their mother tight, and they walked together to the glider under the big red maple tree in the front yard and waited for the nightmare day to end.
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      As it turned out, that nightmare day was just the beginning. Within three months of losing the gracious Victorian mansion with its turrets and hidden passages, they’d go on to lose the double-wide trailer their parents had rented on a patch of weeds outside of town. While their mother had taken in sewing and done babysitting to earn what money she could, and they’d traded riding lessons and the latest fashions for nasty hand-me-down clothes from the Salvation Army, their dad had just sat in a lawn chair in front of the trailer and done . . . nothing. Until two days before Halloween, when he’d finally done something: He’d drunk most of a bottle of Wild Turkey, then he’d pointed the barrel of their neighbor’s hunting rifle into his mouth and pulled the trigger.

      “The coward’s way out,” their mother had shouted when she found his bloodied, faceless form, already swarming with ants and grosser insects by the time they’d returned from the food pantry with their bags of government cheese and generic soups.

      With no life insurance proceeds, thanks to the suicide exclusion, they couldn’t pay the rent, let alone afford to bury the man who’d led them to this place. They moved into a cramped studio apartment with thin walls and low water pressure, where they lived for free in exchange for their mother acting as the super for the building. The three of them slept in one room, which they called the bedroom despite it lacking a bed. They ate meat once a week, on Wednesdays, right in the middle, and the girls learned how to sew well enough to turn their thrift store donations into something resembling fashionable clothes.

      The older girl wrote every day in the white diary, until the day she turned eighteen and ran off with the man who would turn out to be her first of several husbands, leaving it behind on the dresser she shared with her sister and mother. Her sister never left the microscope behind. When she went off to college in Ohio on a scholarship, the microscope was nestled on the bottom of the one cardboard box she took with her, wrapped in a sweater her mother had crocheted.
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        Firetown, Pennsylvania

        The present day

        Monday, 4:30 a.m.

      

      

      

      Jed Craybill stared up at his ceiling and waited. Tall orange flames licked the sky, reflected in his bedroom window. The flares of gas whooshed as loud as any airplane. With each whoosh, the floorboards shook and his bed rocked back until the headboard hit the wall behind him.

      He’d known for months that this night was coming: after a well pad was completed, the controlled burn off of surface gas began. The fires would burn day and night for days, maybe better than a week. All the while, the smell of methane would fill the sky like a low-lying cloud and seep in through his walls.

      The gas company had been busy since the fall, working to create a well pad on the edge of his neighbor’s lot. First it was the incessant buzz of chainsaws, as they downed the old walnut trees. Then the chippers. Next the bulldozers came, and with them, the huge lights, so they could work through the night, moving the earth so it could be leveled. Trucks rumbled along the road, gears shifting, doors slamming, loud voices calling to each other, around the clock. All working toward this day.

      He was just glad Marla hadn’t lived to see it. She’d always been a light sleeper. The slightest noise, even the wind in the trees, used to wake her. Toward the end, the only respite she’d had was a sound sleep.

      He was the opposite. Even the flares, with their noise, light, and stink wouldn’t have kept him awake if he’d been able to fall asleep in the first place. But he had bigger problems than his idiot neighbors letting the gas company rape their land, and he couldn’t seem to quiet his mind.

      He lay there and waited for the weak April sun to peek over the mountains and paint the sky a faded pink. Then, he’d shower, dress, and make his stand.
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        Clear Brook County Courthouse

        Springport, Pennsylvania

        Monday morning

      

      

      

      Judge Paulson glared down from the bench at the attorney opposing Sasha McCandless’s motion to compel discovery.

      “The Court will not tolerate such behavior going forward, Mr. Showalter. Your client will produce the electronic messages it has withheld by the end of this week in digital format or face monetary sanctions for discovery abuses. Are we clear?”

      Drew Showalter bobbed his head but didn’t meet the judge’s eyes. “Crystal, your honor.”

      The judge turned to Sasha. “Anything else, Ms. McCandless?”

      She glanced down at her legal pad. She’d made and won all of her points. But, she saw no reason to squander an opportunity. She drew herself to her full four feet, eleven and three-quarters inches in height and said, “Your honor, VitaMight requests that this Court award it its attorneys’ fees and costs in preparing and arguing this motion.”

      Maybe she could get VitaMight’s commercial landlord to foot the bill for her prep work, not to mention the seven-plus hours round-trip travel time they’d have to pay her for driving all the way up to northern Pennsylvania to argue the motion. VitaMight would be impressed.

      Judge Paulson, however, was not.

      “Let’s not get greedy, Ms. McCandless. Denied. We’re done here, counsel.”

      He made no move to leave the bench, though.

      Showalter ducked his head, tucked his lone folder under his arm, and hurried past Sasha, mumbling that he’d forward her the files.

      Sasha smiled, savoring her victory, while she crammed her binders and legal pads back into her leather bag.

      She paused long enough to think that, just maybe, if Showalter had placed as much importance on preparation as he apparently did on traveling light, his argument might not have been so laughably bad. His claim that his client, a commercial properties investment trust with diverse holdings, lacked the ability to search its e-mails was a pretty pathetic defense. Almost as pathetic as his client’s abrupt decision to terminate VitaMight’s long-term lease of a distribution warehouse for no apparent reason.

      And that uncharitable thought, she later decided, was her undoing.

      If she had just shoved her papers into the bag and gotten out of the courtroom a few minutes sooner, she wouldn’t have been at counsel table when the red-faced old man came shuffling through the wide oak doors. But she hadn’t, and she was.

      So, when he banged through the bar separating the gallery from the well of the courtroom, she had the bad luck to be directly in Judge Paulson’s line of sight.

      “Harry, you old bastard! What do you think you’re doing?”  The elderly man crossed the well, waving a fistful of papers at the bench.

      The deputy leaning against the wall next to the American flag made a halfhearted motion toward his gun, but the judge waved him off.

      “Mr. Craybill! Step back!”  Judge Paulson leaned forward and warned him, but the old man didn’t stop.

      “I’m no more incompetent than you are. Who’s responsible for this?”

      Judge Paulson caught Sasha’s eye and motioned for the man to stop talking.

      “Mr. Craybill, do you have counsel?”

      “What?”

      “An attorney to represent you in your incapacitation hearing, Jed.”

      “You know damn well, I can’t afford an attorney, you no-good . . .”

      Judge Paulson spoke right over the tirade. “Ms. McCandless, congratulations. The court hereby appoints you counsel to represent Mr. Craybill in the hearing on the county’s motion to have him declared incompetent and have a guardian appointed to handle his affairs.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, and Craybill wheeled around and glared at her.

      He turned back to the bench and said, “Her? She can’t be old enough to be a lawyer, for crissake, look at her.”

      Sasha’s cheeks burned, but she saw her opening and took it.

      “Your honor, it sounds like Mr. Craybill here isn’t pleased with the appointment. And, frankly, your honor, I have no experience in elder law. That, coupled with the fact that my office is nearly four hours away in Pittsburgh, leads me to regretfully decline your kind offer.”

      “It’s not an offer, Ms. McCandless. It’s an order. Old Jed here’ll come around. He might even say sorry for insulting you.” The judge stared at her over his half-moon glasses.

      She caught herself before a sigh escaped. “Yes, your honor.”

      The judge turned to the old man and said, “Now, tell your new lawyer you’re sorry, Jed.”

      The man muttered something that may have been an apology, although Sasha was sure she heard “featherweight” and “child” in there somewhere.

      Looking pleased with himself, the Honorable Harrison Paulson unfolded his legs and stood to his full height of nearly six and a half feet. He headed toward the door to his chambers.

      “Your honor,” Sasha said, as he walked away, “when do I need to return for the hearing?”

      She figured she could get that information from her new client, but she hoped if the hearing were less than two weeks away, the judge would grant her a continuance right then and there.

      Instead, he checked his watch, turned back to her, and said, “In about an hour.” He pushed through the door and disappeared into his chambers while she struggled to keep her mouth from hanging open.

      Sasha’s new client lowered himself in the empty chair at counsel’s table and tossed the petition seeking to have him declared incompetent on the table in front of her, while Sasha stood staring at the space the judge had just vacated.

      An hour?  How was she supposed to get ready for an incapacitation hearing in one hour?  Sasha prided herself on her composure in the courtroom. But her calm demeanor came because she over-prepared. In the sort of cases she handled, the victor almost always was whichever party’s attorney was more prepared. So her rule was to prepare her case until she was sure she could handle every foreseeable issue, answer every question the judge could conceivably ask, and remove any doubt about her client’s argument and then prepare some more. An hour was barely enough time to read and digest the petition and whatever exhibits came with it. She checked the clock. Make that fifty-nine minutes.

      She flung herself into the empty chair and skimmed the petition’s opening paragraph to find the statute under which the county was acting and then thumbed the citation into her Blackberry. She scanned the statute, reading as fast as dared to take in the gist of the act without getting bogged down in the details. Once she had an understanding of the requirements the county would have to meet to have Craybill declared incompetent and a guardian appointed, she powered off her phone and looked at the man sitting next to her.

      “Let’s grab a bite and you can fill me in on what’s going on,” she said as she gathered her papers and headed out of the courtroom. She’d left Pittsburgh before five a.m. and was going on nothing but black coffee.

      Craybill eyed her. “We don't have any health food places in town.”

      “How about a diner that serves breakfast all day?”

      He managed a small grin, like it was a struggle to remember how to smile. “Yeah, we got a diner.”

      He followed her out of the courtroom.
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      The diner sat across the square from the courthouse. Craybill led her to a worn faux leather booth in the front window of the building.

      Through the streaked glass, she could see the late morning sun glinting off the statue of Lady Justice that stood atop the courthouse’s clock tower. She squinted at the clock’s hands.

      “We need to be back in court in forty-five minutes. Does this place have fast service?”

      He shrugged and looked around. “You see a crowd?”

      They were the only customers.

      A waitress appeared, pen already poised over her order pad. The name tag on her white shirt read “Marie.” She mumbled a hello and said, “What’ll it be?”

      Sasha looked at the tabletop. Napkin dispenser, salt and pepper shakers, and a plastic tower holding sugar packets were lined up under the windowsill. No menus.

      “Do you have menus?”

      Marie sighed and launched into a spiel she didn’t seem to relish. “No, honey, I’m afraid we don’t. Bob’s Diner is about to have new ownership. The Café on the Square is having menus printed to highlight our new, locally-sourced, farm-fresh cuisine.”

      Craybill barked out a laugh. A look from Marie cut it short.

      “Uh, okay,” Sasha said and took a shot at a dish she assumed every diner in America served. “I’ll have a feta and spinach omelet and whole wheat toast. A side of bacon.”

      Marie scribbled it all down. Sasha felt like she’d just aced an exam.

      “Drink?”

      “Coffee. And a glass of water.”

      Marie stopped writing. “You don’t want the water, honey.”

      “I don’t?”

      “No, you don’t. Our locally-sourced water is brown and tastes like crap.”

      Craybill swallowed another laugh.

      “Oh. Then, I guess I don’t,” Sasha agreed. “But, isn’t the coffee made with that water, too?”

      “Sure is. That tastes like crap, too, but at least it’s supposed to be brown. You want it?”

      She didn’t have much of a choice. If she didn’t get some more caffeine flowing through her bloodstream, she’d have a pounding headache within the hour.

      “I guess so.”

      Craybill clucked at her decision then told the waitress, “I’ll have oatmeal. Tell that inebriate in your kitchen to make it with milk, now. You hear?  And an orange juice. A tall one. My lawyer’s paying.”

      Marie nodded her approval. “This little thing’s your lawyer, Jed?  Who you suing?”

      “Nothing like that, Marie. Just a misunderstanding, but we’ve gotta be in front of Judge Paulson at eleven o’clock, so make sure our food comes out quick, you hear?”

      Marie tucked her order pad into her apron pocket, slid her pen behind her ear, and headed off to the kitchen without making any promises.

      “What’s wrong with the water?” Sasha said to her client.

      “What?”

      “The water. Why does a place called Clear Brook County have brown, foul-tasting water?”

      Craybill frowned. “Are we gonna talk about the water or this bullshit petition?”

      “Sure, okay.”

      She really did want to know about the water. Growing up, her father and brothers used to drive up from Pittsburgh every spring to fish in a lake outside of the town, while Sasha and her mother went to the ballet back in Pittsburgh. Her brothers would come home with coolers full of trout and pictures of water so blue it actually glittered. But, her client was right, they didn’t have time. She needed to walk through the petition with him—mainly so she could judge for herself if she thought he was mentally incapacitated, as the county’s department of aging services claimed in its papers. Sasha took out her legal pad and looked through her notes on the requirements to have a person declared incapacitated.

      “First off, do you understand what this petition is all about?”

      Craybill nodded, “Yeah, those rat bastards at Aging Services want to put me in a home.” He rapped his knuckles on the Formica tabletop for emphasis.

      Sasha shrugged. He wasn’t far off.

      “Well, the petition says you live alone and have no known heirs. Is that right?”

      “Yup,” he nodded, as Marie returned and placed a tall, hard plastic cup of orange juice on the table in front of him. A saucer holding a chipped white mug of coffee, steam rising off it, followed.

      Marie looked at Sasha. “You’re not going to want to take that black, hon.” She set a pitcher of cream down beside the mug. “I’ll be right back with your food.”

      Craybill took a long drink of his juice. Sasha contemplated her coffee; it looked like coffee. She picked it up and sniffed it cautiously. It smelled like coffee. She poured a liberal dose of cream into the mug, just in case.

      “So, no kids, no nieces or nephews, no one?” she said.

      “Right,” he confirmed. “My wife, Marla, died last year. We never had children. My brother Abe, rest his soul, he was, you know, queer. Marla has a sister, but they didn’t talk, because of Abe. I don’t know if she’s alive or dead or had any children, but as far as I’m concerned, she’s no one to me. No, it was just me and Marla.”

      He looked past her, out the window and smiled to himself. Sasha scribbled a note.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Who?” He turned back to her suddenly, like she’d startled him.

      She tried to keep the impatience out of her voice. “Marla’s sister.”

      “I just told you. She’s no one to me. If she’s even alive. Petty, small-minded witch that she was.”

      Sasha exhaled slowly. “Look, I understand why you and your wife cut off contact with her sister if she had a problem with your brother’s sexual orientation. But, the county’s required to list any known adult presumptive heirs, and they haven’t listed her. Now, did Marla cut her sister out of her will?”

      “Yup. That’s more or less an open secret round these parts.”

      “I assume she’s not named in your will?”

      “You got that right.”

      “Okay, then, I guess I don’t need to know her name, strictly speaking, but it could be useful to know if she’s out there somewhere.”

      She looked at him calmly, willing him to just tell her his sister-in-law’s name.

      He stared back at her.

      She took a sip of her coffee. It was hot and weak, like diner coffee usually was, but the cream hid anything beyond that.

      He thumped his hand against the table again. “Rebecca. Rebecca Plover.”

      She wrote it down.

      “Great. Thanks.”

      Marie was back, bearing a bowl of oatmeal in one hand and the omelet, toast, and bacon in the other. Sasha waited until the clatter of dishes had stopped then asked for some hot sauce.

      Marie pulled a small bottle out of her apron pocket and handed it to her, and then she slapped the bill face down in the table.

      “You all pay that whenever you want, but I sure don’t want to make you late for court.”

      Sasha watched her walk away while Craybill dug in to his oatmeal.

      She glanced back at the clock. Twenty-five minutes left to interview her client, eat, and prepare some kind of argument.

      Her stomach churned. There were attorneys who practiced this way. She wasn’t one of them.

      Until just a few months ago, she’d been practicing at Prescott & Talbott— one of the largest, oldest, most prestigious law firms in the state. Her experience was in complex litigation. Businesses suing each other over broken deals, companies being sued by shareholders or customers. Big, messy, complicated cases that took years to go to trial. She was good at that. Hell, she was great at that.

      In contrast, she had no idea how to represent the alleged incapacitated person at a hearing in Orphan’s Court. Truth be told, she’d rather go into the kitchen and sling out breakfast orders. Which was saying something, considering she couldn’t scramble an egg.

      Fake it till you make it, her late mentor, Noah Peterson, used to tell her. His death was a large part of the reason that she’d left the firm and was now sitting across a sticky table in a run-down diner four hours from anywhere.

      She shook her head. No time for this now. She pushed thoughts of Noah and Prescott & Talbott from her mind.

      Craybill watched her, with a blob of congealing oatmeal clinging to his lower lip.

      She dabbed at her own lips with her paper napkin, but he didn’t take the hint.

      “You have a little, uh, oatmeal,” she said, pointing to her mouth.

      He narrowed his eyes and wiped his mouth.

      “So, what? Some oatmeal on my lip?  Does that make me a drooling idiot?”

      She resisted the urge to massage her temples and smiled too brightly.

      “Of course not. I’d want you to tell me, though. Moving on. The petition says just after the first of this year, the Department of Aging Services received an anonymous report that you were unable to care for yourself. Any idea what that’s about?”

      He scowled. She waited while he rolled back through the months. It was early April now, so it’d been over three months since the report.

      “Well, shoot,” he finally said, “I did fall out back. Can’t say for sure when it was. There was snow on the ground. I was chopping firewood and . . .”

      She cut him off. “You chop your own firewood?”

      “Yeah.”

      She checked his address on the petition. Rural Route 2, Firetown.

      “You don’t live here in town?”

      “No. I have a place in Firetown.”

      He said it with a short final syllable—Firetin.

      It sounded remote.

      “You live alone out there?”

      “Since Marla died, yeah.”

      “Okay, so you fell . . .” she prompted him.

      “Uh-huh. Got distracted watching a truck bounce down the road that runs by my place, a water truck going way too fast for conditions. Anyway, I slid on a patch of ice, I reckon. Bruised my hip and twisted my wrist.”

      She took notes as fast as she could, in her own abbreviated style. She’d come up with it in law school and it had served her well in practice, too.

      “So, did you seek medical treatment?”

      He shrugged. “Not really. I mentioned it to Doc Spangler when I ran into her at the gas station. She took a quick look, out by the pumps, and said it was probably a sprain. I wrapped it in an ace bandage for a while and took some Tylenol for a few days, but that was it.”

      “Is Doctor Spangler your personal physician?”

      She chased the last bits of egg around her plate with a piece of toast while he explained.

      “She’s the only doctor right in town. I guess that makes her my doctor. But the last time I went to see her for a real appointment, was, I don’t know . . . four or five years back. I’m healthy as a horse. She took care of Marla, though.”

      Sasha looked down at her notes. She was willing to bet the doctor, as a mandatory reporter under state regulations, had felt she was required to report the fall to the Department of Aging Services. Aging Services. What a name, she thought. It sounded like they helped you get older.

      She looked up at the clock tower once more. Fifteen minutes until show time, and she had no sense of who her client was, what he wanted, or whether he was completely out of his gourd.

      “Okay, the way the statute works is the lawyer for the Department of Aging Services will explain to Judge Paulson why they think you aren’t competent to care for yourself. They have the burden of proof. Now, they’ve asked for plenary, or complete, guardianship, which would give them the right to make decisions about your finances, your health, everything. The statute prefers a limited guardianship, which means the Judge can appoint a guardian to help you out with specific issues, like money, if he thinks you need some assistance but aren’t completely incapacitated. Are you with me?”

      She watched his eyes, looking for comprehension, but all she saw was anger. And lots of it.

      “Listen, girlie. I don’t want any help. I want to be left alone. I want to die in my own goddamn house when it’s time. Are you with me?”

      Sasha nodded. She felt a swell of compassion for the old man, but she wasn’t going to make any promises.

      “We’ll see what we can do, Mr. Craybill.”

      She put a twenty down on top of the bill and started packing up.

      “Let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Five minutes before the hour, Sasha and Jed settled in at the same counsel table they’d vacated an hour earlier.

      Technically, Sasha should have moved to the defendant’s table across the room because she was no longer representing the moving party. The movant—the party with the burden of proof—customarily took the table closest to the jury box. It was one of those formalities that no one told young lawyers about until they unknowingly violated it.

      But, Jed had eased himself into the chair before she’d had a chance to explain the seating arrangement, and, from what she’d seen, practice in Springport seemed to be on the casual side. Not to mention, the breach of protocol might just get under opposing counsel’s skin. Always a plus.

      The courtroom door eased open, flooding the room with light and the sound of chatter from the hallway. A thin, tanned man with a neatly trimmed beard slipped through the doors. He wore a navy suit and a red and blue striped tie. His wire-rimmed glasses reminded her of a professor, which Sasha assumed was the intended effect.

      He stopped beside the table. His eyes flicked from Jed to Sasha and then back again.

      “Mr. Craybill,” he said, nodding at the old man.

      Jed ignored the greeting.

      Sasha stood and extended her hand. “I’m Sasha McCandless, Mr. Craybill’s court-appointed attorney.”

      He pumped her hand in a quick, firm shake.

      “Marty Braeburn,” he said. Then he gave her a little frown. “I wasn’t aware Judge Paulson appointed counsel.”

      Sasha smiled. “I was appointed this morning.”

      “Ah,” Braeburn nodded. “Where did you say you practice?”

      “I didn’t. My office is in Pittsburgh. I was before the judge this morning on a discovery motion in another case.”

      “Pittsburgh,” Braeburn repeated, clearly speaking to himself.

      He glanced up at the clock mounted above the bench and then said, “We have a few minutes before the hearing starts. Let’s step out into the hall, shall we?”

      He looked meaningfully at Jed, who had been glaring at him without blinking.

      Sasha whispered to Jed that she’d hear what Braeburn had to say and be right back.

      He shifted his eyes from the county attorney to hers and nodded. “But no deals,” he whispered back.

      Braeburn held open the gate separating the well from the gallery. As she passed by him, he said in a friendly voice, “Oh, by the way, I didn’t want to embarrass you in front of your client, but you’re sitting at the wrong table.”

      She allowed herself a small smile. The fact that Braeburn had bothered to mention it was proof it nettled him, and his tone told her he had decided she was inexperienced and inconsequential. Just the way she liked it.

      A scene from some Monty Python movie flashed into her mind. She’d briefly dated an insurance adjuster named Clay, or maybe it was Ken?  Whichever. He was a huge fan of British comedy and acted like she’d told him she didn’t bathe regularly when she’d confessed to having never seen any of the Monty Python skits. So, of course, he showed up at her condo with a stack of videos. The only part that had stuck with her had been the Killer Rabbit of Caerbannog skit, where the knights were terrified of a vicious monster that guarded a cave—she’d dozed off during the DVD and had awoken to see the knights dismissing the creature as a threat because it turned out to be a rabbit. The rabbit then attacked and decapitated one of them, then killed two other knights. She still didn’t understand how the skits were even remotely funny, and the Anglophile insurance adjuster was barely even a memory. But, every once in a while, either in court or during a Krav Maga session, she thought of herself as that bunny. A ferocious, killer bunny.

      Out in the hallway, Braeburn led her over to the far wall and leaned against a large rectangular window with an arched top. The sill looked grimy, but the window itself was solid. Sasha would’ve wagered it was original to the building.

      Braeburn ducked his head and spoke in a soft voice, just above a whisper. “I’m not sure how these hearings are handled down in Allegheny County, but your role here is more or less a formality, for appearance’s sake.”

      Sasha raised a brow. “Oh, really?”

      He rushed to add, “You see, Judge Paulson just likes to be squeaky clean. You may not realize this, but the statute doesn’t mandate the appointment of counsel for the incapacitated person. That’s left to the court’s discretion. And, really, it isn’t usually necessary.”

      “Allegedly incapacitated person.”

      “Pardon?”

      “You just referred to my client as the incapacitated person. That’s not been determined. You’ve alleged it.”

      She smiled up at him and wondered if he saw her sharp bunny fangs for what they were. Probably not yet. But he would.

      Braeburn started to frown, then caught himself and smoothed his expression into something neutral, if not exactly pleasant.

      “See now, that’s what I’m saying. It is not customary in this county for an incapacitation hearing to be adversarial, Ms. McCandless. Our court-appointed attorneys generally understand that the Department of Aging Services always has the best interests of the allegedly incapacitated person firmly in mind. They recognize that these people are the experts. If you oppose this petition, you won’t be doing Mr. Craybill any favors. He’s a sick old man who needs help.”

      Sasha considered her response. Braeburn was letting her know the local attorneys—and there couldn’t be many of them—rolled over for one another at these hearings. She could see how that kind of back-scratching might take hold in a community with a small bar.

      Pittsburgh, in contrast, had a large and active bar. In fact, Allegheny County had one of the highest concentrations of attorneys per capita in the nation; the bar approached ten thousand practicing attorneys. Mainly, because Pittsburgh was the kind of city newcomers moved into gladly but natives had to be dragged kicking and screaming to leave. She was a case in point.

      No lawyer in Pittsburgh would dare do what Braeburn was proposing, unless he or she was a fool. Even if a lawyer was inclined to do it, the competition for clients was so fierce and the risk that another lawyer would get wind of the situation and make a bar complaint was too great.

      Braeburn may not have known it, but Judge Paulson had to have realized that Sasha wouldn’t be inclined to play ball when he appointed her. Yes, she’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But, Sasha was certain a call from the county’s only judge would have sent any one of the local lawyers flying over to the courthouse to take Jed’s case. She had to believe the judge had appointed her counsel precisely because she was an outsider.

      Braeburn stared at her, waiting.

      Sasha sighed. In the end, it didn’t matter what Judge Paulson knew or thought he knew about her when he ordered her to represent the angry old man storming his courtroom. She was who she was. She hadn’t changed that for one of the largest, most prestigious law firms in Pittsburgh and she sure wasn’t about to change it for some part-time county solicitor.

      “If, in fact, it is in Mr. Craybill’s best interests to have a guardian appointed, then I’m sure you’ll have no problem meeting the burden of proof on that issue. If the experts at the Department of Aging Services can satisfy the court that Jed Craybill is incapacitated, it won’t much matter if I oppose your petition, now will it?” she said.

      “But . . . you aren’t going to consent?”  Braeburn’s voice cracked.

      “No, Mr. Braeburn,” she said as evenly as she could manage, “you’re going to have to make your case.”

      She stepped past him and walked back into the courtroom.

      The sleepy-eyed deputy had resumed his post alongside the flag, so she knew Judge Paulson would be making his entrance soon.

      She hurried to the table and gave Jed’s arm a reassuring squeeze as she took her seat. Once she was settled, she leaned over and whispered, “He wanted us to consent to the appointment of a guardian so they wouldn’t have to present their case. Either there are a lot of backroom deals around here or he’s worried he can’t meet his burden.”

      Jed nodded. “Probably both.”

      The door from the hallway swung open and Braeburn trotted down the aisle. Sasha was delighted to notice that his cheeks were flushed with either anger or embarrassment. She hoped both.

      Braeburn looked over at her. She could tell he was weighing whether to force the issue and make her switch tables. She half hoped he’d do it, but he stood there for a minute and then dropped his files on the defendant’s table. He took his seat just in time to pop out of it when the door from chambers opened and Judge Paulson swept into his courtroom.

      “All rise. The Honorable Harrison W. Paulson presiding.”

      Usually, a courtroom became a stage after the deputy opened court. In most courtrooms, in most cases, the judge and the attorneys were actors. Everyone knew both their lines and everybody else’s lines, and there were no surprises. Unless someone deviated from the script. Even then, though—say, a witness got rattled and started babbling something other than the answers the attorney had rehearsed with her or an expert suddenly backed away from his opinion right there in open court—a decent lawyer could do damage control. Ask a gentle leading question to get the witness back on track or introduce a document to shore up the opinion. Whatever. This hearing, however, was going to be more like a night of improv than a well-rehearsed show.

      Braeburn wasted no time derailing the proceedings. As soon as the judge read the caption into the record, before he could even ask Braeburn to present his case, the county attorney leaned forward, his hand holding his tie flat against his chest, and cleared his throat.

      “If I may, your honor?  The Department of Aging Services has just learned that Mr. Craybill is not going to consent. In light of this eleventh-hour ambush. . . .” He paused here to shoot Sasha a look, then he continued, “The County respectfully requests a continuance to prepare its case.”

      The judge frowned down at Braeburn. He turned to Sasha but kept the frown in place.

      “Ms. McCandless, what do you have to say for yourself?”

      Sasha blinked. Was this guy for real?

      The judge moved his chin, just the barest bob, motioning toward the court reporter, as if to say, come on, now, play along for the record.

      She searched her brain for a non-sarcastic response.

      “Well, your honor, it’s true that Mr. Craybill does not consent to having a guardian appointed. As for counsel’s dramatic claims of ambush, I don’t know what to say. It’s his petition. He shouldn’t have filed it until he was ready to have it heard.”

      She decided not to mention that she had been representing her client for all of one morning, as the court well knew, and couldn’t have provided notice any sooner. Judges tended not to like it when you sullied the record with facts that made them look bad.

      Judge Paulson looked at her with no expression. “Anything else?”

      Sasha thought.

      And then it hit her. “Actually, yes, your honor. Even if Mr. Craybill were to consent, which, again, to be clear, he does not—but if he did, that consent could not be valid. If he is incompetent in the eyes of the law, then, without question, he’s not competent to consent.”

      The judge smiled and said, “That’s an interesting point, Ms. McCandless. I have to agree. It makes one pause and wonder what the attorneys who ask their clients to consent to a finding of incompetence are thinking, doesn’t it, Mr. Braeburn?”

      Braeburn’s face tensed. Sasha watched his pulse throb in his neck. Judge Paulson’s eyebrows crept up his forehead as he waited.

      Braeburn smoothed his tie. Picked up his pen. Put down his pen. Finally, he said, “Your honor, I am not aware of any case law holding that a consented-to guardianship is prima facie invalid.”

      Weak sauce, Sasha thought. Judging by the snort Jed let out and the expression on the judge’s face, she was not alone.

      Judge Paulson shook his head. “That’s not particularly responsive, Mr. Braeburn; nor is it particularly persuasive. Regardless, your request is denied. Let’s get started, shall we?”

      Braeburn looked around the courtroom but found no help in the empty gallery. He squared his shoulders and said, “Respectfully, your honor, the Department of Aging Services believes its petition sets out the grounds for declaring Mr. Craybill incapacitated and appointing a guardian.”

      Braeburn looked up at the judge, expectant and eager. The judge looked back at him for a long moment.

      “And?”

      “Your honor?”  Braeburn asked, blinking.

      Judge Paulson sighed. “Marty, obviously the county thinks Mr. Craybill needs to have a guardian appointed. How about telling me the basis for that opinion?”

      Braeburn stammered. “Respectfully, judge, the petition . . . well, it speaks for itself.”

      Sasha rolled her eyes. Lawyers loved to say that documents spoke for themselves. It was a meaningless, nonsensical statement. What they meant was a written document was the best evidence of its own contents, but that, too, was a pretty meaningless point to make.

      Judge Paulson’s brows came together in an angry vee. “Counselor, are you telling me you aren’t prepared to introduce anything into evidence?  You want to rely solely on the contents of your petition to make your case?  No witnesses?”

      Braeburn failed to keep his own irritation out of his voice in his response. “Your honor, you know the folks over at the Department of Aging Services are really busy these days. I couldn’t in good conscience ask a social worker to burn an afternoon sitting in court when it is so patently clear that Mr. Craybill needs to have a guardian appointed.”

      Jed started to rise from his seat. Sasha pushed him down firmly with one hand and stood herself.

      “Your honor, Mr. Craybill requests that this petition be denied with prejudice. This is an outrage. This court cannot grant the petition without giving Mr. Craybill the opportunity to question a representative of the county agency. And where is the proposed guardian?”  Sasha checked her papers for the name. “Was Dr. Spangler also too busy to waste her time in court?”

      “Good question, counselor,” said the judge, nodding. “Mr. Braeburn?”

      Braeburn stammered. “Your honor, please. We anticipated that Mr. Craybill would consent . . .”

      Judge Paulson chuckled. “Come now, Marty. If you really believed that old Jed here would consent to this, we need to have a guardian appointed for you.”

      His smile faded, and he leaned forward to catch the court reporter’s eye. He didn’t need to say anything; she nodded to let him know she’d edit the remark out of the record.

      Sasha had lost count of how many times she’d ordered a transcript in state court only to find that the official record of the proceedings bore nothing more than a passing resemblance to what had actually transpired.

      Braeburn straightened his sagging shoulders and tried one more angle. “The county calls Jed Craybill.”

      Sasha shot out of her seat. “Objection. The county can’t compel my client to testify.”

      The judge raised one eyebrow as if he was asking her if she was sure. Of course, she wasn’t sure. She had no earthly idea what she was doing. But, she did know she wasn’t going to put her client on the stand to be questioned by opposing counsel. Especially not this client. She had no idea what on earth Jed would say, other than it would contain a lot of profanity. There was just no way she could allow it.

      As she gathered her thoughts, Braeburn pressed on. “Your honor,” he said, “that’s a baseless objection. This isn’t a criminal matter. Mr. Craybill has no Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination here.”

      The judge nodded.

      Sasha saw her opening and seized it, imagining she had Braeburn’s neck in her bunny mouth and was shaking him back and forth like a ragdoll.

      “First of all, Mr. Craybill hasn’t invoked the Fifth Amendment. But, I note that he likely could. There is ample Pennsylvania precedent for invoking in a civil case when the witness is facing criminal
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