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		CHAPTER ONE

		1

		On the day the gods chose for his destruction, Peter Hale ate his breakfast on the terrace of his condominium. The sun was just beginning its ascent above the city of Portland and a bloodred aura surrounded the flat, black silhouette of Mount Hood. The dark metropolis looked like an ink-black carpet crisscrossed by Christmas lights. A poet would have savored the sunrise for its beauty, but Peter enjoyed the advent of day for another reason. He believed that Galileo was wrong when he imagined an Earth that revolved around the sun. In his heart of hearts, Peter knew that the sun that was slowly rising over his city revolved around him.

		A crumb from his bran muffin fell onto the leg of Peter’s gray Armani trousers. He flicked it off, then took a sip of the café latte he had brewed in the espresso machine that graced the marble counter of his designer kitchen. Peter lived in the condo, drove a fire-engine-red Porsche and pulled in a high five-figure salary as a fourth-year associate at Hale, Greaves, Strobridge, Marquand and Bartlett. The salary did not cover all his expenses and Peter was a bit overextended right now, but he never had any trouble obtaining mortgages, car loans or things of that sort since everyone knew he was the son of Richard Hale, one of the firm’s founding partners and a past president of the Oregon State Bar. With all this, Peter was not a happy camper.

		The living room drapes moved. Peter looked over his shoulder. Priscilla padded across the terrace wearing only an oversized Trailblazer T-shirt. She was a flight attendant with United. Peter had dated her on and off for a few months. Most men would have killed for such a lover, but Priscilla was talking about “commitment” with increasing frequency and Peter was finding it more and more difficult to avoid discussions of the dreaded “C” word.

		Priscilla bent down and kissed Peter on the cheek. Peter’s head moved slightly and she sensed the rebuff.

		“Boy, are you a grouch this morning,” Priscilla said, straining to keep the hurt out of her voice.

		“Yeah, well, I’ve got to get to court,” he answered brusquely.

		“How is the case going?”

		“Great for Sir Richard. Not so good for me.”

		Priscilla sat across from Peter. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

		“The same damn thing that’s been wrong since I made the mistake of going to work for my father.”

		Peter did not try to disguise his bitterness. It felt good to vent his anger.

		“Last night, right after court, Sir Richard informed me that he would be cross-examining all of the defendant’s important witnesses and giving the closing argument.”

		“Your father has let you try some part of the case, hasn’t he?”

		“He’s let me examine a few insignificant witnesses. That’s about it.”

		“Oh, Peter. I’m so sorry. I know how much you’ve been counting on being lead counsel.”

		“Yeah, well,” Peter shrugged, “I should have known better. My father just has to hog the glory.”

		Peter looked out toward the sunrise, but his thoughts were turned inward. When his father asked him if he wanted to work at Hale, Greaves, Peter had imagined serving a brief apprenticeship followed quickly by a succession of major cases in which he would act as lead counsel, winning multimillion-dollar verdicts and establishing his credentials in the legal community. It had taken four years serving as Richard Hale’s vassal to bring him to his senses. He had worked on Elliot v. Northwest Maritime from day one and he knew more about the case than his father ever would. If his father would not let him be lead counsel in Elliot, he had little hope of being lead counsel in a major case in the near future. He had to get out from under his father’s influence. If necessary, even leave Hale, Greaves. A new start with a new firm might be the answer. He would seriously consider a move when the Elliot case was over.

		The senior partners in Hale, Greaves, Strobridge, Marquand and Bartlett looked out from corner offices on the fortieth floor of the Continental Trust Building at the rivers, towering mountains and lush green hills that made Portland, Oregon, so unique. Though the sky-scraper was new, the firm’s quarters were decorated with heavy, dark woods, polished brass fittings and fine old antiques, giving the place an air of timeless quality.

		At precisely 7:30 A.M., Peter entered a small, windowless conference room where he and his father met before court every morning to review the witnesses who would testify that day and to discuss any legal issues that might arise. Peter’s father still had the same massive build that helped him win second team All-American honors in football and an NCAA wrestling championship at Oregon State in 1956. He owned a full head of white hair and his craggy face was outfitted with a broken nose and a cauliflower ear. Richard Hale practiced law the way he played sports, full steam ahead and take no prisoners. This morning, Peter’s father was striding back and forth in front of a low credenza in his shirtsleeves, a phone receiver plastered to his ear, muttering “Jesus Christ!” at increasing decibel levels each time he made a turn.

		Peter took off his suit jacket and hung it behind the door on a hanger. He noted with distaste that his father had flung his jacket onto a corner of the long conference table where it lay crumpled in a heap. Richard loved playing the humble, hulking man of the people in front of juries and he thought that the disheveled clothes helped his image. Peter could not imagine wearing a suit that had not been freshly pressed.

		“When will you know?” his father barked, as Peter took several files from his attaché case and arranged them in a neat pile.

		“No, goddamn it, that won’t do. We’re in the middle of the goddamn trial. We’ve been in court for two weeks.”

		Richard paused. His features softened. “I know it couldn’t be helped, but you don’t know Judge Pruitt.”

		He paused again, listening intently. Then, his face turned scarlet with anger.

		“Look, Bill, this isn’t that difficult. I told you I needed the goddamn things two weeks ago. This is what happens when you wait until the last minute.

		“Well, you better,” Richard threatened, ending the conversation by slamming down the phone.

		“What’s up?” Peter asked.

		“Ned Schuster was in a car wreck,” Richard answered distractedly, running his fingers through his hair. “He’s in the hospital.”

		“Who?”

		“Schuster. He’s supposed to testify today. Now, Bill Ebling says they can’t get the papers to court because Schuster had the only copy.”

		Peter had no idea what his father was talking about. He glanced down at his files. There was one for each witness and none was for a Ned Schuster. When he looked up, his father was leaning against the wall. His face was as pale as chalk and he was rubbing both sides of his jaw vigorously.

		“Dad?” Peter asked, frightened by his father’s ashen pallor and the beads of sweat that suddenly bathed his face. Instead of answering, Richard grimaced in pain and began rubbing his breast with a clenched fist. Peter froze.

		“Heart attack,” Richard gasped.

		Peter snapped out of his trance and raced around the conference table.

		“I need to lie down,” Richard managed, as his knees sagged. Peter caught him before he hit the floor.

		“Help!” Peter screamed. A young woman stuck her head in the door. Her eyes widened.

		“Call 911, fast! My father is having a heart attack.”

		When Peter looked down, Richard’s teeth were clenched and his eyes were squeezed tight. He continued to rub his chest vigorously as if trying to erase his pain.

		“Hold on, Dad,” Peter begged. “The medics are coming.”

		Richard’s body jerked. His eyes glazed over. The two men were sprawled on the floor. Peter held his father’s head in his lap. He was concentrating so hard on his father that he didn’t notice the room filling with people.

		Suddenly, Richard’s eyes opened and he gasped, “Mistrial.”

		“What?”

		“Get … mistrial … Must …”

		“Don’t talk. Please, Dad. Save your strength.”

		Richard grabbed Peter’s wrist and squeezed so hard his fingers left raw, red impressions.

		“Must … Mistrial,” he managed again.

		“Yes, I will,” Peter promised, just as someone called, “Let me through.” Peter looked toward the doorway. He recognized the older woman who was pushing through the crowd as a nurse the firm had hired to assist in working up personal injury cases. A moment later, Peter was standing on the far side of the conference table as the nurse tried to save his father’s life.

		The idea of Richard Hale dying sucked the air right out of Peter. He slumped onto a chair just as two medics rushed into the room with oxygen, a stretcher and a portable IV. Peter’s mother had died several years ago after a long illness and her death had been expected, but Peter saw his father as a mountain that would last forever. When he looked up he could not see his father through the crush of medical personnel who surrounded him. What if Richard didn’t pull through? he asked himself. Peter’s heart beat so rapidly he had to will himself to calm down. The anxiety attack passed. He opened his eyes and saw his briefcase and his files. The trial! Peter looked at his watch. It was almost time to go to court. Suddenly, the people in front of the door were backing away and the medics were rushing out of the room with a stretcher that supported his father. Peter wanted to follow them to the hospital, but someone had to tell Mrs. Elliot what had happened and ask Judge Pruitt for a mistrial. There was no way he could see his father now anyway. Peter knew he would probably have to stay in the hospital waiting room for hours before the doctors could tell him anything.

		Peter stepped out of the conference room into the hall. It was empty. Everyone had followed the medics to the elevator. Peter walked away from the crowd and left the offices by a back door that opened near the men’s room. He was trembling and flushed. He went to the rest room sink and splashed cold water on his face. Then, he leaned forward and looked at himself in the mirror. His brown, blow-dried hair was a mess, his shirt was rumpled and his tie had been wrenched to one side. Peter took out a pocket comb and wet it. When his hair looked presentable, he tucked in his shirt and straightened his tie.

		Peter examined himself again. He saw a man whose genetic inheritance from his mother had softened the sharp features his father had contributed. Peter had his father’s intense blue eyes, but he also had his mother’s smooth, high cheekbones. His nose was straight instead of craggy and his lips were thinner than Richard Hale’s. At five feet ten, one hundred and sixty pounds, he was slender and wiry with none of the bulk or height of his father.

		Peter straightened up. He felt back in control of himself and the situation. There was nothing he could do for his father now. Richard would be unconscious or drugged for hours. Peter decided that he would quickly explain what happened to the judge before going to the hospital. Certainly, Pruitt would grant a mistrial under the circumstances. No judge would require the trial to go on when the lead counsel had been stricken with a heart attack.

		Peter took the elevator to the lobby. The courthouse was only a few blocks away. As he rushed toward it, an unsettling thought suddenly occurred to him. Mrs. Elliot was suffering terribly. He could see how hard it was for her to sit through her trial, both physically and emotionally. If a mistrial was declared, Mrs. Elliot would have to suffer through a second trial. In a second trial, the defense would have transcripts of Mrs. Elliot’s witnesses and would know all of their strategy. Delay always helped the defendant when the plaintiff had a strong case. And the plaintiff’s case was almost finished. Only two short witnesses remained.

		Peter paused inside the courthouse doors. Lawyers, litigants, policemen and clerks swirled around him, the noise from dozens of conversations formed a constant din, but he was oblivious to the crowd. Was his father thinking clearly when he told Peter to ask for a mistrial? He had been in unbearable pain. Did his father really want to abort the case when it was going so well? Would Richard even remember his order when he recovered from the trauma of his coronary? Peter was certain that following his father’s wishes was not in Mrs. Elliot’s best interest, but the thought of disobeying Richard Hale’s command terrified him.

		Peter realized that he was trembling. He took a deep breath and willed himself to calm down. A lawyer’s first duty was to his client. Why, then, had his father told him to ask for a mistrial? It took a moment for the answer to dawn on Peter. Richard Hale had no confidence in Peter’s ability to take over the case.

		Peter’s fear gave way to a sense of outrage. He squared his shoulders and strode across the lobby toward the elevators. By the time the elevator doors opened, Peter was ready to go to court. He would show his father just how good he was. He would win Elliot. Then, he would place the multimillion-dollar judgment in front of Richard Hale, irrefutable proof that he was ready, willing and able to step up to the big time.

		Alvin Pruitt was a cadaverous jurist with a military crew cut, beady, bloodshot eyes and sunken cheeks that always seemed to be covered by gray stubble. He was foul-tempered and ran his courtroom like a Marine barracks. By the time Peter walked into court, he was ten minutes late and the judge was furious.

		“I hope you have a good explanation for your tardiness, Mr. Hale.”

		“I do, sir. There’s been an emergency. May I approach the bench?”

		Pruitt frowned and searched the room beyond Peter.

		“Where is your father?”

		“That’s what I want to tell you,” Peter answered, as he pushed through the low gate that separated the spectators from the area before the bench.

		Pruitt beckoned Peter forward, then addressed the attorney representing Northwest Maritime and their driver.

		“Mr. Compton, you’d better get up here.”

		Peter paused at the plaintiff’s table to say hello to his client. Nellie Elliot was a washed-out woman who had been worn down by poverty, the untimely death of her husband and the grueling task of raising five young children when life added a final insult by putting her in the path of a Northwest Maritime truck. Now, Mrs. Elliot was a wheelchair-bound quadriplegic and her lawsuit was worth millions.

		“What’s wrong?” Mrs. Elliot asked. Since the accident, she could move only her head, which bobbed toward her left shoulder as she spoke in the halting, slurred speech that was another product of the defendant’s negligence.

		“I’ll fill you in after I confer with the judge,” Peter answered with a reassuring smile.

		“Well?” Judge Pruitt asked impatiently.

		Peter spoke quietly, so his voice would not reach his client.

		“Your Honor, my father had a heart attack just as we were leaving for court.”

		Lyle Compton looked stricken and the judge’s hardbitten demeanor disappeared. Both men had known Richard Hale for more than twenty years. Though Judge Pruitt was brusque with all who appeared before him, he had the highest regard for Richard. Richard and Lyle Compton had been friendly adversaries in countless courtroom battles.

		“Is he going to be all right?” Pruitt asked with genuine concern.

		“I don’t know.”

		“Well, I’ll adjourn court and we’ll reconvene tomorrow so you can bring us up to date,” the judge said.

		Peter had been afraid the judge might try to stop the trial on his own. “There’s no reason to adjourn,” he said, hoping he did not sound as anxious as he felt. “I won’t be able to see my father for hours.”

		Judge Pruitt’s brow furrowed. He looked at Peter as if he was certain he had misunderstood him.

		“You don’t plan on continuing the trial, do you?” the judge asked.

		“Oh, certainly. After all, our case is almost over and there’s Mrs. Elliot to consider. It would be awfully hard for her to go through a second trial.”

		“Yes, well that may be, but your father is lead counsel,” the judge said.

		Lyle Compton was short, bald and rotund. He usually had a disarming smile on his face. He represented insurance companies for a living, but he was sympathetic to plaintiffs and was fair and charmingly nonadversarial until he was forced into the courtroom.

		“Peter, it wouldn’t be right to make you continue this case,” Compton said with sincerity. “Mrs. Elliot has a right to be represented by the best. If you move for a continuance or a mistrial, I’m not going to object.”

		Peter kept control of his facial expression, but he was seething. He believed Compton was trying to sucker him into moving for a mistrial so he could save his case. And that crack about Mrs. Elliot deserving the best … Peter’s heart hardened. He would show Compton what it was like to really go up against the best.

		“I appreciate your concern, Mr. Compton, but I’m prepared to continue.”

		“Do you feel that you’re ready to do that, Mr. Hale?” the judge asked. “You’ve never been lead counsel in a case this complex, have you?”

		“No, Your Honor, but I worked on this case from the beginning. I prepared the witnesses, wrote the pleadings and the legal memos. In all modesty, I believe I know the ins and outs of Mrs. Elliot’s lawsuit as well, if not better, than my father.”

		“Is this what your client wants?” the judge asked.

		“I haven’t had an opportunity to confer with her. She doesn’t know what happened.”

		Judge Pruitt looked troubled. “Well, why don’t you take a few minutes to confer with Mrs. Elliot. But before you do, I have to tell you that I think you’re making a big mistake if you go ahead. You should be with your father in the hospital. I know you’re thinking of your client’s interests, which is commendable, but I can’t imagine how you’re going to be able to focus on this case without knowing that your father has pulled through.”

		Peter felt a brief flash of elation. The trial was going to continue and he was going to try it by himself. Then, as Peter walked over to his client, a moment of self-doubt assailed him. Aside from his mistrust of Peter’s abilities, was there some other reason why his father had ordered Peter to ask for a mistrial? Peter remembered how upset his father had been just before his heart attack. What had that been about? Some witness and some papers. As Peter sat down next to Mrs. Elliot, he tried to review everything he knew about the case. He could think of no witness who needed to testify other than the two who were scheduled for this morning and no papers that had to be introduced.

		Before he could consider the matter further, Mrs. Elliot swung her wheelchair so she could face Peter.

		“Where’s Mr. Hale?” she asked fearfully.

		Peter promptly forgot about the mystery witness and said, “Mrs. Elliot, I want you to stay calm. I have some news for you that may be a bit disturbing.”

		“Plaintiff rests,” Peter declared in a voice that conveyed to the jury the confidence he felt in his case. His last two witnesses had been terrific and Peter could not conceive of a juror who was not convinced that Nellie Elliot should be awarded millions to compensate her for the negligence of Northwest Maritime’s driver.

		“May I confer with Mr. Hale for a moment?” Lyle Compton asked Judge Pruitt.

		“Why don’t I send the jury out for lunch, Mr. Compton. As soon as you’re finished talking to Mr. Hale, you can make any motions you may have. We’ll start the defense case after lunch.”

		“That would be fine, Your Honor.”

		When the jurors were gone, Compton motioned Peter to join him out of earshot of Mrs. Elliot. Peter felt he was on top of the world as he crossed the courtroom. During a phone call to the hospital, he had been assured that his father would make a full recovery, and he was on the brink of winning his first million-dollar verdict.

		“Peter,” Compton said in a low voice, “I’m prepared to recommend a settlement of 1.5 million. I think that’s a fair offer.”

		Peter’s chest swelled. Compton was on the ropes and he knew it. The offer was a last-ditch attempt to save his client the several million dollars more Peter was confident the jury would award.

		“Sorry, Lyle, but I don’t think that’s enough.”

		Compton seemed uneasy. “Look, Peter, I feel very uncomfortable about the way this case is proceeding. You shouldn’t have continued to try this matter. You’re too inexperienced.”

		“Oh,” Peter replied, fighting hard not to smirk. “Why don’t we let the jury decide that.”

		Compton looked down. He took a deep breath and exhaled.

		“I probably shouldn’t do this, but I don’t want to take advantage of you. I respect your father tremendously and, because of that, I feel compelled to tell you that you have problems with your case. Under the circumstances, this is a very good offer.”

		Peter wanted to laugh in Compton’s face. Problems with his case, indeed. Did Compton think he would fall for this transparent attempt to prey on the insecurities of a young lawyer trying his first big case? He felt great seeing one of the best insurance defense attorneys in the state squirming like a worm on a hook.

		“Lyle, I appreciate your concern, but it’s no go.”

		Compton looked distraught. “All right. I tried, Peter, but I have a client, too.”

		As soon as the lawyers were back at their respective tables, Mrs. Elliot asked, “What happens now?”

		“Mr. Compton will probably move for a directed verdict. It’s nothing to worry about. It’s routine. The defense always does that after the plaintiff rests. He’s going to argue that we haven’t produced enough evidence to let the case go to the jury. He has to make his record.”

		“He won’t win?” she asked anxiously.

		“Of course not,” Peter answered with a confident smile. “To rule against us, the judge would have to find that there is no reasonable interpretation of the evidence that could support our position. It’s an almost impossible burden to meet.”

		“I have a motion for the court,” Compton said, sounding almost apologetic.

		“What is the basis for your motion, Mr. Compton?” Judge Pruitt asked.

		“Your Honor, plaintiff’s complaint alleges that Northwest Maritime is a corporation registered in the state of Oregon. It is in paragraph one of the complaint.”

		Peter looked down at the pleading that had been filed a year and a half before to formally put the case before the court. Mrs. Elliot’s complaint alleged that Northwest Maritime was a corporation doing business in Oregon, that a truck driven by one of its agents had caused her injury and that the driver was negligent in the way he drove. It was a simple, straightforward court document.

		“Our answer denied each and every allegation in the complaint,” Compton went on. “When a defendant does that, it becomes plaintiff’s duty to prove each and every allegation in the complaint. I kept track of the evidence and I submit that Mrs. Elliot has failed to prove the existence of the corporation.”

		Peter did not hear anything else Compton said. It was as if the engines on a plane in which he was flying stopped suddenly and the plane began plummeting downward at a dizzying speed. Peter had assumed that his father had entered the corporate documents on one of the occasions he had been in the law library researching legal issues. Now, it looked as if the evidence had never been produced.

		Suddenly, Peter remembered Ned Schuster, the mystery witness who had been in the accident. The man who was bringing the documents his father was so upset about, right before he’d had his coronary. They must have been the documents that would prove that Northwest Maritime was a corporation. That’s why Richard had implored Peter to move for a mistrial.

		“… to dismiss the case against Northwest Maritime and grant a directed verdict for my client,” Compton concluded.

		Judge Pruitt looked very upset. He turned toward Peter, who was rereading the complaint as if, somehow, he could will the words to change. This point that Compton had raised was such a little thing. A technicality. Everyone knew Northwest Maritime was a corporation. It owned huge buildings and declared its existence from immense signs with fat red letters. The missing document was so small. A notarized paper that took up no space at all.

		“Mr. Hale,” the judge stated quietly, “I’ve been expecting this. The answer does deny the existence of the corporation. That does put the burden on you to prove your allegation regarding the corporation. This morning, I looked up the case law in anticipation of this motion.”

		“The … the driver. Mr. Hardesty. I believe he said …”

		Judge Pruitt shook his head. “No, sir. The question was never put to him.”

		“But Mrs. Elliot? What about her?” Peter asked pathetically. “If you dismiss the case against Northwest Maritime, only the driver will be left and he doesn’t have the money to pay for Mrs. Elliot’s bills. She’s paralyzed. You know Northwest Maritime is liable.”

		Peter stopped. The judge could not look him in the eye and Lyle Compton looked sick, like a child who has played a successful practical joke and now feels guilty about it.

		“Mr. Hale,” Judge Pruitt said, “there is nothing I can do in this case. You did not prove that Northwest Maritime is a corporation. No reasonable jury could conclude it was from the facts in evidence and the jurors may not go outside the evidence produced in court. If I deny Mr. Compton’s motion, he will appeal and the court of appeals will reverse me. They have upheld motions of this sort in seven reported cases I have found. My hands are tied.”

		Judge Pruitt turned toward Lyle Compton and Peter sank onto his seat. His head was spinning. He had no idea what he should do. He thought he might be sick.

		“I’m granting your motion, Mr. Compton. A verdict will be directed for Northwest Maritime. The case against Mr. Hardesty will proceed.”

		Peter felt the wheels of Mrs. Elliot’s wheelchair bumping against his chair.

		“What is it? What is it?” she asked, her slurred voice trembling with panic and fear. With each repetition, Mrs. Elliot grew louder and more strident and everyone in the courtroom looked at Peter to hear the answer he would give to this poor, crippled woman who would not receive one cent for the anguish and horror she had been through. Peter wanted to answer her, but he could not speak. He could only sit, eyes staring straight ahead, as his world went up in flames.

		2

		After court, Peter staggered back to Hale, Greaves in a daze. Martin Strobridge was one of the most eloquent attorneys in the state of Oregon, but he was struck dumb by Peter’s account of his attempt to try Elliot v. Northwest Maritime. When Strobridge recovered his senses, he issued an order that no one was to tell Richard what had happened for fear of sending him into another cardiac arrest. Then, he suspended Peter from all his duties at the firm until a committee reviewed his conduct. Strobridge had no idea how grateful Peter was for the opportunity to stay away from the firm where he would be the object of derision as soon as the office grapevine spread the news of his disgrace.

		Peter drove directly from his office to the hospital. He was allowed into the intensive care unit for only a few minutes. Richard’s doctor assured Peter that his father’s condition was not serious and that Richard would be out of the hospital within the week, but the shock of seeing his father hooked up to IV drips and blinking machinery was as great as the trauma of losing Elliot. Though he had never seen him play, Peter’s image of his father always involved football. He thought of Richard Hale as a man of boundless energy who crashed through lines and smashed into opponents. The Richard Hale who stared at him with heavy-lidded eyes was old and frail and his speech was barely coherent. Peter tried to smile. He made a few feeble attempts at conversation. Then, he stumbled out of his father’s room before his allotted time was up, grateful that the drugs his father had been given prevented him from thinking clearly enough to ask about the outcome of the Elliot case.

		In the intervening days between his debacle and the inevitable summons to the offices of Hale, Greaves, Peter hid in his apartment trying to imagine a scenario in which his life would go on as before. Thankfully, Priscilla had flown off to some unknown destination leaving him alone with his despair. Peter knew that there would have to be some consequences for his actions, but by the time the phone call came requesting his appearance at the firm Peter had created a fantasy in which he apologized and promised to never do anything so foolish ever again, and all was forgiven.

		On one of Peter’s visits to the hospital, his father had asked about Elliot and Peter had answered that everything was taken care of. As soon as he entered his father’s massive, corner office on the day he was summoned, Peter knew that someone had finally broken the news of Peter’s disgrace to his father. The man who slumped down across from Peter behind the vast oak desk was tired. He studied Peter with weary eyes. He had lost weight in the hospital and his ruddy complexion was now pasty. After a moment, Richard shook his head slowly and sadly.

		“Sit down, Peter,” Richard said, indicating a high-backed leather chair. Peter sat.

		“I never imagined that it would come to this.”

		Peter wanted to protest, to defend himself, but there was a lump in his throat the size of an apple and he could only look down at the polished desktop.

		“You wanted to be lead counsel in a big case. That’s why you did this, isn’t it?”

		Peter nodded.

		“I know how much you resented me for denying you your chance.” Peter looked up, surprised. He had no idea he was so transparent. “But I could not permit it.”

		Richard sighed. He looked defeated.

		“I’ve tried to fool myself about you, Peter, but what you’ve done has forced me to face the truth. You are a highly intelligent young man. I have your scores on IQ tests to prove it. But you have never lived up to your potential. You didn’t apply yourself in high school, so I had to use my pull to get you into a good university, where you partied for four years, achieving grades that were so low that I had to call in every chip I could find to get you into law school. Then I did the same thing to get you a job with this firm, hoping against hope that you would finally change into a responsible adult.

		“In part, I blame myself for your failures. I know I wasn’t around as much as I should have been when you were growing up, because I was working so damned hard to build this firm. And when I was around, I tried to make up for my absences by spoiling you rotten. With the wisdom of hindsight, I see now that you would have been better off getting through life without so much of my help. Maybe, if you had been forced to deal with failure, you would have developed the toughness, the moral fiber …”

		Richard’s voice trailed off. He closed his eyes and rubbed the lids. When he opened them he looked sad and resigned.

		“Well, it doesn’t matter now. Regardless of who’s to blame, you are who you are and that is why I could not let you try Elliot. I know you possess the intelligence to be a good lawyer, but you are lazy and self-centered. You have always taken the easy way out. You have never given one hundred percent of yourself to anything. For you, trying Elliot was an opportunity to show off your trial skills and gain advancement in the firm, but this case was Mrs. Elliot’s life. Your arrogance and your thoughtlessness have deprived that poor woman of the money she needs for medical care and her children. You have destroyed her future and her children’s future and, the saddest thing for me, as your father, is that I don’t believe you care.”

		“Dad, I …” Peter started, but Richard shook his head.

		“There is nothing left to say, Peter. Mrs. Elliot will sue this firm for malpractice and I will have to tell her lawyers that you disobeyed my direct order to ask for a mistrial, that you misled Judge Pruitt so you could have your day in the sun and that your conduct was a blatant example of malpractice. Naturally, under the circumstances, you can no longer remain here. As a favor to me, the firm will give you the option of resigning. That, however, is the last favor you will ever get from me.”

		Richard leaned forward. He rested his elbows on the desk and clasped his hands.

		“It pains me to say this, but I must be blunt with you, for your own good. This may be your last chance to be saved. I’ve thought about what I am going to say long and hard and I hope and pray that I’m doing the right thing. First, I’ve changed my will to disinherit you. Second, I will never give you another penny. You have not earned the way you live. From now on, you must live according to what you earn.”

		The words hit Peter like a hammer and he could only stare, openmouthed. His father was turning his back on him, his law firm was taking away his job. Not one more penny, Richard had said. How would he meet his payments on the Porsche and the condo? How would he pay his debts? And the will. Disinherited, Richard had said.

		“Dad,” Peter managed, “I know I was wrong. I’m sorry. I … It’s just …”

		Richard shook his head. “Save your breath, Peter. I love you, but I can’t stand the sight of you anymore. You have no idea how hard it is for me to admit to myself that my only child is a failure. I had such high hopes for you. But you let everyone down. Me, the firm, Mrs. Elliot.”

		“You can’t do this. You can’t cut me out of your life.”

		“No, I can’t. I’m going to give you one, last chance to make something of yourself.”

		Peter collapsed with relief, feeling like a hiker lost for days in the forest, near death and bereft of hope, who suddenly hears the voice of his rescuer.

		“Anything, Dad. I know I was wrong. I’ll do what you want.”

		“You’re not going to like what I’m about to propose, but I see it as the only way out for you. If you can prove to me that you are a responsible adult, I will reconsider my decision to disinherit you. To that end, I’ve spoken to an old friend, Amos Geary. Amos and I go way back. We played football together at Oregon State and we were once partners. He has a practice in Whitaker, a small town of about thirteen thousand in eastern Oregon, and the contract to provide indigent defense for Whitaker County and several other small counties around there. His associate just quit. He’s willing to give you the job. It pays seventeen thousand to start.”

		Peter could not believe his ears. He’d been to Whitaker to take depositions, two years ago. There were four streets in Whitaker. When the wind blew, you couldn’t see the buildings for the dust. If it wasn’t for the college, which was packed with Future Farmers of America, there wouldn’t be any life at all.

		“I won’t do it,” he said, shaking his head from side to side.

		“Then, we have nothing more to say to each other.”

		Peter stood up. He’d had enough.

		“That’s where you’re wrong.” Peter’s voice shook and tears welled up in his eyes. “You may have nothing to say to me, but I have plenty to say to you. You call me self-centered. You are the most arrogant son of a bitch I’ve ever met. You call yourself a father. You were never a father to me. Mom raised me. You put in appearances and made rules. And it sure is no surprise to me that you think I’m a failure. You let me know how little you thought of me every chance you had when I was growing up. My grades were never good enough. I never put out enough at sports. Well, I’ll tell you this, no one could live up to your standards. All-American, high school valedictorian, first in your law school class. How was I supposed to compete with a god?

		“But I tried and you never gave me credit for trying. And now, when I was ready to show you what I could do in court, you stepped on me, every chance you could. You’re afraid to admit how good a lawyer I am. Well, I’ll show you. I’ll get a job with another firm. I’ll make partner and Hale, Greaves can kiss my ass.”

		Richard listened to Peter’s tirade calmly. When Peter was through, Richard asked, “What firm will give you a job after the stunt you pulled? They all know what you did. You’re the talk of the Portland legal community. How are you going to get a job once your potential employer talks to us? I will tell you flat out that no one here will give you a recommendation.”

		Peter’s bravado disappeared. He knew that what his father said was true.

		“You may not believe me,” Richard said, “but I do love you. You have no idea how it hurts me to cast you out. But I have to do it for your sake. Go to Whitaker. There won’t be any temptations for you there. Learn to stand on your own two feet and live within your means. Learn how to be a good lawyer. Learn to be a man.”

	
		CHAPTER TWO

		The sun was a blistering disk that mercilessly baked the brown dirt covering the vast expanse of wasteland east of Whitaker. There were no clouds to compete with it in the pale blue and unforgiving sky. The young Oregon state trooper was grateful for his Stetson and fervently wished for a breeze that would cool him down and create a cloud of swirling dust thick enough to obscure the thing that lay among the sagebrush halfway down the gully. When Dr. Guisti’s vehicle appeared, shimmering in the heat like a toy trapped in a bubble of molten glass, the trooper was intentionally standing with his back to the thing. One long look before radioing for assistance had been enough.

		The trooper knew it was disrespectful to think of the young woman as a thing, but she no longer resembled any woman he had ever known. The creatures of the desert had feasted on her flesh, the elements had had their way with her, and something else had been at her. Some person whom the trooper also had trouble thinking of in human terms.

		A group of students from a geology class at Whitaker State College on a field trip with their professor had found the body. They huddled together while members of the Major Crime Team took their statements. The young trooper noticed that they too averted their eyes from the gully, even though there was no way they could see the body from where they were standing.

		The City of Whitaker had a sixteen-person police force. The county sheriff’s office was even smaller, with one under-sheriff and five deputies. On those rare occasions when a major crime occurred, it was investigated by a Major Crime Team, which consisted of a detective from the small Oregon State Police office headquartered in Whitaker, the Whitaker County sheriff, or his designee, a member of the Whitaker Police Department and police from neighboring Blaine and Cayuse counties. Since the body was found outside the city limits of Whitaker, and because the Oregon State Police had taken the initial call, the team had designated Detective Jason Dagget of the Oregon State Police as the officer in charge.

		Dagget had summoned a forensic team from the Oregon State Crime Lab to the scene and they were working the area around the body. Then he called Dr. Harold Guisti, a tall, anorexic man with a florid complexion who had practiced family medicine in Whitaker for thirty years and contracted with the state medical examiner to perform autopsies in Whitaker, Blaine and Cayuse counties. The doctor’s battered Range Rover bounced to a stop in front of Detective Dagget. The detective went around to the driver’s door. Dr. Guisti stepped out. A sudden wind blew dust in the doctor’s eyes and spread his thinning gray hair across his partially exposed scalp.

		“Where’s she at?” Guisti asked, as soon as the wind died down.

		“In the gully. We think she was killed somewhere else and dumped down there. We haven’t found much blood. She’s also naked, but there are no clothes.”

		Guisti grunted, then stepped over the lip of the gully, cautiously edging sideways down the wall far enough away from the body so that anything he dislodged in his descent would not foul the crime scene.

		“How was she killed?” he asked Dagget, who was following behind.

		“She was butchered Harold. Plain and simple.”

		Guisti had been hoping that the woman had been shot or poisoned, because there had been another body discovered in an outcropping of rock two months ago, naked and butchered. Guisti believed the weapon used was a hatchet of some kind. He was hoping he would not come to the same conclusion when he examined this young female, because he did not want to think about what that would mean for the people of Whitaker, Cayuse and Blaine.
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		CHAPTER THREE

		1

		Surrounding the City of Whitaker was farmland made green by irrigation systems that tapped into the Camas River, but beyond the farms, hot, dusty winds blew tumbleweeds across vast flatlands that were broken only occasionally by high, brown hills. As Peter drove through the desert, he felt his spirit burning up and crumbling slowly to gray ash and he entered the City of Whitaker as empty as the arid land that encircled it.

		Peter spent his first night in Whitaker at the Riverview Motel, which was clean, quiet and actually had a view of the Camas River. After breakfast, Peter walked from the motel to the offices of Amos Geary. He was exhausted from tossing and turning all night in strange surroundings as his emotions shifted from boiling rage at the injustices that life had heaped upon him to feelings of fear and utter despair as he struggled with the very real possibility that he might have lost forever the love of his father.

		The walk from the motel took Peter through Wishing Well Park, which ran the length of the town between High Street and the Camas River. There was a wistful beauty in the slow-moving Camas, but Peter found the town as dry and uninteresting as the wastelands that surrounded it. The biggest bookstore was the Christian Bookshop; you could easily find a store that fixed saddles but none that made café lattes and the town’s only movie theater featured wholesome family entertainment. Peter thought of Whitaker as a finger exercise for the architect who designed hell.

		City center started at High and First where the court-house stood. Peter turned up First Street to Main. Running parallel to Main Street was Broad Street. Elm, the street farthest from the river, started commercial, then curved through a pleasant, tree-shaded, residential section of town until it arrived at the campus of Whitaker State College. On the other side of the college was the hospital.

		As Peter walked, he saw battered Ford pickups in the parking spaces and noticed more cowboy hats than he had seen all of last year in Portland. When he reached Main and Fourth, he checked the slip of paper with Geary’s address. On both sides of Main were old, two- and three-story brick buildings. Peter saw Dot’s coffee shop, B.J.’s beauty salon and an orange-and-black Rex-all sign, but no law office. Then, he glanced up a story and saw AMOS J. GEARY, ATTORNEY-AT-LAW painted in flaking gold letters on a second-floor window. Peter backtracked and found a narrow doorway between the beauty salon and the coffee shop. The door opened directly into a cramped stairwell. Dingy, green linoleum was secured to the stairs by dented brass runners. It creaked underfoot as Peter climbed to the second floor.

		The hall at the top of the stairs was dark and musty. Geary’s name and profession were painted in black on a door to the left of the stairwell. The door stuck and Peter had to push hard to get it open. A middle-aged woman with hennaed hair was sitting behind a desk working at a word processor, the only item in the reception area that did not look as if it had been purchased in a secondhand store.

		Two issues of Field and Stream and a dog-eared copy of Sports Illustrated lay on a low Formica-topped end table next to a couch made of cracked, red imitation leather. A ceiling fixture lit by a dim bulb and a little sunlight that managed to work its way through the dirt-covered front window conspired to cast a dull yellow glow over the room. Peter could not help comparing this antiquated dump to the elegant offices from which he had so recently been evicted. The memory of the plush carpets, brass fixtures and polished woods made his stomach seize up in rage and frustration. It just was not fair.

		The woman looked up when the door opened and stared at Peter through glasses with thick, black plastic rims.

		“I’m Peter Hale. I have an appointment with Mr. Geary for nine.”

		The woman eyed him suspiciously.

		“You’re the young man who’s going to work here, aren’t you?”

		“Yes, ma’am.”

		“Well, take a seat. Mr. Geary’s not in, just yet. But I expect he’ll be along any minute. He has court at ten.”

		The secretary-receptionist went back to her work without another word. Peter was shocked by her abrupt dismissal, but decided against reprimanding the woman. She’d probably be typing his work and it did not pay to alienate what appeared to be the only support staff in the office.

		Peter sat on the couch. After a while, he looked around the reception room. Except for some cracks in the ceiling plaster, he did not see anything he had not seen the first time he looked. Peter glanced at his watch. It was nine-fifteen. He decided to check out the Sports Illustrated. It was nine months old but Peter thumbed through it anyway. He was finished skimming it by nine-thirty and was deciding whether to read an article on a Peruvian boxer or start on Field and Stream when the door to the law office opened.

		Amos Geary’s face was a beet-red matrix of busted blood vessels. What was left of his unkempt hair was a dingy gray and he had compensated for its loss by growing a shaggy, walrus mustache. His bloodshot eyes were lost in folds of puffy flesh. Geary was as tall as Peter’s father and looked twice as heavy. His stomach sagged over his belt and the buttons on his shirt looked as if they were about to pop. Peter was wearing a tailored gray pinstripe suit and a tasteful maroon tie. Geary was wearing an awful aquamarine tie spotted with stains that matched those on his rumpled brown suit. Peter’s facial muscles twitched with the effort it took to hide his distaste.

		Geary studied the young man from the open doorway, mentally reconstructing his face with his mother’s features deleted and his father’s expanded.

		“Peter Hale, I presume?”

		“Mr. Geary?” Peter asked hesitantly while he studied Geary’s sagging jowls and bulbous, red-veined nose. Geary shifted his battered briefcase and extended his right hand. It was sweaty and Peter withdrew his own after a light touch as if he feared he could contract alcoholism from the brief contact.

		“How was the drive?” Geary asked, ignoring the slight and Peter’s discomfort.

		“Fine,” Peter responded, flinching slightly as Geary’s alcohol- and mouthwash-drenched breath hit him full in the face.

		“Glad to hear it.”

		“Don’t forget you have court at ten,” the secretary reminded Geary.

		“What case, Clara?”

		“Judd.”

		“Oh, lord. Not Judd,” Geary answered, turning his back on Peter and trudging down a dark and dingy hall.

		“Follow me,” Geary called over his shoulder. Peter trailed his new boss to a poorly lit office that stank of stale smoke. Geary tossed his briefcase on top of a mess of files and papers stacked atop a battle-scarred, wooden desk. Peter sat on a straight-backed chair in front of the desk. While Geary rummaged through a dilapidated gray metal filing cabinet for the Judd file, Peter looked around the office. On one wall, among diplomas and certificates attesting to Geary’s admission to various state and federal bars, was a black-and-white team photo of the 1956 Oregon State football team. Geary caught Peter looking at it.

		“I’m in the front, kneeling down. Your father’s behind me on the right. I opened holes for him for four years and I’ve got cleat marks on my back to prove it,” Geary said with a brusque laugh.

		Peter forced a smile. He was not in the mood to listen to an old drunk wax nostalgic about the man who had exiled him to this big zero. Then, he noticed a framed law degree to the right of Geary’s OSU diploma.

		“You went to Harvard?” Peter asked, trying not to sound incredulous.

		“Class of ’59. Does that surprise you?”

		“Well … Uh, no,” Peter said, flushing because Geary had read him so easily.

		“It should. A Harvard man stuck out here in the boonies. But, then, you’re stuck here with me, aren’t you?”

		This time, Peter flushed from anger. Geary found the Judd file and slumped onto a slat-back chair behind the desk.

		“Your father told me everything when he asked me to hire you. To be honest, I was against it. Not because I was unsympathetic to Dick’s attempts to save your soul. I just didn’t want to put my practice at risk while your father was fighting for your salvation.”

		“If you didn’t want me here,” Peter asked resentfully, “why did you agree to hire me?”

		Geary folded his hands behind his head, leaned back and studied Peter without rancor.

		“I owe your father a great debt. Supervising your stay in purgatory will take a little off the top. But I made it clear to Dick that I’ll drop you like a hot coal if you fuck up. I have a sense of honor, but not a shred of sentimentality. Do we understand each other?”

		Peter nodded.

		“Good,” Geary said. “Now, let me tell you the facts of life in Whitaker. There are fifteen lawyers in private practice in this county. Five of them work at Sissler, MacAfee and Petersen. They handle every insurance defense case in Whitaker and the five surrounding counties. Those boys make the big bucks. The other ten attorneys, including yours truly, do not. We fight over the scraps. There’s the occasional personal injury case. One good old boy runs his four-by-four into some other good old boy’s four-by-four. I write wills, I handle divorces. If it walks through the door and it doesn’t take a lot of expertise, I’m your man.

		“Then, there’s crime. Crime does pay, only not for the criminals. You’re probably wondering how I can afford these palatial digs. Well, I’ll let you in on the secret. About fifteen years ago, the state decided to contract out indigent defense and I was firstest with the mostest. I’ve had the contract for Whitaker, Blaine and Cayuse counties, ever since. It pays my overhead and makes me a small profit. It’s easy money and I aim to keep it. That’s where you come in. You’re gonna become the Perry Mason of Whitaker County.”

		Peter was gripped by deep depression. He had not gone to law school to muck around in the swamp called criminal law. Real lawyers sued for millions or handled massive business deals. On a scale of one to ten, with ten being the most prestigious type of legal practice, criminal law was a minus seventy-two.

		“I hope my father didn’t misrepresent my qualifications, Mr. Geary,” Peter said hesitantly. “I’ve never handled a criminal case.”

		“Peter, we’re not talking crime-of-the-century. We’re talking shoplifts at JCPenney, driving while stupid. Most of these cases will plead out and the rest could be handled by Forrest Gump. Your dad told me about some of the cases you’ve tried on your own and some of the ones you’ve second-chaired. I’d say that you’re probably one of the most experienced attorneys in town, right now. So, don’t sweat the small stuff.

		“Now, here’s my plan,” Geary said, fishing through his desk until he found a cigarette. “Your office is next door.” A plume of smoke blew across the desk and Peter held his breath to avoid breathing in the foul, cancerous discharge. “The walls are paper-thin, so we don’t need an intercom. Settle in. Read through the twenty case files on your desk. Keep a copy of the Criminal Code at your right hand, a copy of the Constitutions of the United States and the state of Oregon at your left, and a copy of the Oregon State Bar Criminal Law Handbook within easy reach. If you have any questions, try not to bother me with them. I’m very busy.”

		Peter looked stunned. Geary grinned maliciously.

		“Welcome to the real world, son. And have a nice day. Now, scat. I have to go to the ninth circle of hell to fight the devil for Elmo Judd’s soul.”

		2

		Whitaker State College was founded as an agricultural school to service eastern Oregon in 1942, but had since developed a decent liberal arts program. The older, brick buildings surrounded a quadrangle at the center of the campus and were covered with ivy. The legislature had funded an expansion program in the late fifties and, again, in the early eighties, and a school of business, the football stadium, a new athletic facility and a block of two-story, brick dormitories were among the newer-looking buildings that spread out from the hub.

		In the shadow of the business school was a large blacktop parking area. Shortly before 10 P.M., evening classes ended and the faculty and off-campus students emptied into the lot. Christopher Mammon drove a dull green Chevy when he did not want to attract attention. Tonight, the Chevy was parked as inconspicuously as possible in the shadows of a large oak tree on the edge of the lot because there were two kilos of cocaine in separate Ziploc bags under the driver’s
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