

Copyright © 2026 Kelly Notte

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

ISBN-13: 9781234567890
ISBN-10: 1477123456

Cover design by: Art Painter
Library of Congress Control Number: 2018675309
Printed in the United States of America


Harem Highrise - Part One


Chapter One

The thing about billing in six-minute increments is that it makes you feel the shape of a week you didn't particularly enjoy. I was closing out an entry for a conference call that had gone forty-two minutes, which meant seven increments instead of eight, which meant the client would eat two dollars and sixty-something less than they'd expected and I would eat the difference later in the form of staying an extra six minutes on something else. The math of it had become automatic. I could feel the arithmetic running in the back of my head the way other people felt their heartbeat.

It was four forty-seven on a Friday and I was a month and a half into the second real law firm of my life. Grant, Delaney & Moss occupied floors forty through forty-six of a glass tower whose windows had been cleaned that morning and whose lobby smelled like floor wax and money. I had an office with a door — a small one, on forty-three. It was wedged between a file room and a copier that had its own weather system — but it was a door. At thirty-eight, after ten years grinding through the kind of work nobody writes law review articles about, I had finally walked into a building that had its name on the building.

I was also, in a very specific and quiet way, terrified.

I keyed the last entry into the billing system, clicked through the confirmation, and was about to reach for my coat when my office door opened without a knock.

Victoria Pace did not knock. I had already learned this.

"Harrow," she said. "How do you feel about your weekend plans?"

She was tall — five-ten, five-eleven in the flats she wore on the days she had to stand in front of judges, heels the rest of the time — with dark hair pulled back in the kind of low knot that looked effortless and wasn't, a charcoal suit cut to show she ran five miles three mornings a week, and a face that you registered first as beautiful and second as dangerous. Late thirties. Senior associate two years into the up-or-out window. She had the kind of voice you instinctively wanted to be on the right side of.

"Loose," I said. "I have laundry and a book."

"Good." She crossed to my desk and set down a binder clip the thickness of a deck of cards. "Castor Holdings is filing a summary judgment motion Monday morning that's going to decide a thirty-million-dollar contract dispute. We got served with their brief and fourteen bankers' boxes of discovery at four. We have until eight a.m. Monday to file our response."

I didn't say anything for a second. I looked at the binder clip, which I now understood was the executive summary, and did the math she was waiting for me to do. Friday evening to Monday morning. Sixty-three hours. Minus any sleep. Minus any food that wasn't catered.

"Okay," I said.

"I asked Delaney to put you on it."

I looked up. Delaney was the D in Grant, Delaney & Moss. He was the kind of senior partner who walked down the forty-fifth-floor hall and associates straightened their spines without noticing they were doing it. I had spoken to him exactly twice in six weeks, both times about my ID badge.

"Thank you," I said.

"Don't thank me yet." She was already turning for the door. "Get your laptop. We're upstairs. And the partners are watching how I run this weekend, so if you make me look bad, Harrow, I will make you sorry in creative and specific ways. Understood?"

"Understood."

"Good." She paused at the door; looked back. One corner of her mouth moved. "Come on."

I grabbed my laptop.

---

The war room was on forty-three, two corridors over from my office, a corner conference room that I'd walked past and never been invited into. It had a view down the spine of Third Avenue that at this hour was turning gold and copper in the windows of the building across the street. The table was long enough to seat fourteen and currently held exactly two women, a printer on a rolling cart, and a geological formation of bankers' boxes stacked three high along the whole east wall.

"Jenna Cho, Riley Sanders," Victoria said, walking in ahead of me. "James Harrow, the new associate Delaney wanted on this. Play nice. I have a call."

And she was gone.

The two women looked up. They looked up in very different ways.

Jenna Cho stood up. She was maybe five-three, twenty-eight or nine, with a blunt shoulder-length bob and the kind of face that was pretty in a way you only noticed on the second pass. She was wearing a soft cream cardigan over a silk blouse, and she had a legal pad in her hand with about forty colored tabs fanning off the side like a paper peacock.

"Hi," she said. "I'm — yes, Jenna. I'm glad you're here." Her voice was warm and tired. "Do you want the short orientation or the long one."

"Short."

"These are the boxes. This is the brief. This" — she tapped her legal pad — "is my index of what's in the boxes. It's about a third done. The electronic production is on the shared drive, it's eleven gigabytes, and the Bates numbering is internally inconsistent in the first four thousand pages, which I'm flagging because it is going to drive us insane by midnight."

"Okay."

"Long orientation can wait." She smiled. It was a very small, private smile, and it surprised me how much I liked it.

"Hi, Riley," I said.

Riley had not stood up. She was in a chair angled away from the table, feet up on a second chair, a coffee in one hand and the Castor brief in the other. She was maybe thirty-one, dark hair in a long ponytail pulled through the back of a cap I suspected she'd leave on as long as she felt like it, black t-shirt, jeans, a blazer slung over the chair behind her. She had the kind of build you got from actual exercise, not a gym membership. She looked me up and down for about two seconds.

"Another suit," she said.

"Excuse me."

"I said, another suit." She took a sip of her coffee. "You'll last a month."

"Got it."

"Riley," Jenna said.

"What. He'll last a month, they all last a month. Hi, James. Welcome to the weekend from hell. I'm going to need you to not tell me how to do my job."

"I wasn't planning to."

"They're always not planning to." She finally lowered the brief, and when she looked at me this time it was a flatter, more evaluating look. "Can you actually read a contract?"

"Yes."

"Then we'll see. Jenna, show him the index. I'm going back to section three."

Jenna glanced at me with a what-can-you-do lift of her eyebrows that was the first actual interaction I felt like I'd had with another human being all day.

"Come on," she said. "I'll walk you through it."

---

By eight p.m. I had taken off my tie. By ten I had moved from the chair at the head of the table to the chair next to Jenna, because it turned out her color-coded tab system was the skeleton of everything we were going to have to write, and I needed to understand it from the inside. By eleven-thirty we had ordered two rounds of food from a place on Lexington that stayed open for lawyers, and Riley had migrated from her corner to the other side of Jenna, reading contracts over her other shoulder and commenting on them in a running sarcastic monologue I was starting to appreciate.

Victoria came and went. She was on calls in her office on forty-five for most of the night, and when she passed through the war room she did it quickly, scanning the table, asking one question, leaving. She had taken her jacket off. She had a pen behind one ear. Every time she walked out I realized I'd been holding my breath a little, and every time I looked across the table and caught Jenna's eye she looked like she was doing the same thing.

"She's human," Jenna said, the third or fourth time it happened, quietly, head bent over the legal pad.

"Sorry?"

"She's human. I know she's scary. She's also human. She's up for partner in the fall. That's why this is like this."

"Oh."

"Don't tell her I told you."

"I won't."

"She likes you, though," Jenna said. She did not look up from her pad. "She asked for you specifically. I heard her tell Delaney. I was standing right there."

That landed somewhere under my sternum and sat.

"Huh," I said.

"Yeah."

Riley, without looking up: "She's trying to see if you can hang. Don't screw it up."

"Noted."

"Also," Riley said, finally raising her head, "we're out of printer paper. Again. We're going through a ream every two hours, and I think the building closed the supply room at ten."

"I'll find some," I said, and stood up.

---

Midnight on forty-three, when the floor is actually empty, is quieter than you expect. The HVAC runs softer. The emergency exit signs are the brightest things in the corridor. I walked past three darkened offices, a wall of framed partner portraits looking benign in the dim, and a copier that was humming to itself, and I found paper in the file room two doors down. I loaded my arms with three reams and started back.

Jenna was at the printer when I came in. Just her. The cart had rolled itself an inch away from the wall in that way printers have, and she was bent over it swearing very quietly — a string of *come on, come on, come on* that you only do when you are at the end of a specific rope — trying to coax a jammed sheet out of a slot it did not want to release.

I set the paper down on the table.

"Which side."

"Back right. There's a little — there's a lever — I can't —"

"Here."

I stepped in behind her. The war room was dim; somebody had killed the overheads two hours earlier in favor of the two floor lamps in the corners, which made the whole room feel like a hotel bar at 1 a.m. She smelled like the end of a long day and something clean under it, maybe her shampoo, maybe her laundry detergent. My forearm brushed hers as I reached past her to the lever she meant, and when she didn't move away, I noticed.

I found the lever. I pulled it. The jammed sheet came out with an apologetic little sigh. I handed it to her.

She held it a second longer than she needed to.

"Thanks," she said, quietly. She turned to look up at me, and in the dim and the tired and the weird intimacy of standing eighteen inches away from a person you have been working next to for seven straight hours, her face did a small thing. Not a smile exactly. A kind of rueful recognition.

"You're not what I thought you were going to be," she said.

"What did you think I was going to be?"

"Another suit." She tipped her head slightly toward the corner where Riley had been, two hours ago, before Riley had given up and gone to find coffee on another floor. "She wasn't wrong that most of you are."

"Okay."

"You listen," she said. "That's going to be a problem."

"For who?”

She looked at me a second longer. Then she stepped around me, back to her legal pad, and the moment folded itself up and went into the pile of things I was going to think about later.

"For me," she said, over her shoulder, in a voice so low I almost didn't catch it.

I stood there a second by the printer. The jammed sheet was still in my hand. Outside the window the skyline was a field of office lights punctuated by the red beacons on the rooftops, and down at street level it was the hour when everyone had gone home except the people who had not. My pulse was doing something it had not done in a while.

"Harrow."

Victoria was in the doorway. Jacket off, sleeves rolled, pen still behind her ear.

"Conference room two on forty-five in five," she said. "I want to walk you through the statutory angle before we go any further. Bring the brief."

"On my way."

She looked at me for a beat. At the printer. At Jenna at the table. At me again.

"Good," she said. And then, more quietly, in a voice that was almost thoughtful: "Don't burn out on me, Harrow. I've got plans for you."

She left.

Jenna did not look up from her pad. But I saw the very small smile at the corner of her mouth, and I saw her write something on her pad that had nothing to do with the index.

I picked up the brief and went to the elevator.


Chapter Two

The war room at two in the morning was down to its bones. One floor lamp. One open laptop. One legal pad. One Jenna Cho.

She looked up when I came in and I could see she had been crying about five minutes ago — not the big kind, just the exhaustion-leak kind, where your body gives up on holding the tears and lets two of them out and then shuts the valve again so you can go back to work. She had already blotted her cheeks with a napkin from the takeout bag.

"Hey," I said.

"Hi." She didn't try to hide it. She had the honesty of a person past the point of caring what she looked like. "How was Victoria."

"Detailed."

"Yeah."

I crossed to the table. I did not go to my old chair. I stood there a second and looked at her, at the color-coded tabs and the half-done index and the twelve empty coffee cups, and then at her face.

"Where's Riley?"

"She went to the nap room on forty-two an hour ago. She said to wake her at four. She'll bring coffee."

"Good."

"Yeah."

I sat down. Not in the chair at the head of the table. In the chair next to hers. Close enough that I could have put my hand on the back of her chair if I'd wanted to, and I did not do it, not yet.

"Tell me the statutory angle," she said. "Victoria wants us to integrate it by six."

"Okay."

I walked her through it. She wrote notes. Her handwriting was small and neat and got neater when she was tired, which I had already decided was one of the most characteristic things about her. She asked two questions, both sharp. I answered them. Around two-thirty she set down the pen.

"Can I say something?"

"Yes."

"I wasn't going to tell you this tonight."

"Okay."

"My mother," she said, and then she stopped. She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. "I was going to go to law school. Fordham. I deferred, I deferred again, and then my mother got sick — not dying sick, not that fast, just the long slow kind where somebody has to be there and nobody else was going to be — and I took this job because I could do it at her bedside on my laptop for about a year. She's okay now. Better. And I never went."

"How long ago."

"The deferral?"

"Yeah."

"Six years."

"Okay."

"Victoria doesn't know. Riley doesn't know. I'd appreciate if it stayed that way."

"It will."

"I don't know why I'm telling you."

"You're tired."

"I'm tired and you listen," she said. "Which as I mentioned is going to be a problem."

She laughed — a small one, mostly in the nose, the kind of laugh tired people laugh — and then she turned her head to look at me and we were close. Close enough that the laugh became a held thing between us. Close enough that I could count the four freckles on her cheek that I hadn't noticed at seven p.m. because there had been too much light in the room.

"Jenna."

"Don't say it."

"Say what."

"Whatever you were about to say that was going to be responsible."

"Okay."

She put her hand on my jaw.

It was not a confident hand. It shook a little, but it was deliberate. She turned my face with it the way you turn a face when you have decided something  and she kissed me. Once, briefly. Like it was a question?

I answered it.

---

I stood. She stood. We didn't say anything. She was shorter than me by a head, and the cardigan was soft under my hand when I slid it down her arm. It came off and went somewhere. I stopped long enough to say her name once more, low, with a question in it, and she nodded — the way a tired person nods, definite, all the ambivalence burned out — and I kissed her the way I had been wanting to.

I had been wanting to since the printer.

The war room had that chair at the head of the table. A partner-sized chair, leather, high-backed, on casters, the kind of chair that was designed to suggest who the table actually belonged to. I walked her backward to it and sat down, and she climbed into my lap without hesitation, one knee on either side of my thighs, skirt riding up, and the small sound she made when she settled against me went straight through the last of my restraint.

Her mouth tasted like cold coffee and mint. She'd had a mint on the way in — I'd watched her take one an hour ago — and I could taste it at the back of her tongue. Her hands were in my hair. Mine were at the small of her back, at the hem of her skirt, at her thigh. She wasn't wearing stockings. She was wearing a pair of thin cotton underwear and nothing else under the skirt, and when my hand slid up the back of her thigh and across she shivered and pressed her forehead against mine.

"This is a terrible idea," she said, breathing.

"Yes."

"Don't stop."

"I wasn't going to."

I unbuttoned her blouse. She was wearing a plain white bra under it, and she was small, and she was perfect. Not calendar-perfect but real-person perfect, the kind of body you learn one detail at a time. I pulled a cup down and put my mouth on her nipple and she made a noise I immediately wanted to hear again. I bit very gently. She made it again, louder, and then bit her own lip to shut herself up, because we were, after all, in a conference room in an office building at two in the morning and the room next door had a paralegal asleep in it.

"Quiet," I said, against her skin.

"I'm trying."

She was moving now, slowly, grinding against me through my pants, and I could feel her through the cotton, hot and already wet, and the thin fabric between us was doing very little to moderate the situation. I slid my hand between us. I pushed the cotton aside. She gasped once, very sharply, into my shoulder.

"Okay," she said. "Okay."

I worked her slowly at first. Two fingers. She was soaked. She was the kind of wet that meant she had been thinking about this for hours, and I thought about the moment at the printer and the moment two hours before that when I had caught her watching me over the top of her legal pad, and I knew she had been thinking about it for exactly as long as I had. I moved my thumb against her and she made a noise like a broken exhale and bit my shoulder through the shirt.

"James."

"Yeah."

"I want —"

"I know."

She got off my lap long enough to push my pants and my shorts down to my thighs. She stood there for a second looking at me — a small laugh, almost disbelieving, at the situation and at herself — and then she climbed back on. She took hold of me with one hand and guided me in slowly, inch by inch, and the sound she made when I was all the way inside her was the best thing I had heard in a year.

She was tight. She was tight and hot, and her hands came up to brace on my shoulders, and she paused there a second, adjusting, eyes closed, mouth open, and then she started to move.

She rode me slowly. It was not frantic. It was the pace of a woman who had decided what she wanted and was going to have it at the speed that worked. I watched her face. Her eyes came open halfway through, dark and tired and absolutely present, and she held my gaze while she moved, and that — the eye contact, the deliberate presentness of it — was what was going to ruin me.

"Don't close your eyes," I said.

"I'm not."

"Good."

I put my hands on her hips and I let her set the pace. She leaned forward. Her forehead rested against mine. The chair creaked under us on its casters, rolled an inch, we didn't care. Her breath came faster. Her rhythm got tighter, smaller, more urgent. She was trying to stay quiet and mostly failing — small broken noises, a whimper she couldn't catch, a *please* that she didn't seem to know she had said.

"Jenna."

"Yeah."

"You're —"

"I know, I know, I —"

She came on me. She came hard — not loud, she bit down on my shoulder to keep herself quiet, but I felt her go around me, waves, and her whole body shook against mine for a long second and then went soft. She breathed for a while into the side of my neck. She was still moving, very slowly, aftershock motion, and I was still buried in her.

"James."

"I'm here."

"I want you to come in me."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm on the pill. I'm sure. Please."

I let go. I hadn't realized how hard I'd been holding on. She ground down against me with deliberate small movements, and I went — three, four strokes, her mouth against my jaw — and then I was done, and we sat there in the partner chair in the dim war room breathing into each other's necks for a long minute after.

---

She laughed once. Very quiet. Disbelieving. She put her face against my collarbone and laughed, and I felt her whole small body shake with it.

"What."

"I just — we just — in the partner chair. In the war room. At the firm."

"Yes."

"Oh my god."

"Yes."

"I'm not going to be able to look at this chair again."

"That is in fact the point."

She lifted her head. Her mascara was smudged under one eye. Her hair was a mess. She was looking at me the way a person looks when they have made a decision and are checking whether the other person has made the same one.

"I'm not going to ask you what this is," she said.

"Good."

"I'm going to go clean up. I'm going to come back. We are going to finish the statutory section by four, we are going to wake Riley at four, and we are not going to talk about this until there is time to talk about it. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Good."

She climbed off me. She did it with a very small wince and a very small smile, and she walked to the bathroom down the hall in her blouse half-buttoned with her cardigan over her arm, and I put myself back together and sat in the partner chair alone for a long minute looking at the skyline.

When she came back she was carrying two breakfast burritos from the firm kitchen mini-fridge. Delaney's secretary kept a stash for all-nighters and apparently Jenna knew exactly where they were. She set one in front of me and unwrapped hers across the table from me with her hair pulled back and her cardigan re-buttoned and her legal pad in her lap. She ate with the efficiency of a person who had done this before.

The statutory section went faster after that. My head was clear in a specific way. I noticed her handwriting had gotten neater, not messier, which I found telling.

Around four the first pink showed up in the eastern sky, on the glass of the building across the avenue, and then in the slice of sky above Queens that you could see between two other towers. The city was still dark at street level but the air above it had started to warm. I looked out the window. She looked up from her pad at the same time. We did not say anything for maybe fifteen seconds.

She looked at me over the top of the pad and smiled a very small smile.

"Problem," she said, very quietly.

"Yes."

"Go wake up Riley."

I went.

Riley was curled under a fleece blanket on the couch in the nap room on forty-two. The door was open and the hall light was on, and she was breathing the way a person breathes when they are actually asleep, not pretending. I stood in the doorway a second before I said her name. I owed her at least the dignity of being asked to wake up instead of shaken.

"Riley."

"Mm."

"Four o'clock."

"Ugh."

"I can give you ten more."

She cracked one eye.

"Coffee."

"I'll make it."

"Deal."

I stood in the little kitchenette on forty-two and I waited for the coffee maker to finish its cycle and I watched the sky change another shade in the window, and I thought about the partner chair and Jenna's mouth at my jaw and the way her handwriting had gotten neater instead of messier, and I thought: I am in so much trouble. And I am not going to do a thing about it.

I carried three coffees back up to forty-three.

Jenna looked up from her pad when I came in. She did not look away when I set her cup down in front of her. She did not look away when Riley walked in two minutes later and dropped into the chair across from her and said "God I hate this case" into her own coffee.

Jenna looked at me over the rim of hers.

"Morning," she said.

"Morning," I said.

Outside the window, six a.m. started to color the whole avenue.


Chapter Three

Between six and nine we took turns in the nap room on forty-two. Jenna went first, forty-five minutes, and came back with her hair brushed and a different blouse. She apparently kept a bag under her desk for weekends like this. I went second and didn't sleep so much as close my eyes in a posture that approximated sleep. When I came up at eight, Riley was gone. Her blazer was still on the chair, her paperback was on the table open face-down — *Stoner*, by John Williams, a quarter of the way through — but the woman herself was not in the building.

Jenna looked up when I came in.

"She went out for coffee."

"Out out."

"Out out. Said the kitchen stuff wasn't going to cut it for nine a.m."

"Fair."

We sat there. We did not talk about it. We worked. Jenna's pen scratched. My laptop hummed. The skyline had gone from pink to pale blue to the clean hard morning light that made you feel exposed even through tinted glass.

At five after nine the door banged open.

"Four suits, four coffees," Riley announced, setting a cardboard tray on the table with a thud designed to be audible. "Oat milk for princess, whole for James, black for me. Victoria gets a cortado and if it's wrong she can fire me."

"Princess?" Jenna said, from behind her legal pad.

"You drink oat milk."

"Because I'm lactose intolerant."

"Princess biology."

Riley dropped into the chair opposite me, snapped the lid off her own cup, took a long pull, and looked at me over the rim for exactly one second longer than she'd looked at me yesterday.

"You slept in your chair."

"I didn't, actually."

"Huh."

She did not say anything else. She just looked at me, and then at Jenna, and then back at me, and took another sip, and the look moved across her face in the way a small smile moves across the face of someone who is not going to give you the satisfaction of the smile itself.

"Let's work," she said.

Jenna did not look up from her pad. The top of her ears had gone a very specific color of pink.

---

Riley, it turned out, was better than me at exactly one thing: cross-referencing the deposition transcripts against the contract amendments to build the timeline of who-knew-what-when. She had built a spreadsheet two weeks ago that nobody else had asked her to build, and now she was flipping through tabs of it faster than I could read them, snapping tags on the transcripts with the sound of a stapler going off.

"Tab four," she'd say, sliding a transcript across the table.

"Okay."

"Now tab seven. Tell me they don't contradict."

"They contradict."

"I know. Find me the contract provision that makes them contradict hardest."

"Section three, paragraph two."

"Good. Write me one sentence on it."

"Now?"

"Now."

This went on for about two hours. I liked it. It was better than any associate training I'd ever had, and she was doing it without calling it training because calling it training would have meant acknowledging that she was teaching me, which would have meant acknowledging that I was worth teaching, which she was not yet prepared to do out loud.

Around eleven she stopped mid-sentence and looked over my shoulder.

"Morning," Victoria said, behind me.

Riley's posture changed. Not visibly, but I felt the whole table tighten.

Victoria was already dressed for Saturday in the way senior associates dress for Saturday, which is to say she had changed from a charcoal suit into a softer charcoal suit, hair down now instead of up, and she had a file folder in her hand that I did not like the look of.

"We have a problem," she said. She took the chair at the head of the table — the partner chair — and I very carefully did not look at Jenna, and Jenna very carefully did not look at me. "Opposing counsel filed a Daubert motion at three a.m."

"At three a.m.," Riley said.

"At three a.m. They're moving to exclude Dr. Pryce's damages model. Which is the foundation of our counterclaim."

"They can't actually think that wins."

"They can think it delays. Which it will. The judge will want briefing. Which we will now also have to do."

"By when," Jenna asked.

"Monday. Same filing window."

"Jesus."

"Yeah."

Victoria set the folder down. She looked tired in a way I hadn't seen her look yet — still poised, still put-together, but tired the way a runner is tired at mile twenty. She pulled the pen out from behind her ear and set it on the folder and tapped it once.

"Okay. Roles. James, you're on the summary judgment response; main brief, statutory angle I walked you through last night, contract ambiguity section. Jenna, you keep the index and you build the appendix; I need every exhibit we cite in the brief cross-referenced to a Bates number and ready for filing. Riley, you're on the Daubert. Pryce's model is your baby, you know the damages the best, and I want the opposition brief on Daubert in your voice, not mine. I'll oversee and polish."

"Okay," Riley said. It came out flatter than she meant it to.

"Riley. You've got this."

"I said okay."

"I know you did."

Victoria stood. She looked at the three of us. She said, quietly, "This is a bad weekend. I know. It's going to be a worse one. I need you to know that I know. And I need the four of us to hold this room together, because if we fray I'll lose the case and the firm will lose the client and I will lose a year of my life I don't have to spare. Yes?"

"Yes," the three of us said.

"Good. James, walk me out. I want a word."

---

In the hallway, she walked me to the elevator bank and stopped.

"Jenna okay?"

"Yes."

"You sure."

"Yes."

"She looked at you twice in the five minutes I was in there, which is once more than she looks at anyone."

"Okay."

Victoria studied me for a second. Her expression did not change. She was not accusing, She was cataloging.

"I'm not going to ask you a question I don't want the answer to, Harrow. I'm going to say this instead. This case is what I'm standing on right now. I don't have a personal life this weekend and I don't have room for anyone else to have one either, if it means the having of it is going to compromise the product. Are we clear?"

"Clear."

"Good."

She went toward the elevators. Then she paused, one hand on the frame of the elevator bay, and looked back.

"Harrow."

"Yeah."

"For what it's worth. I didn't say *don't*. I said *not this weekend*."

The elevator dinged. She stepped in. The doors closed.

I stood in the hallway by myself and watched the floor indicator climb to forty-five, and I thought about what i was now burdened with on the way to the war room.

---

When I came back in, Riley was watching me from across the table in a way that had real intent.

"What."

"Nothing. Do your brief."

"Okay."

"In fact." She stood. Picked up her laptop, her transcript binder, her coffee, and her paperback. "I'm going to work in the small conference room across the hall. I need to spread out. Yell if you need me."

"Riley —"

"What."

"I —"

"Don't, James. Do your brief. I'm fine."

She walked out. She did not slam the door. Riley did not slam doors, it turned out; she closed them with a specific kind of precision that made slamming redundant.

Jenna, across the table: "She saw you come out of the war room this morning without me."

"We came out at the same time."

"We came out one minute apart and both had that look."

"What look?"

"The one she's mad about."

I sat down. I looked at the brief on my screen. I looked at the empty partner chair. Jenna turned her pad to a fresh page.

"Work," she said. "We can fix Riley later."

"Okay."

---

I worked until one. I ate half a sandwich from a tray someone had brought in. I worked until three. The brief was coming together — the statutory angle Victoria had walked me through was the spine, Jenna's index was the skeleton, and the contract-ambiguity argument that Riley had championed in yesterday's six p.m. scrum was the muscle. It was going to be a good brief. I could feel that in my hands.

At three-fifteen Jenna took her second nap. At three-forty I needed air.

The stairwell on our side of the tower went up to the roof door on forty-seven and down to the lobby on one. Nobody used it on weekends. I pushed the door open on forty-three and stepped onto the landing and stood there a second in the cold fluorescent silence, and then I heard a page turn above me.

I looked up.

Riley was two flights up, sitting on the landing between forty-four and forty-five with her back against the wall and her knees pulled up, her paperback in her lap. She had not taken off her cap.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

"You found my spot."

"Sorry."

"No, come up. The landing is better at forty-five, there's a little window."

I went up. She did not move her knees. I leaned against the opposite wall and we were in a concrete rectangle eight feet by five, and we were alone, and she was reading the Williams novel from earlier."

"Is it good?" I asked.

"It's about a man who does exactly one thing well his whole life and it ruins him. Yes. It is good."

"Okay."

She did not look up.

"I'm sorry," she said. To the book, not to me.

"For what."

"For being short with you upstairs. I don't like being surprised and I got surprised. I'm dealing with it."

"Okay."

"You could have told me."

"There was nothing to tell at four a.m. And there wasn't time at nine."

"There was time at nine."

"You walked in with four coffees and a mood."

She smiled, finally. A very small one.

"Fair."

We stood there. The stairwell had a cold hum from the HVAC that made the silence feel like a physical thing. She turned a page.

"James."

"Yeah."

"I'm not going to make this weird."

"Okay."

"I'm going to make it what I want to make it."

"Okay."

"I need to think about what that is for a couple hours."

"Take your hours."

"Thanks."

I started back down.

"Harrow."

"Yeah."

She finally looked up from the book. Her face was unguarded in a way I hadn't seen on it yet, which was to say only slightly guarded. Her cap was still on and her mouth was still set, but her eyes were different.

"Don't — don't read anything into this," she said, "but you should know, I didn't think you were another suit after about the third hour last night. I already knew. So. I'm just telling you."

"Okay."

"Okay."

"Thanks, Riley."

"Get out of my stairwell."

I went.

---

Jenna was back at the table when I came in, with a bagel and fresh coffee for me that she had apparently gone downstairs for. She pushed both across the table.

"You look like you had a thing."

"I had a conversation."

"Productive?"

"I think so."

"Good."

She did not ask what we talked about. She also did not pretend not to have wondered. She just took a sip of her own coffee and picked up her pen.

"The Daubert filing hit the docket," she said. "Victoria forwarded it. Forty-two pages. Riley's going to want to see it."

"She's in the stairwell between forty-four and forty-five. Reading."

"She reads in there all the time. Don't look so smug about finding her."

"I'm not smug."

"You're extremely smug."

"A little smug."

"A little smug is allowed." She did not look up. "The bagel's getting cold."

I ate the bagel. Outside the window the light had turned toward afternoon, hard and white and unforgiving, glinting off the glass of the building across the avenue. Somewhere above me Victoria was on the phone with the senior partner. Two flights up Riley was reading about a man who did one thing well and was ruined by it. Across the table Jenna's pen was making small neat marks in three different colors, and she did not look up for a long time, but I could feel her paying attention.

Four women, I thought, which was the wrong count. Three women. Three women and a case. And sixty-something hours on the clock.

I pulled up the Daubert motion. Forty-two pages. I started to read.

On page seven I felt Jenna's knee, under the table, touch mine.

It didn't move away.

I did not say anything. I kept reading. I made a note in the margin on page eight. Her knee stayed where it was.

At four-thirty Riley walked back in. She set her laptop down across the table. She glanced at Jenna. Jenna glanced at her. Something small and female and wordless passed between them that I was not a party to, and Riley sat down.

"Okay," she said. "Show me the Daubert."


Chapter Four

The fight, when it came, was about which argument we led with.

It was seven-twenty p.m. on Saturday. We had been in the war room for most of the day. The sandwiches had been replaced by pasta and the pasta had been replaced by a tray of sushi that was going to be the last hot-or-cold edible thing I saw until Sunday morning. The Daubert motion had turned out to be annoying but not fatal, and between us Riley and I had spent the last two hours building the opposition brief. Jenna had gone quiet on her end of the table, appendix-building in a trance. The light outside had gone from white to amber.

"You can't lead with the statute," Riley said, for the third time. "You lead with the ambiguity."

"The statute is a cleaner win."

"The statute is a brief the judge is going to skim."

"The statute is —"

"James." She leaned back in her chair. She had her cap off for the first time all day, which meant she was serious. "Have you read Akiyama?"

"I've read her opinions on this case."

"On this case. I'm saying have you read her. Last three years. Every contract ruling she's written."

"No."

"I have. She doesn't care about statutes. She cares about what happened between the two people who signed the contract. I pulled twelve of her opinions last Tuesday when we picked up this case. She leads with fact patterns in eleven of them. Eleven out of twelve. The twelfth is a remand, doesn't count."

"That's —"

"If you bury the ambiguity argument behind a statutory argument, she is going to skim our brief until she hits the thing she actually wants to read, which is the story, and our story starts on page eighteen. You want her on page eighteen by the time she cares. I want her on page two."

"Riley."

"Don't *Riley* me. Go read the opinions. I flagged them, they're on the shared drive in the folder called Judge."

"Okay."

"You go read them right now, and if after you've read them you still want to lead with the statute, we'll fight about it."

I went.

Her folder was on the shared drive, labeled Judge, with twelve PDFs in it named by case number and date, each with highlights in yellow. I sat at my laptop and read four of them straight through.

She was right.

She was not right by a little, she was right by a lot. Judge Akiyama wrote like a novelist in her factual recitations and like a tax attorney in her legal conclusions, and the order of those sections in her opinions was always the same: story first, law second, and the law section was often the shortest part of the opinion. If we led with the statute we were handing her a brief in the wrong order for her own brain.

I looked up. Riley was watching me over the top of her laptop. Cap still off, one eyebrow raised.

"Okay," I said.

"Okay what."

"You're right."

"Say it again."

"You're right. We lead with the ambiguity. I'll restructure the brief."

"Thank you." She said it flatly. Her face did not change.

Jenna, from the other end of the table, without looking up: "Riley is right a lot. You get used to it."

"I'm going to get some air," Riley said, and stood, and was out the door before the sentence had finished landing.

---

I gave her two minutes. I gave her three. On the fourth minute I got up.

Jenna looked up.

"Going?"

"Going," I said.

"James."

"Yeah."

She looked at me in a way that was not quite jealousy,  but was something more careful than that, something closer to recognition.

"Be good to her," she said. "She's not as armored as she thinks."

"I know."

"Go."

---

The stairwell was cold. She was not on the forty-four/forty-five landing where I'd found her before. I went down one flight. Not there. Down another. On the landing between forty-one and forty-two she was leaning on the railing with her back to the door, looking down the stairwell well at nothing.

I stopped on the top step.

"You followed."

"I followed."

"I thought you might."

I came down the last few steps and stood on the landing with her. She did not turn. The railing was painted industrial cream and her hand was on it the way a person grips a thing they are using to stay still.

"I don't like being right about work and wrong about people," she said. To the stairwell well.

"You're not wrong about people."

"I'm wrong about you."

"In which direction?"

"James."

"I'm asking."

She turned. She looked at me. The stairwell fluorescents made her face flatter and harder, but she was still beautiful in that light in a way that had nothing to do with prettiness.

"I made a whole speech in my head yesterday about guys like you," she said. "I had the speech ready. I was going to deliver it around noon today. The speech was good. It had a couple of pretty vicious lines in it."

"Okay."

"And I didn't deliver it because it turned out to not apply. Which is annoying."

"Sorry."

"Shut up." She took a step forward. "Harrow."

"Yeah."

"The speech was a defense mechanism."

"I figured."

"I am now going to not use it."

"Okay."

"Instead, I am going to do this."

She grabbed the front of my shirt with both hands. She pulled me down. She kissed me hard, once, with no warning, and stepped back.

"Is that okay?"

"Yes."

"You sure?"

"Yes, Riley."

"Because I had a whole speech and I've scrapped it, and now I would like to actually take a break from this fucking weekend for twenty minutes, and I would like to take it on this fucking landing with you, and I would like you to not make a thing out of it."

"Okay."

"Good."

She kissed me again. Longer.

---

The landing between forty-one and forty-two was a concrete rectangle with a metal door at one end, a concrete wall at the other, a stairway going up, a stairway going down, and a single fluorescent fixture humming overhead. The door to forty-two had a chicken-wire glass insert. The door to forty-one was blank. There was no one in this stairwell on a Saturday night. There were also no cameras in the stairwell. I had noticed. So had she.

Her hands went for my belt.

"Wait," I said. “Slower."

"Why slower."

"Because you want it."

She stopped. She looked up at me. She was still holding my belt with one hand. Her face did a thing I had not seen it do yet, which was soft.

"Yeah," she said. Quietly. "I do."

"Okay."

I backed her gently up against the wall. Her back against the cream paint, her palms flat on the concrete at her sides. I kissed her the way I had wanted to kiss her since she had set the four coffees down at nine a.m. Her mouth opened. She made a small sound in her throat. I slid one hand into her hair at the base of her skull, the other at her hip, and she arched into me.

"James."

"Yeah."

"If somebody comes in this door —"

"They won't."

"If."

"We'll hear them."

"Okay."

I dropped to my knees.

She inhaled sharply. "Oh."

I undid her jeans. I pulled them down to her knees with her underwear. She was already wet. She put one hand flat against the wall and the other against the back of my head, and I put my mouth on her and she bit down on the back of her own wrist to stay quiet.

She was responsive in a way I had not expected. Everything I did she reacted to — a slower circle with my tongue, a shift of angle, a lighter or harder pressure — she reacted immediately, her hips moving, a small noise breaking out of her and then being bitten back. Her fingers tightened in my hair. One thigh started to shake.

"James. James. I'm going to —"

"I know."

"Oh —"

She came. She came with her wrist in her teeth and her other hand twisted in my hair and her back flat against the concrete wall, and her hips jerked against my mouth, and she made one long sound against her own wrist that I could feel in my knees through the floor. I stayed with her until she pushed my forehead gently back.

"Stop. Stop. Too much. Wait."

I waited.

She slid down the wall. She sat on the concrete floor with her jeans still around her knees. She was breathing hard. Her cap was on the floor. Her hair was wild. She looked at me and started to laugh.

"This floor is filthy," she said.

"Yes."

"I don't care."

"Good."

"Come here."

I came. I kissed her. She tasted herself on me and made a small approving sound.

"Pants off," she said. "Hurry up. We've got maybe ten minutes before Jenna sends a search party."

I hurried up.

---

We fucked against the wall.

She hooked one leg around my hip and I lifted the other, and I was in her in one stroke, and she gasped and then bit my earlobe to keep from making more noise. She was tight. She was tight and hot and strong — all the gym in her thighs came online, she held herself up half on me and half by bracing one palm against the wall behind her — and she moved against me with a focus I had also not expected.

"Harder."

"Yeah."

"Harder, Harrow."

I gave her harder. She made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost a sob and she tilted her head back against the concrete and I felt her shoulder blade hit the railing on the wall behind her — a specific hard contact, she would have a bruise there tomorrow and she did not care. Her eyes were closed. Her mouth was open. Her teeth were in her own lower lip.

"Open your eyes."

She opened them.

"Look at me."

She looked at me. She did not look away. She did not break the gaze the whole time.

"Yeah," she said, very quietly. "Yeah. Okay. Okay."

"Okay what."

"Okay I'm in trouble."

"Yeah."

"Don't stop, don't stop, don't —"

She came again. She came biting my shoulder this time, arms wrapped around my neck, body gone rigid then slack, and I felt her go around me in a tight rhythmic clench that finished me too. I buried my face in her neck. She held on. We stood there in the stairwell with the fluorescent humming overhead and our breath evening out, and she did not unwrap her arms for maybe thirty seconds.

"Okay," she said, finally, into my shoulder. "Okay. We're doing this, apparently."

"Yeah."

"Fuck."

"Yeah."

She laughed once, shaking, and pulled back enough to look at me. Her face was pink. Her pupils were wide. The wall had left a faint pattern on her shoulder blade that I could see through the neckline of her t-shirt when she moved her cap back onto her head.

"We have to go back in."

"I know."

"Give me two minutes."

"Take five."

"Two. If I take five I'll chicken out."

"Okay."

She pulled her jeans up. She did up her belt. She picked up her cap from the floor and dusted it and put it back on. She re-tucked her t-shirt. She ran a hand through her hair and then through mine. She kissed me once more, quickly, almost affectionately.

"Harrow."

"Yeah."

"You are going to be a problem."

"I've been told."

"By who."

"Jenna."

"Oh, good. At least we're on the same page."

She opened the door to forty-one. She did not go that way as there was nothing on forty-one this weekend, but she needed the motion of doing a thing. She let the door fall shut and started up the stairs.

"Two minutes behind me, Harrow."

"Okay."

She went up. I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes and listened to her footsteps climb.

---

When I walked into the war room three minutes later Riley was back at her laptop, cap on, Daubert notes in front of her, composed. Jenna did not look up from her appendix, but there was the smallest curve at the corner of her mouth that told me she had clocked both of our absences and was not unhappy about the math.

Victoria walked in at eight on the nose. She looked at the three of us.

"Status."

"Leading with ambiguity," I said. "I'm restructuring the brief. Riley walked me through the judge."

"Good." She looked at Riley. "I should have put you on that from the start."

"Yes," Riley said, deadpan. "You should have."

Victoria allowed one small smile.

"Dinner's coming at nine. Eat it. Nobody drinks until the briefs are drafted. Questions."

"No," the three of us said.

"Good."

She left. Riley stretched, cracked her neck, winced when her shoulder blade rolled against the chair, and did not explain the wince. She caught me looking. She raised one eyebrow at me over her screen.

Jenna caught the eyebrow. She caught me catching it.

She went back to her appendix without a word, and I restructured the brief around the contract-ambiguity argument that Riley had been right about. Outside the window the lights on the avenue came on in their long orderly pattern, and the sky went from amber to the deep blue that meant the real night was starting.

We had thirty-six hours to go.
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