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Harem Highrise - Part Two


Chapter One

Dinner came at nine. A man from a restaurant I didn't recognize wheeled in a cart covered in pasta trays and a single linen napkin. Victoria, who had reappeared five minutes before, signed for it and tipped him with a folded hundred from the brass clip in her jacket pocket. We ate in the war room over the briefs. Riley's Daubert opposition was at twenty-three pages and clean. My summary-judgment response was restructured and at thirty-one pages and ragged. Jenna's appendix was at ninety-one exhibits and growing.

Victoria read my brief in twenty minutes while eating pappardelle with one hand. She asked three questions. I answered two of them well and one badly. She made three marks with her pen on the printout and did not elaborate. Then she read Riley's Daubert opposition in ten and said, "This is good, Sanders," and nothing else. Riley did not look up but the back of her neck went pink.

"Okay," Victoria said, setting the briefs down. "Ten o'clock. Let's regroup at midnight. James, I want you upstairs in my office in twenty minutes. Bring your brief and a pen."

"Okay."

She stood. She looked at Riley. She looked at Jenna. She did not look at me for longer than she looked at either of them, which I noticed, and which I suspected she meant me to notice.

"Good work, all three of you," she said. And left.

Jenna raised her eyebrows very slightly over her legal pad.

"Have fun at the partner's view," she said.

"The partner's view?"

"Forty-five has the corner. The view is the whole downtown. She calls it the partner's view, even though she's not actually one yet."

"Ah."

"Wear your tie, Harrow."

"I took it off yesterday."

"Then put it on."

I put my tie on. I took my brief and a pen and rode the elevator up two floors and walked down the forty-fifth-floor hallway for the second time that day.

Her office was in the corner and it did have the view.Two walls of glass, floor to ceiling, forty-five stories of downtown lit up below us — the whole avenue spine running north, the rivers on both sides holding bands of reflected light, the other towers rising around us with their grids of lit and unlit offices that on a Saturday night were mostly unlit. The city looked like a field of small warm decisions, most of which had nothing to do with us.

Victoria was at her desk, jacket off and sleeves rolled to the elbow. I had not seen that before and her forearms were more tanned than I had expected, runner's forearms, with a thin watch on her left wrist.

She had a bottle of scotch on the desk in front of her and two short glasses. She looked up when I came in.

"Close the door."

I closed the door.

"Sit."

I sat.

She poured. Two fingers in each glass. She pushed one across to me and kept the other for herself, and she picked up my brief from the corner of her desk where she had already laid it out.

"First," she said, "the brief. I marked three things. Tell me why you wrote this paragraph on page nine this way."

I told her. She listened. Her eyes tracked mine while I talked. She nodded once, halfway through.

"Okay. Fix it, but keep the structure. Next. Page fourteen."

We went through the marks. She was sharp. She caught a logic seam I had papered over at two a.m. and made me re-explain it, and when I couldn't, she said, "Rewrite that paragraph. The argument underneath it is correct, the sentences are lying about it." It was the best single piece of feedback I had gotten on my own writing in ten years. I wrote it down.

At the third mark she set the brief down.

"Okay," she said. "The brief is good. It'll be better by morning. Drink your scotch, Harrow."

I drank my scotch. She drank hers.

"What is this?"

"Bowmore. Eighteen-year. My father gave it to me when I was sworn in. I drink two fingers of it on weekends when I am going to personally win something. You're the second person to have a glass out of this bottle."

"Who was the first?"

"My father."

"Ah."

"He's a federal judge in Vermont. I don't drink in his presence on weekdays because he's a judge, and I don't drink in his presence on weekends because I'm me. So the bottle mostly sits. Tonight it comes out."

"What are you winning tonight?"

"The brief. And, separately, a smaller thing." She took another sip. She set the glass down. Her eyes on me. "Harrow."

"Yeah."

"I asked Delaney to put you on this case because I had read your memo on the Halligan matter."

"The Halligan —"

"The intern research memo. The one you circulated in your second week. Delaney asked for a ten-pager on the Halligan cert question and you gave him fourteen and an appendix, and the appendix was better than the memo. I read it. I read it twice. I read it a third time after the associate committee tried to use it to complain that you weren't following instructions."

"Oh."

"I told them that if following instructions was the bar we were setting for this firm, we were going to deserve everything that happened to us in the next ten years."

"That's —"

"Flattering. I know. I'm flattering you. You're aware of that."

"Yes."

"Good." She leaned back in her chair. The light from her desk lamp caught the line of her jaw. "The reason I'm telling you this, Harrow, is that I did not ask for you because of the coffee-run-new-associate reasons the firm pretends. I asked for you because I thought you could actually write, and I needed someone who could write, because this case is my audition."

"Okay."

"I am up for partner in November. I have three cases I am standing on. This is the biggest of them. If I lose this motion on Monday I will not make partner in November. The firm will not say it that way, they will say it with other words, but that is what will happen. If I win, my odds are sixty percent, which is as high as the odds ever get in this building. Are we clear?"

"Clear."

"I need you to understand that I chose you for a weekend where I was going to choose very carefully."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me. Make the paragraph on page nine correct."

"I will."

"Good."

She took another small sip. She set the glass down with a very small, precise click on the glass desktop. Outside the window a plane was making the slow blue-and-white descent across the sky toward Newark.

"Second thing," she said.

"Yeah."

"Jenna and Riley."

I did not say anything.

"I said *not this weekend,* Harrow."

"I know."

"Has that instruction been followed?"

"No."

"Hm."

She did not look angry. She looked — I would have to think about this later — she looked like someone doing math she had already done and was now double-checking.

"Is anyone unhappy."

"I don't think so."

"You don't think so."

"I don't. They seem — they seem like themselves. Maybe more so."

"Jenna."

"Yes."

"And Riley."

"Yes."

"When."

"Jenna last night. Riley two hours ago."

"In the stairwell."

"I — yes."

"I could tell by the bruise on her shoulder blade. She favors that shoulder when she sits down."

"Victoria —"

"I'm not scolding you, Harrow. I already scolded you in the hallway this morning. Twice would be excessive. I'm noting that I have a read on the situation and the read is accurate."

"Okay."

"My question is this." She picked up her glass again. She held it without drinking. "If I said to you, right now, on this side of my desk, that I was going to close this bottle and send you back downstairs and return to the brief and pretend this conversation ended at page nine — what would you say."

"I'd say okay."

"Without argument."

"Yes."

"And if I said, instead, that I was going to pour you a second glass of my father's scotch and ask you a question I have had since the Halligan memo and have not asked until this moment — what would you say."

"I'd say pour."

She studied me.

"Good answer."

She poured. Two fingers. I did not touch it.

"The question is," she said. "Are you actually as calm about this,  and by this I mean Jenna and Riley and the fact that I am sitting here holding a bottle of scotch and a question, as you appear to be? Or are you performing calm."

"Performing."

"Meaning."

"Meaning I'm not calm. I'm managing."

"What are you managing."

"The part of me that wants to not make a mistake, against the part of me that is tired enough and drunk enough and,"  I gestured at the glass.  "Flattered enough to be reckless."

"Which part is winning."

"Neither, at the moment. They're holding."

She nodded slowly.

"Good. Holding is the correct answer. Drink the second scotch."

I drank the second scotch.

"Harrow."

"Yeah."

"I'm going to tell you what I'm going to do, and then I'm going to do it."

"Okay."

"I'm going to finish my scotch. I'm going to put the cap on the bottle. I'm going to go downstairs at eleven-forty and stand in that war room and look at my brief, and between now and Monday morning I'm not going to lay a hand on you, because I cannot personally and professionally afford to have my judgment compromised in the middle of the most important filing of my career. Do you understand."

"Yes."

"At seven-thirty on Monday, if and when we have filed on time, I am going to come looking for you. Do you understand."

"Yes."

"In this office. In this chair. With the door closed and the bottle out. Do you understand."

"Yes."

"Good." She took her last sip of scotch. She set the glass down. "And if, between now and Monday, you continue to sleep with my paralegals — which I am not going to stop you from doing, and which, to be frank, I am glad has happened, because they have both been wound too tight for six months and this is, apparently, the coping mechanism — then I am going to continue to pretend I have not noticed. Is that clear."

"Clear."

"One request."

"Yes."

"Don't make them choose between each other."

"I won't."

"And don't make them choose between me."

"I —"

"I'm not asking you to answer yet. I'm telling you what the rules are. Seven-thirty Monday we talk. Between now and then you hold what's holding. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Good."

She screwed the cap back onto the Bowmore. Slowly. With ceremony. She set the bottle back at the corner of her desk and stood, and I stood with her, and she walked around the desk and stopped two feet in front of me.

"One last thing, Harrow."

"Yeah."

"Not laying a hand on you does not mean not telling you."

She leaned up.

She was tall. She did not need to lean very far. She kissed me once, very lightly, on the corner of the mouth. It was a kiss that was deliberate and that was not allowed to become anything,  and she stepped back.

"That," she said, "is Monday's appetizer."

"Okay."

"Go fix page nine."

I went.

---

In the elevator back down to forty-three I stood alone and watched the floor indicator count down. My pulse was doing the thing it had done last night by the printer. I touched the corner of my mouth once with my fingertips, as if checking that something had actually happened there and I had not invented it. Something had. I could still taste the scotch.

When the doors opened on forty-three I walked back to the war room with the brief under my arm and my tie loosened one-inch down, which was a choice I had already been making without thinking about it.

Jenna looked up when I came in. She looked at the tie. She looked at my face.

"Okay?"

"Yeah."

"Long meeting."

"Medium meeting. She moved the difficult parts to Monday."

"Monday," Jenna said, slowly.

"Seven-thirty a.m."

"Ah."

"In her office."

"Ah."

"She said — she said not to make anyone choose."

Jenna's face went still for a second. Then she nodded, a small firm nod, and looked down at her pad.

"That's fair."

"Yeah."

"Riley, fair warning — he was summoned."

Riley, without looking up: "I saw his tie go up."

"You did not see his tie go up."

"I heard it go up. It has a particular sound. It sounds like men trying to impress Victoria."

"Riley."

"I'm happy for him."

"Are you?"

"I'm unbothered. Unbothered is a form of happy."

"Riley."

"I am, for the record," Riley said, finally raising her head, "unbothered, because I already heard the rules. She came down here while he was still upstairs, she stuck her head in this door for three seconds, she made eye contact with me and Jenna, and she said, quote, "Nobody makes anybody choose this weekend. Keep it that way." And then she walked out. So I figured it out."

"Oh."

"Yeah."

"She is thorough," Jenna said.

"She is," Riley said, "thorough."

I sat down at my chair. I pulled up page nine. I read the paragraph. I started to rewrite it.

Outside the window the field of warm small decisions kept its pattern. Somewhere upstairs Victoria was putting a cap on a bottle. Across the table Jenna was writing in three colors. Next to me Riley had opened a new tab and was pretending not to watch me type.

Monday at seven-thirty, I thought.

I fixed page nine.


Chapter Two

Victoria came down at eleven-forty, as promised. She did not look at me in any way that was different from how she looked at Riley or Jenna. She pulled a chair to the long side of the table, opened her laptop next to Jenna's, and said, "Walk me through the appendix." Jenna walked her through the appendix. I rewrote page nine. Riley polished the Daubert. The war room settled into the quiet engine-room hum of four people who knew what they were doing, doing it.

Around twelve-fifteen the lights flickered once.

"Building doing the HVAC thing again," Riley said.

"It's a Saturday," Jenna said.

"Delaney always has the HVAC run a weekend cycle. It's a fetish."

"Riley."

"I'm using the word correctly."

"You are *not*."

The lights flickered a second time. We all looked up.

"Okay," Victoria said, half-amused. "That one wasn't HVAC."

The lights went out.

For about two seconds the war room was black. Then the emergency system kicked in — the corridor outside went to the running-red of the exit signs, and the war room's own overhead emergency strip came up a dim, red-tinted orange that barely reached the middle of the table. The laptops stayed on their own batteries. Four small blue rectangles. Four faces reflected in them.

"Well," Riley said.

"Outlet," Victoria said. "Probably the strip on the east wall. I've seen it happen. Building will reset it when the night crew notices. Could be ten minutes, could be an hour."

"Wonderful."

"Nobody save anything new until we confirm power. The network storage is on a different circuit, but I want our draft versions in our laps, not on the share." She looked up from her laptop, scanning. "Everybody back up to thumb drive. Now."

We backed up. The war room was very quiet except for the four laptops and the faint hum of the emergency strip. The windows were darker now, because the offices around us were all dark, and the city outside glittered harder through the un-lit glass.

"Can I just say," Jenna said, quietly, into her laptop screen, "that this is the longest Saturday of my life."

"Yes," Victoria said.

"Yes," Riley said.

"Yes," I said.

We all laughed. It was a small, tired laugh, and it lasted about three seconds, and in its wake the war room felt different — softer, closer, the emergency light doing what emergency light does, which was to make the four people in the room seem like the only four people in a building.

Victoria set her pen down.

"Okay," she said.

The tone of it was different. Riley caught it. Jenna caught it. I caught it.

"Okay what," Riley said.

"I was going to wait until we filed to have this conversation," Victoria said. "I've decided I can't. Not because of anything that has just happened — the lights are coincidence — but because the longer I sit in this room with the three of you pretending not to notice what I have in fact already noticed, the more I am going to feel like a hypocrite, and I do not run my career on hypocrisy if I can avoid it."

Jenna's pen stopped moving.

Riley leaned back very slowly in her chair.

"Okay," Riley said.

"I am going to say this plainly," Victoria said, "because we are all adults and we all have a brief due Monday, and neither of those things is served by pretense. James."

"Yeah."

"You slept with Jenna at approximately two-thirty this morning."

"Yes."

"And with Riley at approximately seven-forty this evening."

"Yes."

"On the landing between forty-one and forty-two."

"Yes."

"Thought so." She nodded once, as if ticking a box. "Jenna."

"Yes."

"You are aware."

"Yes."

"Riley, you are aware."

"Yes."

"And neither of you is asking him to choose."

"Correct," Jenna said.

"Correct," Riley said. "And before you ask,  yes, Jenna and I had a ninety-second conversation about this at approximately four-thirty in the afternoon, and we are on the same page."

"Which is what?"

"The page that says James is an adult, we are adults, this case is our week from hell, and if any of us wants to tell him to stop, she can tell him to stop, and he will. And neither of us is telling him to stop."

"Okay."

Victoria was quiet for a second. She looked at each of them. She looked at me last.

"I told James upstairs two hours ago," she said, "that I would not lay a hand on him until Monday morning at seven-thirty. I said that because I was trying to protect the brief from my own judgment. I have decided in the last ten minutes that that was cowardice disguised as discipline, and I am revising it."

"Okay," Jenna said. Carefully.

"What I am going to ask is this. If the two of you"  she looked between Jenna and Riley "would be unsettled or hurt by me choosing to also.."  she paused, looking for a word. It was the first time in my experience of her needing to do this. "..be in this, with him, tonight, then I am going to keep my own rule. Because I do not want to be the person who walked in at hour thirty and took the oxygen."

Jenna looked at Riley. Riley looked at Jenna. It took them maybe four seconds.

"No," Jenna said, for the both of them. "We would not be unsettled."

"Speak for yourself, Cho."

"I'm speaking for you because you told me at four-thirty that if Victoria finally cracked and came for him you would personally bring the popcorn."

"I said that in confidence."

"It is a very small room, Riley."

"Fine. No," Riley said. "We would not be unsettled. I would, in fact, be unsettled if she *didn't*. The woman has been wound tight enough to hear it."

"Riley," Victoria said.

"I'm not wrong."

"You are not wrong, but I preferred the maturity of two minutes ago." She actually smiled. A small one. First real one all day. "Okay. Final question, the one that actually matters." She looked at me. "James."

"Yeah."

"You said to me upstairs that you were managing, not calm. I'm going to ask the same question in a different direction. Tonight — not Monday, tonight, because I would like to stop pretending — are you actually here. Meaning: are you here with the understanding that the three women in this room have, in some form, opted in to something together, or are you here managing three problems in sequence and hoping they stay separate."

I thought about it for maybe one full second.

"Together," I said.

"Sure?"

"Sure."

"Good."

She closed her laptop. Not in the careful way. In the decided way.

"Okay," she said. "Then here is what we are going to do, because I am not going to do this on the war-room table, which is a filing exhibit."

Riley snorted.

"Riley," Victoria said, "there is a nap room across the hall. Couch, blanket, dim light. If you and Jenna would like to take it for a while, and not work, I would consider that a gift. I need forty minutes."

"Forty minutes," Riley said.

"Forty. Then I'm going to walk back in this war room, and we are going to file this brief on time, and when we do, I'm going to open the Bowmore again. Understood."

"Understood," Jenna said.

"Understood," Riley said. "Forty minutes. Don't cheat the clock."

"I will cheat the clock."

"Rude."

They stood. Jenna picked up her legal pad. Riley picked up her paperback. They walked out together. Jenna, in the doorway, looked back over her shoulder and gave me a look that was not jealous. It was pleased.

Jenna, in the doorway, looked back over her shoulder and gave me a look that was not jealous but pleased.

She looked at Victoria, too, and the look she gave Victoria was the look a person gives someone they have decided to root for.

The door closed.

Victoria and I were alone in the war room in the emergency red.

She looked at me.

"Harrow."

"Yeah."

"Come here."

---

Her office on forty-five was not in emergency light. The east side of the building had power. She closed the door behind us. She did not turn on the overhead. The skyline through the glass was enough with the city lit up below and the river silver in the moonlight. Her face was softened by the ambient glow.

"Bowmore or no."

"No. I want my head."

"Good."

She stepped into me. She was tall enough that her mouth was at my throat when she leaned in, and she pressed it there first — a kiss, slow, open, at the hinge of my jaw — and my hands went to her waist before I thought about it.

"James."

"Yeah."

"I have been thinking about this since the Halligan memo."

"Since —"

"Since February."

"Jesus."

"Shut up."

I shut up.

She was different than the other two. She was slower. She moved like a woman who had planned, in the abstract, how a thing might go, and who now had the pleasure of discovering that the reality required none of the plan. She kissed me for a long time — unhurried, deliberate, one hand in my hair at the back of my skull, the other at my chest, and when she slid my tie loose again it was with the same attention she had given page nine.

She walked me backward. Not to the desk. To the couch against the inner wall. She sat me down. She stood between my knees. She pulled her blouse over her head in one motion that showed practice, and exposed a dark bra, a dark skirt, and the thin gold watch on her left wrist.  She looked down at me with the first fully unguarded face I had seen on her all weekend.

"Tell me now if you do not want this," she said.

"I want this."

"Good."

She knelt. She undid my belt. She did it the way she had marked my brief, efficient, sure, no wasted motion. She drew me out and she looked up at me once to check, and when I nodded, she took me into her mouth.

Her mouth was hot and slow and deliberate. She was unhurried the way she had been unhurried with the kiss. She watched my face while she did it. Her left hand, with the thin watch, rested on my thigh. She did not take her eyes off me. When I reached to touch her hair she allowed it, but she did not accelerate in response. She set her own pace. Two minutes, three. When I started to lose the ability to stay still she slid off and stood.

"Not that way, not yet."

"Okay."

"Come here."

She pulled me up. She stepped out of her skirt. She hooked her thumbs into her underwear and stepped out of those too, and then there was just the bra and the watch, and then just the watch. She pulled me down onto the couch with her — on top of her, she stayed on her back, hands on my shoulders — and she drew her knees up, and she reached between us and guided me in.

She was tight. She was ready. She was wet the way a woman is wet when she has been deciding to do this for ten hours, or apparently eight months. She arched when I entered her, a long controlled arch, and her watch hand came up and gripped my shoulder.

"Slow," she said.

"Slow."

I went slow. She watched me. Her eyes stayed open. The skyline behind my shoulder was in her pupils, I could see the reflected red of a beacon on a rooftop, a small red dot in the dark of her eye, and I could have stared at it for hours.

"James," she said. Very quietly.

"Yeah."

"The thing I did not tell you upstairs."

"Yeah."

"Is that I have been, for months, alone in this office, thinking about this happening on this couch."

"Victoria —"

"Shh. Keep going."

I kept going. She was beautiful in this light, unguarded, her hair spread on the cushion, her pulse visible in her throat. She did not hurry me. She would not let me hurry myself. Her hands moved in careful specific ways — across my back, into my hair, once, deliberately, down my spine. She was composing. She was scoring this.

I kissed her collarbone. She made a small sound. I kissed her throat. She made a bigger one. I found her pulse with my mouth and she threw her head back against the armrest and said, "Oh." Very specifically. Very small. The most surprised sound I had heard out of her.

"Right there."

"Right there?"

"James, don't — yes. There. Keep — yes."

I kept. She came slowly, over maybe a minute.  It was not the sudden crash Jenna had given me, nor the tight rhythmic clench Riley had.

It was a long rolling build, hands gripping my shoulders, breath getting shorter and shorter, and then a held-breath moment when she went very still, and then a long shuddering release. Her  eyes closed for the first time since the couch, and then she let out a quiet, private, almost-laugh at the end of it.

I was not going to last. She felt me not going to last.

"In me," she said. "Don't be polite."

I let go. I came into her with her watch-hand at the back of my neck, and she held me there, and after, she did not let me get up for maybe thirty seconds. She just held me. Her pulse at my temple. Her breath at my ear.

"Okay," she said, into the dark. "Okay. Good."

I laughed once, softly, and she laughed once in return, and we lay there on the senior associate's office couch on the forty-fifth floor with the city laid out below us and neither of us said anything for a while.

---

At forty minutes on the dot, Victoria sat up, kissed me once at the hinge of my jaw, and said, "We are going to file this brief, Harrow."

"Yes."

"Put your tie on."

"Of course."

She dressed. She did it with the same efficiency she had undressed with. She looked in a small mirror inside her desk drawer and fixed her lipstick in twenty seconds. She looked — I noticed this, I thought about it — less tired than she had looked before we came upstairs. Not rested. Unclenched.

I fixed my tie.

"Harrow."

"Yeah."

"The thing I said about Monday at seven-thirty."

"Yeah."

"It still stands."

"I —"

"We are not going to be only a weekend. I don't want you to misread tonight. Tonight was a decision; Monday is the continuation of a decision. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Good."

She held the door open for me.

In the hallway she paused, hand on the frame. She glanced down the corridor toward the elevator. The hallway lights were back on — the building had reset sometime in the last forty minutes, without anyone telling us.

"Oh good," she said. "The outlet."

"Yeah."

"Let's go file a brief."

---

In the nap room on forty-three the door was cracked open three inches, light spilling out. We went in.

Jenna was asleep on the couch with her head on Riley's thigh and Riley's hand in her hair. Riley had her paperback open on her knee. She looked up when we came in.

"Forty-one minutes."

"I cheated by a minute."

"I know."

"Everything okay?"

"Everything is fine. She cried for about three minutes, the way tired people cry — not sad, just the valve — and then she fell asleep, and now I have been reading Stoner very slowly and quietly so I do not wake her up."

"Okay."

"You two look better."

"We are better," Victoria said.

"Good. Let me get her up."

Jenna stirred, blinked at me, blinked at Victoria, sat up, and tucked her hair behind her ear.

"Did you —"

"Yes," Victoria said.

"Good," Jenna said.

"Good?"

"Yes. Good. I think — I think we all needed this to be a real thing, not a secret thing. I'm sorry I fell asleep."

"Don't be. Come on. We have a brief."

---

Back in the war room the four of us took our chairs. The power was back. The laptops were plugged in. Jenna's pen was in her hand before she had fully sat down. Riley cracked her knuckles. Victoria pulled her laptop open. I opened page nine.

Something about the room felt different, though. Not in a scandalous way. In a quieter one. The air had been let out of a balloon that had been holding a specific tension, and what was left in its place was the simpler tension of the case itself: a brief due at eight a.m. Monday, a judge to persuade, and a client to protect.

"Okay," Victoria said. "Daubert section of the summary-judgment brief. Riley, give me three paragraphs we can cross-reference, by two a.m."

"On it."

"Jenna, I want every exhibit numbered by four."

"On it."

"James, page nine."

"On it."

"Good."

It was twelve-forty-five on Sunday morning. We had thirty-one hours and fifteen minutes left. I got back to work.

I noticed, around one, that Riley was sitting up straighter than she had all day. I noticed, around one-thirty, that Jenna was smiling at her own pad in a way I had not seen before. I noticed, around two, that Victoria had put her hair up differently. Looser.

I did not say anything about any of it.


Chapter Three

At four in the morning we went in shifts to the nap room and slept for ninety-minute blocks. I got the seven-to-eight-thirty slot. Riley woke me at seven by pushing a coffee into my hand and saying, "Up. Bad news."

"What."

"Check your email. Conference room in five."

She left.

I sat up. My back did the thing my back had started doing in my thirties, a protest that required about four minutes of standing and stretching before it would stop. I drank half the coffee. I opened my email.

The top message was from a name I didn't know — Michaelson, Associate, opposing counsel's firm. Sent at 7:01 a.m. Sunday. Subject line: Supplemental Exhibit 114 — Amended Side Letter, Castor/Plaintiff, August 2022. Attachment: a single PDF.

I opened the PDF.

It was a side letter between Castor and the plaintiff, dated two weeks after the main contract, that clarified the clause we had been arguing was ambiguous. The clarification went Castor's way. If the letter was authentic and admissible, the ambiguity argument Riley had built — the one we had rebuilt the whole brief around — was not just wrong, it was visibly wrong. On a single piece of paper.

I read it twice. I got up. I took my coffee to the war room.

---

Riley was already there. She was at the table, Daubert binder in front of her, but she was not looking at it. She was looking at the side letter on her screen. Her cap was on. Her posture was off. Not slumped, but wrong, stiffened in the shoulders in a way I had not seen on her. She did not look up when I came in.

"Where'd it come from?"

"They claim Castor's counterparty just produced it in their own internal review, quote, 'out of an abundance of caution.' They're saying it was not in the original production because it was misfiled as a board-meeting attachment for a different transaction."

"Authentic?"

"Date looks right. Format looks right. Signatures look right."

"Okay."

"It's also a supplemental production four days into a six-month-old case, which is," she said, "extraordinarily convenient."

"Yeah."

"Victoria's in there on the phone with Delaney."

I could hear Victoria's voice, faintly, through the inner wall of her office — she had apparently come back down from forty-five at some point in the past hour. The tone was measured but clipped.

Jenna came in behind me. She had her cardigan over her shoulders, her hair in a clip, and her eyes were red, not from crying,  just the tired-eye red of a person who had slept seventy-five minutes. She set her legal pad on the table. She sat down. She did not say anything. She opened the appendix file. She stared at the screen.

"Jenna."

"Yeah."

"You okay?"

"I missed the index."

"What."

"The side letter. I should have — I am the index. The document index is mine. If it was in their production misfiled as a board-meeting attachment, and we didn't flag it, that's on me. That's my job. That's — I missed it, James."

"Jenna."

"Don't."

"Jenna, you built a color-coded index of eleven gigabytes of documents in under forty-eight hours. You could not have —"

"Don't do that to me, James, please. Don't be kind to me about my job right now. I need you to not be. Just — let me sit here."

I let her sit there.

Victoria came out. She had her phone still in her hand. Her face was composed but it was composed in the very specific way it got composed when she was holding a lot back.

"Okay," she said. "Here we are. Riley, your argument is dead. Jenna, it is not your fault but it is a fact that the document was there and we didn't catch it. James, we have a brief that leads with an argument that has been gutted. Delaney wants an update at noon and a decision by two. He has said the words *consider settlement*."

"No," Riley said, flatly.

"Riley."

"No, Victoria. It's convenient. It's *too* convenient."

"Riley, I need you to set aside that the timing is suspect and tell me whether the letter is authentic."

"Authentic and relevant are two different things."

"Answer the first question."

"It is probably authentic."

"Then the argument is dead."

"Victoria —"

"*The argument is dead, Riley.* I am not having the feelings-argument this morning. I am having the facts-argument. Jenna, please pull up everything we have on the side letter from the original production. Tell me in ten minutes whether there is any trace of it in what we got on Friday — if the metadata exists anywhere, the thumbnail, the box listing, anything. Go."

Jenna went. She did not speak. She did not look at me. She sat down in front of her own laptop and started clicking.

"James, with me. My office. Now."

I followed her.

---

In her office on forty-three — not upstairs, not the corner office, just the door on the same floor as the war room, because forty-five was too far this morning — Victoria shut the door behind us and leaned her back against it and closed her eyes for a full three seconds before she opened them again.

"Harrow."

"Yeah."

"I need you not to fall apart."

"I'm not falling apart."

"Good. I am, a little bit, privately, and I need you to not know it and to pretend you don't know it and to be useful."

"Okay."

"Here is what I need. I need you to go sit with Riley and get her off defensive. She is going to argue that the letter is a fraud because she can't bear the idea that the brief was wrong. She may in fact be right that it is a fraud. That is a separate question from whether we can argue that in thirty hours. We cannot. I need her to accept that, fast, so we can pivot. I need you to be the person who helps her accept that, because if I do it, she will read it as me not believing in her work, and she will shut down for four hours. We do not have four hours."

"Okay."

"Jenna. Jenna is a different problem. Jenna is going to beat herself up about missing the letter. She should not — I will explain to her later why she should not — but in the meantime, I need her functional. I need her back on the appendix in twenty minutes. Keep her there."

"Okay."

"And I need a brief. A new one. A brief that does not lead with the ambiguity argument because the ambiguity argument is dead. I have been thinking about this for the last forty-five minutes. The statutory angle,  the one you originally wanted to lead with,  is the fallback. It is less good than the ambiguity argument would have been, but it is still a respectable argument, and it is cleaner now that the letter has in fact clarified the contract, because it makes the statutory default harder to waive. Do you understand."

"Yes."

"I need you to have a draft of a statutory-led brief by four p.m."

"Okay."

"Delaney wants an update at noon. I am going to tell him at noon that we are pivoting. If by two p.m. the pivot looks viable, we continue. If it doesn't, we settle."

"We won't have to settle."

"I appreciate the confidence."

"Victoria."

"Yes."

"I'm not going to let us settle on a Sunday because a paralegal at their firm emailed us an exhibit at seven a.m. on the morning of a filing deadline."

She looked at me.

"Okay, Harrow."

"Okay."

"Go."

I went.

---

Riley was still at her screen when I came back. She had not moved. Jenna, across the table, was scrolling through directories on the network drive, furiously quiet.

I pulled up a chair next to Riley. I did not sit at my old chair. I sat next to her. I did not touch her. I put my coffee down on the table.

"Hey."

"James, do not give me a pep talk."

"I'm not."

"Good."

"I'm going to say one thing, and then I'm going to work on the statutory draft, and I want you on the Daubert section because the Daubert section is still correct and the Daubert section is still going to save us time if we pivot well. Yes?"

"What's the one thing."

"You were right about Akiyama."

"Stop."

"No. You were right about Akiyama. Your reading of her opinions was correct, your call on the brief structure was correct, and the argument you drafted was a good argument. A side letter that nobody saw until seven a.m. Sunday is not your mistake. It is their production failure or their litigation trick or both. It's not on you."

"It's still dead."

"Yes. But you're not."

She turned her head very slightly. She looked at me. Her face was stone for a second and then cracked a little, not into tears, into something smaller, like recognition.

"You're going to be annoying about this the whole weekend, aren't you."

"Yes."

"Fine. Statutory draft. I'll pull the Daubert section you need. Give me an hour."

"Okay."

"James."

"Yeah?"

"Thank you."

She went to work. I felt the shift in the room — the stiff shoulders went down half an inch, the cap went off, her hand stopped hovering over the keyboard and started typing. The small physical change of a person deciding to function again.

I slid one seat down the table to Jenna.

"Hey."

"I found it. The letter. It was in the production. Misfiled exactly as they said, box eleven, behind the board attachments, I can see the thumbnail in the metadata. I saw it Friday night. I flagged it *board meeting*. I didn't open it."

"Jenna —"

"I didn't *open it*, James."

"Jenna, look at me."

"I can't."

"Look at me."

She looked at me. Her eyes were wet but she was not crying; she had that jaw-set look that tired women get when they are not letting themselves cry because the crying will cost them the next hour.

"Listen," I said. "You indexed eleven gigabytes of documents in forty hours. You flagged the side letter as a board-meeting attachment because it was filed as a board-meeting attachment. You did not open every PDF on forty thousand pages of production. No human on earth would have. The fact that this is the one piece of paper that mattered is not your failing. It's the point of the trick they're running. Yes?"

"The trick."

"Yes. The trick. The side letter may be real, but the fact that it was produced to us Sunday at seven a.m. is not an accident. They wanted us to not find it on Friday so that they could produce it today and rattle us on the eve of the filing. Which is working. Which is why we're going to stop letting it work."

She inhaled. She looked down.

"James."

"Yeah."

"What do I do."

"The appendix. Same as before. Back to it. Victoria wants the indexing done by four. I need you to build an appendix for the statutory pivot."

"Statutory —"

"We're pivoting. I'm drafting it. I need the statutory-relevant exhibits cross-referenced. That's — ninety percent of what you already have."

"Okay."

"Yes?"

"Yes. Okay. I can do that."

"Good."

"James."

"Yeah?"

"Thanks."

"Don't thank me. Work."

She started working. I watched her hands steady on her keyboard. I watched the back of her neck come down out of the defensive hunch it had been in for forty minutes.

I slid back to my own laptop.

---

I started drafting the statutory brief.

It was not as good a brief as the ambiguity brief had been. It was a solid brief. It was a brief a respectable associate would file. The argument it made was correct; Castor's contract did not explicitly override the statutory default, and under the governing state statute the default rule applied and resolved the contract dispute in our favor. It was technical. It was cleaner post-side-letter than it would have been pre. It was a brief a judge who cared about statutes would love and a judge who cared about facts would skim.

Akiyama was a judge who cared about facts.

I wrote it anyway. I wrote it because we needed it in front of us as a viable fallback by two p.m., and because I did not have a better idea at nine a.m. on a Sunday morning with two hours of sleep, but something was nagging me about the side letter, and I kept writing and kept turning the nag over in my head.

Around ten-thirty Riley set the Daubert section next to my keyboard, clean, cross-referenced. She sat down across from me.

"You look like you're thinking about something."

"I am."

"Tell me."

"I'm thinking about the timing of the side letter."

"Yeah?"

"I'm thinking that a document produced by Castor's own counterparty at seven a.m. Sunday, four days into a two-week scramble, two days before a filing deadline, is the kind of document that has been held back for strategic reasons."

"I said that at seven-fifteen."

"I know. I'm agreeing with you."

"And."

"And if it's been held back — if it was in their possession for four days and they produced it at seven a.m. on a Sunday — then the timing of its production might itself be sanctionable."

Riley set her coffee down.

"Keep going."

"I'm not saying it wins. I'm saying it might be an argument we make in a footnote. If we get the statutory brief solid, and if in the last section we cite to Rule 26 and suggest that the late production raises questions about their own good-faith discovery conduct we don't have to win on it. We just have to plant it, so that Akiyama, who cares about how people behave, notices."

"That's —"

"Fact-forward. Even in a statutory brief."

"Huh."

"What."

"That's not bad, Harrow. That's actually not bad."

"Okay."

"I'm going to pull the discovery record."

"Yeah."

"Jenna."

"Yeah," Jenna said, already listening.

"I need the entire production correspondence from opposing counsel. Every email, every cover letter, every certification. Timestamps. Everything. By noon."

"On it."

Riley turned back to me.

"Victoria's going to need to hear this."

"I'll tell her at noon."

"Tell her now. Don't surprise her on the Delaney call."

"Yeah."

I stood. I walked to her office. I knocked.

"Come," Victoria said.

I told her. She listened. She did not interrupt. When I was done she was quiet for a second, eyes on some middle distance over my shoulder.

"Okay," she said. "Write it into the brief. Discovery footnote. Two paragraphs maximum. If the pivot brief is solid by four p.m., I'll take that to Delaney at six."

"Okay."

"James."

"Yeah."

"Riley and Jenna."

"They're working."

"Good."

"Victoria —"

"I know. Me too. Back to it."

I went back to it. Outside the window the sun had crossed over the building and the war room was in shadow for the first time that morning. My fingers were cold on the keys. My heart was doing a careful thing I recognized, which was the thing it did when a case was starting to turn in its grave.

The deadline was twenty-one hours away.


Chapter Four

At two forty-five on Sunday afternoon, Victoria took the statutory-pivot brief into her office to read it cold. Riley went to the nap room with an express instruction to sleep for an hour. The Daubert section was clean, the appendix was ninety percent cross-referenced, the discovery-timing footnote was two paragraphs of tight, careful suggestion that did not say "sanctions" and did not need to. The next thing we needed was a second pass through the original production to look for anything else that had been misfiled the way the side letter had been, because if they had one trick, they might have two. That was not glamorous work. That was eye-burning, cursor-dragging, metadata-staring work.

That was Jenna's kind of work, on a normal day. Today she had been at it since Friday and her eyes had the specific glazed look of a person who had stopped seeing the pixels.

"Go take your cubicle," I said. "Give me the index. I'll do the second pass."

"James —"

"Three hours. I'll sit at your desk and do it. You go sit somewhere that isn't a conference room and eat something."

"You don't know the index."

"You will teach me the index in seven minutes. It's a good index. It's designed to be teachable."

She looked at me. She hesitated. Then she reluctantly  handed me the legal pad.  The forty-color-coded-tab pad, which she had not handed to anyone else the entire weekend, and said, "Let me walk you through it in my cubicle. I eat at my desk. You can have the chair."

"Okay."

---

Jenna's cubicle was on forty-three, third row in,  in a corner by the window with a row of plants in small plastic pots on the sill. She had two framed photos: one of her mother in a hospital bed making a specific unserious face at the camera, the other of a dog I assumed was no longer alive. She had a heating pad coiled on her chair. She had three boxes of tea in a drawer. She had a small lamp that was warmer than the office overheads. She had, pinned to the fabric wall, a page torn out of a yellow legal pad on which was written, in her neat small hand, a single line: *Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.*

"Your mother?" I said, gesturing at the photo.

"She's better now. That was three years ago, at her worst. She's the reason I'm in this building, and she is the reason I survived being in this building. Don't make a sad face, Harrow. She is one hundred percent alive and she is currently at a senior-center mah-jongg tournament in Flushing that she has told me via text message she is winning."

"Okay."

"Sit."

I sat in her chair. The heating pad was warm against my back. I had not realized how cold the conference room had been.

"Index," she said, and leaned over my shoulder, and walked me through it.

She taught well. She was quick and specific and she did not condescend. She showed me the color system — blue for contract documents, green for correspondence, yellow for financial, red for anything she had flagged as high-interest, orange for board materials, purple for things she wasn't sure how to classify. She showed me her shorthand. She showed me the hot spots she had already noticed. She showed me three places in the production where the Bates numbering jumped awkwardly and said, "If there are more tricks, they will be near the seams. Look at the seams."

"Okay."

"I'll bring you tea."

"I'm fine."

"You're cold and you're about to be bored. Tea is not optional."

She went to make tea. I started the second pass at Tab 17 — the board-meeting attachments, where the side letter had hidden — because if they had put one thing there, they might have put another. I started opening PDFs.

She came back with tea. She pulled a spare chair over from an empty cubicle next door. She did not go home. She sat next to me. She did not work. She watched me work for a long time. I got used to her being there.

At four-ten I found the second thing.

It was a page in a quarterly board deck that looked, at first, like a standard risk-assessment slide. It was titled *Pending Counterparty Exposure.* It listed eight entities and their potential liability to Castor if contract disputes went against them, with numbers attached to each one. One of those eight entities was the plaintiff in our case.

The number attached to them, meaning Castor's projected exposure to them, was listed at *four million.* Not thirty. Four.

Which meant that Castor's own internal risk-assessment, done before the dispute blew up, valued their potential loss at a fraction of what the plaintiff was demanding. Which was a discoverable document that established that the plaintiff's own damages claim was not, per Castor's own records, anywhere near what they were asking for.

"Jenna."

"Yeah."

"Look at this."

She looked. Her face shifted through three expressions in a second — confusion, then recognition, then a small dangerous smile.

"Oh," she said.

"Yeah."

"That is — oh."

"That's a damages counter-exhibit that was in their production the whole time."

"And it's tabbed *board meeting* in the index because —"

"Because it was in a board deck."

"Which is where I put it."

"Which is correct. Because it *is* in a board deck. They just didn't think we'd look past the cover slide."

"James —"

"It's not an argument. It's a data point. But if Riley can fold it into the Daubert...Dr. Pryce's damages model is now getting contradicted by Castor's own internal numbers! It's a different kind of ammo."

"Oh."

"Yeah."

"This might actually —"

"Yeah."

She was sitting very close. She had been sitting close for an hour. The office was completely empty being that it was four on a Sunday. The floor was dark except for her desk lamp and the greenish emergency strip at the end of the row, and she was looking at me with the face of a person who had just watched someone else find something she hadn't had the eyes for anymore.

"James."

"Yeah."

"I have to tell you something."

"Okay."

"Because I am about to — because you just saved the case, and I am about to ask Victoria to throw out my original index and let us re-tag everything, and before that happens I need someone in this building to know this one thing."

"Okay."

"The reason this case matters to me."

"Yes."

"My father owned a small independent pharmacy in Rego Park. He owned it for thirty years. When I was in high school a distributor — not Castor, but a distributor of the same kind, same industry, a competitor of Castor's — started a predatory pricing squeeze on independents in the borough. My father held on for three years. He died of a heart attack at fifty-eight, four months before the pharmacy closed. My mother's illness started eight weeks after the funeral. The pharmacy went in foreclosure. I spent my twenties paying off the pieces."

"Jenna."

"I'm not done. The point. The point is that the plaintiff in this case, the company suing Castor, they're not that distributor. They were actually, at the time, competing against that distributor. They were smaller. They were independent-adjacent. The case is, in part, about them trying to hold a contract against a bigger pharma distributor and losing. Which is the story my father's pharmacy was. Almost exactly."

"Oh."

"I am defending, on this brief, the company that is on the side of the distributor that killed my father's pharmacy. Or a company enough like it that when I read the plaintiff's complaint on Tuesday I cried for twenty minutes in the women's room on forty-four."

"Jenna —"

"I should have told Victoria. I did not tell Victoria. It is not a conflict of interest under the rules. It is not grounds for me to recuse. It is the kind of thing where an ethical paralegal would have flagged it to her supervising attorney and let the attorney decide. I did not. I made a decision on my own that I could do the work fair, and I worked the case for two weeks, and I did it fair, and the fact that I did it fair does not mean I was right to not disclose."

"Okay."

"I'm telling Victoria."

"When."

"Tuesday. After the filing. I'm going to tell her Tuesday. I'm not going to distract her the last seventeen hours before the brief."

"Okay."

"I just needed you to know first."

"Jenna."

"Yeah."

"You told me."

"Yes."

"I don't know what to say about the disclosure.  You're probably right to tell her, but you told me. Thank you for telling me."

"I told you because you listen, Harrow."

"I keep hearing that."

"I keep saying it."

---

She was very close. I had not been touching her. I put my hand on the side of her neck, carefully, with my thumb at the hinge of her jaw. She closed her eyes. She did not move into the touch. She held very still.

"Jenna."

"Yes."

"Do you want this?."

"Yes."

"Right now."

"Yes, James. Slow."

"Yeah."

I leaned in. I kissed her at the corner of the jaw where my thumb had been. Then under her ear. Then her mouth. Her mouth was warm and tea-sweet and she made a small sound when I kissed her and did not open her mouth right away — this was different from Friday night. Friday night she had been fast. She had wanted it fast. Today she wanted it slow.

"The floor is empty," she said.

"I know."

"I don't have a couch in my cubicle."

"I know."

"I have — under the desk. I have a rug. And a blanket. Because my feet get cold."

"Okay."

She slid off her chair. She pulled the blanket out from under her desk. She spread it on the rug between her desk pedestal and the fabric partition, a space maybe four feet by three, and she lay down on her back and looked up at me.

"Come here," she said.

I came. The cubicle ceiling was acoustic tile and fluorescent, but we had only her desk lamp on, so what I saw when I looked at her was her face in warm yellow light and the shadow of the desk over us like a small roof.

I undressed her slowly. She undressed me slowly. She had a small mole below her collarbone I had not seen in the dark of the war room. She had a tan line at her wrist from a watch I had not noticed. I kissed each of these things. She laughed quietly, not at me but with me.

"This is a terrible cubicle to do this in."

"It's a great cubicle."

"James, my boss walks past this cubicle."

"Your boss is on forty-five on the phone with Delaney for two more hours."

"You've been timing."

"I've been attending."

She pulled me down.

---

I went into her slowly. She wrapped both arms around my neck and pulled me down on top of her, chest to chest, face against mine, and held me there. I did not move for maybe fifteen seconds. She just held on. I could feel her pulse against my cheek. I could feel the very small shake of her, which was not fear or tension, which was relief.

"Slow," she said. Against my ear.

"Slow."

I moved. Barely. Half-inches at a time. She sighed into my shoulder, and then she made a small, soft sound that was the most naked sound I had heard her make. The conference-room chair had been hunger. This was something else. She held my face in her hands and kissed me between strokes. She said my name twice.

"James."

"Yeah."

"Don't finish yet."

"I won't."

"I want to stay here for a while."

"Okay."

We stayed there for a while. Twenty minutes, twenty-five, at the pace we were going — I lost track. She came once, quietly, arched into me with her face pressed hard against my shoulder, not screaming, not making any of the sounds she had made Friday night, just a long shivering inhale and then a slack warm softness under me. I did not come. I kept going at the same pace. She kissed me through it. When I started to speed up she pulled me back to slow, with her hands at the small of my back.

"Stay here."

"Okay."

Eventually — the last ten minutes — she said, quietly, against my ear:

"Now. Come now. Stay in me."

I came. Slowly. Into her. She held me all the way through it with her face pressed to the side of my neck, and after, she did not let me move off her for a long minute. She kept her arms around me and she breathed into my throat.

"Okay," she said. Very quiet. "Okay."

"Okay."

We lay there under her desk for a while longer. She laughed once, softly, the way she had laughed in the partner chair.

"Tab seventeen," she said.

"Yes."

"Oh my god."

"I know."

"I'm going to email Riley about the damages slide."

"Do it."

"In five minutes."

"Okay."

---

Five minutes later she did. She sat up, pulled on her blouse, pulled on her skirt, sat back down at her desk in her cubicle with me still on the floor, putting my pants on, hair disheveled. She opened Outlook and wrote Riley a three-sentence email about the damages slide and cc'd me and Victoria. Subject line: *Page 47 of Q2 2022 Board Deck. Re-tag orange → red. Call me.* Her phone rang ninety seconds later.

"Yeah," she said. "Yeah. Page forty-seven. James found it."

She listened.

"Yeah, he figured it out. He's been at my desk for two hours. I'm going to do a full re-tag through the board materials. I'll have something by nine. Yeah. Yeah. Okay."

She hung up.

"Riley says you are to go back to the war room immediately, she wants to see your face. She has already pinged Victoria, Victoria is coming down from forty-five, everybody is about to be furiously excited. Your hair is a mess."

"So is yours."

"Yes. I'm going to fix it and come in four minutes after you so that there is plausible deniability for the people who already know."

"Okay."

"James."

"Yeah."

"I don't regret any of this weekend."

"Me neither."

"Good."

I stood. I tucked my shirt in. I kissed her once on the top of her head. I left her cubicle and walked down the empty row of forty-three with the index in my hand, and by the time I got to the war room door I could already hear Riley on her phone from inside.

"That changes everything, Victoria, this changes everything," and I stopped one second before I opened the door.

I let myself feel, briefly in the hallway, what it felt like to be needed in a building that had its name stamped across the front of it.
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