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The Lord God said,

“It is not good for the man to be alone.

I will make a helper suitable for him.”

Genesis 2:18






Part One




The Wife








CHAPTER 1




Beep Beep.  Beep Beep.




That damned alarm.  I silenced it and took a look at the clock.  It was six in the morning, and I needed to be at work by eight.  My husband, the lucky bastard, was able to work from home.  He wrote computer software for a company based in the Republic that was experimenting with a decentralized workplace.  He could afford to sleep another hour, but if I need to be awake, then he needs to be awake.

Unfortunately, he likes to sleep through alarms.  I nudged him with my foot.

“Wake up.”

“I’m up,” he replied.

I got up and planted my feet on what I expected to be the soft carpeted floor that we had throughout the upstairs.  Instead, I nearly slipped on a blouse and a pair of pants I had left there a couple days ago.

“What are these still doing here?” I said as I turned my head toward my husband.

“That’s where you put them, dear.”

“You’re home all day.”

“I work all day, just like you.”

I groaned and walked into the bathroom.  The shower was in the right-hand corner of the room before the closet.  I walked over and started the hot water running.  Next to the shower was a his-and-her sink.  Before stepping into the shower, I took a look into my sink.  The stopper was snug in the drain.  I went to push down on the lift rod to raise it, and once again, it slipped right though in the hole behind the faucet, accomplishing nothing.  Clearly, my husband had not fixed it.

But, I did not have time to deal with that now.  I took my shower as quickly as I could.  Exiting the shower, I dried myself off hastily and stepped into the closet to select my outfit.  An important client would be in my office first thing in the morning, and so I needed to look especially professional today.  My legs look best in a skirt, so I pulled the black skirt off the rack and slipped into it.  Black suit and white blouse always look good together, I thought as I fastened a white bra behind me.  I stepped out of the closet to see my husband brushing his teeth.

“You didn’t fix the sink,” I reminded him. 

“I’ve been busy.”

“And I haven’t?”

I was beyond frustrated.  I reached into the sink and pulled up the stopper by hand before I proceeded to apply my makeup.

“This house is falling apart,” I sighed.

“It is only a sink.  There are, what, eight of them in this house, and only one of them is broken.”

“The size of this house is its only selling point.”

“This was my grandparents’ home.”

My husband was very attached to his grandparents.  When they passed, they left him two specific bequests: this home and his grandmother’s engagement ring.

Of the two, the home is the only one of value.  It is a large traditional American colonial style home.  It boasts five bedrooms, four of which are upstairs.  It has two stairwells: one in the foyer and the other next to the three-car garage, leading up into a game room with a wet bar.  It also has an open-floor library upstairs right outside the master bedroom.  The downstairs bedroom was maintained as a guestroom.  My husband had converted the bedroom on the east side of the upstairs into an office.  Our daughter used the bedroom on the west side, and I sometimes used the spare bedroom on the south side of the house as my own office in the event that I needed to work late or just wanted some peace and quiet.

The ring, however, was a disappointment.  It was a simple, thin gold band with a single half-carat, murky, round-cut diamond.  My husband had proposed to me with that piece of jewelry nearly a decade ago, and my hand carried the ill-fitting item until I had practiced law long enough to afford something dignified.  Now my hand is graced by a four-millimeter platinum halo ring, adorned all around with diamonds, and holding a three and a half carat, princess cut, D color, VVS2 clarity diamond in the center.  This ring is worth nearly sixty thousand dollars.

Having finished my makeup, I completed my outfit and quietly walked downstairs to the kitchen, careful not to wake up our daughter, who did not need to get up until seven.  My husband, in a t-shirt and jeans, quickly followed.

In the kitchen, I prepared my usual breakfast: instant coffee from the percolator and a microwave sausage biscuit from the refrigerator.  I opened the cupboard to retrieve a plate for the biscuit, but there were no plates.  They were all in the dishwashing machine.  My husband must have forgotten to run it again.  I pulled out a dirty plate and scrubbed it in the sink before tossing it in the microwave with the biscuit.  As I sat down in the adjoining dining room at my usual spot at the table with my back to the foyer, I heard the audible hiss of my husband opening a soda can, which is a detestable beverage for the morning.  He scrubbed a plate and heated up another sausage biscuit while he drank his soda.  A couple minutes later, he was sitting at the table across from me.

“I heard yesterday that they expect the bill to get through committee today,” he said as he took a bite of the greasy biscuit.

“You’re talking about the secession bill?” I wearily replied.  I was as exhausted of this topic as I was horrified of the prospect of the bill passing.  Every channel and station was talking about secession nonstop.  Every channel and station said it was sure to pass.  And, every channel and station knew that this would be the one to start the civil war.  Eleven states left the Union to form the Republic six years ago.  Since then, seventeen others had joined.  Each state that left brought us closer and closer to war.  Now, it was our turn, and everything indicated that our secession would be the final straw.

“Yes.”  He looked up from his biscuit to see my reaction.

“You want us to join the Republic, don’t you?”

“They have freedom there.  Nobody tells people what they’re allowed to say or where they’re—”

“They don’t have freedom.  Abortion is illegal there,” I interrupted, furious that we were discussing this at breakfast.

“It isn’t illegal.  There just—”

“If it isn’t illegal, then why is there not a single clinic in all the Republic?  Where did they all go?”

“It’s not illegal.  It’s just illegal for their government to fund it.  The clinics shut down because there just isn’t any demand for abortions there.  No one wants one.  No customers means no income means no clinics.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I shook my head, scoffing at the idea.  “If we leave the Union, our daughter would be a criminal.  Do you seriously want that?”

He groaned.  Yes, we were talking about this again.

“It’s not illegal in the Republic for a boy to preten—to identify as a girl.  You just can’t make other people go along with it.”

“Go along with it?”  I leaned back and folded my arms, scowling at him.  He never accepted that she was a girl.  He went along with it because I insisted.  He’s a frustrating man, but his malleability more than makes up for it.  It is my favorite thing about him.

“You know I don’t mean it that way.”

“But it is what you said.”

He groaned again and just went back to drinking his soda.  By this point, it was ten minutes after seven o’clock.  I needed to be on the road ten minutes ago, and he needed to be getting our daughter ready for school.  I finished my coffee without another word and walked across the house to the garage.  A press of a button and the turn of a key, and I was gone.

Traffic was awful.  An accident occurred two miles ahead of me on the interstate, shutting down all traffic for a full fifteen minutes before one lane was cleared.  If my damn husband had not started talking about that fucking bill and if he had run the damn dishwasher, I would have left on time.  Thanks to him, I was ten minutes late getting into the parking garage and thanks to a slow elevator I was ten more minutes late to my floor because the delay kept me from avoiding the morning elevator rush.

I walked through the glass double doors leading into the firm’s lobby.  I was clearly harried, but the receptionist stopped me to let me know that the chief executive of AbioGenesys was waiting for me in my office.  She wanted to give me a chance to compose myself before I walked in.

I smoothed out my skirt, checked my hair in the reflection of one of the framed art prints that adorned the walls of the lobby, picked up my briefcase, and took a brisk walk toward my office at the back corner of the building.  Normally, I would receive greetings from the paralegals as I passed by their cubicles in the middle of the open floor, but today they were silent because they could see that I was wearing my famous do-not-disturb face.

I opened the door to my office, and found the CEO sitting in one of the two dark brown, button-tufted, leather wingback chairs that occupied the space in front of my black walnut European Renaissance executive desk.  As she heard me enter, she arose and turned around with a smile on her face, offering her hand.

“Nice to meet you.  I appreciate you being able to work me into your busy schedule today,” she said.  

The CEO was a tall, thin woman with blonde hair who looked to be in her mid-fifties.  She wore a sky blue blouse with a dark blue blazer and slacks.  Upon the lapel of her blazer was a pin with the AbioGenesys logo, a green leaf in the shape of the letter “A” fused with a brown gear in the shape of a “G.”

Carrying my briefcase in one hand, I walked up to her, past the pile of banker boxes containing the files for the space heater case, firmly shook her hand, and returned the smile.

“It’s nice to meet you too.  It was no trouble working you in, especially after how you helped me out eight years ago,” I said as I walked around the desk and laid my briefcase on top.  “I have your documents here.  It’s sad to see your company go, but the documents for the assets are all complete.  There’s a separate set for each business to which you’re selling company property.”  I sat down in my chair behind the desk and extracted the papers from the briefcase.  My chair was identical to the two that I kept in front of my desk, except that mine was placed on a swivel whereas the other two had normal legs.

“Thank you.  Yes, it is a sad day, but with yet another global chip shortage, we just cannot keep up inventory.  Androids had a popular run a few years ago, but they’re still considered luxury goods—not exactly a priority for spare chips.”  She took out her pen and began perusing the pile of documents I had set before her.

“I have set aside several hours this morning to go over these with you.  If you have any questions as you are reading them, feel free to ask.  That’s what I’m here for.”

“In my time, I have read so many contracts that they’re almost second nature to me, but I do have a question.”  Her eyes never left the contract she was reading as she spoke.

“Sure, ask away.”

“What did you mean when you said we helped you out eight years ago?”

“I had, well, reproductive difficulties.  Your company was a pioneer in artificial wombs.  If it wasn’t for you—”

“That was you?”  She looked up with a smile on her face.  “Wow, small world.”  Her eyes returned to the contract.

“Why did you say ‘that was you’?”  I was perplexed.  Certainly, the CEO of a company of that size would not have known about every person who used their services.

“We built only the one womb.  Of course, we made several in the attempt to perfect it, but we had only one that actually worked.  And, we had only one person ever use it.  Extreme lack of demand.  Didn’t seem like it was going to be that way when research started.  Until the chip shortage, that line was the biggest loss we ever took.  Glad it worked out for you.  I would say it’s too bad that we could not help other people, but maybe that’s for the best.”  She began initialing and signing the first contract.  “This one is done.  The second one, please.”

I hastily took the first contract and placed it in a folder marked “Signed” before handing her the second stack of papers.

“If you don’t mind telling me, why were you late?” she asked, resuming the conversation as soon as she had the papers in her hands.

“Oh, just trouble getting out the door in the morning.  If I had left ten minutes sooner, I’d have been here early.”

“Have you ever considered a housekeeper?  A good one can really streamline the process.”

I laughed a little.  “Woman to woman, I’m too worried about a housekeeper trying to bed my husband.  He has a bit too much of that toxic male libido that all men seem to possess.”

She made no response.  She was silent for a long and uncomfortable time as she reviewed the second contract.  She never asked a question about it either.  She just signed it and handed it back to me.  “The last one, please.”

I placed the second contract into the folder with the first, and handed her the third and last contract.  After she read the first couple pages, she resumed the conversation again.

“Back when we still had resources, we were working on a new android.  We were working on a lot of things back then.”  She sighed heavily.

“Oh?” I feigned interest as best I could.  I wasn’t sure where this was going.

“We were going to call her our Model 218, but the chip shortage hit our industry just as we had finished our prototype.  We named the prototype Clara.”

“That’s interesting.”  It was not interesting.  “Ma’am, you forgot to initial the previous page.”  I indicated with a pen in my hand the page she had just flipped over.  She looked up from the contract at me and stared for a few uncomfortable seconds.  I hadn’t noticed before, but she had the greenest eyes I had ever seen.  There was almost a glow to them.  After what felt like an eternity, she smiled and thanked me before turning back a page and signing her initials on the designated line.

“None of these companies wanted to buy Clara, but two of them wanted to harvest her for parts.”  She was completely calm in her demeanor as she continued reviewing the final contract, but there was an unmistakable anger in her voice.  I got the impression that she did not like the thought of her creation being torn apart.  I attempted to empathize.

“I can understand how you feel.  I would also hate to tear up something into which I had poured such resources.  So, what is your plan for it?”

“She’ll probably be boxed up in a warehouse somewhere and forgotten, unfortunately.”  She was finally at the last page, but she paused at the signature block.  She seemed to be lost in thought.  I figured she was weighing the totality of it all.  She was about to sign the final document that would end her company.  She was getting a fortune selling it, but her motivations were apparently somewhere beyond money.  “I’d like you to have Clara.”

“What?  I couldn’t.”  I was genuinely surprised.  Throughout this entire conversation, I developed the impression that she did not like me, but now she wanted to gift me her company’s last android.

“Of course you can.  Look, the market for androids is basically dead, and we certainly aren’t going to be producing anymore.”  She pointed with her pen to the folder with the two other contracts in it.

“Well, I don’t know what to say.  What would I do with an android?”

The soft leather of the chair creaked as she sat back, the third contract still unsigned, and crossed her hands in her lap.  “Let me ask you something.  Why are you here?”

It was fortunate that I had blocked off time for this meeting or else I would be annoyed by her delay.  Instead, I was amused.  “‘Here,’ as in handing you the papers today or—”

“Here working in this office, doing all of this,” she interrupted, gesturing to the room around me.

“Why am I practicing law?  Because I want a career that fulfills me.  I want to do something important.”

“I don’t want to pry, but would you say that the circumstances of your household are a burden inhibiting that fulfillment?”  She directed her pen to the lapel of my blazer.  I looked down and saw that it was littered with crumbs from the microwave biscuit I had that morning.  I couldn’t see them in the reflection of the framed artwork I used as a mirror, and my do-not-disturb face kept everyone I met from mentioning it to me.  It was such a small thing, but I felt ridiculous.  I don’t have time to make myself a real breakfast.  I don’t have time to check my appearance in a real mirror.  I don’t have time for my husband’s inane prattle.  And, all of this was summarized perfectly by a few crumbs from a biscuit, on display for all to see.

“Yes.  Yes, I would,” I acknowledged.

“Well, do us a favor and give Clara a good home.”

I chuckled a little.  “Can it handle my husband for me?”

“She is fully equipped, if I understand your meaning correctly.”  An amused, knowing smile passed by her lips.

Her understanding was correct, but I was still quite shocked by her response.

“But weren’t you worried about a housekeeper bedding your husband?” she continued.

“Yes, but Clara is not a human being.”

“Well, would you give her a good home for us then?”

I thought about it a moment and responded, “Alright, I’ll take it off your hands then.  I can probably send my husband to pick it up.  Where’s Clara being stored?”

“Don’t worry about that.  Clara will be delivered to your home.  She’ll be there waiting for you when you arrive.”

“Who should I give my address to?”

She recited my address to me.  To say I was disturbed would be an understatement.

“How?”  I stared at her bewildered.

“You were one of our customers.  Is that still your address?”

“Yes, but you must have had thousands of cust—”

“Excellent.  Like I said, Clara will be waiting for you this evening.”  She signed the final contract and stood up, offering her hand.  I arose and shook it.  I was speechless.  She turned and walked toward the door.  Opening it, she made a quarter-turn, looked back to me, and smiled.  The door closed slowly behind her.

I took a deep breath and sat down.  I needed a few moments to collect myself after that conversation, but once I did, I placed the third contract in the folder with the other two and called my associate from my desk phone.  As a non-equity partner at this firm, I was assigned one associate attorney to do my menial tasks for me, such as research, drafting, and any filings that I considered too complicated or important to trust to a paralegal.  He was a handsome man in his mid-twenties, about fifteen years younger than me.  He was tall with a strong, firm body.  His body reminded me of the body my husband used to have back when we met a decade ago.  Unfortunately, the years had been unkind to my husband, though to place all the blame on time would be injustice.  His body was soft now and overweight.  So, I can hardly be blamed for how I dealt with it.

My associate knew me well, and I made my intentions clear when he entered.  I had at least an hour remaining before anyone expected me to be available.  As soon as he shut the door, I lifted one leg from the floor and laid it atop my desk, revealing to him that I was not wearing any panties.  He smiled and locked the door.  I gestured to the floor-to-ceiling window panes along the west and north walls of my office, and he dutifully walked around my desk lowering the blinds and darkening the room.

As soon as the lights were out, I turned my chair toward him and stepped out of it.  Tossing my blazer over the top of my chair, I grasped his tie with my left hand and led him to the chair where the AbioGenesys CEO had been seated.  I stood him in front of the chair and pushed him down into its seat.  The only downside to these wingback chairs was that they had arms, which kept me from properly straddling him.  His hands caressed up my thighs and lifted my skirt, bunching it up at my hips.  I placed a knee on either side of his legs in the chair.  His left hand held up my skirt while his right hand ran slowly along my upper thigh.  I moaned quietly as his hand reached between my legs, and he began to slide his fingers back and forth.  I was already moist from his touch and the lewd sounds of his wet fingers only increased my need.

I gasped lustfully when he penetrated.  His fingers slid in easily.  He pulled them back, almost out of me, then deep inside again.  My instincts took over, and I slowly rocked my hips in response to his foreplay.  I leaned forward, my hips moving back in the small space of the chair, and I kissed his lips, one hand holding his chin and the other squeezing the tufted leather along the top of the chair.  He moved his hand from my hip to my back and pressed me against him, our lustful kiss driving us both wild.  I slid my hand down the leather of the chair and ran my fingers over the front of his pants, unzipping them, reaching inside, and exposing his cock.

I broke off the kiss.  “I need to fuck you,” I whispered, my face less than an inch from him.  He leaned in and kissed me again before I slipped out of the chair.  I turned around, smiling devilishly down at him as I hiked up my skirt, and sat down on his cock, pushing it deep within the wet warmth of my pussy.  I undid every button on my blouse as I leaned back against him.  His hands reached around and crossed in front of me, his right hand under the left cup of my bra and his left hand under the right cup.  He squeezed hard as I began to ride him.  As I went up, he pulled me back down.  As my ass pressed back against him, his hips thrust up into me.  

Everyone knew what we were about, but we stifled our moans nonetheless.  There’s knowing, and there’s proving.  They all knew, but none of them could prove.  And, fortunately, no one felt it was any of their business to interrupt us.

Suddenly, he let go of my breasts.  He wanted me as much as I wanted him.  He leaned me forward, placed one hand on my shoulder and the other on my hip, and began to fuck me like a stallion.  I bounced hard against his lap as he thrust into me wildly.  I was dripping with libidinous need.  His hand left my hip and gripped the left side of my ass.

“Yes.  Yes.  Harder,” I moaned and whispered quietly to him as he rode me.  I pressed down hard on him as he quickened his pace.  His fingers pressed into the skin of my firm ass as he pushed his length fully within me.  My body shuddered as I came.  My shuddering just drove him on harder until he pinned me down onto his cock with his hand on my shoulder as he climaxed inside me.  I exhaled as I felt the familiar heat of his cum pumping into my body from his throbbing cock.

The release from that orgasmic high produced a soft moan from me as I leaned back against him.  After giving ourselves a few minutes to recover, I leaned forward to turn on my desk lamp.  I stood up, sliding his cock out of me and looked at the side of my ass in the light.  There were five little marks where the tips of his fingers had pressed into my flesh.  Those will be bruises, which could pose a problem.  I would just have to come up with an explanation, but that was an issue for later.  I readjusted my skirt and buttoned up my blouse while he zipped up his pants.  I walked behind my desk and retrieved a pack of wipes from a drawer.  I cleaned up between my legs and tossed the pack to him, gesturing to the mess we had made on the seat of the chair.

As he was cleaning up our sex mess, a task with which he was quite familiar, I went about the business of opening up the blinds to let the light back into the room.  I sunk back into my chair and crossed my legs, watching him as he finished cleaning the chair.  He tossed me back the wipes, which I returned to their place in my drawer.

After he was seated back in the chair, we returned to business as normal.  Anyone who walked in right then would have seen no evidence of our deed.

“So, how did the meeting with AbioGenesys go?” he asked.

“All the documents are signed and ready.  I’ll trust you to finish up the distribution of copies to all relevant parties,” I answered.

“Of course.  You know, my dad actually bought one of their androids a few years back.”

“Any good?”

“Incredibly efficient.  Such a shame to see AbioGenesys go.”

“Everything has its time.  Speaking of which, it’s time for us to get back to business.”

I began going over the cases that I needed him to handle for me.  My caseload was heavy, and the firm expected me to bill twenty-two hundred hours per year.  I had about a hundred open cases.  A handful of them were transactional, like the AbioGenesys matter, but most of them were liability defense cases.  Nearly a third were settled but were awaiting the finalization of the various releases and agreements necessary to make the settlements binding.  I tasked him with finishing those up.  Of the remainder, there were four that were especially pressing over the next few months.  The first was a regulatory defense case in which a workshop belonging to a frequent client of mine failed an OSHA inspection and was hit with a hefty fine.  The second was an automobile liability case where I represented a taxi company that was being sued for one of its drivers rear-ending someone.  The third was a particularly frustrating case involving a trip and fall at a shopping mall.  But, the largest and most important case was the space heater case, whose boxes of documents I walked past every time I entered this office.  I didn’t need any help on the OSHA case or the automobile liability case yet, but the other two required his services.

“Do you recall the shopping mall case?” I quizzed him.

“The trip and fall on the floor transition?” he groaned.  “Don’t remind me.”

We both laughed a bit at that.  “Well, we need to sort this one out.  I need you to research the contract that our client has with the shopping mall.  Someone is responsible for keeping that floor transition flush with the floor.  The contract should spell that out.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Look for language regarding maintenance and cleanliness of the floor.  Our client’s shop is carpeted.  The mall walkways are tile.  If the contract places an obligation on our client to keep the carpet clean, then we could argue that the transition is the mall’s responsibility because the carpet ends at the transition.  Also look for any language that describes where our client’s shop begins and ends.  You might have to go out there and take some measurements.  Finally, there may even be a maintenance team contracted to maintain the floor transitions.”

“The file contained no such maintenance contract.”

“I know.  Our client does not have a maintenance team.  In addition to writing up a memo on the contract and any relevant case law, I need you to draft discovery for the mall.  We need to know who their maintenance team is and if they’re in-house or contracted.  If contracted, then we need the contract.  We might need to amend our answer to include them.  Either way, we’ll want to depose the maintenance team about whether they fix issues that arise with floor transitions.”

“He who must maintain is he who is liable?”

“Essentially, yes.  Now, on the space heater case,” I began as he turned his head toward the looming pile of boxes.  “Yes, that space heater case.”  This case was the biggest and most complicated case of my career.  An office worker had brought a space heater into an office building when he needed to work late one winter night, violating both his employer’s and the building manager’s protocols.  What happened next was a perfect storm of catastrophic failure.  He was working alone and left the room to use the toilet.  While he was gone, the space heater caught fire.  Did he bump it over as he left?  Did something fall onto it?  No one knows.  All that is known is that the office was engulfed in flames when he returned.  Normally, a fire from such a device would be put out in seconds by the automatic sprinkler system before it could even escape his cubicle, but it had failed.  He was on the twelfth floor.  He ran to the stairwell to escape and tried to call the fire department as he was fleeing down the stairs, but he could not get any signal from within the walls of the stairwell.  By the time he reached the bottom and was able to make the call, the entire twelfth floor was on fire.  The fire department arrived and put the fire out but not before it burned out half of the building.  Fortunately, no one was hurt.

He was fired, but that was not our problem.  Our problem was the lawsuits that followed.  The businesses residing in the building sued for the damaged property and the lost profits from their downtime.  They sued the company who employed the office worker for failure to supervise.  They sued the company which managed the building for the failure of the sprinkler system.  They sued the company which manufactured the space heater for whatever failure caused it to catch fire.  The employer pointed its finger at its worker, and the building manager accused the contractor that maintained the sprinklers.  

But, here is where the case became particularly interesting.  The manufacturer of the space heater blamed the company which manufactured the heating coil, which blamed the company which manufactured the coil’s thermal regulator.  This is a common situation in major consumer product litigation.  One company makes a product, which is composed of parts from another company, which acquires its parts from a third company, and so on.  When something goes wrong, each company blames the one behind it in the supply chain.  And, if these companies have good lawyers, they have contracts with those behind them that have indemnity clauses that force those other companies to defend them.  But, if the lower companies have better lawyers, then those indemnity clauses have terms that allow them an escape from liability.  In this case, everyone had a good lawyer, especially the heating coil company, because it was being represented by me.

This case was my ticket to equity partnership.  Like all properly-run business enterprises, the heating coil company had insurance, which was paying for its defense.  This insurance company was one of our firm’s largest clients.  If I scored a victory in this case, my value to the firm would be undeniable.  As an equity partner, I would literally own a piece of the firm and would be entitled to a share of all of its profits.  This meant millions of dollars.  Aside from the occasional luxury items that I needed to look professional, I had been saving every cent I earned for the buy-in to own that equity as soon as it was offered to me.  I would finally have my dream and an excuse to make my husband sell his grandparents’ house so we could buy a mansion, preferably one in a state that wasn’t thinking about leaving the Union.

Those banker boxes contained forty thousand pages of contracts, communications, and other documents acquired through discovery.  The next step was depositions, but before we could schedule them, we needed an attack plan.  The practice of law is as rewarding as it is tedious.  I do not miss the days when I was an associate and would have been assigned the task of combing through those materials, looking for the hidden needle in the haystack that could make or break a case.  Now, as a partner, I did the assigning.  This young man was as good a workhorse as he was a fuck-stallion.  The case was in good hands with him.

“So what do you need me to do?” he asked.

“In short, I need you to look through those banker boxes and summarize what’s in them.  But here’s what I want you to pay special attention to: recalls.  I have a hunch that those thermal regulators are used in products other than our client’s heating coil.  I want you to look into that company.  Find out what else they make, and see if there have been any product recalls or other lawsuits.  Among those boxes should be all the documents related to their product lines including recalls and communications to manufacturers.  Get on it, and write me up a memo summarizing what you find.  If I’m right, we’ll be taking a very enlightening rule thirty-b-six deposition of that company in a few months.”  I smiled in anticipation.  “By the way, I’m going to need you to draft the thirty-b-six topics.”

The remainder of my day was filled with the usual phone calls and emails on my other cases.  Someone wanted more money to settle, so I told him no.  Someone else suddenly had a conflict for tomorrow’s deposition, so I agreed to move it back three months and had my paralegal cancel the court reporter.  Some other person’s discovery response was late, so I told him he had twenty days to get it to me before I filed a motion to compel.  It felt like the day would never end.

It was almost seven in the evening when I pulled into the driveway.

I was about to enter the garage when I saw a figure in white illuminated by the porch light sitting on the bench by the front door.  I parked my red convertible in the driveway and pressed the button to close the top.  Sixteen seconds later, the top was down, and I hopped out of the car to approach the strange figure.

As I got closer, I saw what appeared to be a woman wearing a white sundress extending down slightly below its knees and held on by two wide straps going over its shoulders.  Below the dress, the figure was wearing a pair of white slip-on shoes.  The figure had long, bright orange hair, which was styled straight, parted down the middle, and extended slightly past its small breasts.  It had wide hips but a slender body.  From a few feet away, the figure’s oval face came into focus.  It had a broad forehead, high cheekbones, and a delicate nose situated above its lips.  Its chin protruded slightly.  Its skin was pale and unremarkable except that its face was blemished by freckles across the bridge of its nose and both cheeks.  It was not an ugly figure.  If I were to describe it in a word, I would call it plain.  Its only particularly remarkable feature was its eyes.  It stared at me with eyes so green that they appeared to give off light.  It opened its mouth to speak, and a soft feminine voice flowed out.

“Hello, I am Clara.”








CHAPTER 2




I brought Clara inside the house.  The entrance from the garage leads directly into the laundry room, and I took this opportunity to inform Clara that this is where it will be doing laundry.

“Laundry is to be done at least once per week.  My husband’s laundry can be folded.  Mine is to be hung up.  You are to read every tag on my clothing and follow the instructions correctly.  Anything that needs to be dry-cleaned goes in that basket,” I said, gesturing to a basket in the corner.

“Yes, ma’am,” Clara nodded politely, its small, white hands clasped below its waist.

It followed me from the laundry to the hallway leading toward the kitchen.  To my left was my husband, sitting on the couch in the great room watching television.  The six o’clock news had just concluded, at which point he normally turns off the set to join us for dinner.  He turned his head to look at me and stared blankly at Clara.

“Oh, you didn’t tell me we were having company over.”  He was in the same t-shirt and jeans from this morning.  He got off the couch and walked over to Clara, offering his hand.  “It is nice to meet you, miss.  Welcome to our home.”

Clara unclasped its hands and reached out to him to shake his hand.  “Thank you,” it said in its soft feminine voice.

“Clara is an android, dear.  It will be our housekeeper from now on.”

“You bought an android?”

“It was a gift from a client.  They were just going to throw it away, basically.”

He turned to address Clara directly.  “I’m sorry to hear that, Clara.  I’m glad you’re here.”

Clara opened its mouth to speak, but I intervened.

“It’s an android, not a person, dear.  Is dinner ready?”

“No, but I can put someth—”

“Of course it’s not.  Clara, make dinner.  There should be a pot roast in the fridge unless my husband scarfed it down for lunch.”

Clara proceeded to the kitchen.  It opened the refrigerator and then hesitated for a minute.  Perhaps it was processing which item was the pot roast.  Regardless, it eventually retrieved the oven-ready roast from the refrigerator and placed it in the oven, setting the timer for thirty minutes.

“Clara, prepare some mashed potatoes to go with the roast.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Clara proceeded to open the pantry while my husband sat down at the table.

“There are no potatoes in the pantry, ma’am.”

“It’s in a box, Clara.  It says the words ‘mashed potatoes’ on it.”  

“Yes, ma’am.  I have found it.”

I proceeded into the foyer to yell up the stairs for my daughter to come down for dinner and then sat down at the table myself.  I could not see the kitchen from my vantage point, but I could hear Clara mixing the dried instant potatoes with water in a pot on the stove.

I turned to face my husband.  “So, is the sink fixed?”

“No.  I will get it done tomorrow.”

“Oh yes, that ‘tomorrow’ I keep hearing about.”

“Get off my back.  I’ve had a busy day.”

“A busy day sitting in a chair typing on a computer?”

“You know my job is more complicated than that.  I’m working on a very important project.  We’re trying to create a new—”

“Oh, a very important project,” I said mockingly.  “Does the fate of multimillion-dollar companies hinge on your project?  Is it going to make us rich?  Will completing it make a name for you in your profession?”

“Why don’t you tell me about your day, dear?” he responded, dodging my questions.

At this point, our daughter arrived at the table, already clad in her pink and white striped pajamas with her long hair braided down her back, and sat down.  I smiled at her and then, without looking back at my husband, answered his question.  “Mommy had a great day at work, dear.  I’m working on a very special case, and if mommy wins it, they’ll make me a full partner for sure.  We’ll be rich.  Would you like that, my little girl?”

She shrugged.  She was only eight, too young to understand the importance of adult matters like that.  Moments later, Clara arrived with the food, a plate in each hand and one on its arm.  I did not tell Clara that I had a daughter.  It must have heard me yell for her.  I also did not tell my daughter about Clara.  I looked over to her, and she was like a deer in headlights looking at Clara.

“This is Clara, dear.  Clara is an android and a housekeeper.”

“Oh.  That’s cool,” my daughter replied.

Clara returned with some forks and knives after placing the plates on the table.

“What would everyone like to drink?” it said with a smile.

“Milk for my daughter and a glass of red wine for me,” I responded.

“I would like a beer, please,” my husband smiled at Clara before turning to me.  “She seems nice.”

“We’ll see how well it works out,” I replied.

Clara returned promptly with the beverages.  “Would you like for me to remain here for the duration of the meal, or shall I proceed to set the house in order?”

“Please remain here.  I will instruct you on the rest of the house later.”  I took my first bite of the meal Clara prepared.  Both the meat and potatoes were properly heated.  I turned back to my daughter.  “Tell me how school went today, dear.”

“Fine.  Just lonely.  The other kids don’t want to play with me.”

“Well, we’ll have to do something about that.  I’ll call the school tomorrow and tell them to make sure some of the other kids play with you.”

“Dear.”  It was my husband again, but he just sighed and said nothing further about it.

We finished eating thereafter and started to pick up our plates and glasses as usual, but before I could say anything, Clara interjected.

“Here, let me get those for you.”

It went around the table collecting each plate in a stack, placed the cutlery on top, and arranged the glasses and beer bottle on the surface of the top plate.  It carried them into the kitchen, discarded the bottle into the trash, and placed the rest into the dishwashing machine.  It then turned to us, its hands clasped below its waist again.  “I await your instruction, ma’am.”

I turned to look where my daughter had been sitting, but she had already returned upstairs.  I looked back at Clara.  “Good, let me explain what I need you to do.”  My husband proceeded past Clara into the kitchen.  As he walked by Clara, he patted it on the shoulder and smiled.

“Dinner was excellent.  Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, sir,” Clara smiled back before returning its gaze to me.  I approached the android while my husband retrieved another beer from the refrigerator and resumed his position on the couch.

“So, how much instruction is necessary for you to function?” I asked.

“You can talk to me like you would another human.  I am programmed with a complete knowledge of methods for accomplishing housework as well as heuristic algorithms for solving unforeseeable problems.”

“Every room of this house needs to be kept clean every day.  Laundry found on the floor should be placed in baskets like I instructed earlier.  Trash needs to be placed in the nearest receptacle.  Trash collection is on Tuesdays, so every can in the house needs to be emptied into the trash container in the garage Monday night.  Then, that container needs to be wheeled to the street for collection,” I explained with a sigh.  Just thinking about it all was exhausting.

“Every countertop needs to be sanitized, and the oven and stovetop need to be kept free of grease.  Also, I need your help with my morning routine.”

“How can I help, ma’am?”

“I get up at six.  I need to be out of the door by seven.  My breakfast must be ready by six thirty.”

“What would you like for breakfast?”

“Anything but a sausage biscuit.”  I walked over to the pantry with Clara.  There was a box of instant cinnamon and sugar oatmeal on the shelf.  “Have a bowl of oatmeal ready for me.”

Clara nodded.  “Anything else, ma’am?”

I gasped suddenly.  My husband, who I thought was on the couch watching television, had finished his beer and came up behind me to grab my ass.  Clara tilted to the side on its hips to peer behind me.

“I’m not in the mood tonight, and I have some work to do,” I looked back at my husband with a scowl.

He sighed and stretched out his arms only to then place them behind him to rub the back of his head.

I turned halfway between him and Clara.  “Take Clara instead.”  I gestured an open palm toward the android.

“Huh?”  He turned his gaze from me to Clara.  “Is that even possible?”

Clara smiled and nodded.  “I am capable and willing.”

He seemed reluctant, but he softened to the idea when Clara took a step around me and toward him to place a hand on his shoulder.  The touch appeared to reassure him.

“The master bedroom is at the top of the foyer stairs.  Have fun you two,” I spoke as I smiled and walked away.  I turned back to see Clara leading my husband by the hand out of the kitchen and toward the stairs in the foyer.  One less problem for me tonight.

I realized that I had left my briefcase in my car and headed for the garage.  As I passed by the great room, I noticed that my husband had left the television on.  He had been watching one of those news talk shows.  Two talking heads on the screen were debating what impact the civil war in France would have on the cost of international shipping.  I didn’t care and turned it off.

I proceeded to the garage, grabbed my briefcase, and headed up the backstairs next to the laundry room and into the game room.  This route bypassed the master bedroom.  I walked out of the game room and into the open-floor library and plopped my briefcase down on the leather Chesterfield chaise lounge sofa that we kept in the middle of the library before perusing the shelves.  I needed a couple of my law books for tonight’s work.  Black’s Law Dictionary is always a good book to have on hand.  I tossed it onto the chaise next to my briefcase and then grabbed my old Contracts Law book from law school.  It was outdated but still useful for giving me ideas to research.  When I turned back to the chaise to collect the dictionary and briefcase, I noticed a sliver of light coming from underneath the master bedroom’s double doors.  Curiosity overcame me, and I snuck closer to listen.  From behind those doors came nothing more than the gentle creaking of the king-sized bed followed by a series of moans in a soft feminine voice.  Apparently, the AbioGenesys CEO was not lying.

I headed back into the library, turned left, and walked into the spare bedroom.  I kept a desk and a full-sized bed in this room for nights like this.  My books went on the bed, and my briefcase went on my desk.  After opening the case, I took out the laptop and moved the case to the floor.  The laptop powered up, and I connected it to the firm’s virtual private network.  It alerted me that I had an email from my associate, as well as twenty-three other emails, but those could wait.

My associate had completed his memorandum on the trip and fall.  I opened the attachment and ran my hand down my body, caressing the side of my ass where the bruises he caused remained.  I was still a little sore, but I enjoyed the memory too much to care.

I permitted myself the brief indulgence of that memory, but it was time to get back to business.  What had he found?  The memo stated that the contract between the mall and the shop was vague.  The contact held that the shop was responsible for maintaining its leased space whereas the mall was responsible for maintaining all common areas.  What constituted a “common area” was not defined anywhere in the contract.  The definition of “leased space” was relegated to an appended document that just so happened to have been left off of what the client sent us.  Clients have a habit of doing stuff like that.

I typed out a response to my associate.  He needed to contact the client tomorrow to get the entire contract.  He should also double-check with the client that there is no maintenance contract.  If they left off part of their lease, then who knows what else is out there.  I asked him to get that done before he sends a discovery request to the mall because there might be information in those missing documents that we need to see before we ask anything of the mall. 

I began to look through the remaining twenty-three emails.  It was mostly the same bullshit I dealt with all day.  Someone wanted some language changed in a liability release.  Sure.  No fewer than seven emails contained “final offers” to settle cases.  Three of those seven “final offers” were subsequent to previous “final offers” those lawyers had made.  I don’t know why so many personal injury plaintiffs’ attorneys feel the need to swing their dicks around, but they do.  Do they think anyone believes them when they say that an offer is “final”?  Well, some people do, and all those people are fools.  

I, however, was no fool.  I informed each of those seven attorneys that their offers were rejected and then wrote up seven perfectly reasonable counteroffers.  I informed each one that my offer was the extent of my authority to settle, none of which was true.  Seven lies I told in response to seven lies I received.  Seems fair to me.

Fifteen more to go.  Six clients wanted updates on their cases.  Literally nothing had happened on any of them.  I make sure to contact each one of my clients at least once a month to let them know I’m paying attention to their case, but some clients just never stop bothering me.  Every single week they wanted something, and everything was an emergency.  If people really knew how routine and boring the average lawsuit is, they wouldn’t have nearly the amount of worry that they do.  It’s mostly the fault of overly ambitious plaintiffs’ attorneys scaring people by filing complaints asking for hundreds of thousands of dollars on cases worth maybe ten to twenty grand.  Most people have no idea that the average lawsuit is essentially worthless in terms of real money.  The only way I can even get past the monotony of defending against such cases is by imagining the shock on their clients’ faces when their lawyers have to explain that the three hundred thousand dollar lawsuits they filed are worth about seven grand each.

Nine emails left.  Four emails were about firm culture, staff appreciation, and honoring the anniversary of some successful lawsuit that was really important in the past, but no one remembers it anymore.  I deleted them.

Five emails remain.  The attorney who called me earlier with the deposition conflict was now providing me with a list of dates three months from now on which he was available, until the next scheduling conflict arises I’m sure.  I made a note to call my client the next day to see if he was available for any of these dates.

Four more emails.  The computer dinged.  Five more emails.  Apparently, I was not the only night owl tonight.  I wanted to save the new email for last.  Of the other four, two involved discovery that a couple plaintiffs owed me that was past-due.  Their lawyers each wanted a two-week extension.  They were lucky my associate gave me such a good fucking today because otherwise I might not be feeling so magnanimous tonight.  I granted their requests.  Wait . . . I didn’t just type all that into my reply, did I?  I quickly checked my Sent Items folder.  Nope, I did not.  He can be such a welcome distraction sometimes.  I shifted my legs in my chair.

The other two emails were discovery I owed that was overdue.  Plaintiffs’ attorneys were annoyed that it was late.  Well, I was busy with dozens of other cases.  I don’t get paid on contingency.  My time was actually valuable.  Plaintiffs’ attorneys, on the other hand, typically get paid a share of the settlement or judgment, so they have an incentive to do as little work as possible and try to move their cases through at an irresponsible pace.  They act like the practice of law is a license to print money, but someone has to pay that money.  Stopping them is my job, and I’m damn good at it.  I politely explained to each of them that I am almost finished, but I need twenty days to get everything together.  That was true for one of the cases, but it was a lie in the other.  I had not even started the discovery response in that case, but I have a good associate I can task with it.

Finally, just one email left.  Well, speak of the sexy devil, it was him again.  He wanted me to know that he was still working on the space heater assignment, but he wished to share something he found that he thought was important.

He had been focusing his research on the thermal regulator company.  They made regulators for four products that he had found so far: the space heater in this case, two brands of heated blankets, and a heated massage chair.  The regulator used in the heated blankets is a different model number, but the regulator used in the heated massage chair is the same as the one used in the space heater.  He looked up this brand of massage chair and discovered a news article from six months before our space heater fire.  One of the chairs had caught fire, prompting a recall.

This could be our smoking gun.  I emailed him to send me the link to the news article and to get some sleep.  He was going to have a busy day tomorrow following up on this information.

Having finished the emails, I turned to the work I had planned for the evening.  It was nine o’clock.  The last thing I needed to do before bed was to prepare a motion to challenge the credentials of an expert.  It was for that taxi cab case.  The trial was four months away, so there was plenty of time to get it done.  But, with the space heater matter weighing on my mind, I’d be a fool to put off drafting this motion.  The plaintiff’s attorney was planning on introducing the testimony of a biomechanical expert, which is essentially a person who studies how accidents cause injuries, to prove that this minor rear-end collision had permanently disabled his client.  I had a biomechanical expert who would say the opposite.  I needed a way to knock out his expert so that the jury would hear only mine.  I had brought the opposing expert’s curriculum vitae and report home with me in my briefcase to review, but when I turned around to pick up my expert witnesses book, I noticed that I had left it in the library.  I sighed at my thoughtlessness and prepared to return to the library.

Fortunately, it is a short walk.  As I arose from the chair, I was reminded of the bruising of my sore ass.  If my husband saw those bruises in the morning, I’d need a cover story.  If he didn’t see them, then it didn’t matter.  The spare bedroom had its own shower, so that part was covered.  But, I still needed an outfit for tomorrow, which would require changing clothes in the master bedroom closet.  Obviously, this would be a problem.

I felt that the best course of action would be to get a change of clothing tonight and then dress in the spare bedroom when I woke up.  I could just pick up the expert witness book on my way back.

Normally, at this time of night my husband would be awake and downstairs watching television, but the house was quiet.  I stepped out of the spare bedroom to take the brief walk through the library that led to the master bedroom and noticed that the light that had been present at the bottom of the double doors was out.  Had he gone to sleep, or was the room just empty?

I opened the door slowly and peered in.  Soft moonlight was barely illuminating the room through gaps in the blinds.  In the middle of the room straight ahead of me was the bed.  It was a king size platform bed made of a darkly-stained hardwood.  The headboard was a plain wooden rectangle with a lip on the top like a “T” and two recessed panels on either side of the front of the board.  The bed was flanked on both sides by matching single-drawer nightstands, each of which was made of the same wood as the bed and bore the distinctive lip around their top with the drawer recessed underneath.  I used the nightstand on the left.  My husband used the nightstand on the right.

I made my way toward the door to the bathroom.  As my eyes adjusted to take in the moonlight, I turned back to look at the bed.  I saw two bodies.  My husband was lying on his back with Clara draped across his chest.  The covers were pulled up to Clara’s shoulders, but I could tell that his arms were around the android.  Its arms were lying along his chest, its hands near each of his shoulders.  The sight was as creepy as it was tender.  Why was he cuddling with a machine?

I shrugged my shoulders and quietly continued on into the bathroom.  Turning right, I walked past the door to the toilet and found the door to the closet.  I opened it and turned on the light.  My eyes took a few moments to adjust to the bright light before I could look around.  I can’t wear black and white two days in a row.  I felt like I should go with a navy blue pantsuit.  Carefully folding the blazer and slacks in my arm, I looked for a good blouse.  I don’t want to wear white again, though I do look good in blue and white.  Yet, I still need a lighter color to offset the dark blue blazer.  My cream blouse fit that need perfectly.  So, after folding the blouse over the suit, I also grabbed a set of cream heels before heading out.  Realizing that I had forgotten my underwear, I turned around and retrieved a pair of black panties from my underwear drawer.

With tomorrow’s outfit draped over my arm, I turned off the lights and proceeded back into the bathroom.  I slowly creaked open the bathroom door to reenter the bedroom and stopped dead in my tracks.  I was met by two green lights shining right at me.  It took me a while before I realized what they were.  They were Clara’s eyes.  Its hands were still along my husband’s chest in the exact same position as before, but Clara was awake and staring at me.  I did not know what to do, but I did not feel any menace from it.  Perhaps it was making sure I was not an intruder.  Whatever its purpose was in staring at me, it must have been satisfied because Clara closed its eyes and laid its head back down on my husband’s chest.  I immediately continued on my route out of the bedroom, slowly shutting the door behind me.

The initial surprise had set my heart pounding, but I was relaxed now as I headed into the library to retrieve my expert witness book on my way back to the spare bedroom.  I shook my head and laughed.  What reason did I have to fear Clara?








CHAPTER 3




I stretched my arms out and yawned.  It was six in the morning, and I slept beautifully.  I always sleep well in the spare bedroom.  Perhaps it is because I sleep in here on nights when I have extra work to do, so I’m completely exhausted.  Or, perhaps it is because I have the room to myself.  Regardless, I felt great.  Even my ass didn’t feel as sore as I expected, though the bruises were still present, of course.  I popped into the shower and dressed myself in the outfit I snuck out of the closet last night.  As I was dressing, I recalled that the spare bedroom also had a closet.  Why risk discovery again?  This was the first time my associate had bruised me during one of our sessions, but I doubted it would be the last, especially since I had no intention of discouraging him.  When I get home this evening, I’ll use some excuse to put a bunch of extra outfits in there.  I was going to be working a lot of late nights with this space heater case anyway.  My husband might even think I’m trying to be considerate by letting him sleep late.

I packed my laptop in my briefcase and headed downstairs.  As I passed the master bedroom, I noticed that the door was still shut, and there was no light coming from underneath it.  He must still be asleep.  I guess he turned off the alarm.  That’s fine.  I did not need him awake anyway, but Clara had better be up and preparing my oatmeal.

Clara was up, and I could smell my hot oatmeal as I neared the bottom of the stairs in the foyer.  I walked up to the table to discover that the oatmeal was sitting ready for me.

“What would you like to drink, ma’am?”

I looked to my left and saw Clara standing there in the passageway to the kitchen in the same white sundress as before.

“Coffee.  Lots of cream and sugar,” I requested.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Clara proceeded to prepare my instant coffee while I sat down to eat my oatmeal.  It was hot and delicious.  Clara had timed my arrival down the stairs perfectly.  The coffee arrived next to me as I took my fifth spoonful of the oatmeal.  It was delightful.  Clara had been well-programmed to make coffee.  I wondered what else it was well-programmed to do.

“Did my husband enjoy fucking you last night?”

“Ma’am?”

I was probably imagining it, but I could have sworn I heard embarrassment in its voice.

“You and my husband.  Did you two have a good time last night?”

Clara nodded.

“Good.  I’m going to be very busy for the next several months with my work.  Make yourself available to him.”

Clara smiled.  “Of course, ma’am.”

I finished my oatmeal and coffee and arose from the table to head to the garage.

“Ma’am, wait!”

Clara rushed up to me as I turned toward the android, surprised by its exclamation.  Clara reached out toward my lapel.  I looked down and saw a large piece of white and grey lint that had attached itself to my blazer.  Clara quickly and carefully picked it off.  I looked perfect now.

I smiled and nodded at Clara.  I was about to thank it for its help, but then I smelled something odd.  It was coming from Clara.  I had not noticed earlier, but now that it was standing right in front of me, I could not avoid the unmistakable scent of my husband.  Clara smelled like him.  The reason was obvious, but it was a bit off-putting.

“Clara, are you able to wash yourself?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Please do so after you fuck my husband.  You have his odor all over you.”

Clara gave the briefest of hesitations.  Were I not so keenly attuned to detail, I would not have noticed it.  “Yes, ma’am.”

Again, I was probably imagining it, but there was just a hint of something that sounded like disappointment in Clara’s voice.

Clara turned to take my dishes into the kitchen, and I resumed my walk to the garage.  I had just entered the laundry room when I suddenly remembered that I had forgotten to pack up the expert’s curriculum vitae and report that I was reviewing last night.  It was a quarter till seven.  I had plenty of time to get back upstairs and retrieve them.  Yesterday, I would have forgotten all about them until it was too late.

I walked back to the foyer and up the stairs to return to the spare bedroom.  The papers were scattered on the side of my desk where I had left them, so I straightened them up and packed them into the briefcase.

When I exited the room and entered the library, I saw Clara quietly opening the double doors into the master bedroom.  The android was opening the door with one hand while sliding one of the white straps of its sundress off its shoulder with the other.  Was Clara getting back into bed with my husband?  Why?

The reason didn’t really matter.  I needed to get to work.  I went down the stairs, into the garage, and out onto the road.  Traffic was a breeze.  I beat the elevator rush.  Yesterday’s do-not-disturb face was replaced with a smile and a warm greeting for every staff member I saw on the way to my office.  I felt like a new woman.

I sat down at my desk and began my work.  I had a handful of emails waiting for me, but none of them involved any pressing issues.  Most of them were people thanking me for information I provided them last night about their case or for granting a discovery extension.  Others were passive aggressive acknowledgments of counteroffers that I had made that I knew they would probably reject in a couple weeks, at which point they would send new “final” offers which would be lower than their last “final” offers.  Some of those offers might actually be final.

I was halfway into reviewing these emails when my phone rang.  It was my paralegal.  He informed me that an attorney with the Department of Labor was on the phone.  The call was probably related to that OSHA workshop case.  What a pain in the ass.  It used to be that OSHA didn’t get involved around here because we had a state plan, which meant that state agencies enforced workplace safety regulations, but after a few industrial accidents and elections, we had OSHA knocking on our doors.  Under any other circumstances, I would not care which government lawyers I was dealing with, but this was another straw on the camel’s back that was pressing this state toward secession.

I thanked the paralegal and told him to transfer the call.  The government attorney introduced himself like he was reading from a script.  Working with government attorneys was always so mechanical.  Every now and then, they’d hire some new hotshot attorney who felt like he had something to prove.  Give him a few years, and he’d be fashioned into another cog of the bureaucracy like his predecessor.  From the outside, once you knew how the gears turned, you just followed them to their endpoint.  This case was no different.

“Now, your client was cited for violating section nineteen-ten one-forty-seven for failure to properly lockout a table saw.”

“I am aware of the citation.  The employee was an independent contractor,” I replied.  This defense won’t work, but it is fun to watch the gears turn.

“Ma’am, as you know, the department applies what is called the Economic Realities Test.  This test has many factors, but the most important one is who is in control of the jobsite.  Your client had a supervisor present who was directing the work of the employees who failed to lockout the saw, and your client provides all of the tools.  It was your client’s responsibility.”

“You know, the last time I had one of these cases, I represented a staffing agency whose employees were provided with tools and supervised by the company controlling the jobsite, but somehow you guys still found a reason to cite them.  Just how flexible is this Economic Realities Test?”  I’m being an ass, but I have a point.

“Ma’am, I do not know what to tell you about that case because I was not the one handling it.”  Of course you weren’t.  “But, I am the one handling this case, and your client is responsible for the saw.”

“Does it matter what that supervisor was doing?”  Open snare, insert treat.

“Yes, as I explained—”

He took the bait.

“The machine was unplugged, and the supervisor was present to make sure it stayed that way,” I argued.

There was a bit of a pause as he processed my statement.  Then, he resumed his script.

“Ma’am, the regs require that the machine be locked out so that it is impossible to just plug it back in.  People get killed every year because someone thinks that something is unplugged and then suddenly it isn’t unplugged anymore.”

He was right, but he did not address my argument.  He just searched for and found a script in his mind that enabled him to get around it.

“Cannot the supervisor’s presence be the lockout?” I asked.

“No, it does not work that way.  This is the third violation your client has had.”

Fine, change the subject.  “If we were to agree to accept the citation, would the Department remove the ‘willful’ designation?”

“No, there have been too many repeat violations.  The penalty stands at seventy thousand dollars.”



