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WHILE THIS IS, AT ITS core, a romance novel, the characters are dealing with difficult issues and situations. My characters curse and sex is open door.

On the page:

Racial slurs, misogyny, sexual dysfunction, attempted poisoning of an animal, death threats to people, physical violence.

Off the page:

Sexual assault in the workplace, domestic terrorism, gang activity and gun violence.

Discussions by characters:

Microagressions, racial tension and violence, past date rape, death of a parent by violence, alcohol abuse.

Please read with due care for your own well-being. The dog doesn’t die.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Saoirse

[image: ]




SEPTEMBER 2018

“No, Mr. Alexander, I cannot make it go away.” I feel the Ice Queen slipping into my voice as I try to explain to my very wealthy client that all the money in the world can’t make his child less of a dumbass or not have been in possession of cocaine in felony weight on his yacht.

“Sir, let me make a number of things very clear. First and foremost, I am not your servant. I am a highly skilled professional that you have hired for my expertise in contract and finance law. Not criminal law. And I am certainly not your son’s nanny. If you cannot stop yelling at me, you will have to find someone else to help you write the Stratus merger.” That shuts him up. “Now then, I am happy to recommend a good criminal lawyer who can best help you.” I rattle off a couple of names and numbers and end the call as quickly as I can.  

I knuckle the spots of tension above my eyebrows and let out a stream of invective in Gaelige. “You know, that always sounds like you’re calling down the wrath of some ancient goddess.” I startle. I’d forgotten my new paralegal - what was his name again? - Raymond? Rogan? Ryan. That was it. I’d forgotten he’d come in with an outline of a brief I’d asked for. 

“That’s because I am,” I snark. “Calling down a plague unto the seventh generation upon all rich entitled bastards who think -” I snap my mouth shut. Keep it professional, Saoirse Róisín, I hear in my Gran’s voice.  “What have you got for me?”

Ryan runs through the brief and his summaries of the cases I’d given him to cite. It looks good and I tell him to go ahead and write it up. He hesitates. “Can I ask something?” 

“Go ahead.” I brace myself, waiting for him to explain how his interpretation of the case would be so much better than mine.

“I think I see why you didn’t include People v. Barrington, even though it’s a landmark case in this area. But if you look at the last couple paragraphs in the Saxe v. Horton judgement, I think it ties back to the main clause in Barrington that’s most beneficial to us in a way that will make the judge see that as well. Would it be okay to footnote Barrington here rather that outright cite it?”

I consider his question, because it’s a good one. As I do, I become aware of the crisp linen and sunshine scent that seems to follow Ryan everywhere. For someone as young as he is, he carries himself well, with confidence but not arrogance. His suits are always neat, stylish, and fit him well. He treats everyone in the office with exacting professional courtesy in public and, shocking for a paralegal intern, I’ve not had any private complaints about his conduct. He’s extremely decorative as well, with dark cocoa skin and eyes and broad shoulders that taper to a narrow waist. He wears his thick curls longer on top with a curved line shaved into an exaggerated part that draws attention to his high cheekbones. When he’d first come to work for us he’d worn a short, twisted hairstyle that I’d preferred. Three months in, he’d changed to this style, claiming it suited the environment better.

Now he’s rested his hand on my desk, maintaining a careful professional distance between us, but still leaning in enough to show interest. I give my attention back to the brief, considering. “I see your point. I hadn’t wanted to put Barrington in there because it breaks the logic chain between Saxe and Hermosa and there wasn’t a better place to put it.”

He hums thoughtfully and says, “Why don’t I write it up both ways so you can decide? I’ll have it on your desk by four.”

“I’d appreciate that.” I sit up and accidentally brush against his chest. He seems to linger over the contact and if he’d had any inappropriate conduct memos, I’d have torn him a new one. But he stands up, inhaling deeply, and leaves the office just as a growl from under the desk alerts me to my least favorite person bursting through the door.

“What can I do for you, Mick?”

“You can tell your uppity brother that work needs to take precedence over a personal side project.”

“How exactly has Tighe’s book impacted your workflow, Michael?” He usually notices when I switch to his proper name. I only do it when I think he’s being an asshole or wasting time. Today he just bulls on.

“He’s co-opted one of my interns is how,” Mick huffs. “And he’s not been able to run a simple query of identity.”

“First of all, the interns belong to the pool, same as the paralegals and the typists. He’s only co-opting ‘your’ intern if he’s assigned that intern’s hours to you. Otherwise, he’s entitled to request anyone to look at anything. Which intern has he stolen?” I put air quotes around the last word.

“Bethany Banks.”

“Ah, then let me shed some light on that. Ms. Banks has laid a number of complaints against you. As a result of the latest one I have temporarily assigned her to Tighe and only Tighe. He’s using her to do research for his book in the hopes that will provide enough hours for her to be able to pay her rent. I am still waiting on your affidavit which I absolutely expect by close of business today or I will proceed with a formal sexual harassment charge to HR without it. Keep your fecking hands off the help, O’ Malley.”  

“What, Saoirse?” He pronounces my name wrong. Again. He’s known me since I was ten and he was fifteen. He was an asshole then and he’s an asshole now. “It’s fine for you to snuggle up to your chocolate delight in the office but I can’t accidentally brush against someone without them crying rape?”

I stand up and round the desk to get in Mick’s face. I might have to wear five-inch heels to do it, but I meet him nose to nose and drive my index finger into his soft chest. “Fascinating that you’re not crying innocent this time, Mick. I’ll make a note of that in my file. And an accidental brush does not involve shoving your hand down someone’s neckline. Bullshit conduct like this is exactly why you are still downstairs, and I am occupying this spacious top-floor corner office. Keep coming to me expecting me to save you from your own shite like this and I’ll start notating all the racist filth you spout in front of me too.”

“Oh, honey, that high horse makes your ass look big,” is Mick’s response. “And I’d watch myself if I were you or I’ll leave the firm and take my clients with me.”

“Get out and find a different tune to play, Michael. You have an affidavit to write,” I spit. I twitch my knee very slightly in the area of his groin and he beats a hasty retreat. Mick likes to talk big but he’s still not over the time I laid a smackdown on him in seventh grade. I’d been in seventh grade. He’d been a junior and he’d never really gotten over having been beaten up by a little girl.

“Tell me lies if you want, you bastard,” I mutter as I pick up my phone and dial Tighe’s extension. “Mick’s on the warpath. Where’s Beth?”

“I saw him go upstairs, so I sent her to the law library at UCLA.”

“For how long?”

“How long should this take?”

I chuckle and respond, “Maybe a week?”

“I can do that, deirfiúr mhór. Dinner this weekend?”

“Can’t. I’ve got to get the Stratus merger off my desk, and they keep changing terms on me. If I don’t get it finalized, it’ll still be on my desk when I die.”

“Next week then. I’ve got the thing with Liam this afternoon, so I’m just heading out now.”

“Punch the weaselly bastard for me.”

Tighe laughs. “Not until he sets me up with his agent. Ta, sis.”

“Slán.”

––––––––
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I GO BACK TO SORTING papers and trying to make sense of mutually contradictory and redundant clauses sent to me by lawyers from both companies in the Stratus merger. Rosie, my chihuahua, lets me know she needs to go for a walk, and I take her up to the roof garden to her designated spot. Rank hath its privilege, even for tiny dogs.

I’m enjoying the sunshine when I see Ryan sitting in the other corner of the garden wearing a pair of bright green headphones and typing on his laptop. I head over to him. He hears me coming and pulls the headphones around his neck. 

“Not usual office attire,” I joke. 

He smiles. “Sometimes the office pool gets a little loud. The wifi’s still good up here.”

“Who are you using to drown out the jet noise?”

“New artist out of Australia. Elsy Wameyo.” He offers me the headphones and I put them on. A soulful R&B track pours out through the speakers.

“She understands pain.” The words come out before I can stop them.

Ryan looks at me curiously, then just nods and reclaims the headphones.

“How often does Mick drive you up here?”

“Pardon?”

“How often do you come up here to escape from Mick? How often does he use racist slurs or microaggressions?”

“I end up here about three afternoons a week. Slurs and microaggressions? Daily.”

“You should file a complaint. Or at least start documenting.”

“No thank you.”

I don’t understand. If I was in his position, I’d be documenting, gathering all the evidence I could to burn that bastard to the ground and eat his balls for lunch. But that’s me. 

I push. “You’re fine with being treated that way?”

“No, but I also don’t want to make waves.”

“Your life.”

“Correct.” He’s shut right down. “Is there anything else? I need to finish this brief.”

Just then Rosie comes snuffling over and demanding to be picked up. He smiles and extends his hand for her to sniff. “Who’s this cutie?”

“Róisín Dubh,” I say. “Colloquially known as Rosie.”

“Róisín Dubh,” he repeats. He does a decent job with the Irish. “What’s it mean?”

“Little black rose.” I point to the circle of small black patches on her flank.

“Nice to meet you, Rosie.” He holds out a finger for her to shake, but she just sniffs him again and asks to be picked up. 

I bend to scoop her up and say, “I’ve got a behemoth merger to get off my desk.” 

As I’m walking away, Ryan says, “I appreciate your concern for my welfare, Ms. Brannigan.” 

I want to snark that one of us should be concerned. But I keep it professional and just nod.
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I’M NEVER QUITE SURE what to think about my new boss. Well, technically not new because I’ve been here five months now. And technically not my boss, because I belong to a pool of paralegals, but apparently serving the Ice Queen is an honor that falls to the new guy. If I can hack it for a year and escape with a reference, I’ll be able to write my own ticket.

I understand why no one wants to work with her. She’s meticulous and detail oriented and doesn’t suffer fools gladly. Fortunately, I’m also meticulous and detail oriented, so we have that in common. She’s also smart as hell, another thing we have in common. But sometimes she doesn’t feel human. She’s become legendary in the pools for her total poise at all times. No one’s ever heard her raise her voice above a courtroom projection. There’s a mythical quality to the way the typists and clerks gossip about her. I’m pretty sure they think you can summon her by whispering her name into your coffee cup three times and sacrificing a red lipstick.

I don’t know if I can stand another seven months of feeling like I don’t fit in. The track I’m currently listening to, Outcast, probably isn’t helping. I’m one of two POC in the building. Everyone in the pools is fresh out of law school in their late twenties. I might look young enough to be one of them, but I’m turning forty this year. Everyone I work with is into social media, streaming series, and they all follow some influencer or other. I like to read books, hike, and build miniatures. They’re out at the clubs every weekend drinking some flavored vodka concoction. I prefer the company of my cats and a whiskey neat. Most of the lawyers I work with are decent, Ms. Brannigan’s brother especially, but Michael O’Malley makes up for all of them.

It had only taken six weeks of his muttered comments about ‘Sambo bullshit’ where I could almost not overhear to get me to take out my locs and replace them with this urban generic haircut. Deirdre had insisted on the surgical line, and I admit it’s grown on me. I’m not the only one who’s affected by him, either. None of the women in the pool want to work with him, especially late when the building is empty. Everyone has a whispered story about him.

I will say that of all the partners, Ms. Brannigan is the most supportive about chasing HR about his crap. Unfortunately, he holds the five most lucrative accounts in the whole firm, so no one wants to piss him off in case he takes his clients when he leaves. Money talks. And the last time I rocked the boat... But I don’t want to think about that. I need to get this brief done and it’s almost four. 

At seven minutes to four, I send both copies of the brief to the printer nearest Ms. Brannigan’s office and take the elevator back down to her floor. At four precisely, I knock on her door and walk in to present it. 

She’s sitting at her desk, head down, trying to rub her temples and the little knots above her eyebrows at the same time. She waves to a side table, and I put the briefs there. Between this and the dog it’s the most human I’ve seen her in five months. I step over to her desk and ask, “Anything else?”

“No, unless you know a miracle cure for headaches. Or the idiocy that generates them.”

“Idiots, no, but a headache I might be able to do something about.”

“I can’t take meds for them.”

“Hmm. Tricky. But if you don’t mind me touching your head -” She looks genuinely surprised at the offer.

“I’ll try anything at this point.”

“Sit up.” I stand behind her chair and pull her head against my chest. I start with the two knots above her eyebrows and rub and soothe. I work down her nose, then back up across her forehead to her temples. I work my fingers into her rich auburn hair, finding and releasing more knots of tension.

She hums with contentment. “That feels fantastic. Where did you learn that?”

I laugh. “My sister is a hairdresser. Sorry, she’s a stylist,” I correct myself with a grin.

“What’s the difference?”

“Deirdre claims the difference is about a hundred bucks an hour. I spent summers and weekends as her shampoo boy for years.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now?” O’Malley’s sardonic tones cut through and I immediately take my hands off Ms. Brannigan’s head and take a step back. He’s holding a folder in his hand. He drops it in the doorway. “I see the loophole we can exploit is that we can’t touch the help, but the help can touch us. Before end of day as requested.” He turns to leave.

“Michael.” Her voice is pure ice and the temperature in the room drops a couple of metaphorical degrees. “I said it wasn’t going to HR unless it was on my desk by end of day. That is not my desk. You have -” she glances at the clock “- three minutes.”

Her spine is rigid, and she’s dropped her chin. I’ve been on the receiving end of that glare, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. O’Malley turns, looks at me, and says, “Boy. Pick that up.” I take a step to one side and Ms. Brannigan’s arm shoots out past her chair to halt my progress.

“It’s fine,” I mutter.

“It’s absofuckinglutely not,” she responds. Never breaking eye contact with O’Malley, she opens her file drawer. She looks at the clock again says, “Two minutes.” Then she pulls out a very thick folder. At the bottom of the first page, she notes the date and time and then writes a brief summary of the incident. “One minute,” she says, without looking up. 

O’Malley picks up the folder and walks it over to Saoirse’s desk, placing it carefully on the corner. “Happy?” he asks.

“Póg mo thóin,” she replies, not looking up.

“You’re welcome. And as for you, boy, you best watch your step. You can’t stay attached to your watchdog forever.”

“Uttered a threat -” says Ms. Brannigan, as if she’s dictating to herself as she writes.

“And besides,” O’Malley continues, ignoring her, “if you stick your cock in there it’ll drop off from the frostbite.” And with that, he turns to go.

He was busy watching me and not in a position to see it, but I took note of how her hand resting in her lap had fisted protectively when he said that. That one hit home. She doesn’t show it anywhere else in her body, though.

I wait a couple of minutes for her to finish the entry, then she signs the paperwork attached to the front. She heaves a sigh. “And just like that, the bastard’s undone all your good work. Go ndéana an diabhal dréimire do chnámh do dhroma” She spits the Gaelic phrase out the door.

I step out from behind her chair. “That sounds unpleasant.”

“It should. It’s a wish for the devil to make a ladder out of his spine.”

“I always understood that the Gaelic were a very poetic people.” I say, deadpan.

“Fecking right we are.” I head for the door. I get about halfway across the office before she says, “Mr. Harris? I wouldn’t put it past that festering gobshite to be waiting to deliver a comeuppance. I’d give him half an hour or so. He’s got a relatively short attention span.” She waves toward the couch.

“Am I still on the clock?”

“As much as I’d love to and then bill the hours to Mick, I don’t have anything useful for you to do. Do you read? You’re welcome to help yourself.” She indicates a bookshelf near the couch. It’s full of regular books, as opposed to the law tomes that fill the shelves behind her desk. Two shelves are in a language I assume is Gaelic. The next two are full of memoirs of a wide array of folks from all over the world. The ones I’d be interested in, I’ve already read. The bottom shelf, though, is full of poetry. I pull one at random and read the author bio. It’s called Mouthful of Forevers and is written by Clementine von Radics. I’m intrigued by the title. I let the book fall open naturally in my hand and it falls open to a poem of the same name. I page through to other poems and read. All of them are rich and poignant poems of all aspects of love. Finally, I read the title poem. One line in particular catches me, “We have both known loss like the sharp edges of a knife.” I wonder what loss she’s known.

I look up at her as she sits at her desk, unguarded, lit by the harsh light of her desk lamp. Her skin is the definition of alabaster, and her hair is highlighted all shades of fire by the intense light. Her eyes are very blue and very focused on her work. She reaches down to pet Rosie occasionally, the little dog so quiet in her basket under the desk she melts into the background. “Can I ask you something?”

She jumps. “Jaysus, I’d forgotten you were here. What do you want to ask?”

“The thing you said to Mr. O’Malley that he treated like ‘thank you.’ It didn’t mean that, did it?”

She laughs then, and her whole body softens. “No, it does not. Good catch. Tighe and Niamh and I taught it to him when we were all kids, and no one’s ever bothered to correct him.”

“What does it mean then?”

“Kiss my ass.” She looks at me with a sparkle of humor in her eyes and I’m pretty sure that the thing everyone mistakes for ice is actually fire. 

I laugh too, and then I ask, “How’s your head?”

She gives a one-shoulder shrug. “As good as it gets, these days.”

I return the book to the shelf and cross to stand behind her chair. I hold my hands out to either side of her head, “May I?”

She leans back on the chair and puts her head against my chest. I work at all the little muscle knots again and they come undone much more easily. This time I work down from her temples and behind her ears. I cradle her jaw and tilt her head forward so I can work the muscles of her occiput. It takes quite a while to work those out and when I’m finally satisfied with my handiwork, I realize it’s almost six. 

When I take my hands away, she sighs, completely relaxed. Then she looks at the clock. “Fecking hell! I’m going to be here until midnight.” She puts her head in her hands and then says, “Well, won’t be the first time.” She opens her top drawer and pulls out a take-out menu and makes a quick call asking for the usual. Then she looks at me.

“Stay out of Mick’s way for a few days. If he says anything, and I mean anything inappropriate, tell me.”

“I’ll do my best. I’ve got a few things for Ms. Doyle to finish.”

“Excellent. And thank you for this.” She gestures at her head. “I’ll walk you down.”

“Umm. Not meaning to overstep, but you might want to do something with your hair unless you want to plant a rumor that we just had steamy sex.”

She pulls a hand mirror out of her middle drawer, regards the damage my massage did critically, then pulls out half a dozen pins. Her hair tumbles down her back in rich curls. She takes a brush out of the same drawer and quickly smooths it through her hair. Then she stands up and clips on Rosie’s lead. 

“Shall we?” 

“Ladies first,” I reply.

She gives me an odd look but heads out of the office. A few people are still around, but the building is nearly deserted and it’s too early for the cleaning crew. We head through the lobby together, then part ways. I head for my apartment, and she goes in the other direction, I assume to a nearby park for Rosie and maybe to pick up her food.

“See you tomorrow,” she calls.
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NO ONE IN HR EVER WANTS to see me. I get shuffled through three different employee relations staff before I land in the lap of the lucky loser who can’t shift me somewhere else. I further delay the meeting by demanding someone from legal attend as well. I lay out the situation as best I can while remaining professional. I’ve brought so much documentation. Mick is a problem to everyone in the firm. I finish my presentation with, “I’ve documented every disciplinary measure that’s ever been used to curb his behavior. If you can’t find some way to bring him into line, I’m going to have to take it to the partners. We’re getting a reputation as a firm you don’t want to work for. Ask anyone in recruitment.”

With that delightful start to my day off my plate, I get back to the Stratus merger. It takes me all of that day, plus my entire weekend to get something drafted that I think both sides will agree on. I set it to automatically send to all parties first thing Monday morning and head home for some much-needed rest. 

Monday, I finish up work that I’d put off to deal with the merger, and then wander down to visit my brother. I end up there coincidentally with Mick, and we carefully don’t say anything to each other. I’ll bet he hasn’t opened his email from HR yet. 

We talk about a case that Mick is working for one of his biggest clients. It seems they’re stalled on trying to find the defendant. Tighe has run down every alley that he knows, but it seems that this Carrie Ann Sullivan might be a figment of Arthur Morhan’s imagination. I know Mick gave this request to Tighe because Tighe’s expertise in inheritance law coincidentally makes him an expert at tracking missing heirs, but Mick’s talking to Tighe like he’s a legal assistant. I can’t write him up for it, but his air of arrogant superiority isn’t doing him any favors. 

Once he leaves the office, I study Tighe. He’s got The Look. His last relationship had nearly ended him financially and had broken him emotionally as well. I was able to get his money back for him, but I couldn’t do anything about the damage to his heart. He’s never really recovered, so I’m concerned enough to mention it. I try to keep it backhand, and he doesn't deny that he’s got something going on. We set a date for dinner the next night. I’ll get it out of him. 

I head back upstairs to five hysterical emails from the legal teams of the Stratus merger. They’re insisting on their exact verbiage, rather than the compromise clauses I’d written. I respond to the five they’ve sent me in a single email to both parties, carefully breaking down how their verbiage would be interpreted in case of a dispute, versus how the clause I’d worded would actually work better in both of their favors. By the time I’ve drafted that one, six more emails have hit my inbox. Despite the fact I’ve chosen to work in corporate law, I loathe company lawyers. Except ours, unless they let Mick skate again. 

Ryan comes in to deliver some paperwork just as the headache starts up again. He seems concerned, but I just thank him and grab Rosie and head out. I’ll deal with this mess tomorrow. He’s headed back down to the office pool, so on a whim I ask, “How much training in contract law do you have?”

He thinks about it. “Enough to write a brief, which is to say not much. But my research skills are excellent.”

“I may have a long-term project for you. See me first thing tomorrow.”

“Of course.”

“And, Mr. Harris, since this will be somewhat outside of your normal duties, I expect you to let me know if you think you aren’t up to the job.”

“Of course, Ms. Brannigan.”

I call maintenance to set up a second desk in my office. I saw the flash in his eyes when I asked if he was up to the challenge. I’ve hooked him. He can take this Stratus bs off my desk and I can get some actual work done.

I head home, hit the pool in my building, and then fix myself a dinner salad. I’m not the biggest fan of kale, but this last round of headaches tells me my anemia is getting out of control again. I go online to request an appointment with my specialist and call it a day. 

Although my body is exhausted, my brain is running overtime. I really wish that I had someone to pick up some of the slack for me. As the current seniormost partner in corporate, all sorts of general admin stuff lands on my desk. Some of it I can pass down the line, but at some point, I either have to deal with it or pass it on and risk it eventually being sent to Mick. I know which of those options I choose. 

But dammitall, I’d like to have a life outside of work. I’d like to be able to schedule a regular yoga class or go back to painting. I don’t date, but it would be nice to have something that resembles a social life beyond the two or three dinners a month I manage with Tighe. As soon as the Stratus merger is complete, I’ll take some personal time and have a solid think about the whole thing.

I finally allow myself to sleep, with Rosie snuffling fitfully at the foot of my bed. 

––––––––
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TUESDAY DAWNS BRIGHT and clear and I log into my yoga app to get some asanas in before I head back to the office. I stop to grab an Americano with extra shots for me and a froufrou latte for my admin and it occurs to me I should probably find out how Ryan takes his coffee. I greet Brandy, my administrator, and let her know Ryan will be temporarily docked with us. 

He’s in the office before I’ve settled in to read my emails, several of which are from the Stratus companies. He sets himself up at the extra desk, then blinks as I thump two boxes on the floor beside him. “Stratus Holdings,” I say, pointing to one, “And Cal-Shore.” I point at the other box. Each box holds hanging files, neatly tabbed. Then I forward him yesterday’s emails and the email I sent back. “I’m going to forward you every email that looks like these, where one or the other of them is insisting on their own verbiage. You’ll need to be able to write the analysis of their clauses and the clause I ended with in a way that makes them realize they’re getting what they wanted. All the clauses are in these files, labelled by subject. Since this is time-sensitive, you’ll be learning as you go, but please ask questions if you have them. I have five other files I have to get off my desk today and I do not have time to hand-hold their corporate lawyers.”

Ryan nods. He opens the first email and I see him jotting notes to himself on his legal pad. 

“Mr. Harris,” I wait until I have his attention before I continue. “If you prefer to work with music, I have no objection to you wearing headphones, but the volume has to be low enough that you’ll hear me if I need to speak with you.”

He smiles, nods, pulls out his headphones, and then shortens one side so the speaker sits above his ear. He fiddles with his phone for a minute, finding a playlist, I presume, and then goes back to work. 

“Mr. Harris?” He looks up again. “How do you take your coffee?”

“I don’t” he replies. 

“Tea? Anything else? I usually bring something in in the morning for Brandy. Seems only good manners to include you.”

“Just water, but thank you for the thought.” He returns to his work. I regard the alien creature in my office for a moment. What sort of legal professional doesn’t drink coffee? Usually by the gallon? I shake my head and return to my desk, where I skim the new emails from Stratus and Cal-Shore before forwarding them to Ryan. 

Brandy comes in and we sit and review the rest of the week, make sure our calendars are synchronized. Brandy is a gem, and we work exceptionally well together. She’s as much of a hard-ass as I am, and her nickname around the office is ‘The Dragon.’ Fitting guardian for the Ice Queen, I suppose. 

By noon, I’ve managed to get an astonishing amount of work done, since I only have to skim and forward the Stratus nonsense. Ryan comes over to my desk around eleven with a stack of draft emails tabbed with the questions he wants to ask so I can answer them in a single interruption. His questions are concise, and the drafts of his emails are excellent. Then he says, “Can I make a suggestion?”

“Can I stop you?” I reply without thinking. 

He looks at me for a second, then goes back to his desk and continues to work. I hold out five whole minutes before I cave. “What was your suggestion?”

“It seems like the issue isn’t with the clause itself, but with the wording. Some of these can’t be any other way, but about half of them can be written with key words from the original verbiage without changing their meaning substantially, I think.”

“Do you have an example?”

He hands me a sheet with the client’s original clause, my revision, and then another revision hand-written underneath. He’s right. I used the usual forms I was familiar with, but the new clause does not substantially change meaning.

“Why would we do this?”

He considers. “I don’t know much contract law, but I know people. People are more likely to accept a thing if you use their own words back to them. Plus, if we show them we can compromise on these ones they’re more likely to accept the ones we can’t change.”

“Try it with this clause and if we don’t have a hysterical email back inside of an hour, do the rest. Just let me check the new clauses first.”

“Of course.” He seems insulted that I asked, but only for a second.

I answer him anyway. “I don’t mean to treat you like you’re stupid. If I thought you were stupid, you’d be looking for another internship. It’s just that I bear final responsibility, and I’d hate to potentially cost a client millions or billions because I was too lazy to double check.”

“I know. I was -” He searches for a word, “- miffed, I guess, that you would think I’d overstep like that. I know the limits of my job.”

“Fair enough. Interns often don’t.” I turn back to my work. If I can clear this last file, I might actually get an entire weekend off. It’s been so long since I had one that I have no idea what to do with that. As I mechanically check clauses and cross reference to the list of contract demands, I consider my life, and it comes up empty. 

––––––––

[image: ]


I SHOULD BE PROUD. Allegedly, I have it all. I graduated from a top-tier law school, then did the work to be called to the Bar in an entirely different country. My twenty-ninth birthday brought me a corner office. I have a reputation for professional excellence that keeps the work rolling in. I have a beautiful condo in the heart of downtown. I have a wardrobe full of designer clothes, and I can indulge in material things on a whim. I have plays and good food and music at my fingertips. I should be satisfied.

And yet. I don’t have time because I’m so busy fighting. I fought for everything I have. I fought to go back to Ireland. I fought for my position at school. I fought for my position here. And now, staring down the barrel of forty, I’m starting to wonder what the hell it is I’m fighting for. I learned a long time ago that relationships were not for me. Men were intimidated by my strength and they’d either roll over and show their bellies or they’d try and break me. Women were worse. Men meet you head on. Women stab you in the dark. I’ve never found anyone who could meet me as an equal. 

I tried to believe that didn’t matter, that I was sufficient on my own, but the truth is that I’m lonely, and ambition is cold comfort these days. I’ve had friends, but eventually, the work takes up all my time and I raise my head from the mass of paper, and it’s been a year since we talked. I thought this was my dream. But actually, it’s a stream of endless idiots: the idiots that flow through the intern pool like water. The idiots that hire me to straighten out their messes and seem to think I’m available for whatever they’d like because I have tits and they don’t. And the sour cherry on top of the shit sundae, Michael O’Malley, my own personal penance for sins I’ve been far too busy to commit.

I initial changes in the contract and send it back out to the typing pool. Rosie lets me know she needs to go out. I look at the time and it’s after one. Ryan has slipped out, silently, and I grab my lunch from my desk and head for the roof garden. Rosie has a frolic and takes care of business while I eat my sandwich, feeding her tidbits of chicken salad when she comes running back to see me. When I head back to the office, Ryan is there, working, and there are a stack of clauses on my desk for approval, along with a second stack for me to approve the wording of his explanations of why we can’t change those points.  

He’s done an amazing job with the second stack, not only laying out the meaning of the wording we’re using but pointing out exactly how the requested wording doesn’t work in the client’s favor. He’s taken into account who asked for the change and is only pointing out the negative impacts to that client. This means that there is absolutely no hint of either side trying to pull a fast one in the fine print. I take a long time working through how he’s done it, studying. 

I hear him clear his throat and look up. He’s at his desk, headphones around his neck. “Problem?” he asks.

“None at all. This is brilliantly done. I’m taking mental notes.”

Relief crosses his face. “That’s the last of them, unless new ones came in over lunch. Do you want me to wait here to see what their response is?”

“That makes the most sense to me.” I turn back to the rest of my work, looking over emails and making notes for Brandy.

“Would it be all right if I worked on other tasks?”

I look back up at him, and his face is a little guarded as he waits for my answer. “Of course you can. Just keep track of who your hours are getting billed to, as normal.”

He relaxes and pulls up some new files on his laptop. I stew over this as I skim over another contract draft and send it back down for changes. I want to let it go, but it picks at me. “Mr. Harris.” He looks up. “Has any attorney in this firm at any time prevented you from working for other attorneys while you were also working on a project for them?” The stony expression that accompanies his nod tells me all I need to know. Fucking Mick. I can’t think of a single way to respond to that without sounding like a teacher demanding that he tattle on a classmate. Finally, I settle on, “That would not be usual policy and if it happens in the future, please also bill your waiting time to that attorney. Send a copy of the billing to me.” He nods, but it looks more like acknowledgement of what I said instead of agreement.

We work together in companionable silence, and around four, Brandy lets me know that both parties have signed the Stratus merger, and the behemoth is off my desk. I’ll have to celebrate with something pretty. Ryan is still working quietly, and I wait until he gets up for papers from the printer to share the good news.

He seems disappointed for a second, but then smiles and congratulates me. When he comes back, I decide to call him on it.  “Is something wrong, Mr. Harris?”

“No, not at all.”

I press. “You seemed upset that the merger went through so quickly.”

He sighs and scrubs the hair on the back of his head. “It was very peaceful working in here today, and I was extremely productive. I’m just a little disappointed I don’t get the rest of the week.”

I cock my head, giving him my attention but waiting him out. He’s very good with silence, though, and I crack first. “Is being in my office that much different from being in the pools?”

He takes a deep breath through his nose, clearly considering how to say what he’s going to say. “When I’m working in the pools, I am frequently sent on errands that should, by rights, be given to other members of staff. When I have questioned this in the past, I have been told that we are a team and we all need to contribute. If I am not running pointless errands, I am subject to the endless gossip that goes on in the pools, about which I do not care at all. I will often still be asked for an opinion, usually at a moment that interrupts my workflow. It was nice to sit and just do my job for an entire day. Being able to listen to music was an over-the-top bonus.”

I consider this. “Well, as I’ve booked you for the rest of the week, you’re welcome to remain here until Friday. After that, we’ll have to discuss.”

He can’t stop the look of relief that flows over his face as he packs up to leave.

I pack up as well and head downstairs to pick up my baby brother for dinner and a light grilling.

––––––––
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OVER DINNER, TIGHE and I share inconsequential work talk, since neither of us has much of a life outside it. He tells me more about his book deal and asks about the Stratus merger. He’s very surprised when I tell him it got signed this afternoon. “Did you work a little witchcraft, there Saoirs? From the way you were talking about it I wouldn’t have expected an agreement before the weekend.”

“I wasn’t expecting it either. If it was witchcraft, it wasn’t me. I had Ryan Harris up from the pools to do the drafting so I could just sign off. He made some excellent suggestions that made the whole thing come together.” I explain the situation to Tighe and finish with, “He’s surprisingly insightful and mature for someone his age.”

Tighe almost snorts wine out his nose. “Someone his age, deirfiúr mhór? How old do you think he is?” The sarcasm he infuses into the Gaelige for ‘big sister’ tells me I’ve said something he considers funny.

“He’s a paralegal doing an internship. He can’t possibly be over thirty.”

“Ah, thirty. A mere stripling,” Tighe teases. “You should really start reading your personnel files when you hire. Or maybe, God forbid, have a conversation with some of them. He’s two years older than I am. Paralegal is a second profession for him.”

“If you get too friendly with them, then they look at you with the big puppy eyes when you have to discipline them. I haven’t got time to coddle anyone,” I snark back. “He’s very well preserved for practically forty, then.”

“He is decorative, isn’t he,” says Tighe, with a tone of academic consideration.

For some reason this makes me blush. “I only meant that he looks younger than that. Especially with headphones on.”

“When have you seen him wear headphones?”

“I busted him working in the roof garden one day and listening to music. He looked just like the teenagers in my building with the big bulky headphones on.”

“Why was he working in the roof garden?”

“Fucking Mick.”

Tighe lets it drop then. He’s concerned about what he perceives as a vendetta against Mick. We’ve agreed to disagree until one or the other of us can produce compelling evidence for their side. Once dessert shows up, I grill him about this woman he’s got in his sights and it’s worse than I imagined. He was in a situation where he was able to be the knight on the white horse, but she refused his help. He tagged along anyway and now he’s fascinated. I hope he gets it out of his system quickly. I encourage him to see her again to get a dose of reality to leaven his fantasy.
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IT IS SUCH A BLESSED relief to work in Ms. Brannigan’s office for a week. I get enough done that I’m able to leave by end of day or earlier all four days. On Friday, she and I work out an arrangement where I will be assigned to her office two days a week. We choose Tuesday and Thursday as least likely to be problematic for either of us.

The more time I spend with her, the more I think I would like her if she would allow herself to be known. Even when she’s deep in her work, she is so self-contained, but every now and then some stupid thing she’s come across makes her mutter an oath, either in English or in Gaelic, and I see the fire that’s hidden in her. I watch her put on her armor every time the phone rings or someone knocks. I recognize a kindred spirit there. But this is not my sanctuary, I don’t feel safe enough to let my guard down even the tiny bit that she does. 

The first two weeks are without incident, other than I’m twice as productive as anyone else on the paralegal team. The third week is a different story. Mid-morning on Tuesday, the phone rings. Ms. Brannigan picks it up, and even from my desk I can hear Mick working himself into a rage. Ms. Brannigan puts the phone down on the desk and continues her work until it’s obvious the tirade has worn down. Then she picks up the receiver again and says, “Now can you tell me what’s going on without excessive volume and hyperbole?” She listens, and after about ten seconds she starts taking notes. When he’s finished, she just says, “And?” and it starts the whole tirade again on Mick’s end. She puts the receiver down again, picks up her cell, and sends a brief text. When the noise from the receiver finally stops, she says, “Could you please repeat that a little more quietly and concisely?” Mick explodes again and she puts the receiver down a third time. When she picks it up this time she says, “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.” Obviously, this works, and Mick explains himself properly. “I still don’t understand why you’ve brought me in on this. If you’re coming to me as the senior partner, you’ll have to write him up formally. You know how to do that. If you’re coming to me as his sister, he’s his own man and he’s free to fuck up his life in whatever manner he chooses.” She pauses and sends another text on her cell. “Fine, I will attempt to get in touch with him, but I’m not sure I’ll be any more successful than you.” 
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