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For Natalie Jasmin and Zachary John


“[W]hat has been done is nothing, start again.”

—Derek Wolcott obituary, The Economist, April 1–7, 2017
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I FELT HIM COMING. Surfing through the hallway atop his big kahuna personality. Joshing his secretary he needed the dictation typed like yesterday. Whenever she was done playing Bejeweled. Now slapping the back of his fellow partner. The baby boomer he nicknamed Whitey, despite the fact his name was Goldman.

“Jesus, Robert. Not so hard.”

Fleeger hyenaed with delight.

“Yes, it’s true, Whitey, I’m a real gorilla.”

But more important than Whitey’s low threshold for physical pain, Fleeger explained, there was a whopping new case in from WorldScore. Not from the top top, but almost. And the relationship, he continued, with WorldScore, he gloated, was still working out very well.

“Very well?” Whitey asked.

“Very well.”

And WorldScore remained very satisfied with Kilgore’s work product.

“Very satisfied?”

“Very satisfied.”

“Good,” Whitey said.

“Better than good,” Fleeger replied, faux chuffed. “It’s fucking great.”

Now Fleeger this way cometh. I shut down the newswires and lefty blogs. Ensured no evidence of my distraction remained in the window behind me. As if the gigabytes of news I consumed online would eventually etch the glass. Like shadows fixed to walls by a nuclear blast. Pen in hand, I crouched behind the flat screen, fingering papers as Fleeger entered my office pocket-balling loose change. Behold the firm’s youngest partner: advancing hairline, teeth like dice, fistful of jaw, Hoboken Republican. He smelled like classic Right Guard, the stuff sprayed from a golden can.

“Harker, my man,” he said, unclipping his phone. The miasma reappeared, which happened sometimes, especially in late afternoons. Some mysterious plasma that prevented me from seeing him in full contrast. What the partners and clients mistook for stamina and conviction was in fact his terrific refusal to engage in the complexity of being human. It forced me to squint at him. To protect my eyes from his bigness.

“There she is,” he said, flicking his screen with his hammerhead thumb, now spreading open her picture. “Lucky number twenty-three.”

He shook the girl before me atop the palm of his dashboard. Soon to be sport fuck number twenty-three since separating from Kath O’Shaughnessy. Another Brazilianed millennial Snapchatter with whom he had nothing in common. I accepted the girl with both hands. She was young, tan, ethnic. High-end retail sauce. Ready to be stacked between his collection of chutneys and cans of La Morena and allspice, possessed by the cheerful sexuality of a Southern California girl in estrus. Hatha yoga and kegel exercises. Sarda chiliensis lineolata. Gripping her tight, careful not to drop her, I touched her face to access her caption:

’20’S PARTY IN LOS ANGELES. FUN!

“Very impressive,” I said.

“I know.”

“I’m referring to the properly inverted apostrophe. Acknowledging the missing but implied nineteenth century.”

“You’re a douche.”

He snatched for his phone. I dodged him. He grabbed me and snatched again. I conceded defeat, handed him his cherished appendage.

“I’m proud of you,” I added. “This one at least knows some grammar. But as a rule I’m skeptical of women who use exclamation marks.”

“Her name’s Tara,” he said, redocking his device to his thin belt and hoisting his pants around his thick hips. “And she says the photo fails to do her justice.”

He hissed the word justice. Like a black pastor at an affordable housing rally. He wanted to play. I raised his Reverend Wright one Etonian backbencher.

“You must therefore advise Miss Tara that as a member of the New York bar you are professionally licensed to make all determinations regarding justice.”

“Shouldn’t I also mention in good standing?”

“You’d be a fool not to.”

“I’ll be sure to let her know.”

Fleeger bent over. All oarsman haunches and shoulders, like a beast that ambulated on its knuckles. From the Kilgore tote he launched a new case file, his Chinese yo-yo of an index finger commanding me to look. It was the new assignment from WorldScore, first-class premium AAA underwriter of pharmaceuticals, private armies, war risks, infrastructure loans, mortgage-backed securities, climate change, terrorist attacks, aviation disasters. Risk in profit™. A fresh new claim by Major Mike “Bud” Thomas for wartime employment workers’ compensation; past, present, and future lost wages; physical and psychological injury; permanent and total disability. Age: forty-six. Residence: White Haven, Pennsylvania. Fleeger placed a walnut oxford wingtip atop a bankers’ box housing my one pro bono case involving a Chinese stowaway, now Chinese amputee due to a vessel’s faulty hatch cover. The case dormant and unbillable as the man fetal-positioned in a Louisiana immigration prison sans one left leg below the knee. Fleeger tucked his pants into pink leopard-print socks, removed a portable shoe polisher from his Kilgore tote, and buffed sheens to his extra wide Allen Edmonds.

“I need you to write up a report on this bastard this afternoon. So you can stop all you’re pretending to do and focus on this,” he said, still buffing. “We have a preliminary conference before Judge McKenzie primero cosa en la mañana so do it now. And then let’s get the ninja on him. I want to surveil this hairy asshole.”

He loved the way he spoke, the way he said “ninja” and “surveil” and “hairy asshole.” But for me it meant clean and easy tenths of an hour on the timesheets. In re Thomas v. FQ/WS, 444-15 RF/SH: telecon with investigator re surveil re hairy asshole: .3 hrs.; email exchange with investigator re surveil re hairy asshole: .4 hrs. We had now entered the billing segment of today’s interaction. Fleeger couldn’t resist.

“Should finally give you something to do.”

“I have plenty to do.”

Fleeger exhaled and looked over my desk and placed his hands beneath his suit jacket.

“This case could be good for you, Stephen,” he explained. “It’s interesting, so you won’t feel it’s beneath you. It’s an important case for WorldScore, and if it’s an important case for WorldScore, it’s an important case for me, and if it’s an important case for me, then it’s an important case for you. Should also enable you to finally put some points on the board. What are we here for if not to put points on the board? Right?”

Fleeger shot an invisible three-pointer.

“So?” he asked.

“So?” I replied.

“Carpe diem, motherfucker.”

I told him OK. Would give it my all. Make it my top priority. He picked up his tote but, not quite ready to leave, he pointed at the shellacked wooden plaque tacked to my office wall. A gift from the editorial board of my slightly-below-average third tier Midwestern law review.

GREAT MINDS DISCUSS IDEAS.

AVERAGE MINDS DISCUSS EVENTS.

SMALL MINDS DISCUSS PEOPLE.

“This, just so you know, always kills me.”

The miasma reappeared. It was thicker now.

“Just make sure you write up that memo today so we know what we’re talking about tomorrow before the good judge. And remember, whatever you do, be first class.”

I reciprocated the thumbs-up as he exited my office, discovering right then and there why Iraqi Arabs considered the gesture obscene.

Here I was. Neck deep in insurance defense litigation with no instinct for extraction, let alone self-preservation. Insurance against risk in exchange for billions collected in premium. The premium in turn deposited in interest-bearing accounts, money market accounts, then invested in portfolios, hedge funds, deep pools of capital for fees plus interest, that in turn irrigated the financial markets for a point or two as it cascaded down the flues. Now it was Kilgore’s turn to dip in the pewter ladle and take a drink, allotted in six-minute tenth-of-an-hour increments scribbled on the timesheet. Points on Fleeger’s board.

I studied the new file and jotted illegible notes on a yellow legal pad about Thomas’s past and present. Former Air Force airman then Special Forces pilot then Afghan military instructor employed by FreedomQuest, a private military contractor based in North Carolina. Now alleging that an aeron struck him in the neck and caused a cervical spine injury. Permanent back pain resulting from long-haul flights in and out of Bagram (degenerative disease to the lumbar spine). Traumatic trip and fall while fleeing incoming mortar fire (herniated discs, Achilles tear, torn rotator cuff). Followed by emails to FreedomQuest’s human resources department demanding compensation for hidden psych injuries caused by a car crash while working in Kabul. Thomas’s multiple requests for worker’s compensation denied by FreedomQuest’s in-house counsel due to lack of causation, lack of objective proof of injuries, injuries sustained outside the scope of his employment. Triggering Thomas’s almost daily email accusations to his former employer re FreedomQuest’s failure to respect his service to country, failure to provide him maintenance and cure, alleging corporate treason, abandonment of a wounded warrior, that they treated him like a dog, that he was now a shadow of his former self, unable to provide for his family, make love to his wife, exiled from the pleasures of hearth and home.

“Sir, I am not a litigious person but I have no choice,” he proclaimed again and again, “but to turn to the courts and assert my rights.” Seeking an award for total and permanent disability benefits at seven-eighths his average weekly wage for life plus lifelong treatment for multiple herniated discs, post-traumatic stress disorder, limited ranges of motion to the upper and lower planes, hip arthritis, sleep apnea, erectile dysfunction. Emails from FreedomQuest’s in-house counsel offloading the matter to their worker’s compensation underwriter, WorldScore. WorldScore in turn dumping the case onto Fleeger. Here it was. The identity and contact information of the WorldScorer overseeing this manmade catastrophe: Celeste Powers. Senior Executive Vice President, Global Head of Claims, New York, New York. Thewy Englishwoman of confidence, we met once before, at an industry conference: Litigating Against Disability Insurance Claims, Sheraton Miami, 2012.

It was the beginning of the end of the day. My professional focus possessing a half-life of barely two hours, I reopened the newswires. To be Reutered. Politicoed. Huffposted. Dzohkar Obama Trump Lindhed. Some kernel of escape from Kilgore LLP in compulsively gorging myself with online media. Ice flakes the size of Texas breaking free from the Arctic mass. Fresh alerts from NASA about a brewing geomagnetic solar storm; a potential coronal mass ejection of solar winds that threatened satellites, airplanes, vessels, power grids, data servers, GPS units, cell phones, ATMs, the entire global financial system.

Once I could shoulder through the work for hours. Longer than anyone, including Fleeger. But not anymore. I was morphing into a new species. Soon my eyes would almond and blacken. I would become half alien. Hands branching tapering fingers to access increasing amounts of data. The way a Dutch woman raised in Bangkok will eventually pretend she is Thai. Almost. Something had shifted and this lack of focus, this addiction to distraction, now permeated everything. My ability to lawyer had disintegrated into zeros and ones. Atoms and quarks. Here, behind this desk, in this law firm called Kilgore on the twenty-fifth floor above Lower Manhattan. Launching air balls at Fleeger’s scoreboard.

With massive effort I reopened the Thomas file to keep the clock running. I studied the medical reports and employment records and again combed through his emails from Kabul station to FreedomQuest. Communicating concerns that the unsecured two-story house the company provided him in Kabul was a target. (“Sir, I am very concerned for my safety.”) That the supervisors who managed the station were both incompetent and drunk all the time on contraband whiskey smuggled in Listerine bottles. (“Sir, in my twenty-plus years in the armed forces I have never witnessed such low morale.”) That the supervisors retaliated against him for voicing his concerns to HQ by assigning him menial tasks. (“Sir, I find it demeaning to be assigned routine office work.”) That his instructing Afghan military officers in an enclosed classroom environment was unsafe. (“Sir, I am getting real concerned about my exposure to Afghan personnel who I do not believe were properly vetted for Islamic terrorist sympathies.”) Pleading for authorization to carry a pistol while driving his work truck, which in turn went unanswered.

With that elusive urgency crucial to decent lawyering I typed up a strategy for tomorrow’s court conference, constructing ramparts of arguments from the federal regulations. Yes, of course we respect his service. But it remained Thomas’s burden to prove his alleged injuries arose within the scope of his employment with FreedomQuest and not during his previous military service. It remained Thomas’s burden to provide objective evidence that supported his allegations. And it remained Thomas’s burden to provide objective reports from licensed, board-certified physicians that he suffered the injuries he alleged to have suffered, that the injuries would not fully heal, and that he had in fact reached maximum medical improvement. At which point the regulations mandated Thomas undergo further medical evaluations for statutorily apportioned loss of use of his bones and ligaments. Only after which Thomas would be entitled to some percentage of weekly compensation. Tomorrow’s strategy: question the veracity of Thomas’s allegations and calendar discovery production. Then kick the can down the road with talk of settlement. Because this is what we do. In the meantime, appoint WorldScore’s preferred private investigator, Honda Tadakatsu, to film Thomas doing anything that impeached his credibility and disproved the extent of his alleged injuries. I added up my points: 3.8 hours of solid billable legal work carved from a weekday afternoon despite failing to escape the constant temptation to sulk.

Outside, big high-pressure systems blew out late winter gales and the office building lurched, swinging elevator cables behind gypsum drywall. If you dropped capsules of dye into the gusts they would smother the city with clouds of impenetrable color. I forced myself to lean against the window and peer below. Steeled myself against mentally simulating the building’s collapse into a silo of molten steel and pulverized plaster. From the bookshelf I retrieved the cordovan case that housed my father’s heavy German-manufactured binoculars, gripped the worn leather strap, and glassed a petroleum barge anchored in the olive chop between Manhattan and Governor’s Island. One hundred and ten thousand barrels of Number 2 fuel oil bolted against the hydraulic force of two converging Manhattan rivers.

My computer pinged. I hurried to it.

“The hits keep coming,” Fleeger announced via email. Heralding the federal court’s dismissal of a direct class action lawsuit filed against WorldScore for insuring Wuxi Hexia, a Chinese company accused of marketing antifreeze-laced cough syrup to Panamanian infants. The federal judge mandating suit be filed in Panama, where the damage occurred, or China, location of Wuxi’s corporate headquarters. Thus saving WorldScore millions, probably more.

“Props to Harker and Attika for their hard work on the briefs!”

He and Tara already had something in common.

“Drinks in an hour to celebrate!”

I typed Fleeger a reply. A direct quote from Wuxi’s Chinglish website.

Pursue the most lofty service.

His response was immediate.

Regard heart as the origin.

I trumped him one last Wuxi command.

Take customer as the reveres.

Until he bounced it back.

With the own duty of the understanding.

I was overdue for a good drink and Fleeger knew it.

“Do not bail tonight,” he emailed.

“Or what?”

“Or I will kill you.”


2

SLEET PECKED AT MY office window, with a sound akin to plastic pellets. Building blocks of toilet brushes, duck decoys, PVC pipe. The red diodes atop the skyscrapers raced ahead, fell behind, pulled even with one another.

I continued the professional hustle, jotting more entries on the timesheet. There should be stars next to the entries, I thought. Value for Money™, that’s what WorldScore called it, their antichurn campaign. Directly at odds with Kilgore’s 2,100-hour annual billing quota, divided by the annual salary of a midlevel associate at a medium-tiered law firm, equaling about $64 per hour. Sitting in her cubicle, probably watching Law & Order online, Fleeger’s secretary cleared her throat before answering the ringing telephone.

“I’ll tell her.”

She hung up the phone.

“Attika. Robert wants the watermelon.”

Attika’s bodyless head appeared in the door across the hall. Milk chocolate Bobby Brown foundation and a hint of thick-jawed Indian about the cheekbones and chin.

“With tapioca balls?” Attika asked.

“He likes to spit them.”

“Really? I always thought of Robert as much more of a swallower.”

They laughed. I rose from my desk to join the exchange, signaling to the ladies that I too could play. Because we were almost friends Attika fake smiled at me and stuck out her tongue in a naughty way, then walked to the elevators. The tightening girth of her pencil skirt directly proportional to the number of hours she billed while sitting in a chair. Fleeger’s secretary reinserted her earphones and I could hear the music. Either Frampton or Guns N’ Roses. The former reminding her of her first husband, the latter reminding her of her third.

I let her be. We had nothing in common. Some people were incapable of offending me and she was one of them. Blood pleasurably coursed through my legs as I walked the law firm carpet splotched with Keurig coffee stains, through the file room of closed cases, past the shelves of leather-bound hornbooks, around the cubicles protected by mass cards of saints and angels and jumbo pumps of hand sanitizer. For the chemical annihilation of rotavirus, herpes simplex, common flu.

The footfalls, the pen clickers, the wedding band against the banister tappers. Like listening equipment positioned in the Negev, I heard all of what was said. Heard all of what they didn’t want anyone else to hear. About their constipation. Potential malignancies. Non-elective laparoscopies. Just the thought of a downtown mosque. Decimated 401(k)s and flex-spending plans and the dirty protestors bivouacked along Broadway and the river and shitting in the alleys and the immigrant janitors who pilfered Hershey Kisses and Jolly Ranchers from the glass scallop candy dishes. One of whom now headed straight for me, the least threatening soul on the planet: limping, eyes cast downward, dumping office trash into his vinyl-sided cart with a Virgin Mary hood ornament, probably on statins or insulin. We passed port to port. That ubiquitous nightshade synthetic lavender scent Kilgore’s management committee voted to infuse into the janitors’ papery tunics—to uniformly (de)odorize them.

I entered Fleeger’s office and approached him hunched behind his desk in a leather chair broken down by years of bad posture. The office beaten-in, molded around him, like a baseball glove. A thick groove etched into the drywall behind his desk, the plastic floormat worn thin by heavy brass casters. He pointed at his middle flat screen while someone bickered in the Bluetooth device blinking in his ear.

“Peach?” he mouthed. He wanted my advice about which color to assign Tara on the spreadsheet of women he fucked, was fucking, would fuck since separating from Kath O’Shaugnessy.

“Wise choice,” I replied.

He placed his hands on Tara’s imaginary hips and mimed reverse-cowgirling her behind his desk. Scowled while doing so.

After twenty-two women post-Kath, Tara was Fleeger’s first peach. By the simple act of texting him, she had demoted herself from any girl on the street, riding the subway, chatting at a bar, sitting in class, striving at work, trying to make art, to a row on Fleeger’s cherished spreadsheet. There were now too many of them, to the extent he needed to employ the MS Office suite to keep straight the details. Alma maters. Professions. Hopes and Aspirations. Food allergies. STDs. Potential of anal. I liked that. A special touch. The potential of anal equals the potential of you, dear. A foolproof timeline from text messages to compromised selfies to intercourse. Provided Fleeger didn’t botch the details and commit the technical foul of mistaking Tara for someone else. Lime-green Sonia: Bryn Mawr College. Women’s studies. PricewaterhouseCoopers. Spanking. Cherry-red Jazz: Touro College. Half-Haitian. City planning commission. Pegging. No dice.

“Listen. Lazlis. Shut up and listen.”

Fleeger adjusted his ear device, hunched over, gave Lazlis the finger. I circled his corner office. Laminated Super Lawyers covers. Dusty golf trophies and acid-etched crystal Manhattan skylines and Tiffany’s apples in recognition of Fleeger’s steadfast contributions to the insurance defense bar. A framed photograph of Fleeger and his fellow Princeton oarsmen in tiger-stripe singlets—dicks like doorknobs—launching a coxswain into Lake Quinsigamond after winning Eastern Sprints. Which he once boasted John Glenn had proclaimed a thrill greater than orbiting Earth. But that was a lie. I looked it up. John Glenn attended Muskingum College in New Concord, Ohio. And the Fighting Muskies, largest member of the pike family, don’t race Eastern Sprints.

“But I want you to ask yourself something, Lazlis. What can you prove? What. Can. You. Prove? The good Major has no provable work-related injuries, Jimmy. No contemporaneous medical records. No internal reports that corroborate his version of events. No immediate hospital visits or, or anything. And if he wasn’t injured while working for FreedomQuest in Afghanistan then it’s not covered by the WorldScore policy. It’s just not. You know that. It’s just not.

“Why aren’t we going to pay him something to make this go away? Let me count the ways. Because there’s no coverage, Jim. Because we’re not a charity, Jim. Because we’re not the VA, Jim. And if it’s not covered by the worker’s comp policy the WorldScore underwriters wrote for FreedomQuest then we’re not going to pay for it. So put on your glasses and read the fucking policy.”

He pretended to kick the man as Attika entered Fleeger’s office holding two massive Styrofoam cups. Fleeger closed the spreadsheet and gave Attika a thumbs-up, mouthed “First class.” Her complexion richened, foundation creamed around the eyes. Neither her Tory Burch flats, nor her avocado-relaxed bob, nor her pencil skirt comported with the massive cursive Jamal tattooed to her left bicep. I didn’t possess enough of whatever it took to ask her about it. Not for lack of interest but rather my aversion to sounding like an asshole.

“Lazlis, I leave you with this. If you want comp for Mr. AfPak, and you think he’s entitled to seven-eighths of his maximum earning capacity—for life—and you really think that’s a justified position based on the medicals and his employment history—and that none of it, not one shred of it, predates his employment with WorldScore—then bring it up tomorrow before the judge. Bring it up before the judge. I beseech you. You know why? Because we both know this guy is a fucking bullshit artist and we ain’t going to pay one dime homey until we see some objective evidence that his injuries—which we don’t accept for a second are actually valid—arose in and during the scope of his employment with FreedomQuest. This is a VA matter at best. At best. And Jim? Jim? Jim? Remember this: Hogs get fed, and pigs get slaughtered. Tell the Major that for me.”

He tapped the earpiece. Blew up his hands as if they were a tiny mushroom cloud.

“Jesus, I hate that guy,” he said.

Attika handed Fleeger the Styrofoam cup and he grunted while taking long sips. Black tapioca balls transiting the transparent straw.

“What does that even mean?” I asked.

“What does what mean, Harker?” he replied.

“‘Hogs get fed and pigs get slaughtered.’ I don’t get it.”

“What’s there not to get?”

“Can you explain it to me?”

“It sounds good. That’s all that matters.”

I let it lie. Would bill it to the file, 444/15 RF/SH: office conference re hogs vs. pigs; debating jargon: .2 hrs.

“What did Lazlis say?” I asked.

“He said Thomas is loopy. That’s he’s loopy and he’s seriously injured, which is what Lazlis always says. And that Thomas is armed to the teeth. They’re all armed to the teeth. Half the country is armed to the teeth. As if that will somehow coerce us to drop our pants and pay him comp? And then it’s he can’t work and he can’t pay his mortgage and he can’t buy food for his family and he’s essentially living off the fat of the land. Which supports my suspicion that he is not nearly as injured as he pretends to be. And then it’s fuck you, Fleeger, pay me. Well I’m not bending over. WorldScore doesn’t pay us to bend over. So tomorrow we’ll be in court before Judge McKenzie arguing discovery deadlines and disclosures and HIPAA-compliant production of medical records and I imagine at some point Lazlis will pack up and walk out of the conference with a chip on his shoulder. Which is fine.”

He launched a battery of tapioca balls into his trash can.

“Why do I eat these?” he asked Attika.

“Because they’re delicious,” she replied.

“They’re too high in gluten.”

“Since when did you stop eating gluten?” she asked him.

He ignored her, back to his roll.

“Well you know what, Harker? I too would like to collect a check for a couple thousand dollars twice a month while staying home and oiling my fucking rifle but comp doesn’t work that way. So we’re going to litigate it. This is all you, baby. What’s up with that memo? Come on. Chop chop.”

I handed Fleeger the preconference memo and he leaned back in his chair and nodded with approval. The satisfaction of one’s clone deftly completing an important task while your noncloned self bullshitted with pretty associates and flirted with potential clients and racked-up Taras and jostlebagged on the telephone. Fleeger handed the memo to Attika.

“Attika, read this. This job ain’t about who’s smartest or went to the best law school. Lord knows Harker didn’t. It’s about energy. About fusing knowledge with conviction. Not for the sake of the client, but for the firm, as a profit-making enterprise. Now if I can just train Harker here to do this every day, even when it sucks, instead of whenever something happens to catch his interest.”

“Don’t be a dick.”

“Look. He’s fighting back. Good boy, Stephen.”

Usually there was no reason to argue with Fleeger when the facts worked against you. Facts were like arrows he launched from atop his plinth at those who dared to challenge his assertions. But the day’s work, the quality of the day’s work, the heavy lifting of law and facts, had burned off the passive malaise, and in doing so stiffened my spine, erected my posture. I felt tall. Which I was. I just often forgot. It was a rare feeling, would disappear in no more than a couple minutes.

“You get the ninja on this?” he asked.

“Working on it.”

“Attaboy, Stephen. Honda Tadakatsu. Always gets his man.”

Fleeger pantomimed a samurai bow.

“No smoothie for me?” I asked.

“None for you my man,” Fleeger said.

“Why not?”

“Because you’re a hater.”

The miasma reappeared. It was faint but present, tinged red. Fleeger stepped from behind his desk and around a Venn diagram mounted on poster board propped on a tripod, prepared in anticipation of litigation.

[image: images]

“Why do you hate, Stephen?” Attika asked.

“What does that even mean?” I asked. “Doesn’t hate need an object?”

“You’re still hating,” Fleeger said. “And don’t hate on Attika. If you do we’re going to have a problem. Right sister?”

“Right brother,” she said.

She did this thing where she was the cool black female enabler of Fleeger’s untoward white man behavior. Laughed at his jokes. Fig-leafed his crassness. Goosed his entitlement. Like Robin to Howard. But it wouldn’t last forever. At some point she would have to get in line with the rest of us. They gave each other a fist pound and Fleeger collapsed into his leather chair and strapped on a new pair of orange Vibram FiveFingers.

“Hey Attika, think I can draw with these?”

“Is there a warning on the box?” she asked.

“Let’s put a pen between my toes and see if there should be. Otherwise we’ll sue them.”

Fleeger gripped a ballpoint pen with his strange gloved foot, concentrated and chewed his lip.

“What do you think?” he asked her, holding up his sloppy stick-drawing of a smiley face.

“Very impressive,” Attika said.

“Here.” He autographed the drawing, now with his hand. “It’s for you. I want you to have it.”

She clutched it to her chest.

“Robert. I’m so honored.”

Fleeger approached me in his fingertoe shoes and pulled me tight, our polar vectors opposite, somewhere between antimatter and kryptonite.

“I love you,” he said. “You know that?”

I said nothing.

“Everyone ready for some cocktails with the WorldScore gang?”

“You know we have a court conference tomorrow morning in re Major Ash-hole.”

I sounded fake. Even to myself.

“Nice. I like it. Very childish of you, Harker. Good work. Now come on, let’s go.”

One final slurp of the plastic straw and Fleeger tossed the smoothie into the trash can. He stared at me.

“It’s a conference, Harker,” he said. “Lazlis will say ‘blah blah blah’ and we’ll say ‘blah blah blah’ and then the judge will kick the can. And as long as we don’t say anything stupid we’ll be fine. Besides, I’ll be there holding your hand in case you have another panic attack in court.”

Nothing was sacred with Robert Fleeger. The bonds of professional camaraderie didn’t preclude him from exploiting confidences to his advantage. There was a warning deep inside this disclosure before Attika—Stephen, don’t ever be so foolish as to confide in me that which you fear I may one day use against you. You had a panic attack arguing in court, you fled the scene, you told me about it, that’s your fault. Because you incriminated yourself with failure. Because weakness is vulnerability and vulnerability undermines the client’s case, which in turn undermines him, and in turn undermines the firm. I stewed, knowing I couldn’t stew for long because Fleeger would smell it on me and salvo me with facts, cross-examine my indignation with the truth. It’s true, right? Am I wrong? Tell me I’m wrong, Harker. Attika watched what I would do next, a kernel of empathy there, because she had been on the receiving end as well. Some part of us remained helpless in his presence. But only because we chose to be here.

Fleeger inserted his massive shoulders into a black wool overcoat and wrapped his neck with an orange silk scarf. I remembered a former word of the day, one of those rare nouns you remember without memorizing. Because some words are like that. Filature. The process of reeling raw silk from cocoons. Thousands of silkworms impaled on mechanical looms having their insides spooled via an industrial process that resulted in Fleeger wrapping a proud Princeton Tiger scarf around his neck at this very moment.

“Come on, man.” He rubbed my shoulder, his act of penance. “Let’s have some drinks. Nelson will be there. You can make fun of him. He’ll make you feel better about yourself.”

There was a release in this. The toxicity evaporated as we resumed our roles. I had asserted myself and he reciprocated with a shove. Some golden balm now as our moment of conflict receded.

“The endomorph?”

“Attika likes Nelson.”

“I think he’s funny,” she added. Right on cue.

I thought otherwise. Nelson was no lure for me. I was incapable of embracing him as a brother in consideration for him sending me WorldScore cases. I demurred, told myself I shouldn’t go, knew the protest was futile. Because after spending the workday behind a computer screen typing digital words into a digital document billing clients at tenth-of-an-hour increments, Anthropocene man finds the pull of the Irish bar inescapable. And he repeats the pattern. Over and over again.

“Come on,” Fleeger said. “Let’s go. Be a man.”

I looked at Attika.

“Yeah, Stephen.” She was talking to me a lot today. “Don’t be such a pussy.”

Fleeger reverted into his wingtips and we exited the office and entered the elevator. He removed a ChapStick from his pocket and moisturized his fleshy lips. The lobby’s overhead lights burned brighter and the floor tiles shined shinier after a solid day of legal work. Floor tiles like fly eyes, identical hexagonal facets. We exited the building through the carousel doors and entered the wind and diagonal sleet and stepped over plastic bits and straws and packets cascading down storm drains, as the whistles and beats of the Occupy protestors rounded the corner. Their daily vigil outside the New York Fed drawn to an end. Wet scarves and soggy sweaters marching behind an American flag hanging upside-down from a bent pole once used to clean swimming pools. Cops in midnight blue, belts of hogties, trailed them atop white mopeds with blinking blue lights.

“Whose streets? Our streets,” a black man with a face scar like a Bob Evans sausage hollered through an old bullhorn as he approached me, waving a pamphlet with pink and black hands. “Read this, brother,” he commanded, but with warmth, still through the bullhorn, now walking away, Doppler effecting “no justice, no peace.” The Arc of the Universe Bends Toward Justice the pamphlet’s title.

Fleeger looked at me as if I just committed treason and I tucked the pamphlet inside my suit jacket pocket. A crusty girl with a shaved head and two asymmetrical dreadlocks pointed at Fleeger, then at her crotch, told him to suck it.

“Lovely,” Fleeger replied, thereby demarcating the nether boundaries of his post-Kath promiscuity. I took a shot.

“You don’t want to hit that?”

He looked at me with disgust.

“No, Harker. I don’t want to hit that.”

The blinking mopeds followed the protestors down the mild slope toward the East River and we turned west on Maiden Lane. Fleeger worked his phone, his professional success contingent upon responding to a maximum number of emails within the requisite amount of time. Both Attika and Fleeger now texting and stepping over the curb and up the stairs and into the bar in tandem, still working their phones. I rolled and lit my daily cigarette and smoked standing beneath the pub’s circus tent awning and watched the sleet spiraldoodle puddles in the neon-lit gutters, debating whether I deserved a Lorazepam. I told myself I did. I removed the amber bottle from my swish messenger bag fashioned from recycled plastic bits with a seatbelt buckle for a strap and decapped it. One left, the last one. In need of a prescription refill, I would have to call it in soon. I shook free the pill stuck to the inside of the amber bottle. For work-related anxiety. I didn’t need it now. I told myself I deserved it. To turbo-charge the booze. I swallowed the bitter white pill and commanded myself to keep it under control. I would be fine. Just another tiny stain about to melt into my liver.

Furtive, across the street, a brown kid descended a fire escape and jumped to the ground clinging a bucket of pitch. Five stories above he had graffitied the building’s facade with runic-like markings followed by big block letters that read: IXXI THE PEOPLE OF 4EVER ARE NOT AFRAID IXXI. The kid tossed the bucket into a Dumpster and hurried into the subway station of Chase Manhattan Sapphires and round red 2s and 3s.
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FLEEGER NO-LOOK BACKHANDED ME a pint of Guinness and waded shoulder-deep into happy hour. Apotheosis of the profession, he possessed a Rolodex of inside jokes and because of this people adored him. They discarded their conversations midexchange to pump his hand and hear what he had to say. About punitive damages awarded for pain and suffering. Venal lawyers. Corpulent plaintiffs. Incontinent judges. Laughing about a case. Yeah that case. Where plaintiff so-and-so alleging such-and-such had the audacity to sue their client.

“Get a job.”

“Yeah, get a fucking job.”

“Get a fucking job.”

Now amassed here at O’Grady’s, like some hidden panel of that Hieronymus Bosch triptych. Downtown law firm insurance broking financial services short-selling day-trading to scrape a halfpenny off a penny happy hour bar. The Garden of Earthy delights. Chunky fake jewels and clunky titanium wristwatches. Melting foundation and glittery powdered eye sockets and nosegays of deodorant. Gargoyle andirons and designer Pogs to the tips of every pump. A plague of Pogs shall go up upon thee, Pharaoh. I slipped inside the crowd and rested my elbows against the oak plank bar and watched Attika raise the lid from a wrinkled aluminum tray and tong buffalo wings onto a red plastic plate. As the crowd rubbed up against me, my psychosexual radar failed to detect a blip.

“Hey man, be first class and order my friend here another scotch on the rocks,” Fleeger commanded someone.

Money Man on high-def flat screens above the bar, in the corners, nodding with financial wizardry. A septuagenarian futures trader ringing his brass bells and chyrons blinking—WUXI HEXIA FIRST CLASS—WUXI HEXIA FIRST CLASS—WUXI HEXIA FIRST CLASS. On account of the Federal District Court’s dismissal of Plaintiffs’ massive class action lawsuit against Wuxi and their insurer WorldScore. Thus saving investors a bazillion. Money Man now giving Wuxi the thumbs up.

“First class.”

“Hey man, that’s you,” someone told Fleeger.

Fleeger thanked him. Thanked a few others. Acknowledged it was a big win indeed. But that he couldn’t do it without … himself.

The crowd’s hydrostatic forces shifted, revealing Honda Tadakatsu sitting alone at the bar, two symmetrical clumps of gray white hair like Beats by Dre, fidgeting with a camera lens and donning a tactical vest. Another lens hanging from a neck lanyard and a few more tucked inside his mesh pockets. The bartender poured Honda a scotch and soda and he drank from the tall glass and returned to the lens.

“Mr. Tadakatsu,” I said. He looked up at me. His eyes were a series of graphite and carbon dials. He smiled. He couldn’t recall my name.

“Stephen Harker,” I said. We shook hands.

“Of course. From Kilgore.” The Australian accent afforded him a humorous gravitas, thus humanizing his geeky obsession with camera lenses. “I’m sorry but after a while you guys all kind of look the same.”

“I’ll try not to be offended,” I replied.

He handed me his business card. Honda Investigations. Always gets your man.

“So I got your email today, Stephen. Regarding the new assignment for this Thomas fellow. But you’re too late.”

He shared Fleeger’s practice of referring to plaintiffs by their last names, to render them less than themselves. Before you sued the client you may have been Major Mike “Bud” Thomas. But now we’ll just refer to you as Thomas, because now you’re a cocksucking Plaintiff.

“WorldScore put me on this guy a few months ago. Out in White Haven, Pennsylvania. Very apropos, I might add. Less than three hours by car but man I had no idea it was so fucking depressing.”

I pointed at the barman. An Irish featherweight with two bushy clumps of nose hair that accessorized his eyebrows. I instructed him to put Honda’s drink on the Kilgore tab.

“OK, horse,” he replied, unsure whether horse was what he called me.

Honda removed a soft pack of Mild Sevens from one of his mesh pockets and extracted the last cigarette and placed the empty, crushed soft pack atop the bar. The barman swept it away. I lit Honda’s cigarette and rolled another for myself.

“They’re getting a lot of these guys, WorldScore is. Forcing them to fight bogus compensation claims by guys returning home from the wars. This could be your bread and butter, Stephen. No shortage of work indeed and kind of interesting as well. They’re not some corpulent Dominicana in the Bronx suing Geico in New York Supreme for back pain to make a couple grand and spend it on gladiator sandals and an Xbox for the baby daddy. These guys think they have some God-given right to tear it all down. Even if it means we’ll be walking around in loincloths and beating each other with clubs.”

I asked him what he had thus far.

“No home runs yet. But we’ll get him. We’re gonna surveil the guy.”

He winked. Told me he learned a couple of interesting things about the man thus far.

“And?”

“He’s got a deer stand mounted in a massive buttonwood tree in his front yard. Three stories above the ground. With floodlights and motion sensors. And these plastic deer arranged in his bushes: big bucks, does, Bambi, which I assume he uses for target practice. That would be a good shot for us, don’t you think? Thomas launching arrows at plastic deer positioned in his rhododendrons. Kind of refutes all those ortho claims. I also ran his name through the Pennsylvania game commission website. To see if he has any hunting licenses.”

“Does he?”

“Nothing.”

“Ninja!” Fleeger yelled, crushing Honda atop his barstool. “Always gets the man.”

“Always gets your man, Robert.”

“Whatever. Who invited you?” Fleeger asked with faux disdain.

“Celeste asked me to come.”

“Dude what’s up with the Australian accent? I thought you were Japanese.”

Honda stared at him.

“Whoa man, just kidding. It’s so sexy.”

“You always act like an ass, Robert?”

“Only when we win a big case,” he replied. “Gives me carte blanche to be a dick. Not an ass. A dick. Big difference, Hondo. Get it straight.”

The happy hour crowd cheered the arrival of Tucker Nelson, his coat collar flipped, as if to protect his neck from an approaching lance. “Rabbi.” Fleeger greeted Nelson with more kisses as Nelson struggled with his zipper. The WorldScore claims handler who laid the first flagstone on Fleeger’s path to partnership in exchange for taproom fealty and Kilgore tickets to the Jets, Devils, Boss. Nelson finally managed to remove his expensive purple coat, a patchwork of octagons, and rolled up his sleeves to commence the hard work of drinking.

“Well if you’re good friends with Fleeger then I should be good friends with you too,” Nelson crooned as someone handed him a Beam and Diet Coke. He stirred his drink with a red straw while behind him a sinewy woman with worsted black locks took careful steps atop high heels to avoid stepping in anything gooey. She was Celeste Powers, WorldScore’s global head of claims, eyelashes battered with mascara, eyebrows plucked into skeptical commas. Fleeger placed a big mitt on her lower back.

“Aren’t unwanted sexual advances a violation of the rules of professional responsibility?” she asked him.

I sipped my pint.

“Yes, but first you need to put me on notice.”

“Notice of what?”

“That it’s unwanted.”

He vised Celeste with his arm.

“Trust me, Robert. It’s unwanted.”

She remained unfazed, immune to taking offense, as Fleeger ghost-sprayed cologne and offered his neck for her to take a sniff.

“Must be the Wuxi,” he said. “Come on. Smell it. It smells like victory.”

She abstained from smelling him but played along.

“Precluding over a thousand Panamanian infants from obtaining compensation for allegedly ingesting contaminated cough syrup insured by WorldScore’s sloppy, bonus-happy underwriters?”

“Warrants a Nobel prize,” I said, then finished my pint. Celeste sized me up, entered me on the agenda, and returned to Robert. A thrum dangled from the hem of her tight black wool dress. I ordered another Guinness from the featherweight bartender. He half-poured the stout and set it aside to cascade on a perforated metal tray. I would have to wait a minute before drinking.

“Now Robert, we have some important matters to discuss tonight.” She sounded half serious. “This is no time for fun and games.”

“There’s always time for fun and games,” he replied.

A delicate dance commenced just beneath the surface. It was like watching a tiger shark contemplate mating with a killer whale. Except I couldn’t tell which was which—who was who—whale or shark. She was a different species than him. Wouldn’t fit on his spreadsheet, because she required a specialized source code. At the minimum greater abstraction, a faculty that he lacked. I took a stab.

Celeste Powers (Mrs.) (classic black-and-white).

[image: images]

“Wuxi is now in the past, Robert,” she said. “And besides, I’ve complimented you enough. And compensated you plenty. It’s not like you did the work pro bono.”

“I like the way you say pro bono,” Fleeger interrupted. “You really own it.”

She ignored him.

“There is a synergy at work here, Robert, and I want to see where we can take this. You’ve generated some goodwill and at the same time we’re staring down the barrel of a new gun. So yes, sure I’m here to congratulate you about Wuxi—good work, smart chap, and all that—but more importantly to discuss Kilgore’s internal capacity.”

Celeste slapped the Redweld portaged inside her Louis Vuitton and Honda appeared at her side and Nelson fell in line behind them. Wonder Twins activate. This gathering tonight now about Fleeger’s capacity to handle more defense work. She had the orders and the strategy, she explained, but she needed a team to execute the plan and accomplish the objective. Each worker’s comp claim WorldScore successfully refuted constituted another boon against the surge of unemployed, underemployed, broken, addicted, and/or mentally crippled men returning home from Afghanistan and Iraq with no jobs and no option but to sue their former war zone employers for benefits. To keep their manhood intact. Private welfare via spurious litigation. The system was ripe for abuse. For every legitimately injured military contractor who returned from Iraq with one-and-a-half arms there were scores of dudes filing dubious insurance claims for impossible-to-refute PTSD and subjective back pain. All to obtain twice-monthly payouts that almost always went toward purchasing the sundry tools associated with irrefutable American manliness: hunting bows, rifle scopes, 3D camouflage golf carts for tooling around in the woods while hopped up on beneficent prescriptions for opioids to cure phantom ailments. An entire ghost economy built up around insurance claims, Cabela’s, and drive-through pharmacies.

Fleeger backhanded me Celeste’s Sol and it slipped. I caught the bottle mid-descent. Scar along her left patella, morning dabs of bergamot, her steel-tipped heels punched dimples into the burgundy carpet. The tiny advanced footwear of professional women who’d never borne children. She ignored me while accepting the beer bottle I offered her and the barman handed me my third or fourth Guinness.

“You’ve been defending WorldScore for some time now,” she said to Fleeger. “What has it been? Nine years? You’re quite the loyal foot soldier.”

“Nelson sends me work and all I have to do is buy him drinks,” Fleeger said.

“How convenient,” she replied.

“For Nelson it is,” Nelson said. A purple shadow covered his left eyelid. I couldn’t tell if it was a sty or if he’d been hit. The color matched his coat.

“Hello, Stephen,” he said.

“Hello, Nelson,” I replied.

Nelson upticked his head. Said it was always good to see me too brother and shuffled off to speak with Attika, who instructed Nelson to order another drink on Kilgore’s tab.

“And you are?” Celeste asked.

“Stephen Harker. Pleasure to meet you.”

We shook hands.

“I love a lawyer with a sweaty palm,” she said, wiping her hand against her outer thigh. “It means he has something on his mind. Robert tells me you are the top associate on his team. What makes you his top man, Stephen?”

“I’ll have a Blue Moon,” Nelson told the barman.

“Sorry, horse. Keg is kicked.”

“Stephen’s already working up the Thomas file,” Fleeger informed Celeste.

“Why do you keep calling me a horse?” Nelson protested.

“Ok, horse. If you want a Blue Moon I’ll have to check downstairs, but you’ll have to wait.”

“Stephen tell Celeste how qualified you are.”

“Robert’s prone to exaggeration,” I said.

“God I hope not. Are you prone to exaggeration Robert?” Mocking my use of the word prone. I couldn’t do anything right with this woman. “Let me try with him. So what makes you so qualified, Mr. Harker? Years toiling at Robert’s beck and call?”

The main problem with this evening was that everyone was trying to sound clever. And I couldn’t walk away and I didn’t want to be here. The moment hung there like the moment before you suspect something momentous will happen. Because you think you’ve been here before, and that maybe if you focus you can foresee the momentous event about to occur, right there on the other side of the following seconds. And that in thinking you can predict what will happen next you confirm your own omniscience. But then you can’t. And it doesn’t happen. Because it’s a ruse. A small skip of the machine that tricks you into thinking you are on the cusp of significance. Because you are not Nostradamus. And you were a fool to think you are.

“Who needs another drink?” Fleeger asked.

“I’ll switch to a chardonnay,” Celeste said, now checking her phone.

Fleeger dispensed the alcohol, leading us around the bend. Nelson grabbed an orange slice from behind the bar and the barman launched a rag at him. I wanted space to breathe and recalibrate, succumb to the temptation of my vibrating phone. Hoping to read it wasn’t a coronal mass ejection potentially menacing satellite communications but instead a Betelgeuse-sized ball of plasma careening toward Earth, broken free from the belt of Orion. Ladies and gentlemen, our mistake. My hopes for astronomical Armageddon dashed by a Bloomberg tile announcing a steep rise in India GDP. Nelson lit a long, thin cigarette and Fleeger waved away the smoke. “There you go horsebox,” the barman said as he positioned another Guinness before me on a napkin.
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