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The truth is incontrovertible.


Panic may resent it,


ignorance may deride it,


malice may distort it, but there it is.


—WINSTON CHURCHILL
May 17, 1916
Speech in the House of Commons





CHAPTER ONE



April 1982



A KIND of TAROT



Dozens of index cards were laid out like a board game on the dining room table. The old manual typewriter and a ream of good bond paper were the tools of survival in her now-desperate campaign to find a job. Copies of letters already mailed sat in a thick stack next to the cards on which she’d written the name and address of every law firm within driving distance. Hundreds of calls and letters later, she was down to the end.


It has to be one of these, thought Mercedes Bell, arranging the last cards in front of her like some obfuscated Tarot reading. She stared out the open windows onto her neighbor’s lawn and felt a hollow ache inside. Of all the many she had tried, there were only four law offices left to pursue for the elusive paralegal job.


Pull yourself together. It will be one of these four, she thought. She typed the letter she knew by heart, introducing herself, enclosing a résumé. There was something wonderfully satisfying about pounding out a letter. The table shook a little, the wood floor vibrated beneath her bare feet, and at the end of each line—ding!—the carriage return. When she’d finished the letters, she sealed them and held them in her hand for a moment. Please just give me a chance.


She walked into the kitchen, stomach growling from not having eaten in hours, took an apple from the bowl, and went out back. The red paint peeling off the porch where she stood felt crinkly under her toes. She looked at the yard tools leaning against the house where Eddy had left them, and then at his work gloves on top of the wood pile. Strange, but she half expected him to come through the gate. In the weeks since his death, anxiety, sorrow, and anger had cloaked and choked her.


A soft breeze brought the scent of honeysuckle and jasmine and moved her long curly hair. She had hardly noticed the onset of spring. The plum trees budded and blossomed as though in a movie. The mourning doves returned to the bower outside the bedroom window where she’d lain sleepless, often holding Germaine. The daylight increased in length each day, a march of light toward some ineluctable end. The money was running out, and the full weight of what had happened lay heavily upon her.


Before Eddy died, she’d enrolled in a training program for paralegal work, a promising new career that was sprouting up all over the country. She wanted to have a means of support whenever the inevitable split-up occurred. She knew she couldn’t endure his abuse indefinitely, and it would only be a matter of time until Germaine became his next target.


But here she was, only a few weeks from finishing the course, and Eddy had trumped her one last time. There was no time to study anymore. Her survival and her daughter’s depended on finding work now. Mercedes relished the idea of breaking into something so new she could be one of the first—if she could just get her foot in the door.


Unfortunately, there were no paralegal job openings listed in any of the papers, and she had no paralegal certificate. But at least she’d have the jump on her classmates, who wouldn’t be seeking jobs for another month. She smiled at the irony of that. She was hundreds of rejections ahead of them.


Germaine was the one saving grace of the whole fiasco. How such a sweet child could have been sired by the likes of Eddy was proof that anything was possible. How Mercedes could have been so blind about him, despite the ceaseless haranguing of her parents and the warnings of friends, was the haunting question of the decade. Your gloves can just stay on the damn wood pile. They can lie there and rot, she thought angrily.


Germaine would be home from school soon. She threw the apple core hard against the fence and went back into the kitchen. While she was making a snack for her little girl, she flicked on the radio and listened to the Journey song that was playing.


The back gate creaked, and Germaine climbed the wooden stairs to the kitchen. Her seven-year-old face was somber, with a pensive expression in her gray eyes. She made a beeline for her mother, put her arms around her waist, and pressed against her pink tee shirt, holding on tightly with eyes closed. Mercedes stroked her silky head, smoothed the Peter Pan collar on the flowered cotton dress, ran her hand down her little back, and felt her shoulder blades, thin and sharp. Mercedes knelt down and hugged her heart to heart.


“How was school today?”


“Okay,” Germaine sighed with resignation. Her whimsy had departed the day she learned her father had died. Many things that had been interesting, if not fun, were now a struggle. She was all business and rarely smiled.


“But Miss Prentiss gave me a harder book to read.” She wriggled out of her backpack, unzipped it, and pulled out a new book.


Mercedes looked at the book and nodded. Since age three, the child had been an insatiable bookworm. Following Eddy’s death, reading was her primary escape.


“That looks very intriguing. You’re a great reader and I’m proud of you, Sweetness,” she said. “But we have a mysterious mission ahead of us before you start that book.”


Germaine’s eyes shone. Then she spied the peanut butter and graham crackers and put the book down.
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A SHORT WHILE LATER, they exited their battered blue VW near the newsstand on Grand Avenue in Oakland and walked to the racks of newspapers. Mercedes read the headlines. The British and the Argentines were at each other’s throats in the Falklands; an unidentified sexually transmitted disease was causing many deaths. She pulled two legal newspapers off the rack and flipped to the job listings. Nothing for paralegals. She bought the evening Tribune, paid the wizened shopkeeper and turned around to find Germaine.


The girl’s attention was fixed on a friendly-looking black retriever with a red kerchief around his neck, who was waiting for his master to emerge from the café next door. She took a step toward the dog, but then hesitated and looked for her mother.


Mercedes came over to her with the newspaper under one arm and pulled four envelopes out of her purse. “Put your special mojo on those,” she said, “because one of them is going to hire your mama.”


Germaine knew what they were without asking and received them with both hands. Mercedes pulled down the handle of the corner mailbox and Germaine dropped the envelopes in, peering down the slot as they disappeared.


THAT EVENING THEY SAT ON the sofa in the living room near the cold hearth. Germaine read aloud from her new book while Mercedes looked through the classifieds for housing and jobs, occasionally helping the child sound out a tough word.


Germaine stopped at the end of a sentence. “Why do we have to move, Mama?” she asked plaintively. “I like it here.” She looked at the dark print curtains Mercedes had made, the colorful pillows on the couch, and the Cézanne print on the wall. The house they rented was one of many fine middle-class homes in the well-groomed district of Piedmont.


“I know you do. So do I. But we can’t afford to stay here now that Daddy’s gone. We’ll find a nice little place for just the two of us. I’ll get a job and it’ll be fine. You’ll see.”


Even as she said it, she wondered: Can anything be fine when your father has died and you have to move away from all your friends?
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MERCEDES LAY IN BED STUDYING the patterns the moonlight projected on her bedroom walls: shapes of branches and leaves swaying slowly in the breeze, the distorted outlines of windowpanes bent into trapezoids, the angle of the eaves. The branches seemed to be conversing with each other in an undulating language of whispers and gestures. There was no sound of traffic—only the rustling leaves, a dog barking in the distance, an owl hooting for its mate.


What will the solution look like? A phone call? An affordable place to live suddenly available? She’d done the arithmetic a million times. The money she had was barely enough for a first and last month of very modest rent, with maybe a week’s groceries and gas. If the balance fell any lower, they would have to find a landlord willing to rent to them on faith or they would be out on the street. She dared not ask her parents for help. That would come with many strings attached and invite further interference, which she had already sloughed off once before when she ran away with Eddy. Out of the frying pan, into the fire.


Eddy, Eddy, why did you have to be so impossible? She was sick of thinking about it, but she could scarcely think of anything else. The details of his death were on a looping tape that played endlessly in her thoughts. She saw the mischievous gleam in his pale green eyes, his dark tan and long ponytail. She recalled his hilarious banter, his brash tales, and his ability to charm. Then came his kisses, his confidences, and his promises. Her heart pounded and ached.


Long after those early days another Eddy emerged—the bad genie in the liquor bottle. The drunken one who bragged, picked fights, and criticized her relentlessly. As soon as Germaine was born, he seemed to think he could have his way not only with his wife but also with any other woman he fancied. The two faces of Eddy, both of them now dead. He had been reckless with her heart, reckless with their finances, and especially reckless behind the wheel.


Eight weeks earlier, on another full-moon night, the doorbell had rung at 3:45 a.m. She felt sick, remembering it all again. She had looked at the alarm clock and thought Eddy must be too plastered to get his key in the lock. Then she had padded downstairs in her bathrobe, switched on the porch light, and looked through the peephole to see two police officers. Was she the wife of Edward Lewellyn? They were very sorry to inform her that there had been an accident. Her husband’s car had collided with a telephone pole at high speed. He wasn’t wearing a seat belt and died instantly.


To top it off, he had left no life insurance and a mountain of debt. She turned and put a pillow over her eyes. What would solve this?


The solution will be simple and quiet and will come at the very last possible moment, something inside her seemed to say. Hadn’t that been what Eddy’s death was? An unexpected solution to an impossible situation? Now there could be no more mind games, no more verbal abuse, no more infidelities. She was free of him without a messy divorce, without a custody battle or years of having to share Germaine. What torture that would have been.


Something inside her relaxed with the realization of what she had been spared. She listened to the owl, hooting in the silent night. It was all in her hands, as she had so often wished it would be. She felt grateful for the comfort of her bed, the beauty of the moonlight, and this terrible gift of freedom.





CHAPTER TWO



May 1982


THE PINK PALACE


Cardboard boxes were scattered all around the house. Mercedes knelt on the living room floor, quickly packing books. Her faded blue work shirt was rolled up to the elbows, her hands rough and dry from packing and cleaning. She was going to start making trips to the new place in the morning.


Their new landlord, a small Jewish man who had recently returned from India, had answered his door wearing a dhoti. After taking a look at Mercedes and Germaine, who stood holding hands on his stoop, he bowed and invited them into his tiny white house, behind the larger pink one he was renting out.


Mercedes looked out the window onto the small yard where blossoming sweet peas climbed a fence. Germaine stood attentively at her side, intrigued by the mandala on the wall. It looked like a big, pretty puzzle.


Mr. Friedman continued the conversation from the previous evening’s phone call while Mercedes filled out the application. He read it over carefully and asked about her lack of employment.


“I’m changing careers and haven’t found a job yet,” Mercedes explained, “but I will.”


He noticed the pale line on her left ring-finger, where the sun had not shone in some time.


“If you’d consider taking a chance on us, I don’t think you’ll be disappointed,” she said earnestly. “I’ll take good care of the house and will never be late on the rent.”


He was quiet for a moment and then said, “Let’s see if it’s to your liking.”


They followed him out through the little yard into the pink house. Just inside the back door there was a small bedroom with windows facing the yard, followed by a bathroom and then a nook for a washing machine. The kitchen floor was covered with new linoleum. Just off the kitchen were a second bedroom and a small living room that faced the street. A minuscule front yard rife with weeds and rocks was surrounded by a freshly painted white picket fence.


Mercedes looked up and down the street. Litter was strewn in the gutters and unfenced yards. There were bars on most of the windows, and no trees or bushes to be seen. They were just off the freeway in East Oakland, near a convenience store that was robbed several times a year. The cars parked in the street were battle scarred; Mercedes’s rundown Beetle would fit right in.


She offered to pay the first month’s rent and asked if she could wait until she got her first paycheck to pay the last month’s and deposit. Mr. Friedman seemed unruffled by the request and agreed without hesitation. He smiled and handed her the keys. “Welcome to the neighborhood. I hope you and Germaine are happy in your new home,” he said.


When they shook hands, Mercedes’s eyes were moist. “I won’t forget your kindness,” she said.
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MERCEDES FELT RELIEVED THAT THE uncertainty was over as to where they would be living. Almost anything was better than weeks of not knowing where or when they would land before their money ran out.


Eddy was gone. The part of her that loved being married, loved his body heat in her bed, loved his laughter—the part of her that had risked everything on the sober Eddy—was in pain. She felt like a mother animal that had lost her mate and was forced to move her lair deeper into the jungle. She boxed up his clothes, hurrying to finish while she could still stand to do it.


The phone rang. A crisp female voice said, “Good morning. I’m calling to speak with Mercedes Bell.”


“Speaking.”


“Ms. Bell, my name is Florida Kinsey and I’m the office manager at Crenshaw, Slayne & McDonough.”


“Oh, good morning,” Mercedes said. Her heart lurched against her ribs.


“I received your letter and wondered if you’d like to come in for an informational interview.”


“Yes, I would.” She struggled to keep her eager voice steady.


“We don’t have an opening for a paralegal right now, but I’m interested in your letter.”


“When would you like me to come in?”


“I’m free this afternoon. How about one o’clock?”


Mercedes looked at her watch and then at her dirty fingernails. She just had time to iron something from her meager wardrobe and make herself presentable.
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THE LAW FIRM WAS IN a six-story building near Lake Merritt. The lake was glistening in the bright sunlight. Mercedes parked and stepped onto the asphalt, straightening her skirt. In her mind, she could hear the chiding voice of her mother, Eleanor, correcting her posture. She sucked in her stomach, held her head high, and calmed herself with the thought that it wasn’t a real job interview.


In the firm’s reception area, Florida greeted her and led her down the hall to her office.


“As I told you before, we don’t have an opening right now, but your letter caught my eye. I appreciate your willingness to come in on such short notice.”


“Thank you for the invitation.”


“We’ve never employed a paralegal but we’re interested in the possibility. Our law clerks are a great help, but they’re usually third-year law students, so they don’t tend to stay long. As it turns out, a close friend of ours is Morrie Shapiro, your litigation teacher. He said you’re ‘the cream of the crop’ and that you’re ‘head and shoulders above the rest.’”


“He’s generous with praise,” Mercedes smiled. “Would you mind telling me a bit about the law practice here?”


“We are a civil litigation firm and we handle a lot of insurance defense matters. We have malpractice cases of various types and just hired a family law associate, which is new for us.”


Mercedes weighed how much of her current circumstances to reveal, then decided she had absolutely nothing to lose.


“Ms. Kinsey, since you’re kind enough to see me, I’d like to explain my situation. I’ve worked toward a paralegal career for two years now. Then suddenly, three months ago, my husband was killed in a car accident. I have a seven-year-old daughter to support, so I had to drop out of school to look for a job. Right now we’re in financial straits and we’re moving into more affordable housing. In fact, I was packing when you called.


“If you’d give me a chance, I would be your most devoted employee. I think I have the skills you need. I’m well organized, I have a lot of energy, and I must find a job as soon as humanly possible. I don’t even care what the starting salary is, as long as benefits are included. I just really need a job.”


Florida clasped her hands together and looked straight at Mercedes.


“Mr. Shapiro told me your work is excellent and you’re always well prepared in class. I can see you’re sincere. I’m sorry we don’t have a paralegal position to offer you now, but I’ll keep your letter. If something comes up I’ll have you in mind.”


On the way out, Florida led her around the rectangular suite, past a corner office where an auburn-haired man sat with his feet up on his desk, half reclining in a high-backed leather chair, talking animatedly on the phone.


“That’s Darrel Crenshaw, one of the partners,” Florida explained. Although engrossed in his conversation, he looked up quickly and nodded at them. His bright, keen brown eyes and reddish hair made him look like a fox. He stroked his Vandyke as he watched Mercedes turn the corner and walk toward the elevator.
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LATE THAT NIGHT SHE RESUMED packing after Germaine was asleep. The Crenshaw firm was one of the last four. Three others were still pending, so there was hope yet. At least she’d found a house that was just the right size with a kind, watchful owner nearby. Eleanor would have a conniption if she saw the neighborhood. Mercedes smiled at the thought.
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FIVE MORNINGS LATER, Mercedes roused Germaine in her new room. The child opened her eyes and blinked sleepily.


“Mama, today’s the day,” she said.


“The day for what?”


“The day you get a job.”


Mercedes said nothing and kissed her.


“For real, today’s the day,” Germaine said earnestly. “I dreamed it.”


“If that happens, young lady, I’ll buy you a hot fudge banana split.”


It had been a long time since any such extravagance had been possible. Germaine grinned, showing the gaps in her mouth where the adult teeth were soon to appear.
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MERCEDES DROPPED HER DAUGHTER OFF at her old school, where she was finishing out the year. As she returned to the new neighborhood, she passed the local elementary school, a dilapidated brick structure tattooed with graffiti, surrounded by barbed wire and the pitted pavement that passed for a playground. At home she scoured the breakfast dishes as if she could scrub away the frightening prospect of Germaine attending such a school. The phone rang.


“Hello?”


“Good morning. It’s Florida Kinsey. Is this Mercedes?”


“Yes, it is.”


“I’m calling because something most unexpected just happened. One of our law clerks quit without notice this morning.”


“Oh?”


“Yes, and I’ve been speaking with Mr. Crenshaw. We’ve decided to create a paralegal position in our office and we’d like to offer you the job.”


“I accept! Oh, Ms. Kinsey, you have no idea how happy this makes me.” She struggled to keep her voice steady.


“We’re happy, too. We think you’ll be a great addition to the office. When can you start?”


“Tomorrow!”


“Our workday is from nine to five.”


“I’ll be there at nine.”


“Well then, Mercedes, welcome to Crenshaw, Slayne & McDonough!”


Mercedes hung up the phone and burst into tears.
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THAT AFTERNOON SHE WAITED IN front of Germaine’s school in the car, enjoying the sun and marveling at how everything could be transformed by one conversation.


Germaine got into the car with her usual somber expression— one more tolerable day at school. Mercedes kissed her and patted her hand. When they pulled up in front of the ice cream parlor down the block from the newsstand, Germaine got out and went for the newspapers.


“Hold on a second, Honey,” Mercedes called out. “I heard today they have free newspapers in here if you come by after two. Let’s go in for a minute.”


She opened the door to the ice cream parlor and found a table. Germaine trooped obediently along and slipped onto the banquette beside her.


“Will they let us wait here?” the girl asked.


A waitress approached and Mercedes broke into a broad smile. “Two hot fudge banana splits, please.”


“Mama, you got a job! I was right!” She embraced her mother and kissed her cheek.
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LATE THAT NIGHT, as Mercedes lay in bed, pictures of Eddy played in her mind—the interminable movie. She saw his mischievous face and the way he’d first looked at her, handsome and full of guile. She thought about his crazy sense of humor and how he’d made her laugh.


Then she saw him as he had been in their last moments together, enraged, inebriated, accusing her of taking money out of his wallet. There he was, bellowing that she should be glad he didn’t leave her high and dry for another woman, as “useless” as she was. He seized the car keys and gave her a murderous glare, announcing he didn’t know when or if he’d be back. The door slammed so hard it rattled the windowpanes. Her skin prickled and blood rushed in her ears as she relived the scene again.


Then she saw the dining room table, the stacks of index cards, the copies of letters she’d sent out, the countless rejections she’d received, the hundreds of newspapers she’d scoured, the last four pink cards against the dark wood, and the name that held her future: “Crenshaw, Slayne & McDonough.”


Her tenacity had paid off. In the morning she would officially be a paralegal employed by a law firm, no longer useless. The thrilling promise of tomorrow made her smile in the dark.


Just then, car tires squealed loudly around a corner, followed by gunshots, men shouting, more tires squealing, and the roar of engines speeding away. No, we don’t live in Piedmont anymore. Within moments, Germaine slipped into bed beside her. Mercedes curled around the child, calming her as quiet settled again over the neighborhood.





CHAPTER THREE



January 1983


THE FREDERICKS CASE


Mercedes reviewed the transcript in front of her and continued dictating her summary. Lindsay was on the phone with a court clerk and Simone was organizing documents. The three paralegals, each in a cubicle, shared a room with one unoccupied work station. After seven months, Mercedes was well settled into the firm’s routines.


Darrel Crenshaw’s secretary, Louise, entered the room, gave Mercedes a quick once-over, and handed her a file. “Darrel wants to see you in the conference room,” she whispered. “Take this with you.”


“I thought he was in a deposition this morning,” Mercedes replied quizzically as she took the file.


“He is. The deposition’s here. He wants you to join them right away.”


Mercedes’s eyebrows rose in surprise, and she quickly left her desk.


The people in the conference room were taking a break. The court reporter was loading more paper into her machine, and Darrel sat at the table between two men. He was large and robust, with a broad chest and wide, straight shoulders. He looked up expectantly as she entered, then signaled for her to come closer. As Mercedes leaned over to give him the file, Darrel cupped his hand around his bearded mouth and whispered into her ear. “I want you to sit in and watch. Take notes and give me your impression of this witness. She’s out with her attorney right now, but when the deposition resumes, pay close attention. Sit where you can watch all of her.”


Darrel’s auburn eyebrows graced an unlined forehead. His was the face of a good man with a clean conscience. His expression told her that he suspected something and needed another pair of eyes to confirm it.


He introduced her to the two men sitting with him: Mr. Constantine, the insurance company representative from whom the firm got many of its cases, and Mr. Dailey, the defendant. Dailey was a bilious-looking man in his late sixties, with a few strands of dyed hair stretched over his balding pate in a futile attempt to conceal the obvious. Darrel pulled documents out of the file and reviewed them with Constantine, a rotund man in a tawdry suit. They looked at each other and both nodded slightly.


Out in the hallway, an extremely tall, debonair gentleman in a midnight blue silk suit approached the doorway, accompanying a blond woman in black. His movements were smooth and catlike. He seemed both relaxed and keenly aware. He looked to be in his late thirties, with silver appearing at the temples of his luxuriant dark hair. He extended an arm around his client, who was a dumpy, middle-aged woman with her hair piled high in a meringue-like bouffant. She looked tense and anxious. Her earrings bobbled as she nodded in response to his whispers.


When they entered the room, Darrel introduced Mercedes to the plaintiff, Emily Fredericks, and her lawyer, Mr. Jack Soutane.


Jack smiled. Laugh lines creased his handsome face and he nodded slightly, looking at her with intense blue eyes. “The more the merrier,” he said in a deep voice.


Mercedes gave him a deferential nod and sat down. She pulled out her notepad and looked toward Darrel, who was about to resume questioning. She had a full view of Emily, above and below the table.


Darrel’s examination proceeded. Some years earlier Miss Fredericks had approached another lawyer, Milton Dailey, to represent her in a civil suit against her former boyfriend, Jason Greer. She had provided Mr. Dailey with medical and financial records, and the names of witnesses who could testify on her behalf.


She and Jason had lived together for several years, well past the life of their romance. Things had turned sour, then bitter. He absconded with her inheritance, a small fortune, then joined the People’s Temple in San Francisco, led by the infamous Reverend Jim Jones.


A few months later, Emily met Mr. Dailey at a wedding. He took an interest in her story. He assured her that he could track down Jason and recover her assets, so she hired him.


Within the year, Jim Jones had led his followers on their ill-fated exodus to Guyana. Emily believed that Jason was among them and had taken part in the mass suicide. She’d never heard from him again or been able to find him, and all her money was gone.


Emily asserted that Mr. Dailey had not investigated the facts or filed a lawsuit, as he promised he would. She had called his office repeatedly, with no response, and now the statute of limitations had passed. She was distraught—first robbed by her boyfriend, then deceived by her lawyer.


She’d given up hope of restitution until she met Mr. Soutane. He convinced her that she might still be able to recover everything from an insurance carrier, assuming that her previous attorney had malpractice coverage. He promptly hired a private investigator, then filed suit against Dailey.


By Emily’s account, everyone who betrayed her got away with it. She wanted remuneration for her lost inheritance, for Dailey’s negligence, and for emotional distress.


Mercedes could see that she was genuinely distressed. Her moon-shaped face was badly scarred from adolescent acne, which she tried to conceal with heavy makeup. Thick black mascara was caked onto her eyelashes and her plucked eyebrows had been weirdly redrawn with reddish eyebrow pencil. It was as if Emily wore a mask. Her eyes jumped around during questioning to avoid contact with anyone except her lawyer. She gripped a cheap patent-leather handbag in her lap under the table, nervously opening and closing the clasp as she testified.


“When you said you were incapacitated, Ms. Fredericks, what exactly did you mean by that?” Darrel inquired. He sat forward in his chair and tilted his head slightly.


“I mean that, after all that happened between me and Jason, I was not in very good shape when I met Mr. Dailey.”


“What do you mean by ‘not in very good shape’?”


“I was having a lot of trouble coping, getting through the day. Jason had been very abusive. After he left, I came unglued.”


“Could you please describe the abuse?”


Soutane asked for a moment off the record and whispered to her. She nodded and looked back at Darrel.


“We used to fight a lot. He always had to be the boss. He got mad real easy and called me horrible names. He also hit me.”


Mercedes looked under the table to see Emily let go of the handbag and grip the edge of her seat.


“How many times did Jason hit you?”


“Twice—he hit me twice.” Emily dug her nails into the cording on the chair cushion.


“Can you describe those incidents for us?”


She mentioned two exchanges in which Jason had slapped her and forced her down into a chair during an argument. He had never broken her skin, but she had felt terrified. Mercedes watched Emily’s hands clinging to the chair. Her knuckles whitened, though she carried on with a steady voice.


“Did anyone ever slap you before these incidents?”


“No.”


“Did anyone ever push you down in a chair before these incidents?”


“No.”


“Were you afraid that Jason would do this again?”


“I don’t know. I suppose so.”


“Is there any history of violence in your family?”


Soutane objected and instructed his client not to answer.


“Jack, your client is claiming emotional distress damages. I think we have a right to know her background and history in this area.”


“Yes, Darrel, but that doesn’t entitle you to ask about every unpleasant experience she’s had in her life,” he replied flatly.


“Agreed, nor have I done so,” Darrel snapped. Emily released her grip on the chair.


“Are you currently employed, Ms. Fredericks?”


“I was a bank teller,” she said. “But after Jason left I had a lot of trouble concentrating, and sleeping, and getting to work on time. Eventually I was let go. I had a breakdown, I guess you could say.”


“Have you worked at any other jobs since being fired?”


“No.”


“Have you ever sought treatment by a mental health professional?”


Emily looked worriedly at Soutane, who kept a poker face.


“No,” she said quietly.


Jason slapped her twice. Mercedes shook her head slightly as she wrote the words. No longer able to work. Breakdown. Mercedes had lost count of all the times Eddy screamed at her, smacked her, and terrorized her. If anything, her ability to concentrate on getting out had increased the more her marriage deteriorated. Something about Emily did not add up.


Noon recess was called. Darrel whispered that he’d talk to her after lunch, before the afternoon session. She felt Jack Soutane’s eyes on her as she exited the room.


She went outside with her lunch and headed down toward a bench by the lake. The office building next door was being renovated; the carpenters on the roof were taking off their tool bags and opening their lunch boxes. Sunlight filtered through a thinning haze. She watched brown pelicans glide low across the surface of the lake. Joggers ran past as she ate her peanut butter sandwich.


Then she realized what it was about Emily Fredericks that had bothered her.


Darrel was on the phone when she returned to the office. He motioned for her to come in and take a seat.


“So,” he said as he hung up the phone, “what do you think?”


“I noticed that every time you asked her about abuse, she stopped fidgeting with her handbag and gripped her chair. The subject of abuse obviously triggers something in her. I don’t think she’s faking. But I have a hard time believing that being slapped twice could be so traumatic that she wouldn’t be able to hold a job.”


“I agree, it seems disproportionate.”


“What if she’s hiding something so humiliating she’s never admitted it to anyone before?”


“That would be interesting.” He scratched his chin whiskers. “Not much gets past Soutane. This isn’t our first case against each other. I want you to watch the afternoon session.”


In the afternoon testimony, whenever Darrel attempted to learn more about Emily’s family life or first marriage, Jack stopped him with an objection. By the end of the day the witness had succeeded in presenting a picture of herself as a hapless victim. She had also disclosed that her wealthy father was supporting her. It seemed a little too tidy to Mercedes. Life was messier than that.


The next morning, Mercedes sat at her desk studying her notes. She felt strongly that something had happened to Emily in the past—something so severe that Jason’s relatively mild actions had set off a chain reaction. She wrote her memo, submitted it, and heard nothing more about it for a while.
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SOME WEEKS LATER, Darrel’s secretary again appeared at Mercedes’s desk. Louise always managed to seem unruffled no matter how hectic the office became. She exuded a maternal concern and her presence was very soothing. Eleanor missed that gene entirely, Mercedes mused.


“Looks like we’re going to trial,” Louise said. “The boss wants to see you.”


In his office, Darrel was pacing behind his massive mahogany desk, notably agitated. In front of the desk were two upholstered chairs, one of which was occupied by Stuart Leland, the well-spoken senior associate. She took the other.


Mercedes looked over at Stuart’s notes. He had filled the top sheet of his legal pad with a very small slanted cursive, written in fine point. He twirled his pen and looked up at Darrel. Mercedes’s pulse quickened with the tension in the room. She had not seen Darrel in this mood before.


“The Fredericks case has taken a turn for the worse,” he announced sternly. “Mr. Dailey’s insurance carrier has rejected our evaluation out of hand and is refusing to let us counter Plaintiff’s settlement demand with anything in shouting distance of what she’s seeking. I’ll extend a counteroffer, but Jack Soutane will laugh in my face.”


Turning to Mercedes with a wry half smile, he said, “I thought you’d like to know that this is partly your doing. If you hadn’t written that memo, we would never have investigated or learned what we’ve learned. I was skeptical at first, but I couldn’t dismiss what you’d written. So we hired an investigator, who talked to quite a few people, and Stuart went through all the medical records we acquired. We found evidence that Ms. Fredericks has had problems that point to childhood abuse, possibly incest.”


Mercedes lifted her eyebrows but said nothing.


Darrel continued. “Somehow you sensed that her responses during the deposition were out of proportion to her story about Jason, but typical for someone with her history. We agree now that even if she is concealing something, she’s telling the truth about the effect of Dailey’s failure to do anything on her behalf, even though Constantine, the insurance rep, doesn’t. So, kudos to you, Mercedes.”


“So what happens now?” she asked. Her pulse quickened.


“Perhaps the carrier will see the light before the case goes to trial and we can settle it. Otherwise we’re going to trial, and if that happens we’re probably going to lose, and possibly lose big.”


“Why ‘big’?” she asked.


“Well, if Emily is truly an ‘eggshell plaintiff,’ meaning one with substantial damage from her personal history before the event which triggered her lawsuit, and if Soutane proves that Jason Greer’s and Milton Dailey’s actions were proximate causes, or triggers, of her irreparable undoing, then the jury has every reason to award her punitive damages. The fact that our client is dying of cancer doesn’t help either. His insurance could take a huge hit.”


Darrel spent the remainder of the meeting outlining what had to be done. Mercedes’s head was spinning when she left his office.
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AT THE END OF THE DAY, she exited the back door of the building to the parking lot. Three shirtless carpenters were on the roof of the building next door. They were all wearing white hard hats and heavy leather tool bags strapped around their hips.


The summer she’d met Eddy in Colorado, he was working construction. The men at the sites were all young and tanned, hard-bodied and worked to loud rock ’n’ roll blaring on a boom box, just like the three above her on the roof. Outdoor construction is seasonal in the Rockies, where the winters were too harsh for framing, siding, and roofing, so Eddy had pursued indoor work while they plotted their escape to California. She thought of his tanned skin and wild streak.


She turned away from the construction crew and found her car. A loud whistle pierced the air behind her. She didn’t look up. Then came a second whistle, more prolonged and louder. She knew without looking that the three men had stopped work and were standing on the edge of the roof, waiting for her to react. She got into the car, rolled down the window, kicked off her heels, and started the engine. Glancing up, she saw them facing her with their tool bags swinging rhythmically, arms flailing, feet stomping like gogo girls in a review, dancing to a Bee Gees tune: Whether you’re a brother or whether you’re a mother, you’re stayin’ alive, stayin’ alive ...


She laughed out loud and waved at them as she backed out of the parking space. Yes, indeed, she was staying alive.





CHAPTER FOUR



October 1983



In the COMPANY of WOLVES



“They’re back,” Julie, the receptionist, announced over the intercom. Lindsay and Simone stopped what they were doing and peered around the corners of their cubicles at Mercedes, who stood up and quickly applied some lipstick.


“Let’s hope the news is tolerable,” Mercedes said glumly. She had wanted so much for her first case to trial to be a winner, but that was not going to happen.


They joined the rest of the staff in the common area, just as Darrel and Stuart came around the corner, looking dour and carrying their big black trial briefcases. Darrel shook his head at Florida and stopped with Stuart in front of the assembled staff.


“I wish I had better news for you after all the hard work we’ve put in,” he said, “but the jury handed down a stunning plaintiff’s verdict. They awarded Emily Fredericks all the damages in her settlement demand and substantial punitive damages.”


A wave of dismay went through the room. Mercedes stood in back. He caught her eye as he continued.


“I’m very grateful to all of you. We knew going in that it would be an uphill battle. We made that very clear to the carrier and did our best to settle the case, but things just don’t always work out the way we’d like. We appreciate all your effort. Let’s hope the next case turns out more to our liking.” He nodded to the group and went into his office.


Mercedes headed for the kitchen, where Caroline, the family law associate and her friend, caught up with her.


“It’s too bad Dailey’s carrier wouldn’t listen when they had the chance to settle,” Caroline said. “Maybe next time they’ll give Darrel more credence.”


Mercedes acknowledged her observation with a look, but said nothing. She opened a cupboard and pulled out the peppermint tea. Her hunch about Emily Fredericks had now been validated by the evidence and by a jury. She poured hot water into her cup.


Stuart appeared in the doorway. He’d taken off his jacket and loosened his paisley tie. His boyish face made him look younger than he was, and concealed his deep exhaustion.


“So Stuart, what happened?” Caroline asked him.


“Jack Soutane is what happened,” Stuart said wryly, shaking his head. “The guy has a silver tongue. He had the jury eating out of his hand from the opening statement.”


Mercedes recalled Soutane’s serene self-confidence in jousting with Darrel at the deposition. Not only did nothing faze him, he clearly relished the combat.


“And since our client is dying,” Stuart said, “he couldn’t attend the trial, couldn’t testify, and would have been a terrible witness anyway. I think the jury felt they had an opportunity to correct a wrong, and took full advantage of it. The only questions were how much damage and how much money. And then there’s Emily.”


“What do you mean?” Caroline asked. She had not worked on the case or met the plaintiff.


“She was telling the truth,” Mercedes said bluntly. “She was already badly damaged before her boyfriend ripped her off and terrorized her. She really was unable to work, and she needed Mr. Dailey to do right by her.”


“That’s it in a nutshell,” Stuart said. “But you should have seen Soutane’s closing argument. Oh, my God, what a performance! He had one juror crying, two others with their heads in their hands, and even the judge had to avert his eyes at one point. The guy could sell snow to Eskimos.”


Mercedes felt bad for Darrel and Stuart, but glad for Emily Fredericks. Perhaps having money and vindication would help her make better decisions in the future, especially about men.


“We’re going out for drinks, if you’d like to join us. Mercedes, you especially should come. You spotted this before anyone else, at Emily’s deposition.”


“Thanks, but I have to pick up Germaine. And she’ll be all curious about what happened.”


“Wait—you haven’t told us how much the award was,” Caroline said to Stuart.


“Would you believe $750,000? And that’s tax-free.”


“Wow,” the women said in unison.
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GERMAINE WAS WAITING AT THE door when Mercedes arrived at the small private school, which had recently awarded the child a full scholarship. They drove back to the little pink house, their palace, which now had flowers and blooming bushes in the front yard where only weeds had grown the year before. Wind chimes hung from the eaves and tinkled in the breeze.


The perimeter of their small living room was lined with open boxes of books. There was no money for bookcases yet, but Germaine had new glasses. Her dark brown hair was in pigtails and she looked very neat in her school uniform, none the worse for wear after a day at school. She skipped back to her room to change clothes. Mercedes bolted the front door, opened two windows, and retreated to her own room to change. She shed her heels, hung up her clothes, and pulled on jeans and a tee shirt.


Pink snapdragons from the front yard filled a mason jar on the kitchen table, where Germaine did her homework while Mercedes made dinner. She turned on the radio when Germaine finished her arithmetic; the driving energy of Michael Jackson’s “Billy Jean” filled the room. Mercedes grinned and tried to moonwalk at the counter. Germaine, in socks, did several spins on the smooth linoleum floor as she set the table.


When the velvety black bean soup was hot, Mercedes ladled it into two bowls, spooned a generous dollop of yogurt onto each, and topped them with chopped green onions.


“Mama, is there really such a place as heaven?” Germaine asked between mouthfuls.


“I think what we have right here is pretty close,” Mercedes answered. “Why do you ask?”


“I was thinking of Mr. Dailey. He’s dying and now that the Fredericks lady is going to be rich, maybe he can go to heaven.”


“It would be nice if things worked that way, but we really don’t know, do we?”


“Do you think Daddy’s in heaven?”


Not hardly. “Sweetness, I just don’t know. But I do think that everything is connected somehow, and that the universe is full of love, even in the midst of life’s sorrows. Just look at all that has happened to us, and how much help we’ve gotten since Daddy died, even from people who didn’t know us—Mr. Friedman, Ms. Kinsey, the people at your school who gave you a scholarship. That’s a lot of love.”


Germaine put a spoonful of hot basmati rice in her mouth and chewed it pensively. “But what about the other people in our neighborhood? It doesn’t look like there’s much love for them.”


“I agree, and I don’t have an answer for that. But I do know there is true goodness all around, whenever we let ourselves see it. Things seem to happen for a reason, even really dreadful things.”


Germaine was not convinced, but she contemplated what her mother said.


“Now how about you finish up your homework, and then we’ll have another chapter of Little House on the Prairie.” They had recently checked out Laura Ingalls Wilder’s book from the library, and both were smitten.


Mercedes cleaned up the kitchen and pulled out the fixings for the next day’s lunches from the old white refrigerator. There would be just enough groceries to make it to Saturday, the day after payday.


Germaine bent over her book, her left elbow anchored on the table, her hand cradling her head, her eyes glued to the page. The new school was far more demanding, but she seemed to thrive on it. Her glasses had slipped slightly down her nose. Her lips moved as she read. She took notes in her notebook now and then. Germaine was going to make something of herself someday, Mercedes knew, if she could help her stay strong.


“I’m ready for the test tomorrow,” Germaine announced a short while later, closing her book with a flourish.


“Want me to test you a little?”


The girl shook her head. She was confident.


“Not at all?”


She shook her head again, more vehemently.


“Then the last little girl into the bath is a rotten egg!”


Germaine leapt to her feet and flew to her room to undress.


As they sat soaking in the tub, Mercedes thought of Stuart, Caroline, and Darrel, out celebrating the end of the trial, probably well lubricated with liquor by now, airing the details. She wished she could be hearing it all, but being around alcohol had lost its appeal after life with Eddy. She could get the lowdown from Caroline tomorrow.


Mother and daughter got into their nightclothes and curled up on the sofa. Germaine’s clean pink face shone in the lamplight. She leaned her wet head against her mother’s old terry-cloth bathrobe as Mercedes put her arm around her. Little House on the Prairie lay on Mercedes’s lap, opened to the page where they had left off the night before. She read aloud, her voice rising and falling, speeding up and slowing down with the gripping story of Pa’s encounter with a pack of wolves that had surrounded him and his terrified pony, Patty.


They imagined they were living in a small log cabin on the bank of a peaceful creek—a cabin exposed to the wide expanse of prairie all around it, with no shutters on the solitary window and no door in the doorway. Their roof was the sheet of canvas that had covered their wagon on the journey west. They slept on a floor of dirt made smooth with a homemade broom. Their nearest neighbor was a bachelor, who lived in a cabin several miles away.


They had no electricity. Nothing traveled faster than a horse. Food was grown or killed by those who ate it, and everything was made by hand. Out on the prairie, a child had no school or friends. Ma cooked on an open campfire, washing dishes and clothes with water hauled up from the creek in a tin tub. She spread the clean clothes on the prairie grass to dry. Her foremost desire was a clothesline, and Pa’s was a well.


Suddenly, three loud cars roared around the corner near their house. One of the cars backfired. Or was it a gunshot? Germaine jumped at the sound. A neighbor’s front door slammed, and people were yelling on the sidewalk as the cars sped away. From the next block, police sirens sounded. Germaine and Mercedes looked at each other, and then at the dead bolt on their locked front door.





CHAPTER FIVE



January 1984


CAPTIVE AUDIENCE


Mercedes and Simone worked together at the conference room table. Twelve black leather chairs surrounded it and a long credenza stood against the wall beneath a triptych of uninspiring abstract paintings.


Simone was a pleasant older woman with short salt-and-pepper hair. She wore pointy black spectacles attached to a chain that dangled on either side of her face when she looked down. The two women were immersed in stacks of files, their heads bent together in quiet concentration. The overhead light shone on the mahogany table and picked up the metallic flecks in Mercedes’s sweater.


“There’s news,” a voice announced. The two paralegals looked up to see Caroline striding into the room. “We’re going to have a new tenant,” she said.


Why this news merited an interruption was lost on Mercedes, but an interruption was certainly welcome.


“Is it someone we know?” Simone asked.


“Someone we know of,” Caroline replied obliquely.


“Richard Chamberlain? Sean Connery?” Mercedes mocked.


“Very funny. But close. You remember the silver-tongued devil from the Fredericks trial, the one who made jurors cry?”


“Indeed. How could I not?”


“Jack Soutane is moving into the empty office,” Caroline said, pointing to the open door across the hall.


Mercedes looked Caroline in the eye. “My, that does put a different spin on things.”


“You know what Darrel says.” Caroline mimicked him, lowering her voice to the bottom of its register, “‘Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.’ Evidently he offered Soutane a deal on a sublease to lure him here.”


“When is he coming?” Simone asked.


“At the end of the week.”


“Do we know about his staff?” Simone, who was married to a doctor, wanted all the symptoms before making a diagnosis.


“No, that’s all I’ve heard so far.”


“Well, for the record, I don’t give a fig who moves into that office,” Mercedes stated.


“Sure you don’t,” Caroline replied sarcastically.


Simone and Caroline exchanged a look.


“Now, where were we?” Mercedes asked, looking at the stacks of files.
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TWO MORNINGS LATER, Mercedes went to Stuart’s office to deliver a project. His lamp was on and his briefcase was open, but he wasn’t there, so she dropped the memo into his in-box. Outside the window, the lake was partially occluded by long arms of fog stretching across the water, dampening and darkening everything it touched.


She turned away from the view to see what all the commotion in the hallway was about. A tiny woman was leading a stocky fellow with a toolbox into the paralegal room. Mercedes’s curiosity was roused, and she followed them.


“It’s over here,” the woman pointed authoritatively. “I can’t get it to print. Something must be wrong with the connection.”


The man nodded and put down his toolbox. They were setting up equipment in the unused cubicle at the end of the room. Mercedes groaned inwardly. It was already hard enough for the three paralegals to concentrate during the workday.


“Hi, I’m Mercedes Bell,” she said when they emerged. She tried to look hospitable.


“I hope we haven’t been bothering you. I’m Melanie Moran,” the small woman offered. “I’m Jack Soutane’s secretary, and this is Hank. He’s helping us get everything installed. Ms. Kinsey said we could put the printer in here. I hope you don’t mind.”


When Melanie smiled, her whole face radiated happiness, especially her chestnut brown eyes, which were rimmed in dark eyeliner. Straight blond hair hung past her waist. She was lovely, poised, and obviously comfortable in her own skin.


“No problem. Welcome to the office. I’m sure we’ll work it all out,” Mercedes replied.
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BY EARLY AFTERNOON THE FOG had cleared and bright sunshine warmed the Grand Lake neighborhood. Mercedes went out for her usual lunch-hour walk around the lake. Sea gulls circled over the water’s surface, keening and flapping their white wings. She was listening to a cassette of Bach’s Double Violin Concerto on the Sony Walkman that Darrel had given her for Christmas. With the ecstatic sound filling her ears, she walked the three-mile circumference, hands in pockets, deep in thought.


When she returned to the office, stout men were coaxing an immense cherrywood desk out of an elevator, angling it cautiously onto a carpet-padded dolly. Had it been a fraction of an inch wider, the desk would never have made it.


She picked up her messages from reception and started reading them as she went down the hall. Rounding the corner, she looked up. There, at the end of the long carpeted hallway, stood Jack Soutane outside his new office, talking quietly to Melanie. He was leaning over, compensating as best he could for the great disparity between their heights. He was in shirtsleeves and impeccable gabardine trousers. Not a hair on his head was out of place.


Mercedes looked down again before he spied her. Slipping into the paralegal room, she took a breath and remembered how she and Germaine had moved into their house, frazzled, sweaty, and dirty, hauling every blessed box out of the car themselves—not knowing where the next month’s rent would come from.


She sat down at her workstation and was on the phone interviewing a witness when Melanie entered the paralegal room, closely followed by Jack. Catching the subtle scent of his cologne, Mercedes turned to face the open file and continued questioning the witness.


Jack and Melanie, speaking softly, began a test print on the dot matrix printer. A terrible screeching sound ensued, like prey in the claws of a predator. Mercedes put her pen down and stuck a finger in her ear, continuing her telephone interview. Simone stopped dictating at once, stood up, scowling, and left the room. Lindsay was putting a messy stack of documents in order at her desk and happily continued.


With her test page printed, Melanie left the room. Jack said to Lindsay in a gentle rumble of a voice, like distant thunder, “It’s too bad we have to put the printer in here, but we’ve really got nowhere else in the suite to put it. Until we can work out a better arrangement, we’ll try to time the printing so it doesn’t disturb you.” His eyes were drawn to Mercedes, who was still on the phone, with her back to him and a finger in her ear.


She hastily scribbled on a pad and then hung up the phone. Turning around, she breathed a sigh of relief to see that he had left. She looked down at the horrific scrawl of her notes and decided to take a break for tea. Only an hour more and she could leave to pick up Germaine.


In the kitchen, she found Stuart and Emerson, another young associate, futzing with the coffeemaker, trying to put on a fresh pot. Mercedes refrained from offering to help them, knowing full well what would happen if she did.


Emerson said enthusiastically, “Maybe Jack Soutane can help us sort out the First Interstate Bank matter. Darrel says we should pick his brain. He does a lot of transactional work and might be able to make better sense of the contract.” He caught sight of Mercedes pouring hot water into her teacup.


“It’s worth a shot.” Stuart replied with a wide smile. “We learned the hard way what he’s capable of, and he’s a captive audience now.”


Emerson’s eyes remained on Mercedes until she looked up and acknowledged them. She wondered who the captive audience really was.





CHAPTER SIX



October 1984


RAND TAYLOR


Mercedes wrote quickly, barely keeping up with Darrel’s fountain of ideas. They sat in his office on a stormy October morning. Rain mixed with sleet pelted the windows. Darrel sat back with his legs stretched out, feet crossed at the ankles on the corner of the desk away from Mercedes. His fingertips formed a tent beneath his bearded chin while he instructed her. His wide brow and angular face were those of a thoughtful, smart man.


Stuart appeared in the doorway, his dark hair slicked back. He waited for Darrel to look up before speaking.


“Jack says he and Mr. Taylor can meet us at one o’clock,” he announced.


“Okay, let’s do it.”


After Stuart left, Darrel said, “I’d like you to join us, too. Jack’s bringing in a new litigation matter, and he’s going out of the country soon for several weeks, so it’ll be a working lunch. The new client will be with him. I want us all to hear his story simultaneously.” Rain slammed against the window in a burst of wind. “Weather notwithstanding.”


Her stomach tightened in a knot. “I hope we’re not walking too far because my raincoat isn’t up to this.” Her raincoat was a sorry threadbare affair that should long ago have been replaced.


“I’ll drive and I promise you will not get wet,” he said kindly, smiling at her naïveté.


“Then I’d love to go,” she forced herself to say.


Darrel drove his Jaguar with Mercedes and Emerson in the back and Stuart in front. As he navigated through the torrential weather, he shared what he knew of the case, a possible wrongful termination matter against a major hotel chain. Emerson leaned forward in the backseat, glancing at the back of Stuart’s head and listening intently. Mercedes passively took in Darrel’s account as she looked out the window at tall trees whipping violently and electrical power lines swinging with the force of the gale.


It was the first time she’d been in Darrel’s car. Plush white leather seats caressed her back. She pictured the four of them driving in the blue Beetle with her at the wheel, the clutch slipping periodically, the windshield seal leaking, and a fetid odor rising from the floor. She amused herself with the thought of the fastidious Emerson being gradually soaked as he sat crammed into the Beetle’s impossible backseat next to Stuart.
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