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JORDAN ON THE JAMES

A Jordan Taylor Mystery

Prologue

May, 1995


David waited, shivering, for Rachel to show up.  She would be warm from her run and taste like salt and lemonade.  But did she always have to make him wait?  This early in the morning it was still cold.  His buzz wore off and he felt the absence of a jacket more every minute.  Should have grabbed a coat like his Mom suggested, but it irritated him that she was still trying to mother him.  He lived at home, but that was it.  He was out of high school, had a job, and paid his parents rent.  That should buy him some peace.


The soft crunch of pine needles signaled her arrival and David turned.  So beautiful, even with her hair pulled back and sweaty, even in an old warm-up suit.  His chest hurt just looking at her.  How long would it last?  What the hell was she doing with a loser like him?


“Morning, cowboy.”  Rachel grinned and stretched her legs. 


She took his hand and led him around to the side of the supply shed near the 10th hole of the course, the one with the broken lock and an old sleeping bag they had stashed under a bench.  He let her pull him along like a fucking puppy.  Shit, she owned him.  Why try to deny it.  Girls his age just didn’t get him, or didn’t want him.  Just a maintenance worker at the country club with no car and no apartment.  Couldn’t blame them.


Rachel pulled the hair band off her hair and let the brown silk spill around her shoulders.  She glared at David until he realized what she wanted: the sleeping bag.  He spread it out and turned for approval.  Rachel pushed his shoulders down until he was sitting, then lying on his back.  She straddled him and leaned forward, letting her hair stroke his face and neck the way he liked.  Her hair smelled like apples, real clean.  And she was so warm, down there, from the run, that he could feel the heat coming right through his jeans.  He tried to think about something else.  She sometimes got mad if he got hard too fast; she liked a challenge.   David had to remind himself that she was barely sixteen.  He could go to jail just for letting her sit on him probably.  That helped; his erection faded.


Rachel moved her hips and closed her eyes, then leaned closer to kiss him.  She had full, perfect lips, a woman’s lips, better than anything he’d ever called his own before.  But she sat up and her body turned rigid.  “Were you fucking smoking this morning?”


David’s stomach tightened.  “Just a little toke, Rache.  No big deal.”


“It’s seven a.m., David.  Jesus, you’re a complete stoner now.  Don’t you understand, if you don’t clean yourself up and go back to school that’s it for us?  I can’t take you home like this.  You know that.”


He wanted to argue, but it was useless.  His middle-class parents were nothing special compared to hers.  And if they were honest, no matter how much less pot he smoked, her parents would kill him if they knew he was there with her.  Christ, she was way too young for him, at least on paper.  Her old money parents had no idea how much she liked sex and liked to boss him around, too.  She wasn’t so young when she was with him.


“I’m sorry.  I’ll try to cut down some more, I promise.”


She narrowed her big eyes and squeezed her thighs tight.  “You fucking better.”  She reached behind her and down, found his balls through his jeans, and outlined the form with her fingernail; just hard enough to make him wonder how far she’d go if the fabric wasn’t there to protect him.  He’d let her tie him up if she wanted to.  He’d lick every drop of sweat off her body if she told him to.  And he’d try to smoke less.  But it was hard to watch the hours pass at work every day without it.  The only good thing in his life happened in this shed and not that often.  Half the time, she didn’t show up and he cursed her behind her back, fucking bitch.  He got so mad he had to jack off to relax.  One day, he’d come all over her face, see how she liked it.  Bullshit, David.  Fucking pussy.  He’d never mess with Rachel; never do anything to make her go away.  He was on borrowed time as it was.
June, 1995


Rachel dug a frozen pizza out of the garage freezer and ripped open the box.  Mom hated to keep stuff like that around the house, but out in the second freezer was acceptable.  Rachel shook her head.  Unbelievable.  Well, they were gone for now, gone for the night, and all excited about letting Rachel stay by herself for the first time.  Her Dad had gushed with pride and Rachel had responded appropriately, with a shy smile and a tilt of her head.  For a judge, he didn’t know much about who to trust in his own family.


Of course, Rachel didn’t have anything terrible in mind.  Just a little harmless fooling around out by the pool.  Nothing would get broken, no secrets told.  And her parents would never have to know.  It was better for them that way.


Three light knocks on the terrace doors brought a smile to her face.  David was there, and on time.  Maybe she should have tried to cook something after all.  But hell, they probably had frozen pizza at his house for Thanksgiving.  He’d be used to it.


Rachel wiped off her hands and crossed through the family room to the bank of French doors which opened on to the big terrace.  David stepped inside but would not look at her.


“David?”  Rachel bent down underneath his face to find what he was hiding.  Jesus.  One eye was swollen.  The skin around it looked like a bad watercolor painting, all blue, purple, and brown.  Did he get in a fight?  Rachel had trouble picturing David that angry, dulled as his emotions often were from too much weed.  Yet she found the possibility intriguing.


David stood up straight and stared at her.  “You’re gonna have to know about this, aren’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Just between us, got it?”


How ridiculous.  No one even knew she was seeing him.  “Dude, obviously.”


David tensed up and turned away.  “Do you have to be so sarcastic?”


“Lighten up.  I just don’t like you hiding things.”


David laughed a mean sort of laugh and began pacing around the family room.  “My fucking Dad.  He’s drinking again, and it was me or Mom.  I sent her to her sister’s and took him on myself.”  David slammed a fist against the wallpapered surface next to him. “I thought he was done with all that.  It’s been like ten years.  I don’t know what happened.”


Rachel cringed inside.  She didn’t like talking about Dads who drank too much, not after watching her parents live it up and up and up with their hideous friends.  She had overheard too many fights, even seen Dad shove Mom one time when she was being a real Grade-A bitch.  They fucking deserved each other sometimes.


But David, he would need her.  She sat down on the old leather sofa and motioned to him to join her.  The anger was leaking out of him; she could see it in his eyes as they softened.  She let him lay down with his head in her lap.  He had really great hair.  “I don’t think people really change, David.  And if you think they do, you’re the fool.  That’s the moral of this story and plenty from the Hall home too.  Don’t trust them and they can’t hurt you.  Got it?”


David sniffed and nodded.  Don’t cry, not tonight, it would ruin everything.  Rachel was counting on pizza, a horror movie, and trying a new sexual position she read about in Cosmo.  Her Mom told her not to read it, but then left it lying around.  Stupid cow, what did her mother expect?  


For now, she needed to lighten things up.  “How about some pizza?  Fuck your dad, right?  Tonight, we have each other and an empty house.”


David sat up and nearly smiled, as if on cue.  “Pizza sounds great.  Got any beer?”


“For you, always.”  Rachel kissed him hard and ran her fingers through the back of his hair again.  His mouth tasted sweet, not like any other guy she had ever kissed.  He was her secret, her treasure.  She was angry that his dad hit him, of course, but she wouldn’t get bogged down by it.  She wasn’t that kind of girl.

July, 1995


Rachel brushed her hair one hundred times and put on a little waterproof mascara.  Usually her mom didn’t notice a bit of mascara, and Rachel liked how it made her look older, mysterious.  Car doors slammed outside and voices yelled across the lawn, deep drawling voices and the squeaky wives’ voices that went with them.  Just another summer party at the river house.  Mom said she should feel lucky.  Most people didn’t have houses on the water, and grand old plantation houses at that.  Rachel thought the place was stuffy.  The river water was muddy and dark.  She was only there to get tan.


She smeared Hawaiian Tropic oil on her newly shaved legs and then washed her hands.  She reached for her new bikini, finally one from the ladies’ section instead of wretched young miss.  She was ready, damn it.  She had the boobs for a real suit.  In the mirror she saw a tall, strong girl with glistening brown skin and a fuchsia suit that did nothing to hide her nipples.  David would shit if he saw her in that suit.  She sighed, wishing she could sneak him out to the river just once and fuck him in her parents’ four-poster bed.  What would Mommy say about that?


More voices filtered up the stairs as the party moved into full swing.  Her parents’ friends were dull as dirt, a bunch of lawyers and judges and wives who always wore madras shorts down to their wrinkled knees.  At least it was sunny.  Rachel took one look at the cover-up her mother chose for her and left in on the bed.  She slipped on a black miniskirt and grabbed her ass.  Tight.  All that running was paying off.  She might just turn some heads downstairs.


The guests were well into the Bloody Marys and champagne with orange juice.  Rachel said a few polite hellos and made her way down the riverbank.  Her hammock was empty and still in the full sun.  Perfect.  She pulled on a rope Daddy had tied to a tree and the hammock rocked her like a baby.  As if she remembered being a baby.  Her mom must have rocked her then.  All moms did that.


She closed her eyes and thought about what to get Dad for Father’s Day, what to wear to Janie Spence’s party the following week, whether to tell her friend Caroline about David, and where she would travel if she could go anywhere.  She must have fallen asleep because those thoughts were gone, replaced by the odd sensation of feathers brushing her stomach.  Still, groggy as she was from the sun, she did not open her eyes right away.


She reached a lazy hand to swat at any bugs that might have caused the feathery feeling, but her hand collided with another, warm and misplaced, as if it were dangling there without an owner.  Or that was how she imagined it for a moment with her eyes still closed and no reason to be afraid.  Was Mama here to rock her after all?


A voice said quietly, “Shhhhhhhh,” and nothing else.  The sun and that voice did something to her inside, giving rise to a tingling between her legs and a tension she liked very much.  Even if she shouldn’t.  Especially if she shouldn’t.


She kept her eyes closed.  The hammock rocked gently.  See, it was nice.  Rocking.  The hands touched her feet and ran up her legs, not too soft so she didn’t get all squirmy.  She imagined that it was David; he had found his way to the river after all, borrowed one of her father’s shirts and joked with the older men about his golf handicap, just like he was one of their kind.  His hands passed along the outside of her hips and pulled her suit down just an inch or so.  He felt the tangle of her hairs and she heard his breathing get heavier.  She smelled suntan oil and lake water.  Wetness gathered between her legs and her breathing grew louder.  She told herself that it was all okay, and it felt damn good, and maybe she wasn’t even awake, maybe this was the way girls had wet dreams.


He slipped her halter up over both breasts and ran fingers in circles around her nipples, now firm and welcoming the rough skin on his palms.  She moved her hips upwards even after she scolded herself to stay still.  If this was real, she wanted to remain mysterious and aloof.  She was hot, but she was no slut.  She would not beg for anything.  Ever.


And then his hands were gone but his breathing was still there, raspy and fast.  One hand reached into her bikini bottoms so quickly and with such force that he must have thought he was welcome there.  Rachel sucked in a breath of surprise and squeezed her legs together.  She was not at all sure she wanted him there, knowing her secrets.


She gasped when he put his fingers inside her and reached down to stop him.  Now she was sure.  This was not okay.  She opened her eyes but in the harsh sunlight she saw only spots and the outline of what was clearly a grown man, turning and starting up the path towards the house.  A big part of her had no desire to see who he was, especially if he left her alone.  Yet she heard him pause and clear his throat.  She closed her eyes again, shuddered and curled into a tight ball.


Nothing was said.  She heard him there, breathing, for too long, but he finally left.  The sound of his shoes moving up the gravel path towards the house was enough to drain from her any remaining sexual feeling.  What was left manifested itself in shaking, throughout her body, the kind of trembling that accompanies a high fever or a fall through thin ice into a Canadian lake.  The sun beat down on her, but she thought she would never get warm, and she didn’t deserve to.


She should never have worn the pink bikini.

September, 1995


In the damp light of an autumn morning, Rachel Hall laced up Adidas running shoes and pulled a St. Catherine’s School sweatshirt over her head.  She heard her father’s morning preparations through the ceiling.  Drawers slid open and shut, water ran for his shave.  Her mother was sleeping away another hangover, unable, apparently, to tolerate a Junior League meeting without a Bloody Mary in her hand.  Rachel would never let herself end up so bored, so frumpy.  More than once, she had seen her mother staring like a puppy out the front window as Dad’s car eased down the drive on his way to work.  Pathetic.


But if Mom stayed in bed, Rachel could hang out with her Dad, just the two of them, so there were advantages to her mother’s laziness.  After her workout, she would make Daddy pancakes.  He would complain about his weight and she would kiss his forehead and frown at him until he ate what was served him.  She would pretend to be younger, softer and more naïve than she really was.  The illusion would be fun.  At the very least, he would be impressed by her cooking skill.  Even at St. Catherine’s the girls took home ec, or ‘life skills’ as the nuns had begun entitling what was the same old class on sewing buttons and mixing cake batter.


Rachel stretched in the mudroom.  Traces of frost lingered on the grass outside.  The morning chill had come early this year.  She would wait until the last minute to face the cold.  And Nancy would be late, no doubt.  Nancy hated to be cold, yet she was icy by nature and it made her one hell of a lacrosse player.  Rachel didn’t have to like her, they merely trained together.  Rachel ran harder with Nancy there to push her, but Nancy didn’t quite understand that training had to continue through the summer, throughout the year.  Rachel had no intention of losing her star status on the track team.


One deep breath in and out and Rachel burst through the back door into the fresh air, easing into a jog for the half-block to Nancy’s house.  An earlier bit of sun had now retreated behind slate gray clouds.  Rachel found it harder to run under a dark sky, almost as if God was telling her to get back home and sleep a bit longer.  She slowed as she reached the brick walk and frowned.  Something was wrong, she felt it.  What would Nancy’s excuse be this time?  


Sure enough, Nancy’s mother, wrapped in a shiny silk robe, shrugged her shoulders and smiled the same cold smile that Nancy had perfected.  Nancy was not feeling well.  Shit.  


Rachel smiled back and danced in place to keep warm.  “Hope she feels better.  Maybe next Saturday.”


“Perhaps.  Wouldn’t it be nicer for you girls to run in the afternoon, after school where there’s a decent track and a nice locker room?  Are ya’ll trying for the Marines with these early morning jogs, honey?”


Honey.  Yuck.  “I just don’t have much time after school, Mrs. Tyler.  I need a good two hours for a cross-country run and the only time is early morning when the roads are quiet and I don’t have lessons or clubs after school.”


Mrs. Tyler nodded her head as if to say she understood Rachel’s point, but her lips were scrunched up, unhappy.  Rachel turned to leave the woman in her warm house and offered a pert little wave.  “Have a great day,” she shouted over one shoulder.   This was bullshit.  Dark sky, and now she had to run alone.  


Nancy’s refusal to get up fueled Rachel’s lungs; she ran faster than usual, chasing the anger away.  Down to the end of the street, round past the Schenk’s huge house on the corner, Rachel ran full out with her eyes locked on the marker for the Club’s ninth tee, the end of the first interval.  As she neared her goal, the old Magnolia that marked the beginning of the woods beyond the rough beckoned to her.  Rachel remembered hiding there as a child, protected by the canopy of waxy leaves.   She thought of climbing inside, but she’d lose the momentum in her muscles if she cut the run so short.  Perhaps another day.


Turning onto the cart path, the shade of smaller magnolias and little pines seemed to dial the temperature down a few degrees.  Rachel watched her breath form clouds in the air.  She looked down at the path, but her feet lost their hold on the pavement as she realized too late that another magnolia tree’s shade had preserved the frost even on the sidewalk.  She struggled to stay upright, but felt that the earth was pulling her down to meet it.  Her left knee twisted under her weight and pain traveled through her veins, up into her temples.  She swore aloud, unconcerned about her language.  No one was out on the back nine at this hour.  She could take her time and assess the damage.  


Rachel winced as she straightened her left leg.  She could not remember pain this intense and throbbing.  Her head began to spin and she worried that she might pass out.  Damn, so much for seamless training routines.  How long would this set her back?  She’d probably have to wear a knee brace again and she hated how the burnt-smelling elastic in those things pinched the back of her knee.  Damn again.  She really should get to some ice, but the prospect of standing on the leg was enough to make her shudder.


She felt a hand on her arm though she had not heard a person approach.  Rachel looked up at a man she did not recognize, unless she was dizzier than she thought.  No, the belly spilling over top of cheap jeans and the sour breath, definitely not her neighborhood.  She pulled her arm back, but he did not let go, just chuckled and moved behind her.  He seemed insistent on helping her stand up, though Rachel was not sure it was time, nor that she wanted this man’s help.  Yet the ground was frigid and he was strong enough to lift her.  But God, he stunk.  Like cigarettes and Mad Dog 20/20.  


About the moment she decided it was wrong that he had yet to speak, he let go of her for a second, let her test her leg.  She was ready to head home, manners be damned.  She would say thank you as she struggled back down the path to the street, but she’d do it alone.  Something rustled in the brush off to her left and the man looked, as she did, for the critter responsible.  Brown work boots stepped forward, and in them a skinny guy with greasy black hair and a face covered with acne.  


The fat one took hold of her arm again.  “Lookey what I found, Tim.  She was late today, but I think you’ll agree she was worth the wait.”  His hand traveled down to her fingertips and back around past her bottom, lightly, but impossible to ignore.


Rachel tasted acid in her throat.  She was scared and furious all at once, but she could do nothing, say nothing, just stuck in place like a statue with a bad knee.  I should run.  They want to hurt me.  Oh, God, why is no one here?  David, maybe he’s nearby, maybe he’ll hear me.  Rachel heard herself scream.  Her voice sounded far away and small.  She knew then that no one would come.  She had to run, somehow.  She turned away from the man and took a step forward.  But her legs were not hers, did not work as they should.  Her lame knee twisted even further in the wrong direction.  Her face was wet with perspiration, as if she had just run a few miles.  Or was very ill.  One of the men laughed and whistled.  She wasn’t the fucking entertainment.  Rachel pushed herself to move faster.  She was doing it.  They were just a couple of rednecks, looking to cause trouble.  Not with her.  No fucking way.


Rachel’s head snapped back and her scalp ached under the grasp of one of them, not as far back as she had hoped.  A cloth came down in front of her face and was yanked into her mouth and tied behind her head.  She struggled to breathe, to calm her heartbeat, to keep the bile in her throat from flooding her mouth.  She began to shake.  Tears rolled down her cheeks.  Why?  Why couldn’t they just leave her alone?

The thin one moved in front of her, his face dominated by an ugly grin.  God, his eyes were like nothing.  Hollow.  “Let’s get off the path and get started.  I want to have some fun before she passes out on account of that knee.”  


Rachel closed her eyes.  Her knee throbbed badly enough to take her mind off their hands for the first minute or so, while they pulled her like an old doll along the forest floor.  She began to recite that long-ago bedtime prayer, now I lay me down, over and over again to try and silence the screams in her head and the sound of their raspy breathing.  She felt a stinging sensation run down her leg and then the cold rushed in.  Her pants were gone, cut off.  She thought she should open her eyes and try one more time to get away, but she couldn’t let herself see them, not as they shoved fingers, hands, something sharp, inside her and the pain became a black cloud that crept up and up and over her face and her nose so that she could no longer breathe, and maybe that was okay.  Maybe Daddy would come looking for her soon and take the cloud away.


Rachel Hall’s world went completely dark at 7:15 a.m.    

One

Within the hour, a blessed knock at my office door gave me an excuse to look away from the pile of law journals lying virtually unopened on my desk.  Nick Fioretti leaned in the painted-metal doorway like a piece of flawless Italian art in a cheap frame.  His custom-made shirt set off dark olive skin even in November when my tan had long ago faded.  Nick was smirking, but that was like him.  We survived the boredom and threat of conservative homogeneity inherent in the largest corporate law firm in the Southeast by jarring each other with sarcasm and, occasionally, good gossip.  


“Nick?  Are you coming in?”  I slipped my shoes off under cover of a classic mahogany desk and flexed my feet, sore from the trendy suede pumps I had forced them into that morning.


Nick looked behind him as if a spy or rabid dog might be lingering in the hallway, then stepped into my office and shut the door.  He sat down across from me and kicked his legs up onto my desk.  Fluid, that was Nick.  He moved as if it took no effort to get into the chair and reset his jaw into a smirk.  Gorgeous guy, classy, chiseled, and gay.  Damn shame.  I glared at Nick’s feet and he smiled.  


“New shoes.”  Nick pointed at his loafers, Italian surely, but nothing that impressed me.  I knew little about men’s shoes.  


“I don’t care if you just finished stitching them.  Get them off my desk.  I’ll be smelling new leather and old foot funk for the rest of the day.  Where’s the respect?”  I threw my hand into the air and slipped an inch or two down in my chair.  “I hate this chair.”  And no more slippery silk suits.  I would wear wool just like the boys, make things easier on myself.


Nick suppressed a laugh, took his feet down and leaned forward.  “Top associate at Adams, Sarkinson, Brown & Flanders disappears at her desk.  The police have no leads, but sources say the chief suspect is a leather desk chair the firm bought back in the early sixties before women clawed their way into offices designed for the larger frames, and more mature intellects of grown men.”


“Funny.  Have you no work?”  Both Nick and I were floundering in between big cases, bored by filler work like reading law journals, work that failed to move us closer to our expected yearly total of 2000 billed hours.  Not one of our corporate giant clients would pay for work other than that designed to get them out of trouble or earn them more money.


Nick sat up straight, face animated.  “Shit, I forgot for a minute why I came in here.  I just talked to Tom and he’s putting you on the James River case.  It’s the female engineers, sex discrimination, but with Tom, more importantly.”  Nick crossed his arms and smiled.  “I thought you’d be happy to hear.”


Happy?  Yeah, I was happy, and suddenly awake and aware of my heart beating at a respectable clip for the first time all day.  A big case under the best partner on our team was just what I needed.  I sat up a little taller.  “I’m surprised.  I didn’t think Tom was that impressed with me.  Seems like everything I’ve done since I transferred up here has been for one of the other guys, and the one project I did for Tom was like a big basket of bad news, all the precedent against us.”  In part, I was overstating the truth to be polite.  I kept my little dance of celebration inside and under control, at least until I had a moment to myself.  “Wow.  So why aren’t you on James River?”


Nick shrugged.  “I had the misfortune of writing the early briefs for a union thing last year, and the same scenario has cropped up at some little company owned by some guy Murchison went to college with, so I’ll be in Podunk while you impress Watters.  You’d think that in the twenty-first century the unions would have grown out of lining driveways with three-inch nails, but no.  Still a bunch of bullies living off the dues they collect from the nice guys.”  Nick stood up and stretched, sending a wave of spicy aftershave my way.  


That smell, all male, was inviting even on my very gay friend.  Perhaps it had just been far too long since I had that scent lingering in my bed, on my clothes.  I glanced at my desktop photo of Zach, the husband I lost to a patch of ice the winter before.  My attention stayed focused on the picture, on his smile, as I almost forgot I was in the middle of a conversation.  The more I started noticing other men, the more I missed Zach.  Some kind of sick irony there.  Nick cleared his throat and I turned.  “Sorry.  Maybe I should put that picture away.”


Nick shifted and grimaced.  One look at him and an outsider would assume I had just shown him a dead body or an infected toenail.  He was as uncomfortable as any man with topics like loss, even love.  Just because he was gay didn’t mean he was sensitive.  Obviously.  I told him once that I suspected he had told me about his sexuality just so one person at work would know and he could stop being so afraid of the truth surfacing out of nowhere.  He’d have someone to blame: me.  Nick had grimaced then, too, and denied that he had acted with such calculation. 


“You should do what makes you comfortable, J.  I guess it hasn’t been that long, really.”  Nick smiled with a gentleness I so rarely saw.


“Thanks, Nick.”  I tapped a pencil on the desk as if to meter the flow of memories taking me back to that icy night when the garage door never opened.  Instead, a fleshy uniformed cop rang my bell and tested my toughness in a way I had never expected.  Even Mom had never envisioned such a challenge.  “Almost a year, actually.  I don’t think I can use the term ‘recently’ any longer.”


“Perhaps not.”  Nick cleared his throat.  “Look, I’ve got to get back to a mountain of paper in my office.  We can talk more later if you need to, okay?”


I squared my shoulders.  “I’m a corporate lawyer, Nick.  I don’t have needs like that.”


“That’s the spirit.”  Turning easily in his new shoes, Nick left me with a grin, stepping to the side as my secretary, Mabel Crowder, peered into my office.  She wore reading glasses inlaid with little rhinestones in sharp contrast to her neatly wrapped hair and sensible suit.


“Jordan, Tom would like to see you when you have a minute.”


“Great.  Thanks, Mabel.”


She smiled; must have known I was waiting for a new project.  “I’m off to supplies downstairs.  We got a memo today about some kind of glare protectors for the computer screens, so I thought I’d grab a few before they’re all gone.”


“Absolutely.  No being polite around here, right?”


“Well, only if someone’s watching.”  Mabel winked and started toward her errand.  What a fabulous secretary I had.  Sense of humor included.  I was a lucky broad, I was.


I grabbed a legal pad and a pen and fought the urge to run around the corner to Tom Watters’ office.  The case was not brand new.  Luckily, I had read most of the file the week before at the suggestion of a more junior partner on the team.  It was time to launch into the discovery phase and see what everybody was hiding, the women who were suing and our client, James River Corporation.  There were always secrets, snafus, really dumb comments, and very often they ended up on paper.


Tom sat with one foot on the edge of his desk, tapping his chin with his fingers while a deep voice boomed on the speakerphone.  I stopped in the doorway.  He motioned me in and cleared his throat, silencing the other guy.  How did he do that?  Amazing. 


“Jerry, I see where you’re going with this, but I can’t come on board just yet.  Let me get back to you next week.  You’ll be at the club for the tournament?”  The baritone voice said yes, of course.  Tom rubbed his eyes and ran his fingers through his curly blond hair, marked by gray only at his temples.  “At the club, then.  Thanks Jerry.”  He stabbed at the speakerphone with his thumb until it went quiet.


When he turned to me, whatever tension the call had produced was gone, his attention completely focused on the James River case.  “Jordan, good.  I see you brought some paper, so let’s get this thing set up right from the beginning.  You’re going to work with Mitch, he’s the only paralegal on this team worth talking to, at least on a case of this size.  It will behoove you to recognize that he’s the logistics expert here, even if he doesn’t have the law degree.  Make him your friend and it will pay you back a thousand times over.”


“Got it.”  I pretended to write myself a note on my pad.  “Do not patronize very capable support staff.”

Tom grinned and leaned forward.  “I’m not the first to try to teach you this lesson, eh?”

I shook my head no.  “I learned it the hard way – thought I had to be really tough to earn a paralegal’s respect, but all I did was alienate them and make the document work harder than it had to be.”

“Good.  So you’ve read the file?”


“I’ve read the file.”  All 500 pages of it.  A group of four female engineers had joined together to sue James River Corporation, claiming that the company had passed them over for jobs with supervisory roles – jobs you needed to pass through to move up in the corporate hierarchy.  Looking at the numbers, even though there were far fewer female engineers working there in the first place, it was still conspicuous that none of them were ever promoted through the ranks.  There were a few female executives in human resources, even one lower-level analyst in finance, but none in operations.

“Think those boys at James River are keeping women down?”

“Probably, without realizing it in most cases.  Zach used to say that all manufacturing in America is run by guys with big guts, and I met more than a few of them at his company functions.  Nice men, but all men.”

Tom nodded.  “You just painted a picture of reality, and we’ll hope it’s just circumstance.  But better to assume these women are right for the mental exercise of it and try our best to find that one piece of paper we don’t want to even exist.  Then we’ll know what we’re up against.  Obviously, they had enough, statistics if nothing else, to get through the courthouse door.  It’s up to you and Mitch and his team to find out what else.” 

Several months of big-firm antics loomed ahead.  Having been on the other side, I almost felt bad for the female plaintiffs.  We would soon be allowing their lawyers access to thousands of pages of totally useless paper, which they would then be forced to leaf through, looking for something juicy.  I had a stack of motions to work through on my desk, all of which would eat up the plaintiffs’ lawyers’ time and thereby hurt them more than James River.  The women were represented by a small firm with far fewer resources and a narrow operating margin.  Adams, Sarkinson was bankrolled by big firms just like James River, and James River was used to seeing our bills every month.  The big fish started out with quite an advantage, in the river and among law firms.

“Stop by and see Mitch and ask him to show you the database he used for the Kirk & Lockwood case, get familiar with it.  I want you to start thinking about how much space we need to store paper and give a call over to James River records.  Try to endear yourself, you may well be paying them a visit soon.”  Tom stood up.  “Good to have you on the case, Jordan.  One-page memo each week on the discovery progress, you can get Mitch to write it if you like.  Some of the early motions are coming in, so you can get on those as well.”

I stood up too.  Always better to leave before one is asked.  Tom nodded at me and turned back to the speakerphone.  Not much time was wasted in his day, unless one included the occasional golf outing.  I felt a sort of giddy optimism.  Nick had been right, I was lucky to work with him.  If I impressed him now, he’d look out for my career at Adams, Sarkinson.  He was that kind of guy.

Back down the corridor past the smaller offices of other associates and the larger, window-filled offices of partners on my left, secretary cubicles on my right and even more towards the center of the building the fluorescent-lit conference rooms, copy rooms, paralegal offices and kitchen, I felt for a moment like a gopher in a maze.  Or a centrifuge that sorted bodies by power, flinging the big guns out to the edges where they could pretend not to notice how wonderful the natural sunlight was.  Sometimes I cringed when I entered the cramped, bluish world of the paralegals.  Even my one small window was a source of great pleasure.  Available to all for the price of a law degree.


I rounded a corner made from two cubicles and stopped at the low wall divider that separated my secretary’s desk from the hall in front of my door.   Mabel put down her coffee cup and raised one eyebrow at me.  “Ms. Taylor, what can I do for you?”


“Well, I was looking for Nick.  Is he in his office?”


Mabel clucked her tongue.  “Oh, probably.  He’s been up and down this corridor about a hundred times in the past twenty minutes.  I can’t believe you haven’t heard him.  He’s having some kind of war with the bulk printer and won’t let me call the copy people downstairs.  So it’s either his office or the copy room.”


I smiled.  “Sounds about right for a Monday.  I think I’ll try to catch him in his office.”


“I put the two letters you left me on your desk, ready for you to sign.  You might want to autograph them so I can get them out today.”  Mabel pulled a light yellow cardigan around her shoulders and tucked a few wayward hairs back into place.  Her fingernails were painted an outrageous purple, so different from the conservative paisley dress.  She was warm but efficient, one of few black women at the firm, and yet never showed me a hint of any discomfort, any question at all about where she belonged.  I found it fascinating that she would want to spend her days in this world, yet I had chosen the same.  Were there a blood type common among law firm employees, I wouldn’t be surprised.  Something kept us all interested, motivated, locked up in the air conditioning for 60-plus hours every week.


I followed Mabel’s cue and signed the letters first.  I could rely on her to prioritize most of my day, and sometimes did.  “Thanks Mabel.”  I handed the originals back over the divider to her and pointed at a photograph of Mabel and her husband at their daughter’s wedding.  “You going to bring him to the Christmas party?”


She nodded, not smiling.  “Kicking and screaming.  Carl hates to put on a suit, even for church he fusses.”


“Zach was the same way.  Some men just aren’t suited for a suit, and I mean that in a good way.”


Mabel looked right at me and let me see she wasn’t afraid to hear me mention Zach.  That was one of my favorite things about her, she was hard to ruffle.  She nodded again and gave me a quiet smile.  “Well, Carl is looking forward to meeting you.  I’ve told him all about you.”


“Please tell him I’ll look forward to it.  I’ll be back in a few.”  I took off down the corridor towards Nick’s office, in a bit of a tizzy the more I thought about the Christmas party.  The invitation was shiny and festive; someone in the firm’s administrative office must have just gotten their budget increased.  But it was just the kind of event that highlighted how single I was and made it seem less acceptable, especially the thought of walking in there alone, all dolled up for no one in particular.


Nick was sitting at his desk, frowning at the computer screen, looking interruptible, so I stepped into his office uninvited.  “So who’s your date for the Christmas extravaganza?”  

Nick gave me a look that failed to whither me.  He was tired.  “Do you want me to give you the story now about how my date got the flu, or would you rather wait until that night?  Either way is fine with me.”  

“Actually, I was just cringing at the thought of driving in pumps all the way across town and thought we might be able to reach a mutually beneficial ride-share arrangement.”  I sat down across from him and folded my hands formally in my lap.

“Well, then, might I suggest that you allow me the pleasure of escorting you to the aforementioned function in my unassailably cool car?”

I jumped on his offer like a flea onto a dirty lamb.  Then I put the matter of the party out of my mind and got back to work.  
