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I worked for Bill Nestor almost three years before a sexy detective started asking questions about dead women.
The detective came to our firm on a Wednesday afternoon. Markitt, Bronk, Simms & Kowalsky, diminutively known as MBS&K, was only a mid-sized law firm in mid-sized Kansas City, Missouri. But any person in any office across the nation can tell you that Wednesday afternoons rival Monday mornings for being the worst chunk of time all week long. When Lucille paged me, it had been 2:30 for the last hour and a half.
From the overhead speaker I heard: “Carol Frank, call the operator please.”
I was doing some work for a pain-in-the-ass paralegal named Suzanne, typing a deposition summary wherein two grown men argued for four hundred pages about how many screws it takes to effectively mount ceiling tiles. You might find it hard to believe that so much animosity and dispute could arise over the pattern of screws in a ceiling tile, but believe it you may. Screw, screw, screw, I typed. Screw this, I had been thinking when my summons came from above.
“Carol Frank, call the operator please!”
Lucille doesn’t like to be ignored. She is the princess of her little domain. I called her as commanded.
“There is a Detective Gus Haglund here to see you.”
“A cop?” This was surprising. I wondered if my complaints about our parking arrangements were finally being acknowledged by someone important. We’d had a rash of license plate sticker thefts. Having grown tired of hearing the other staffers complain, I called building security (one guy named Danny) to see if the police could do something. Our garage security was a ridiculous affair anyway. They made us employees carry keycards to get our cars in and out, yet no one paid any attention to our cars once they were admitted. I suppose the point was to cause annoying delays to kidnappers transporting victims in their trunks. At any rate, our license plate stickers were not safe. Honestly, I wouldn’t have been surprised to discover Security Guard Danny was the one stealing them.
Lucille answered, “Yes, a cop. Oh, and are you still expecting that call from Bobby Lane?”
This fully caught my attention. Bobby Lane was office code for “attractive man.” My visitor met with Lucille’s approval, and she assumed he would also meet with mine.
Encouraging! I hurried toward reception.
A helpful art print hung on the wall just before the lobby. It was just some modern piece of crap, but it had a fabulous reflective casing that allowed a woman to check her appearance for any embarrassing mishaps. So I gave myself a good once-over before greeting the promise of a Bobby Lane. I was a thirty-year-old, studious-looking brunette, and sometimes people (particularly those like my stupid ex-husband) liked to project a dark bookishness onto me, hoping I would be a mysterious, depressed dramatic figure, perhaps on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Actually I was a content and undemanding woman, and my mother always told me I was very pretty when I smiled. That’s not as exciting as a suicidal beauty with her nose crammed in a book of philosophy, I’ll admit—but my type is a lot easier to deal with and less expensive to entertain.
Lucille was happily chatting with an adorable man. Our receptionist was very good with men. Rumor had it that twenty-five years ago Lucille had been a beautiful, slutty girl who had dated many members of the Kansas City Chiefs—often more than one at a time. She still believed herself to be every bit as gorgeous as she once was. She had the honeyed accent of rural Georgia, and it never failed to make men stupid and accommodating. Half the time when I found her with a new victim, he was inquiring about where she was from and she was confessing to her Southern upbringing as if it made her shy.
“…from Georgia,” was in fact what she was saying to Detective Adorable. “Not Atlanta but pretty close nearby.”
“I’ve been to Atlanta,” he replied, “and to that town where Jimmy Carter was raised. What was that town called?”
“Plains.” Lucille’s eyes shone. Being the only native Georgian in the office, she still called President Carter her governor. “Did y’all have some Billy Beer?”
“I was only eight at the time,” he said.
“Now I’ve gone and shown my age.” Lucille groaned as if miserable. In truth she loved to let everyone know she was fifty because she looked pretty damned good for fifty.
“Hi,” I said, thrusting out my hand. Left to her own devices Lucille could flirt until Judgment Day and overshadow mere mortals. “I’m Carol Frank.”
Detective Adorable shook the offered hand. Touching him made me feel all yummy inside. This was, in large part, because he was a bright spot on an otherwise endlessly awful Wednesday afternoon. He could have had a hunchback and an extra head and probably still elicited some enthusiasm from me, but he was a cutie-pie. Screw, screw, screw, I thought dizzily. He had a friendly, innocent blue-eyed look about him, sweet and almost dopey, with loosely curly, dark blond hair probably worn a little too long for departmental regulations, and a round and cherubic face, cheeks and all, with a little bow mouth that could erupt—alarmingly—into a heart-stopping lopsided grin. He did that right then, and it almost knocked me over. This was a detective? He must be either terrible at his job or fabulous at it. Maybe no suspect could see that grin coming.
“Oh, hi,” I said. Had I already said hi? “I’m Carol Frank.” Had I already introduced myself?
He caused further havoc by showing me his badge, which he pulled out of his inside jacket pocket and flipped open just like they do in the movies. Augustus Haglund was his full name, I noticed.
“Detective Gus Haglund, KCPD,” he said, raising an eyebrow at me.
“How can I help you?” I asked, hoping for an answer that had to do with nudity.
“You’re Bill Nestor’s secretary?”
I agreed that I was. We had so much in common, this detective and myself.
“I understand that he’s out this afternoon. I was wondering if I could arrange some time tomorrow to speak with him about Adrienne Maxwell.”
Oh, yes. Adrienne Maxwell. I might have seen this coming.
Then came the really shameless part, because I could have been done with this in four seconds by saying, “Come by any time from eight to ten tomorrow morning; he’ll see you then.” Bill trusted me with his calendar and I kept a close eye on his schedule. Bill wouldn’t mind meeting with a detective about his recently deceased client. But since I had nothing waiting for me at my desk but the screw deposition and a big stack of mail to post, I decided that Augustus Haglund was going to take as much of my afternoon as was possible for me to give.
“Lucille,” I said with great seriousness, “do we have a free conference room where the detective and I can look at Mr. Nestor’s schedule together?”
“Conference Room 3 is open,” replied Lucille helpfully. Her eyes were glinting.
“Follow me,” I instructed. “Can I get you a coffee? Coke? Are you allowed to have mind-altering substances while on duty?”
Detective Haglund said he would like a Coke very much and so, after offering him a chair at the conference room’s round table, I sprinted away to get it for him. In our lunchroom I searched desperately for a clean glass. There was a power struggle underway between the cleaning staff and the file room crew over whose responsibility it was to start the dishwasher and, as a result, we seldom had clean glasses. Giving my new friend a lipstick-stained glass didn’t leave the impression I wanted, but washing a glass myself might take extra precious moments of Detective Adorable Time away from my afternoon.
Like a stealth bomber, Charlene Templeton materialized at my shoulder, startling me so badly I almost dropped the glass I’d found. Charlene’s age and size belied her ability to move silently. She wasn’t fat but she was a big woman—broad-shouldered, log-legged and built like a cylinder from top to bottom—and she was well over forty years old. She moved slowly and complained that she had bad knees, so one expected her to wheeze and groan when she moved but she was as quiet as a cat burglar. Though her face was round and apple-cheeked, her auburn hair was streaked liberally with gray, and she looked a lot like everybody’s youngish grandmother; she was not a person I’d recommend tangling with in any capacity. She was a career secretary and damned serious about it. Working for Aven Fisher, she had to be brilliant. Divorce attorney Aven Fisher—a decent human being but a legendary workaholic—demanded an utterly devoted secretary who could remember hundreds of tasks and details simultaneously, and I had never known Charlene Templeton to forget anything. Her steel-trap mind had another advantage: the woman knew absolutely everything that happened in the office. She’d probably known there was a cop here to see me before I had.
“Why are the Kansas City Police rousting you?” she asked, as soon as I’d regained my wits from the scare she’d given me.
“It’s about Adrienne Maxwell.” I resumed my anxious search for a Coke and the ice machine. Happy nerves had rendered me almost too giddy to function. I couldn’t remember the order in which these tasks had to be performed.
“Lucille says he’s a Bobby Lane. Oh, here.” Charlene plucked the glass out of my hand and set about filling it with ice and soda.
“He’s a doll,” I declared vehemently. “And he’s a detective. I feel like I’ve won some kind of Wednesday-afternoon lottery.”
“Well, don’t let him bully you into breaking confidentiality just because he’s cute,” she warned. “You can’t talk to him about anything to do with our clients.”
“Now don’t mother-hen me,” I told her. Charlene seemed sometimes to think that she was the only one with an ounce of common sense. “I don't plan to discuss business at all, if I can help it. I want to hear the story of his life and hopefully about how he’s never found a woman he could really love before.”
She granted me one of her rare, flat smiles. “Maybe you can ask him to catch our food bandit.”
I refrained from doing a double take, and pretended I didn’t know exactly who the food-bandit was. I said instead, “Then he can look into our license plate sticker thefts. With luck, I can keep him here all week long.”
“Well, let me carry this in for you. I want to see him up close.”
I’m sure we looked like a ridiculously redundant duo when we returned to Detective Haglund. I was carrying Bill’s black calendar and a fistful of business cards, and Charlene was only holding a glass, but the detective was perhaps smart and/or experienced enough to know that his presence caused a lot of curiosity and speculation, especially around bored secretaries. Charlene eyed him and then left us in her discreet and silent way, closing the door behind her. I would have to give her a big hug for that later.
“So,” I said to Detective Haglund, perusing the hard copy of Bill Nestor’s calendar as if it merited careful study. “What time were you thinking of coming by?”
“The earlier the better,” he said. “Your office is on my way to work.”
“Eight?”
“Sounds great.” He drank his soda and smiled at me again. Before taking a chair, he’d removed his jacket and confirmed what I’d suspected about his body already. He was a big guy, with very good, broad shoulders and a thick solid build with hard-as-wood muscles like a hockey player. There was a hint of softening about him, a little weight gain that showed age was sneaking around his tummy. He was in his mid-thirties, I guessed, so that was typical but very sexy to me. I liked men who enjoyed eating and weren’t so vain that they freaked out about carrying ten extra pounds. And it feels nice, to rub against a tummy that has a little give to it. I would have liked to have rubbed his tummy right then.
The small conference room was quiet and softly lit, a simple room with nothing more than a table, some chairs, and a speakerphone, plus more bland modern art. If the attorneys wanted to impress a client or scare an opposing counsel this wasn’t the room where it was done. Since I felt cozy and overly warm, I gave in to the atmosphere and became more candid.
“Of course, I didn’t have to drag you in here to write an appointment down.” I closed Bill’s schedule dismissively. “You said you wanted to meet about Adrienne Maxwell, right? The suicide from last week.” Adrienne was an estate client of Bill’s, and she had overdosed on pills the week before. I asked, “Do the police usually investigate suicides?”
Detective Haglund broke eye contact with me.
“You’re probably not allowed to give me details.” I glanced behind us at the conference room door as if to ensure our solitude. “I imagine that there’s usually a good reason, when a suicide is investigated. On television, it means that it wasn’t a suicide at all, but a murder.”
“Well.” Detective Haglund made a production out of drinking his Coke some more, stalling for time.
“You probably get tired of people telling you what they saw on television.” Stupid man, I thought. I didn’t care about the case. I didn’t care if Adrienne Maxwell had been eaten by sharks. I was trying to have a conversation. “I can’t stand watching lawyer shows. They get all the details wrong. Besides, after I spend all day with lawyers, I can’t stand the thought of spending all night with them, too.”
“But you like detective shows?”
“Oh sure. I like spending the night with detectives.”
Allow me to pause here and say I was not normally given to blatant double entendre. I was not by nature a flirt or a tease. I’m sure I was acting up because of some pervasive chemical imbalance in my brain brought on by the screw deposition and the general malaise of Wednesdays. Members of an office’s staff will do desperate things to break the cycle of boredom. Flirting with the detective was a better option for me than, say, crawling under my desk and stabbing my hand with a letter opener.
My comment, awful though it was, caused Detective Haglund to smile—not the killer grin, but a cutie-pie smile this time—and he even laughed a little. He said, “I don’t watch much television.”
“I watch it almost constantly.”
We looked at Bill’s closed schedule together, eye contact once-removed. I felt it as clearly as if he’d put his hand on mine.
To my new friend I said, “I’ll retrieve her file from storage tonight so Bill can review it before your meeting.”
My new friend said, “I may need a copy of it.”
“Bill is very vigilant about confidentiality, just like you.”
“I have some papers…” Detective Haglund produced a stack of documents folded lengthwise. He went through the stack to show me court orders, warrants, and releases but I wasn’t really listening. This would all have to go through our risk management people anyway; the contents of the documents weren’t really my problem. Secretaries are fairly good at figuring out what matters are not their responsibility and ignoring them. I was taking note of things about the detective, for later when I would be grilled by my coworkers. One—no wedding ring. Two—no cologne. Three—no cigarette smoke. It was really very cute that he thought he could show me all those important papers and I’d be able to do anything about it.
“These will have to go through Mr. Miller,” I told him. “Is it all right if I keep them tonight and return them to you tomorrow? I can arrange for all your paths to be cleared before you talk to Bill.”
“Would you do that?” Detective Haglund’s friendliness attained a new gravity.
This was my chance to show him the real extent of my powers. Secretarial power is a vague thing and seldom seen or appreciated. We’re like the folks who work backstage at a play: we’re doing our job best when you never realize that we’re there.
I said, “I’ll take care of it, but after you leave. Mr. Miller is our quality assurance maniac and the go-to guy for confidentiality matters. If I take these things to him while you’re here, he’ll want to meet you. That’s code for interrogation. Before you realize it, you’ll be up to your chin in a departmental meeting and you’ll probably be billed for the time.”
Detective Haglund’s face grew solemn at my joke, and I sensed a past run-in with an attorney.
“But,” I said quickly, “if you slip quietly out the front door, I can claim complete ditzy ignorance, make a few copies, stick a label on them, and viola! By tomorrow, you’ll be able to talk to Bill about his client.”
“You make it sound like magic.”
“That’s what it is. Secretary magic.” I made an honest attempt not to beam at him, yet I couldn’t really help myself. My God, what a cutie.
“Well I’m glad I got to meet you first, Carol.” Detective Haglund got to his feet, picking up the few things that he wasn’t going to leave with me. He shrugged into his jacket. “Sounds like I started with the right person.”
“I’m always the right person to start with.”
He held my worshipful gaze with his own. His was not worshipful, I suppose, but it was a healthy shade of appreciative. I exercised self-restraint and did not leap on him.
“Do you have a business card or anything I can give Mr. Nestor?” I asked.
Gus produced a stack of cards from that same bottomless pit of a pocket where he kept everything he owned. I took three of them. “For the QA people,” I lied. I gave him a card of my own, because I’d been careful to grab a few when I passed my desk on the way back from getting his soda, my intentions fully formed.
“This is my direct line,” I explained, indicating the obvious, as an excuse to get right up next to him and bow my head next to his, “and this is my cell phone. Feel free to call me on the cell, if you need to.”
I smiled up at him without much pretense.
“It’s best to call me instead of Mr. Nestor, anyway,” I continued, “because I always know how to get in touch with him, and I don’t mind. The clients call me frequently. I don’t have a husband or a roommate or anything, so it doesn’t bother anybody.”
Detective Gus Haglund peered at me.
“I’m saying that I’m single,” I assured him.
Oh friends and neighbors, that was so unlike me. I swear it was that screw deposition that made me into a tramp. But no, you say. You say, Carol, you can’t blame everything you did that afternoon on being bored at work. People are bored at work every day without resorting to harlotry. So I’ll make this admission. I’d been divorced for three years and had been on very few dates. I hadn’t been asked much, hadn’t wanted to go out much anyway, and hadn’t sent out any signals. An entire life upheaval had happened to me back then, and as a result I’d retreated into a protective, quiet little shell that was, if not utterly rewarding, comfortable and easy for me. Emerging on the other side from this extended mental vacation, I found myself feeling more confident than ever and also a little reckless. I was doing harmless eccentric things in every corner of my life—painting my furniture, buying racy shoes, acting rather indifferent to authority. This episode was a bit more extreme than any of the others had been so far, but then again, Detective Augustus Haglund was my inspiration.
How is it that a human can feel mortified and pleased at the same time? I couldn’t believe I’d just announced my availability, but I was proud of myself for having done so. Anyway, what was the worst that could happen? I figured that at the very worst, Detective Haglund would leave the building puzzled and disgusted by the trampy secretary who had assaulted him after just ten minutes of acquaintanceship, and tomorrow when he came to meet with Bill, he would politely ignore me.
What happened instead was that he said, “Maybe you should give me another one of those cards. One has to go in the file, but I’d like to keep one for myself. In case I need to verify any information with you.”
Beaming, I handed him another business card. I hoped my hand didn’t shake when he took it from me.
He said, “Thank you for your time and all your help.”
Oh, no! He had to leave? Probably had some murders to solve, suspects to grill. That sounded a lot more exciting than what I had to do. He had to follow some leads given to him by his streetwise informants, who were doubtlessly all hookers. He was probably friends with lots of hookers. They were probably all hookers with hearts of gold, who looked upon him as their savior. I wished I were a hooker with a heart of gold.
“So I’ll see you tomorrow morning, bright and early,” I said, guiding him back toward the office lobby.
He agreed that he would. So much in common! I kept doing silly things for him, like pushing the elevator button and waiting while the rackety old deathtrap lurched up to our floor. Lucille watched us, hawklike, from the reception desk.
“I forgot to ask you,” said Detective Gus Haglund suddenly. “Did you know Adrienne Maxwell?”
“Not very well, but I talked to her a few times. It was a couple of years ago.”
“I may have some questions for you tomorrow.” The elevator came, yawning open before us. He held it open with one hand, his attention on me. “Nothing intense, so don’t worry.”
“I wasn’t worried.”
“I’ll see what I can get from Mr. Nestor first; it may not even be relevant.”
“You’re such a tease,” I accused him.
“Bye,” said Detective Gus Haglund.
“Bye.” I watched the elevator close and leave. Screw, screw, screw. The words sang softly in my head.
“Scale of one to ten?” asked Lucille rather loudly.
Turning from the doors that had just devoured my new friend, I told her, “His name is Augustus.”
Charlene materialized at Lucille’s side. “Well? What did he ask you?”
“Nine and a half,” I said to Lucille.
The receptionist looked disappointed in me. “Why not ten?”
“Because all the data has not been compiled. Now, I need to get back to work.”
Having declared my need to get back to work, I was cleared to come and tell them everything that had just happened. Women want details, and women provide details. If there is a detail a woman can’t remember, she is perfectly qualified to make something up that is just as good.
So impressive was Detective Haglund that we barely discussed why he had come in the first place. The important thing was that he had arrived looking good, that he hadn’t shot down my advances out of hand, and that he was coming back the next day. His cuteness went a long way to crushing speculation about why he was interested in Adrienne Maxwell’s suicide or what Bill Nestor might be able to tell him about it.
A legal secretary is not necessarily a secretary who abides by the law, but a secretary who works specifically for an attorney, paralegal, or judge. The qualifications are specialized: one must be capable of performing ordinary secretarial tasks while tolerating whatever brand of mental illness the attorney, paralegal, or judge is suffering. Secretaries who work in the non-legal field may argue with me that mental illness is not exclusive to the legal field. However, like eating disorders and ballet dancing, mental illness and law are a matched pair.
As a legal secretary, I learned to wrangle paper. The practice of law can generate mountains, tides, great rivers of paper like molten lava, so heavy that the fissures could crack open the Earth’s crust if brave souls like myself were not there to file it all away. There are lots of ways to waste paper, and I am proficient at all of them except origami. I can make far too many copies of one document, create a special file called “extra copies” and then stuff them in there; I can just make one copy of something really long and then never look at it again; or I can distribute copies of things to long lists of people who will never read them and then generate a memo telling those same people that I sent them a copy of the thing they don’t care to read. Litigation loves paper. Despite everything that modern courts are doing to convert to electronic data, the legal system finds ways to use email, the internet and electronic filing systems to create yet more paper.
A client of the firm always had a file full of paper regarding his or her case, and I lavished love and attention on that file, stuffing it with all the extra paper, labels, sticky notes, and tabs that I could find. When the case was finished and the client no longer actively being billed, I kissed my gorgeously maintained baby good-bye and sent it to storage where it slept in long rows of boxes full of similar files. Months or years might pass before I needed it again, but always they could be summoned back to me, as a medium might summon a wandering spirit.
Except that I didn’t have a medium; I had Lloyd.
Lloyd must have been dropped on his head as a baby. That was the only reason I could think that he was so automatically and uselessly disagreeable. He somehow had become the manager of MBS&K’s file room despite being the most reticent worker I had ever known. I speculated about his making deals with Satan, though I doubted Satan would have had the patience.
The afternoon before, when I asked him to retrieve the Adrienne Maxwell file from storage, he’d done an admirable job of eye-rolling and sighing. Please understand, “storage” is not in Anchorage, Alaska. It is in the basement of our building. All that evil little troll had to do was take the service elevator downstairs, pick up one file, and then ride the elevator up again. I had the gall to ask if I could get it back the same afternoon.
He responded, “I have sixteen new files to open. I have a copy job rush for Bronk. I’ve got to get five cases of coffee to the break room. I’m expected to get these FedEx’s delivered to the lobby by four.”
Lloyd perpetually had a list of things to do that he would gladly rattle off to anyone who asked him to do something else, giving the impression that he was the lone worker in that vast and manically busy file room. He had three clerks under him, somewhere. But maybe they were hiding.
I asked, “How about tomorrow morning then? At seven?”
The hour of seven offended Lloyd, though I happened to know that he was always at work by six. Come to think of it, I didn’t recall a time when he wasn’t at work. He must have had a cave back in the file room where he slept curled in a little ball, surrounded by the skulls of his victims.
“Bill will need time to review it before an eight o’clock meeting,” I insisted.
“Well, why’d ya wait until the very last minute to ask for it?”
Honestly, I didn’t have to explain myself to this evil little troll, but here I was, doing it anyway. “The meeting was only set up a little while ago.” And then, because he kept staring me down, I found myself explaining even further. “A detective from the police department is meeting with Bill about this case file. First thing in the morning.”
“What’s a detective got to do with anything?”
“This client died last week.”
“Why’s he want to see her file?”
I was beside myself with frustration. “I’m sure I don’t know. Maybe you should talk to him tomorrow morning and find out.”
Lloyd fixed me with a watery, baleful stare.
“Can I please put in a request for the Maxwell file now?”
He grumbled, which is as close to a yes as you’ll ever hear from Lloyd.
And so, on the Thursday morning that Detective Augustus Haglund was going to meet with Bill Nestor, I got to work at seven. The question of what-is-my-sexiest-but-still-work-appropriate-sweater had been answered with my eggshell white twin set, which I had been told looked good on me. I had actually put hot curlers in my dark hair, and I had used a slightly darker eye shadow than usual. But I put a limit on the vamping up, because Gussie was a detective and might notice that I’d gone out of my way to look pretty. So, no halter top, no leather mini-skirt, and I kept my heels at two inches rather than four.
For a moment I hoped my sexier appearance might have a positive effect on Lloyd and he’d just give me my file without grumbling or swearing. “Good morning?” I called into the rows of files. “Lloyd, are you in here?”
Lloyd shuffled out, rheumy-eyed and scowling.
“Good morning!” I insisted. Just try, I thought, just you try to piss me off. I was in a happy place and I was lookin’ fine.
“What is it?” asked Lloyd. He glowered up at me. Lloyd was 170 years old, and his entire face was made of a frown. His eyes always leaked behind his thick, warping glasses. His body, and frankly I don’t even like thinking about it, was both scrawny and pot-bellied. I try never to mock people just because they aren’t especially attractive, but Lloyd was a bastard.
“I’m here to pick up my file. Adrienne Maxwell.”
Let the performance begin. Lloyd executed his critically acclaimed rendition of a man who (a) doesn’t know what you’re talking about, (b) doesn’t know why you’d bother him with your burdensome presence, and (c) isn’t going to make any attempt to discover the answers to (a) or (b). But I waited him out this morning. I was in my eggshell twin set. I was a saucy brunette with smoky eyelids and wavy locks of hair. I had the nerve to smile at him sweetly. We stood that way for fifteen seconds.
He shuffled to a cart laden with files. Mine was on top, and we went through the procedure of Lloyd transferring it laboriously into my arms. Had I tried to pick it up myself, I might have lost a hand.
“Thanks, Lloyd!”
Lloyd probably kept his job because the attorneys were terrified of him. Fear was not my response, exactly. Gruesome fascination was closer to the truth. Over-the-top kindness is the best way to avenge oneself on Lloyd. He can’t stand to believe he hasn’t ruined your day. I planned to buy him a vending-machine candy bar later to thank him for his help. It would drive him nuts.
I took a few minutes to review Adrienne’s file before taking it to my boss. Bill had a thriving legal practice setting up estate documents for people, and as his secretary I attended at least one and often several meetings a week with clients to go over their estate plans. A client from over two years before, namely Adrienne, didn’t stand out in my mind in any good relief. I might have recognized her had she walked through the door, and I’d heard her voice on the telephone a few times, but the meetings themselves? No, they weren’t anything to which I could attest, to use the legal term for it. After enough of these, it all starts to meld together. The same questions, the same forms, the same procedure for getting it all signed. The will, the power of attorney, the advanced healthcare directives, and sometimes a trust.
Lucky for us, Bill took meticulous notes about the people he met. So I could see that Adrienne had been planning to take a cruise with her cousin, and that she taught a community class on low-sodium cooking. This helped flesh her out. With a pang I realized that she was dead.
We had met with plenty of widows like Adrienne. Women tended to outlive their husbands, so it was a common facet of the business. Bill was very good with older women because he was so polite and unthreatening. With any one of them, Bill ran through all the minutia of her property and funds and where she would like it all to go, but to divert the poor thing from dwelling on her own death, he would always ask about travel plans, family, friends and who would be looking out for her. He made himself seem like the ultimate guardian angel, affirming that she locked her doors at night and didn’t talk to strangers. The client usually responded well to this; a woman who has lost her husband doesn’t mind a capable man expressing concern about her well-being. And Bill never did it in a way that seemed lecherous. He wasn’t after their money or out to take advantage of them, and they could sense it in his dark and compassionate gaze.
But he was like that with them all, though in a less intense way with his male customers or with the married couples, but knowing that he had done these things for Adrienne Maxwell still didn’t call up specific memories of her. I looked through her forms, which were the standard set-up with nothing out of the ordinary to help me recall her.
I think Bill learned of her suicide the week before, on the Monday after it happened, when her daughter called to tell him. He mentioned it to me in our morning “powwow,” as he liked to call it.
“You remember Adrienne Maxwell?”
I admitted to knowing the name but not recalling her specifically.
“She died over the weekend,” he said.
“Oh, that’s too bad. She wasn’t very old, was she?” I puzzled through my faint memories.
“Why no, she wasn’t even sixty yet. Listen, Carol,” and here Bill rose from his desk and came closer to speak to me more confidentially. “According to her daughter Clarissa, it looks like Adrienne committed suicide.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I know it’s hard to believe. Sometimes those who have lost a spouse find it hard to be alone. It’s really a shame.”
Sounded like a cliché to me but I had to keep in mind that I was so happy to get rid of my stupid ex-husband that I’d invented a little song and dance about it: He’s gone, he’s gone, do the happy dance, gone to be an ass to someone else, la la la la. Or something like that. I hadn’t really been trying for art. But I had to grant that some people might miss their spouses.
I expressed the same thought to Bill. “I guess I don’t know what that’s like, to lose a spouse and have it be painful.”
“Oh, Carol, you’re too funny.” He pretended to be scowling at me for a moment, waving his finger. “Do me a favor, though. Don’t mention this around the office. Ms. Maxwell’s family has a certain amount of pull around town. They’re rather particular about this rumor spreading.”
“Okay, mum’s the word.” I locked my lips closed. I never gossiped about our clients. It wasn’t good business, and most of the time they weren’t interesting enough anyway.
He backpedaled suddenly, as if concerned that he might have offended me. Bill was always thoughtful about my feelings. “Oh, I know you’re very discreet. And it’s not a state secret. But I know how Lucille can be.”
I smothered a laugh.
Bill did an impression of a Southern belle, saying, “Ah do declare, how shockin’ that our client has voluntarily shaken her mortal coil!”
He did a pretty good Lucille, who was, indeed, the goddess of gossip and who tried to hide her blatant nosiness under a patina of innocent Southern charm. Still, he was right. I understood what he meant, and I didn’t say anything. Thus no one at the firm took much notice that we’d had a client die—hell, Bill was an estate attorney. Death was part of his business. His clients died often enough. If Gus Haglund hadn’t shown up asking questions, I guess no one would have said much of anything.
Bill’s office was a testament to his personal beliefs—a flat, clean, gray tribute to minimalism. Nothing decorated the walls except his diplomas and bar certificates, framed in black and hung with laser precision, one in the center of each of the four walls. Naturally one could look in his desk drawers and find four pencils, sharp, in a line perpendicular to four legal tablets; four red markers with their pocket clips all pointing left; four blue felt-tips beside them but not touching. Of course his books were in rows according to size and color. He kept no plants except one brutally pruned bonsai tree in a bed of virginal white pebbles. He kept his surfaces bare, and when something had to be placed on a surface (his computer, his phone) it was placed with precision up against a corner or flush with an edge. No asymmetry permitted. It was best not to mess with Bill’s stuff.
I could give him files to work on but he didn’t like to keep them overnight in there, for fear that the voluminous paper inside might leak staples and contaminate his stuff. One time he became distraught by a loose staple he found in his carpet, and that weekend he went over the floor himself with a strong magnet to make sure no others were lurking there. It was all right for my desk to be askew and riddled with staples on the loose; I guess he’d been forced to concede control outside his own office door years before. Files were permitted to stay on his desk as long as he was around and could keep an eye on them, but at the end of the day they had to return to my cubicle.
I went to Bill that morning as he perused his email messages at his desk. My job would be to sort them into their own archive files and respond to them. Bill couldn’t type, and he wasn’t comfortable with what he perceived as the complexities of email.
Bill was the most average-looking individual I’d ever known, not in that he was okay-looking, but in that he was nondescript with a face that could vanish from memory within seconds. Much of his vanishing act was caused by how he carried himself, skirting the walls, slumping his shoulders, all but fading into his surroundings. Like me, Bill seemed to have an any-face, open to interpretation if one had the imagination for it. I guess he could have been considered modestly handsome, or totally dorky, or possibly gay, or without any noticeable sex appeal based on the age, sex, and temperament of the person doing the analysis. And I say that with all affection. Once people got to know Bill well, they tended to forget what he looked like physically and focus on his “quirky” personality. But more on that later.
Every day he wore a white dress shirt, a gray suit, a gray tie, and black shoes. His gray hair had thinned on top of his head, but he hadn’t lost it all and wasn’t going to. At forty-six, if he was going to go bald, it would have happened by now. His eyes were soulfully dark and intense, but typically he did not make eye contact with anyone except for clients or me, so not many people realized that.
“Did you get my voice mail message?” I asked as I entered his office, knowing very well that he had. He checked his voice mail religiously. “Here’s Adrienne’s file. The confidentiality issues are in Miller’s hands, so let me know if you’d like me to get him on the phone.”
“Adrienne Maxwell,” murmured Bill, watching the file where I’d left it on his credenza. “I wonder why the police want to talk to me about her?”
“Some dispute as to whether it was suicide, I imagine. It’s probably something to do with her will.”
“Do you think she was killed for her money?” Bill asked me.
“Maybe they do.” I meant the KCPD. “I’ll bet he asks whether there’s been any dispute over the will, if her relatives have ever called or anything.”
“Bet you’re right,” agreed Bill. He knew I was the media-educated professional on murder mysteries. I watched a lot of mystery shows on BBC America. Nobody does the murder mystery like British television, or quite so much of it, and frankly if that’s an indication of how things really are across the ocean, it’s a wonder they have any gentry left standing.
“Did her daughter tell you anything about it?”
“Hmm? Well no, she wasn’t very forthcoming. She’s terribly upset, as you can imagine, and it might be embarrassing to her.” Bill then asked me, “Did you go through the file?”
“No indication of any messages taken since we last saw her,” I said. “The last thing in correspondence is your thanks-for-your-business letter.”
“Still, you never know what they might be looking for.” Bill hadn’t yet taken his eyes from the file, and I wondered if it had just hit him that a client of his was dead. Knowing of a death and fully comprehending it aren’t quite the same things. “I guess I should put in my final notes about her passing, since you’ve got the file out anyway. I’ll dictate something after the detective leaves.”
“Speaking of which, got any letters on here?” I went to his Dictaphone and popped out a tape, replacing it with a clean one and returning the little recorder to its own special place, firmly in the right corner of the OUT box. “You don’t have anything else pending this morning. There’s a board meeting at twelve.”
“Will you be at your desk all morning?”
“Sure will.”
“When will you take lunch?”
“Twelve to one.” I took lunch from twelve to one every day. Bill asked me every day, nevertheless. He liked the ritual, a touchstone in his morning that kept a clock firmly in mind. I used to take lunch when I got hungry, whether that happened at eleven-thirty or one , but that caused Bill a lot of worry. It was better if he always knew where I was. It was a concession to extreme order that I was willing to make because I liked the crazy man. He always remembered my birthday and brought me presents that actually had some relevance to my likes and dislikes. TV shows on DVD, bless him. Last time it had been Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Season Two—my favorite Buffy season of all.
Detective Haglund showed up at ten to eight and Lucille called me at my desk. “Is he still cute?” I asked her.
“Oh mah, yes.”
“Be right there.” I wondered if Augustus Haglund would seem as attractive today as he had yesterday. Yesterday he’d brought me back from the brink of insanity. Thursday mornings are always easier than Wednesday afternoons. Still, I had primped in hopes that my lecherous thoughts would bear out. I had, in effect, “gussied up for Gussie,” which was a terrible turn of phrase that I promised myself I would never say out loud, unless to Gussie himself after he and I had been married for fifteen years.
I noticed a number of staff people were having an impromptu meeting in the lobby about the condition of our Internet service. “Terrible,” I heard them say, and “so slow” and “won’t download,” which meant that they were having trouble watching sports news over their broadband connections. The purpose of the meeting was to get an eyeful of the detective, who had somehow overnight turned into an office legend. These kinds of things are absorbed through osmosis. Now the women took turns checking out the cop.
Melinda, the bold one, even asked him, “Are you my eight-thirty appointment?”
“I don’t know; are you Bill Nestor?” he asked her.
She admitted with dismay that she was not. Her groupies, Mary and Daphne, looked admiringly at her for being brave enough to speak to the Bobby Lane candidate.
Lucille had taken it upon herself to turn on the charm again. My new friend, Detective Gus Haglund, was leaning over her reception counter, looking with convincing interest at the biography that Lucille was reading.
“Ah think people are so fascinating,” Lucille said. That much was true. I’d never seen her read anything but biographies.
I greeted Detective Haglund and was rewarded with happy warm tingles when he looked at me. I had to refrain from giggling girlishly because I had an audience. “Let me take you to Bill’s office. How about a coffee or something on way?”
We walked together through the corridors, and he asked me how I was doing this morning. “Not bad at all. I’m getting better and better at being a morning person.”
“I’ve mastered the art of being awake at any hour of the day,” said Gus, “but that doesn’t mean I like it. I hate mornings.”
“We have a brew in here that can cure you of that.” The break room’s tower of coffee pots was already working hard that morning, spewing and hissing, creating a vile black potion. “Tastes like tar and cigarettes, but if you put some sugar in, it can make you glad to be alive.”
“For having survived drinking it?” Gus looked skeptically at the coffee pots.
“Yes, exactly.” I served him a cup with two sugars in a black MBS&K mug. “May I, um?” I gestured to his tie, which was a little off-center. “I’m going to straighten this up for you.” I gave the rose-colored knot a little tug. “If your tie isn’t straight, Bill will be distracted when he talks to you.”
“Will he really?”
“This is valuable information I’m passing along.” And, it hadn’t been unpleasant to fiddle with his clothes. One good tug with my finger, and I could have removed that tie altogether. I took him to Bill’s office and let him in formally.
“Bill, this is Detective Haglund,” I said, trying not to beam. “Call me if you need anything. Copies or anything like that.”
Bill, to my astonishment, took one look at my face and at Gus and made an assessment of keen perception that I thought most men incapable of making. “Uh, Detective,” he said, “Would it be all right if my secretary stayed for this meeting? It might save us some time. She’s very good at jostling my memory.”
“Well sure. That would be a smart way to do it.”
Bill gestured toward his conference table and gave me a look that just might have included a wink. When he did things like that, which was almost never, his typically washed-out, unnoticeable face became lively and appealing.
Bill Nestor was the best boss I’d ever had.
Detective Haglund did what he could to put us at ease, but something about being interviewed by a detective in any capacity unnerved me. I wouldn’t even call it a guilty conscience but rather a wary one. I had imagined myself being interviewed like this before. I watched so many detective shows that it was only natural I dream myself into the plots sometimes. I imagined trying to be helpful and to recall important details, and then I’d realize that I’d be so eager to please the detective that I’d likely start embellishing facts and making things up. I’m so easily caught up in moments that I’d probably confess to murder myself. “I wasn’t in Kansas City that night. I was on an airplane over the Pacific Ocean with two hundred witnesses, and I’ve never met this man before, and I don’t even know how to operate a forklift or where to get that kind of acid, but sure, it’s possible that I killed him.” I was particularly likely, in this case, to say something overly helpful because the detective in question was my new fantasy boyfriend.
Gussie didn’t come at us confrontationally. That’s a good thing, because a confrontational detective might have sent Bill into a fit of ritualistic office-straightening, or worse, as was always the case when Bill became overwhelmed. No, my Gussie was gracious. He said the appropriate thank yous and produced the appropriate documents that told Bill it was acceptable to discuss the client. Attorney/client meetings are privileged, you see, meaning that an attorney is at risk of losing his license to practice if he violates the confidentiality of anything a client has told him, shown him, given him, or even hinted at. Being Bill’s secretary, I was bound under the same oath to keep Adrienne’s privacy. The investigation of her death changed matters enough so that warrants and releases had obviously been issued and our Quality Assurance and Risk Management Department had okayed this interview.
“Mrs. Maxwell’s death is being considered suspicious,” Gus explained. “It initially looked like suicide by drug overdose, but we have a witness who states that an unidentified subject was seen leaving her house on the night of her death. One of Mrs. Maxwell’s neighbors was out looking for his cat and noticed a person leaving her house. He didn’t think anything of it until the following day when he heard about her death. Also there are some questions about the drugs Ms. Maxwell allegedly took in order to end her life.”
“Questions about drugs?” asked Bill.
“At this point, I’d rather not go into detail about that. In combination with the sighting of the unidentified subject, her death definitely warrants further investigation.”
Bill and I exchanged glances. All very interesting, but why was he speaking with us?
Gus said, in answer to our confusion, “As I’m sure you’re aware, Mrs. Maxwell had a fair amount of money and assets. I found out from her daughter that you, Mr. Nestor, drafted her will and other estate documents for her.”
“That’s true,” said Bill. “We did her estate work in 2004. She paid her invoice and took the originals. We haven’t heard much from her since then.”
“No?” Gus jotted notes in his little detective notebook. “How can you be sure about that? Two years is a pretty long time.”
“When a client calls or emails us,” I explained, “I keep a record in the file. With an email, I’d print a copy; with a phone call, I’d log the call on a blue sheet that included the details. Even though this is an old file that is kept in storage, I’d still send copies to our clerks, who would eventually put them in the right file downstairs. But I checked with the file room, and there’s nothing pending for this file number. So there’s no record of any contact in here until her daughter called Bill last week to let us know what happened.”
Bill picked up the rhythm of my explanation. “And this week, I’ll put together a memo including the details of Adrienne’s death and any conversations I had with her family, and we’ll add that to the file as well.”
“Then the file will be closed?” asked Gus.
“Her file is already technically closed,” said Bill. “Once the estate documents are finished, I often don’t see the clients again. There is no further need for me to be involved in their lives, unless there is a problem with the documents or a change in life status. For example, if Adrienne had gotten remarried, she could have come back to me to draft a new will. Or she could have gone to someone else just as easily. She paid her bill, so we no longer had any obligations to each other.”
“So now that she’s died, what happens?”
“In Adrienne’s case? Nothing here. I’m not her executor.”
“You don’t have a reading of the will?”
“It’s not like in the movies, Detective. There may be a reading of the will, or there may just be a family meeting of some sort. But whatever happens, it will be handled by her daughter, who is the executor of Adrienne’s estate. I’m not their family lawyer. I’m just the guy who drafted Adrienne’s estate documents for her to ensure their legality. Now, if one of Adrienne’s relatives decides that the will is unfair or even bogus, attention would turn back to me—and not in a good way. But I do my best to take care of my clients and make sure that their estate documents are as good as can be. Because everybody dies, eventually.”
I was impressed by this pithy little speech, and Gus seemed all right with the answer, too. He asked Bill, “Do you remember your meetings with Mrs. Maxwell?”
“Oh, fairly well,” Bill replied. “But I do a great deal of estate work, and most of the client meetings progress along the same lines. They all begin to feel the same after a while.”
“How do those client meetings usually go, in estate work?”
Bill was at home with this topic. He was a shy man, not a lawyer who wanted to hear himself talk (a favorite pastime of many attorneys) nor not a dramatist primed for court appearances. He was in his element when discussing the rote procedures of producing a will, a power of attorney, or a trust. He didn’t seem shy at all when he answered the detective.
“We discuss what the individual wants over the course of one or more meetings. We draft the documents, review the documents, and make corrections. We have further review and then a swearing in and signing before witnesses and a notary. The client retains the original documents; we retain copies and then send a bill that, hopefully, is paid. It happens about the same way every time. Some clients come in and change their estate planning every few months, depending on which of their grandchildren they like best at the time. Adrienne was not like that.”
“When you met with Mrs. Maxwell for your initial discussions of her will, did you take any notes?”
Bill almost looked offended by the idea that he wouldn’t have taken notes. He was a copious note-taker. He could give a lecture series on effective note taking. From Adrienne Maxwell’s file I extracted the “Attorney Notes” folder and handed it to my new fantasy boyfriend.
Gus perused the maniacally organized materials and asked, “Any rough draft notes, just initial impressions that you might have jotted down?”
Bill drew himself up indignantly, a faint frown settling on his forehead. “Those are my draft notes.”
Gus glanced from the yellow paper to Bill and then back down again. I knew what they both were thinking. Gus was looking at ruler-straight columns and outline formatting and thinking that only a cyborg would take notes this neatly. Bill, on the other hand, was wondering if there were some way to make his notes neater. Some minutes ticked by as Gus read through the pages. I enjoyed myself by watching his profile out of the corner of my eye as I pretended to gaze out the window.
“She was despondent?” Gus asked, reading something from the first page again.
“Hmm?”
“Here it says that Ms. Maxwell seemed despondent when she came in for her meetings.”
“She had lost her husband quite recently.”
Gus asked, “Mr. Nestor, do you take notes like this on all your clients?”
“Of course.”
“This is pretty intimate stuff. You have a lot of information here that I wouldn’t think was pertinent, considering your job.”
“Is that a problem?” Bill asked, his fingers beginning to fret together.
“You’ve got an outline of her home security measures. And here,” Gus said, gesturing to another page, “is a list of her personality characteristics, and there’s this part about being despondent. Depressed. That sounds like something more from a doctor’s office. Here on this last page, you’ve got a list of her plans for the future.”
Bill’s breathing sounded rapid to me, and I hurried to jump to his defense. Detective Haglund, cute as he might be, didn’t understand how easy it was to upset my boss’s balance. I said, “Bill takes a great deal of time to get to know his clients, and he’s an excellent note-taker, particularly in a case like Adrienne’s. Since she was a recent widow, he wanted to make sure she was taking care of herself and her possessions. The files are confidential, so anything he writes would never become public knowledge. And then, if we have future dealings with the clients, it’s easier to remember them and what we talked about.”
I looked defiantly at both of them. “Not all attorneys care enough about their clients to take the time.”
Bill looked rather embarrassed, but he did seem calmer.
“Understood,” said Gus Haglund. “Can we mark these for copies?” He handed the notes over gently. Each time he looked at me, he smiled fleetingly and flicked his eyes quickly away, probably fortunate because prolonged gazing would doubtlessly cause me to blush and drool. I wondered if Gus had a pair of handcuffs. Would he be willing to demonstrate interrogation techniques, say, in a private setting with some Barry White music playing? After the pages were marked, Gus passed the notes to Bill and asked him to review them, to see if anything unusual struck him. Bill admitted to having reviewed the notes prior to the meeting. “It’s standard stuff, Detective. Mrs. Maxwell left the majority of her estate to her daughter and son, with additional provisions for her grandchildren.”
“Mrs. Maxwell had recently lost her husband when she came to you.”
“Yes, as I said, she was a new widow.”
“I realize this was a long time ago, but did anything strike you as odd about her behavior? Anything that maybe isn’t in your voluminous notes?”
Bill took this comment in the good-natured spirit it was given. “Trust the notes for my impressions. What about you, Carol?”
I came out of a reverie of Barry White’s voice singing “Can’t Get Enough of Your Love, Babe.”
“She was depressed, as Bill said,” I said, sincere and pure as the driven snow in both thought and deed. “I remember her behaving like she didn’t expect to live much longer.”
The men stared at me.
“Sorry if that sounds like assumptions made after the fact. I do remember thinking that. She wasn’t much older than my own mother and didn’t seem to be sick or anything, but she still talked as if she didn’t think she’d live for more than a few months. I felt sorry for her. I figured it was grief.”
“She’s right,” Bill said to the detective. “I remember that, too; that Adrienne was very sad, as if she were carrying an invisible weight. Maybe it finally weighed her down too much.”
To me, it didn’t seem that we did Gussie much good. My hopeful daydream of being able to provide him with the clue that solved the case deflated like a leaky balloon. I had no recollection of Adrienne’s having lurking grandnephews eager to get their hands on her fortune to pay off gambling debts, nor of thirty-year-old suicide pacts she had made with a secret society, nor of threatening letters hand-delivered to her by an obscure courier service. But all of those things would have been neat. I imagined Gussie being impressed and grateful, asking if I’d ever considered being a detective myself.
But I did get to haul him over to the copy machine. Bill was the one who suggested it. “Take the detective with you, Carol, so he can make sure he gets everything he wants from the file.”
That was fine with me. It counted as a second date.
“If we don’t stop meeting this way, people will talk,” I said to Gus as I set out the file to be dismantled, copied, and reassembled. I caught his expression of pleasant-enough confusion, as if he were bewildered by my behavior. Uh-oh, perhaps I was coming on too strong. Some men didn’t like that. Maybe detectives were too macho—was anybody really macho anymore?—to like for a woman to flirt. My brain made a rush to think of an apology, something to do with the early hour and an antihistamine I’d taken for allergies, but instinct told me just to be honest with this one. I’d had my share of mind-games in relationships, thank you very much stupid ex-husband, and this had given me a sixth sense about good times for cutting to the chase. “You know, I’d stop making all these insinuating remarks if you’d just ask me to lunch.”
I began loading pieces of Adrienne’s file in the machine. I could make copies and talk at the same time with ease. The copy machine is an excellent place for gossip; all the secretaries here had learned that trick early on. We could talk as much as we wanted while copying, without receiving any dirty looks from the middle-management menace I called Junior Gestapo Brent, because technically we were still working hard. Two or three of us could gather and have lengthy discussions about non-work related topics and maintain the appearance of diligence. Of course there’s always a chance I’d arrive back at my cubicle with fifty extra copies of something that didn’t belong to me, but it was all part of the art of paper wrangling.
The machine’s chugging filled the silence between me and the man I’d just propositioned.
I said, “Well, my last name is Frank. Get it? You don’t have to ask me out. Just make up something about it being against the rules for you to see a case witness on the side.”
“You’re not exactly a witness,” said Gus. Was that a good sign? He added, “You haven’t asked me if I’m single or not.”
“I’ve been in denial.”
“Well, I am single at present. I’ve been married three times, though. My wives keep ending up dead.”
My hands stuttered briefly on the staple I was trying to remove, and I didn’t look up. My thought process at this moment indicated the sorry, lust-stricken shape I was in. I didn’t think, What happened to all those poor women? but Would I end up dead if I just took him to a hotel for a couple hours? Then from the corner of my eye I realized that Gus was grinning.
“Are you trying to be funny, Detective?”
“So, Carol My-Last-Name-Is-Frank,” said Gus, giving me a more appraising look. “What would happen if I asked you to lunch?”
“I would inform you that I’m free every day from twelve to one, and though that’s a very strict time frame it’s best for me to adhere to it. If that’s too rigid, most of the time I have weekends off.”
“Your boss Bill, he’s kind of anal-retentive, isn’t he?”
“He’s obsessive-compulsive six ways from Sunday,” I replied without any feelings of betrayal. “In a way, that makes him very easy to work for.”
“How so?”
“Predictability is something that a secretary can appreciate.” I tried to find a way to explain this. “There’s a code word for certain types of bosses among clerical people: ‘detail-oriented.’ This is a nice way to say that someone is a nit-picking pain in the ass. A psychotic sadist I used to work for called himself ‘detail-oriented’ which meant that he didn’t feel any qualms about shouting at people for whatever detail he was oriented on at the moment. Bill is detail-oriented, but he’s always detail-oriented in the same way. Figure out the details and everything else is smooth sailing. And he has never shouted at me.”
“I’ve heard a saying that God is in the details.”
“The way I heard it is that the devil is in the details,” I countered. “Personally I believe the more important issue is whether Carol My-Last-Name-Is-Frank is in the details. I’m very good at what I do.”
I handed him a stack of copies from the file of Adrienne Maxwell and said, “It doesn’t have to be lunch, either.”
I hadn’t been on many dates since my divorce. Well, let’s be honest. I had been on five dates since my divorce. These had, all five, been nice times spent with nice enough guys, but nothing I wanted to pursue. I had a bad feeling about men for a while there, even lost interest in sex; I had to recover.
Throwing myself into work was one way to get on with my life, especially since at about the same time I escaped from a bad marriage I had also escaped from the psychotic sadist I worked for and got a good job working for Bill Nestor. But throwing oneself into work is a terrible way to meet guys. At least it is at MBS&K. Same office, day in and day out, working mostly among other women? They’re happy to set you up, if you would like to go out with their husband’s little brother who just got out of prison after a four-year sentence for drug possession, or with their nice friend from church who is still in love with his ex-wife but is willing to take you out if you’ll hear his testimonial about the saving power of Jesus.
The men at MBS&K were married, attorneys, married attorneys, or unmarried attorneys (Bill) who are unmarried for a reason (obsessive-compulsive six ways from Sunday), or they are Lloyd. Besides, and you know, forgive me if this all gets too Freudian, I had the secretarial tendency of mistakenly equating my boss with a husband and/or child. Honestly I don’t mean that in sexual terms. There wasn’t any of that sort of thing between me and Bill. I only mean that, if you’re a simple sort of woman, and you work for a man who really needs you, not just professionally but emotionally, the whole relationship takes on the feel of a marriage.
A lot of women have an internal nurturing mechanism that makes us want to take care of people, and yet there are limits to just how much care you wish to give. Bill was a handful. Outside of work, it didn’t seem that taking on another nurturing burden was a good idea. During the past three years whenever I encountered a potentially attractive guy, I would find myself thinking, “Yeah, but with Bill, and all…” as if he were my child and I had to make sure any new stepdaddy would love him as much as I did. It sounds nuts, but be patient with me. I had survived a stupid ex-husband and the psychotic sadist boss, so my quasi-intimate relationship with Bill was actually the best of the three.
Most of the time Bill’s clients came to us but sometimes he had to go to them, if a client was infirm or hospitalized, for example. More than once, we’d gotten a call from someone about to undergo surgery who decided that he or she didn’t like the set-up of their durable power of attorney or their living will, and we’d embark on a field trip to go make the necessary changes. Bill used to take Suzanne Farkanansia on these excursions but by now he only took me, ha ha. Another point for me in the great office contest of who-does-Bill-like-most, not that I kept track or anything. That would be childish.
Getting out of the office was nice, and Bill and I always had pleasant conversations on the way. I also liked riding in his fancy-schmancy BMW, which he kept as neat as he kept everything else. No breakfast crumbs or wadded tissues in this baby. It was like riding in a brand new car every time.
Thursday afternoon we went to a retirement home where a family was signing powers of attorney for an aging father, who freely admitted that he was getting to the point where he could not reliably make decisions for himself, and also he wanted to sign a DNR (a do-not-resuscitate order, that is). This might sound like a somber occasion, but experience had taught me that making these sorts of arrangements can be very pleasant, even happy, if it’s spun the right way. As Bill would have said, “We’re not talking about how you are going to die. We’re talking about how you are going to live.”
We once tried to draw up these documents for an elderly woman who seemed convinced that a DNR was her family’s permission to murder her, as if as soon as she signed it they’d be free to smother her with a pillow. Poor old thing. Well, of course, we couldn’t force her to sign and there was no convincing her that it wasn’t all a great evil scheme. I remember expressing my sympathy for her family to Bill, and he’d surprised me by replying, “Maybe her family doesn’t deserve to be trusted.”
That day was different, though, as I said. Bill asked me about Detective Haglund on the drive through the city suburbs, wanting to confirm for himself that I’d managed to get at least the promise of a phone call. He was delighted when I told him that I had a Saturday lunch date.
“It’s not like you to play matchmaker,” I accused playfully. “Not that I don’t appreciate it.”
“Detective Haglund seems like a good sort. And you never go out,” said Bill.
“Just means I have more time to spend at work.”
“At your age, you shouldn’t spend all your time at work.”
“What, pray tell, should I be doing, then? I’m not a party girl, Bill. I don’t like bars, and most of the men I meet are so god-awful materialistic.”
“Are they really?”
“No kidding,” I said. “They’re obsessed with money, with gadgets, owning things, having all the latest stuff including the right sort of girlfriend. Drives me nuts.”
“Was your ex like that?”
“He would have been, if he could have afforded it. But he had an issue with working, in that he didn’t want to. He was in a band and called himself an artist and, in his opinion, artists don’t have to work because it clogs up their creative juices or something.”
“I can’t picture you with a man like that.”
Think it was odd that Bill and I were chatting like girlfriends as he drove us to the retirement home? I did, too, the first time it happened, but I realized after a while that Bill was rather like me. He was a life-voyeur who liked to hear about what other people did and why they did it, but wasn’t eager to participate in the actual events.
In response to his comment I said, “Well, you know a different me than I was when I married him. I wasn’t stupid, but I was more impetuous. It was one of those things where a girl goes for the plunge even though she’s fairly sure it will end badly. I was crazy in love, and it did seem, for a little while there, that he might make a success out of being a musician.”
“Really? Why didn’t he make it?”
“Bad luck, maybe, and he wasn’t willing to take criticism constructively, and he tended to give up if things didn’t work out perfectly. Plus, after a couple years he wasn’t interested in being married to me so much as he wanted to be married to my salary.”
“That’s too bad. And you’re such a catch, too. What an idiot he must have been.”
I laughed at his odd praise. “God, Bill, you’re making me blush.”
“I hope you have much better luck with your detective.”
“Well it’s only a lunch date,” I said, “but if it turns into an engagement, I promise you’ll be the first to know.”
Bill relented, looking abashed but pleased with himself. “When you get him alone and at your mercy, try and find out what the big mystery is with Adrienne’s suicide.”
“Really? Is that ethical?”
“Maybe not, but wouldn’t you like to know? Anyway they leak those details to reporters all the time, don’t they?”
“I only know what I see on TV.”
“Still, I’d like to know what it was about the drugs that makes them suspicious. And if the witness has given a good description of the mysterious departing figure.”
I understood Bill’s interest—I felt the same—but I wasn’t planning to undermine the first date with my fantasy boyfriend by making him believe I only wanted case information. “I’ll ask, but only if he brings up the subject,” I said.
“Sure, of course. Only if he brings it up.”
At the retirement home we climbed out and walked side by side through the sliding glass doors. This was a nice place, unusually clean, cheerful, and boasting enough staff. It probably cost a fortune to room anyone there. We had been to both types, the nice places and the not-so-nice ones, but regardless of the circumstances Bill always treated the clients with the same care. And not just the clients, but everyone. Sometimes in the halls of these buildings, he would catch the eye of some lonely old soul and stop to talk, and he would do the same with nurses and orderlies, too. It wasn’t entirely about being neighborly; he’d gotten a lot of referral business this way.
Between greetings in the hall Bill said suddenly, “I’m sorry that your ex-husband treated you so carelessly.”
I was only a little surprised by this admission. And a little embarrassed, too, I guess. It’s never great fun for people to know how gullible I was—or for how long. I was flip about it. “Not as sorry as I am for putting up with him. I thought that if I worked hard enough, I could fix him and fix my relationship with my ex-boss, too, which was abusive in a whole different way. Turns out I couldn’t fix either one. So you can see I’m a little fed up with men.”
“Detective Haglund is a much better prospect.”
“Well, I won’t argue with that.”
We had reached the client’s room, so we ceased our conversation about the perils of love and got to work. We sounded like a chummy little team, didn’t we? And most of the time we were. But if things were really that simple with Bill, he wouldn’t have gone through close to thirty secretaries before he finally found me.
Way back when I was barely twenty-seven years old, I found myself divorced and unemployed.
Both of these conditions were of my own choosing. The stupid ex-husband brought up divorce, because he had fallen in love with an Icelandic model. She had come to the United States to star in a music video, and now he was going to follow her back to Reykjavik—or wherever the hell she was from—and being married to me interfered with that plan. But I whole-heartedly agreed that marriage wasn’t doing much for my social life, either. I was more active in producing the condition of unemployment, deciding that I’d better quit my job before I spent the rest of my life in prison for murdering the psychotic sadist who dared call himself my boss.
Circumstances landed me on the doorstep of MBS&K, which the headhunter told me was hiring for several staff positions. I did a quick introductory interview with the office supervisor, Donna. Then I was put in the office of Terry Bronk, the “Bronk” of Markitt, Bronk, Simms & Kowalsky, where I interviewed to be his secretary.
I knew within five minutes that I wouldn’t work for this guy. He reminded me so much of the psychotic sadist that I got chills down my arms. He had a plaque behind his desk that said PERSEVERANCE, and he pointed to it a lot, saying things like, “In my firm, we don’t give up until we get it done right. I surround myself with people who are willing to go the extra mile. I believe that the answer you want is always out there if you work hard enough to find it.”
Of course, he didn’t say all those things in a row like that. He peppered his entire monologue with them. And what a monologue it was! I haven’t been to many job interviews in my life, but at most of them, the interviewer questions the interviewee. This guy, this onion-faced, pepper-headed, middle-aged egomaniac, did not ask me a single question. He talked about himself and his partnership in the firm, and about how damned hard they all had to work, and about PERSEVERANCE. Throughout all this boisterous talk, I watched his eyes. Some people can be that devoted to work and it’s great—you can feel the love of their job radiating out from them. Others, or Terry Bronk, mainly, just say these things to justify being the deadly combination of a workaholic and a procrastinator.
“Don’t you want to ask me anything?” I managed to say at one point.
He acted rather put out by the idea that he, a partner of the firm, would waste his time asking questions of me, a mere interviewee. Gruffly he said, “I assume Donna’s already checked your skill set, or she wouldn’t have bothered to bring you to me.”
Bring me to him? Like I was his lunch or a harem girl? I had to sit and listen to him for another twenty minutes before he released me back into Donna’s care. I could have kissed her when I saw her again. As she walked me back through the then-unfamiliar halls of the firm, I noticed a woman seated outside Terry Bronk’s door, answering the phone.
When I asked who that was, she said, “That’s Terry’s secretary.”
Okay, wasn’t that the job I’d just interviewed for? “Is she leaving?” I asked.
“Oh, no. She’s really more of his executive assistant. Terry usually has several people working for him. So, what did you think?”
I’d been through too much hell at work to even pretend I’d tolerate it again. I shook my head. “No, he’s not for me.”
She looked crushed, which made me feel bad. “Why not?”
“I’m sorry. I get a real bad vibe…” and here I almost said “from him” but instead I finished, “…that the two of us have different work styles.”
Something flickered through her eyes and she confided, “He can be pretty high-maintenance.”
Bingo. I knew it. “High-maintenance” is the code-word for “asshole.”
“We do have another position open,” Donna said, with an undertone suggesting she hated to even mention it. “Our estate attorney needs a secretary.”
I wondered what worried her so, what made her shy away from showing me to this next guy after the high-maintenance monster she’d just pushed me toward. Could the estate attorney possibly be worse? She saw my expression and said, “It’s just that Bill is very detail-oriented, and he’s gone through a lot of secretaries. It’s been difficult to find someone who’s a good match for him, as he has some peculiar tendencies.”
This was significant. Donna, as the office manager, was overstepping a huge boundary by confessing to me outright that an attorney was hard to work for. I wanted to meet this guy now, strictly out of curiosity. “I’d like to talk to him,” I said, “if he has time.”
He had time. But Donna was unconvinced. She took me to Bill Nestor’s office and said at the doorway, “Just call me when you’re finished,” with the implication that we’d be finished with each other very soon.
The first thing I noticed was the neatness of his office. The lack of files and paper could make someone think he didn’t work at all. It took me a moment to find the man behind the desk, who was as neat and bland as his office and blended fairly well into the wall. He rose and came to shake my hand, looking embarrassed that he’d been forced on me.
He said, “My secretary just quit because I drove her crazy.”
I blinked in surprise.
Bill said, “I’ve been through three secretaries this year. They all end up quitting or transferring away from me.”
Okay, I was willing to play along. Obviously I’d caught him in that state of utter honesty that only comes about after extreme frustration. I was in the same state, being newly divorced and unemployed, and I was willing to bet I could match him frustration for frustration. So I asked, “Why do they quit?”
“Because I’m inflexible, this last one said.” From his desk he produced a document so neatly formatted, right down to its precisely parallel staples, that I yearned to touch it. Dryly he went through a list of requirements for his paperwork. I found it all rather fascinating. The man knew exactly what he wanted.
We spoke for a while about what he wanted. And it didn’t take me many minutes to begin to see the source of his problem. He wasn’t just detail oriented. He was detail obsessed, to the extent that I guessed, correctly, that he had an actual mental disorder. Yet what I also saw was that the parameters of his obsession didn’t change. That can be a seductive quality to a woman who’d just quit working for a guy who contradicted himself almost hourly and shouted when she couldn’t keep up. This one didn’t seem like a shouter.
“I don’t adapt well to change. I don’t cope well with stress.” Bill continued to list things that would convince me not to work for him. His last secretary must have really done a number on him.
“Do you yell?” I asked. I had no fear of screwing up this interview. With our relationship screwed from the beginning by our own frustrations, Bill and I had nowhere to go but up.
He was quick enough and honest enough not to pretend that he didn’t understand the question. “I don’t think I’ve ever yelled at anyone in my life.”
“Heavy on the sarcasm? Like snide comments?” I folded my arms and practically glared at him. “I just quit working for a sarcastic sonofabitch who enjoyed making asides about how little he liked me. I won’t put up with it again.”
“Nor should you.” Bill looked as I had felt—fascinated. “Were you good at your job?”
“I have no idea,” I confessed. “The only positive feedback I ever got from him was over completely stupid things, like my ability to look up numbers in phone books.”
“But your resume says you worked there for several years.”
“I was tricked. He didn’t really start to show his true colors until I’d been with him long enough to join the 401(k) plan.”
“Golden handcuffs,” said Bill. “They make it so you can’t afford to leave, and then they stick it to you.”
A new code word. I gave him my first genuine smile.
“What do you think of this?” he asked, showing me the insanely neat document from before.
“I think you have a lot of strict expectations that might take some getting used to. But then again, that document looks great.”
“Thanks.” The smile he returned was genuine, too. He said, “I’m sorry Terry Bronk got to you first.”
I recoiled physically, though I tried to sound diplomatic. “Oh, er, I don’t think I’d do well working for Mr. Bronk.”
“Really? You don’t want to work for the managing partner?”
Unable to help it, I muttered, “I don’t think I have the perseverance.”
A small eruption of laughter exploded from Bill Nestor, and he put a hand over his mouth to stifle it. I couldn’t help but laugh too, mostly from the surprise. Though his office door was closed, Bill lowered his voice when he said, “Terry’s the only partner left. One is dead, one is supposedly retired, and Simms is running a hotel in Florida and we haven’t seen her in years. I shouldn’t say this, but there’s a rumor among the attorneys that Terry Bronk ate them in a fit of perseverance.”
Wide-eyed I stared at him.
Bill, recovered from his laughter, admitted, “I’ve lost count of how many secretaries I’ve had.”
“But you need one,” I reminded him, “and if you decide to offer me the position, I’ll be willing to try.”
“The work is repetitive and fairly dull. Estate work doesn’t have the thrills of litigation. I do it because of my problems with stress; that’s how uninteresting it can be.”
“Nevertheless.” I shrugged. “I’m sure you have other people to interview. But keep me in mind. I’ve had enough thrills in litigation.”
We shook hands. We agreed that it was nice to meet each other.
Later that day, Donna called me at home to tell me that, if I was sure I didn’t want to work for Terry Bronk, Bill Nestor’s secretary job was available. I took the job with Bill, and I’ve never regretted it. After I’d been with the firm for a few weeks, someone, said that I’d been offered a choice between working for Attila the Hun or Rainman, and I’d chosen Rainman. I couldn’t imagine anyone preferring to work for someone as “high-maintenance” as Terry Bronk, but an attorney like Bill presents his own challenges. In response to the Terry Bronks of the world, you get angry, or you cry, or you bow down under their tyranny and bear it. Responding to Bill takes more finesse and patience than that, and I guess between the two, I’d chosen what many considered the more difficult path.
I’m not sure what filled the time at offices before the Internet came along. Terrible rumors circulate that in some offices, employees are restricted from Internet use or can only visit sites that have something to do with their actual jobs. I guess we got lucky at MBS&K, where they didn’t monitor our Internet usage, though they probably should have. We could have been on the West Coast, we surfed so much. I suppose that, provided work was finished on time, they decided that their resources were better spent on buying fancy new monitors for attorneys who didn’t know how to use computers. I didn’t debate the logic behind that, because it meant I could check out the TV schedule at bbcamerica.com without being reprimanded. Well, unless Junior Gestapo Brent caught me, which he never did because I could always hear him coming by the sound of his thighs rubbing together.
Before this admission causes any consternation about whether I was doing my job or even deserved it, I’ll reiterate that I was good at what I did. I was an excellent secretary. But I was there almost fifty hours a week, and my job didn’t require fifty hours a week. Maybe it used to when I was still learning, but I’d gotten it down. I got my assignments done. I kept Bill Nestor happy. I helped Suzanne with her extra workload, such as the nightmarishly awful deposition summary about screws that was still, still, still growling at me from my inbox. I got to work on time, I didn’t steal anything but the occasional pen or roll of tape at Christmastime, and I didn’t cause trouble.
The only problem was how to cope with the extra hours while still appearing to look busy. Here are some pointers. Carry a pen and pad of legal paper everywhere you go. It looks as if you’re going to a meeting, doing research, or carrying out an assignment. I have found that it boosts confidence to have some notes written on the pad that hint at monumental tasks. Something like, “Research. Discovery. What are rules? Has anyone dealt with this before? PPT. RSMO. NOT ENOUGH INFO to be definite. Consult Westlaw.” See how industrious that seems? It appears that I have already started the project, been unsatisfied with my initial results, and have determined to dig further with more PERSERVERANCE. Armed thus, I could wander around, stop and chat with Lucille (who knows what everybody is doing, always) and read the front-desk copy of People magazine.
Staring off into space, dreaming about a hunky muscular detective who is going to take you out the following afternoon, can only be passed off as “brainstorming” if you are peering over a piece of legal text. That’s what I was doing on Friday when Charlene materialized at my cubicle to grill me. She had been designated as reconnaissance, for everyone who wanted to know about my date. Robo-Secretary Charlene always got the facts straight. Incorrect information was as upsetting to her as poorly aligned rows and angles were to Bill Nestor, and she was as ruthlessly studious about her gossip as she was about her job.
She stood holding a file under one arm and a pen and paper in the other hand, so she gave the appearance of being extremely busy. Charlene’s face was a supervisor’s dream come true because she always looked focused and vaguely troubled, and that’s the kind of attitude that supervisors like.
“What are you and the detective doing tomorrow?” she demanded outright.
“Lunch is all I’m sure of. Then who knows?”
“Meaning what?”
“I barely know the guy,” I said. “I don’t know what he likes to do. I don’t even know if we’ll have anything to talk about for more than fifteen minutes.”
“All the girls are impressed that you were asked out so quickly.”
“I was very forward with the poor guy.” Still, I felt rather smug. Sometimes I was envious of many of my coworkers, who all seemed to be married to great guys and raising adorable children or still single but taking sexy vacations, building mansions, and buying sports cars. Meanwhile I seemed to do nothing but work for Bill, watch television, and remain divorced. Ha ha, now they could sit on their greener-grass yards and look enviously at me. I could throw myself at a hunky muscular detective that I barely knew, badger him into taking me out, and hope that we wouldn’t cringe at how incompatible we were. Normally, becoming the center of attention at the office required developing a terrible illness, having a baby, or doing something extremely wrong.
“Where is he taking you for lunch?”
“I don’t know. I was so happy he asked me out that I didn’t get details.”
“Then we’ll spin it as a surprise,” decided Charlene. A frown remained on her forehead, but this was her typical expression. “That’s more romantic.”
Hearing Charlene Templeton speak of romance was odd. She was quite decidedly the most unromantic person I’d ever known. Unlike Bill, who appeared ambiguous about all things sexual, Charlene was borderline hostile with men. She was a good match to Aven Fisher, the manically busy divorce attorney for whom she worked, not only because she was Robo-Secretary and could keep up with his demands, but because she gelled so well with his pro-women attitude.
I told her about Bill’s belief that he’d brought it all about.
“Oh that’s sweet,” said Charlene. “Is he being protective of you?”
“No, I don’t think we’re doing the father-daughter thing. Really I think he just wants me to pump the detective for information about the Adrienne Maxwell investigation.”
Knowledge of Adrienne Maxwell’s death had not been a secret in the office since the detective had shown up at the door. Particularly since Gus had said Adrienne’s name in front of Lucille, any hopes of discretion on Bill’s part had gone flying right out the nearest window. Everyone knew that the police were investigating her suspicious suicide and about the witness and the unsub, and the rumors were growing and becoming a little assumptive. I say assumptive because people were taking it for granted that our firm, and Bill Nestor, were in the center of an investigation. As far as I could tell, we were no more than a peripheral interview that was over and finished.
Case in point: Here came Suzanne Farkanansia, the pain-in-the-ass paralegal. She was a few inches taller than Charlene, and I was seated, so she looked down her nose at both of us. She asked me, “Why didn’t you tell me about the meeting with the detective?”
“Because everyone already knows about it.”
My honest answer didn’t please her. She said, “I am Bill’s paralegal; if the police want to meet with him about a client, I should probably be there. Particularly if Bill can’t be.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “That wasn’t a meeting. That was me, trawling for a date.”
“Must be nice, to be so self-confident.” Suzanne disliked me enough that I knew this was no compliment. She glanced sideways at Charlene and then looked back at me again. “I’d like to see your notes on what took place.”
“I’ll get those typed up for you,” I agreed helpfully. I didn’t have any notes from the meeting, so typing them up would be a snap.
“And next time, I’d appreciate being informed when client matters come up.”
Charlene asked, “Why? Did you deal a lot with Adrienne Maxwell?”
Suzanne sighed patiently. “It doesn’t matter if I never met the woman. What matters is that secretaries are paid for typing and filing and keeping calendars, and paralegals are paid to know what’s happening with the clients.”
“Okay, then.” I continued to agree with Suzanne in hopes that this would make her go away.
“Anyway you’re not Bill’s paralegal,” said Charlene, all earnestness. “Just because you’re the paralegal he uses to do a Westlaw search once every six months doesn’t make you his paralegal. You work for everybody here.”
Suzanne shot a withering look at the shorter woman but didn’t respond. She spoke to me instead. “How’s that deposition summary coming along?”
“Great.” That was a lie.
“I’d really like to have that back by the end of next week.” Suzanne turned to leave us and then added, “And when you’re with the detective, I’d be careful about what I said about our firm or about Bill.”
I stared after her in puzzlement. “What do you think she meant by that?” I asked Charlene.
Charlene said, “She’s only jealous. But you really do want to be careful about anything you say, so as not to breach attorney/client privilege.”
It was insulting when Suzanne suggested I was that brain-dead, but Charlene was a sincere giver of advice, even patently obvious advice, and it was hard to take offense. Charlene explained further, “Your detective might make it seem like small talk when he’s actually trying to get information about our firm.”
“What information could he possibly want? He’s already talked to Bill.”
“If he’s a detective then he knows lawyers, and if he knows lawyers then he knows they don’t ever tell the entire truth. Maybe he’s looking for the truth from you.”
She had lost me. I grinned at her over-protectiveness, though it was probably for the firm’s sake rather than my own. I whispered, “The truth about what?”
“Well, that’s just it,” Charlene said. “The truth he’s looking for. We don’t know what that is.”
“Now Suzanne’s rubbing off on you. I really think it’s just an ordinary date that he was pressured into by an ordinary secretary.”
Charlene looked no happier about my blithe attitude. “You know it’s not the first time that he’s had a client commit suicide.”
“Who, Bill?”
She did some mental arithmetic. “Oh, yes. But it was before your time.”
“Some other client killed himself?”
“Another woman, I think. I distinctly remember Bill’s secretary saying something about a suicide.”
This I could believe. Charlene had an excellent memory for what she was told. She and Lucille were my one-two punch of information. Lucille knew what was happening with everyone right at the moment, and Charlene remembered everything that had happened before. Charlene said, “Usually, attorneys make their secretaries want to commit suicide, but I guess he hasn’t driven you to that yet.”
“I thought attorneys made secretaries want to commit homicide, not suicide.”
Charlene grimaced; this was her version of laughter. “Maybe you should talk to your detective about it; if he thinks Bill is driving secretaries and clients insane with boredom, maybe Bill will be arrested for manslaughter and you can take a vacation.”
If Bill drove others insane, it wasn’t due to boredom, I thought laconically. Regardless, though, this gave me an idea. And I had a long Friday afternoon to get through.
Later that afternoon, I put in a new file request to Lloyd. I cornered him between two rows of red-ropes. Red-ropes are standard, legal-length accordion folders that law firms typically use to hold their files, called red-ropes because they are sometimes held closed with a red string. Lloyd saw me coming with a with a pink request slip for yet another file to be excavated from the basement storage, and started complaining before I had a chance to speak.
“You couldn’t have asked for this at the same time as the other one?” he asked, peering at it with contempt.
This file request was for the long-buried records of Bonita Voigt, a former client of Bill’s who had committed suicide. Charlene had set me on this path of discovery, but at the time I wasn’t digging in the files because I thought it odd that two of Bill’s clients had killed themselves, but because I thought it might be something interesting to discuss with Gus Haglund, should conversation lag. The field of law is full of interesting stories, but the field of estate law is not. And my backup work at present consisted of the screw deposition. I was not averse to discussing screwing with the detective, but not screws. And not estate planning. I thought it might be amusing to say, “I was looking at another file similar to Adrienne’s, and I noticed…” Well, I didn’t know how to end that sentence yet. I was hoping that in reviewing the file, I would notice something. Something perhaps interesting to a detective who was investigating a suicide. Something that I hadn’t just seen on a television show.
I used a roundabout way to search Bill’s archived files on the firm’s computer database, looking for the name that Charlene couldn’t recall, and that way produced results more quickly than I ever expected. I searched his old saved letter files for the word “sorry.” Sorry is a bad word for attorneys, who must never imply that they are wrong, mistaken, or regretful of—or about—anything. Laugh though you may, I promise you that the word “sorry” appears so seldom in litigation correspondence that the only place I found it was in letters to bereaved families that said, “I’m so sorry for your loss.”
Since Bill has been doing estate work for over fifteen years, and since much estate work has to do with the elderly, many of his clients had passed away. I found almost a hundred archived condolence letters. I eliminated the men, and then I searched through the women to find the one who hadn’t died of entirely natural causes. I could do this because of Bill’s closing memos, which often stated the cause of death. Once I had a list of dead women’s names, I just searched their files for a closing memo. As luck would have it, only the second file I searched, Bonita Voigt’s, was the one I wanted.
The memo, entered some time after the file had actually been closed, simply stated, “Memo to File: Bonita Voigt died August 15, 1998. Unfortunately she took her own life. What a shock for all of us who knew her. She was a very nice woman and always a pleasure to speak to. I had a good conversation with her brother about her funeral services…” Bill went on for a couple paragraphs after that about dates and various conversations that he’d had. It made me want to look at his handwritten notes, which would contain all the details, and the only way to do that was to get Bonita Voigt’s entire file.
And, as I’ve said, people will do just about anything to amuse themselves at work.
“Why do you have to have it today?” demanded Lloyd. “A file that’s this old?”
“Oh, never mind, then,” I said, plucking the request slip back out of his hand. “I’ll go get it myself.”
“I already locked up storage for the weekend,” he said, “and if this ain’t an emergency, I can’t see the point of opening it all back up again.”
I grimaced at him, not sure I believed that storage would already be locked when it wasn’t even three yet. “Can’t a clerk just run down and get it?”
“This is an old file number,” Lloyd said, pointing accusingly at the slip. “That file’s got to be almost ten years old.”
“Yes, it may be about that old.”
“Ten years old, that’s going to be pretty far back.”
What the hell did he mean? Pretty far back in time? Pretty far back in the storage room? Lloyd would go to any trouble and beyond any limits to complain. He was probably disgruntled for both reasons and a couple I hadn’t yet thought of. It would have given me perverse glee to send him on a particularly disagreeable mission, if only I could say that it was really for an urgent matter happening that afternoon. But the age of the file didn’t support that little ruse.
“Fine,” I said. “Fine, Monday morning, then.”
“So it’s not an emergency?”
I didn’t care for how much he enjoyed saying that. “Apparently it’s not,” I said dryly.
Then I forced myself to forget about Lloyd. Other than my irritation with him, I was surprisingly cool-headed and patient, not anxious in the least about the next day. I had plenty to occupy my attention that evening. I had my little summer project to work on, repainting my kitchen chairs in sunshine orange and green apple, which may not seem offhand like a wise color choice unless you’re a woman who discovered after a long winter that everything she owned was brown. Also I had a disk of Prime Suspect to watch.
Gus picked me up right on time, which was automatically a gold star in Carol’s Little Book of Dating. I cannot stand tardiness. He’d called me briefly the night before to confirm my address and a pickup at 12:30 p.m. He also said there was no need to dress up because we both dressed up all week and jeans and sandals might be nice for a Saturday afternoon. While we spoke, I heard other voices and telephones ringing in the background. Gus was still at work. He kept it short, but he was polite and hinted at a plan in motion. He said, “I can’t wait,” and sounded sincere.
Gus Haglund in a pair of jeans is a sight to make one grateful to be a woman. As soon as I saw him I was tempted to say, “Just be still, and let me look for a minute,” but I guess that would have been sexist to my big burly date. What I did say was, “I’m really glad I bullied you into this.”
As if Gussie could be bullied into anything.
He took me to his house to meet his sister.
On the following Monday, I wasn’t going to start my date-story by saying that. It sounds like the beginning of a worst-date-I-ever-had story, and that’s not the case. Besides, he wore a steel-blue T-shirt that made his eyes look like the treasure-laden depths of the ocean. I was so smitten that I would have agreed to shear sheep with him, had that been his plan.
We spent the afternoon in Gus’s home where he very efficiently fixed lunch (steaks, salad, and a strawberry shortcake). He was waiting for me to be disgruntled about this arrangement; maybe in the past he had tried this on women who believed that a first date required more elaborate arrangements. But I had no room to complain, since I had demanded he ask me out. And I had no desire to complain, since he was a damn good cook and since I don’t require elaborateness.
I’m not sure that Gus was consciously testing me. Still, I had the distinct feeling that my reactions to this unusually informal first date were being observed. There was the ghost of an ex-wife involved in all this, I’d bet anything. Either it was important for me to be unlike her or important for me to be just like her, but since I’d never met the woman, I just had to wing it and act like myself.
Gus’s house was like his car. Mid-sized, not showy. He, like me, obviously spent a good deal time at work and wasn’t a neat-freak. The bathrooms were clean, which was all I really hoped for in a guy. Showing me around before the cooking commenced, he knocked on an upstairs room, and a young woman answered. I thought, momentarily panicked, that this was his wife? Daughter? Girlfriend? No, thank heavens. It was his sister Lyvia. She was not a traditionally pretty young woman; she looked a good deal like Gus, in fact, and thus had that round-faced, puppy-dog appearance that had suckered me right in. It was a little less sexy on a feminine face. But she also had that killer grin, the Haglund family smile, which I thought there should be a warning about: People with heart conditions should not see the Haglund family smile. May cause palpitations and/or pregnancy.
“I won’t be in your way,” she assured me. “I have a term paper due, and Gus is letting me use his computer. So I’ll be in here all day, all night, and probably through tomorrow and on into Monday morning.”
“What are you doing a paper on?” I asked, noting with sympathy that the desk behind her was piled high with photocopies and library books.
“Migraine treatments, ironically.”
We left her to her torment. Gus explained as he took me back downstairs, “I thought it might make you feel better, knowing there was someone else in the house.”
“Feel better?” It actually took me a moment to plumb the meaning of his words. “I’m not afraid of you, Gus. Is this a cop thing?”
“No, not a cop thing.” That made him shy. “No, you just don’t know me well. And about the first thing I ever said to you was that I’d killed three of my wives.”
“Yes. Well, I sort of assumed you were joking about that.”
“It is a joke. It’s that Bluebeard story, remember?”
“The silly new wife finds the basement full of heads. Yes, that’s a good one.” I was directed to sit at the island in his kitchen, and he offered me a glass of wine.
Gus began to work efficiently in his kitchen. From his refrigerator he gathered steaks, mushrooms, and the simple ingredients for a salad. He refused my offers of help. He chopped vegetables so quickly with the biggest knife I’ve ever seen that I flinched and gasped a couple times. “In college,” he said, the knife rapping like a woodpecker down the cutting board, “I worked in a Chinese restaurant, and they teased me for being too slow.”
Over the frying pan he said, “I was married, actually, but only once. And she’s still among the living, if you can call Omaha living. I have a son named Doug who lives there with her most of the time. You?”
I confessed very briefly to one previous marriage and no children. I asked about Doug, which seemed to be the polite thing to do, but Gus wasn’t ready to share Doug with me yet. I was shown a picture of a boy around ten built thick and hard like his father, with a leaner face and green eyes, but the same curly hair and cupid’s bow mouth. I wondered if the boy was blessed with the Haglund family smile,. I learned that Doug was Gus’s on alternate weekends, four weeks out of the summer, and rotating holidays, and that Gus missed the boy in a constant but bearable way. “With my schedule,” he said, “It only makes sense for him to live with his mother.”
That was all I got of Doug that first time around. That was okay.
“So tell me about television,” said Gus, to get the topic away from his son.
“It’s a box, about so big,” I motioned with my hands, “and it shows these things called programs.”
“You told me that you watch it almost constantly.”
He remembered something I’d said. Another gold star. Let’s see, that totaled about five stars thus far, and we hadn’t even eaten yet.
“That’s right, I do,” I said, refusing to be ashamed of my habit, “But I have standards. No reality television, no game shows, no entertainment-based gossip crap.”
“And no lawyer shows.”
Ding. Another star.
“I won’t say it’s a complete boycott, but they have to be very good. But you don’t watch television?”
“I can’t manage it any more. Now everything that’s on has long story arcs. You have to watch them in order, and you can’t miss an episode or you won’t know what’s happening. My schedule is all over the place. And I can’t stand missing parts of a story.”
“Dear boy, you don’t have to be a slave to your schedule. I watch TV shows on DVD. I am the master of my own fate.”
“Back in my youth,” said Gus dreamily, “an episode was an episode, and everything at the end was back to the status quo. The next week, they started fresh as if nothing had ever happened.”
“I remember those days. What a romantic notion, starting fresh every week.”
Gus chuckled at me, looking unexpectedly pleased.
We were eating strawberry shortcake before Lyvia made an appearance. She peered around the corner of the kitchen and said, “Sorry, can I just come through for some tea?”
Gus motioned her in. He had some whipped topping on his lip that rendered me momentarily speechless, Barry White music floating into my fantasies again, but unfortunately he wiped it off before he said, “Lyvie, do you want some cake?”
“Hell, yes,” she said.
“Sit down with us,” I offered sincerely, able to summon coherent thought now that the whipped topping incident had passed. “Take a break. I have been trying to explain to your brother why lawyers are required to bill so much for their time.”
“He told you about the letter, didn’t he?” asked Lyvia. She sat and helped herself to a double portion of strawberry shortcake. At her age, she could probably do that without immediately gaining twenty pounds. In a fairly good imitation of her brother she said, “That guy charged me two hundred dollars for writing a letter that I could have written myself.”
I shrugged good-naturedly; Gus had mentioned the complaint he had about a little property dispute and the attorney who had solved it for him. I didn’t mind. People were always asking me to explain the reasons why lawyers cost so much, as if I were invited to top-secret meetings where, through some ancient and dangerous ritual, lawyers chose high numbers to call their hourly billing fees.
I was curious at the moment about the age difference between these two, Gus was thirty-five and Lyvia was probably only slightly over twenty, so I asked about it.
“We’re the alpha and omega,” said Lyvia. “Gus is the oldest, I’m the baby, and in between us are Jules and Ty.”
“Being the only girl and the baby hasn’t spoiled her, though,” said Gus, handing her a napkin.
“Wait a minute.” I puzzled through their names in my head. “Your brothers are actually Julius and Tiberius, aren’t they?”
Lyvia and Gus exchanged looks. They were rather impressed with me. Maybe I had just earned my own gold star.
“I, Claudius,” I said, to explain my knowledge of Imperial Roman names. “Everything I know, I learned on television.”
I was having such a nice time just looking at Gus Haglund and humming Barry White under my breath (“Can’t Get Enough of Your Love, Babe”), that I forgot all about Adrienne Maxwell until Gus asked what it was like working for Bill. Like most others, Gussie assumed that Bill was a handful.
“Yes, he’s a handful,” I said, “but that’s not always a bad thing. At least, with him, the handful is always the same and he’s not high-maintenance.”
Gus cocked his head.
“Code word,” I said. “High-maintenance is the code word for asshole. Bill is a handful, but that’s not the same thing. If a secretary goes to an interview and is told that the attorney is high-maintenance, she’d be wise to run the other way.”
“That’s the second time you’ve given me a code word. Detail-oriented was the other one.”
“Legal clerical work is lousy with code words. It’s considered in poor taste to just say what you mean. I suppose down at the KCPD, you guys just say what you mean.”
“Words that would curl your hair.”
“Looks like they did,” I said, and nodded toward his head. He ran a hand through the natural wiriness of his hair and I thought, oooo, I want to do that. But the conversation had brought us around to Adrienne Maxwell. “So can you talk about the case?” I asked.
“Not really. Not much.” Gus wasn’t upset at me for asking. He actually seemed to feel bad that he couldn’t share more.
“Well, speaking generally, then,” I coaxed. “She seemed at first like a suicide. What made you police change your minds?”
“At first there was just the coroner and the crime scene investigators. When they turned up a couple of odd details, the case was turned over to our department, and my supervisor, Sergeant Jackie Paige, handed it over to me.”
“And the odd details? The witness who saw the unsub, and something about the drugs?”
“You know Clarissa, right? Adrienne Maxwell’s daughter?”
“I know of her.”
“Well, Adrienne died from an overdose of combined over-the-counter medications. Stuff she could have easily bought on her own. But Clarissa said Adrienne didn’t use medications. She believed in herbal remedies only. Other than that, I can’t say more.”
“Probably better that you don’t,” I admitted. “Where I work, information is passed by osmosis. If you told me, whether or not I said a word, it would be known for three cubicles in each direction before Monday lunchtime.”
Gus laughed at my joke. By this point he had so many gold stars that we could film an episode of Star Trek in the starry final frontier he’d created in my mind. Carol’s Little Book of Dating had never seen such a triumphant performance.
Gus told me, “I’ve got to be careful what I say. I got reamed a couple years ago for speaking out of turn. I’m not anxious to go through that ordeal again.”
“Understood. I’m sorry. It’s just that we knew her at the office. And everybody there is so bored, they’ll do about anything to pass the time. A murder investigation, well, that’s almost as interesting as The Time a Car Hit the Building and We Thought it was a Bomb.”
I could see I was going to have to explain that one.
I tried not to whine like a disappointed kid when Gus told me that he had to take me home at six. How we were going to run off to Vegas for a quickie wedding if he had to take me home at six? He confessed that he had many errands to run and had to be at work early Sunday morning. To his credit, he added that if he’d known things were going to go so well between us, he would have kept more of his evening free.
Before we left Gus’s house, I went upstairs to wish Lyvia luck on her term paper. She looked a little bleary-eyed and didn’t seem pleased with her work so far. I might add here that I won major brownie points when I paused to help her use the auto-number feature in her word processor. Occasionally the skills of a secretary, which seem so mundane and repetitive when you perform them forty-five hours a week, look like incredible magic to the inexperienced. If there was one thing I can do, it’s work a word processor. Pleased that I could contribute to the good of others, I wrote my phone number down for her. “If that thing gives you any more trouble,” I said, gesturing to the computer’s screen, “feel free to call me. I’ll make it behave.”
“The hell with Gus,” said Lyvia. “I think I’m going to ask you out.”
I walked outside with my afternoon date, squashing the desire to ask what he had to do that evening. That was none of my business unless he offered. I got a clue, though, when he opened his garage to retrieve a gas can. It was possible that his big Saturday night plans involved mowing his yard. My relief—secretly I had feared he might have another date lined up, a lingerie model with a degree in nuclear physics, or hooker with a heart of gold, something like that—anyway, my relief was bright but also brief, because in his garage I saw that he had a Harley. Nothing fancy, but hard and sleek, well loved and cared for. It was one of those great black motorcycles that tough, misunderstood bad boys ride, straight out of a movie. I damn neared swooned.
“Oh, Lord,” I said weakly. “Oh my God, you have a motorcycle.”
“Eh.” I’d made him shy again.
“What kind is it?”
Gus looked fondly at the bike. He said, “It’s a Softail Deuce,” with a throaty undertone that made me dizzy. “I like to ride when the weather’s good. I’m not a Hell’s Angel or anything. You’re not afraid of them, are you?”
It was hard for me to speak through the aneurysm—or was it an orgasm? Felt a little like both. Yeah, I’m one of those women who get a little light-headed over a motorcycle. “One of those women,” in that I think there are only five women in existence, probably holed up in some Quaker town, who don’t love motorcycles. And the big devil hadn’t told me up front, “I own one of your fantasy toys, wanna see me sit on it?” Oh, no. He’d let me see the dowdy sedan first.
“Not afraid of motorcycles,” I said. My knees were weak.
“Great. Well maybe…when it gets a little warmer, we can, you know, go for a ride.”
“Uh-huh.”
“That was really nice, what you did for Lyvia with the computer.”
“Piece of cake,” I said. “I do that stuff every day.”
“I can tell. It all looks like voodoo to me.” Gus put his hands in his pockets, a little insolent and challenging.
I just couldn’t help it. He was the finest thing I’d laid eyes on in years and the nicest thing that had happened to me since I found Bill Nestor. Three steps brought me flush against his impressively broad and immensely hard body, and I kissed him. Firm at first, hardly more than affectionate, just in case he recoiled in horror, but as soon as I felt that he wasn’t recoiling, things softened between our lips and I wound an arm around his neck to pull him closer. Gus Haglund was a thorough kisser, and all that lopsided menace I’d imagined in his smile was alive and well when he kissed me. He took my lower lip in his teeth, and he parted my mouth with his tongue. He took his time and let the blood rush into my head, and after a few seconds, I could feel a hard pulse thumping in every dark corner of my body.
He kept his hands in his pockets. Clever devil.
Finally I let him go, dropped dreamily back to the ground, and was able to focus again. “That wasn’t all about the motorcycle,” I assured him. “The motorcycle just made it unavoidable.”
“My God,” murmured Gus. “What would you do if I showed you my lawnmower?”
On Monday, my great date story was in danger of being overshadowed by a Kay’s Mother Is In The Hospital story. Kay’s mother was an eighty-something-year-old woman who spent so much time in the hospital that I believed she had actually died several years before and her corpse was simply reanimated every few weeks. That’s a terrible thing to say? Well, maybe, unless you knew Kay. Kay believed that the illnesses of herself, her family, her extended family, her friends, her neighbors, their families and their pets, and their pets’ families, were of concern to everyone at MBS&K. Get enough people together, and someone will always be sick or hospitalized. I could have done the same thing if I’d wanted, but I didn’t because I knew that others simply didn’t care if my auntie was having an MRI of her bladder.
Kay’s Mother Is In the Hospital. What was the matter with her this time? I’m sure that the ailment was gruesome and mysterious, as they always were with Kay’s family of perpetual hypochondriacs. The word spread around of its own volition. Someone wondered if we should send a card. The firm could go bankrupt sending cards to Kay’s sick family.
Over the fabulous weekend, I not only forgot entirely about Adrienne Maxwell and the Bonita Voigt file; once I was at my desk, shutting away my possessions, glancing at the weekend mail, I realized that I’d more or less forgotten what my job was. What was I, some kind of number cruncher? I inspected the desk and found indications that I was somebody’s secretary. Oh, yes. Bill had left a tape of dictation and a list of documents to prepare while he was out in a meeting.
At 8:30, Charlene appeared magically before my cubicle, as she was wont to do, and ducked silently inside. She had a file in her hand, which was good. Junior Gestapo Brent was probably already patrolling the floor, making sure nobody was up to mischief. If we heard him coming, we could revert to our generic business talk. We had a standard set of emergency comments to make: “So have you ever worked on this file?” “No, that file has not been in my workload.” “Who do you think I should ask about this file?” “I think that asking about that file is a good idea.” Junior Gestapo Brent wasn’t that bright, and it sounded like work, so he’d go away to find other evildoers.
When I began working for MBS&K, there was only one secretarial supervisor, and that was Donna. As far as supervisors go, she was a good one. She trusted us to get our work done and, provided that we did that, she didn’t bother us about much else. We could go to her with any problems and she’d try to help. She was also effective at mediating between the secretaries and attorneys when the need arose. But she was one person in charge of twenty secretaries, plus overseeing the office management, plus dealing with the endless supply of nonsense that attorneys can generate, and so she was extremely overworked.
Terry Bronk decided to hire an assistant for her. What Donna really needed was her own secretary, but the idea was too practical. What Terry Bronk hired instead was a useless middle-management clone named Brent Downey. Brent came to us fresh from graduate school where he’d earned one of those meaningless degrees that teach you how to name everything, but not how to do anything. He brought his lexicon of office jargon, starting with “mission statements,” and asserted his authority by getting everyone in trouble as soon as possible. The secretaries are congregating too long in the break room, he said. The secretaries are engaging in personal conversations during work hours. The secretaries are pushing the limits of the dress code. The secretaries are failing to follow firm procedures about font sizes and types. Ridiculous nitpicky baloney, but he could distribute long memos that made it look like he was working.
He wasn’t any help to Donna that I could see. Her job didn’t change a bit. His job, I think, was to create a need for himself by becoming Terry Bronk’s snitch. Absolutely nobody liked him; he had zero interpersonal skills and a huge inferiority complex. Brent had one of those vacant young-man faces that was on the verge of being attractive, but wasn’t attractive because there was no strength of character behind it, and he had lips like a sow. I doubt that women had ever been particularly fond of him, and he took it out on us now by reveling in and abusing his authority over us. Would you believe he tried for the first couple months to get us to call him “Mr. Downey?” As if. Except for etiquette-maniac Mr. Miller, we didn’t even have to call the attorneys by their surnames, and we certainly weren’t going to do it for this weasel. A few of the more naïve secretaries tried to use him as they would Donna by asking him to mediate arguments or solve problems for them, but they quickly learned that in Brent’s school of thought, secretarial problems are caused by secretaries, and the best way to solve them was to use robotic replacements. Barring that option, what one can do instead is call a disciplinary hearing and work the poor secretary over until she’s too afraid to say boo.
Since I’m always the one who thinks of the nicknames, I started calling him “Junior Gestapo Brent,” and I could probably have been fired, if he’d learned it came from me first. Junior Gestapo Brent would have loved to fire me because I did not fear him. I detested and avoided him, but fear? Oh no. In comparison to the psychotic sadist, Junior Gestapo Brent’s reign of terror was like a buzzing junebug wanging itself against a lighted window. He’d catch me looking at him that way sometimes (as a distasteful bug-like creature, I mean), and the rage would bubble up inside him, impotent and pointless. You can’t fire a secretary for thinking you’re an ass.
“Tell all,” ordered Charlene, once we’d established that we were alone and not in danger of being discovered talking by his Royal Pain-in-the-Assedness.
So I told all, including updating the office database of information on what had happened to Adrienne Maxwell, before a dark cloud erupted menacingly over my cubicle, thunder rolled, and lightning flashed. Charlene and I looked up to see Lloyd glaring in at us. He held a file, too.
“Thought you needed this first thing Monday,” he said snidely. He dropped Bonita Voigt’s old file on my desk, and it thudded so hard my coffee nearly sloshed over the sides of the cup.
To my recollection, I had said nothing about first-thing-Monday. Hadn’t I just said Monday? That’s about ten hours worth of wriggle time, there, Lloyd my friend.
He bitched, “It’s been sitting in there all morning long. Thought I’d bring it by, since it was so important.”
All morning long, yes, it was all of a quarter to nine. Had I not been physically immune to any upset that day, I might have mentioned this. Instead I said, “Thank you!”
Charlene looked blankly at Lloyd: of all the employees here, she was the only one who appeared completely unaffected by his moods. She asked, “Are you trying to make a point?”
Lloyd grumbled.
“I don’t understand,” said Charlene. “What are you telling us? That we can’t leave files on your cart? That we have to follow up immediately on our requests?”
Coming from my mouth, these comments would have been considered smart-assed, but Charlene asked these things in complete sincerity. When Lloyd only glared at her, which was what Lloyd did when he didn’t have satisfactory answers, she pressed him. “If you don’t tell us what the point is, we’ll just keep doing the thing that irritates you so much.”
Lloyd finally relented with actual words. “Emergencies are only emergencies for as long as anyone’s paying attention, that’s all I mean.”
“Well that doesn’t make sense,” said Charlene. “You go to storage every day. Carol asked for a file. I don’t understand—”
“I’m busy,” said Lloyd brusquely. He stalked away.
“Did you hear horses braying?” whispered Charlene, eyeing him as he went. I snorted at the unexpected joke; Charlene’s sense of humor always struck like static shock. She glanced at Bonita’s file. “That’s an old one. Look, it still has the letters on the file number.”
“It’s a little archeological expedition. That’s the other of Bill’s client’s who committed suicide.”
After a weekend it is hard to recall anything you said or did the week before, and it seemed to take Charlene a moment to remember that we’d even discussed suicidal clients. She shook her head, though, her fingers touching the stick-on file number. “No, that’s the wrong one.”
“Oh really? Well, it’s too late for it to matter anyway. Thought I’d regale the detective with a little of my own investigative skills, but it’s probably better that I couldn’t.”
“You can’t really discuss our other clients. That’s a breach of confidentiality.”
“I wasn’t going to mention names. God, Charlene, what are you, the hall monitor?”
“I only meant that if it’s something of interest, you’ve got to be careful how you approach it with the police department. Maybe you should ask Mr. Miller.”
I put my hand to her arm to stop her talking. “I promise I’m not going to break attorney/client privilege, Charlene, for heaven’s sake. I was only trying to show off.”
“But it’s not the right file, anyway. This one is way too old. The woman I was talking about was a client much more recently. Her name was Hermione or something—or maybe I’m just thinking of those Harry Potter books. So you actually met his sister?”
I was confused; I didn’t even know Harry Potter had a sister. Wait, no. She meant Gus. I told her about Lyvia and the term paper, and how I used my secretarial superpowers to make myself look brilliant. Then I sent her on her way, trusting that she’d do her duty and tell Lucille what I’d said, so that the goddess of gossip could get the word out. All went according to plan. As I had hoped, word of the motorcycle got around. Kay’s mother wasn’t anywhere near as interesting as that.
Later Bill came bustling in. I went into his office after he’d had a few minutes to settle down, asked him how the meeting went, and began my usual list of reassurances to convince him that all went smoothly while he was away. Bill used to be reluctant to leave the office because he didn’t believe that anything could work without his interference. That doesn’t apply so much anymore; he’s come to trust me to hold down the fort. It’s cute that he seems to think I’m fending off invaders.
I brought him his mail, opened and stapled horizontally (no paperclips!), the files he wanted to work on that day, and a neat stack of typed dictation (12-point Times New Roman font, no bold, no italics, no paragraph indentations, single space after each period, the date precisely one half inch below the letterhead), and the prepared estate documents in spotless manila folders just the way he liked them. At the beginning, it took me about two weeks to figure out exactly how he wanted everything, and after that, he never changed.
“Well, how was your weekend?” asked Bill as he straightened his sleeve cuffs. “Did you and the detective hit it off?”
I’d never had a boss with whom I’d feel comfortable sharing this kind of information, but Bill looked as excited as Charlene had earlier. I couldn’t help but grin. “Yes, we had a really nice time.”
“Seeing him again?”
“I hope so. No definite plans yet. His schedule is weird, and I’m pretty busy, too.”
“I guess he’s busy working on this Adrienne Maxwell case.” At his desk, Bill began to carefully page through the mail. He never flipped through anything, and he never bent corners. “Did you manage to find out anything about it?”
I had a bad flashback right then of the days I’d spent slaving for the psychotic sadist. I often had to call clients or witnesses and interview them for information. The psychotic sadist would say, “Call and ask what medications they’re taking,” and I would do as instructed. I’d get the information, the names of the prescribing physicians and the number of refills, the pharmacy name and the side effects, specific complaints for which the prescription had been given, and anything else I could humanly think to ask. What color are the pills? Do you take them with juice? Then I would give all this information, typed in memo form or maybe in a nice graph, to the psychotic sadist. About half the time, he’d toss the damned thing aside, never look at it again, and absent-mindedly assign me the same task the following week. And about the other half of the time, he would ask me for some rather off-topic bit of information like, “Has she been able to continue doing housework while she’s had these complaints?” Naturally I would not know the answer. His face would grow red. Here it would come; the insinuation that I wasn’t doing my job. That he had to do all the thinking. That I was wasting his precious time with this incomplete, half-assed report.
I felt this many years after escaping him. A dropping dread fell in my stomach, because I was asked a question for which I didn’t have a good answer. I felt prickling in the skin on my shoulders, I felt the urge to snap at Bill, I was ready to fight. The psychotic sadist would probably be pleased to know that, all this time later, I still cringed at reminders of him.
With an unexpected amount of effort, I managed to answer Bill’s question as lightly as I’d been speaking only a moment before. “He really couldn’t talk about the case. I got just the barest details.”
Bill raised his eyebrows and looked interested.
“Only that the medications weren’t something she had in the house. They don’t know where the pills came from.”
“Pills can come from anywhere. She could have gotten them from a friend. And you can order just about anything you want online. I wonder why it’s significant.”
“Like I said, he couldn’t give me details. He did seem sorry that he couldn’t, though. Maybe after their investigation is over, I can get him to tell me more.”
“Yes, that would be interesting.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. I was apologizing as much for thinking he’d ever be as unfair as the psychotic sadist as I was for having a lack of information.
“What? Oh, no, it’s not a pleasant talk to have on a date anyway.” Bill looked at the same piece of mail he’d already checked. His mind was elsewhere, I could tell.
I’d rather lost interest in thumbing through Bonita Voigt’s file, now that my first date with Gus had passed successfully and we had more than suicide to talk about. Since I had gone to the trouble (or rather, Lloyd had gone to the trouble) of getting it out, though, I pulled out Bill’s notes to see what the last few entries had been.
Yes, it was all as I expected. His maniacal attention to note-taking and details was never more beneficial than in hindsight, as Bonita’s file was meticulously rounded out. Bonita Voigt was rather like Adrienne Maxwell in that she came to Bill as a recent widow who wanted to redo her will and estate documents to better suit her new circumstances. Bill’s written notes from her meetings mentioned, “Client is despondent over loss of her husband and is currently unwilling to make plans for the future.” Poor thing.
Bonita Voigt had apparently taken her own life a few months after her last appointment here. No accompanying newspaper article or anything, because Bill wasn’t into scrapbooking and he didn’t like how newsprint faded and smeared. I was hoping to uncover a cause of death, actually. I knew she’d killed herself, but how? With a gun? Slitting her wrists? More pills, like Adrienne? Or maybe she had thrown herself from a bridge? Finding a real newspaper article was a silly idea on my part, considering that the self-inflicted death of an elderly woman probably wasn’t even considered newsworthy. Well, unless she really had thrown herself from a bridge. There was a copy of her funeral announcement that, of course, said she’d passed away but not how or why. What surprised me was that Bill’s notes didn’t mention her method of suicide. Normally he wrote down everything. The only reason I could propose for his neglecting that detail was tact. Maybe he thought it would just be tacky to write a notation about that.
I put the file aside. Then, just because Charlene had piqued my curiosity about the suicide she claimed to recall, I went back to the computer’s archive files. My search criteria for the previous week was still stored on my word processor. I searched for file type “Letters”, file owner “Bnestor,” key word search “sorry”. I ran it again and the same letters appeared. Again I eliminated the men, and this time, I went beyond Bonita Voigt’s name. Here was one in 2001, Bryony Gilbert. Bryony rhymed with Hermione; that’s why it caught my eye.
I picked up my necessary “look busy” pen and pad of paper and walked purposefully to Charlene’s cubicle. She was on the phone when I approached, and I paused outside her cubicle walls so as not to appear overly nosy. Still, I really wanted to stay and listen. I could tell from her tone and words that she was speaking to the pissed-off ex-husband of one of Aven Fisher’s clients, and hearing Charlene in action on the phone was fun.
She was saying, “Well since you refused to accept service of the complaint by mail, we were forced to serve you with a private process server…No, sir, that is state law…Yes, in fact, we are permitted to bill you for it…because your ex-wife is not obligated to pay for your fits of pique…it means temper tantrum…I beg to differ; you were given the opportunity to accept service by mail and, for some reason, thought that rejecting that offer would cause problems for someone besides yourself…well, I think that’s an issue you need to take up with the process service company. That big fellow who served your papers to you would remember who you are…I guess you might have considered that before you impregnated your sister-in-law. Thank you for calling.”
I mimed applause as she turned to face me. She groused, “Men. Men make me sick.”
“Don’t they ever complain about the mean secretary who yells at them?”
“Who cares if they do?”
“I wish you’d been the secretary for my divorce attorney,” I sighed, pleased at the thought of Charlene ripping my stupid ex-husband a new asshole. Technically, I had been my divorce attorney’s secretary. The matter was handled by a junior associate at the firm where I used to work for the psychotic sadist.
“I see these divorce proceedings and can’t even think what brought couples together in the first place.”
“I wondered that myself when I was divorcing my stupid ex-husband.”
“You don’t remember?”
“I remember just fine. Temporary insanity.”
Her eyebrows rose in surprise, and I couldn’t help laughing at her expression. I waved off her curious gaze, excusing myself with, “We’re just going to chalk my first marriage up as a learning experience and hope that if I get another chance, I’ll be smarter about it. Like next time, I might get a guy with an actual job.”
“Like a detective, maybe.”
“In my wettest dreams.” I realized what I’d said and felt my cheeks redden. To cover this female silliness, I asked her, “Was it Bryony Gilbert? Is that the name of the other woman?”
Charlene studied me thoughtfully and tested the name. “Bryony. That one sounds right. I knew it was something Scottish sounding. Irish. Or whatever.”
“Well, okay then. Mystery solved.”
“Is it? Let me know what you find out.”
This time, I wasn’t going to give the file request to Lloyd. Lloyd didn’t need to be a part of this transaction. I found a file clerk hiding behind a mountainous stack of copy machine paper and asked him to go get the file for me. The young man blinked as if I spoke a foreign language. Surely he must work here. He didn’t seem to have seen daylight in a while, though. He was small and ghostly pale.
“I’m Carol.” I spoke slowly so as not to startle him. “I work for Bill Nestor. I’d like you to get a file for me.”
He ducked his head and scooted toward a wobbly table that seemed to serve as his desk. He tried to give me a pink slip of paper.
I took it and filled it out in big block letters, like writing something down for a small child.
He didn’t understand. He looked fretfully up and down the room, reminding me of those pathetic lobsters waiting in a tank to be captured and thrown into boiling water. I did not eat lobster, and I did not like the way Lloyd scared his employees.
“I’m Carol,” I repeated. “What’s your name?”
“Eric,” he said. When he finally made eye contact with me I got a better fix on his age. Pre-law, so probably about twenty years old. It was so hard for kids to get jobs coming out of law school that they were willing to do things like this—work as a lowly file clerk in a big firm—just to have an extra little blurb on their resume and maybe to be able to say, “Please interview me. I slaved under Lloyd for two years so you know that no judge or jury can scare me.”
Speaking gently now, I said, “Eric, it would be a big favor to me if you’d go get this file right now.”
Just when I thought I was going to have to get a candy bar to dangle before him (he didn’t appear to have eaten in a while), Eric broke and, checking behind him, took the request slip. “Do you think Lloyd will mind if I leave?” he asked.
That’s when I decided that eliminating the middleman was necessary. I took the slip back and said, “You know what? I think I’ll just go get this one myself.”
He shrunk back in terror.
“It’s all right. You’re doing a good job. I think it might just be quicker this way.” I searched his stricken face and said, “You’re not in trouble.”
But he didn’t believe me. I felt like I should call OSHA or something, so maybe they could assign a social worker to his case and get him a foster-boss.
MBS&K storage is the scariest place in the building, scary in the way that library stacks can be scary, or catacombs, or a vast garden maze. A person could wander into one of these places and become lost to the world, break a leg, have a heart attack, or fall under a massive weight of old paper and just die and not be found for days. Is that a morbid way to think?
How does one construct a place this scary in a modern office building? Take a good-sized basement room, say about as large as a union banquet hall, and fill it with flimsy soldier-rows of shelves. Then load ’em up, one box after another until they’re stuffed full of paper, plastic, cardboard, and vinyl. Do this for twenty or so years, run out of actual usable space somewhere after seven of those years, and then begin cramming what still must be made to fit wherever you can manage. The result is where I now stood, a labyrinthine crypt of flammable materials.
God forbid anyone should ever light a cigarette in here; the radiant heat would start a catastrophic fire. Everyone in the eleven stories above would die of smoke inhalation within ten minutes because no one upstairs pays the slightest attention to alarms. I know I’m prone to sarcasm, but that’s not a joke. I’d been at work when the fire alarms went off, and people could barely be bothered to look up and say, “What the hell is that noise?” before going back to their conference calls.
It is impossible to light a room like this correctly. The walls of paper block whatever feeble light the fluorescents produce. I don’t know how an old bastard like Lloyd can even see to find things down here, unless he traces files by their scent, which is entirely possible. I was a relative youngster with my eyesight not yet failing, and I was going to have to dive way back into the dark recesses of 2001. That’s five years of real time and five centuries of storage time. Already my skin was itching from the dust mites, an unpleasant thought.
But I was curious now, and as I have mentioned, people will do just about anything to pass the time at work.
When I returned to my cubicle, Bill was pacing in and out of his office door. He looked enormously relieved to see me.
“Where have you been?” he cried. His tone was never that of a demanding boss so much as that of a worried parent. I suppose he thinks I am in the same danger as his files and documents when nobody is around to hold down the fort.
“I was in storage,” I said. I had successfully found Bryony Gilbert’s file and now held it close to me with its file number and name not precisely in Bill’s sight. I wasn’t trying to hide information from him specifically but I was trying to hide the fact that I wasn’t working on an actual assignment. “Bill, I told you I was going to storage.”
“But you were gone such a long time.”
What a nut. I had been down there no more than twenty minutes. Dislike Lloyd though I may, the man did know how to keep things where they were supposed to be. My major obstacle had been that I was only five and a half feet tall and had trouble reaching the shelf where Bryony’s file was stored. Anyway when Bill got like this, when he started fussing over things that didn’t deserve fuss, the best solution was to thank him profusely for his concern.
“I appreciate that you were keeping an eye out,” I said, slipping the file discreetly onto my desk and out of his line of sight. “That storage room is about the scariest place in the building. I’m always afraid I’ll get locked in or injured or something and then not be found for days.”
“Is it possible to get locked in?” Things like that worried Bill very much.
“Probably not really, but you can think all kinds of spooky thoughts when you’re actually down there.”
“You should have a file clerk go down there. You don’t have to be messing around in storage.”
“Oh, sometimes it’s just quicker to do it myself. Anyway I’m back now safe and sound, so what is it you needed me for?”
“I have those letters signed and ready to go,” he said. But he was still distracted. “How could you get locked in?”
Oh, damn it. I’d given him something to obsess over. Despite the fact that Bill would probably never have to go to storage, if I didn’t put a stop to this right now he’d worry for the next week about getting locked in down there, or me getting locked in, or someone being trapped in the storage room. I had no desire to send him into a compulsive cycle of checking, like that time he feared that there were used staples stuck in his carpet or leaves clogging the gutter outside his apartment. In this case, it would likely manifest in his going downstairs every couple hours to make sure there wasn’t anyone locked in storage.
“You can’t get locked in,” I said. “Bill, I was being flip. I was joking around. It’s just a big room with a lot of paper. The door locks from the inside. See? I shouldn’t have said anything, but you know me, always trying to be funny.”
He asked, “There’s no way someone could lock you inside?”
“Absolutely not. The worst thing anyone could do,” and I had to be careful here, because I didn’t want him trying to think of worse things anyone could do, “is close the door. I’d just walk over and open it right back up again. Please calm down. Give me your letters, and I’ll get them in the mail.”
Bill wandered thoughtfully away, a frown of concern still trying to wheedle its way onto his forehead. Had my explanation worked? I couldn’t tell for sure yet. If he started making unexplained trips downstairs, then I’d have to find a way to talk him out of the ritual. I spent enough time doing this kind of thing, and darn it, I was his secretary, not his psychiatrist.
Of course you might not believe that, considering our history. Allow me a little time. I’ll try to explain.
My boss Bill wasn’t a popular man among the secretaries at the firm, and a lot of them didn’t know how he and I managed to get along so well. I was his first secretary ever to last more than seven months. We were nearing our third anniversary. He gave me glowing reviews; he was mannered, polite, and soft-spoken to me. Sometimes he was also funny.
When a stressor jumped at him, though, he could go off the deep end into an attack of obsessive-compulsiveness. If his attack went unchecked, he could get so upset that it nearly made him sick. I lived through a couple of these attacks early on, and they scared me—for his sake, not for my own. Even at the height of his panic, his wrath was always turned inward. I was lucky to discover that in a manic state, he responded well to firm commands and gentle humor. If I could figure out the source of his anxiety, as unlikely as that source might be, I could often dispel his fears. And I did not mind. The other women found that hard to understand. Silly girls, who didn’t know the man I used to work for. Manic-but-polite neurotic beats psychotic sadist any day of the week.
I loved working for Bill, as much as anyone can love being someone’s secretary. So why didn’t others like him? Mannered, polite, and soft-spoken though he might have been, he could drive the most patient secretary crazy with his fanatical beliefs in sameness. For Bill, disorder was not just annoying, but physically upsetting. He lost his previous secretary because she spent two days arranging for the copying and distribution of a huge legal brief with an impending deadline and, just before she was about to package it all for mailing, Bill noticed that one attorney’s phone number was formatted (555) 555-5555 and another’s was formatted 1-555-555-5555 (no parentheses and the long-distance “1” glaring before it). He insisted that the entire project be redone. She worked until midnight, ended up driving it to the FedEx pickup site at the airport to make the deadline, and resigned the next day. It’s a legendary story around the office called “The Time Bill’s Secretary Quit Because of the Phone Number Thing.”
The same situation went down differently between us. Another brief was ready to go, and the deadline loomed large. Bill meticulously prepared the document for two weeks. By then I had been over that thing with such care that I felt I knew the patterns of its word stops. It was never content that troubled Bill, but format, and this brief was so perfect in form that it had attained a spiritual beauty of its own. I wanted to keep a copy to stroke lovingly in my old age. “Oh, my lovely Appellee’s Reply Brief,” I would sigh, gazing at it, while the other inmates cherished their grandchildren’s pictures or their old love letters, “though your cover page has faded, the memory of our love never shall.”
Bill came toward my desk, dark eyes shining with worry. As I’ve said, he responded badly to stress, and legal briefs caused him plenty of stress. They’re important documents; sometimes they can win or lose a case for you. Because Bill did estate work, he almost never had to mess with such things, except in the very few cases where disputes among heirs forced these matters to go before a court. This was one such matter. If his last secretary had only realized this and not allowed his worry to run roughshod over her, things might have worked out better between them. As he began to try this silliness with me, I could easily see that I would have to do some intervention right then and there.
Bill’s fingers reached for the original copy of the brief. “I just want to check this over before we send it out.”
“No.” On the impulse of self-preservation, I took it away from him.
He thought I was kidding. He tried to reach for it again, but I held it near my breasts so he wouldn’t dare come closer for fear of an embarrassing harassment suit.
“Carol, come on. We’re on a deadline.”
“That’s right, and I’m mailing this out now. You’re not to touch it.”
“I need to review it.”
“No. It’s been reviewed. It’s beautiful. It’s perfect.”
“I want . . .” unhappily he began. His fingers began to worry at his tie, straightening a garment that could not have been straighter if he’d put it on with guidance from a slide rule. He may have, in fact. He glanced around as if looking for someone to help him.
“You did already. Trust yourself. Trust me.” I put the original brief behind me and put my hands on his shoulders to push. “Go away.”
There was some protesting, and he ground his heels into the carpet so I couldn’t move him.
I commenced with threats. “So help me, if you touch that brief and make me redo a single bit of it, I’ll put all the binder combs on backwards before I send it out. All those teeth, pointing the wrong way. Think of the horror.”
Bill knew that I was teasing him about his abject fear of backwards binder comb teeth, but he was also considering with terror the idea that I might actually do something that evil. He made a move to take a copy with him, but I reached for the bound document and snapped the binder comb hard enough to pull three teeth loose. Bill gasped.
“There’s more where that came from,” I warned. “Get away from my desk.”
He stared at the loose binding, sweat breaking out on his forehead.
I promised, “I’ll fix it when you go away.”
“I don’t appreciate this,” he informed me, not precisely walking but stuttering away, held in the vice grip of the bad binder comb.
“You can fire me tomorrow, I guess.”
He didn’t fire me, though. A new legend was born. “The Time Carol Threatened Bill with Backwards Binder Combs and He Didn’t Fire Her.”
Here’s another anecdote, on a larger scale:
One morning Bill had an astoundingly important nine o’clock hearing before a judge. We had prepped and prepped for this thing; it was almost on the scale of a trial, it was so vital to the case. But on the morning of his hearing, I got stuck in a traffic jam and, thanks to my own carelessness, my cell phone battery was dead. The devil himself couldn’t have arranged more perfectly for Bill Nestor to freak out.
Ordinarily I have a twenty-minute commute to the office from my nearby suburb, but that morning, someone rear-ended someone else on the highway and traffic snarled into an unholy mess, turning the busiest highway in Kansas City into its most crowded and angry parking lot. I should have been there at 7:30 to help Bill get his head together, but instead I found myself racing off the elevator at 8:35.
Lucille cried to me, “Oh thank God you’re here!”
“What, what?” I had anticipated this, knowing that Bill, frantic about appearing before a judge, would be in a state of contagious chaos. He had gone into estate law specifically to lessen his confrontations with judges and juries.
Lucille snapped her fingers at me and gestured violently around. “Find Bill! Find Donna! And find Suzanne!”
“Why Suzanne?” I didn’t wait for an answer, though. I hurried back, dropping my coat and purse somewhere along the way, trusting my coworkers not to rob me blind. I had worked diligently on this hearing’s preparation, and I was not happy that Bill had decided to freak out on the morning of it, just because I was an hour late and he didn’t have anyone who could effectively reassure him.
People had been watching for me to make an appearance. Three different people at once—Donna, my supervisor; Suzanne the paralegal; and Junior Gestapo Brent—each assaulted me from a different side.
“Where is the Swanson Discovery file?”
“Where do you keep Bill’s passwords for online electronic filing?”
“Do you have a courier coming to pick up the boxes?”
“What boxes?” was all I could think to ask. I looked at their harried faces. Bill had been busy, it seemed. These were all people, much like myself, who had been trained to do whatever the attorneys told them to do, and the more emphatic and hysterical the attorney was, the more attention he got. That’s a Catch-22, but it’s hard to break habits.
“The file boxes that are going to the trial!”
“He needs a complete docket sheet for the case!”
“He wants copies of all the documents they have produced so far!”
I wasn’t able to piece together who was talking about what, but that’s okay because the truth is, it didn’t matter. I looked to the closest copy station where stacks of documents were piled around the heaving copy machine while two frantic file clerks passed booklets and binders back and forth, apparently trying to build exhibit notebooks.
“Kids!” I shouted at them. They jumped and turned to me, startled and wary. A boy and a girl, neither of whom could have been older than twenty-two. “Are you doing that for Bill Nestor?”
“He needs four exhibit notebooks by eight-forty-five!” they cried almost in unison.
“No, he doesn’t,” I said. “Stop that right now.”
“Bill said,” Suzanne started to tell me, but I waved her off. Technically, I should have been respectful to her because I worked for her, too. But this was not a time for respect. Bill was trying to turn the office upside down.
I interrupted her. “Forget everything he said. He’s flipping out. He’s wasting time and the client’s money. Just chill; go back to whatever you were doing before he attacked.”
Leaving the horror-stricken clerks behind, I turned and hurried to Bill’s office before he could strike again. My coworkers did not do as I’d suggested but followed me, eager to witness the coming scene in the same way that onlookers this morning had been eager to ogle the car accident, causing the traffic snarl that made me late in the first place.
Bill was in his office, messing it up rather badly, which gave a good indication of how hysterical he was. In his normal state, Bill was perversely neat; it was only when he lost control and began to fear the irrational that he turned into something like the Looney Toons’ Tasmanian Devil—whirlwind, gibberish and all. I’d definitely have to clean this up before he returned from court.
“Bill!” I barked at him from the doorway.
He jerked his head up to look at me, an expression of intense relief crossing his face. “Carol! Carol, you’ve got to help me! I’ve got to leave for court in ten minutes, and I don’t have any of the discovery documents! Where are my discovery documents?” He fumbled with the files before him, showing me how lost he was. “I need a courier or one of the file room guys to get this stuff down to my car. It isn’t all going to fit!”
“Stop.” I lowered my voice to almost a whisper. This was a trick I learned from babysitting my nieces. Lower your voice enough, and a child must quiet down to hear you. It works for attorneys, too. I approached Bill and put my hands on the file box, scooting it across the conference table and out of his reach. “Look at me.”
He looked at me.
“I’m sorry I was late,” I said. “There was a bad, bad traffic jam. Traffic is tied up all over the city. Now follow me.”
Obediently he did follow, saying, “Can you call a courier?”
“No, Bill.” My cubicle was just outside his office, and I led him there before the group of onlookers. “See this?” I gestured to a pristine white box on my desk. “Remember I introduced you to this box yesterday?”
He did not seem to remember. He looked bewildered.
“This is the only box you are taking to the hearing. Everything you need is inside.”
“Exhibits?”
I opened the box and showed him twenty exhibit folders labeled with huge white stickers that proclaimed their contents.
“Copies for opposing counsel and the judge?”
“Right behind the originals.”
“Docket sheet?”
“Right here,” I said, pulling it from a similarly marked folder. I replaced it.
“What about the rest of the file?”
“You don’t need the rest of the file.”
“But what if…”
“No.”
“But the golden rule letters.”
“No. It’s all here.”
“But what about…
“Stop.” I put a nicely labeled lid on top of the box. “This is the special box, Bill. It is nice and clean and neat. See how pretty the label is?”
He looked at it wistfully. Then he grinned at me, for teasing him. “Okay, I remember now.”
“But you let yourself get upset this morning and forgot that I was looking out for you.”
“I’m sorry. You’re right.”
“Of course I’m right. I went to a lot of trouble with this, and there’s nothing missing. You have my word on that.” I shook my head. “Honestly, Bill, you can’t go crazy and start working up the other staff like this just because I’m late. What if I had been sick or something? What if some day I get hit by a bus?”
“You must never, ever be hit by a bus.” He said this to me and then he turned to Donna, Suzanne, and Junior Gestapo Brent. “Sorry about that. Sorry.”
Donna and even Junior Gestapo Brent accepted his apology with relief, slinking away before they were trapped into another ordeal. Suzanne, who did not especially like me or the way I handled Bill, remained and said, “Well, as long as you’re sure that you have everything you need.”
Yeah, she meant that in a bitchy way. Before I came along, she was the only one in the office who came close to being able to control Bill Nestor, and she didn’t like the fact that I took that title away from her. I know it sounds stupid, but in a limited office universe, you grab at whatever renown you can get.
“Everything’s fine,” Bill told her. “Thank you, Suzanne. You’ll have to excuse me. It’s a really important hearing, and I got concerned.”
Concerned was not exactly the right word, I didn’t think. I called him on it. “Concerned is one thing, Bill, and hysterical is another. You mustn’t go tearing into the courtroom like this.”
“No, of course not, Mom.” Now that he was calming down, he could joke along with me. His calling me Mom, though, I don’t know just how funny that was. It wasn’t far from the figurative truth.
“Fetch your jacket,” I instructed. “I’ll carry this down to your car, and we’ll talk about the best route to take to the courthouse that avoids the highways. Absolutely everyone is going to be late today, except for you.”
I was his hero that day. When he came back from court, he brought me a chocolate chip muffin.
Here’s another incident—actually kind of a freaky one. Last year I was enjoying an autumn weekend, minding my own business. I was watching old episodes of The Incredible Hulk (because I can connect most of the things that have happened to me in the last three years to what I was watching on television at the time). And yes, I like that show quite a bit. We can thank Bill Bixby for being able to make turning into a big green bodybuilder every time he got furious a completely credible plot device. I’m not ashamed to admit my fandom. Anyway, not much of that show was available on DVD at the time, but enough was that I had made a perfectly lovely Saturday night out of it when at almost 11 p.m. I received an unexpected phone call from a stranger.
The stranger quickly identified herself as Bill Nestor’s apartment landlord. Apartment? I asked. I had been under the impression he lived in a house. No, she rented his apartment to him. That wasn’t the point, she said. The point was that he was in the lobby of the building, and she couldn’t get him to go back to his apartment. He had been there all afternoon. He was inconsolable over some mysterious problem. She told me almost tearfully, “I don’t want to call the police, but he’s got me so worried, and he doesn’t seem to have any family. When I asked him who to call, he told me to call you. Are you a friend?”
“I’m his secretary,” I said, bewildered. “What’s the matter with him?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know at all!”
A secretary has to set her limits, particularly with a man like Bill. Going to your boss’s apartment at almost midnight on a Saturday is outside the boundaries of acceptable expectations. But his landlord had tugged at my sympathies. I could tell from the stress in her voice that she had gone to some lengths with Bill already and was calling me as a last resort.
I found the building easily, an antiseptic and personality-free concrete stack on the outskirts of an affluent suburb. I’d seen the place before and assumed it was offices. I parked, as the landlord had instructed, in the underground garage and rode an elevator up to the lobby, where I found Bill and his landlord alone, looking out the window.
“Are you Carol?” she asked hopefully. She was about Bill’s age, a very big woman in both length and breadth, with beautiful, flaming curly red hair. Her hair belonged on a movie star. The rest of her was raw, pink and blobby. Her elevated blood pressure flamed in her cheeks.
Bill turned and looked at me with surprise. I’d never seen him outside the office before that night but I wasn’t surprised to find him wearing his gray suit pants, white oxford and tie, just as if he’d been working all day. The lobby, which would not have been out of place in a college dorm or hospital ward, was fronted by dark glass windows and he was fretting in front of them. He either had nothing to say to me or simply couldn’t find words, because he shook his head in desperation and turned away again.
Hmm. A puzzle for Carol. I asked the landlord to describe exactly what the problem was, my implication being that having Bill want to stand in the lobby all night long shouldn’t matter, since he wasn’t hurting anything. What she described sounded familiar enough. He was having one of his episodes. Something was bothering him outside. Throughout the day, he had paced here. Several times he strode outside to the gutter and checked something. She did not know what. Often he got down on his knees—which I noticed were very dirty—and looked into the storm drain. Bill was a good tenant, a nice man. She’d tried to talk him out of his ritual, but nothing worked.
“Why don’t you go to bed?” I asked. “I’ll take it from here.”
The landlord rushed from us in utter relief. She promised various things, that she’d check on him the next day or whatever, but I paid little attention.
“What’s the matter?” I asked, standing next to Bill and peering into the black night. “What’s kept you in the lobby all day? What’s out in the gutter?”
It wasn’t the best start. Probably he’d already been asked these questions a hundred times, and he didn’t feel capable or responsible to answer them.
“Hey,” I snapped at him. “Look at me.”
He did as requested.
“I’m standing in your lobby at midnight on a weekend in my pajamas. This is outside my job description. Tell me what the heck you wanted me for, or I’m lodging a complaint with Donna on Monday morning.”
“She wouldn’t leave me alone,” he whined about his landlord. “She kept insisting that she had to call someone. I couldn’t think of anyone else. I just wanted her to leave me alone, that was all.”
“She probably figures you’re her responsibility, since you live in her building. I didn’t even know you lived in an apartment.”
“Yes.”
“But you’ve always told me things about your house,” I argued.
“It was just a figure of speech,” said Bill. “Like you might call your cubicle an office.”
“Did you not want me to know you lived in an apartment? It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” I was trying to distract him from the problem in the gutter. I tried to think of reasons why apartment living would suit Bill. “You don’t have to care for a lawn, which is messy work. You have a more manageable space. You don’t have to do your own repairs, usually.”
“I like the floors here.”
“Are they all like this?” I indicated the awful flat tiles beneath our feet. “Looks like this used to be some other kind of building. Little offices, maybe? And they converted it when the population boomed around here?” I was guessing, but I was probably right, too. Housing was pricey in this part of town and much in demand.
“I just liked the hard floors.”
“What’s out in the gutter, Bill?”
“Leaves. They’re falling everywhere.”
“It’s autumn, Bill. That happens every year.”
“They’re getting in the gutter out there.”
“Every year,” I reiterated. “Why is that worrying you?”
“If the gutter clogs, the rainwater backs up.” It was not raining. It was not supposed to rain anytime soon. I didn’t even bring it up because an argument like that was not relevant to Bill. He said, “When rainwater backs up, the cars driving through it could hydroplane. There can be accidents and wrecks. People injured. It could be a mess out there.”
“If leaves pile up in the gutter.”
“Those trees across the street are dropping thousands of leaves, and they’re all landing in the gutter.”
That much, at least, was absolutely correct. “Have you cleared the gutter?”
“I’m trying to keep it clear. But every time I go out, there are more leaves. And I don’t know where they are coming from.”
“They probably blow down the street from other trees in other yards. You do realize, Bill, that you’re having one of your episodes?”
“I know.” He pressed his forehead to the glass of the window. It would leave a slightly oily print there when he raised his head again.
“And that any number of things could clog a gutter or cause a car accident, and you don’t have any way to control them all?”
“I know.”
“Come on with me; let’s go look at the gutter together.”
That was how I ended up standing in a gutter with Bill at midnight last autumn, as we inspected the tendency of the fallen leaves to bank themselves against the curb.
“Let them sit for a minute,” I told him. “Let’s see what happens.”
It was not easy for him to let them sit. The ritual was that he could let them sit while he watched from the lobby, but once he’d been defeated into coming out here, he needed to remove them right away. But I put a restraining hand on his arm and told him to have courage. After a few very tense minutes, the wind picked up again and we watched many of the leaves rise and swirl away again.
Bill tried to go remove the remaining leaves, but I made him play “Twenty Questions” with me. He was always keen to try winning a game with me because I invariably chose fairly obscure television shows as my mystery answer and he had yet to get one right. This time my answer was Strange Luck, a short-lived (but I thought quite good) series that had been one of many to try filling the primo time slot before The X-Files, back when that ultimate paranoia-fest was still on Friday nights and gaining a cult following. Bill was determined to someday figure one of these stumpers out. Alas, it was not going to be that night. But that was okay, because the real point was to distract him from the leaves. This method of diverting Bill had helped us before, at the office. Focusing on another, albeit unthreatening, problem upset the ritual enough that he was no longer compelled to perform it. Finally he said, “It’s getting better.”
“Good. Do you think we can go inside? It’s cold out here.”
He didn’t want to come inside, but my appeal to his manners forced his hand; he couldn’t let his secretary shiver on a nighttime street. I insisted on accompanying him up the elevators to his eighth floor apartment. If I left him in the lobby, he might start up again.
“Now, Bill,” I said, stifling a yawn. “You can’t do this to me anymore. It’s not good policy for me to come to your rescue any time you get stuck.”
“I’m sorry. She just wouldn’t stop asking.”
“It’s okay this time. And I wouldn’t have reported you to Donna. Still, we can’t do it. It’s not even for my own sake. I don’t think it does you any good, either.”
“I have this problem,” said Bill. “I get these ideas in my mind. They won’t go away. Even as I tell myself it’s ridiculous, I still can’t stop.”
We stepped off the elevator, and reluctantly he moved toward a drab doorway in the midst of all the other drab doorways on the drab hall. The place was not a dump, but I’d seen more friendly atmospheres in prisons from TV shows I’d watched. He opened his door, and I saw over his shoulder a tiny, nearly bare apartment. It distressed me to see Bill live this way, even though I knew why he had to. Having surroundings that were easy to control was vital to his mental well-being. The apartment I saw beyond that door had one purpose only—to allow Bill three rooms small enough that he could effectively control every inch of the space. It’s not dirt with Bill. It’s chaos he can’t stand. Open-ended things. Loose threads. Everything he had was made of plastic, I saw, or encased in it. It reminded me of a daycare center minus the color, everything smooth and safe with no little pieces to swallow.
“I think there are medications, Bill,” I said at his doorway. “If you went to a doctor or a psychiatrist. There’s a medication for everything out there, and I’ll bet they have one that could help you avoid these kinds of things.”
“Oh, it’s not that serious.” He couldn’t look me in the eye when he said that.
“You have an obsessive-compulsive disorder, Bill. You just spent a perfectly beautiful Saturday monitoring the leaves in your gutter to prevent a car pileup that most likely never would have happened anyway. Have you eaten today or been to the bathroom in the last few hours or anything?”
“No, I guess I haven’t.”
I considered him, and he considered his shirt cuffs, tugging and straightening them as he always did. “What happened to set you off?” I asked.
“Got a call this morning,” he replied, “from an heir in an old estate I worked. Says he’s going to sue me for malpractice.”
“Over what?”
“Coercing his father into signing a will.”
“If he called you, Bill, I doubt he’s really going to go through with it. He would have gone to a lawyer by now, and the lawyer would have told him not to contact you.”
“Maybe so. But this guy was awful. Mean and bitter. Made me feel like I’d done something corrupt.”
“Never on this earth,” I insisted. “You just had to talk to one of the assholes, that’s all. I’ll bet you five bucks you never hear from him again.”
I was with Bill in a weak moment, when he’d had little time to prepare his game face for me. He seemed both younger and stranger than I’d ever known him to be at work. He didn’t take me up on my bet, but said, “Carol, I couldn’t go to a psychiatrist. I couldn’t possibly explain.”
“I know it’s hard to explain, but their job is to listen. And it’s not even stigmatized any more. It’s positively fashionable to see a therapist.”
“I’m almost always okay. It’s only once in a while that it goes out of control.”
My skeptical look told him what I thought of that remark.
“I’ve been like this all my life,” he said pleadingly.
“Aw, it’s okay, Bill. Most of us are so in love with our eccentricities that we couldn’t bear to part with them.”
He appreciated my saying that, I think.
On Tuesday night, I was watching my chosen TV show for the week: an intensely good one-season-only show called Nowhere Man starring Bruce Greenwood. It combined many aspects I liked: it was a mystery, a thriller, a little bit of hard science fiction and a lot of conspiracy theory. Possibly watching something this heavy with conspiracy theory wasn’t a great idea for me right then, sort of like when I watched too much thirtysomething right before a high school reunion and showed up feeling fat, poor, and unable to make fascinating small talk.
What’s with my preoccupation about conspiracies? I had spent a good part of the day rushing through my work so I could continue my research in Bill’s old files, and what I had found was pushing all my paranoia buttons. I had uncovered not only Bryony Gilbert and Bonita Voigt as past suicides, but also another woman named Wanda Breakers. That was four, if I included Adrienne Maxwell, but of course she might not have been a suicide, so I wasn’t sure if I could include her in my list.
Regardless of whether I had three or four suicides, I was a little freaked out about the whole thing. Tomorrow morning, I planned to spend a bit more time in storage to retrieve an additional three files that might or might not add to my list. I was beginning to think that our law firm was a magnet for suicidal women. My mind was busily spinning, trying to think of a reason for this, and of course what I imagined could only be described as vague and paranoid, or in other words, conspiracy theory.
Still, I rent or buy TV shows on DVD expressly so each night I can watch a couple episodes. That’s my treat for working all day. This week it was conspiracy theory and Nowhere Man. And that was just a coincidence. Besides, my only alternative was to shut off my DVD player and actually watch real television, something that had become almost unbearable.
Gus called me. He’d said, on Saturday, that he would call me Tuesday night when he would be free to make plans, and here he was, calling just like he said he would. My caller ID said “HAGLUND A,” but it might as well have said, “HAPPINESS.” I took such a long pause to appreciate his consideration that I nearly forgot to pick up the phone.
What a nice break from thoughts of suicidal women. I answered, and we greeted each other with shy pleasure.
“Hey, how’s Lyvia coming with her term paper?” I asked. The young woman had only called me once, on Sunday, to ask how to justify her footnotes.
“She left here yesterday morning to turn it in, and I haven’t seen her since,” said Gus. “I assume she’s at her apartment sleeping it off.”
“And how are you?”
“I’m doing pretty darn well. Some kind of charm has been on me this week, like somebody might have kissed me for luck. How are you?”
I couldn’t get over this man saying things like “pretty darn well” and “kissed me for luck.” I thought that detectives were supposed to be hard-boiled and swear a lot, smoke and drink whiskey with Pepto-Bismol in it, and be world-weary and glum.
“Carol?”
“Hmm? Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t ignoring you. I was thinking about you, and I forgot to talk. I’m fine, thank you. I’m just fine, better than fine, now that you called.”
I was gushing. I shut up.
“This weekend,” he said, “I’ve got my son from Friday night to Sunday night, and I was thinking that next week seems like a pretty long time to wait, you know, before I can get any more free legal advice, and I was thinking maybe some night this week, maybe…well, my schedule is unpredictable sometimes…”
“Any night is fine.”
“Wednesday? Thursday?”
I blurted, “Either. Both. You can come over right now, if you want to.”
There was a pregnant pause at the other end of the line.
I put a hand over my face, though I’m not sure who I was hiding from. Whatever happened to playing hard-to-get? “What I meant…”
“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” said Gus.
He was there in twelve.
I was a little out of practice at the art of seduction. Would you believe I spent the entire twelve minutes just waiting for him, twiddling my thumbs in my lap while watching my driveway? I wasn’t bored or overanxious. In fact I was thinking such naughty thoughts that the time passed pleasantly. When he actually rode up, on his motorcycle, for God’s sake, it was like a bonus prize. The bike made a fair amount of racket, but I live in a neighborhood full of hot rods and biker dudes, so I doubt any of my neighbors took notice. That single headlight in my driveway snapped me to attention, and I realized that I might have employed this time to brush my hair, find some sexy underwear or make sure I didn’t smell like copy machine toner. I glanced down, remembering that I was wearing long white cotton pajama bottoms and an MBS&K casual-Friday T-shirt that I had gotten for my second-year anniversary. My underwear, as far as I knew, was clean but made of faded pink cotton. I looked not awful, but not really like a tempting siren, either.
Well, I reminded myself, it might be jumping the gun a bit to assume he had come over to for sex.
I opened the door before he knocked and caught him as he stepped onto my porch. For a moment we looked at each other. Gus pretended that he was about to say something, and I pretended that I was going to raise a hand in greeting, but then it all seemed kind of silly. He shot a killer grin at me, and I shrugged in grateful defeat. A moment later I was tangled in his arms. He was so big that he lifted me effortlessly right off the ground.
I need not have worried about my clothes. I was out of them so fast that I doubt Gus noticed what I wore. At first I was just clinging to him like he was the world’s best set of monkey bars, my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, kissing him hungrily. His big arms went clear around me, and I felt him smile again under my mouth. I felt T-shirt, denim, and flesh under my hands. And I had no qualms about this; I was utterly shameless. I mean, if there were even the slightest doubt in my mind, some iota of restraint that tried to rear its stupid head, it was squashed quickly enough when Gus shut my front door by kicking it. I love stuff like that. It’s so physical. That gesture alone would have closed the deal, had it not already been pretty well closed.
Gus broke his lips away from mine to ask, “Bedroom?”
“That way.” I glanced behind us, showing a direction with my eyes. My question was “Condoms?”
“Plural, eh?” He chuckled into my hair. “Yes, ma’am.”
“You don’t have to carry me,” I said obligingly, unwrapping my legs from his waist, dropping to the floor. He kept hold of my hand, looked like his missed me already. I said, “Follow.”
Down the hall we went. I removed clothing on the way. Off went my T-shirt, down scooted my pajamas. I’m not a bad girl. I just wanted to save him the trouble of wondering when it would be appropriate for him to slide his fingers under my clothes. No clothes, no worry.
In my bedroom, which was badly rumpled with panty hose on the floor and an unmade bed of green-print sheets, I lifted my hair off my neck and asked, “Help?”
Hard warm fingers touched my back and slipped under my bra to unfasten the hooks. “Is this some kind of dexterity test?” asked a perplexed Gus, but his voice was a good deal lower than usual and pleasingly rough, like his fingertips. I smiled secretively; I was perfectly capable of undoing my own bra, but I wanted him to do the work. I really didn’t care if he tore it off, so long as he touched me while doing it. He managed the hooks with only a little trouble, and I shrugged out of the battered old garment. Without being asked to help this time, Gus hooked his fingers in my panties and slid them right down my legs.
“I’m winning,” I said, turning to him. I took his shirt in one hand and gave it a tug, but he was looking at me, and he didn’t respond for a moment. His face had turned thoughtful, observant. That was good. I liked that he could take in a naked woman without embarrassment or slack-jawed drooling. Not that my body really inspired slack-jawed drooling, you know. It was like my face: more of the same open-to-interpretation canvas, nothing too drastic in either direction. One thing my stupid ex-husband had taught me, though he probably had not meant to, was that sexiness is not so much the body you have as what you are happy to do with it. With Gus, I was pretty willing to do anything.
When he reached out to touch me, it was to put a hand on my waist, just above the swell of my hip. I tugged at his shirt again. “Off,” I said to it, because I’d lost Gus’s train of thought. “Bad shirt.” I had to manhandle it, pulling at it to get it over his head. I flung it aside and started working at his jeans because I was impatient and enjoying myself too much. He had a very good chest, my Gussie did, linebacker shoulders and a slightly rounded tummy over hard-as-rock abs, those good hard lateral muscles, and an unbashful dose of fuzziness. I, for one, love a hairy chest, and I think most other adult women do, too. To hell with electrolysis. Give me a grizzly bear. Like this one. I pushed my face into the fur while I continued to yank ineffectually at his clothing. Finally Gus was forced to either help me or fall down. He laughed at me.
“What, am I too pushy?” I was still biting big tastes of his chest and his neck, then his chin, and then his mouth again before he could answer me. He lost the rest of his clothes somewhere in there, kicking them aside. I was not at all surprised to discover that below the waist he was also a grizzly bear, and I’m not talking about hair. My Gus was one of those guys, though personally I’d never met one in the flesh, that make you think, I’m not able to fit that inside me. No way. But let’s try anyway for the fun of it.
“You’re pushy,” agreed a breathless Gus a few moments later, “but I like pushy just fine. Wait, I need those.”
He meant his jeans. No doubt the condoms were in his pocket. But now they were way far off, probably three whole feet away, and if one of us went to get them, I’d have to stop eating him alive. Gus lifted me against him again—and as nice as that had been before, it was a lot nicer naked. He had fuzzy parts that tickled me and that great hot expanse of chest to hold me to. If we separated, I would be living a lie because I didn’t want to do much ever again that wasn’t shoved right up next to this guy.
“Okay,” I said. “Down on three.” I counted it off, and we lowered to the floor, me underneath Gus with a pillow under my back, a sandal by my head, a pair of panties half in my armpit, and an old popcorn bag visible under the bed. So that’s where that went. Gus apparently forgave me my slovenly housekeeping. He didn’t comment on it, anyway, but reached for his jeans and fumbled around in the back pocket.
“Carol,” he said with a desperate little gasp. “Carol, honey, we need to slow down.”
“No,” I pleaded. “No, come on, let’s speed up.”
“First impressions are important,” argued Gus, but I had him laughing again, and I think I may have been shocking him a little with my busy hands. But notice he did not complain.
“Oh,” I said hesitantly, looking up at him with unwarranted wariness, “are you one of those guys who gives it one shot and then doesn’t much like to be touched afterwards?”
“God, no.” Now I had offended his sensibilities. “But I…oh, um…” My hands were busy again. He had impressive expanses of flesh just everywhere. The condom packet fell out of his fingers, and he pressed a strained smile against me as he kissed my throat.
“Then it’s all right,” I told him. “Fast first. Then slow. Takes some of the pressure off, I think. Anyway, there’s no one here you have to prove anything to. It might not be perfectly obvious, but I’m throwing myself at you.”
“Carol My-Last-Name-Is-Frank,” said Gus as he reclaimed the condom package and opened it. “I’m a little tired of you taking all the credit for this.”
I looked properly chastened and took the condom from him. Funny little things, condoms, utterly ridiculous yet necessary and so sexy in a silly rubber way, like a slutty little sock from a school-girl uniform. “Let me,” I said. I was well-practiced at this; it’s another thing marriage can teach you. Aim and unroll, and a little affectionate squeezing was usually appreciated. Gus sucked in his breath and barked laughter at the same time. He seemed to think I was terribly funny. “Are you giving me an attitude, Detective Haglund?”
He was giving me attitude six ways from Sunday, and I had a sudden moment of top-of-the-roller-coaster panic when I wondered if maybe I should have been a little less impetuous because he felt enormous. Maybe there were guidelines to body sizes and men the size of grizzly bears could kill the average woman. But then he eased and pushed, face intense over me as one of his strong hands slid under my back and cushioned me, and I didn’t die after all. He felt heavenly.
“That’s very, very good,” I assured him, because he wanted to know that all was well.
Then, maybe because all I was really interested in was watching him and I forgot about myself, I was suddenly having some really, amazingly exciting sex. My stupid ex-husband and I, ill-matched in life though we might have been, had exquisite chemistry in bed when we weren’t angry at each other, so I knew my way around the intercourse racetrack—and this was quality stuff. I believe my opinion was colored by the company; I liked this one an awful lot. Plus it had been a while since I’d had the pleasure. I was writhing like a snake in half a minute in response to this huge controlled rhythmic pounding. I was unable to concentrate on his face. I wanted to see if I’d get the Haglund family’s killer grin out of him, but I couldn’t focus, damn it; my fault for asking him to get the first surge out of the way fast. I’d had no idea he’d comply so beautifully, or that I’d be the benefactor.
And it did happen fast for me, amazingly fast, so fast I wasn’t sure I hadn’t been tricked somehow. Once I regained coherent thought, I found Gus Haglund looking down at me, not with a killer grin but with something a bit more sly, and I blushed. He continued to rock on me, slowing to the pace that suited him even though a break of sweat shone over his face.
“Almost had me there,” he said with a flash of triumph in his eyes, “but not yet.”
I was thudding inside and out,. I was throbbing, and every stroke of his flesh threatened to drive me mad. I came to the edge of begging him to stop, but each time my body recommended that I just wait a second, just a second more, just let it ride a second more. I felt like three hot points of red light. Gus kissed my breasts and my throat, and put his hands in my hair. He turned my head the way he wanted it and put his thumb on my lips, and I thought, there is no way, there is no way, that I’ll be lucky enough for him to do it to me again.
He did it to me again. Like boiling water. You can pull it away from the heat for a moment and the boiling will calm, but give it a moment on the fire and here come the bubbles again. I didn’t know my body could do that, much less whether it could take that sort of fabulous assault. I gasped a name out—how embarrassing. I called him “Augustus” like a prim little maiden, voice full of Victorian shock.
Amazing. That was the thing that sent him over the edge. Augustus Haglund tensed, surged inside me and said something unintelligible against my forehead. It sounded like “detail-oriented.”
“Grizzly bear,” I replied, without much more sense.
He lay his head down on my shoulder, panting. I’d never felt anything more big or warm.
“Bedroom eyes,” he accused me. “Minute I saw you,” he said, a further fragment of pleased accusation.
“Killer grin,” I replied, fully able to fling back infatuated compliments. “Police badge.”
“Copy machine.” Gus rose up a bit, tugged a piece of my hair that had become stuck to his cheek, and then peered under my bed. In his first complete sentence he asked, “Is that popcorn?”
I offered, “Why don’t I make some fresh?”
“I want to ask you something about Adrienne Maxwell.”
I looked upside-down at Gus through the faint golden light of my bedside lamp. Propped up on a stack of throw pillows, he resembled a well-presented object d’art with a popcorn bowl beside him. “Still Life with Snacks.” I’d microwaved kettle popcorn in the nude—a first, for me—and also brought back two beers. This was turning out to be one of my best nights ever. Now I lay flat on my back, one knee crooked up insolently to swing back and forth in time with my ceiling fan. I had the sheen of this man all over me and intended to luxuriate in it for a while. My head lay just close enough to him that my hair tickled his leg.
Gus said, “Well, okay.”
“I know you can’t discuss the case. I’m not grilling you. But I’ve only known a few people who actually died. A few relatives, grandparents, a coworker who had a heart attack, a friend who died of cancer. That was awful. But I’ve never known anyone who killed herself. Not that I knew Adrienne really well, but it’s still strange to think I sat in a room with a woman who did that. Well, who maybe did that, I guess, since otherwise there wouldn’t be a detective on it, would there?”
Upside-down Gus was listening to me, but I’d said a variety of things, none of which seemed to have a good specific response. I asked, “Do you investigate a lot of suicides?”
“A few, over the years. There are more homicides. I’ve investigated other things too, not just deaths. Burglaries, assaults, missing persons.”
“What’s the strangest thing you’ve ever seen stolen?”
“A collection of casts from broken arms and legs.”
“Someone collects used casts?”
“They were autographed by celebrities. You know, someone famous breaks an arm, and all his famous friends sign the cast. The cast comes off, and someone else buys it. There were almost thirty of them in the collection.”
“Jeez, so you’ve seen the dark side of mankind. Stealing autographed casts. Are you hardened and bitter from looking every day at the underside of life?” I was only half-teasing. I was curious to know if this object of my infatuation was secretly harboring his own death wish.
“Aw, that’s a stereotype. That’s television’s fault.”
“Stereotypes usually have a little merit hiding in them somewhere. They’re useful psychological tools.”
“The only cops I know who are hardened and bitter either started out that way, or they have gotten that way because they don’t have anything else in their lives. I’m lucky to have a good supervisor; she doesn’t let us get too overworked or obsessed. She makes people go home at night.”
“Having a good boss makes all the difference.”
“Damn straight. Also I have my son, who is just the best thing that ever happened to me, and I have my family and a couple hobbies that keep me out of trouble. Recently I met a woman who’s been keeping my mind on happy thoughts.”
I rolled over so he could see my face, all the better to beam at him. Now I was mostly lying on his thigh, not at all a bad place to be. But I said, “You’re disappointing me, Gus Haglund. I’ve been watching detective shows for years, and I expect to see whiskey and dark depression and Russian roulette.”
“I ride a motorcycle. My mother thinks that’s the same as Russian roulette.”
“Oh my God, he talks to his mother, too.”
“I wouldn’t dare not to.”
“Is it me?” I asked. “The woman who’s keeping your mind on happy thoughts?”
He looked at me as if he thought I was crazy. “Sometimes I’m not sure when you’re being funny or serious. Yes, it’s you, in case you were being serious.”
This lovely patch of pillow talk was distracting me from my other concerns. Before it managed to distract me further, I said, “Anyway about Adrienne Maxwell. I was wondering, do a lot of older widows kill themselves?”
“I’ve never seen one do it before, myself. I have heard of it, but the suicides I’ve actually seen have all been men, and a lot of them pretty young or really old. Statistically, I don’t know.”
“Have you been in Kansas City for a long time?”
“I moved here after my divorce, in 2003.”
“So if this were a kind of ordinary thing, around here, would you have heard about it?”
Gus gave me a puzzled look, one of his big, hard hands coming to rest on the side of my face. “I’m not sure I would have heard much. Ordinary suicides, ones that aren’t considered suspect, I’m not involved with those. They’re investigated just because it’s routine, but if the coroner and the assigned officers don’t find anything out of the ordinary, the case wouldn’t get to my level. Adrienne Maxwell’s death was suspicious, so it was kicked up to me and Sergeant Paige.”
“So, if for whatever reason, a lot of women in Kansas City liked to off themselves, you might not have heard about it?”
“That would depend on…Are you worried about something?”
“I’m only curious.”
“You look worried.”
“I have a weird face,” I said. “It looks worried when it’s curious, and it looks confused when it’s thinking.”
“How does it look when you’re really worried?”
“I don’t know; I don’t worry about much.”
“You’re not worried about your mom or something? She would be around that age, wouldn’t she?”
Aw, that was sweet. And rather an intuitive leap, particularly for a guy. In my experience, men don’t tend to make those sorts of transitions. But I had to remember that this was a detective, and perhaps he was more likely to listen to what was said and infer something from it. At last I succumbed to temptation and crawled up the bed to straddle his lap. Gus was not displeased by this change of position. There was a long patch of skin from his earlobe to his chest that I hadn’t nibbled yet, so I got right on that project with enthusiasm. It was a great way to make us both forget any troubling thoughts in the backs of our minds.
I wouldn’t have called legal secretarydom a paradise. The job tended to be dull, not wildly rewarding. Working for Bill certainly made it easier. But honestly, would I rather have been touring Europe? Probably. Would I rather have spent my days cocooned in my home watching TV on DVD? Definitely. But it’s okay. I wasn’t an heiress or a mistress, and I had to work. Not being terribly ambitious, I didn’t want to work very hard or be largely responsible for things. I was a lazy Generation X layabout.
At MBS&K, the only real problem I had to conquer was keeping myself entertained. Boredom was the enemy. Crossword puzzles could help with this, or craftily hidden magazines, or surfin’ the net. The second week after Adrienne Maxwell died, the first week after I’d fallen head over heels in lust with Gus Haglund, I had found a hobby that was more preoccupying than I’d first imagined.
By the end of Wednesday, I had a list that looked like this:
Client Name / Date of Estate Work / Date of Death
Adrienne Maxwell / 2004 / March 11, 2006
Wanda Breakers / 2000 / January 18, 2003
Bryony Gilbert / 1999 / August 4, 2001
Rose Ann Trask / 1998 / December 11, 1999
Bonita Voigt / 1996 / August 29, 1998
Alice Hooper / 1995 / February 3, 1996
Coming up with this list had not been particularly difficult; I had done most of the work the first time I looked up Bill Nestor’s condolence correspondence. The reason I had turned up only Bonita Voigt’s name that first time was that, once I’d discovered a suicide, I stopped looking. I didn’t think it could be so common an occurrence to warrant a further search. Bill sent condolence letters to a lot of people, and a lot of them were natural or accidental deaths, but there were also these suicides. I took the list to the scary storage room and spent an hour down there with a cart. Every time I found a file with a particular kind of Bill Nestor summary memo, I put in on my cart, and then I brought them all upstairs and hid them in the bottom drawer of my file cabinet.
The only one that I had known personally was Adrienne Maxwell; the one just before her, Wanda Breakers, had died a few months before I came to work for Bill. But all of these women were widows who had come to Bill Nestor to have their estate work done after their husbands died. All of them were financially secure but not shockingly wealthy. They all lived locally; they all lived alone; and approximately two years after completing their estate documents, each one of them committed suicide. Despite being written by Bill-the-Notetaking-King, the file notes were fairly vague on just how they’d done themselves in.
I didn’t know what I was looking at. I knew it was strange. I knew that it pushed the envelope of believable coincidence. But what did it mean?
Back in my college days, I minored in philosophy, one of the many reasons why I’m not suited for much other than secretarial work. Though philosophy may wear a cloak of whimsical uselessness, it does help you learn to think in new ways. And it hammers home the process of logic. I could not start proposing wild theories based on the information I had gathered. The facts as I saw them could mean all sorts of things, starting with the possibility that widowed women kill themselves a lot more often that I’d thought.
If some kind of conspiracy was going on, though—and conspiracies aren’t wild theories, are they?—some plot that compelled women to commit suicide within three years following their husband’s death, wouldn’t the police have noticed it? Surely they would have noticed it. I didn’t want to act like I’d found something fascinating when everyone on Earth already knew about it. If I went to Gus and told him what I’d found, he might think I was trying to impress him, the boring little secretary who likes imagining that she’s part of a Mystery mini-series. I thought I’d ask Bill first. Maybe he knew something that I didn’t.
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