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    Summary


    

      Mike’s last three days of in­den­tured ser­vitude to Louis (and whoever Louis farms him out to) are spent in the service of an elderly lawyer named Jack, who poached him from a partner and knows more than he’s letting on.


    


    Notes


    

      Written for the suitsm­eme on the prompt “Louis pimped Mike’s shiny, shiny brain out to at least one of the other part­ners, which means that at least one one the other part­ners has found out that Harvey’s new as­so­ci­ate is even by Pearson Hardman’s high stand­ards hon­estly pretty amazing.”


      Now a podfic from the tal­en­ted Podcath!


    


    


  




  Floor 37


  
  

    Mike had been in the copy room for so long, at that point, that he just assumed any­thing being printed on printer #2 (Moby Dick, the Great White Printer, as the As­so­ci­ates af­fec­tion­ately called it) was his new as­sign­ment.


    Louis had taken to simply sending everything for Mike there, without comment beyond a cover sheet reading ATTN: M. ROSS if it was coming from another partner or, if Louis had work for him per­son­ally, FOR THE BITCH. Which Mike didn’t ap­pre­ci­ate, but couldn’t really argue with.


    Louis’ bitch, to be farmed out to whoever Louis wanted to impress. For ten days — well, only three more now, that was some­thing. It was mostly grunt­work, and all of it was boring, but on the other hand at least Louis wasn’t in­ter­act­ing per­son­ally with him, wasn’t trying to take him to any more ath­letic clubs or “bond” with him. Eugh.


    Plus, while it was a mo­nu­mental assload of work, Louis hadn’t yet fully grasped how fast Mike could get through it, which usually gave him time for a nap in the file room or some quality Angry Birds on his phone before the next as­sign­ment came through.


    He missed Harvey, but Harvey was pissed off at him right now and cranky in general, ac­cord­ing to a sym­path­etic email from Donna, so the space apart was prob­ably just as well.


    The point was, when Moby Dick began spewing out a new set of doc­u­ments, Mike turned off Angry Birds and grabbed the pile, which had no cover sheet on it at all, and set to work. There weren’t any orders, either, but it was obvious the brief needed proof­ing and there were some fin­an­cial spread­sheets that had to be cross-checked and veri­fied, so Mike broke out his special green “fin­an­cial” high­lighter and set to work.


    About half an hour later, as he was draft­ing a memo that some of these numbers ser­i­ously did not add up, a white-haired man in an ex­pens­ive suit walked into the copy room. Mike watched, cov­ertly, as the man checked all the print­ers, lifted some lids, and then poked the fax machine.


    “I’m sorry, can you help me? I’m looking for a brief that I think went here,” the man said finally, and Mike looked up. “My as­sist­ant’s out to lunch and I’m afraid I’m not as… techon­o­lo­gical as I should be. I have no idea what printer I sent it to, and the file is some­what sens­it­ive.”


    “Well, that’s the fax,” Mike said gently, “so prob­ably not there.”


    “Oh,” the man looked lost. “I haven’t ac­tu­ally sent a fax myself in years. They do look a lot more com­plic­ated now.”


    Mike hauled his laptop out from under a stack of folders and opened it up, diving into the printer network. “What’s the name of the file?”


    “It’s the Barton LLC fin­an­cials,” the man answered.


    “Oh — jeez, I’m sorry,” Mike said, closing the laptop. “Those went to printer two, I assumed they were for me.”


    The man’s craggy brows drew to­gether. “Why?”


    “Everything is, lately,” Mike sighed.


    A look of un­der­stand­ing crossed the man’s worn face. “You must be Ross. I heard about Harvey and Louis’ little bet.”


    Mike con­sidered things for a moment; if this man knew who they were, well enough to call them by first name, he was prob­ably a junior partner himself, at least. Maybe one of the senior part­ners — Mike had seen some of them speak­ing to Harvey from time to time, and most of them were much older, about this guy’s age.


    “Yes, sir,” he answered finally, which earned him a knowing grin. “I’m sorry, I grabbed them and started work. I can print you a du­plic­ate, if you want…”


    “No, let’s see what our young as­so­ci­ates get up to these days,” the man replied, holding out his hand. Mike put the stack of paper into it. “I’m Jack, by the way.”


    “Mike,” Mike said. “Uh, I noticed some of the numbers are funny.”


    “Funny, huh?” Jack raised an eyebrow, skim­ming the page. “Well, you do work fast, rumor wasn’t wrong about that. You’re not an­not­at­ing at all, though?”


    “I was putting it into a top­sheet memo,” Mike said.


    “But for your own ref­er­ence?”


    Mike shrugged. “I don’t really need to an­not­ate. I keep it up here,” he said, tapping the green high­lighter against his temple. “Uh. Sir.”


    “Jack is fine,” Jack said ab­sently, still reading over the numbers. “You know, if Louis Litt were farming me out, I’d be back here twid­dling my thumbs and doing as little work as pos­sible, to make sure he didn’t give me very much. Does he have one of those nan­nycams on you or some­thing?”


    “The work has to get done,” Mike pointed out. “Doesn’t matter who needs it. That’d be letting down the firm.”


    “But you’re not crazy about Litt, are you?”


    “Is anyone?”


    “Well, he does rack up bil­lables like he thinks he can stock­pile them for nuclear winter,” Jack sighed. “He’s a hard worker, just…”


    “Kind of a douche?” Mike sug­ges­ted. Jack laughed.


    “Yes, perhaps. One needn’t respect him as a man, but one must respect his work ethic. Hm. And you belong to Harvey nor­mally, don’t you? What do you think of him?”


    Mike knew his face prob­ably re­flec­ted his com­plic­ated feel­ings about Harvey Specter. Jack shuffled the papers back into order and smiled.


    “That’s about what we all think,” he said. He handed the stack back to Mike. “This is good work. Do you have time to finish it and the memo?”


    Moby Dick chose that moment to start spewing out a new stack of paper.


    “If I hurry,” Mike said.


    “I’d ap­pre­ci­ate it. When you’re done just put it in a folder and set it aside, I’ll come back for it,” Jack replied. “How much longer are you Louis’…” he picked up the top page and smiled, holding it up, “…bitch?”


    “Three days after today,” Mike said wearily.


    “In­ter­est­ing. Who are you working for now?”


    “Hamilton for the rest of the day, Snyder to­mor­row.”


    “I see. Well, good luck, young man.”


    “Thank you,” Mike answered, bending back to his work as Jack left. Weird old guy.


    He left the Barton LLC fin­an­cials, along with a memo about the numbers and a note about con­tact­ing Pearson Hardman’s in­ternal forensic ac­count­ants, on top of his pa­per­work when he left for the day. He figured either Jack had for­got­ten to come get it, or he’d printed out a new copy and was just trying to make Mike feel better about doing work he wasn’t strictly sup­posed to have done.


    The next morning, when he walked into the printer room, Moby Dick was empty of new pages and Jack was sitting in his chair, reading the memo.


    “This is the most un­com­fort­able chair I think I’ve ever en­countered,” Jack said, without looking up. “You should see a chiro­practor.”


    “I figured that was part of my pun­ish­ment,” Mike ad­mit­ted. “Your ass goes numb about an hour in, then it’s fine.”


    “It is, truly, a hard old life,” Jack said, closing the folder. “The good news is, you won’t be here today. This is good work. I’ll have you for the rest of your sen­tence — I’ve spoken to Snyder about it.”


    “Not to Louis?” Mike asked warily.


    “He’d only fuss. Of­fi­cially Snyder’s still using you, but you’ll be working with me. He owes me one, and it’s best for all con­cerned,” Jack said. “So, run along to our forensic ac­count­ants, leave these with them, and then come down to thirty-seven. I won’t be hard to find, my door’s always open. And my office chairs are much more com­fort­able.”


    Mike looked down at the folder. “Um. Thank you.”


    “It’s my pleas­ure. I so rarely en­counter as­so­ci­ates anymore, and most of them are deathly boring. Re­mem­ber, when you’re done, thirty-seven,” Jack said, and hoisted himself stiffly out of the chair. “I’ll have some­thing a little more in­ter­est­ing for you to work on than proof­ing briefs.”


    Pearson Hardman didn’t own the entire build­ing they were based out of, but over the years they’d snapped up empty floors, so that they now owned six through ten, forty through fifty, and, ran­domly, thirty-seven. Mike had never been down to the sol­it­ary floor, and when he arrived there after running the file to ac­count­ing he men­tally down­graded Jack from Senior Partner to Junior Partner, or pos­sibly even one of the few ad­juncts who hung around, good enough to be gradu­ated from As­so­ci­ate but not quite good enough to be put in as a Partner.


    The hall­ways were dark, the fix­tures more tra­di­tional-legal and less modern-art, and while Jack’s office still had the floor-to-ceiling glass of all ex­ternal offices, it was smaller and less elegant than Louis’ or Harvey’s, with solid in­ternal walls instead of glass. His as­sist­ant, who made Norma look like a spring chicken, waved him past without a word and went back to work on what looked like a Pentium 486. Jack’s name wasn’t even on the (true to his state­ment, open) wooden door; just the ini­tials J.H. in worn gold.


    “There you are,” Jack said, as Mike entered hes­it­antly. “Barton LLC all tucked up with our ac­count­ants?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Jack is fine, I said,” Jack replied. “We’re a little less formal on the thirty-seventh. And you look like you have ques­tions about that,” he added, waving Mike into a leather chair in front of his desk. It was very com­fort­able. The room smelled faintly of cigar smoke.


    “Well, I — don’t know what your rank is with Pearson Hardman,” Mike said. Jack laughed.


    “Of all the ques­tions…” he mur­mured, then straightened. “At this point I’m a sort of attache, though that’s not my of­fi­cial title. Jessica — do you know Jessica?”


    “Every­one knows Jessica,” Mike said.


    “Yes, I imagine so. She’s a good lawyer — clever, hard when she needs to be — and that’s to her credit. She’s done things for this firm I never would have dreamed pos­sible. But we have some… very old, very con­ser­vat­ive clients, and they don’t move with the times.”


    Mike frowned.


    “They prefer to work with someone a little less…”


    “Female?” Mike sug­ges­ted.


    “I was going to say ethnic, as one of my clients put it,” Jack said, with an ex­press­ive roll of his eyes, “but female too, yes. They know me, and I look on it as dealing with them so that Jessica doesn’t have to. I am, Michael, the last old boy of the old boys’ network, at least here.”


    Mike raised an eyebrow. “The half dozen old white senior part­ners might dis­prove your theory.”


    “Just proving you’ve never truly en­countered an old boy,” Jack answered. “Believe me, next to the men I handle, those gen­tle­men are pos­it­ively en­lightened. But the polit­ics of Pearson Hardman’s gov­ernance can wait for some other time. The point is that I exist down here so that real, mean­ing­ful work can be done up there. I frankly don’t have the energy to swim with young sharks like Harvey Specter anymore, but I have more pa­tience than them, and someone has to deal with the un­pleas­ant clients. Which reminds me, Mr. Barton of Barton LLC should be here…”


    He tilted his head. There was a ding from the hallway as the el­ev­ator doors opened. Mike gave him an im­pressed look.


    “Scoot, over there,” Jack said, point­ing to a chair by the window. “Don’t speak unless I speak to you. We’ll have some fun with this one.”


    Mike got his ass in the chair just in time to appear relaxed as Mr. Barton entered with a hearty “Jack!” and a hand­shake.


    “Will, it’s good to see you,” Jack said. “How’s your grand­daugh­ter?”


    “Just had her co­til­lon,” Will Barton answered. “She’s a good girl. And Mary?”


    “Oh, putter­ing along. She can’t do the garden­ing as well as she’d like, but she seems to enjoy the young man we have in to do the weeding,” Jack said, and both men laughed. “Will, by the way, this is my as­so­ci­ate, Michael. Michael, Will Barton, of Barton LLC.”


    “Pleas­ure, sir,” Mike said, half-rising to shake the man’s hand.


    “I didn’t know you were taking in strays again, Jack,” Will said, set­tling back in his chair.


    “He’s tem­por­ary — I’m taking him from one of the junior part­ners for a little train­ing.”


    “Nothing like a strict hand, eh?”


    “No, nothing like,” Jack said, deadpan, but Mike thought he de­tec­ted a hint of dry amuse­ment. “So, Will, I’ve been looking over your quarter­lies.”


    “Nothing amiss, I hope?”


    “Well, I’m afraid so,” Jack replied. “In fact, I looked over your quarter­lies for the last fiscal year, and then back another year before that, and I have to say that I’m not certain everything’s adding up.”


    Will was playing in­no­cent pretty well, Mike thought.


    “Now, Michael here’s done all the real work, so I thought I’d let him run it past you just in case your ac­count­ants are trying to pull one on you,” Jack con­tin­ued. “Michael?”


    Mike, put a little on the spot, stammered for a second before the smooth flow of memory hit him — before the numbers began tum­bling out, along with frag­ments of the memo in­dic­at­ing where things didn’t quite fit. Talking it out, watch­ing Will Barton’s face drain of color, Mike began to realize what exactly he’d as­sembled: a history of mis­matched numbers that were all leading to only one pos­sib­il­ity.


    “Em­bez­zle­ment,” Jack said, when Mike couldn’t quite find the voice to tell this frightened-looking, angry-looking old man what he’d con­cluded.


    “Now we’re not saying it’s you, Will,” Jack said gently, and Will (thank­fully) turned away from Mike. “We’ve known each other a long time, you and I, and I’d like to think before you stole from your company you’d come to me about any fin­an­cial grief you were suf­fer­ing. But I can’t control what our forensic ac­count­ants come up with.”


    “You put your ac­count­ants on this?” Will asked.


    “Yes. But we can go a couple of places from here. You can let them do their job, turn up the man re­spons­ible, and then see about firing him, pos­sibly pro­sec­ut­ing. Or, if this is more… per­sonal, I can call down to them right now,” Jack in­dic­ated a phone on his desk, a big plastic number, almost an antique, “and tell them to stop, and we’ll take a state­ment from you. A struc­tured set­tle­ment back to the company and your resig­na­tion as CFO should satisfy, and this can all stay private. Even your wife doesn’t have to know.”


    Jack’s hand hovered over the clunky old phone. Will seemed frozen, but after a second, he nodded. Jack picked up the tele­phone.


    “Janice, hi, it’s Jack. My as­so­ci­ate Michael dropped off a file with you this morning — oh, good — ” he covered the re­ceiver and said to Will, “they haven’t started work on it yet. Yes, Janice,” he said into the phone, “that was a mistake. En­tirely my fault, Michael’s not to blame. Can you have it sent up to thirty-seven? Thank you so much.”


    He hung up and looked at Will, but when he spoke, he said, “Michael, do you take short­hand?”


    Mike blinked. “No, but — “


    “Ah yes, that beau­ti­ful mind. Can you mem­or­ize from speech?”


    “Yes, Jack.”


    “Very well. Will and I are going to discuss his actions vis a vis the fin­an­cial dis­crep­an­cies at Barton LLC, as well as a plan for re­pay­ment. You’re to listen care­fully, and draw up a state­ment and con­tract when we’re fin­ished.”


    Mike did listen care­fully, though he tried not to seem like he was during the brief times Will wept. Jack provided a handker­chief, had his admin fetch a glass of water, and even­tu­ally sent Will on his way with a pat on the shoulder and a re­as­sur­ing smile.


    “That was awesome,” Mike said, when Jack came back from seeing Will to the el­ev­at­ors. “I mean, okay, tough on him, but awesome!”


    “Michael, you’re a smart young man, try to vary your ad­ject­ives,” Jack said, but he smiled. “Poor Will. He’ll get over it, and re­tire­ment will no doubt help him manage his money more ef­fi­ciently. There are many things I suffer gladly, but I can’t abide a thief. Now, do you have everything you need for the pa­per­work? Would you prefer to use my — oh, I see you have one,” he added, as Mike pulled his laptop out of his bag. “There’s an empty office next door, if you like. When you’re done, send it to my printer if you can figure out how, lord knows I can’t seem to, and we’ll go over it.”


    Mike spent the morning draft­ing a state­ment from Will Barton, a nondis­clos­ure agree­ment (unasked-for, but they’d need it), and a con­tract for sched­uled re­pay­ments of the money, in return for im­munity from pro­sec­u­tion. It was still much more in­ter­est­ing than proof­ing. By the time he was fin­ished, it was nearly noon.


    “This looks good,” Jack said, coming into the tiny office where Mike had set up, papers hot from the printer in his hand. “For a first effort, anyway. Come to lunch, I’ll look them over and we’ll discuss where you fell down a little. Don’t look so de­pressed, Michael,” he added, as Mike’s face fell. “This is com­plic­ated. You can’t always be perfect out of the gate. Don’t tell the part­ners I said that, mind you; I know what sadists we all are to the as­so­ci­ates. Leave your laptop, it’s safe here.”


    Mike shouldered his bag and fol­lowed Jack into the hallway, down the dim cor­ridor to the el­ev­at­ors.


    “This is the first floor Pearson Hardman had in the build­ing,” Jack said con­ver­sa­tion­ally, as they walked. “Back then — this was before my time, even — we shared it with the ad­min­is­trat­ive offices of a kitchen ap­pli­ance man­u­fac­tur­ing company. I’ve often thought we should end the lease on this floor and re­lo­cate, but it’s good to hold onto our roots. Some of them, anyway.”


    “Back then it was Hardman, Cole, and Sawyer, right?” Mike asked.


    “You know your history. Hardman senior that was — his son is the Hardman in the firm now. It was Sawyer’s idea to hire only from Harvard, which at the time was a stroke of mar­ket­ing genius, though I’m not sure why we still bother. Louis is of the opinion that it has a cachet, I know. What do you think?”


    Mike hes­it­ated.


    “Oh, be honest, I see it so rarely in lawyers,” Jack teased, as they stepped into an empty el­ev­ator.


    “You know how Sat­urday Night Live came out of Second City Improv?” Mike asked.


    “I’m fas­cin­ated by where this is going.”


    “So every­one who wants to be on Sat­urday Night Live goes to Second City,” Mike said. “And they do exactly what they see people doing on Sat­urday Night Live, only some of them are just im­it­at­ing, and none of them really have any ori­ginal ideas of their own, because they’re afraid if they do they’ll miss their shot. Which kind of kills the ori­gin­al­ity of the… ori­ginal,” he fin­ished lamely.


    Jack was blink­ing at him.


    “You’re a round­about one, aren’t you?” he asked.


    “I get flustered when people want my opinion,” Mike ad­mit­ted. “It doesn’t happen a whole lot.”


    “We’re not gen­er­ally re­quired to give our opin­ions, as lawyers,” Jack agreed. “Or rather, we’re re­quired to give opin­ions which usually can’t be our own.”


    “Do what’s best for the client,” Mike said.


    “Whether or not the client be­lieves it. I imagine Harvey’s pounded that into your head,” Jack said, as they walked out of the build­ing. “So, lunch. Have you been to Chat? I hear it’s very hip, but I’ve yet to try it. Firm’s paying. Shall we? The walk’s not far.”


    Chat, which Mike hadn’t even heard of, turned out to be a gourmet sand­wich place, crammed with rich hip­sters and models. Jack looked out of place in his ex­pens­ive, con­ser­vat­ive suit, but Mike sup­posed he did too, even in his much, much less ex­pens­ive one. Jack didn’t seem to care.


    They spent the first half of lunch going over Mike’s work with a red pen, which would have been dis­pir­it­ing if Jack wasn’t so good at it. He had an en­cyc­lo­pedic grasp of legal ter­min­o­logy, and a talent for digging out vague­ness and cor­rect­ing it. Mike mostly listened and nodded.


    “Now that’s done,” Jack said, setting the pa­per­work aside and taking a bite of some very fancy rendi­tion of a turkey-and-swiss sub, “I believe it’s time for the stand­ard in­ter­rog­a­tion.”


    “Huh?” Mike asked, mouth half-full of the fromage de flambe, which he’d dis­covered was a dressed-up grilled cheese and tomato.


    “Well, I know you’re bright, not en­tirely without know­ledge, and Harvey’s rookie, but that’s the extent of it. Native New Yorker?”


    “Uh, yes,” Mike answered, wiping his mouth.


    “What do your parents do?”


    Mike shook his head. “They died when I was a kid. My grand­mother raised me.”


    “Ah, that ex­plains the good manners hiding behind your tragic lack of ad­ject­ives. You live with her?”


    “No — she’s in private care. I see her a few times a week,” Mike said. “Less, now.”


    “Our hours run rather long, but I’m sure she ap­pre­ci­ates the salary that pays for her care. It’s good not to forget your duties,” Jack advised. Mike nodded. “Do you like Pearson Hardman?”


    “It’s the chance of a life­time,” Mike said truth­fully.


    “Got your sights on Partner yet?” Jack asked, grin­ning.


    “I’m… just trying to survive my rookie year,” Mike replied. “I hadn’t thought about it.”


    “It’s com­plic­ated, very polit­ical,” Jack agreed. “There’s a fine line to walk. Louis simply bull­dozed ahead — he couldn’t pos­sibly not be pro­moted, with his bil­lables — but your Harvey has been a little more del­ic­ate about things. Snyder too, he’s made to be a politi­cian. Hamilton, now, I think Hamilton must know where a body is buried. She’s like Louis, all bil­lables and no charm. She learns faster than he does, though; that one might make senior partner. She’d be the first woman since Jessica.” He smiled nos­tal­gic­ally. “I scouted Jessica myself, when she was a young JD fresh from Harvard.”


    “That must have been an ex­per­i­ence,” Mike said, going for tactful. He sup­posed it couldn’t be easy to see someone you re­cruited rise above you in the firm.


    “For both of us,” Jack said. “It’s good Jessica manages the firm. She’s suited to it.”


    Talk drifted into firm polit­ics, which Jack seemed to have the inside track on. By the time they’d fin­ished lunch, Mike knew things about most of the part­ners he didn’t think even their own mothers would know.


    “Finish the cor­rec­tions on those doc­u­ments and have copies cour­iered to Barton. Then I think for form’s sake you’d better put in an ap­pear­ance in the copy room; I’ll have Snyder send you a few minor issues to tidy up. Make sure Louis sees you leaving from there. To­mor­row, report to me first thing. It’s nice having someone to knock around the office with,” Jack said, as they re­turned to Pearson Hardman. “Gets some fresh air in. Off you go.”


    Mike wondered, as he made his way up to the copy room later in the af­ter­noon, if he should ask Donna about Jack. Given how well Jack knew the firm, Donna almost cer­tainly knew him. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure how Harvey would react to him hanging around Donna’s desk, and he knew exactly how Louis would react, so he put the thought out of his mind, did his two hours on Snyder’s work, and left. He made it through traffic fast enough to weasel a second dinner out of the care home nurses for himself, and had dinner and par­cheesi night with his grand­mother.


    The next day with Jack wasn’t quite as dra­matic, but it still beat proof­ing in the copy room by a mile. A steady stream of clients seemed to wander in and out of Jack’s office, some­times on busi­ness, some­times just to chat, all of them on first-name basis. Mike was shown more photos of grand­chil­dren than he knew what to do with. It was… pleas­ant. Un­chal­len­ging, but in­ter­est­ing all the same, to watch how Jack handled his clients.


    On his final day of ser­vitude, Jack was stand­ing outside his office when Mike arrived.


    “Court date!” he sang out. “Come along, young ap­pren­tice.”


    “We’re going to court?” Mike asked, fol­low­ing behind him. “Did I miss a prep session?”


    “I prepped last night. When you get to be my age, you stop wor­ry­ing until the night before,” Jack said.


    “That seems a little unfair to the client.”


    “With all of my ex­pert­ise and my many years of ex­per­i­ence at their dis­posal? They should con­sider them­selves lucky I prep at all,” Jack said with a grin. “You, Michael, will need to prep for many more years. One of the joys of my po­s­i­tion is that I no longer have to.”


    “So what’s the case?” Mike asked, and Jack handed him a folder.


    “Pro bono publico,” Jack said. “Do you know, most young people I’ve spoken to over the years think Pro Bono means ‘for free’? Even some lawyers.”


    “Well, it’s not a literal trans­la­tion, but…”


    “What is a literal trans­la­tion, Michael?”


    “For the good of the public,” Mike said. “A more mean­ing­ful trans­la­tion would be for the general good.”


    “Pro bono cases aren’t merely taken because someone can’t afford us and the firm wants good PR. We in the legal pro­fes­sion use them to balance the scales away from those who have the money and power to hire us, by al­low­ing those without the means to pay us to gain access to our abil­it­ies. It’s not an act of gen­er­os­ity or even one of pity; it’s meant to correct in­equity in the law. It’s also a pain in the ass, but most things worth doing are, sooner or later.”


    “This looks like a hard case to win,” Mike said, study­ing the folder. “Have you offered a set­tle­ment?”


    “We’re not in the wrong.” Jack shot him a smile. “Can I take it that Cameron Dennis’ legacy lives on in you?”


    Mike stared at him.


    “Cameron and I have gone a few rounds, over the years. Never go to court unless you can win, wasn’t that his motto? And Jessica put Harvey under him for a good two years, and now you serve under Harvey… well, as rules go it’s not a bad one. But some­times you have to go to court to prove you can win when not everything’s on your side.”


    “Did you ever win against Cameron?” Mike asked.


    Jack gave him a thought­ful look. “Once. Early on, when we were both much younger. Later… no man would have won, the way he stacked the cards. Be careful, Michael, of a lawyer who ap­points himself a judge without a gavel. He is rarely as ob­ject­ive as he claims.”


    “No lie,” Mike mur­mured.


    He wasn’t allowed in the actual courtroom when they got there, which was ir­rit­at­ing; he’d have liked to have seen Jack in action, but a bailiff mur­mured some­thing in Jack’s ear, and Jack waved Mike onto a bench in the hallway.


    “Sorry, kid. I’d bring you in, but I do want to win, and this is going to get heavy,” he said. “Grab a coffee, do some texting or whatever it is people do on fancy cell­phones. Make friends; you never know when you’ll need a friend in the court­house. I’ll find you when we’re done.”


    Mike did have texts to answer. Most of the paralegals and as­so­ci­ates knew it was his last day, and most of them might be as­sholes but they were, after all, in this to­gether. General con­sensus in the bullpen was that betting him had been in poor taste to begin with. Howard had invited him out for drinks to cel­eb­rate, Seth and Greg had said they were in for drinks if Mike got Howard to pay for them, and even Kyle’s taunt­ing had a dis­tinct ring of sym­pathy to it. There was one from Donna, too, com­mand­ing him to be in Harvey’s office at eight-thirty to­mor­row, and re­quest­ing that he bring her a muffin as long as he was coming to Harvey’s office anyway. Mike sent her a smiley face back.


    He took Jack’s advice, too, wan­der­ing around the build­ing and talking to people. The se­cur­ity guards were re­mark­ably friendly, once it was clear he didn’t really want any­thing from them. The court re­port­ers, huddled smoking around a sad ashtray at one of the back en­trances, one-upped each other in his pres­ence for who had seen the worst trials, and one or two sent their regards via him to Harvey Specter. Ste­no­graph­ers and ad­min­is­trat­ors hustled past quickly, but most of them smiled back if he smiled at them.


    Jack, proving he had a better grasp of tech­no­logy than he was letting on, texted him around noon: Win. Gra­ciously al­low­ing client to take me for lunch. Feed your­self and report in by 1:30.


    Mike, feeling very vir­tu­ous, got a hot dog from the cart outside their build­ing and spent an hour doing proofs for Snyder, making sure Louis saw him at least once, before leaving for Jack’s office. Louis stopped him on the way out.


    “Last day,” he said, and Mike pre­pared himself for more of Louis’ ri­dicu­lous­ness. “I trust you’re learned your lesson about playing with the big dogs?”


    “I wasn’t exactly given a choice,” Mike replied.


    “Then maybe you’ve learned a lesson about Harvey playing with the big dogs,” Louis said smugly.


    “Uh-huh. Can I go? These aren’t going to file them­selves,” he said, holding up what were, in ac­tu­al­ity, someone’s blog prin­touts of spoil­ers for a tele­vi­sion show. Mike had happened to see them and scooped them off the printer to protect whoever sent them there by mistake (he sus­pec­ted Howard).


    “Day’s not over yet!” Louis called after him. Mike made sure he was out of sight before he rolled his eyes.


    That af­ter­noon was genu­inely fun. Jack, ex­pans­ive after a court win (re­coun­ted in detail for Mike’s pleas­ure) and a good meal, settled back in his chair and said, “So, Michael. I’m at liberty for the af­ter­noon, and you are to leave me to­mor­row. Make use of my ex­per­i­ence while you have it. No ques­tion too dumb, though I reserve the right to provide dumb answers.”


    Mike spent the re­main­ing hours of his ten-day term simply… talking. About the law, mostly, about things he didn’t dare ask Harvey for fear he’d just be told to figure it out, about things he knew he really should pretend to know from Harvard. Jack didn’t seem to care what he did or didn’t know, just answered his ques­tions or posed ques­tions of his own to trip Mike over into fig­ur­ing it out. He knew it couldn’t pos­sibly be that easy when he went back to real work, when he went back to Harvey, and he un­der­stood that. Pearson Hardman had all but for­got­ten the thirty-seventh floor. Up­stairs the pres­sure to perform was greater, the need to think on his feet more urgent, but the reward was greater, too.


    “Re­mem­ber,” Jack said, as he shook Mike’s hand at the end of the day, “Harvey’s a good role model, but he’s still young — I know, I know, you’re younger — and he takes himself utterly ser­i­ously. Listen to him, but think for your­self. Don’t let him pull any bull­shit on you. Good working with you, Mike.”


    Mike thought it had been a pretty nice day. He ducked Howard, dodged Louis, and went home that evening feeling as if he should send Jack a thank-you note for res­cuing him, even if only for a little while.


    The next morning, all hell broke loose in the most aweso — the most ex­cel­lent way Mike could have ima­gined.


    It started with Louis and Harvey fight­ing in Harvey’s office, which was always fun. From what Mike could tell, between Harvey’s body lan­guage and Donna’s face as she listened, Harvey’s stance was that Mike be­longed to him and he needed him back for — Mike squin­ted, trying to read lips — court prep. Louis’ at­ti­tude in­dic­ated strongly that Mike was still an as­so­ci­ate under his jur­is­dic­tion, and hadn’t fin­ished some work for Snyder yet. Mike wasn’t sure, but he thought a few “your mama” lines might have been in­volved on both sides.


    “Okay, wait for it, wait for it,” Donna said, holding up a hand. “And… go in now!”


    Mike, not one to disobey Donna, pushed the door open and knocked on it gently.


    “Am I in­ter­rupt­ing some­thing?” he asked.


    “Mike,” Harvey said, and Mike could tell he was masking relief with im­per­i­ous swagger. “Good. Come in, you’re late.”


    “Well, I didn’t want to in­ter­rupt my dads having a fight,” Mike said.


    “De­pos­ition tran­scripts,” Harvey con­tin­ued, tossing him a flash drive and drop­ping into his desk chair. “I need you to dissect some state­ments.”


    “Excuse me?” Louis ac­tu­ally snatched the flash drive out of the air as Mike came forward to catch it. Mike and Harvey both stared at him. “You’re not done with Snyder’s proofs yet. What were you doing yes­ter­day, jerking off into the toner cart­ridge?”


    “Highly mature, Louis,” Harvey snarled. “His ten days are done.”


    “Not until he fin­ishes work as­signed to him yes­ter­day,” Louis said.


    “Are you ser­i­ously steal­ing case evid­ence from me right now?” Harvey asked, leaning back.


    “Steal­ing would imply I’m not going to give it back. When he’s done with the proofs, he’ll get it,” Louis in­sisted.


    “He’s my as­so­ci­ate, Louis.”


    “What exactly are you going to do if I don’t give him back, run to Jessica?” Louis asked.


    “Uh, guys,” Mike ven­tured.


    “Shut up, Mike,” they said in unison. Harvey looked dis­gus­ted; Louis looked annoyed.


    “Gen­tle­men,” said a voice behind Mike.


    Louis and Harvey’s re­ac­tions were really funny, in ret­ro­spect, though at the time mostly con­fus­ing. Louis straightened and tucked the hand holding the flash drive behind his back. Harvey shot out of his chair to his feet like a de­men­ted mil­it­ary cadet.


    Mike felt a hand come to rest on his shoulder, and looked to the side to see Jack joining him in the office.


    “Mr. Hardman,” Louis said. “Good to see — “


    “Be quiet, Louis,” Jack said. Mike felt the tension in the room rise a notch just before he re­gistered what Louis had said. He was opening his mouth to say some­thing, prob­ably some­thing stupid, when Harvey spoke.


    “Mike, this is John Hardman, one of our Man­aging Part­ners,” he said, slowly circ­ling his desk. There was a de­fer­ence in his voice that Mike had only heard when Harvey was speak­ing to Jessica — and not always then. “Mr. Hardman, my as­so­ci­ate — “


    “Yes, we’ve met,” Jack said, giving Mike’s shoulder a little squeeze. “Michael’s been working for me, in fact, for the past three days.”


    Louis looked out­raged. “Mr. Hardman, I as­signed him to — “


    “Snyder, I’m aware,” Jack — John Hardman — in­ter­rup­ted. Mike wondered if Jack was in­ten­tion­ally keeping either of them from com­plet­ing a sen­tence. “I spoke with Snyder, who agreed to loan Michael to me for the dur­a­tion of this little bet you won, Louis. I never asked, by the way,” he said, turning to Mike. “What did Louis put up against you?”


    “Nothing,” Mike said, at the same time Harvey said, “Nixon in China tickets.”


    “I wasn’t aware you enjoyed the opera, Harvey,” Jack said. Harvey got that caught stealin’ candy look on his face which Mike cher­ished and rarely got to see. “Well, no matter. It looks like I showed up in time to mediate this little dispute. Louis,” he said, and held out his hand, crook­ing his fingers. Louis stared at it, then hurried to put the flash drive in his palm. “Thank you. By the way, don’t ever call an as­so­ci­ate your bitch again. That kind of thing opens us to all kinds of sexual har­ass­ment charges, and frankly it’s crass. Harvey,” he added, because Harvey was badly hiding a smug grin, “don’t bet your as­so­ci­ate’s time away. Par­tic­u­larly not this one’s.”


    “I hadn’t planned on losing, sir,” Harvey said, smug­ness wiped from his face.


    “And why did you? Lose, that is.”


    Harvey and Louis ex­changed a look that clearly said they might hate each other but weren’t about to get into it with a Man­aging Partner in the room. Mike was be­gin­ning to enjoy himself.


    “I suppose it’s ir­rel­ev­ant. Don’t do it again — bet Michael, or lose,” Jack con­tin­ued. “Gen­tle­men, what we’ve got here is a failure to com­mu­nic­ate.”


    Mike caught Harvey’s eye, and they ex­changed a moment of Cool Hand Luke? in­credu­lity.


    “It seems to me Mike has a few options, so let me clarify those for you, as you are nom­in­ally under my charge and there­fore deserve the benefit of my wisdom,” Jack said. “Now, I un­der­stand it might not be the most pleas­ant as­sign­ment, Mike, but I can order Louis to su­per­vise you per­son­ally, and there are things you can learn from him, im­port­ant skills I can guar­an­tee you will need, plus he’s un­likely to bet you off. Or I can order Louis to leave you alone and let you get on in peace with Harvey, who has equally im­port­ant if vastly dif­fer­ent skills to teach you. You might, of course, con­tinue to be the servant of two masters, which is not an easy po­s­i­tion but at times can both stroke the ego and stim­u­late the mind.”


    Harvey opened his mouth to speak, but Jack held up a hand, the flash drive still tucked under his fingers.


    “Or,” he said, and winked at Mike out of view of either man, “you can ditch these bick­er­ing chil­dren and come work for me.”


    The silence in the room was deaf­en­ing.


    “I’ve enjoyed your company, you’re reas­on­ably com­pet­ent, and there’s prestige in being the per­sonal as­so­ci­ate to a Man­aging Partner,” Jack said. “I think you’ve found the work a little less tire­some, yes?”


    Mike thought about it. The last three days had been a lot more re­lax­ing. But he also thought about what Jack had said to him, that first day of work.


    I exist down here so that real, mean­ing­ful work can be done up there. I frankly don’t have the energy to swim with young sharks like Harvey Specter anymore…


    “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Mr. Hardman,” Mike said. Louis’ jaw dropped. Harvey stared, too shocked to be pleased. Jack looked ap­prov­ing.


    “Very well,” he said, and dropped the flash drive into Mike’s breast pocket. “Wise choice,” he said in Mike’s ear, patting his shoulder as he turned to go. “Louis, get the hell out of Harvey’s office and stop pes­ter­ing his as­so­ci­ate. Make one of the fifty-odd others finish the Snyder proofs. Harvey, stop being such a mouthy know-it-all and try ac­tu­ally teach­ing the kid some­thing,” he called, already leaving. Donna was openly staring at all of them through the glass wall.


    “I’m just…” Louis made a com­plic­ated hand gesture and all but ran out. Harvey sat back against his desk, cross­ing his arms. After a moment, he broke down laugh­ing, shaking his head.


    “I don’t know how you do it,” he said. “How’d you dig up Jack Hardman? He never leaves the thirty-seventh floor. He’s been in that same office since he was a junior partner.”


    “I think he’s had the same phone since then, too,” Mike said, taking the flash drive out of his pocket. “When do you want the prep fin­ished?”


    “Oh, take your time, you’re under Hardman’s wing now,” Harvey said, still laugh­ing. “Jesus, Mike, that was glor­i­ous.”


    “I really liked the part where he called you a mouthy know-it-all,” Donna said, leaning in the doorway.


    “Did you even know who you were working for?” Harvey asked, spread­ing his hands.


    “He just said to call him Jack,” Mike said faintly, and Harvey started laugh­ing all over again.


    “That made my week,” Harvey said, straight­en­ing and wiping the corner of an eye with his thumb. “Seeing Hardman in action is like wit­ness­ing an eclipse. Awe-in­spir­ing and very rare. You’re going to tell me everything — after you finish that prep, which I want by noon.”


    Mike saluted with the hand holding the flash drive, darted around Donna, and made for the bullpen. There was an odd sense of home­com­ing, given he hadn’t even left Pearson Hardman (had barely left the copy room until Jack showed up). It felt… com­fort­able, being back at his cube, working on Harvey’s files.


    When Kyle began ragging on him about being a free man again, Mike con­sidered cas­u­ally men­tion­ing he hadn’t had too hard a time working for Mr. Hardman, but decided against it. No need to flaunt how aweso — how in­cred­ibly tal­en­ted and cool he was. Clearly it was self-evident.


  


  

    






OEBPS/Images/cover00025.jpeg
Floor 37

Closer





