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ILLUMINATING THE DARK: THE STORIES OF LOWELL B. KOMIE
AND THE PURSUIT OF MEANINGFUL WORK

Louise Harmon

I spent an entire summer sleeping in my tent with Lowell B. Komie
and my cat. Every night, I'd leave my children and our house, and trudge
out to the backyard, my pillow tucked under my arm, a flashlight in one
hand and Komie’s collection of short stories in the other.' I loved the
coolness of the night air, the solitude and the silence—except for the
rustling of the pine trees—the way the silver moon shone through the
tent’s clear plastic skylight. In the dark, under the green expanse of my
sleeping bag, the flashlight illuminated the pages of Komie’s book with
warm yellow concentric circles of shadow and light. Tsenzin was wedged
under my arm, purring, content except for flashes of feline annoyance—
his brown ears flattened back ever so slightly-—whenever I turned the
page, and I had to turn the page. The stories were compelling.

But Komie’s stories gave me law firm nightmares. So astutely did
many of them describe the law firm culture, with its crunching mandates
of conformity, its rigid hierarchy, demanding hours, mind-numbing
work, life-draining competition over billable hours,” the sucking up, the
pressure to make rain, its racism and sexism and easy alliance with the
gods of power and greed—I found myself waking up in my tent, dis-
oriented, distressed, and short of breath. Komie’s stories had taken me
back to my law firm days. It was twenty-seven years ago. I was a young
associate at Rooks, Pitts. Where was my inhaler?

! Lowell B. Komie, THE LEGAL FICTION OF LOWELL B. KOMIE (Chicago: Swordfish/
Chicago, 2005) [hereinafter Komie].

2 An associate will keep track on a daily time sheet of time spent on each client matter
in increments of 6, 10, or 15 minutes, depending on the firm. An associate’s “billable hours”
can vary widely from the actual clock-in/clock-out time. For example, an attorney could get
to the office at 9 a.m., and leave at 6 p.m., and yet only bill 7 hours because of those 9
hours, because of lunch and breaks, or time spent on other nonbillable matters. Cory M.
Amron,” Home Sweet Office: Law Firm Life,” in Susan J. Bell (ed.), FULL DISCLOSURE: DO
YOU REALLY WANT T0O BE A LAWYER 61, 62 (Princeton, New Jersey: Peterson's Guides,
1992) [hereinafter Full Disclosure]. The law firm’s expectations about how many annual
hours the associate will bill dictates the length of the workday, and whether he or she
must also work evenings and weekends, or both. For example, if the firm expects 1800
billable hours a year, and allows for three to four weeks of vacation a year, then the
associate must bill 8 billable hours, five days a week. Depending on the type of work and
the billing policies, it could take 8 to 11 hours a day to bill that 8 hours, so weekend and
evening work is almost always required. Id. at 63.
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After I graduated from law school, following some very bad advice
given to me by some very well-intentioned people in the Career Planning
Office (CPO), I took a job with a mid-sized law firm on LaSalle Street in
Chicago. It was a big mistake,’ one that I recognized almost from the
beginning, but I was locked in because of a bad back and a pressing need
for medical insurance. I started the job in the last week of May, and I
remember confessing to my father over the Fourth of July weekend that
I was miserable at the law firm. His response, “I’m sorry, but you’ll have
to stick it out for a few years, at least to get enough experience to make
the leap into another job, and into another insurance policy. Either that,
or find someone to marry and get on his insurance policy.” I had already
committed the latter folly and failed. Besides, it was unromantic—to get
married in order to cover one’s self in insurance—instead of in kisses.
But my father was right about my job at the law firm: I'd have to stick
it out.

Truth to tell, in those three years at the law firm, I learned a lot
about the practice oflaw, about writing memoranda and appellate briefs,
drafting motions, taking depositions, and doing legal research.* I can’t
say that I was poorly treated by the law firm. Indeed, I was treated very
well by the law firm, particularly considering that I kept dipping out of
the practice to have surgeries on my back. (I really did need that in-
surance.) Everyone was very kind to me, perhaps because I was phy-
sically vulnerable, perhaps because they needed a wordsmith. But it
wasn’t a good match. I didn’t fit in. They knew it, and so did I. We could
be gracious with one another because there was a tacit agreement that
I would not be staying. No one wanted me to stay, and I didn’t want to
stay. Then one day I discovered a hidden, narrow crevice in the rock, a
fissure through which I could glimpse the groves of academe. I held my

? The only part of the decision that I did not regret was the location. Chicago is a
fabulous city, and I still miss it, even after years of living near New York. Almost all of
Komie's fiction takes place in Chicago. In an interview, Komie admits, “I have always
loved Chicago. I was born here and have lived here most of my life. Most of my stories are
either set here or set in Eurcpe or elsewhere, the character is usually musing about
Chicago . . . . My Stories probably reilect tne reaiity ol pracliciing iaw liere iu Gitcagu, 1
hope they do.” Lowell B. Komie: An Interview, 25 Legal Stud. F. 223, 246 (2001)
[hereinafter Lowell B. Komie: An Interview].

* Since I only practiced at the firm for a little over three years, most of my time was
spent researching and writing; I almost never met a client. This is not unusual for a
beginning associate in a large urban law firm. “Today starting associates have limited
contact with their superiors, as they spend several years alone in a library researching and
drafting memos. Client contact does not come until late in the game. The human thus
becomes foreign and the notion of community dissolves in the bargain.” Robert J. Cosgrove,
Damned to the Inferno? A New Vision of Lawyers at the Dawning of the Millenium, 26
Cardozo L. Rev. 1669, 1684-85 (2002).
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breath, slipped through the crack, and left the law firm forever behind
me. I escaped.®

For years afterwards though, I had law firm nightmares where I was
an associate at Rooks, Pitts again, wading through dense commercial
leases, reading Westlaw headings, billing hours I hadn’t worked, trapped
in a job I hated, a permanent member of a tribe I didn’t want to belong
to. Eventually, time worked the miracle of amnesia at all levels of my
psyche, and even my dreaming self let go of the memories. The law firm
nightmares were replaced by teaching nightmares—standing in front of
a class, clueless about what course I am teaching—and then later by
parental nightmares of unspeakable losses that never happened . . . yet.
Over time, the law firm nightmares were eclipsed altogether, or so I
thought, until last summer when 1 was reading Komie’s short stories.
Then, they came back with a vengeance.

The last thing I saw each night, right before I turned off the flash-
light, was the picture of LaSalle Street on the front of Komie’s book.
Rooks, Pitts had been at 208 South LaSalle Street. I squinted at that
canyon of buildings, and the rows of lights on either side of the street,
with their twin, glowing orbs, and their stately progression towards the
Chicago Board of Trade Building. I looked for myself on the front of
Komie’s book. I was worried that I had fallen back through time into
that grainy black and white photograph. That I was standing in its dark
shadows, or just out of sight, striding with purpose on my way to work
at Rooks, Pitts. On the edge of sleep, I lost myselfin an unhappy chapter
of my past. Would I ever find my way home—to my life in New York, to
my children, my students, to my tent, my cat?

Because my experience of Komie’s short stories permeated my
summer dreams and turned them into nightmares, I cannot now orga-
nize my thoughts about them into a linear progression. Similarly, 1
cannot seem to control the wandering self. She stumbles in and out of

® Nothing about my story is particularly unique, except perhaps for the broken back
and the ensuing insurance dilemma. Most academic law professors have retreated from
the practice of law, putting them into what Stephen C. Halpern calls, “their own
vulnerable predicament.” Stephen C. Halpern, On the Politics and Pathology of Legal
Education (or, Whatever Happened to that Blindfolded Lady with the Scales?, 32 J. Legal
Edue. 383, 393 (1982). Legal academics “are aberrational products of the system of legal
education. Most of them succeeded as students at the nations’s best law schools. Yet they
did not follow their law-review colleagues into the large, urban firms. Rather, they rejected
the practice of law opting instead for a very different life—life within the academy. There
is an unmistakable irony in this fact.” Id. For a discussion of how this crisis in identity has
played itself out in the field of legal scholarship, see Stephen M. Feldman, The Trans-
formation of an Academic Discipline: Law Professors in the Past and Future (or Toy Story
Too), 54 J. Legal Educ. 471 (2004).
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my thoughts with her own demands and her own reflections. It is a
tribute to Komie’s art that she would not go away. Good literature
always conjures up the wandering self. If words are working right, we
find ourselves inside the sentences written by others, and in some
instances, the sentences written by others come out after us in the night.
Like the heavy, bruised petals of a Magnolia in late spring, the words
drop off the tree and scatter on the surface of the water, then sink down,
pulled by the fierce gravity of the unconscious, landing on the dark
bottom where they dislodge some unarticulated thought or unexpressed
emotion. If done right, the reader is always disturbed.

® k¥

A quartet of Lowell B, Komie’s short stories captured my imagina-
tion: “The Interview,” “The Ice Horse,” “The Cornucopia of Julia K.”,’
and “Burak.” The first three all deal with a problem in life that matters
a lot to me: how to pursue meaningful work.®? Komie’s focus, and that of
this essay, is narrower—how to help law students pursue meaningful
work—but their application can be generalized. Law students are just
one species of young people trying to find their way. All young people are
hacking through the brush, the low-lying vegetation, the dead branches,
the detritus of last year’s growth and discarded dreams. The process of
making a path is the same, no matter what kind of trees make up their
tangled wood. Komie and I are interested in the process of pursuing
meaningful legal work because those are the trees we’ve come to stand
under, but it makes no difference, the canopy.

One reason I admire Komie so much is that he writes about work.
Work gets too little attention from artists. Perhaps it is because the
work of artists is so different from what most of us do, they cannot
imagine what our lives are like, with regular, long hours, the scrutiny of
bosses or partners above us, the interruption of phone calls, the pressure
of deadlines, accountability for time and money spent on behalf of the
client or organization, the rhythm of the work week, the weekend, the
work week again. Artists usually work in solitude, without the con-
strainte of an inctitutional framawanrk, without. the pain and the plea-

-~ ———

¢ “The Ice Horse,” in Komie, supra note 1, at 23.

7 “The Cornucopia of Julia K.,” in Komie, supra note 1, at 69.

8 “Burak,” in Komie, supra note 1, at 157.

* William H. Simon defined “meaningful work” this way: “Work is ‘meaningful’ when
the worker experiences it as both a form of self-assertion and a point of connection and
solidarity with the larger society.” William H. Simon, Ethics, Professionalism, and Mean-
ingful Work, 26 Hofstra L. Rev. 445, 448 (1991).
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sure of other people to serve and please. Solitude and freedom from
institutional frameworks are luxuries that few of us can afford. Most of
us work together in some sort of organized entity, and many of us—
perhaps most of us—spend more hours a day at work than we do at
home with our families. Not only does work take up most of our time, it
has powerful symbolic value, determining our social and economic status
and worth in the community. We identify with our work. The answer to
the question, “What do you do?” often translates emotionally into, “Who
are you?”

For lawyers, it takes years of sacrifice and vast expenditures of time,
money and energy, to be able to answer, “I'm a lawyer.” I have dis-
covered throughout my years in law teaching that many of my students
made the decision to go to law school primarily because they liked the
way that sentence sounded. Rarely has it occurred to them to
contemplate what kind of lawyer they might want to be. They are often
ill-informed about the many ways there are to practice law and naive
about what credentials and experience are needed. Later on, perhaps
after a clinical course or a summer job, or perhaps because sixty credits
have accumulated, they begin to grapple with these simple facts: “I'm
actually going to graduate. ’m supposed to be doing something with this
degree. I need a job.” From these simple facts, a set of worrisome ques-
tions flow: “What kind of law do I want to practice? Am I qualified for
that kind of practice? What kind of institutional framework should I try
to affiliate with? Who are my clients going to be? What exactly is it 'm
going to do with this law degree?” The goal of being able to utter the
sentence, “I'm a lawyer” is about to be met, but it doesn’t come close to
answering these worrisome questions about how someone pursues mean-
ingful legal work. That is where Komie’s short stories fit in.

Iliked these three stories of Komie’s so much—“The Interview,” “The
Ice Horse,” and “The Cornucopia of Julia K.”—because they had to do
with interviews or offers for jobs in law firms, about young people who
had been invited to cross the threshold of the law firm, looked around,
didn’t like what they saw, and ran away. Those stories filled me with
envy and regret. Why had I lacked the perspicacity of Susan Eliofson in
“The Interview™ Or Cecelia Sandoval’s wisdom in “The Ice Horse,”
garnered from only a few weeks spent inside the firm as a law clerk, a
drone, a worker bee, before being formally asked to join the upper
echelon of the hive?'® What did they have that I didn’t, that they could

1% Cecelia’s opportunity to move up from night student/law clerk to associate was made
possible because the law firm “needed her” in order to demonstrate its commitment to
minority hiring. Aside from the move of associate to partner, there is little upward
mobility in most law firms. Those who work as clerks or paralegals in law firms are almost
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tell from before the very beginning that they didn’t want to be there? Or
what about the good fortune of Kim Bascomb in “The Cornucopia of Julia
K.”? Julia Kiefer was like a gargoyle perched on the drain spout of the
law firm roof, her face grimacing as she had tried to frighten away the
interviewee—away from taking a job with her law firm and possibly
away from a wretched life. Where had Julia Kiefer been when I needed
her?

For myself,  haven’t thought about getting a job for a long time. I've
taught in the same law school for almost 25 years. I’'m at the stage of life
where I no longer need a resume, just a curriculum vitae. But as the
chair of our law school’s Career Planning Committee and the mother of
young adults, the process of getting a job has been on my mind."
Recently my sixteen-year-old daughter was motivated by lust for
material goods to find employment. I drove her around our town while
she selected retail establishments that she would deign to work for. As
she turned in each completed application, the manager of the store
would chat with her a bit. Did she like high school? What kind of hours
was she interested in? Had she ever worked in a store before? The
answers to the questions didn’t much matter. He was looking to see if
hidden criteria were met: Did she seem neat and clean? Could she speak
a sentence? Did she appear to have enough brains to operate a cash
register? What was the ratio of tattoo and piercing to smooth, undese-
crated youthful skin? The job as cashier at a pharmacy lasted a week,
but she held out for three months as an assistant in a chocolate store,
dipping fresh strawberries into a thick dark brown brew. She used to
stash her multiple failures into a storage-sized baggie provided by her
mother who had a weakness for the rejects—ruby red berries incom-
petently encased in chocolate. I was sorry when that job came to its
inevitable end, but she soon found another working at the library. It

never offered a position as an associate. As one Career Services Director put it, “Once you
are identified in a particular role in a law firm, it’s very hard to change people’s minds. It's
not tair, but that's the way 1t 1s.” AlImm Alayne Wallou, THe DrdL U 106 0 UD GUDDnes Tu
{Chicago: Harcourt Brace Legal & Professional Pub., 1999). “[N]owadays you’re about as
likely to spot Elvis at a Seven-Eleven as you are to make the move from paralegal to
associate at a large firm.” Id. at 44.

11 By 1984, every accredited law school in the United States had a career placement or
planning office, Abbie Willard Thorner, Legal Education in the Recruitment Marketplace:
Decades of Change, 1987 Duke L.J. 276, n. 1 (1976). Harvard Law School established the
country’s first formalized placement office after World War II; by the early 1970s, there
were about 25 formal placement offices. Id. Career planning offices were a response to an
increased interest in law school after the 1960s, the supply of new lawyers regarded law
“as both a means and an end in a socially active time.” Id.
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suited her better, but the fringe benefits, from my point of view, were
inferior.

When you're young, and there’s not much at stake, getting a job,
losing it, getting another job, is a fluid process. But for the aspiring law
students who show up in our Career Planning Office, getting a job as an
associate in a large, urban law firm is a solid endeavor, as dense as a
paper weight. No one waltzes into the front door with a resume and
expects to be interviewed and hired on the spot. Becoming an associate
in a large firm consists of a highly ritualized set of ordeals, involving
multiple levels of screening, from an on-campus interview to the “fly-
back,” a visit to the firm itself,'? culminating in a probationary courtship
period known as the summer associate program “whose main purpose is
to lure top students in the hopes they’ll accept permanent offers when
they graduate.” For two months, the summer associate is invited inside
the firm to research and write memoranda, wear the right clothes, and
demonstrate that she has the requisite legal ability, work ethic and
social savvy to be a productive member of the firm. In turn, the law firm
pays her an exorbitant salary, wines and dines her in the finest restau-
rants, and scrutinizes her every move.' If all goes well, and the hidden
criteria are met, a permanent offer of employment will be forthcoming
in the beginning of the law student’s third year.

Not every law student is considered for a summer associateship—
only the very stellar need apply. Unlike the rough and ready criteria for
the would-be cashier or strawberry dipper, the law firm will only inter-
view those students whose resumes reflect a certain numerical profile.
The law student must have acquired a certain grade point average to
land up in the top ten per cent of her law school class—and the law

12 Here is a description of a “flyback:” “Very shortly, you receive an invitation to visit
the law firm’s office at the firm’s expense. You fly into town the night before, and reserva-
tions are held for you at one of the best hotels. Several of the attorneys take you for dinner.
The next day you go to the firm’s office and interview with several more attorneys. Lunch
will be at one of the private clubs that the firm’s attorneys frequent. You have more
interviews in the afternoon and then fly home.” Carolyn Ahrens, Step Up to the Bar:
Surviving Law School, in FULL DISCLOSURE, supra note 2, at 13, 22.

3 Kimm Alayne Walton, GUERRILLA TACTICS FOR GETTING THE LEGAL JOB OF YOUR
DREAMS 69 (Chicago: Harcourt Brace Legal & Professional Publ., 1999). As Walton points
out, the “aim isn’t primarily to get work done! This explains the wining and dining and
sky-high salaries you associate with these summer programs.” Id.

* In summer associate programs, “large firms compete shamelessly to show top stu-
dents how wonderful legal practice is.” Martin E.P. Seligman, Paul R. Verkuil & Terry H.
Kang, Why Lawyers Are Unhappy, 23 Cardozo L. Rev. 33, 44 (2001). The authors go on to
state that summer associate programs contribute to discontent and resignations of young
associates, “since they can create a false reality, one where the firm is portrayed as an
entertainment center rather than a work center.” Id.
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school itself must rank in the top whatever percent in U.S. News and
World Report.'® The applicant’s resume should also reveal a history of
acquiring such numbers. In order to get into the elite law school, the
student must have garnered an impressive undergraduate GPA and
soaring score on the LSAT.® Numerically stellar students from
numerically stellar law schools—those are the lucky few who get to
become summer associates. And only those who become summer
associates—and prove themselves worthy—get to become the stars that
shine in the law firm sky.

Susan Eliofson is a law student from the University of Wisconsin
who is looking for a job as a summer associate in Komie’s short story,

¥ The most prestigious law schools are known as “national law schools.” Mark P.
Cardinalli and Paul D. Hoskins, “Wheel of Fortune: Choosing the Right Law School,” in
FULL DISCLOSURE, supra note 2, at 137, 138. National law schools “generally have a broad
reputation outside the state in which they are located and do not emphasize the law of that
particular state. A nationally known law school offers greater access to a national network
of job opportunities and is more apt to have law firms and corporations from across the
nation participating in its on-campus interview process. A smaller or lesser-known school
is more apt to attract only local or statewide firms or perhaps not even to have on-campus
interview opportunities.” Id. For example, to be interviewed at the New York firm of
Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen & Katz, “applicants must have at least an A- grade point average
from the top law schools. Though one person believed that the firm may consider B+
students. . . . About 75% of the 1997 summer associates attended Chicago, Columbia,
Harvard, New York University, Stanford and Yale. The remaining 25% were from other
schools across the country. One contact told us that ‘the firm only recruits at certain
schools, and offers positions to qualified people from other schools only rarely.” Francis
Walsh & Sheila V. Malkani (eds.), THE INSIDER'S GUIDE TO LAW FIRMS 331 (Washington,
D.C.: Mobius Press, 1998){hereinafter THE INSIDER’S GUIDE TO LAW FIRMS]. For a defense
of the rating system in U.S. News and World Report, see Mitchel Berger, Why the U.S.
News and World Report Law School Rankings Are Both Useful and Important, 51 J. Legal
Educ. 487 (2001).

! The need to pursue and acquire high grades is part of the law student’s psyche.
According to empirical research on the psychological attributes of lawyers, these irulis are
present in lawyers more often than normal: “aggressiveness, competitiveness, need for
achievement and dominance, low self-esteem, fear expressed through awkwardness,
paranoia, and insecurity, ways of coping with anxiety, inflexibility and intclerance for
change expressed through authoritarianism.” Susan Daicoff, Lawyer, Know Thyself: A
Review of Empirical Research on Attorney Attributes Bearing on Professionalism, 46 Am.
U.L. Rev. 1337, 1417 (1997). The law student’s need for achievement is based upon a lack
of self esteem, leading to workaholism and perfectionism. “In law school, if law students
equate self-worth with achievement, to the extent that self-esteem depends entirely on
continual successes, a less-than-average academic performance equates with personal
worthlessness.” Id. at 1418.
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“The Interview.” In the first line of the story, we learn that Susan “was
tired of the interviews,”'” having already had twenty at the law school,
and two fly backs, one at a firm in Indianapolis, and now another at a
firm in Baltimore.'® Before her interview at the Baltimore firm of Reavis
& Ferris, she finds herself having drinks with Steven, a young man she
had just met in the hotel dining room, an SEC lawyer from New Orleans.
They get drunk, and he insists on taking her to see the lawyer fish at the
Baltimore Aquarium. The huge, black lawyer fish with bulging eyes
stares out at Susan through the thick glass wall, and giddy from cham-
pagne, she dares the SEC lawyer: “What will you give me if I dive into
its tank?”"® “A hundred dollars,” Steven responds. Susan sizes up the
situation, steps out of her clothes and lowers herself into the tank of
murky, tepid water—“she felt like she had fallen into consommé.” She
finds the lawyer fish lurking in the corner and reaches out, touching its
side. The two hooded eyes of the fish peered out at her; then she kicked
her way over to the ladder and thrust herself up the slippery rungs. “I
can’t believe I really did that,” she gasped to Steven, “Did I actually do
that?”®' Before they part that evening, never to see each other again,
they kiss, and the last thing Steven says to her was, “A woman who can
go into a tank with the lawyer fish doesn’t belong in the corporate
army.”22

The next morning, Susan Eliofson goes into another tank with some
lawyer fish, and has a set of abysmal interviews with two partners in the

7 “The Interview,” supra note 1, at 1.

¥ T do not think that I am going out on a very precarious limb to opine that Susan
Eliofson was depressed. It comes as no surprise. In a study comparing law students to
medical students, law students had a higher rate of psychiatric distress than either a
contrasting normative population or a medical student population. Stephen B. Shanfield
& G. Andrew H. Benjamin, Psychiatric Distress in Law Students, 35 J. Legal Educ. 65, 69
(1985). Law students were also “in the range (perhaps slightly higher) of depressive
disorders noted for the general population.” Id. at 72. Women law students had higher
levels of psychiatric symptoms than male law students. Id. at 71. “One likely possibility
is that women as a whole may be more sensitive to the aggressive and nonsupportive
nature of the law school experience, and respond with more psychiatric symptoms.” Id. at
72. For first-hand accounts of the “general pattern of anxiety, fear of failure, and
depression” felt by students in law school, see James R. Elkins, Rites of Passage: Law
Students: “Telling Their Lives,” 35 J. Legal Educ. 27 (1985).

¥ “The Interview,” supra note 1, at 3. When Susan climbs up the ladder at the side of
the tank, she asks Steven, “How do I know he [the lawyer fish] won't bite me? . . .. Do you
think it eats people?” Id. Steven replies, “No it’s perfectly harmless. Why don’t you give
him the hundred-dollar bill and see if he eats it?” Id.

2 Id.

1 Id. at 4.

2 Id.
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It is her vulnerability, how her electrical wires have become frayed
and exposed, that draws me to Julia Kiefer. I want to participate in her
madness because it has more texture, more depth, more pathos, and
more downright scariness to it than does her sanity. Similarly, would I
turn my head at a series of thoughtful, courteous job interviews for
Susan Eliofson? What would make me want to read about Cecelia Maria
Sandoval’s experience in a law firm if everything had gone well? Susan
Eliofson’s miserable job interviews and Cecilia Maria Sandoval’s brush
up with sexual harassment and racism are not cause for celebration;
they do not speak well for the behavior of a few partners in fictional
large, urban law firms. But I am acutely interested in what Komie has
to say about what happened there, even if the story paints a grim
picture, perhaps because the story paints a grim picture.

Komie’s predilection for portraying the darker side of life in the law
is undoubtedly more than an effort to engage the reader. It may just be
in Komie’s nature to look through the camera’s lens with a critical,
sometimes cynical eye. He has a keen sensitivity to injustice and the
suffering of others; that conjunction inevitably makes for dark stories.
Komie writes about what grabs his attention, and what grabs his atten-
tion is often the unfair, the stressful, the broken, the melancholy and
remorseful. All of these sources of sorrow he findsimbedded in the every-
day world of law practice, but if Komie had been a doctor or a teacher or
an insurance salesman, his stories would probably still have the same
poignancy and heavy weight. I suspect that’s just the way Komie gives
witness to the world.

Which is why I was so moved by “Burak.” “Burak” is a ray of light
that illuminates Komie’s collection of rather dark short stories. On its
face, it is a simple musing of a lawyer who describes his daily routine,
his winter commute to his office in the Wrigley Building, his ruminations
on the books he is reading, his cup of coffee with a colleague, his love of
music in the park and of roaming through the ethnic neighborhoods of
Chicago, the peace and quiet he feels in his office—all of this told with
an immediacy and sensuality that none of the other stories possess.”
When I first read “Burak,” I said to myself, “Ahah, I have just found
Lowell B. Komie.” I am fairly sure that if I were to say that to the
person whose photograph is on the back of the book, he would brush me
off—he would be neither interested in my search for Lowell B. Komie in

" “Burak,” supra note 1.

" Later, I learned in an interview with Komie, “If you want to know more about my life
as a single practitioner, I might refer you to the story “Burak.” Lowell B. Komie: An
Interview, supra note 3, at 225.
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his collection of short stories, or in my belief that I had just found him.™
But that’s OK. He could brush me off. I don’t need his acquiescence in
my endeavor to find the author. He could call it my own game of solitaire
if that would make him feel better, but I know better.

It made me feel happy to find him in “Burak™—happy because he
was happy. Here in the middle of a book about the myriad darker sides
of life in the law, was a lawyer with a rich inner life, who moved with
ease from reading Updike to Isak Dinesen, who was thrilled to watch the
waves of pigeons taking flight as he listened to Schubert on his lunch
hour, who found an aching beauty in the reflection of the lake and the
ribbons of traffic on the glass panels of the new building across the
street, who loved the pencil can of painted popsicle sticks his daughter
had made for him, who took pleasure at contemplating the vivid blue of
a painting on his wall, who gazed upon the portrait of his three children
and a snapshot of his wife, their dog in her lap, who relished the breeze
of his tiny portable fan as it blew through the softness of his office fern.
Here was a lawyer who had been dazzled to learn that Muhammad had
ridden to heaven on a winged horse with a human face named Burak, a
“piece of information that has been floating in my mind for the last two
days and I can’t get it out. It’s like a loose luminous chip.”” Here was a
lawyer who knew how to enjoy living. Here was a lawyer who was full of
joy. I was inspired. In “Burak,” I found a new place to imagine myself
into—just sitting in a law office, and yet in a place of poetry, beauty, and
mystery.

The message of “Burak” was clear to me: Don’t let your work take
over your life. Don’t become like the crush of thousands of angry com-
muters at Union Station on their way to work who are “all caught up in
our obsession with time, work, and order.”” Remember to read books
deeply and listen to music and gaze at paintings and grab a cup of coffee
with your friend in a crowded, steamy diner, and on hot days in the
summer go to the beach with your wife and children and pick up sea

" From his interview, Komie indicated that he did not view his characters as real
people, so even though he did indicate that this character in some way reflected his life,
I feel certain he would deny it represented him. “Since I do not view my characters as real
people it’s difficult for me to respond. Perhaps I'm revealing one of my weaknesses as a
writer. I am always shocked when people speak of a character in one of my stories as if the
character were a person. I know that transference of some kind must take place for an en-
gaged reader and when it does a character walks a shadowy line between reality and
imagination. However, that transference does not take place for me as the author, and so
I really have no idea how the people in my stories move within this world of light and
darkness you so beautifully describe.” Id. at 243.

" “Burak,” supra note 1, at 158.

™ Id. at 159.

882 | Harmon

HeinOnline -- 31 Legal Stud. F. 882 2007



shells and walk the dog at night and wander the neighborhoods of your
city and thrill yourself with meditations on elegant, useless information
—and when you are leading your life as a lawyer in your office, be happy
to be there. Go to work and work well, but surround yourself with music
and art work and photographs of the people you love. And don’t miss
seeing the way the sunlight touches upon the walls. Live a life in the
law, but don’t make the law your life.

“Burak” settled me down, and the law firm nightmares went away.
I fell asleep those last few nights in my tent with confidence and no
inhaler. I had nothing to fear from looking at the picture of LaSalle
Street on the front of Komie’s book. My unhappy days as an associate at
Rooks, Pitts were long over; my youth was long over. I would not fall
back through time into that grainy black and white photograph. I was
not slowly moving through the dark canyon of buildings towards the
Chicago Trade Building on my way to work. It was no longer my work.
I was not who had I been before. Time had passed, and I had arrived
safely on tomorrow’s shore. Now tomorrow was yesterday.

My only worry was the cheap sleeping bag that I'd been comfortable
in all summer; it suddenly felt too thin and lacking in goose feathers.
The pine trees were shedding golden needles, the nights were lasting
longer, and my feet and the tip of my nose were getting cold in the early
hours of the morning. The cicadas were now raucous, with their
chhhhhhhhehhhhhhing sawing through the night, and the late August
crickets surrounded my tent, singing their metallic song of the season’s
end. We were on the jagged edge of autumn.

The summer that I spent sleeping in my tent with Lowell B. Komie
and my cat was almost over. Soon [ would take the tent down, fold it
clumsily, and store it in the garage. It was time for Tsenzin and me to
return to the warmth of our house. I had a syllabus for Evidence fo
prepare and children to get ready for school—and Tsenzin had to follow
me because I am the one who feeds him and gives him love. The book of
Komie’s short stories, slightly damp and well read, with a rebellious
front cover, was coming into the house with us as well. I was full of
admiration for his work, and I wanted to write about his writing.

But I would miss the moon. From past years, I knew that our rela-
tionship would soon shrink to short nods of recognition over our
respective shoulders, me crawling in and out of my Subaru, chattering
with children about how late we were, and she, bright and shining in the
black winter sky, moving in and out of her shroud of white. We'll meet
in the early summer when the earth has once again become warm and
damp. The sound of metal on metal will be heard up and down our street
as my brother helps me pound into the ground the dozen or so stakes
that anchor my tent. Once again, Tsenzin and I will head out into the
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night. I'll have a pillow tucked under my arm, a flashlight in one hand,
and a book in the other. I look forward to it all: to the moon’s splashes of
silver light, to the coolness of the night air, to the solitude and the
silence—except for the rustling of the pine trees—to the book I'll surely
be reading, to my dreams, maybe even my nightmares, and to the
pursuit of meaningful work.
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