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Chapter 1- Lucifer & Mrs. Cuttlebum
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On my first day as a brand, spanking new lawyer, I dressed in my finest suit, which I picked up for half- price at a big box store. My smooth hair caught in a silver clasp my dad had given me for graduating college. Black ballet slippers completed the outfit.

With butterflies in my stomach, I entered Whilts & Hatdiff, P.A.

The lobby held two brown, respectable settees, a Bombay side table with cabriolet legs, and the obligatory office fern, its brown ends drooping as if it had already lost hope. Framed reproductions of the Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution were displayed in expensive gilded frames, ensuring nobody would read them. A tattered oriental rug lay prostrate on the floor, abandoning ambitions of grandeur. The atmosphere smelled stale. That odor, malevolent for unclear reasons, would linger— somehow I knew that.

“Hi! Cooper, isn’t it?” 

A young woman with a broad smile whose teeth gleamed against ebony skin caused me to marvel at the stark contrast. I approached the rounded, stainless steel console and nodded to the African-American receptionist who sat behind it. She was in her thirties, wearing sleek hair with tendrils plastered into curlicues onto the sides of her cheeks. Her dress was colorful and every bit of “off the rack” as mine.

My chest tightened. I didn’t want to cultivate friendships or ties. I’d learned my lessons the hard way; once bitten, twice shy—but three times? I’d be an idiot. Sticking out my hand, I shook hers, keeping my voice cool and distant. Distance was important.

“Cooper Bach,” I said coolly.

The wattage of her smile dimmed, but she said, “Melinda Jackson. Tanny and Sam aren’t here yet, so go on to your office. You’re to go to court this morning on an Order in Aid. I’ll bring you Cuttlebum’s file.”

I doddered, not having a clue where my office was.

“Sure.”

Her head jerked up and she flashed a pink palm down the corridor. 

“First door on the left.”

An aisle ran down the center of the rectangular building with smaller offices flanking its sides. Cracker box design, nothing architecturally interesting about the building. The décor wasn’t interesting; rather than impress, it chose to baffle the occupants. An art deco console table detracted from the framed historical documents, but boasted a thin stack of outdated magazines. A chunky wooden mirror hung above the art deco table. Walking down the corridor, I came to another secretary’s desk. It’s a wobbly little thing. Upon closer inspection, one leg is propped with a can of tuna. 

“Hello, Charlie,” I muttered.

Behind the desk, a photocopier, scanner, and printer hum along, noisy as they devoured electricity. Cables hung from the drop-down ceiling tiles, resembling dead, plucked geese in a Chinese food market. There’s that smell again. 

I open the door. 

“Shit. Shit on a Ritz cracker.” 

My office was gray, gloom and despair in a monochromatic range. Gray walls, carpet, and desk.

“Geezus, it was more welcoming in the morgue.”

Recalling my recent visit with Gloria, my fingertips tingled, as if they once again touched her cold body. The sound of blood dripping onto the floor echoed in my ears; I smelled stainless steel, lavender perfume, and white wine. That’s the scent of Death, all right. Separate smell which don’t mingle together.

“Focus.” 

With a shaky breath, I plunked into my chair, the seat cushion so rigid, it jarred my back. I tried to adjust the seat’s height, but the lever didn’t work. 

“Shit again.”

It didn’t take long to inventory my office. One client chair, one desk, this shitty chair. My office was void of accoutrements, garbed in a sullen veil of resentment. 

“Well, la-de-dah fantastic.”

Melinda leaned against the door jamb, holding an inch-thick folder in one hand and a vase of bright Gerber daisies in the other. She blinked several times, her face a careful study in blankness. 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...” 

What could I say? That I didn’t mean to accurately describe this shithole of an office? That I hadn’t meant to speak out loud? That it had become a habit of mine lately?

She offered me the vase of flowers. 

“These are for you. I meant to have them on your desk before you got here, but I didn’t make it. Sorry.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

“Never mind.” Melinda set the vase on my desk. 

“Thanks. Much better than peace lilies.” 

“Yeah.”

“You mentioned a Cuddleson case?”

“Cuttlebum,” Melinda corrected. 

With a frown, she handed me a folder.

“Docket’s at nine o’clock?”

“Yes.” 

She opened the file, showed me a questionnaire then explained Mrs. Cuttlebum should fill it out. 

“We have a judgment for $1,428 against her. Have her tell you where she banks, what money she has, furs, jewelry—anything we can attach and apply to the judgment. Bring the questionnaire back. I’ll do the rest—you just sign the garnishment order.”

I closed the folder. 

“Okay, that sounds easy enough.”

Between Melinda’s finely-plucked brows, a fret formed.

“What?”

Hearing the irritation in my voice, Melinda shook her head, said, “Nothing.”

“I’m sorry.” 

To my embarrassment, that lame apology of mine hung in the stale air. The receptionist had already left.

Melinda drove me to the courthouse, pulling near the concrete steps then sent me off with a cheery salute, showing she wasn’t the kind of person to harbor a grudge.

Like some skittering virgin, I sat in the peanut gallery waiting for Court. Sitting on the interior side of the pony wall, or bar, I took pride in knowing I’d earned the right to cross it. For seven years I sacrificed, living off generic brand foods while racking up staggering loan amounts. I sweated through three days of cumulative testing for the grueling finish. Now I’d been launched into the strata of the elite, well-educated, and debt-ridden.

Nine suits milled about the pit. All men. No women. Eight of the nine suits were white, middle-aged men with shiny pates. The ninth man was also white, but he was trim, attractive, and youngish. An Italian leather belt cinched his slim waist. Either he was an avid runner or did cocaine. Blithely, I skipped over the threshold of Dante’s Inferno, catapulting myself into hell.

As I sat, watching the Suits and running my hands over the hem of my skirt, I sensed their curiosity, but nobody said ‘hello.’ They’d glance in my direction, but never spoke.

“All rise!” The bailiff called.

Scurrying sounds filled the courtroom. Everyone stood for His Honor. Judge Powers and his ego entered from the side door nearly simultaneously. The corpulent judge took the bench and adjusted his five hundred dollar designer eyeglasses. He took his time settling into his leather chair then adjusted some pens, papers, and Post-It notes on his desktop.

The writing instruments were placed in right angles to the paper products. Those anal retentive tendencies would have delighted Dr. Freud. Here sat a veritable treasure trove of repression.

Judge Powers leaned back, his robe draping his rotund body. He shook his sleeves, embellished with velvet Order of the Coif stripes, meant to impress. It did. He cast his supercilious gaze upon his fiefdom then nodded to the bailiff, finally prepared to pass judgment on lesser mortals.

Pulsating waves of boredom flooded the court- room as Judge Powers read the case names from the docket. There were other things he’d rather do. I knew he felt disdain for this array of unwashed citizenry. Did any of them appreciate what a pain in the ass they were? As he called off the docket, his lips puckered in disapproval. Sometimes, he’d lowered his glasses to stab a litigant with an angry stare. Once, he harrumphed then scribbled a note and slapped the Post-It into the official court file. A lawyer involved in that case, one of the nine, shuddered. I didn’t blame him.

He barked, “Law Firm of Whilts and Hatdiff versus James Cuttlebum and Eileen Cuttlebum.”

I rose, praying the starch in my knees would hold me upright. Craning my neck, I looked for the defendants, Jimmy and Eileen Cuttlebum. Clutching the legal file close to my bosom, the feel of the manila folder calmed me. I breathed in and exhaled, hoping I wouldn’t irritate Judge Powers.

Neatly printed at the top of the folder was the defendants’ surname, then first name, followed by the case number and the words, ‘Debt Collection.’ I opened the file, searching for the Postal Service’s green card, which showed Return of Service.

From the corner of my eye, I caught a small, labored movement. An old woman rose from the pew, her bones creaking in protest. Mrs. Cuttlebum’s joints crackled like cereal drowned in milk. She straightened her hunched shoulders, but they sagged in the next heartbeat. Her cheeks were hollowed, her eye sockets sunken. Atop her steel-colored curls perched a knitted toilet paper cozy. I recognized it from having seen one as a child in a church bazaar. The lenses in her glasses were thick and so heavy they left red indentations where the bridge rested on her nose. Scores of bruises ranging from purple to lime trailed her arms. Her legs were clad in heavy nylon stockings, molecularly similar to the structure of some petroleum by-product.

“Here.” 

Her frail, uneven voice broke the stunned silence of the courtroom as her liver-spotted hands clutched a brown, worn satchel.

“Double Doodoo Dog Shit.” 

I muttered the longtime phrase my sister and I bantered around, having been struck with the epiphany that my employers had smoked me.

Collectively, the nine lawyers stared at me as if I were a monster. Quickly, they glanced away, as if their retinas stung from the sight of my gorgonesque existence. If I ever thought I’d be welcome amongst this group, I could forget those delusions.

“Geezus, does Tanny want me to mug her?” 

My hand trembled as I wiped lines of tension from my face.

Law school didn’t prepare me for this.

Judge Powers’ gaze stabbed me, piercing my shroud of unreality. He lowered his glasses a fraction, just enough to convey his disdain. 

“And you are?”

“Cooper Bach. New associate with Whilts & Hatdiff.”

That announcement injected another megavolt into the already-electrified atmosphere of the courtroom. Tension spun out as tut, tuts murmured and despairing heads shook. The Judge wrinkled his nose, the only part of his fleshy face which moved, like he’d discovered a turd wrapped in a silk ribbon on his clearly compensating-for-something desk.

The khaki-covered bailiff offered a small cough, a tiny island of neutrality.

With a heavy sigh of disgust directed toward me, the judge asked the defendant, “Are you ready for the examination, Mrs. Cuttlebum?”

“Could... could I have a minute, please, Your Honor?” I asked, raising my hand, as if I were still some geeky 1-L.

Judge Powers pressed his double chins against his throat. A pale mound of flesh between lip and chest quivered with gelatinous movements, but he stated the matter would be placed on second call then continued reading the remainder of the docket.

“Ma’am, can you follow me, please? Let’s find somewhere a little more private,” I invited the old woman.

I led her from the high-ceiling courtroom down a dim hallway, peeking into doors along the way. We came to a suitable room for a conference. I squeezed my slim frame past a stack of cardboard boxes and motioned for Mrs. Cuttlebum to take the chair. Carefully, I set the collections file on the boxes, using it as a temporary desk.

“Jimmy paid Mrs. Whilts. He told me he did. I have receipts.” She opened her satchel with gnarled hands and scooped some slips of paper, offering them to me with her claw-like fingers.

“Where’s Jimmy?”

“What’s that you say?” She touched the corner of her ear, palm outward.

“WHERE’S JIMMY?”

Her aged voice vibrated. “Who’s Jimmy? Why, he’s my grandson. Got the divorce when his wife left him with the little one, Brandon.”

“Oh.” 

I scratched my head, hoping to find a way to handle this. I got nothing. Gloria must have taken Jesus out for lunch because no heavenly aid rained down like manna, either.

I studied Mrs. Cuttlebum’s receipts; they were for money orders. Some paid the gas bill, some the water or trash. Four receipts for $75 had no name on the stub, but those payments didn’t match the firm’s ledger of accounts receivables, so I couldn’t credit them.

“Were these payments made to Whilts & Hatdiff?” I asked, trying to justify giving her the benefit, nevertheless.

“What?”

I took a deep breath then said louder, “WERE THESE PAID TO TANNY WHILTS?”

“What?” 

She looked at the receipts in my hand, as if she were surprised to see them.

“WERE THESE PAID TO MRS. WHILTS?”

“I don’t know.” 

She dabbed a tissue against her upper lip. Her liver-spotted hands shook, but the trembling was due to agedness, not nerves.

“WHERE IS JIMMY?”

“Dead.”

For the first time, I looked into her eyes. Her watery, clouded-by-cataract eyes.

“Dead,” she said. “Died last June. Motorcycle crash.”

She fished through the papers, extracted a crinkled newspaper clipping. Her grandson Jimmy’s obituary. 

I groaned.

Words of condolences half-formed, but I couldn’t get them past my lips. Swallowing freed the constriction in my throat, but it took me three gulps before I could mumble I was sorry for her loss. I needed to end this and leave. Gathering the receipts, I returned them to her satchel and handed it to the old woman. 

“WE’RE DONE.”

She rested her bony, freckled hand on top of mine and murmured, “Jimmy was a good boy, said he paid Mrs. Whilts.”

“I’m sure, Mrs. Cuttlebum,” I said, hating myself for getting sucked into this uncomfortable situation.

She left and I sat for a long while, staring at the cinderblock wall. Flipping through the file, I found the original fee agreement with Jimmy’s signature and his grandma’s as a guarantor. I puffed out some air, scrubbed my face, and inwardly cursed that the solution was so clear. Life’s like that, I suppose—distinguishing right from wrong isn’t hard. It’s the doing part that’s tough. I un-pegged the papers and tore up the fee agreement then dumped the shreds into the wastebasket. For good measure, I ferreted out a can of soda pop, poured its remainder over the pieces then let it drop back into the wastebasket.

Once I returned to the courtroom, a smarmy judge informed me I’d missed second call.

“No problem. If I can’t find a written fee agreement, do I have to vacate the judgment or dismiss the case?”

“I’d dismiss,” he said. “That’s not like Tanny— taking judgment against the guarantor without a written fee agreement.”

“Is that so?” 

I threw the question out there as I inspected my nails.

“Probably can’t collect against Jimmy’s estate, if he even had one, eh?” 

Judge Powers tapped his gavel three times. “Case dismissed—how’s that for you?”

I shrugged, not caring. “Pretty crappy, I guess.”

Back at the office, Tanny was pissed when I told her Powers had dismissed the case.

“Why?”

“Couldn’t find the fee agreement and he set aside the judgment to the guarantor.”

“No fee agreement? Are you sure?” 

She frowned. “I almost always have a guarantor sign.”

“Is that so?” I asked, repeating myself. 

I didn’t appreciate being sent to rough up an AARP member, but I also didn’t feel comfortable lying to my boss. Like my office, it was a shitty spot. On the whole, I figured her sin was worse than mine so managed to squelch those pestering niggles of guilt.

Tanny tilted her head, staring at me for long minutes.

I remained mum, now understanding why Melinda had been so hesitant in sending me off to the docket this morning. It wouldn’t make any difference if I told Tanny how pathetic Jimmy’s grandma looked in her lopsided, toilet paper cozy.

“Judge Powers has it in for me,” Tanny spat out. “Screws me over on fees whenever he can.

“Well, there you go,” I said, playing into her paranoia.

Throughout that day, I’d catch my boss staring at me. That suspicious glint in her eyes didn’t bode well for my future as their associate. Ignoring those stony glares, I promised not to do a decent thing for the rest of the month. I had too much to lose to cross swords with Lucifer. She’d hired me as her associate. The least I could do was pay her lip service.
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Chapter 2 Ted Danveldt, Barkeeper
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Thank God I found a bar in this town! I launched out of my beat-up Ford Festiva and dashed through the rain, needing to outrun my horrible day. The bar’s neon sign beckoned me. I wrenched the door open and burst through it. As I tumbled over the threshold, laughter bubbled from the depths of my belly—well, whadyaknow? I could have sworn I’d forgotten how to laugh.

‘Good’ was too mild to describe how I felt to be away from my crappy office and out of my crowded apartment. Both were depressing for different reasons. At home, boxes waited to be sorted, but I couldn’t face that. All that stuff weighed me down and I wasn’t going to deal with it this week. Maybe next week, maybe not—who knew?

I smoothed blonde, stray hairs back into my ponytail then tightened the belt of my designer brand knock-off trench coat. The coat wasn’t lined and the rain chilled me. I rubbed my palms together, trying to get warm. As I did so, I noticed my nails were shot. I really needed to do something about that. God only knows where my clippers and file were...

“Focus, Coop.” I shook off those trivial concerns and forced myself to pay attention to my surroundings. A single girl, entering an unfamiliar establishment, couldn’t afford to be lackadaisical. I had to pull my head out of my ass.

The bar, “Tipping Cows,” was painted in black and white splotches with hunter green accents. I wondered if the decorator hadn’t been infected with Mad Cow’s disease, but the tables and floors were clean. The place smelled of hops and welcome and that was good enough for me. It sure as hell beat that odor of the law office, which I’d finally pinned as fragrant, dead dreams.

“Hey.”

I turned to see who greeted me. It was the bar- tender. With brown hair, brown eyes which sparkled with humor, he was one deliciously-wrapped package. It didn’t hurt, either, that his t-shirt stretched across a broad chest and the sleeves bulged from muscular shoulders. Man, he was hot.

And leaning against the counter, smiling and not too concerned that I’d been checking him out.

My face heated from embarrassment. It’d been a while since I’d felt any sexual interest. Longer than that when I’d last had sex. Nervous, I stammered out a hello before realizing that he was so busy checking me out, he hadn’t heard my lame-ass greeting.

Suddenly and for reasons I didn’t understand, I was pissed off. 

“Cheese and rice!”

“What?”

I shook my head, unable to respond without wanting to smack the bartender. Which is absurd, really. Wasn’t it? Slug a guy who checked you out after you gave him the look-over? What the hell was wrong with me?

“Hey, I don’t recognize your face and I’m pretty sure I’d remember it.”

I stared at him before muttering, “Unbelievable. Un-fucking-believable.”

“What?” he asked for the second time, clearly flummoxed.

I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes as I explained, “Look, I know your type. You’re a player. And I hate players, so just don’t talk to me, all right?”

I glanced out the window. Rain poured down.

The silence stretched uncomfortably until he said, “Relax. Watch TV, if you want—I won’t bother you.”

“Great. Fine by me,” I said. 

“Fine.” 

I nodded, just to prove I meant it. Taking a deep breath, I found a small table beneath the TV and went to it. As I removed my wet, chilly coat, I sent him a sideways look. 

His gaze hadn’t missed one of my movements. Did he not get it?

“Don’t come on to me.”

He chuckled. 

“I won’t. Not until you ask. Nicely.” 

“Look, I don’t mean to come across as...” 

“Pissy? Bitchy? Hard-ass?”

I glared at him, trying not to grin as I spoke as sternly as I could. 

“Aggravating, but I really don’t need the hassle tonight. I’ve had the worse beginning day of a career.”

The smile slipped from his face. 

“I’m sorry to hear that. How about a beer on the house?”

“That’d be great. Thanks.”

He poured a draft and brought it to my table, setting it down and backing away with his palms held up in a decidedly defensive posture.

“Ha ha,” I said. “Very funny.”

His mouth twitched, but he turned back to the bar. I stayed him by touching his forearm briefly. 

“So...you’re not going to bug me, right?”

He looked at my hand until I withdrew it and said, “You, lady, are one large inconsistency.”

“Promise me,” I said, refusing to be swayed.

He held three fingers in scout formation. 

“I promise.”

Seeing the familiar salute, I snorted then scoffed, “Like you’re a frickin’ Boy Scout.”

“I was!” he protested, returning to his post behind the bar.

“What if I didn’t want a beer?”

He sent me a warning look. 

“Stop being a pain in the ass. Now, do you really want a glass of wine or something else?”

“No.” I lowered my gaze, embarrassed at my bad manners. “Thanks.”

His warm chuckle sounded lovely after the day I’d had. “You really ARE contrary! So, tell me—I’m Ted Danveldt, by the way, owner of this establishment— what made your day so lousy?”

“I practiced law.”

“Ah.” The brow lowered, as if he comprehended a multitude of facts in those three simple words. The recognition could have been insulting if it weren’t so tragically true.

He turned on the television and flipped through the channels until I waved him to stop. The program was some cooking show. I don’t know the first thing about boiling water, so again my mood mystified me.

“What’s your name?” 

“Noneofyourbizwax.”

He roared with laughter, shook his head then greeted other patrons who’d just arrived. 

I dug into the small stainless steel pail of peanuts, snarfing them up as if I were half-starved. Maybe I was. There comes a point, however, when you start to relax that you can feel the tenuous hold on your emotions slipping away. 

Right here in the Tipping Cows bar, sipping a cold beer, it occurred to me that I shouldn’t relax. Lowering my guard might not be for the best, so I searched for shelter. I found that hazy fog which had filtered my brain these past few weeks, and I wrapped it around me like a pillow. All the hard edges of life softened to a murky, surreal plane.

Without attending, my eyes watched the cooking show and a distant part of my brain wondered how I could stare at a screen and not see anything. This detachment happened all the time anymore. Tonight, I embraced it and sank inside the insulating layers of oblivion, glad to be numb.

Picking up a double peanut, I tossed it into my mouth. My tongue played with it then I spit it out and cracked it open. One peanut inside a shell meant for two. Apparently, Mother Nature was a sneaky little trickster who enjoyed gypping me.

“Little bitch.”

Tears came, which I blinked away. 

The television cook nattered in her cheerful tone, reminding her viewers not to make the fundamental mistake of scorching the butter. I wanted to grip her by the throat and yell, ‘Shut the fuck up!’

Maybe I was being pissy?

Some suits entered the bar, which I recognized from earlier in the day. These were the lawyers from Judge Powers’ courtroom, the ones who looked at me like I was Typhoid Mary. 

“Great.”

“Hey.”

Startled, I looked up, unaware the youngest male had approached my table. 

“Hi.”

“I’m Matt Bearus. Can we join you?” He gestured the others to come sit down. As his hand moved, I caught a flash of a gold band. His wedding ring.

“Le-de-dah fantastic,” I mumbled. 

“What?” His blond head bent toward mine.

Speaking louder, I lied, “Sure, that’d be great.”

The other lawyers sat and removed their jackets, loosened their ties. One pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

“I started early.” 

Raising my beer, I made a salute. 

Two laughed, as if I’d made a joke.

They were trying too hard and I wasn’t trying at all.

Matt asked, “Is that your first beer?”

Figuring this wasn’t any of his business, I lied again. “Nope, it’s my fourth.”

Frowning into my mug, I wondered when I’d developed this habit of lying. First about the Cuttlebum fee agreement, now about beer intake? What the fuck was going on in my head? Maybe later, I’d figure it out. Maybe not.

“Fourth? Impressive.” Matt whistled for the bartender, who’d overheard my remark and scowled at me. “Ted, bring us three pitchers.”

“So, you’re Cooper Bach, eh? Work for Tanny Whilts and Sam Hatdiff?”

“Yeah. Today was my first day.”

“And they sent you to an Order in Aid docket to shake down my old Sunday school teacher.” He whistled. “I’m Luke. Luke Winston.”

“Yeah. Nice to meet you, Luke.”

The smoker was named Gary, who had a weak handshake. Nicotine stained his fingers yellow, but his teeth were an impossible shade of white, advertising they were either caps or bleached or both. But compared to James, who was middle aged and balding, Gary didn’t look half bad.

Matt steered the conversation. We all talked about law school. They talked about cases and judges. Soon the discussion descended into some plain, old- fashioned gossip. Rather astonished to discover men talked like a gaggle of hens, I learned who was getting a divorce, who cheated with his secretary, who was sleeping with the judge, and who filed bankruptcy in another town to avoid the embarrassment. It wasn’t a big town; eventually, I’d meet some of these characters. I wasn’t sure if I’d be glad or not, after hearing such details about their personal lives.

“So, you’ll be specializing in divorce law, eh?” Luke asked when a lull occurred. 

“I guess.”

“Funny thing about divorces. Ask a client why he got married and why he’s divorcing, you’ll find a lot of overlap.”

“Who said that?” Gary flicked the ash from his cigarette.

“I did, you idiot.”

“No.” 

He made an irritated gesture and spread ashes across the table. Mechanically, he brushed them to the floor and continued without missing a beat. “I mean, who said it originally?”

Luke rolled his eyes. “You want me to cite my source? For fuck’s sake, Gary.”

The men glared at each other until Luke chuckled.

“All right, you asshole. Probably Mignon McLaughlin.”

“Who’s that?”

“How the hell should I know? You asked, I told you. Now shut up about it.”

Gary refilled everyone’s mug, pouring from the pitcher as he considered this advice. “Probably Mignon McLaughlin? Then you’re not sure? Can’t be a direct quote then.”

“I paraphrased, okay? Now quit busting my chops.” Luke snapped.

“They’re also doing that—squabbling,” Matt explained. “Like an old married couple.”

James thumped the table, signaling silence. “Enough. I propose a toast.”

“Okay. What to?” I asked.

“To our clients, magnificent bastards that they are.”

Several agreed. “Hear, hear.”

A silence broken by sounds of slurping followed.

Turning to Luke, I asked him to explain what he’d meant by the two lists.

“Take the guy who wants to marry a stay-at-home wife. Very traditional, conservative. He likes having her at home until he decides to scratch his itch with the young thing at the office. Now he wants to ditch the wife, who’s suddenly a lazy bum, sucking him dry. He doesn’t want to pay alimony—”

“Who does?” Gary asked.

Matt nodded. “Sure, but the wife’s been out of the workforce for ten or fifteen years. Who’s going to hire her? She’s got no game, no skills. Can’t compete in the work force.”

“Or against the pretty, young girls who will screw her husband’s brains out, wedding vows notwithstanding.” Luke shook his head.

“Ouch. She’s screwed,” I popped a peanut into my mouth.

“Course she is.” Gary dusted the table top, brushing off the peanut shells. “Works both ways, you know. The girl marries her high school sweetheart who was such a great partier then gets surprised when he cheats on her. Christ, what did she think was going to happen?”

“Marriage is the leading cause of divorce,” Matt said with mock severity.

“In both instances you’ve cited, the guy can’t keep his zipper shut,” I said.

Gary and James looked at each other then gave me a pitying glance.

“Most guys can’t,” James explained gently.

Luke grinned then waved off Gary and James’ phony solicitude. 

“But the point is if you’re looking for grounds for divorce, they’re pretty easy to find. The trick to avoiding divorce court is to look for the grounds for marriage.” 

He glared at Gary and acknowledged, “Robert Anderson.”

“Don’t know him.” 

Bored, Gary drank his beer. After a few swallows, he frowned at Luke and said, “Why can’t you just quote Shakespeare? Somebody everybody knows?”

Exasperated, he muttered, “You’re an idiot. Not everyone knows Shakespeare.”

“I may be an idiot, but I know Shakespeare.”

I glanced at Matt, who was smiling as if to ask, ‘See? What did I say? Old married couple.’

“Still, Coop,” James said, “Practicing divorce law sucks. It’s watching a train wreck every day and not being able to stop it.”

“Just when you think nobody can be this stupid, in walks your next client and proves you wrong.”

Around 10:00 o’clock, Gary stood up and said he needed to get home. He made his goodbyes and left a twenty dollar tip for Ted.

Twenty dollar tips weren’t in my budget. Matt, James, and Luke left generous tips, too.

James asked if I was okay to drive myself home and I said, yeah. Watching me, he guessed the cause of my embarrassment and slipped another twenty beneath the pitcher. 

“I’ll cover your tip. I remember what it’s like to be fresh out of law school, broke as hell.”

“Oh, no, that’s all right—” 

“Forget it,” he said.

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

“Nice to meet you, Coop. See you around.” 

James whistled as he trailed Matt, who waved goodbye from the door.

Luke hovered, standing at the table and giving me a considering look, as if he were trying to decide whether to tell me something.

“Yes, Luke?”

He shook off the brown study he’d fallen into and said, “You seem like a nice person, Cooper. Watch yourself, okay?”

“Watch for what?”

“Watch out for Tanny. She’s a real bitch. Part- psycho. It’s no secret. If you need to talk, call me.” He handed me his business card then scribbled his cell number on the back.

“Okay,” I said, thanking him. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.” 

I watched him leave, feeling less lonely than I had when I’d entered the bar. Being around the other lawyers made me feel...like somebody had my back.

Taking my purse, I went to the ladies’ room and studied my reflection for the first time in weeks. My cheek bones protruded so that my face was pale and gaunt. Mentally, I promised myself I’d start wearing make-up. And stop being pissy to bartenders.

I had to apologize to Ted. Just because I’d had a rough day—a rough year—I’d been rude to the guy. From the amount of tips he received, the Suits held Ted in high regard. It was a small community; it’d be better if I patched things up.

“Here goes nothing, Cooper Bach.” 

Bracing myself for the confrontation, I squared my shoulders and marched from the bathroom—walking straight into the bartender.

“Geezus!” In the crash I dropped my purse. 

“Sorry,” he said.

“Were you lurking out here?”

A single brow lifted as he asked, “Lurking?” 

I shrugged his hands off my shoulders.

His brown eyes narrowed at the rebuff.

“Sorry.” I sighed then slumped. “I meant to come out and apologize for my earlier rudeness.”

He folded his arms across his body, just as frustrated with me as I was with him. “So?”

“So?”

“So, I’m waiting for my apology.” 

I snapped, “Fine. I apologize.” 

“Want to give it another go?”

The absurdity of the situation struck me and the corners of my mouth twitched. Glancing at his face, his irritation had left, but the expression which replaced it scared me to death.

“Bye.” Without breaking stride, I snatched my coat off the back of my chair and headed for the door, flinging it over my head. Outside the bar I dashed through the pouring rain to my car, stepping into a puddle and sliding across the pavement. “Fucking fantastic.” My black ballet slippers were completely soaked.

At my car, I paused, searching for my keys, only to discover I had no purse. “Shit!”

For the second time in as many minutes, I turned and collided with Ted.

He thrust my purse at me. “You forgot this, Miss Pissy.”

He held an umbrella over my head, protecting me from the worse of the downpour.

“Oh.” I shuffled aside and he stepped into the space as we shared the umbrella.

His eyes were warm, the color of caramel. That single brow lifted again, reminding me that I’d been staring. Giving myself a mental shake, I searched through my purse trying to find my car keys. My breaths came in gulps and I wiped my wet cheeks.

“Are you all right?” 

“I’m not crying.”

“Of course not.” His tone belied his words.

“I’m just exhausted.” 

I jostled my purse. “Where the hell are my keys?”

He handed the umbrella to me and without arguing, I handed him my purse.

Deftly, he found the keys and unlocked my car door. He opened it, gently moving me out of the way to do so then helped me sit down.

“You’re okay to drive, aren’t you? I could swear you didn’t drink that much.” 

One of his hands rested on the door frame, the other held the umbrella. His body blocked the wind and rain and it felt nice to pretend I existed in this small, protected pocket.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay.” I’d spoken the refrain so many times before, it’d become second nature.

Yes, those eyes were definitely caramel-colored.

He leaned down and kissed me. His mouth brushed mine twice, maybe three times, as soft as a butterfly’s wings.

My fingertips flew to my lips where tiny flames had erupted.

“Go,” he said. 

Without another word, he jogged back to the bar, dodging puddles. 

I watched the red dot of his umbrella jounce his progress.

Staring into nothing, I sat there momentarily. Something big had just happened. Something shifted inside me, like that tight little ball in the pit of my stomach had begun to roll and gather momentum. I had a sudden flash of insight where my anger was coming from—that ball, which had been set into motion, dripped rage in its trail. The pieces of my broken heart were reforming, coalescing into a new pattern.

It frightened me. That’s why I ran from Ted, why I was—what had he called it? Miss Pissy. In the early days following Gloria’s death, I sought out the numbness of the fog. Perhaps, like some opiate addict, I’d clung too tightly to it.

As I drove home, I mourned another loss. Without being told, I knew the brain fog had been a blessing and that life was very much going to suck without it there to blunt the pain of losing my sister, Gloria. Now that brain fog was leaving me, too, and I mourned its loss. Was that why I cried as I drove home in the rain?
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Chapter 3 Mr. Flotaki Abrams
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Tanny was still annoyed with me. She’d said ‘Good morning’ but not in any way that could be interpreted as cheerful. She wore high heels and a purple shantung silk dress. Even the clang of her golden bracelets sounded irritated. Looking like she’d stepped out of an exclusive clothing line catalog, Tanny could have been a model. Already tall, she insisted heels gave her an edge and she exploited it to intimate others during sticky negotiation sessions. She laughed at my ballet slippers, still damp from last evening’s foray across the flooded parking lot.

Sitting with one hip propped on Melinda’s desk, Tanny cast an assessing gaze over my linen dress, another outfit purchased on clearance in a department store. Tutting, she rolled her eyes, then gave a conspiratorial look to the receptionist. “What’s to be done with that one?”

“She’ll learn,” Melinda replied.

I clamped my lips shut, determined to purchase a designer suit and rub her nose in it. Then I recalled my strict, anemic budget. That designer suit wouldn’t be happening anytime in the near future. Maybe not for another year or two.

“I’m meeting Mr. Abrams. Come sit in on the appointment,” Lucifer ordered, unwinding her long legs and rising from Melinda’s desk.

“Now?”

She didn’t answer. My question, I think, was too stupid to merit a reply. 

“This custody battle could be worth ten grand if we play our cards right. Abrams is good at paying his bill. Got to love clients like that, don’t we, Mel?”

“You bet, boss.” Without looking up, the woman continued typing on her keyboard.

“What are you working on?” I whispered to Melinda, forgetting my earlier resolutions to try not to befriend anybody.

“Billings,” she whispered back. Then she gave me a wink.

That made me grin.

I turned, following the silken-clad devil to her office. 

“What do you want me to do?”

She used an envelope opener to rip into her mail. Waving it around the room, she replied, “Take notes. Research topics. Flesh out arguments.”

“Take notes, look for topics to research, flesh out the issues.” 

I nodded, then referred to yesterday’s assignment from her husband/partner. “What about the Bronski motion Sam wanted me to draft?”

“Sure, you should do that, but after we meet with Ed. If you run out of time, work through lunch,” she offered.

Lucifer’s pet client, Mr. Abrams, was a meaty businessman covered in body hair and wearing a torn t- shirt that was too-tight. He topped it off with a navy windbreaker. His dark eyes, closely set, lent him a villainous look. Stubble dotted his jawline. More than a days’ worth. When he removed the windbreaker, he belched, and the hair on his forearms spiked. It moved, swaying in the wind, like a flotaki rug hoisted on a flag pole. His hello was a clammy, painful handshake, the whiff of the last thing he ate still lingering near.

I didn’t like him. And I didn’t know anyone who would. He was that kind of a guy. A real asshole.

My role was more stenographer than anything else. The attorney/client interview between Psycho and Flotaki could have been scripted for a play. Only thing, I couldn’t figure out if this was supposed to be a comedy or a tragedy.

“Me and Louisa—you remember her—you did the divorce—what was that? One? Two years ago?”

Tanny corrected him, “Eight months ago. Joint custody. Property division weighed heavily in your favor. Short-term marriage. Nasty child support obligation per the state guidelines.”

“Yeah,” Flotaki spat. “Four Hundred Fifty frickin’ dollars a month!”

“On the income you DID report. They totally missed your unreported income, which is pretty substantial. Her attorney should have been more aggressive on that issue, but it was a lucky break for us.”

“Yeah, that Louisa is always asking for more money.”

“For what?” Tanny boggled.

If you’ve never seen the devil affronted, it’s hilarious. Despite my initial dislike for Flotaki, the man was amusing. I had to bite the insides of my cheeks to keep from smiling.

“Oh, you know.” He waved his hand. “School lunches, field trips, Traylor’s dance costumes—stuff like that.”

“You don’t give it to her, do you?” 

“Sometimes it’s hard to say no.”

“I can’t believe she does that. How low can you get? I mean, really! That’s what child support is for. Don’t let her hassle you,” she scolded.

If Flotaki paid the actual amount he owed, based on his real income, perhaps his ex-wife wouldn’t hassle him for more dough? Just a thought. I glanced at Tanny. What a windbag.

Flotaki handed her a few sheets of paper. Tanny rifled through them, scanning them quickly before handing them to me.

Looking up from them, her gaze narrowed on him and her lips tightened. “So why does she want supervised visitation now?”

He wiped his shiny upper lip.

After a beat of staring at her non-responsive client, she says, “You’re still screwing her, aren’t you?”

His tubby gut lifted with his heavy sigh. “Yeah.”

“Does Caroline know?”

Frowning, I ask, “Who’s Caroline?”

Flotaki glares me into silence.

Her lips curving in displeasure, Tanny tells Mr. Abrams, “Don’t mind her. She’s only my associate. She won’t bother us anymore.”

“Oh. I get it. I’m supposed to be quiet.”

Together, they craned their heads toward me, blistering me with contemptuous looks.

I gulp. “Sorry.”

“Louisa’s still a sweet tail. You know how she is. Those big titties...” His eyes half-closed as he lost himself in reminisces. His hands spread as if he were cupping his ex-wife’s boobs.

I shifted in my seat, more than a little creeped out.

“For God’s sake! Does Caroline know? About you and Louisa?”

“God, no!”

Tanny’s mouth stretched into an evil grin.

“If Caroline finds out, you’ll be headed for divorce number two, though, am I right?”

“Yeah, and Caroline’s gonna cost me shitloads more than Louisa ever dreamed about.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“Louisa’s threatening to tell Caroline about me and her.”

Well, maybe Louisa wasn’t such a dummy, after all.

Meanwhile, this little pearl landed with the force of napalm, destroying a forest. 

“That witch!” Tanny said.

“I know.”

“So Louisa is essentially blackmailing you? Wanting more child support so she doesn’t spill the beans to Carolina, eh?”

“Yeah, that skanky little bitch.” 

Hearing his attorney summarize it added a couple of notches to Flotaki’s Indignation Register.

Tanny grabbed the documents back from me, flipping to the second page. 

“Right here. See?” 

Flashing the paragraph at me, as if I could read it, she nodded. “Louisa says the children’s aren’t safe when they’re with you in the shop. That you’re leaving them alone for a long time around dangerous machinery. Yada, yada.”

“I know.” 

His shoulders dropped in relief as he discovered his attorney understood the nasty plight he’d found himself in. “Well, she ain’t gonna blackmail me. If she can’t afford the kids, then I’ll just take them and raise them.”

He followed up with that threat by cracking his knuckles.

I flipped back through the original filing papers, trying to find the names and ages of the kids.

Tanny clucked sympathetically for poor Mr. Abrams.

“You were wise to come to me. Louisa could have played you, taken advantage of your generous nature. But you didn’t let that happen. You were smart.” 

She stood, walked around her desk, and sat behind it. She moved the keyboard closer to her, pounded out another fee agreement and spoke. 

“We have to fight fire with fire. She drew first blood by filing that motion, opening everything up again. Has to go in to mediation—you know the drill. Just don’t agree to anything you don’t want. Tell her you’ll take the kids, she can see them a couple evenings during the week and every other weekend. That oughta convince her not to fuck with you anymore.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
PURRRIAIY)

—
A_l i, i
=
()

TRACY EDINGFIELD





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





