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1


‘I know he’s seeing a woman he’s got three children older than, Mrs Kunsman …


‘I know she wears peek-a-boo skirts and no underwear on her boobies …


‘I know they’re probably doing things that will kill him what with his heart …


‘I know she’s only after his money, I know your children are upset, I know the neighbors talk, I know all that and more, Mrs Kunsman, and I have to tell you the same thing I told you the last time you called: there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it. You got the house and car and cat and half the assets and two thousand a month and a medical plan plus dental. He got the dog and what amounts to a permit to do the things you tell me he’s been doing. And that’s all there is, Mrs Kunsman. The system doesn’t let you spank him or send him to bed without his dinner or cover up his girlfriend’s boobies. It only lets you take his money and keep his name if you want it. My advice is to forget about him and her and make a new life for yourself.


‘I know it’s easier said than done for a woman almost sixty, married forty years, Mrs Kunsman. I know that as well as I know my own name.’


Deep within the fifth floor of the Hanford Professional Building, in one of the three windowless rooms that constituted the Law Offices of D.T. Jones, Attorney and Counselor at Law, Juris Doctor, Professional Corporation, Certified Specialist in Family Law, Available Day or Night, D.T. Jones who was all those things put down the phone, then reached across his littered desk and pressed a button on his cassette deck and silenced Willie Nelson in mid-lament. Then he glanced at the clock on the wall beside the framed photograph of John and Robert Kennedy he had purchased at a flea market for a buck from an Armenian exactly six years and six days after Jack had been shot in Dallas, the portrait marking generally the last time D.T. had felt an expression of optimism was warranted about anything remotely governmental, which included nearly everything, when you stopped to think about it.


The clock read 8:45. D.T. swallowed a dwindling chip of Cloret, unbuckled his thirty-two-inch belt, unzipped his thirty-four-inch slacks, stuffed the ends of his crew-neck T-shirt and the tails of his oxfordcloth button-down back below his waist, then redid his slacks and donned his size thirty-eight long side-vented blazer with the missing sleeve button and the cigarette burn above the left side pocket, snugged his challis necktie more firmly around his fifteen-inch neck, and forced the slightly frayed cuffs of his thirty-six-inch sleeves out of sight with a shrug of his narrow shoulders with the protruding clavicles that had provoked a giggle in every woman who had ever seen them. Dressed the way he had dressed for twenty years, he walked to the door and went into the neat, bright realm of his outer office, the domain of his secretary, Bobby E. Lee Merryweather.


Bobby E. Lee took one look at his boss and shook his tight black curls, then slid a three-inch stack of file folders across the desk. D.T. eyed the files and then eyed Bobby E. Lee, who was, on that morning as on all mornings, so impossibly pretty that the back issues of the magazines on the coffee table across from his desk, even the ones with Burt and Loni on the cover, were never touched by the waiting women. ‘How many?’ D.T. asked him.


‘Seven.’


‘Problems?’


‘Not that I’ve heard.’


‘Same time, same station?’


‘Roger.’


‘Then let the Friday Fiasco begin,’ D.T. proclaimed with the only grandeur that the day would bring. ‘I may be gone for the duration,’ he added, as his head pulsed to the legato beat of his hangover.


‘Oh, no, you won’t,’ Bobby E. Lee countered. ‘You’ve got three appointments. You told me I could schedule them. If you want to cancel, call them yourself.’


D.T. waved off the challenge. ‘If I’m not back by two you know what to do.’


Bobby E. Lee shook his fluffy head again, this time with resignation. ‘The flu or Chicago?’ The words rose like gulls, above a bog of sour disgust.


D.T.’s pose became theatrical. ‘The flu, I think. One can recover more quickly from the flu than from Chicago, and one must always allow for recovery in the unlikely event that one discovers a place he actually wants to be or a person he actually wants to be with.’


‘You’re real bad today, aren’t you, Mr J? You always talk like an Englishman when you’re hung over real bad.’


‘Accurate as always, Bobby.’


D.T. scooped the pile of files under his arm and left his office. After a glance at his watch, he walked the two blighted blocks to the former grade school that now sheltered the southside division of the county court, through air that was already too warm and wet to please anything but fish and joggers, past the squat, concrete-block offices of bail bondsmen and tax preparers and lawyers even lower on the professional ladder than himself, around the panhandlers and prostitutes who knew him well enough to wave, then leave him alone.


He was running late. Judge Hoskins’ clerk was closing the door with a liver-spotted hand as D.T. trotted down the marble hall toward Courtroom Two. ‘Hold it, Walter,’ D.T. called out. ‘Can’t start the show without the star.’


Walter’s flesh trembled around his laugh. ‘If it’s you, D.T., it must be Friday already.’ A pink smile broke the gray ceramic of Walter’s face, which then mended itself gradually.


‘Friday it is, Walter. How’s His Honor today?’


Walter rolled his eyes. ‘How’s he ever? Best you watch your step. He’s still grumping about the one that speechified on that guru, what’s-ever-you-call-him, Maha-I-don’t-know-who. The judge don’t like speechifying, D.T. Not on Fridays, he don’t.’


Walter’s Gulf Coast accent acted on D.T. like a feather. He placed his arm across the fat man’s shoulders. ‘No problems today, Walter. You have a good weekend. Reno?’


‘You bet,’ Walter said as he passed D.T. through the door before he closed it. ‘Hundred and a half for baby’s new shoes last Sunday. Keno at the Grand.’


‘Quit while you’re ahead, Walter. That’s my advice to keno players and married women.’


Walter ignored his counsel. ‘Who you like in the feature, D.T.?’ he whispered.


D.T. shook his head. ‘Half the field’s scratched, so it’s a sucker bet, Walter. You got a better play at keno.’


‘I hear you talking, D.T.,’ Walter said, a grin again separating his pulpy lips. ‘I got just one question. Who you got your money on?’


D.T. smiled. ‘Mama’s Buns at eight to one. But you’re on your own, Walter. I don’t recommend the action.’


‘I been on my own since I was ten, D.T. Begins to look like it’ll be full time.’


Walter waved and moved toward the chair directly below the judge’s bench. Once there he would serve as everything from a bouncer to the custodian of admitted evidence to the nearest human target for Judge Hoskins’ rubber bands on the frequent occasions when the expressway justice became strewn with man-made obstructions and the judge was moved to shoot at something.


D.T. slapped Walter on the shoulder as he passed, turned right at the second sow of benches, and slid across the empty pew, looking all the while at the seven women who faced and watched him, their eyes locked on his and therefore sliding as he slid, their expressions mid-way between a plea and a barely stifled wail. His clients. Fodder for the Fiasco.


Appropriately, they sat like prisoners. Shoulder to shoulder, dress to dress, nylons to nylons, and dread to dread, they occupied the entire left portion of the back row of the courtroom, waiting patiently, all just as Bobby E. Lee had instructed. Bobby E. Lee issued wonderfully lambent instructions, but in one way each of the women had strayed. Hair too stiff, lips too red, cheeks mottled from the use and abuse of makeup, they all had tried hard to be something they were not and in the process had masked the one thing they all unquestionably were – young and undeserving of what they had endured in marriage.


D.T. had seen each of them for thirty minutes, a degree of client contact considered insanely bloated by most other practitioners in his specialty. One such, Randolph Q. Spivey, Esquire, boasted he had reduced his clients’ claim on him to an average of seventy-two seconds. His goal was forty-five, at which time he would, according to his accountants, be earning one hundred and twenty thousand dollars a year. Net.


Of course it was not a perfect world. Even in D.T.’s practice most of the actual work was done by a secretary – forms filled out, questions asked and answered, cautions issued, script rehearsed, assurances conferred, and, most important of all and therefore the first in time, the entire fee obtained up front. At each of these tasks Bobby E. Lee was far more proficient than D.T., so the client suffered not at all from the arrangement. For his part, D.T. mostly listened – a high percentage of women came to him primarily to publicize their predicaments and to be told, emphatically and repeatedly, they weren’t crazy to think what they thought and feel what they felt. Then he asked questions designed to discover how in the world the woman had managed to get herself into the fix she was in. Only then did he explain, if she asked, how she could get out of it and what it would cost her and why she couldn’t pay on credit.


‘All set, ladies?’


D.T. eyed them one by one. Seven heads nodded, seven mouths stayed silent. D.T. quickly reviewed the files, then read off seven names and received seven nods in Pavlovian return.


Their stories were as interchangeable as their gestures. All of them had been married in their teens, all were barely literate, all worked at menial jobs involving food and could at any moment be replaced by workers in the country illegally, and all were married to raving ass-holes – drunks, addicts, or cretins who were in jail or in debt or in the next state in what they thought was love with a woman other than the one they had promised to cherish until death.


But the women were human as well as forsaken, and thus there were differences among them. Each had her own story, her own pet of anguish that accompanied her everywhere, the leash a chain of sorrow. One had a brother with a blood disease that was killing him, whom she visited every Sunday in a hospital a hundred miles from where she lived, fighting off drunken mashers on the Trailways every mile of the way. Once she had been almost raped in the toilet at the rear of the bus. Twice a guy had barfed all over her nice clean frock. Another of the women was married to a guy who made her wear Frederick’s of Hollywood costumes whenever they went to a party, ones that displayed an expanse of her breasts not always excluding the nipples. And one was leaving the next day for Alaska to work as a cocktail waitress in a town near the pipeline where she’d heard a girl with a good body and a friendly smile could earn five hundred a week in tips without having to do anything but stand on her feet for eight hours and listen to stories about the girl back home. And if she was willing to spend some time on her back as well, she could get rich quick if she wasn’t supporting a habit. And one of them had caught herpes from her husband who had earlier caught it from her sister, and one was going regularly to AA, and one was worried because her last period had lasted two weeks and she didn’t know why and couldn’t afford to hire a doctor who would tell her, and on and on. For over a year, D.T. appeared in court on behalf of five such women every week. He loved them all, and wished he could lavish them with riches, introduce them to swains, bathe them in oils, dress them in silks, shelter them from future sadness, all of which would be within the power of the thing he wished he was: Sir Jones. Knight Errant. Brave and Stalwart. Champion of the Miswed. But instead of silks and oils, on every Friday in the most definitely unfantastic atmosphere of the city’s civil courts, D.T. Jones would obtain for his clients the minimum legal judgment available to women of their station – a Default Divorce. No alimony, no property settlement, no nothing, usually. Only the silent disintegration of a vow, to be memorialized six months hence in a humdrum legal form, with appropriate boxes checked and blanks filled in and notices and warnings printed in boldface at the bottom, entirely unsuitable for framing.


‘Remember your lines?’ he continued.


Another seven nods.


‘Answer “yes” unless I rub my nose,’ he reminded. ‘Then answer “no.” Right?’


Seven nods.


‘You’ll do just fine. Just stay here till I call you up. We’ll probably be last, so relax. In an hour you’ll be free from the biggest mistake of your life. Then you can go make another one just like it.’


Because he had already started sliding toward the center aisle he doubted they could hear the last, but he didn’t care if they had. Recidivism in the domestic relations business was as rampant as in crime, and was far less excusable, since for a woman a year in a bad marriage was far worse than a year in jail.


D.T. walked to the bar of the court, nodding to the few lawyers he knew and liked, ignoring the rest, and read through the divorce court’s calendar for the day – the Ditto List, Bobby E. Lee called it. As always, the table of civil strifes amused him: Crater v. Crater; Winthrop v. Winthrop; Koleski v. Koleski; such v. such; so on v. so on; etc. v. etc.


D.T.’s ladies were last on the Ditto List, as he knew they would be. Judge Hoskins was disgusted by D.T.’s practice and made no secret of it. On the contrary, the judge frequently made a prayer of his distaste, asking a higher power for deliverance from D.T. and settling for putting D.T. off as long as he could by relegating him to the bottom of the calendar, which meant D.T. would waste a lot of time waiting his turn, time for which he would not be compensated, monetarily or even otherwise, as the judge well knew. At times Judge Hoskins refused to call D.T.’s cases at all, explaining that enough was enough, that he would not have his weekend ruined by knowing participation in assembly-line justice.


Part of the reason for his enmity was that Judge Hoskins was Catholic, which meant that in his eyes D.T. made his living abetting sin. Another part was that the judge had never himself been married, and thus assumed divorce to be a blame-ridden event and wives to be the only conceivable source of it. Still another part was that the judge was an arrogant ass who mistakenly felt he was qualified to be sitting on the state supreme court rather than in the family law department of the southside division. All of which should have disqualified him from domestic matters if not the entire spectrum of jurisprudence, but which, despite numerous official and unofficial complaints to the judicial council, seemed to mean that Judge Hoskins would hear nothing but domestic matters until the day he died. Actually, D.T. had a degree of sympathy for the embattled jurist. D.T.’s practice depressed him too, at times, until he made himself remember that the assembly line was what, more than anything but John Marshall and the Bill of Rights, had made America great.


There were at least a dozen matters ahead of him on the Ditto List, so when D.T. heard Walter’s gavel rap to proclaim the arrival of the judge he went out into the hall to wait. Attorneys and clients scurried past him on all sides, on their ways to courtrooms where fates other than divorce awaited them. D.T. paid them no mind. Other branches of the law no longer existed for him. He hadn’t appeared in court on anything but a domestic case in years. He hadn’t, in fact, had a client who wasn’t a woman in the throes of a matrimonial earthquake in over eighteen months. This drift toward specialty – divorce work – and subspecialty – wronged wives – was accidental as far as D.T. could tell, the product of a series of good results and the word of mouth they fostered in the network of desperate women that operated, like a conjugal Resistance, in all areas of the city.


‘Hey D.T. Remember me?’


D.T. moved from under the hand that plucked at his shoulder like a shrike and looked back at its owner.


‘Jerome. How the hell are you?’


‘Great, D.T. How about you?’


‘Adequate at best. What brings you down to the wild side? You’re still with Bronwin, Kilt and Loftis, aren’t you? The law of the rich and their many irritants?’


Jerome Fitzgerald smiled uneasily, patted his razor-cut, adjusted his horn-rims, and glanced quickly at the people milling within earshot. When he remembered he was nowhere he visibly relaxed.


Jerome’s clothes betrayed his mind. His shirt was white and his shoes were shined, and his suit lay on him like a tan. A pristine inch of handkerchief protruded from his breast pocket, a campaign ribbon from a bloodless war. His glow was fluorescent; his posture martial. ‘My sister was in a fender-bender,’ he explained. ‘Her trial starts today. I’m here to hold her hand.’


‘Who’s her lawyer?’


‘Lester Farnholtz.’


‘You’d be better off holding her pocketbook.’


Jerome’s smile undulated beneath his too-sharp nose. ‘Always with the joke, D.T. Just like in law school. It kept you off the law review, you know. That attitude.’


‘I know, Jerome, and I thank God for this attitude every day of my life.’


‘Come on, D.T. Everyone wanted to make law review.’


‘Just let me say this about that, Jerome. We traveled in such different circles that yours was in fact a square.’


Having mistakenly assumed that time had pressed out the wrinkles in D.T.’s personality, Jerome looked for an exit of physical or conversational dimensions. ‘So what are you up to these days, D.T.?’ he asked, lacking a semblance of interest in the answer.


‘I specialize in the consequences of lust, Jerome.’


Jerome frowned. ‘Divorce?’


‘Dissolution is its current sobriquet, my man, although like you I eschew it as a pulseless modernism. Dissolution, from the Latin dissolutatus, meaning fed up. How about you? You and Kathy still knee-deep in marital bliss?’


Impossibly, Jerome grew more funereal. ‘We split up three years ago, D.T.’


‘Oh? That’s too bad. I always liked Kathy. Who was her lawyer?’


‘Well, I was, I guess. I mean, the firm sort of handled the whole thing. Made a nice arrangement for both of us.’


D.T. laughed. ‘How’s she getting along on food stamps, Jerome?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Jerome reset the already impeccable knot in his tie.


‘She still in town? There’s a remedy or two for that kind of ethical obtuseness that I’d like to apprise her of.’


‘Now, D.T.,’ Jerome said, and started to move away. But for some sudden reason D.T. wanted him to stay.


Jerome Fitzgerald had been one of the students he most despised in law school, one of those who had always known they wanted to be lawyers and had always known why – money and power and deductible vacations. No cause, no principle, no reformist zeal, just a respectably lucrative job. Less pressure than medicine, more fashionable than real estate or insurance, less risky than wildcatting or drug dealing. D.T. had once overheard a girl ask Jerome to name his favorite novel and movie and symphony. The novel was The Robe; the movie Spartacus; the symphony The Grand Canyon Suite. Yet Jerome provoked a certain fascination in D.T., an awe of his ignorance of doubt, of his seamless self-confidence, of his assessment of a scrambled world in such simple forms and rules that he could doubtlessly vote Republican, belong to the ABA, drive a car that cost as much as a house, and, in his racy moments, make snide remarks about divorce lawyers and liberal politicians and people who slept in doorways and ate free food.


‘Hang on a minute, Jerome,’ D.T. urged. ‘What else you been doing for the last twenty years? You made partner yet?’


‘Of course.’


‘What department?’


‘Litigation.’


‘Really? Don’t see you down here in the trial courts much. Never, as a matter of fact.’


‘Most of our work is in federal court.’


‘Yeah? Like what?’


‘Oh, antitrust. Commercial litigation. Securities fraud.’


‘Yeah? Which side you on? The frauder or the fraudee? As if I didn’t know.’


Jerome hitched up his slacks and searched again for a path that led away from where he was. ‘How many jury trials you had?’ D.T. probed, conscious that he was close to pillory.


‘I … I’m not sure. I don’t keep count.’


‘Come on, Jerome. How many?’


‘Uh …’


‘Five? Ten?’


‘Well, none, actually. Most of our matters settle before trial, of course. All of them, actually. Protracted litigation is so … expensive.’


‘Right, right,’ D.T. agreed. ‘Expensive and scary, too. Right? I mean, there’s always that chance the old jury foreman will stand up and look you right in the eye and say, “Jerome, my man. You fucking lose.” Right? I do a little litigation myself, as a matter of fact. Not federal, of course. No big deal. Just who gets the kids and who pays the rent and the orthodontist. So let’s have lunch. Huh, Jerome?’


Jerome adjusted his tie again. ‘Sure, D.T. Next time you’re uptown give me a call.’


‘Next time I’m uptown I’ll have taken a wrong turn,’ D.T. said. ‘But I am eager to reminisce about the good old days. Like, remember that multiple-choice exam old Hardflood threw at us in estate tax?’


Jerome smiled and fingered the Coif medal that swung from his watch chain like a soggy sock. ‘God, yes. What a total incompetent.’


D.T. laughed and slapped Jerome on the back. ‘You can say that again. And remember how often you looked over at my paper? Huh? At least a dozen times, as I recall. God, that was a scream, wasn’t it? The way you cribbed your way through that one?’


‘Hey. Wait a minute, D.T. I never …’


D.T. turned his back and went inside the courtroom and sat in the row in front of his string of frightened ladies.


Judge Hoskins was especially snappy as he moved through the calendar, which meant things clipped along at just below Mach two. Witnesses and attorneys were cut off in mid-word. Judgments were uttered before requested. Silences were castigated. ‘Blutz v. Blutz,’ Walter finally called, and looked at D.T. and grinned.


‘Show time,’ D.T. whispered to the women behind him, and then stood up. ‘Ready, Your Honor.’


He turned back to the row of women. ‘Mrs Blutz? You’re on. Relax and enjoy it. The court will set you free.’


He allowed the trembling woman to precede him down the aisle. When they reached the counsel table he whispered for her to leave her gum with him, a stunt she managed with a minimum of notoriety, then directed her to the witness chair to the right of Judge Hoskins’ elevated throne. D.T. placed his pile of files on the counsel table and looked into the immaculate scowl of the Honorable Willard Hoskins, Judge of the Circuit Court.


‘How many this morning, Jones?’ Each word was dipped in what the judge would have called justifiable vitriol and what D.T. would have called unearned pomposity.


‘Seven, Your Honor.’


‘All defaults?’


‘Yes.’


‘No husbands popping out of the woodwork today, demanding jury trials? No children suddenly announcing a preference to live with Daddy in Tahiti? No last minute allegations of spousal abuse or incestuous assault?’ The judge rolled his eyes and rubbed his nose.


‘No, Your Honor.’ D.T. bowed in chastened humility before the court’s unchallengeable rectitude and rolled Jerlene Blutz’ Double-mint into a ball and stuck it to the underside of the counsel table.


‘You may begin.’


Begin he did. Questions of name, age, address, length of marriage, length of residence in the state and county, venue established, jurisdiction established, judicial system engaged. Then the high hard ones, in the language of a statute thought by the legislature and its advisors to be an advance in the sociolegal approach to crumbling domesticity – ‘Have you and your husband experienced irreconcilable differences during your marriage, Mrs Blutz?’ Why yes, that’s just what we’ve experienced, Mr Jones; irreconcilable differences. A whole mess of them, too. Just that kind. ‘And have these irreconcilable differences led to the irremediable breakdown of your marriage, Mrs Blutz?’ You took the words right out of my mouth, Mr Jones. That’s just what they led to, the what-you-call-it-breakdown. Bang. ‘Petition for interlocutory decree of dissolution granted. Next case.’


Five more times D.T. observed the ritual, and the staging and the script were flawless. ‘And have you and your husband experienced irreconcilable differences, Mrs Rodriguez?’


‘What is that? I no understand.’


‘Have you and your husband had problems? Arguments?’


‘Fight? You mean do we fight?’


‘Yes.’


‘Si. We fight. It’s José’s fault. Tequila make him loco.’


D.T. began to sweat. ‘Fault is not at issue here, Mrs Rodriguez, as we discussed. Now, have these differences with your husband led to the irremediable breakdown of your marriage?’


‘The furnace is what break down. Is that what you mean? The furnace break down and so I no pay the rent and the landlord he come put a paper in the door that say we got to leave by Sunday and I talk to woman at the neighborhood center by the laundromat and she send me to Legal Aid and they tell me to come here today and so here I am and I say we no leave. Huh? Is this when I say that? We no leave!’


‘Mr Jones.’


The judge’s voice awakened the dead and deeply buried. ‘Unless I miss my guess the young lady is here to defend an unlawful detainer action, not to petition for the dissolution of her marriage to the excitable José. There is undoubtedly another Rodriguez in the building, detailing her marital woes in response to questions about the furnace. Perhaps if you interviewed your clients, Mr Jones, these travesties would not occur. I suggest you give it a try. In the meantime, I suggest you point this Mrs Rodriguez in the right direction. I also suggest, no advise, that if this happens again in my courtroom you will immediately be jailed for contempt and the bar association will be notified of the way in which you conduct your practice. Such as it is. Court is adjourned.’


As Walter rolled his eyes and scurried after the departing jurist, D.T. picked up his files and whispered some words to the witness and guided her to the master calendar board, then directed her to Courtroom Six, where Watson v. Rodriguez – Unlawful Detainer – was scheduled for hearing. Then D.T. looked in the appropriate places for his Mrs Rodriguez. Not finding her, D.T. left the building. Another day, another dollar, another slap of shame. D.T.’s only consolation was that no one except his ex-wife had ever called him anything he had not already called himself.
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‘Problems?’ Bobby E. Lee raised a brow as D.T. came through the door. ‘You’ve got that look.’


D.T. dropped the files on Bobby E. Lee’s desk. ‘Problems indeed. But I don’t seem to be able to blame any of them on you.’


‘You never can,’ Bobby E. Lee replied truthfully. ‘What was it this time?’


‘An overabundance of the surname Rodriguez.’


‘So no Chicago and no flu?’


D.T. nodded. ‘Judge Hoskins depresses me so much I can’t do anything but work. What do we have?’


‘Two dittos, plus one non-usual.’


‘And the lad with the scarf and earring?’ D.T. dared a glance toward the couch.


‘He’s with me. We’re off to lunch.’


‘Didn’t it hurt to stick that diamond in there?’


‘I suppose, but then Tod’s rather into pain.’ Bobby E. Lee placed the cover over his typewriter. ‘I may be late getting back. I have to buy Daddy a birthday present.’


‘I thought you and Daddy weren’t speaking.’


‘We aren’t. I’m going to get him some bikini underwear to remind him why.’


Bobby E. Lee smiled a trifle fiendishly and closed the drawers of his desk, then plucked his satin jacket off the rack, motioning for his punctured friend to follow. The pair exited the office with the flair of those who see themselves as objets d’art.


For the hundredth time, D.T. started to wonder about Bobby E. Lee, but as usual he stopped himself before his speculation became risqué. Bobby was a good secretary and a good person. It was all D.T. needed to know, all he trusted himself to know as well. The rest was Bobby’s business. Still, D.T. felt uneasy, as though there was some continuing obligation he was not fulfilling. He guessed it had to do with Bobby being homosexual, and with his own nonspecific responsibility for the jokes about fags and queers that befouled the air without his protest, with his apparently congenital sense that he should somehow make it better. For Bobby E. Lee. For everyone. Of course, a concrete obligation did exist. D.T. was more than a month in arrears in paying Bobby’s salary.


D.T. glanced at the empty waiting room, then straightened the already straight copies of Cosmopolitan, Vogue, People, US, Self, Shape, and Mad that littered the coffee table. Whistling tonelessly, he emptied the ashtray and threw away the wilted rose that Bobby E. Lee had picked in the park on his way to work. Happy to be momentarily a janitor rather than a lawyer, he wished he would not have to imagine, whether in a few minutes or a few months, how the women he had freed at the Fiasco that morning would ensnarl their lives again.


He entered his private office and took off his coat and hung it on the rack. The small refrigerator in the closet contained only a slice of swiss cheese the size of a domino, a can of light beer, and a magnum of French champagne, the latter received in lieu of a more fungible fee from a client with a flair for the unusual and a brother in the booze business. As the result of his second honeymoon – embarked upon with his ex-wife after only ninety-seven days of marriage – D.T. hated both the French and their champagne and so was waiting for a suitable occasion on which to present the magnum to Bobby E. Lee.


D.T. took out his buck knife and cut a sugary dollop of mold away from the cheese, then downed it. The bottom drawer of his desk yielded half a roll of Lifesavers and a quart of Bailey’s Irish Cream, a Christmas gift from the member of his poker group for whom D.T. was in the nature of a perpetual annuity. The liqueur washed away the lingering dust of cheese, the beer washed away the lingering film of candy. The mechanics of sustenance accomplished, D.T. pulled his time sheets from the credenza behind his desk and made notations appropriate for the morning’s activity, calibrating and quantifying his most recent humiliation.


D.T. rarely performed a professional service that was payable on an hourly basis as opposed to a flat fee, so the time sheets he prepared so meticulously were invariably worthless. But there was always, he frequently told himself and occasionally believed, a chance that an initially routine matter would burgeon into a great litigious engine that would unearth someone, somewhere, who could be directed by an appropriate court to compensate D.T. for each and every minute of his time, at an approximate rate of two dollars per. Then he could live the way half the lawyers he knew were living – from the proceeds of that one big case, a sinecure that had fallen into their undeserving laps like a starling struck by lightning and had nevertheless generated, despite their persistent lassitude and seamless incompetence, a fee of an outrageous and easily sheltered six figures.


In the meantime, D.T. used the time records as raw data from which to calculate a flat fee that would yield him a reasonable return for services rendered and at the same time keep the unfortunate ladies coming through the door at an approximate rate of three per day. The last time he had run the numbers it had come out thusly for a default divorce, the staple of the Friday Fiasco:




Bobby E. Lee – Intake interview, forms completion, telephonic instruction re court appearance: 30 minutes @ $25.00 per hour = $12.50.


D.T. – Client interview and forms review: 35 minutes @ $75.00 per hour = $43.75.


D.T. – Court appearance: 15 minutes @ $75.00 per hour = $18.75.


Expenses – Filing fees, service of process, etc.: $75.00.


Total time and expenses = $150.00.


Surcharge for overhead and unforeseen difficulties, tantrums, wails, interruptions, consolations, reconciliations, etc.: $150.00.


Surcharge for inflation: $50.00


Discount for socioeconomic character of clientele and existence of storefront law firms that advertise on billboards and compete on price: $150.00.


Net total: $200.00. Flat rate for default or uncontested divorce. Entire amount payable in advance unless alternate arrangements made prior to initial interview. Subject to change without notice. Frequently subject to reduction, occasionally subject to waiver, a gesture followed inevitably by regret and self-reproach.







D.T. shoved the papers away from him and thought again about what had happened in court. Running into Jerome Fitzgerald after all these years reminded him how differently his own life had evolved from the course he had envisioned during the turbid days of law school. Had he known anyone to whom he could have been truthful about such things, he would have confessed during his freshman year that he believed himself a fermenting mix of Perry Mason and Clarence Darrow, a nascent champion of lost causes, reviver of trampled liberties, master of the sine qua non of the trial lawyer’s art – convincing anyone of anything. But after he had gone into practice on his own – against the advice of everyone he knew and a lot of those he didn’t – the clients who came his way all possessed totally prosaic difficulties, dilemmas that, while they involved the basic passions and requirements of life and therefore invoked D.T.’s empathy and an invariably unprofitable expenditure of his time, did not attract the kind of publicity or renown that would bring more glorious causes to his door.


Mildly injurious dog bites, trivial slips and falls, evictions, credit hassles, change of names – the clients trooped in and out of his office like files of captured soldiers, asking little, getting less. His silver tongue tarnished by life’s relentless ambiguity, the major Perry Masonish mystery in his practice soon came to be whether he would be able to pay Confederated Properties the exorbitant rent for the suite of offices that, he insisted as a point of pride, be at least one storey above the street and occupy at least one more room than the nearest branch of Legal Aid. So, twenty years after his dreams of glory and eminence had vanished as steadily as a salt lick in a stockyard, here he was, not quite envious of others, yet not quite satisfied with himself, pursuing a profession whose moral component was detectable only with the aid of a microscope or a philosopher.


D.T. swore at the law and at Judge Hoskins, made a resolution to change his life in some respect as yet unspecified, and took a sip of Bailey’s. While his cheeks swelled with liquid candy, the bell above the door to the hallway tinkled briefly and a few seconds later the bell on Bobby E. Lee’s desk chimed to match it. D.T. walked to the file cabinet and extracted the form headed Petition for Dissolution of Marriage and the accompanying Confidential Counseling Statement and Property Declarations and laid them on his desk. Then he picked up the phone and called a number he had called once a week or more for the past three years.


‘Conway residence.’


‘May I speak to Mrs Jones, please?’


‘Mrs Jones ain’t Mrs Jones no more, she Miz Conway back again, and besides, she out.’ The voice paused and experienced metamorphosis. ‘Whom shall I say is calling?’


‘The one still stuck with the name of Jones. How are you, Mirabelle?’


‘I’s fine, D.T. Didn’t recognize you voice. Been drinking lunch again?’


‘Not a drop,’ he lied. ‘Where’s her loveliness?’


‘Jazzercise, she call it.’


‘She turned hip in her old age?’


‘Not so’s you’d notice D.T. She still buying them tunes like they play in the supermarket. She be back by four, I expect. Take her another hour to recover, you got anything strenuous in mind.’


Her laugh made D.T. laugh. ‘Jazzercise. Is that dancing, or what?’


‘Jumping like a toad on a hot rock is what it look like. She all the time practicing with a nappy-headed man on the TV sounds like my niece Lucille.’


‘Have her call me, will you, Mirabelle? I’m at the office. My picture still on the piano?’


‘The day it ain’t, I let you know.’


‘How’s Heather?’


‘Sweet as a sugar lump, like always.’


‘Give her a squeeze for me. Tell her I’ll see her tomorrow.’


‘You bet I will.’


‘Take it easy, Mirabelle.’


‘You, too, D.T. Wish you’d come around here more. You an amusing man, especially when you had a few belts.’


‘See you soon,’ D.T. said, and thought for a mostly pleasant minute about his ex-wife and for a wholly pleasant minute about his daughter, then hung up and pulled out of his In Box the small stack of freshly typed statements that Bobby E. Lee had left for him.


They were the bills about to be sent to clients whose obligations had not been entirely satisfied in advance of D.T.’s services, despite his sworn policy to the contrary. D.T. reduced the amount due on the ones whose recipients either could not pay or for whom he had done less than either of them expected, and increased the amount due on others for whom both the results and the ability to pay were exalted. He went through them quickly, abashed as always at having to make his living by dunning women. When he had finished, he ran a quick total on his calculator, multiplied the result by 45 percent, which was roughly the coefficient of collectability in his practice, and applied the product to the outstanding balance on his note at the Citizens Bank and Trust. A drop in the proverbial and gargantuan bucket of his debt.


When the lady in the next room had been waiting long enough to suggest her prospective attorney was a man of frantic and colossal accomplishment, D.T. went out to retrieve her. As he approached the couch she put down her outdated Vogue on the exact spot from which she had obtained it and rose to meet him.


She was forty, perhaps, laboriously neat and hyper-alert, as though applying for a job for which she was unqualified. Her hair was short and shaggy, the color of collies, a tattered curtain across her forehead. Her brown eyes were outsized and ill-defined, doubtlessly sculpted with one of those long hairy tools promoted on T.V. She was tall and slender, simply dressed and slightly sexless, careful. The ceramic glaze over her eyes would have caused some to wonder if she were drunk or drugged, but D.T. saw that look every day. His clients wore it like a mandala.


The woman wiped her hand on her slacks, then extended it toward D.T. along with a firm smile. D.T. smiled back. Her name, she said, was Mareth Stone. After a minute of greeting and small talk while they walked to his private office, her firm rein of intellect upon emotion led D.T. to suspect she could serve as an exemplar of his First Principle of Modern Matrimony – at any given point in any marriage, the wife is more intelligent than the husband on any subject of importance.


As she took her seat, D.T. glanced at the metal indicator in the top drawer of his desk. She was divorce client number 998. He was fast coming on a landmark. He clicked to the next digit and closed the drawer, uncertain whether he was cheered or depressed by the number of scalps he had accumulated.


He offered Mareth Stone a drink and a cigarette and she declined them both. He mentioned the weather and an event of current controversy and she had interest in neither. He looked her over carefully and obviously and she neither squirmed nor preened. She made no effort to seem devastated or blasé. At which point curiosity drew him out of his doldrums. After twenty years he still wondered what had finally killed their marriage.


‘So, Mrs Stone. What seems to be the problem?’


‘I seem to need a lawyer.’ Her lips didn’t quiver and her eyes didn’t leak. Unusual, but not unprecedented.


‘What makes you think so?’


‘I’ve been served with divorce papers. Haven’t I?’


She reached into her bag and brought out an unsealed manila envelope and handed it to him. On it was the word ‘Divorce,’ written with savagery in what he suspected was her hand.


He removed the contents and scanned them quickly. ‘So you have,’ he said. ‘Your husband’s lawyer is the best in the business, by the way, present company excepted. Was it a surprise?’


‘Totally.’ She closed her bag and clasped her hands and adopted the clueless expression she seemed determined to wear no matter what.


‘He hadn’t moved out, hadn’t found the secret of life in the form of a controlled substance or a teen-age swami or a woman half his age? Hadn’t smacked you on the nose? Nothing?’


‘Nothing. At least nothing that conclusive.’ Her lips disappeared momentarily and he guessed what curled them against her teeth was fury.


‘Where is he now?’


Her narrow, charmless face seemed to harden by the moment. ‘I have no idea.’


‘When did you see him last?’


‘This morning at breakfast.’


‘And he said nothing about this?’


‘Not a word. And not a word last night, when we made what I foolishly assumed was love.’


The disclosure was not premeditated and its candor seemed to alarm her. D.T. thought it possible she had never previously made public acknowledgment of her own participation in the sex act. The memory of profaned embrace jellied her eyes, but only momentarily.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, after but a single sniffle.


‘Don’t be.’ She was so quickly composed D.T. began to worry that she had bent her demeanor so unnaturally it would eventually shatter.


‘I never thought it would happen. Not this way. I always thought we could work it out, I guess. I had all these little speeches ready, for when he wanted to talk about it.’ She laughed dryly. ‘He seems to have skipped that stage.’


D.T. leaned back in his chair. ‘I was struck by your phraseology, Mrs Stone. It seemed to suggest that perhaps you considered filing for divorce yourself.’


‘I … well …’


He maintained his easy smile. ‘I imagine ninety percent of married women have considered shedding their spouse at one time or another, Mrs Stone. It’s not a sin. Or even silly.’


‘We’ve had some problems,’ she conceded finally, ‘though I was never certain he realized it. I suppose this means he did.’ She gestured toward the papers she had given him.


D.T. decided to thrust for the rot. ‘Did these problems, as you call them, ever send you to another man for solace?’


Her eyes swelled like baking muffins. Her fingers curled. ‘Of course not. No. Not that it’s any of your business.’


D.T. sat up straight and held up his ringless hand. ‘Let’s get one thing clear right now, Mrs Stone. If you want me to represent you in this matter then absolutely everything in your life is my business, from your bowel movements to your taste in millinery. If you don’t buy that, I suggest you go find some lawyer in a fifty-man firm who makes a quarter of a million a year and thinks that means he knows everything he needs to know about divorce work even though the only one he’s ever been involved with is his own.’


D.T.’s anger surprised them both, and they both stayed silent while it cooled. When she spoke again, Mareth Stone was frowning, still leery of discussing private matters with a man who looked like an assistant basketball coach at a religious college somewhere in south Georgia. ‘Everything I tell you will be confidential, won’t it?’ she asked, her voice smaller, more youthful and entreating than before. Which immediately made him like her. Which made him glad.


‘It will unless you break the confidence by telling someone else. Or unless you’re using me to commit a crime or you tell me you intend one. Or unless you refuse to pay my fee and I have to sue you for it. Okay?’


She nodded.


D.T. got comfortable in his chair. ‘Is he a bastard?’


‘Chas? No. You mean Chas?’


‘Chas? Jesus.’


She smiled. ‘Short for Charles. When I married him he was Chuck. And he isn’t a bastard, exactly. Ambitious and insensitive, yes. And maybe a little bit stupid.’


‘Does he gamble?’


‘No, not that I know of.’


‘Booze? Drugs?’


‘Don’t be silly.’ Her back stiffened as she sensed the implication might eventually pass through her husband’s character and splash on hers.


‘Then who’s the other woman?’


‘There is no other woman.’


‘Eight to one there is, the way it’s gone so far. So indulge me. If she exists, who is she?’


Mareth Stone frowned and pulled a cigarette from her purse and lit it with trembling fingers, her second hint that the day was an anomaly. ‘I don’t know who it would be,’ she said finally. ‘I don’t think Chas has the energy for an affair any more, if you want the truth. His money saps his strength.’


D.T. stood up and began to pace the room, beginning his examination. The client chair creaked as she twisted to keep him in view. ‘An affair’s their last gasp, sometimes. Like a fish jumping out of the boat.’


‘Is it important? Who she is? If she is?’


‘Not really. Not right now. Are there children?’


‘Two. Eight and thirteen. Cristine and David.’


‘Is there money?’


‘Now there is. Chas has been quite successful, if money is the measure.’


‘Was he rich when you married him?’


She shook her head. ‘He had to borrow money to buy the ring.’ She looked down at her hand, at the thin gold band that lived there. ‘He kept wanting to buy me a diamond after he made his money,’ she mused quietly. ‘I kept thinking it was important to keep wearing the ring he gave me when he proposed. When we were poor and struggling. I guess it wasn’t important enough.’


She cried silently. D.T. had long ago learned better than to try to interfere. ‘How much do you want?’ he asked when she stopped.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Come now, Mrs Stone. I’m sure you know something about the law. You’re entitled to half the assets accumulated during marriage, and if there wasn’t any money in the beginning all the assets you have are presumptively marital. Unless he inherited a bundle or unless you have money of your own.’


She shook her head. ‘Neither of those.’


‘Did you live together before marriage?’


‘Why?’


‘That can increase the marital period and entitle you to more money.’


She sighed. ‘We were very proper. Apparently even that was a mistake.’ She fingered her hair absently. ‘It’s very difficult for me to think of this in terms of money, Mr Jones. I mean, I know I have rights, and I want to assert them, but it’s like putting a price on fifteen years of life. Of love. And I always believed love was priceless.’ She started to smile at the cliché, then to say something else, then stopped and closed her eyes.


‘In this jurisdiction love goes for about two hundred bucks a month per year of marriage, Mrs Stone,’ D.T. said, loosely calculating an alimony formula employed by at least one judge in the southside division. ‘What does your husband do for a living?’


‘He’s an investment advisor.’


‘With a firm?’


‘He has his own business.’


‘What’s his income, roughly?’


‘Eighty thousand last year. Or so he said to someone. Lately, most of what I know about Chas has come through eavesdropping. And of course he might have been boasting.’


‘How do you contribute to the business?’


‘Not at all, I suppose. At least that’s what Chas would say.’


‘Never entertained any clients?’


‘Only a few hundred. I’ve made barrels of paté in my day.’ She smiled sadly. ‘And I just hate pâté.’


‘Never packed his bag for trips or drove him to the airport at six a.m.?’


‘Several times. Yes. I get the point, and I do feel entitled to something … tangible out of all this. I mean, it’s not that Chas doesn’t have enough for both of us.’


‘Good,’ D.T. said. ‘I may not get you what you’re entitled to, but I can get you enough to keep you off relief and make him afraid of going on it.’ He walked to the file cabinet and opened the second drawer from the bottom. ‘I keep a bottle of brandy on hand for sipping upon the birth of an attorney-client relationship, Mrs Stone,’ he lied. ‘Will you join me?’


She looked at him over her shoulder. ‘I … is this customary?’


‘Customary drives a Mercedes and works downtown.’


‘Well, I suppose it’s all right. Somehow I thought you would be much more … somber somehow.’


‘Probate lawyers are somber; divorce lawyers are clowns. Death is serious business; the rest of it’s a joke.’


D.T. poured into polished snifters. They both drank, eyes on each other, exchanging the silent promises that are the consideration for future services.


‘I’m going to ask you some questions now, Mrs Stone,’ D.T. said as he refilled her snifter and put away the bottle. ‘To advise you properly I must have honest responses. If I sense you’re passing counterfeit, our relationship shall terminate, the brandy notwithstanding. Understood?’


‘Of course.’


‘Incidentally, my meter, as they say, is running. From here on, each hour I devote to your welfare will set you back a hundred bucks. I hope to defray most if not all of it through a court-ordered contribution from your husband when the matter is finally concluded, but that, of course, is contingent. You are and will remain the primary obligor.’


D.T. watched carefully for her reaction. A hundred an hour was his penultimate rate. Mrs Stone would have been charged more only had she proved herself, upon the initial interview, to be despicable.


The stated fee, such as it was, seemed not to faze the woman. She asked if he wanted a retainer. He considered momentarily whether any other client had ever used the word.


‘One thousand dollars, please,’ he said.


‘Will you take a check?’


‘I will take beads and trinkets.’


She wrote on the negotiable rectangle with no more thought than she would give to the purchase of bulbs from the blind. Watching her do it was more fun than D.T. had had since Cheerio came home at twelve to one and he’d pulled square with his book for the first time in the decade.


When she presented him the check he read it carefully, noting the baroque script, the designer imprint and coloration of the paper, the elegant face amount. ‘I notice this is drawn on your individual account,’ D.T. said. ‘What kind of balance do you maintain?’


She shrugged. ‘A few thousand. Sometimes less. Why?’


‘Any other accounts in your name alone?’


‘I … no. I don’t think so.’


‘How about your family? Parents? Are they still living?’


‘Yes.’


‘Wealthy?’


‘No. Not at all.’


D.T. nodded. ‘Listen to me, Mrs Stone,’ D.T. said as he placed the check beneath the corporate seal of an enterprise that had once cost him half his net worth and thereby convinced him to abandon corporate law. ‘This case already has a certain smell to it, the smell of one that will go to trial and appeal, so listening to my questions will be good practice for things to come. First, how long have you been married?’


‘Fifteen years.’


He positioned himself in front of her. His eyes grabbed hers and held on. ‘Do you love your children?’


‘Yes. Of course.’


‘Why?’


‘What?’


‘Why do you love them?’


Once again her decorum stumbled aside. She plucked at her clothes and twisted her legs and inspected her nails. It was the one he always hit them with, the mothers, and it was surprising how few of them had an answer ready. It was grossly unfair, but it was his first and best sense, often, of their behavior under fire.


‘I’m their mother,’ she stuttered finally. ‘I mean, well, mothers love their children. It’s … it’s nature.’


‘The hell it is,’ D.T. snarled. ‘I had a client wanted me to peddle her kid for a sixty-eight pickup and she’d throw in diapers and a sleeper on the deal. So let’s not wax misty about motherhood. Why do you love your kids?’


Mareth Stone stiffened. A bulge appeared over the hinge on her jaw. ‘Because they’re neat, that’s why. Because they make me laugh and cry and want to hug them. Because they teach me things. Because they’re the only thing of consequence I’ve ever done on my own, the only nice things I’ve made since the days when I went to Bible school and wove lanyards and drew pictures of Jesus with finger paint. Is that enough, Mr D.T. Jones? And what the hell does D.T. stand for, anyway?’


D.T. watched her dab her eyes while he wondered when she had last sworn at a total stranger. ‘Doubting Thomas,’ he answered. ‘And that will do just fine. Question two. I see from the Petition your husband wants the kids. Do you think he’s serious?’


She sniffed and thought about it. ‘Probably. He said he would fight me for them once, when we had a quarrel. And I think he will. I think he needs for me to come out of this a loser in as many ways as possible.’


‘I have to warn you then, the law no longer prefers mothers to fathers in custody cases; the sole standard is the best interest of the child. I also have to warn you that in a majority of cases in this state, when the father is serious about wanting custody, he gets it.’


‘You must be joking.’


‘I’m afraid not. The good news is that most judges ignore the law and try the case as though the husband has the burden of showing the mother is unfit.’


‘That’s good news?’


‘It gets messy, if that’s what you mean. Also, if it’s a true custody fight then you have to go to mediation. It’s the law.’


‘What’s that?’


‘You and your husband get together without your lawyers in the presence of a mediator – not a lawyer or judge but a lay mediator – and try to work out a custody arrangement.’


‘Does it work?’


‘If the parents can simmer down long enough to negotiate a deal. If they both have the best interests of their kids at heart. And if the mediator is competent and the lawyers don’t come in afterward and mess it up and if the kids don’t object to the deal. Among other things.’


‘You don’t sound optimistic.’


D.T. shrugged. ‘It works or it doesn’t. If it doesn’t, we go to trial. Now. Why did you marry your husband?’


She frowned and grew angry again. ‘Will I be asked this in court? Somehow I doubt it.’


‘I doubt it, too. So why did you?’


‘Do you really want to know, or are you just playing with me?’


‘I want to know. I only play with women after hours,’ he added, hoping to keep her mad.


She thrust her jaw as though it were a cudgel. ‘Chas was the first man who made love to me. I believed what my mother told me – that sex without marriage was a sin. I wanted the sex so I took the marriage. Neither one of them turned out to be as good as I thought.’


‘So it was convention and nothing more, is that what you’re saying?’


She paused long enough to recall an emotion that had blazed its brightest fifteen years before. ‘Oh, Chas is not an ogre. He’s charming, or he was. For some reason he decided he wanted me so he did what he thought it would take to get me – flowers, poetry, picnics, presents. And I bought it all. I truly loved him, in the beginning.’


‘And last night, when you were making what you thought was love, as I believe you put it? Did you feel the same way?’


She shook her head.


‘Why not?’


She gathered herself for an answer that would have meaning. ‘I’m not sure I can tell you what happened,’ she began. ‘I just know that a few years ago life began to be very hard for me. The things I had enjoyed for ten years didn’t seem to be enough any longer.’


‘Things like what?’


‘Mothering. Cooking. Playing bridge, playing golf, playing house … playing. It was as though I’d been given a blood transfusion; my personality changed completely.’ She paused and sighed, weary. ‘But then I suppose you’ve heard all this before. I mean, if I know anything at all about myself it’s that I’m not unique.’


‘My memory’s so bad it doesn’t matter whether I’ve heard it before or not. Go on.’


‘Well, while I struggled to find out how to deal with those new feelings, Chas was no help at all. Which wasn’t surprising, I guess. I mean, this is a man whose idea of communication is to leave me a list of things that need to be done that day. This is a man whose idea of sentiment is a box of Bavarian mints on our anniversary. Every anniversary.’ She shook her head. ‘I didn’t expect him to give me meaning, but I didn’t expect him to get in the way when I went after it myself. But Chas took it as an insult that I wanted to do something besides make him happy. Whenever I talked with him about what was going on inside my head he just made fun of me. Called me a libber and all that. Made jokes to his buddies. I see now that he was a little bit scared of what was going on, and I know I was. There certainly weren’t any easy answers, I don’t mean that, but I think he could have tried, you know. Worked with me. Talked to me. Listened. I don’t know … Last night, when he climbed onto me, I saw such contempt in his eyes.’


She began to almost cry, then forced herself to stop. ‘When I began to really look at him I realized that since the day we married Chas hadn’t learned one single thing that wasn’t connected directly and solely with his precious business. I mean, in the beginning I was his project, so he made me happy, but then I wasn’t a project any longer, money was, and so all his attention went to that. I realized Chas had absolutely no concern for other people, that he felt the world owed him both wealth and a clear conscience, and he was enraged at whatever he thought was an obstacle to either, whether the income tax or a disgruntled client or a wife who wanted him to contribute to charity or teach their children the Golden Rule or discuss the meaning of life. Do you need more, Mr Jones?’ She raised her chin defiantly. Her breaths came in gasps.


‘That’s fine for now,’ D.T. said, ever so calmly. ‘At some point we may want to add more, shall we say, unsavory aspects of his character to that list. Now tell me about your affair.’


‘What affair?’


‘Come now, Mrs Stone. I’ve been in this business since the Kennedy administration. Women who’ve slept around give off signals.’


‘What signals?’


He shook his head. ‘Trade secret. So tell me about it.’


She fidgeted uneasily. ‘Will this come out at trial?’


‘Right now you’re in a better position to judge that than I. Who’s the lucky man?’


She paused, then blinked, then lowered her head and yielded. ‘A friend’s husband.’


‘How long ago?’


‘A year plus a little.’


‘How many times?’


‘Twice, if you mean sex. A dozen times, if you mean talk.’


‘Does your husband know?’


‘No.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I … no. I suppose not, given this morning.’


‘Would your paramour have any reason to side with your husband in your case? To testify against you?’


‘No … I don’t know. He never had anything good to say about Chas, but then why would he, in the circumstances?’


‘Would he lie for you in court, if you asked him to?’


‘Yes. I think so. But I never would.’


D.T. closed his eyes against her innocence. ‘Do you plan to marry him?’


‘No.’


‘Does his wife know about the two of you?’


‘I’m not sure. She seems …’


‘Then she knows. How does she feel about your husband?’


‘She hates his guts. I think.’


‘Why?’


‘Because she isn’t cute or rich and Chas absolutely ignores women who aren’t cute or rich.’ She looked down at herself. From her expression she saw nothing cute there, either. She looked up at him. ‘Can I go now? I just hate being here. I hate it.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it’s so common. Every woman I know is divorced. I was so determined it wasn’t going to happen to me. But apparently I’m about to join the pack.’ She laughed. ‘Do you suppose it’s anything like Brownies?’


D.T. shrugged. ‘I don’t know about Brownies, but it’s not the worst pack in the world to be in. I mean, some women watch Donahue every morning and others drink whiskey.’


Mareth Stone only closed her eyes. ‘I do both,’ she said. ‘What does that make me?’


D.T. took a deep breath and looked at the woman for whom life was about to become a brawl. ‘Where are your children, Mrs Stone?’


‘In school. Why?’


‘Which school?’


‘Country Day. Why?’ Worry polished her forehead.


D.T. pushed his telephone toward her. ‘Call them. Make sure your children are still there.’


‘What are you saying? Do you think Chas has done something? He wouldn’t.’


D.T. held up a hand. ‘I have no idea whether he would or wouldn’t, I just know that divorce can get to be the stinkingest, slimiest thing you can imagine, and it can get there fast. I know that men whose wives have cooked their food and washed their socks and licked their cocks for twenty years will suddenly try to cut them off without a penny and see to it they spend the rest of their lives in a welfare line. And I know that a hundred thousand fathers kidnap their kids every year and a hundred thousand mothers spend the rest of their days looking for them. Or vice versa. Call the school.’


She looked at him oddly. ‘You take all this personally, don’t you?’


He met her eyes. ‘Do I?’


‘I think so. I’m surprised.’


‘So am I. Call the school.’


D.T. waited while she placed the call and enjoyed her relief when she learned that the children were there. D.T. whispered to her to instruct the school to keep them inside until she picked them up, which she did. When she hung up she looked at him fearfully. ‘Is there a place you can take them for a while?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know. My parents aren’t good with them, not at all. My friends seem at odds with their own so much, I don’t know. I’ll have to think.’


‘After you pick them up you should go to your bank and take all the money out of all the accounts you can lay your hands on. I mean all. Plus you should empty all the safe deposit boxes and get a new one in a different bank and put the stuff in it. Okay?’


‘But is that fair? I mean …’


‘In this business fair is first, Mrs Stone. Besides, my guess is you’re going to discover your husband has beat you to it and the accounts will be empty. So be prepared.’


She lowered her head. ‘It’s like preparing for war, isn’t it, Mr Jones?’


‘That’s exactly what it’s like, Mrs Stone. And your husband is already marching through Poland so we’ve got to get busy.’


‘I didn’t think it would be like this, somehow,’ she said quietly. ‘Not us.’


D.T. nodded. ‘The whole world thinks it’s an exception. I felt the same way when I was drafted. It lasted till I got shot. There’s one more thing.’


‘What?’


‘Call a locksmith and change the locks on your house. Then search it for any kind of business papers you can find. Deeds, stock certificates, anything having to do with property. Eventually I’ll want to know everything you own, you and your husband I mean, so start getting together anything that will help. Do you have a stock broker or does your husband handle it?’


‘My husband.’


‘Do you own any real property besides your home?’


‘A cabin at the lake.’


‘Call the realtor and tell him your husband is not authorized to act for you in any way. How many cars do you have?’


‘Three.’


‘Take the one you’re driving and park it in a long-term garage. Take a cab home and use the second one. I assume your husband drives the third.’


‘Yes.’


‘How much do you need a month, Mrs Stone? To support you in the manner to which you’ve become accustomed?’


She folded her hands and closed her eyes for a long time. ‘I’ve never really thought about it. The money was just there. For whatever I wanted.’


‘Three thousand? Four? Ten?’


‘Three, I should think.’


‘We’ll go for five. Has your husband ever hit you? Slapped you around?’


‘No. What do you think he is?’


‘A man who didn’t have the guts to warn you he was about to break your life in half. Do you sniff coke, Mrs Stone?’


‘You can’t be serious.’


‘Why not? It’s evidently replaced milk as the world’s most perfect food.’


‘No. Nothing like that.’


‘Well, we all have sins, Mrs Stone. What are yours?’


She laughed uneasily. ‘This is sort of like church, isn’t it?’


‘This is nothing like church. How about it?’


‘You first.’


‘Me? I bet sports with money I don’t have. I lie to my clients when they need it and sometimes when they don’t. I cheat on my girlfriend almost as much as she cheats on me. Let’s get back to you.’


‘Well, I cheat, too, as I said. I spend lots of money on worthless trinkets to punish Chas for neglecting me. I drink too much sometimes, and am honest when I shouldn’t be except when I pretend to like people I can’t stand. Does all that mean I won’t win my case?’ She was almost giddy, momentarily forgetting what losing her case would mean.


‘Hell, lady. In this office that makes you a saint. Now, how do you feel about your husband right this minute?’


‘How do you mean?’


‘I mean if he comes around next week and talks nice, brings you a box of mints, apologizes for taking all the money, and offers to stick his cock in you again, what are you going to do? Think about it.’


It took her three seconds. ‘I’m going to cut the crooked son of a bitch off and fry it up for breakfast.’


D.T. clapped his hands. ‘Hot damn, Mrs Stone. I think we’re about to have some fun. Here. Sign these forms.’


‘But they’re blank.’


‘Not for long.’


‘Is that legal?’


‘Don’t worry about it.’ He gave her his pen.


After scratching out her name, Mareth Stone stood up and shouldered her purse and looked at him. ‘Do whatever has to be done, Mr Jones.’


‘Lucky for you that’s my Golden Rule, Mrs Stone,’ he said, and then leaned back in his chair. ‘Right about here I usually tell my clients to relax, to leave it all to me, that everything will be all right. But I don’t think I’m going to tell you that.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I’m afraid you might believe me.’


‘But I’m fine. Really.’


‘That’s what I mean. You don’t even know what’s happened to you yet. Some time or other you’re going to crash. It may be tonight, it may be a year from tonight. You’ll feel alone, cheated, wronged, guilty, worthless, and ashamed, and you’ll be a little bit right about all of it, but it won’t help. You’ll be very depressed, so depressed you can’t move, can’t get dressed in the morning, can’t eat, nothing. One of my clients stayed in bed for twelve days. Pissed and shit and everything, right there on the old Posturepedic. Luckily they found her before …’


‘I won’t do anything like that. Good Lord. I …’


‘Let me finish. When it happens, friends can be a help. So can family. So can I, a little, and I know some people who can help you a lot more. Counselors. Support groups. Shrinks. You can call me any time. Here’s my card. Put it by the phone. Call me day or night. I mean it. Okay?’


‘Okay. But I don’t do things like that, Mr Jones. I really don’t.’


She was so convincing he knew better than to believe her.
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Mareth Stone left the office just as Bobby E. Lee returned from lunch. Their eyes absorbed each other, their lips, similar shades of umber, smiled. After she had gone, D.T. returned to his office, took Mrs Stone’s check from his desk and endorsed it, then took it out to Bobby E. Lee. ‘Deposit this in the office account and draw one payable to yourself in the same amount. How will that leave us?’


‘You’re still a thousand light.’


‘She’s a paying customer, Bobby, and she looks to be in need of some heroics. We should be square in a month.’


Bobby E. Lee looked through the glass door thoughtfully. ‘Figured she was,’ he said, and stuffed the check into the single pocket of his skin-tight shirt. ‘But be careful, Mr J. When things tighten up, that kind throws in the towel.’


D.T. started to object, then stopped. Bobby was too often right about the nuance of personality. His sense of which clients had firmly decided to divorce and which were only window-shopping was unerring, as was his sense of which of them needed tact and which a rather brutal shove. D.T. often wondered what he would do without Bobby E. Lee. The answer was always distressing.


D.T. went back to his office and reviewed the monthly statements once again, reducing three more of them in light of the affluence of his most recent client. The statements ready for the mail, he changed the cassette in his deck and let his blood squirt to the beat of Doug Kershaw while he noted on his calendar the day that morning’s interlocutory decrees would become final. On that date, six months hence, Bobby E. Lee would send each participant in the Friday Fiasco a single red rose along with a certified copy of the final judgment of dissolution. Half the time the envelope and the flower were returned. Addressee unknown. No forwarding address. Starting over elsewhere.


D.T.’s phone rang. When he picked it up he was greeted warmly by his only ex-wife. ‘Jazzercise?’ D.T. said after she had said his name.


‘Keeps me trim, darling. I had to do something since I stopped having sex on a regular basis.’
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