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      Somebody was going to jail.

      It was Friday. Child support Friday. At the county courthouse, Associate Judge Maria Lucia Lopez was not in a very good mood. It was springtime in the Texas hill country. By definition, that meant it was hot. And getting hotter every day. And dry. Very dry. Texas had been in a drought for a long time. For years.

      And that put her in a bad mood. When she was in a bad mood, Judge Lopez put more people in jail. The courtroom was packed. It always was on the Friday nearest the first of the month. More people were scheduled because of paydays.

      There was an established process that had to be followed to put someone in jail for failure to appear or failure to pay child support.

      If the judge ordered a capias and set a cash bond, she would set the bond for support now owed. When the obligor was arrested, the sheriff’s deputies would bring him—because it was usually the father—from the county jail on the next available docket. At that time, the judge would conduct an indigency hearing. If she found the obligor was too poor to hire an attorney, she’d appoint him one unless he waived attorney. The appointment of an attorney meant she’d have to reset the case, tell him of his right to a jury trial if jail was an option, blah blah blah. It was an arduous process that no one, except the person who failed to pay, appreciated.

      On the movant’s side—usually the mother—the judge would have to give comparable rights. If she appointed the obligor an attorney, then she would appoint an attorney for the obligee. Currently the Texas attorney general’s office usually represented the obligee if she couldn’t afford to hire her own attorney. And the obligee could never afford one any more than the obligor could.
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        * * *

      

      Jim spotted her the moment he entered the courtroom. Not his ex-wife who had dragged him back to court, but someone who he recognized from his experience as a reporter covering the court beat. She loomed over the right-hand side of the judge’s bench, her left hand resting on some object on the bench. Cropped black hair, face devoid of expression, bulging arms in a short-sleeved deputy sheriff’s uniform all caused Jim to misidentify her as a male at first. Moments later, he realized those protrusions below the epaulets, below the small transmitter affixed thereon, below the name tag bearing the name WINK, were breasts, not additional sheriff’s equipment.

      Something about her presence dominated the room or, per the writer in him, perhaps permeated would be a better word. After taking a seat on the front row and catching his breath, Jim noticed the other people. Subdued, they barely whispered and sat as still as novices at their first communion.

      “Jim Dorman,” he said to the man next to him who wore jeans and mud-caked boots. They shook hands though Jim immediately forgot the man’s name. Men of all ages, shapes, and colors clustered on the same side of the courtroom as Jim, near the door, while the women gathered on the other side of the aisle, close to the windows.

      He glanced back at the bailiff and found her staring at him as though he’d committed a felony offense. His stomach felt like someone had pumped a bellows full of air into it. Jim focused on the tiled floor and wiped his sweaty hands on his pants. When the butterflies settled down in his stomach, he glanced back at the front of the courtroom. What was the worst thing that could happen the first time he attended court?

      He tore his eyes away from the deputy, away from the empty, black leather chair centered high in the front of the courtroom, away from the Texas and United States flags hanging from poles standing on each side like a picture frame. He conducted reconnaissance, searching the faces of the people behind and on the other side of the room, foraging for the face of his ex-wife, Pat. The woman who apparently wanted him to suffer a final humiliation. He discovered her in the back row on the far side of the room, shielding herself behind a huge black woman. Since Pat’s head remained bowed as though in prayer, he could not make eye contact with her.

      “Hear ye, hear ye, all rise for the Honorable Associate Judge Maria Lucia Lopez,” the deputy called, a gavel in her left hand, her right hanging down next to her gun. She pounded numerous times, wood on wood, bam—bam—bam, as she made the announcement.

      The name on the outside of the courtroom door was not Maria Lucia Lopez. Nor was it the name on the thin plastic black-and-white nameplate glued onto the front of the bench. And, if Jim recalled correctly, Lopez was not the name of the judge in the phone book when he’d looked it up. So, who was Maria Lucia Lopez?

      Jim stood with the rest of the people and watched as a dark-skinned woman, half the size of the bailiff, entered and climbed the stairs to the bench. Rather than the expected black robe, she wore a black and white herringbone jacket over a white blouse. The Honorable Maria Lucia Lopez glanced at the people in the gallery. Her eyes traveled all the way around the room, pausing briefly on a face here and there, on Jim’s face, which sent a shockwave through Jim as his eyes clicked into place with hers, then moved on to light on others’ until they stopped at the windows. She nodded at the bailiff.

      “Be seated,” Deputy Wink said in a voice that reverberated.

      Judge Lopez sat down and rubbed her hands together as though to warm them. “Good morning, Mrs. Peterson,” Lopez said to a tall, dough-faced woman on her right. “Good morning, Attorney Wilcox,” Lopez said to a stocky woman in a pantsuit who sat at the table perpendicular to the bench. “Good morning, Ms. Baskett,” she said to the court reporter. Her words held just the hint of an accent.

      “Good morning, Judge Lopez,” the women replied in unison.

      Like a well-rehearsed play, everyone seemed to know their lines. Jim leaned forward to catch their words.

      Two stacks of gold file folders stood on the counter before Mrs. Peterson. Attorney Wilcox glanced down at the hard plastic crates of files on the floor beside her chair and picked up a pen. The court reporter stared at the judge in apparent anticipation of the woman’s next words.

      “From the looks of things, we have a full schedule this beautiful Friday morning.”

      “Yes, Your Honor, a full schedule.” Peterson’s grim expression mirrored the judge’s.

      Lopez cleared her throat. “Well, let’s get on with it.” She picked up a computer printout, adjusted her glasses, and read into the microphone. “Number 39,404. Klein versus Klein.” The words bounced around the room like a hard-hit racket ball. Peterson pulled a file folder from the stack and handed it up to the judge. Wilcox leaned down and pulled out her own file before stepping up to the bench.

      Judge Lopez took the file and glanced again at those seated in the same area as Jim. She licked her lips. “Klein,” she called again, her voice booming from the speakers embedded in the ceiling in various parts of the room. She leaned over the side of the bench and said to Peterson, “Am I going to have to issue a capias for Mr. Klein’s arrest for failure to appear?”

      She pushed her glasses up on her forehead and peered toward the group of women sitting on the benches. “Ms. Klein? That you back there? Yes, you. Come on up. I’m not going to wait all day.”

      A woman about the size of an elf stood and worked her way past the people sitting near the aisle, her blonde hair, in what Jim’s mama would have called finger curls, bouncing around her head.

      Still one more woman came through a side door by the bench and handed some papers to Ms. Peterson. Men sure seemed to be in short supply.

      Judge Lopez said to the woman who stood before her, “Where’s your ex-husband, Ms. Klein?”

      The woman shook her head and shrugged. “He’s not here, Judge.”

      “I can see that. I realize you’re no longer his keeper, but he’s usually quite prompt.”

      Jim whispered to the man sitting next to him. “You been here before?”

      The man nodded but stared straight ahead.

      “Who is this Judge Lopez? Where’s the other judge?”

      The man concealed his mouth by holding up a creased, white, number ten envelope. “She’s what they call the four-D judge. Hears all child support cases.”

      A knot formed in Jim’s stomach. He wished it was gas but knew it was fear.

      Peterson stood and pushed several stapled sheets of paper at the judge. She beckoned to the attorney and handed her a set as well.

      Judge Lopez took one look at the paperwork, grimaced, cleared her throat, and spoke into the microphone again. “Cause Number 39,404. In the Matter of the Marriage of Lois Klein and Oliver Klein. Let the record reflect that Mr. Adolph Eisler, court appointed attorney for Mr. Klein in the instant contempt action, filed a Suggestion of Death in this cause.” She peered over her glasses at the former Mrs. Klein. The Klein woman’s shoulders sagged. Judge Lopez continued her recitation. “Attached thereto is a certified copy of the death certificate signed by the county medical examiner. The Motion for Enforcement by Contempt in this cause is hereby dismissed.”

      “That’s brutal,” the man next to Jim muttered.

      Jim’s scalp bristled.

      The judge dropped the document into the court’s file and handed it back to Miss Peterson. Jim had been around courts enough over the years as a newspaper reporter to figure out that Miss Peterson was the court clerk, the caretaker of the court files.

      The Klein woman stood facing the judge, but the judge didn’t seem to see her anymore. Lopez took another file from Miss Peterson and called, “Johnson versus Johnson.” She waved her fingers at Ms. Klein as though flicking away a fly. “You can go.”

      When the Klein woman turned toward the back of the courtroom, her face, white as the paper the judge had read from, appeared blank. Her eyes searched the rows of people as she wandered back toward the gallery. Jim opened the little swinging door in the bar that separated them from the front of the courtroom. She looked into his face as if hoping for an explanation. Taking her by the elbow, he whispered, “Is there someone who can take you home?”

      She stumbled over the feet of the people who lined the front row. “No . . . thank you. I can make it.”

      Jim opened the exit door for her and watched as she walked like the dead toward the elevator. When he turned back, a black man, dressed in a dirty white t-shirt and jeans, and the huge black woman who had concealed Pat, stood before the bench.

      “So, what’s your story this month, Mr. Johnson?” Judge Lopez asked.

      Johnson twisted a gimme cap. “I done got laid off, Your Honor. I couldn’t help it. I done reapplied for a job at the employment office since then.”

      “They find you a job, sir?”

      “No, ma’am, Your Honor. But I went on ever interview.”

      “Aw, he’s lying, Judge.” The huge woman stomped her foot. “I seen him up at the HEB grocery slugging down a beer in the parking lot with his boys.”

      “That ain’t true, Judge, ma’am.”

      “It is so true. Make him give me my money, Judge. He owes me fifteen thousand dollars.” Ms. Johnson repeated herself as if she thought the judge couldn’t comprehend. “Fif—teen thou—sand dol—lars.”

      Judge Lopez glanced at something in front of her and then back at Ms. Johnson. “He did pay something in May and June.”

      “Yeah, a hundred dollars each time. Big deal. He’s supposed to make payments like that ever week.”

      “I can’t help it, Judge. I’m doing the best I can.”

      “You’ve been saying that ever since you started coming here, Mr. Johnson,” Lopez said, licking her lips. “You know what? Your children would be better off if you were dead. At least then they’d get Social Security.”

      Shockwaves swept Jim’s body. He couldn’t believe his ears. Did the judge really say Mr. Johnson should be dead? In all his years as a reporter, he’d never heard anything like that come out of a judge’s mouth.

      “See, even the judge thinks you’re worthless,” Ms. Johnson said.

      “Why you . . .” Mr. Johnson stepped toward his ex-wife.

      “Bitsy,” the judge said.

      The bailiff quickly moved between the couple. “Go sit down over at that table, Ms. Johnson,” Deputy Wink said, jerking her head toward the other side of the room.

      The judge frowned and rubbed at the deep line that parted her forehead. “I’m going to reset this case for thirty days and appoint lawyers for each of you. Mr. Johnson, have your attorney notify me if you want a jury trial.” She pointed at him with her pen. “If you haven’t made a significant monetary contribution to your children’s welfare the next time I see you, bring your toothbrush. Understand? Step over to the clerk to get your next court date.”

      As if to add emphasis to her words, another deputy sheriff came through the side door of the courtroom with two handcuffed men dressed in orange jumpsuits and scuffs. He sat them in the jury box. Jim wished he had some anti-acids to calm his stomach before his turn rolled around.

      Judge Lopez banged her gavel. “Next case.”

      Jim watched as the ex-Mrs. Johnson tossed her head and stalked to the back of the courtroom. She pushed hard on the swinging door and sent it flying back and forth, scraping against the wood bar. The bailiff exited the courtroom through the door near the judge and went after Ms. Johnson. Jim could see them through the glass panel next to the door nearest to him. Ms. Johnson gestured wildly. Deputy Wink shook her finger in Ms. Johnson’s face and pulled a card out of her pocket, showing it to the woman. Ms. Johnson said something and shook her head. The bailiff pushed the card into her hand.

      “I said Dorman versus Dorman.” Judge Lopez’s raised voice echoed.

      Jim felt an elbow in his ribs. “That you?” the man next to him asked. “Better pay attention. The judge looks pissed.”

      “Shit,” Jim muttered. How could Pat have done this to him? Running his fingers through his short brown hair, Jim adjusted his glasses and stood. He tucked in the protruding bits of his shirt, brushed at the creases in his pants, and walked toward the bench. He stared at Patty’s back as he approached. Still looked good.

      “Are you James W. Dorman?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.” On close inspection, Jim could see that in spite of the judge’s very dark complexion, she had eyes the color of ripe peaches with very dark pits. Her blonde-gray-highlighted hair looked like windblown shrubs. If he hadn’t been on the defensive, he would have studied the small, but interesting, face that was older than it appeared from a distance. As it was, the writer in him had retreated and the man had charged forward.

      “And you’re the father of Patrick and Jeanette?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.” He clenched his fists to halt the quaking, hoping that neither the judge nor Pat noticed.

      “What’s the situation here, Attorney Wilcox?”

      “Judge, Ms. Reinhart, the former Mrs. Dorman, filed with the attorney general’s office several months ago when Mr. Dorman’s arrears reached three thousand dollars. He hasn’t paid since March tenth, and he hasn’t paid regularly for the past year since the divorce.”

      “And just why have you gotten behind in your child support, Mr. Dorman?”

      Jim rubbed his lips together. “Well, you see, Judge, I’m an investigative reporter. I lost my job when the Angeles Evening Star closed its doors.” He found a nail hole in the paneling on the front of the bench and stared at it.

      “How far did you go in school?”

      Jim swallowed several times to wet his dry mouth. The soft patter of the court reporter’s machine sounded like rain sprinkling on grass. The bailiff had returned to the courtroom and stood near Jim, one hand resting on her handgun. A strong smell of roses, as if someone had sprayed an atomizer over them, filled the air. The judge soared above him. The woman he now realized was an assistant state’s attorney general stood to Patty’s right. In spite of himself, his eyes met the judge’s. “In school?” He glanced at Patty who clasped her hands before her and faced the bench. It was her fault that he was there in the first place. He swallowed. “I lack my thesis.”

      Judge Lopez’s forehead wrinkled up like a Roman shade. “Your master’s thesis?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.” Jim glanced at Patty again. She was so beautiful, her long lashes and deep-set eyes. He wanted her even now, even though he could wring her neck for humiliating him. He had told her he would pay just as soon as he got his first paycheck—which would be just as soon as he got a job.

      “Then you have a bachelor’s degree in what?” The judge’s eyes were like armor-piercing bullets.

      “Medieval literature with a minor in journalism.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and wished he could sprint for the door.

      “And can’t find a job anywhere?”

      “Look, Judge, I told her I’d pay just as soon as I landed a job or sold my book, whichever came first.”

      “So, you’re writing a book, are you?” The judge smiled and leaned back, dwarfed by the overstuffed executive chair. Her gums were just beginning to recede. Her teeth were large and white, like a wolf’s. Jim smiled back. “Actually, several. Which one would you like to know about?” He watched her face for signs she sympathized with him. He hoped she would be more understanding than she had been with the others. Maybe she could see that he wasn’t like them.

      The judge licked her lips again. “Why don’t you tell me about the one that is going to provide nourishment for your children?”

      Jim felt like the bottom had fallen out of the floor. He clenched his jaw and took a deep breath before answering. “There just aren’t many jobs out there for English majors. I don’t have a teaching certificate, none of my short stories has sold, and so far I haven’t had a bite on either of the novels I have circulating.”

      “Have you applied to bag groceries down at the supermarket where Mr. Johnson hasn’t been drinking beer?”

      Jim didn’t appreciate her sarcasm and wished he could tell her so. “No, ma’am and I haven’t applied at McDonald’s, Subway, or Wendy’s either. They only pay minimum wage.”

      The judge’s eyes flared. “And how much did you bring in last week not at minimum wage, may I ask?”

      He shifted his feet. “I’m still getting unemployment.”

      “Oh, you’re still getting unemployment.” The judge repositioned herself in her chair and leaned toward him. “And have you given your ex-wife any of the unemployment you’re still getting?”

      Pat fidgeted with her purse strap and kept her eyes fixed on something unfathomable. How could she be so unsympathetic?

      “Mr. Dorman, I asked you a question.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Child support is being withheld from my unemployment.” He put his hands behind his back and scratched at the callous on his palm. What would the judge do if she found out he worked off part of his rent in manual labor?

      The judge cleared her throat. “That’s good, anyway, though I don’t suppose it amounts to much.”

      “No, your honor.” He frowned when he thought of what he’d let go since he lost his job. A quarter of his unemployment might not make much difference to the judge, or even to Pat, but to him, it meant the difference between having a cell phone, buying a new pair of socks when his toe poked through the ones he had, or even having a cup of coffee when the spirit moved him.

      “I’m resetting this case for thirty days.” The judge pointed at him with what looked like a Monte Blanc pen. “I want you to get a job that pays a lot more than your unemployment, you understand? And start making regular payments before the next court date, Mr. Dorman, or you’re going to become a guest of the county.” She gestured at the clerk. “Step over there and the clerk will give you the time and date of your next hearing.

      After Jim took the slip of paper from the clerk, he followed Pat to the door and held it open for her, trailing her outside into the hall. “Dammit, Pat. I can’t believe you put me through this. I’m doing the best I can.”

      “Your best isn’t good enough then.” Her dark eyes glinted in the fluorescent light. Her hair formed an oval frame around her face.

      Jim might be a fool, but to him, she looked better than ever. He’d take her back in a New York minute, if she’d just give him any indication she still loved him.

      “The kids need summer clothes and when school starts again, they’ll need supplies.” She headed for the elevator. “I can hardly afford to make the house note and put groceries in the refrigerator, much less do everything else.”

      “I’m sorry things are so bad right now, honey, but if we were still married it would be the same way.” He pushed the elevator button and stood as close to her as he thought she would allow. Her spicy perfume swept him with memories.

      “Your excuses don’t put food on the table, Jim Dorman.” The elevator doors opened and she stepped on.

      Jim bit his tongue to stop himself from saying something snide. If her boyfriend hadn’t gone back to his wife, Pat would have married the man. “You got everything in the divorce. What more do you want?”

      “Just for you to support your children.” She crossed her arms and stared above the elevator door.

      Jim put his hand on the wall and leaned over her, whispering into her ear so the other people on the elevator wouldn’t overhear. “You know you’re turning into a bitch, Pat. You really are.”

      “Like I’m worried about what you think.” She sidestepped away from him.

      He brushed her hair behind her ear. “No matter what you do to me, my feelings for you will never change.”

      Knocking his hand away, Pat said, “You’re a fool, Jim Dorman. A stupid, loony fool.” She shook her head. “Look, all I want is the money. You can come get the kids anytime. Visit night or day, but I need more money. I know you can get it if you really want to.”

      The elevator door opened on the first floor. As Jim traipsed behind Pat, he couldn’t help but think again of how nice she looked from the rear. When he caught up with her, he said, “That’s all you care about, isn’t it, Pat? That’s all you ever cared about. Money. Well, I loved you. I would have done anything for you.”

      “Let’s not get into that.”

      “Ms. Reinhart.” Deputy Wink called Pat from the direction of the elevators. “Hang on.” She made short shrift of the distance between herself and Pat, her gleaming black leather holster bouncing up and down on her meaty hips. “Bitsy Wink. Need to talk to you a minute.” She put her hand on Pat’s shoulder, propelling her away from Jim.

      Jim turned his back on them but eavesdropped on their conversation.

      “I know how hard it is for you,” Deputy Wink said. “I’ve got kids, too.”

      Patty said, “I can barely provide for two children on my teacher’s salary.”

      Jim glanced over his shoulder and saw Wink lead Pat even farther away. He wanted to follow, but one glance from the bailiff kept him at a distance. Not only did she wear all the uniform regalia, but tiny handcuffs adorned each earlobe, and a small six-shooter replica tie clip held her tie together.

      As the imposing woman waved a business card in Patty’s face, Jim wondered what could be on it. She’d given one to that Mrs. Johnson as well.

      Jim had other things to worry about, like getting a job in the next thirty days. The look in the judge’s eyes made it clear she had no sympathy for him. He edged toward the rear courthouse door. He knew Patty could see him. He hoped she’d stop him, ask him to wait, but she didn’t. As he started to leave, he saw her take the card from the bailiff, read it, and slip it into her purse. He had a bad feeling about it, something that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Seconds later, he realized that paranoia would get him nowhere. After all, the worst thing that could happen would be what, he’d go to jail? The judge had already threatened him with that.
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      After court, Jim ran some errands and stopped off at Tex’s Tea and Coffee Clatch. When he opened the door, the yeasty aroma of baking bread assaulted his nose, accompanied by roasting coffee beans. Though Jim hadn’t been in for weeks, Tex, a woman the size of Bitsy Wink but much more of a motherly figure in her flowered full-length apron and toothy smile, made him feel welcome.

      “You’re looking mighty fit,” she said, pouring his coffee.

      “Been working out.” He didn’t mention doing maintenance at his place in lieu of part of the rent kept him outside and physically active. “Great to see you.” He paid for the coffee and moseyed across the room.

      Ethan Hale sat at a corner table. He stared outside, as if reviewing a movie in his mind. His blue work shirt rolled up to the elbows and his brown tweed jacket hanging over the back of his chair, Ethan looked like he would be there all day.

      “How’s it going?” He shook Ethan’s warm, soft hand.

      “All right for the middle of a semester. Looking forward to summer. Sit down.” Ethan sipped from his over-sized teacup. No one knew why Tex allowed Ethan, and only Ethan, to keep his personal cup at the coffee house. But then, Ethan could be found there any afternoon from three to five and often on days he didn’t drive into the city to the university. People knew that and gravitated to his table, pouring out their hearts or listening to him talk books. “What you been up to, Jimbo? Haven’t seen you around here lately.”

      Jim sank into a chair. “Since I got laid off, I drink a lot more tap water than coffee.”

      “Still haven’t found anything?” Ethan pulled on his right ear as Jim had seen him do many times. Both of Ethan’s ears folded over like the flap of an envelope. Jim had found it quite distracting when they first met. He remembered wondering whether Ethan could hear well but apparently, he could.

      “No, nada, nothing.” Jim shook his head. “Now Patty’s taken me to court for back child support. Just left there.” He cringed inside at the memory. If he never went back to court, it would be too soon.

      Ethan nodded and stroked his ear again. “Pretty bad scene?”

      “The judge gave me a month to get a job.” Jim gulped his coffee and set the cardboard container down so hard that it sloshed onto his fingers, the heat sending a tingling sensation along his hand. He grunted. “About the way my life’s been going.” Pulling some napkins from the dispenser, he wiped his hands and mopped the table.

      “What’re you going to do?” Ethan fixed his blue-gray eyes on Jim.

      “The judge thinks I should get a job paying a lot more than my unemployment.” Jim pulled out another napkin and continued drying his hands. “She even mentioned a fast-food place.”

      “At least you’d get your meals provided.”

      “Very funny. I’d lose my unemployment. As little as it is, I still think it’s more than a hamburger joint would pay. I’ve been giving Patty twenty-five percent of my unemployment check and she’s still not happy.” He wadded up the napkin and tossed it down on the table. “The judge didn’t seem to care that I’d at least been paying something.” He sipped his coffee, savoring it.

      Ethan nodded and fingered the newspaper folded in front of him.

      “I already let everything go except food, utilities, rent, and gasoline. Even my cell phone,” Jim said. “I’ve kept the Internet so I can look for jobs, but I may have to let that go. Then what am I going to do?”

      “Whoa, calm down boy.” Ethan signaled Tex who brought over a teapot and refilled his cup.

      Jim waited until Tex left before continuing. “I just can’t believe Patty is doing this to me. I told her I’d pay up as soon as I got a job. If we were still married, things wouldn’t be any different.”

      “So, what’s really bothering you? That you can’t pay the support and have to report back to the judge or that you wish you and Patricia were still married.”

      Jim grunted. How did one person get so wise? “Both. Damn, I think I love her even more now than I did before the divorce.”

      Ethan smiled. “Hate to be trite, but what do they say about absence and all that rot?”

      Jim nodded. “She called me a fool.”

      “Patricia?”

      “I know she cheated on me, but I can’t help how I feel. Deep down I think she’s sorry.”

      “Not that this would solve your immediate problem, Jimbo, but have you thought about trying to reconcile?”

      “Yeah. I think about it all the time.”

      “Have you ever asked her?”

      Jim kicked back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Nah. How can I ask her when I can’t even pay my bills. Besides, she’s the one who should ask me.” He shrugged. “Anyway, whenever I get around her, I end up saying stupid stuff—baiting her. Like today I called her a bitch.”

      Ethan sipped from his cup and leaned forward, whispering, “I see. Have you thought about why you do that?”

      “Are you going to charge me by the hour?”

      Shaking his head, Ethan said, “See, that sort of thing. Why do you get flippant when someone is trying to help you?”

      “Okay. Okay. I apologize. Sometimes I think that since everyone thinks I’m an asshole I might as well act like an asshole.” He didn’t add that he felt like an asshole after what he’d said to the judge.

      Ethan shook his head. “Everyone doesn’t think of you that way. I don’t think of you that way.”

      “Good to know. Okay. So, your question about baiting her. Why do I do that?” Jim glanced at Ethan like a child seeking approval from a parent. “I wish to God I knew. Anger at her for getting a boyfriend and kicking me out? At not speaking except through lawyers for the first six months? At getting most everything we owned? Of separating me from my children?”

      Ethan nodded. “Those could be some of the reasons.”

      “I got totally screwed by the system even though she was the one at fault.”

      “Because . . . “

      “Okay, so I didn’t want to put the sordid details in writing. So, I didn’t want my kids to see someday what their mother had done if they read the court’s file. I thought she’d be fair with me. Stupid me.”

      “So long as you realize that things could have been different if you’d acted differently.”

      “Yeah. I know. But it’s like she keeps on screwing me every chance she gets.”

      “And you keep on taking it.”

      “One of these days I’m not going to.” Jim drained his cup and tossed it into the wastebasket. “I gotta go. I only have thirty days to produce some results to keep her honor happy.”

      “You talking about the judge or Patricia?”

      “Both.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      “Keep trying to sell my books. And some essays and other nonfiction stuff. I’ve been thinking I’d widen my job search.” All the things he could do started racing through his mind. He didn’t want to be rude to Ethan, but Jim yearned to sprint for the door.

      “And then⁠—”

      “Be nicer to her. I did tell her I loved her today.”

      “She probably thought you had an ulterior motive. Like staying out of jail.”

      “Probably. But I meant it. When I can pay my bills, I’ll be able to say it with more conviction. I just know if I can get a job or sell a book or both, I’ll be able to forgive her and get her back again.” He drummed on the table, picked up the wad of napkins and threw them down again.

      “And I say, if that’s what you really want, then you should do whatever it takes.”

      “I’d better get at it, friend. See you.” Jim stood.

      “Just a minute,” Ethan said. “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      “Anything, you know that.” Jim hoped it had nothing to do with money.

      “They need volunteers at the library. With budget cuts, they’ve lost employees by attrition. Now they’re short staffed.”

      “Oh.” Jim thought it would be something simple. He wondered how much time volunteering would involve. “What would I have to do?”

      “Any number of things. Catalog books. Read to children.”

      “How many hours will it take?”

      Ethan scrutinized Jim’s face. “If you don’t want to do it⁠—”

      “No. I’ll do it. Just wondering, that’s all.” He hoped Ethan didn’t think him ungrateful for his friendship. He could count on one hand the number of friends he had left.

      “Go talk to Frieda Boggess. She can tell you what she needs.”

      “Okay, sure. I’ll go this week.” Jim continued to rein in his urge to run.

      Ethan’s smile was like a male Mona Lisa’s, elusive, but when it came the recipient felt warm inside. “Fine. By the way, they have Internet access. If you have to give up your server, you can use the library’s.”

      Jim laughed. “Thanks, Buddy. See you.” As he loped out the door, Jim wondered what Ethan could be smiling about. Ethan had lost his wife years before and never had any children. Maybe something had happened in Ethan’s life to the good. He’d have to ask next time he saw him.

      At the post office, Jim picked up his unemployment check and headed for the farm-to-market road that would take him to the other side of the small town and into the country where he lived. Bluebonnets blanketed the roadsides. Interspersed between the bluebonnet patches, clusters of Indian paintbrushes splashed red up and down the hills. Near the edge of the pavement, pink-tinged buttercups waved in the light breeze. He loved the flowers blooming on the roadside every spring. Ladybird Johnson could take credit for the surge in popularity of wildflowers. She’d done a good thing. Jim would miss them if he had to take a job in a far-off big city. On the other hand, he should be so lucky as to find a job at all.

      Jim’s parenting time, as family lawyers called it now, included Wednesday nights during the school year. He loved his children but had the feeling their mother had them ask him to buy them things. Patrick always needed another pair of tennis shoes. Jeanette just pointed to stuff she liked when they walked around on Main Street, never complaining if he didn’t purchase them. Lucky his check had come. He could take them to McDonald’s and, since night didn’t fall as early, to the park. In the winter, he’d taken them to a movie every Wednesday night if a suitable one had come to town. It had left him flat broke.

      Jim drove around the perimeter of the main house, eyeballing the doors and windows to make sure it remained secured. Then he drove the short distance to the tiny cabin, parking in the carport beside the place. Inside, a light blinked on the answering machine, but when he checked he found two hang-ups. Probably automatic computer marketing. Little did they know they were barking up the wrong tree. He laughed.

      After resetting the machine, he gulped some water and went to change his clothes. He had a good deal going, cheap rent in exchange for looking after the main house. Upstairs, his place had one bedroom and bathroom, a kitchen dividing them from the living room, and downstairs next to the carport, a big utility closet with a furnished mini-washer and dryer. When he had the kids, he and Patrick slept on the sofa in the living room. Jeanette got the bed upstairs.

      Sitting down at his computer, Jim had an idea for a new story, but a little voice in his head told him that he’d better revise his resume. Swallowing his pride, he changed the paragraph that stated he was in the market for an investigative reporter position to a statement that he would be interested in any position with their newspaper. As this point, he’d do anything but give advice to the lovelorn. And truth be told, he’d even do that if it would keep him out of jail.

      The other thing he did was change the paragraph where he listed his experience. Instead of limiting it to the most important positions he’d held, he included every job he’d ever done, no matter how remote to publishing. He might as well show them that his experience was from the ground up. He might feel he was too good to do those jobs anymore, but he didn’t want them to know that. He just wanted a job.

      After printing his resume for newspaper jobs, Jim revised it for magazine jobs. He searched through his boxes until he found a list of newspapers and magazines within a five-hundred-mile radius. He’d made the list when he’d lost his job but had hoped he would never have to use it.

      The phone rang at five-fifteen. “You coming to get us soon, Dad?” Patrick asked.

      “You ready to go, son?”

      “Yep. Jeanette’s not, but I am. She was lying around reading a book, but I told her to go get ready before I punched her lights out.”

      “Hey, you know I don’t like that kind of talk. We don’t hit girls.”

      “I know. And we don’t even joke about it, right?”

      Jim smiled. “Right. Be sure to bring your soccer ball. We’re going to the park after we get some hamburgers.”

      “Great. See you in a few minutes.” The phone clicked and Jim went back to assembling his mailers.

      After Jim stamped the envelopes and stacked them near the front door, he dashed to the shower and rinsed off, threw on a pair of jeans, and old Polo shirt, and laced up his running shoes. The shirt was one of Pat’s favorites—a sea green color that she always said brought out the green in his hazel eyes. Peering into the mirror, Jim rubbed his cheek. He could use a shave but had run out of time. He had to deposit his check and get some cash before the drive-in closed. He ran a brush through his thick, coffee-colored hair, shrugged his shoulders at his reflection, and bounded down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick’s bicycle lay in the grass in front of the house when Jim pulled up. If someone stole it, neither parent could afford a replacement. Jim parked and when he pulled on the screen door, he noticed a hinge had come loose. Stepping back and taking a good look at the house for the first time in a while, Jim saw flaking paint and an overall appearance of fatigue. The next thing he could expect would be cracks and peeling pieces floating to the ground. The grass alongside the sidewalk needed edging. Other than those things, their house looked the same as ever. Somehow, it should look different since she’d taken him to court and gotten him threatened with jail. That court appearance changed things between them, as if they were becoming strangers. Jim didn’t like that feeling. People could do things easier to strangers than to someone they knew. His years of investigative reporting had proved that.

      Jim straightened his shirt, checking to make sure the collar turned down all the way around his neck, one of Pat’s bugaboos, and rang the doorbell.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said when she opened the door. “Long lines at the bank drive-in.”

      “It’s okay. Jeanette’s lagging behind as usual. Come on in.” Her tan line ran all the way up her legs to the edge of the short-shorts she wore. She looked way better than good. Delicious. He would never stop wanting her.

      “Don’t you think you should be wearing a bra under that shirt?” Jim called to her back as he followed her into the kitchen. He could see that she’d been drinking coffee and reading the newspaper at the counter. She wore no shoes, and her make-up had worn off over the course of the day, but the thought foremost in his mind was that he’d like to drag her into the bedroom and do lewd things to her.

      “Why? You’ve seen it all before.” She slipped onto a barstool, picked up the edge of the newspaper, and began reading.

      “I’m still human, you know.” He sat on the other stool, his covered leg resting just a hare’s breath away from her naked one.

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” Pat didn’t look at him, but he could see the corners of her mouth turned up in a small smile. He wondered at what point in their lives she would admit her mistake. It had been well over a year. They were divorced. He’d lost his kids. Her. Did she blame him for her being unhappy? What else did she want to extract from him as punishment? Maybe she’d feel better if the judge would put him in jail for a while. Maybe that was what she wanted.

      “I’ve got something for you.” He reached into his back pocket for his wallet and extracted a check made out to her.

      She took it from him, glanced at it, frowned almost imperceptibly, and set it on the counter. “Thank you.”

      “I thought you might need it today, that’s why I’m giving it to you directly.” He felt like a puppy putting his head up hoping for a hand to pat him.

      “You know you’re supposed to send them to the A.G.’s child support office.”

      “I trust you . . . you will notify them to give me credit, won’t you?”

      She raised her eyes to his. “Yes.”

      “You’re very sexy.”

      “Don’t talk to me like that. We’re not married anymore.”

      “You’re not dating someone else again, are you?”

      “That’s none of your business, Jim. What I do is my affair, not yours.”

      He didn’t want to fight with her; he wanted to make up. Maybe someday she would explain why it happened. Maybe someday she would understand herself.

      “Pat, would you be sorry if I got a job in another city?”

      She looked up from the paper. “Why? Is that a possibility?”

      “I mailed over two dozen resumes a few minutes ago.”

      Her forehead wrinkled up. “To whom?” She sounded like an English teacher, not a woman concerned that he might move away.

      “To every newspaper and magazine I could think of within five hundred miles. I want you to know that I’m serious when I say that I’m not in this financial situation because I want to be.”

      She nodded and seemed to think that over.

      “I’d hate to go so
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