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    Kiss and Tell

  

  


  
    By Grace Burrowes

  


  


  
    Chapter One

  


 

 


  “Scheduled sex! This divorce is about scheduled sex, Mr. Cromarty. I did not bear that man two children, give up a promising teaching career, and move five hundred miles from my family so I could subsist on scheduled sex. Scheduled missionary sex.”


  Scheduled sex sounded lovely to Dunstan Cromarty, attorney-at-law. A bit of anticipation, maybe flirtation over a good meal, some guaranteed peace and quiet, privacy. No bringing a lady home on a rare, lucky evening to find Wallace had just used the litter box and perfumed the entire downstairs.


  “I told Calvin I’d put that in the legal complaint,” Mrs. Almquist went on. “About the scheduled sex. Twice a week, unless Cal was at some accountant’s conference. Then I got a rain check. I told Calvin what he could do with his rain checks.”


  A moment of sympathy for poor Calvin threatened, though Dunstan allowed none of it to show on his face. Seventeen years of missionary sex might try any lady’s patience, after all.


  Unless the alternative was no sex at all.


  “If we settle your case,” Dunstan said, “we won’t need to bring up those particulars in the filings, and the great majority of family law cases do settle. How old are the children?”


  On his trusty yellow legal pad, sitting at a conference table easily four times his age, Dunstan took down the usual information—family of four, one income, though it was a certified public accountant’s executive income, low-interest mortgage, tidy retirement assets incubating in a variety of accounts, and—in these trying times, with the marriage crumbling—the Almquists had no debt.


  “Do you suspect your husband has any hidden assets, Mrs. Almquist?”


  “Call me Dorie. Yes, he has hidden assets. Calvin’s sense of humor hasn’t been spotted in since the youngest was eight, and I’m pretty sure Cal still has a nice ass.”


  A low, grinding ache started up at the base of Dunstan’s spine, for this was going to be one of those divorces. “What about financial assets he’s trying to keep from your notice?”


  “No. Calvin is literally an Eagle Scout. Cheerful, loyal, thrifty, brave. Missionary.”


  God help the Eagle Scout when his missus craved a three-doggie night.


  “Transparency of finances can make a divorce proceeding much simpler,” Dunstan said. “Discovery will proceed more smoothly, and the division of assets won’t become a quagmire of motions and hearings.”


  “What’s discovery?”


  He explained about the documents that had to be exchanged—financial records, check registers, bank statements, tax filings, anything that might shed light on the couple’s financial situation, or their fitness to parent.


  With the Almquists, that picture ought to emerge fairly easily.


  He was delivering good news, in so far as any aspect of any divorce could be good news, but Mrs. Almquist was swinging her foot like she desperately needed the loo.


  She was a ferociously well maintained female—tasteful highlights in honey-blond hair, a toned figure showing to good advantage in a teal and brown pantsuit, and nails lacquered to match her silk shell. Makeup subtly minimized the approach of her thirty-seventh birthday, and her shoes would probably have paid for two new tires on Dunstan’s truck.


  “Do you date, Mr. Cromarty?”


  She was also furious and broken-hearted.


  “I’m too busy to date and I never date clients or former clients.” Or lawyers, or the good ladies who worked at the courthouse, which left…Wallace and the remote, most Saturday nights.


  Sometimes he’d liven things up with poker night at Trent Knightley’s, but the camaraderie among the three Knightley brothers had a way of hollowing the bonhomie the gathering was intended to create. For Dunstan had brothers of his own, far, far, away.


  “I wasn’t hitting on you,” Dorie said, though her expression suggested she’d consider him for escort service. “You’re good-looking, in a tall, dark, handsome, green-eyed way. I was wondering what it’s like out there, now. I haven’t dated anybody but Calvin for the past seventeen years, and things change.”


  She’d changed, was what she meant, and some of those changes frightened her.


  “You’re still married,” Dunstan said, kindly, because she didn’t feel married. She likely felt trapped, betrayed, and exhausted. “Unless you want to give Mr. Almquist the fault ground of adultery upon which to proceed, I suggest you let the dating wait.”


  In Damson Valley, a close-knit rural community within commuting distance of both Washington and Baltimore, dating was best done openly or not at all.


  “I will be damned if I’ll give that man anything other than what the law says he’s entitled to, and not one penny more.”


  Oh, this case would be great fun. Drug dealers were a pleasure to represent compared to embittered spouses who had the means to torment each other in family court. Criminals understood the rules, paid cash, and referred all three dozen of their closest friends.


  Wallace would be ashamed of his owner for such thoughts.


  “Have you considered counseling, Mrs. Almquist?”


  “Marriage counseling? Like when you have to tell some stranger all the intimate details of your failed relationship? No, thank you. I might hate Calvin, but I wouldn’t put him through that. Marriages are private.”


  Of course, they were. While divorces…


  Dunstan turned over a clean sheet on his tablet. “I was thinking more in terms of giving you emotional support to help you sort through your situation. Divorce can be daunting, and some therapists specialize in assisting couples through the divorce itself.”


  Devastating was the honest term.


  Her foot went abruptly still. “I’m not a whiner, Mr. Cromarty. Ask my spin class. Full speed ahead and get the hills behind me, that’s me.”


  “Then my first job will be to contact Calvin’s attorney and ask if he or she will accept service of process on your behalf.”


  The foot started up again. “He’s hiring some woman. Women attorneys make less than men, on average, according to Calvin, and he gets off on pinching pennies. I wish just once he’d pinch my behind.”


  How plaintive she sounded. Heaven defend the good bachelors of Damson Valley when Dorie Almquist’s divorce became final. Might be a good time to nip back to Scotland and spend a few weeks fly-fishing, sipping whiskey, and dandling wee baby cousins.


  “Do you happen to know the name of your husband’s attorney?”


  “She had a dull name, like a third grade teacher.”


  Which narrowed matters down not at all. “Hannah Stark is a new associate with Hartman and Whitney, though I doubt she’d be taking her own cases yet.”


  “Not Hannah. Judy something, or Jane. Jane—that’s it. As in plain Jane.”


  If the woman made another comment about missionary sex, Dunstan would hand her back her retainer check, though it would pain him to turn away business.


  “Jane DeLuca?”


  “That’s it. Plain Jane DeLuca. I’ll bet she wears sensible shoes, with a name like that.”


  “Ms. DeLuca is a fine attorney, very professional. I’ll give her a call this afternoon.”


  Mrs. Almquist left in a flurry of fruity perfume and indignation, while Dunstan took his notes back to his office and popped a couple of aspirin before his back started howling at him.


  He’d never before taken a case against Ms. Jane DeLuca, but by reputation she was very professional—for a land-dwelling shark—and even in the courtroom, especially in the courtroom, she wore stilettos.


***



  “What will this divorce cost me?”


  The clients always asked, as if the model without the chrome hubcaps might be the better deal.


  Jane DeLuca, Es-flipping-squire, always had an answer for them.


  “The cost of your divorce depends on four variables, only one of which you control.”


  Oncologists and attorneys had a lot in common. Both learned to talk about awful truths, right down to the clinical details, without touching on the awful emotions. Too bad nobody ever made that plain to law school applicants until after the loans had come due.


  Calvin Almquist adjusted a gold and onyx cuff link that looked like it might commemorate graduation from some Ivy League university.


  “Those four variables are?”


  Jane launched into the standard spiel, of which Calvin would retain about a third, if he was like most clients enduring the trauma of inchoate divorce.


  “So you’re saying I can’t control the legal complexity of my case, I can’t control my spouse, and I can’t control whom she chooses to represent her, but I can control my own behavior.”


  That would be a stretch, given that divorce made brokenhearted, angry fools of most mortals.


  “You choose our litigation objective, Mr. Almquist. If you want sole custody, I’ll go after that, hammer and tongs. If you want this divorce wrapped up quickly, then you may see your children only every other weekend, but we won’t allow the case to get bogged down in litigation. If a cordial relationship with your ex is the highest priority,”—Calvin winced, tellingly—“then this might take forever, and you could still see your kids only every other weekend, but cordial it will be. You choose the objective.”


  “I want to have enough to live on, but I need to be a father to my children, too.”


  Which—surely a coincidence!—was exactly what a solid marriage often fostered.


  “Both of those goals are sensible and important. You may need to choose between them.”


  Rather than prattle on about the court calendar, the procedural details—yes, a divorce was a lawsuit—Jane gave Calvin a moment to absorb a bit more of his new normal.


  Which had to be one of the most hated euphemisms in the language.


  Divorce involved choices, usually between two or more bad alternatives. The first choice, however, after the decision to split, was which lawyers had the privilege of presiding over the internment of the marriage.


  “So you can’t tell me what the divorce will cost?”


  It will cost you your marriage, your remaining complement of innocence, and possibly your life savings—but what will that matter when your children are in rehab?


  “I can give you estimates.” Jane moved away from her desk to touch the soft, prickly moss in her window dish garden. Calvin looked like what he was: a successful accountant—regular features, tidy dark hair, about five-foot-ten with an “I work out Monday, Wednesday and Friday mornings” trimness. He would read accounting magazines on the stationary bike and have no balances on either of his two credit cards.


  Jane used a porcelain Eeyore pitcher to water the dish garden, then topped up a bouquet of yellow and pink tulips Louise had sent at the beginning of the week.


  “You’ll bill me monthly?”


  “If you decide to give me your case, and if I decide to take it, I will bill you against a retainer.”


  When she got around to doing the billing. Louise, the traitor, had always handled that aspect of the business.


  Calvin stood, jingling the change in his left pocket. “But you can’t tell me what it will cost, how long it will go on, or what the outcome will be. I hate this, and none of it is my fault.”


  No divorce was ever anybody’s fault, not until some time had passed, a good therapist or two had gone to work, and the judgments were all final.


  Jane put Eeyore on the credenza, a reminder that he needed a refill.


  “Think of this divorce as a disease, Mr. Almquist. You may have done nothing to deserve it, but if you don’t take the situation seriously, you will not like the outcome.”


  Though Jane had never met the couple comprised of a blameless angel married to an irredeemable devil. Still, she sympathized with Calvin, who probably hadn’t done anything on purpose to sabotage his marriage. He’d be both bewildered and ashamed to find himself in a lawyer’s office for anything other than the drafting of a will.


  “Is the retainer negotiable?”


  Five years ago, Jane would have taken that bait. She would have returned to her desk and asked him how much he could manage, while she drove on bald tires and had no health insurance.


  “I’m good at what I do, Mr. Almquist. If I represent you, you will get good value for your coin. Neither one of us wants you wondering if my zeal in the courtroom is affected by the outstanding balance you owe me. The retainer is not negotiable, and may I point out, that retainer would buy you a lot of marriage counseling.”


  He left off jingling the coins. “Dorie won’t go for that. She has her pride, and she’s an excellent mother. She and I have managed seventeen mostly good years. We’ll manage this too.”


  “Are you sure this isn’t just a rough patch, Mr. Almquist? Seventeen years is a notorious spike in the chart for divorces.”


  “Dorie is sure. Frequently in error but seldom in doubt, like the British monarchy. I used to love that about her.”


  Dorie had probably loved that Calvin was on top of every penny, all the time, rather than a lackadaisical spendthrift like, for example, her own father.


  Calvin pushed thick glasses up a nose that would have been nice, if he weren’t making a not-nice-at-all face.


  “Dorie won’t like you one bit. She’s insecure about her looks and her education, and you’re pretty and well educated.”


  He made Jane’s red hair and blue eyes—tired blue eyes—sound like a walking affront to the decency police.


  “If Mrs. Almquist attempts to antagonize me, that can work to your advantage.”


  He resumed his seat, laid a steel briefcase across his lap, and snapped the locks. “How much did you say the retainer is?”


  He had a checkbook out, a sign not of sound decision-making ability, but rather, of a man who found every moment of the discussion acutely painful, if not infuriating.


  “We need to go over the retainer agreement first,” Jane said, gently, gently, because this guy had high maintenance written all over him, if she decided to represent him.


  Which she would, because Louise had left the practice, while the rent bill still occupied a place on Jane’s payables ledger.


  Calvin tolerated the next hour well, despite Jane’s misgivings, and thus she did, eventually, agree to represent him. His documents would be organized and timely produced, his check would not bounce, and he’d likely keep his pants on for the duration of the festivities.


  A family law attorney learned not to expect much from her clients.


  “When will we file?” Calvin asked.


  We. Already, Jane had been promoted to we status, with Calvin her wingman in the halls of justice, though the last time he’d been to the county courthouse had probably been to buy his marriage license.


  “I will meet with you on Friday and have a draft petition ready by Tuesday, though I warn you, couples do reconcile, Mr. Almquist. Seventeen years is a lot to walk away from, especially when you have children to consider. If you do get back together, the unused portion of the retainer will be returned to you.”


  For an instant, sheer misery shone out of Calvin’s brown eyes. He wasn’t Jane’s type—she didn’t have a type—but once, long ago, dear Dorie had thought those eyes attractive. Intelligent, at least, which counted for a lot with some women.


  “Until Friday, then.” He stuck out a hand, and Jane shook, because business civilities in the midst of domestic tragedy comforted some clients.


  “Call me if you have any questions,” Jane said, seeing him to the door. They all had questions, and who could blame them?


  Speaking of which. “Did you say who Dorie’s attorney is, Mr. Almquist?”


  Calvin took his raincoat off the coat stand and fit a beret onto his head. “Dorie retained some guy named Dunstan Cromarty. I think he’s Scottish.”


  “Mr. Cromarty is Scottish, also very professional. He’ll advocate for Doreen zealously within the bounds of the law.”


  And from what Jane had heard, Cromarty would be a perfect, if entirely civil, pain in the ass about it, every step of the way.


  
    ***

  


  One of the law clerks had asked Jane why she preferred to work in the law library when she’d already memorized the entire Family Law Article of the Annotated Code of Maryland.


  “Because you never know when you might need to start on Courts and Judicial Proceedings.” She’d memorized only certain articles because she referred to them constantly.


  The kid had backed away. Backed away.


  “I was told I’d find you here.” Dunstan Cromarty stood before the table Jane had taken over in the Damson County law library, his battered leather case in hand.


  “I like books,” Jane said. She was prepared to not like Dunstan Cromarty, though he nicely filled out a medium-blue three-piece suit that had to have been hand-tailored. “Stop looming. If you must interrupt me, then take a seat.”


  He folded long limbs into a sturdy wooden chair that had likely been in the county courthouse when the Confederate Army had marched by on their way to Gettysburg. “Don’t suppose you’re working on the Almquist divorce complaint.” His burr made even his oh-so-casual question sexy.


  She could fence with him, but she’d been talking with other attorneys who practiced family law in Damson County. With Dunstan Cromarty, battles should be chosen, not engaged in for the hell of it.


  “And if I were working on the Almquist filings?”


  He slouched back. “The case will not be pleasant.”


  Beneath the table, Jane fished for her shoes, but one didn’t surreptitiously slip into stilettos. “Domestic cases are seldom pleasant.”


  His aftershave was pleasant. Subtle, fresh, spicy. An outdoorsy scent that went with his burr, which—Jane admitted—she did like. Rather a lot. Judges and juries were said to like that burr too.


  “The Almquist divorce will be a right stinker,” Cromarty said. “I’m hoping you’ll accept service of process, though I’m perfectly happy to serve dear Calvin at the gym, in his office, or at his Toastmasters gathering.”


  Any accent originating in the British Isles gave its speaker an advantage in matters of irony—dear Calvin, indeed. Jane put her computer into sleep mode and folded down the screen.


  “Why don’t I serve dear Doreen at her gym, or her garden club, or in the privacy of her fifty-five-hundred-square-foot marital home?” If Jane had had her shoes on, she would have stood to pose that query.


  “Because Dorie—I’m to call her Dorie—would take it out on her lawyer, as would Calvin, should he suffer the humiliation of public service with a divorce complaint.”


  Cromarty had directed his irony at himself, or possibly the entire legal profession, while Jane’s sweet little smart-pad with a mighty battery gave a soft, cyber-sigh.


  “Sometimes, I think having the client accept service in person is better,” Jane said, when a simple yes or no might have done. “They need to take the litigation seriously, need to know it will wreck their lives.”


  “Is that a warning, Ms. DeLuca?”


  Drat him. A glimmer of collegial commiseration, followed by a sneering jab. Except Cromarty was smiling. One corner of his mouth had tipped up, and green eyes regarded Jane with as much humor as challenge.


  Had she ever seen him smile before? “I’ll accept process if you will.”


  “We are agreed, then. Will you be at the bar lunch on Tuesday?”


  Good Lord, was it already time for that monthly ordeal?


  “I should be there, though rubber chicken on wilted lettuce isn’t exactly my speed.” Particularly not if Elvin Gregory plunked himself down beside her again and began with one of his infamous “I once had a case…” monologues.


  “We can trade complaints then, maybe do a bit of strategizing.”


  Her right toe snagged a heel strap, and Jane began wiggling her foot into the shoe. “I’m opposing counsel, Cromarty. What will we strategize about?”


  “Scheduling, if nothing else. This case will fall across the winter holidays, and I like to go home to Scotland for Hogmanay.”


  A little bend, a yank with her index finger, and the right shoe was on. Now for the left.


  “What’s Hog Many?” And where was home, exactly? Scotland, but where in Scotland? Where, for that matter, was her left shoe?


  “Hogmanay. New Year’s. We set great store by new beginnings in Scotland. So many of us have had to make them. Did you just caress my foot with your toes?”


  She had. “Of course not. Your foot got in the way while I’m trying to find my shoe.”


  He reached a long arm under the table and—“Watch it, Cromarty!”—came up with Jane’s left shoe in his hand.


  “Interesting.” He studied the shoe, an elegant aubergine four-incher Jane had bought for a steal at a consignment shop in Rockville. “These cannot be comfortable. One wonders how you march about the courtrooms in them with such apparent ease. Bad for the knees, these things, and they lead to bunions.”


  The shoes were dead sexy. Not do-me shoes, but I-might-let-you-do-me-if-you’re-really-good shoes. That Dunstan Cromarty was inspecting Jane’s shoe at eye level was not comfortable.


  Jane used the law library because people frequented the place. People who might pass the time of day with her, or need a hint where the Atlantic Second Reporters were shelved. People who made quiet, comforting people-nearby noises without troubling her. She’d have to find somewhere else to work that didn’t leave her open to attacks from Highland shoe pirates.


  “Give me my shoe.”


  He hesitated a single instant before passing over the shoe, the smile becoming a damned dimple in his left cheek. “We aren’t truly about to wreck the Almquist’s lives, are we, Ms. DeLuca?”


  She jerked the shoe on, though the strap was twisted when she straightened. “No, we are not. They’ve already seen to that themselves. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a complaint for limited divorce to draft.”


  He rose, the only guy in the Damson County bar association who carried off a three-piece suit, matching tie tack and French cuffs as if that was simply what one wore.


  “I’ll be at work on the complementary accusations from Mrs. Almquist and look forward to seeing you Tuesday.”


  He sauntered off, the view from the back being elegant, strong, and… Elegant and strong were bad enough. Cromarty played fair, but he played to win. Mrs. Almquist had chosen her advocate well.


  Mr. Almquist had chosen better, though, because when it came to divorce litigation, Jane wasn’t playing. She’d make it a point to sit next to Mr. Cromarty at lunch on Tuesday, the better to impress that upon him.


  She collected her effects and rose, then nearly fell on her backside when the strap to her left shoe broke.


***



  Scotland was usually five hours ahead of Maryland, which meant Dunstan often talked to his mother directly after lunch. Mum liked to watch her shows on the telly, and yet, if she didn’t periodically get in “a good natter” with her prodigal son, she fretted.


  “So mind you don’t embroil me in one of your appellate arguments,” he told Trenton Knightley, another family law practitioner whom he occasionally opposed. “I’ve work to do this afternoon, unlike you lot.”


  Knightley got the door to the Steak and Anvil, where the bar association gathered for its monthly lunches. “Do you think my brothers would allow me to malinger here over expensive beer and tough steak when I could be back at the office, clocking billable hours?”


  Rubber chicken and wilted lettuce for some.


  “The shoe is likely on the other foot, Knightley. You herd your brothers back to the office, though why we must have a speaker each month is beyond fathoming.”


  Knightley wiggled dark brows. “We’re supposed to finish planning the details of the bar association’s Christmas party today too. Have you been a good boy, Cromarty?”


  Americans and their endless self-disclosure. “Very good, though it’s none of your ruddy business. Shall you do the motion on the Baxter guardianship or shall I?”


  The hostess waved to the banquet room, which was about the size of Dunstan’s garage.


  “You consent to naming the daughter guardian of Baxter’s person?”


  “I defer to the court. Any one of the children would serve competently. Send me the draft order before you file the motion, though.”


  “You have issues with trust, Cromarty,” Knightley said as they reached the banquet room. “I’ll have the order to you by the end of the week.”


  Every competent attorney had issues with trust, as well as a fine command of language, at least when on the clock. Trent Knightley was a good fellow, and yet, two heads were better than one when it came to drafting court orders.


  “Your brothers are waving you over, Knightley.” James and MacKenzie Knightley, the corporate and criminal specialists in the Knightley brothers’ law firm, were drinking imported beer at the end of the middle table. Both were agreeable men and superbly competent in their fields.


  “Sit with us. We’ll break into a chorus of Jingle Bells when Elvin Gregory starts holding forth on.”


  They would, too, and probably make it harmonize.


  “I’m promised to Ms. DeLuca, though thank you.”


  “Poker on Saturday,” Knightley said, saluting his brothers. “Mac’s springing for the pizza, and it’s your turn to lose.”


  Dunstan did not wave to Ms. DeLuca, who’d taken an end seat at the far table. She had her little computer out of its pink case, not a laptop, but one of the smaller varieties made for people with small hands, perfect eyesight and untreated compulsive tendencies.


  “Ms. DeLuca, I have it on good authority this gathering will degenerate into a planning session for the annual bar Christmas party, which I will not be attending. Might I convince you to join me in an elopement?”


  She slapped her computer closed and jammed it in an oversize shoulder bag, from which a pair of manila legal briefs peeked, one of which was labeled “Almquist, Calvin.”


  “You didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” she said, rising. “You can’t help that you still don’t speak American, but yes, I’ll elope with you. Just don’t tell our clients.”


  She preceded him through the private dining room, and yes, Dunstan watched the part of her a gentleman shouldn’t watch in public. A glance around the room confirmed that the Damson County Bar Association was sadly lacking in gentlemen, and the ladies present were not surprised to find it so.


  Both Dunstan’s mum and Wallace would have been ashamed of him, but his brothers and cousins would have understood.


  He held the door for Ms. DeLuca, a short exercise in confusion on her part and patience on his, and then they were outside on a pleasant autumn day. Yellow leaves scraped along the sidewalk, and sunlight slanted sharply through bare branches overhead.


  “Where are we eloping to?” she asked. “I have the Complaint for Limited Divorce, but I’m also hungry.”


  She wasn’t simply American, she was Jane DeLuca: Here’s your lawsuit, I’ll take fries with that.


  “I have Mrs. Almquist’s too, though I’m not sure filing this soon is the appropriate approach. Will you share an Eritrean meal with me?”


  Because Eritrean fare—a rare treat in rural Maryland—done right was a wonderful break from sandwiches consumed standing up in the kitchen after the cat had been fed. Even Ms. DeLuca’s dubious company couldn’t douse Dunstan’s longing for a culinary change of pace.


  “Haven’t had Ethiopian since I moved out here from DC,” Ms. DeLuca said, marching off across the street. “A good dose of carbs sounds perfect, and why shouldn’t we be filing complaints, getting the ball rolling, starting discovery?”


  He hauled her back by the strap of her purse as an orange scooter came barreling around the corner, and in her fancy shoes, she teetered for a moment, then righted herself.


  “A simple, ‘watch your step’ would do, Mr. Cromarty.”


  “I beg your pardon.” The dratted woman would injure herself in those ridiculous shoes, and why did she bother with them, when even in her heels, she came only to Dunstan’s shoulder?


  This time, she looked both ways before proceeding, and let him hold the door for her when they reached the restaurant.


  “A table or a booth?” the hostess asked.


  “Table,” from Ms. DeLuca, of course.


  “I’d prefer a booth, for privacy, and in case we have to spread out any paperwork.” Also to be contrary, because exploring the other side’s weaknesses was good strategy and half the fun of being an attorney.


  “A booth will do,” Ms. DeLuca said. “Though you’d better not spill anything on my files, Cromarty.”


  Or she’d what? Hit him with her Lawyer Barbie computer?


  “I’ll be quite tidy,” Dunstan said, because he was always tidy. The other benefit of a booth—or detriment, depending on a fellow’s perspective—was that it mooted the whole dilemma of whether to hold the lady’s chair.


  “Would Madam like silverware?” the waitress inquired, when they’d settled in a corner booth. She had a musical, slightly French accent, four gold hoops in her right ear, and a friendly smile.


  Ms. DeLuca slung her shoulder bag off with the same weary competence Uncle Donald hung up his game bag after a morning’s shooting. Instead of bloodstains, her gear sported a pattern of carousel horses in brown, turquoise, and rust.


  “We’ll be fine without silverware,” she said. “Just bring plenty of bread and some spare napkins. Lemon with the water would be lovely too. No ice.”


  Ms. DeLuca had thoughtfully waved off Dunstan’s cutlery, but he wasn’t about to admit a partiality to knives, forks, and spotless ties before opposing counsel.


  “And I’d like to see your liquor menu,” he said, before Ms. DeLuca excused the wait staff as well. “If it wouldn’t be too much bother.”


  He made the request because good drink was an indulgence available even in the wilds of Maryland, but the greater pleasure was seeing Ms. DeLuca’s surprise.


  “You drink alcohol during the workday, Mr. Cromarty?”


  “You don’t? For most of us in solo practice, the workday encompasses lunch and dinner, if not breakfast. A wee dram helps the time pass agreeably.”


  In the time it took Dunstan to open the menu, Ms. DeLuca castled her mental chess pieces. She clearly did not imbibe during the workday—alas, the Puritans had arrived to these shores in substantial numbers before the Scots—and yet her response was verbal sleight of hand.


  “For me, whether to have a drink depends on the selection,” she said. “We’re close enough to DC that a good wine list isn’t rare, but rural enough that it’s not a foregone conclusion, either. Now, what shall we have?”


  Dunstan knew what he’d have—anything as long as it wasn’t ruddy chicken or tuna fish—but as he stared at the menu, no particular dish caught his fancy.


  He was too busy wondering if, beneath the table, Ms. DeLuca had already divested herself of her ridiculous shoes.


  
    Chapter Three

  


 

 

  Anybody handling divorce work needed to acquaint themselves with the traditional phases of grieving: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Clients ricocheted through them, sometimes touching four out of five in the space of ten minutes.


  The fifth phase…acceptance. That one was elusive. Dunstan sensed the Almquists might never attain it.


  “Don’t look out the window,” Jane DeLuca said, stuffing her undersized computer into her oversized carpetbag. “Our clients are not at their best.”


  “One doesn’t expect them to be,” Dunstan said, passing over copies of the first-round parenting schedule. He, of course, took a gander out the window so he could surreptitiously open it another three inches and begin detoxing the baby powder nerve gas from the room. “Oh, for God’s sake.”


  “I warned you,” Jane said, coming to stand beside him. “Pathetic, but predictable. I’ve tried to nudge Cal into counseling, but he’s the white knuckle divorce type, apparently.”


  Under the old oak, dead leaves drifting around them, rain mizzling down, Calvin held Doreen and stroked her hair. Mrs. Almquist was clearly in tears, and Calvin…


  “Your client is pretty broken up about this divorce,” Dunstan said, knowing he should look away, but enjoying a moment with opposing counsel standing next to him, despite the sad tableau under the oak and the tickle in his sinuses. “Hit him by surprise.”


  And that wasn’t what Dunstan had expected. Embezzlers were a canny lot, usually. The cheeriest people you’d ever
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