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Synopsis

Bertha Brannon is a lawyer who takes care of her
grandmother and is usually broke because the work she often takes
is pro bono or sliding scale for the domestic violence shelter or
the public defender for juvenile cases. She has eighteen months of
sobriety from a cocaine addiction. Late Friday afternoon, she’s
looking forward to a long and peaceful weekend, when a woman comes
into her office who wants to retain her for a murder she hasn’t yet
committed. Bertha needs the rent money. Thus begins a living
roller-coaster ride that includes betrayal, arson, and murder.
While making trips back to the drug-using haunts, Bertha meets a
police woman who wants her, but she’s not sure for what. Is it just
sex or is there something more?
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Chapter One

Bertha Brannon worked her Jeep into a tight parking
spot and cut the ignition. Anxious to get out of the heat, hurrying
toward the building, she checked her watch and thought about the
coming weekend. For once there was nothing pressing. The two days
off seemed to stretch out like an empty highway across the flat
summer prairie.

Bertha waved at the new woman with the dark crew cut
who worked in Lilith’s Book Store and hurriedly pushed through the
revolving doors into the Lambert Building, where the marble-floored
lobby felt cool.

On the third floor, in her own office, Bertha kicked
off her black pumps and rubbed her nyloned calves. Despite a window
air conditioner that worked day and night, her office was warm. An
oscillating fan rattled on top of a four-drawer file cabinet in the
corner. Late-afternoon sunlight filtered between the vertical
blinds and fell across the disheveled desk. She rummaged through a
stack of file folders looking for her appointment book. Alvin, her
part-time secretary, had left early for a dentist’s
appointment.

Bertha was pretty sure the whole afternoon had been
blocked out for court. If no one was scheduled at four, she would
slide out of the panty hose too. Her six-foot-tall,
two-hundred-pound frame wasn’t meant for skirts and heels. She only
had two court outfits, one for summer and one for winter. They
usually hung on a coat rack that was obscured by a cluttered
bookshelf in the corner. She had several packages of Queen-Tall
panty hose—the damn things usually ripped when she was getting in
or out of them. Bertha wore jeans and tennis shoes in the
office—sometimes a blazer. She’d never be the cutthroat
professional, African-American woman with a power wardrobe she used
to admire. She had given up trying to fit into that mold after two
years at the state’s attorney’s office. They had wanted her to
stay. Women, especially black women, were more at ease with Bertha.
They could tell her the ugly truths that would often make or break
a case. Sometimes Bertha longed for the security and regular
paycheck. But she didn’t miss the dress code.

Several files slid to the floor when she pulled out
the appointment book. There was no one scheduled that afternoon,
but dinner with Alvin and Randy had been penciled in at seven. She
was glad for the free time, but worried. There’d only been three
new clients since Monday—two divorces, referred from the battered
women’s shelter, and a wage assignment for child support. None of
them had the fifty dollars for the first consultation. She had
informed each of them that she took only so many cases on a sliding
scale—then took them all.

“Damn it, Bertha,” Alvin swore when she’d handed him
the last file to type. “The rent’s due Monday. If you keep taking
these cases, you won’t have time for the work that pays.”

“As long as I have the contract with the public
defender, the rent will be paid,” she’d said. Why was she
explaining her decisions to the secretary anyway? She’d been in
juvenile court all afternoon defending a fifteen-year-old boy who
was charged with car theft. Jimmy Reed was a good-looking kid—tall,
slim, blond hair, green eyes—with a brand-new Mickey Mouse tattoo.
He’d “borrowed” his father’s car, stole the stereo and a couple of
blank checks, then used the money and the transportation to get
himself and a school friend tattooed. His dad pressed charges. The
boy lived with his mother. Mr. Reed was remarried, behind on child
support, and rarely saw the kid. Though it was a separate issue,
Bertha had been allowed to mention the unpaid child support because
they were in juvenile court. Judge Wallace sent everyone out of the
room except Bertha.

“Counselor, how long will it take you to produce a
wage assignment?”

Bertha wanted to cooperate but pointed out, “Mrs.
Reed is not my client, your Honor.”

Judge Wallace’s voice softened. “If she had her
child support, she could get some help for the boy. Most of the
kids we see are too far gone. This one has a chance.”

“I can have it in front of you Monday.” Bertha had a
form on the computer. Most of the time these days she slipped wage
assignments in with divorce packages.

Judge Wallace gave Jimmy three months of court
supervision and the standard lecture.

Bertha called his mother aside after the others were
gone. Mrs. Reed was a thirty-something, plump, redheaded woman who
looked as uncomfortable in her court clothes as Bertha felt.

“How much is your ex-husband in arrears, Mrs. Reed?”
Bertha asked.

The woman said, “I don’t know. He hasn’t paid
support for at least three years.”

“You never tried to collect?”

“I would stand a better chance if I were on
welfare,” Mrs. Reed said. “I work. I make just enough that I can’t
get assistance with legal fees. I signed up for the state program
that tracks down deadbeat dads months ago.”

“No luck?”

Pat Reed sighed and shook her head. “It all takes so
long. He knows it.”

“Well, it looks like Jimmy has taken care of that
for you,” said Bertha. “Add it up and call my office Monday with
the total. Include medical costs or anything else your divorce
agreement says he’s responsible for. Judge Wallace has instructed
me to prepare a wage assignment. Mr. Reed does work, doesn’t
he?”

“For the state.”

Bertha felt good about the whole thing. But payment
for county contract work would take months and was irregular at
best. She didn’t think she should have to explain that to Alvin.
But the reminder about the rent did make her nervous. Running her
own office, she didn’t have to worry about dress codes or billable
hours. But she still had to worry about the bills.

Bertha rubbed her right foot. Her toes were
cramping. She hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her panty hose,
stood slightly behind her desk, rolled the things down over her
hips, and pulled first one foot, then the other, free. She picked
up the damp nylons from the floor and tossed them into her bottom
drawer.

The air conditioner humming behind her was on high.
She turned and let the cool air blow on her neck. She bent forward
and felt the air beneath her blouse.

Through the third-story window, she could see the
street below. There was a line of cars at the drive-up bank on the
corner. Heat waves rose from the sidewalk like an electric stove
left on high. That and humidity rendered the few pedestrians
walking like they were under water.

Bertha wanted to get home and put some more Sulfur 8
on her itching scalp. She cursed Alvin and his hairdresser
boyfriend for talking her into the blond hair. Not only did she
look like Wesley Snipes in Demolition Man, but her hair was
also drier and harder to manage than ever.

“Excuse me.” A voice from behind Bertha cut through
her thoughts. She turned to face a slender young white woman in a
red sleeveless dress.

Bertha quickly sat behind the desk, hoping it hid
her bare legs.

“I’d like to see Miss Brannon.”

“I’m Bertha Brannon. Did you have an
appointment?”

The woman smiled apologetically. “Barry Levine, the
attorney down the hall, told me you might be here. I had an
appointment with him, but he couldn’t help me. The outer office was
empty, but I saw you in here.”

“Barry thought I could help you when he couldn’t?”
Bertha was suspicious. Barry Levine never turned away a client.

“Yes.” The woman glanced back over her shoulder as
though someone was behind her.

Bertha checked the empty doorway.

The woman asked, “Do you have time to see me
now?”

“Well, actually...”

“It’s very important,” the woman pleaded. “I don’t
know what I’ll do if I have to wait all weekend. Please, Miss
Brannon.”

“Call me Bertha.” Bertha motioned to the folding
chair next to the file cabinet. “I only have a few minutes. Now
what is this about?”

“My name is Sally Morescki.” The woman scooted the
chair to the corner of the desk.

Bertha pulled a pen from the center drawer and a
legal pad from the bottom of one of the stacks on her desk. “Can
you spell that for me, please?”

Sally started to spell her last name slowly, then
flinched and looked behind her. “Did you hear a noise?”

“No.” Bertha sighed. “Look, if you need an order of
protection, you can file for that yourself.”

“I have one.”

“Well, if he’s violated it, you can call the police
yourself. Lawyers are expensive.” Bertha thought she knew exactly
why Barry Levine had sent Sally Morescki down the hall.

“Do you believe in the tarot?” Sally asked.

Bertha wiped beads of sweat from her upper lip. The
damn rayon blouse was soaked under her arms and around her waist.
She wanted to go home, get out of the monkey suit, and put on a
pair of cutoff jeans. “I know what it is. Cards, right?”

Sally nodded. “Each card means something—”

“At the risk of sounding trite, can we cut to the
chase? It’s been a long day.”

“I just came from a reading. I was advised to get a
lawyer.” Sally swallowed hard. “I was advised to get one
today.”

“Are you telling me that you had your fortune
told—”

“It was the tarot.”

“Tarot, tea leaves, what difference does it make?
You’re getting a lawyer on the advice of a gypsy?”

“A witch.”

“And what exactly are you employing a lawyer to do?”
Bertha made a mental note to thank Barry Levine for this one.

“Defend me,” Sally Morescki said. “I’m going to be
charged with murder.”

Bertha started scribbling on the legal pad. “Now
we’re getting somewhere,” she said. “Who’s dead?”

“No one.”

Bertha threw the pen on her paper-laden desk a
little too hard. She sat back in her chair and glared at the blond
woman. “You’re going to be charged with murder, and no one is
dead?”

“I’m going to murder my husband.” Sally’s voice was
soft, with a hint of excitement, as if she was really looking
forward to it.

“Mrs. Morescki, if you say the man deserves to die,
I believe you. But I am required by law to report your intention to
kill him.” Bertha spread her arms in a gesture to indicate the
situation was out of her hands. “Maybe you shouldn’t say any more.
When they arrest you, you’ll be allowed a phone call. Get in touch
with me then.”

“I don’t intend to kill him. But the cards—”

“I know, the witch—”

“Yes, she told me to find a lawyer today.”

“Where did this witch study law?”

Sally Morescki sighed, picked up her purse, and
started rummaging through it. She looked as if she was going to
cry.

Bertha turned to the window ledge and picked up a
box of Puffs. She offered them to Sally.

“Thanks,” Sally muttered, and blew her nose.

There was a long silence. Finally Bertha said, “Why
don’t you tell me about him?”

“My husband is a very influential man.” Sally leaned
forward and spoke softly, as if someone in the empty outer office
might hear. “We’ve been married for two years. I thought things
were going fine until last February.”

“What happened?” Bertha looked the woman over and
tried to figure how well off this “influential” husband was. Sally
didn’t really look rich. The red dress was a simple affair. The
shoes could be from Payless. Her hair was cut short, in one of
those white women’s shake-and-go cuts. Sally was a blonde too,
although hers looked to be natural. There were subtle clues that
things weren’t going well for her—the dark circles under her eyes,
an ashen complexion. She looked like one of the women referred from
the battered women’s shelter. Bertha had her own reasons for taking
so many domestic-violence cases. And she knew she’d do what she
could to help Sally Morescki.

“He didn’t come home for a week,” Sally answered.
“Afterward we quarreled.”

“You two fight a lot?” Bertha thought she knew the
answer.

But Sally shook her head. “No, not until then. He
seemed irritable. I thought it might be pressure at his business or
another problem with his ex-wife.”

“So you’re the second wife?” Bertha was making notes
again.

Sally flushed. “I was his secretary. There was a
messy divorce. I’m ashamed to admit when he disappeared for a week,
I thought he was involved with Miss Cornwell, the new secretary.
After I was sure he wasn’t dead, that is.”

“Why be ashamed of that? It’s a natural assumption.”
Bertha remembered her Aunt Lucy, who’d had five husbands, telling
her that if you took a woman’s man, someday another woman would
take him from you.

Sally met Bertha’s eyes. “You’re very blunt, aren’t
you?”

“Blunt. Cynical.” Bertha sighed. “Also hot and my
feet hurt.”

“How much would it cost to retain you?” Sally
asked.

“As far as I can see you don’t have a need to retain
me,” Bertha said. “I could take your money. But you don’t need an
attorney. That’s probably why Barry Levine couldn’t help you. And
it’s the reason I can’t either.”

Sally’s forehead wrinkled in a frown. She appeared
puzzled. “Do you know anything about criminal law?”

“I worked for two years in the state’s attorney’s
office. I handled my share of criminal cases there. As a
prosecutor, of course.” Bertha leaned back in her chair. “There is
one thing I know do for sure. And that is, you have to have a
crime.”

“But, Madame Soccoro—”

“You’re not planning to murder your husband?”

“Of course not.”

But you have an order of protection?” Bertha didn’t
really understand why she was continuing the conversation. Maybe
because Sally kept sitting there, and Bertha couldn’t leave the
room without exposing her bare legs.

“When he finally came home last winter, we
quarreled. He pushed me around.” Sally lowered her voice. “I went
home to my mother’s for a while. He kept calling. Mom insisted I
get the order of protection.”

“When was the first time he hit you?” Bertha
asked.

Sally hung her head. “I don’t remember.”

In Bertha’s experience that was one thing a woman
did remember. She might forget all the times in between, but she
could remember the first time, and maybe the last.

“Where is your husband now, Mrs. Morescki?”

Sally shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“A week ago.”

Bertha felt a drop of sweat run down her spine. She
discreetly checked her watch, then picked up the legal pad and
fanned herself with it. “You want a divorce, Mrs. Morescki?”

“Would you take my case?”

“Any children?” Bertha asked.

“No.”

“Property?”

“We own our home together. Two cars,” said Sally,
“the usual.”

“I would need six hundred dollars flat fee. If there
are complications, there will be additional charges.”

Sally opened her purse and rummaged around.
“According to Madam Soccoro, there will be complications. I’ll feel
better knowing you’re on my team.”

Sally retrieved a business-size white envelope and
opened the flap. It was full of money. She pulled out a stack of
one-hundred-dollar bills and counted out six.

Bertha’s temple started a faint throbbing. She
ignored it, took the money from Sally’s outstretched hand, and
stifled a sigh of relief upon seeing the rent money in front of
her, in cash. “What are your grounds?”

“Huh?”

“For the divorce. We could file no-fault, but with
property involved, it might be best if you were the injured party.
That is, unless he agrees with the divorce and our ideas about the
settlement.”

“Is mental cruelty all right?” Sally asked.

Bertha shrugged. “Okay by me. Any special
considerations on property? The usual fifty/fifty split?”

“I’d like for him to sell everything and split the
money. I suppose he’ll want to keep his business. He can buy my
stock.”

“We’ll try. Bring me a list. I’ll get the paperwork
ready to file Monday afternoon.”

Bertha was writing on the legal pad again. She
stopped, reached for the bottom drawer, and pulled it open. Her
panty hose were in a heap on top of the bank bag. She tried to
remember where Alvin kept the receipt book.

Sally looked at her watch. “God, I didn’t realize it
was this late.” She reached across the desk and extended her hand.
“Thank you for taking time to see me, Bertha.”

Bertha shook Sally’s thin, cool hand and said, “I’ll
get you a receipt.”

“Can I get it Monday?” Sally was already stepping
toward the door. “I have another appointment.”

“Sure. Sure.” Bertha waved her on, relieved to have
the interview over. She turned and scraped her shin on the open
desk drawer. She reached to close it, and when she looked up a
second later, Sally Morescki was gone.

Bertha pulled a blank file folder from a box on the
floor and wrote MORESCKI on the tab. She
ripped two pages of notes from the legal pad and shoved them
inside. She decided to make the deposit herself rather than leave
it for Alvin on Monday. Until now there had only been four
ten-dollar checks, sent by women who were paying their bills by the
month, and one five-dollar check from a woman who couldn’t put
together the ten. The cash made her nervous, and she didn’t want to
leave it in the office all weekend.

Preparing the deposit took five minutes. She listed
the check numbers, amounts, and client’s name in the A/R Ledger,
added everything up twice, wrote six hundred and forty-five dollars
on the deposit slip, and dropped the yellow bank bag in her
briefcase.

From her office door, she took one last look at the
mess on her desk and promised herself she’d definitely sort it out
Monday and have Alvin file it away. With her inner door closed, the
outer office looked immaculate.

The only things on Alvin’s desk were a plant and his
phone. She closed the outer door and locked it.

When Bertha got off the elevator on the first floor,
the lobby was empty. Her dress shoes made hollow sounds on the cool
marble tiles. Passing the mailboxes, she thought she heard a soft
scrape. She turned quickly but saw nothing. As she pushed through
the revolving door out into the sultry air, she admonished herself
for being so jumpy.

As bad as Sally Morescki, she thought.


Chapter Two

The restaurant was packed, smells of charcoal-cooked
steaks and cigarette smoke hanging in the air. Though Bertha was
comfortable in casual denim shorts and a T-shirt, the thirty-minute
wait in the crowded bar was tiresome. Alvin was on his second beer.
His boyfriend, Randy, was upset about Alvin’s drinking because they
were both supposed to be on a diet. What seemed like hours had
passed when Alvin’s name was called; by then, to appease Randy,
he’d switched to lite beer.

Bertha slid into a booth that looked like it could
seat six and faced the fighting lovers. She slammed down a bucket
of nuts she’d carried from the bar. “I don’t know why I always let
you drag me to this place. How many black faces do you see here,
anyway?”

“Come on, Bertha. I don’t walk into a room and count
the African-Americans,” Alvin said. “I never notice those
things.”

“That’s because there’s only one of us. Right here
under this blond hair.” Searching the room, she saw a handsome
light-skinned waiter over in the smoking section and a family with
two little girls at a table by the ramp to the kitchen. Both were
behind Alvin, and she let him remain unenlightened.

“You like this place,” Randy said. “You’re the one
who usually suggests it.”

“I think she likes the way they dress the
waitresses.” Alvin was clearly trying to get back in Randy’s good
graces.

A young, dark-haired waitress in shorts and a red
T-shirt appeared at the booth. “My name is Bonnie.” Beneath the
brim of her cowgirl, Bonnie rolled her baby-blues toward Bertha.
“Can I get you all something from the bar?”

Randy folded his hands on the table. “We’ve had
enough to drink, thanks.”

Bonnie flashed a smile and readied her pencil. “I’ll
take your order then, if you’re ready.”

Bertha self-consciously touched her hair, which felt
dry and bushy. She remembered her first Monday as a blonde. Judge
Carson had called her to the bench in the middle of an arraignment,
and seeming sincere and concerned, he’d asked, “What happened to
your hair, Counselor?”

“I’ll have the chicken kabob, ranch salad dressing,”
Alvin said from across the table.

“Good choice.” Bonnie turned toward Randy. “And
you?”

“The same, salad dressing on the side.”

Bertha ordered the rib eye medium, a baked sweet
potato with cinnamon and butter, and another Pepsi. She blocked out
Alvin and Randy as they squabbled about fat, calories, and
alcohol.

The waitress was a nice distraction, but something
else was bothering Bertha. It was the new divorce case, or whatever
you wanted to call it. Sally Morescki, a woman who looked like she
hadn’t seen a hundred dollars in one place for a long time, pulled
out an envelope full of cash and paid the fee. She was very
insistent on seeing a lawyer, then disappeared too quickly. She’d
been nervous, constantly looking over her shoulder, jumping at the
slightest sound. What was that about? Had someone been watching
Bertha as she left the building, or was Sally’s paranoia
contagious?

Bertha’d deposited the money, and on the drive home,
she hadn’t been able to get the blond woman out of her mind. Who
was this influential Mr. Morescki? Bertha realized that she didn’t
even know his first name.

“Bertha?” Alvin said.

“Huh?”

“You’re watching the waitress’s ass, aren’t you?”
Randy said as he brushed peanut shells onto the floor.

Bertha smiled. “Our waitress has one of the ten
nicest backsides in this restaurant.”

The boys laughed together. Apparently they’d worked
things out. The music changed to Patsy Cline; Randy excused himself
and headed for the men’s room. The waitress returned with their
bread and salads. Bertha watched as she walked away.

“That woman is working on a big tip.” Alvin placed
the napkin in his lap and picked up his fork. “She doesn’t know
she’s waiting on a part-time secretary, an underpaid hairdresser,
and the poorest attorney in town.”

“I got a new client today,” Bertha said.

Alvin rolled his eyes. “Another poverty-riddled
divorce?”

“It’s a divorce. I’m not sure about the poverty yet.
The way things have been going..”

“You can count on it.”

Bertha reached for the pepper mill. “You ever hear
of the tarot?”

“Of course. Cards with pictures on them.”

“Right, the pictures can be interpreted to represent
events in a person’s life or the future, answers to questions, that
sort of thing. Some people believe a reading represents messages
from goddesses, gods, spirits, or whatever. Did you ever hear of a
Madame Soccoro?”

“Who hasn’t?” Randy slid into the booth across from
her.

In the dim light of the dining room, Randy’s
ponytail had a reddish cast. He’d probably used a new tint on his
hair. Bertha thought about her own hair again.

Randy stuffed a whole wedge of tomato into his
mouth, then shoved the food to one side and, like a ball player
with a wad of tobacco, said, “You thinking of having your fortune
told?” He waved his hands over the bucket of nuts as if it were a
crystal ball and deepened his voice, “I see a tall, dark
stranger—”

“What about romance? Am I going to get laid in this
decade?”

“Is everything all right here?” Bonnie was standing
at the end of the table. “Can I get you anything? More bread?”

Bertha flushed. “No. No. We’re fine.”

When the waitress was gone, the boys exploded in
laughter. Finally Randy said, “If you want your cards read, I hear
Madame Soccoro is the best. You need an appointment weeks in
advance.”

“Like the dentist?” Bertha asked.

“No,” said Randy. “Worse.”

“Hey,” Alvin said. “Wasn’t she the one who helped
the police last winter when that Whitman kid disappeared?”

“She was.” Randy pushed his empty salad bowl to the
edge of the table. “They found the body right where she told them
to look.”

“God,” said Bertha. “So that was Madame
Soccoro?”

Randy nodded.

“Tell me this.” Bertha asked, “You ever hear of the
name Morescki?”

“You mean the local Moresckis?” asked Alvin.

Bonnie set a large round tray down and cleared their
salad plates. She hummed with Roseanne Cash about a runaway train
as she placed their dinners in front of them, stretching across the
table so that her DON’T MESS WITH TEXAS T-shirt was an inch from Bertha’s nose. The
waitress smelled of steak, cigarettes, and Poison—Aunt Lucy’s
perfume, which Bertha recognized immediately. Bonnie made a special
point of asking Bertha if she needed ketchup or steak sauce. Bertha
asked for both, hoping to keep the dark-haired beauty around a
little longer. But Bonnie took the bottles out of her short apron
pocket and set them in front of Bertha with a smile. Alvin asked
for extra sour cream, but the waitress was halfway across the
dining room before he finished his request.

The three of them ate quietly. It was late, and the
drinking crowd had replaced the family types. A muted baseball game
was on the TV over the bar. Country-western music played above all
the commotion.

“There’s a construction company,” Alvin finally
said. “Morescki’s Roofing or something.”

“Concrete,” Randy said. “A family-owned business.
The old man has a funny nickname. What is it? One of the boys is a
politician.”

Alvin pointed into the air with his fork and said,
“Jelly.”

“That’s right,” said Randy. “Jelly Morescki.
Big-time gambler and owner of a half dozen concrete mixers and
trucks.”

“Seems like a funny name for someone in the concrete
business,” said Alvin. “Jelly. That’s not the new client, is
it?”

“Not exactly,” Bertha said.

Alvin nodded. “Good.”

“Why do you say that?” Bertha asked.

Alvin shrugged. “I’ve heard rumors about that
family. Not someone I’d care to mess with.”

“So, who is the client?” Randy demanded.

Alvin nudged Randy.

Randy caught on. “This one of those confidential
attorney things?”

Bertha answered carefully. “A woman retained me.
She’s probably married to one of the Morescki boys. Wants a
divorce. She came in with a very strange story about a tarot
reading.”

“You’re a sucker for a strange story,” Alvin pointed
out.

“She paid in advance,” Bertha added.

“If it’s one of the Morescki boys, and he doesn’t
want the divorce,” said Alvin, “you’ll probably earn that fee two
or three times over.”

Bertha took a large bite of steak, nodded, and said,
“Wonderful.”

*

At close to eleven thirty, the group finished
after-dinner coffee and, in Alvin’s case, lite beer. They talked
about going to the local gay bar, but Bertha said she had to get up
early to take her grandmother to the grocery store, and Randy was
sure that Alvin had had enough to drink. They stood in the parking
lot for a few minutes saying good night. Then Randy and Alvin got
into their Toyota, Randy driving, and Bertha climbed into her old
Jeep Wrangler. She snapped Billie Holiday into the CD player,
turned it up loud, and headed toward town.

Bertha wanted to stop by the office and get the file
she’d started on Sally Morescki. Something was bothering her. She
wasn’t sure quite what, but she thought looking at her notes might
help. The hour was late, and she promised herself she’d take the
file home and look at it tomorrow.

The Lambert Building was a four-story
concrete-and-marble affair, two blocks from the heart of town. On
the first floor were a book and card shop and a small tobacco
store, both dark and empty. Bertha punched the cipher-lock
combination to the lock and entered the dimly lit hallway that led
to the elevators.

The cleaning crew always went home by ten.

After a bomb threat at Lilith’s Book Store over a
year ago when an African-American, lesbian poet was giving a
reading, the tenants had pooled their money and hired a couple of
security guards. Bertha even bought a gun and kept it in her
office. After all, she was a black lesbian, and you couldn’t tell
she wasn’t a poet just by looking. When there hadn’t been any
further trouble for several months, the tenants let one of the
guards go and reduced the other’s hours to weekends.

Bertha kept the gun in the bottom drawer of her file
cabinet. She couldn’t use that drawer for files anyway because it
stuck if she filled it too full. She kept the clip and bullets in
her desk drawer, just in case. The security guard didn’t come on
duty until midnight on Friday. Bertha checked her watch. He’d be
there in ten minutes, if he was on time. Levine had complained that
the old guy was often late. The sound of her footsteps echoed in
the empty hallway. The elevator light indicated that the noise was
on the third floor. Maybe security was here already. Bertha punched
the “up” arrow and waited.

The elevator doors opened on the third floor to a
dark hall. The lights were normally on in the corridor. Maybe a
lightbulb was out. The security guard had replaced the things
before. He might be up here fixing them.

“Hey, George,” Bertha called out. “It’s me.”

She stood there for a moment, thinking she should
probably leave. The only light came from the elevator and one of
the offices at the end of the hall. The elevator door started to
close. She stepped into the hallway and plunged into the darkness,
running her hands along the wall, first to her left and then to her
right. She didn’t know where the switch was because she’d never
used it. When her eyes adjusted she gave up the search and headed
toward her own office. She knew the layout in there.

The dark corridor was warm, and sweat trickled down
the side of her face. The wooden floor creaked beneath her. She
stopped for a moment and looked toward the end of the hall. The
only light on the third floor was shining through the opaque glass
on her door. Had she left it on? With summer and the large front
windows, she rarely needed a light until eight or nine at night.
She tried to remember if she’d locked the door. Security had a
master key anyway.

“George,” she called out, softer this time.

Maybe she ought to backtrack, hit that elevator
button and leave. She took another step forward, patting her
pocket. The key-ring mace Aunt Lucy had given her for Christmas
didn’t seem like much of a weapon against the darkness. She felt
her way along the wall toward the lighted office, her heart
pounding. She swallowed and took a deep breath. What on earth would
anyone want in her office? Most of her files weren’t even locked.
Hell, most of them were stacked on her desk. Except for the bomb
threat and a few homeless people in the alley who lived off the
scraps from the Greek restaurant next door, there hadn’t been any
problems.

The door to three-ten was ajar, and she pushed it
open. The overhead light was on, and the plant on Alvin’s desk had
been knocked over. Everything else was in place in the tiny outer
office. Her own office door was open, and the room was dark. She
could see a crack of light falling across her desk, probably a
streetlight. Something was wrong. Her desktop was bare.

Anger compelled her forward. She stormed into her
office and hit the switch. The fluorescent light fixture hummed;
then the room was bathed in light. Papers and file folders were
strewn in all directions on the floor. Her chair had been turned
over. She heard an electronic sound. The phone was on its side in
the middle of the mess, and the receiver was off the hook. She
sometimes left the phone off the hook at home when she wanted to
sleep. She knew that noise only lasted for a minute or two. She
stepped backward. The door to the supply closet was cracked open,
and she could see the tip of a man’s shoe.

The thought of fleeing into the dark hallway wasn’t
appealing. She remembered the gun in the file cabinet and moved
across the room slowly, not taking her eyes off the protruding
shoe. She reached for the bottom drawer and tugged, but it was
stuck. She pulled harder, and with a loud squeak it opened. She
pulled out the gun and turned toward the closet, aiming with both
hands.

“I have a gun,” she said in what she hoped was an
authoritative voice. “And I will use it. Come out of there
now.”

The shoe didn’t move. Bertha’s heart was pounding as
she stepped across the room, yanked the door open, and screamed.
The white man was tied to the folding chair that Sally Morescki had
pulled near her desk earlier. His head and shoulders were slumped
forward and covered with blood. In the distance she heard a bell,
then a faint whirring. The order of the sounds told her that the
elevator at the end of the dark hall was descending


Chapter Three

Without taking her eyes from the scene in the
closet, Bertha stepped backward, shut the inner office door
securely, and pushed the button to lock it. The
twelve-by-thirteen-foot area felt suddenly small. She stepped over
the mess on the floor, pulled the center drawer of her desk open,
found the clip to the Lady Colt, and snapped it in place. Holding
the gun she stooped, reached for the now silent telephone, hit the
switch hook for a dial tone, and punched 9-1-1.

A woman answered. “What is your emergency?”

Bertha tried to keep her voice level and her
information simple. “My name is Bertha Brannon. I am calling from
the Lambert Building on the corner of Main and Adams. I am in my
office on the third floor, number three-ten. There has been a
break-in and a murder. A man is dead.” Her voice trembled with the
last line.

“How do you know the man is dead?” The woman’s
question sounded flat and unaffected.

“There’s blood all over him. He’s not moving.”
Bertha made herself look closer, then whispered, “Will you please
send someone? The murderer may still be in the building. I feel
like a sitting duck.”

“I’m dispatching the call,” the woman said. “Is the
man breathing? Is there a pulse?”

“I don’t know.”

Bertha moved slowly forward, the steak and sweet
potato from dinner rising in her throat. Her head throbbed. She
braced the phone on her shoulder and touched the man’s head. It
easily moved to one side. She tried to find a spot on his neck for
a pulse. Her fingers sank in warm goo. Blood was everywhere. She
looked closer and moaned as she realized that his throat was cut
and she’d stuck her fingers right into the deep, bloody gash. She
heard the woman on the phone ask a question.

“Huh?”

“Are you injured?” the woman asked.

“No.” The room was warm, but her forehead felt cold
and damp. She wanted to wipe the sticky mess off her fingers. She
turned to the window ledge but remembered she’d moved the box of
tissues for Sally Morescki earlier.

“Who is the injured man?” the dispatcher asked.

“The dead man. I don’t know.”

“Did you check for a pulse?”

Bertha searched for a wrist, but his hands were
behind him, a white cord coiled under the chair. No wonder the
streetlights illuminated the office; the vertical blinds were on
the floor.

Bertha felt the room spin. The phone slid off her
shoulder. She backed up a few steps and sat on the desktop. Still
clutching the gun, she pulled up her knees and dropped her head. As
the room spun, she tried to remember the last time she’d seen the
desktop empty, maybe the day she moved in. Focus on that day—the
used office furniture she’d bought for a hundred dollars, Grandma’s
lecture, a list of “don’t” longer than the speech of Shakespeare’s
Polonius. God, Grandma! She was supposed to take her to the grocery
store in the morning.

The 9-1-1 operator sounded far away.

A long time passed before she heard sirens in the
distance.

*

Bertha waited in the doorway to the front office and
watched two police officers, followed by George, the white,
seventy-year-old security guard, get off the elevator. George
automatically reached for the light switch as the three came toward
her.

“Bertha,” said George. “What you doing here so
late?”

Bertha shook her head. She couldn’t remember why
she’d come in.

“What’s the problem?” It was Wilson, the beat cop.
Most of the people Bertha knew called him Pop. He was probably in
his fifties and weighed in at about two hundred and forty pounds,
most of it in his belly. Pop Wilson had been one of the
African-American officers hired in the first wave of affirmative
action back in the early seventies. Patrolmen were generally
promoted to suit jobs or desk jobs, but Pop preferred the beat and
swore he’d retire from it.

Bertha jerked her thumb toward the mess in her
office.

Wilson walked past her.

“The supply closet,” she called after him.

“Are you part of the cleaning crew, ma’am?” the
younger officer asked.

“This is my office.” Bertha saw that beneath the
shiny black bill of the uniform hat was a slender white woman. “I’m
B. Brannon, Attorney-At-Law.” She nodded toward the gold lettering
on the door and squared her shoulders, standing a head taller than
the young woman  before her.

Hearing a commotion in the next room, Bertha turned
to see Pop Wilson almost run over George. “There a phone out
here?”

Bertha pointed to Alvin’s desk, then added, “I used
the one in there. Whoever did this was still in the building. I
locked myself in until I heard the sirens.”

“Officer Matulis,” said Pop Wilson, “make a list of
everything Miss Brannon touched in the crime scene.”

“Yes, sir.” Matulis stopped herself short of
saluting.

George grabbed Alvin’s desk chair and shoved it
toward Bertha. “You look like you better sit down,” the old guy
said.

Bertha collapsed.

Officer Matulis produced a note pad. She sat in one
of the red vinyl waiting chairs across from Bertha and said, “Miss
Brannon, please tell me everything that happened tonight. Make it
as detailed as you can.”

Bertha started to speak, but Pop interrupted her.
“How did you know the murderer was still in the building?”

Bertha looked at George. “Where was the elevator
when you got to work?”

“First floor, like always. Why?”

“While I was in my office I heard someone take it
down,” Bertha said. “Someone was here. I probably walked past him
in the dark.” She shivered at the thought.

“Who’s the guy in there?” Pop asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Who killed him?”

“I don’t know.”

Pop turned his attention to the phone, and Bertha
heard him ask for homicide.

“Miss Brannon.” Officer Matulis prodded her
gently.

Bertha tried to remember every detail and spoke
slowly, noticing that Officer Matulis knew shorthand. Bertha
herself could type seventy-five words a minute. High schools never
gave up channeling girls into the clerical curriculum. “Even if
you’re an astronaut, you’ll need to know your way around a
keyboard,” her guidance counselor had told her. Bertha supposed her
typing skills had helped in college and certainly in the lean
months before she found a secretary. And Officer Matulis was using
her shorthand.

George pushed coffee under her nose. It was in the
top of his thermos. “Take this,” he said. “You need it worse than
me.”

Bertha obediently took the cup. The coffee was
lukewarm, some kind of French roast. She smiled faintly at the old
man. “Thanks.”

“Why did you come up here so late, Miss Brannon?”
Officer Matulis asked with her pen poised.

“To get a file. A new client. I wanted to look at it
over the weekend.”

Two more uniforms joined them. Bertha knew several
people on the police force from her days at the state’s attorney’s
office, and these two looked familiar. They walked past her.

“You say the hall was dark when you got up here,”
Matulis said. “Is that usual?”

“I’m not here very often at night,” Bertha answered.
“But I think the hall lights are always on.” She looked at George
for confirmation.

“That’s right,” he said. “There aren’t any windows.
They burn day and night.”

“So you knew something was wrong?”

“I rationalized.” Bertha shrugged. “Told myself a
bulb was burnt out. I had no reason to believe someone...”

“When you got to your door, the light was on.”
Officer Matulis was reading from her notes.

Bertha nodded.

“From this room you could see that something was
wrong?”

“Yeah, I could see the mess in there.” Bertha jerked
her head toward the open door.

“What made you go in?” Matulis asked.

“Wasn’t anything behind me but a dark hallway. Plus,
I was mad as hell.” Over the brim of the red thermos top Bertha saw
Matulis smile.

This your gun, Bertha?” Pop Wilson stood over
her.

“Yes.”

“You got a FOID card?”

“It’s in my Jeep. You can check.” Bertha felt
uncomfortable. “I keep it here because a while back there were some
threats.”

Pop wiped sweat from his forehead and said to
Officer Matulis, “Damn, it’s hot in here. Will you see if there’s a
way to turn up the air?”

Bertha watched Matulis leave the room. George
followed her saying, “The window unit’s it. Gets hot as blue blazes
during the day.”

“Know who that is in there?” Pop asked.

“You mean who that was.” Bertha sighed. “I told you
I don’t know.”

“Alderman to the fifth ward. The mayor’s right-hand
man,” Pop said. “Joe Morescki.”

“Morescki?” Bertha’s mouth gaped open.

“That’s right. I take it you know Sally.”

“Why would you assume that?” Bertha didn’t know how
much to say. Was it possible that the tarot cards were right, and
Sally Morescki had murdered her husband? Joe Morescki was a big
man. Sally couldn’t have overpowered him, tied him up, and cut his
throat. She would have needed something or someone to make him sit
still.

Pop Wilson held a slip of bright-pink paper in front
of her. “Found this in the guy’s shirt pocket.”

Bertha took the slip of paper from Pop. It was a
phone message. She read it out loud.

 


For: J. M.

Sally returned your call. Meet her at attorney’s
office at nine p.m. The Lambert Building, Third and Adams. Room
310.

Signed: K. Cornwell.

 


The message was dated today, and the time was
scrawled five pm.

“Is Sally Morescki your client?” Pop asked.

“Yes,” said Bertha.

“Did you arrange a meeting with her and her husband
this evening?”

“No, of course not.”

“In what capacity are you representing Mrs.
Morescki, Counselor?” Pop Wilson’s formal tone was his way of
telling her this was serious and for the record.

Bertha lowered her voice. “We both know that I don’t
have to tell you a thing. If my client and I are suspects, I
suggest you inform me of that right now. If not, I’ve had a long
day, court all afternoon, a big supper, and a helluva scare. On top
of everything else, I have a dead white man in my supply closet,
and I’m supposed to take my grandma to the grocery store early
tomorrow morning.”

Pop smiled. “How is your grandma, Bertha?”

“She’s fine. Mean and stubborn as ever.”

“Runs in the family.” Pop chuckled. “Do you know
where Sally Morescki is right now?”

Bertha shook her head. “Tell you the truth, I forgot
to get her address.”

Pop raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Take a look in
the phone book. She’s listed.”

Officer Matulis approached them. “There’s only that
one window unit. It’s not going to get any cooler.”

“Thanks.” Pop Wilson didn’t take his eyes off
Bertha. The young white woman stood awkwardly holding her note pad.
“Have you taken Miss Brannon’s statement?”

“Yes, sir,” Officer Matulis said.

“I guess you’re free to go then,” Pop said to
Bertha.

Bertha looked through the open door to her office.
She could see her appointment book halfway under her desk. The
phone had been put back on the receiver and sat on the windowsill.
The Morescki file had to be on top of the mess, and Bertha wanted
to look for it without drawing too much attention. George stood
near the doorway, looking past the yellow crime-scene tape and
talking to a detective in plain clothes who looked like he’d just
gotten out of bed.

“Can I get some things from my office?” Bertha
asked.

“Better let us finish up in there,” Pop answered.
“This could take a while.”

Bertha felt dismissed.” Are you sure I shouldn’t
wait?”

“Naw, go on. Say hello to your grandma for me.”

Bertha nodded. “Thanks, I will.”

“Toni,” Pop said, “see Miss Brannon to her car, will
you?”

“Yes, sir,” Matulis said.

She and the officer took the elevator to the first
floor in silence. Red and blue lights flashed against the front of
the building, and an ambulance was pulling to the curb as they
stepped into the warm night air.

Matulis had taken off her hat during the wild-goose
chase over the air conditioner. Her hair was auburn and wrapped in
a French twist that was held in place with tortoise-shell combs.
Several long strands had fallen out around her slender face. Most
black women wouldn’t have that problem. Aunt Lucy wore her hair up,
and it stayed in place until she took it down. Bertha touched her
own hair. She’d been so upset she’d forgotten about the color.

“I’ll bet you’re tired,” Matulis said.

“What time is it?” Bertha asked.

Officer Matulis looked at her watch. “Almost
four.”

Bertha sighed. “I’m not really that tired. It’s just
that I hadn’t planned on being up this late. I’ve got to—”

“I know. You’ve got to take your grandma to the
store.” The redheaded woman laughed softly.

Bertha smiled. “She likes to be at the store when
they open the doors. She hates it when people stop in the aisle in
front of her. She gets the same things every week. She complains to
the girls at the checkout about the prices, then gives me hell
because I won’t take a dollar for gas. Grandma lives for Saturday
mornings.”

“What time does the store open?”

“Seven,” Bertha said, stifling a yawn.

“You better sleep fast.” They stopped next to
Bertha’s Jeep. “Is there anything else you need, Miss Brannon?”

“Call me Bertha.”

“Toni,” the woman said sympathetically. “Are you all
right, Bertha? Should I get someone to see you home?”

“I’m fine.” Bertha shoved her hand in the pocket of
her cutoff jeans and found her keys.

“I’ll get back then.” Toni Matulis checked her watch
again. “We’ll be the rest of the night on this.”

Bertha watched the woman in the dark uniform walk
away.

Toni stopped near the ambulance and spoke with the
attendants, who were pulling a gurney out of the back. They walked
slowly toward the building, and Toni held the door for them. There
was no hurry.

Bertha slid behind the steering wheel and started
the Jeep. The stereo surprised her as Billie Holiday’s voice filled
the air. She looked over her shoulder one last time, then reached
to put the Jeep in gear and noticed a manila folder tucked under
the wiper blade.

Bertha leaned out the window and reached for it.
After she hit the overhead light and turned the folder over in her
hands, she recognized her own scrawl on the tab. “Morescki.”

The folder was empty.


Chapter Four

Bertha lived on the first floor of a
hundred-year-old house that had been turned into a duplex. Her
apartment consisted of four rooms: one bedroom; a long, narrow
kitchen; a dining room that doubled as an office, where her
computer and a file cabinet were in one corner blocked off by a
screen and a table stacked with books; and a small living room with
a fireplace. Through an arched doorway from her bedroom was a
bathroom with a cast-iron tub on legs. Bertha had installed the
shower ring. She liked long, luxurious baths, but she rarely had
the time. Bertha and the woman upstairs shared the basement, as
well as the washer and dryer.

Bertha’s neighbor, Rhonda Green, was in her
mid-twenties and had two little boys. She worked for a bank,
running a proof machine in the afternoons during the week, and
waited tables on weekends in one of the more exclusive restaurants.
She was an attractive woman with ebony skin and a slender
build.

Bertha knew the little family intimately from the
sounds they made. Rhonda sometimes did housework when she came home
from waiting tables in the early morning hours. During her last
pregnancy, she’d gotten a bad case of bronchitis. Bertha had
listened to the woman’s deep, gravelly cough wrack the night,
rendering both of them sleepless. The boys were well-mannered in
what Bertha thought of as an old-fashioned way, though the little
one never walked when he could run. They both liked
Saturday-morning cartoons and had some kind of video game that
beeped for hours on end. In the summer, window air conditioners
hummed in both apartments, drowning out a lot of the noise. There
was seldom a man around, and Bertha suspected that Rhonda’s lover
might be married—maybe someone at the bank. Whoever the boys’
father was, he didn’t see much of his kids.

When the phone rang early Saturday morning, Bertha
squinted at the clock on the nightstand and forced her eyes to
focus. It was six fifteen.

“Grandma, that you?” Bertha said.

“Bertha. Bertha!” Grandma’s voice sounded far
away.

Bertha looked at the phone, turned it over, and said
again, “Grandma?”

“Honey,” Grandma said. “Have you seen the
newspaper?”

“No. Not yet.”

“There was a man murdered at your office building.
It’s on the front page.”

Bertha rolled to a sitting position and felt with
her toes for her slippers. “It was in my office, Grandma.”

“Oh, my God!” The old woman gasped. “What happened?
Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Bertha tried to force a calm tone. “I
got home late because I had to talk to the police. I’ll tell you
all about it when I pick you up.” Bertha’s head throbbed. Her eyes
burned and her mouth was dry. “Grandma, would it be all right if we
went to the store a little later this morning?”

“Oh, baby,” Grandma said. “Don’t you worry about me.
That
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