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      To Lillian Churilla, wonderful friend to Debbie, mother to Tina, grandmother to Madeline, lover of books, and all-around great

         lady
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      IT FELT SO much like being a cop. The fact that the two occupations were so similar was an irony that was never lost on Billy Zimmerman,

         who was certainly in a unique position to know. Until three years ago, he was a cop. Now he was a thief.

      


      

      And at times like this, he was damned if he could tell the difference.


      

      Much of the similarity was in the waiting. Back then he might be assigned to follow someone, to simply watch and see where

         they were going, and to move in if they did something illegal. If things got hairy, there was an unlimited supply of backup

         to call upon.

      


      

      In his new occupation, there was just as much downtime, but now it was spent waiting for a potential victim to make a mistake,

         to reveal a vulnerability. Of course, being a thief came with more built-in pressure. If you failed a mission as a cop, the captain got pissed off. Fail as a thief, and it’s a warden you’re dealing with.

      


      

      And calling in backup was not a viable option.


      

      Standing outside Skybar on River Road in Edgewater, New Jersey, Billy was hopeful that something good was about to happen.

         It was Friday evening, and his target had been standing outside the building for twenty minutes, frequently checking his watch,

         and obviously waiting for someone.

      


      

      Billy noticed the man held his right arm tight in against his ribs, as if pressing something against himself. He seemed to

         exert a constant pressure, which could be extremely tiring. This was no anonymous target; Billy knew him very well, and he

         had no doubt that there was something valuable inside his jacket, something he wanted to completely control.

      


      

      Which made it something that Billy wanted.


      

      Billy looked toward his partner, Milo, a classic, powerful German shepherd. Milo stood to the left of the club, near the curb,

         thirty feet away. A casual observer might have observed that Milo was wearing a leash around his neck, with the other end

         tied to a signpost. A more keen observer might have noticed that there was no knot on the leash; it was simply wound loosely

         around the post.

      


      

      Milo could free himself whenever he so chose, and he was planning to do so as soon as Billy gave him the sign.


      

      Milo, more than anything else, made Billy feel like he was back on the force. They were partners then, before Iraq, before

         the sixteen-year-old girl who calmly blew herself up and took Billy’s left leg with her.

      


      

      Getting Milo back was the best thing that had happened since, and not just because of his particular, immense talent. Billy loved Milo, and Milo loved him right back. They were

         a team, and they were friends.

      


      

      And for now they both waited for the moment they knew was coming.
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      “YOU’RE ANDY CARPENTER, right?” The man speaking is four inches shorter than me and at least forty pounds heavier. That makes him short and fat.

         He is standing in front of large platters of shrimp and crab. I’ve been eyeing them for a while, until he came and blocked

         my view.

      


      

      I nod confirmation. “That’s me.”


      

      I reach out my left hand to shake his, which is the only hand I have available. My right hand is securely in my right pocket,

         which is where it has been for three hours, ever since I got dressed.

      


      

      That hand isn’t just hanging out in that pocket. It is holding on to the ring that Kevin Randall, the junior partner in our

         two-lawyer firm, will be slipping onto Kelly Topfer’s finger in about twenty minutes. I’m a little paranoid about stuff like

         this, and as the best man I want to make sure that when the minister says Kevin’s ready for me to provide the ring, I don’t come up with air or pocket lint.

      


      

      Kelly and Kevin met only five months ago, and for Kevin it’s a match made in heaven. He is the world’s biggest hypochondriac,

         and Kelly is an internist. If it were left to Kevin, the couple would have registered for gifts at an online medical supply

         store.

      


      

      The wedding is being held at the Claremont Hotel in Closter, New Jersey, thirty-five minutes from my house in Paterson. The

         pre-ceremony cocktail party has been an hors-d’oeuvrian challenge for me. If you don’t believe me, try to take the tail shell

         off a shrimp with one hand while standing. And even if it were possible, how do you dip it in cocktail sauce? And what do

         you do with your drink?

      


      

      “Eddie Lynch. People call me Hike” is how he introduces himself.


      

      The name Eddie Lynch rings a bell somewhere in the recesses of my mind, but since there are already two bloody Marys sloshing around in there,

         I’m not thinking too clearly.

      


      

      “You a friend of Kevin’s?”


      

      He shrugs. “We were roommates in law school.”


      

      The name clicks into place. Kevin has told me about him a few times, describing him as the smartest lawyer he knows. Since

         I’m also a lawyer whom Kevin knows, I half pretended to take offense, but Kevin wouldn’t back off his assessment.

      


      

      “You’re the best man, right?” he asks.


      

      “Yes,” I say in a solemn voice. “I am. By far.”


      

      He shakes his head. “I’m glad he didn’t pick me. I’d probably lose the damn ring.”


      

      The conversation, not exactly scintillating up to this point, takes a turn for the worse, as we both just stand there with

         nothing to say. It’s getting uncomfortable, so I pipe up with, “They make a great couple, don’t they?”

      


      

      He shrugs again. Shrugging seems to be his movement of choice. “If it works out. But when was the last time one of these worked

         out?”

      


      

      I’m a life-half-empty kind of guy, but “Hike” is making me look like Mr. Sunshine. ‘


      

      “Let me guess,” I say. “You’re not married.”


      

      “No way,” he says. “Not me. I’d beat them off with a stick if I had to.”


      

      “Have you had to?”


      

      He takes a step back and holds out his hands, palms up, as if inviting me to look at him. “Not in this lifetime,” he says,

         then laughs a surprisingly pleasant laugh and walks away.

      


      

      A few moments later Laurie Collins, better known as the love of my life, walks over. She has a small plate of food in her

         hand, and watches Hike as he walks away.

      


      

      “Who was that?” she asks.


      

      “The Prince of Darkness.”


      

      She decides that isn’t worth a follow-up, so she asks, “Have you eaten anything? The shrimp are wonderful.”


      

      “I haven’t been able to figure out how to get the tails off with one hand. And then there’s the dipping-them-in-cocktail-sauce

         problem.”

      


      

      “Why can’t you use two hands?” she asks.


      

      “Because I’m holding on to the ring in my pocket.”


      

      “Isn’t the pocket supposed to hold it? Isn’t that why pockets exist?”


      

      “You’re talking philosophy and I’m talking reality,” I say. “I’m afraid if I take my hand out I’ll drop the ring.”

      


      

      “Why would you do that?” she asks.


      

      “It wouldn’t be on purpose. It might slip out and fall on the floor, and then what the hell would I do?”


      

      “You could pick it up.”


      

      “It might fall down a drain.”


      

      “A drain in the carpet? You’ve got serious mental problems, you know?”


      

      Just then the lights flash on and off, signaling that it’s time to head into the other room for the ceremony. “It’s showtime,

         Mr. Best Man. Get the ring ready.”

      


      

      I squeeze it a little tighter in my pocket. “It’s under control,” I say.


      

      We start to leave the room, and I cast a glance back at the shrimp. “You think they’ll still be here later?” I ask, but Laurie

         just frowns a look of disgust.

      


      

      I take that as a no.


      

   

      

      

      
[image: image]



      

      THE MAN WAS proving tough to wart out.

      


      

      He stood near the front of the bar for over an hour, all the while under the watchful eye of Billy and Milo, though Billy

         was across the street, and out of the man’s line of sight.

      


      

      Milo looked over at Billy as if to say, Let’s get this show on the road. Occasionally, passersby would approach Milo, often clucking about how terrible it was for someone to have left their dog

         tied up like that. Milo would give a low growl, not menacing enough for them to call animal control, but powerful enough to

         make them walk away.

      


      

      But Billy was not changing targets. He instinctively knew the man would do something that would put what he was protecting

         in a place where they could get to it. And with what he knew about this man, it could be very valuable.

      


      

      So Billy and Milo waited until past midnight, which qualified as the wee hours of the morning by New Jersey standards. There

         weren’t many cars going by, but Billy noticed that the man watched each one as it approached. He was meeting someone arriving

         by car.

      


      

      If Billy’s instincts were right, the upcoming meeting was to pass whatever was in the man’s inside jacket pocket to the person

         he was meeting. If that was the case, Milo would have first dibs on it. If not, then Milo would probably just take the man’s

         watch and be done with it. Either way, it would be a profitable night, and revenge would be sweet.

      


      

      At twelve twenty, a Mercedes came down the street from the north, driving more slowly than normal. Billy tensed as it pulled

         over to the curb about thirty yards past the bar. The man Billy had been watching looked toward the car, nodded almost imperceptibly,

         and started walking in that direction.

      


      

      The man walked past Milo, who did not look at him but was instead looking toward Billy, waiting for a signal. Billy just held

         one hand in the air, palm facing Milo, the signal to wait.

      


      

      The driver of the car pulled his car to the corner and got out, leaving the door open. He walked a short distance toward the

         bar and then stood on the sidewalk, waiting for the man to reach him. Billy could see that the driver was tall, maybe six

         foot five. Billy moved closer to them, almost to where Milo was, about thirty feet from the driver of the car.

      


      

      If the men greeted each other, it was inaudible to Billy, and they didn’t shake hands. They stood together for two or three minutes, though Billy could not hear them talking.

      


      

      The man from the bar started to reach into his jacket to take out whatever he had been protecting all this time. Billy moved

         closer, straining to see. Even in the darkness, he could clearly make out a thick envelope. The man started to hand it to

         the driver.

      


      

      Billy gave Milo the signal to spring into action, and the dog reacted instantly. He raced toward the men just as the driver

         was himself taking something out of his own pocket. The glint off it sent a jolt of panic through Billy; it was a gun.

      


      

      Billy never carried a gun himself; to do so would be to inflate any possible burglary charge to armed robbery. Instead he

         ran toward the men, though his prosthetic leg hampered the speed at which he could move.

      


      

      “Erskine!”


      

      Milo was by this time launching himself into the air, intent on grabbing the envelope now held by the driver. Just before

         he arrived, the man from the bar took a brief, frightened step back, and then a gunshot rang out. He was blown farther backward

         by the force of the bullet.

      


      

      Milo’s perfectly timed jump allowed him to grab the envelope from the driver’s hand and take off down the street. The driver

         was clearly stunned, and it took a few moments for him to gather himself and point the gun toward the fleeing Milo.

      


      

      As the man started to pull the trigger, Billy reached him and grabbed for the gun. It fired as they were both holding it,

         and the bullet went off target. The driver wrestled with Billy for the gun, but Billy carried the day with a well-placed knee

         to the groin.

      


      

      The man grunted in pain and staggered toward his car. Billy considered chasing him, but opted instead to quickly glance at

         the license plate, memorizing the number, and then went over to try to help the man who had been shot.

      


      

      He put the gun on the ground and felt the man’s neck for a pulse, but there was none. Three men appeared from nowhere and

         fanned out into the area. Billy had been the first to arrive at a lot of crime scenes, and he knew with certainty that these

         were not city or state cops. But he had no idea who they were.

      


      

      By this point, a crowd of people was starting to gather, and Billy yelled, “Somebody call nine-one-one! Hurry! Get an ambulance

         here!” He said this even though his substantial experience with gunshot victims made it clear to him that they hadn’t invented

         the ambulance or doctors that could help this guy.

      


      

      Within a few minutes local police cars and ambulances arrived, and the men who had gotten there first seemed to melt away.

         This gave Billy time to look around for Milo, but he was nowhere to be found.

      


      

      When homicide detective Roger Naylor showed up, he took command of the crime scene. Naylor heard what the officers who were

         already there had to say, and then walked over to Billy. They had known each other for years.

      


      

      “Hey, Billy. They tell me you’re a witness?”


      

      “Unfortunately.”


      

      Naylor nodded. “You know the drill. Hang out until we can question you, and you’ll need to make a statement.”


      

      Naylor didn’t wait for a response; he just walked over to the area where the forensics people were doing their work. Billy noticed that detectives were questioning other witnesses,

         probably patrons from the bar.

      


      

      It was almost an hour before Naylor came back to Billy, along with another detective and two patrolmen. It wasn’t the waiting

         that bothered Billy; it was not knowing where Milo was. The sound of the gunshot at that close a range had undoubtedly spooked

         him, of that he was certain.

      


      

      “Can we get this over with?” asked Billy.


      

      “I’m afraid it’s a little more complicated than that,” Naylor said. “We’re going to have to do this down at the station.”


      

      “Why is that?”


      

      “Because you’re under arrest,” Naylor said as he and the patrolmen took out their weapons. “Stand and place your hands against

         the wall.”
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      “DO YOU HAVE the ring?” The minister’s question takes me by surprise, because I was waiting for the part where he asks if anybody knows

         any reason why the marriage shouldn’t take place. Could it be that only movie ministers use that line?

      


      

      I rise smoothly to the occasion and take the ring out of my pocket, and then hand it to Kevin. In doing so I am graceful but

         deliberate, focused but with the apparent calm assurance of someone who has been taking things out of his pocket for years.

         It is a standout performance.

      


      

      After the ceremony we head into the main ballroom for dinner. There is a DJ who plays music way too loud and spends most of

         his time begging people to go out on the dance floor.

      


      

      Dancing, other than slow dancing, makes absolutely no sense to me. I don’t understand the enjoyment anyone could get from standing in one place and wildly gyrating. If it’s such a blast, do these people turn on the radio when they’re

         alone at home and start doing contortions? I don’t think so.

      


      

      So if they only do it in public, it must be because they’re being watched by other people. They clearly think they look good

         doing it. They don’t. If rooms like this were ringed with mirrors, 95 percent of all dancing would be eliminated.

      


      

      This kind of dancing also violates my space-alien principle. I judge things by the measure of whether aliens, landing on earth

         for the first time, would observe something and deem it stupid. And unless the aliens were from the Planet Bozo, dancing would

         land squarely in the “stupid” category.

      


      

      But Laurie likes to dance, so I cave in about once every four songs. I do this because I’m a terrific guy, and because I think

         on some level that it will increase my chances of having sex when we get home. Sex would also look stupid to aliens, but who

         cares what they think? They’re aliens; are we going to let them run our lives?

      


      

      Sitting at our table are Vince Sanders, Willie and Sondra Miller, Pete Stanton and his wife, Donna, and Edna Silver. Vince,

         Pete, and Willie are my three best friends in the world, with the notable exceptions of Laurie and Tara, my golden retriever.

      


      

      Pete is a lieutenant on the Paterson, New Jersey, police force, which is where I grew up and where Laurie and I live. Willie

         is a former client and my partner in the Tara Foundation, a dog-rescue operation that we run.

      


      

      Edna is what I used to call my secretary, but she now refers to herself as my administrative assistant. She’s in her sixties, though she’d never admit it, and has occasionally talked of retirement. Since she doesn’t do any actual work,

         I’ve got a hunch that her retirement isn’t imminent.

      


      

      “You going to write this up for tomorrow?” I ask Vince, the editor of the local newspaper. I’m sure Kevin would like it, but

         he’d never ask Vince, who can be rather disagreeable approximately 100 percent of the time.

      


      

      “This wedding? Only if somebody gets murdered on the dance floor.”


      

      As the evening is nearing an end, Kevin comes over and says, “I just want to thank you again for being my best man.”


      

      “It was an honor. And I thought I handled the whole ring thing flawlessly.”


      

      He smiles. “Yes, you did.”


      

      “So, are you guys going to stay in your house, or move?” Kevin has a small house in Fair Lawn, where they have been living.


      

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” he says. “We’re going to move to Bangladesh.”


      

      I do a double take. “Bangladesh? Is there a Bangladesh, New Jersey?”


      

      “No, I’m talking about the real Bangladesh. Andy, I should have told you this earlier, but Kelly and I are leaving the country.

         She’s going to practice medicine where people really need her, and I’m going to offer whatever services I can.”

      


      

      I’m having trouble getting this to compute. “Bangladesh?”


      

      He nods. “Bangladesh.”


      

      “You know how hot it is there? You can throw a Wiffle ball and hit the sun. The cement sweats.”


      

      “I know.”

      


      

      It’s an amazingly selfless thing that they’re doing, and since it doesn’t seem like I can talk him out of it, I might as well

         try being gracious. “That’s incredible, Kevin. Really remarkable.”

      


      

      “Thanks for understanding,” he says.


      

      “Really, I totally admire it, but aren’t there other, closer Deshes that you could go to? Maybe a Desh with plumbing?”


      

      “We’ve researched it pretty well,” he says. “And since we haven’t taken on a client in six months…”


      

      “We’ll be okay.” I smile. “Edna will just pick up the slack.”


      

      “If you need help, you should bring Eddie Lynch in. I think he’s left already, or I would introduce you.”


      

      “I met him. He’s a real room brightener. When are you leaving?”


      

      “A week from Wednesday.”


      

      “So this is the last time I’m going to see you?”


      

      He nods. “You want to hug good-bye?”


      

      I smile, because Kevin knows I’m not a big fan of guy-hugs. “No, but Laurie will want to.”


      

      “Good,” he says. “She was my first choice anyway.”


      

      On the way home I tell Laurie about Kevin’s decision. “I know,” she says. “I think it’s wonderful.”


      

      “He told you tonight?” I ask.


      

      She shakes her head. “No… maybe two months ago. He asked me not to tell you.”


      

      “I can’t believe he told you before me,” I say.


      

      “He told pretty much everybody before you,” she says. “I think he was afraid you’d be disappointed in him.”


      

      This is annoying me no end. “For devoting his life to helping people? I’d be disappointed with that?”


      

      “I’m not sure I’d put it that way,” she says.


      

      “How would you put it?”

      


      

      She thinks for a few moments, then smiles. “I guess I would put it that way.”


      

      As we get near the George Washington Bridge, I get off the Palisades Interstate Parkway and take city streets to Route 4.

         Like everybody else who lives in northern New Jersey, I wear my knowledge of back streets and shortcuts in the area near the

         bridge as a badge of honor.

      


      

      Suckers take highways.


      

      We’re on Lemoyne Avenue in Fort Lee when we see flashing lights from at least five police cars down a side street.


      

      “I wonder what that’s about,” says Laurie. As an excop, I think she’d like to help out in whatever is going down. As a non-ex-cop,

         I want to get home and go to bed.

      


      

      My point of view changes when I see that there are three animal control trucks intermingled with the police cars. As a certified

         animal lunatic, I want to know what could provoke such a massive government response.

      


      

      “Let’s check this out,” I say.


      

      Having seen the animal control trucks, Laurie knows exactly why I’m interested. “Why, you think a bunch of Chihuahuas might

         have broken into a PetSmart?”

      


      

      The incident must have just begun, because the police have not yet set up a perimeter. Laurie and I get out of the car and

         walk right into the middle of it. She recognizes one of the cops and asks what’s going on.

      


      

      He shrugs. “Beats me. A dog got loose, and the alert went out for all cars in the area. You’d think it was Osama bin Laden.”

      


      

      At least fifteen people, mostly cops and the rest animal control officers, have cornered a German shepherd whose back is literally

         against the wall of a building. He is an absolutely beautiful dog, well built and powerful, with two of the coolest ears I’ve

         ever seen.

      


      

      Two of the officers are pointing guns at him. They are strange-looking weapons, and I assume they’re some kind of stun guns.

         Even in his cornered position, the dog does not seem afraid, or even hostile. In fact, he almost looks bored.

      


      

      I certainly don’t want to see this dog hurt, so I yell, “Relax, everyone! Calm down! No reason to hurt that dog!”


      

      One of the officers says, “Who the hell is that? Get him out of here.”


      

      I take out my cell phone and point it in the general direction of the dog and the officers surrounding him. “I’m videotaping

         this,” I say. “Anything happens to that dog, it’s going viral.”

      


      

      Of course, I barely know how to use the cell phone, and I can’t imagine it has video capabilities, but it’s dark out, and

         the officers would have no way of knowing that.

      


      

      This time the officer is more insistent. “Get him out of here.”


      

      Two officers move toward me, including the one Laurie knows. “That dog is not going to hurt anyone,” Laurie says. Then she

         yells out to the others, “Just put a damn leash on him. Give one to me and I’ll do it.”

      


      

      As I’m being led away, one of the animal control officers approaches the dog with a leash, and the dog calmly lets him slip it around his neck. The officer then leads the docile dog away toward an animal control van.

      


      

      When I get to the car, I look back and see Laurie talking to some of the officers. Having been in the Pater-son Police Department

         for a number of years, she pretty much knows everybody.

      


      

      When she finally joins me at the car, I ask, “What was that about?”


      

      She shrugs. “Nobody seems to know, but it was made very clear that the dog was not to get away.”


      

      We get in the car. “I don’t see how Kevin could leave this kind of excitement. You don’t see drama like this in Bangladesh.”
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      JERRY HARRIS HAD always taken pride in his work. Since that work usually consisted of theft and murder, he understood that most people would

         have trouble understanding the gratification he felt when a job was accomplished smoothly.

      


      

      But Jerry realized that sometimes events beyond his control got in the way, and that’s what had just happened. First there

         was that dog, and then that other lunatic who attacked him. It seemed like they had been waiting to make their move, though

         he had no idea who they were or why they were there.

      


      

      So when it was time to report back to his employer exactly what had transpired, he felt some regret that he couldn’t claim

         total success. It wasn’t a complete failure; the target was effectively eliminated. But the point of the operation, securing

         the envelope, simply did not happen.

      


      

      Jerry sat in his car at three in the morning behind a strip mall in Hackensack, the meeting place that had been designated

         last week, when he had been hired. At that time he had been given one hundred thousand dollars, in cash, with the promise

         of another hundred to follow the successful completion of the job.

      


      

      The second hundred, Jerry understood, would now be the subject of a negotiation.


      

      A Lexus pulled up alongside him, and his employer got out. It irked Jerry that he did not even know the man’s name, or what

         his interest was in all of this.

      


      

      Jerry had mentally nicknamed him Smooth, since he conveyed a calm, unruffled demeanor. He wore expensive clothes and jewelry,

         with a watch that probably cost more than Jerry’s car. “Smooth” was obviously used to getting what he wanted, but that wasn’t

         going to happen this time.

      


      

      It might be unpleasant, but Jerry would handle it. He’d handled a lot tougher situations before.


      

      Smooth entered the car and sat in the passenger seat without saying a word. His real name was Marvin Emerson, called M by

         the few people who knew him well. Not even Marvin himself really remembered if that started because it was his first initial,

         or the sound at the beginning of “Em-erson.” In any event, he had never given his name or nickname to Jerry, and saw no reason

         to do so now.

      


      

      “Hey, how ya doin’?” said Jerry.


      

      “Please report on the evening’s events.”


      

      “Well, we had a bit of a problem. It’s going to sound nuts, but right after the guy gave me the envelope, I put a bullet in

         him, but then this dog comes out of nowhere and grabs the envelope and runs off with it.”

      


      

      “A dog…,” M said. It was a way to prompt Jerry to finish the story, although M already knew everything that happened. He’d

         had a person in place, hidden across the street, who saw the entire thing.

      


      

      “Yeah, and then some guy comes charging at me as I was trying to shoot the dog. He grabbed the gun, and I got the hell out

         of there.” Jerry decided to leave out the part about getting kneed in the groin; it was humiliating and would cast him in

         a bad light.

      


      

      “That’s quite a story,” M said. “Did you know this man?”


      

      Jerry shakes his head. “Never saw him before. But the guy who gave me the envelope won’t ever bother you again.”


      

      “The envelope is what was important. I thought I conveyed that to you.”


      

      “Hey come on, I did the best I could. How could I know that dog would do that? For all I know, you set it up.”


      

      “You’ll get the remainder of the money when I get the envelope,” M said.


      

      Jerry was now annoyed. “That’s bullshit. How the hell am I going to get the envelope now? I don’t know where the damn dog

         went. You tell me where it is, and I’ll go get it.”

      


      

      By now M was convinced that Jerry was telling the truth—that he really had no more knowledge of the dog or the other man than

         he said.

      


      

      So he reached into his pocket, and in one remarkably swift motion took out a gun and shot Jerry in the right temple.


      

      It didn’t give him pleasure, or make him feel better. Jerry was a loose end that had to be removed, no more, no less. But killing him did not solve M’s problem; only finding the

         envelope would do that.

      


      

      M got out of the car and signaled across the street to two men who would come over and do the cleanup, getting rid of the

         body and car so that they would never be found.

      


      

      M then got into his own car and drove away, already focusing on the next step, which had to be getting his hands on that dog,

         and the guy who owned it.

      


      

   

      

      

      
[image: image]



      

      FOR THE LAST three weeks, I have been living nightmare.

      


      

      Charlie’s, the greatest sports bar in the history of the civilized world, has been undergoing renovations. They chose to do

         it now because it’s July, and except for baseball there isn’t much going on in the sports world. Apparently they ignored the

         fact that in the heat of summer there is plenty going on in the beer world.

      


      

      Vince, Pete, and I generally spend at least three evenings a week at Charlie’s. It used to be five, until Laurie moved back

         here from Wisconsin, where she briefly lived for a miserable year. It’s not that she objects to my being out with my friends;

         it’s just that I’d rather spend time with her than them. Of course, I would never tell them that.

      


      

      Sports, lubricated by beer, is the glue that holds us together. But I sometimes wonder if they would be my friends, if I would have any male friends, without sports. It represents

         at least 70 percent of what we talk about.

      


      

      My attitude toward sports has evolved as I’ve grown older. For years I wanted to play professionally, though down deep I knew

         that was never going to be a realistic possibility. Then I got to the point where I lived vicariously through modern athletes,

         and that was reasonably satisfying.

      


      

      Now, approaching forty and fading fast, I think I’m embarking on a new phase. I’m going to start living vicariously through

         someone who is already living vicariously through an athlete. It should be far less exhausting. All I have to do is find someone

         to fill the role; I think this is why men have sons.

      


      

      The renovation is scheduled to last for six weeks, although I have no idea why they would be doing it at all. Charlie’s is

         perfect, and in my experience perfection is generally a tough thing to improve upon.

      


      

      So we have been spending our time at The Sports Shack, an upscale restaurant-bar located on Route 4 in Teaneck. It has a ski-lodge-impersonation

         motif, and it operates under the assumption that if you have enough TVs, and a gimmicky enough decor, everything else will

         take care of itself. Nothing could be further from the truth.

      


      

      The hamburgers aren’t thick enough, the french fries aren’t crisp enough, and unless you tell them otherwise every single

         time, they serve the beer in a glass. Clusters of TVs sometimes all show the same baseball game, when there are plenty of

         others to choose from, and the other night one of the TVs was tuned to a Best of the X Games retrospective.

      


      

      Best of the X Games? Now, there’s a show that should run all of ten seconds. In any event, what is it doing in a sports bar? What is happening

         to the country I love?

      


      

      But here we sit, drinking our beer, eating our food, and watching our games, thereby trying to restore a sense of order out

         of this chaos.

      


      

      Tonight Pete is late in arriving, and Vince is in a bad mood because the Mets are losing. He would also be in a bad mood if

         the Mets were winning, or if they were not playing, or if there were no such thing as the Mets.

      


      

      He stares in the direction of the bar. “Do you see that?” he asks, then shakes his head. “Unbelievable.”


      

      I look over there but don’t see anything that would be considered difficult to believe. “What are you talking about?’


      

      “That guy is in a three-piece suit. With a tie.”


      

      “So?”


      

      “So?” he sneers. “So it’s supposed to be a sports bar. What’s next, flowers on the tables? That smelly stuff in a pot?”


      

      “You mean potpourri?”


      

      He looks at me like a bug he found in his soup. “Yes, Mr. Foo-Foo. That’s exactly what I mean.”


      

      Pete arrives, and not a moment too soon. Vince is harder to handle one-on-one than LeBron James. Pete doesn’t say hello; for

         some reason greetings have never been a part of the relationship among the three of us. We don’t say good-bye, either. Or

         How was your day?


      

      “I need a favor” is the first thing Pete says to me.


      

      “Dream on,” I say, though we both know that I will do whatever he asks. Since I am a criminal defense attorney, Pete’s job as a police lieutenant makes him a valuable source of information for me, and I call upon him all the time. He

         grumbles, but he always comes through.

      


      

      Even if that weren’t the case, I would do whatever Pete needs. Doing favors fits squarely within our definition of friendship,

         and to refuse one would be highly unusual. But pretending to resist is a necessary part of the process.

      


      

      “Actually, I’m doing you a favor,” he says. “I’ve got you a client.”


      

      “Just what I need,” I say. I am independently wealthy, a result of inheritance and a few major victorious cases. Since hard

         work in general, and hard legal work in particular, is not my idea of a good time, I rarely take on new clients.

      


      

      “You read about the murder in Edgewater last night?” Pete asks.


      

      “Was it on the sports page?”


      

      Vince chimes in with “You’re an asshole.” I can’t decide if he says that because it was on the front page of his newspaper

         and he’s annoyed that I didn’t see it, or because he just thinks I’m an asshole and thought this was a good time to remind

         me. Probably both.

      


      

      “I read about it,” I say.


      

      “The guy they arrested for it is Billy Zimmerman. We graduated from the academy together, and we were even partners for a

         while.”

      


      

      “An ex-cop?” I ask, and immediately regret the question.


      

      “Wow, you figured that out all by yourself?” Pete asks. “lust from what I said about him going to the academy and being my

         partner? You are really sharp.”

      


      

      “Get to the favor part,” I say.


      

      “All in good time. Anyway, Billy was also in the National Guard, and he volunteered to go to Iraq. He was there less than

         a year and got his leg blown off. So he comes back and gets screwed by everybody. Medical care is bad; it was like they were

         doing him a favor by treating him. And all he could do on the force was get a desk job, which is not for Billy. So he told

         them to shove it.”

      


      

      “What did he want?”


      

      “He wanted his old job back, working the streets.”


      

      “With one leg?”


      

      “He has a prosthetic; it works fine,” Pete says. “He could outrun you.”


      

      “So can my grandmother,” Vince says.


      

      “Both your grandmothers are dead,” I say.


      

      He nods. “Either one of them could still spot you ten yards in the hundred and wipe the track with you.”


      

      I’m not going to get anywhere by talking to Vince, so I turn my attention back to Pete. “So he wants me to represent him?”

         I ask, cringing.

      


      

      “Maybe. We didn’t talk about it,” Pete says. “But that’s down the road.”


      

      The answer surprises me. “What’s up the road?”


      

      “His dog.”


      

      “He wants me to take his dog?” I ask, my relief probably showing through. Willie and I have already placed hundreds of dogs

         through our foundation, and adding one is no hardship at all.

      


      

      “No. He wants you to defend his dog.”


      

      “From what?”


      

      “The government.”
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      “HE’S LIKE A celebrity here, Andy.”

      


      

      Fred Brandenbeger is talking about Milo, who has been placed in the Passaic County Animal Shelter. Fred is the shelter director,

         a thankless job in a world in which there are far more dogs and cats than available homes.

      


      

      I am following through on Pete’s request for me to try to help his friend by helping his friend’s dog. The first step in that

         process is to visit with my new “client,” whom Fred tells me is occupying a special dog run in the back of the shelter.

      


      

      “What do you mean by ‘celebrity’?” I ask.


      

      “Well, for one thing, four cops came with animal control when they brought him in. Then they told me I couldn’t take him out,

         not even for a walk.”

      


      

      It hits me that it’s probably the dog I saw under police siege the other night. “Is it a German shepherd?” I ask.

      


      

      “How did you know?”


      

      “I was there when the arrest went down. But you can do whatever you want with him,” I say. “This is your show here.”


      

      “I don’t think so,” he says. “You’ll see what I mean in a second.”


      

      Fred brings me into a back room that I’ve never been in before, and which I didn’t realize existed. The room is completely

         empty except for a large dog run against the back wall. In that run is the same German shepherd, pacing in his five-by-eight

         space, as if frustrated and not completely understanding or tolerating the fact that he is a prisoner. When they say that

         someone is acting like a caged animal, this is literally what they’re talking about.

      


      

      I’ve got a thing about dogs; I am totally and completely crazy about them. I thumb through Dog Fancy the way most guys look at the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue. And this dog is even more spectacular than he looked in the dark the other night; there is immediately no

         doubt that he does not belong in these circumstances, and I am going to change them.

      


      

      He is getting out.


      

      Sitting on a chair in front of the run, and complicating matters considerably, is a uniformed police officer. He stands when

         he sees us, and lets his hand rest on his holstered gun.

      


      

      “What’s going on?” he asks.


      

      “What are you doing?” I ask. “Guarding the dog?”


      

      “Who are you?”


      

      We seem to be asking a lot of questions, but none of them are getting answered. I decide to break that streak. “I’m the dog’s lawyer.”

      


      

      “What the hell are you talking about?”


      

      “Which part didn’t you understand? I’m Milo’s lawyer, and I’m here to discuss the case with my client. If you’ll excuse us…”


      

      “Forget it,” he says. “Nobody gets near that dog.”


      

      “Except for me,” Fred offers. “I get to feed him and clean up after him.”


      

      “Why are you guarding my client?”


      

      “Because they assigned me here,” the officer says. “You think I decided to do this on my own?”


      

      This isn’t turning into a very productive conversation. “Why did they assign you here?”


      

      He shrugs. “Beats the shit out of me. But nobody’s going near that dog.” He nods toward Fred. “Except this guy.”


      

      I’m not going to get anywhere with him, and I sort of have nowhere to get anyway. It’s not like I was going to have a meaningful

         client conference with Milo; I just wanted to get another look at him. He’s a spectacular, powerful dog who certainly doesn’t

         look like he needs an armed guard to protect him. It annoys me to see him locked up like this.

      


      

      “Okay,” I say, and then look past him so I can talk directly to Milo. “Milo, don’t talk to anybody about anything. Anybody

         asks you something, refer them to your lawyer. If you need anything, cigarettes, reading material, whatever, just tell the

         guard.”

      


      

      The officer looks like he’s going to shoot me, so Fred and I go back into the main area. “You have no idea what this is about?”

         I ask.

      


      

      “Nope. They came in like they were dealing with Al Capone and wouldn’t tell me anything. But there’s a guard there twenty-four

         hours; maybe they think somebody is going to try to steal him. Stealing dogs is not usually a problem here.”

      


      

      Fred is referring to the fact that he frequently has the very unpleasant task of having to put down some of the dogs here.

         It’s why Willie and I have our foundation.

      


      

      I call Pete from my car and tell him what happened, and I’m surprised when he doesn’t sound surprised at all. “Yeah, I was

         going to call you,” he says. “I just heard about the guard.”

      


      

      “What’s this all about?”


      

      “I don’t know, but the situation is locked down. And the word is that the FBI is involved.”


      

      “FBI? Who did your friend kill?”


      

      “What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” he asks.


      

      “All of a sudden you’re an ACLU member? Who is your friend alleged to have killed?”


      

      “I don’t know.”


      

      “So I suppose you don’t know where the dog fits in?”


      

      “Not a clue.”


      

      “Thanks. Your involving me in this situation has really affected my life in a positive way.”


      

      “You bailing out?” he asks.


      

      “No.”


      

      “Because you got a look at the dog, right? You saw him in a cage and you want to get him out.”


      

      I’m annoyed that he’s right, and I can’t think of a quick comeback, so I don’t say anything.


      

      He laughs, knowing full well that he’s scored a point. “You actually prefer dogs to humans.”

      


      

      “Maybe I need to start hanging out with a better class of humans.”


      

      Click.
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      I NEED TO speak to Billy Zimmerman’s lawyer. That way I can have him get the court to allow me to represent Milo. I have to admit that

         my semi-involvement in all of this doesn’t feel quite so much like a chore anymore. Not only do I want to get that dog out

         of his undeserved imprisonment, but I’m more than curious to find out why it is considered necessary to post a twenty-four-hour

         armed guard outside his cage.

      


      

      I call Rita Gordon, the court clerk, to find out who is representing Zimmerman. I had a forty-five-minute affair with Rita

         a few years ago, when Laurie had left for Wisconsin and we were broken up. Rita’s sexual prowess and energy level are such

         that if the affair had lasted for fifty-five minutes, they would have had to get me out of bed with a soup ladle.

      


      

      “Hiya, big boy,” she says when she hears that it’s me. She’s taken to calling me big boy lately, and I don’t know what to make of it. I stifle the desire to ask her what she means

         or if she’s kidding, because I’m afraid to hear the answer.

      


      

      We banter a bit, since that is the price I have to pay for information. Then I ask, “Who is Billy Zimmerman’s lawyer?”


      

      “Does the name Nobody ring a bell?”


      

      “What does that mean?”


      

      “It means he refuses to have a lawyer,” she says. “The PD handled it for the arraignment, but after that Zimmerman said he

         didn’t need one.”

      


      

      “So he’s going to represent himself?” I ask.


      

      “As far as I know he hasn’t said that, but eventually he’s going to have to make a decision.”


      

      This is becoming more complicated by the minute. “I need to see him.”


      

      “We all have our needs.”


      

      “Can you get a message to him? Tell him it’s about Milo.”


      

      “Who’s Milo?” she asks.


      

      “His dog.”


      

      “Again with the dogs? Don’t you think you might be overdoing this dog thing?”


      

      “Come on, Rita. Tell him I need to talk to him about Milo. Tell him it’s life or death.”


      

      “Is it?”


      

      “No”


      

      She considers that for a few moments, and then shrugs. “Okay. I’ll get word to him.”


      

      “Thanks.”


      

      With nothing else to do, I head back to the office. It’s not like I have anything to do there; I just feel that if I spend afternoons at home, I’m one step from watching soap operas

         and eating bonbons. It’s a dignity thing.

      


      

      Edna isn’t in, which does not exactly qualify as a news event, so I take the time to ponder what I should do about Kevin’s

         announced departure from the firm. His leaving means that we lose 50 percent of the firm’s lawyers, while retaining the 50

         percent, me, that doesn’t like to do any of the work.

      


      

      This would leave something of a gap, if we had any clients. The fact that we don’t makes the problem somewhat less urgent,

         but that is subject to change. Despite my best efforts, clients and murder cases seem to show up out of nowhere.

      


      

      Kevin is a brilliant attorney, and the perfect complement to me. He takes great pleasure and pride in writing detailed legal

         briefs and obsessing over the minutiae that can be so critical in the course of a trial. I see myself as more of a big-picture

         strategist, which means I’m lazy and I bore easily.

      


      

      There’s a good chance I can deal with this minor Milo issue on my own, but in the future I’m going to need somebody, at least

         on a part-time basis. Kevin’s friend Eddie Lynch is a possibility, though based on my one conversation with him, he could

         probably talk me onto a window ledge.

      


      

      Having resolved nothing, not even in my mind, I turn my attention to the Internet to read what I can about the murder that

         Billy Zimmerman stands accused of. The name of the victim is still being withheld, which is very unusual for this situation.

      


      

      The victim was standing in front of a relatively expensive club, and is not being described as homeless or a vagrant. It would seem far-fetched that he cannot be identified,

         and the police are not even claiming that is the case. They simply are not yet releasing his name.

      


      

      The incident has not been treated by the press as a major story, so I would imagine there is little pressure on the police

         to be more forthcoming. For now it is just strange, though not nearly as strange as an armed guard around Milo.

      


      

      Just as I’m preparing to go home, having exhausted myself from thinking nonstop for forty-five minutes, Rita Gordon calls.

         She has contacted Billy Zimmerman, who had previously been not at all responsive to any contacts from representatives of the

         justice system.

      


      

      “Milo was the magic word,” she says. “He says he’ll see you at ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”


      

      I’m a little irritated by a prisoner, no less one I’m doing a favor for, dictating the time of our meeting. “Gee,” I say,

         “that barely gives me time to find something to wear.”

      


      

      “Shall I set it up?” she asks, choosing to ignore my sarcasm.


      

      My inclination is to tell her to tell him to shove it, but I can’t get the image of Milo in a cage out of my mind.


      

      “Okay. I’ll be there.”
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      BILLY ZIMMERMAN ISN’T just any county jail inmate. He gets special accommodations, separate from the others awaiting their turn at the justice

         system. That’s because Billy is a former cop, and that’s a group that generally doesn’t do well in this type of environment.

         For instance, they get stabbed a lot.

      


      

      Beyond the separation from the other inmates, the treatment former cops get from the guards can be hit or miss. Some guards

         feel a kinship with the prisoner, a carryover bond from his former career. Others view the ex-cop as a traitor, a turncoat,

         and someone even more despicable than the average crook.

      


      

      When Billy is first brought out to see me in a private room set up for the occasion, my guess is that he’s one of the lucky

         ones. He seems relaxed, surprisingly so, for a man facing a murder charge. Billy has to know how difficult this is going to

         be, and he must be aware that he may literally never spend another day enjoying freedom. Yet if he’s panicked or tormented, he’s hiding it well.

      


      

      “Hey, Andy Carpenter, right?” He extends his hands to shake mine, an awkward movement since his hands are cuffed together.

         I extend both of mine in sort of a solidarity gesture, and we do a four-handed shake.

      


      

      “Right.”


      

      “Thanks for coming. Pete said I could count on you.”


      

      “Pete’s a good friend.”


      

      He nods vigorously. “Of mine, too. Stand-up guy.”


      

      Since I’m pissed off that Pete got me into this in the first place, I’m of a mind to cut short the Pete-praising portion of

         the conversation. “He said you wanted me to help your dog, which I am trying to do.”

      


      

      He nods. “Good. That’s great.”


      

      “I tried to contact your lawyer about this, but you don’t seem to have one.”


      

      Another nod. “Right. No problem. You can talk to me.”


      

      There’s something weird going on here; his affect is one of being in charge of his situation, and it doesn’t come close to

         fitting with the facts as I know them.

      


      

      “Okay,” I say. “I went to see Milo, who is currently at the county shelter.”


      

      “Is he all right?” Billy asks, the first concern I’ve seen so far.


      

      “He’s fine. He’s being treated basically like you are, away from the other prisoners.”


      

      “Good. That’s good.”


      

      “The unusual part is that there’s an armed guard outside his cage.”


      

      Still another nod. “Good.”


      

      I’m obviously pleasing him, even though I don’t have a clue as to what I’m talking about. “You have any idea why the guard

         is there?”

      


      

      “So nobody can come in and steal him.”


      

      “Why would they want to do that?” I ask.


      

      “I can’t get into that right now. But I’m sure there are people who think he can help them.”


      

      “People think Milo can help them? How? Why?”


      

      He holds his hands out, palms upward, and shrugs. “Sorry, I really can’t go there.”


      

      I’ve had more than enough of this, so I stand up. “I’ve got to tell you, Pete is a good friend, but nobody is that good a

         friend. I like to help dogs, and I would have helped yours. But there’s plenty of dogs in that shelter who don’t have armed

         guards to protect them, so I’m going to focus my efforts on helping them.”

      


      

      For the first time, I see worry in his face. “Hey, come on, I’m not trying to be difficult. It’s just that the things you’re

         asking… I really can’t go there.”

      


      

      “I understand,” I say. “So I’m going to go there.” I point to the door so he’ll know what I’m talking about, and then start

         walking toward it. My hope is that he won’t say anything until I’m safely out the other side.

      


      

      “Wait. Please,” he says, in a tone that no longer contains arrogance or confidence. It has just enough vulnerability to stop

         a sucker like me in my tracks. I stare at him and don’t say anything; if this is going to get anywhere, he’s going to have

         to do the talking.

      


      

      “I need you to be my lawyer,” he says.


      

      That is something I have a singular lack of interest in. “We’re talking about Milo,” I say. “Besides, I thought you didn’t

         want or need a lawyer?”

      


      

      “I don’t. But if I’m going to tell you anything, I have to be sure you’re bound by confidentiality. The only way I can be

         sure of that is if I hire you as my attorney.”

      


      

      He’s right about that, of course, so I nod. I tell him that I’ll draw up an agreement in which he can hire me for a finite

         time for a fee of one dollar. For now the agreement can be verbal, and I will honor it.

      


      

      He thinks for a few moments, and then seems to decide that this will be acceptable. Lucky me.


      

      Once that’s accomplished, he says, “Okay, here’s what I can tell you. When I returned from Iraq, I tried to get my old job

         back on the force. There was no way.”

      


      

      “Why?”


      

      “They told me that with the economy and all, there was a freeze on hiring, that they might be able to give me a part-time

         desk job. It was bullshit; they had no interest in a one-legged cop. They always viewed me as a pain in the ass anyway.”

      


      

      “Were you?”


      

      “A pain in the ass?” He laughs. “Sure. A major one. Anyway, Milo used to be my partner on the job; he rode in the squad car

         with me. And I found out he was about to get dumped as well.”

      


      

      “For being a pain in the ass?” I ask.


      

      “No, for being too old. He was about to turn seven. That’s the limit for the department. So when I made the request, they

         were happy to give him to me.”

      


      

      “Why did you want him?”


      

      He looks surprised by the question. “I love that dog; it sounds stupid, but he is my best friend in the entire world. Pete

         told me you’re a dog nut, so you should get it.”

      


      

      “I get it,” I say, because I do.


      

      “Milo was trained to disarm perpetrators. He was amazing at it; the best in the department. Somebody would be holding a gun

         one second, and the next thing you know Milo is flying through the air and taking it right out of his hand.”

      


      

      “So?”


      

      “So once I got him back, I enhanced that training a little bit. Now he can take anything he wants from anyone; he could take

         the fillings out of your teeth.”
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