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      I STEP OFF THE PLANE, and for the first time in my life, I’m in Los Angeles. I’m not sure why I’ve never been here before. I certainly haven’t

         had any preconceived notions about the place, other than the fact that the people here are insincere, draft-dodging, drug-taking,

         money-grubbing, breast-implanting, out-of-touch, pâté-eating, pom-pous, Lakers-loving, let’s-do-lunching, elitist scumbags.

      


      But here I am, open-minded as always.


      Walking next to me is Willie Miller, whose own mind is so wide-open that anything at all is completely free to go in and out,

         and often does. I’m not sure how thoughts actually enter his mind, but the point of exit is definitely his mouth. “This place

         ain’t so cool,” says Willie.

      


      “Willie, it’s only the airport.” I look over at him and am surprised to see that he is wearing sunglasses. They seem to have

         appeared in the last few seconds, as if he has grown them. While he doesn’t consider the airport “cool,” he apparently fears

         that it might be sunny.

      


      Willie has become a good friend these last couple of years. He’s twenty-eight, ten years my junior, and we met when I successfully

         defended him on an appeal of a murder charge for which he had been wrongly convicted. Willie spent seven long years on death

         row, and his story is the reason we’re out here. That and the fact that I had nothing better to do.

      


      We take the escalator down to baggage claim, where a tall blond man wearing a black suit and sunglasses just like Willie’s

         holds up a sign that says “Carpenter.” Since my name is Andy Carpenter, I pick up on this almost immediately. “That’s us,”

         I say to the man, who is obviously our driver.

      


      “How was your flight?” he asks, an opening conversational gambit I suspect he’s used before. I say that it was fine, and then

         we move smoothly into a chat about the weather while we wait for the bags to come down. I learn that it’s sunny today, has

         been sunny this month, last month, and will be sunny next month and the month after that. It’s early June, and there is no

         chance of rain until December. However, I sense that the driver is a little nervous, because for tomorrow they’re predicting

         a forty percent chance of clouds.

      


      I have just one small suitcase, which I wouldn’t have bothered to check had not Willie brought two enormous ones. I make the

         mistake of trying to lift one of Willie’s bags off the carousel; it must weigh four hundred pounds. “Did you bring your rock

         collection?” I ask, but Willie just shrugs and lifts the bag as if it were filled with pillows.

      


      I’ve lived in apartments smaller than the limousine that transports us to the hotel. The movie studio is obviously trying

         to impress us, and so far succeeding quite well. It’s only been a week since they called me and expressed a desire to turn

         my defense of Willie into a feature film, and we are out here to negotiate the possible sale of those rights. It’s not something

         I relish, but Willie and the others involved all coaxed me into it. Had I known we would be flown first-class and whisked

         around in limos with a bar and TV, it might not have taken quite so much coaxing.

      


      The truth is, none of us need the money we might make from this deal. I inherited twenty-two million dollars from my father,

         Willie received ten million dollars from a civil suit which we brought after his release, and I split up the million-dollar

         commission from that suit among everybody else. That “everybody else” consists of my associate, Kevin Randall, my secretary,

         Edna, and Laurie Collins, who functions in the dual role of private investigator and love of my life.

      


      I would be far more enthusiastic about this trip if Laurie were here, but she decided to fly back to Findlay, Wisconsin, for

         her fifteenth high school reunion. When I warily mentioned that it would also be a chance for her to see her old boyfriends,

         she smiled and said, “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

      


      “I’ll be spending all my time in LA with nubile young actresses,” I countered. “Sex-starved, lawyer-loving, nubile young actresses.

         The town is full of them.” I said this in a pathetic and futile attempt to get her to change her mind and come out here with

         me. Instead, she said, “You do that.” I didn’t bother countering with, “I will,” since we both know I won’t.

      


      So it’s just Willie and me that the driver drops off at the Beverly Regent Wilshire Hotel. It’s a nice enough place, but based

         on the nightly rate, the fairly average rooms must have buried treasure in the mattresses. But again, the studio is paying,

         which is one reason the first thing I do is have a fourteen-dollar can of mixed nuts from the minibar.

      


      Since Willie’s release from prison brought him some measure of fame, his life has taken some other dramatic turns. In addition

         to becoming wealthy, he’s gotten married, partnered with me in a dog rescue operation, and become part of the very exclusive

         New York social scene. He and wife Sondra are out every night with what used to be known as the in crowd, though I am so far

         “out” that I’m not sure what they’re called anymore. He is constantly and unintentionally name-dropping friends in the sports,

         entertainment, and art worlds, though he comically often has no idea that anyone else has heard of them.

      


      Willie’s social reach apparently extends across the country, because he invites me to go “clubbing” tonight with him and a

         number of his friends. I would rather be clubbed over the head, so I decline and make plans to order room service and watch

         a baseball game.

      


      First I call Laurie at her hotel in Findlay, but she’s out. I hope she’s in the process of marveling at how fat and bald all

         her old boyfriends have gotten. Next I call Kevin Randall, who is watching Tara for me while I’m gone.

      


      Golden retrievers are the greatest living things on this planet, and Tara is the greatest of all golden retrievers, so that

         makes her fairly special. I hate leaving her, even for a day, but there was no way I was going to put her in a crate in the

         bottom of a hot airplane.

      


      “Hello?” Kevin answers, his voice raspy.


      I put him through about three or four minutes of swearing to me that Tara is doing well, and then I ask him how he’s feeling,

         since his voice maintains that raspy sound. I ask this reluctantly, since Kevin is America’s foremost hypochondriac. “I’m

         okay,” he says.

      


      I’d love to leave it at that, but it would ruin his night. “You sure?” I ask.


      “Well…,” he starts hesitantly, “do you know if humans can catch diseases from dogs?”


      “Why? Is Tara sick?”


      “I told you she was fine,” he says. “We’re talking about me now. I seem to have developed a cough.” He throws in a couple

         of hacking noises, just in case I didn’t know what he meant by “cough.”

      


      “That definitely sounds like kennel cough,” I say. “You should curl up and sleep next to a warm oven tonight. And don’t have

         more than a cup of kibble for dinner.”

      


      Kevin, who is no dummy, shrewdly figures out that I am going to continue to make fun of him if he pursues this, so he lets

         me extricate myself from the call. Once I do so, I have dinner and lie down to watch the Dodgers play the Padres. I’m not

         terribly interested in it, which is why I’m asleep by the third inning.

      


      I wake up at seven and order room service. I get the Assorted Fresh Berries for twenty-one fifty; for that price I would have

         expected twin Halle Berrys. They also bring an LA Times and Wall Street Journal, which are probably costing twenty bucks apiece.

      


      The same driver and limo show up at nine in the morning to take Willie and me to the studio. We arrive early for our meeting,

         so we spend some time walking around the place, looking for stars. I don’t see any, unless you count Willie.

      


      We are eventually ushered into the office of Greg Burroughs, president of production at the studio. With him are a roomful

         of his colleagues, each with a title like “executive vice president” or “senior vice president.” There seems to be an endless

         supply of gloriously titled executives; I wouldn’t be surprised if there are three or four “emperors of production.” The lowest

         ranked of the group is just a vice president, so it’s probably the pathetic wretch’s job to fetch the coffee and donuts.

      


      It turns out that the overflow crowd is there merely as a show of how important we are to them, and everybody but Greg and

         a senior VP named Eric Anderson soon melts away. Greg is probably in his late thirties, and my guess is, he has ten years

         on Eric.

      


      “Eric will be the production executive on this project,” Greg informs. “He shares my passion for it.” Eric nods earnestly,

         confirming that passion, as if we had any doubt.

      


      Willie’s been uncharacteristically quiet, but he decides to focus in on that which is important. “Who’s gonna play me?”


      Greg smiles. “Who do you have in mind?”


      “Denzel Washington,” says Willie without any hesitation. He’s obviously given it some thought.


      “I can see that.” Greg nods, then looks at Eric, whose identical nod indicates that he, too, can see it. “The thing is, Will,

         we don’t start to deal with casting until we have a script and director in place. But it’s a really good thought.”

      


      Eric directs a question at “Will.” “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but do you have a mother?”


      Willie shakes his head. “Nah. Used to.”


      “Why?” asks Greg of Eric, barely containing his curiosity.


      “Well,” Eric says, looking around the room and then back at Willie, “I hope I’m not talking out of turn, and this is just

         me speaking off the top of my head, but I was thinking it would be really great if you had a mother.”

      


      “Interesting,” says Greg, as if this is the first time he has heard this idea. My sense is that Eric wouldn’t say “good morning”

         without first clearing it with Greg, even if it’s just “off the top” of his head.

      


      “Well, it ain’t that interesting to me,” says Willie. “My mother took off when I was three and left me in a bus station. I

         ain’t got no family.”

      


      Eric nods. “I understand, and again, I’m just thinking out loud off the top of my head, but I’m talking about for the sake

         of the story. If your mother was there, supporting you the whole time you were in prison, believing in you…”

      


      Willie is starting to get annoyed, which in itself does not qualify as a rare occurrence. “Yeah, she could have baked me fucking

         cupcakes. And we could have had a party in the prison. Mom and Dad could have invited all my fucking invisible aunts and uncles

         and cousins.”

      


      I intervene, partially because I’m concerned that Willie might throw Greg and Eric out the fifth-story window and they might

         bounce off the top of their heads. It would also necessitate getting two other passionate executives in here, thereby prolonging

         this meeting. The other reason I jump in is that they are alluding to an area in which I have a real concern, which is taking

         dramatic license and changing the characters and events. I’ve heard about the extraordinary liberties Hollywood can take with

         “true” stories, and I don’t want to wind up being portrayed as the lead lawyer of the transvestite wing of Hamas.

      


      We hash this out for a while, and they assure me that the contract will address my concerns. We agree on a price, and they

         tell me that a writer will be assigned and will want to go back East to meet and get to know all of us.

      


      I stand up. “So that’s it?”


      Eric smiles and shakes my hand. “That’s it. Let’s make a movie.”
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      THE FLIGHT HOME is boring and uneventful, which I view as a major positive when it comes to airplane flights. The movie doesn’t appeal to

         me, so I don’t put on the headphones. I then spend the next two hours involuntarily trying to lip-read everything the characters

         are saying. Unfortunately, the movie is Dr. Dolittle 2, and my mouse-lipreading skills are not that well developed.

      


      Willie, for his part, uses the time to refine his casting choices. On further reflection he now considers Denzel too old and

         is leaning toward Will Smith or Ben Affleck, though he has some doubts that Ben could effectively play a black guy. I suggest

         that as soon as he gets home he call Greg and Eric to discuss it.

      


      Moments after we touch the ground, a flight attendant comes over and leans down to speak with me. “Mr. Carpenter?” she asks.


      I get a brief flash of worry. Has something happened while we were in the air? “Yes?”


      “There will be someone waiting at the gate to meet you. You have an urgent phone call.”


      “Who is it?” I ask.


      “I’m sorry, I really don’t know. But I’m sure everything is fine.”


      I would take more comfort from her assurances if she knew what the call was about. I fluctuate between intense worry and panic

         the entire time we taxi to the gate, which seems to take about four hours.

      


      As soon as the plane comes to a halt, Willie and I jump out of our seats and are the first people off the plane. Somebody

         who works for airline security is there to meet us, and he leads us to one of those motorized carts. We all jump on and are

         whisked away.

      


      “Do you know what’s going on?” I ask.


      The security guy shrugs slightly. “I’m not sure. I think it’s about that football player.”


      Before I have a chance to ask what the hell he could possibly be talking about, we arrive at an airport security office. I’m

         ushered inside, telling the officers that it’s okay for Willie to come in with me. We’re led into a back office, where another

         security guy stands holding a telephone, which he hands to me.

      


      “Hello?” I say into the phone, dreading what I might hear on the other end.


      “It took you long enough.” The voice is that of Lieutenant Pete Stanton, my closest and only friend in the Paterson Police

         Department.

      


      I’m somewhat relieved already; Pete wouldn’t have started the conversation that way if he had something terrible to tell me.

         “What the hell is going on?” I ask.

      


      “Kenny Schilling wants to talk to you. And only you. So you’d better get your ass out here.”


      If possible, my level of confusion goes up a notch. Kenny Schilling is a running back for the Giants, a third-round pick a

         few years ago who is just blossoming into a star. I’ve never met the man, though I know Willie counts him as one of his four

         or five million social friends. “Kenny Schilling?” I ask. “Why would he want to talk to me?”

      


      “Where the hell have you been?” Pete asks.


      Annoyance is overtaking my worry; there is simply nothing concerning Kenny Schilling that could represent a disaster in my

         own life. “I’ve been on a plane, Pete. I just flew in from Fantasyland. Now, tell me what the hell is going on.”

      


      “It looks like Schilling killed Troy Preston. Right now he’s holed up in his house with enough firepower to supply the 3rd

         Infantry, and every cop in New Jersey outside waiting to blow his head off. Except me. I’m on the phone, ’cause I made the

         mistake of saying I knew you.”

      


      “Why does he want me?” I ask. “How would he even know my name?”


      “He didn’t. He asked for the hot-shit lawyer that’s friends with Willie Miller.”


      An airport security car is waiting to take us to Upper Saddle River, which is where they tell us Kenny Schilling lives, and

         they assure us that our bags will be taken care of. “My bag’s the one you can lift,” I say.

      


      Once in the car, I turn on the radio to learn more about the situation, and discover that it is all anyone is talking about.


      Troy Preston, a wide receiver for the Jets, did not show up for scheduled rehab on an injured knee yesterday and did not call

         in an explanation to the team. This was apparently uncharacteristic, and when he could not be found or contacted, the police

         were called in. Somehow Kenny Schilling was soon identified as a person who might have knowledge concerning the disappearance,

         and the police went out to his house to talk to him.

      


      The unconfirmed report is that Schilling brandished a gun, fired a shot (which missed), and turned his house into a fortress.

         Schilling has refused to talk to the cops, except to ask for me. The media are already referring to me as his attorney, a

         logical, though totally incorrect, assumption.

      


      This shows signs of being a really long day.


      Upper Saddle River is about as pretty a New York suburb as you are going to find in New Jersey. Located off Route 17, it’s

         an affluent, beautifully wooded community dotted with expensive but not pretentious homes. A number of wealthy athletes, especially

         on those teams that play in New Jersey like the Giants and Jets, have gravitated to it. As we enter its peaceful serenity,

         it’s easy to understand why.

      


      Unfortunately, that serenity disappears as we near Kenny Schilling’s house. The street looks like it is hosting a SWAT team

         convention, and it’s hard to believe that there could be a police car anywhere else in New Jersey. Every car seems to have

         gun-toting officers crouched behind it; it took less firepower to bring down Saddam Hussein. Kenny Schilling is a threat that

         they are taking very seriously.

      


      Willie and I are brought into a trailer, where State Police Captain Roger Dessens waits for us. He dispenses with the greetings

         and pleasantries and immediately brings me up-to-date, though his briefing includes little more than I heard in radio reports.

         Schilling is a suspect in Preston’s disappearance and possible murder, and his actions are certainly consistent with guilt.

         Innocent people don’t ordinarily barricade themselves in their homes and fire at police.

      


      “You ready?” Dessens asks, but doesn’t wait for a reply. He picks up the phone and dials a number. After a few moments he

         talks into the phone. “Okay, Kenny, Carpenter is right here with me.”

      


      He hands me the phone, and I cleverly say, “Hello?”


      A clearly agitated voice comes through the phone. “Carpenter?”


      “Yes.”


      “How do I know it’s you?”


      It’s a reasonable question. “Hold on,” I say, and signal to Willie to come over. I hand him the phone. “He isn’t sure it’s

         me.”

      


      Willie talks into the phone. “Hey, Schill… what’s happenin’?” He says this as if they just met at a bar and the biggest decision

         confronting them is whether to have Coors or a Bud.

      


      I can’t hear “Schill’s” view of what might be “happenin’,” but after a few moments Willie is talking again. “Yeah, it’s Andy.

         I’m right here with him. He’s cool. He’ll get you out of this bullshit in no time.”

      


      Looking out over the army of cops assembled to deal with “this bullshit,” I’ve got a feeling Willie’s assessment might be

         a tad on the wildly optimistic side. Willie hands the phone back to me, and Schilling tells me that he wants me to come into

         his house. “I need to talk to you.”

      


      I have absolutely no inclination to physically enter this confrontation by going into his house. “We’re talking now,” I say.


      He is insistent. “I need to talk to you in here.”


      “I understand you have some guns,” I say.


      “I got one gun” is how he corrects me. “But don’t worry, man, I ain’t gonna shoot you.”


      “I’ll get back to you,” I say, then hang up and tell Captain Dessens about Schilling’s request.


      “Good,” he says, standing up. “Let’s get this thing moving.”


      “What thing?” I ask. “You think I’m going in there? Why would I possibly go in there?”


      Dessens seems unperturbed. “You want a live client or a dead one?”


      “He’s not my client. Just now was the first time I’ve ever spoken to him. He didn’t even know it was me.”


      “On the other hand, he’s got a lot of money to pay your bills, Counselor.” He says “Counselor” with the same respect he might

         have said “Fuehrer.”

      


      Dessens is really pissing me off; I don’t need this aggravation. “On the other hand, you’re an asshole,” I say.


      “So you’re not going?” Dessens asks. The smirk on his face seems to say that he knows I’m a coward and I’m just looking for

         an excuse to stay out of danger. He’s both arrogant and correct.

      


      Willie comes over to me and talks softly. “Schill’s good people, Andy. They got the wrong guy.”


      I’m instantly sorry I didn’t leave Willie at the airport. Now if I don’t go in, I’m not just letting down a stranger accused

         of murder, I’m letting down a friend. “Okay,” I say to Dessens, “but while I’m out there, everybody has their guns on safety.”

      


      Dessens shakes his head. “Can’t do it, but I’ll have them pointed down.”


      I nod. “And I get a bulletproof vest.”


      Dessens agrees to the vest, and they have one on me in seconds. He and I work out a signal for me to come out of the house

         with Schilling without some trigger-happy, Jets-fan officer taking a shot at us.

      


      Willie offers to come in with me, but Dessens refuses. Within five minutes I’m walking across the street toward a quite beautiful

         ranch-style home, complete with manicured lawn and circular driveway. I can see a swimming pool behind the house to the right

         side, but since I didn’t bring my bathing suit, I probably won’t be able to take advantage of it. Besides, I don’t think this

         bulletproof vest would make a good flotation device.

      


      As I walk, I notice that the street has gotten totally, eerily silent. I’m sure that every eye is on me, waiting to storm

         the house if Schilling blows my unprotected head off. “The tension was so thick you could cut it with a knife” suddenly doesn’t

         seem like a cliché anymore.

      


      Four hours ago my biggest problem was how to ask the first-class flight attendant for a vodkaless Bloody Mary without using

         the embarrassing term “Virgin Mary,” and now I’ve got half a million sharpshooters just waiting for me to trigger a firefight.

         I’m sure there are also television cameras trained on me, and I can only hope I don’t piss in my pants on national television.

      


      As I step onto the porch, I see that the door is partially open. I take a step inside, but I don’t see anything. Schilling’s

         voice tells me to “Come in and close the door behind you,” which is what I do.

      


      The first thing I’m struck by is how sparsely furnished the place is and how absent the touches of home. There are a number

         of large unopened cardboard boxes, and my sense is that Schilling must have only recently moved in. This makes sense, since

         I saw on ESPN a few weeks ago that the Giants just signed him to a fourteen-million, three-year deal, a reward for his taking

         over the starting running back job late last season.

      


      Schilling sits on the floor in the far corner of the room, pointing a handgun at me. He is a twenty-five-year-old African-American,

         six three, two hundred thirty pounds, with Ali-like charismatic good looks. Yet now he seems exhausted and defeated, as if

         his next move might be to turn the gun on himself. When I saw him on ESPN, he was thanking his wife, teammates, and God for

         helping him achieve his success, but he doesn’t look too thankful right now. “How many are out there?” he asks.

      


      Why? Is he so delusional as to think he can shoot his way out? “Enough to invade North Korea,” I say.


      He sags slightly, as if this is the final confirmation that his situation is hopeless. I suddenly feel a surge of pity for

         him, which is not the normal feeling I have for an accused killer pointing a gun at me. “What’s going on here, Kenny?”

      


      He makes a slight head motion toward a hallway. “Look in there. Second door on the left.”


      I head down the hall as instructed and enter what looks like a guest bedroom. There are five or six regular-size moving cartons,

         three of which have been opened. I’m not sure what it is I’m supposed to be looking for, so I take a few moments to look around.

      


      I see a stain under the door to the closet, and a feeling of dread comes over me. I reluctantly open the door and look inside.

         What I see is a torso, folded over with a large red stain on its back. I don’t need Al Michaels to tell me that this is Troy

         Preston, wide receiver for the Jets. And I don’t need anybody to tell me that he is dead.

      


      I walk back into the living room, where Kenny hasn’t moved. “I didn’t do it,” he says.


      “Do you know who did?”


      He just shakes his head. “What the hell am I gonna do?”


      I sit down on the floor next to him. “Look,” I say, “I’m going to have a million questions for you, and then we’re going to

         have to figure out the best way to help you. But right now we have to deal with them.” I point toward the street, in case he didn’t know I was talking about the police. “This is not the way to handle it.”

      


      “I don’t see no other way.”


      I shake my head. “You know better than that. You asked for me… I’m a lawyer. If you were going to go down fighting, you’d

         have asked for a priest.”

      


      He wears the fear on his face like a mask. “They’ll kill me.”


      “No. You’ll be treated well. They wouldn’t try anything… there’s media all over this. We’re going to walk out together, and

         you’ll be taken into custody. It’ll take some time to process you into the system, and I probably won’t see you until tomorrow

         morning. Until then you are to talk to no one—not the police, not the guy in the next cell, no one. Do you understand?”

      


      He nods uncertainly. “Are you going to help me?”


      “I’m going to help you.” It’s not really a lie; I certainly haven’t decided to take this case, but for the time being I will

         get him through the opening phase. If I decide not to represent him, which basically means if I believe he’s guilty, I’ll

         help him get another attorney.

      


      “They won’t let me talk to my wife.”


      He seems to be trying to delay the inevitable surrender. “Where is she?” I ask.


      “In Seattle, at her mother’s. They said she’s flying back. They won’t let me talk to her.”


      “You’ll talk to her, but not right now. Now it’s time to end this.” I say it as firmly as I can, and he nods in resignation

         and stands up.

      


      I walk outside first, as previously planned, and make a motion to Dessens to indicate that Kenny is following me, without

         his gun. It goes smoothly and professionally, and within a few minutes Kenny has been read his rights and is on the way downtown.

      


      He’s scared, and he should be. No matter how this turns out, life as he knows it is over.
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      I PICK UP TARA at Kevin’s house. She seems a little miffed that I had abandoned her but grudgingly accepts my peace offering of a biscuit.

         As a further way of getting on her good side, I tell her that I’ll recommend she be allowed to play herself in the movie.

      


      Kevin has followed the day’s events on television, and we make plans to meet in the office at eight A.M. I’m starting to get

         used to high-profile cases; they have a life of their own, and it’s vitally important to get on top of them immediately. And

         if one star football player goes on trial for murdering another, it’s going to make my previous cases look like tiffs in small-claims

         court.

      


      As I enter my house, I’m struck by the now familiar feeling of comfort that envelops me. Two years ago, after my father’s

         death, I moved back to Paterson, New Jersey, to live in the house in which I grew up. Except for rescuing and adopting Tara

         from the animal shelter, coming back to this house is the single best thing I’ve ever done. I’ve hardly changed the interior

         at all; the house was already perfectly furnished with memories and emotions that only I can see and feel.

      


      I’ve barely had time to put a frozen pizza in the oven when Laurie calls from Findlay. Such was the intensity of today’s events

         that I haven’t thought about her in hours.

      


      “Are you okay?” she asks. “I saw what happened on television. I’ve been trying you all day on your cell phone.”


      I left my cell phone in my suitcase, which the airline has delivered and is in the living room. “I’m fine. But we may have

         ourselves a client.”

      


      “Is it true the victim’s body was in his house?” she asks.


      “In the closet,” I confirm.


      “Sounds rather incriminating.”


      “Which is why you have to come home and uncover the kind of evidence that will let me display my courtroom brilliance.”


      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” she says. “I’ve missed you terribly.”


      I let the words roll gently over me, sort of like a verbal massage. I know she loves me, but I have an embarrassing need for

         reassurance. At least it would be embarrassing if I were to reveal it to her. Which I won’t. Ever.

      


      “Have you had fun?” I ask.


      “It’s been an amazing experience, Andy. These are people I haven’t seen or thought about in more than fifteen years. And in

         five minutes all the memories came back… I even recognized their mannerisms. It makes me wonder why I cut off from them… why

         we never stayed in touch.”

      


      Laurie’s father was a police officer in Findlay but decided to leave for a higher-paying job back East in Paterson, which

         qualified as the “big city.” He died five years ago, and I never got to meet him, but Laurie tells me he felt the move was

         the biggest mistake he ever made. I don’t recall her ever telling me if she shares that view.

      


      We talk some more about reconnecting with old friends; she knows I completely understand because of my experience in moving

         back to Paterson. “The Internet is the way to stay in touch,” I say. “E-mailing makes it easy, and there are no pregnant pauses

         in the conversation.”

      


      She doesn’t seem convinced, in fact seems vaguely troubled. I could ask her about this honestly and directly, but that would

         require too great a change in style. So instead, I change the subject. “If we take this case, we won’t be able to go away.”

         We had talked about a vacation.

      


      “That’s okay,” she says, and again I hear the tone of voice that I don’t recognize as belonging to Laurie. It’s a halfhearted

         statement in a mostly halfhearted conversation. I’m not sure why, and I’m certainly not sure if I want to find out.

      


      I get up really early in the morning to take Tara for a long walk. She attacks the route eagerly—tail-wagging and nose-sniffing

         every step of the way. We’ve gone this way a thousand times, yet each time she takes fresh delight in the sights and smells.

         Tara is not a “been there, done that” type of dog, and it’s a trait I admire and envy.

      


      As I get dressed to go to the office, I catch up on what the media are saying about the Schilling case. There are reports

         that Schilling and Preston were out together the night Preston disappeared and that witnesses claim the last time Preston

         was seen was when Schilling gave him a ride home.

      


      The striking part of the media coverage is not the information that is revealed, but the overwhelming nature of the effort

         to reveal it. I have 240 channels on my cable system, and it seems as if 230 of them are all over this case. One of the cable

         networks has already given a name to it, and their reports are emblazoned with the words “Murder in the Backfield” scrawled

         across the screen. They seem unconcerned with the fact that the victim was a wide receiver.

      


      As has become standard operating procedure, guilt seems to be widely assumed, especially in light of the way Schilling was

         taken into custody. His were not the actions of the innocent, and if we ever go to trial, that is going to be a major hill

         to climb. The fact that a national television audience watched as he fended off police with a gun only makes the hill that

         much steeper.

      


      Kevin and I don’t have much to talk about, and we just compare notes on what we’ve learned from the media. I’ve got a ten

         o’clock appointment at the jail to meet with Schilling, and Kevin plans to use the time to learn what the prosecution is planning

         in terms of arraignment. Kevin knows my feelings about defending guilty clients, feelings that he shares, and he’s relieved

         when I tell him that I’ve made no decision on whether to take on Schilling as a client.

      


      We both leave at nine-forty-five, which is when Edna is arriving. I’ve always felt that a secretary should arrive very early

         and have the office up and running by the time everyone else arrives. Unfortunately, Edna has always felt pretty much the

         opposite, so basically, she comes in whenever she wants. Though she is one of the financial beneficiaries of the commission

         from the Willie Miller case, I can honestly say that the money hasn’t changed her. She’s worked for me for five years and

         is just as unproductive today as before she was rich.

      


      I briefly tell her what is going on; she’s heard absolutely nothing about Schilling or the murder. Never let it be said that

         Edna has her finger anywhere near the public pulse.

      


      Schilling is being held at County Jail, which is why an entire media city has set itself up outside. Having become all too

         familiar with this process, I’ve learned about a back entrance which allows me to avoid the crush, and I make use of it this

         time.

      


      Guarding the door is Luther Hendricks, a court security officer who carries a calendar with him so he can count the days until

         retirement. “You sure stepped in shit this time,” he says as he lets me in. I know he’s talking about this case, so I don’t

         even bother to check my shoes.

      


      Nothing moves quickly within a prison bureaucracy, and the high-profile nature of this case doesn’t change that. It takes

         forty-five minutes for me to be brought back to the room where I will see Kenny Schilling and then another twenty minutes

         waiting for him to arrive.

      


      He’s brought in cuffed and dressed in prison drab. I had thought he looked bad huddled in the corner of his living room yesterday,

         but compared to this, he actually appeared triumphant. It looks as if fear and despair are waging a pitched battle to take

         over his face. The process of losing one’s freedom, even overnight, can be devastating and humiliating. For somebody like

         Kenny, it’s often much worse, because he’s fallen from such a high perch.

      


      “How are you doing, Kenny?” is my clever opening. “Are they treating you okay?”


      “They ain’t beating me, if that’s what you mean. They tried to talk to me, but I said no.”


      “Good.”


      “They took some blood out of my arm. They said they had the right. And I didn’t care, because all they’re gonna find is blood.

         I don’t take no drugs or anything.”

      


      They actually don’t have that right, unless they had probable cause to believe that drug usage had something to do with the

         murder. I have heard nothing about any suspicions that drugs were involved in this case, but then again, I know almost nothing

         about this case. “You’re sure you’ve never taken any kind of drugs?” I ask.

      


      He shakes his head firmly. “No way; I just told you that.” Then, “Man, you gotta get me out of here. I got money… whatever

         it takes. I just can’t stay in here.”

      


      I explain that we won’t know the likelihood of bail until the district attorney files charges, but that those charges are

         likely to be severe, and bail will be very difficult. I’m not sure he really hears me or understands what I’m saying; he needs

         to cling to a hope that this is all going to blow over and he’ll be back signing autographs instead of giving fingerprints.

      


      I ask him to tell me everything he knows about the night that Preston disappeared. “I didn’t kill him,” he says. “I swear

         to God.”

      


      I nod. “Good. That covers what you didn’t do. Now let’s focus on what you did do. How well did you know him?”


      He shrugs. “Pretty well. I mean, we weren’t best friends or anything—he played for the Jets. But in the off-season a lot of

         guys hung out…”

      


      “So you hung out with him that night?” I ask.


      He shrugs. “Not just him… a whole bunch of people. We went to the Crows Nest. No big deal. We probably did that three or four

         times a week.”

      


      “How many people were there that night? With you and Troy.”


      “Maybe fifteen.”


      I take him through the events of the night, which mainly consisted of drinking beer, talking football, and occasionally leering

         at women. I never realized how much I had in common with star football players. “How long did you stay there?” I ask.

      


      “I was real tired, so we left about twelve-thirty.”


      “We?”


      He nods. “I gave Troy a ride home.”


      This is not good and confirms the media reports. The last time the victim was seen, it was by fifteen people, who watched

         him leave with my client. “Was that an unusual thing for you to do?”

      


      He shakes his head. “No, he lived about two blocks from me. And I don’t drink that much, so he’d leave his car at the bar,

         and I guess he’d pick it up in the morning.”

      


      “So he lived in Upper Saddle River?” I ask.


      Kenny shakes his head and explains that Preston lived in an apartment in East Rutherford. Kenny did as well; he and his wife

         had only recently purchased the house in Upper Saddle River and hadn’t fully moved in yet. This explains the boxes spread

         around the house.

      


      Kenny claims to have spent the fateful night in his East Rutherford apartment, alone. “I dropped Troy off and went home. That’s

         the last time I saw him.”

      


      “Why did the police come to your house in Upper Saddle River?” I’ll learn all this in discovery, but it’s helpful to hear

         my client’s version first.

      


      “The next morning my car was gone. I parked it on the street, and I figured it was stolen. Which it was. I reported it to

         the police. I hadn’t even heard about Troy being missing yet. Then yesterday I got a rental car and went up to the new house.

         I was unpacking boxes when I saw some blood on the floor. Then I found his body in that closet. I was about to call the cops,

         but before I could, they showed up at my door with guns. I freaked and wouldn’t let them in.”

      


      “And took a shot at them,” I point out.


      “They pulled out guns first… I wasn’t even sure they were cops. They could have been the guys that killed Troy. Even when

         I figured out who they were, I was afraid they’d come in shooting. Hey, man… I wasn’t trying to hit them. I just figured if

         they found the body like that, they’d think I did it. Which they did.” He sees the look on my face and moans. “Man, I know

         it was stupid. I just freaked, that’s all.”

      


      Kenny doesn’t know what brought the police to the Upper Saddle River home, but he believed from their attitude that they were

         there to arrest him. I’ll find that out soon enough, so I use our remaining time to ask him about his relationship with Preston.

      


      “I met him when we were in high school,” he says. “One of those sports magazines did an all-American high school team, and

         they brought everybody to New York and put us up in a hotel for the weekend. I think he was from Pennsylvania or Ohio or something…”

      


      “But you’ve never had an argument with him? There is no motive that the prosecution might come up with for your killing him?”


      He shakes his head vigorously, the most animated I’ve seen him. “No way, man. You gotta believe me. Why would I kill him?

         It don’t make any sense.”

      


      The guard comes to take him back to his cell, and I see a quick flash of shock in Kenny’s eyes, as if he thought this meeting

         could last forever. I tell him that I will get to work finding out whatever I can and that the next time I will see him is

         at the arraignment.

      


      For now I’m far from sure I believe in his innocence. But I’m not sure that I don’t.
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      LAURIE’S FLIGHT IS more than an hour late because of heavy thunderstorms in the area. They are my favorite kind of storms, the ones where the

         skies get pitch-black in late afternoon on a hot summer day, and then the water comes bursting out, bouncing off the street

         as it lands. Eat your heart out, Los Angeles.

      


      I stand with a bunch of people in the Newark Airport baggage claim waiting for the passengers. Laurie walks in the middle

         of a group of about twenty; she couldn’t stand out more clearly if she were wearing a halo. I have an urge to nudge the guy

         next to me and say, “I don’t know who you’re waiting for, loser, but that one is mine.” It’s an urge I stifle.

      


      I’m not big on airport arrival hugs, but Laurie gives me a big one, and I accept it graciously. I ask, “How was your flight?”—a

         witty line I picked up from our LA driver. Laurie shares my general disdain for chitchat, so by the time we’re in the car,

         she’s questioning me about the recent events.

      


      “Are you going to take the case?” This is the key question for her, since as my main investigator it will determine how she

         spends the next few months of her life.

      


      “I don’t know; I haven’t heard the evidence yet.”


      “I’m not saying he’s guilty,” she says, “but they wouldn’t go after a high-profile guy like that unless they felt they had

         a strong case. And he didn’t help himself by turning his house into the Alamo.”

      


      What she’s saying is certainly true. On the other hand, “Willie says he’s innocent.”


      “Willie might be slightly biased,” she points out. She’s referring to both the fact that Schilling is his friend and also

         the fact that Willie himself is a walking example of a law enforcement mistake. As a wrongly convicted man Willie has less

         than full confidence in the justice system.
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