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				Advance Praise for 

				DAN GETS A MINIVAN

			

			
				“Dan Zevin yanks the car seats and the sippy cups out of that minivan and sticks a blown Hemi dragster engine back there—I mean in his prose style. In his lifestyle it’s, um . . . a different matter.” 
—P. J. O’ROURKE
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				Praise for 

				THE DAY I TURNED UNCOOL

			

			
				“If Dan Zevin’s so uncool, how come he’s so funny? This is a witty, sharply observed book about the embarrassing compromises and guilty pleasures of adulthood.”

				—TOM PERROTTA
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				Praise for 

				ENTRY-LEVEL LIFE

			

			
				“In every generation, idealism must bite the dust. But it rarely does so with as much good humor as in Mr. Zevin’s book.”

				—THE NEW YORK TIMES
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				Praise for 

THE NEARLY-WED HANDBOOK

			

			
				“If you’re caught up in the furor of planning a wedding, Nearly-Wed could help you maintain a sense of humor long enough to at least have one.”

				—ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY
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			A coming-of-middle-age tale told with warmth and wit, Dan Gets a Minivan provides the one thing every parent really needs: comic relief. Whether you’re a dude, a dad, or someone who’s married to either, fasten your seat belt and prepare to crack up.

				The least hip citizen of Brooklyn, Dan Zevin has a working wife, two small children, a mother who visits each week to “help,” and an obese Labrador mutt who prefers to be driven rather than walked. How he got to this point is a bit of a blur. There was a wedding, and then there was a puppy. A home was purchased in New England. A wife was promoted and transferred to New York. A town house. A new baby boy. A new baby girl. A stay-at-home dad was born. A prescription for Xanax was filled. Gray hairs appeared; gray hairs fell out. Six years passed in six seconds. And then came the minivan. 

				Dan Zevin, master of “Seinfeld-ian nothingness” (Time), is trying his best to make the transition from couplehood to familyhood. Acclimating to the adult-oriented lifestyle has never been his strong suit, and this slice-of-midlife story chronicles the whole hilarious journey—from instituting date night to joining Costco; from touring Disneyland to recovering from knee surgery; from losing ambition to gaining perspective. Where it’s all heading is anyone’s guess, but, for Dan, suburbia’s calling—and his minivan has GPS.
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				© CHRISTOPHER BARTH

				DAN ZEVIN has been a comic correspondent for Boston’s WBUR, the humor columnist for Boston magazine and the Boston Phoenix, and a contributor to publications including Rolling Stone, Maxim, Details, Glamour, Elle, and Parenting. A Thurber Prize for American Humor finalist for The Day I Turned Uncool: Confessions of a Reluctant Grown-up, he is also the author of Entry-Level Life and The Nearly-Wed Handbook. Dan lives with his wife and their two children in the suburbs of New York City. He is an active member of his local Costco.

				“Dave Barry has made a career of writing about Dave Barry. P. J. O’Rourke writes about P. J. O’Rourke. And David Sedaris writes about David Sedaris and the strange Sedaris clan into which he was born. You could throw Zevin in with any of them and he would hold his own. He might even float to the top.”

				—USA TODAY
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		To my mother. 
Thanks for all the Tuesdays.

		

	
		
		Slow ride, take it easy

				Slow ride, take it easy

				(Repeat)

				—Foghat
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				Most men drift through life in a fog, waiting for some moment of clarity to give them purpose and meaning. I should know; I used to be one of them. But then something changed. On an ordinary afternoon not long ago, I drove home from the dealership in my tricked-out new minivan.

				“Daddy, it’s awesome!” Leo shouted, bursting out the front door with his little sister, equally ecstatic. He was just five at the time, and Josie was two. It didn’t take much to blow their little minds—a new Bionicle for him, a red M&M for her—but I’d never seen them quite so overcome as the first time they witnessed that magical miniature van. My wife, Megan, came rushing out after them, nearly getting toppled by our dog, Chloe, who jumped up on her hind legs and drooled on the driver’s side door. The next thing I knew, we were on our first family joyride. And when I say joy, I’m talking joy. From that moment on, I accepted my destiny; came to terms with my fate. For I am the man in the minivan. And now, I rejoice. I rejoice every day for my collapsible third row of seats, my built-in DVD player, the bounty of cup holders I am blessed to behold.

				Long ago, you see, my life was economy-size. There was room for just three passengers: Me, Me, and Me. Where we were headed was anyone’s guess, for in my younger years, I was lost; blind to the miracle of a Bluetooth-compatible GPS system equipped with advanced split-screen controls. I had a radar detector instead.

				How it all changed is a bit of a blur. There was a wedding, and then there was a puppy. A home was purchased in New England. A wife was promoted and transferred to New York. A town house in Brooklyn. A new baby boy. A new baby girl. A stay-at-home dad was born. A prescription for Xanax was filled. Gray hairs grew in, gray hairs fell out. Six years passed in six seconds. And then came the minivan.

				So don’t give me any aggravation, alright? I’ve heard it all a million times. “Does the driver’s manual teach you how to be boring?” joked my hipster friend, Max, who lives in the town house next door with his groovy wife and cutting-edge five-year-old, though they may as well be living in some alternate universe inhabited by impossibly cool Brooklyn families who have no use for any vehicle that’s not yellow with a meter on the dashboard. My younger brother, Richie, gave me a bumper sticker that said “My other car is an aircraft carrier.” And some random schmuck on a Vespa—a kid who wasn’t even wearing a helmet—felt entitled to remark as follows: “Betcha get a lotta ass with that car.”

				I was at a red light, on my way to feed the ducks in Prospect Park. “That’s right, buddy,” I answered. “Your mother rode shotgun last night.” He flipped me off, but my kids didn’t see. They were in the backseats (plural) glued to Toy Story 3. Have I already told you my minivan has a built-in DVD player? If I did, I feel it’s worth repeating. My wife only lets them watch it on long trips, but what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. When she’s off at work all day, a “long trip” refers to anything longer than sixty seconds.

				I used to be more like her. I worried about too much TV, too many gummy worms, too many toys and not enough books. But then I stopped fighting it. I gave in to it all. And now it is I you’ll find at the wheel, riding high in my captain’s chair.

				That’s what we call them in the minivan scene. Captain’s chairs. Remember bucket seats? They’re like those, only bigger and more spectacular. If you are considering getting a minivan—and if you’re not, I feel sorry for you—I’d recommend the captain’s chairs without hesitation. With each passenger happily confined to his or her personal sitting arena, hair will not be pulled, wet fingers will not be inserted into neighboring ears, thoughts of corporeal punishment will not be taken under serious consideration. No. When you enter my vehicle, the first thing you’ll observe is how orderly it is. Also cleanly. When a man takes pride in his achievement, he has a standing appointment at Park Slope Suds ’N’ Simonizing every Friday morning at 9:30 sharp. Here is just a partial inventory of debris you will never find in my minivan (after this Friday morning at 9:30 sharp):

				
				→ banana peel and parts

				→ chunk of soy dog

				→ fur of real dog

				→ school of Pepperidge Farm goldfish

				→ string cheese (aged)

				→ unknown

				

				It was November of 2007 when I first started fantasizing about minivans. Josie had recently been born, bringing the grand total of our family to five: two adults, two children, and one obese Labrador mutt who preferred being driven rather than walked. We took a lot of road trips that year. Let me rephrase that. We took a lot of sedan trips. Megan and I had the same two-door jalopy we’d been driving since we were footloose and child-free. In those days, we’d toss our backpacks in the trunk and get to wherever at whatever o’clock. But by November of 2007, something felt different. Specifically: the trunk.

				We decided to drive down to Maryland so Leo and Josie could spend Thanksgiving with their cousins. According to MapQuest, it was supposed to take four hours. I spent the first five packing the trunk. At least that’s what it felt like until it became clear that the portacrib needed to be strapped to the roof, and the co-sleeper, Jolly Jumper, and top half of the bathtub seat would be traveling as passengers rather than cargo. Leo covered the Jersey Turnpike in tears, but at least his shrieks were muffled by Chloe’s tail, which was in front (and inside) of his mouth. He calmed down once Megan climbed into the back with an Etch A Sketch, wedging herself into a sliver of space between the two car seats. Josie woke up in Delaware when a tote bag of pop-up books crashed down on her head. That was my fault. I stopped short due to poor visibility. It was hard to see with the Baby Einstein crib mobile dangling over the mirror.

				So this is how we got around for the next couple of years, until things went from bad to worse. On a five-hour sedan trip to see our old neighbors in Somerville, Massachusetts, it became painfully clear that Josie had developed a dependency on “Toot, Toot, Chugga Chugga, Big Red Car,” by the Wiggles. Not “Mitten the Kitten,” not “Farewell to the Wiggly Trail,” just “Toot, Toot, Chugga Chugga, Big Red Car.” We had to play it a million hundred times in a row or else she would wail. As you might imagine, there is a wide variety of audio selections I’d rather hear on a five-hour sedan trip than “Toot, Toot, Chugga, Chugga, Big Red Car.” One that comes to mind is a five-hour test of the emergency broadcasting system. Thanks to my minivan, that issue is moot. My dealer threw in a couple of wireless headsets to go with the kids’ DVD player (built-in). Now they can listen, and I can get back to the 24-hour Pearl Jam station on satellite radio. Yes, it also came with that.

				Such is the promise my minivan holds. Children are seen and not heard. Parents complete full sentences without interruption. Friends and family share special times in the collapsible third row of seats. Seriously, it’s like a living room back there, only better because everyone gets their own air vent and cup holder. Why don’t you stop by some time so I can show you around? I can’t wait to see your reaction when I reveal the secret fold-out compartment under Leo’s seat. It happens to safeguard the finest pretzel rods money can buy. They’re from Costco, just one of the far-flung destinations my minivan has led me to lately. She’s taken me places I never dreamed I would go, from the Brooklyn Children’s Museum to the Staten Island Children’s Museum to the Children’s Museum of Manhattan. Why, just last weekend, she took me and my wife out to the burbs.

				We had an appointment with a Realtor to look at a house. It was your basic split-level colonial, the kind of thing you just can’t find in the city, not even here in Brooklyn—big yard, two-car garage, and a neighborhood playground notable not only for what it had (grass) but also for what it didn’t (a sign at the entrance that warned: Rat Poison in This Area). It would be tough to leave our little brick town house in Brooklyn, but, year after year, it’s been shrinking—just like that old sedan. And year after year, our friends have been moving—to the Westchesters, Montclairs, and Winnetkas of the world. The schools are better, they tell us, and you get more house for the money. I would have called them quitters a while ago, but I don’t rule anything out anymore. When a man gets a minivan, he becomes open-minded; his priorities change.

				So come along, won’t you? Come through my sliding rear doors and pull up a captain’s chair. We don’t even have to go anyplace. We can just sit here with the emergency brake on, like I do by myself some nights when I need to unwind. A guy can go kind of crazy spending all day with his kids, you know what I’m saying? How about we split a fat pretzel rod and just chill for a while? You want to see a movie? I’ve got Pirates of the Caribbean in the glove compartment. We won’t even have to fast-forward past the scary part. Or we can skip the movie and just crack open a few juice boxes.

				Come on in, live a little, what’s your rush? The way I look at it, we’re in this thing together. When life deals you a minivan, you might as well enjoy the ride.
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				The squad car pulled up just as I was about to remove my cell phone from a pile of dog crap. It was a crisp winter morning in Fort Greene Park, and I was out for my daily constitutional with the kids—our birth daughter, Josephine, and our first child, Chloe, whom we adopted from the ASPCA eight years earlier. Ever since my son started kindergarten, mornings were just me and the gals. And I was rather pleased with myself on this particular morning. After some earlier, harrowing attempts to push Josie in her stroller while simultaneously walking Chloe on her leash (including a brief experiment which revealed that Lab mutts make lousy sled dogs), I was proud to be wearing the Gerry TrailTech Backpack Baby Carrier I found on craigslist for eleven bucks. With Josie in the backpack instead of the stroller, everybody was happy, especially Chloe, who no longer viewed her leash as an instrument of full-body strangulation. The three of us now maneuvered nimbly through the park, even when Chloe chose to conduct her business off-trail. Which is what she did seconds before the squad car pulled up.

				I was in the midst of a deep knee bend, plastic bag already in hand, when Chloe surprised me by tearing off after a squirrel. I lost my grip, lost my balance, and landed on all fours myself, hovering directly over her steaming deposit. Josie found the whole thing amusing, but she wasn’t the one whose cell phone flew out of her shirt pocket in the process. I watched helplessly as it sank into doody like a rock into quicksand. The only part left peeking through the poop was the tiny window showing that it was now 9:05 a.m.

				“Posted at the entrance of the park is a large sign stating that dogs are not allowed off-leash after nine a.m.,” the officer sneered through her car window. “So tell me, is it that you can’t read or you can’t tell time?”

				This isn’t the way a guy generally wants to be talked to with his daughter in front of him. But, to give the officer the benefit of the doubt, Josie wasn’t actually in front of me. She was in back of me. And one thing I’d been noticing lately about my Gerry TrailTech Backpack Baby Carrier was that people sometimes didn’t see her back there at first. As soon as they did, though, they could hardly help themselves. “Kitchee-kitchee-koo,” they would remark, or “Gimme some sugar, sweet thing.” One time I was crossing a busy intersection with her strapped to my shoulders when some 600-pound tow-truck driver leaned on his horn and started honking at us. I chalked it up to road rage until he craned his neck out the window and yelled, “Yo! Little lady’s got the best seat in da house!”

				I turned around so the law enforcement officer could see cute little Josie sitting in her backpack.

				“I sure do hope Daddy got some identification,” she informed her.

				We weren’t getting off on the right foot.

				“Come on, my dog was off-leash for like two seconds,” I said. “She broke away when I bent down to clean up her—”

				“ID.”

				“Look, I’d really appreciate if you could cut me some sla—”

				“ID.”

				“But she’s not even off-leash, technically speaking. Look at her.” Chloe was gallivanting back toward us, tongue waving to and fro, leash trailing behind from her collar. I grabbed it off the ground in the nick of time. One more inch and it would have suffered the same fate as my phone.

				“ID.”

				“I don’t have ID, alright? I never carry my wallet when I come to this park.”

				Between you and me, I did have ID and I always carry my wallet when I go to that park. I figured she’d give me a warning and drive off to engage in police harassment someplace else.

				“No ID?” she said. “Then I guess I’ll have to take you to the station and ID you there.” She got out of the car and opened the back door like we were all supposed to hop inside—me, Josie, and Chloe, off to the station for our mug shots. Was this a practical joke? Was I getting punk’d? Or was evil incarnate really driving the beat at Fort Greene Park?

				“Daddy, Daddy! Josie wanna take a ride in da police car!”

				Evil incarnate was really driving the beat at Fort Greene Park.

				“But why can’t Josie take a ride in da police car, Daddy?!”

				I told her it was because there was no car seat inside. It occurred to me that it must be illegal to drive a toddler around without a car seat, but it didn’t seem like a great time to bring that up with the officer.

				“Officer, I’m sorry, okay? How about if you fine me for having her off-leash and I’ll pay it right here.” As a show of good faith, I even reached for my wallet.

				“Oh, so you were lying about not having your wallet.”

				I looked her straight in the eyes. They were opaque yellow, as I recall. I also observed small, blunt horns protruding from her head.

				“Would you mind not calling me a liar in front of my daughter?”

				“ID,” she answered.

				I relinquished my ID. And as she sat in her car composing what promised to be the most comprehensive ticket in the annals of criminal history, there was plenty of time to address Josie’s rapid-fire inquiries into our predicament. Lately, I’d been learning to spin-control my responses to protect her from the truth. If nothing else, this was a perfect chance to practice.

				“What we waiting for, Daddy?”

				“Well, we’re waiting for the pretty police officer here to give us a very special piece of orange paper called a ticket, princess.” (“Well, we’re getting busted by Officer Butchy here, who just called your father a liar, princess.”)

				“Why she gives us a special orange paper, Daddy?”

				“Because she wants to make sure we always walk Chloe on her leash, princess.” (“Because she hates me, princess. She hates all men.”)

				“Daddy, why she doesn’t give us a special orange paper now?”

				“Because she doesn’t want to rush, princess. She wants to have enough time to do a good job.” (“Because she doesn’t want to rush, princess. She wants to make sure the guy stealing that bike over there has enough time to do a good job, and that the crack whore by the Porta-Jon has a chance to get paid. Remember, the important thing is that Chloe never chases a squirrel again.”)

				The officer at last presented the very special paper, which wasn’t orange as I’d promised Josie, thus proving that Daddy was, indeed, a liar. It wasn’t even a ticket. It was a summons. Nowhere on this summons did it say how much I owed. All it said was that I had to appear in court by March 31, or else I could get arrested. Arrested. Because my dog was off-leash in the park.

				“I know you’re gonna put that animal’s waste products in the trash receptacle before I leave,” said the officer before starting up her patrol car. She actually said “waste products” and “receptacle.” And she actually sat there watching as I squatted down, Josie still on my back, Chloe reined in on a death-grip leash. I reflected upon my cell phone for a moment. Could I put it in the dishwasher or would water make it worse? Maybe I could have it dry-cleaned. Impatiently, the officer revved her engine. I sheathed my hand with a protective plastic bag and chucked the entire pile, cell phone and all, into the garbage can. Receptacle.

				“Have a nice day,” she said.

				“Thank you, Officer.” (“Fuck you, Officer.”)

				The Criminal Court Building is located in a neighborhood of Manhattan that has never known the light of the sun. It could be a blindingly bright afternoon across every climactic zone in the hemisphere, and the sky in this part of town would remain the color of diesel exhaust. It might be the last stretch of New York that hasn’t been given a cute, Realtor-friendly nickname. It’s not SoHo or NoHo or DUMBO. Come to think of it, a good name would be ScaFo, because its one distinguishing feature is that the whole place seems to be covered in scaffolding. I guess this would explain the absence of daylight. It could also explain why everyone here is always lost, including me, even on my second attempted visit.

				My first attempt had been a week earlier. I was planning to blow the whole thing off, but a friendly reminder came in the mail saying a warrant for my arrest could be issued if I missed my court date. In the interest of avoiding a life behind bars, I arrived in ScaFo at three o’clock to clear Chloe’s name. I wandered under scaffolding for forty-five minutes before finding the courthouse. It was next to a Dumpster, near a bar called Kegz. Inside, I was met by a walk-through metal detector and several armed security personnel who rummaged through my messenger bag before sending it through the X-ray machine. By the time they finished searching me, it was four o’clock. Coincidentally enough, four o’clock was also closing time.

				I set an ETA of 2:30 for my next attempted appearance, including an extra twenty-minute cushion for scaffold navigation. The metal detector guy seemed to remember me, which sounds more impressive than it is, since I was probably the only convict he’d seen all month wearing a corduroy cap from J. Crew (eggplant) instead of a do-rag. A do-rag, in case you’re not up on your gang-inspired fashion accessories, is a black bandanna made of some kind of stretchy, panty-hosey fabric. The reason I know it’s called a do-rag is because every time the metal detector guy announced that we had to remove our do-rags before going upstairs to plead our cases, off came all the panty hose hats. Never in all my days have I felt quite so Caucasian. Even the other white guy had a do-rag (in addition to a neck tattoo shaped like a scorpion). He also had an empty belt holster. It wasn’t empty because he used to keep his cell phone in it before it fell into fecal matter. It was empty because the security guard guy confiscated all switchblades upon arrival.

				Conversation stopped when my fellow perpetrators saw me in the corner of the elevator. I wasn’t even in the clinker yet, but already I felt like fresh meat—Kosher for Passover.

				As it turned out, they were a fun bunch of guys, especially Muhammad Ali (no relation). Muhammad Ali stood behind me in the line upstairs. He was wearing a wife beater, but I doubted that was his actual crime because he looked too young to be married. All in all, he was very laid-back. The last time he was here, he told me, it was for underage drinking. He sweet-talked the judge into dismissing his case and was sure his foolproof technique would work again today. I was all ears, needless to say.

				“I didn’t show no disrespect to the judge, know what I’m sayin’? I stood up real straight and said, ‘Your Honor, I made a mistake and I promise it will never happen again. Under no circumstance. You got my word.”

				I asked what he was in for this time around.

				“Underage drinking,” he replied.

				He then reiterated the part about how he stood up straight. He couldn’t stress enough the importance of standing up straight. To hear Muhammad Ali tell it, you’d think a person’s entire defense rested upon his posture. Looking me up and down, he seemed concerned. And with good reason, too. Far be it from me to cast aspersions upon the Gerry TrailTech Backpack Baby Carrier I bought on craigslist for eleven bucks, but even I had to admit that it wasn’t the greatest thing that ever happened to my spinal column.

				Or, as Muhammad Ali more succinctly put it: “What’s wrong with you, G? You can’t go in there lookin’ like no Hunchback of Motordame.”

				I eventually made it to the front of the line and walked over to a clerk seated behind bulletproof glass. Judging from her pallor, she had not journeyed to the other side of the glass for many, many years. As I stood there wondering whether I’d ever been so aggressively ignored by another member of the human race, I glanced back at Muhammad Ali. He thrust his chest out and saluted me like a soldier, his way of urging me to stand up straight. I did, and sure enough, the clerk suddenly looked up and noted my existence. She then looked down and noted her fingernail. She then produced a scissor from her purse and trimmed her fingernail. She then proceeded to freak me out by completely removing her fingernail from her finger. I slid my summons through the slat at the bottom of her glass, where it remained, next to her nail. In a surprise move, she took it. She then produced a bottle of nail polish.

				“The judge is done with advanced cases today,” she said, painting her amputated nail right there on the desk like it was an art project. I asked what she meant by “advanced cases,” and she explained that the date stamped on my summons was still a week away. I’m using “explained” in the most generous possible sense of the word, by the way. When I noted that the summons itself said I had to be here by or before the date stamped, she further explained:

				“Do you need me to repeat myself?”

				I looked away as she used some kind of special finger glue to reattach her freshly manicured, severed nail.

				“Yeah, I need you to repeat yourself. I’ve been waiting here over an hour already.”

				“The-judge-is-done-with-advanced-cases-toooo-day,” she said. She exaggerated the movement of her mouth like she was talking to a lip-reader. “You, gotta, come, baaack a-noth-er time.”

				As far as I was concerned, this was another time, seeing as the last time was closing time. And this time, I wasn’t leaving until I knew what time I needed to be here next time. So I asked her, for what I prayed would be the final time, what time would be the best time for a person to actually arrive here on time.

				“Any time before lunchtime,” she explained.

				She seemed to be implying that there was some sort of standardized, universal lunchtime. If there was, nobody ever told me about it. Nevertheless, I had a feeling that if I stuck around trying to get some specifics out of this individual, the charges leveled against me would escalate from “off-leash dog” to “voluntary manslaughter.”

				I cut my losses and left. The beer was warm at Kegz, but what do you want for a buck fifty?

				

				Given sufficient time to mull over the meaning of “any time before lunchtime,” most reasonable persons would say a safe bet is 9 a.m. This was precisely the hour I reported to New York City Criminal Court for my third and final attempt to plead my case. I was determined to be first on line. I was not the only one determined to be first on line. I was about the 201st person determined to be first on line. Despite everything, though, it was nice to be back. I was on a first-name basis by now with the security staff, and I looked forward to the camaraderie awaiting me upstairs in line.

				The man standing behind me this time was chewing on a twig. I’m sure he was an okay guy, but as a conversationalist, he was no Muhammad Ali. How could he be? There was a twig in his mouth. I didn’t want to stare, but I couldn’t help wondering if it was really a twig. Maybe it only resembled a twig, like beef jerky, for example, or possibly turkey jerky. Discreetly, I sniffed the air. There was no odor whatsoever coming from the twig. Earlier, I’d considered the possibility of a cinnamon stick, but now, no. It was totally a twig. And judging by the enthusiasm with which he was gnawing on it, it must have been a delicious twig, bursting with refreshing twig flavor.

				I for one had never seen a person chew a twig until that point. As a matter of fact, the only creature I’d ever witnessed chewing a twig like that was Chloe herself. This was way back when she was still allowed to chew twigs. It was before Dr. Young examined her incisors and said the reason she had bleeding, inflamed gums was because I let her chew twigs. It broke my heart to teach her the command, “No twig!” After all, it fell so soon on the heels of “No ball!” For five straight years before we uprooted her from Cambridge to New York, I threw Chloe her beloved tennis ball every day (twice a day if she was a good girl) for twenty, thirty minutes at a time. But then came that bitter winter morning when she leapt up to catch a pop fly and lost her balance on a patch of ice. Her piercing yelp seemed to echo for miles. Megan and I rushed her to a veterinary surgeon and shelled out fifteen hundred bucks to fix her hip. Throughout her convalescence, we carried her in our arms like a baby. And for a long time, she was our baby—until the human ones came along.

				Chloe’s status has since been downgraded to “pet.” Time no longer allows for long jogs in the woods, or our annual summer road trip to Nova Scotia. Now she stays home with a dog sitter during family vacations, hard to believe considering our once firm policy of leaving her for no more than three hours maximum, and never without a rubber Kong chew toy stuffed not just with peanut butter, but with kibble and peanut butter. These days, she’s lucky if we remember to feed her at all. I did manage to take her on a hike recently, all the way to the corner deli. I went inside to get Leo and Josie some fruit leather. It wasn’t until I got home five minutes later that I realized I had left Chloe tied to a tree outside the deli. Again. Sometimes, I worry what would happen now if she ever got sprayed by a skunk like she did once when we lived back in Massachusetts. Would I really find time to do another Google search entitled “stinky dog”? Is there even a chance I’d again act on the advice of several websites suggesting that a bath in feminine hygiene products was the best remedy? God only knows what the checkout girl at CVS thought when I brought five boxes of Summer’s Eve to her register. I didn’t care. Before we had kids, Chloe was Daddy’s little girl. But if you ask me if I’d douche my dog today? I bet I’d just let her stay stinky.

				I decided it was no coincidence that I was standing on line with the chewer of twigs. It was meant to be. He was placed there by some higher power to shed meaning upon my many return visits to New York City Criminal Court. I wasn’t here to dispute a summons, he seemed to suggest as he chewed ever closer toward the tip of his twig. I was here to save a relationship. A relationship between a man and his dog. A relationship that had been neglected. Never once had Chloe demonstrated an ounce of rivalry toward her two-legged siblings. She’d been nothing but professional, if somewhat stoic, since the day they appeared. It wasn’t her fault that she’d been cast aside like a mongrel stepchild, it was mine. Chloe deserved more; much more. And for that, I was guilty.

				For aiding and abetting her off-leash spree at Fort Greene Park on the morning in question, however, I was innocent. Which is why it really pissed me off when Judge Shenkman took one look at me and went, “Guilty, right?”

				It happened later that day in Room 36, a storage space that had been redecorated to resemble a courtroom, complete with floor-to-ceiling American flags, and a poster of an elderly sneezing lady accompanied by the adage “Cover your mouth and keep your germs to yourself.” The important thing was, I’d finally gotten into the same room as Judge Shenkman. He seemed like a mythical Wizard of Oz figure by now; the only man in all the land with the power to dismiss my case. As long as my posture was alright.

				“Actually, I’m pleading innocent, Your Honor.” I tried to maintain eye contact like Muhammad Ali would, but I wound up maintaining eyebrow contact. Judge Shenkman was totally bald, but he had the thick, furry eyebrows of a judicial Groucho Marx.

				“Pleading not guilty is one option; pleading guilty is another option,” the judge declared. “You’re aware of your options?”

				“Yes, I’m aware of my options.”

				“If you opt for guilty, for example, you pay a twenty-five dollar fine right now, I say sayonara, and you go home to your pooch, capiche?”

				“What if I plead not guilty?”

				Judge Shenkman peered down at me and raised an eyebrow. It was a feat of impressive strength.

				“Ya plead not guilty, and your case goes to trial.”

				This statement implied that my case wasn’t, at that very moment, in trial, which is pretty much what I thought it was in. But apparently, I was mistaken. Apparently, I’d have to come back yet again, because apparently, this was just an “appeal.” An appeal in which an upstanding citizen would be pressured to provide false testimony so the New York City Department of Finance could collect a quick twenty-five bucks and Judge Shenkman could say sayonara to one more chump clogging the court system. It was an outrage, my fellow Americans. It was an affront to justice, liberty, and the tenets upon which this nation was founded. Then again, the dude had a point. I asked him if he could break a fifty.

				Meanwhile, into Room 36 walks the twig chewer. He was almost done with it by now. I burned with curiosity. What did he do with the rest of it? Spit it out? Or chew it up like wood chips and actually ingest it, just like Chloe used to do? Good old Chloe. Loyal, loving Chloe. Neglected, rejected Chloe, who was probably gazing sadly through the window of our town house right now, feeling guilty for becoming a burden. I looked over at the twig chewer and imagined Chloe’s face staring back at me. And in that moment, I came back to my senses.

				“Not guilty, Your Honor,” I stated. I really wish you could have seen my posture.

				My trial date was set for April 27. It would proceed not in the now-familiar ScaFo district of Manhattan, but back in my home borough of Brooklyn, where I was first accused of wrongdoing. According to the Official Notification Adjournment Slip I received on the way out, “Si Usted no comparece, una orden de detencion podria ser emitido para Usted.” I was never exactly what you’d call an AP Spanish student, but I did appreciate the formal usted rather than the familiar tú. It was the most respect I’d received from the New York City court system so far.

				

				Winter turned to spring, and with each passing week, I grew more anxious about my impending trial. I guess the thing I got most hung up on was whether to tell the next judge about my phone falling in the dog crap. It seemed like a detail that would help me appear sympathetic, but one that could be deemed inappropriate by a jury of my peers. After much backing-and-forthing, I decided to consult a lawyer on this one. I went straight to Maggie Roberts, Esq., an attorney with a firm called Disability Rights California. Roberts is known as one of the top lawyers specializing in health insurance rights for children with disabilities. She is also known as my sister-in-law, a qualification that more than compensated for her lack of experience in canine litigation. Maggie said to leave out the stuff about the soiled cell phone. She also said not to worry about the jury because there wouldn’t be one. Other than that, her legal counsel was that she and my older brother, Barry, were on their way out to dinner, so I should call back later if I felt like it.

				The night before my arraignment, I’d written and rewritten my testimony so many times, I couldn’t tell if I was coming off as sympathetic or just pathetic. Megan suggested rehearsing, so we did a little role-playing game in bed after she put the kids to sleep. Some couples play Master and Servant, we played Judge and Defendant. She was the judge. She used Leo’s Little Tikes toy hammer as her gavel.

				Judge Megan called court into session, and I tried out my top four opening statements to see which one Her Honor found most sympathetic.

				“Because my baby girl was on my back at the time, Your Honor—”

				“Not guilty!” Megan declared.

				“I was cleaning up after my dog while my baby girl was on my back, Your Honor—”

				“Not guilty!” Megan declared.

				“In an effort to both beautify the park and be a responsible father, Your Honor—”

				“Not guilty!” Megan declared.

				And finally:

				“So I had my innocent little baby girl on my back as I was beautifying the park by cleaning up after my dog, whom I was walking on her leash during designated on-leash hours, when suddenly and unexpectedly, a squirrel caught her attention, triggering her deep ancestral instinct to—”

				“Dan, it’s two o’clock in the morning, go take an Ambien,” Megan declared.

				

				I felt like a million bucks as I approached the Brooklyn Central Courts Building on the crystal clear morning of April 27. For starters, it was an easy, ten-minute walk from our town house, eliminating the agoraphobic impulses I’d developed toward the place in ScaFo. On top of that, this place looked like a court of law was supposed to look, with the fancy Greek columns and the shiny marble floors and the leather briefcases instead of the greasy McDonald’s bags. As a matter of fact, the only thing it had in common with the ScaFo branch turned out to be the hairy-browed man in charge: none other than Judge Ira Shenkman, who clearly went wherever the work was. I found his side-splitting sense of humor oddly comforting.

				“All of you are probably sitting here today wondering the same thing,” he said with a straight face. “How on earth do I maintain my physique?”

				Ba-dum-bum.

				After the first hour, the only thing I was wondering was what I was supposed to do when (and if) it was ever my turn to take the stand. There had to be a hundred other defendants packed into the courtroom. There were those accused of disorderly conduct, of riding a bike on the sidewalk, of public urination. There were those charged with graffiti, scratchiti, possession of marijuana, “open container,” hopping a subway turnstile, occupying a bus seat marked Wheelchair Priority Seating. The good news was that I was getting off easy, since I’d dabbled in a number of those crimes myself at one point or another with no arrest record to date (though someone would surely press charges for public urination if the pace didn’t pick up in there soon). No matter how many defendants took the stand ahead of me, though, I remained unclear on courtroom procedure. All I could tell from the ample time I had to observe was that your name and crime would be called by the lady in the corner (the clerk?), you’d walk over to the guy with the Rasta ponytail and the three piece suit (the public defender?), and then you’d stand around like a moron while he and Judge Shenkman conversed in secret code language.

				
				Judge: So. 00–7?

				Possible Public Defender: No. DC-10.

				Judge: Okay. H2O, QVC, Breaker 1–9.

				Possible Public Defender: LMNOP.

				

				Then the judge would look at the public urinator or whoever was standing there, and issue his decree. For example: “You gotta stop urinating in public, got it, kiddo?” The defendant would make a closing comment, such as “Yeah,” and each case would officially conclude when the judge said the following code word: “ACD.”

				Even after sitting there for two hours, I still couldn’t decode ACD. It seemed like ACD was good, because even the disorderly conductor glided out of the courtroom with a smile on his face after Judge Shenkman said ACD, but still, I could not be sure.

				During one of several unexplained half-hour recesses, I turned to a stylish woman seated next to me and asked if perhaps she knew what the hell was going on. We’d exchanged perplexed eye-rolls throughout the proceedings, most recently when the Possible Public Defender gave the following verbatim counsel to the DVD bootlegger he was defending: “Shhhhh!” I could tell we shared similar sensibilities, me and this stylish woman seated next to me. I had a hunch that she, too, was a writer. Don’t ask me why. Maybe it was the turquoise jewelry (always a giveaway), but more likely it was writer’s radar. It’s like gaydar, I guess. Or Jewdar, which I most certainly have. We can tell.

				“Your guess is as good as mine,” answered Ming Quan, author. I chose not to reveal our shared occupation even after confirming hers. Things tend to get weird when writers ask about each other’s work, especially when they ask, “What have you been working on lately?” and the only honest answer is “my defense case.” Well, that and my blog. It’s not actually my blog, I should add while we’re on the topic of defending myself. It’s a nauseatingly upbeat blog I agreed to write for some guy I met at Back to School Night. He’s trying to launch an online publication I’ll call NewMan.com. From what I can tell from his business plan, NewMan.com is a propaganda website that tries to convince men aged thirty-five and up how awesome everything is once you’re middle-aged. I prefer to think of it as OldMan.com. It’s easier to come up with ideas that way. I just think of something that sucks about being a man aged thirty-five and up, then I make it sound great. The one I was working on when I encountered Ming Quan, for example, was called “Hair Loss, Your Gain!” Did I mention I used to write for paper-based publications aimed at men aged thirty-five and down? I did, until making the unfortunate career move of turning thirty-six.

				All of this should explain why I elected to tell Ming Quan that I was “between gigs.” “Between gigs” was something I always wanted to say. Not only did it sound cool, but also the other person would feel sorry for you and realize you didn’t care to discuss it further, so the two of you could move on to more pressing issues of the day, such as what ACD means.

				“I have a few theories,” she said sarcastically, “but I’m leaning towards ‘Apparently, Case Dismissed.’” I decided Ming was a scribe of great wit, and made a mental note to read her collected works. We went on to share a laugh over Judge Shenkman’s eyebrows, but the real bonding came when Ming divulged the nature of her legal battle. It seemed she was cruising along the West Side Highway with her Yorkshire terrier when the cuddly little guy leapt into her lap. At that exact moment, a police officer drove by, noticed the dog, and pulled her over for reckless driving.

				“Reckless driving?!” I said indignantly. “That’s preposterous!” Well, maybe I didn’t say “preposterous,” but you get what I’m talking about here. I’d known her only two hours, but I’ll tell you one thing about my friend Ming: she was not a person who drove recklessly. Big deal, so her dog jumped in her lap. It could’ve happened to anyone. In an act of unity, I offered my services as a character witness when (and if) it was ever Ming’s turn to take the stand.

				You can imagine the outpouring of support she demonstrated upon learning that I, too, was here on unavoidable dog-related charges. “What?! How could you possibly be expected to chase after Chloe when you were carrying your daughter, Josie, on your back? You were just trying to do the right thing!” I knew then and there that Ming was someone with whom I could entrust the most delicate details of my case. I did, and immediately afterward, she assured me there was nothing to worry about. Her cousin was a sales rep for Verizon and he could probably get me a new phone.

				Our conversation was cut short when a chain gang walked in the room. I’m not someone who comes into much contact with chain gangs. Every now and then, I do see this group of preschoolers walking single file to the playground attached to a fuzzy green rope, but that’s the closest thing. As for real chain gangs, like the shackled and handcuffed gentlemen who were being police-escorted into Judge Shenkman’s courtroom, I have to admit it made me a little tense. Ming and I shared one of our special unspoken gestures, all turned-up palms and shaking heads. Now we’ve seen everything!, we silently agreed.

				In keeping with the spirit of the day, the arrival of the chain gang went unexplained. Instead, that irrepressible Judge Shenkman tossed off another one of his trademark zingers:

				“When these guys first met, they didn’t even know each other. Now, they’ve become very attached!”

				Was the chain gang a prop? A sight gag? A carefully choreographed half-time act Judge Shenkman trots out whenever he’s losing his audience? Some things are not for us to know.

				Somewhere between my arrival in court at 8:30 that morning and the point when it felt like the statute of limitations was about to expire on my case (and life), a guy got called to the stand for having an unlicensed dog. He was the first felon of the day not to get ACD. What exactly his sentence was, I didn’t catch, because I was too busy having a private panic attack. You see, Chloe was unlicensed, too. Unleashed, no. But unlicensed? Let’s just say I was suddenly guilty of a crime even more grievous than the one I was charged with. I convinced myself that it was bound to come up during my interrogation, when (and if) it was ever my turn to take the stand. How would I explain it within the confines of the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?
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