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I HAVE A CLIENT named Teddy Franklin. Teddy Franklin is a car thief. He is thirty-two years old, and he is one of the best car thieves on the Eastern Seaboard. Cadillac Ted is so good that he is able to support himself as a car thief. He has been arrested repeatedly, which is how he made my acquaintance, but he has never done time. That is because I am so good. It is also because Teddy is so good.

Teddy is as cute as a shithouse rat. He is an expert. He never leaves any prints. He never does anything in the presence of unreliable people who might turn out to be witnesses for the prosecution. He does not become attached to any of the cars he steals, but unloads them within an hour or so of the instant that he steals them. If you have a car with a kill switch cutting out the ignition, and Teddy wants your car, he will have it started within thirty seconds of the time that he spots your car. If you have a car with a hidden burglar alarm, Teddy will have that alarm disabled before it has even gone off. If you have a crook lock, a steel bar immobilizing the steering wheel and brake, he will remove it inside of a minute—I do not know how Teddy does this, but Teddy assures me that he does do it, and I’m sure he does have some professional secrets. The only device that Teddy admits to be sufficient to defeat him is the invention which shuts off the gas and the ignition and seals the hood shut so that Teddy cannot get at the wires and jump them.

“I dunno,” Teddy said, “I don’t think I can beat that one. Short of taking a torch to it, I don’t think I can do it. I tried a couple times, just for the hell of it. Didn’t even have an order for that particular car, but I saw the sticker that said it had one of those things, and sure enough, it worked. ’Course when the owner got back, he wasn’t goin’ nowhere in it neither, which is something, because if I need a torch to get into it, so does the guy who’s got a right to get into it. I imagine the only way you could take one of those things is if you backed the wrecker up to it and towed the damned thing off to some place where you could work on it.”

Teddy does not approve of the use of tow trucks to steal cars. He admits that it works, and is often the answer to prompt delivery of an order, but he does not like it.

“Look,” Teddy said, “nobody pays any attention to you. You got an order for a Porsche, you get your CB and you go out in your car to one of the shopping malls and you drive around until you see one that you want. Now you don’t want to fuck around all day in a shopping plaza, doing things to somebody else’s car. Nobody else’ll pay any attention to you, but shopping ain’t like movies. You don’t know when the son of a bitch is gonna get his new shirts or whatever he went there for, finish his fuckin’ errands and come back and catch you. He does, he’s probably not gonna like it. He won’t be pleased, you know? He’s liable to get rude with you. Some of these bastards’re carrying now, and you never know what some nutty civilian’s gonna do, he sees you catching his car and he’s heeled.

“You sit in Howard Johnson’s and you have a beer and you look out the window at the movie parking lot, you see something you want drive in, and the people get out and they lock it, you know pretty well for sure they will not come out for two hours. They’re gonna eat the popcorn. They will drink the Coke. They will watch the previews. They will laugh their asses off at Peter Sellers. And you will have their car halfway to Hartford, Connecticut, before they finish their first candy bar.

“Same thing with, you see something you want and the guy’s parking it on a street near a nice restaurant and gettin’ out with his girlfriend and they go in. Now you know he’s not gonna come tearing out the minute he finishes the salad bar. He’s gonna sit there. She’s gonna sit there. They will have some nice wine and look at each other and get themselves all horny over the Indian pudding and you got plenty of time to take their car. But you never know how long it’s going to take for a guy to get a birthday present for his wife and a pair of Jockey shorts for himself and maybe an ice cream cone, so you got to be quick in a shopping mall.

“Now, in a case like that,” Teddy said, “notwithstanding I like to work fast and alone, by myself, but if I really tried like hell to get you what you wanted, and you’re getting restless, giving me some shit, I would use a tow truck. I would find what you wanted and then I would call up my friend in his truck and give him some directions, where to find your car and where to take it, and then I would get the fuck out of there, all right? And I would go some place and he would bring the car which you wanted to me, and I would work my magic on it. Whereas—” Teddy has been in court a lot, and likes to talk to people in language he thinks they will appreciate—“if you come out and the guy is putting the hook on your car, well, what’re you gonna do to him, huh? He looks like he’s official. He’s got a regular tow truck. The chances are there’s another car something like yours in the lot. How’s the guy that owns yours know my guy’s not telling the truth, he got a call to come bring in a Cadillac and he got the directions wrong and he just happened to hook up the wrong Cadillac? All right? Nothin’s about to happen to him, even if you do catch him.

“My problem is,” Teddy said, “this means I have to split my commission. My fee. I don’t like doin’ that. I also don’t like, well, that I got another guy involved in things, that might get himself involved in something else and start to think about saying something he done for me, they start hintin’ around they might put him in jail unless he decides, put me in jail. That don’t appeal to me, you know? So I prefer to work alone.”

Teddy specializes in Cadillacs. “Your Porsche, your Corvette,” Teddy said, “your Jaguar, your Mercedes? I can get you them. But I’m not used to them, you know? And another thing is this: I am not greedy. I don’t want to get myself in a position where I’m always runnin’ around all the time like some guys I know, and they got careless and ended up in Walpole makin’ license plates for cars they’re never even gonna see, never mind sell. You know. I pace myself. I do three cars a week, max. Now and then I take a couple weeks completely off, and I get ahold of some broad and go down the Caribbean, you know? And completely just relax. I play a little golf, I go the track, I do a little gambling, the casinos, you know? Nothing heavy. Just nice and relaxing. And this is not because I am tired or I am gettin’ old or anything like that. It is because something doesn’t feel right, you know? And I don’t do no cars when everything doesn’t feel exactly and completely right. You know what I mean? I ain’t never done no time, and I don’t wanna do no time.”

This, as Teddy intimates, is no small accomplishment or modest boast for a man who has been a professional car thief for almost seventeen years. Particularly when you consider that Teddy’s occupation and specialty are almost as well known to the police as they are to me. “They know what I’m doin’,” Teddy said. “I know they know what I’m doin’. You think I’m so fuckin’ stupid, I don’t know they know I’m grabbing Cads? Of course they do. They see me in a Cad, they come in their pants. Every time they stop me, the guy figures he’s got me. That’s why I always drive a Cad. And it’s always a completely legal Cad. Drives them nuts. That’s why my wife Dottie drives a Cad, always drives a Cad, a completely legal Cad. That’s why I keep trading those completely legal Cads all the time, so one month you see me and I’m in a blue one and she’s driving a white one, and the next month you see me and I’ve probably got a tan one and she’s got a maroon Seville. Always completely legal. Drives them fuckin’ nuts. I love it.”

Teddy is correct, but he is not right. At least, I told him, not sensible. Goosing the cops is not a practice rich in wisdom for a professional car thief. Teddy did not like this aspersion on his cleverness. “You’re outta your mind, Counselor,” he said, his voice rising, “that’s the best protection I could possibly have. Wear the bastards out, maybe some night they spot me in a hot one, they’ll assume it’s another one of mine.”

“Yeah,” I said, “and maybe they won’t, too. Maybe you’ll get them so pissed they’ll stop you on a ten-speed bicycle if that’s what you happen to be riding at the time, and it’ll be smoking hot and you’ll go to the clink. I just practice law, you know, Teddy. I don’t claim to be able to perform miracles.”

“Ahhh,” Teddy said. “Forget it.” Teddy is an expansive sort. He tried to retain me for a year, to handle his scrapes with the authorities, for a Cadillac.

“Oh, sure,” I said. “Then we’ll both need lawyers. You for stealing the thing, me for receiving it. No thanks. I’ll take cash.” Of course I’d take cash—Teddy never had a checking account in his life.

“This is completely legal,” Teddy said, his hurt feelings noticeable in his voice. “Completely legal, title, everything.”

“I bet you tell that to all the girls,” I said.

“It is,” Teddy said. “You think I’d hand you a hot one?”

“That’s what the cops’d think,” I said. “Here’s Franklin’s lawyer up to the courthouse to beat another Caddy rap for Franklin, and what’s Franklin’s lawyer driving? A Cadillac, of course. I don’t think so, Teddy. Somehow, I don’t think so. Besides, I don’t want a Cadillac.”

“Everybody wants a Cadillac,” Teddy said.

“I don’t,” I said. “Cadillacs cause heart disease.”

“Huh?” Teddy said.

“It’s true,” I said. “Every lawyer that I ever knew who wanted a Cadillac and finally got it, had a heart attack right afterward. No fuckin’ Cadillacs, to borrow a phrase from you.”

“How about a Thunderbird, then?” Teddy said. “Continental, maybe? Give you a nice Mark Five.”

“Nothing doing,” I said.

“Mark Five for you,” Teddy said. “Nice little Versailles for the wife, maybe, or one of those Town Coupes, huh?”

“No,” I said.

“Jerry,” Teddy said, “you gotta understand my position, you know? You’re beatin’ me out of …, I got high legal expenses, the way these fuckin’ cops keep arrestin’ me. This overhead’s killin’ me. I got to get this thing on a regular basis here.”

Teddy does have high legal expenses. But part of the reason for that is the broadcast notoriety he enjoys. Some kid pegged by the Maiden cops as a joy-riding troublemaker may encounter a certain amount of harassment if spotted driving a new Riviera in Medford next door. But he will be able to operate without much commotion in Worcester or Springfield, if he keeps his nose clean while he is doing it. Teddy has more trouble because every State cop in New England knows Cadillac Teddy on sight. There have been instances, which Teddy has recounted to me with relish, when some friend about his age, sporting a new Cadillac for the races at Rockingham Park in Salem, New Hampshire, has missed the bell for the Daily Double because he was detained by the police, who thought he was Teddy Franklin.

This means that Teddy’s brushes with the law are scattered all over East Jesus. I have visited the Palmer District Court, the Stoughton District Court, the Quincy District Court, two lower courts in Vermont, one in New Hampshire, three in Maine and at least six in Rhode Island, filing my appearance slips as counsel of record for Edmund M. Franklin. That does cost him a lot of money, because while I am driving out the Massachusetts Turnpike to Palmer, I am not laboring in behalf of some other client. The grocer looks like a man who would not be sympathetic to my explanation that I can’t pay for the vegetables this week because I earned no money for my time, spending it instead by driving to Palmer for free. I therefore bill Teddy Franklin for my travel time, just like any other plumber working door-to-door, and since he categorically refuses to substitute a lawyer living closer to the scene of his most recent infraction, I figure he wants me badly enough to pay me for my time. “Which is, after all,” I told him, “all I have to sell.”

One morning last August I returned to the office from the Dedham District Court. There I had requested and received a continuance of one month in the case of Commonwealth v. Edmund M. Franklin. The charge was driving without a valid operator’s license in possession. The judge was as skeptical of the probable defense as I had been, when Teddy told me about the case. He told me about the case on the phone, because I was vacationing at Green Harbor with Mack and Saigon, and he was interrupting my time off.

“Goddamn you,” I said. “What is it this time? Can’t I sit around in the goddamned sun like any other respectable citizen and burn all the skin off my fucking back without having to listen to you? What the hell is it?”

“No license,” he said.

“Nobody’s got a license to steal cars, Teddy,” I said. “You may think you do, but you don’t. I’ve told you that ten thousand times.”

“Driver’s license,” Teddy said.

“For Christ sake,” I said. “You mean to tell me you’ve been stealing cars all these years and you don’t have a driver’s license?”

“I had a driver’s license,” Teddy said.

“And you let it expire, you asshole,” I said. “Oh, for the luvva Mike, where the hell do I get these people.”

“I didn’t let it expire,” Teddy said. “I lost it.”

“And you kept on driving anyway,” I said. “Jesus Christ. They lift your license, you’re not supposed to drive anymore until you get it back. You’re too smart for this, Teddy-bear. You’re supposed to be smart. You’re the guy that’s always telling me how smart you are, and you’re driving with no license? You don’t need a lawyer. You need a fucking psychiatrist.”

“If you can calm down a minute and listen to me,” Teddy said, “I can tell you what happened.”

“I might as well,” I said, “you’re going to do it anyway.”

“They didn’t take my license away from me,” Teddy said. “When I said I lost it, I meant like, I couldn’t find it, you know? Because I lost my wallet. Me and Dottie went down the Cape for the Fourth and we stayed with some friends of ours, this motel, and we had a few drinks and we went out this club one night and I lost my wallet. My license was in it. So was about eleven hundred bucks. I didn’t see the eleven hundred again, and I didn’t see the license, either.

“I got some more money from this guy I know down there, and I got a new wallet,” Teddy said.

“You should’ve gotten a new license,” I said.

“I did get a new license,” Teddy said. “I went down the Registry and I got this temporary that was good thirty days until I could get a new permanent. Pink piece of paper.”

“And you let it run out,” I said.

“No,” he said, “it was good until the end of next week and I was going over the Registry tomorrow morning, get the regular one, the one that’s in the plastic thing there. But the guy stopped me on One-twenty-eight this morning, so I never had a chance, do that.”

“Didn’t you have the temporary with you?” I said. “You’re supposed to carry that, too, you know, if you don’t have the other one in your hot little hands yet.”

“Yes,” Teddy said, “I carried it. And when the cop asked me for it, like a fool I gave it to him. Then he wrote me up for no license in possession.”

“Did he give it back?” I said. “This is a pretty simple thing if he gave it back.”

“No,” Teddy said, “he did not give it back. He ate it.”

“He ate it,” I said.

“He ate it,” Teddy said. “He tore it down the middle and tore it again and he put the pieces in his mouth, one by one, and chewed them up and swallowed them. Then he arrested me for no license.”

“You want me to go into court and tell the judge that the cop ate your license,” I said.

“That’s what he did,” Teddy said.

That was therefore what I told the judge. The judge is used to outlandish tales from people who have been charged with driving under the influence, scored so high on the Breathalyzer that one point more would mean coma, and stoutly maintain that they had had but two beers in five hours and did not finish the second one. He has endured tales of faulty speedometers from people arrested for doing more than one hundred and fifteen miles an hour on Route 128. He is a patient man. He listened.

“My client lives in Sharon, Your Honor,” I said. “He was going to Boston on business …”

“What is Mister Franklin’s business, Counselor?” said the judge, who had obviously the benefit of certain information supplied to him by the arresting officer, via one of the judge’s court officers.

“He’s a management representative for the Dolphin Pool Company,” I said. “He …”

“Where are they located?” the judge said.

“Bakersfield, California,” I said. “Mister Franklin …”

“That’s a pretty long commute from Sharon every day,” the judge said.

“He oversees the local franchise contractors in New England,” I said. “Naturally, his job requires him to do a lot of driving, and …”

“For which he needs a valid driver’s license in his possession, at least in this neck of the woods,” the judge said. “As his counsel, you should’ve advised him of that.”

“He claims he had one, Your Honor,” I said.

“And Trooper Hudson here,” the judge said, nodding toward an enormous man with very pale blond hair, standing like a Praetorian guard at the bench, “claims he didn’t. What’s his defense?”

I cleared my throat. “Mister Franklin,” I said, “will testify that Trooper Hudson ate his license.”

The trooper cleared his throat. The judge permitted his eyebrows to raise. “Trooper Hudson ate the license,” he said.

“I did not,” Trooper Hudson said, the back of his neck getting red. “That’s ridiculous. That’s the most ridiculous thing …”

“That’ll do,” the judge said. “Mister Kennedy, if you are willing to give me your solemn promise that your client is going to come into this courtroom and swear, under oath, that Trooper Hudson ate his license, knowing what the penalty is for perjury in the court—if you will make that promise, I will give you your continuance. But if that guy comes in here and says that actually he left the thing on his dresser, I am going to be very disappointed in you, and I will probably take it out on him. Now that’s the deal. Do you want it?”

“Your Honor,” I said, “I haven’t even had a chance to see my client in my office yet. I just came up from the beach this morning, and …”

“That’s the deal,” the judge said. “You want it?”

“Yes,” I said.

Having shot the morning, I saw no point in racing back to the beach. It wasn’t much of a day anyway, gray, foggy and overcast. I went in to the office. Another mistake.
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