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To Evie, my favorite girl, who more

than anyone I know, deserves to

have a book dedicated to her



PROLOGUE

Damn, it was cold!

If this was what December felt like, Michael Huston was not happily looking forward to February. Still, he thought, zipping up his coat just a little higher, there were worse things than walking your dog, even on a freezing night like this one.

The dog, a Dalmatian named (appropriately enough) Dalma, was taking her sweet time doing what walks are for, so Michael steered her toward what was her favorite spot, in front of the house that belonged to Tom Molinari, North Brunswick, New Jersey’s mayor. Through Thinsulate gloves, Michael fingered the plastic bag he’d bought at Shop Rite for pooper-scooper use.

Michael hadn’t wanted a dog, but now he found he liked the quiet time spent every evening with Dalma—it not only led to some inspired thinking, but heightened his senses. Noticing a strange sound coming from the green house on the corner, winter and summer, he tried to determine what it might be (it turned out to be the motor for a fish tank aerator). He enjoyed making up stories about the strangers who walked by with their own dogs, and wondering how close he might be to the truth. He even liked the act of cleaning up after Dalma because it made him feel like a responsible citizen: there’s some poop that won’t be left on the street!

Tonight, however, he was in a hurry, and it wasn’t just because of the cold. His wife, Karen, had made a point of kissing him twice before he left with the dog tonight, and he knew what that meant. It would be good to get home quickly.

In seven years of marriage, Karen and Michael (and he always gave her top billing) had established a very strong unspoken understanding—they knew each other so well they didn’t finish each other’s sentences so much as each other’s thoughts—and two kisses placed on the lower lip clearly meant “come back soon—I’ll be waiting for you.”

Come on, dog!

Michael, anticipating a night most men only dream about, thought a lot about his marriage—something most men rarely do. The majority of married couples, he believed, were on autopilot after the first year. They stayed married because it never occurred to them not to stay married, but they certainly didn’t put the time and thought into the relationship that couples like Karen & Michael (he also thought of them with an ampersand between their names, like a corporation’s logo) clearly did, and that was what put them in the rarefied company of People Whose Marriages Were Still Love Affairs.

Dalma took her sweet time (she knew that once she was done, it would be a quick sprint back to the house, and her crate for the night), but eventually, the lure of Mayor Molinari’s lawn, with all its fond memories and aromas, was too much to resist, and she assumed the position.

Michael felt for the plastic bag in his pocket, and took it out, inverting it so the Shop Rite logo would be on the outside when he was done with his task. Most people didn’t care about such details, but he did. He wasn’t sure why.

Having completed the clean-up, Michael steered the dog back in the direction of home. Because his marriage was the central point in his life, the thing around which everything else revolved, the upcoming night of passion with a woman he’d known—and slept with—for nine years was an all-consuming thought. He barely noticed the patch of ice in front of Mr. Indik’s house, but managed to avoid slipping on it at the last second. Come on, Dalma, we’re only two blocks away!

He was so lost in the reverie of anticipation that he hardly noticed the man in the brown parka approaching him. Otherwise, Michael would have seen the big, hooded, fur-lined coat like the one Elliot Gould wore in the movie M*A*S*H. In other circumstances, he would have seen the hood obscuring the man’s face.

And in all likelihood, Michael would have seen the strange-looking antique pistol in the man’s right hand. Not that it would have done him much good.

Michael’s last thought was: “How can that guy go out on a night like tonight without gloves?”
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Part One

FRIENDS



Chapter One
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“Does it have to be New Jersey?” Glenn Waterman, tan, tall, flaxen-haired, and handsome—damn him!—was leaning back in his leather chair, resisting the impulse to put his feet up on his enormous modern desk, the one with the state-of-the-art flat screen computer monitor on it. For the sake of our conversation, he had removed the telemarketer-style headset from his ear, but he kept glancing at it, like a dog commanded to stay with a piece of red meat just barely out of reach.

“Yes,” I said patiently. “It has to be New Jersey. I wrote the script about New Jersey because I know New Jersey. In fact, I think New Jersey pretty much becomes a character in the script. If you move it to, say, Oregon, it’s not going to make sense that people act or talk that way.”

Glenn had summoned me to Los Angeles, as far off my normal turf as you can get without leaving the continent entirely, to discuss the twenty-fifth screenplay I’d written, The Minivan Rolls For Thee, a lighthearted murder mystery that . . .  well, I’ve told that story already. Trust me, it was necessary for the proposed movie to take place in New Jersey.

Waterman’s company, Beverly Hills Films, was not, in fact, headquartered in Beverly Hills, which makes sense if you’ve ever dealt with anyone in the movie business. It was in Santa Monica, in as nondescript an office building as you could find in Southern California. But his office, in a corner with lots of windows, naturally, was impressive, much as Waterman intended it to be.

If he liked the script, Glenn’s company would purchase what in the movie business is called an “option,” which is something akin to a rental agreement. The production company gets to take the script to studios to beg for money to produce it, and the writer (that’s me) can’t let anyone else do the same for the term of the option agreement. In return, the production company (that’s them) gives the writer (that’s me) money. That’s the theory, anyway.

Since Waterman had paid my airfare from Newark to L.A. and put me up in a nearby hotel, I figured he had some interest in the script. He was now “giving notes,” which means he was telling me everything that was wrong with the script he had told me, almost a month ago on the phone, was “brilliant.” Things change quickly in Hollywood. If you’ve ever been there during an earthquake, you know exactly what I mean.

“I guess,” he admitted finally. “Would be cheaper to shoot it in town, though.”

“Anybody around here ever heard of the backlot?” I asked.

“They never use the backlot anymore,” he said with a sneer. “Movies for The Disney Channel use the backlot. Feature films go on location.”

“So go on location to New Jersey,” I suggested.

“We usually go to . . .  other areas,” Glenn said.

“Yeah. Usually to Canada, because films are cheaper to make up there. But I’m willing to bet you can find a part of Alberta that looks just like New Jersey.”

He brightened. “I’ll bet you’re right.”

“It’s movie magic, Glenn,” I told him.

As producers go, Waterman wasn’t a bad guy, which is like saying that the shark felt really bad about eating you, but, hey, he was hungry and you were a mackerel. Waterman didn’t brutalize his assistant in front of me (I can’t vouch for anything that went on outside my presence), always offered me a Diet Coke when I got to his office, and only made me sit in the chair in front of his intimidating desk when someone else was involved in the meeting. Otherwise, I could use the couch, which itself was larger than the living room of my Midland Heights, New Jersey home.

“Aaron, on page 64 . . .  Waterman was moving on to another note, and we’d been at this for three straight days.

“Is this a big one, Glenn? I have a plane to catch in . . .  I checked my watch dramatically. “An hour and a half.” I was lying; my flight was actually in two hours, but I’d heard enough nitpicking already—things that wouldn’t make the script one iota better, but would still be changed as evidence of the producer’s “brilliant creative input.” Besides, I was worried about making my flight. This was Los Angeles, and driving from the parking lot to the next traffic light could take a half hour.

“Go,” he said. “Go home to your wife and kids. And do the rewrite fast, Aaron. We have to strike while the iron is hot.”

I picked up my canvas bag, and stopped halfway to the door, which meant I was only 50 yards from leaving the office. “The iron is hot? We have a hot iron?”

“I’ve been talking this up, Aaron,” he said, looking hurt. “People know me. They’ll want to know what I thought was so terrific. Make it better, and we’ll have ourselves a deal.”

“If my agent finds out I’m working on the script without an option agreement in place, she’s going to squawk,” I said, knowing full well that my agent, based in Cleveland, would have welcomed any interest in my scripts, even if it came from Hitler Wasn’t Such A Bad Guy Productions, and they wanted me to work for free, forever. Margot was not exactly what you’d call a scorched-earth negotiator.

“Don’t worry. I have confidence in you. You fix it, and you’ll have an option soon.”

Great. He had such confidence that he was sending me on my way to do more work on a screenplay he’d initially loved, and giving me no money to do it. I guess there’s confidence—and then there’s confidence.

I made the flight with a little time to spare, after having convinced the crack Los Angeles International Airport security team that the part-metal object in my pocket was a guitar capo, which it actually was. Unless they thought I could take someone hostage by changing their key, I presented no actual threat. The fact that everything in the security area was labeled “LAX” didn’t inspire overwhelming confidence, but I could only hope they knew more about who was a terrorist and who wasn’t than I did.

I got out my cell phone before the flight attendant made the announcement to turn all electronic devices off, something which still sounds to me like a line from a science fiction movie. I pushed the “1” button and held it for a couple of seconds.

Abigail’s voice, my favorite sound in the world, broke through from 3,000 miles away. “Hello?”

“This is an obscene phone call.” The woman to my left, in her mid-sixties, gave me an involuntary glance.

“Oh, good,” said my wife. “I haven’t had one in hours.”

“We aim to please. I’m on the plane.”

“Thank goodness,” Abby sighed. “I’m tired of being a single parent.”

“How are they?”

“Leah misses you,” she said. “And I’m pretty sure Ethan finally noticed you’re gone. He complained about walking the dog, but didn’t say it was your turn.”

“Well, it’s been four days. He was bound to catch on sometime. Have I gotten any work calls?”

“A couple from the Star-Ledger and one from Lydia at Snapdragon. She says they don’t have anything now, but she’s not forgetting about you.”

“Neither is Bank of America, and they want their mortgage payments made on time,” I groaned.

“I’m still gainfully employed, Aaron,” my wife reminded me. “We’re not getting thrown out on the street anytime soon. Oh, and you’ve gotten four phone calls from Lori Shery.”

That was odd. “Lori? What’d she say?”

“Just to call her back. She obviously doesn’t know you were away, and I haven’t talked to her. I just heard the messages on the machine.”

“She probably wants a free column for her newsletter, but she usually emails,” I said. It was odd that Lori would call, and four times in a day—I had talked to Abby the day before— meant it was important.” Well, there’s not much I can do from here. I’ll call her when I get home.”

“Which will be soon,” Abby said.

“It’s touching how much you miss me.”

“It’s garbage night, and Ethan can’t lift the cans all by himself.”

“Stop it. Your devotion is getting me aroused.” The woman next tome looked up at the “call flight attendant” button, and seriously considered pressing it.

Abby’s voice turned serious. “I’ll be glad to see you, honey,” she said. “You know that.”

“I miss you guys more than I can tell you in a public place,” I answered. “I hate being away.”

“How’d the meeting go? Did you get the option?”

I wasn’t interested in telling her what a bad negotiator I am.” They’re saying I have to turn off the cell, Abby. I’ll tell you all about it when I get home.”

“That means no, doesn’t it?”

“See you soon, honey. I love you!” I hung up.

So I’m a bad negotiator, a liar, and a coward.



Chapter Two
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The flight was, as usual, uninteresting. I’m not a fan of air travel, since I don’t actually get to fly the plane. Surrendering control of my life to someone I’ve never actually met on the basis of a uniform with wings on it, issued by a corporation interested in keeping costs low, does not make for a relaxing experience. And you can’t make up for that with a bag of pretzels and a Diet Coke.

Back on the ground, in cold, windy Newark, New Jersey, I started to feel empowered again. After all, here I controlled my own destiny. I picked up my battered blue minivan from Cut Rate Parking, used my EZ Pass to gain access to the New Jersey Turnpike, and fought the final stages of rush hour toward Midland Heights. Familiarity may breed contempt, but at least it’s, um, familiar. Not having to check a map every fifteen seconds, which I had to do in L.A., was a huge and welcome relief.

I pulled into my driveway, hungry and tired, at 8:15. Luckily, I travel light, so the canvas bag holding my screenwriter equipment and my one carry-on case were the only items I had to maneuver into the house. But after only four days, I had already gotten out of the habit of wearing a heavy coat, and was already trying to remember why I didn’t live in a warmer climatic zone.

Entering the house was no small feat, since four small feet were waiting for me just inside the door. Mr. Warren T. Dog (the “T” is for “The”), the beagle/basset mix we’d liberated from a shelter not long before, can hear a fly walking on the outside wall of a building two blocks away, and so he heard me coming up the steps to the front door. When I opened it, he was squealing and pacing in front of the door, making it difficult to get by without petting him, so I patted his head. He looked disappointed, as if I should have immediately taken him for a walk, or at least fed him some hamburger meat.

Ethan, as twelve years old as a kid with Asperger’s Syndrome can get (which means he was often twelve going on nine), was sprawled about the sofa in the living room, one foot, with shoe, on the cushion, and one off, in a T-shirt and shorts. He didn’t know it was in the twenties outside, because twelve-year-old boys don’t have nerve endings. He was staring blankly at a Disney Channel movie called “The Luck of the Irish,” which they run about every 20 minutes. I was hoping some day to make as much from screenwriting in a year as the guy who wrote this TV movie gets in a month of reruns.

“Hi, Dad.” For all he noticed, I could have just come home from getting a gallon of milk at the convenience store. Depending on to whom one speaks, Asperger’s Syndrome (AS, for those of us in the know) is either a form of, or similar to, high-functioning autism. Kids like Ethan, who are on the higher-functioning end of the autism spectrum, are not severely hampered in their lives, but need help understanding the world’s finer points—like the fact that when their fathers leave home for four days, it’s not the same as a trip to the neighborhood video store.

“Hi, kiddo. Come here.” I held out my arms to embrace him, and he looked at me like I had to be insane. “Come on.”

He glanced at the TV screen again, but he knew I was serious. He stood, walked to me, and put his arms around me awkwardly, making sure he was positioned to keep his eyes turned toward the kid on TV who was turning into a leprechaun right before the big basketball game. No, I’m not kidding.

“I’m glad to see you,” I told my son.

“Uh-huh,” he answered lovingly. I let him go because two better huggers were headed my way from the kitchen.

Leah, newly nine years old, was, unsurprisingly, faster than her mother, but I had to bend to receive the flying hug she offered. It was worth it, since Leah hugs whole-armedly, essentially wrapping herself around the huggee in an outpouring of affection. A Leah hug is worth flying 3,000 miles.

“Hello, pussycat,” I said. Despite my general indifference to cats, I used it as a term of affection. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too, Daddy,” came the chirpy voice a quarter inch away from my left ear. “Did you bring me something?”

I put my daughter down. “You’ll see when I unpack my bag,” I told her.

“That means yes.” She eyed my bag the way Warren eyes a roast beef we’re having for dinner.

Ethan looked up from the couch. “Did I get something, too?”

I turned to Abby. “This he hears,” I said. She smiled widely and put her arms around me. A hug from Abby is worth traveling 3,000 miles, too, but for different reasons.

“Welcome home,” she said. For a few moments, I felt quite welcome indeed. Then, of course, I had to let go and resume the non-hugging part of my life, which in my opinion is vastly inferior to the hugging part. Then again, if you were hugging all the time, it would be difficult to ride a bicycle.

“Have you eaten?” Abby asked.

“You’re such a Jewish lady.”

“Nonetheless.”

“They gave us something on the plane, but I’m not sure what it was, or what time zone I was in at the time. I didn’t eat it, anyway.”

“So you’ve had about 25 Diet Cokes and you’re loaded with caffeine?” Abby stood marveling at how I managed to survive four days without her dietary supervision. Luckily, God had invented the cellphone.

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Come in the kitchen. I’ve got some chicken left over from dinner.”

As I followed my wife toward the kitchen, Leah took hold of my hand. “Daddy . . .  She looked up at me with big expressive eyes, and I thought I saw a tear welling up in one of them. I knelt.

“What’s the matter, baby girl?”

“Aren’t you going to give me my present?” Her lip actually quivered.

I waved a hand at her as I stood up, ever so creakily. “Go through the bag,” I told her. “Just don’t destroy any of my stuff.”

“Yay!”

Ethan looked over and considered joining in the hunt for gifts. Luckily for him, the leprechaun movie went to commercial. He rushed around the couch to help his sister plunder through my luggage. My underwear flew in various directions as I walked to the kitchen.

Abby was taking a plate out of the oven with a potholder. She set it down on a ceramic tile with an Al Hirshfeld caricature of Groucho Marx on it—I had bought it when I was in college, and it had somehow survived. I could see the plate held oven-fried chicken and a baked potato with some broccoli hidden in it. My wife looked after me well.

“You were ready for me,” I said.

“Watch out, the plate’s hot,” she said, turning perfectly into the next set of embraces I’d planned for her.

“So are you,” I said.

“Eat. You’ll need your strength for later, unless the jet lag’s gotten you.” She smiled and walked to the dishwasher.

“Remember, I gained three hours. My body thinks it’s late in the afternoon right now. By eleven o’clock, I’ll be at the height of my energy.” She pretended to look horrified. At least, I think she was pretending.

She sat next to me at the table. “So you didn’t get the option yet, huh?”

“Keep in mind that ‘yet’ is the operative word in that sentence,” I told her.

“Still, you flew out there for four days . . . 

“To get to the point where I understand what Glenn wants, and once I give it to him, I’ll get the option. It’s a question of weeks—a couple of weeks probably.” The chicken wasn’t the least bit dry. It was crunchy and flavorful. If I had cooked it, you could have used it for a game of shuffleboard.

“It’s not a sure thing, though, is it? I mean, we do kind of need the money, Aaron.” Abby had a point. When a pipe had burst, we’d had to tear out and replace all the plumbing in the upstairs bathroom, and though our semi-resident contractor Preston Burke had been sympathetic, he didn’t forget to give us a bill. Owning a home is more fun than human beings should be allowed to have.

“It’s close to a sure thing,” I said through potato. I was hungry, and Abby is about as fine a chef as I’ve ever met. It’s one of the many ways in which my wife is perfection personified. “I’ll make some changes—not really big ones, either—and send it to Glenn, and he’ll pony up the cash. Believe me, I’ve been through this before. He wouldn’t have flown me out there if he didn’t think he could sell it.”

Abby raised an eyebrow as she thought a moment. “I’d feel better,” she said, “if I knew a check was in the mail.”

“So would I, but what could I do?” I asked. “Dazzle him with my non-existent reputation and flash the Writer’s Guild card I don’t yet have? I have no leverage.”

“Larry Gelbart doesn’t work on spec, you know.”

“Larry Gelbart is god.”

“True.”

The phone rang. “I’ve got it!” Leah screamed as she ran from the living room into my office.

“Check and see who it is,” I reminded her. Before we added Caller ID to the office phone, she would answer no matter what, and then hand me the phone to fend off the inevitable mortgage refinancer or siding salesman interrupting our dinner.

“I will!” She looked at the hard-to-read display. “It’s somebody named Cherry.”

“Cherry?” Abby and I looked at each other. “You mean Shery?”

“Oh. Yeah.” Leah is a fine reader, but she panics a bit when the answering machine is about to pick up.

I stood and walked to the phone, looking at Abby. “Lori’s calling again? It must be important.” Abby nodded, but looked at my plate with some dismay. Great artists don’t like to have their work interrupted, no matter how reasonable the pretext.

“Lori?” I said.

“How’d you know? . . .  Oh, you have that box, don’t you?” Lori Shery, the president and co-founder of ASPEN (ASPerger Syndrome Education Network), doesn’t call often, but her voice is always welcome on the other end of the phone. Even now, through what sounded like stress, it had a friendly, warm tone to it that is the perfect sound for a parent whose child has just been diagnosed with AS, and who doesn’t know where to turn. I know.

Lori started ASPEN out of her living room at virtually the same moment Ethan was diagnosed, when he was in kindergarten. Abby had stumbled across Lori’s web address while doing some Internet research on this new condition we’d just heard of, which our son will have all his life. And Lori was, indeed, a godsend.

She had calmed our fears, which all AS parents have in the beginning. No, she said, our son wouldn’t necessarily have to live out his adulthood in a group home and work at Burger King because he has Asperger’s. Yes, it’s going to be difficult, but not so difficult you can’t handle it. Lori herself is an Asperger parent, and she is nothing if not experienced, knowledgeable, and confident.

Before I knew it, I was actually taking part in ASPEN, despite my absolute refusal to attend any kind of meeting involving any group since being initiated into the boys service club—the Ciceronians—at Bloomfield High School in the 1970s. I’m still not much of a joiner, but participating in ASPEN gave me the background I needed to understand what Ethan would require from his school and from us, his parents. Then, I started feeling experienced enough to reassure new parents myself, and that is another kind of blessing.

I also write a quirky column for Lori’s newsletter, which she constantly has to remind me about. Non-paying work is sometimes more difficult for a freelance writer to remember, I’m ashamed to say. But it’s true, and I assumed she was calling because I was in danger of missing the latest deadline, which I was pretty sure fell sometime this month.

Now, however, the tension in her voice was telling me this call wasn’t about 750 words on the lighter side of Asperger’s Syndrome.

“What’s wrong, Lori?”

“You’ve known me a long time, haven’t you?” she asked. “Well, I have a big favor to ask.”

“You know you can have whatever you want.”

“I need you to investigate a murder,” said Lori.

I’d been asked to do that just twice before, and in both cases, resisted as hard as I could until there was no alternative. For one thing, I think my track record would convince anyone I’m ill-suited to that kind of work, and for another, I’m a coward, and murders tend to be perpetrated by violent people. Other people don’t do windows. I don’t do murders.

But this was Lori Shery doing the asking. Lori, besides being an old friend and one whom I owe about 168 favors, is also a force of nature. If something stands between her and what she needs, she simply ignores it until it goes away—or she bulldozes over it and teaches it a lesson. Lori is not to be denied—ever.

“Sure,” I said.



Chapter Three
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“Really?” Lori said. “I thought you’d have to be convinced.” “Normally, I would,” I told her. “But I can’t turn you down. I just hope you remember who your friends are when inevitably you’re elected the first female Jewish President of the United States.”

“Stop it,” Lori laughed. I wasn’t kidding.

“Why are you asking about a murder?” Well, somebody had to bring it up.

Her voice became more serious. “Aaron, a man was shot to death in North Brunswick Tuesday night, and one of our children is suspected of killing him.” In the Asperger realm, a parent never says “kids with AS.” They say “our children.” It’s a form of shorthand. We insiders know what it means. The accused had Asperger’s. “I know it’s not true,” Lori continued, “but nobody’s trying to help this boy. They’re so set on tying it all up neatly that they’re ignoring the facts.”

“What facts?”

“Well, if you knew Justin, I wouldn’t even have to tell you. He’s so gentle, so sweet. You know how these kids can be, Aaron . . . 

“Those aren’t facts, Lori,” I told her. “That’s you being an Asperger’s mom. You know perfectly well that people with AS are just as capable of anger as anyone else, and that impulse control isn’t at the top of their abilities list.”

Abby, listening to my end of the conversation, looked baffled and concerned. I covered the mouthpiece and whispered, “Lori’s calling about an AS kid accused of murder.” Abby’s eyes widened. “When?” she whispered back.

“Tuesday,” I whispered back, and she began to rummage through the pile of newspapers we keep under the kitchen counter so our disheveled house will look slightly more sheveled.

“If you’d just meet him, Aaron,” Lori said, “you’ll see.”

“Why do the cops think he did it, Lori? I realize you have the incontrovertible evidence that Justin is a nice kid, but are they relying on that pesky evidence thing?”

Abby came up with a copy of the Star-Ledger and started leafing through it. “They have some evidence,” Lori said, her voice suddenly smaller. “But it doesn’t mean anything.”

“What doesn’t mean anything?” Abby found the article she was looking for in the Middlesex County section of Wednesday’s newspaper, and started reading.

“Like, they found . . .  the gun . . .  in Justin’s room.”

“The murder weapon?”

“Yes.” Lori paused, waiting for me to make a skeptical noise. I didn’t. “Justin’s special interest is guns,” she said.

For an Asperger’s kid, a “special interest” is the one subject in the world that’s so fascinating, so utterly engrossing, that it takes them to the brink of obsession (and, to be honest, sometimes beyond). By those with a taste for kitschy nicknames, AS is sometimes called the “little professor” syndrome because the person with Asperger’s can go on and on ad infinitum about whatever the special interest subject happens to be—doorknobs, train schedules, the migration patterns of Canadian geese, whatever.

I groaned. A special interest in firearms wasn’t going to help prove this kid’s innocence. Finding the murder weapon in his bedroom was even worse. What was Lori getting me into?

Abby picked up the paper and walked toward me. “Does this Justin have a lawyer, and while we’re at it, a last name?” I was hoping Abby would at least know what the legal standards were for getting the kid prosecuted as a juvenile rather than an adult.

“Justin Fowler. And yes, he has an attorney, J. Bernard Tyson.”

Abby held the paper up for me to see, then handed it to me when it became obvious I wasn’t looking where she wanted me to look. I held it in one hand and she pointed.

The second paragraph of the article (which was written by a staff member whose name I knew) read: “Justin Fowler, 22, was arrested late last night and is expected to be charged with the crime this morning in North Brunswick municipal court.”

Twenty-two?

“Lori,” I said, as calmly as possible, “when you say, ‘one of our children . . . ’”

“I know,” she admitted. “Justin’s not a child. He’s twenty-two years old.”

There went charging him as a juvenile.

“Is there anything else you need to tell me—like they found him hovering over the body with blood on his hands? Some other little detail you might have overlooked?”

“Well,” Lori said, “did I mention he’s confessed?”

“No,” I told her. “I think that might have slipped your mind.”



Chapter Four
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“There’s something I haven’t told you,” Abby said.

I was in the bedroom, unpacking my bag, and she was almost through putting the bed back together. We almost never make the bed in the morning, and since I hadn’t been there today, only Abby’s side was mussed. I took a pile of clothes out of my travel bag and dumped them into the hamper.

“You’re not going to tell me you’re really a man, are you?” I asked. “Because I was present at the births of our children, and would be completely surprised.”

“I talked to my brother a couple of days ago,” she said, ignoring my attempt at wit.

“How is Howard?” I asked, trying to keep my voice neutral.

Abby’s older brother Howard is everything I’m not—tall, successful, serious—did I mention successful?—so naturally he wonders what the heck his baby sister ever saw in me. He began expressing these doubts sometime during the second Reagan Administration, and he hasn’t stopped since. I, of course, have responded with the level of maturity and logic you’d expect—in private, I moan piteously to my wife. Maturity means different things to different people.

“He’s fine. He and Andrea are bringing Dylan for a visit in a couple of days.” Abby looked at me, daring me to react, and I did my best not to move a facial muscle. It took effort, and made me greater appreciate the Keanu Reeves School of Acting.

A visit from Abby’s brother and his family—especially his fifteen-year-old son Dylan, the sports star, honor student, class president, and all-around pain in the rear—meant constant reminders of what a screw-up I am, and pressure to keep Ethan, the anti-Dylan, from having a melt-down when the families actually have to be together. I was not, let’s say, enthusiastic about the forthcoming visit.

“Where are they going to be staying?” I asked, knowing that the three of them probably wouldn’t be commuting back and forth to St. Paul, Minnesota every night—although a man can dream.

“Well, I thought maybe they could stay here,” she mumbled.

Keanu Reeves be damned—my jaw dropped. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

“They couldn’t get a hotel, Aaron.”

I almost dropped the shaving kit in my hand. “Oh, come on, Abby,” I said. “They couldn’t get a hotel in Central New Jersey during the third week in December? Yeah, this is the big tourist season here in the greater New Brunswick area. Let’s face it—your brother, despite having more money than everyone on this block put together, is tighter than J. Lo’s jeans.”

“All right, so he’s a little thrifty.”

“Scrooge McDuck is a little thrifty. Your brother is cheap.”

“Aaron, he’s my brother.”

She gave me a look that indicated the night might not turn out the way I’d hoped, and I softened my tone as I slammed the closet door, hoping the recently inserted travel bag wouldn’t fall out. “Okay, so they’re staying here. Where? Where will the three of them sleep?”

Abby sat down on the bed, dressed in pajama pants and a New Jersey Bar Association t-shirt. Luckily, I’ve had years of practice suppressing the impulse to launch myself at her whenever I want. “I thought Howard and Andrea could have the sofa bed in the basement, and Dylan could use a sleeping bag on the floor in Ethan’s room.”

“Ethan’s room? You want to put the two of them in one bedroom? Are you serious?”

“Well, I can’t put him in Leah’s room, and I don’t think we want him in here. It’s just seven days, Aaron. And Dylan’s not a bad kid.”

“You have a blind spot, Abby,” I said, sinking into the bed. “Dylan and Ethan are oil and water. It’s going to be very tough.”

She looked at me with wide-open, clear, intelligent eyes. I would have to spend an hour in the freezer to return to a completely solid state. “Honey, I want to have some kind of a relationship with my brother. I want our families to get along. That’s not too much to ask, is it?”

I touched her hand, and uncharacteristically, she melted into my arms. Women have any number of ways to assert their superiority over men, and Abby is in the top two percent of women in virtually every category.

“No,” I said, “it’s not.”

She kissed me. Men have any number of ways to get women to sleep with them. I’m in the bottom ten percent in that category, but I’m great at agreeing with my wife when she’s right.



Chapter Five
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The next morning, I resumed my regular mélange of activities— food prepared and packaged, hair brushed, teeth cleaned, clothes located, dog cleaned up-after, exercise postponed, and loved ones sent out the front door.

To gain access to the people I’d need to interview for the Justin Fowler story, I decided it would help to have an assignment from a publication of some kind. It wouldn’t be an awful thing, I decided, if I could make some money from the investigation. So as soon as nine a.m. rolled around, I called Lydia Soriano, the features editor at Snapdragon Magazine, with whom I had worked once before on a murder-related story.

Lydia was, of course, at her desk at nine exactly. She is a warm and humorous person (you reading this, Lydia? Give me work!) despite being a remarkably efficient and talented editor. In the freelance biz, you once in a while get lucky.

With an editor you don’t know, you generally send a pitch letter or “query letter,” which these days is usually done by email or fax. You detail the story you have in mind, tell the editor why s/he would be a complete and total idiot for ignoring it, and mention a couple of things near the bottom of the page about what a talented and award-winning journalist you are, even though you’ve won only one award, and it was for second place . . .  and the publication you were working for kept the certificate. Hey, an award’s an award.

When the editor is one with whom you’ve worked before, you call up and say, “How about this?” which is quicker and more efficient than doing it the other way, and keeps you, the freelance writer, in the editor’s thoughts. Even if the story you’re pitching isn’t one the editor decides to use, an assignment lying there on his/her desk might suddenly seem perfect for your magic touch.

All of which is to say that I knew Lydia, and even though I considered it a long shot that Snapdragon would care about a murder in North Brunswick, New Jersey, pitching her was a better bet than sending a letter out to some editor I didn’t know and wait until the letter, by some miracle, was read.

“I called you a few days ago, Aaron,” she said. “I told your wife, ‘I don’t have anything for you right now.’”

“Isn’t it possible I’m just calling to see how you are?” I asked. “Don’t you think maybe I’m concerned about your welfare?”

“No.”

“Okay, you got me. But I have something you might be able to use.” I told her the basic facts as I understood them: a well-to-do North Brunswickian named Michael Huston had been shot with what appeared to be an antique pistol while walking his dog three nights ago. A young man who worked in a gun shop, Justin Fowler, who has Asperger’s Syndrome, had been arrested and charged.

“Doesn’t sound like much,” Lydia said. “They caught the guy who did it.”

“Well, there are those who think he didn’t do it,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but he confessed.” I had debated telling her that part, and was kicking myself for not doing so.

“People with Asperger’s often fall prey to the good cop/bad cop thing,” I told her. “They’ll do anything for someone they perceive as a friend, even confess to a crime they didn’t commit.”

“What is this Ass . . .  what? It sounds like a fast food item made from donkeys.”

“My son has Asperger’s, Lydia,” I said.

“Oops. I’m sorry, Aaron.” I actually didn’t mind all that much. Putting an editor in a weak position is never a bad idea.

“It’s okay. But I’m saying I understand the condition. That’s what the story’s about. They say more than two million people in this country have AS, and most of them don’t know it. Here’s a great way to dramatize what it’s all about.”

She hummed a little to herself as she thought about it. “Still, it’s a local murder in New Jersey. Last time we worked together, it was a national story”—and one I’ve told elsewhere. It involved a toupee, a former high school sex symbol, and a six-inch kitchen knife.

“This is a national story,” I pushed. “It’s about a disorder that strikes someone resembling people all your readers will know. In fact, I’ll bet you know somebody with Asperger’s, even if there’s one degree of separation.”

“Well, I know your son,” she said.

“See?”

“Five hundred words, Aaron,” Lydia finally said. My freelancer’s mind immediately calculated the fee at $1,000. Not great, but you don’t turn down work. Besides, I was going to be covering this story with or without an assignment.

“That’s not much,” I said. Nobody ever got anywhere in this business being timid.

“It’s five hundred more words than I intended to give you,” she said.

“Good point,” I said.



Chapter Six
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Armed with a fresh and legitimate magazine assignment, I forwarded the calls from my home phone to my cell phone and drove south out of Midland Heights through Highland Park, then across the Albany Street Bridge to Rt. 18, which eventually led to Rt. 1 South, and North Brunswick. The whole trip took less than fifteen minutes.

Lori had given me Justin Fowler’s address, and informed his mother that I’d be coming by. The house was blue, vinyl sided, with a small screened-in porch, and a tiny, nicely tended lawn.

Mary Fowler answered the door practically before I rang. She must have been watching through the front window and seen me drive up, because I was still smoothing out my coat when the door opened.

She looked tired. Having a son with Asperger’s will wear anyone out, and she’d begun the task ten years before Ethan was born. Having a son accused of murder greatly compounded the burden. Still, she offered a warm hand, and I took it.

“Mr. Tucker, I presume,” she said. “Lori told me you’d be here soon.”

“Lori never lies,” I answered, establishing our common bond. “And she never lets a parent down. May I come in?”

Mary looked embarrassed and opened the screen door a little wider. “Sorry,” she said. “Where are my manners?”

I walked into the living room, which was dominated by the kind of grandfather clock obviously handed down from generation to generation. Unfortunately, the room surrounding it wasn’t quite as grand or regal, so the clock looked like a king visiting the commoners for the annual tournaments. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Fowler,” I said. “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

“It’s Mary, Mr. Tucker. And may I get you something to drink?”

“No, I’m fine. And call me Aaron. Is Justin here?”

Mary looked embarrassed, and stared past me for a moment, not wanting to make eye contact. “No,” she said. “They’re holding him on $200,000 bail, and I don’t have that kind of money.”

Abby had thought the Middlesex County prosecutor might want bigtime bail. While Justin had been charged with aggravated manslaughter and not pre-meditated murder, the bail was still set high, with no option for putting up just ten percent in cash. Mary would have to mortgage her house to a bail bondsman if she wanted to get her son out of county jail.

She thought I should see Justin’s room. Like many young Asperger adults, Justin was not ready to live on his own, even though he had graduated with an associate’s degree from Middlesex County College and had a full-time job. The pressure of living in a world populated with other people, and having to maintain a household of some kind on his own, would have been too much for him to handle.

His room, which was smaller than Ethan’s, couldn’t have changed much since high school. But instead of the posters of bands or basketball players you might have expected, the walls were covered with pictures of guns. Rifles, automatics, pistols, revolvers. Guns, preferably by themselves, but sometimes in the hands of their owners, were clearly Justin’s heroes.

“When did he develop his interest in guns?” I asked.

“It doesn’t help his case, does it?” she said. “I think it started in high school. He had gotten hold of some gun magazine or another, and that was it. It’s all he talks about. But I never let him own one.”

“He doesn’t own the gun they found?” In Justin’s room, the police had discovered an antique gun, described as a single-shot de-ringer replica of the handgun John Wilkes Booth used on Abraham Lincoln. Apparently, he hadn’t tried to hide it—it was sitting right there on his desk. Ballistic tests confirmed it as the weapon used to kill Michael Huston.

“No, it wasn’t registered to him. I frankly was shocked when they told me they’d found it there, and I thought the police had planted the gun in Justin’s room. But Justin said it was his.”

The murder had been four days earlier, so the room was no longer considered a crime scene, although a few tiny remnants of yellow police tape dotted the doorjamb. Crime scene investigators had been through and taken anything they considered of interest, so I didn’t expect to find any evidence that Justin was or wasn’t involved in the killing. I sat on the edge of his single bed and looked at his mother.

“What led the police to Justin in the first place?” I asked.

“I guess it was the gun,” Mary said. “Once they found out what kind of gun it was, they started looking for area enthusiasts. It didn’t seem to take long. They were here with a search warrant two days ago.”

“Mary, I’m going to have to ask some questions that aren’t easy to answer. I want you to know, I have a son with Asperger’s, and I understand, okay? If I’m going to find out what happened, you have to tell me everything.”

Mary Fowler looked me straight in the eye, and even if her gaze was a little teary, it was unwavering. “Whatever you need to know, Aaron.”

“Has Justin ever been . . .  aggressive with people? Kids in school when he was little, maybe with girls when he was in high school or college, just because he didn’t understand?”

“You mean, is he violent?” Mary didn’t need the jargon, and was telling me so.

“Yes.”

“He . . .  got into a few fights when he was a boy, but you know these kids, Aaron. He always lost. His impulse control isn’t great, but he did learn that getting beaten up didn’t get him much.”

I didn’t like the way this was going. “Do you think that might have fueled his interest in guns?” I asked.

Mary hadn’t considered that idea before. Her eyes widened a bit, and she leaned lightly against the dresser.

But before she had a chance to answer, a loud sound from the driveway interrupted us. It was the unmistakable cacophony of a very large motorcycle. That noise ended, thankfully, and another, less piston-driven one, began in the kitchen, just to our left on the other side of the hallway. Someone was walking in through the side door.

Actually, “walking” is understating it. “Barreling” would be more descriptive. Young, in his late teens or early 20s, the large person entered the house as if he were Superman and this was one of those paper maché walls they were always setting up for him to burst through, when there was a perfectly good door maybe four feet to the side. Long hair flopped over his forehead and a sense of absolute purpose burned in his eyes. “Ma!” he yelled. Then he saw us standing in Justin’s room, and advanced on us like Patton on . . .  wherever Patton advanced on. I was an English major, not a history major.

“Where have they got him, Ma? When’s he getting out?” The young man looked me up and down, which doesn’t take long, and didn’t like what he saw. “Who’s this guy?”

“Kevin, this is Aaron Tucker. He’s investigating the case and trying to help Justin. Aaron, this is my younger son, Kevin.”

I reached out a hand, but Kevin was still suspicious, and I ended up looking like I had just finished a round of curling, hand extended with nothing to show for it.

“Investigating? Are you a private eye or something?”

“No, I’m a freelance writer, and I’m working for Snapdragon Magazine, but . . . 

“A reporter? No press, Ma! We don’t have time for these . . . 

Mary put her hands on her son’s well-developed upper arms, the apparent result of considerable iron-pumping. “It’s not like that, Kev. Aaron has a son with Asperger’s, and he’s trying to prove that Justin didn’t do it.”

Kevin wasn’t enthused about the word “Asperger’s,” which showed on his face. He also wasn’t crazy about the press.

“Is that right?” He appeared to think he was the captain of the football team and I was a bespectacled, 50-pound waterboy. “How you gonna go about doing that, Aaron?”

I looked around for the hall monitor, but none was in sight. “I don’t know yet,” I said. “I’m going to ask questions and see where the answers lead me.”

Kevin moved closer. I was beginning to worry that, in my mid-40s, I was going to get my first wedgie. He towered over me, but I’m used to that, and aside from a little tension in the back of my neck, it didn’t bother me much.

“Like what kind of questions?” Desperately, I fought the impulse to answer in an exaggerated voice, “like what kinda questions.” Luckily, I’m an adult, and have learned self-restraint. It didn’t hurt that Mary stepped between us.

“Kevin! That’s no way to treat someone who’s trying to help!”

“You don’t know these people, Ma. He’s just interested in getting himself a big by-line so he can use us to get rich and famous.”

I smiled my wisest, most self-deprecating “experienced-old-freelancer” smile. “The famous part isn’t really all that important,” I said. “But I would like to know where you’ve been, Kevin. Obviously, this is the first time you’ve been home since Justin was arrested.”

Kevin remembered his initial mission, which was to rescue his brother and be a hero. He did everything but flex his muscles and eat spinach right out of a can with no fork. “I was away at school,” he said. “University of Indiana.”

I considered asking if he was on the varsity intimidation team, but decided not to give in to my juvenile impulses. Of course, I didn’t make any moves or sounds to indicate how impressed I was by his admission into a college, either. Maturity only goes so far when you’re smaller than most fifteen-year-olds.

“So you came home as soon as you were called?”

“Sure,” Kevin said, defensively. He must have been on the defensive squad of the intimidation team. “It takes a while to bike from there.”

“Then, you’ve been in transit . . . 

Kevin wasn’t looking at me anymore. He was concerned with his mother. “This isn’t getting us anywhere, Ma,” he said. “Where’s Justin?”

“He’s in the county jail. They set bail at $200,000, and I don’t know. . . 

“What? Two hundred grand? That’s ridiculous! He can’t stay in that jail by himself!”

I understood the concern. A relative naïf like Justin in a jail full of repeat offenders wasn’t a pleasant thought. But neither is going so far into debt that you might never get out, assuming it’s even possible to raise that much money.

“Well,” Mary said in a tiny voice, “I already have a mortgage on the house, and I can’t borrow much more. I don’t know what to do.”

This was the moment Kevin had been waiting for. He zipped up his black leather jacket and turned toward the door, in his best Cosmic Avenger style.

“Don’t you worry, Ma. I’m getting him out. Now.” And he turned and strode (there is no other word for it) out of the house. The cacophony began in the driveway again.

On a chair beside Justin’s desk, Mary sat down wearily, not even moving the pants that Justin or the cops had left there. She had promised herself she’d be strong in front of the guest, but it was too much to ask. Mary Fowler began to cry.
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