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      I once spent the night with six prostitutes.

      It’s not what you’re thinking. In fact, I’m probably not who you’re thinking, either. I’m Stephanie Ann McRae, better known to most people as Sam, the nickname I created from my initials. In addition to being a woman, I’m a lawyer in my late 30s and single, but not inclined to use the services of the world’s oldest profession.

      The prostitutes and I spent our night in mutual discomfort in a holding cell in Landover, Maryland. It was my first and, hopefully, my last time in jail.

      If I learned one thing from the experience, it’s that I wouldn’t last a minute in prison. I also learned that I can’t pee when other people are watching.

      Once I was in lockup, I spent a good deal of time pacing along the bars. Then I tried leaning against them. Then I noticed the bars had created deep grooves in my arms, so I switched to a wall that might have been beige somewhere under the grime and obscene graffiti. How did the graffiti get there? Smuggled crayons? I mulled over this oddity for a few minutes and then went back to pacing. I avoided eye contact with my fellow inmates, having no desire to strike up a conversation. I think the feeling was mutual.

      
        
        <<>>

      

      

      After a few hours, I tried to get whatever sleep I could while crouching down on the cold concrete floor, knees up, keeping a shirtsleeve between my face and the filthy wall. I managed to get into a semi-doze state but kept getting snapped out of it by one of the prostitutes who had a cough of tubercular vigor and a retching drug addict who’d joined the party late but had gotten a head start on celebrating.

      Walt finally managed to spring me around 4:30 A.M. Even Walt Shapiro, one of the county’s finest criminal defense attorneys, had his work cut out for him that night.

      You see, several hours before, I’d shot someone.
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      Ten days earlier

      

      I could think of better things to do on a sunny morning in early May than to sit at a shabby desk in my small office sublet, waiting for the phone to ring while going over my law office’s severely diminishing financials. The latter made the former necessary. However, I took a break to get up and stretch. While I was up, I walked to the window and opened it to let in a bit of the mild spring, which would soon enough transform into a sullen, hot Maryland summer.

      Law can be a seasonal business. Thanksgiving and Christmas are often a bust—people too entrenched in the holidays to bother with legal matters—but afterwards, look out. There’s usually a run on divorces wrought by dysfunctional family “cheer” and both criminal and personal injury cases resulting from too much drinking during the festivities. For whatever reason, I’d been experiencing an extended drought in business since the end of last October. Where are all the drunk drivers and assault perpetrators, I grumbled to myself. And, much as I hated handling divorce and custody cases, I’d settle for a miserable spouse or two. Or someone hopelessly mangled in a car wreck. I grimaced at that last thought. Only a lawyer would suffer such longings. But I was struggling to cover my overhead plus unanticipated repairs to my car. My billables were a joke, but I wasn’t laughing.

      I had grown so desperate that I had actually considered taking on a temp job or part-time work. However, anything I did on the side took time away from what work I did have, even if it didn’t pay much. I owed my clients my best efforts and had a business to run. As much as I hated them, I’d started attending more business mixers in an attempt to circulate my card among potential clients with money.

      I looked out the window onto the historic Main Street of Laurel, Maryland, all beautifully restored and lined with brick buildings and flowering trees. This part of town was the heart of old Laurel, what remained of a time that had long given way to suburban sprawl and houses made of ticky-tacky, as the song goes. I could stand here all day looking out the window and thinking or I could sit at my desk and think. But I couldn’t go out and chase ambulances or hand out business cards at funerals. I could advertise on the Internet. I could tell people all about myself and what I do. But I couldn’t force them to hire me.

      So I did what I could to pay the bills. I worked the cases I had as well as I could. I went out to the meet-and-greets to press the flesh, sat at my desk, kept my books, ran an honest business, and waited for the phone to ring. I turned from the window, went back to my desk, and landed in my chair. Thud. Then the phone rang.

      When I picked it up, I nearly said, “Sam McRae, will represent you for food.”

      I settled on my usual greeting instead. “Law offices.” Like I have more than one. One that I sublet, no less. Funny.

      “Sam? Sam McRae, is that you?”

      The voice rang a faint bell, but I couldn’t match it with a name. Was it a former client? “Yes,” I answered. Hopefully, not a former client with a complaint.

      “Oh, my gosh, Sam. It’s been forever, but this is Linda Parker. Remember me?”

      “Linda Parker? Holy shit, lady.”

      She laughed, and I joined in.

      I’d met Linda while doing my undergraduate studies at the University of Maryland. We’d kept in touch for a few years afterward, but our contact had dwindled to yearly Christmas cards after a while. Then, at some point, the Christmas cards stopped.

      “Nice to know you haven’t changed,” she said.

      “Some things never change.”

      “Yeah, well.” She paused. “Some things do and some don’t.”

      Why did I not like the sound of that?

      “So, it’s been ages, Linda. We should get together sometime and catch up. But was there a reason you called me at my office?” Because I’m such a busy, busy big-time lawyer now.

      “Actually, I was hoping you could help me with a legal matter.”

      My turn to pause. I wanted to say, Well, sure, Linda! But I don’t do divorce work for friends. And I don’t work for free for anyone. However, because you’re an old friend, I’ll take a check up front, okay?

      “Sam? Are you there?”

      “Yes, Linda. Uh . . . what kind of legal matter?”

      “I’d like to take some time to explain it, maybe over lunch or dinner? I’ll pay, of course.”

      Must be a mighty interesting case. I decided to hear Linda out. Besides, it had been ages since we’d seen each other, and who was I to object to a free meal?

      “Well, there’s room on my calendar tomorrow to meet for lunch, if you’d like.” Yes, I think I can manage to squeeze you in, old friend.

      “Great! Why don’t we meet at the Flanders Farmhouse Restaurant near the College Park Airport. Eleven-thirty, say? Can’t wait to see you.”

      We hung up, and I thought, I can’t wait to see you, too. I thought briefly of an old line another lawyer used to say: “Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.” I felt chilly, despite the day’s warmth; then, the chill passed.

      
        
        <<>>

      

      

      At eleven-thirty on the dot I walked into the restaurant, housed in a pseudo-French farmhouse circa World War I, and was escorted to a table next to a big picture window where the waiter removed the napkin from my goblet with a flourish and poured my water with equal ceremony. Linda was nowhere in sight. The place had a low wooden ceiling with thick parallel beams and a brick fireplace in the corner.

      I vaguely recalled seeing a show on the History Channel about bombs buried under real farmhouses in Europe during World War I as a defense against the Germans. The British were taking steps to tunnel down and recover them. However, some of them were going off accidentally. Possibly due to lightning strikes.

      I sat in my solid wooden chair and admired the detailed recreation of history, including the brass pots and pans hanging near the fireplace and the mantel clock. A bookshelf lined one wall. A piano player banged out a recorded ragtime tune in the background. Each table was adorned with a pristine white tablecloth draped over a red one and full place settings arranged around a candle flickering in a cut glass holder, in hopeful anticipation that someone might sit there. No threat of the Kaiser, no bombs concealed below the painstakingly decorated eatery. None that we knew of.

      I shifted in my seat. For some reason, my jaw felt rigid, so I tried smiling. Then I figured sitting by myself smiling made me look goofy, so I stopped. My mouth was dry, so I sipped my water. One sip of water didn’t quench my thirst, so I took another. My mouth still felt dry. Why was I so nervous?

      I looked around again at the tables, all neatly set, waiting for customers. So far, the only takers were myself, one quiet couple, and a group of four men and two women who, all in suits, were talking about sales figures and laughing too loudly at each other’s jokes. I turned away to gaze out the window, guzzled water, and watched a Cessna make a lazy circle over the landing field.

      Linda came in about thirteen minutes later, moving through the room with the fluid grace of a gazelle and the self-assurance of a woman on a mission. A smile broadened across her pale, freckled face, and her wavy red hair flowed back as if blown by a secret wind. The air seemed to freshen in her presence, as if she’d brought some of the outdoors in with her. I stood and we hugged.

      “Sam,” she said. “It’s been too long.”

      “Feels like a million years,” I said, overlooking her tardiness and lack of explanation. “You were with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service the last time we spoke.”

      “Can you believe I’m still there? I’m probably a lifer even though they make me do more with less budget every year. But how many jobs are out there for biologists?” She shrugged. “The bureaucracy and paperwork just seem to worsen over time, too. But if you can ignore the bullshit, it’s decent work.”

      “I know what you mean.” My problem was, I couldn’t abide the bullshit of office politics and bureaucracy. That’s why I’d left the Prince George’s County Public Defender’s Office years ago to start my own practice.

      As we took our seats, she said, “I’m really sorry I’m late, but I got waylaid at the office.”

      I waved my hand. “Don’t worry about it. It’s so great to see you again. You’re well worth the wait.”

      Her and the free lunch.

      We scanned menus the waiter had left with me. Linda chose the Cobb Salad, but urged me to get whatever I wanted. Well, okay, then. I decided to go all out with filet mignon, since Linda was paying. This meal could be both lunch and dinner.

      After the waiter took our orders, Linda turned to me and said, “How’s business?”

      “Fine.” Never let them see you sweat. Even if they’re old friends you haven’t spoken to in forever. Not if they’re going to be your client, maybe.

      Linda peered at me. “Are you all right? You look a little . . . pale, I guess.”

      I shook my head. “No, no. I’m always pale, remember? I never could get a decent tan.” Plus I don’t feel like playing games, and why are we talking about this?

      Linda raised her eyebrows. “Okay.”

      I sighed. “I’ll be honest. Things are a bit slow right now, but they’ll pick up I’m sure. They always do.” That’s me. Little Miss Sunshine.

      Linda leaned toward me and touched my arm. “I wish we had more time to catch up, but I can tell you about my case and you can see what you think, okay?”

      I sat up straighter. “I’m all ears.”

      Linda leaned back in her chair and folded her hands on the table. “Two years ago, I started a local activist group where I live. It’s named Citizens Advocating Sensible Development, but everyone calls it CASD.” She pronounced the acronym as if it were spelled “cazd.”

      “We’re trying to preserve a large tract of undeveloped land in southern Prince George’s County, where I live,” she continued. “The group plans to appeal a zoning decision that would pave the way for a big new development—five hundred-plus acres of former farmland has been rezoned to let a developer fill it with houses, offices, and stores.”

      “Interesting,” I told her, “But I’m not a zoning expert.”

      “But it’s not that hard. It’s all politics, really. Couldn’t you please do it just this once?”

      Okay, meeting an old friend you haven’t seen in years is awesome. Doing an old friend a favor is awesome. Mixing business and pleasure, sometimes not so cool. And this contact from my long-lost friend had tripped my bullshit meter now, big time.

      “Have you thought of approaching any local firms?” I asked, casually. “Many of them will take a case like this pro bono, just for the publicity.”

      She shook her head. “We tried three or four firms. We’ve offered to pay. No one wants to fight Graybeck.”

      “Is that who we’re talking about?” No wonder no one would take the case. They were probably all fighting for his business. I felt torn between fears that I’d be in over my head trying to fight Graybeck and a weird thrill at the prospect of doing it anyway.

      “I guess you’ve read the articles about this.” Linda twiddled her thumbs, a tiny vertical line forming on her brow. “The fact that Graybeck is a minority-owned business and this push for upscale development is in a mostly black county doesn’t help us. The press is playing the race angle as if the environmentalists were a cross between Greenpeace and the Klan. Sometimes I wonder why we can’t all just get along.”

      I’d often had that same thought, knowing that if it came to fruition, I’d be out of a job. Our food arrived, and she fell silent, pushing her salad around on her plate a bit. I sawed off a large chunk of my filet mignon, bit it off my fork, and chewed. Perfect. I was still thinking of all the reasons to turn this down when she said, “We’re willing to pay you eight grand up front, if you do this.”

      I swallowed my bite half-chewed and felt it inching down my esophagus, like a mouse through a snake. I grabbed my water and gulped half the glass. When I set the glass down, I could swear the meat was still stuck somewhere near the bottom of my esophagus. Well, at least no one needed to perform the Heimlich Maneuver on me.

      I raised my napkin to my lips. “That’s more than generous,” I managed to say.

      “We were willing to pay that to the other firms, so it’s yours, if you want it.”

      My mouth went slack. “How . . . who . . . where did you get this money?”

      “The group got together and collected it.”

      I peered at her. “Really?” I pictured a bunch of hippies, handing out flowers for donations.

      “Our members have resources and friends with money.”

      Ah. That helps.

      I was ready to offer another polite demurrer. Then, I remembered Jamila Williams. She worked as a real estate attorney for one the biggest firms in Prince George’s County. She was definitely politically connected. I could consult with her on this. Jamila and I were tight. We were there for each other when the going got tough.

      “Well,” I said. “I feel funny about taking a zoning case. But for you, I’ll consider it, okay?”

      I still had misgivings, but with eight thousand reasons to take the case and a stack of unpaid bills, I couldn’t say no.

      After we dispensed with that, Linda seemed to relax.

      “Thank you, Sam,” she said. “You have no idea how much this means to me.”

      Let’s not get carried away. I said I’d consider it.

      “Linda, please don’t take this the wrong way,” I said. “But I need a day or so to think about this and make sure I have the resources to do a good job for you. Do you understand?”

      She reached out and touched my arm again. “Of course. You have to do what’s right for you.” Linda leaned back and smiled. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

      I thought about that. Was that really true? “Oh, I don’t know.”

      “Well, I can tell. You’re as stubborn as ever and probably a hundred times better than most of the high-priced lawyers in this county.”

      “Well,” I said. “Being stubborn doesn’t mean jack shit when it comes to being a good lawyer.”

      She laughed. “See? That’s why you’re the best. You’re honest. Thank you for that. I hope you will consider my offer. Please.”

      After we finished eating, Linda said she needed to go back to the office right away. She flagged the waiter over, pulled her wallet from her shoulder bag, and retrieved an Amex credit card. A platinum Amex credit card to be exact. The waiter hustled over through the nearly empty room and presented the bill in its folder, like an engraved invitation. Linda gave it a cursory glance, nodded, then stuck the credit card in the slot and handed it back. The waiter hurried off.

      “Here’s my card, Sam,” Linda said, pulling a shiny, gold-colored metal cardholder from her shoulder bag. She popped it open with her thumb and retrieved a business card with her agency’s logo on it from the stash within. “I’ll write my home and cell number on here, too.”

      While she scribbled that down, I fished around for a business card and a pen, finding both. I paused, then wrote down my cell phone, which I normally don’t give out to clients. That was my second mistake, after thinking I’d gotten a free lunch.
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      I left the fake World War I French restaurant, hopped in my old purple Mustang convertible, and rejoined the ugly reality of twenty-first century College Park and good old Route 1. I could’ve taken the Baltimore-Washington Parkway instead of Route 1, but frankly I was screwed either way. Traffic in this area is a bitch no matter what road you take. Since they began making improvements on the Parkway, the traffic has become even more annoying, no matter what time you’re on it.

      The trip back to my palatial sublet office took me well north of the University of Maryland campus proper, right into the thick of Beltsville. Older suburbs of brick ranchers. The kind of houses they don’t build anymore, because people are looking to buy bigger houses that are made more cheaply. Lovely.

      Through some miracle, I found a place to park out front of the old Victorian house where I sublet, instead of having to pull into the lot in back and walk around to the front door. I know, I know . . . I sound lazy, but I walk all the time. And I ride a bicycle to stay in shape, so no one can say I’m not working it.

      Once I’d parked, I grabbed my shoulder bag and marched up the walkway, then climbed the three short, gray-painted wooden steps to the little porch before the front door. To the right, a small slanted ramp ran alongside the steps. My landlord, the accounting firm of Milt Kressler & Associates, had installed the ramp, requiring a complete architectural redesign of the front porch to accommodate disabled employees and clients in accordance with the Americans with Disabilities Act. They’d also had to get permission from various Laurel zoning and historical authorities. Milt Kressler must really love having his business in Laurel to go through all that shit, huh?

      I entered the waiting area where Sheila, my landlord’s elderly receptionist, was nodding and making “umm-hmm” sounds into her headset while typing on her keyboard. I waved hello and kept going toward the stairs leading up to my plush digs on the second floor. Sheila punched the hold button, apparently, because her head swiveled and she said, “Hang on. We need to talk.”

      Oh, shit. I froze in place. I could’ve ignored her, but why put off the inevitable?

      Once Sheila finished nodding and murmuring into the phone, she hung up and turned to me and said, “Sam, could you step outside with me, while I take a short smoke break?”

      How interesting, I thought. Sheila keeps her silver-gray hair tied back in a bun, giving her the look of a skinny, chain-smoking librarian. One who’s never felt any compunction about smoking in the office, despite the law that says you shouldn’t. That woman smokes like . . . well, a house afire. Obviously, she wanted to talk to me where certain busybodies couldn’t hear her.

      So Sheila and I went outside and huddled on the small porch together.

      Not one to waste words, Sheila got right to the point. She said, “I hate to bring this up, but Milt is getting on my ass about the rent.”

      I nodded. “I know, Sheila. You guys have been more than kind to cut me so much slack during this tough time. But I’ve got what looks like a promising client. Just give me a little more time to square my accounts with you, okay?”

      She took a long pull on the cigarette, and the exhaust fumes streamed from her nostrils. “I could loan you part of what you owe.”

      I held up a hand. “No. Don’t even think of it. That’ll just complicate an already bad situation. But I appreciate your offer.”

      Sheila peered at me through the smoke, with clear blue eyes that didn’t miss much. “Sam, you’re our only tenant. I don’t want to see you go out of business or move, simply because Milt Kressler is too greedy to see that you’re an asset, not a drain on us. If you need help, find it and find it quick or you may not have a choice.”

      
        
        <<>>

      

      

      Back at my desk, I pondered my options: finding a new office I could actually afford and moving all my shit; begging for a loan I’d have to pay back eventually (with or without interest); finding a part-time job to supplement my income; or, taking the damn zoning case, $8,000 retainer and all.

      I decided to call Jamila.

      Much to my surprise, I managed to catch her between meetings and putting out the fire du jour. “How’s it going, Sam?” she said. “I’ve only got a moment to talk, but it’s great to hear from you.”

      “Yeah, me too.” The words slipped out, even though they made no sense. “I just have a quick question. What do you know about zoning law?”

      “Zoning? That’s not really my thing. I could hook you up with someone here who does that, if you have a question.”

      Well, that was better than nothing, I supposed. I stared out the window and breathed deeply, trying not to freak out.

      “Sam, are you okay?”

      “Well … not really.” I sounded like my vocal chords were paralyzed. I explained the situation to Jamila as quickly as I could. “Now, this case has come along and it involves an old friend, but it would pay the bills. However, I’m not a zoning expert, so I’d really need to know there’s someone I could count on to assist me with the down-and-dirty details.

      “I’d be more than willing to cut your firm in for a percentage of the fee,” I continued, “since you or whoever at your firm would essentially be consulting with me on this. I’d much rather do it this way than borrow money and create yet another debt to be paid. This way, your firm will get something, I’ll get something, and my client will get an attorney. How does that sound?”

      “Well, that sounds reasonable.” Jamila paused. “I wonder if I should refer you to our zoning department or if I could liaise with them and work with you.”

      “That would be great,” I blurted, sounding like a beggar. Gathering my wits, I said, “I’d love it if we could work on this together.”

      “Let me run it by the zoning department and my supervising partner. I’ll get back to you real soon.”

      “How soon? Today? Tomorrow?”

      “Uh … I’ll try to make it later today if I can. Or tomorrow if I can’t, okay? Boy, you’re in a hurry, huh?”

      “Jamila, I’m nearly broke.”

      That’s when I couldn’t hold back any longer. The tears started and they wouldn’t stop.

      
        
        <<>>

      

      

      After the dam broke, Jamila offered to take me to dinner, but I was still stuffed with filet mignon. Frankly, all I wanted was a friend to talk to, not more food. So, we made plans to meet at a nice restaurant with a bar called Rinaldi’s near her office. I’m not a serious drinker, but I could sure use a glass of wine. Jamila offered both wine and friendship. What more could I ask?

      When I arrived at Rinaldi’s, Jamila was seated in the waiting area. She jumped up when I entered, ran over to me and hugged me like I was her long-lost sister and we’d finally been reunited.

      “Um, hello,” I said.

      “How are you doing?” she murmured.

      “I . . . .I’m not bad, actually.”

      She let me go and stood back, checking me out. “That’s not how you sounded on the phone earlier.”

      Suddenly, I felt like shit. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. Yes, I’m having money problems. But it’s not the end of the world, okay? I’m going to get through this. I know I can. I could just use some help right now.”

      Jamila stood there, looking at me. She looked like Halle Berry in a well-tailored suit in a muted brown plaid that suited her complexion perfectly. She was always so cool and perfectly appointed. I admired her courage and strength of character. Her brother’s murder when she was a child had to have hurt as deeply as the loss of my parents back when I lived in the worst part of Brooklyn. Life hadn’t been a picnic in the park for either of us.

      Finally, she smiled. “Let’s go get a drink and talk. Okay?”

      So, we went to the bar and ordered our drinks. Between sips of wine, I explained everything: how slow business had been, how far behind on the rent I was, and the phone call from Linda.

      “Here’s the thing, Jamila,” I said. “I’m not flat broke. Not yet. I’m just afraid of being broke. I have a little money saved up, but if I use it, it’s gone. Then what? I have no other backup. No life insurance. No house to mortgage. Nobody to depend on. Just me. And my freaking cat. That’s it. I need this case, but I can’t handle it alone.”

      Jamila placed her hand on my arm. “You know you’re my closest friend, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “Same here.”

      She put her arm around my shoulders. “I’ll do it. I’ll make the arrangements, no matter what it takes. I’ll consult with you personally on this, okay? Everything will be fine.”
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      After we finished our drinks, Jamila said she had to check in at the office and then head straight home. I thanked her profusely for meeting me. We split the bill and walked to our cars, where we waved farewell until next time. I opened the door of my Welch’s grape purple Mustang, slid behind the wheel, called Linda on my cell phone, and told her I’d take the case. She was happy to hear that I was willing, but cautioned that she’d need to get approval from the group before she could sign the retainer agreement. She assured me that this was a mere formality, since no one else seemed willing to take it on.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll prepare a standard retainer agreement and wait to hear back from you. How’s that?”

      “That sounds great.” She almost sang the words.

      “When do you think you’ll know?”

      “I’ll have your answer tonight. We’re holding a strategy meeting tonight. Afterward, I’ll call you and let you know for sure. But I wouldn’t worry.”

      We exchanged pleasantries and hung up. Awesome. Hello, eight grand!

      Don’t count your chickens before they hatch.

      The thought niggled. It wasn’t a done deal until I had cash in the bank and a signature on the dotted line.

      So how was worrying about it going to change anything? Get back to what little work you do have, Sam.

      
        
        <<>>

      

      

      I went back to the office to return messages from two possible clients. One wanted to have a simple will prepared. No problem. Of course, as so often happens, if I determined that she needed more than just a simple will after I checked her financial information, I’d have to find someone who knew what the hell they were doing to handle that part. I might possibly get a finder’s fee or perhaps we could work together on her paperwork, but rich people aren’t my forte. Many people don’t realize how much they have.

      The other one was a woman who wanted a divorce. She gave me an earful over the phone about her husband’s lack of attention to her needs, his inability to listen to her, his late nights at the office, and so on. I had to bite my tongue to keep from yelling, “Would you shut the fuck up, lady! At least, you have someone in your life.” Divorce cases are the worst. I hate the bitterness. I hate the fighting over money. I hate the grudges over stupid things like who gets this DVD or that book, or who did what to whom, etc. And when kids are involved, they become pawns in the game. Take it from an orphan, who wishes she could see her parents again.

      But I was desperate enough to arrange meetings with both potential clients.

      Law is such a glamorous profession, isn’t it? Just like on TV. I tried to picture Julia Roberts playing me. I failed.

      I walked home, leaving my car in front of the office, feeling lucky to live only two blocks from where I work, right off Main Street in the Peachtree Garden Apartments. Unfortunately, any peach trees that may have once existed there were taken down to build the apartments.

      I stopped in the open foyer to quickly retrieve my mail, hoping not to get caught in a conversation with my well-meaning but somewhat overly worried downstairs neighbor, Russell Burke. Russell was dark, handsome, well-groomed, and like the father I wish I still had. The fact that he was gay took nothing away from his paternal tendencies. In fact, he probably would have made a great father. There were times, however, when I could stand a little less quasi-parental guidance from Russell and a little more just plain friendship.

      I inserted the key and opened the box, pulled out my mail, and slammed it shut. I bounded up the flight of stairs to my apartment, taking the stairs two at a time.

      As I entered my apartment, I got the usual reception at the door from my ravenous feline friend, Oscar—all fifteen black-and-white pounds of him. He rammed his head into my ankles and intertwined himself between my legs, so I couldn’t walk without tripping. I tossed my shoulder bag onto the side table and looked down at him, hands on hips. He kept up the intertwining, with a lot of “meow, meow,” until he realized I wasn’t budging.

      Then he sat and gave me the golden-eyed stare.

      “Look here, asshole,” I said. “I love you, but I can’t feed you if I can’t move, okay?”

      This elicited a protracted “mee-ooo-wwww” of eardrum-shattering proportions.

      I hustled into the small kitchen with Oscar hot on my heels and poured dry cat food into his bowl. He pounced on it as though he were starving to death.

      “Jesus, what an act!” I almost applauded, but I realized it would be a wasted gesture. Time to look after number one.

      I had just switched on the TV to see how the Nats were doing when my cell phone rang. I figured it was Linda, but it was a name and number I didn’t recognize, so I ignored it. I went to the fridge and pulled out a pint of Ben and Jerry’s chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream. My biggest vices these days are drinking excessive amounts of black coffee and eating this sugar and fat laden dairy product straight from the carton.

      I’d just dropped onto the tan leather couch and started digging into the ice cream when the phone rang again. This time, I could see from the caller ID that it was Linda. I answered on the second ring.

      “Hey, Linda. What’s the good word?”

      “Well, actually, there’s good news and bad news.” Her tone suggested there was more bad news than good.

      I set my spoon down, sat back on my couch, and took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly. “Linda, don’t sugarcoat it. What’s wrong?”

      “The good news is that the group wants to go ahead with the appeal. The problem is that the vote was split. Some people are worried that we’re wasting time and money and making enemies in the bargain. But we voted, and the majority rules, so we’re going ahead with this. However . . .”

      I knew what was coming next. “It’s about the eight thousand dollars, right?”

      “Sam, I’m not letting her get away with this. You’re going to get eight grand. That’s a promise.”

      I squinted. “Let who get away with what?”

      “Ariel Lorenz. She co-founded the group with me. Suddenly, she’s being a real asshole about the money. Apparently, she thinks she can call the shots all by herself. Well, guess again.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Hold on a sec.” I checked the caller ID for my last missed call and hit the speakerphone button. “Does Ariel by any chance have this number?”

      I read the number off the caller ID and Linda said, “Yeah, that’s her cell phone. How did you know?”

      “No, Linda. The question is how did Ariel know my number?”

      “Oh. Oh . . . shit.”

      A long silence. I fought the urge to lecture her on the wisdom of oversharing information.

      “I’m sorry, Sam,” she said, finally. “I didn’t realize at the time I gave her your card that we’d end up disagreeing about the fee or that the group would be so divided. That was dumb.”

      “Look, don’t beat yourself up over it, okay?”

      “It just pisses me off, because I’m supposed to be the spokesperson for the group on this. Now, how can we work together effectively if Ariel is going behind my back? I could kick myself.”

      “Linda, if I had a dime for every mistake I’ve made, I’d retire and move to the Bahamas. Think of it this way. We’re really at an advantage.”

      “In what way?”

      “The next time Ariel calls, I’ll know exactly where she’s coming from. She won’t know that I know.”

      Linda laughed. “Thanks, Sam. Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

      “Nonsense. All in day’s work for an attorney,” I said. “Rest easy, Linda. Let me worry about handling Ariel. Assholes are my specialty.”

      If only I had known then that I was taking on a case with way more assholes than one person could ever hope to handle.
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      I arrived at the office the next morning and found a woman seated in the waiting area. I had no appointments, so I assumed she was there to see an accountant. However, when I entered, Sheila stopped typing, turned toward the visitor, and said, “This is Ms. McRae.”

      The woman, who sported a wild mop of raven locks, a long paisley skirt, a loose-fitting black top, and a pair of Birkenstocks, looked ready for a community players’ production of “Hair.” She rose and approached me.

      “Hi,” she said, in a voice flat as a tortilla. “I’m Ariel Lorenz.” She extended her hand while giving me the once-over. I shook it, and she gripped my hand hard enough to crack walnuts. I smiled back at her.

      “Nice to meet you, Ariel,” I said. Asshole.

      “I understand Linda is arranging for you to represent our group in a zoning appeal. I think we need to talk about this.”

      I smiled wider. “Let’s go up to my office.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have much time. And I think we can square matters away without a lot of fuss. Why don’t we just clear this up now and be done with it?”

      “I don’t do business in my landlord’s reception area. Besides, as I understand it, you aren’t the group’s spokesperson. So, I can’t agree to anything with just you.”

      She crossed her arms. “I don’t like your attitude.”

      “I wasn’t finished,” I said, my smile fixed firmly in place. “Even if we can’t, as you’ve said, ‘clear this up now and be done with it,’ I’m willing to hear you out. In my office, not in my landlord’s reception area. Okay?”

      To her credit, Ariel’s arms uncrossed and fell to her sides. Her lips curled up into a slight grin. “Okay . . . fair enough. There are some things Linda may not have mentioned that you should know before you accept the case. And frankly, some of the CASD members are a bit leery of going forward and spending eight grand to do so, given the circumstances.”

      I gave her the open-palmed gesture of tolerance and willingness to listen. “That’s fine. Shall we go up to my office and talk?”

      She said nothing but again gave me the once-over.

      “Fair enough,” she repeated.

      I led the way to the stairs, wondering what awesome things Linda hadn’t bothered telling me.

      I unlocked the door and waved toward one of the guest chairs. Ariel sat down.

      “I hope you don’t mind if I take a few minutes to start some coffee,” I said. “I can’t really do anything before my first cup of the day. And you said you were in a rush.”

      “Well,” she said, her mouth aslant. “Maybe not that much of a rush.”

      It took me no time to run through my usual routine of brewing a pot of dark French roast coffee, booting my computer, and serving my guest a cup of coffee with sugar as per her request, while serving myself one black and settling in behind my desk.

      “Now then, Ms. Lorenz . . .”

      “Please. Call me Ariel.”

      I nodded. “Ariel. Please call me Sam. What was it you wanted to tell me?”

      She placed a leather shoulder bag with a patchwork pattern on her lap, opened it, and pulled out a business-size envelope. “Before I show you this, I think I should give you some background information. Our group—CASD—has objected to this rezoning and development from the very beginning. Everyone knows where we stand, and if you know anything about Prince George’s County, you know that it’s a small world. So, it’s not like I can prove anything. However, it seems pretty peculiar that right around the time we started talking about bringing the zoning appeal, some of our members had their cars vandalized.”

      She paused.

      I nodded. “Worrisome.” More than a little. It suggested a possible vendetta against the group. All over a zoning appeal, though? That was a little hard to believe.

      She dipped her head once, as if to acknowledge my skepticism. “Now, read this and tell me what you think.”

      She handed me the envelope, which had been neatly sliced open along the lengthwise edge. I pulled out the contents, a single sheet of white 8-1/2 by 11-inch paper, with the following printed message: Drop the appeal or someone will get
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