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Instructions for the Holder

The following pages are reproduced as they appear at the front of the binder. The binder is black, three-ring, letter size, the kind sold in any office supply aisle. Its cover has one decoration: a clock face printed in amber, about the size of a quarter, with no hands. The log rows on the first page have since been filled in by many hands; they are shown here empty, as the first holder would have found them. The heading is lettered so evenly that it passes for print.



THE OVERNIGHT LOG

	DATE	TIME	EVENT	INITIALS
	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 




To whoever has this now,

You are holding it because you took a job that runs through the night, and because someone who had that job before you learned something they could not put in a report.

You will not believe that yet. Nobody does at first. Read the rules in your section anyway. Read them before two in the morning if you can. If you can't, read them the first time something happens that you can't log.

Most of what you'll find in here sounds like ordinary procedure. A lot of it is. Every rule in this binder has a reason you could say out loud to a supervisor: the cold, the traffic, the policy manual, the way a monitor drifts between channels. Keep the reasons you can say out loud. They are not lies. They are just the half of the reason that fits on paper.

The other half is why this binder exists.

There is something that works nights. It does not have a job title, and it does not have a face you'll be allowed to see for long. It knows the routine of every shift better than the people working it. It knows the call signs, the handoff, the words a tired person says without thinking. It does the paperwork. It does not care for anything.

It is patient. It mostly wants one thing, and the rules in each section are about not giving it that thing.

A few points that apply everywhere:

	Write down what happens with the time next to it. Times matter more than you think.
	Trust the one who notices first. It will rarely be you.
	If you hear your own voice, do not answer it.
	When your shift is over and you are certain it is over, write your rule. One rule, the one you'd want handed to you. Put it in your own words.
	Then mail this binder to the address written inside the back cover.


Do not keep it.

Do not write the address yourself.

If there is no address yet, wait. There will be.



There is no signature. The note is typed, single-spaced, on a manual typewriter whose lowercase e strikes slightly high. One word near the end has been struck through, very lightly, and written again above the line by hand. Below the note, in blue ballpoint, in neat block capitals that match the index card taped at the start of the first entry, someone has added one line at a slant, as if writing quickly on the hood of a car:

I DIDN'T TYPE THIS PAGE. — B.

Below that, in a different blue ink, in a smaller, rounded hand:

Then who did?

Below that, in black ballpoint, pressed hard enough to dent the next three sheets:

Wade here. Doesn't matter. Read your section.



A note on this edition

The binder reached me the way it says it reaches everyone, with my address on it, in a hand I didn't know. I don't work nights. I'm not sure why it came to me, though by the end you'll see I have a guess.

I've typed up each holder's section in order. Where the entries were notes, I've kept them as notes. Where a holder wrote at length, and most of them eventually did, I've kept their account whole and fixed only spelling. The rules appear the way they were written in the binder, set off on the page, because that's how every holder says they first saw them: on a card, a folded sheet, a strip of tape on a dashboard, separate from everything else.

Between the sections I've added what I could see of the binder itself: how it traveled, the margins, the things people wrote in each other's entries. You'll notice the addresses inside the back cover, too. I'd ask you to keep an eye on those.

The names of towns and counties are the holders' own. Some I could find on a map. Some I couldn't.

Read the rules before two in the morning, if you can.
Entry 01: Alder Lane

K-9 Unit, Calder County Sheriff's Office, Ohio



My dog has bitten two armed men. She has cleared forty buildings in the dark, most of them with somebody inside who didn't want to be found. She doesn't spook at gunfire or fire alarms or the sound of a man screaming at her through a door. So at 2:47 in the morning, when she pressed herself against the back wall of her kennel and would not get out of the car, I should have listened to her.

I got out alone instead. That's how I learned there are rules on Alder Lane.

There are six of them. I'm going to write all six down here, in the order I learned them, because that's the only order that makes any sense. One of them is about the house you go home to.



My name isn't important for this. My call sign was K-9 4. I worked nights for the Calder County Sheriff's Office, ten at night to eight in the morning, four on and three off, out of a county where you can drive twenty minutes between stoplights. After midnight there might be three of us covering four hundred square miles of corn, soybeans, and gravel. If you needed backup, you waited.

Most of the job is driving. You learn the county by its lights: the grain elevator in Merritt with its red beacon, a yard light every mile or two where somebody still farms. You learn to like the quiet. You also learn not to trust it.

I didn't have a partner in the car, not a human one. I had Juno.

Juno is a Belgian Malinois. Sixty-one pounds, a dark mask, ears that stand straight up like two thumbs. She's dual-purpose, patrol and narcotics: she tracks, she searches buildings, she finds what people hide in wheel wells. She lives at my house. She sleeps at the foot of my bed. In the car she rides in an aluminum kennel insert where the back seat used to be, with a door I can pop open from a fob on my belt.

People think of police dogs as equipment, a radar gun with fur. It's closer to the other way around. Juno is the better sensor, and my actual job, most nights, is reading her. I'd been reading her for two years by then. I thought I was fluent.



In two years I had never once been sent to Alder Lane.

The first night of my October rotation, Sergeant Hollis stopped me on my way out to the car and held out an index card folded in half. Three by five, lined, a little soft at the corners like it had been carried in a pocket for a long time.

"This is from Brenner," he said.

Dale Brenner had run the K-9 car for six years before me. He'd retired early, two years short of his pension, and nobody had ever given me a straight answer about why. People said health and changed the subject.

I unfolded the card. At the top, in tidy block capitals, it said:

RULES FOR ALDER LANE. READ BEFORE YOUR FIRST CALL.

The rest of it was six numbered lines, and I didn't read them, because Hollis was still standing there.

"You read this?" I asked him.

"No."

"You ever been down there at night?"

He looked at the card in my hand for longer than the question needed. Hollis had twenty-two years in. I'd seen him talk a man into setting a shotgun down on his own kitchen table, and I had never seen his face do what it did then, which was nothing at all, very carefully.

"That's a K-9 street," he said. "Patrol doesn't go."

Then he went back into the building before I could ask him what that meant.

I laughed in the parking lot. I figured it was hazing. I put the card in the chest pocket of my vest and forgot about it until the radio made me.



At 1:58 that morning the dispatcher, a woman named Terri who'd worked overnights longer than I'd been alive, came on the air.

"K-9 4, can you take a prowler call. Alder Lane. Caller states someone walking between the houses, looking in windows."

"K-9 4, ten-four. En route."

The call dropped onto the laptop on my dash. The caller name field was blank. So was the callback number. That happens sometimes, with an old landline, but you notice it. Juno, behind me, stood up in her kennel and turned around twice and lay back down, which she does when the car changes direction, and I didn't think anything of that, either.

Alder Lane is at the far end of the old part of Calder, the county seat, past the courthouse square and the Methodist church and the stretch of brick houses that were built when the railroad still stopped there. It's a dead end. Seven houses, I counted, big ones, with deep porches and gingerbread trim along the eaves that nobody had painted in a while. The streetlights were the old sodium kind, on wooden poles. Every other street in town had gone to white LEDs the year before, but nobody had gotten around to Alder, and the whole street glowed that thick orange that turns the shadows brown instead of black.

When I made the turn, Juno stood up again.

Then she lay down. Then she backed up, all sixty-one pounds of her, until her hindquarters were jammed against the rear wall of the kennel, as far from the doors as she could physically get. I could hear her nails scrabbling on the floor of the insert.

I pulled to the curb and put it in park and turned around to look at her.

I had never seen her do that. Not at a shooting. Not at a structure fire where the roof came down thirty feet from her. She was looking at me, not out the window, and she was showing me the whites of her eyes, two thin crescents at the outside corners. Handlers call it whale eye. In a dog that's working, it means she's scared of something and trying very hard not to tell you.

I pressed the fob on my belt. The kennel door swung open with its hydraulic sigh.

"Juno. Hier."

She didn't move.

"Hier. Come."

She lowered her head and stayed exactly where she was.

So I did the thing every handler is told on the first day of school never to do. I left her in the car. I told myself she was sick. I'd check one backyard, find a raccoon or a teenager, clear the call, and get her to the vet in the morning.

I clicked my flashlight on. I took two steps toward the first house.

Then I remembered the card. Maybe it was the way Hollis's face had gone still. I walked over to stand under the nearest streetlamp and took the card out of my vest and unfolded it and read the first line.

RULE 1 If your dog won't get out of the car, you don't either.


I was already out of the car.

I want to tell you that the rest of the street was quiet. It wasn't. Somewhere behind me, between the house with a 14 on the porch post and the house with a 22, somebody was walking.

It was slow. Heel, then toe. The way you walk across a wooden floor in a house where people are sleeping. It was keeping pace with me. I knew that because when I'd taken my two steps, it had taken two. I stood under that orange light with the card in my hand and I didn't move, and after one beat, it didn't either.

I'm trained to turn around. I didn't. I put the card back in my pocket and walked backward to my car, one step at a time, with my flashlight pointed at the asphalt in front of my boots. Every step I took, I heard the step behind me, a quarter-second late, like an echo that had to think about it first. I found the door handle behind me without looking. I got in. I locked the doors.

And Juno came up out of the corner of her kennel and pushed her nose through the grate behind my seat and pressed it, cold and wet, against the back of my neck. She held it there. She does that when I come back to the car after a call, or when I've been out of her sight longer than she likes. She does it, I've always thought, to make sure I'm still me.

I cleared the call unfounded. That's the word we use when we look and can't find anything. Then I sat in my car at the open end of Alder Lane with the engine running until the sky went gray over the grain elevator, and Juno lay with her chin on her paws and watched the street the whole time and never closed her eyes.

When it was light enough, I took the card out and read the whole thing.

Six rules. Most of them made no sense to me. One of them made me feel sick to my stomach, because it was about a house I drove past a hundred times a month without thinking about it.

Mine.

I'll get to that one. You have to understand the others first.



On my second night I called Brenner.

His number was still on the old roster taped inside the supply closet. I called it at four in the afternoon from my own kitchen, standing at the counter, with Juno lying in the patch of sun by the back door.

He picked up on the first ring. Not hello. Just an indrawn breath, like he'd been sitting next to the phone with his hand on it.

"This is K-9 4," I said, which was stupid, but it's what came out. "I've got your card."

"You've been to Alder."

It wasn't a question.

"What's down there?"

"Don't ask me what," he said. He had a dry, flat voice, a southern Ohio voice. "Ask her."

"Who?"

"Your dog."

I didn't say anything. He let the line hiss for a while.

"How many houses did you count?" he asked.

"Seven."

He was quiet so long I thought the call had dropped. Then he said, "There are six."

"Why'd you leave the card?"

"Because nobody left one for me." His chair creaked. "How's she eating?"

"Juno? Fine."

"Sleeping?"

"Fine."

"She still sleep at the foot of your bed?"

I hadn't told him she did. I said yes.

"Good," Brenner said. "Keep watching that." And he hung up.



Six houses. I'd counted seven, at two in the morning, with a dog acting like the world was ending behind me. Maybe I'd counted wrong.

So I went back that night to count again. It wasn't bravery. It was the same stubbornness that had gotten me out of the car.

The lamp at the dead end was out. Both times I'd driven Alder Lane, every pole had been lit. Now there was a gap in the orange, and in the gap, a house sitting in the dark. It had no number on the porch post. No mailbox. No car in the driveway, no driveway that I could see. I could only tell it was there at all because it blocked out the lit window of the house behind it, the way a cloud blocks out a star.

I pulled the street up on the county parcel viewer on my laptop. Six lots. Between twenty-two and twenty-six there was only a property line, drawn with a ruler, with nothing in it.

Behind me, Juno was standing. Her hackles were up in a ridge from the back of her neck to the base of her tail, the fur standing so stiff I could see it in the laptop glow. But she wasn't looking at the dark house. She was looking at fourteen.

There was a light on in fourteen's front window. A table lamp, by the look of it, behind a gauze curtain. And standing in front of the lamp, with the light behind him, somebody was standing at the glass looking out. He was tall. Too tall for the window. The top of the frame cut him off somewhere around the collarbone, and he didn't stoop to fit.

I looked down at the laptop to check the clock. When I looked back up, the window was just a lamp and a curtain.

It was 2:06. I knew rule two by heart by then, since I'd read the card about forty times since dawn.

RULE 2 Never run a track on Alder Lane after 2 a.m., no matter who calls it in.


At 2:10, the radio.

"K-9 4, sheriff's office requests you run a track. Subject fled on foot from Alder Lane, last seen heading into the yard behind fourteen."

I keyed up. "Who's requesting?"

There was a pause on Terri's end. "You are, K-9 4."

"Say again?"

"K-9 4 requested a track at 2:09," Terri said, slower now, the way you'd talk to someone who might have hit his head. "You called it yourself. About a minute ago."

I hadn't touched the radio. One hand had been on the laptop, the other on the wheel. Every transmission in that county is recorded at dispatch. I could pull the audio in the morning. I understood that I could, and that I never would.

I think that's why Brenner wrote rules instead of a story. You can argue with a story. You can decide the man who told it was drunk, or sick, or retired early because he couldn't handle the job. A rule you just follow. And when the card in your pocket already knows what happens next, you're not losing your mind. You're just on Alder Lane.

I followed it. I keyed up and told Terri, "K-9 4, unable. K-9 out of service." I put the car in drive and pulled away.

In my mirror, at the dead end, the house that wasn't on the parcel map had a light on. One window, upstairs.

And Juno, for the first time that night, lay down in her kennel and closed her eyes, all at once, the way a dog does when the work is over. Like whatever wanted something on that street had already gotten what it came for.



I took my three nights off. I didn't sleep much. Juno slept at the foot of my bed every night, like always, and every night I woke up at some point and lay there listening to her breathe.

When I came back on, there was a call waiting. This one had an address.

At 12:40 a.m.: welfare check, 22 Alder Lane. Elderly female resident, hasn't answered her phone in two days. A family member requests a check.

That one felt real. It's the kind of call the job is for: an old woman alone in a big house, a broken hip on a cold floor. A dog finds someone who's down faster than I ever will.

And Juno came out of the car.

I popped the kennel and she hopped down on her own, ears forward, tail up, and stood in front of me waiting for her harness. When I buckled it on her, she did the little full-body shake that means finally. She pulled me up the front walk of number twenty-two on the long line, nose down, tail going, happy.

I relaxed. Maybe it was just the one house she hated. Maybe every rule on that card was only the shape Brenner's fear took.

I stood to the side of the door and gave the announcement the way policy says to.

"Sheriff's office, K-9. If you're inside, call out now."

Nothing.

Louder. "Sheriff's office, K-9 unit. Call out now or I'm sending the dog."

Then a third time, louder than that. Nothing came back but the hum of the streetlight behind me. I tried the knob. It wasn't locked. I swung the door wide and unclipped her line.

"Revier. Search."

She went in fast, low, the way she's trained. Kitchen: clear. Living room: clear. She worked the front room in a figure eight with her nose skimming the rug and came around to the foot of the stairs, and there she stopped, and sat.

Sitting is her final response. It's a passive alert, the one she gives on narcotics: she finds the odor, she sits, and she stares at the source. She doesn't touch it. She stares at the hiding place until I come and look.

There was no source. She was sitting at the bottom of the stairs looking up, at the landing. There was a nightlight plugged in up there, a little plastic seashell giving off its weak glow, and the wall above it, and nothing else. No person. Just an old house that smelled like an old house, dust and furnace and the ghost of somebody's perfume.

She didn't blink. A working dog in a sit will glance back at you every few seconds, checking. Juno didn't glance at me once.

Then from upstairs, an old woman's voice said, "Hello? Officer? I'm up here. I can't get down."

She sounded fine. That's what I remember most. She sounded tired and a little embarrassed, the way old people sound when they have to ask for help. Exactly the voice you'd expect.

And Juno, still in her sit, started to move backward. Without standing up. She slid back across the hardwood on her haunches, an inch at a time, her eyes still fixed on that landing. I'd never seen a dog do that. I've never seen one do it since.

I took the card out. I'd memorized it by then, but I needed to see it.

RULE 3 If she alerts on something you can't see, it's not for you to find. Log it as no contact and walk out.


I want you to understand how hard that was. Every class and every field training officer I've ever had said go up the stairs. Somebody's grandmother is lying on a bathroom floor, and the deputy who came to help her stood at the bottom of the stairs and left.

But Juno was going backward. And in two years, she'd never once been wrong.

"Fuss," I said. Heel. She came to my left side and pressed against my leg so hard I could feel her trembling through my uniform pants. We backed down that hallway together, slow, toward the open door and the orange light. Every step, I wanted to look up at the landing. Every step, I looked down at my dog instead. I didn't turn my back on the stairs.

Behind us, the voice said, "Officer, please."

Then it said my first name.

I had never told it my name. I'd never said it on the radio. It isn't on my uniform. I hadn't said it inside that house.

We walked out onto the porch and down the steps and I put Juno in the car and I got in and I sat. I logged it no contact. It's the only false report I've ever filed, and I've never been sorry about it.

The next morning I made calls. The widow at 22 Alder Lane, Ruth Pell, had moved to a memory care facility in Indiana four years earlier. The house had been empty ever since. Its phone line had been disconnected the year she left.

So who had called it in? And who knew my name?

Brenner did. That was the only answer I had. So I drove out to his house.



Brenner lived out on County Road 9, in a ranch house with a carport and a satellite dish and curtains drawn over every window in the middle of a bright fall afternoon. He opened the door before I knocked. He was smaller than I'd pictured him, gray, with a cardigan buttoned wrong and the forearms of a man who'd been strong for a long time. Before he said hello, before he looked at me at all, he looked past me at my car in his gravel drive, at Juno sitting up in the kennel window.

"She still yours?" he said.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Sit down."

His living room was dim and very clean. There was a recliner, a couch, a television with a doily on top of it, and a framed photo on the wall of a younger Brenner kneeling in a field beside a big black-and-tan German shepherd. The dog in the photo had one ear that flopped at the tip.

"Duke," Brenner said, when he saw me looking. "Best dog in the state. Three years running at the regional trials."

He told it in order, the way you'd testify. Duke wouldn't go near three houses on Alder Lane: fourteen, twenty-two, and the one with no number. The first time it happened, Brenner had done what I did. He got out anyway. After that, he started writing things down. Times, what the dog did, what he heard. A little notebook he kept in his shirt pocket. When something happened twice, he wrote a rule. Rules kept him alive for six years on that street.

"Then I broke one," he said.

"Why didn't you ever report any of it?"

He laughed, but not like anything was funny. "Report what? My dog sat down? A call came in with no callback number? The voice on the radio sounded like me?" He shook his head. "On paper every piece of it is normal. A dog having an off night. A dropped call. A tired deputy. That's how it stays where it is. It lives in the gaps in the paperwork."

"Which rule did you break?"

He pointed at my vest pocket, where the card was. "Number four."

RULE 4 Give the out command once. If she doesn't let go the first time, she isn't holding what you think.


Aus is the out command. Release. It's one of the first things a patrol dog learns, and one of the hardest, because a dog trained to bite is also a dog that wants very badly to keep holding on.

Brenner told me that one night in the dark yard behind fourteen, Duke had grabbed something in the hedge. He couldn't see what it was. Duke had it, and he was shaking it the way he'd shake a bite sleeve in training. Brenner gave the command. Aus. Duke held.

"So I said it again," Brenner said. "Louder. And he let go."

He was quiet for a while.

"He came out of that hedge to me," Brenner said, "wagging. Happy. Tongue out. Exactly like himself."

"Okay."

"Duke never wagged on duty," Brenner said. "Not once in six years. On duty he was all business. You'd see the tail go when you took the harness off at home and not a minute before."

I asked him what had happened to Duke.

"Nothing happened to Duke," he said. "I took him home. He's been with me ever since."

From the next room, through the kitchen doorway, I heard toenails on the hardwood floor. Slow. A heavy dog walking, one paw and then the next.

Heel, then toe.

It was the rhythm I'd heard behind me on Alder Lane. I knew it in my stomach before I understood it in my head.

Brenner didn't turn around. His hands were flat on his knees. He said, very quietly, "Don't look at him. Just go."

I didn't look. I don't know what was in that doorway. I got up and walked out his front door and down his steps without hurrying, and in my car, Juno was standing in her kennel with her hackles raised from neck to tail, staring at Brenner's house with exactly the look she'd given Alder Lane.



Before I left, standing in his doorway, Brenner had given me the last two rules out loud. They were on the card, but he wanted to say them to me. He said they were the two that mattered.

RULE 5 If dispatch asks for your location and you didn't key the mic, don't answer. Whatever's asking already knows.


RULE 6 Count your dog. One dog in the kennel. If you hear two dogs breathing, drive to the station lights and do not stop.


At the very bottom of the card, under rule six, there was one more line. It wasn't a rule. It was a note, in a smaller hand, as if added later.

THE THREE HOUSES MOVE. WHEN SHE WON'T GO NEAR YOUR OWN, IT'S YOUR TURN.



The last shift of my rotation was quiet. Not one call to Alder all night. A deer strike on 33, a noise complaint at the apartments behind the dollar store. By three in the morning I was starting to believe that whatever lived on Alder Lane had looked me over and decided I wasn't worth the trouble.

At 3:12, on County Road 9, the radio said, "K-9 4, what's your ten-twenty?"

My hand was on the wheel. The handset was in its clip on the dash. I looked at it. I didn't reach for it.

Rule five.

It asked again. "K-9 4, what's your twenty?"

Then, from my own radio, I heard myself answer.

"K-9 4. I'm home. Ten-ninety-seven."

Ten-ninety-seven means arrived on scene. It was my voice. My cadence, the little upward lift I put on four without meaning to. The radio's transmit light didn't come on. The handset never moved.

I drove home. I know. I still
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