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      There are times in life when something happens to you that makes you question everything that came before—every choice, every decision, every person you ever interacted with and whether you took ’em for a ride or got taken on one yourself.

      It was four-thirty in the morning when the police came for me at my home.

      That was one of those times for me.

      I’d heard about this tactic. Different units liked different times for it—two, four, whatever the hell—but the general concept was the same.

      They come when you’re dead asleep. Dreaming of a freedom you ain’t really got hands on anymore.

      I heard them break open the front door, which at my house was made of triple-plated steel and weighs north of two bills. Other than the time, hearing the damn door break open with a metallic groan told me everything I needed to know about these cops.

      They weren’t here to ask questions. They meant business.

      And that business, I had to assume, meant bad things for yours truly. Had no idea what that business might have been, mind (though I wasn’t entirely devoid of reasons the cops might come break down my doors like this), but when that clanging metallic groan of steel separating from steel rings out in the night, you don’t stop and ask questions.

      I was in bed. Alone, mind. Hadn’t been the same feeling in my boudoir since my wife left, and as a result I hadn’t been sleeping too soundly. From the shriek of the door, even a hibernating bear would have woken up, but I only needed something like a strong wind outside to wrest me from sleep most nights. A heavy steel ram bar against a heavy steel door was mostly just extra.

      I threw off the silk covers, the swish of the sheets against one another sounding like gunshots in my otherwise quiet house. When you’re hiding from cops, every sound you make feels like shooting up a flare into the night sky. Even the damn pounding of my heart against my temples made me wince. While I had something of a plan, it wasn’t one that involved a jet pack ride out of this place. If the cops that just busted my door heard me moving around inside the house, there was a chance I didn’t get far before they picked me up.

      I had a belly full of stuffed shells—homemade pasta, ricotta, and gravy still dancing like sugarplums in my light sleep. Marone. What a meal. I wasn’t moving too fast or thinking too clear in this state—bleary-eyed, post-meal haze—but my destination was pretty obvious.

      The window.

      Well, either that or jail.

      Three steps across the carpet, I flung open the window like a nun throws the confessional after a weekend away from the convent. I had planned for this exact scenario, though it wasn’t always the cops breaking down my door. Wasn’t always the front door, either. But just like you needed to know what to do in the event of a grease fire in the kitchen or an electrical fire in the bathroom, I knew what to do now.

      Outside, the night air was bracingly cold. Which was unfortunate since I only wore a crisp white t-shirt and my pajama bottoms—slippers be damned. But also good because it shocked me right awake. I needed my wits about me if I had any chance of making it. And my mind—usually focused on the angles—calculated something of a poor outlook for my current situation.

      I made the step from my window to the sloped roof over the window eave at the backside of my house that framed my kitchen table and then shuffled my feet like a movie character who finds himself out on a high rise and doesn’t want to go splat against the ground. On the far side of the eave, pretty well-hidden from all but the most discerning of surveillance, was a lattice of tangled ivy. Beneath the plants, though, the lattice was made of sturdy metal instead of the thin wood of most latticework.

      Like I said, I expected a night like this to come for me eventually.

      As I got a few rungs down the lattice, I heard rustling coming from inside my bedroom. I’d just barely gotten out of sight below the roof line in time.

      Once on the ground in my backyard, I peeked around the house to see whether anybody was still in the bedroom window. Nobody.

      Which probably meant they were searching the rest of the house. Probably headed back downstairs. Depending on how many there were, they might be checking both levels. That’s what I’d be doing if I had four guys. Two upstairs (most likely place for someone to be at four-thirty). One guy downstairs (second most likely place for a guy like me at this hour: zonked out in front of the TV in a recliner chair). One guy playing free safety—doing his best to keep an eye on any points where somebody like me would squirt out. Front and back doors. Windows.

      I looped around. Careful to stay beneath the big windowsill of my TV room. And had my exit in sight: an eight-inch-wide opening in the shrubs that divided my lawn from my neighbors. It was a tight fit (I mentioned the shells), but it was the best and only real option out of here that didn’t involve picking azaleas, Indian Hawthorne, and blue fescue out of my teeth once I got through to the other side. That eight-inch-wide space was once a land of contention when Dan Jones lived behind me. Now a lane of sovereignty that the pushover Lemieux’s lived there. The French. A laissez-faire people. And God bless ’em for it right now.

      I edged around the blind spots in my backyard spotlight sensor. Security people would tell you never to have a blind spot. But not too many of them are as knowledgeable in somebody who needs both protection from without and within. You need a way to escape in the night, you better hope you don’t get lit up like you’re walking the carpet at the Oscars. And anyway, this blind spot was a sidewalk of space along the closest edge of my house, and it stretched the corner of my yard and toward the back part of my property. Careful to stay low beneath the windows. Then shoulder width as the line of pine trees along the left edge of my yard tickled the bare skin of my arms.

      That route took me almost all the way to the back third of my yard. Maybe twenty feet from my exit. Almost home free. Just well-manicured grass between me and freedom. And it was all out of range of my sensors.

      Just as I was about to make a run for it, I glanced back at my house.

      No cops in the upstairs window anymore.

      None downstairs either.

      Weird.

      Not a single sliver of flashlight in the windows. No motion I could see from the bay window, through which was a clear straight view to the dim streetlights that ran along the street out front of my house.

      How could that be? Surely they’d be looking for me. Or, having exhausted every place
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