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PART OF IT started as a dare, sort of.

I was thinking how Massachusetts is crazy about giving its citizens days off for events it’s not really observing. For example, the third Monday in April is known as Patriots’ Day. Supposedly, the Commonwealth closes down to honor those who served in war. Actually, it just excuses us from work for the Boston Marathon. I once warned a friend who’d called me from Texas, a diehard Dallas Cowboys fan, that he’d have a tough time arriving here on Patriots’ Day. Awed, he said, “Y’all have a holiday for your football team?” In fact, Suffolk County alone sets aside March 17 for the Wearing of the Green. The Irish pols neutrally dubbed that one “Evacuation Day,” commemorating the momentous afternoon the colonists kicked the British troops out of Boston harbor. I’ve never mentioned Evacuation Day to the Texan; I’m afraid of what he’d think we were celebrating.

Nancy Meagher said, “God, it’s freezing!”

She was standing in front of me, my arms joined around her. Or, more accurately, around the tan L. L. Bean parka over bulky ski sweater over long johns that she was wearing. On a brutal Saturday evening in early December we were waiting with forty thousand other hardy souls on Boylston Street, across from the elevated patio of the Prudential Center, for the lighting of the Christmas tree. A fifty-foot spruce is given to the city of Boston each year by the province of Nova Scotia. The gift commemorates something else, but without a masking holiday, I can never remember what it is.

A man on an accordion platform was adjusting a camera and klieg lights. Several hundred smarter folks watched from inside the windows of the Pru Tower or the new Hynes Convention Center. The smell of sausage and peppers wafted from somewhere near the Paris Cinema.

Nancy said, “Unconscionable.”

“Sorry?”

“It is unconscionable not to start on time when it’s this cold.”

Hugging Nancy a little tighter, I looked around at our immediate neighbors. High school and college kids, not dressed sufficiently for the temperature, stamping their feet and stringing together ridiculous curses in the camaraderie of youth. Parents more my age, rubbing the mittened hands of their kids or wiping tiny red noses with wads of tissues pulled from pocket or handbag. A couple of cops in earmuffs, standing stoic but watchful. The crowd was well behaved so far, but occasionally you could hear coordinated shouting. If the Japanese restaurant behind and below us could have put up sake to go, they’d have made a fortune.

The weather really afflicted Nancy, but I was wearing just a rugby shirt under my coat and over my corduroy pants. Some Vikings must have come over the wall in my ancestors’ part of County Kerry, because I rarely feel the winter.

To take Nancy’s mind off it, I said, “You know, this is where the finish line used to be.”

“The finish line?”

“Of the marathon.”

No response.

I said, “The Boston Marathon?”

She cricked her neck to frown at me. Black hair, worn a little longer since autumn, wide blue eyes, a sprinkling of freckles across the nose and onto both cheeks. “Not all of us are day-labor private investigators, John Cuddy.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I’ve lived in this city all my life, and I’ve never once seen the marathon in person.”

“You’re kidding?”

“It’s too cold to kid.”

“But the marathon’s a holiday.”

Nancy shrugged off my arms. “When I was little, traffic was too snarled to come over here from South Boston. When I was in law school, I thanked God for the extra day and studied.”

“Nance, even the courthouse closes for the marathon. What’s your excuse now?”

“I never knew anybody stupid enough to run that far.”

“It’s not stupid.”

“It is.”

“Is not.”

She almost smiled. “’Tis.”

“’Tain’t. “

“I suppose you think you could run it.”

“I suppose I could.”

“John, you’re too big.”

“Six two and a little isn’t too big.”

“I meant you’re too heavy. The guys they show on TV are string beans.”

“One ninety and a little isn’t that heavy. Besides, I’d train down for it.”

“John, anyway you’re too …”

Nancy tried to swallow that last word, but I’d already heard it.

I said, “Too what?”

“Never mind.”

“Too old, is what you said. You think I’m too old to run the marathon.”

There was a feedback noise from an amplifier. Some “older” men were fiddling with a tall microphone on the patio under the tree. Then a male voice came over the public address system. “On behalf of the Prudential Center, I would like to welcome you to—”

The rest of his comments were drowned out by the swelling cheer of the crowd.

Over the roar I said into Nancy’s ear, “Now it’s down the street a couple of blocks.”

“What?”

“I said, now it’s down—”

“What is?”

“The finish line of the marathon. It used to be just about where we’re standing. But when Prudential decided to scale back its operations here, the John Hancock agreed to sponsor the race and moved the finish line down almost to the Tower.” I pointed to the Hancock, a Boston landmark of aquamarine glass now known more for its sky deck than for the four-by-ten windows that kept sproinging out and hurtling earthward just after it was built.

Nancy didn’t turn her head. “Fascinating. And still stupid.”

At the mike a priest delivered a longish invocation. I let my eyes drift over to the Empire Insurance building. My former employer. I don’t think Empire ever sponsored so much as a Little League team.

The priest was followed by our Mayor Flynn, who was blessedly brief in his remarks. Then the premier of Nova Scotia began an interminable speech that I couldn’t follow. Nancy huddled back against me.

About ten feet from us, four guys wearing Boston College varsity jackets started a chant. “Light the fuckin’ tree, light the fuckin’ tree.”

I laughed. Nancy muttered, “You’re contemptible.”

Finally, Harry Ellis Dickson, the conductor emeritus of the Boston Pops Orchestra, had his turn. He introduced Santa to much squealing and wriggling among the kids, many of whom were hoisted by dads and moms onto shoulders. Then Harry led the crowd through several carols. “O Come, All Ye Faithful,” “Joy to the World,” “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing.” Everybody knew the first few lines, most of us dah-dah-ing the rest.

Between carols Nancy sighed. “We’ve become a one-stanza society.”

Two slim figures in oddly modified Santa outfits danced up the steps of the patio.

Nancy said, “Who are they supposed to be?”

“Santa’s eunuchs.”

Again she shrugged off my arms. “I take it back. You’re beneath contempt.”

After a few more carols the star on top of the tree was lit, setting off a reaction in the crowd like the first firecracker on the Fourth of July. The long vertical strips of lights came on next. Then, beginning at the top, sequential clumps mixing red, blue, green, and yellow flashed to life, more a shimmer than individual bulbs, until the magic had hopped down the entire tree.

We finished with a universal “Silent Night,” the crowd breaking up while the last notes echoed off the buildings.

“Maybe a half each left?”

Nancy shook her head as I held the bottle of Petite Sirah poised over her glass. She had traded the sweater and long johns for a puffy print blouse that brought out the color of her eyes. We were sitting at the dining table of the condo I rented from a doctor doing a program in Chicago. Only a couple of blocks north of the Pru, it was a short but cold walk from the tree-lighting ceremony.

Cold in more ways than one.

Nancy said, “I cooked, so you clean.”

I corked the wine and cleared the table of the remains of a pretty good meal of lamb chops with mushroom-and-sausage rice. My praising the food, even its color and arrangement on the plate, hadn’t done much to warm Nancy up.

From the kitchen I said, “We can talk about it, or we can brood about it.”

No reply.

I loaded the dishwasher and sponged down the sink and counter.

Back in the living room, Nancy was sitting stiffly on the burlappy sofa, using her index finger to swipe tears angrily from the sides of her eyes.

“Nancy—”

“Just shut up, okay?”

I stopped dead.

She said, “I hate to cry.”

I believed that. As an assistant district attorney, Nancy had seen an awful lot. A person who cried easily wouldn’t get through one of her typical days, much less the couple of years she’d put in.

I said, “Is it one of your cases?”

Shake of the head.

“Medical? Physical?”

“No, dammit, it’s you.”

“Me?”

“Yes.”

“My face? My breath? My—”

“Goddammit, John. It’s …”

I walked toward her. Not told to stop, I sat next to her.

Nancy turned sideways to me, took a breath. “Look, it’s not easy for me to talk about my emotions. It never has been.”

“Hasn’t affected—”

“Don’t interrupt, okay?”

“Okay.”

She took another breath. “My dad died when I was little, John. Three years old. They didn’t have a tree-lighting ceremony in Southie, but even if they had, I didn’t have him to swing me up onto his shoulders to watch it. I really don’t remember him, not from real life. Just his face in photos, the pictures Mom kept. Holidays, especially Christmas, were hard on her because she did remember him from real life.”

I thought back to my holidays with Beth, then to the period after I’d lost her to cancer.

“Once Mom died, my last year of law school, I didn’t like the holidays anymore. All I’d had of the early ones was Mom, trying her best to be both parents at once. The later ones, I was always kind of propping her up, keeping her in the spirit of the season. When I rented the Lynches’ top floor, they tried to include me in their stuff, but it was awkward, you know? I wasn’t anybody’s niece or girlfriend or anything. I was just the poor tenant with no place else to go.”

“And then?”

“I met you. And for the first time, I thought I had somebody to share the holidays with. Really enjoy them, equal to equal, nobody making up for anything. I’ve been looking forward to the tree-lighting for weeks, then you behave like a freshman on his first trip to the big city.”

I thought she was overreacting, but I said, “I’m sorry, Nance.”

“No. No, you’re not. You don’t even understand what I mean, do you?”

“I understand. I guess what happened in my life just turned me a different direction as far as the holidays go.”

She sniffled.

I said, “Maybe you just got under my skin a little over the marathon.”

A sour face. “You big turd.”

“Finally, a term of endearment.”

She punched me on the arm. A little hard, but now playfully. “That rugby shirt doesn’t even fit anymore.”

Standing, I pulled it over my head, whirling it by a sleeve and letting it fly across the room.

Nancy looked at my pants. “Never cared much for those corduroys, either.”

Leaning forward, I braced my hands on the back of the sofa to either side of her head. “Lady, are you trying to get me into bed?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On how much harder I have to try.”

Afterward, we lay in the dark under just a sheet. The window was open a crack, the wind whistling through. I was on my back, Nancy on her side, cuddled up against me.

“John, you ever think it’s odd, the way we talk about it?”

“Can’t be helped. Catholic upbringing.”

“No. I don’t mean us us. I mean people in general. We call it ‘making love.’”

“As opposed to …?”

“I mean, it just sounds so mechanical, almost like a label for some manufacturing process.”

“It’s worse than that, Nance.”

“Why?”

“We tend to say, ‘I want to make love to you.’”

“Yes?”

“Using ‘to you’ makes it sound like a one-way street. Provider to customer.”

“How does ‘I want to make love with you’ sound?”

“Pretty good, except we’ll have to wait a while.”

She snuggled closer. “Why?”

“Well, a man my age takes two, three weeks to recharge.”

Another punch to the arm. “You’re still sore from the marathon remark.”

“I’m still sore from where you punched me before.”

“Man your age, decides to run the marathon, he’d better get used to pain.”

I shifted my face to Nancy even though I couldn’t see her in the dark. “What makes you think I’m going to run the marathon?”

“The look you gave me after I almost kept from saying you were too old for it.”

“What kind of look was it?”

“A stupid look.”

I shifted again, about to talk to the ceiling, when the telephone rang. That started the rest of it.
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“JOHN! GEE, how long’s it been?”

Tommy Kramer forgot to take the napkin off his lap as he rose to greet me. It fell straight and true to the floor. Only heavy cloth for Sunday brunch at Joe’s American Bar & Grill.

“Tommy, good to see you.”

He sat back, crushing a filterless cigarette in an ashtray but not noticing the napkin between his penny loafers. Moving upward, the flannel slacks were gray, the oxford shirt pale blue, the tie a Silk Regent with red background, and the blazer navy blue. Dressing down, for Tommy.

I took in the room’s detailed ceilings and mahogany wainscoting, pausing for a moment on the bay window overlooking Newbury Street. The shoppers below bustled around half an hour before the boutiques would open for Christmas-season high rollers. We had a corner all to ourselves, the yuppies holding off until after twelve, when the booze could start to flow.

Tommy’s rounded face seemed to lift a little, making him look younger. “You know, my old law firm used to own this place.”

“I didn’t know. The Boston one, you mean?”

“Right, right. Firm got started before the turn of the century, one of the first in the city to decide to make a Jew a partner. When word leaked out about that, the downtown eating clubs very politely told the firm’s established partners, ‘Well, you understand, of course, that we can’t serve him here.’ At which point the partners basically looked at each other, said ‘fuck you’ to the clubs, and bought a restaurant downtown for lunch meetings and this one here in Back Bay for dinner.”

“So they could eat where they wanted.”

“With whoever they wanted, including the new Jewish partner.”

“The firm still run the place?”

“No, no. Sometime after I went out on my own in Dedham, they sold it. Back then, though, it was heady stuff for a young lawyer like me to be able to walk into one of the finest restaurants in Boston and be treated like the king of Siam.”

“Your practice going well?”

“The practice? Oh, yeah, yeah. Couldn’t be better. We’re at eight attorneys now with the associate we brought in last week. Evening grad from New England.”

Nancy’s alma mater. “Kathy and the kids?”

“Terrific. She’s gone and got her real estate ticket. Salesman, not broker yet, but that’ll come in time. She’s showing real estate all over town and having a ball. Slow market, like everywhere, but she knows the neighborhoods and the schools. Jason’s on the wrestling team, Kit’s doing indoor—oh, I get it. If everything’s okay on the practice and home fronts, how come I drag you in here on ten hours notice?”

“Something like that.”

A waitress in a tux came to the table and asked if we’d like to order. Both of us went with orange juice, eggs Benedict, and a basket of muffins.

When she was beyond earshot, Tommy said, “It’s not for me. It’s for somebody I owe.”

Tommy’s oblique way of reminding me that I still owed him for a favor.

“I’m listening.”

He coaxed another cigarette from the Camel soft pack. “Okay if I …?”

“The smoke doesn’t bother me if the surgeon general doesn’t bother you.”

A match from the little box on the table flared, giving Tommy for an instant the look of a combat soldier, the curly hair still full enough to mimic a helmet. “Who would’ve thought, twenty, thirty years ago that someday you’d have to ask permission to light up?”

When I didn’t say anything, he took a deep draw, then put the cigarette down, using the thumb and forefinger of his other hand to tweezer bits of tobacco from his tongue. “The guy approached me because he’s not a lawyer himself, but he wants confidentiality in sounding you out.”

“Tommy, the licensing statute requires me to maintain the confidentiality of whatever the client tells me.”

“Right, right. And this guy knows that. It’s just … well, he wouldn’t exactly be the client.”

“Somebody wants to talk with me—”

“Wants me to talk with you—”

“But this somebody wouldn’t be my actual client?”

“Right.”

Our orange juice arrived. I sipped it. Fresh-squeezed, not from concentrate. Like the difference between chardonnay and Ripple. “Okay, I’m still listening.”

“A friend of this guy is getting threats.”

“Threats. Like over the telephone?”

“Like through the mail. Cut-and-paste jobs using words from magazines.”

“The friend of the guy been to the police?”

“Not exactly.”

“What exactly?”

“The secretary of the friend of the guy tried—”

“Tommy, this is getting a little out of hand. How about some real names.”

He turned that over, shook his head. “How about some titles to make it easier?”

“Titles.”

“Until you know whether you’re interested or not.”

“Okay. Titles.”

Tommy pulled on the Camel, wisps of smoke wending out of his nostrils. “The guy I owe, let’s call him the Activist. His friend who’s getting the threats, let’s call the friend the Professor. The Professor’s secretary—”

“Tried going to the police.”

“Right.”

“And?”

“And the cops can’t do much. I’m not into criminal law, but I’m assuming they checked the notes for fingerprints or postmarks and all, and came up empty.”

“So you want me to do what?”

“I want you to talk to the Activist and the Secretary as my agent, if you’re willing.”

“As your agent.”

“Right.”

“Talk to them about what, bodyguarding the Professor?”

“No, no. She—they can talk to you more about that.”

“Tommy …”

“Look, John, I know this sucks a little, but like I said, I owe the guy.”

“The Activist.”

“Right.”

“Can you at least tell me how you owe this guy?”

Tommy took another puff. “When I was with that firm in Boston, they were real civil rights conscious.”

“Good thing to be.”

“Yeah, well, most of us young associates signed up as volunteers, whatever, for different causes through the BBA.”

“Boston Bar Association?”

“Right, right. I drew …”

He stopped, took a puff out of sequence. “I drew this activist, and after I helped him out a couple of times, he started throwing a lot of business my way, business I really needed once I broke off on my own.”

“Activist, Professor, Secretary.”

“Huh?”

“Tommy, these don’t sound like people who need the layers of confidentiality you’re throwing up around them.”

“John, that’s kind of their business, don’t you think?”

“Tommy, you want me to meet with them, it’s kind of my business, don’t you think?”

He put a casual look on his face, checking the room. “This activist, John, he’s … Alec Bacall.”

“Rings a bell somewhere.”

“He’s a gay activist, John.”

Bacall. Majored in housing and employment rights, minored in AIDS issues. “Tommy, the professor here. Maisy Andrus?”

He flinched. “Keep your voice down, okay?”

“The right-to-die fanatic.”

Tommy reddened. “She’s not—” He caught himself speaking too loudly, our waitress thinking he meant her to come over. Tommy shook her off with an apologetic smile.

More quietly, Tommy said to me, “She’s not a fanatic, John. She was a professor of mine, back in law school.”

“At Boston College?”

“Right, right. Before she went over to Mass Bay.”

I waited for Tommy to say something about my year as a student at the Law School of Massachusetts Bay. He didn’t.

I said, “So Andrus was a professor of yours.”

“And she helped me get that first job, at the law firm. Letter of recommendation, couple of phone calls, I found out later.”

“So you owe her too.”

“Yeah.”

“And now she’s being threatened.”

Tommy ground out the cigarette. “Right.”

“And she turns to you to turn to me.”

“No, no, Alec—Bacall—is the one who called me.”

I sat back. Watching him.

“What’s the matter, John?”

“Quite a coincidence.”

“Huh?”

“You contacting me to maybe help these people who preach the quick-and-happy ending.”

Tommy looked very uncomfortable. Which was as good an answer as my next question could bring.

“John, look—”

“Tommy. I lost Beth to cancer, slowly. Bacall pushes the right to die for AIDS victims, Andrus casts a wider net. I’m the first one you think of?”

“John, I’m sorry. I should have … Look, I owe these people. From a long time ago, but I owe them. I once mentioned to Alec about Beth. Not directly, just that I could understand his position because I had a good friend who became a private investigator partly because his wife died. I never used your name or Beth’s, it was just …”

“An example.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, but yeah. Then Alec calls me yesterday, and the guy’s got a mind like a steel trap. He remembers me mentioning your situation, John. And he asks me to ask you.”

Picking up my orange juice, I pictured Tommy dropping everything to help me with Empire and with Beth. To Tommy bailing me out when I was filling a hospital bed, a bullet hole in my shoulder and a skeptical D.A. on my neck.

“I’ll talk to them.”

“Great, great. Uh, John?”

“Yes.”

“Today maybe?”

Nancy was at work, catching up on some research. After one more stop in the neighborhood, I’d be free for the afternoon.

“Two o’clock, Tommy. My office on Tremont Street.”

“Alec said he’d be at the professor’s house, so I’ll call them now. I really appreciate this, John.”

Getting up, Tommy got his feet tangled in the napkin and nearly fell into our waitress and eggs Benedict.
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“JOHN, YOU WORKING out formal now?”

Gesturing at my coat and tie, Elie put his Dunkin’ Donuts coffee on the front desk. His olive skin and blue eyes were twin legacies from the broad gene pool in Lebanon. Maybe twelve people were using the Nautilus machines in the large room behind him, a separate aerobics class thumping in the back studio.

“I was in yesterday, Elie. You got a minute?”

“Sure, sure. How can I help you?”

I waited for a heavyset man in a Shawmut Bank T-shirt to dismount the Lifecycle closest to the desk and head for the showers.

“Not for publication, but I’m thinking about running the marathon.”

A look of concern. “Boston?”

“Right.”

“You still doing what, three to five miles?”

“Three times a week. Most weeks, anyway.”

“John, I’m not a runner, but if I was as big as you, I wouldn’t try it.”

“Why not?”

“Running is awful tough on the joints over the longer distances. Your size and weight, there’s going to be a lot of stress on the knees, hips, even the ankles.”

“Can’t I train for that?”

“I don’t think you can train without that. But like I said, I’m not a runner, and unfortunately, nobody on the staff here is. Biking and rowing, sure. But the marathon? No.”

“How can I find somebody?”

“You mean like to train you? That costs a fortune. Tell you what. I can go through some magazines at the library.”

“Magazines?”

“Yeah, like Runner’s World, that kind of thing. They got to have an article on doing your first marathon.”

“Elie, I don’t want you to go to any trouble.”

“No trouble, really. They’re all out in the open, second floor.”

“Elie, thanks but no. I can check the library on my own. Any other suggestions?”

The concerned look again. “Friend to friend?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t do it.”

“Did Nancy get to you?”

“Nancy who?”

“Never mind.”

By the time I left Elie, it was pretty sunny, so I walked downtown along Commonwealth Avenue. Commonwealth begins at the Public Garden and rambles forever westward. Over the first ten blocks, a wide center strip hosts civic statues and grand Dutch elms that so far have survived both the disease and occasional hurricanes. With a dusting of snow, my route would have been a postcard.

Midway through the Public Garden, I stopped on the bridge spanning the Swan Pond. In warmer weather the city raises the water level to provide swan boat rides. In colder weather the city lowers the water level to form a rink. Tourists with cameras, many of them Asian, stood at the edges of the ice, taking pictures of some locals playing pick-up hockey. None of the skaters was very good, but Boston does have the knack of creating photo ops at every time of the year.

Crossing Charles Street, the Common was bleaker, as usual. Centuries ago, the site really was used in common by farmers for grazing their livestock. Now the three-card-monte dealers and souvenir wagons had flown south for the winter, replaced by raggedy runaways hopeful of peddling themselves for a warm bed and manageable abuse. Further on, groups of three or four men stood around benches, glancing in every direction while gloved hands traded glassine envelopes or plastic vials for folded currency.

My office was in a building on Tremont, near the Park Street subway station. Derelicts clustered in irregular patterns around the entrances to the station, grateful for the canned heat from below and the solar variety from above. A few jerked up their heads as they became aware of how close I would come to them. I looked away to calm their fears of being rousted.

There used to be a lot of pigeons on the Common. Now there are a lot of homeless people and not so many pigeons. You figure it out.

I used my key to get into the building, taking the elevator up to my office. On a piece of paper, I wrote “Cuddy, ring bell” and drew an arrow underneath. Back downstairs, I taped the directions to the glass door. Then I returned to the office to kill some time and paperwork, waiting for two o’clock.

They made a striking pair, if not quite a couple.

Alec Bacall (“Call me Alec, please”) was as tall as I am but slim, with a ramrod posture and a steel-clamp handshake to go with the steel-trap mind. Pushing forty, his hair was still the color of wheat and probably streaked toward platinum if he spent much time outdoors in the summer. The Prince John beard and mustache were a shade darker, clipped so perfectly that trimming might be a daily exercise. Bacall wore a light gray suit with double-pleated pants. His shirt was a long-point requiring a collar stay. The paisley tie was woven in a pattern that catalogs caption “ancient madder.” Bacall sat in one client’s chair, or friend of client’s chair, and crossed his right leg over the left.

Inés Roja (“I am the secretary of Professor Andrus”) wore very little makeup and needed less. Early twenties and perhaps five two in sensible shoes, she had lustrous black hair wound into a bun, high cheekbones, and irises that were almost black. Wearing a simple blue suit with schoolgirl blouse, Roja held a burgundy briefcase on her lap and crossed her ankles as she sat in my other client’s chair. Or secretary of client’s chair.

Bacall said, “Perhaps it would be easier if you were to tell us what Tommy has already told you. So that we won’t bore you with details you already know.”

“Tommy wants me to keep this as lawyerly as possible, Mr. Bacall—”

“Alec, John.”

“Alec, so maybe it would be safer for you to tell me what you think the situation is.”

Bacall used his left index finger to touch both lips, then said, “I’ll try. Then you can ask anything you want. Inés, please feel free to jump in anytime.”

Bacall looked at the woman only as he spoke her name, coming back to me with the rest of the sentence. I got the impression Roja didn’t feel all that free to jump in.

“Maisy Andrus is a full professor of law, meaning with tenure, at the Law School of Massachusetts Bay. She’s been a controversial figure in legal education for some time, but I’m not versed enough in legal theory to give you all the ins and outs of why. Her stand on the right to die is what draws most of the fire. She’s put her money where her mouth is, so to speak.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, Maisy was never a poor woman, but after graduating from law school she made some shrewd investments with family money, and her writing and lectures have pulled in a good deal more. She also was involved in, well, the incident in Spain.”

“Somebody in her family, right?”

“Her husband. Or former husband, more precisely. A Spanish doctor named Enrique Cuervo Duran. A virtual Dr. Schweitzer in his own country, but suffering horribly toward the end from a stroke. He was considerably older than Maisy.”

“You ever meet him?”

“No. Oh, no, I’ve known Maisy for only … what, eight years now? The tragedy with Dr. Duran was all in the seventies, just after the generalissimo died.”

“Who?”

“Franco.”

The little I knew about Franco I’d learned from Saturday Night Live. “I remember reading an article that claimed Professor Andrus helped—sorry, do you use the word ‘euthanasia’?”

“Actually, ‘help’ is just fine, John. It’s both descriptive and down-to-earth. Maisy used humane means at hand to help the doctor end his agony. An injection.”

I was thinking, “easy to say,” when Roja did jump in.

“Perhaps, Alec, if we could show Mr. Cuddy the letters, he would see the problem we are bringing to him.”

She spoke precisely, a Hispanic accent beneath New York-accented English.

Bacall sat back. “Good idea.”

Roja unzipped the briefcase and fished out a couple of sheets. “These are Xerox copies of the three letters.”

I reached across the desk as she passed them to me. Calling them letters was being generous. In scissored syntax, with words of varying size and background, all were pretty similar.

The first read, “ONLY GOD NOT YOU CU-NT,” the “CU” in the last word from a different source than the “NT.”

The second read, “THEY DIE YOU DIE BIT-CH,” with different sources for the last word again.

The third read, “YOUR TIME COMES SOON SLUT,” the letters in the final word all from the same source.

“Any physical contact by the sender?”

They said no together.

“How about the telephone?”

Bacall said, “Not connected to these.”

I laid the copies of the letters on the desk as though I were dealing solitaire. “Which arrived first?”

Roja said, “Like this,” pointing to each in the order I’d read them.

“How did they arrive?”

She said, “The first two by mail to the professor’s office at the law school.”

“And the third?”

Bacall said, “By hand. In her mailbox.”

“Mailbox? Like a faculty mailbox?”

“No, John. At her home.”

I thought about it.

Bacall added, “Maisy has a town house on Beacon Hill. The third note was in with the delivered mail but not stamped.”

“Where are the originals?”

Bacall said, “Inés?”

Roja indicated the “ONLY GOD” note. “When I opened the first, I told the professor. She said not to worry, but I kept it anyway. When I opened the second, I called Alec. I told him I wanted to go to the police. He told me just to call them, so I did. But they did not seem very interested, the police.”

Bacall said, “When the third one arrived, Inés contacted me again. I told her this time maybe she’d better go to the police with the things.”

I said to Roja, “And did you?”

“Yes. I went to the police, and I brought the letters with me. They told me they cannot do much, but they kept the originals and told me to call if we get another one.”

“Did you bring them the envelopes too?”

“The first one, no. I tore it up when I was upset about the letter in it. The second one, yes, and the third one too.”

“Name and address the same as the notes?”

“I do not understand?”

“On the envelopes. Were there cut-and-paste words like on the letters themselves?”

“Oh. Yes, yes.”

“Postmarks?”

“Here in Boston.”

“So the police have the originals.”

“Yes.”

I looked at the sheets on my desk. Bright, clear duplicates. “And they made these copies for you?”

Roja said, “No. I made them. At the law school.”

“You made them.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

She looked at me as though I were born without a brain. “I am a secretary, sir. I make a copy before I give away the original of the document.”

I said to Bacall, “You go with her to the cops?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Bacall smiled, arching an eyebrow. “I don’t always bring out the best in peace officers.”

I said to Roja, “Where did you go to the police?”

“I called the headquarters on Berkeley Street after the second letter. Then I called them again after the third one, and they told me to go see the police by the Government Center.”

Area A station house, the division that encompasses Beacon Hill. A simple complaint about unsubstantiated threats wouldn’t be taken too seriously, especially when directed against a lightning rod like Andrus.

“Do you remember who you spoke to there?”

“Detective William K. Neely.” Roja dug into the briefcase and produced a business card which she passed across the desk. “He did not want to give me that, but I insisted and so he did.”

I handed her back the card. “Does the professor receive a lot of threats?”

Bacall said, “Ten, twelve a week. More after a lecture or TV spot.”

“Like these?”

“Oh, worse. Vicious voices on the phone, photos of aborted fetuses, nasty packages through United Parcel with the remains of dead animals laminated inside them. Imagination is one capacity our opponents do not lack.”

“Then why are you reacting to these?”

“Because most of the hate mail Maisy gets is signed, you see, names and return addresses. Expecting a direct response, believe me.”

“And these are anonymous.”

Roja broke in. “And we have never before had one delivered by hand to the professor’s home.”

I gathered the sheets into a pile. “Does the professor share your concern?”

Bacall and Roja exchanged glances.

He said, “Well, no. It takes rather a lot to get Maisy concerned.”

“Then it doesn’t exactly sound like she’s interested in hiring me as an investigator, and I’m not much for body guarding.”

Roja said, “The professor does not need a bodyguard.”

Bacall caught himself starting to smile. “Maisy doesn’t need a bodyguard because she already has one.”

I looked from one to the other. “I don’t get it.”

Bacall said, “A man her former husband befriended and raised in Spain. Manolo’s really more of a house servant, but he never strays far from her side.”

“You keep saying ‘former husband.’ She’s remarried?”

“Yes. Tucker Hebert.”

“The tennis player?”

“He’ll be pleased to hear you remembered him.”

“Please, sir.” Roja thrust her head forward, the eyes and mouth set for imploring. “I believe, and Alec believes, that the professor could be in real danger. We need you to help us.”

“It sounds more like you need someone to convince Ms. Andrus that she should take this seriously. Without her cooperation, there’s not much I can do.”

Bacall sat forward. “John, let me be perfectly frank here. Inés and I both have a bad feeling about this. I can’t tell you it’s completely rational, because feelings aren’t rational to start with. But we both believe someone should be looking into this, and I agree that you can’t do much without Maisy’s cooperation. However, that’s why you are the perfect person to help us.”

“I don’t see it.”

“Maisy is terribly concerned about appearing invincible to the public. Hence our concern about confidentiality with Tommy and with you.”

Bacall dropped both the tone and the pace of his voice. “And there is another factor too. Some time ago, Tommy told me about your wife, John. It’s precisely because of your experience that Maisy might let you look into this for her.”

I shifted in my chair. “Spell it out.”

As Bacall hesitated, Roja said, “Mr. Cuddy, we respect your decision in your own life. What Alec means is that the professor would not speak to most investigators we could find, but she would be … interested in you.”

“Because she’d see me as a whipping boy for her own views?”

“No,” said Bacall. “Because she’d see you as someone who understood her views but hadn’t embraced them. She’d find that … interesting, as Inés said.”

“And if I don’t especially feel like being a convert-in-waiting?”

Bacall sat up straighter. “I imagine that you often have to pose as someone other than who you are. We aren’t asking that here. We’re simply asking that you be yourself, the man Tommy described to me, so that Maisy will receive the professional help she requires despite herself.”

There was a certain dignity in the way Bacall made his argument. He seemed to care as much about stating his position accurately as about ultimately persuading me of it.

Roja said, “Please, Mr. Cuddy?”

“Okay, I’ll meet with her. Then it’s her decision and my decision from there.”

Bacall said he’d call me at home that night with details. Roja just said thank you.
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MONDAY MORNING the clock radio woke me up at six-thirty. I had stayed at the office for a while Sunday afternoon, then walked home via Newbury Street to do some window shopping toward Nancy’s Christmas. By the time I’d gotten back to the condo, Alec Bacall had left a message on my telephone tape machine, telling me to come to the law school by ten-thirty A.M. Monday and ask the security guard for Inés Roja. The four hours gave me plenty of time.

After using the bathroom, I heeded the weather forecast by pulling on a T-shirt and Puma shorts under an outer layer of sweatshirt and sweat pants with elastic cuffs. I laced up the running shoes I’d broken in over the prior few months and contemplated my first training run toward the marathon.

The longest distance I’d ever done before was a little under six miles, but that was in the summer, when I carried less weight. I figured the seven or so miles to Harvard Square and back would be just the ticket for burning off the extra pounds from Thanksgiving.

I figured wrong.

The condo I rented was in the rear of a brownstone on the corner of Beacon and Fairfield. Coming out the front door of my building, I could just about see the pedestrian ramp rising above Storrow Drive to the running and biking paths along the Charles River.

The wind was blowing fifteen miles an hour from a northeastern sky that understudied snow, the temperature in the high twenties. As I approached the ramp, a homeless man sat against the foundation of the expensive high-rise catercorner from my brownstone. He was wearing a bunch of tatty sweaters under a brown tweed sport jacket. The jacket’s seams burst across the shoulders, a wilted red carnation in the lapel. His soiled Washington Redskins watch cap was pulled over the ears, his eyeglasses taped at the nose and both temples. He waved to me as I passed him on the other side of the street. I waved back, crossed over Storrow on the ramp, and started west.

Halfway to Harvard Square, I’d already perspired through the T-shirt and into the sweats. At the Larz Anderson bridge, I decided to turn around instead of going uphill into the square itself. Even so, as soon as I reversed direction, I was running into the teeth of the wind. Soaking wet.

My hands got cold first.

My feet got cold next.

My legs chimed in third.

By the time I reached the Boston University bridge, maybe a mile and a half to go, my head and chest both hurt. My pace flagged, meaning more steps to finish, but I didn’t see that I had much choice.

I wheezed to the Massachusetts Avenue bridge, breaking down to a trot and finally a walk. A fast walk, because as soon as I stopped running, my teeth began to chatter.

There are a few public benches upriver of the Fairfield ramp. The bum in the Redskins hat was sitting on one of them. As I drew even with him, my right calf cramped. I stopped walking to stand still on it, then tried to stretch it, using a tree as support for my palms.

A voice behind me said, “A little of that beforehand’d do you a world of good.”

I turned my head. The bum on the bench nodded. Without replying, I turned my head back to the tree.

He said, “Might also run into the wind first. You won’t sweat so much, and on the homeward leg, you’ll be going with her and feeling cozy.”

I gritted my teeth and over my shoulder said, “Right.”

“But consider the source, eh?”

This time I turned completely around. The man’s voice had the singsong quality of Frank Perdue hucking chickens. The eyes behind the glasses were alert, almost jovial. What hair I could see sticking out from under the hat looked black and gray, the three-day growth on his cheeks and chin grayer still.

I said, “Sorry. Thanks for the advice.”

“Another thing?”

“Yeah?”

“You won’t ever get to the marathon, much less finish her, without changing your stride some.”

Watching him, I put my fists on my hips and tried walking gingerly. The cramp was still there, but not as compelling. “The marathon.”

“That’s right.”

“What makes you think I’m aiming at that?”

“Everything. It’s cold enough, the fair-weather folks are on treadmills or stationary bikes somewheres, comparing their portfolios with the person next to them. You’re out here, early enough in the morning, but you obviously don’t know how far you can go in this weather and that kind of outfit. Or much about your own endurance curve and how to build it. Oh, the shoes are beat up, so you haven’t been on your dead ass all year, but basically you don’t have a clue how to condition yourself.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah. You’re the right age too.”

I stared at him. “The right age.”

“Yeah. The age where you start wondering, ‘Can I really do it?’ That wondering, that gives you the look.”

“I’ve got the look too, huh?”

“Like Rocky in that first training scene, where he gets to the monument steps and looks like he’s maybe gonna infarct.”

I laughed. Which made me shiver and reminded me how cold I was. I shook my head and turned to go.

“One suggestion about that stride?”

I stopped. “Yeah?”

“Man your size has to lengthen his stride a little, cover more ground. Otherwise, you’re gonna pound your knees to powder, all the steps you’ll be taking in training. Only two ways to lengthen the stride. One’s to lunge with the front foot. Bad in more ways than you got time to hear. Other way’s to push off with your back foot a little more, use the quads at the front of your thighs to kind of launch that back leg into the next stride. Try that, the longer distances’ll come a little easier.”

Made sense. “Thanks again.”

The man stood up. In a quieter voice he said, “Better get yourself inside and warm now,” and began moving upriver, hands in the side pockets of his jacket.

I said, “Hey?”

“Yeah?”

“Why all the free advice?”

The man stopped, turned partway. I didn’t think he was going to say anything, then he spoke quickly. “When I was sitting against that skyscraper over there?”

“Yes?”

A shrug and the quieter voice again. “You waved back.”

After showering I wolfed down a couple of English muffins and a quart of ice water. I put on a suit and tie, then started walking to the South End.

Boston has law schools like New York has museums, seven all told. Harvard is Harvard. Boston College and Boston University are both solid institutions often confused with each other by people from out of state. The schools with the most interesting histories are New England (founded to give women the opportunity to study law) and Suffolk (founded to give male immigrants the same). Northeastern’s co-op program fills the niche for people who want to alternate school and on-the-job training.

Mass Bay thought it could fill a niche too. In the late sixties some entrepreneurs figured they could prosper on the baby boomers’ abject horror of graduating college and having nowhere to spend their parents’ remaining money. Even though both New England and Suffolk offered long-established evening divisions, Mass Bay felt it also could cash in on full-time employees who wanted part-time law study. After getting back from Vietnam, I was one.

Given that my stipend under the G.I. Bill would cover most of the tuition, a career counselor at Empire allowed as how it wouldn’t be a bad idea for me to do one year of law school. I chose Mass Bay because I hadn’t been what you’d call a scholar during my undergraduate days at Holy Cross. Also, I did about as well on standardized tests like the LSAT as Ray Charles would shooting skeet. The only standardized number Mass Bay cared about was 98.6, and the school was located within blocks of Empire’s office tower. At the end of the year my grades were a little better than average, but I knew the law and I would not enjoy each other over the course of a lifetime. So I simply didn’t register the following fall.

Mass Bay’s first and only building was a converted armory, the facade of pink granite and turrets still impressive. The security desk was just inside the entrance, only a few students sitting on plastic chairs in a linoleum lobby.

“Help you?” said the guard, a pensioner with a green uniform shirt, khaki pants, and no tie or badge.

The clock on the wall told me I was ten minutes late. “I’m here to see Inés Roja.”

The guard moved something around in his mouth. “Good luck to you.” He pushed a button on an old-fashioned switchboard and said into the receiver, “Inés, you expecting somebody? … Didn’t say …” He looked up at me. “Yeah, yeah, that’s him. … Right.”

Hanging up, he pointed to the elevator at the back of the lobby. The only elevator. “Take that to three and turn left. Can’t miss it.”

“Thanks. Kind of quiet, isn’t it?”

“Kids are out for Christmas already, you can believe it. We’re in special session now.” He spoke the phrase the way a prison guard would say “rehabilitation therapy.”

When the elevator doors opened on three, Inés Roja didn’t give me a chance to turn left.

Pulling back the cuffed sleeve of a copper-colored suit, she checked her watch. “The professor teaches at eleven. I will take you to the classroom. After that you and she can return to the office to talk.”

“Wait a minute. I’m going to sit through a whole class hour before I talk with her?”

“It will not be as long as an hour. It is the initial meeting of special session, so it will be short. The professor wants you to see her in the classroom. Please?”

Roja got on the elevator with me, and we rode down to the second floor. She indicated a door marked 205. The room I’d sat in for my first-year courses.

“Please, go in and make yourself comfortable.”

From what I remembered about 205, that would be quite a trick.
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