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One

I SIPPED THE STROH’S and stared at the roller in the aluminum pan. The door to the hall and both windows in the office were open, but the breezeless May afternoon still sealed in the paint smell. I was wearing a red T-shirt and the khaki shorts I had wine-stained the week before. The edge of the desk was hard on my rear end, the clear plastic drop cloth squeaking each time I squirmed to get comfortable. The landlord had said a two-year lease would be four hundred a month, three-eighty if I painted it myself. My former apartment-office had been burned out, and I decided the time had come to have one of each.

I turned my head and took in the view of the Boston Common, our answer to Central Park, that had hooked me on this place for the office part. At my corner of the Common is the Park Street subway station, a human kaleidoscope. In the early morning you get the rush-hour crowd, lawyers and bankers in two-piece suits, secretaries in half-salary outfits. In late morning come teachers and parent assistants leading field trips of fourth graders, lunchboxes clanking and name-tags fluttering. At midday, young management trainees and salespeople picnic on the grass with sausage sandwiches, fresh fruit, or salads bought from wagoned vendors. At all hours, the Hare Krishnas chant, the past-prime folk singers strum, the bullhorn evangelists exhort. Only the winos are quiet, lying on their sides like half-opened, human jack-knives. All in all, a view that could keep you sane. At least by comparison.

I swallowed another mouthful of the Stroh’s and wondered for the hundredth time what “fire-brewed” means. I looked up at the half-painted walls and down again at the roller and pan. I finished the beer, flexed my rolling arm, and went back to work.

“Good to see a man with a trade.” A deep, familiar voice from the doorway.

“You the guy from the lettering company?” I said without turning. “I’ve decided on ‘John Francis Cuddy, Confidential Investigations.’ ”

He snorted a laugh, rapping a knuckle on the lavatory-glass section of the door. “Maybe you’d do better to leave ‘Avery Stein, Tax Preparer’ up here.”

I laid the roller back into the pan and gestured toward the Lil’ Oscar cooler on the desk. “Have a beer, Lieutenant?”

“No, thanks.” Murphy came slowly into the room, careful of his clothes around the shiny walls. Shorter and heavier than I am, Murphy was the first black lieutenant detective on the force, appointed when an otherwise bigoted city councillor mistook surname for race.

I pulled a drop cloth from one of the chairs I had bid on at a liquidator’s auction. “Sit.”

He lightly touched the arms, seat, and back for wet spots, then settled in. “This is a pretty nice setup.”

“Thank you.”

Murphy fidgeted a bit. I hadn’t known him long, but I had never seen him ill at ease before.

“Can I help you with something, Lieutenant?”

He frowned, rested his elbow on the chair arm, and bothered his teeth with an index finger. “I don’t like asking favors,” he said.

I thought back a few months. “I figure I owe you one.”

“The shotgun thing.”

“Yeah.”

“I guess you’re right, but I still don’t like asking.”

I shrugged. We waited.

Murphy made up his mind. “A woman I dated a long time ago. Her son is in deep shit, and I want you to check it out.”

“As in ‘get him out’?”

“Or maybe just confirm that he belongs there.”

“In the deep shit.”

“Yeah.”

“What’s the situation?”

“The name William Daniels mean anything to you?”

“Yes,” I said. “But I don’t place it.”

“About three weeks ago. Young black shoots his white girlfriend, then confesses to their therapy group.”

“The kid under hypnosis.”

“That’s right.”

I thought back to the television reports. The arraignment, Massachusetts allowing cameras in the courtroom for some years now. Daniels, a college student, his mother holding back tears. The dead girl’s father, sitting stoically, his wife back home under sedation. Ironically, the father was a TV station manager who had fought for coverage of court proceedings.

“I remember some of it,” I said. “Daniels had the gun on him, right?”

“The therapy witnesses say he reached into his pocket and laid it on his lap. Papers said Ballistics made it as the murder weapon.”

I thought back again. “The shooting was out in Calem?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Meaning Middlesex County.”

“Right.”

“Not your jurisdiction.”

Murphy cleared his throat. “Right again.”

“But you must have official contacts out there?”

“Yeah, and if I got contacts there, why do I need do drag in a PI to tell me what I can find out myself.”

“That’s what I was wondering.”

Murphy leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands working a little on each other. “How many black cops you think work Calem?”

“Maybe one?”

“That’s right. A rookie patrolman. Two, if you count a uniformed dispatcher.”

“So if you call out there, it looks like professional big-city black cop checking up on small-town white cops?”

“To see if they’re ’roading a black defendant through their white, suburban system.” Murphy sat back, not quite relaxed.

“He must have a lawyer by now,” I said.

“Private, but he used to be a Mass Defender”—meaning an attorney from the Massachusetts Defenders Committee, the old name for the Commonwealth’s public defender system.

“I’d have to start with him.”

“Start with the mother instead. She approves of you, she’ll tell William, and he’ll okay it with the lawyer.”

“You know the kid?”

“Met him once in a supermarket, maybe ten years ago.”

I didn’t ask the follow-up question, but Murphy answered it for me.

“Yeah, I think he did it. But I want Willa to think so too.”

“Willa’s his mother?”

“Right.”

“You have her address and telephone?”

He pulled a folded paper from inside his coat and handed it to me. Willa Daniels, home and work. Robert J. Murphy, home and work.

“Thanks, Cuddy,” said Murphy, rising.

“Lieutenant?”

“Yeah?”

“Why me?”

“Why you?”

“Yeah. I can’t be the only private detective you know.”

“Cuddy, you’re the only white private detective I know who owes me a favor. I hate asking for favors. I hate owing them even more.”

He slammed “Avery Stein, Tax Preparer” on the way out.



Two

MY WATCH WAS IN my sports jacket on the coat tree. Rather than wipe my spattered hands, I leaned out the window. The clock on the Park Street Church tower said 2:20 P.M. It was typically five minutes slow. I already had a phone in the office, but I decided to finish the paint job and call Mrs. Daniels later.

By four-thirty, I was in the men’s, scrubbing my fingers with a small brush and turpentine. A white-collar worker came in, relieved himself, and thought better of telling me I was in an executive washroom. He left without rinsing his hands.

By four forty-five, I was out of the painting clothes and back into my buttoned-down yellow shirt, tweed coat, and khaki pants. I made sure I had the piece of paper Murphy had given me and used the stairs down to the street.

I crossed Tremont and slipped sideways through the crush of federal and state employees beating everyone else’s office workers to the subway entrance. Once I was past the station, the Common sprawled green in front of me. I walked toward home.

The case that destroyed my old apartment had landed me in the hospital. After I got out, a friend suggested I call his sister. The sister, a doctor, was taking a two-year program in Chicago and needed a tenant for her condominium in Back Bay. Fortunately, the case also provided me with a chunk of money, which, when added to the insurance proceeds from the fire, allowed me to afford the rents on both the condo and the office. I could afford time, too. Time to think about Nancy Meagher.

Nancy was an assistant district attorney for Suffolk County, basically meaning Boston. She was also the first woman I’d felt close to, felt anything for, since my wife, Beth, died of cancer.

At Charles Street I took the Commonwealth Avenue extension through the Public Garden. The Common is for ball-playing and dog-running. The Garden is for swan-boating and love-walking. Nancy and I hadn’t walked through the Garden yet. I hoped we would. But first she would have to call me. At the hospital, Nancy had said she needed time to think, as well. Time to think about having killed a man.

I started up Commonwealth for two blocks, shifting to Marlborough for two more, and then onto Beacon for the last block to Fairfield. If there is a better way of commuting than walking through an historic neighborhood to and from work, I can’t imagine it.

The condo is one of eight one-bedroom units in an old, corner brownstone. It occupies the rear of the second floor on the left-hand side of the street, which means southern exposure. The living room has seven stained-glass windows across its south wall and a polished oak-front fireplace along its east wall. High-ceilinged and airy, it’s the nicest place I ever lived in alone.

I took off my sports jacket and glanced at the new telephone tape machine. The Calls window displayed a fluorescent green “0,” meaning no messages.

Fishing out Murphy’s paper, I called Willa Daniels at both work and home. No answer at either.

I popped a steak into the broiler and took a half-full bottle of cabernet sauvignon out of the fridge to warm back down to room temperature. As dinner cooked, I drank some ice water with a twist of lime while I read most of the New York Times, which I had delivered each morning but usually didn’t read until evening.

After I ate, I got Mrs. Daniels at home. She asked if I could come right over. She gave me an address in Roxbury and detailed directions. I said I would see her in half an hour.

I usually wear a handgun over my right buttock, but that night I undid my belt and slipped on a holstered Smith & Wesson Chief’s Special so that it rode at my left front. A car carrying whites had been stoned at a traffic light in Roxbury the prior week, and if necessary, I wanted to be able to cross-draw easily.

I followed Tremont Street deep into Roxbury, making the two right and one left turns to Millrose Street. On the Danielses’ block were four beautifully kept houses, three burned-out shells, and six that fell in between. The Daniels house was an in-betweener.

I spotted a parking space and maneuvered my old Fiat 124 around some barely identifiable trash and intact but empty wine bottles. The container law in Massachusetts rewards scavengers a nickel for each beer or tonic receptacle, whether glass, plastic, or aluminum, but nothing for wine jugs. A pity.

As I got out of the car, I saw three young blacks on a stoop between me and the Daniels house. All wore sleeveless athletic shirts, racing-stripe gym shorts, and sneakers. Two had socks, one didn’t. They had a blaster radio turned down low on an R-and-B tune I didn’t recognize.

As I drew even with them, the biggest of the three stood up and took a step toward me. Not threatening. Just an approach.

“Five bucks,” he said.

“Five bucks?”

“To watch your car, man.”

“So no harm comes to it?”

“That’s right.”

“Well,” I said, “I’m doing a favor tonight. Ms. Daniels’ son is in some trouble, and I told a friend I’d stop by and try to help.”

One of the other kids on the stoop spoke. “Figured you here about Willie-boy.”

“William Daniels is the name I was given.”

“Ten bucks,” said the original negotiator.

“Ten?” I said.

“Fifteen,” said the negotiator.

I folded my arms. “You got something against young Daniels?”

“Yeah,” said the stooper. “We got something against him.”

“What?” I asked.

The third guy spoke for the first time. “You the Man?”

Negotiator said, “That wreck ain’t no cop car.”

“Could be his private wheels,” said the third, defensively.

I said, “Cops are better paid than that. I’m a private investigator, just trying to help.”

“What for?” said Negotiator.

“For a friend, like I said. Now, what do you have against Daniels?”

“He try to be white,” said Stooper.

“Try hard,” said Third.

“Suburban white pussy and all,” said Stooper.

“All the good it done him,” said Negotiator.

“Well,” I said, “I’m not doing him much good here.” I continued toward the Daniels house.

“Hey?” said Negotiator.

“Hey what?” I said over my shoulder.

“What about our bread?”

“Your bread?”

“Yeah,” said Third.

“Our ten,” said Stooper.

“Our fifteen,” corrected Negotiator.

“Fellas,” I said, climbing the Daniels steps, “it’s been great talking with you.” I tried the outer door. It opened. “But I’m not paying you a dime to watch my car.”

“The fuck you ain’t,” said Negotiator.

“You’re young yet,” I said. “You’ll get over it.”

I entered the building’s foyer.

The inner door cracked ajar after my second knock. Through three lock chains, a middle-aged black woman with a pretty face gave me an uncertain smile.

“Mr. Cuddy?”

“That’s right.”

“Please come in.”

Mrs. Daniels led me into a small living room. The exterior of the house didn’t do the interior justice. The wood furniture was old, solid, and polished. The upholstered furniture was bright and doilied. There was a marble mantel, with pink, cherub tile around the hearth. A tray with china cups and saucers, a matching teapot, and a glass Chemex coffee pitcher was centered on a l930s inlaid coffee table.

“Please sit down. Would you like tea or coffee?”

I don’t usually drink either, but given her trouble, I said, “Tea, please. Sugar, no milk.”

“Lemon?”

“No, thanks.”

We remained silent while she poured. Mrs. Daniels took coffee. Her hands trembled a little, but she didn’t spill any.

I tasted my tea, complimented her. She told me the name, but it was nearly unpronounceable and immediately forgotten.

I said, “Lieutenant Murphy asked me to speak with you.”

Mrs. Daniels sipped her coffee, put it down. “It … He’s good to ask you, but it … it’s just so hard to talk about it.”

“Maybe it’d be easier if you could tell me something about your son. Do you call him William?”

“Yes, William. His full name is William Everett Daniels—my father’s name was Everett. My husband left us when William was just four. He was already smart enough to be hurt by that, but at least I had a good job, secretary in an insurance agency. They went broke, but I got another job right away, insurance again. I’ve been with them, Craig and Bulley, for thirteen years now.”

I remembered the name from my time as an investigator at Empire Insurance. I looked around the room for effect. “You’ve done well.”

“Oh, this?” Mrs. Daniels fluttered her hands. “It’s all from my parents, really. This was their home. When my husband left us, my father and mother took William and me in. My brother—I had a brother, Thomas, but he was killed in Vietnam.”

I wondered which unit and where, but only said, “Go on.”

“Well, William really looked up to Thomas. He was a marine and brought William little souvenirs and things. There wasn’t a lot of anti-war stuff here in Rox’, too many folks had relatives in, you know, so William really got into the military stuff, said he was gonna be a marine, too. Then …”

“Then?”

Mrs. Daniels sighed. “Then Thomas got killed. His second tour, right near the end when everything over there just seemed so, I don’t know, hopeless.”

“That affected William, did it?”

“Like losing his father all over again. This time, though, William went street, started hanging out with bad kids.”

“I think I met a few of them on my way in.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. I had the impression they were in the insurance business, too.”

“Insurance?”

“Car insurance. Vandalism protection.”

“Oh,” she said, upset. “I’m sorry, I hope everything’s all right. I should have come to your office.

I held up a palm. “The car is old, and my office stinks of wet paint. Everything will be fine. Please go on.”

“Well, the kids got William into a lot of trouble, police trouble, but nothing big. Shoplifting, loitering, some fights. He never hurt anybody bad, but it got to my father; he died of a heart attack. My mother, too, but because of Dad, not William, you know?”

“I understand.”

“Well, William’s stuff was small-time, but I was still scared for him, only there’s just so much a woman can do alone.”

“It’s a big jump from street gangs to Calem.”

“Oh, yes. When William was in high school, he scored very high on the standard tests. So high his friends got mad, and he got embarrassed, so he started to intentionally miss things, questions, I mean, to level himself off a little, not stand out so much. Well, one of his teachers noticed this, and she was real good with him and got him to try going to U Mass out at Columbia Point. He went and saw a psychologist there for free a lot and straightened out. It was like a salvation.”

“What was this psychologist’s name?”

“Dr. Lopez. Mariah Lopez.”

“M-a-r-i-a-h?”

“I think so.”

“And the teacher?”

“You mean, like to talk to her?”

“Yes.”

“Her name was Sheridan. Emily Sheridan. But she retired, oh, two years back and moved to Arizona somewhere.”

“Did William like U Mass?”

“Yes. He went there for two years and did real well. All his teachers just raved about him. In fact, that was kind of the problem.”

“I don’t get you.”

“Well,” she said, reaching down for the coffee cup, but then hesitating, “the teachers thought that he could do better than U Mass, and a couple of them, along with Dr. Lopez, they pushed and pulled and got him into Goreham College for his junior year.”

“Fine school.”

“Yes, and so expensive. But there was plenty of scholarship money, it seems.”

“Did he live there?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Did he stay at Goreham? In a dormitory?”

“Oh, yes. At least, at first. Then something happened—he never would tell me what—and he moved home halfway through.”

“Halfway through?”

“Through his first semester there.”

“How was he doing gradewise?”

Mrs. Daniels unnecessarily stirred her coffee. “Not so good. Maybe too much change. Maybe too much …”

“Too much …?”

She looked up. “He took up with the white girl. Or maybe better to say she took up with him. I never did know which.”

“The girl he’s accused of killing?”

“Yes, but he didn’t. He didn’t kill her or anybody else.” Mrs. Daniels said it evenly, like a much-quoted religious tenet she knew by heart and believed was true beyond reasonable doubt.

“The girl was shot. Your son produced the gun that killed her.”

She focused on the cup and spoon again.

“Was it William’s gun, Mrs. Daniels?”

“He needed it. He said ’cause of the other kids on the block here.” She mimicked them: “ ‘White school, white girl, white Willll-yum.’ ” She moved her mouth as if she’d bit a sour grape.

“He carried a gun because of the other kids’ taunting him?”

Mrs. Daniels fixed me with a “c’mon” stare. “You been outside here, you seen ’em.”

She was probably right. They looked more like “sticks and stones will break my bones” than “words will never hurt me.”

“Had William had a fight with the girl?”

Mrs. Daniels became more agitated, waving her hands in an abbreviated version of an umpire’s “safe” sign. “I don’t know. I just don’t. He never would talk with me about her. Or about college. Goreham, I mean. Or even the new doctor he was seeing.”

“What doctor was that?”

“The one who did the hypnotizing. The one where … where …” She reached for a napkin and mumbled she was sorry, exactly as I was saying it was all right.

Mrs. Daniels sniffled for a moment or two. I waited.

“Can I tell you anything else?” she asked.

“Not now. I have to read some reports first, talk with William’s lawyer. I’ll need you to call the lawyer, tell him I’m working for your son.”

She nodded vigorously, reached for a handbag sitting on a nearby chair. “I have money. I took more out of the bank when Rob … Lieutenant Murphy told me you’d be coming. He said—”

“Mrs. Daniels. No money, please.”

She looked up with the “c’mon” expression again. “ ’Cause I didn’t used to earn enough when William was younger, he qualified for the Mass Defenders. That’s how he got to know Mr. Rothenberg, the lawyer he’s got now for this. But I gave Mr. Rothenberg a retainer, and I want to pay you, too. I never did like taking charity, and I won’t take any more of it.”

“Not charity. A favor. For”—I stretched it a bit—“a friend, Lieutenant Detective Murphy. It’s his favor, but you and William will be my clients. I’ll talk to the lieutenant only if I need information or help.”

Mrs. Daniels chewed on it for a minute. “Can you help William?” she said quietly.

“I hope so.” I meant it, and I also hoped she could tell.

She gave me Rothenberg’s address and phone number. I wrote down an authorizing message to leave in case he was out when she called him. I also gave her one of my new cards, writing my home number on the back.

Willa Daniels let me out through the chains. I had forgotten about my car. So, apparently, had the three freelancers. It was where I had left it and in one piece. I got in and drove home.

I walked in. Nothing on the tape machine. I remembered I hadn’t checked the mailbox, so I went back downstairs to the foyer. Nothing again. Not many of my friends could write, and I was too recently moved in to be receiving the “You Already May Have Won” crap.

I came back upstairs, stripped, and showered. I finished the Times and decided to turn in. I looked at the telephone a couple of times, thinking of Nancy, then dropped off.



Three

I WOKE UP AT 7:00 A.M., with the alarm. I pulled on running shoes, shorts, and a T-shirt from an army surplus store on Boylston Street. The shirt had a small USA on the left breast. It had been on the rack next to one with a skull wearing a green beret and the legend KILL THEM ALL—LET GOD SORT THEM OUT. I bought the USA.

I limbered up for ten minutes, then jogged across the Fairfield Street bridge to the Charles River. Turning left, I ran leisurely upriver toward the Boston University bridge. I passed a cormorant floating low in the water, its black-beaked head and long neck above the surface like an organic periscope. At the bridge, I reversed direction, picking up the pace maybe thirty seconds to the mile. A sixty-year-old woman blew by me as if I were standing still. Her T-shirt read GRANDMOTHERS HAVE DONE IT LONGER.

I reached Community Boating, in the shadow of the Charles Street bridge. When I got back from the service, I had learned to sail there, a six-month, good-any-time membership costing about fifty dollars. They supplied and maintained the boats, and more-experienced members taught you rigging. It was a good deal. I fell away from it after Beth got sick; the only sailboats I noticed now were the ones plying the harbor below her grave-site.

I reversed direction again and maximized my stride, taking two short breaths and one long one for every eight steps. I stopped at the Dartmouth Street bridge, making it a four-mile run. On Newbury Street, I bought some fresh muffins and orange juice for breakfast.

Back at the condo, I warmed down, showered, and ate. The kitchen clock said eight-thirty. I called the number for William’s attorney and drew a brusque female voice that said the offices didn’t open till nine. She did confirm that Rothenberg was due in that morning before court in Cambridge. After dressing reasonably well, I walked the eight blocks down Boylston to Rothenberg’s office, which was only two doors up from the old Mass Defenders building.

The door on Rothenberg’s floor said simply LAW OFFICES, with a dozen full names on separate, mismatched wooden plaques underneath. Likely that meant that he shared space and expenses—but not fees—with the eleven other attorneys. I entered a waiting room containing a grab-bag of clients. The public defenders, now the Office for Public Counsel Services, typically got the good poor and the bad poor. Anyone on a higher economic rung had to scratch for private counsel. Therefore, lawyers like Rothenberg usually got the good not-so-poor and the bad not-so-poor.

I gave the receptionist my name, profession, and mission. Ten minutes later, she answered her phone, called out my name, and pointed me down a hallway, all as she tried to persuade an animated woman speaking machine-gun Spanish to slow down.

I was halfway down the hall when a balding head bobbed out of a doorway. He said, “John Cuddy?”

“That’s right.” He beckoned me in.

His office was cluttered and shabby but apparently all his own. We shook hands.

“Steve Rothenberg.” He gestured to a chair with his free hand. He slumped into a cracked leather desk chair and put his feet up on the pullout from the old metal desk.

“What can I do for you?” he said. Rothenberg’s beard, flecked with gray, also bobbed up and down, riding the Adam’s apple beneath. He wore a white buttoned-down shirt and a rep tie, but the collar was undone, the tie loosened, and the sleeves rolled up.

“I’m working for Willa Daniels. I understand you represent her son, William.”

“And?”

“And I’d like to talk with you about his case.”

Rothenberg frowned, tapping a pencil against a file lying on his desk blotter. “Can I see your identification?”

I showed him. He studied it, copied some information onto a pad, and gave it back to me.

“You have any references I can check?”

“Sure,” I said, “but why?”

He picked up a pink phone-message slip. “This was waiting for me when I got in. From Mrs. Daniels. She isn’t stupid, but this sounds like somebody else wrote it for her.”

“I did. Last night, so I could speak with you today.” I shifted in my chair. “What’s wrong?”

“When I spoke with Mrs. Daniels, I didn’t have the impression that she had the kind of money to have two professionals working on William’s case.”

Rothenberg either was worried about getting more money or was suspicious that I might be leeching off a vulnerable relative. I gave him the benefit of the doubt. “If it helps any, I’m doing this as a favor for a friend.”

“That’s kind of what I’m doing too.”

“I don’t get you.”

“I represented William when he was a juvenile and I was with the Mass Defenders. You know how cases got assigned to us back then?”

“Not really.”

“Well, the short version is that we got assigned pretty regularly by some judges, not so much by others. A question of … attitudes.”

“By ‘attitudes,’ you mean a judge’s cronies who got cut out of some court-appointed fees?”

“Draw your own interpretations. Point is, almost everybody, every criminal defendant, can come up with money for private counsel somehow.”

“So?”

“So in William’s case back then, the judge at arraignment didn’t like us, and William was sort of borderline for indigency because of his mother’s job and all. But I thought I saw something in him, something worth pushing for. So we, read I, made the pitch in open court, and the judge grudgingly assigned us.”

“And?”

“And I kept the little shit he’d stepped in from becoming big shit, and then he went off to college, and then …” Rothenberg stopped, exhaling noisily.

“And then your reclamation project goes and ruins your effort by killing a girl.”

Rothenberg gritted his teeth, then relaxed. “One way of putting it.”

“Then why are you helping him now?”

“Partly money, but mostly, well, when his mother contacted me, the case seemed more interesting than it does now. Legally speaking, I mean.”

“How so?”

Rothenberg paused, fingered the file in front of him. “My client is William, not his mother.”

“Meaning?”

“Since your client is the mother, not the son, I’m not so sure I can talk with you about his case.”

“What have we been talking about—Jimmy Hoffa?”

“No, I mean the merits of the case. The factual and legal arguments, my work product, conference with him, and so on.”

I thought back to my year of law school. “Can’t I be your necessary agent, even if one of us is working for free?”

He smiled. “That’s pretty good. But the mother hired you, even without money, and that means I didn’t, and therefore I don’t think a court would buy you as an agent for William’s lawyer.”

Rothenberg made no effort to end the interview, so I assumed he wanted me to try a different tack.

“Would it be a fair bet that the reason William’s case is uninteresting is because it’s ironclad against him?”

Rothenberg, wrinkling his brow, allowed, “It would.”

“Then there probably wouldn’t be any cosmic harm if you were to go the men’s room and I, without your knowledge or help, sort of skimmed Daniels’ file.”

Rothenberg brightened. “Hypothetically speaking, no. No harm at all.” He stood up. “Would you excuse me? I have to take a leak.”

“Sure.”

He closed the door behind him.

I suppose somebody could fault Rothenberg for not observing the spirit behind some of his attorney ethics. However, all he really did was save me a second trip to his office, since William could have authorized me to see his file once I saw him.

The folder Rothenberg had been playing with was marked DANIELS, WILLIAM E. I opened it.
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AN INTAKE SHEET was stapled to the left inside of the folder, but the only significant fact I didn’t already have was William’s date of birth. He’d just turned twenty.

The bill of indictment listed two crimes. Murder in the first degree and unlawful possession of a firearm. The possession charge bespoke a thorough, if overzealous, prosecution. Even if Rothenberg somehow beat the killing, William was gone under the state’s tough gun law for an automatic, no-parole one-year on the unlicensed-weapon charge. But first things first.

The victim’s name was Jennifer Creasey, age eighteen years. The police report read like a synopsis of a Charlie Chan movie.

Uniformed officers Clay and Bjorkman were summoned to the office of Dr. Clifford Marek, One Professional Park, Calem. There they met Dr. Marek, who showed them in the basement a young white female, deceased, with apparent gunshot wounds to the chest, identified as Jennifer Creasey. Dr. Marek gave them a .38-caliber Smith & Wesson Detective’s Special revolver, serial number 7D43387. The rounds in all six chambers had been expended.

The officers asked the source of the weapon and were taken by Dr. Marek back upstairs to William E. Daniels. Officer Clay remained with Daniels and read him his rights while Bjorkman summoned the Detective Bureau. Detectives O’Boy and Rizzi interviewed the doctor and other patients on the premises.

According to the interviews, Daniels and the decedent were members of a therapy group Marek conducted each Thursday night. Hypnosis figured prominently in the treatment, with a different group member being hypnotized by Marek each week, then being questioned by the doctor and each other member.

I shook my head. Lord, let me never be psychoanalyzed.

That night was Daniels’ turn to be hypnotized and questioned. He arrived late, appeared restless, irritable. Having already waited for ten minutes, Marek began without Jennifer Creasey. After putting Daniels under, Marek began by asking, as he always did, about the subject’s movements during the previous hour.

Daniels responded by saying he had shot Jennifer in the basement boiler room. When the doctor and others expressed surprise, Daniels reached into his coat pocket and laid the aforementioned weapon on his lap. One of the other patients, a Homer Linden, got up and snatched the gun away. Marek and another group member, Lainie Bishop, went down to the boiler room while Linden and the last group member, a Donald Ramelli, watched over Daniels. Marek and Ms. Bishop discovered the body and came back upstairs, by which time Ramelli had already called the police.

Short supplementary statements of each group member affirmed the consensus story. All were certain that Daniels and the decedent were having a sexual relationship.

A report from Ballistics established the revolver as the murder weapon. A second, from the medical examiner, confirmed two bullet wounds to the chest as the cause of death, with no indication of pre- or post-mortem sexual activity or assault.

There were some lab results on William himself. One from the state police at 1010 Commonwealth Avenue stated that a paraffin test on William’s hands showed he’d fired a weapon recently. Another said his blood tested positive for no drug except flurazepam, whatever the hell that was. The last entry in the file was from a court-ordered shrink, certifying Daniels as sane at the time of the shooting and competent to stand trial now. I took down all relevant names and addresses, then closed the folder.

Rothenberg came in just as I was putting my list into a coat pocket. He was carrying several pieces of typed paper.

“Sorry to be so long,” he said brightly.

“I kept myself amused.”

“Well?”

“Can we talk? In the clear, I mean?”

Rothenberg frowned, then gave me a “why-not” shrug.

“What’s Daniels’ defense?” I said.

“That’s just the trouble. When William’s mother called me, I had already seen the television story on the killing.”

“Go on.”

“Well, we had a murder involving hypnosis. I jumped at it because of—are you up on the Commonwealth’s view of hypnosis?”

“No.”

“Okay.” Rothenberg put the papers down. “Some states’ courts say a hypnotized witness can testify in court, some say he or she can’t because the very act of being hypnotized can block out certain memories and create certain others. You with me?”

“So far.”

“Well, our Supreme Judicial Court ruled in the Kater case that it would accept as competent a witness who had revealed certain facts before hypnosis but not facts revealed only under or after hypnosis. Okay?”

“Okay, but—”

“Let me finish. I figured we had a great test case under a footnote in Kater. You see, can a criminal defendant be kept off the stand, be incompetent as a witness, to tell his side of an event which would be revealed only after he’d been hypnotized?”

“That’s what made the case seem interesting at first?”

“Right.”

“So what’s spoiled it?”

“This,” he said, sliding the typed pages over to me.

They were a transcription of notes taken by Rothenberg at an interview he had with Daniels a week earlier at the Middlesex County detention facility in the courthouse building in Cambridge. Rothenberg talked as I read. “There are so many of us sharing a secretary here, it takes a week to get anything that isn’t a life or death emergency.”

I finished the transcription. If it was accurate, Daniels himself corroborated virtually every detail in the police version.

I looked up. Rothenberg said, “See?”

“I think so. Even if the trial judge would let Daniels testify after hypnosis, Daniels would just crucify himself.”

“Exactly,” said Rothenberg, lacing his fingers behind his head and leaning back in his chair. He smiled at his apt pupil. “Putting Daniels on the stand would be suicide.”

“And there goes the test-case part of it.”

“Uh-huh.”

I pushed the interview report back to him. “So now what?”

Rothenberg stopped smiling, looked resigned. “We plead him to a reduced charge. If we can.”

“ ‘If we can’?”

“Put yourself in the DA’s place. Better, in the assistant’s place. The guy who’ll try the case. This is worth at least eight, nine days of jury trial. Great media exposure for the trial counsel, including two minutes easy on the six o’clock news each night. Say we go with insanity, or diminished capacity. That means we’re putting the kid’s mental condition in issue, and that waives the patient-psychotherapist privilege. That means the jurors definitely get to hear Marek—that’s his shrink—telling about the séance with the gun. Oh, the judge has to instruct the jury to consider the testimony only on the issue of Daniels’ mental condition, and not on his doing the shooting, but no jury alive can keep those things separate. Also, the trial then becomes a forum for everybody to rail about the insanity defense, John Hinckley, the safety of our streets, et cetera, et cetera. I think the court-ordered report’ll stand up. I’ve talked to this Marek, and briefly to his former shrink, some U Mass staffer.”

“Dr. Lopez?”

“Yes, that’s her.” Rothenberg went from resigned to gloomy. “No, we all think he was and is legally sane, so to speak.”

“Does that mean that if you don’t plead insanity, you can keep out his confession at the ‘séance’?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Daniels’ story itself was after hypnosis, so that ought to stay out. But does the patient-psychotherapist privilege include the therapy group members, does it include his physical agitation, his taking the murder weapon out of his pocket? No, with the circumstantial stuff this strong, not to mention the black boy/white girl angle, nineteen juries out of twenty will convict. In an hour. They’ll stay out three to make it look good, like they really wrestled with the case. But they’ll convict.”

“Any chance of bail?”

“No. Oh, the arraignment judge set bail at three-hundred-thousand surety, thirty-thousand cash alternative. But Mrs. Daniels can’t swing either. I’d bet my retainer, which was half what I should have taken, nearly tapped her out as it is.” He looked down at his watch. “I’ve got to run. Anything else?”

“Yeah. Can you get me in to see Daniels at Middlesex?”

“I guess,” Rothenberg said—wondering, no doubt, how big a favor I must be repaying.
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