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CHAPTER 1

It’s statistically impossible that my mother is always right. So why doesn’t she seem to know it?
Besides, it’s demonstrably true that I’m not always wrong. I have twenty-one Emmys for investigative reporting—won number twenty-one after I was stalked by murderous thugs, threatened by insider-trading CEOs and held at gunpoint by a money-hungry sociopath who I proved was mastermind of a nationwide insider-trading scandal. Every one of them is in prison now. So I must have been right about a lot of things.
But at this moment, struggling for balance on a cushily upholstered chair at Mom’s bedside in New England’s most exclusive cosmetic surgery center, somehow I no longer feel like the toast of Boston television. I feel more like toast. Once again, I’m a gawky, awkward, nearsighted adolescent, squirming under the assessing eye of Lorraine Carpenter McNally. Two months from now, provided her face heals in time for the wedding, she’ll be Lorraine Carpenter McNally Margolis.
“Charlotte,” Mother says. “Stop frowning. You’re making lines.”
Millions of viewers know me as Charlie McNally. I’m not Charlie to my mother, though. As she’s repeatedly told me, my news director, my producer Franklin Parrish, my ex-husband Sweet Baby James, admirers who hail me on the street, and certainly Josh Gelston when she meets him: “Nicknames are for stuffed animals and men who have to play sports.” After that pronouncement, she always adds: “If I’d wanted a child named Charlie, I would have had a boy and named him that.”
Mom and I do better by long distance. Most of our conversations begin with me telling her about something I’ve done. Then she tells me what I should have done. Then I ask why nothing I do is ever good enough. Then she insists she’s not “criticizing,” she’s “observing.” As long as she stays in her skyscraping lake-view condo in Chicago, we do a good job pretending we’re a close-knit pair.
But here she is in my hometown, swaddled in a frothy peach hospital gown, surrounded by crystal vases of fragrant June peonies, reclining against down pillows. She insists that I shouldn’t come visit her every day, saying she’s certain I have better things to do. Patients “of a certain age” who have “extensive surgery” stay here through recovery, minimum fourteen days. So this is going to be an interesting couple of weeks. And by interesting I mean impossible.
At least Mom doesn’t look as bad as I expected for a few hours after surgery. No bruises yet, no puffy eyes. She’s got bags of what look like frozen peas Ace bandaged to each side of her face to keep down the swelling, and I can still see the little needle marks where her precious Dr. Garth injected Restylane to erase the lines in her forehead.
“All the pretty girls are doing it,” she says. She would have given me her trademark raised eyebrow for emphasis, I’m sure, if she could move her eyebrows. “And if you don’t make an appointment with the plastic surgeon at your age…” Her voice trails off, apparently rendered speechless by my continuing refusal to face reality. She settles into her plump nest of pillows, adjusts her peas and pushes harder. “Charlotte, you know I’m right, and…”
Keeping my face appropriately attentive, I begin a mental list of all the things I should be doing at nine-thirty on a Monday night instead of babysitting with my mother. Thinking about a blockbuster story for the July ratings. Calling Franklin to see if he’s come up with another Emmy winner. Making sure I have a bathing suit that won’t freak out my darling Josh, who has only known me since last November and has not yet encountered my 46-year-old self in anything but sleek reporter suits or jeans and chunky sweaters or strategically lacy lingerie. Under dim lights.
“And local TV is so—local….” Lorraine is reprising one of her favorite themes. Why is it, she wonders, that I’ve never wanted to move to New York and hit the networks? Or at least move home to Chicago, where she could set me up with a handpicked tycoon husband who would convince me to abandon my television career and become a tycoon wife? For the past twenty years I’ve told her I’m fulfilled by my career and am comfortable being single again. Mother makes it clear I’m wrong about this.
I look dutifully contemplative, nod a couple of times and continue my mental should-be-doing list. Feed Botox, who’s probably already ripped the mail to shreds and tipped over her litter box to prove who’s boss. E-mail best friend Maysie, who’s at Fenway Park covering the Red Sox, and see what I’m supposed to bring to her annual Fourth of July cookout. Call Nora and make sure my younger sister will take her turn at mom-sitting when Mother finally goes home. Dig up a book about adolescent girls and see how experts suggest I deal with Josh’s daughter Penny.
Penny. Right.
I’ve been to war zones, chased politicians through parking lots, wired myself with hidden cameras, even battled through the annual bridal gown extravaganza in Filene’s Basement, but spending my summer vacation days with a surly eight-year-old and her blazingly attractive father? This may be my toughest assignment ever. Not counting the bathing suit.
“Look in the mirror,” Mother urges. She starts to point, but then, after a quick scan, apparently realizes the flatteringly lit pink walls of her posh little room—which looks more like plush grand hotel than sterile hospital—don’t have any mirrors.
She forges ahead, undaunted by reality. “Well, find a mirror, and look in it,” she says. “Charlotte, this isn’t a criticism, it’s an observation. I’m your mother. If I don’t tell you, who will? Your neck is, well, worrisome, and you’ll instantly see how your cheeks are drooping.”
Happily for our relationship, there’s a soft knock on the door. As it opens, Mother’s expression softens from imperious to flirtatious. Talk about worrisome. Still, I’ve got to give her credit for believing she’s alluring in that frozen pea and Ace bandage getup. Wisps of her newly reblonded hair escape in a way she’d never allow if there were mirrors, but she’s still got the McNally brown eyes and Gramma Nell’s good posture. If it’s true we become our mothers, I guess I’m not going to be so bad at sixty-eight. Plus, the nursing staff at the New England Center for Cosmetic Surgery is certainly used to women in the awkward stages of transformation.
“Miz McNally?” A romance novel cover-model wannabe in a white oxford button-down and even whiter pants consults the chart clamped to the foot of Mom’s bed. His smile is snowier still. “I’m Nurse Justin. How are we feeling?” He clicks some switches on a bedside contraption, checking the heart and respiration monitors the center requires for every patient. Mom coos at him as he muscles a rolling bed table across her lap, pretending she doesn’t want to take her latest round of pills because the painkillers make her “silly.”
Nurse Justin is just one of the pill-dispensing glamour boys I’ve seen in the center’s modishly fashionable nursing whites. Some are older and gray-templed, some younger with panache-y little ponytails, but they all look like they’ve just come from shooting the latest Ralph Lauren catalog, and only do this nursing thing in their spare time. I don’t know how the center gets away with this obviously discriminatory hiring practice. Plus, who’d want a hunky guy seeing you as a before? Mother, apparently, is all for it.
I tune back in to her chitchat. It’s about me.
“On Channel 3,” I hear Mother explaining. “Charlotte, dear,” she says. “I hope you’re going to be on the news tonight. We’d love to watch you.”
Not a chance, of course. It’s now almost ten o’clock, and the news goes on the air at eleven. But Mother has never understood how television works.
“Nope,” I say, smiling as if this isn’t a ridiculous question. And, I grudgingly realize, she’s just being a proud mom, which is actually very sweet. “I do long-term investigative stories,” I explain to the nurse, just an amiable daughter joining the conversation. “I’m only on the air when we’ve uncovered something big. So, nothing tonight.” I shrug, smiling. “Sorry.”
Nurse Justin’s face suddenly changes to a scowl, which is baffling until I see he’s pointing at my tote bag. Which is ringing. “No cell phones allowed in guest’s rooms,” he says, still scowling. “Strict rules. We’re all about patient privacy. And quiet. Cell phones are allowed only in the outer lobby.”
I cringe. “Forgot to turn it off when I left the station,” I say, which is true. I whap it to Off without even checking the number, figuring Justin will forgive me my first transgression, and whoever is calling will call back. His face begins to soften—and then my purse starts beeping.
I dive for my beeper, knowing full well I forgot to turn that off, too. I push the kill button, but the illuminated green letters that pop up are inescapable. CALL DESK, it demands. RIGHT NOW. And if that weren’t attention-getting enough, a second screen flashes up at me. NEED U LIVE FOR ELEVEN PM NEWS.
Mom was right again.


CHAPTER 2

“Who? What? When? Why me?” I leap from the cab, phone clamped to my ear. Roger Zelinsky, managing editor of the eleven-o’clock news, is giving me the lowdown in bullet points: attorney general Oscar Ortega. Announcing for governor. Lead story. Every other reporter out on assignment.
“You’re going on the air live,” Roger says. “Soon as Oz makes his move.”
Oscar Ortega is often called “the Great and Powerful Oz,” and word is he likes the nickname. The state’s first Hispanic attorney general, he’s a take-no-prisoners politician with a big-bucks machine behind him. If he’s running for governor, he’ll be tough to beat.
The parking lot outside Ortega’s redbrick Beacon Hill office is full of scurrying TV types, scrambling to cover this breaking news. Technicians from the four network affiliates, the CW, CNN, a couple of local cable stations and the Emerson College journalism class have staked out spots for their imminent live broadcasts. Masts from a lineup of microwave vans poke into the star-scattered sky like huge yellow forks against the late June night. Technicians inside the vans, sliding doors left open to let in the breeze, briskly read out coordinates to colleagues back in their stations’ control rooms, tweaking audio levels and confirming video feeds are clean.
“They’re all set for you,” Roger assures me. “We’ve already got a live signal. Find the truck. Thanks for being a team player, McNally. Just let me know when you’re ready.”
I trot through the maze of vehicles with the phone still tight to my ear. I know I have to hurry, but I can’t be sweaty or out of breath on the air. There it is. With a fist, I bang on the window of Channel 3’s ungainly blue-and-gold mobile studio, then wave at the crew inside the truck to announce my arrival.
“Found the van,” I say to Roger. “Talk to you later.”
It’s got to be less than five minutes until airtime.
Photographers from the other stations are snaking out the extension poles of their powerful spotlights. The parking lot illuminates almost into daylight, as megawattage hits the fidgeting reporters anticipating their face time and their chance to bring home the lead story. Some on-the-air types mutter to themselves, practicing the scripts they’ve scrawled onto their notepads. Others preen in pocket mirrors, adding lip gloss or a final spritz of hairspray.
A row of cameras perch atop metal tripods like electronic flamingos, set up and ready to roll. One tripod is empty. Ours.
Not good. Not good. Not good.
I snap open my cell phone to send a frantic Mayday. Just then, I see my photographer Walt Petrucelli, sweaty and disheveled in a baggy Channel 3 T-shirt and voluminous khaki shorts, muttering to himself as he lugs his camera from the trunk of a news car. Acting as if there’s all the time in the world. The ring of keys yanking down one belt loop jingles as Walt clicks the Sony into ready position and gives one tripod leg an irritated kick into place. “Why me?” He questions the universe as he peers through his viewfinder, adjusting focus. “Buncha bullshit.”
Walt looks up, does a double take as if he’s seeing me for the first time. “Bringin’ out the big shots, huh?” he says. “How’d you get the short straw, McNally?”
Ignoring him, I position myself in front of the camera. Using the lens as a mirror, I take a second to check my reflection. My high-maintenance blond bangs are reasonably straight, my trademark red lipstick reasonably applied, and the black suit I put on for work today—about a million hours ago—reasonably unwrinkled. As good as it’s going to get.
Every mosquito and midge in New England dives and swoops across the klieg lights in front of me, probably deciding which ones will go on the attack during my live shot. Happy-go-lucky motorists out on Cambridge Street, also attracted by the lights, honk their horns as they drive by.
I twist an earpiece into place, clicking its cord into the control room connection box I’ve clipped onto the waistband of my skirt.
“Can they see me back at the station?” I ask Walt, tuning everything else out. I pat my lapel. Nothing. “Where’s my microphone?”
Right now, a camera inside at the news conference had better be feeding video to the station. If this all works the way it should, the producer will put Ortega’s announcement, live, on the news. I’ll know what Oz says because I’ll hear it on air through my earpiece.
Right now I’m hearing only silence.
“Yeah, yeah, hold your horses.” Walt, molasses, finally clips a tiny black microphone to my jacket. “Control room’s got you now.”
A deafening shriek screams into my ear though the audio receiver, followed by a blast of static. Then, finally, a voice. Which I can almost understand. Then total silence. “Lost audio,” I tell Walt, attempting to stay calm. “What’s the control room trying to tell me?”
“Four minutes,” Walt says.
I contemplate ripping out my earpiece, yanking off my microphone, and going home. I have no news release. I have no idea what’s going on in the news conference, and I’m about to appear live in front of a million people. And undoubtedly, Mother is one of them. They’ll all watch this live shot crash and burn.
Suddenly I see a familiar figure power through the revolving door of the A.G.’s office building. He runs across the parking lot toward me, skids to a halt and bends over to catch his breath, hands on his knees. Then Franklin Parrish saves my life.
“It’s underway now,” my producer pants. “Oz announcing for governor.” He looks up at me, one hand still on a knee, confirming. “The anchor’s gonna toss to Oz’s statement live, then come to you for the wrap-up.”
“Three minutes,” Walt intones.
In my earpiece, now thankfully static-free, I hear the audio of our newscast. I hear Amanda Lomax, her trademark throaty anchor-voice telling viewers of the surprise candidacy of Oscar Ortega, instant front-runner for governor. And then I hear Oz himself, basso profundo, begin to intone his platform. I imagine he’s turned his crowd-pleasing charisma up to full blast. He’s clearly not much for exercise, but with his dark wavy hair and killer smile, it’s also clear he thinks he’s irresistibly charming, and he may be right. Most women seem to vote yes, no matter what he asks for.
Walt holds up two fingers. “Two minutes.”
Franklin blots his face with a pristinely ironed handkerchief, pushing his tortoiseshell glasses onto the top of his head, then pulls a piece of paper from his jeans pocket. “Okay, Charlotte. Here’s the news release for y’all,” he says, smoothing out the wrinkles.
This signals Franklin’s just as tense as I am. He always calls me Charlotte, which, instead of carrying Mother’s undercurrent of criticism, comes out sounding adorably like “Shaw-lit.” But “y’all”? His otherwise usually subdued Southern accent only reappears when he’s under pressure. Still, I’ve worked with him long enough to know he thrives on pressure.
“Just read it,” Franklin instructs. “It’s got the whole drill, law and order, convictions out the wazoo, death to infidels, all that. Y’all—you know the lowdown on this guy, right?”
I do, in fact. Oscar Ortega: recruitment poster for the prosecution—cool, hot, and politically connected. Known for his outrageous neckties and outrageous legal talent. Scholarship to Boston College. Scholarship to Yale Law. Could cross-examine blood out of a turnip. And some predict, he’ll step out of the attorney general’s office, percolate for a term or two on Beacon Hill, then head for the Oval Office at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.
“Thanks, Franko,” I say, taking the release. Less than a minute to go. I’ll read it through quickly, then use it to sum up when Oz is finished. Done it a million times. Like riding a bike. “No problem.”
Wrong.
I can’t see the words. I mean, I can see that there are words, but they’re a complete blur. I glance over at Franklin, ready to ask if there’s a problem with the copy he’s offered. I can easily see the crease in his predictably impeccable jeans, the tiny polo pony on his pink knit shirt, even how the ten-o’clock stubble on his face darkens his coffee skin to espresso.
Clearly, what’s wrong is me. Without my brand new reading glasses, this is going to be impossible. And even if I could get to my glasses, tucked in my red leather tote bag and back in the van, I couldn’t go on the air wearing them.
“Thirty seconds,” I hear in my ear.
I can’t read this news release, but I have to. Tucking the paper under one arm, I use a finger to pull back my left eyelid and pop out my contact lens. With a brief wince of regret and one flip of a finger, I discard the contact onto the parking lot pavement, and try again to read Oz’s formal announcement.
“Four. Three.” I hear the countdown in my ear. “Two. Go.”
“And that was now gubernatorial hopeful Oscar Ortega,” I say into the camera. “As you’ve just heard, the self-described ‘law and order’ candidate is promising voters he’ll continue his, quote, ‘career of crime stopping.’ And, as he says in the statement just this minute issued to reporters—” I glance down at the now perfectly visible news release “—I promise to make Massachusetts stronger, safer, and a place where law-abiding families can feel confident their governor is protecting them. A place with a balanced budget. A place with no new taxes. A place where parents can feel safe in their homes, where children can feel safe on the streets and in their schools—and where criminals will never feel safe again.”
“Wrap,” the control room instructs in my ear. “Toss to Amanda back in the newsroom.”
“The primary election is just two months from today,” I continue. “And as of now, it’s open season in Massachusetts politics. Live at Ortega headquarters, I’m Charlie McNally, News 3 at eleven. Back to you, Amanda.”
I stand still, smiling confidently into the camera, waiting for my cue. “And you’re clear,” the control room declares.
I’m grinning as I yank out my earpiece. I hope Mom and Nurse Justin were watching. “I’ve still got it,” I tell Franklin, patting myself on the back. “And I’ll buy the beer.”
As I retrieve my tote bag from the van, I can hear my cell phone ringing inside its zippered pouch. I flip the phone open, ready for my “Atta-girl!” from the newsroom. “This is McNally.” I say, preparing to be modest. I wave thank-you to the crew as Franklin and I leave the parking lot, and then turn all my attention back to the phone.
It’s not Roger.
“Well, Mother, I’m sure Mr. Ortega would be very unhappy to hear that.” I sigh, then shoot myself in the head with one finger as she continues, summarily changing the subject. “No, I just had my bangs cut. I can see perfectly. Could we—talk about all this tomorrow?”
 
CHARLES STREET LOOKS LIKE a little slice of London, a brick-and-cobblestone street transplanted across the Atlantic and tucked onto Beacon Hill. Densely packed with elaborate brownstones, it’s crammed with tiny storefronts offering antiques and shoes, and peppered with preppy-chic boutiques. Franklin suggested we hit The Sevens, a Beacon Hill institution and our sometime hangout. But now this night seems to be taking another unexpected twist. Franklin has a secret.
“What ‘big news’?” I demand. “Tell me now.” I see Franklin’s face, off-again, on-again, as we walk through the patches of narrow sidewalk illuminated by the wrought iron streetlights. He’s got a smile I don’t like.
“Not until we get a glass of wine, Charlotte.” He points towards The Sevens, smiling that smile again. “Trust me on this.”
I hate surprises. Franklin better not be quitting. He and I are a made-for-television team, a well-oiled duo with nicely meshing journalism, curiosity, respect and ambition. I clamp my mouth closed and feel my eyes narrow. I could try to find a new producer, of course. But I most certainly do not want to.
The TV at The Sevens is tuned to Channel 3, as always. Jerry gives Franklin and me a welcoming wave as we pull our stools up to his comfortably pockmarked metal-topped bar. There’s never a place to park around here, so the other weeknight drinkers sharing a final beer or brandy are probably all locals, too.
“Saw you on the tube,” the bartender says, gesturing with a dish towel toward the oversize flat-screen monitor attached to the wall. “Oz, huh? Wicked tough guy. He’s a cinch in November, you think?”
“Who knows,” Franklin replies. “Boston politics. Like New England weather, right? Anything could happen.”
“Gotcha,” Jerry says. “Charlie?”
I’ve already shredded a cocktail napkin into confetti and made a triangle out of one of those little red stirrer things I found on the counter. Franklin says he has big news and now he’s making small talk with the bartender. I have to kill him.
“A glass of cabernet,” I decide. “And a Diet Coke. And a water.” Franklin is going to quit. My own mother thinks I’m over-the-hill. How did this day go so bad so quickly?
I hook my heels over the rungs of my bar stool, and turn to face Franklin. He’s got a new job. At the network, probably. He and his adorable partner Stephen are leaving town to join the other up-and-coming thirty-somethings in the Big Apple. I know it. Now I’ll have to talk him out of it.
“Listen, Franko,” I begin. “Is it about money? What did New York offer you? What if we can—”
“Charlotte,” he says, holding up a hand. “Stop. I can tell you’re involved in one of those conversations you have with yourself. I have no idea what you and you are talking about. Whatever it is, I promise we can all discuss it later.” He looks at Jerry. “Glass of champagne, please. And one for my pessimistic pal here.”
I knew it.
“Don’t call me Charlotte if you’ve got bad news,” I instruct. “And I’m not celebrating anything until I decide there’s something to celebrate. If you and Stephen are moving out of town,” I say though a sip of my red wine, “that ain’t something I’m celebrating.”
Franklin pushes a flute of champagne toward me and holds his up to make a toast.
I sigh, already defeated. If he and Stephen are happy, I guess I should be happy, too. I put down my wineglass and lift the slender one Franklin’s forcing on me. “What?” I ask, expecting the worst.
“Story of a lifetime,” Franklin says, looking pleased with himself. “You know how you’ve been bugging the Constitutional Justice Project to let us in on one of their wrongful conviction cases? Do it up big, inside info, evidence, interviews?”
“Of course,” I reply. A tentative smidge of hope emerges. Maybe this will be a good surprise after all. “And so…”
“Well, Brenda Starr, apparently your phone calls convinced ’em. Remember Deadly Dorie? Notorious husband-murdering Swampscott mom? Up the river for life?”
“Yeah, sure.” I nod. “Three, four years ago? Bashed her husband with an iron or something, then pushed him down the stairs. But she confessed, right?”
“Wrong,” Franklin says. “Well, she did confess, but tonight we got a call from the CJP. We’re getting the inside dope. She’s innocent. They’ve got new evidence proving she didn’t do it. And it’s all ours. Exclusive. They want you, my Emmy-winning friend, to do the story that gets her out of prison.”
 
TWO GLASSES OF CHAMPAGNE LATER, I high-five the air as I trudge up the last flight of stairs to my apartment, the third floor of a restored old Mount Vernon Square brownstone on the flat of Beacon Hill. My live shot was a success, we have our ratings story, and we’re going to get an innocent person out of prison. Not bad for one day.
I can hear Botox meowing as I unlock the door. She curls her tail through my legs as I enter, purring for attention. I reach down to pet her sleek calico fur and see, as I predicted, she’s made a little shredded paper nest out of the mail again. That’s to punish me for coming home so late.
“We’ve got a hot one, Toxie,” I tell her. I dump my purse and tote bag onto the dining room table, pushing aside a pile of unread copies of Vogue and The New Yorker, and hang my black suit jacket on the back of a chair. I wonder, for the millionth time, why I spent so much money on antique dining room furniture I only employ as a magazine depository and an extra closet. I glance around my place, just reassuring myself everything’s where it should be. Which of course it is. The navy leather couch, plump taupe-and-white upholstered chairs, elegant Oriental rugs. Splurgy curtains hang over a curving bay window that, if you look in just the right direction, reveals a snippet of the Charles River. I do love it, but I’m hardly ever in it.
“We’ve got a hot one, Dad.” I salute the framed photos on my wall-covering family gallery as I head down the hall. Dad always loved a good story and I wish he were here to hash this one over.
The message light on my bedroom phone is blinking red. I push the playback button, then flip my black leather sling-backs into the closet, and twist my arms around to unzip my slim black silk skirt. I stop mid-zip as I hear the message. I’ve known Josh for, what, eight months? But still, just hearing the warmth in his voice feels like an embrace. “Hi sweets,” I say to the phone. My skirt drops, forgotten, to the floor.
“Caught you on the news,” the message continues. “How’d that happen? I thought you were with your mother. Anyway, you looked hot. But then…” His voice gets softer. “You know I always think you look hot.” I can picture his hazel eyes giving that full-of-meaning twinkle, his unruly pepper-and-salt hair falling out of place. The moment I first saw him I thought “Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch,” and I still think so. A sexy Atticus. Atticus with abs. Atticus with…
“Shall I make this an obscene call?” he continues. Now he’s using what I secretly call his “Charlie voice,” making me deeply wish we were together tonight. “Ask if you’re wearing that little black lace number? Okay, no. But listen, it would be nice if we could talk about it in person, wouldn’t it? So, sweets, dinner Thursday, right? We’ll hit Legal Seafoods or something, since Penny’s now informed me she’s a ‘fishatarian.’”
There’s a pause, and I hear him sigh. “She’s off in her room now, still wide-awake, says she has to ‘talk’ with Dickens. Her stuffed dog, not the author.” Another sigh. “Anyway, I, uh, miss you. Talk to you tomorrow.”
The message clicks off, but his voice still hangs in the air. My darling Josh. Though I’ve never called him that out loud. I sigh, consider clicking my wilted skirt onto a hanger, then toss it into the dry clean pile.
Be careful what you wish for, my mother used to warn. As a little girl I’d always wondered why wishing was so dangerous. Now, I admit, I’m wishing for a future with Josh. Which means a future with his little girl. Which means, I’d suddenly be an English professor’s wife and somebody’s mom. Be careful what you wish for. Maybe Mother was right again.
I throw on my favorite old Rolling Stones T-shirt, and pad off to brush my teeth, Botox trailing behind me. Well, one thing for sure. If I’m ever somebody’s mom, I’m sure as hell not going to tell my daughter she needs a face-lift.


CHAPTER 3

“I have no idea what you’re worried about,” I say, giving the elevator button another jab for punctuation. The lobby of the office building is chilly and marbleized, and people with briefcases and scowls bustle past us, intent on their own destinations. Our destination is thirty-one floors up. “Of course she’ll do the interview, Franko. If Dorinda Keeler Sweeney wants to be a free woman again, why wouldn’t she?” I give the button another poke. “Come on,” I implore it.
There’s a lot to learn in the next few hours. And tonight there’s dinner with my darling Josh. And Penny, the newly minted fishatarian.
“The elevator is not going to arrive more quickly no matter how many times you push that button, Charlotte,” Franklin instructs, setting his cordovan leather briefcase on the floor. “And as for Dorie, I hope you’re right. If we get her to talk on camera, the story is blockbuster. Without her interview…well, let’s just say our brand new consultant from the Coast is not going to be too happy.”
I pause, mid-push. “You told her? You already told Susannah we’re researching this story?” We still have a lot of digging to do, and I never like to promise anything until I’m sure it’s a cinch. That way you don’t disappoint people with bad news, you only make them happy with good news.
Franklin gives his briefcase a little kick, looking crestfallen. He runs a finger around the neck of his starched oxford shirt.
“Well, she cornered me in the control room last night. Asked me if we had a July sweeps story yet. It was fun to be able to say yes.”
“I’m sure it’s fine,” I reassure him. Probably fine. Maybe fine. I just don’t want to be the one to inform Susannah Smith-Bagley—hired-gun ratings guru and so-called news doctor just assigned to “young up” Channel 3’s image and snag more viewers—that our big story fell through.
“Well, sorry, Charlie.” Franklin sounds uncharacteristically nervous. He never calls me Charlie. “Oh, sorry, I know y’all hate the tuna ad line. But…”
The elevator doors swish open, and gentleman Franklin gestures me to go first. I lean against the brass railing inside, calculating the potential damage. It’s not the best outcome that he revealed our possible scoop too early. Still, what’s done is done.
I shift my bulky tote bag from one shoulder to the other in a doomed-to-failure attempt to prevent my charcoal-gray linen suit from wrinkling. Nobody’s perfect, I decide, and Franklin’s about as close as it comes. “No biggie,” I tell him again. I hope I’m right.
Franklin pushes “31” and we ride up a floor or two in silence.
“It’s kind of daunting, isn’t it?” I ask, changing the subject. “That we could have the power to help an innocent person get out of prison? But what if she trusts us to get her exonerated and then we can’t? Which would be worse? To fail? Or not even try?”
The lights on the elevator numbers slowly count upward, making a soft ping every time we pass the next floor.
Franklin nods, considering, then he makes quote marks in the air. “‘Effecting positive change’ to ‘keep the system honest.’ That’s what they tell you in J-school. It’s a lot different when you’re actually doing it. When a real person’s future is at stake.”
The pings stop and the elevator door slides open. This time, I gesture Franklin to get out first.
“We’ve handled tough stories before. We can handle this one,” I say. “If it’s bigger, that just means it’s better. We’ll get the interview and then knock Susannah’s socks off.”
The elevator door closes, leaving us in a conservatively carpeted entry hall. I know this space is donated, a gift from a celebrated law firm hoping to reap do-gooder points by putting a pro bono face on its pro-business practice. The words “Constitutional Justice Project” are spelled out in bold brass letters affixed to the dark-paneled wall over the reception desk. Matching mahogany side tables, flanked by tweedy upholstered wing chairs, are carefully stacked with The New Republic and Harper’s. Each has a No Smoking sign in a silver picture frame.
The room’s focus is unmistakable. On one high-ceilinged wall, illuminated like gospel under a row of pin spots, there’s an oversize framed copy of the Bill of Rights.
I look at Franklin with a smile. “Freedom of the press,” I say, pointing to the poster. “That’s you and me, kid. Let’s go get that evidence.”
 
“WOULD YOU LIKE to see it again?” Oliver Rankin asks. “Our staff here watched the tape several times, and we feel the evidence is clear and incontrovertible. Agreed?”
Without waiting for our answers, he pushes the rewind button on the video cassette player, then turns to face Franklin and me. We’re seated in leather club chairs arranged in front of a television set that glows in the darkened conference room. The executive director of the Constitutional Justice Project is shorter than I’d expected, but other than that he’s the fashionisto everyone described: carefully suited in subtle pinstripes and elegantly groomed. He’d choose Denzel to play himself in the movie version, I bet. Or Wesley Snipes.
“Indisputable,” he says. He points at me. “Once your viewers see that footage, Dorinda Sweeney’s life will change forever. The judge will have no option but dismissal.” He leans back on the ledge of the carved wooden cabinet, a lofty antique sideboard that turned out to be stacked inside with an elaborate array of state-of-the-art audio and video equipment.
“And then we’ll prove, once again, the power of the truth,” Rankin continues. His tone amplifies toward oratory, as if he’s delivering the closing argument in a jury trial. “That the cynical, ends-justify-the-means methods employed by unscrupulous cops and prosecutors to manipulate the justice system cannot, will not, be tolerated.”
Franklin and I exchange glances. I know Rankin’s a zealot, tenacious and passionate. According to research Franklin showed me, Rankin’s favorite cousin, years ago, had been convicted of a crime he didn’t commit. Rankin battled his way relentlessly through the courts, working to prove his cousin was a victim of mistaken identity and get him released from prison. A shaky alibi emerged, then a DNA test and a new trial. Soon after, Rankin prevailed.
Now, supported by his incessant fund-raising from lawyers, movie stars and political activists, Rankin’s CJP has masterminded the exonerations of more than a dozen innocent people. He’s obviously convinced Dorinda Sweeney is his next victory.
His self-confidence is reassuring. But we can’t put a story on the air unless we’re sure it’s solid. Commandment One of journalism: First, don’t get it wrong. So now, on one hand, I’m wary. Tapes are easy to fake. On the other hand, that video could be journalism dynamite. I’m making a valiant effort to marshal my objectivity.
“Yes,” I begin carefully, fidgeting a little in my chair, “that tape appears to be—”
“Watch again.” Rankin interrupts. He pushes the play button again. “As they say in law school, slam dunk.”
The tape flickers back into life and we all stare at the screen again. First color bars, then a block-numbered countdown, and a screen of black. Then, we see an empty room, smallish, lined with glass-fronted cabinets and rows of shelves and drawers. The camera is apparently mounted high in a corner, so when the door opens, we see only the top of a woman’s head as she enters the room. The tape is supposed to be in color, but it’s off, as if someone’s improperly adjusted the settings, or the tape may have been reused so often it’s deteriorating. As a result, the woman’s skin appears vaguely green. She’s wearing workaday slacks, flat shoes and some sort of smock—blue? green?—covering her clothes. At the bottom of the screen, time-coded numbers flash by, ticking hours, minutes and seconds. A date stamp is burned into the upper right corner of the screen: 05-19-04. Three years ago, I calculate. May.
The woman’s dark hair, which the skewed video settings mutate to look distractingly purple, is pulled back in a ponytail. She appears unhurried, briskly familiar with the room, and has a set of keys clipped to an official-looking ID badge around her neck. At one point, she looks up toward the camera. At that moment, Oliver Rankin pushes Stop. The action freezes.
Rankin loosens his intricately patterned silk tie and allows himself a brief smile. “Every time I see it, it gets better and better. Dorinda Keeler Sweeney, at work, the night of the murder. Look at the date, then the time code,” he says, pointing to the screen. “Sixteen minutes after three in the morning and there she is, indisputably, on her overnight shift at the Beach-view Nursing Home, half an hour away from her house. According to the coroner’s death certificate, at that time her husband Raymond Jack Sweeney was certainly dead at the bottom of their basement stairs. Drunk as a lord on tequila, head bashed in by an iron, bleeding to death in a pile of laundry. Pictures don’t lie.” He gestures at the screen. “This is alibi with a capital A.”
He looks at us for confirmation. “Gotta love it.”
They say when a story is too good to be true, a good reporter looks for the holes.
“Mr. Rankin,” I begin.
“Oliver,” he corrects me. He flips on the overhead lights, snapping the room fluorescent bright. Closing the television into the cabinet, he gestures for Franklin and me to take a seat at the long oval conference table.
“Oliver,” I say, tacitly agreeing that we’re on the same team. That worries me a bit, since a reporter can’t take sides. But aren’t we always on the side of the truth?
“This tape is beyond compelling,” I continue, gesturing to Franklin for confirmation. “But I must ask you—when Ms. Sweeney confessed, why wasn’t this tape used to impeach her statement?”
“I can answer that.” A voice from the doorway. Quiet. Firm. We look up to see a lanky pale whisper of a man, gray hair a bit too long, cheekbones a bit too high, suit a bit too off-the-rack. Threadbare, I think, but that may just be in comparison to the dapper Rankin. He’s smoke to Rankin’s fire, but the intensity in their voices matches perfectly.
“Will Easterly,” Rankin says. “Meet Charlie McNally, and her producer Franklin Parrish.” Rankin smiles. “Will was Dorinda Sweeney’s court-appointed lawyer.”
“Court appointed? So you were with the Suffolk County Public Defenders Office?” Franklin asks. “Did you know…”
While the guys are bonding, my brain is churning out a list of questions. So many, so fast, I’m certain to forget them. I pull out a chair at the long conference table and start writing them in my reporter’s notebook. Motive? Money? Alibi? Battered? Other suspects? Evidence? Why tape not used? Why confess?
 
THE POLISHED ROSEWOOD conference table in front of Rankin is strewn with newspaper clippings, Will’s notes and the few files he kept. Picking up one page after another, Rankin’s revealing the history of the murder and the local scandal: small-town girl, just graduated from high school, pushed by her single-parent mother into marrying the mother’s ambitious boss, a local mover and shaker, a man she didn’t love.
I wish he’d just hand over the darn clip file so I could read it myself, but the flamboyant Rankin seems eager to put himself center stage.
“The Prom Queen and the Pol,” Rankin declaims. He holds up a two-page photo spread with one picture of Dorie, in a tiara and an unfortunately puffy prom dress. There’s another of B-movie big-shot type Ray Sweeney gaveling a Swampscott town council meeting. There’s also a photo of a beribboned little girl, holding her father’s hand and clutching some sort of stuffed animal, marching in the town’s holiday parade. The caption, Rankin points out, says it all. “Ray Sweeney and his daughter Gaylen Marie back in happier times.”
“Dorie’s not with them,” I observe, reaching across for the clipping.
“My point exactly,” Rankin says. He slides the clip away, back into the folder.
Rankin’s newsreel continues, a jury-worthy performance of trumpeting headlines, news clips, memories and legal commentary. When Dorinda Keeler Sweeney actually confessed to killing her husband of twenty-some years with their college-student daughter asleep upstairs, it seemed there was hardly room in the paper for anything else. One gossipy neighbor—the apparently libel-ignoring Swampscott Chronicle reported—was actually quoted as saying “Him and Dorie had nothing in common. Just the daughter. And everyone knows how Ray was with women.”
Will Easterly holds up a yellowing news clipping, its oversize block letter headlines blazing Deadly Dorie Admits: I Did It. “Deadly Dorie,” Will says bitterly, shaking his head. “Those headline writers should rot in hell.”
I wince, knowing Channel 3’s coverage of the story back then was probably just as sensational. “Again, though,” I say, turning a page in my notebook and trying to change the focus. “She confessed. Did you ask her why?”
Will tosses the clipping onto the table. “Here’s the rest of the story,” he says. He pauses, as if composing himself, then runs both hands though his graying hair. “Back when I was assigned Dorie’s case—”
I have to interrupt. “I’m sorry, Will, but I wanted to ask you about that.” Money. One of the questions on my list. “Wasn’t Ray Sweeney financially well-off? Why would Dorie need an appointed lawyer?”
“She didn’t want a lawyer at all,” Oliver Rankin answers. “The Commonwealth of Massachusetts assigned Will to her case. Someone says they don’t need legal advice, that’s their call. But the courts aren’t comfortable if there’s no lawyer standing by to make sure the defendant’s rights are protected. And if they plead guilty, having a lawyer ensures they did it knowingly and voluntarily. Without coercion from the police, or pressure from someone else. And that was Will’s job.”
“Which I blew. Big-time.” Will says, standing and putting his palms on the table. He looks right at me, his face weary, the picture of defeat. “And that’s why you’re here, Charlie.” He stops, pursing his lips, then starts again. “I had a problem back then. A big one. I hadn’t started going to meetings, hadn’t admitted I was an alcoholic. When I got Dorinda’s case, I didn’t even ask how her confession was obtained. When I asked her why she confessed, she said, ‘Because I’m guilty.’”
He sits back down, picks up the green glass bottle in front of him and swishes the water back and forth, staring at it.
“I just bought her story. I didn’t ask the right questions. I didn’t check the evidence, I didn’t lift the phone to investigate. Now I know I need to take responsibility for my actions, and I’m responsible for what happened to Dorinda. I have to make it right,” he says, his voice taut. “I just hope it’s not too late.”
I guess his explanation makes sense. And why look a gift story in the mouth? But that’s exactly what I have to do. “But why—?” I begin.
Rankin interrupts me. “And that’s where the videotape comes in.” He slides the cassette across the table toward Franklin, who stops it one-handed. “Before Dorie confessed, police told the proprietors of Beach-view Nursing Home, where Dorie worked, to preserve their surveillance tape for the night of the murder. It’s a small place. Dorie’s the only employee on the graveyard shift in her section. Often it was just her and the sleeping patients. But after Dorie confessed, the tape was no longer needed. The police never asked for it.”
“I remembered it might still exist,” Easterly picks up the story, his voice earnest. “I knew that might be my ticket to justice for Dorinda. A solid alibi.” He locks his eyes onto mine. “Somewhere in my alcohol-soaked brain, back then, I knew she might be innocent. She was…”
He pauses and looks away, perhaps into the past. “She was not a murderer. Now, I need to try to prove it. Of course, if she hadn’t been on the tape, that would have at least put my guilty conscience at ease. But there she is. Not guilty. Step Nine—‘Make direct amends wherever possible.’”
Franklin, chin in hands, stares at him, transfixed. I realize I’m holding my breath. It’s as if Will has made a confession of his own.
Rankin, however, is brusque, all business. “And that’s it, right from the source,” he says. He continues to tick off his points, one finger at a time. “Will asked the nursing home to search for the video. They found it, still in some file cabinet where they’d locked it three years ago. He convinced them to let him have the tape, and there she was. Will’s worked with us on other cases, so yesterday he brought it straight to me.”
I’m captivated by Will’s quiet passion, his obvious deep belief. But still, I’ve got questions. “Will?” I begin, quietly. “Then why did she confess?”
Will throws up his hands, looking frustrated. “I don’t know. Maybe she wanted him dead. Maybe she knows something. Maybe someone is blackmailing her. I don’t know,” he says. “She still insists she’s guilty. But now, this tape proves she wasn’t there. She didn’t do it.”
I can’t know what the rest of them are thinking, but I’m picturing Dorie locked inside the redbrick fortress of MCI-Framingham, the oldest women’s prison in the country. Innocent, terrified, and trapped behind bars for three long years. It’s the story I’ve dreamed about since J-school. I can save her.
“Will she agree to an interview?” I ask. My list is growing. Find witnesses. Get police report. Where is daughter? Why confess? “Dorie has to go on camera. And we’ll need a copy of that tape. We need to have it authenticated. And—may we take these clippings? We’ll need to look at them.”
“It’ll take two weeks, maybe more, to get this story pulled together,” Franklin adds. “But the interview with Dorie is key.”
“Once she hears we have the tape, I’m sure she’ll want to talk to you,” Will says. “And we can find out why she confessed. My guess, the police pushed her into it.”
I nod, ticking off another question on my list. “You think they threatened her? Said she’d certainly be convicted, got her to make a deal for a lesser sentence?”
“Happens all the time,” Rankin asserts. “All the damn time.” He slides back his chair from the head of the table and begins to pace, pointing at each of us, as if he’s in charge of Franklin and me, too.
“Will, you call Dorinda. Charlie, of course take those clippings. And your copy of the tape. Let us know what you find out. Franklin, leave your number with my secretary in case he needs to get in touch with you directly. I’ll get my staff to do some digging, but you two are the front lines of Team Dorinda.”
I smile noncommittally. Team Dorinda? Situations like this are always sticky. Tricky. Franklin and I don’t work for the CJP, we work for the truth. We’ll follow the story whether it leads where Rankin and Easterly believe it will—or whether it doesn’t. If it turns out Dorinda is guilty, we might even go with that story instead.
It’s a fragile equilibrium.
I gather up the newspaper clippings, sliding them into their manila file folder and tucking them carefully into my tote bag. I can’t wait to read them all thoroughly, focusing to see if I can put the story together in a different way. In a way that means Dorie’s innocent.
Rankin and Will Easterly are moving toward the conference room door. “Oscar Ortega will be ripping some poor sucker for this one,” I hear Rankin mutter, patting Will on the back as he guides him through the room. “Governor’s chair? I don’t think so.”
I look up, surprised. “I’m sorry, Oliver,” I say. “Did you say Oscar Ortega? Would be…unhappy? Could I ask why?”
“Of course,” Rankin replies, changing his tone, affable again. “I thought you knew. You’ll see it when you read the articles. Oz was lead prosecutor in the Sweeney case. The A.G.’s office had jurisdiction because Sweeney was a public official. Oz wrapped up the case with that confession, now he touts it as one of his big successes. He says his law and order team is so powerful, miscreants simply surrender.” He pauses, then gives a sardonic smile. “If Dorinda’s innocent? There goes the law-and-order campaign.”
The four of us arrive at the elevator and I push the button. Then, because Franklin’s not watching me, I push it again. We hear the click and swish as the mechanism clicks into life. Ha. I wish Franklin had been looking.
“I’ll call Dorie right now,” Will says. “I’m sure she’ll talk with you.” He holds out a hand, shaking mine, then Franklin’s. “If you can get to the truth, you’re going to save her life.”
“I—we—” I begin. “Please don’t get her hopes up,” I urge him. “It would be tragedy on tragedy if she begins to rely on us, and then it doesn’t happen.”
The elevator arrives, and Franklin and I step in. “Thank you so much,” I say. “We’ll let you know what we come up with.”
The polished stainless steel doors begin to close, but then Rankin steps forward, clamping one confident hand into the opening. He forces the doors apart even as the elevator mechanism struggles to slide them together.
“You two are going up against the Great and Powerful Oz. You know that, correct?” he asks, pretending the elevator isn’t fighting back. “Not afraid of him, are you?”
Before either of us can respond to his challenge, he lets go of the door and it slides shut.
 
“I KNEW THERE WAS SOMETHING,” I whisper to Franklin. We’re alone in the elevator, but it feels right to keep my voice low. “Maybe that’s what this is really about. Ortega.”
Before Franklin can reply, we stop at the twenty-fifth floor. A harried-looking woman tapping a BlackBerry gets on. She pushes 21. We wait, impatient for privacy.
Four floors down, the doors close us into seclusion again. “I mean, Will’s obviously obsessed with Dorie,” I continue. “What if Rankin’s obsessed with Oz? And if Rankin and Easterly hate Ortega, maybe they think—”
I stop as the doors open again. Two young women step on, deep into comparing the nail polish colors showing through the openings of their peep-toed pumps.
I decide to risk it.
“If they think you-know-who being innocent can derail the campaign of ‘that guy,’” I continue, talking in code, “maybe they’re leaking the story to make him a loser. And manipulating us into helping.”
Franklin nods. “But we can’t leave her up the river. We can’t tell her, like, ‘It’s June. We’ll come back in November, after the election, when it’s less complicated.’”
“But if we go back upstairs, and say, hey, we’re concerned…” I glance at the girls. Oblivious. “They’ll just give the tape to someone else. And we’ll be—you know.” Screwed, is what I don’t say out loud. If Rankin and Will give the story to another reporter.
I think about those clippings—and that tape—tucked into my bag. The potentially innocent woman trapped behind bars, expecting us to help her. The persuasively confident Rankin assuming we’re on his team. The great and powerful Oz expecting to win the governor’s race. My news director and his glossy hired gun Susannah, expecting a blockbuster story in less than a month.
The nail polish girls get off. As the door closes behind them, I suddenly realize what makes this complicated mix not only more volatile, but even potentially dangerous.
“Listen, Franko, there’s one more thing,” I say. “Getting Dorinda Sweeney out of prison? Of course, it could be off the charts. But here’s what else.”
“How they got that confession,” Franklin begins. “That’s—”
“Right,” I say, interrupting. “But listen. Ortega’s staff and the Swampscott cops investigated the killing right? And if Dorie didn’t kill her husband, someone else did. Someone else was in Dorie’s home that night. And that same someone else bashed Ray Sweeney on the head with an iron, and pushed him down the stairs. Question is—who? And why didn’t anyone know that?”
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