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1879. I asked Janet, the law librarian, where I might find a thorough discussion of the temporary insanity plea, and she referred me to a case decided in January of 1879.

“That’s too old,” I told her. “I’m looking for a more recent decision, one that explains why we preserve the defense, one that addresses the current philosophy supporting it.”

Janet climbed the ladder, then, to the top shelf, and pulled out a book so decrepit that portions of its dark brown binding fell in flakes to the library floor as she descended. She opened the yellowed pages to a case already flagged with a sheet of folded notepad paper. Apparently, she’d been asked this question before.

She flipped through the first portion of the decision, then pointed to the center of a page and handed the fragile book to me. “Mr. Justice Paxson gave it a lot of thought,” she said. “Read.” And so I did.


We are obliged by the force of authority to say to you that there is such a disease known to the law as homicidal insanity.

What it is, or in what it consists, no lawyer or judge has ever yet been able to explain with precision.



Janet was heading back to her desk when I looked up, but she paused to cast a meaningful glance over her shoulder. I got the message. A hundred and twenty-five years have passed. And nothing’s changed.






Chapter 1

Monday, December 20




“Your client is a vigilante, Martha. He blew a man away on live television, for Christ’s sake. We’ll get murder one at trial; the jury won’t have any choice. Murder two is a gift. I can’t do any better than that.”

Geraldine Schilling points a finger-gun at me and fires. She’s the newly elected District Attorney in Barnstable County, a jurisdiction that includes all the towns on Cape Cod. She’s our first female DA, and she won the election by a landslide with her “tough on crime” campaign. She plans to improve her margin the next time around. And she thinks this case will help her do it.

Technically, Geraldine is still the First Assistant to the incumbent District Attorney, Rob Mendell. His term won’t expire until the end of this month. Geraldine’s been the First Assistant for eighteen years now, and I worked with her for ten of them, until about six months ago. This is the first time I’ve looked at Geraldine from the opposite side of the table. She’s formidable.

Some prosecutors—maybe even Rob Mendell—would go easy on my client. This is no ordinary case. But not Geraldine. And the fact that she’s not yet sworn in as top dog is of little consequence. Geraldine Schilling is in charge around here. She always has been.

“Then why did you call me, Geraldine? What is there to discuss?”

She’s been on her feet throughout our meeting; Geraldine almost never sits down. She stares at me from behind her imposing oak desk, perhaps considering my question, more likely trying to decide if I’m bluffing. She drags hard on her cigarette, stubs it out in a crowded ashtray on the desktop, and folds her thin arms across her tailored jacket. She doesn’t answer, though. She tilts her blond head to one side and half-smiles. Her pale green eyes dart over my shoulder as she blows a steady stream of smoke my way.

I don’t have to turn around to know that Geraldine’s new side-kick, the soon-to-be First Assistant, is about to join us. J. Stanley Edgarton III always clears his throat before he speaks. It’s an annoying practice designed to alert all of us that his words are coming, lest we miss one of them.

“Reality, Attorney Nickerson,” he drones at my back. “Perhaps we should discuss reality.”

Geraldine hired Stanley a month ago—stole him, actually, from the New Bedford office—to replace me. A meticulous, prissy sort of man, he leaves behind an enviable track record. Stanley tried a dozen homicide cases during his eight-year career in New Bedford. He won them all. He doesn’t intend to lose this one.

“You do have some grasp on reality, don’t you, Attorney Nickerson?”

Geraldine’s office is spacious, but Stanley positions himself so that the tips of his tasseled shoes almost touch my boots. He does it on purpose. He’s always too close, always making me feel there isn’t enough oxygen in the room for both of us.

I move away from him and head for the door. “If that’s the best you can do, Geraldine, we’re going to trial.”

Stanley inserts himself in my path. “And your client’s defense, Attorney Nickerson, what might that be?”

My silent glare doesn’t deter him. He sidles toward me, eliminating the space I had put between us, and picks up a videotape from the edge of Geraldine’s orderly desk. He holds it in front of my face for a moment—as if I might not otherwise notice—before he moves toward the VCR.

“Perhaps it’s…Gee, I didn’t mean to gun him down in front of so many people. That’s a good defense.”

Stanley pops the tape into the slot and watches intently, a savage glee in his eyes, as the television screen lights up. He’s seen this tape before, of course. We all have.

“Or maybe it’s…Oops, I just meant to stand there holding the weapon. That might work.”

Stanley sports a vicious smile as an olive green military chopper appears on the small screen, descending to the only runway at Chatham Municipal Airport. When it lands, Stanley turns away from the TV and watches me instead.

A half dozen squad cars, and at least as many press vans, greet the chopper. Its door opens and Hector Monteros emerges, hands cuffed behind his back. He begins his descent to the floodlit runway, an armed guard on the steps ahead of him, another right behind. All three men lean forward, into the wind. The first hint of dawn is on the horizon.

In the lower-right corner of the screen, behind the wall of police cruisers and press vans, Buck Hammond steps from the hangar’s shadow. He’s my client. He stands perfectly still until Monteros and his escorts reach the runway. Then he raises a hunting rifle and fires. Monteros drops like a felled tree.

Stanley’s still smiling. “Or maybe it’s…Darn, I didn’t realize those TV cameras were rolling. Now, there’s a defense. One of my favorites.”

Stanley is shorter than I am—he’s shorter than most people, for that matter—and I examine the top of his bulbous head before I respond. Sparse, almost colorless hair parts just above his right ear, long strands of it combed over his pink scalp, the wispy ends just touching the top of his left ear. Beneath his vast forehead sit muddy brown eyes, too small for the head that holds them, too dark for the pasty skin that surrounds them.

He smiles up at me, apparently delighted by his own humor, revealing tiny, discolored teeth. “You people…,” he says, shaking his head, a thick vein pulsing across his forehead. I’ve noticed that vein before; it turns blue when he’s mad. And J. Stanley Edgarton III seems to get mad a lot.

Stanley has been calling us “you people” since he got here. New Bedford is only about thirty miles away, just on the other side of the bridge, but Stanley seems to regard Cape Codders—some of us, anyway—as an alien species. He turns his back to me, flicks off the TV, and wipes his hands together. I’m dismissed.

Members of the New Bedford defense bar warned us about Stanley. He’s an odd one, to put it mildly. He takes pride in being the first person in the courtroom each day, they report. He greets all trial participants upon their arrival, thereby establishing himself as the man in charge. For lay witnesses, people unfamiliar with courtroom procedure, Stanley even assigns seats. He is, in his own mind, one powerful fellow.

It’s going to be a long week.

“See you tomorrow,” I tell him.

Stanley faces me again, still shaking his large skull, his expression suggesting he pities my inability to see the light. “Looking forward to it.” His forehead vein throbs steadily.

I head for the office door, hoping I’ve dropped no hint of how worried I am. Buck Hammond had his reasons. And Monteros got precisely what he deserved. But that videotape is damning.

Geraldine leans across her desk toward Stanley as I head for her office door. I catch her words just before the heavy wooden door slams shut behind me. “Don’t underestimate her,” she says. I can’t help but smile. Coming from Geraldine Schilling, that’s high praise indeed.







Chapter 2



Harry Madigan’s last day with the Barnstable County Public Defender’s office was November 1. He planned to take a month off before opening his private practice. After twenty years, he said, it was time for a real vacation. Real or not, it lasted all of four days. And he never got off-Cape.

Barnstable County’s troubled residents—those who live on the edge when they’re not confined to county facilities—know Harry well. Some have been with him his entire career. They trust him. They filled his office, and his file cabinets, before he hung out his shingle.

Joining him was like throwing a life ring to a drowning man. No thought required. I wasn’t eager to return to practice after my years with the DA’s office, and Harry knew that. But when he approached me about Buck Hammond’s case, I had no choice. Harry knew that, too.

Sometimes I think Harry knows me better than I do. He knew I’d fight Buck’s battle, knew I’d view Buck’s act as justifiable homicide. We have a problem, though. Our criminal justice system doesn’t see it that way.

The system hasn’t yet acknowledged certain basic human truths. One of them explains the single shot Buck Hammond fired at the Chatham Municipal Airport. Our only hope is that a jury of Buck’s peers will rise to the occasion—set the rules aside, if necessary—to reach a just result. Juries do that sometimes.

Hector Monteros raped and murdered Buck Hammond’s seven-year-old son. Monteros was in police custody, charged with the crimes, when Buck fired the now infamous shot that took Monteros down. And he did it while two dozen people looked on, half of them police officers.

Evening news anchors and editorial columnists have been asking ever since: “How could this have happened?” My question is different. I wonder why it doesn’t happen every day, every time a child is victimized.

It shouldn’t have happened, of course. Buck Hammond shouldn’t have taken matters into his own hands. He should have let the system work, should have allowed Monteros to stand trial for his crimes.

Monteros would have been convicted. The DNA evidence against him was conclusive. He’d have spent the rest of his miserable days in a cell at Walpole, the Commonwealth’s maximum security penitentiary. And perhaps that would have been a more just result. Generally speaking, inmates don’t take kindly to child murderers.

That’s what should have happened. That’s the way our society should function. But I’m not prepared to condemn Buck Hammond for what he did. It wasn’t my son in the morgue.

Buck’s defense is an uphill battle, of course, and it isn’t made any easier by the fact that he shot Monteros while three television cameras were rolling. All cases have problems, but Buck’s has more than its share.

Harry was appointed to defend Buck Hammond on the day of the shooting. Buck was assigned a new lawyer when Harry announced his resignation from the Public Defender’s office, but neither Buck nor his family was happy about it. They wanted Harry back; no one else would do.

The relatives raised enough money to pay the initial retainer and asked Harry to meet with them. Harry said yes, of course; he’s never been able to say no to an underdog. They met at his new, not yet opened law office on the Friday of his first week of vacation. By the end of the meeting, Harry’s long-anticipated break was over.

After more than an hour of discussion with the extended family, Harry agreed to refile his appearance and resume Buck Hammond’s defense. Lucky for Buck. Geraldine Schilling made Buck the poster boy for lawless behavior during her campaign, calling him the Vigilante at every press conference. She put his case on a fast track; trial was six weeks away.

When Harry emerged from his office with Buck’s relatives that Friday, he found a dozen people in the waiting room. And he knew most of them. He’d parked his old Jeep Wrangler in the front driveway, visible from Main Street. His regular clients pulled in and parked too. And they brought a few friends.

He called later than usual that night. He couldn’t do it, he said. No one could. In one day, he’d opened more files than any solo practitioner could handle. He would have to call Buck Hammond’s relatives and reverse his decision. He couldn’t possibly carry this workload and be ready to try a murder-one case in six weeks. Unless, of course, he had a partner.

Even at the time, I knew Harry was playing a trump card. He’d been hounding me for weeks about joining the practice. I wasn’t ready, I kept telling him. I didn’t think I’d be any good at defense work. I didn’t want to be pressured into a decision. In Buck Hammond’s case, though, there was no decision to make. Harry knew that. I showed up for work the next day, and it happened to be Saturday.

Within the week, we lured Kevin Kydd away from the District Attorney’s office. Geraldine is still sore about it; she hasn’t replaced him yet. That means she’s stuck in the courtroom more often than she’d like. It means she isn’t available, at times, for the important things. Political rallies. Press conferences. Fund-raisers.

Geraldine has every right to be sore about losing her associate. The Kydd, as we call him, is a year and a half out of law school and probably the hardest-working young lawyer in Massachusetts. Any firm in the Commonwealth would hire him in a heartbeat. But Harry and I made him an offer he couldn’t refuse: long hours, longer headaches, and a salary with no way to go but up.

The Kydd gave Geraldine notice and joined us two weeks later. He went straight to work on the misdemeanors. Harry focused on the felonies. And I took on Buck Hammond.

Harry and I will try Buck’s case together—the relatives wanted him, after all—but I will take the laboring oar. Harry is swamped with other matters, and I have devoted my time exclusively to Buck. Now, the day before trial, Buck is as ready as he’s ever going to be to face the first-degree murder charge against him. So am I. I head back to the office anyway, though, to think it all through again, and again after that.

Harry is holed up in his office with Theodore Chase when I arrive. Steady Teddy, as he’s known on the streets, is charged with trafficking cocaine in a school zone. This is his third drug offense, and, if convicted, he faces a hefty jail term. Steady’s pretrial conference is scheduled for this afternoon, and Harry, I’m certain, is trying to persuade him to consider a plea bargain. Harry and I both worry about this one. Steady Teddy isn’t a guy most Barnstable County jurors will like.

The Kydd has two clients seated in folding chairs in the front office, waiting to see him, but he’s fielding phone calls when I arrive. The cash flow won’t support a secretary yet—generally speaking, our clients aren’t high rollers—so the attorneys here answer their own phones, type their own pleadings, and open their own mail. It’s a no-frills operation. “Lean and mean,” Harry calls it.

Lean and mean though it may be, our practice is housed in a charming building, an antique farmhouse on Main Street in South Chatham. Harry chose that location, he said, so I would have the world’s easiest commute. I told him to forget it. I wouldn’t rush back into practice, I said, not even if he set up shop in my backyard. He bought the old farmhouse anyway.

And it suits him. South Chatham is a gem of a village, a seaside community of quaint shingled cottages and owner-occupied small businesses. Harry’s farmhouse was built in 1840 and it wears all the charm of that era; its original wide-pine floors are still in place, uneven and sloping through every room. Our clients are comfortable here in a way they would not be in the wealthier areas of Chatham. Their tired pickup trucks and work vans aren’t so glaringly misplaced here.

Harry and the Kydd both have offices on the first floor, on either side of our only conference room, a space with a large brick fireplace and built-in ovens. It served as the keeping room when the house was used as a residence. I work in a small, pine-paneled office on the west end of the second floor, a rustic, airy room with a view over the treetops to Taylor’s Pond, and beyond that to Nantucket Sound. Harry lives in the rest of the second-floor space. Turns out he’s the one with the world’s easiest commute.

I’m barely seated when the Kydd clambers up the steep staircase. I know it’s the Kydd because he always takes the steps two at a time, and my middle-aged partner doesn’t.

The Kydd bursts into the room with his usual air of urgency. “Can’t stay,” he warns, both hands in the air. “People waiting. But I have to know. What’d ole Geraldine have to offer?” His grin expands when he mentions his former boss.

The Kydd’s speech drops no hint that he ever left Georgia. He’s slender and tall, but his posture is poor; his shoulders are stooped. “Stand up straight,” I always tell him, but he never does. Instead, he routinely gives me his slow, Southern grin and says, “Gert.” Gert, he finally admitted last week, is his great-aunt, the nag. I haven’t told him to stand up straight since.

“Murder two,” I tell him now.

“What does Buck say?”

“Buck says no.”

He grins again, pointing his pen at me. “What do you say?”

The Kydd is a quick study. He assumes more and more responsibility each day, it seems, taking on clients Harry and I would otherwise have to turn away. He learned the basics from me, in the DA’s office. Now he’s learning from Harry how to blend that competence with a tough compassion. Our clients are, for the most part, people battered by life and baffled by the system. Handling them is something of an art form, and Harry has it mastered.

I take off my glasses and consider the Kydd’s question. “I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “My crystal ball is cloudy this week.”

“Well, are you ready?” he asks, already turning back toward the staircase.

“Nobody’s ever ready for trial, Kydd, you know that. But I’m as close as I’m going to get.”

The Kydd rolls out his Southern grin from the top step. “You’re ready,” he tells me. “My crystal ball says Stanley’s about to meet his match.”

I start to thank him for his vote of confidence, but the look on his face stops me. His eyes dart from me to the first floor and back to me again. He utters one word before he disappears. “Trouble.”







Chapter 3



The Kydd takes the entire staircase in three strides. I follow as fast as I can. The door to the front office is wide open, a raw northeast wind blowing snow inside, papers flying everywhere. A stack of files on the edge of the Kydd’s desk slides to the floor.

The waiting clients are on their feet, easing a tall, wafer-thin woman into the Kydd’s high-backed leather desk chair. She’s coatless and it’s freezing. Her face is swollen and bruised. Her white blouse is blood-spattered and open in front, the top buttons torn off. Her lower lip bleeds profusely, a dark red stream running down her neck and pooling at her collar.

The men part to let me through, and I see at once that her right arm is broken. It hangs from her shoulder at a tortured angle, the wrist taking a brutal bend. I take off my suit jacket and cover her chest, press my handkerchief against her lips.

“Who did this to you?” My own hands suddenly tremble.

Her eyes meet mine, but she doesn’t answer.

The Kydd reappears with a makeshift ice pack in a kitchen towel and an old blanket from the hallway closet. I replace my saturated handkerchief with the ice pack and cover the thin woman up to her neck with the worn blanket.

“Who did this to you?” I ask again, holding the ice pack away from her mouth so she can answer.

Her eyes dart around the room before she speaks. “My husband,” she whispers finally, “but he didn’t mean it. It was the drink. He didn’t mean it.”

Swell. That’s great. This scenario walked into the DA’s office more than once during the years I worked there. She defends the bastard even before she’s sewn up. By sunset, she remembers falling down a flight of stairs.

“How did you get here?” I ask, pressing the ice to her lips. She points behind me with her good hand, the left one, and I turn to see a skinny teenage girl wearing silver hoop earrings and a faded denim outfit, gnawing a thumbnail. She can’t possibly be old enough to drive—not legally, anyway. I decide not to inquire, the hallmark of a good defense lawyer, Harry says.

“Your father did this?” I ask instead.

The skinny girl gives up her thumbnail reluctantly. “He’s not my father.” She shakes her head. “And he’s not her husband either. She just says that. Like he’s some kind of prize.”

Harry rushes into the front office, Steady Teddy following at a slower, almost leisurely, pace. Steady’s light gray suit, a fine Italian cut, probably cost more than all of Harry’s suits put together. Steady has a narrow build, and he’s about four inches shorter than Harry’s six-foot frame, but he wears enough gold around his neck to stoop a much larger man. He stays behind Harry, adjusting his shiny watch band, looking away from the injured woman in the chair.

Imagine that. Steady Teddy doesn’t want to get involved.

Harry, though, moves to the woman’s side without a word and takes her pulse, one of those skills career criminal defense lawyers master somehow. “She’s not in shock,” he says, his eyes moving from the wall clock to the ice compress on the woman’s bleeding lip. “But she’s got to get to a hospital.”

Harry looks to the Kydd. “I’m due in court in an hour. Can you take her?”

The Kydd’s eyes widen and he gestures helplessly to the two men who’ve been waiting to see him since I got here. Harry’s eyes move to mine, but he doesn’t ask. He knows how anxious I am about tomorrow’s trial.

“I’ll call the rescue squad,” he says.

The woman pushes the kitchen-towel compress away and tries to get out of the chair, but she falls back against it almost at once. “No,” she cries. “No ambulance. No rescue squad. I won’t go with them.”

“She won’t go in an ambulance,” the teenage daughter confirms, her eyes rolling to the ceiling. She shakes her head again and sighs. “Never mind,” she says. “Forget it. I’ll take her.”

The mother sobs now, leaning to one side in the chair, her good arm over her eyes. “He didn’t mean it,” she repeats. “He didn’t. He had too much to drink, that’s all. He loses his temper when he drinks that much. He didn’t mean to hurt anybody. He probably won’t even remember.”

Harry lifts the telephone receiver, but I press my hand over the keypad before he can punch in the numbers. “I’ll take her,” I tell him. “I’ll take her to Cape Cod Hospital. But that’s all, Harry. I can’t do any more than that. You can’t either. Not with Buck’s trial starting tomorrow.”

Harry presses the receiver against the front of his suit jacket, looking like a schoolboy about to pledge allegiance to the flag. “Okay,” he says. “I’ll call and tell them you’re coming.”

The Kydd and his two clients struggle to raise the thin woman from the chair without hurting her arm. My suit jacket falls to the floor, but she manages to hold on to the blanket and the ice compress. The men wrap the blanket carefully around her shoulders before guiding her out to the porch, down the front steps, and across the snow-covered lawn toward my ancient Thunderbird.

The daughter follows without a word, her thin denim jacket wide open in the winter wind. She looks back at me from the bottom step and when our eyes meet, it hits me. Something is wrong with this picture.

The young girl brought her bleeding mother to a law office. Not a hospital; not even a doctor’s office. A law office.

Somewhere in the depths of my stomach I register a once familiar tightness. A few seconds pass before I can name it: it’s the onset of dread.

I hurry up the old staircase, grab my parka from the hook at the top, and head back down. I’m almost out the door when Harry catches up to me. “Marty,” he says.

I pause in the doorway. Harry’s rugged features are worried. He feels it too. Something isn’t right here. There’s a reason this skinny teenage girl brought her battered mother to us.

He cups the side of my face in his big hand the way he always does now. “Be careful” is all he says.







Chapter 4



The Kydd and his helpers install the long woman in a prone position on the backseat of the Thunderbird, leaving her sullen daughter with no choice but to ride shotgun. When I get behind the wheel, she moves to the far edge of her seat and stares out the side window. I look to the rear, where the mother has her eyes closed, her left arm once again slung over her face. The blanket lies across her chest, the cold compress against her mouth.

I look out my own window at the Kydd as I start the car and turn both the heat and the defrost on high. He shrugs his stooped shoulders at me and grins. “Good luck,” he says.

If we don’t hit traffic, we’ll reach Cape Cod Hospital in little more than half an hour. For the first ten minutes, the teenager beside me doesn’t utter a word. She keeps her face turned away, her thumb nail back between her teeth. Her limp, dirty-blond hair hangs forward, almost covering the fine features of her profile.

“I’m Marty Nickerson,” I finally say to her. “What’s your name?” She turns toward me, looking surprised to see me here, as if she assumed the car had been driving itself to the hospital. “I know who you are,” she says, so quietly I can barely hear. “I saw you on the news all weekend.”

The news. Stanley and I argued pretrial motions in Buck Hammond’s case on Friday. The press was all over us. They were even worse with Buck’s wife. One group of reporters essentially held her hostage in the courthouse hallway; I had to elbow my way in for the rescue.

My head aches all over again as I remember the mobbed courtroom, the microphones outstretched to receive Stanley’s caustic comments, the camera lights blinding all of us. Buck’s trial promises to be nothing short of a circus.

I look back at my soft-spoken passenger, still turned toward me. Her eyes aren’t quite focused, like those of someone under hypnosis. “I’m Maggie,” she says after a pause, and it occurs to me that Harry should have checked her pulse as well. “Maggie Baker,” she adds.

She turns toward the rear seat, then looks back at me. “That’s my mother, Sonia Baker. Don’t even think about calling her Sonny. She hates it when people do.”

“Okay.” I’m grateful for even this tidbit of volunteered information.

Maggie turns away again, so I check on her mother in the rearview mirror. Sonia Baker appears to be asleep—eyes closed, breathing deep and regular—though it’s hard for me to believe that’s possible under the circumstances.

I’d like to ask Maggie why she brought her injured mother to our law office, but something tells me to wait, to move slowly here. This young girl, nothing but tough and surly until just moments ago, now seems vulnerable, fragile even.

“Where do you and your mom live?” I’m hoping to stay on neutral territory a little longer.

Maggie twirls one long strand of fine hair around her right index finger; she’s distracted. “On Bayview Road,” she says after a while. “You know where it is.”

I nod, aware that Maggie’s response was a statement, not a question.

Bayview Road intersects with the east end of Forest Beach Road, just a stone’s throw from Buck Hammond’s cottage. I’ve been there at least a dozen times during the past six weeks, visiting Buck’s wife, Patty, eliciting the awful, necessary details. Preparing her—to the extent possible—for Buck’s trial, for the ordeal she will have to endure on the witness stand, the nightmare she will have to relive, this time in public.

The entire Forest Beach area is a magnet for summer tourists. Its beaches are wild and pristine, vast stretches of white sand punctuated by rugged black jetties, year-round favorite sunning spots for hundreds of harbor seals. The cottages in the Forest Beach neighborhood are quaint, but small; most aren’t winterized. The year-round residents are few and far between.

“You must know Buck Hammond, then,” I say to Maggie. “You’re practically neighbors.”

“We know Buck. Mom and I both know Patty and Buck. He’s in big trouble, isn’t he?”

“Yes, he is.”

She shakes her head. “It’s not fair,” she says, her small voice growing strong for the first time. “After what that creep did to their little boy.”

I agree, of course, but say nothing.

Minutes pass before I summon the courage to broach the matter at hand. “Maggie,” I ask, “the man who did this to your mother, what’s his name?”

“Howard,” she says to the dashboard. “Howard Davis.”

I catch my breath before I can stop myself, but Maggie doesn’t seem to notice. She looks back at her mother, then closes her eyes and shakes her head again, letting out a short, bitter laugh. “Mom calls him Howie, if you can believe that.”

I know Howard Davis; he’s been a Barnstable County parole officer for two decades. He’s an enormous hulk—he hardly seems human—with a booming voice and an intimidating stance. He routinely handles the most dangerous of the county’s parolees; he’s the only employee on staff with any chance of keeping them in line. The first time I saw Howard Davis, in the courthouse hallway with one of his clients, I was at a complete loss. There was no way to tell which one was the ex-con.

Sonia Baker is lucky she’s breathing. And Howard Davis is going to jail, parole officer or not. I don’t say either of those things to Maggie, though. She doesn’t need any more drama at the moment.

“Does Howard Davis live on Bayview Road with you?” I ask instead.

Maggie stares at me without speaking for a minute, tears pooling in her eyes, but not falling anymore. “Yes,” she whispers.

“Has he done this before?”

Maggie opens her mouth, but no sound comes out. She nods her head up and down, though, hard enough to dislodge her tears from their pools, hard enough to tell me that the answer is a resounding yes. “When he drinks,” she says at last. “And he drinks a lot. He was drinking again before we left.”

She’s had enough. I had planned to explain to her some of what lies ahead—the reporting requirement imposed on the hospital; the police interviews; the arrest; the necessary restraining order—but Maggie Baker has had about all she can handle for the moment. We’re just minutes from the hospital anyway; the shingled cottages we’re passing now have all been converted to doctors’ offices, pharmacies, and medical supply stores. The process will unfold soon enough.

“Maggie,” I ask, “how old are you?”

She squirms a little at this, and I’m charmed by her innocence. Under the circumstances, even Geraldine Schilling wouldn’t press charges against Maggie for driving without a license.

“Are you asking as my lawyer?”

I laugh. “Do you think you need one?”

Maggie’s thumbnail goes back to her teeth and she speaks to the dashboard again. “Maybe.”

“Okay then,” I tell her. “I’m asking as your lawyer.”

“Fourteen.”

“When did you learn to drive?”

“Today.”

She really has had enough. I pull to the curb in front of the emergency entrance, and an orderly pushes a wheelchair up to the back seat almost immediately. Harry called ahead as promised. Sonia Baker lifts herself from the car with a modest amount of help from the orderly, still pressing the blanket to her chest and clutching the bloody kitchen towel to her mouth. The orderly slams the back door and whisks her away.

“Maggie, go ahead in with your mother. I’ll park the car, then come and find you.”

Maggie does as she’s told, but her eyes are like pinwheels. Her hands tremble when she reaches out to close the car door, and a wave of guilt rushes through me. I had to send her ahead with her mother; I need a few minutes alone to make a phone call. But I should have given her some idea of what to expect. The unknown is a terrifying thing.







Chapter 5



Cape Cod Hospital’s parking lot is just about full. It takes ten minutes to find a vacant spot, and even that one is partially blocked by a drift from yesterday’s snowfall. I maneuver the Thunderbird into it anyway, cut the engine, and dial the District Attorney’s office on my cell phone. I need to alert them.

One of the ADAs will have to be available, when we’re through here, to appear before a District Court judge with Sonia Baker and secure a restraining order against Howard Davis. Given the extent of Sonia’s injuries, we’re likely to be here for a while.

Geraldine can’t take my call; she’s in a meeting. Stanley, though, is available. He picks up at once. “Attorney Nickerson, so good to hear from you. May I assume you’ve come to your senses?”

Stanley is probably about thirty-five. I wonder how many times he’s been decked.

“No,” I tell him, “you may not assume any such thing. I’m still daft.”

The line is silent. He’s apparently not surprised.

“Listen, Stanley, one of you needs to be in the office at the end of the day. I’m at the hospital right now with a woman who’s been roughed up big time by her live-in. And her live-in happens to be Howard Davis, the parole officer.”

“Jesus Christ,” Stanley mutters.

“Yeah. Sounds like he drank himself stupid and then lost it.”

“Jesus Christ,” Stanley repeats.

“She can’t go home with him there; he was drinking again when she left. I’ll bring her straight to the courthouse from here, but it might be a while. She’s in rough shape.”

“Not a problem. We’ll be here.”

Those might be the kindest words J. Stanley Edgarton III has ever said to me. I thank him and cut the connection, not wanting to press my luck.

The car door smashes into frozen snow when I squeeze out. I hurry back toward the emergency room, my hood useless against the unrelenting wind. It’s about two-thirty. This morning’s sunshine is gone, blanketed by a thick bank of darkening clouds. More snow is headed our way.

The hospital’s automatic doors open as I approach, and I run through them, hoping to join Maggie and her mother before too much happens. Signs in English and Portuguese are posted every three feet or so on the white plaster walls. Some direct patients to have their insurance cards ready. Others inform us that seriously injured patients will be given priority. Still others warn that public cell phone use may interfere with the functioning of diagnostic equipment. I reach into my jacket pocket and shut down my phone.

Two television sets are on in the crowded waiting area, each tuned to a different channel, making their own small contribution to the general chaos in the room. Sonia Baker must have qualified as seriously injured; there’s no sign of her or Maggie among those waiting for medical attention.

“Sonia Baker?” I ask the young nurse at the desk.

She’s a striking blonde who looks as if she’s been on duty too long. Her pale blue smock is stained and she’s obviously harried, but she checks her list of names, then looks up at me and smiles. “We took her straight back for stitches,” she says. “She needs to go to X ray, but the lip’s got to be sewn first. Her daughter went with her. You’re free to join them.” She points down the brightly lit corridor behind the desk. “The young girl seems upset.”

“Thanks,” I call back to her, already heading down the hallway, a seemingly endless tube of fluorescent light. I hear Sonia even before I reach her small curtained cubicle. “He didn’t mean it,” she’s repeating, this time to a young surgeon who’s pleading with her to be still. “He didn’t. He’ll feel awful about it. I know he will.”

I wish she’d stop that.

Maggie sits alone in the area outside the cubicle, her tears gone. She hugs herself with her skinny arms and rocks back and forth on her plastic chair, shaking her head each time her mother speaks on Howard Davis’s behalf. I can’t say I blame her; Sonia Baker should give it a rest.

“Maggie, there are a few things that have to happen now. I want you to know what to expect.”

She stops rocking and stares at me, panic in her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I mean certain steps have to be taken. The hospital has obligations under the law. All hospitals do.”

“Like what?” she whispers, her panic up a notch.

“Like the police have to be called.”

“No,” she insists. “No cops.” Maggie jumps to her feet and speaks with a force I wouldn’t have guessed she had.

I sink into an orange plastic chair across from hers and tell myself to answer calmly. “You don’t have a choice, Maggie. No one involved has a choice. The hospital has to report this to the police. It’s the law. Someone here has probably called them already.”

Maggie drops back into her own chair and says nothing, but her tears begin again.

“Maggie, you shouldn’t be afraid to talk to the police. You didn’t do anything wrong. Neither did your mom. Howard Davis is the only one in trouble here.”

A look of disbelief seizes her wet face and she gets up again. She rubs both eyes with her fists, leaving a dark half-moon of mascara under each. “Is that what you think? That Howard is the one in trouble?”

“Maggie, he beat your mother. He’s done it before. But this time she’s injured badly. He broke her arm, for God’s sake. We can’t let him get away with that.”

She shakes her head at me, streams of dark water running down her cheeks. “You don’t get it, do you?” Her small voice is desperate. “I thought maybe you could help, but you don’t even get it.”

“Get what, Maggie? Get what?”

She leans over me. “He knows them,” she whispers in my face.

“He knows all of them. He tells us that all the time. He knows every cop in the county. And every cop in the county knows him.”

“That’s probably true. He’s been a parole officer for twenty years. But that doesn’t mean he gets away with beating your mom.”

“They won’t touch him.”

“But they will, Maggie. They have to. They’re probably on their way to your house as we speak, because of the hospital’s report.”

“Oh, sure, they might pick him up. They’ll have to now, I guess. But he’ll be out in no time. The cops are his friends.”

“The cops have nothing to say about it. A judge will decide.”

Maggie straightens up and dries her face with the heels of her palms, leaving small patches of water on her cheeks. “But he’ll get out on bail first. He’ll be out before any judge decides anything. And you know what will happen then?”

Maggie points backward toward her mother’s now incomprehensible words. “Do you?”

I shake my head. I want to hear it from her.

“He’ll kill her,” she spits. “He’ll just plain kill her.” She turns away and buries her face in her hands.

The waiting area suddenly falls silent. Even Sonia Baker is abruptly quiet.

I lower my voice to a whisper. “Maggie, did Howard Davis say that? Did he say he would kill your mother if she turned him in?”

She stares at me, her eyes red, her cheeks stained, and says nothing.

I leave my chair, cross the small space between us, and take hold of her bony shoulders. “Maggie, you have to tell me. Did Howard Davis threaten to kill your mother?”

She looks away and talks to the floor. “Yeah,” she whispers, “he says he’ll break her neck with his bare hands. Right after she watches him break mine.”







Chapter 6



Cape Cod Hospital’s parking lot is emptying, the seven-to-three nurses and technicians just off their shifts. The snow is falling in sheets, the afternoon sky a nighttime gray. I pull my hood tight around my face and insert myself and my cell phone into a crevice where the granite wall takes a jog, in a futile attempt to escape the gale-force winds and the driven snow. I take one glove off just long enough to punch in my office number.

Sonia Baker needs more than a restraining order. She needs more help than the District Attorney’s office can give her. She needs a lawyer of her own—to walk her through the process of swearing out a criminal complaint; to convince the District Attorney’s office to charge Howard Davis not only with domestic violence but with threatening to commit double homicide as well; to persuade a Barnstable County judge to put one of his own parole officers behind bars—and keep him there.

I can’t do it; I’ve already taken too much time from Buck Hammond’s case. Harry can’t either, of course. He’s in court on a suppression hearing right now, and he’s got Steady Teddy’s pretrial conference at the end of the day. Sonia Baker needs help today, not tomorrow. The Kydd will have to do it. It’s a serious matter—he’s never handled one of these before—but I know the Kydd. He’s up to it.

He answers the phone on the first ring and starts talking as soon as he hears my voice. “Marty, where the hell have you been?”

This is not the greeting I expected. “Do you think I dropped them off and went shopping, Kydd? I’m at the hospital, for God’s sake.”

“I’ve been trying to reach you for half an hour. Your cell phone’s been shut down.”

“I know that, Kydd. What’s going on?”

“Where is she?”

“Where’s who?”

“Sonia Baker.”

A shiver runs down my spine, and it has nothing to do with the weather. The Kydd knows Sonia Baker’s name now. He didn’t when we left the office. “She’s on her way to X ray,” I tell him. “Why?”

He takes a deep breath before he answers. “Chatham police are headed your way.”

“Good. They can take her statement, then pick up the murderous boyfriend.”

“Marty…”

“The boyfriend is Howard Davis. You know, that giant parole officer. Can you believe that?”

“Marty…”

“Sonia Baker is lucky she’s alive. Howard Davis is big enough to break her in two. And he’s threatened to do just that—to her and the girl.”

“Marty!” The Kydd screams so loudly I almost drop the phone in the snow.

“What, Kydd? For God’s sake, what?”

He takes another deep breath. The wind whips the hood from my head and hurls heavy wet flakes into my eyes.

“Howard Davis is dead.”

My vision blurs and I press my free hand against the granite wall for balance.

“Dead?”

“Stabbed to death with a steak knife,” the Kydd says. “One from a set in Sonia Baker’s kitchen.”
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