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Chapter 1
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July 4th, 1976 – Eight-year-old Clark Westfield bent down to tie his shoe. The long-frayed shoelace on his Zips sneakers had already gotten caught in the chain of his blue Schwinn Stingray bicycle once. After young Clark had managed to untangle it without falling onto the pavement, he needed to make sure it wouldn’t happen twice. He steadied himself in the center of the Cul De Sac at the top of the hill of Ellen court. It was a short suburban street where a developer had managed to put a dozen houses in the 1960’s, eliminating yet another patch of woods and cultivating yet another neighborhood of white middle class families whose breadwinners commuted to New York City each morning. Two neighborhood children zoomed around the cul de sac on their bicycles – one was a portly seven-year-old named Chris Ratti. Chris rode an Evel Knievel bike which was adorned with American flags and stickers showing the famous daredevil soaring over the Grand Canyon on his motorcycle.  

At that moment, as eight-year-old Clark gauged the hill and prepared for his inaugural ride through the neighborhood on the hot July day, the world seemed to stand still for just a moment.  It was Clark and his bicycle and summer perfection. The mind of an eight-year-old boy is an uncomplicated place where a simple quiet street with a hill represents a special type of freedom without limits.  Once he was finished tying and double knotting his shoelace the only thing that mattered to Clark was beating Chris Ratti down the hill to prove the superiority of his new sparkling blue banner of childhood prestige. Like a heavyweight boxing champion about to start a drag race, he yelled to the adjacent child on the red, white and blue toy bike:

“OK Ratti – you are going to eat my dust going down this hill!” Clark smiled as he shouted his declaration though his conviction was serious. Chris Ratti made a salute and positioned his bicycle for the race. As the rest of the world celebrated the 200th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, four small feet took to pedals and young hamstrings strained to turn the sprocket gears and outride one another.  Clark felt the hot breeze on his face and in his hair as he took the lead down the short hill. His quadriceps strained and pumped to pedal harder and faster until it was clear he had long left his opponent behind.  A glance under his armpit saw Chris Ratti behind him in the distance only halfway down the Ellen court hill, huffing and puffing his oversized child’s frame on his ridiculous piece of novelty merchandise.  Clark had won. He smiled. He leisurely steered the long handlebars into the driveway of house number 11 as the kinetic momentum from the hill let him ascend upwards towards the open garage doors. The bicycle with the boy on it glided into the dark garage forcing Clark’s eyes to adjust to the sudden absence of sunlight. As the shapes around him became more obvious he suddenly tried to activate the coaster brakes but it was far too late to stop the careening bicycle.  The front wheel slammed into a plastic milk crate filled with several pairs of shoes and launched the back of the bicycle and all 90 pounds of eight-year-old Clark Westfield forward until he slid off the silver banana seat into the rack of plywood shelves against the far end of the garage. His face hit the two by four that supported a particle board shelf someone had banged together, and his forehead landed against the soft cardboard of a large file box. In an effort to steady himself and not fall to the ground, he grabbed the top of the cardboard box, and it began to slide forward. Realizing the box had no leverage and he was in a virtual free fall, Clark fell sideways to the ground as the heavy box landed on top of him and toppled on its side, its contents of papers and manila folders spilling everywhere along the garage floor. Clark sat on the floor getting his bearings and rubbing his face where it had impacted with the wood. He lifted the bicycle and freed himself from under it, finding his shoelace mangled into the chain and sprocket once again. Papers were everywhere, they had been thrown around the garage floor as if a hurricane had hit.  Clark sighed. He had beaten Chris Ratti down the hill on his new bike, only to crash in his own garage.  A quick glance outside revealed Ratti at the foot of the driveway, aimlessly pedaling in circles. Clark began to pick up the papers and folders that had scattered themselves all over the floor. They were everywhere, some had floated over and landed square on the oil stain that marked the middle of the concrete floor.  The oil seeped upward and began to stain the pages. Clark looked at the mess over the floor and sighed as the size of the pickup job sunk in. Not only would he have to pick up each of the explosion of pages from all over the garage he would have to make an attempt to put them back in order. He began gathering all the typed pages and putting them together in a stack that he figured he would sort out later.

Clark touched his face where it had impacted with the shelf. He winced. It hurt and as he looked at his hand it revealed a tiny spot of blood.  He would need to go inside and get ice like his mother gave him every time he had a bruise.  But he needed to clean up this crazy mess first.  He found what seemed to be the first page of a thick stack that had fanned out on the floor somewhat in order.  At the top was the logo for the State of New Jersey with those words written in classic calligraphy, under it were two scales, the scales of justice and the words Superior Court of New Jersey in a straight line.  On the left side of the page in vertical type stacking were the words “State of New Jersey Vs. Joseph MacDougal” before double spaced typed lines of words made up the rest of the page. Clark stacked the pages as best he could. They weren’t numbered.  Among the random sheets was a different two paged stapled letter that had been folded in three to fit in an envelope. “This letter is a notification to the administrative office of the courts that Clark Westfield, Esquire, will be representing Joseph MacDougal as legal counsel...” While young Clark didn’t understand what most of the letter meant, he recognized his father’s name which was the same as his.  Clark’s father was an attorney and worked in an office two towns away.  From what he could understand the letter seemed to say that Clark’s father would be appearing as the lawyer for whoever Joseph MacDougal was.  

Then Clark saw it....

In the middle of the strewn papers was an 8x10 photograph that had landed face up.  It lay in the middle of the floor and as Clark stood over it a feeling of tension began to quicken in his abdomen. It was a closeup of the face of a young boy – roughly Clark’s age – bruised, bloody and his eyes were shut.  One eye was so severely bruised it was swollen like a purple golf ball almost black at the center. His eye was completely closed and dried blood formed a sticky trickling line down into his hair which was clumped together with dried blood. Clark didn’t know what or who the picture was, but he immediately felt that somehow this must have been a real boy.  Several additional full-page photos lay strewn next to the shot of his bloodied face.  Trembling, Clark turned over one after another.  They all showed the same horrible images – a severely bruised and bloody young male child.  He was grade school age – probably second grade – and his pants were off.  The shirt that remained was covered in blood and mud, it was completely discolored from the trauma and whatever circumstances surrounded these awful images. Clark felt a deep sick feeling as he gathered up the pictures and stacked them in his hands. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest and a non-descript nausea in the pit of his stomach.  Why were these awful photos in a box in the garage of his home?

Some papers were strewn about as well. Some were yellowed around the edges the way typing paper discolors when exposed to humidity.  Clark began to read some of the printed text on one of the pages: “The Defendant stated that after committing the murder and realizing the victim was definitely deceased, he sat quietly for several minutes before deciding he would have to hide the victim and decided to drive and find a secluded area...” Clark continued leafing through the typed pages until he found what looked like a first page.  The upper half of the page was blank. Midway down on the left side was typed “The State of New Jersey vs. Joseph MacDougal” in marquis style spacing, followed by a dense legal jargon filled paragraph that Clark could not understand.  He saw that the pages were numbered in the lower right corner, so he started to put them in order.  As he handled page three, he saw words that gave him a further chill down his spine “The Defendant is represented by Clark Westfield Sr. Esq.”.  This was Clark’s father who was an attorney, so that must have meant this was his case.  Clark felt a second surge of deep sickness overtake him.  It wasn’t fear in the classic fight or flight sense, but a chemical surge of adrenaline and all other bodily chemicals that make you hyper alert and anxious, as everything around suddenly seems brighter, louder and more urgent.  Clark was only 8 years old, but he knew that his father, in his work as a lawyer, sometimes had to deal with criminals. He had many talks with his father about why even if someone is guilty of a crime they still need and deserve to have a lawyer in court.  But Clark had long thought that the worst of these “criminals” his father had to work with were bank robbers or car thieves.  It never occurred to young Clark Westfield that any human being could be capable of doing such a horrible thing to someone else – let alone a nice young boy his age. He finished stacking the papers in order and neatly stacking the photos, placing both in the cardboard box that he had knocked off the shelf. He would just put it back in the spot from where it had fallen and try to forget he had ever seen it.

The garage door that led inside the house into the kitchen opened and Clark’s mother called over to him: “Clark come in and have something to eat..” she shut the door without paying much attention. He picked up his bicycle and depressed the kickstand, balancing it in the standing position. He walked into his house through the kitchen where several pots boiled on the stove with various contents emitting various smells.  His mother was nowhere to be found.  The television blared a baseball game in the adjacent family room, with the sports announcer’s even toned monotonous voice discussing obscure statistics and other details in which no person ever seemed interested. Clark walked cautiously into the room as if he had been caught doing something wrong. His father sat on the end of the couch closest to the television set, an empty plate with crumbs rested on a tray stand in front of Clark senior.  Without thinking and without hesitation, young Clark blurted out to his father:

“Dad – what are those photos in the garage of the dead boy and why are they there?” he asked, drawing a quick glance from his father who after several seconds turned to give his son his full attention.

“What photos? What were you looking at?” asked the senior Westfield.

“The ones of the bloody dead boy in the cub scout uniform. It looked like one of your work files or something,” replied Clark in a weak voice.

“Why were you looking through those?” asked Clark’s father in a stern but non angry tone.

“Well, I raced Chris Ratti down the hill and when I rode my bike into the garage it was really dark, and I hit the shelves and that box fell over and everything spilled out and there are all these photos of...”

“Yeah, I know the photos.  That’s the crime scene and autopsy photos of the Della Russo boy.  They were from a case I had to work on back in 1973,” explained Clark’s father.  “You don’t need to go looking through those Clark, those are from a terrible crime.”  His father now had a look of concern.

“Is that the boy who is on that monument down at the church?” asked Clark. He was referring to a stone memorial outside the local Catholic church that had a polished portrait of the Della Russo boy in his school uniform.  Clark had seen the stone monument hundreds of times and read the inscription that read “Now with the angels after being abducted”. As a little boy in the grade school or at church services, he had asked his mother and his grandmother about the picture and the boy several times. His mother had once replied that the boy was “somebody everyone loved who was no longer with us,” which confused him.  Clark’s father paused for a moment and turned the volume off on the television.  The baseball game fell silent. 

“Yes, that's the boy from the monument at the church,” replied Clark’s father slowly.  “He lived here in town and was murdered before we moved here.  I was one of the lawyers that worked for the defendant.”

“The defendant is the guy who did it right?” asked Clark.  He was shocked his father would have any connection to such a horrible thing.  It was upsetting at some level.

“Well in this case yes, the defendant is the bad guy and he admitted it,” explained Mr. Westfield.  “But not always.”
“Why did you become his lawyer if he killed that boy, dad?” asked Clark completely baffled.  Mr. Westfield addressed the child’s question with the respect and sensitivity it deserved.
“Every person is entitled to representation.  Even guilty people need a lawyer.  A lawyer doesn’t excuse what the person did, they only make sure they are handled properly by the legal system,” he explained to young Clark.  “I simply made sure he was treated fairly, and his rights were respected, and they were.  We have to treat everyone fairly – even when they do terrible things. It's how we know we will be treated fairly if we ever wind up in court for any reason” 8-year-old Clark sat wide eyed in several moments of silence letting his father’s words soak in.  

“But he did all that stuff to him right? He killed him? And why didn’t he have any pants on?” asked Clark after understanding that lawyers were necessary even for bad guys.  The elder Westfield paused, searching for the right words with the fatherly wisdom that he needed to be honest about the gravity of what Clark had found but also explain it in a way that didn’t traumatize the 8-year-old. Life’s ugliest epiphanies almost always arrive as an ambush.

“Well Clark, I'll tell you the whole story because I know you are man enough to understand things,” said his father, leading with affirmation. “First, you have to understand that people are generally good – even though some people do very bad things.  Also, even though this happened right here in our town before we moved here, it's something that is very rare. It doesn’t happen often, and it probably will never happen here in this town again.  The boy in the photos was seven years old and he was selling magazine subscriptions for the Cub Scouts.  He knocked on someone’s door and a man let him in and killed him.  Then he drove up to Harriman State Park in New York and tried to hide his body.  When the police were searching for him in the neighborhood and questioned him, he confessed to murdering the boy.  His pants were gone because he sexually assaulted him.”  Silence followed Clark’s father’s description of the murder.  Clark didn’t completely understand what his father meant by the words “sexually assaulted” but he knew it must have been something terrible - especially since there was so much blood on the boy’s thighs and between his legs in the photographs.

“So, the man who did it, he admitted to it?” the younger Clark Westfield asked.

“Yes.” Replied Clark’s father, then silently waited for the next question.

“How did they find the boy's body if he hid it?” was the next question from young Clark.

“After he told the police what happened, he brought them to the spot and showed them.” was his father’s response.  Several more seconds of silence followed, and Mr. Westfield could see his 8 year old son trying to make sense of the situation and understand how such a terrible thing could happen. “Clark, some people do terrible things, and some people can be very violent,” his father added.  “But it's important for you to understand that man is now in jail, and he can't hurt anybody.”  Just then Clark’s mother appeared in the doorway of the room. The door from the family room to the kitchen was divided in the middle and each half could be opened and closed separately.  The bottom half was closed, and Clark’s mother appeared from the waist up. 

“Hey boys! Do you want me to bring your plates in and you can eat while watching the game? Why is the sound off on the TV?” she asked innocuously.

“I was just asking dad about the pictures of the dead boy in the garage,” Clark exclaimed.  Part of him wanted his mother to know that he had learned about something that only grown-ups knew about.

“What dead boy?” asked Clark’s mother, bewildered. “What is he talking about?”

“Clark knocked over the file box from the MacDougal case and all the case files from the Della Russo boy’s murder were in there and he saw them,” replied Clark’s father in a tone that was purposely nonchalant to indicate to his mother not to escalate the shock and trauma of an 8-year-old seeing murder victim almost his own age.

“What?! Oh no..Clark, don't look at those photos! That’s your dad’s work business and you just shouldn’t look at things that aren’t yours if they don’t belong to you,” erupted Clark’s mother with a surge of histrionic drama. “And why do you have those files?” She directed the question at Clark’s father whose hopes of de-escalation were long dashed. “You can't just leave things around for your son to find – what are you thinking? He doesn’t need to be looking at any of that stuff!”

“Mom, I knocked it over by accident when I was on my bike...” Clark tried to explain in the hopes his mother would not be upset, but even by age 8 he had learned that once she started yelling there was no calling it back. She continued to yell over the boy’s words.

“I just don’t understand how you could leave the case files there so your son could find them and now he has to see all that.  What else have you got in the garage? What other items can you leave around the house to strategically traumatize your children?” As she persisted in her rant, Clark’s father started to yell back as reason and rationale continued to fail and emotion took over.  Clark watched the familiar interplay of his parents fighting and sat saying nothing as their voices grew louder and louder.  In a predictable fashion, Clark’s father got up from the couch and stormed upstairs.  As his mother continued yelling at his father and followed him into the foyer Clark heard the door to their bedroom slam in the distance.  He knew the routine all too well.  His father would stay in his room for the rest of the afternoon and evening.  His mother would burst in at random intervals and they would continue their heated arguing. This would now go on all night. Clark slipped out the back door and got back on his bicycle in the garage. He could see Chris Ratti out on the street waiting for him.  As he turned to leave the garage the box of case files caught his eye as it rested on the shelf.  His father had said the guy was in jail...but where and for how long?  That was what happened on July 4th 1976, the day this adventure of Clark Westfield started.

***************************************************************************
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July 3, 2016

Forty years later an older, weathered, and tired Clark Westfield walked into the entrance of the newsroom at the paper he worked for.  His pace was slightly slower than normal.  At 48 he had spent his adult life working as a reporter and helping readers understand a world that no longer existed.  Since that day in 1976, Clark had gone to college and reported on various beats – municipal, education, politics, the police desk - finally earning enough seniority to have an opinion column and write long term investigative pieces.  His column allowed him to have a point of view on stories he was covering as well as anything happening in the nation or the world, he felt was important.  His last contract with the paper had given him the journalistic equivalent of tenure – he couldn’t be fired unless he grabbed someone’s ass or breast or stopped turning in articles.  In New Jersey, Clark was a legendary reporter and his name well known in power circles all over the state and even the country.  While he had contributed major magazine pieces to all the big national news weeklies over the years  - TIME, Newsweek, the New Yorker, - he had resisted the once frequent recruitment efforts by bigger more prominent papers.  The New York Times had approached him on no less than four occasions with four different editors begging him to come work for them. Clark never let them quote him a salary figure, he knew he would refuse regardless of the money.  It was a source of pride for him to be a lead reporter at a major regional daily paper.  In a state like New Jersey, that meant being a voice to more than 8 million people and all the news a densely populated state would generate.  Plus, New Jersey was so close to New York City that most of the city’s workforce lived there and commuted every day.  New Jersey residents drove cars and rode trains and buses from the six northern counties to work in industries with national implications.  Fashion, finance, music, television, entertainment, Broadway theater and the headquarters of many companies that relied on mid-western manufacturing.  Decisions made in New Jersey were decisions that affected the rest of America.  While New York City was seen by many as the greatest city in the world and the center of trade, industry, culture, and world politics, it was across the river in the Garden State where all those decision makers and leaders actually lived, slept, breathed and played.  There was an “everyman’s” street cred to working at the New Jersey Examiner, one that Clark wore as a chip on his shoulder, and he let no one challenge it.  

But on July 4th 2016, his pace was slower than usual.  The enthusiasm and love for his job had long vanished.  Four years ago, Clark’s mentor and editor, a journalistic superhero named Steve Miller, had been forced to retire.  Everyone in the newsroom thought he had simply grown older and wanted to spend time with his grandchildren – and that is what Steve Miller had told them.  But Clark knew the real story.  The real story was that the paper had been purchased by a large national media company who bought the paper, as they put it “as a foundation for their digital journalistic brands”  - or whatever the hell that meant.  The parent company sold digital advertising and ran various online outlets and social media apps – that was their core business and they had bought countless regional daily newspapers to create a stranglehold on local advertising revenue in more than a dozen states.  Steve Miller was an even more old school reporter than Clark- he had been in the White house press pool at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Kennedy assassination. He had gone abroad to Vietnam with a local national guard regimen.  By the time Watergate unfolded Steve had become Managing Editor and no piece of news in New Jersey was published without his edits and approval.  Steve Miller had been a great mentor to Clark, and he was also a confidant and friend.  Then one day four years ago, in November 2012, when New Jersey was reeling from the chaos and destruction of Superstorm Sandy, Steve had been called to New York City to meet with upper management.  Clark received a text from his editor and mentor that evening with the simple simple words “They won...”  Then the next morning, at an all staff meeting in the newsroom Steve announced plans for his retirement to the staff.  That evening the two men had gone out to their favorite diner – the Tick Tock diner on Rt. 3 – where Steve had told Clark he had recommended him to take his place as managing editor.  It was a cathartic and wonderful evening.  Becoming managing editor was everything Clark had ever dreamed of and while he would miss his friend and boss immensely, it was the highest career aspiration that still held any meaning to him. After a few tears and a hug, Clark went home that night to tell his wife that with Steve Miller leaving he was about to get a promotion. 

But weeks went by, and no one said anything further. No one from management called him for a meeting or even to talk to him.  Steve Miller said on more than one occasion he didn’t know why it was taking so long or what the delay was.  Then on another day four years ago, Clark walked into the newsroom at his usual morning arrival time to find three men in suits he didn’t recognize and the rest of the staff gathered around.  They were from corporate, and they ran the company that had bought the paper.  Clark stood in silence as the older balding man told the staff how proud he was of the great work they were doing and how great they thought the newspaper was. Then he told the staff that it gave him great pleasure to announce the new managing editor would be Sean Caldwell.  Clark stood in stunned silence as the smiling Caldwell moved to the center of the room and started talking about how flattered he was and his plans for the paper in the digital age.  As he spoke Clark’s cell phone buzzed with a text from Steve Miller. “I had no idea man.  They didn’t tell me anything.” was all it said.  It didn’t have to say anymore. Clark was not and would never be managing editor.

But the problem wasn’t just that Clark didn’t get the job. The bigger problem was that he and Sean Caldwell hated each other’s guts on deep visceral level and Caldwell was now Clark’s new boss.  Since that day, Clark’s pace as he entered the building from the parking lot was slightly slower.  So slow in fact that one day he knew it was going to slow to a complete stop, and he would simply turn around, walk back to his car and drive home never to return.  The only reason that day wasn’t today was because he didn’t have a plan for what he would do when he got home.  As he moved one heavy foot in front of the other, he wondered what would come first – would he plan some brilliant next career move in middle age or simply go home in disgust and turn on the television...  “Just keep moving forward,” he told himself. 

The morning editorial meeting was at 10 AM each day and section editors and reporters would sit and reveal what they were working on in their various departments.  That morning Clark sat there and said nothing as the section heads reported on what was in store for the next day’s paper. Usually, Clark listened and then would scour the national headlines before deciding on an opinion piece. But this morning Sean Caldwell zeroed in on him.

“Westfield, what are you working on today?” he asked in a short, curt tone.

“Umm...I was going to solve peace in the middle east and then cure cancer..” replied Clark smartly as the room met him with laughter. Junior reporters loved his acerbic wit and confident posture.  

“Great wise ass, when you are finished, I want you to go interview MacDougal,” shot Caldwell. 

“I’m sorry? Who?”

“Joseph MacDougal, the child murderer you interviewed 25 years ago,” replied Caldwell. 

Despite pleading guilty to the murder of the 7-year-old Della Russo boy, Joseph MacDougal had been sentenced to 25 years to life in prison, and was first eligible for parole after 13 years.  At the time of his first parole hearing no one thought it was realistic he would be released given the heinous crime and public outrage from the murder.  But the second time he became eligible was after he had served 16 years, and that time it looked like he might be paroled after all.  That was in the early 1990’s and and a rookie reporter just out of journalism school, Clark was covering the campaign by the victim’s parents and family to make sure he stayed in prison.  It was a lengthy community advocacy story and Clark had interviewed the boy’s parents, friends, pastor, teachers. Finally, he interviewed Joseph MacDougal in prison in Trenton.  To this day, Clark was the only reporter MacDougal had ever spoken to.

“Why do you want me to interview Joseph MacDougal? I already interviewed him back in the early 90’s. I'll pull the article for you if you want...” replied Clark confrontationally. Suddenly the big conference room full of his colleague reporters felt very claustrophobic...

“Because you are the only guy he will talk to, Westfield,” replied Sean Caldwell.  “I can't imagine you being the only guy ANYONE wants to speak to, though this is a rather odious character.” Caldwell glanced around the table in an attempt to harvest laughs from the lackeys.

“And why the hell do you want me to interview that murderous scumbag again?” interrupted Clark.

“Westfield.....” sighed the editor. “He’s up for parole again. You’re the only guy that can do this.”

Clark felt a lump in his throat as he suddenly felt the sickness in his stomach from that day back in the garage. He swallowed hard and tried to get the images of the seven-year-old cub scouts pant-less, bloodied legs and swollen face out of his mind.  

“Guess I’m off to Trenton...” Clark shrugged and left the conference room....
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