
390 pages • 978-0-385-33615-4

R E A D I N G   G R O U P   G U I D E

The Strangler

by William Landay

“Landay shows a truly sizzling Boston”

— Kirkus Reviews

“Engrossing”

— Publishers Weekly

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

QUESTIONS FOR

DISCUSSION

The questions and discussion topics that follow are designed to enhance

your reading of William Landay’s The Strangler. Use them as the basis for

group discussions or to spur your own thinking about this suspenseful,

thoughtful exploration of 1960’s Boston and its burgeoning crimeworld.

Warning: these questions may contain “spoilers” that reveal aspects of the

plot!

The discussion questions were developed by Bette Lehman, who has been

teaching, lecturing and leading book discussions in the greater Boston area

for over twenty-five years.

If you have suggestions for discussion topics or any other comments about

this guide, e-mail them to info@williamlanday.com.

Visit the author at www.WilliamLanday.com.

1. How do the events in the world-at-large—the Kennedy assassination, the

McClellan Committee on Crime, and the effects of WW II—intersect and

impact the lives of the Daley brothers?



2. The City of Boston in 1962 is more than a backdrop to the action of this

story. One might see the city here, figuratively, as a character, itself, inter-

acting with each of the others in the Savin Hill neighborhood, the

decimated West End and along the water front. Michael thinks of the city

as the “American Marseilles.” Discuss the projected plans and costs for the

“New Boston.” Think about how Rick and Brendan “use” the city, and,

contrastingly, how the city “uses” Joe and Michael.

3. The reader meets the brothers Daley individually in the first three

chapters. But as the family gathers for a typical Sunday dinner in chapter

5, we meet Margaret, Amy, Brendan and Kat. From the conversation at the

table what major themes are set in motion? What do we learn from the

interaction of “family” members? What more do we learn about the sibling

relationships in their highly fractious basketball game that follows?

4. When AG Alvan Byron transferred Wamsley and Michael Daley from

the Eminent Domain division to “The Strangler Bureau,” he said, what’s

needed to solve these serial murders is “an inter-disciplinary, unconven-

tional, scientific approach.” Were they able, in fact, to handle the case with

these tenets in mind? Did they, in the end, come close to achieving their

goals?

5. Under what circumstances does Michael experience the “aura” that

precedes his migraines? He describes what he sees one time as a Picasso-

esque and fractured world. What effect might this have on his perceptions

in the real world? Does it help him see things in a new way? How did one

crucial attack put him in the right place at precisely the right moment?

6. There is no single Private Investigator/Sleuth that sets out to solve the

murders of Joe Sr., Amy or the thirteen strangled women. The Daley

brothers galvanize to “pool” and apply their talents. Actually, they come

very close to nabbing the real perpetrator. What, in the end, prevents this

from happening?

7. How did Amy’s brutal murder change the attitudes of the brothers and

galvanize them into action? Though at first she seemed a minor character,

Amy had contact with virtually everyone in the novel. Her passion for “the

true story” seems to have engaged her in every relevant issue. Could one

say that the event of her murder is the fulcrum upon which the novel turns?

How does it work to braid together the Daley family issues with those of

the city in the nightmarish grip of the strangler? What questions then arise?

Was her murder simply another random event in a string of serial killings?

8. We see Margaret as the mother who has endured more than her share of

suffering. Throughout, she tries to keep things on an even keel and hold on

to her beliefs. Rather late in the story she still describes Brendan as “a good

man and an old friend of the family.” What happened to alter her belief and

cause her to act as she did at the story’s end?
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9. Just as there is no single sleuth, there appears to be no single villain.

How do you prioritize the sources of evil amongst all the candidates:

Vinnie “the Animal” Gargano, Capobianco, De Salvo, Arthur Nast, Lind-

strom, the corruption implicit within the BPD, the criminal hypocrisy of

Sonnenshein and the vicious deceitfulness of Conroy? How do these forces

conspire to victimize the community at large and the Daley’s in particular?

How did such evil begin to invade the lives of what might have been an

average, middle-class, Irish-American family in Boston in the 1960’s? How

complicit are they in the circumstances that have come to complicate their

lives?

10. We are privy to many of the interior thoughts and rationalizations of

the Daley brothers and this poses many questions:

• What are we to make of Rick’s assertion that his crimes are victim-

less and that burglars are the best thing that ever happened to

insurance companies because they convince people to buy insur-

ance? Does he have any moral parameters? Does he redeem

himself in any way by his subsequent actions?

• Michael re-runs the movie of his father’s last moments until,

finally, he must stop…because he knows how it will end. How

does Michael’s new knowledge give him strength to take the

actions he must in facing Gargano and in driving a bargain with

Capobianco?

• We hear Joe justifying his gambling and womanizing. We hear

him ruminating about his past experience as a soldier in WW II.

He had killed Germans and seen the camps. What effect does all

this seem to have on his behavior? Does this make him a more

sympathetic character? How do his thoughts change as he becomes

more entrenched with the mob? What is he thinking after his final

meeting with the Capobianco brothers?

11. At the end of Chapter 30, Michael and Wamsley discuss the fact that

DeSalvo was incarcerated when Amy was murdered, and there is no hard

evidence linking him to any of the other cases. They name Arthur Nast and

Kurt Lindstrom as frightening possible alternatives. How far do they

pursue these competing theories? Who decides what will happen? What is

the rationale? What are the terrifying implications?

12. By 1964 they are shutting down “The Strangler Bureau” without

charging anyone with these specific crimes. DeSalvo will be in prison for

life and more than likely the real strangler or stranglers will go free.

Michael tells Tom Hart “There’s no way in the world this stays quiet.”

Hart replies, “This isn’t the world. This is Boston.” Comment on this

loaded statement in the light of the Boston that has come alive here in this

novel.
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12. Noting the many references to killers in the movies (“Scarface,” “Spar-
tacus,” “Ben Hur,” etc.), in what ways does the novel touch on themes of
Reality and Illusion in the world of make believe and in the “real life”
comings and goings of the characters?

13. In what ways has this novel given you new perspectives on the subject
of “Crime and Punishment” in mid-20th Century America?

William Landay is the author of the highly acclaimed Mission Flats, which
was awarded the John Creasey Dagger as the best debut crime novel of
2003. A graduate of Yale University and Boston College Law School, he
was an assistant district attorney before turning to writing. He lives outside
Boston, where he is at work on his next novel of suspense.

OTHER BOOKS BY
WILLIAM LANDAY

By a gleaming lake in the forests of western Maine, outside a sleepy little
town called Versailles, the body of a man lies sprawled in a deserted cabin.
The dead man was an elite D.A. from Boston, and his beat was that city’s
toughest neighborhood: Mission Flats.

Now, for small-town police chief Ben Truman—part Maine Yankee, part
student of history, and altogether a reluctant young policeman—investigat-
ing the murder will mean leaving his quiet, haunted home and journeying
to an alien world of mean streets and hard bargains, where the endless
struggle between police and criminals is fought for the ultimate stakes.

Ben joins a manhunt through Mission Flats, where cops are scrambling to
find their number-one suspect: Harold Braxton, a ruthless predator targeted
for prosecution by the murdered D.A. To the Boston police he is a marked
man. But as Ben watches the shadow dance of police and suspects, he
begins to voice doubts about Braxton’s guilt—especially when he uncovers
a secret history of murder and retribution stretching back twenty years—
back to a brutal cop killing now nearly forgotten. As past and present come
together and a bloody mystery unfolds, only one thing remains certain: the
most powerful revelations are yet to come.

Widely hailed as one of the best debut crime novels of 2003, Mission Flats
is at once a relentless page-turning mystery and a vivid portrait of the cop’s
life. Here are the streetcorners, courtrooms, and stationhouses; the deal-
makers, thugs, and quiet heroes.
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