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Sin crouches at your door.


It desires you, but you must overcome it.


Genesis 4:7











PROLOGUE


Ten Years Ago


He marched through the orange grove in quick, angry steps, crushing the litter of fruit that sweetened the night with a citrus perfume.


The sandy soil, still damp from the afternoon rain, modeled the design of the hard rubber treads on his boots. He made no effort to hide his trail. In the days ahead, they would follow his footprints back to where he had parked the stolen pickup truck. They would take photographs and make casts and review dozens of brands of footwear. They would tell the world that he bought Herman Survivors at Wal-Mart, like thousands of other hunters. They would find the GMC Sierra abandoned in the parking lot of a Sonny’s Real Pit Bar-B-Q in Haines City, and the truck would lead them to the garage of a 1950s-era bungalow half a mile from the Gulf in Indian Rocks Beach. The owner, a snowbird from Wisconsin who spent his winters on the Florida coast, would be unaware that the truck was missing.


None of it would make any difference at all.


They would never find him.


A film of sweat from the sticky heat covered his body and festered under his black clothes. Trickles of moisture invited the mosquitoes and midges to feast on his face. He ignored the whine in his ears and the flutter of moth wings. He walked past the arrow-straight rows of trees like a soldier, focused on where he had to go and what he had to do.


Time was passing. He needed to hurry.


He saw the sanctuary high above him, cresting the hillside. The stone tower shimmered in the glow of spotlights. People could see it for miles from the swampy lowlands. The tower looked out of place, like something stripped from a European cathedral, too perfect and ornate for the scrub lizards and dripping Spanish moss of central Florida. Its pink marble shined like candy. Ceramic grilles adorned the stone, depicting flamingoes and baboons cavorting in Eden. Adam and Eve were pictured on the tower. So was the snake, whispering sweet nothings in Eve’s ear.


Now he would crash the party in paradise. An invisible wraith. A bearer of death.


Kill the fortunate son.


‘What are you doing?’


He stopped dead. The hot wind brought the orange trees to life. Clusters of ripe fruit swung from drooping branches. He looked back, but he was alone with the voice in his head.


‘What’s happening? I’m scared.’


He beat his forehead with a gloved fist to drive the memories away, but he found himself reliving the sensations regardless. The panic. The fear. Blackness and light whipping through his brain, faster than he could see. A shudder rippling through his body, a blow to the chest. And blood. So much blood, pooling and flooding like a crimson lake in the moonlight.


‘Why is there so much blood?’


He remained motionless, waiting until the tiny voice went away. There was too much at stake to obsess over things he couldn’t change. He couldn’t afford to give in to emotions now. The only emotion he could allow into his heart was hatred. If he could channel his hatred, if he could taste its bitterness, he could do what he needed to do.


The orange grove ended at a slope that led to the hillside sanctuary. It was the highest mountain in a flat state. He climbed, with the tall grass crowding him. He beat away the insects now, because they had become insatiable, flocking around him like a biting cloud. Their whistling chatter was deafening. He used a penlight on the ground and saw lizards skittering back and forth across the trail ahead of him. He felt as if he were trudging through a primitive rain forest, thick with humid air that weighed on his chest.


Five minutes later, at the crest of the hill, he broke free onto a beautifully manicured lawn, where a garden party was underway. He saw the flicker of torches making silhouettes of the crowd assembled on the grass. Human noises burbled from the glitterati: laughter, rumbling voices, the clink of wine glasses. A hundred people, maybe more. Carillon bells played inside the tower, clanging out across the hilltop. The tune was familiar.


He slipped a hood over his head and steeled himself for the things to come. Awful, necessary things. He was a man with a mission. It was just that no one would know what that mission was.


*

‘Birch wanted a magical night,’ Diane Fairmont murmured as she studied the crowd from the raised dais that had been constructed on the lawn. ‘I guess he got one.’


‘I guess he did,’ Tarla Bolton replied.


Tarla swept her long blond hair from her face. Her friend was right. The night really did sparkle. Below them, beautiful people wandered in and out of the dancing shadows like fairies. She saw tall men in suits and tuxedoes. They were all men with money, which was what every politician wanted at his event. Women wore summer dresses fluttering in the hilltop breeze. The younger ones spilled cleavage from silk. Older wives eyed the interlopers with sideways cynical stares.


They drank Chardonnay. They laughed. They inhaled the moist wind of the Florida night and smelled yellow jasmine. The bells of the tower played, reminding her of children banging spoons on old metal buckets.


‘Do you know what the bells are playing?’ Diane asked.


Tarla cocked an ear, letting her diamonds dangle, and then she laughed. ‘It’s probably something old and classical, but it sounds like Supertramp. Remember that song?’


‘Which one?’


‘“Goodbye Stranger.”’


Diane’s face soured at the irony. ‘It’s about one-night stands, isn’t it? Birch probably asked them to play it.’


She turned away from Tarla and sat down in the chair behind the microphone. The loyal wife’s chair. When Birch spoke, the cameras would all catch her there. Smiling. Applauding. The woman behind the man, dressed in a conservative ensemble, attractive but unthreatening. That was the image Birch wanted for her now. Voters didn’t like trophy wives living in the governor’s mansion.


Tarla watched her friend wither in the heat. Diane’s skin was pale, not its typical gold from the summer sun. She’d spent most of the evening ducking the crowd. When Diane twisted her neck to stare at the pink tower, Tarla noticed a sharp stab of pain on her face. ‘Are you all right?’


‘It’s nothing.’


‘You don’t look good,’ Tarla said.


‘I’m fine,’ Diane insisted. ‘Drop it, darling, please. The campaign is exhausting. I’m tired.’


Tarla weighed whether to push her friend, but she decided that now wasn’t the time. She had several more days before she needed to be back on set in Mallorca, and she was staying with Diane in Birch’s mansion, the way she did every summer. They could talk more later. Tonight was for politics. Tonight they had to wear masks.


Tarla and Diane had grown up together in the sleepy central Florida town of Lake Wales. They’d spent their earliest summers here in the Bok Sanctuary, swatting no-see-ums as they lay in the grass near the tower, talking about boys and dreams. Tarla knew that her best friend had always looked at her with naked envy since those days. Tarla was slim, blonde, tall. She’d escaped Lake Wales for Hollywood as a teenager and did what no real person should be able to do. She made it. She became an actress. She made movies and money. When the two girls both had out-of-wedlock sons at age twenty-one, Tarla could afford to shuttle her son Cab to movie sets around the world, while Diane relied on food stamps to feed Drew.


Birch Fairmont hired Diane as his secretary at Welsh Capital when Drew was ten. He chose her for her body and breasts as much as her Microsoft Excel skills. Age thirty, single mother, unapologetic about stealing a married man – which was what she did when Birch divorced his first wife. She had never pretended that her affair with him was anything but mercenary. She’d gotten exactly what she wanted: the mansion in the Mountain Lake Estates, the island vacations, the permanent security for her son. Though it had come with a steep price tag, which was written on Diane’s face.


Tarla took the chair on the dais next to her friend. The other chairs were empty, but Birch and his entourage would soon fill them for the speech to the wealthy guests. Vote for me, but more than that, give me money. Not that Birch needed it. He’d funded most of his campaign from his own venture-capital millions.


‘You heard they found that poor girl?’ Diane asked.


‘What girl?’


‘The one who went missing. Alison, I think. Fourteen years old. It was in the news over the weekend. They found her body hidden in a ditch. Terrible.’


‘Did you know her?’


‘No, but I should write to her parents. Imagine what they’re going through.’


Tarla didn’t know what to say. She didn’t understand the criminal mind; she couldn’t comprehend how one person could inflict suffering on another. It mystified her that her only son had chosen to immerse himself in solving crimes. With his looks, Cab Bolton could have been an actor or model, but he investigated murders instead. Tarla hated it. She thought he had chosen his career as a kind of rebellion against her Hollywood world.


‘I saw Drew this weekend,’ Tarla said instead, thinking of mothers and children.


‘Yes, he just got back home.’


‘How is he?’ she asked, knowing the answer, which was: Not good. Diane’s son had battled drugs most of his life and had largely surrendered in his fight with addiction. It had been a source of heartache for Diane – and arguments with Birch – throughout their marriage.


‘The doctors say he’s better, but he’s been better before,’ Diane replied. ‘Sooner or later, he starts again.’


‘I know. I’m sorry.’


‘You’re lucky with Cab.’


‘I am, but Cab’s a loner like me. He shuts me out.’


‘I don’t know if that’s true,’ Diane said.


Tarla smiled. ‘No? He spent more time with you than with me when he was here this summer. Avoiding his mother is his avocation.’


‘He loves you, and he’s a gem,’ Diane lectured her, in a terse voice that said: You’ve got everything.


Tarla didn’t protest. Diane was right.


Her friend’s gaze landed on her husband in the crowd. Birch Fairmont was easy to spot. His voice was loud, his laugh exaggerated so that everyone could hear him. He had a lion’s mane of gray hair that shone like wax under the torches, and a bronzed Florida tan. Normal people wilted under the humidity, but Birch glowed. He was big, with a prominent nose, plump cheekbones, jutting chin, and a stomach pushing over his belt. He wasn’t tall, but he had charisma and confidence, the kind of magnetism that drew people to him. He was tailor-made to sell to the voters.


‘Lyle and Caprice think he’s really going to win,’ Diane said.


Tarla was unimpressed. ‘So I hear.’


‘He got into the race as a protest. No one expected him to make any noise. Now Lyle says he’s in the lead.’


‘The incumbent died, and the new Dem is left of Nancy Pelosi,’ Tarla scoffed. ‘Chuck Warren, the Republican, cozies up to rightwing nutjobs. Birch looks like a statesman by comparison to those clowns.’


‘It’s a big thing,’ Diane insisted. ‘Caprice says this election could be the start of a national third party movement.’


Tarla laughed, which was the wrong thing to do, because she knew it annoyed her friend. ‘That’s what they said about that wrestler in Minnesota, too. Does Birch plan to shave his head and wear a feather boa?’


‘It’s not funny, Tarla,’ Diane snapped. ‘I believe in this.’


‘I’m not questioning the message,’ Tarla replied, ‘just the messenger.’


Tarla refused to hold her tongue about Birch. She’d spent too many years seeing Diane locked up like a bird in a cage, singing when he told her to sing. She also knew that Diane was right. Birch might actually win. A scary thought. All the polls put him ahead, but polls didn’t mean much two months before the election. The other parties wouldn’t roll over. Chuck Warren was already hitting Birch on gun rights. The Democratic campaign manager, Ogden Bush, was promising an onslaught of negative ads. Tarla wasn’t sure that Birch and his team knew how to play dirty enough to come out on top.


It was nine o’clock. The bells in the tower fell silent. Whispers swept through the crowd; the elegant guests looked around expectantly. Tarla saw Birch mounting the steps of the dais, with the yes-men of his campaign behind him. Birch’s smile was wide and false. He was already in love with politics, the smell of power, the fawning operatives trailing in his wake. He wasn’t the kind of man who would change Washington for the better. He’d be seduced by it like all the others.


Tarla had never liked Birch, and he knew it.


She stood up as he approached her. He was resplendent in his black suit, his teeth bleached as white as ivory. His eyes traveled over Tarla’s silver beaded dress, diving into her cleavage like a spelunker in a cave. He put his arms around her in a bear hug, squeezing her full breasts. His hand fell to the small of her back, and she thought he would have cupped her ass if the media hadn’t been there to watch him.


‘Thank God there’s a podium,’ he whispered. ‘You always give me such a hard-on, Tarla.’


‘You’re a pig,’ she whispered back.


Birch laughed, as if they’d shared an intimate joke. My dear friend, the Hollywood star. He leaned down to kiss his wife’s cheek, and his face was full of faux devotion. Tarla was an actress, and she knew acting when she saw it. He murmured in Diane’s ear, and Tarla was close enough to hear what he said.


‘For God’s sake, Diane, you’re not at a fucking funeral. Look like you’re happy.’


Diane forced a half-smile onto her face for the cameras. Birch faced the podium and waved at the crowd with both arms. The assembly erupted with applause. Around him, two dozen donors and campaign staffers filled the empty chairs on the dais, clapping as they sat down. It was a warm night; their faces shined with sweat and were red from free booze. Tarla recognized most of them. Corporate orange growers. Disney executives. People with fat checkbooks.


Lyle Piper, Birch’s chief of staff, hovered behind the candidate, barking instructions into a cell phone. His fiancée Caprice did the same. The applause continued; people repeatedly shouted Birch’s name like a religious chant. Lyle was small next to Birch, with a slight frame and bird-like skinny fingers. He had thinning blond hair cut like a conservative CEO, and he acted the same way. In the times Tarla had met him, she didn’t recall Lyle ever smiling. He was intense and preachy about everything from tax policy to cholesterol. Even so, he was less of a hypocrite than other politicians she’d met. He walked the walk about personal responsibility. Lyle had lost his parents four years earlier at age twenty-four, and since then, he’d been a surrogate father to two younger siblings. Not an easy job.


Lyle slipped an arm around Caprice’s elbow. Lyle Piper and Caprice Dean were a political power couple in Florida, but they were idealistic in a way that only young people could be. They still thought they could change the world. They thought a new, centrist political party would be different from the other two. They thought Birch Fairmont would be the face of something that could tear down the extremes on both sides.


Tarla could have told them right then that they were naive.


Caprice leaned down to Diane. If Lyle looked older than his years, she looked younger. She was pretty and full-figured, with long dark hair, fresh-scrubbed skin without a hint of a Florida tan, and bookish black glasses propped high on her rounded nose. She wore a burgundy waistcoat, black slacks, and high heels smudged with mud. Her voice cracked with excitement. ‘Isn’t this great?’


‘Wonderful,’ Diane said, her own voice hollow.


The two political aides sat next to Diane on the dais. Birch raised his arms to quiet the crowd, but they may as well have been celebrating the balloon drop at a convention. It was Labor Day, and they had all seen the polls. They smelled momentum, which was like adrenaline in the veins of political junkies. This was their man. Birch Fairmont, candidate for the United States Congress in the 12th District from the newly formed Common Way Party.


Tarla kept an eye on Lyle Piper and was surprised by what she saw. The cameras had left him, and something black flitted across his face. He clasped his hands in his lap and stared at his leather shoes with a stony expression. Caprice grabbed his hand, and the mask of enthusiasm slipped momentarily from her face, too. Whatever they told the world, they both knew the truth about the candidate at the podium. They were dancing with a devil. That was politics.


‘My good friends,’ Birch said to a new round of cheers. The microphone broadcast his voice around the park. The tower shimmered a hundred yards away. The floodlights illuminated the stage, but the crowd was lost in shadows, and beyond them, on the fringe of the lawn, the world was black. The park disappeared into the surrounding jungle.


Tarla eyed Diane, who had a peculiar expression on her face. Her friend watched Birch with pride, fear, and hatred.


‘My good friends,’ Birch repeated.


More cheers.


‘In less than two months, we will show America that we can choose something other than divisive rhetoric and empty slogans,’ he continued, diving into his stump speech. ‘That we can find consensus among our differences. That we can rely on good sense, not nonsense. That there really is a common way for all of us.’


Tarla saw Birch’s photo on signs thrust into the air and waved by volunteers. The caption above his face read: The Common Man. She shook her head at the hubris of it all. Birch was many things, but he was not common. He was a businessman worth a hundred million dollars. Definitely not common.


‘I need you with me!’ Birch shouted.


He waited for an elevated energy in the voices of the crowd. That was how you built people into a frenzy of full-throated excitement, with each applause line louder than the one before. Instead, he got no reaction, except a low burst of uncomfortable clapping that died as quickly as it started.


Unsettled, Birch tried again.


‘I need every one of you to be part of the common way!’


Heads turned, but no one cheered. Low voices murmured in an uneasy ripple. Birch was visibly annoyed. He looked over his shoulder at Lyle and mouthed: What the hell?


Like the rest of the crowd, Lyle’s attention was focused elsewhere. He and everyone else had become aware of a man on the corner of the dais. He’d come from nowhere out of the shroud of the night. He was dressed completely in black: black long-sleeved nylon shirt, black tight jeans, black gloves over his hands, and – like a Dickens ghost – a black hood over his head. His presence froze them all into motionless silence. Tarla sucked in her breath as she saw him. She knew. Everyone knew.


Something bad was about to happen.


One person took action. She recognized him; he was the director of one of the largest corporate citrus farms in the area. Married. Father of three. He was on the dais in the second row, and he stood up and pushed to the front and marched toward the man in black. He got within ten feet before the man reached behind his belt with a gloved hand, which re-emerged holding a semi-automatic pistol. He lifted his right hand and calmly fired one shot into the head of the citrus farmer, who crumpled and slipped off the dais to the thick lawn.


The explosion, like unexpected thunder, woke up the crowd. Chaos descended. Screaming began; the audience turned en masse, like a wave, and stampeded toward the tower, where overgrown trails led out of the park.


The man in black was unaffected by the tumult. He was on a mission, marching along the front of the platform toward Birch Fairmont. The VIPs in the rows of chairs sat paralyzed, watching the violence unfold. A woman in the back row stood up to escape, but the man in black fired, hitting her in the shoulder, her torso blooming with red as she wailed and sunk to the wooden floor. No one moved again.


Smoke burned in Tarla’s nose from the smell of the bullets. She found herself dizzy, seeing the man come closer. Birch had the look of a man on a falling plane, a man staring at his mortality seconds away. This instant, you are alive; the next instant, you will be dead. He faced the gunman with his fists clenched; he didn’t run, because there was nowhere to go. His face went dark with frustration.


‘You son of a—’


Birch didn’t finish his curse. The man in black fired four times, one two three four, boom boom boom boom, each bullet streaking into Birch’s chest, carving out ribs, organs, and blood. Birch staggered but didn’t fall, and the man fired again, another round flush in the heart, and Birch’s knees sagged. He grabbed for the podium, missed it like a blind man, and fell sideways, gasping out cherry-colored blood. His white shirt was crimson. His tanned face was ashen.


‘Birch!’ Diane screamed.


The man in black swung around and thrust the gun in Diane’s face, but Tarla stood up and put herself between them. She had only one thought in her head, to protect her best friend. The barrel, inches away, fed smoke into her nose and mouth and made her choke. The metal almost touched her forehead. She couldn’t see his eyes behind the black mesh, but she was close enough that she could smell his sweat and see the tiniest tremble in his hand. In her heels, she was taller than him. It was strange, what you noticed at a moment like that. He was a killer, but he was just a man.


She thought of her son, because she wanted him to be her last thought on this earth. Cab, six-foot-six, blond, funny, cynical, wicked smart, gorgeous. Cab, the one thing she had ever created in her life that gave her nothing but pure pride.


Then the gun was gone from her head. Gone, leaving her alive. Tarla could barely stand with nausea and relief. Birch’s blood pooled around her feet. It’s over, she thought, but she was wrong. The man in black pointed his gun at Lyle Piper. Lyle had a look of dazed confusion on his face, as if he had stumbled into a bad dream. Next to Lyle, Caprice’s young voice warbled like a soprano, screaming out words that climbed into disbelief, almost unrecognizable.


‘What are you doing what are you doing what are you doing what are you doing?’


Tarla watched in mute horror as the man fired again, one kill shot, no mercy. Just like that, Lyle keeled backward, and Caprice was spray-painted with blood and brain. He was dead, and she was alone.


One word, one scream, long and endless and riven with loss, wailed from the dais. ‘No no no no no no no!’


Vertigo descended on Tarla, overwhelming her senses. The world made circles, breaking up the way a kaleidoscope whirls and spins. She blinked once, and the gunman was gone, and she heard sirens and saw the multicolored flash of lights. She blinked again, and she was in a hospital bed miles away.





PART ONE

THE EXTREMES








1


‘Chayla,’ the union official said, stabbing the elevator button in the lobby of the Tampa Hyatt Regency. ‘What the hell kind of name is that for a storm?’


His younger companion chuckled as he sipped a Starbuck’s cappuccino, which left foam on his upper lip. ‘Hey, it’s better than Debby. Chayla sounds like some kind of evil witch, you know? Like she could seduce you and wipe out your home and you’d thank her for it. Debby, that’s like being mugged by a Girl Scout.’


‘Yeah, well, I don’t care what name they give the things. This baby hits, we’re talking hundreds of millions in damage. You guys are watching the weather maps?’


‘Sure we are. Some models have landfall on the Gulf Coast by Wednesday of next week, but it could still turn north to New Orleans, and all we’ll get is rain.’


The union official, whose name was Walter Fleming, poked a half-eaten chocolate donut at his well-dressed companion. As a rule, Walter didn’t like hotshot political aides. They were too smart for their own good. Nobody could be as dumb as really smart people, particularly when they worked for the government. ‘Just don’t blow this, okay? Nothing loses votes faster than a messed-up disaster. Especially if it hits next Wednesday, huh? The Fourth of July?’


The political aide smirked behind his coffee cup. ‘Relax, Walter. We’re on it. Besides, if it comes our way, it’s more work for your boys, right?’


Walter scratched his wiry gray crew-cut, which hadn’t changed since his Marine days. ‘It’s not about that, and don’t let anyone hear you talking that way.’


The two men wore lanyards and badges from the industrial union meeting at the Convention Center. Walter had been the number two man in the union’s leadership hierarchy for more than fifteen years. He had no interest in the top job. The union leader had to wear expensive suits and put up with reporters and send out Twitter updates, whereas Walter could wear jeans and do the real political work behind the scenes. If anyone in Tallahassee wanted something important done without publicity, they knew who to call. Not the top dog. They called Walter.


The political aide – Brent Reed, thirty years old, curly black hair, goatee – had made the call to Walter when their poll numbers started going south. Reed was just the messenger boy. The call went much higher up the campaign food chain, but nobody at the top wanted to get their hands dirty. That was Walter’s job. After fifty years in Democratic politics, ever since he was an eighteen-year-old kid, Walter knew everybody who mattered in Florida, and he knew how to get things done.


‘Jeez, these elevators are slow,’ Walter complained as they waited in the lobby.


‘Yeah, there’s never an electrical worker around when you need one,’ Reed joked.


‘Funny. That’s real funny.’


Brent slid an iPhone out of his pocket and scrolled up the screen with his thumb. Walter figured he was probably checking his Facebook page, ‘liking’ some post about a Vegas vacation or a cat in a sweater. Dumb kids.


‘Anyway, you can say you told me so,’ Brent went on, fixated on his smartphone screen as he sipped his coffee. ‘Looks like Diane Fairmont’s numbers are for real. She’s up three over Ramona Cortes in a three-way race. Eight over you-know-who.’


‘I told you so. People haven’t forgotten what happened to her husband ten years ago. Her favorability is, what, 65 percent? That’s a lot better than our boy. He’s down around 37 right now.’


‘Maybe we should shoot his wife,’ Reed joked again. ‘He can compete with Diane for the sympathy vote.’


Walter eyed the hotel lobby, then bunched the silk lapel of Reed’s suit coat in his beefy fist and hissed at the tall, slim aide. ‘You want to read a remark like that in the papers? Keep your goddamn voice down.’


‘Chill, Walter. There’s no press around.’


‘You better learn, there are spies everywhere. You have to talk like everything coming out of your mouth is going into an open mike. Haven’t you figured out that this is a war? The Republicans cottoned on to that a long time ago, and the Common Way folks have done a hell of a good job of catching up.’


Brent shrugged. ‘That’s why we called you, isn’t it?’


‘It took you long enough.’


‘Maybe so, but my people are getting nervous. They want to see some progress. What should I tell them?’


Walter shook his head. If he’d learned one thing in fifty years, it was that each new generation had to learn the old mistakes all over again. Give a kid a master’s degree in public policy from FSU, and he was still a moron. Walter, who was six inches shorter than Brent Reed and a hundred pounds heavier, exhaled a cigar-tinged breath. ‘We’ll talk about this in my room. Not here.’


‘Whatever.’


The elevator doors finally opened. A handful of hotel guests exited into the lobby. Most were delegates from the convention who greeted Walter like a celebrity. He pumped their arms and chatted them up, paying no attention to the impatient political aide with him. Brent held the doors open until the elevator’s alarm buzzed, and then Walter shouldered inside and hit the button for the Hyatt’s sixth floor with his fat thumb.


Just as the doors began to close, a bare arm slid between the narrowing gap, as if waving a magic wand. The doors reversed course, and a girl joined the two of them in the elevator compartment. Walter stuck out a sleeve of his tweed sport coat to keep the doors open until she was safely inside. She was young. Everybody looked young to Walter, but he figured she couldn’t be more than twenty years old. She wasn’t short, but she was anorexic-skinny: all bones, no curves, flat breasts. Her jaw worked; she was chewing gum. The girl wore a pink tank top that didn’t even reach to her belly button, and her cut-off corduroy shorts were cut off so high that Walter could see the slope of both butt cheeks when she turned and faced the door. She pushed the button for the tenth floor.


‘Wow,’ Brent said.


Walter’s idea of ‘wow’ was Kim Novak, but the girl in the elevator was cute, the way his youngest daughter was cute. She had pink-painted toenails poking out of flip-flops. Her hair was long, lush, and black; her face was pale and freckled, with a tiny oval mouth. A silver cross dangled from her right earlobe. He couldn’t see her eyes, which were hidden behind sunglasses with leopard frames. She tugged on the strap of an oversized satchel purse, which was slung over one arm. She wore earbuds, and the music from the iPod squeezed into her skin-tight back pocket thumped so loudly that Walter could hear the screaming lyrics of the song. The girl hummed, and her hips swung rhythmically, and her head bobbed.


‘What the hell is that noise?’ Walter asked Brent. ‘Is that supposed to be music?’


‘Sounds like Rihanna. “Roc Me Out.” Rihanna, that’s a good name for a storm.’


‘This girl is going to be deaf by the time she’s thirty,’ Walter said.


Brent’s eyes were locked on the sway of the girl’s shapely backside. ‘What?’


‘Forget it.’


‘Anyway, I need to take something back to my people,’ Brent went on. ‘Do we have any dirt on Common Way yet?’


‘Upstairs,’ Walter repeated through gritted teeth.


‘Oh, hell, you think this girl can hear a thing we say?’ Brent raised his voice and called to her. ‘Hey, sweetheart, rock me on the floor, okay? Man, that ass of yours could stop traffic.’


‘Jesus, Brent!’


‘Forget her, she’s in her own world,’ Brent told him, and he was right. The girl couldn’t hear anything except Rihanna. She danced as the elevator ground upward. ‘So?’


‘Fine, we got nothing so far,’ Walter said. ‘I told you this was going to take time. We’ll turn up something we can use, but we need to keep a low profile. If Common Way catches us spying, it’s game over.’


‘Were you able to get someone inside the campaign?’


‘That’s my business, not yours. And it’s better for you if we keep it that way.’ He added after a pause: ‘Remember, Ogden Bush works for them now, not us. You don’t want him connecting the dots. He knows me.’


‘Bush. Fucking turncoat.’


‘It’s politics. We screwed him, he screws us. Sooner or later, we’ll want him back on our side. In the meantime, sit tight, and let me do my job.’


‘When do you plan to deliver? After the election? That won’t do us much good.’


‘We can’t make shit up out of thin air. It’s got to be legit.’


‘Well, we’re paying a lot of money, and we expect results. Something needs to happen soon.’


‘What’s the rush?’ Walter asked.


‘Our boy is watching the needle sink. He’s not happy. He’s about to make some decisions that none of us want.’


Walter took a moment to grasp Brent’s meaning. ‘Are you saying he’s thinking of dropping out of the race?’


‘Better to bow out than to get beaten. Live to fight another day, you know? He’d rather see Diane win than Ramona Cortes.’


‘When?’


‘Depends on Chayla. He doesn’t want to announce until we see what happens to the storm. Plus, we’ve been thinking that you’d be able to dig up something that would be worth sticking around for. That’s why we called you, Walter. So what do you want me to tell him?’


Walter rubbed his grizzled beard. ‘Tell him to hang tight. Don’t do anything stupid.’


‘What if there’s nothing to find?’ Brent asked.


‘There’s dirt,’ Walter insisted. ‘These guys made a mistake somewhere, and we’re going to throw it in their faces. But it won’t make any difference if he’s already out of the game.’


The elevator doors opened on the sixth floor. Walter stamped outside. He had Stoli in his room, and he needed a drink. He was angry with Brent; he was angry with the idiots in Tallahassee. Politics. The years passed, and nothing changed. Every election was a race to the bottom.


Brent tapped the young girl on the shoulder and held the elevator open with one hand. She didn’t take off her sunglasses, but she popped an earphone out of her ear. ‘Huh?’


‘I like your music,’ Brent said.


‘Whatever,’ the girl replied. She replaced the earphone before Brent could say anything more. Walter smiled, and Brent looked deflated. The girl was good with a brush-off.


The odd thing was, as the doors closed, Walter studied the girl and thought: I’ve seen you before.


*

Peach Piper tugged the black wig off her head and shoved it inside her satchel purse along with her iPod.


Her real hair was blond, cut super-short in a page-boy style that barely swished across her freckled forehead. She whipped off her sunglasses. Her eyes were Atlantic blue. She yanked her tank top over her head – no bra – unzipped her short-shorts and shivered in the elevator in nothing but purple bikini panties. Eyeing the elevator buttons, she dug a Magic Kingdom T-shirt and loose white cargo pants out of her purse and practically jumped into them. She replaced her flip-flops with Crocs and her cross earring with a big gold hoop.


When she was done, she grabbed a crushable nylon backpack from inside the purse, squeezed the purse and her clothes inside, and shrugged the backpack onto both shoulders just as the elevator doors opened on the tenth floor. A black woman and her young son boarded the elevator, and the boy looked at Peach and giggled and whispered to his mother. Peach realized that her cargo pants were unzipped, and she discreetly tugged the zipper up as she pushed the button to return to the lobby.


The doors opened on the sixth floor again to let on two more convention delegates. She noticed with fleeting concern that Walter Fleming and Brent Reed remained in the hotel hallway. Fleming’s back was to her. That was good, because the old union boss was the one Peach was worried about. He was smart and observant. Brent Reed was just a moron. He looked right at her in the elevator, and Peach gave him a big toothy smile, and he was completely oblivious.


He hadn’t recognized her from the bar the previous night, either, when she was a redhead in a little black dress. Or from the food truck near the riverfront, when she was a Marlins fan with a baseball cap and gold tracksuit.


Peach rode the elevator down and wandered through the lobby. She exited into the hot June afternoon, jogged across the street through traffic, and made her way two blocks to a small park by the river. It was a perfect day, or as perfect as Tampa got during the sweaty summer, with a blue sky and Gulf breeze. She sat down on a bench between the palm trees, steps from the green water, and retrieved the Sony voice recorder from the side pocket of her satchel purse and plugged in her headphones. Rewinding, she listened to the elevator conversation between Fleming and Reed.


Hey, sweetheart, rock me on the floor, okay? Man, that ass of yours could stop traffic.


Moron.


Peach ran through the recording three times and then dialed the office number for the Common Way Foundation. The foundation was headquartered in a high-rise bank building only a few blocks away, but Peach actually worked in the foundation’s opposition research department, which was squeezed into unmarked offices on the seedy end of downtown. The phone rang, and her brother Deacon answered on the second ring.


‘Hey, Fruity,’ he said.


‘Hey.’


‘Where are you?’


‘Near the river. I’m coming back.’


‘How’d you do?’


‘Stalking Reed finally paid off.’


‘He didn’t make you, did he?’


Peach didn’t answer.


‘Sorry, I know that’s an insult,’ Deacon said, and she could hear his smile. ‘So what did you find out?’


‘You better call Caprice and have her talk to Ms Fairmont.’


‘They’re already at the media schmooze-fest at Diane’s house. Is it important?’


‘Yeah, I think so. Walter Fleming is coming after us. I think he’s got some kind of spy inside Common Way.’


‘Well, we figured. Is that it?’


‘No, there’s more,’ Peach said. ‘Tell her the Governor is thinking about dropping out of the race.’
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Cab Bolton watched from the second-floor balcony as Diane Fairmont put on her political face for the television interviewer. She looked at ease in the spotlight. Natural. Warm. Comfortable in her own skin. She sat in an ornate chair near the fringe of a pond in her Tampa mansion’s hilly gardens. Huge lily pads floated on the green water. A white swan lazily floated behind her and stirred ripples on the surface. Makeup people hovered around Diane like flies, making sure her skin didn’t sweat, making sure she had the right flush for the camera.


The interviewer, an Asian man in his twenties, gestured at the swan and said something that made Diane laugh. Her smile looked sincere, and her dark eyes glittered with intelligence. She was in her mid-fifties now, like Cab’s mother. She wore her golden brown hair in a sensible bob, shiny but not showy. Simple pearl earrings, but no other jewelry. Her suit was dark – serious, reliable – but her blouse was light blue – friendly, inviting. She kept her hands neatly folded in her lap and her legs pressed together. The entire look had probably been poll-tested.


Cab was surprised at how easily Diane had adopted a public image, because the woman he knew from his past had been a lonely introvert, hiding her emotional wounds. He wondered if her new persona was an act, but he was willing to believe that people didn’t always stay the same as they aged. It had been a long time since he’d seen her. Their paths hadn’t crossed since he spent a week at Birch Fairmont’s house in June ten years earlier, during the summer that changed everything.


The summer that ended on Labor Day in death and blood.


He leaned on the white stone balcony, which was framed by columns that graced the front of the estate. The gardens below were lush with palm trees, weeping willows, gnarled oaks, and overgrown saw palmettos. Bronze sculptures of herons and fish dotted the lawns, and fountains sprayed out of the ponds like canopies. Through the web of greenery, he could just see the asphalt of Bayshore Boulevard beyond the estate walls and the calm water of Hillsborough Bay. They were inside the urban boundary of the Tampa peninsula, but this was a private world, carefully secluded from outside view by a stone wall and thick, carefully pruned hedges.


Even so, politics demanded that Diane invite the media to a meet-and-greet. Voters needed to size up their future governor. Hence the dark suit and sensible heels and understated appearance. Hence the softball questions from sympathetic talk-show hosts about her years as a single mother with a checkbook to balance. Yes, she was rich now, but she hadn’t always been rich, and her life had been marred by more than its share of tragedy.


‘Champagne, darling?’ a sparkling voice asked.


His mother appeared on the balcony, surprising him. Tarla never gave any warning before she dropped into his life. She just appeared and disappeared. They’d arrived separately that evening at Diane’s gated estate. Cab had driven more than 150 miles along Florida’s west coast from his home in the beach town of Naples. Tarla lived much closer to Diane, on the top floor of a Gulf coast condominium in Clearwater half an hour away. He’d been looking for her since he got to the party, but Tarla was good at not being found until she wanted to be found.


‘Sure, why not?’ Cab said.


He took a sip from the crystal flute that Tarla handed him. The champagne was superb: dry and effervescent. Diane could afford the best, and it didn’t hurt to make the media people a little drunk while they asked their questions.


‘Do you know why they call Florida the Sunshine State?’ Tarla asked, with a wicked little arch of her blond eyebrows.


‘Why?’


‘Because “Waiting to Die” looked like crap on the license plates.’


Cab rolled his cornflower-blue eyes. ‘Do you really want to be making jokes like that when your best friend is running for governor? The eighty-five million senior citizens around here might not appreciate your sense of humor the way I do.’


‘I’m practically a senior citizen myself, darling.’


‘Please,’ Cab told her. ‘You’re fifty-five, and you look like Naomi Watts.’


‘Well, aren’t you sweet.’


He wasn’t lying. Tarla had retired from the movie business several years earlier, but she still looked like a Hollywood star. In truth, so did he. Anyone could see they were mother and son: matching eyes, matching sun-bleached blond hair, both with sharp, angular faces. Cab was six-foot-six with a long neck that emphasized his height. He had a gangly walk, not always graceful but easy to remember. He kept his short hair gelled, making spikes that sometimes resembled a sea urchin’s shell. His nose was shaped like a ski jump, and he had a baby-smooth complexion that always looked as if he’d just shaved. He wore a one-carat diamond in his left earlobe, and he was particular about his tailored suits even on the most humid Florida day.


He could blend in on Rodeo Drive or South Beach, but he didn’t really fit in at most crime scenes. That didn’t bother him. If people wanted to underestimate him because of his looks, it made his job easier. The trouble was, he knew that he really didn’t belong in the police world, as many of his colleagues regularly reminded him. He wasn’t sure if he belonged anywhere. At thirty-five, he was still figuring out what he wanted to be when he grew up.


‘I appreciate your being my date tonight,’ Tarla said.


Cab grinned. ‘I wouldn’t miss it. Politicians and reporters are my two favorite kinds of people after serial killers.’


‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Cab.’


‘And yet I stick with it,’ he replied.


‘It’s only two and a half hours from Naples to Tampa. Not such a long drive.’


‘More like two in the Corvette,’ he admitted.


‘Well, see? I don’t feel guilty. Unless I’m stealing you away from a romantic weekend with Wawa.’


‘It’s Lala,’ Cab said, ‘and you’re not.’


‘Ah.’ Tarla sipped her champagne and fixed her son with knowing eyes. Her blond hair, which had never sported a gray root in her entire life, tumbled around her shoulders in curls that were casually messy. ‘Everything still rosy there?’ she asked.


‘We’re fine. Sorry to disappoint you.’


‘Did I say I didn’t like her?’


‘You didn’t have to. She’s Catholic, Cuban, and Republican.’


‘I have no problem with Cubans, darling,’ Tarla replied, smiling.


‘We’re fine,’ he repeated. ‘Lala got pulled into a special assignment. I haven’t seen much of her lately. We talk on the phone now and then.’


‘Oh well, phone sex has its place in the world.’


Cab rubbed his forehead in exasperation. ‘Seriously, Mother?’


‘I’m teasing, darling. My, you really are crabby tonight.’


He drank his champagne without replying. He wouldn’t have admitted it to Tarla, but his relationship with Lala had been strained for weeks. Lala Mosqueda was his sometimes partner on the Naples Police and his sometimes lover. They’d begun a relationship several months earlier. Lala was not a casual fling and not into casual sex, and that was a terrifying prospect for someone like Cab who had spent a dozen years not trusting any woman who came close to him. They were opposites in almost every way: Lala small, dark, and intense, fiercely religious and conservative; Cab absurdly tall and bird-like, blond, and generally unserious about everything except his work. Particularly religion and politics.


Even so, the two felt an attraction like magnets and steel. In the spring, Cab had traveled to Door County, Wisconsin, for an ugly, difficult murder investigation, and he’d spent much of the time driving the remote dirt roads, talking to Lala on his cell phone and realizing how much he missed her. When he came back to Naples, they’d tried being a couple again, but their relationship had been one step forward, one step back. It didn’t help that she’d been away from Naples and mostly out of touch for several weeks. It also didn’t help that his liberal, Los Angeles mother couldn’t understand the attraction between her Hollywood son and a rightwing Cuban cop.


‘Do you really think I look like Naomi Watts?’ Tarla asked.


‘I do.’


‘My breasts are bigger than hers,’ his mother said. ‘Of course, mine have had a little help along the way.’


‘I try not to think about it,’ Cab said.


‘Give me your honest opinion. Which one’s perkier tonight?’


‘Pass,’ he replied.


Tarla laughed, a throaty chuckle that had made moviegoers and co-stars go weak in the knees for thirty years. Her body was still pencil thin; she worked out with the same frenzy she had when she was on screen. She leaned in and whispered, ‘You realize I’m kidding, right?’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘Fine, give me your glass, I will find us more alcohol.’


His mother disappeared with a swish of apricot satin. Cab shook his head, because Tarla was Tarla, and there was nothing he could do to change her. He was still getting used to the idea of having his mother back in his life. For years, she’d lived in Hollywood and then London, while he bounced from the FBI to the police to private investigative work and back to the police in locales from Barcelona to Rhode Island. His inability to stay put had earned him the nickname Catch-a-Cab Bolton. However, he’d endured the sweaty Gulf coast for more than two years now: partly because he was tired of running, partly because of Lala.


Three months ago, Tarla had concluded that Cab was finally putting down roots. She’d moved from London to Florida without so much as a phone call to warn him of her arrival. He’d still been on his investigation in Door County when she showed up at his condo to find Lala, nude, stepping out of his shower. Things had gone downhill from there between the two women in his life.


He liked having his mother close to him, but he was also glad that he had convinced her to buy a Gulf-shore condo not far from Diane, rather than her original plan, which was to locate herself in Cab’s building in Naples. Two hours along I-75 between them was just about right. He also couldn’t blame his mother for all the trouble between him and Lala. He’d done a good job of pushing her out of his life.


Cab watched Diane’s television interviews going on in the garden below him. He couldn’t hear any of the back-and-forth, but he knew it was all about politics, which to Cab was nothing more than the art of helping voters decide which candidate was the better liar. The young Asian host had finished, and another reporter – a woman with coal hair who made him think of Lala – was settling in to take her turn. In the pause, Diane’s gaze wandered, and her eyes met his in the dusky space between the lawn and the balcony. Her composure broke for only a moment. Ten years – it had been ten years. She nodded at him and gave him the smallest smile. He returned the acknowledgment.


That was all; that was the moment he’d dreaded for so long.


‘She’s born for this, isn’t she?’


He turned toward the voice, actually grateful for the interruption. A man joined him on the balcony. ‘I’m sorry?’ Cab said.


‘Diane. She’s so smooth with the press. I told her she should have jumped into the race ten years ago. She would have won in a landslide. Who knows where she’d be now? Hell, maybe the White House.’


‘Her husband had just been murdered,’ Cab pointed out.


‘Well, sure, that’s my point. She was a shoo-in.’


The man craned his neck to stare up at Cab. Most people did. The man on the balcony was smaller by a foot, and he was forty but trying hard not to look more than thirty. His jet-black hair was tied in a long ponytail. He bulged with muscles, and he had a saddle-brown Florida tan. He was dressed in a black T-shirt, pastel green sport coat, white pants, and Topsiders with no socks. The big red button on his coat read, ‘Governor Diane.’


‘I know you, right?’ the man said. ‘You’re Tarla’s son, the detective.’


‘That’s me.’


‘Garth Oakes,’ the man told him, jutting out a hand. He had a rock-hard grip. ‘I’m an entrepreneur. Fitness videos. You’ve probably seen my ads on TV. Beat The Girth … With Garth!’


Sometimes, living in Florida, Cab found himself wandering into a Carl Hiaasen novel. ‘Sorry, I don’t watch a lot of television.’


‘Hey, well, never mind. If everybody looked like you, I wouldn’t have a business, right?’ Garth cradled a mug of herbal tea in his hand, with the string of the tea bag dribbling down the side. Cab smelled cinnamon and clove. ‘I remember you from the bad old days in Lake Wales. You visited Birch’s place that summer, right? You’re like a giraffe, who can forget that.’


‘Most people say I’m more like a heron,’ Cab replied.


‘A heron. Yeah, funny. I see it. Anyway, I was around there a lot back then. I did massages and workouts for Diane a few times a week. Part-exercise, part-therapy. Me and her, we’re close. She really needed someone to talk to, you know? First there was Birch, and then she lost Drew a year later. One-two punch. That was rough, huh?’


‘No doubt.’


‘Me, I think it was worse losing her son than it was when Birch died. She spent hours crying on my shoulder. When she wasn’t crying, she was talking about taking down the fucking drug dealers. Make ’em pay. You don’t want to see that lady angry, I’m telling you. Not like I’m saying she wasn’t upset about Birch. I mean, your husband gets murdered, that’s a terrible thing, but Diane and Birch – well …’ His voice trailed off.


‘I don’t think Diane would be too happy to hear you talking like this, Garth,’ Cab pointed out.


‘Oh, hey, just between us boys, right? Diane and Tarla are besties. I figure you’re in on all of this crap.’


Cab put a hand on the man’s shoulder. The fabric of the green sport coat felt cheap, like a thirty-dollar knock-off from a big box store. If Garth was selling fitness videos, he wasn’t selling many of them. ‘Excuse me, I have to go find my mother.’


‘Yeah, sure, good talking to you.’


Cab left Garth on the balcony, sipping his tea and standing with his legs spread apart, like he owned the mansion. Inside, he found himself in a marble-floored hallway that stretched the length of the house. Double-wide doors led to a master bedroom. Diane’s room. She had purchased the bayside mansion a few years earlier, when she moved from the small inland town of Lake Wales to the large coastal city of Tampa. There were too many memories in Lake Wales, she’d told Tarla. She associated the town with her childhood, with Birch’s murder, with Drew’s suicide. In Tampa, she could start fresh, in an estate a short drive from the Common Way Foundation headquarters. The foundation, launched with millions donated in the wake of Birch’s assassination, had been the center of her life for a decade.


He stood in the doorway, spying on her suite. The artwork, the bedding, the heavy red wallpaper, all showed tropical birds. An overhead skylight cast a circle of light on the bed. There was no clutter in the room and nothing personal except for a photograph on the baroque nightstand of Diane’s son Drew and another photo from childhood of Diane with Cab’s mother. He saw no photograph of Birch Fairmont.


Cab headed for the end of the hallway, where white-carpeted stairs led to the first floor. As he descended the steps, he found himself face to face with an attractive woman heading in the opposite direction. She had alabaster skin and long, highlighted chestnut hair. Her face brightened as she saw him.


‘Mr Bolton, there you are,’ she said.


‘Here I am.’


‘Your mother said you were upstairs. I’ve been looking for you.’


Cab smiled warily. ‘Oh?’


‘My name is Caprice Dean. I’m the executive director of the Common Way Foundation. Tarla probably mentioned that I wanted to speak to you tonight.’


‘Actually, she didn’t,’ Cab said, ‘but I’m usually the last to know when it comes to my mother.’


Caprice laughed. ‘I understand how that goes.’


‘What can I do for you, Ms Dean?’


‘As it happens,’ Caprice said, ‘I want to hire you.’


*

They sat in a gazebo in the gardens, where the foliage made a quiet grove. Cab had counted at least fifty people in and around the estate, but the trail that led here was hidden from prying eyes. They both had champagne, fizzing with bubbles. The octagonal shelter was open to the air and situated in the flow of a damp bay breeze. Fountain grass bowed between the pillars.


‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ Caprice said. ‘It’s so secluded here. That’s what Diane likes about it. You could believe the city doesn’t exist at all. Mind you, the barbarians are inside the gate tonight.’


‘You mean the media?’ Cab asked.


‘Obviously,’ she replied with a smirk.


‘Well, if Diane values her isolation so much, why did she run for governor?’ he asked. ‘Politicians don’t have a zone of privacy anymore. She knows that.’


Caprice nodded. ‘You’re right. It’s open season on candidates these days. Honestly, we argued about it for a long time. I didn’t think she should do it. I thought we should recruit someone else to be in the spotlight.’


‘So why did she?’ He smiled. ‘I assume it wasn’t solely the counsel of Garth Oakes.’


Caprice laughed. ‘You’ve met Garth, have you? I’m not a fan, but Diane likes him. No, the campaign was Diane’s call all the way. She felt it was her responsibility to lead the ticket.’


‘Why were you opposed?’ Cab asked.


‘Oh, don’t get me wrong. I thought we should be in the race, too. We’ve spent ten years at the foundation advancing our agenda from the outside. Influencing the debate. Supporting and opposing specific candidates. Now we’re ready to get into the game.’


‘In other words, the Governor is politically weak this year, and you hate the idea of a staunch conservative like Attorney General Cortes landing in Tallahassee.’


‘That’s true, too,’ she acknowledged.


‘Diane is ahead in the polls,’ Cab pointed out. ‘Isn’t that a good thing?’


‘It is, but there are also crazies who want to paint a target on her chest. Just like Birch.’


‘You think she’s at risk?’


‘I do. That’s why we’d like your help.’


‘Oh? What kind of help?’


Caprice didn’t answer right away. She pushed her champagne glass in a small circle on the marble table between them. A ringlet of lush brown hair fell across her forehead, and she brushed it back. Her eyes examined him curiously. ‘You know, Tarla warned me about you.’


‘Did she?’


‘Yes, she said you were the least ideological person on the face of the earth.’


‘Guilty,’ Cab said.


‘So you don’t understand.’


‘Understand what?’


‘Why all of this matters.’


She said it intensely, with a serious face. She was passionate, just like Lala. He wondered why he found himself drawn to women who were so different from himself. Women who wore their hearts on their sleeve. Women who followed a cause with flags held high. Cab was nothing like that, but Caprice was obviously a true believer, and the truth was, he found her very attractive.


It was partly her looks. Younger, she would have been pretty; mature, nearing forty, she was beautiful. She had a smooth, soft face and dark, inquisitive eyes. He liked the whiteness of her skin, which was so un-Floridian. She was obviously comfortable with her body, which was fleshy in an erotic way, not stick skinny. She wore a midnight-blue dress that afforded a view of her strong legs well above her knees and of the swelling curves of her full breasts. She had an open, unflinching stare, not at all shy, not girly or cute. Her directness was as appealing to him as her physical features.


‘It’s not that I don’t care,’ Cab said.


‘You just think all politicians are the same.’


‘Exactly.’


‘Well, we’re not.’ Caprice stood up and moved to the opposite side of the gazebo. Her movements had grace. She turned around, leaning back on the stone ledge. ‘I was a political science major at UCF. I hated both parties, and I still do. They’re all about ideology, not common sense. My boyfriend, Lyle, he felt the same way. We were both ambitious. We committed ourselves to the idea of an independent, centrist party that would truly compete against the Republicans and Democrats, not simply be a spoiler movement. With Birch’s campaign, we thought we had taken the first step.’


‘I’m sorry. I know what you lost that day.’


‘With all due respect, Mr Bolton, you don’t. I’m sure your mother told you what we went through on that dais, but you can’t understand what it’s really like to lose someone you love, to stand there covered in his blood and brains.’


Cab didn’t reply. This wasn’t a game of tit-for-tat, but in reality, he had lost someone he loved in a violent way, too. On a beach outside Barcelona, he had come face to face with a woman named Vivian Frost. He had never fallen so naively head-over-heels in love with anyone like Vivian, and he knew he never would again. He’d given up everything for her, including his job with the FBI, only to discover that she was partnered with a terrorist – that she’d been part of a conspiracy that led to the deaths of twenty-seven people in a bombing at a Spanish train station. She’d lied to him. Manipulated him.


There, on the beach, he’d shot her in the heart.


He knew what loss was like.


‘Something like that changes you,’ he said, joining her on the other side of the gazebo.


‘Yes, it does,’ Caprice agreed. ‘Diane and I started the Common Way Foundation that same year. The violence outraged people around the country, and they supported us financially. The assassination was an attempt to silence what Lyle and Birch tried to do, and the foundation honored them and their principles. We stayed outside the process, but we took sides. We put a thumb on the scale. We pushed candidates and policy, and we didn’t hesitate to rip both parties for their unwillingness to tell the truth. We learned our lesson.’


‘Which was?’


‘Play hardball,’ Caprice said.


‘Hardball. Is that why you hired a dirty tricks specialist like Ogden Bush for Diane’s campaign?’ Cab smiled and added: ‘I may not be political, but I do read the papers, you know.’


Caprice winced at the man’s name. ‘Ogden was Diane’s choice, not mine.’


‘Still, he’s a Democrat with a reputation for running fiercely negative campaigns, isn’t he? Doesn’t that fly in the face of your “we’re not all the same” speech?’


‘I suppose you could say that,’ she agreed. ‘Ogden fell out with the Dems a couple years ago, so he sells himself to the highest bidder. He was helpful to us on voting rights legislation last year. I didn’t think we wanted him on the campaign, but Diane thought he could help her make inroads with liberal voters. In politics, we can’t always be particular about who we sleep with.’


She leaned closer to him. Their shoulders brushed together.


‘So what do you need me for?’ he asked.


‘I told you, Mr Bolton, I want to hire you.’


‘Call me Cab,’ he said.


Caprice’s face softened. ‘Okay. That’s an unusual name. Why Cab?’


‘Tarla was in a deli eating stuffed cabbage when her water broke.’


‘How cute. Is that true?’


Cab smiled but didn’t reply. He had no idea what was true. Tarla had never told him. Just like she had never told him who his father was. He’d made up stories over the years to fill in the gaps.


‘You don’t look much like any detective I’ve ever met,’ Caprice went on. ‘Do most Naples detectives have spiky hair like that?’


‘It’s a pomade from London.’


‘I like it. The diamond earring?’


‘A gift from a wealthy older woman.’


‘And how tall are you? Eight feet?’


‘About that.’


‘Your suit looks like it costs what I make in a month at the foundation.’


‘About that.’


‘You don’t apologize for having money, do you?’


‘No. It is what it is. Tarla’s wealthy, and she made me wealthy, which means I can do whatever I want. In my case, that usually means dealing with people doing ugly things.’


‘Which is why I want to hire you.’


‘I already have a job,’ Cab said.


‘Actually, I talked to your lieutenant in Naples. He didn’t seem too upset to let me borrow you for a while.’


‘I don’t imagine he would be. He doesn’t think I look much like a detective, either. Unfortunately, talking to my lieutenant behind my back makes me inclined to say no to whatever you have in mind. I don’t like being manipulated, Ms Dean. That may be how things work at the Common Way Foundation, but it doesn’t work with me.’


‘Hear me out,’ Caprice said, with a soft grip on his arm as he turned to leave. Her fingers were warm.


Cab shrugged. ‘What do you want?’


‘Diane’s in jeopardy. I’m worried someone’s planning another assassination attempt.’


‘Hire a bodyguard.’


‘I have.’


‘So why do you need me?’


‘I want you to find out what really happened ten years ago,’ Caprice said, ‘and whether it could happen again.’


‘The FBI concluded that a right-wing militia group was behind the assassination. Its leader, Hamilton Brock, is in prison.’


‘For tax fraud,’ Caprice said, ‘not for murder. No one talked, and they never determined exactly who pulled the trigger. The militia is alive and well even with Brock behind bars. You think he can’t direct things from inside his cell?’


‘Talk to the police. The FBI.’


‘I’ve done that, and they’re looking into it. However, one thing I’ve learned at the foundation is that we get better results when we do things ourselves. I don’t want third parties I can’t control. I want my own man.’


‘You think you can control me?’ Cab asked.


‘I’d like to try,’ Caprice replied, with a double entendre that neither of them missed.


Cab felt heat on the back of his dress shirt. ‘I don’t do security.’


‘Security’s not what I want. I want to know who wore that hood and pulled the trigger. Who killed Birch and Lyle? That’s the only way we can stop them.’


‘You’re talking about digging into a ten-year-old crime after a massive investigation turned up nothing,’ Cab said. ‘There were no witnesses. There was no gun, no DNA. The militia stonewalled. This man was a ghost. I’m not sure why you think I’d be able to make inroads where the FBI failed. Besides, you’re making a big leap. If there really is a credible threat against Diane today, chances are it has nothing to do with the past.’


‘Sometimes it takes fresh eyes to see clearly, Cab. And I’m not wrong about the threat.’ Caprice carried a satin clutch that matched her dress. She undid the clasp and reached inside. She withdrew a folded piece of paper and handed it to Cab. ‘This arrived at the foundation last week.’


Cab unfolded the paper. It was a copy of a newspaper article from ten years earlier, featuring a photograph taken at the Bok Sanctuary in the wake of the murders. He saw bodies prone on the dais. Police. Shell-shocked survivors, including his mother, Diane, and Caprice, all of them ten years younger and ten years more innocent.


Someone had written across the photograph in a blood-red marker.


I’m back. Miss me?
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City of Tampa.


The mural, like an oversized picture postcard, was painted on the brick wall of an ad agency building across the alley between Franklin and Florida Avenues in the northwest corner of downtown. Peach saw it every day when she squeezed her two-tone 1980s-era Thunderbird into spot 52. Each block letter spelling out the city’s name featured a cartoon rendering of a different local tourist attraction. The Sulphur Springs Water Tower. The Plant Museum.
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