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LITTLE WHITE LIES


Boston PI Spenser and right hand Hawk follow a con man’s trail of smoke and mirrors in the latest entry of the iconic crime series. After conning everyone from the cable news shows to the local cops, it looks like the grifter’s latest double cross may be his last.


Connie Kelly thought she’d found her perfect man on an online dating site. He was silver-haired and handsome, with a mysterious background working for the CIA She fell so hard for M Brooks Welles that she wrote him a check for almost three hundred thousand dollars, hoping for a big return on her investment.


But within weeks, both Welles and her money are gone. Her therapist, Dr Susan Silverman, hands her Spenser’s card.


A self-proclaimed military hotshot, Welles had been a frequent guest on national news shows speaking with authority about politics and world events. But when he disappears, he leaves not only a jilted lover but a growing list of angry investors, duped cops, and a team of paramilitary contractors looking for revenge.


Enter Spenser, who quickly discovers that everything about Welles is phony. His name, his resume, and his client list are nothing but an elaborate fraud. But uncovering the truth won’t be easy, as he’ll have to keep the mystery man alive long enough to get back his client’s money. As the trail winds from Boston to backroads Georgia, Spenser will need help from trusted allies Hawk and Teddy Sapp to make sure Welles’s next con is his last.
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Robert B. Parker (1932–2010) has long been acknowledged as the dean of American crime fiction. His novels featuring the wisecracking, street-smart Boston private-eye Spenser earned him a devoted following and reams of critical acclaim, typified by R.W.B. Lewis’ comment, ‘We are witnessing one of the great series in the history of the American detective story’ (The New York Times Book Review).


Born and raised in Massachusetts, Parker attended Colby College in Maine, served with the Army in Korea, and then completed a Ph.D. in English at Boston University. He married his wife Joan in 1956; they raised two sons, David and Daniel. Together the Parkers founded Pearl Productions, a Boston-based independent film company named after their short-haired pointer, Pearl, who has also been featured in many of Parker’s novels.


Robert B. Parker died in 2010 at the age of 77.









CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR ROBERT B. PARKER


‘Parker writes old-time, stripped-to-the-bone, hard-boiled school of Chandler… His novels are funny, smart and highly entertaining… There’s no writer I’d rather take on an aeroplane’ – Sunday Telegraph


‘Parker packs more meaning into a whispered “yeah” than most writers can pack into a page’ – Sunday Times


‘Why Robert Parker’s not better known in Britain is a mystery. His best series featuring Boston-based PI Spenser is a triumph of style and substance’ – Daily Mirror


‘Robert B. Parker is one of the greats of the American hard-boiled genre’ – Guardian


‘Nobody does it better than Parker…’ – Sunday Times


‘Parker’s sentences flow with as much wit, grace and assurance as ever, and Stone is a complex and consistently interesting new protagonist’ – Newsday


‘If Robert B. Parker doesn’t blow it, in the new series he set up in Night Passage and continues with Trouble in Paradise, he could go places and take the kind of risks that wouldn’t be seemly in his popular Spenser stories’ – Marilyn Stasio, New York Times
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In memory of Ron Borne, True pal, lover of life, and dedicated Sox fan


Que le vin de l’amitié ne jamais s’assèche
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‘Dr Silverman thought you might help,’ Connie Kelly said. ‘She said you’re the best at what you do.’


‘I do many things for Dr Silverman,’ I said. ‘Although my chosen profession is the least important of them.’


‘So I take it you’re more than friends?’


I nodded, adding water to the new coffeemaker sitting atop my file cabinet. I’d recently upgraded from Mr Coffee to one of those machines that used pre-measured plastic cups. I placed my mug under the filter, clamped down the lid, and returned to my desk. Demonic hissing sounds echoed in my office. Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio?


‘God,’ Connie said. ‘I feel like the biggest idiot in Boston.’


‘I wouldn’t worry about that.’


‘Why?’


‘That’s quite an elite club,’ I said. ‘The line stretches all the way from Mass Ave down to Mattapoisett.’


‘I thought I loved him.’


‘Did he say he loved you?’


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘That’s how I found myself back in therapy. I haven’t been to see Dr Silverman for years. I thought I was cured.’


‘Dr Silverman might say therapy isn’t a cure,’ I said. ‘It’s a process.’


‘She’s a very intelligent woman.’


I gave Connie a big smile, letting her know I echoed the sentiment. When the hissing and spitting ceased, I retrieved the mug and a carton of milk, a few packs of sugar, and a clean spoon. I set them on the desk near her and returned to my seat.


‘I’ve worked a lot of unusual jobs,’ I said. ‘But I have to admit, helping with relationships isn’t my specialty.’


‘I don’t want help,’ Connie Kelly said. ‘I need to know who he really is.’


‘You mean deep down?’


‘I know he’s a phony, a liar, and a two-timing, backstabbing son of a bitch.’


‘Yikes.’


She busily added sugar and milk to her coffee with shaking hands. Despite her mood, Connie Kelly was dressed in a white sleeveless silk top with a black pencil skirt adorned with chrysanthemums and a pair of black open-toe heels that highlighted her shapely calves. Her toes had been painted a festive red.


‘As true as that might be…’ I said.


‘Wait,’ she said. ‘There’s more.’


Being a trained investigator and a master listener, I waited. Pleasant city sounds drifted up from Berkeley Street on a cool, almost fall-like breeze. I leaned back in my chair, resting my hands on my thighs, still dressed in a sweaty gray T-shirt and running shorts. I had intended to check my mail, not meet with a client. But she’d been there waiting before I opened the door.


‘He has two hundred and sixty thousand dollars of my money,’ she said. ‘He swindled it from me and then disappeared.’


I withheld from snapping my fingers and saying, ‘Now we’re talking.’ Instead, I nodded with grave understanding. The promise of money made me quite attentive, especially after a slow summer and losing my apartment and all my worldly possessions in a recent fire.


‘I don’t even know if M Brooks Welles is his real name.’


‘That name sounds familiar,’ I said. ‘Should I know him?’


‘Are you a member of many social clubs?’


‘Does the corner barstool at the Tennessee Tavern count?’


‘Hardly,’ she said. ‘When we were together, he seldom passed on a charity event or dinner invitation. Come to think of it, I never saw him pick up a check. People loved being around a guy who got his face on TV.’


‘Actor?’


‘Worse,’ she said. ‘Pundit.’


She ran down the names of several cable news channels where Welles had appeared as an expert. I inquired about his area of expertise.


‘He said he was in the CIA,’ she said. ‘He spoke on terrorism, military affairs, politics. Mainly how we’d failed to keep our country safe. He was a very popular speaker after the marathon bombings. He said the current administration and their liberal policies had failed us.’


‘How, when, and under what pretense did Mr Welles take your money?’


Connie let out a long breath and reached for the coffee with both hands. She sipped and with great care returned the mug to the desk. ‘It’s so naked and awful,’ she said. ‘It was two months ago. Real estate.’


‘Let me guess,’ I said. ‘A foolproof investment?’


‘Land up near Walden Pond,’ she said. ‘He said he’d hunted there as a boy and the place had given him great solace.’


‘The only thing I knew people to hunt around Walden Pond were rats.’


‘I didn’t ask many questions,’ Connie said, shaking her head, her eyes growing moist. ‘I didn’t ask him anything at all. I met very few of his friends and no family.’


‘Love is blind,’ I said.


I toasted her with my mug. She smiled for the first time since entering my office. ‘Bryn Mawr. English.’


‘You and Kate Hepburn.’ I reached for a yellow legal pad and my pen. ‘What is it that you’d like me to do?’


‘I want you to run a background check on him.’


I shrugged. ‘You could do that online. You don’t need me.’


‘And,’ she said, ‘I want my goddamn money back and his ass hanging out to dry.’


‘Ah.’


I wrote down a few notes, taking care with the details about his ass drying out. I put down the pen and drank some coffee. After running five miles, I was having fantasies about stopping off at Kane’s for a couple of old-fashioneds to replenish my carbs.


‘I’m four hundred dollars a day,’ I said. ‘Plus expenses.’


She didn’t flinch, and instead reached into her purse for a checkbook. The checks were sandwiched between handsome alligator covers. ‘I’d be glad to pay for a week in advance.’


‘I don’t know how long it will take,’ I said. ‘And I can’t promise any legal action or justice. Although I do know a very competent and very mean redheaded attorney.’


‘I understand.’


‘Just the facts, ma’am.’


‘The Bard and Joe Friday?’


‘I am one literate son of a gun.’


‘I heard you often amuse yourself.’


‘Can’t put anything by ol’ Doc Silverman.’


‘Shall I tell you everything I know about M Brooks Welles?’


I nodded.


‘I don’t know much, but I do think he might be dangerous,’ she said. ‘Very dangerous. I think back on things he told me and they make me shudder. He confided in me that he’s killed many men.’


I shrugged and thought about flexing my biceps or showing off the .357 Magnum I kept in my right-hand drawer. But doing so might seem gauche to a gal from Bryn Mawr, so I just listened.


‘I asked for it,’ she said. ‘We met each other through an internet dating site. He told me that after Vietnam, he joined the CIA and then went on to write books and produce movies. I saw him several times on television, so I trusted he was telling me the truth.’


‘Do you have a photo?’


She reached into her purse and pulled out a picture of a man in his sixties with silvery hair and a saltwater tan, wearing expensive duds. Starched white shirt wide open at the throat, navy blazer with brass buttons. Connie Kelly was seated beside him at some waterfront restaurant. They were laughing and looked very happy. I didn’t wish to judge, but he looked a bit long in the tooth for her.


‘I wanted a tall, successful, and interesting man. Someone who liked to travel and took time to enjoy sunsets.’


‘Piña coladas and getting caught in the rain?’


‘I should have said honest but ran out of room on my profile,’ she said. ‘I guess I left the door wide open for this kind of thing. My husband left me two years ago for a flight attendant from Dallas. I am not what you’d call a stunner, but Brooks made me feel very beautiful. I do know I’m smart and very good at what I do.’


‘What do you do?’


‘I work as an administrator for Jumpstart,’ she said. ‘Are you familiar with the organization?’


‘Very,’ I said. ‘They do great work. Do you have children?’


She shook her head. She didn’t touch the coffee again. But she ripped out the check and dropped it on my desk.


‘Let me see what I can do.’


She smiled again. ‘You’re different than Dr Silverman described you.’


‘Bigger? More stunning?’


‘Quieter,’ she said. ‘More self-contained.’


‘I tried to put that on the business cards,’ I said. ‘But ran out of room.’
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I drove home to my new digs in the Charlestown Navy Yard and made breakfast. As I ate two poached eggs with a side of locally cured bacon from the Public Market, I pulled up YouTube clips of M Brooks Welles doing his thing. It was liberating doing my job in a terrycloth robe while munching on bacon. I wondered why I didn’t begin every day like this. Skip the workouts, head right to the breakfast meats and sleuthing.


Pearl sat by my side as I worked. Her yellow eyes were dutiful and glowing. She wanted either to show me her love or me to share. I pinched off a piece of bacon and tossed it to the floor. On my computer, Welles was introduced as a former Navy SEAL, Vietnam vet, and CIA operative. Special consul to foreign affairs committees. He was sleek and confident. He spoke in a gravelly, knowing voice filled with authority and wore an American flag pin on his lapel. I resisted the urge to salute my MacBook.


He called the president at the time a clown and a fraud. He claimed he knew of dozens of Muslim paramilitary training camps within the United States. He said, based on his experience, that tougher immigration standards and screening processes needed to be put in place or we’d be visiting 9/11 all over again. He talked a lot about his time in the CIA, offering vague comments about his mission in South America making tough calls and doing the work in the shadows. Over the years, I had known men and women who’d done that kind of work. They seldom spoke of it. Even in vague terms.


Welles relished in it. More talk about working with Air America, battling the Communist threat, and now looking at a battle-front at home. As the interview continued, Welles was intercut with images of the marathon bombing. I had enough and closed the screen.


Pearl looked up at me. Ever vigilant, she knew I still had half a piece of bacon left. I tossed it to her and walked back to get dressed. Pearl trotted beside me, still not confident in the new place.


The old shipping warehouse had been built not long after the Civil War and had a nice view of the yards and the U.S.S. Constitution, with tall ceilings and a big plate-glass window, exposed brick walls, and floors fashioned from the decks of old ships. Rustic. Susan found it amusing I resided so close to Old Ironsides.


I slipped into a pair of jeans, a blue pocket T-shirt, and Nikes and went back to the laptop propped on the kitchen counter. I ran Welles’s name through the Department of Motor Vehicles and a LexisNexis search. Nothing. Connie Kelly had passed on one of Welles’s business cards for a company called EDGE. I ran the company through the Secretary of the Commonwealth database and found an address in Cambridge. Tally-ho. I slipped my .38 just below my right hip, reached for my Braves cap, and grabbed my car keys.


Pearl and I were off to Central Square. Her long brown ears blew in the wind as we drove along Memorial Drive against the Charles. Rowers rowed, joggers jogged, and bench sitters sat. It was mid-September and the air had turned crisp. The leaves had already started to turn red and gold, shining in Technicolor upon the still water.


The address led me to a narrow, wedge-shaped building where Western Avenue joined with River Street. There was a directory by a locked door with Lilliputian type. Undeterred, I slipped on a pair of cheaters and searched for any mention of Welles or EDGE. Nothing. Two real-estate firms, a lawyer, and a classic-car broker. I slipped the cheaters back into my shirt pocket and called the building’s management company from my cell.


Twenty minutes later, a heavyset woman in a dark blue pantsuit crawled out of a small silver BMW. She had a cell phone screwed tightly into her ear and wore an abundance of gold jewelry. I knew her name was Joanne D’Ambrosio and she had an office in the North End. I told her I was a prospective renter.


‘Alfred LaRue,’ I said. ‘Friends call me Lash.’


‘And what’s your business, Mr LaRue?’


‘I vanquish foes.’


She was half listening, looking at the number of someone who was calling. ‘We have three units available,’ she said. ‘How much square footage do you need? And how soon do you need it?’


She unlocked the front door and we walked down a narrow hallway. The carpet was beige, threadbare, and spotty as a Dalmatian. The walls were scuffed with black marks and badly in need of paint. I ran my hands along some uneven spackling.


‘The landlord looks to make improvements at the first of the year,’ she said. ‘The building had been in bankruptcy. That should all be worked out soon. Do you live in Cambridge?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But I keep a toothbrush here. I heard about this building from my old pal, Brooks Welles. He said it was quiet and reasonable.’


If she recognized the name, it didn’t register. She stood in the hall, checking messages on her phone.


‘Is he still on the first floor?’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘What’s that again?’


‘M Brooks Welles,’ I said. ‘He runs a company called EDGE.’


Her eyes narrowed. She lifted her chin and took a more solid glance my way. She was inspecting me.


‘I thought I might pop in and say hello.’


‘How friendly are you?’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘To be honest, I only just met him.’


‘He’s no longer in this building,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t be telling you this, but Mr Welles left with four months of unpaid rent.’


‘Say it ain’t so.’


‘Oh, it’s so,’ she said. ‘And he left all his garbage for me to clean up. He left me a goddamn Post-it note saying we could have his furniture. Gee, thanks. A Salvation Army desk and a chair with a broken arm. You met him? Did he ever tell you what he did for a living?’


‘A little of this,’ I said, ‘a little of that.’


‘A four-flusher,’ she said. ‘That’s what my father called people like him.’


‘Did he leave anything else in the office?’


‘Like I said,’ she said. ‘Garbage.’


‘Any bills?’ I said. ‘Files? Documents?’


‘What did you say your name was?’ she said, eyeing me. She crossed her arms and checked me out from ball cap to Nikes. I shrugged, reached into my pocket, and handed her my business card, the real one with the skull and crossbones to let people know I was serious. I offered her the full-wattage smile.


‘Are you looking for a place to rent? Or are you full of it, too, Lash?’


‘I could have used you a few months ago,’ I said. ‘I was burned out of my apartment.’


Her eyes flickered around a bit, studying my face. She bit her lip, nodding.


‘If you find the SOB, will you let me know?’ she said. ‘That guy really stiffed me.’


‘Deal.’


‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Come on. This is where I keep the deadbeat’s crap.’


We walked to the end of the hall, where she opened up a small office. As promised, inside we found a cheap metal desk, a broken chair, and a few old milk crates filled with mail. Joanne D’Ambrosio stood back and watched as I dumped out the mail and sorted through the letters and envelopes. She returned to checking her phone.


‘At first I thought he’d gotten sick or something,’ she said, tap-tapping away. ‘He wasn’t here. He didn’t answer the number I had. I kept his mail for about a month after I noticed it piling up. I was about to just toss it.’


I separated the wheat from the chaff, made a neat pile on the desk, and wrapped what I found with a rubber band. Two electric bills and six credit card statements. Score.


‘He said he was in the movie business,’ she said. ‘Said he was making a picture with Marky Mark. Some kind of spy action thing. Said he’d been a spy and they needed him as an adviser. That’s not true. Is it?’


‘Probably not,’ I said. ‘But you never know what a Wahlberg will do next.’


‘He flirted with me,’ she said, placing her hands on her wide hips. ‘Said I was real funny. A real character. He asked me if I kept any headshots. So stupid. I sent him the photo I used on my flyers.’


‘Did you email him?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did he respond?’


She nodded.


‘I’d like that address and any phone numbers.’


‘You know, it makes me feel dirty,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why. I’ve known a lot of deadbeats. But usually I can tell. Makes me feel stupid that I bought into it.’


‘He’s fooled others for a lot more.’


She smiled and nodded. ‘Yeah?’


‘Almost three hundred grand,’ I said. ‘That make you feel better?’


‘Some,’ she said. ‘But I still want what I’m owed.’


‘Lot of that going around.’
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I walked over to the Mariposa Bakery on Mass Ave with Pearl and found a comfortable table by the window to look through Welles’s mail. Pearl lapped up a bowl of water while I drank a cup of black coffee and made notes in a little black notebook. The first two envelopes showed Welles was six months late on his credit card payments and well over his limit. The bills were accompanied by a professional but unpleasant letter.


As I worked, two young women in yoga pants and thin tank tops over sports bras walked past my table. I looked up and smiled. They pretended not to notice the rakish middle-aged man and his charming dog. Restraint.


The third envelope contained a full bill from the last two months and a list of charges. Aha. The women moved to the counter and debated between maple and blueberry scones. They continued to ignore me.


I took out a pen and circled the charges that told me more about Welles or showed a pattern. Most of the charges had been made in the Greater Boston area, but at least ten had been made in Atlanta and Greenville, South Carolina. From the Boston numbers, I noted he was a fan of the Whole Foods on River Street, the Neiman Marcus at Copley Place, and the Four Seasons’ bar. Couldn’t be all bad if he liked the Four Seasons. I thought about organizing a stakeout at the bar with Hawk but then noted Welles had more recent, and frequent, visits to a spot in Eastie called Jimmy’s LLC.


A quick search on my phone got me an address for Jimmy’s Lounge, on the water by Logan.


It was nearly two o’clock, late for lunch and early for cocktail hour. However, drinking beer during the day was part of the job. Not to mention I was good at it. I wasn’t sure if Jimmy’s had the same open policy on dogs, but Pearl could nap in my cool backseat while I made inquiries.


A half-hour later, I sat at Jimmy’s Lounge eating a soggy grilled chicken sandwich with a side of stale chips. The beer was Sam Adams Octoberfest and very cold. It almost made the sandwich tolerable.


‘Sorry,’ the bartender said. ‘I don’t know a guy named M Whoosis Welles.’


I showed him a photo I’d printed from one of his many TV appearances.


The bartender, a short, paunchy kid in a red T-shirt reading Jimmy’s, Where the Elite Meet, shook his head. He studied it some more and scratched at his ear. ‘You want another beer?’


‘Twist my arm.’


Jimmy had really embraced the whole nautical theme at his bar. Lots of fishing nets filled with plastic crabs and starfish. A metal diving helmet and reprints of old diving charts lined the walls, along with beer babes in bikinis and grinning sports stars. I sipped on the draft and read back through the charges, cross-referencing the dates with days of the week. I whistled, ‘Yo Ho (A Pirate’s Life for Me).’


‘Who works Tuesdays and Thursdays?’ I said.


‘Phil.’


‘Would you mind calling Phil and asking him about Mr Welles?’


He shrugged. ‘I don’t want to get in the middle of some crap with his old lady. Are you in the repo biz?’


‘Of a sort,’ I said.


‘Phil comes in today at five,’ he said. ‘If you want to wait.’


I drank some more beer, laid down a respectable tip, and drove over to a dog park by Logan. I made some phone calls and tossed a tennis ball around until Pearl grew tired. I kept some treats in the console of the Toyota Land Cruiser I was driving this year. It was a plain model from the late eighties with less than fifty thousand miles on it. Nice and roomy for dog and master. The four-wheel drive helped getting to the cabin I’d built some years ago in Maine.


At five, I was back at Jimmy’s Lounge waiting for Phil, who walked into the bar at 6:20. He and the day shift talked for a bit and the earlier guy nodded with his chin toward me. I raised an Octoberfest in his direction; he looked away and headed back to the bar. He was a tall, lean guy with thick black-framed glasses, closely cropped dark hair, and a lot of tattoos. He didn’t look my way as he busied himself with the liquor bottles, stooping down to check the levels on the taps. After a few minutes, he pointed to my beer and asked if I’d like a refill.


‘No, thank you,’ I said. ‘Just waiting for my pal, M Brooks Welles.’


‘You mean Mikey?’


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Ol’ Mikey.’


‘Are you trying to jam him up?’ Phil said.


‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ I said. ‘He’s an old friend.’


‘Hah.’


‘Do I look like a repo man?’


‘No offense,’ he said. ‘But you look like a leg breaker.’


I nodded in appreciation and took a slow sip of beer. I reached into my wallet and pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. Three for the beer and a little something extra for Phil’s cooperation. The flash of green got his attention. He looked me in the eye and smiled.


‘Need change?’


‘Nope.’


‘He owes you money,’ Phil said. ‘Right?’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘He owes a lot of people money,’ he said. ‘Like I said, he’s a nice guy. He has a ton of personality and all that. Looks like a freakin’ old-time movie star. Tan. Silver hair. Makes friends with everybody. He told me that I needed to quit this job and go back to school. He said I had a real mind for business, the way I ran the bar. One night, he got me so damn into it, I was filling out forms online. He has a way of getting you excited about things. Maybe I trusted him because he was a vet.’


‘Army?’


He flashed a couple tattoos on his forearm. ‘You?’


‘Long time ago,’ I said. ‘Different war.’


He nodded. ‘Mikey came in here maybe three weeks ago, buying everyone drinks, saying he’d just landed some big military contract. And then he disappeared out the back door. I took all the freakin’ blame. Jimmy about exploded. He wanted to fire me, but he’s keeping me on until I pay him back.’


‘How much?’ I said.


‘Almost four hundred bucks.’


‘Jumping Jehoshaphat,’ I said. ‘That’s a lot of overtime.’


‘Bet your ass.’


‘So,’ I said, glancing out the window. I spotted Pearl’s snout sticking out the back window, sniffing at the salt air. ‘You don’t really owe Mikey a thing. He owes you.’


‘Yeah.’


‘How can I find him, Phil?’


He rubbed his hand over his short hair. Phil looked tired, worn-out in his mid-twenties. He walked over to a coffeepot and poured out a cup. He picked up the crisp fifty and studied it. The tattoos on his arm looked like a map from Road to Zanzibar.


‘Won’t do you any good,’ he said. ‘He’s big buddies with Mr Gredoni. I tried to run him down through Gredoni, and Gredoni told me that Welles was back overseas. Some kind of classified work. He promised me that Welles was good for the tab. He said he’d probably just drank too much that night.’


‘Mr Gredoni pay you?’


‘Nope.’


‘And where can I find Mr Gredoni?’


‘You don’t quit, do you?’


‘It’s an ingrained character trait.’


‘John Gredoni?’ he said, as if I should know the name.


I shrugged.


‘Gredoni’s Gun World?’ he said. ‘Like the billboards by Fenway. He runs a big range on Route One in Lynn. It’s a mile past the Golden Banana. There’s a big neon gun outside. You can’t miss it.’


Most red-blooded men in the Greater Boston area thought of the Golden Banana as a historic landmark. ‘And Mr Welles and Gredoni are friends?’


‘Big buddies,’ Phil said. ‘Gredoni said Welles once saved his life in Iraq. He called him the real deal. An absolute American patriot.’


‘What did you think?’


‘I was with the Tenth Mountain Division,’ he said. ‘I did three tours. Something about the way he talked was off. He didn’t talk like a military guy.’


‘What’s Welles talk like?’


‘Like someone who tries to talk the fucking talk,’ he said. ‘But never walked the fucking walk.’


‘Oh.’ I smiled. ‘One of those.’
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‘So,’ Susan said. ‘Can you help Connie?’


‘My pleasure,’ I said. ‘I just learned the trail of bread crumbs will lead me right past the Golden Banana.’


‘Will you be able to restrain yourself?’


‘I have a weakness for donuts and naked women.’


‘But some naked women more than others.’


‘I do prefer educated Jewish women who can’t cook.’


‘I can cook,’ Susan said. ‘I just prefer not to.’


‘Without us, half of Harvard Square would go broke.’


She toasted me with her vodka gimlet as we sat next to each other at the bar at Harvest, a high step up from Jimmy’s. Dim lighting, mod furnishings, delicious food. I had the Harvest burger. Susan had ordered a kale salad with pears. Pearl was back at her house, sleeping off her hard day’s work of detecting.


‘Do you believe he’s really out of the country?’


‘I’ll know more after meeting Mr Gredoni tomorrow.’


‘I’ve seen his billboards,’ she said. ‘They are repulsive. The ones that say “Bring on the big guns.” Women in bikini tops holding assault rifles. I never thought he could actually be a real person.’


‘Welles leaves quite a mess behind him,’ I said. ‘He owes a lot of people money. And this was just the first day. I’m waiting to hear back from several inquiries.’


‘What did Connie tell you?’


‘That they met through a respectable internet dating site,’ I said. ‘Apparently she bought into his stories because she’d seen him on TV. She said he was slow picking up the check but fast in the love department. I guess she’d really fallen for him.’


‘An understatement,’ she said. ‘I wish I could tell you more.’


‘Patient/shrink confidentiality?’


‘There’s a reason I get two hundred an hour.’


‘She told me Welles pried open that alligator-skin checkbook of hers and she made an investment into some kind of real-estate scam,’ I said. ‘Then he made like Elvis and left the building.’


‘Did she show you the actual agreement?’ Susan said. She took a minute sip of the gimlet and toyed with a thin sliver of lime.


‘Yep,’ I said. ‘I thought I’d run it by Vince Haller and see what he thinks.’


Susan nodded. She set down the glass. It was still very cold, frosty at the edges.


‘No details,’ I said. ‘But he did a real number on her?’


Susan nodded again. ‘She wasn’t ready for a relationship,’ she said. ‘Her marriage ended badly. She has self-confidence issues and desperately seeks approval. Welles presented himself as the perfect man.’


‘For some, that’s just second nature.’


‘Ha,’ she said. ‘So, can you deliver Mr Perfecto?’


‘Like I told Connie, I can’t promise any legal action,’ I said. ‘But I can find him.’


‘And perhaps turn him upside down to shake out what he has left?’


‘That’s a crude, but accurate, summation of my services.’


The bartender brought my burger and Susan’s salad. We ate and I talked to the bartender a little bit about the Sox’s disappointing season and my high hopes for the Pats. I dropped the name of a recent Pro-Bowler named Kinjo Heywood. Heywood seemed a shoo-in for Canton. His once-kidnapped son was now an honor student.


‘How’s our baby getting acclimated to the Town?’


‘She’s found a place on the new couch,’ I said. ‘And she’s claiming new places to mark her territory along the waterfront.’


‘You know, you didn’t have to move out,’ Susan said. ‘We could have made it work.’


‘It’d be foolish to mess with success.’


‘Not to mention the pent-up lust caused by distance.’


‘Never gets any easier, Suze.’ I smiled.


She smiled devilishly and gripped my thigh under the bar. ‘Would you love me as much if I made it a cakewalk?’


‘We tried living together once and it didn’t work.’


‘I don’t think you and I thrive on convention.’


‘But we know each other fully,’ I said. ‘No surprises. No secrets.’


‘We can even read each other’s thoughts.’


I nodded. ‘And what am I thinking now?’


Susan tilted her head and touched foreheads with mine. She closed her eyes in intense thought. ‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘You need a refill on your beer.’


‘Actually, I was hoping you’d move that hand a couple inches higher.’


Susan removed her hand and reached for the gimlet. ‘Here’s mud in your eye.’
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Early the next morning, I met Hawk at the Harbor Health Club.


‘Johnny Gredoni?’ Hawk said. ‘Yeah, I know him.’


‘You like him?’


‘Haw.’


‘You trust him?’


Hawk didn’t answer. He finished his fiftieth rep of Russian twists on the decline bench and tossed the medicine ball at my chest. I caught it in midair and exchanged places with him. I began twisting in fine Soviet fashion and I could see Hawk counting each rep under his breath.


‘Who is he?’ I said. ‘Besides the emperor of Gun World?’


‘Used to sell shit out of his trunk,’ Hawk said. ‘He’d sell to Winter Hill, boys in the North End, Joe Broz. Didn’t matter. I’ll say this, his guns were good and clean.’


‘What else?’


‘He hired himself out,’ Hawk said. ‘Ran into him on some jobs overseas. Never a competitor. But I never wanted his ass on my team.’


‘Why?’


‘Mouth bigger than his talents,’ Hawk said. ‘All into the high-tech gear. His execution was subpar.’


I kept twisting until the fiftieth rep. I stopped twisting.


‘Four more,’ Hawk said. ‘Don’t cheat yourself, white boy.’


I knocked out four more, unhooked my feet from the bench, and tossed him the ball. Hawk beamed a large smile. His black skin was hairless, flawless, and shining bright with sweat. He wore a sleeveless Adidas workout shirt with matching black shorts. He moved into our third and final set. I did not count his reps. I was a man of faith.


As I caught my breath, Henry Cimoli wandered up and stood as tall as possible next to my right shoulder. All white satin warm-ups and blinding white shoes, he didn’t say a word until Hawk finished.


‘Don’t forget to wipe down the equipment. Do I need to remind you this is now a class joint?’


Hawk and I had been training at the Harbor Health Club long before the Big Dig, posh hotels, and upscale restaurants had invaded the waterfront. Back then, I couldn’t leave the gym without smelling like yesterday’s cod and fishermen’s cigarettes.


‘Are we ever late on our dues?’ I said.


‘When have you two clowns ever paid dues?’


‘Every day, babe,’ Hawk said. ‘Every day.’


Henry shook his head and wandered off to where a dozen yuppies waited to learn the fistic arts from a Boston legend. Hawk and I moved onto the squat rack and loaded down the bar with four large plates. I completed twelve reps and racked the weight. Hawk didn’t waste a second to follow.


‘Grow or die,’ Hawk said.


After the weights, we ran to the Seaport for a four-mile loop. I then showered, shaved, and dressed, and soon Hawk and I were drinking coffee outside the Boston Harbor Hotel. Hawk blew the swirling steam off the top of the cup. He’d changed into a crisp white linen shirt with army-green linen pants, dark brown Oxfords, and gold Chanel sunglasses. Seagulls swooped down to inspect if we had baked goods. Sadly, we were empty-handed except for the coffee.


‘You want me to ride shotgun to Lynn?’


‘I expect this to be a cordial visit,’ I said.


Hawk grinned. ‘And how does Johnny connect to your case?’


‘Friend of a huckster who took nearly three hundred grand off a nice woman.’


‘Sounds like Johnny’s kind of people.’


‘And who are Johnny’s people?’


‘Mercenaries, gun nuts, soldier-of-fortune wannabes, and career crooks.’


‘Can’t wait to meet him.’


‘Tread lightly, bwana,’ Hawk said.


‘What is this, Killers of Kilimanjaro?’


‘You bigger than Robert Taylor.’


‘And you ain’t Anne Aubrey.’


‘Far from it.’


‘How’d he go from the trunk show to the big leagues with signs outside Fenway?’ I said.


‘The old-fashioned way,’ Hawk said. ‘He cheated.’


‘Aha.’


‘Made millions from our current war on terror,’ Hawk said.


‘Can I call him Daddy Warbucks?’


‘Sure,’ Hawk said. ‘Why not?’


‘He’s the only solid lead I have on a man who seems to have no home, no working business address or current driver’s license,’ I said. ‘I hope to win him over.’


Hawk raised his eyebrows.


‘I can be very charming when I want to.’


‘You about as charming as a pit bull.’


‘The man I’m looking for was into some kind of land deal in Concord,’ I said. ‘He convinced my client to write him a check and then disappeared.’


‘Your client and him intimate?’


‘More than that,’ I said. ‘She thought they were in love.’


‘Shall I quote Tina Turner?’


‘Long as you don’t quote Ike.’


Hawk began to whistle ‘What’s Love Got to Do with It.’ I shook my head and hoisted up the strap of my black gym bag. I switched the hot coffee into my left hand and offered my right.


Hawk shook my hand and nodded.


We parted ways and I headed up to Lynn.









6


Gredoni’s Gun World was a modest-size prefab metal building hidden among used-car dealers, fast-food restaurants, and pawn shops along Route 1. The building was one story and ran long in the back, where pistol shots and automatic gunfire sounded on the range. The front of the shop resembled a high-end jewelry store, with shiny handguns and assault rifles displayed on black velvet. If Holly Golightly ever wanted revenge, this was the place for her.


An attractive young woman with long, bleached hair and large brown eyes met me at the counter. She wore a smallish black tank top with the Gun World logo: a blue planet with a continent in the shape of a .45. Clever. She laid her hands on the glass counter and smiled at me with straight white teeth. I noted a thin strap of a pink bra beneath the tank top and a pistol holster on her right hip. She had a deep, if unnatural, tan.


‘How can I help you?’


‘Is Mr Gredoni in?’


‘Is he expecting you?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But he’ll want to see me.’


‘Name?’


‘Spenser,’ I said. ‘With an S.’


‘Is that your first or last name?’


‘Just Spenser,’ I said. I smiled back at her. The micro tank top rode up high on her stomach, showing off pronounced hip bones. Incongruous with the .45.


She nodded, hit a button under the counter, and opened a door next to a large two-way mirror. The sounds of gunfire were muffled from the back range. Ping, ping, ping. A resounding boom-boom-boom from a shotgun.


As the symphony continued, I turned to admire the smorgasbord of weaponry. Most of the pistols were arranged by maker. The Glocks with the Glocks. The Smith & Wessons with their kind, et cetera. Shotguns were displayed in a long rack next to the assault rifles. Each gun tagged with a Day-Glo orange or yellow price tag. I checked out a few of the Winchester lever actions, with an eye toward replacing the one I’d lost in the fire.


The saleswoman reappeared, not as friendly this time, and told me Mr Gredoni would be with me in a moment.
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