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‘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’ – New York Times









CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR ACE ATKINS


‘The intelligent plot is accompanied by quick-fire witty dialogue and Spenser’s splendid girlfriend. No wonder Parker fans have stayed with Atkins’ – Times


‘In this latest in his continuation of Robert B. Parker’s beloved Spenser series, Atkins continues to do the late author proud… The talented Atkins delivers another engrossing thriller’ – Booklist


‘A wildly entertaining novel... Fast-paced and thrilling with just the right amounts of humor and pathos’ – Criminal Element


‘Atkins is a very worthy successor to Parker and the books remain as fresh as they ever were, with smart dialogue, good plot and immaculately described action’ – Crime Review











[image: ]












For Team Spenser:


Joan, Mel, Luann & Jim


Forever Boston pals











[image: ]












1


The reelection headquarters for Carolina Garcia-Ramirez was deep in Roxbury at the corner of Proctor and Mass, wedged between an all-night liquor store and a Honduran restaurant that advertised the best pollo frito in Boston.


That afternoon, I was dressed appropriately for the dog days of summer. A lightweight khaki summer suit, white linen shirt, and polished wingtips sans socks. I caught a glimpse in the office window and thought I might give George Raft a run for his money.


‘May I help you?’ the receptionist said.


Despite my stunning entrance, the woman had yet to look up from her computer screen.


‘Can you vouch for the Honduran place on the corner?’ I said. ‘Is the pollo frito really the best in the city?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Never been there.’


‘Seems worth investigating.’


‘Soul food joint down on Blue Hill’s much better,’ she said. ‘If you’re into that kind of thing.’


The woman was of a plus size, with long black cornrows and large brown eyes. I smiled, offering half-wattage so as not to distract her from her duties. She had on a white silk top with blue polka dots, a nifty little bow at the neck.


She hadn’t smiled since I walked in the door. Women usually swoon or fall onto the floor with convulsions when I appear.


‘Are you here to see someone?’ the woman said. ‘Or just strolling around asking random-ass questions?’


‘Might as well do both,’ I said. ‘The congresswoman is expecting me.’


‘The congresswoman isn’t here,’ she said. ‘Is there something else I can help you with?’


‘My name is Spenser,’ I said. ‘Kyle Rosen arranged a meeting.’


‘Spenser?’ she said. ‘Is that your first name or last?’


‘Last.’


She asked me my first name and I told her. The woman stopped clicking the keyboard and picked up the phone, speaking so quietly I could barely understand what was being said. After a few moments, she nodded and pointed out a group of vinyl chairs that looked to have been swiped from a Ramada Inn lobby.


‘Gonna be a minute.’


I took a seat by a large plate-glass window. The chair’s split seams had been repaired with silver duct tape.


As I waited, a staff of a dozen or so milled about second-hand desks and wobbly chairs. The paneled wood walls brightened with posters of Congresswoman Carolina Garcia-Ramirez looking as bold and confident as Che Guevara. change, now, and for the people written in block lettering. It sounded like most of the staff was cold-calling potential voters about next month’s primary.


One exasperated young man kept repeating the congresswoman’s name before finally relaying the sad news: Tip O’Neill had died long ago.


Fifteen minutes later, I spotted Kyle Rosen through the plate-glass window. We had never actually met, but I’d seen his picture and read his profile in The Globe.


I watched him crawl from a black SUV and hold the door open for another passenger. I stood as Carolina Garcia-Ramirez stepped out, dressed in a black pantsuit, hair in a tight bun, with a phone firmly clamped on her ear. She was tall, black, and striking. Even if you didn’t know who she was, she looked like somebody.


Another man, small and thin, with hair bleached nearly as white as Tedy Sapp’s, followed from the front passenger seat, carrying a very large leather bag. He struggled to get ahead and open the door.


I looked to the receptionist. She smiled and nodded in their direction.


‘Mr Spenser,’ Rosen said. ‘I’m sorry we’re late. The flight from D.C. was delayed twice.’


Rosen was a young guy, late twenties or early thirties, with wild, frizzy brown hair and black-framed glasses that hadn’t been hip since Buddy Holly died. He was medium height and skinny, wearing jeans and an oversized black T-shirt that said be the change.


I followed Rosen into a private conference room filled with floor-to-ceiling boxes and large stacks of posters. A long oval table was cluttered with coffee cups and fast-food containers, a few legal notepads and office supplies. A sign on the wall read i’m not your mother, kids. please clean up your damn mess.


‘Thank you for coming,’ Rosen said.


‘Any friend of Rita’s.’


‘I met Miss Fiore at a fundraiser last month,’ he said. ‘What a dynamite lady. She told me there’s no one better at what you do.’


‘Besides having a pair of million-dollar legs, she also happens to have a top-notch legal mind.’


The mention of Rita’s legs caused Kyle to flush. Although tough and sexy as hell, she was probably the same age as his mother.


‘Please excuse our offices,’ he said. ‘When you have a reelection every two years, no one wants to sign a long-term lease.’


‘I once had an office in the Combat Zone.’


‘Really?’ he said. ‘I’ve heard stories.’


‘Grown men still weep recalling the Teddy Bare Lounge.’


Carolina Garcia-Ramirez walked into the room and stopped cold before tucking her cell back into her purse. When Rosen introduced me, she seemed a bit confused.


‘I thought we covered this,’ she said.


Rosen held up a hand to ask her to let him speak. He got as far as opening his mouth.


‘I do not want, nor do I need, a bodyguard.’


‘Carolina.’


‘Damn it, Kyle,’ she said. ‘I’m exhausted. Our schedule is backed up for the rest of the week. And I don’t have the time.’


Rosen took in a long breath and seemed to be seeking a moment of Zen. He offered me a reassuring smile as he himself appeared to be slightly less assured.


I smiled back. Good ole friendly Spenser.


‘Mr Spenser does a lot more than just security.’


‘I’m also a song-and-dance man,’ I said. ‘May I serenade you with a bit of “Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered”?’


The congresswoman offered a sour expression. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’d rather you didn’t.’


The congresswoman was tall and athletic, with light coppery skin, a delicate bone structure, and a longish neck. She was what many would call pretty if it were not offensive to judge a lawmaker solely based on her appearance. Her black pantsuit was stylish and neat, an American flag pin on the collar. She wore gold jewelry subtle enough that even Susan Silverman would approve. The toes of her pumps pointed enough to strike fear in cockroaches everywhere.


‘I really think you need to hear us out,’ Kyle said.


‘I’ve heard all of you and I said no.’


‘Well,’ I said, shrugging. ‘It’s been a delight.’


‘Carolina, please,’ Rosen said. ‘If you’re going to win this thing, you need to focus on the damn issues and quit having to look over your shoulder every five minutes.’


‘How am I supposed to explain personal security to my donors?’ she said. ‘That’s an extravagance we can’t afford right now.’


‘We will work it out,’ he said.


‘And, damn it, it makes me look weak,’ she said.


Rosen wrapped his arms tight around his body and screwed up his mouth to show it was tightly shut. He looked to me and then to Carolina. I looked back and forth to both of them. I felt like a kid standing between feuding parents. I leaned against the wall and felt into my suit pocket for a silver coin to flip. George Raft would’ve brought a coin.


‘I don’t make sales pitches,’ I said. ‘But perhaps you might tell me a little more about the issue at hand?’


‘Can you help a country deeply divided by sexism, homophobia, and systemic racism?’ Carolina said.


‘It’s all on the business card.’


‘I hire someone that looks like you and I look like I’m running scared.’


‘And what exactly do I look like?’


‘Like a leg-breaker from Southie.’


‘If it helps, I live in Charlestown with my German short-haired pointer, Pearl,’ I said. ‘Sometimes I reside in Cambridge with my significant other. Usually the weekends.’


Carolina leaned in to the table, the conference room hushed and quiet. She seemed unfazed by the mess as she took a sip from a stainless-steel water bottle.


‘I’ve had haters on me since I announced my candidacy,’ she said. ‘They more than doubled when I got enough signatures to be on the ballot and went off the charts when we actually won. I’ve been called a wetback, a nigger, a dyke bitch, a whore, and a communist. What I’m saying is that I don’t care. I don’t worry about the threats, because this bitch is too damn busy getting work done.’


‘People are threatening to physically harm you?’ I said.


The congresswoman started to laugh so hard she nearly did a spit take with the water.


‘Physical harm?’ she said. She looked over to Kyle Rosen and shook her head. ‘Are you fucking kidding me? They want to kill me in so many different ways. Shoot me. Electrocute me. Poison me. Hang me and then rape my corpse. Come on. I knew what I was getting into.’


‘So why now?’ I said. ‘Why does this feel any different?’


Carolina stared at me while Rosen stared at her. She slowly nodded and Rosen turned in my direction. ‘Some recent threats show some inside knowledge of Carolina’s schedule in Boston. That’s worrisome.’


‘You think it’s someone on her staff?’ I said.


‘We don’t know,’ he said. ‘We think maybe our computers have been hacked.’


Carolina Garcia-Ramirez continued to stare at me, looking me up and down. Her face had a slight sheen of sweat. The dog days of summer were upon all of us.


‘May I see the messages?’ I said.


‘I can print out the emails,’ Rosen said. ‘They were sent direct to the congresswoman’s private account. We had a tech guy from MIT take a look, but they’ve been bounced around to different accounts under different names. But they’re always the same. Written in the same style and asking the same thing.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘For Carolina to drop out of the primary or they’ll kill her,’ he said. ‘The emails are a reminder each day of what an easy target she is.’


‘Do you have protection of any kind?’ I said.


‘It depends on where we are,’ Rosen said. ‘She has full protection of the Capitol police in D.C.’


‘But back in Boston,’ I said, ‘you’re pretty much on your own.’


Carolina had yet to speak since she ran down all the offered methods of her assassination. She continued to stare at me in a way that would make most mortal men uncomfortable. I stared back. After a while, I widened my smile.


She couldn’t help herself. The congresswoman smiled.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘What exactly can you offer?’


‘Personal protection,’ I said. ‘And when I’m not doing that, I can offer my sleuthing services.’


‘Excuse me for asking,’ she said, raising an eyebrow. ‘But how can you investigate threats sent from an unknown person from unknown sources and sent in a way even a kid at MIT can’t figure it out?’


‘“Faith, it does me,”’ I said. ‘“Though it discolors the complexion of my greatness to acknowledge it.”’


‘Are you shitting me?’ the esteemed congresswoman said. ‘Shakespeare?’


‘I also cook.’


She looked over at Rosen and then back at me. She shook her head.


‘I hope you’re as good as you are cocky,’ she said.


The congresswoman watched me as if I were the center of a sprawling congressional inquiry. I felt the sudden need to lean in to a microphone.


I cleared my throat and said, ‘I’m even better.’









2


‘Well,’ Susan said. ‘You have to do it.’


‘Is that an ultimatum?’


‘That’s a fact,’ Susan said. ‘Carolina Garcia-Ramirez is the best thing to happen to Boston since the colonists tossed sacks of black tea into the bay.’


Susan plucked an olive from her martini and took a bite. We were both sitting at the bar at Grill 23, drinking cocktails and patiently waiting for dinner. My martini was gin. Hers was vodka. It wasn’t that I disliked vodka, I just didn’t think it should be called a true martini. Susan and I had argued on the subject while the waiter refereed.


‘I heard her speak at a Raising A Reader event last year,’ I said.


‘And?’


‘She appears to be committed to the cause,’ I said.


‘I admire a woman who’s small on talk and big on action.’


‘As do I,’ I said, raising an eyebrow at her.


Susan rolled her eyes. ‘Sometimes I think you are a thirteen-year-old trapped in a grown man’s body.’


‘When I was thirteen, the only thing I knew about women was what I saw in my uncle Bob’s Playboy collection.’


Susan reached for my martini and took a sip. She scrunched up her face and set it back onto the bar.


‘And?’


‘Ick.’


‘The gin is handmade by British monks,’ I said.


‘My grandmother would’ve called that bathtub hooch.’


Grill 23 was all polished wood and brass, with leather seating and marble accents. The lighting was soft and pleasant, with the restaurant having the added bonus of being within walking distance of my office. The bartender set a filet in front of me and scallops in front of Susan. Susan looked at the filet and then looked at me. She asked the bartender to switch the plates.


He switched plates. I handed her a knife.


‘I didn’t realize we were sharing,’ I said.


‘Neither did I.’


Susan looked and smelled lovely sitting next to me. She had on a fitted black motorcycle jacket over a red sheath dress. Her black hair was pinned up and she wore diamond earrings along with an antique silver bracelet I’d given her for her birthday. I stared at her while she cut off a small bite of steak.


‘We should save some for Pearl.’


‘Need I remind you that is a petit filet?’ I said.


‘Selfish.’


Susan nodded to the bartender and asked for a glass of pinot noir. He poured her a glass and looked to me. I ordered a second martini.


‘Gin?’ he said, smiling.


‘Is there anything else?’


Susan chewed for a moment and swallowed. She took a sip of wine. ‘When would you start?’


‘Tomorrow,’ I said. ‘They’re going to email me a schedule. It’ll be early. I was told the congresswoman has an aggressive campaign schedule.’


‘Against that putz Tommy Flaherty.’


‘He wasn’t a bad congressman,’ I said. ‘Served the district for many years.’


‘He’s a chauvinist pig,’ she said. ‘I hope she trounces him in the primary.’


‘What’s your definition of a chauvinist pig?’


‘Haven’t you seen the ads?’ she said. ‘He’s trying to bring back the old Boston establishment. The private men’s club. I don’t think he knows what year it is.’


I named the year. Susan said I wasn’t even close.


‘Her campaign manager could be our kid.’


‘Hell,’ Susan said. ‘The congresswoman could be our kid. If we’d been a little reckless when we first met.’


‘I recall many reckless nights.’


I smiled and cut into my scallops. They’d been artfully arranged with asparagus and a broiled tomato and appeared slightly larger than Gronk’s fists.


‘You know she refuses to take corporate money or handouts from billionaires?’


‘I was told this wouldn’t be a lucrative endeavor.’


‘I think you’ll like her,’ Susan said. ‘She’s like you. She has a code.’


‘A luxury few politicians can afford.’


Susan cut into her artfully arranged asparagus. Before taking a bite, she took a sip of wine. Every movement meaningful and precise.


‘Success hasn’t seemed to have changed her,’ Susan said. ‘She’s kept focused on those who got her elected. People of color. Lower-income neighborhoods. I read her father was a mechanic. Her mother a hotel maid. Both Dominican.’


‘Funny,’ I said. ‘In all my years of sleuthing, this is the first time you’ve been impressed with a potential client.’


‘I guess I admire her chutzpah,’ she said.


‘I love it when you talk Yiddish to me.’


‘Play your cards right, mister, and I’ll help you enlarge your vocabulary.’


‘I’ll drink to that.’


‘You’ll drink to anything.’


‘True,’ I said. ‘But some things are more cause for celebration.’
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Not so bright but early the next morning, I rode shotgun in a black SUV beside a burly bald guy from Quincy named Lou, with the congresswoman, her personal assistant, and Kyle Rosen in back.


The first order of the day was an interview at WBUR, then a photo op in Mattapan for a community center expansion, and later a meet-and-greet with Boston Fire in the Back Bay. Somewhere in that time, I hoped we might eat lunch. Fortunately, Lou had stopped by Starbucks and brought us all coffees. The coffee made the sluggish trip through Brookline a little less intolerable.


Carolina and Kyle Rosen were both talking on their cells. The cross-pattern of conversation confusing to even an advanced eavesdropper such as myself.


‘Been doing this work long?’ Lou said.


‘For a bit,’ I said.


‘Were you a cop?’


‘Once upon a time.’


‘Didn’t like it?’


‘I liked being a cop,’ I said. ‘Didn’t care for the politics.’


‘You don’t like politics?’ Lou said. ‘Ha. Well, you’re pretty screwed, then. That’s all these people live and breathe.’


‘How about you?’ I said.


‘Fifteen years with Quincy PD,’ he said. ‘Best day of my life was when I got shot and went on disability. Got a friend who had a security company. Started driving for a few big shots and decided I liked it.’


‘Anyone I might know?’


‘Bunch of stuffed shirts,’ he said. ‘Beacon Hill crowd. The mayor before the last mayor. Steven Tyler from Aerosmith. You know, the skinny guy who looks like a woman? He was nice. Brought some actors back and forth to some movie sets. All those fuckin’ Wahlbergs.’


‘How long have you been with the congresswoman?’


‘Since the election,’ he said. His eyes peered into the rearview. ‘She says I’m the smoothest driver in Boston. Right, Carolina?’


‘Bullshit,’ Carolina said, not dropping her current call. ‘Lou tries to hit every pothole he can find.’


‘Haha,’ Lou said.


I drank my coffee as the first light hit the old Victorians and brownstones along Powell Street. Lou was taking us the back way up toward Comm Ave and the front entrance to the station on St. Paul. When Lou took a hard left turn, I noted a bulky shape on his right hip.


He noted what I’d seen and winked.


When we arrived, I got out, looked about, and, not spotting anyone with a bazooka, opened the back door for the congresswoman, her assistant, and Kyle Rosen. Rosen appeared downright dapper that morning in a black blazer over a gray Mickey Mouse T-shirt and tattered blue jeans. A pair of cheap sunglasses worn high on his head.


It was cool and breezy. You could almost taste and smell the fall out there somewhere.


We were ushered through security and into the studios, where a young woman with a clipboard greeted the congresswoman. The rest of us waited in the green room, where I helped myself to a bagel and orange juice, and refilled my empty coffee cup. Kyle disappeared into the hallway while Lou stayed with the SUV.


Carolina’s assistant took a seat across from me. He was young and rail-thin, dressed in a fitted white dress shirt with a red bow tie, skinny navy pants, and white suede bucks. His hair was blond and stylishly cut. A large leather bag hung from his shoulder and looked to outweigh him by fifty pounds.


‘Welcome aboard,’ the kid said.


We shook hands. His handshake was light.


‘Have Gun Will Travel,’ I said.


‘Adam Swift,’ he said. ‘CGR’s body man.’


‘Body man?’ I said.


‘If I don’t carry it,’ he said, ‘she doesn’t need it. Lipstick, comb, bottled water, breath mints.’


‘Kind of like a cornerman.’


Swift raised his eyebrows.


‘Works the fight with the trainer,’ I said. ‘They carry the tape, the towels, gauze, and water. End-swells and icepacks.’


‘Does a cornerman whisper in the ear important names, dates, and pieces of legislation?’


‘Not often,’ I said. ‘But there’s a first for everything.’


‘I try to keep CGR on track.’


‘You call her CGR?’


‘We all do,’ she said. ‘Try saying Carolina Garcia-Ramirez twenty times fast.’


I tilted my head and shrugged. I took a bite of the second half of the bagel. I didn’t attempt his challenge.


‘I’m glad you’re here,’ Adam Swift said.


I waited. I found it best to leave long silences in conversation to elicit nervous replies.


‘We all begged her to get help,’ he said. ‘We were all scared. Especially after what happened in D.C.’


‘Of course,’ I said.


I had no idea what had happened in D.C.


‘That whacko just came out of nowhere,’ he said. ‘Right on the Capitol steps. I was there. I got splattered, too.’


‘Splattered with what?’


He looked at me wide-eyed, shocked that I didn’t know all the details. He leaned in and whispered, ‘The urine. The guy had peed in a cup and tossed it on CGR and me. I think Kyle got the worst of it. Although let’s face it. He needs to burn most of his wardrobe anyway.’


‘Did they catch who did it?’


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Some loon. The Capitol cops were on him. He’d come all the way up from Georgia. His family said he was off his meds. But I don’t know. What if it had been a gun? What then?’


I nodded and walked over to the coffee urn and refilled the cup. I returned to the seat and pretended to be making small talk. I sat down, slow and relaxed. Just passing the time while the congresswoman spoke with Morning Edition.


‘Have there been others?’ I said.


Swift clenched his upper lip. He closed his eyes before taking a long breath and letting it out quickly. ‘If Kyle didn’t tell you about this,’ he said, ‘maybe I should just shut my mouth.’


‘Whatever you tell me is between us,’ I said. ‘We both work for Carolina. Right?’


Swift nodded. He adjusted the bag in his lap and then looked back at the doorway where Kyle Rosen had disappeared.


‘I’ve never met a woman more loved and hated at the same time,’ he said, whispering. ‘There don’t seem to be many in the middle. They either think she’s Joan of Arc or Attila the Hun. Everything, everyone, has become so polarized. I don’t think of her issues as that radical. Nor do most people in our district. But get outside of Cambridge and people want to crucify her. There’s one old congressman from Louisiana who told her that she was going to burn in hell.’


‘And why would that be?’


‘He said she was anti-American and needed to go back where she came from.’


‘Roxbury?’


‘Exactly,’ Swift said. ‘I mean, I’m from the South, too, Mr Spenser. I’ve seen my fair share of racism. But the letters and emails we’ve received shock even me.’


‘How many people know about Carolina’s schedule?’


‘It changes on the fly,’ he said. ‘Our main scheduler is in D.C., but we have another here. You met Monique at the front desk? Of course, Kyle and me. And Steph Heller.’


‘And who’s Steph?’


‘Comms director,’ he said. ‘Big part of everything Carolina does.’


‘Anyone else?’


‘We try and keep CGR’s schedule on a need-to-know basis,’ he said. ‘I don’t even tell my boyfriend where I’m going each day. Sometimes he accuses me of actually being a gay secret agent.’


‘Well, are you?’


Swift put his index finger to his lip and winked as Kyle Rosen walked into the room and started to pace. He made it back and forth across the green room twice before stopping in front of me. Sweat dappled his face and long frizzy hair.


‘We got trouble,’ he said.


I stood up and placed my right hand in my pocket. The lights were dim in the green room in an effort to calm the guests. ‘You know trouble is my business.’


‘We have a welcoming committee at the community center,’ he said.


‘A large gathering of adoring supporters?’


‘I wish,’ he said. ‘Some real assholes, holding nasty signs and yelling nasty things. Don’t acknowledge them. Don’t confront them unless they make a move. These people feed off fear and hate.’


‘I’ll do my best.’


‘Rita said you often settle scores with your fists.’


‘Only when a good hug fails.’
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I had Lou drive past the community center twice to get a feel for the reception committee that had formed. I counted a little more than a dozen men and three women. The men all appeared to be white, with most wearing white polo shirts and khaki pants. Many of them sported full mountain-man beards, while some were clean shaven. As we rolled by, they held up hand-painted signs that called into question Carolina’s citizenship, ethnicity, mental acuity, and sexual preference. Although I couldn’t hear what was being said, they yelled with such intensity that veins bulged from their necks.


‘What should we do?’ Rosen said.


‘What we came to do,’ Carolina said. ‘Drop us off up front, Lou.’


I spotted only four patrol cars and eight cops on the street. Rosen had spoken with the district sergeant, who promised to keep the crew back the allotted five hundred feet from the entrance. BPD had dutifully carved out a nice path, which made my job a bit easier.


‘We won’t be inside more than twenty minutes,’ Rosen said. ‘The center has been a passion for Carolina since before the election. She first volunteered there when she was just a teenager.’


‘This was supposed to be a quick photo op,’ Carolina said. ‘With local news only.’


Several news trucks had set up across the street, with reporters and cameramen waiting by the front entrance. I absently felt for the .38 on my right hip, although the police seemed to have the situation in hand.


‘I’ll walk in beside the congresswoman,’ I said.


‘The hell you will,’ she said.


‘For you to do your job,’ I said, ‘you need to let me do my job.’


‘How about you just carry me in your arms?’


‘To the top of the Pru Center and bat down airplanes?’ I said. ‘If something happens, it might be tough to reach for my gun.’


‘You think you’re funny?’


‘Some have said they find me mildly amusing.’


I turned in the front passenger seat to face her. Adam Swift grinned, but Carolina and Rosen didn’t look at me. Lou slowed down, and when he stopped, I reached for the door handle and went around to get the congresswoman’s door.


Carolina was up and out of the car faster than a caged jaguar. I did my best to keep up as we walked under a portico with waiting doors at the other end. The reception committee was awake now, spewing out racial and sexist epithets. None of them very clever. Bitch, dyke, several variations on her being black and Latinx.


‘Just wind,’ I said.


‘Fuck ’em,’ she said. Smiling through clenched teeth.


Not once did she acknowledge their presence. Nor did I.


The reception inside the center was decidedly more pleasant. A gathering of children, board members, and volunteers clapped as she entered. Carolina hugged several and stooped down to accept a bouquet of roses from a little girl. TV news crews and photographers recorded every moment. Everything was as well staged and constructed as the photo op needed to be.


‘This truly is Carolina’s home,’ Rosen said. ‘She volunteered here all through high school and between her summers at BU. Even when she was waiting tables at the Quincy Market and bartending, she never forgot about where she came from and about these kids. They offer legal assistance for immigrants, meals for the elderly, and Head Start for kids.’


‘Can you get me a list of everyone who got the press release on today’s schedule?’


‘That’s like a hundred different outlets in Massachusetts,’ Rosen said. ‘I know you’re good, but that seems like a fool’s errand.’


‘I’ve been called worse,’ I said.


‘What about the crew outside?’


‘I thought you didn’t want me to engage?’


‘Of course.’


‘Did you recognize any faces?’ I said. ‘Any repeat customers?’


‘Maybe,’ Rosen said. ‘I try not to look at them. They feed off being acknowledged.’


‘You think you could ID a few?’


‘I can try.’


‘What’s with the white polos?’


‘You didn’t hear?’ he said. ‘It’s the new racist aesthetic.’


We followed Carolina down a long hallway under fluorescent lights and across scuffed linoleum into a gym where kids were playing dodgeball. Before Rosen could stop her, Carolina had kicked off her shoes and joined in the game.


I leaned against a concrete-block wall and watched. The cops had stayed outside. There were four entrances to the gym, including two emergency exits. I made sure I was within fifteen feet of the congresswoman at all times.


I watched every entrance and exit. I scanned the gathering of teachers and press.


Carolina couldn’t’ve cared less, as she was too busy slipping the balls and giving it back even harder. She didn’t have a bad arm. When it got down to just her and a Latino boy about nine or ten, I watched as she purposely took the hit in the back. She laughed, her face shiny with sweat, as she walked over to pick up her shoes.


Rosen came up and stood next to me against the wall. He was chewing gun and checking his cell phone. ‘She’s a natural,’ he said.


‘I had the same thought.’


‘You see how she deeply cares for this district.’


‘Don’t waste your breath,’ I said. ‘I’m not a registered voter.’


‘What good are you?’


For once, Rosen cracked a smile. I smiled back.


‘I guess time will tell.’


‘There are some additional ground rules we need to discuss,’ Rosen said.


‘Don’t tell me I can’t have the cookies and punch we were offered?’


‘Worse,’ he said. ‘Carolina doesn’t want you keeping watch after hours. She only agreed to you keeping watch at official events.’


‘No long nights?’ I said. ‘No cold coffee?’


‘You sound disappointed.’


‘I think it’s a terrible plan,’ I said. ‘That threat could come from anywhere at any time. Whackos don’t punch the clock.’


‘What do you recommend I tell her?’


‘“The question is not what you look at, but what you see,”’ I said.


‘And what does that exactly mean?’ Rosen said.


‘That she needs full-time protection.’


‘I’ll work on her,’ Rosen said. ‘Carolina can be very stubborn.’


As Carolina said goodbye, I took a leisurely stroll across the street, by the barricade and past the gathering of miscreants. I pretended to be talking, the phone against my ear, as I snapped off dozens of photos. Most of the men were under twenty, many overweight and out of shape. Some were middle-aged, with gray in their beards. They all looked odd in the white polos. Like the Oak Ridge Boys had decided to crash a country club reception.


They were so intent on watching for Carolina, they didn’t notice me. Just another white guy strolling among them.


I opened the door for Carolina and walked around to ride shotgun with Lou.


‘I’ve seen a few of them before,’ Lou said. ‘But don’t know any names.’


‘Got to start somewhere.’
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After I parted ways with the congresswoman and her entourage, I drove downtown and met Hawk at the Harbor Health Club for an early-evening workout. We followed a new plan that combined pounding the heavy bag, jumping rope, and multiple bodyweight exercises. As we hit the fourth round, Hawk made this set of twenty pull-ups as effortless as his first.


‘Shit ain’t as easy as it used to be,’ Hawk said.


‘Speak for yourself, John Alden.’


‘You hard to understand,’ he said. ‘Breathing that hard.’


I followed his lead and performed the pull-ups. He was right. It wasn’t as easy as it used to be, but I acted as if I might perform twenty more.


‘Uh-huh,’ he said. ‘What did I just tell you?’


‘What would you recommend?’ I said. ‘We take up Jazzercise?’


‘We better keep up or next time we don’t get up.’


‘Some of us only improve with age.’


Hawk dropped down and cranked out fifty push-ups. His form was so exact it appeared to be mechanical. When he hopped up, I tossed him a towel to wipe off his glistening bald head. I followed with fifty of my own, trying to match the pace and precision.


Henry Cimoli eyed us from a leg-press machine, where he selflessly demonstrated his technique to two young women in sports bras and tiny yoga pants.


‘Sad he doesn’t pay attention to us anymore.’


‘He would,’ Hawk said. ‘We look like that.’


‘A lot of surgery would be required to make us look like that.’


Hawk jumped onto the dip bar, going so low and easy you could balance a teacup on his head. Henry walked over, standing as tall and erect as Billy Barty on Viagra. A toothpick loose in the corner of his mouth.


‘Little late for you two mutts.’


‘“A great cause of the night is lack of the sun,”’ I said.


‘Sometimes I think I let him stay in the ring too long,’ Henry said. ‘Got punchy.’


I hopped up onto the dip bar.


‘Don’t go too low, Spenser,’ Henry said. ‘You might break a sweat.’


Hawk had rolled into the heavy bag. I glanced at my digital watch but knew neither of us needed timing. We could feel a round down to the millisecond. I followed and we continued the program for another two rounds.


After, Hawk passed me a jug of water. We were both soaked with sweat.


‘Better,’ Henry said. ‘But not great.’


‘Tell us, what would make us great?’ I said.


Henry took the toothpick from his mouth and closed one eye. ‘A goddamn time machine.’


Undeterred and ego unbruised, I showered and changed into street clothes, and found Hawk outside a parking deck along Atlantic. I’d slipped into a lightweight leather jacket and a Mississippi Braves cap. I wasn’t sure if the tomahawk was cultural appropriation, but made a mental note to ask Sixkill sometime.


‘You going anywhere for a while?’ I said.


‘Staying put in historic old Bah-ston.’


‘Might have something for you.’


‘Infliction or protection?’


‘Protection.’


Hawk had on black jeans, a black silk shirt open wide across his chest, and black cowboy boots. He looked like a bastard child of Johnny Cash.


‘May have something for you, too,’ Hawk said. ‘Looking for a woman.’


‘You’re always looking for a woman.’


‘A woman that disappeared long time back.’


‘A little quid pro quo?’


‘Acta non verba.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Dominique Fortier,’ he said.


‘Fortier,’ I said. ‘Sounds French.’


‘Woman is French,’ he said. ‘Born and raised.’


‘You meet her over there?’


‘Met her here,’ Hawk said. ‘Long time ago. Right after me and you got back from California.’


‘Got an old address?’


Hawk reached into his pocket and handed me a typed sheet of biographical information including date of birth and possible names of parents. As I glanced through the details, he opened his wallet and handed me an old photograph. The woman had long brown hair. She was young and quite striking. Her eyes ice blue.


‘Is this all you have?’


‘You being the master sleuth,’ he said. ‘Might consider it a challenge.’


‘Still live in the States?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘Where in France is she from?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘You don’t make it easy on me,’ I said. ‘Now, do you?’


Hawk shrugged and pushed up the sleeves of his shirt. He raised a fist to pound mine. I pocketed the information and nodded.


‘Same time tomorrow?’ Hawk said.


‘Yep,’ I said. ‘Want to tell me more about this woman?’


‘Do you really care?’


‘Absolutely,’ I said. ‘You care about mine?’


‘Nope.’


I nodded and we both walked in completely different directions.
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‘Never pegged you as a political guy, Spenser,’ Wayne Cosgrove said.


‘Most politicians we’ve known turned out to be creeps.’


‘But without the creeps, what the hell would we do for a living?’
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