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HEART OF ICE

Jelani Ramirez had been looking for Mr. Right with fervor, the need to create a family the driving force. After losing her own to the immigration man, there was no way she’d let an ICE man take her heart.

Alec Cleland has just taken a job at the federal agency Jelani abhors, and he can tell from her insults she’s not going to change her mind about who he is. It doesn’t really matter. He doesn’t want a family, or the white picket fence and he’s heard through the grapevine that’s what she’s looking for.

When coincidence throws them together time and again, and Jelani begins to see beneath the surface to who he is, her principles are put to the test. Only when she uncovers some of Alec’s secrets, does she realize it’s not the job that’s frozen his heart, but something he might never recover from. Even if she wanted to be the one to melt the ice, would he let her?
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CHAPTER ONE

Jelani Ramirez approached the federal courthouse in a tear, her three-inch heels making clicking noises on the concrete plaza. She glanced around, still feeling the aftershocks of the assault here just a couple of months ago. One of the partners at the Woodley and Fisher law firm, had been shot during the rampage and they’d all been spooked by the event. They were more than grateful that Em had recuperated, in no small part thanks to Nick’s loving care.

The piercing sound of police sirens shot through her, putting her on red alert. There was a quickening of her heart rate as she raced toward the revolving doors.

Were they coming here? Was there another shooting? Inside this time?

None of the members of the law firm would ever feel safe here again, but they couldn’t let that deter them. This was where they did their business and the fear skittling along her spine had to be ignored.

She could hear a cacophony of raised voices coming from the interior of the building, but there was no popping sound that would indicate that kind of trouble. Still, she hesitated before going in, took a deep breath before pushing through the glass door and stepping into the lobby.

And stopped short.

The smell of fear almost gagged her, the acetic odor something she’d come to recognize. Chaos reigned, as a crowd jostled for position around a woman who they’d encased in their midst. Insults were being hurled, commands were being issued, and as she took in the scene, she knew why. The throng was trying to stop the Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents, the block letters ICE on their bullet-proof vests giving them away, from wading through the barrier that was three men deep. It made her blood boil that these goons could trigger this kind of reaction and that they often seemed to embrace it. She paused, scrutinizing the agents and was struck by the way they were handling the detainment. It was as if they were wearing kid gloves. She’d been a witness to other arrests where the agents didn’t care who they hurt if they were able to catch their prey. Was it the citizen protest that was having this effect? It did her heart good to see people standing up for each other.

As she scanned the area, her hackles went up when she saw another member of ICE directing the action. Why was he here?

Alec Cleland was a supervisor for the government agency and should have been managing things from his office, not doing a hands-on field run. By the look on his face, she could tell he didn’t seem pleased with the way this was going.

Which meant she wasn’t alone. It boggled her mind but didn’t deter her from wading through the melee. She tried to temper her anger but when she heard the shrew in her tone, even though her voice was a whisper, she knew she hadn’t been successful.

“What the hell are you doing?”

She was standing toe-to-toe with the man who should be more friend than foe. He was making more of a stir in her life than she wanted, invading the inner circle, one wedding at a time. He was one of Nick’s best friends, had been best man at Maks and Cami’s wedding. The intensity of his expression had her take a step back. She had the guts to fight this kind of battle, but she wasn’t a fool.

“We’re detaining this woman for illegal residency.”

His voice was cool and detached. She reproached him with a hostile glare.

“Here?”

He shrugged dismissively.

She wanted to claw his eyes out, or at least wipe the damn look of dispassion off his face. He didn’t seem to care one whit that he was about to destroy someone’s life. That it was happening in a courthouse should have surprised her, but it didn’t. In recent months, federal immigration agents had been hanging around court houses, hospitals, even 7-Eleven stores to get the jump on unauthorized residents. The head of Homeland Security had promised that ICE would be even more aggressive this year, and they’d already executed thousands of deportation orders. To be happening here, in this state, was egregious. Massachusetts was a stalwart of liberalism and refused to let the actions of the president dismantle what they’d worked hard to achieve: a safe place for immigrants to land.

“This is a federal courthouse, which demands a certain decorum. It is neither the time or the place for you to rob this woman of her civil rights.”

“I’m sorry to disagree but federal law supersedes state law and we’ve been given the authority to arrest and remove any undocumented resident who ignores a detainment order.”

His self-confident presence was pissing her off royally. He seemed so sure of himself and his place in the universe she wanted to throttle him. Instead, she did what she could to bide some time for herself and the woman in question.

“As her attorney, I’d like to see the order and I’d like to know where you’re taking her.”

He folded those thick, beefy arms across his chest, his expression one of skepticism.

“You’re her attorney?”

The gulp was involuntary. And she couldn’t stop the quiver than raced along her spine.

“I am.”

Several men in blue had just come into the space, converging on the perimeter of the crowd. They were looking at each other, as if hesitant to make a move. They couldn’t do anything to help the agents make an arrest. The Massachusetts Supreme Court had voted unanimously that law enforcement agencies had no legal standing to arrest or detain immigrants without a warrant. The judicial body felt any such actions would harm the officers and the communities they served. Alec knew this as well.

What the local police did have the jurisdiction to do was break up the protest, and it was probably why they’d been called in. If they did however it would mean the immigrant would be left vulnerable, something the gathering crowd seemed disinclined to do. One of the cops was speaking into his radio, probably trying to get a higher-up’s take on how to handle the problem. The current climate meant that every law professional stood on a fence, not knowing which way to fall.

Alec’s eyes were hooded as he waited to see how this would play out. She couldn’t tell by his expression what he was thinking, only that he was taking in the scene with a gravity she wouldn’t have expected. He was throwing her off. It didn’t help her balance when he glanced back at her. He searched her face as if trying to invade her mind. She shut him out as quickly as she could, demanding, “Can I see your orders?”

Without hesitation, Alec took them out of his inside pocket and handed them over. They looked legitimate which meant she’d have to back off. It wasn’t something she did willingly.

“Where are you taking her?”

He hesitated. He didn’t have to tell her anything. She might now be the attorney on record, but ICE had placed themselves above ethical principles.

The gruff voice almost startled her.

“Suffolk.”

It was the holding facility located in Boston that housed the immigrants picked up for deportation. He had acquiesced to her demands, which surprised her. It allowed for a more amenable tone.

“Can I have a moment with my client, please?”

His answer was a slight nod before addressing his men, telling them to back off. They didn’t seem pleased. He didn’t seem to care. She reassessed him before she weaved through the crowd to where her new client stood. The pale face and trembling limbs told her the woman was close to fainting. Jelani took her by the arm, and led her to a quiet corner, away from the scrutiny.

“What’s your name?”

“Carla Ngai.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I came to speak to someone at the clinic about an appeal. My working visa expired. I need a new one.”

“You’re going to have to go with them, but I’ll drop by the detention center this afternoon and make a request to see you. We can discuss the case then.”

“I have no money, Miss…”

“Jelani Ramirez and that won’t be a problem.”

The relief on her face was evident.

“Thank you.”

“Do you have a family? Is there anyone I can call for you?”

“I have a daughter. She is with my mother but…”

Carla bit her lip as if unsure she should go on. Jelani guessed why.

“Is she undocumented as well?”

Carla gave a slight nod.

“Did you put a contingency plan in place in case this happened?”

With the influx of raids and ICE activity, many of those at risk had put their lives in order, making sure their children would be taken care of. No one knew who would go and who would get to stay. It was like Russian roulette. The bullet hit at times, even though the odds were in your favor that the chamber would be empty.

Carla nodded again, her lips almost blue from fear.

Jelani pulled out her phone. “Can I have a number to call, tell your mother what happened?”

She added the number to her contacts and assured, “I’ll speak to her as soon as I’m back at my office and I’ll see you tomorrow at the latest.”

Jelani placed her arm around Carla’s shoulders and led her like a lamb to slaughter. She hated this, hated the people who made their living off the backs of the undocumented, hated the man standing there waiting for them almost as much.

As the agents put the handcuffs on Carla, Jelani studied their movements, making sure she wouldn’t need to file abuse charges. She glanced over to see Alec watching as well, his face etched in stone. What would he have done if she’d stepped in to stop the procedure? Cuff her, too? She’d done it before and had gone to jail for her efforts. It had been an impetuous decision. Standing on principle didn’t help her client. And any look of satisfaction on Alec’s face might goad her into committing an even more violent crime, resulting in a prison term…so she stood there as they led Carla out into the hot and humid day, feeling helpless and almost as vulnerable as she’d been years ago. Alec looked back, his expression not what she expected. There was no spark of triumph. Instead it held…remorse? How could that be? He’d applied for this job all on his own, had known what it entailed when he accepted the offer. Was he finally realizing what it meant?

After shaking the curiosity off, not giving a rat’s ass what he was thinking, she collected herself and went off to find the client she’d come here to represent. This morning she was petitioning the court on behalf of Nadia Boza, a routine matter that she’d thought would get her in and out without incident. Wrong again. The law firm was taking on more clients with every trip to the federal building. The partners rarely got out of their pre-trial hearings without adding another file to their list of pending cases.

Jelani strode over to the bench where Nadia was sitting, just outside the courtroom where the petition would be heard. She was trembling and had curled herself in, hoping to become invisible.

“I can’t believe that just happened. How can they do this? I was so scared.”

Jelani was, too, for all the DREAMers who wanted citizenship and were being coerced out of the country they thought of as their own. The deadline for DACA applications was only months away and the immigrants who fit the guidelines were warned to prepare and arrange for their departure if they failed to apply in time. It was something that shouldn’t be happening.

If the agents had started interviewing other people who were present here this morning…Nadia could have easily been picked up even though she was gainfully employed, on staff in the emergency room at Children’s Hospital. How could anyone think it imperative for the safety of the country to get the twenty-nine-year-old nurse off the streets? Nadia had been living here since she was six, after her parents made the hellish journey into Texas, crossing remote and rugged terrain, led by a coyote, or human smuggler who charged exorbitant fees for his services. She’d told the gruesome story of what she witnessed along the way, skeletons lining the path, the intense heat and lack of water the right mix for death by dehydration. From there, the family had moved to Roxbury where her mother’s sister lived. The stayed under the radar before the Bozas’ were arrested and detained, finally deported back to Mexico. Nadia was twenty when it happened, old enough to make the decision to stay, get her degree, hopeful there’d be a congressional resolution so she could become a citizen. The DREAM Act was still languishing in Congress, had been for years and it didn’t look like it would ever be passed. The majority saw it as a broad brush at amnesty and they weren’t willing to vote for it. Skeptics claimed that DACA denied jobs to thousands of Americans. It was bullshit and there was no evidence to support it. The last president had tried to circumnavigate the lack of progress of a congressional bill by signing an executive action called the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals as a shield to protect immigrants who came to the country as children from deportation. The current president was dismantling it. With DACA status getting fuzzy, her law firm was receiving more and more frantic calls. Nadia’s was the fifth one this week, the fear rising in the immigrant communities. Sanctuary no longer meant safe. She had a feeling it was only going to get worse, and it was weighing all of them down in red tape and uncertainty.

Jelani felt a symbiosis with the young woman sitting beside her. She knew what it was like to have your family taken away and be left to your own devices. She was a natural-born citizen, which had eased some of her worries, but she was still left to deal with the fallout. She’d promised to fight as hard as she could to get Nadia’s legal status re-instated. But she’d warned her as well. Where the government was going with this was anyone’s guess. The president was trying to force reform by ending these types of programs, and Congress seemed willing to play games with those lives hanging in the balance. Nadia might find herself in the same predicament come fall and be living in limbo again.

As she sat there, watching the beehive of activity moving along the halls of justice, waiting with Nadia to be called in for the hearing, she was still feeling the repercussions from this morning’s arrest. She could let her anger take over, but it was a useless commodity. Every immigration case she’d handled had been frustrating, and some were deeply worrisome. The government was taking an inhumane approach to the problem, and at times there was a fundamental disregard for due process. That Congress couldn’t get out of its own way to get a bill written and passed constantly amazed her. There had to be an accounting, and every partner in the firm hoped it would come during the mid-term elections. If there was a majority where it counted, reform might be back on the front burner. It hadn’t worked before, but in the last ten years immigrants were coming out and standing up in their own defense. The cogs of justice moved slowly but the marches and show of force were helping push them along.

There was another repercussion she was still dealing with, one she didn’t want to analyze—her awareness of the man in charge and the delicious heat of attraction she felt for him. When his gaze had met hers, her pulse had flickered and leaped. It had been like that since the day she met him, but he was off the table. There was no way she’d be inviting an ICE man into her bed.

Relief flooded through her when they were finally called into the courtroom. Her attention was back on her client, where it should be. She presented her case, provided Nadia’s employment record and her references, one of which was a glowing description of her work ethic by her supervisor. She didn’t need lady luck today, or a sympathetic judge. The facts dictated the outcome. The application was accepted, and Nadia’s DACA status was in place. It would give her a couple of years before applying again. Hopefully by then…

She left the federal building with another win under her belt, knowing there was another fight around the corner. One she might lose.

***

Jelani heaved a sigh as she entered the law firm. There had to be a dozen clients in the waiting area. The nervous chatter and the anxious faces told her they didn’t feel safe, even here. They couldn’t be sure that ICE wouldn’t dare cross this threshold and if they did, they’d have a civil war on their hands, the partners here unwilling to give in without a fight. But there was nothing to stop Homeland agents from waiting outside the professional building to pick immigrants up as they left. The agency hadn’t resorted to that yet, but the writing was on the wall. The percentage of undocumented residents without a criminal record arrested had increased each month since January. DHS was infiltrating the spaces that had always offered a certain amount of protection. She passed her partners’ offices, each door closed, signifying they were with a client, until she came to her own. It was at the end of the hall, assigned to her the day she was hired. The walls were painted a soft dove grey, to provide a calming environment, but her taste ran towards the eclectic, and she had mixed and matched various styles to complete the furnishings. She felt at home here and hoped the people she served did as well.

With a half hour to go before her next appointment, Jelani took a seat at her desk and swiveled so she could look out her window, the sun a hazy ball in the sky. It had taken summer longer than usual to arrive in Boston but when it decided to drop in, it brought temperatures higher than normal, as if to make up for its tardiness.

She was tired. The influx of arrests and deportations had taken a toll. The bull shit was being spread so thick she was choking on it. She needed a vacation, usually took one in July, but with Nell’s wedding just a few weeks away, she’d decided to delay it. With her three besties married or paired off, she needed some time to recuperate. Or lick her wounds. Out of all of them, she was the one who sought a husband, a family with fervor and dedication. She’d dated more over the last few years than her partners combined, but Nell, Camille and Emilia were beating her to the altar. Not only that but two out of the three were pregnant. Nell and Jack were working round the clock to catch up.

Which left her odd woman out.

Worse than that, she’d lost the desire to hit the clubs and wasn’t accepting any dates, hadn’t since the fiasco at Christmas, which was almost eight months ago. She’d met too many losers in her quest for Mr. Right and she’d finally surrendered. She had to accept that her fairy-tale ending was never going to happen.

Her melancholy thoughts were interrupted by a rap at the door. Swiveling her chair around, she saw her legal assistant, Vivian Campos standing just outside the office.

With a wave of her hand, Jelani motioned her in.

“Arianna would like to speak with you. Do you have a minute? She said it wouldn’t take long.”

Vivian knew her schedule better than she did, being the one who set up all her appointments, but she must have noticed the way she was star-gazing in the middle of the day and wasn’t sure she should intrude.

“Sure. Any idea what it’s about?”

“She didn’t say. I didn’t ask.”

After getting up from her seat, Jelani shrugged into her waist-length jacket. She’d worn a sundress today but had jazzed it up for professional reasons. There were certain dress requirements for women lawyers in court, and she’d met them today, but barely.

Walking past the offices where her friends were engaged with phone calls, clients or assistant meetings, she strode through the lobby to the other side of the suite, where the founding partners were housed. Arianna was rarely in these days, being on a constant campaign swing through the state, running for governor. This was a rare event and since she was filling the precious hours here with a chat, Jelani knew it would be an important one.

When she was just about to knock, Arianna looked up.

“Thanks, Jelani. Come in. Sit down. I’m hoping you’ll do me a favor.”

Jelani took a seat at the conference table where Arianna was working, spreadsheets surrounding her, along with campaign buttons, posters and decals. “I still can’t believe I took this on. It’s been fun but it’s exhausting. I haven’t spent one night at home, relaxing, in weeks.”

“We’re all hoping you win. We need you in there, righting the wrongs.”

“I can only do that at the state level. But with our liberal underpinnings, I hope to be the one out front when the votes are counted.”

The Old Bay Colony was liberal in comparison to some parts of the country, but every once in a while, they chose a Republican for governor, to offset those left-leaning underpinnings. They all hoped this wasn’t one of those times. Each partner was doing what she could to support their candidate but their roles, according to Arianna, were to keep the firm running in her absence.

“You want a favor?”

“Yes. And it’s a big one. I know you’re not going to like it but you’re the expert on DACA, so…here it is. The governor is putting together a panel before he leaves us, which will kick off with a two-day retreat in Worcester. He wants the best minds to come up with a workable plan for the immigrants, a treaty of sorts to protect our sanctuary cities and to write a bill to put through the state senate that will ease the way for DREAMers before he goes. I think he can see the writing on the wall if he-who-can’t-be-called-by-his-name gets in. Barker has always been on our side in this and he’s proving that now.”

“What’s not to like? A think tank is a great idea.”

“It’s who’ll be sitting on the panel that you might have a problem with.”

Jelani stiffened.

“Okay…” She couldn’t think of anyone she’d have trouble working with. She’d already been working with the best of the best.

“There’ll be a liaison with the police department, representatives from the immigrant community across the state, other attorneys from Pittsfield to the Provincetown…but also some members of the local anti-immigrant advocacy groups and a couple of agents from Homeland Security.”

She could feel a scowl coming on. Arianna knew she had a huge problem with anyone who worked for that government agency.

“They’re not playing well with others anymore. What can they possibly bring to the table?”

“The governor believes they have to be part of the talks. They’re becoming emboldened in the current climate. He doesn’t like the fact that the police and Homeland are on opposite sides of the polarity. He wants to see if there’s a way to create better relations between departments. That will be the end you’re working toward. We can’t force them out, but maybe we don’t have to be working at such cross hairs.”

“We’re going to continue to resist their efforts to arrest, deport, and detain, aren’t we?”

“Of course we are. Governor Barker wants to get everyone’s perspective out in the open so we know what we’re dealing with.”

“ICE is expanding its net. They just picked up a woman at the courthouse, anyone they can get their hands on, and DACA may soon be a thing of the past. You want me to sit around and make nice?”

“Barker asked for you by name. Another coup for the firm. More proof that we’re doing our job well and I don’t want you to turn it down. The other part of this is, if I’m elected I want to know what they’re planning, and I want to know how much trouble they’re going to give the local police. I also want contingency plans in place, maybe a bill we can get passed by the state senate to prevent an all-out catastrophe.”

“When is it?

“Next Tuesday and Wednesday. I was relieved it isn’t going to interfere with Nell’s wedding.”

“Who will I be playing nice with?”

“Among others, Superintendent Taylor and Andy Erpenbeck from BPD, Adam Viva, Ursula Joinson, and Kwame Cheuvas, a few of the activists working toward reform and Rupi Laghari is one of the other attorneys.”

Arianna had skipped over the ICE men.

“Who are the reps from Homeland?”

Arianna was chewing on her pencil, a habit Jelani knew she was trying to break. It gave away the fact that she was thinking. Jelani pointed to her mouth, letting her know she hadn’t achieved that goal yet.

Plunking the pencil down on her desk, Arianna continued to stare at her. “Is it that bad?”

“Only from your perspective. One of them is Alec Cleland.”

She sat back in her chair with a thud.

“I can’t seem to get away from the man. He’s become the fly in my ointment and I am not going to work with him.”

She wouldn’t let this morning’s actions color her opinion of him. He was ICE. Enough said.

Arianna was playing with the pencil now, chewing on what she’d said.

“Jelani, I don’t get the animosity. He’s a good guy performing a shitty service.”

That might be true, if she’d let her head rule over her emotion. He was a gentleman, polite, seemed like he had his shit together. One of a handful of men she could say that about. At Cami’s wedding his toast had been…insightful. He’d said that Cami and Maks had a love that was in harmony…harmony. It was a strange term for a man to use about love. There was a delicious heat that coiled through her. If he didn’t have that detestable job…

Squirming in her chair, Jelani said, “Did you ask for him to drive me crazy?”

“I had no say in this. From what I understand, his boss suggested him. He’s one of the supervisors new to the field and Jim wants him to get his feet wet.”

James Cullen was the head of the Boston Homeland Security office and held sway. She had a feeling she wasn’t going to get Arianna to change his mind for her, so she had to decide whether she was willing to take the position or decline.

“I think any of the other lawyers could do it. And it wouldn’t involve nausea and migraines.”

“Barker asked for you by name. You are the one he wants for this. The DREAMers are afraid. There’s panic everywhere, and you have your thumb on the pulse. Please, Jelani. Say yes.”

“I’m not sure you’ll be happy with the results. Just sayin’.”

“You’re a professional when you need to be. And you’ll need to be. You’ll be representing Woodley and Fisher.”

She got out of her chair and began to pace, back and forth, just a few steps at a time.

When Arianna all but pleaded, “Please Jelani. Say you’ll do this.” She agreed, against her better judgment. “For you, I’d do just about anything. You better friggin’ win this election. I want my suffering to be worth it.”

“Thank you. You won’t regret it.”

But as she returned to her office, miffed about the coercion, she already did.

There was something about the ICE man that was…compelling. Deep brown eyes that dipped at the corners, as if he was frowning at the world around him. He had a square face, and his strong jaw was covered by a manicured beard. She’d taken the briefest of moments to watch his muscles ripple under the shirt he’d worn to her house on Christmas, when he tagged along with Mia’s husband, Nate. The beat of forbidden desire pulsed inside her. The only way she knew to force it out was to fling insults at him and she’d done it with a relentless determination. It had almost worked.

Nell hadn’t been fooled. Neither had her girlie places. They wanted a chance to see if he might be just what she was looking for. She hated to disappoint them but disappoint them she would. Nell had reminded her that she’d said she’d take a tall, dark and handsome man and he was certainly that. It might take all her control, but she was done scratching that itch. She couldn’t be rash anymore, promised herself she’d be discerning, and she knew for a fact she could never take it to the limit with someone who was at the heart of ICE, even if she melted under his gaze.


CHAPTER TWO

Once back in his office after the stand-off, Alec Cleland wondered, not for the first time, what the hell he’d agreed to. When he’d agreed to take on this assignment, he knew he’d be taking one for the team, the one that made up the Department of Justice. What he didn’t know was that he’d be up to his neck in alligators. This morning’s orders of detainment a case in point. He was beginning to think the agency was going out of its way to aggravate the populace, hoping for push back. No place was off-limits anymore, and some of the agents under his command were taking the new-found power and exerting it. Before he’d gotten here, there was a contingent who was charging into sensitive locations, such as hospitals, churches, and the courthouse, to pick up illegal immigrants. He’d put a stop to that, but the woman arrested this morning had ignored her notice to appear, had stayed underground, making it impossible to pick her up in a less offensive place. He’d had no choice but to invade the halls of justice and although it was outside his comfort zone, he had to do the job assigned. He wanted to make sure it was done within the intent of the law, and that civil rights weren’t ignored. Illegal immigrants had them, no matter what others thought. Some of the agents were overly enthusiastic when it came to the arrest part of their job and had a flagrant disregard for rules and protocols. The two on duty this morning were part and parcel of that segment of the DHS population. It was why he’d accompanied them. He didn’t want any fallout from the way they handled the removal.

Since the current president had taken office, ICE was infiltrating judicial outlets, lurking in immigration offices, town halls, around schools, taking their new-found authority to another level and had been punished for it. More and more states were no longer aiding and abetting, but were now withholding information, refusing to hold undocumented residents picked up for minor crimes until ICE could interview them. They’d turned the community against them by their egregious behavior.

He couldn’t argue that anyone here without a visa or naturalization papers was technically breaking the law, but it was a civil offense, not a criminal one. Government agencies had to remain humane, otherwise the new wave of deportations would crush the spirit of community.

Looking out the tinted window, he saw the line of protesters that had gathered today. Not that he hadn’t seen them already. He had to walk past them to enter the building, the signs telling him what he could do with his brand of justice. They were as regular a sight here at the field office as they were outside the detention facility in Boston. Today the signs also told him to free a female immigrant before deportation so she could make alternate plans for her son who was a United States citizen. He wished he could do what they wanted. No citizen should be left to the mercy of the state.

Picking up his cell, he searched his contacts and hit the number. While it rang, he paced the confines of his office, a utilitarian space that had a metal desk and a couple of wooden chairs that provided for the discomfort of any who entered and took a seat.

“Woodley and Fisher. How may I direct your call?”

“Emilia Spencer-Ronan, please.”

“And may I ask who’s calling?”

“Alec Cleland.”

“Just one moment, Mr. Cleland.”

And true to her word, it took only a moment for Em’s voice to carry across the cell.

“Hi, Alec. What’s up?”

“Can you check on an immigrant who’s been taken to Suffolk?”

“Sure. Anything particular you’re looking for?”

“I just want to make sure she has representation. The protest signs are asking for a stay so she can get her kid taken care of.”

“What’s her name?”

“Iram Gadhi.”

No research on his part was needed. The name was emblazoned on one of the signs.

“I’m on it. And thanks, Alec.”

“For what?”

“Giving a shit. I’ll let you know what I find.”

“You don’t have to, Em. I just… I don’t want the kid falling through any cracks.”

“A man after my own heart.”

“Some say I have a heart of ice. Don’t think that applies to you.”

“You don’t but I won’t let anyone know.”

With that she hung up and he was confident she wouldn’t let anything happen to the woman’s son. Just like he knew Jelani wouldn’t let anything happen to the woman they’d picked up this morning. She’d taken her on as a client without knowing any of the details, without a second thought. He was surprised she’d been so accepting of the situation. He had braced for more drama, thinking she’d throw herself in front of the resident, refusing to let them take her. He had been relieved when she’d controlled herself.

He glanced down at his desk, rubbed his hand over his beard.

The pile of paperwork seemed to compound hourly. He was part of the administrative arm of DHS, housed about twenty miles north of the city. It was the home base for the field operations, agents traveling back and forth between here and Boston. It’s where bonds were posted for eligible detainees and where they were transported for release. He handled all complaints, target letters, deportation orders, schedules, fugitive calls, and police mediation. He had a few men and women working under him who helped with the overload, but he still had more than enough to keep him busy and on his toes. He also had a responsibility to do the job he’d come here to do. That was his primary focus but only known by a limited few.

When his land-line rang, he hoped it wasn’t another detainment order. If it had been anyone other than Dunne and Russo, he wouldn’t have cared. He was keeping a close eye on these two. There’d been a lot of complaints about their methods, not only from the illegals but from witnesses as well, and they all landed on his desk. Too rough with the handcuffs, too forceful when detainees were put in the car, too abusive with their commands. There had even been one concerning sexual harassment.

He picked up the receiver. “Cleland.”

“Alec, it’s Jim. I need to see you in my office. Got a minute now?”

“Sure. I’ll be right up.”

He dropped the receiver, wondering what he wanted.

As he was shrugging into the suit coat he’d discarded as soon as he got to his office, he walked out the door and spoke to his secretary.

“I’ll be with Jim. If anything comes in, I have my cell.”

“You don’t want me to pass the calls off to Dunne?”

“No. They go through me.”

There was aggression in his tone that his secretary couldn’t miss. She was on a need-to-know basis and it hadn’t come to the need yet.

She responded in military style.

“Yes, sir.”

Donald Russo and John Dunne were two of the agents excited about the new culture. They were out in the field, doing whatever they wanted, going after whomever they wanted. They’d thrown common sense out the window, ignored decency, and had blatant contempt for the immigrants. He’d had to rein them in several times and was in the process of shadowing them after hours. He’d heard rumors—and then had seen for himself their disregard for the law. He was bound and determined to see them gone before his term expired.

Most of the agents he’d dealt with were good men, doing a service for the country. The ones with experience understood that deportation was never done in a vacuum. It was about more than just one person’s removal. It was about the extended family, kids to be exact. Most of them would try to avoid any situation where kids would be impacted, not wanting to traumatize them. Russo and Dunne didn’t care about any of that. They weren’t the kind of men the agency wanted or needed. He had a feeling even Jim agreed with his assessment although he’d never asked outright. He had a job to do, and he was doing it. What happened in the aftermath wouldn’t be his problem.

He pushed the up button as soon as he got to the elevator and waited. When the doors whooshed open, Tracy Amendola was standing there. She’d asked him out a couple of times since he got here, but he’d been able to put her off. She put her finger on the open-door button and kept it there.

“Alec. What a nice surprise. You wouldn’t want to catch dinner and a movie tonight, would you?”

“Sorry, Tracey. I’ve got other plans.”

“I’m going to get you to cave one of these days.”

“You can keep trying. But I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.”

“Don’t date?”

“I don’t date people I work with.”

She said, “Your loss,” before turning on her heel and walking down the hall.

He was glad when the doors closed, and she was out of sight. He hadn’t gone out on a serious date in almost a year. There’d been some hook-ups, but he wasn’t looking for anything more and it seemed unfair to pretend otherwise. There were some women out there he liked, wouldn’t mind going out with, but any time spent would be a temporary diversion for him. They deserved better.

When he knocked on Jim’s door, he was waved in and motioned to take a seat.

After putting his cell back down on the desk, Jim said, “Thanks for coming down.”

“No problem. You said you wanted to talk to me about something?”

“Yeah. The governor has put together a panel of professionals across various agencies statewide, to discuss the immigration process. Lawyers, FBI, activists, judges, police, and us. He’s hoping we can learn how to work together. With the Department of Justice threatening to punish sanctuary cities, there’s been an increase in animosity toward our department. I’d like you to attend as one of our reps. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders and I can trust you won’t go on the defensive in a way that will offend the other side.”

Shit. He had to be kidding.

“Jim, I appreciate the sentiment but I’m one of the lower-level supervisors, with the least amount of experience. Are you sure you want to put me in that crossfire?”

“I’ll give you some bullets, some of the points we’re not going to back down from, but I want you to feel free to float some ideas that might make our jobs less acrimonious.”

How about we go back to doing it the old way, pick up those people who have committed crimes, strengthen the borders, don’t let the violent offenders back in. How about we don’t target American transplants, kids who came across the border without adults and who’ve spent years living with government-picked families, when they turn eighteen. How about we leave the parents who have children born in this country alone? How about we go back to a more balanced position, where the pendulum wasn’t swinging too far to the right?

There were a lot of new policies in place that even the veteran agents didn’t like. The hard line being taken today had a lot of people on the force worried. Wouldn’t one of them be a better choice as representation? They could compare and contrast with more insight. He wasn’t prepared to be the face of the agency in any other capacity than the one he was in.

“You might not like my take on this, Jim. I think it’s a question of minimizing the damage being done today. To children, families, the community.”

“That’s exactly the take I want. We need to find some parameters that work for us. We’re in a more liberal state. We can’t subvert the laws, but we can try to do what’s appropriate in each given case. You’re just the kind of man I need for the job. A straight shooter.”

Some called Alec Mr. Black-and-White. Others, Joe Friday, the character from Dragnet who walked like he had a board stuck up his ass. And to a point, he guessed it was true. He went with the facts just the facts, no emotion, no wavering. It didn’t usually bother him. He’d rather be thought of in those terms than some others. His boss, Nate Fisher, knew the reason why he had such and unbendable steel core. It was laid out in his job application and resume. He’d been honest to a fault, hoping it wouldn’t cause the agency to reject him and it hadn’t. There was only one of his friends he’d told outright, and he still couldn’t believe he’d revealed the ugly story. He’d never shared it before. Not with an outsider. Ironic that he’d only known Nick a short time before he talked to him about his past, over beers after one of the professional hockey games they went to one night. They’d met through the over-thirty hockey league that he played in, hit it off immediately, both having served in the Marines, were hockey fanatics, going to Bruins games any chance they got, and both had chosen to join law enforcement in some way. Nick had been a patrolman for years before recently transferring to the SWAT team, whereas Alec had been with the FBI since graduating from UMass Boston. Now he was here.

He was still questioning the move.

Jim seemed to be perusing the paper on his desk, and he flipped from one page to the next.

“There’s one person who’ll bring her opinion to the table more vehemently than most. She works for Woodley and Fisher.”

Alec’s stomach dropped all the way to the floor.

“Jelani Ramirez?”

“Yes. You know her?”

“We’re…acquaintances.”

“She’s one of the DREAMers and DACA’s fiercest advocates.”

“I know. Each of the partners have their own specialties. That one’s hers.”

“You sound like you’re more than acquaintances.”

“I’m good friends with a couple of the husbands.”

“Then you’ll probably get further than anyone else I send.”

“I wouldn’t count on it. Jelani is not one of my biggest fans.”

“She wouldn’t be of anyone in Homeland.”

He rose from his chair and walked around his desk. Alec took this as his cue to leave. “I’ll email your assistant the agenda. It’s next Tuesday and Wednesday at the Hampton. You’ll be staying overnight so plan accordingly.”

“Next week? That’s pretty short notice.”

He wouldn’t have much time to get someone to act in his stead. There were agents who needed a tight rein and he wanted to make sure his hand-picked substitute could handle the flak. His mind was busy working down the list of possible candidates, when Jim said, “It will be for those who have to juggle their workload. The governor put this in place last minute. It’s one of those things he’s doing before he leaves for Washington.”

Alec considered this. “Why is he bothering?”

“He wants to make sure what he leaves behind will survive the onslaught. He’s one of the Republican hold-outs, protecting sanctuary cities, speaking out against the travel ban. I was surprised the president asked him to serve.”

He probably wanted to get him out of a position of power, put his own guy in who’d be more amenable to his way of doing things. The Republican base was throwing a lot of money at Evan Cox, the man running for governor, in the hope that they’d retain a foothold here.

“I was surprised he accepted.”

The president was filling positions at a snail’s pace, and Alec often thought his was goal was to leave most of them empty. Barker should have been tapped six months ago, rather than now. It meant there’d be a special election coming in November and one of the candidates was none other than one of the founding partners of Woodley and Fisher. Just another reason Jelani was probably chosen for this conference.

He thought about it all the way down to his office. After this morning’s detainment, he could just imagine how Jelani was going to take the news that he’d be part of the panel. She’d hated his guts before. He couldn’t imagine spending two days in the same room with her and coming out alive. They were slated to be in the same hotel, with the same agenda, same topics for discussion, very different opinions.

It wouldn’t be such a problem if he wasn’t so attracted to her. The first time he met her, he was gobsmacked. Almond-shaped eyes, that resembled deep, dark chocolate, one of his weaknesses. An oval face with pointed chin, that was softened by her luscious full lips. Black hair that was long and straight, and if he didn’t know she was of Hispanic heritage, her caramel skin and feminine curves might have given it away. She was warm, witty, intelligent…toward everyone else. What was left, she gave to him. He didn’t have to guess that it was his association with Homeland Security that caused the animosity. She’d been blatantly up front about it. He wished…

His phone pinged an incoming text.

Picking it up, he read the one-sentence message from his friend Nick. 

Are you still on for tonight?

Yes. You?

Good to go. Unless I get called out.

Nick had almost made the jump to ICE agent a couple of months ago after the shootings at the plaza by an undocumented resident. Nick’s estranged wife was killed, his best friend shot, and he thought it was his duty to get vengeance on all illegals and that working for ICE was the way to do it. Doing his level best to talk him out of it, Alec had asked him to shadow his teams for a couple of weeks before making up his mind. Not only did he think Nick would have a hard time taking kids away from their parents, he also knew that Em would not take too kindly to it. She’d thrown him to the curb when she found out his intentions, and before the two weeks internship was over, Nick cried uncle. His friend was much better suited for the job he had, and much happier with Em back in his life.

The knock on the door brought him back from his thoughts. Looking up, he saw his secretary, Jillian, standing there.

“Hi. What do you have?”

She was holding a sheaf of papers out to him.

“The print-out of the conference agenda. It just came in. Thought you’d want to look it over.”

“Thanks. I can’t honestly say I’m looking forward to it.”

“Why? Don’t like crowds?”

“It’s not the crowds I mind but the individual people. The ones with stiletto tongues that can cut like a knife.”

“You’re kidding, right? Who…”

“One of the attorneys takes a dim view of the work here.”

“Must be Jelani Ramirez.”

“Ah, her reputation precedes her.”

“We’ve had run-ins with her before. She came between a client and a couple of agents once and ended up in jail for her efforts, but she didn’t go willingly.”

He could just imagine. Jelani was what he’d call passionately obsessed with her work. Something he respected about her. It seemed everyone at Woodley and Fisher took their work seriously. He’d know. Two of his friends were married to Jelani’s partners. He’d been best man at Maks’ wedding. The Russian had come to America seeking asylum and part of Alec’s duties as an FBI agent had been protecting him. Camille’s job was to file the application with the courts. He’d watched that romance blossom over the few months it took to get the asylum in place and the couple had gotten married in the spring.

He’d enjoyed the wedding, would enjoy Nick’s, but he wasn’t planning to go that route. He was too invested in his career and…there was his past. He’d done everything he could to distance himself from it, but it was still the foundation on which he’d built his life. It’s why he walked such a straight and narrow path. A lot of women didn’t like his inflexibility–or his detachment. If anyone ever found out the reason... He’d made sure to cover his tracks, made sure there’d be no chance of association by moving away, had cut his family out of his life. He’d never visited, hadn’t taken any one of their calls that had come over the years. It had left him alone, but he had his friends and it had been enough.

Now?

With all his friends settling down, he should be reassessing his future. They were spending more time with their significant others, wives, children, dogs and they were happy. They wanted family and all it gave them. He didn’t. He didn’t do clubs, he didn’t do bars, and he wasn’t going to invest in new friends, either. What did it mean for the long term? He didn’t know.


CHAPTER THREE

Alec pushed through the door of the hockey rink. This would be the last Friday night scrimmage. Sunday night inter-league play was still on, but some of the guys didn’t want to take any unnecessary time away from their significant others. Nick was prepping for fatherhood, the baby due early next year, and with Em pregnant, he didn’t like leaving her with the two puppies and his son, Teddy, any more than he had to. Ditto for Maks.

When he heard the swoosh of the door behind him, he looked back to find Nick coming in, his hockey bag slung over his shoulder, a broad smile on his face. “Hey, bud, how’s it shakin’?”

Alec returned a scowl rather than a greeting. “Not one of my better days. Not one of my worse.”

They walked down to the dressing room, Nick giving him his attention.

“Got into it today with Jelani, huh?”

“Bad news travels fast.”

He didn’t think Jelani would keep the incident to herself. Her partners were also her friends and he could just imagine how she’d regaled them with his audacity.

“I heard you cut her some slack. That was a smart move.”

He looked over, surprised that she’d relayed that piece of information.

“No one ever said I had shit for brains.”

“She might have said something about that as well…but we all know it’s the steel rod up your ass that really gets to people. Giving her a chance to talk to the undocumented resident means…the steel can bend at times.”

“We all have our moments.”

If Nick only knew the reason he’d given in, he’d think he’d gone crazy. He couldn’t deny her the request. It was that simple. And that complicated. He didn’t usually back down like that. He’d worked hard at creating the reputation of up-standing law enforcer, had never strayed from the spirit of the law. It had worked perfectly until now… There was just something about Jelani that…

“Em also told me you’re going on a retreat. That ought to be fun. Ironic that the word has multiple meanings. I think retreat…I think surrender. You might want to keep that as an option.”

He’d never surrender to any woman’s pull, not completely. He’d shut those kinds of feelings down before they took him into dangerous territory and he’d walk away just like he had countless times already.

They both dropped their bags on the rubber-matted floor and began the process of shedding their street clothes and adding their gear. The room smelled like sweat, and it had come wafting out from the open bags like a genie out of a bottle. Out of the fifteen guys who played, there were a few who didn’t like clean socks or jerseys. He wasn’t one of them and was offended by those who were.

While pulling on his hockey pants, slipping the suspenders over his shoulders, Alec couldn’t help but grimace, thinking about the upcoming…conference. Two full days in her presence. He couldn’t remember wanting something so much while resisting it at the same time.

“Why the agency’s sending me is beyond me. I just started, I’m not up to speed on the changing dynamics, and it seems a complete waste of time. And then there’s the fact that Jelani’s going to toast my ass crisp.”

Once his shirt was on, he sat down and pulled out a skate, pushing his foot into it and beginning to lace it up.

Nick laughed at him as he did the same.

“I’d love to be a fly on the wall when you two sit at the table.”

“I’m sure you’ll hear her insults from Worcester.”

“Who insults you?”

Maks had just come in, joining them on the bench to begin his own change. He was the newest member of the team. Another Woodley-Fisher husband and citizen-in-waiting. Alec had been tapped as his best man after protecting his life while he was waiting for asylum papers to be processed. He was glad he’d made the jump to Homeland after the assignment and hadn’t missed it.

“Jelani.”

“Heard about that. She is not happy, either.”

“Why the hell did she agree?’

Nick was the one who answered.

“The governor asked for her personally. Arianna didn’t let her turn it down.”

Of course, Barker would have wanted her. She was well known for her work among the DREAMers and would bring experience and intelligence to the table. It was the large dose of attitude that wouldn’t go down well.

“Maybe we could come out Tuesday night and rescue you. I hear they’re having a mixer to get you mingling.”

Alec rolled his eyes. “Great. Me at the bar, lonely. Everyone else one big loving family.”

“Isn’t anyone else from Homeland going?”

Walter Kennison, and it was a problem. He was one of the seasoned agents who happened to like the new rules. Old Walt had a genuine hair across his ass against immigrants. Alec didn’t understand why Jim had picked him if he wanted a more collegial relationship with all the other law and judicial components. He almost couldn’t wait for Jelani to slice him to bits.

“There is, but we…don’t see eye to eye on things.”

Nick grabbed his stick, while Maks was still lacing his skates. He paused from his task to inform them, “Nell, Em, and Cami are drafted to work on break-out sessions. I think Arianna had hand in it.”

Alec had yet to look at the agenda Jillian had given him earlier. It was in his briefcase at home. He’d have to look at it later, although he knew Nell would be there for civil rights, Camille for asylum, and Em to cover the tearing-families-apart debate.

“I don’t think they’ll be as hostile. Might even cut me a break.”

He got along well with them, especially Cami, who he’d gotten to know while protecting her husband from Russian payback.

Nick offered him some hope.

“They also might temper Jelani’s responses, keep her from blowing a gasket.”

The women were as tight as thieves. The good kind. He’d been in their company enough to know.

Once the men were out on the ice, Alec looked around at his own tribe. It was good to have friends you could count on, off the ice as well as on. When his world had fallen off its axis, some of his friends had turned their backs on him and it had left scars. He’d thought they’d been tight, that the camaraderie couldn’t be broken. When they’d bailed on him, he learned something about life. You couldn’t automatically trust people to be there for you. The Marines taught him to trust again. It was hard not to when you were counting on your fellow soldiers to have your back, but he was much more selective now than he’d been when younger. He might have fewer friends today, but they were good ones.

***

Jelani stood outside Em’s place and knocked on the door. Teddy, Em’s four-year old stepson, was usually asleep by now and she knew enough not to ring the bell. This was the last Friday they’d be getting together like this. The men’s hockey scrimmages had been put on hold with so many weddings and pregnancies coming. They’d made this their girls’ night out, or rather, girls’ night in. Em didn’t want to leave Teddy so they all congregated here for food, wine and talk. It was something she’d miss. Nell would have Jack back from Congress soon, the August recess the reason they’d picked that month to get married. Preparations had been underway for weeks now, her dress picked out, the flowers and catered menu chosen. It was going to be a small, intimate affair at the family waterfront house on Nahant that Nell had purchased from her parents this past spring with only close family and friends in attendance. They’d decided to forego a more traditional wedding, not wanting a lot of media attention. Nell had asked her to be her maid of honor and she’d agreed, her gown already fitted and ready for the coming nuptials. It could make her sad, but that was another wasted emotion, so she’d go for happy instead. And she was happy for her friend. Her marriage to Jack was a long time coming.

She heard Em’s shout to come in, and as she entered, her welcoming committee was the two puppies Em had bought right after she was shot. Her friend thought they’d go a long way in her healing and she’d been right. Ozzie and Lily had grown in the last few months but hadn’t lost any of their zest for mischief. She stooped down to greet them both, getting licks on the face for her efforts.

Cami stood at the threshold of the kitchen. Raising the glass in her hand, she laughed. “Em found a recipe for pineapple orange something that’s yummy. You’ll get the added benefit of some vodka in it.”

They all knew she liked her drinks sweet. When push came to shove, she could take a glass of wine, but whenever she held one of their celebrations, she had a blender of some sugary concoction ready and waiting for those in search of gustatory delights.

“I love you. I need a little something extra. It’s been a frustrating kind of day.”

Cami sighed. “They get more frustrating by the hour. I never thought I’d miss my nightly glass of wine so much.”

Em lifted her half-full glass of white. “I don’t. One glass is fine according to my doctor.”

“Your doctor’s a pediatrician.”

“My sister wouldn’t steer me wrong. Besides, who’d know the downsides for a baby better than a baby doctor?”

“She isn’t taking new patients but I kind of twisted her arm, made her promise to be there for the delivery.” Cami patted her still-flat tummy. “I want the best for my little Zhernova baby.”

Em poured some punch into a glass for Jelani, added the extra kick and handed it over.

“She’s talking about taking another doctor into the practice. Suddenly, that family she thought she didn’t want has become a priority.”

Jelani sighed. Not only from the pleasure of the drink, which was smooth, sweet and sensational but from the reminder that all the single ladies weren’t single anymore. All except her. Had she been looking too hard, holding on too tightly to the dream? Going out, for the sake of going out hadn’t worked for her. It was only when Em tried to put Nick out of her life that he’d come rushing back in. Maybe you had to let go to get what you wanted.

She glanced up at Cami, who hadn’t gone looking for Maks, but grabbed on when she found him and then asked, “Any names picked out yet?”

“She’s no bigger than a fingernail. So not yet. I’ll wait until she’s the size of a…fist before I start asking what she’d like to be called.”
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