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One

Saturday, April 21




LANCE RANDOLPH HAD NEVER been in the White House, never been offered so much as VIP tickets for the public tour—though not for any lack of desire. It was, though, for lack of partisanship. Ever since he was elected governor of Massachusetts, the president had always been of the opposite party.

Still was, which was what was so surprising about this night, about this visit.

He sat in the passenger seat of a rented Oldsmobile driven by his chief of staff and longtime aide, Benjamin Bank, who had apparently never been there either, because at the maze of checkpoints manned by uniformed Secret Service officers, Bank kept turning to him with uncharacteristic deference and asking, “Now what?”

“How should I know? Keep driving. We drive in the wrong place, we get shot.”

“Exactly.”

Randolph barely paid attention. They were on the blocked off stretch of Pennsylvania Avenue staring at the gleaming, glistening building, lit up on a fragrant spring night that might well change his life. Randolph’s heroes, men like Franklin Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy, lived and worked and made history in its warren of rooms and offices and hideaways, and now Randolph himself was being beckoned inside by none other than the president of the United States.

Randolph, still gazing out his side window, said, “You really think he’s going to jump parties?”

Bank squinted out the windshield and replied, “Not jump parties, but abandon his party. I think he’s worried that he can’t win a Republican primary and he sure as hell knows he can’t win a Democratic one. I think he wants to run for reelection as an Independent, and he’s going to start sounding you out for your support.”

Bank paused, looked over at Randolph in the passenger seat of the dark car, and added, “Time is on our side. There are eighteen months until the election. We should be able to parlay this into some federal funding for something, even without you making a definitive decision. That’s some scratch we really need right about now as we start to think about your own campaign.”

No one in politics ever just makes a straight shot at this level, Randolph thought to himself. Everything was always a carom or a cross-corner with a constant obsession for the leave. But it made sense, this scenario, the president pitching for his political support. After all, Randolph was one of the so-called new breed, described as such in a cover story in Newsweek just last year. He was young, the youngest governor in the nation, he was centrist, which was unusual considering his election and reelection in Massachusetts. He was good-looking and ambitious and smart. And right now, more than anything else, he was curious.

The two were directed to the northwest gate by a uniformed officer waving a flashlight at their car. Bank motored down both their windows and a pair of officers approached from each side, backlit by powerful spotlights shining over their shoulders from the roof of the guardshack and a nearby tree.

“Welcome to the White House, Governor,” one of them said to Randolph. “Drive up toward the West Wing as far as you can go and park on the right side. It’s a little crowded tonight, but we’ve been expecting you and saved you a space up front. Thank you.”

The mechanical gate slowly slid open. Randolph saw that the driveway was nose-to-tail with limousines and dark sedans. Lights blazed inside the main mansion. The beds of red tulips glistened in the spotlights, and the dogwood trees were in full, majestic bloom—every inch, every view, as beautiful as on TV.

As they pulled closer, they heard music spilling out the main door, jazzy music, followed by a round of festive applause.

“What the hell?” Randolph said softly, as much to himself as to Bank.

Bank shrugged as he wheeled into the space. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s throwing you a party.”

“We have the right night, right?”

“No, sir. I’ve completely screwed up the dates. I hope you’ll accept my apologies.”

Randolph ignored his aide and allowed his mind to drift again. What would it take to live here? What separated those who had from everyone else? More brains? No, Ronald Reagan did just fine. A clear vision? Jimmy Carter’s presidency would indicate not. Charm? Please. Think Richard Nixon and Lyndon Johnson.

It was skill and it was luck and it was the willingness to take enormous risks, all shaken together in the most alluring of cocktails that so very few people could ever taste. Maybe he would. Maybe someday.

As they were getting out of their car on the darkened driveway, the strains of “I Left My Heart in San Francisco” wafted from the residence and drifted through the night air.

Bank said, “Tony Bennett.”

“I know.”

“No, I mean that’s really Tony Bennett.”

Randolph listened intently. It was Tony Bennett, not on a CD, but live and in person—Tony Bennett at the White House.

Randolph smiled in that sly little way of his and said, “I had the University of Massachusetts marching band at my second inauguration.”

“You did, didn’t you. And they were excellent.”

Randolph continued smiling, but mostly to himself, as they headed toward the Marine guard standing outside the main door of the West Wing.

Maybe someday.

•    •    •

The two were sitting for ten, maybe fifteen minutes on a pair of royal blue wing chairs in a well lit waiting room outside of the Oval Office with a silent Secret Service officer when a self-important young female aide came through the door in a whir of motion and announced, “Governor Randolph, would you come with me.”

Benjamin Bank stood up as well, until the aide said, “The president would prefer to see the governor alone. We’ll come back for you.” No please, not even so much as a sir. Beacon Hill this was not.

Randolph was expecting to be led into the Oval Office, but instead the attractive aide—all legs and arms, all bared—guided him through a set of French doors out into the warm Washington night, then under the columned portico that connects the West Wing to the residence. They walked quickly and in silence, with crickets chirping in the Rose Garden and moist beds of flowers gently fluttering in the springtime breeze. At the door of the mansion, a pair of well-fed Secret Service agents in navy suits waved them in as Tony Bennett sang “I’ve Got the World on a String.” Randolph could see revelers with drinks in their hands at the far end of the hallway, but he was immediately led to an elevator and descended down one flight. They rode in silence.

Stepping off the elevator, the aide waved her hand down a long, wide hallway that ran through the spine of the building and said, “This way.”

The music filtered down the stairs, though not loud, and they continued in silence until the aide, ever efficient, even clipped, pointed to a room on the right and said, “If you could just wait in there. The president will be with you momentarily.” Just like that, she was gone.

 

“That ain’t some Rand McNally.”

The words rocketed through the silent room like javelins, fast and hard, causing Lance Randolph to spin around from the glass-encased map on the far wall. There in the doorway stood the president of the United States, decked out in a tuxedo and black tie, laughing so hard at his own joke that his chest was heaving like a dribbling basketball.

Before Randolph could speak, the president said, “That map you’re looking at, FDR used to stick pins in it every night to follow American troop movements across Europe during W-W-Two. This was his sanctuary, where he spent hour after hour. The Map Room. Then Bill Clinton came along and held coffee klatches in here trying to shake down big-ticket contributors. You tell me whether this country is getting better or worse.”

Randolph walked toward him and extended his hand. “Good evening, Mr. President.”

“Clay Hutchins, son,” the president replied. “Pleasure to meet you. Was a big fan of your old man’s—and of yours. Boy, you do look young.”

“I don’t feel so young anymore, not after a few years in Boston politics.”

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I was so excited you were coming in that I put this monkey suit on just for you.” He said this loud, then he let loose a deep, gravelly laugh.

In a softer, whiskeyed voice, he added, “The emir of Qatar is at the house tonight. Until about a month ago, I always thought Qatar was a planet, not a country. Now I come to find they have so much money from natural gas they could buy the state of California. If my polling doesn’t get any better out there, I might well sell it to ’em.

“So I spend tonight in the company of sixty sheiks in robes while Tony Bennett sings songs none of these guys ever heard before. You seen Tony Bennett lately? He looks like he stepped out of a damned time capsule, he looks so good. The guy never changes.”

“My father used to listen to him when I was a kid.”

Hutchins, so caught up in his monologue, looked at Randolph blankly. Then he said, “Come sit,” and guided Randolph to a pair of upholstered chairs angled toward each other. There were several other maps on the walls, and windows that looked out at ground level on the darkened South Lawn. A steward shut the heavy door and Bennett’s voice was suddenly no more.

Hutchins didn’t waste any time. From what Randolph read and heard and now saw, he never wasted any time—no political foreplay, no extended niceties, nothing so much as a cup of coffee and a discussion of the ongoing Massachusetts Senate race.

“Thanks for coming,” Hutchins said, his voice still rough, but softer. “That’s no small thing. I’m like the third rail these days. Politicians won’t touch me. My own party, the bunch of stodgy old fucks, doesn’t want me running again. The Democrats can’t wait to take my head off in the general. For chrissakes, only the public likes me, but here in Washington, they don’t seem to matter.”

So Bank was right yet again, Randolph thought. The president was seeking his endorsement. He began recalling his rehearsed lines on how he couldn’t at this time offer his support, but would give it every consideration as the election approached. It would make it easier to cross party lines in Massachusetts if the electorate knew that the president had been good to the state in terms of fully funding various public works and public safety projects. Hutchins would respect that kind of quid pro quo, he thought.

“I’m rambling,” Hutchins said, bearing down on Randolph. “And believe it or not, I have to get back to this party before I create an international incident by disappearing on my guests.

“So here’s the deal. I need an attorney general. Who the hell would have thought that Westfall would resign to become commissioner of baseball, though who can blame him? Better than dealing with all this bullshit, and you don’t have to worry about some reporter crawling up your ass for taking free seats to the World Series. Anyway, I want to cross party lines with my nominee. I want to show the nation that cooperation doesn’t have to be just in spirit. I want to prove that I don’t give a damn about any more Democratic-led investigations. I think the only thing left to investigate about me is the size of my balls, but hell, if you decide you need to see’em, I’ll show’em to you right now.”

Randolph sat stunned, staring at Hutchins, who actually had his hand on the top of his fly. He thought he knew where this was leading now, but he refused to believe it, not yet, not until he heard the words.

“You were a prosecutor up there in Boston. You’re a moderate. You’re young and ambitious and maybe you even want to live in this house yourself someday. Here’s your running start. I want you to be my attorney general.”

Randolph blinked hard a couple of times, uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. Attorney general of the United States, just like Robert F. Kennedy. The most powerful law enforcement official in the nation and maybe the world.

“I’ve had the FBI do an expedited background check and you come up clean. Anything I need to know about you before we go any further?”

Randolph’s eyes fell to the floor for the quickest flicker of a moment, then back to Hutchins. He shook his head. “No, sir.”

Hutchins, ever intuitive, seemed to sense the hesitance. “You’re sure? Believe me when I tell you, the press can find things out that you think are hidden away forever.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Then you want to think this over for a while. The reason I asked you in at this odd hour on a Saturday night is so there wouldn’t be any damned reporters hanging around and you wouldn’t be on my official schedule. My own staff doesn’t know I’m asking you. The Washington Post says its down to two finalists, neither of whom I like. Take it or leave it, no one knows you are here.”

Randolph thought about Bank sitting over in the West Wing, how he’d want to dissect this offer five ways from Wednesday, drain the life out of it, fillet it, run it through a focus group, then go out with a poll. That’s how political operatives were. They wore black socks over their pale hairy legs to the beach. You ask them what their outside interests are and they stare at you as if they don’t have a clue what you mean. They’re great with advice, but never, ever are they putting their own good name before the voters. When they lose, it’s on to another campaign.

Sitting with the president of the United States deep in the White House, he decided to do something he rarely ever did. He’d make a decision without Bank. Bank knew a lot about him, but not quite everything.

“I accept.”

“You what?” Hutchins asked this as if he was surprised, almost angry, as if he was about to counsel him not to do it.

Both men looked at each other for a long moment before Hutchins continued, his voice low again and his tone grateful, “Thank you.”

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

Another pause, before Hutchins broke it. “What would you say to a Rose Garden announcement Monday afternoon. We’ll clang all the bells and blow all the whistles. You’re going to make one hell of a great attorney general for the United States.”

“That would be terrific, sir.”

“Don’t call me sir.”

“I won’t.”

Randolph asked, “To help me in my home state, do you have any objections to me leaking this to the local paper ahead of time?”

Loud again. “The Record? I hate them. Go right ahead.”

Hutchins stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. “Back to the Qataris. They’re probably drilling for gas in the damned East Room by now.”

 

After his flight back to Boston, Randolph shut his office door, settled onto a soft, beige settee, put his wingtips up on the antique coffee table and flicked the top off a bottle of Heineken. He closed his eyes and took a long pull of his beer.

Attorney general of the United States. A massive office in the Justice Department building. FBI protection. The lead in the most sophisticated, most sensitive, most sweeping investigations in the nation.

He would get constant coverage on the front pages of the Washington Post and the New York Times, profiles in the weekly news magazines, regular airtime on the networks. Someone might even write his biography, and of course, do the job well and he’d be touted as a possible Democratic presidential candidate.

It was a gimme, he told himself, an automatic. The president offers you a job like that, you don’t say no. No way. He was halfway through his second term as governor, and there was a been-there, done-that quality to it all as he tried to get ramped up for his third gubernatorial campaign. The penny-ante fundraisers with the egotistical contributors who thought that by accepting their five hundred dollars, you suddenly owed them your soul. All those women with flabby arms and cat food breath who pressed against him getting their picture taken at every campaign stop. Now it was time to head to a bigger stage, Washington, DC, the Broadway of national politics. His old man, he thought, would be so proud.

He tried to smile to himself, but it came out as forced, short, stifled. He felt a pang in his stomach, then his chest. The memory again—the thundering shots, the spatter of crimson-colored blood, the screams, the inhuman look in the killer’s eyes. His father, dead on the ground.

Suddenly restless, Randolph took another gulp of beer and walked toward the windows that looked out over the vast, darkened space of the Boston Common below. It was a view he had analyzed a hundred times before, sometimes by the first light of an autumn morning with the trees drenched in oranges, yellows, and reds, sometimes on a late winter afternoon when the fading sun cast a purplish hue through the bare branches over the freshly fallen snow. Now he looked at it as if he was looking at his own mind: dark and blank and uneasy.

A knock sounded at his door. Before he could answer, a State Police trooper opened it a crack and said, “Gov, Robert Fitzgerald’s here.”

“Thanks, Quinn,” Randolph replied.

The door swung open and a tall, silver-haired man walked in, an interesting cross between patrician elegance and Irish ruddiness. He wore a navy blazer over a blue button-down shirt, casual slacks and a pair of ancient loafers. He had deep lines etched into his face, the lines of a man who has worked hard and played even harder.

“I feel like a rookie reporter,” Fitzgerald said. He flashed a smile—a curious one. The skin crinkled around his eyes. “The phone rings late on a Saturday night and I take off after the story like a bat out of hell. And here I am, Jimmy Olson on the scene.”

A pause, then Fitzgerald added with a warm, whimsical smile, “What the hell is going on?”

Randolph walked back across the room from the windows to the sitting area and beckoned Fitzgerald into a chair at the round antique coffee table. Only a single sidelamp with a hunter green shade lit the palatial office, giving the impression they were playing out an intimate scene on a large stage.

Randolph spoke as the two settled into facing chairs. “You’ve been a good friend to my family for a long, long time, Robert. You’re also the best, fairest, smartest newsman I’ve ever met, and because of that, I wanted you to know this first.”

Randolph paused, drawing a deep breath, letting the air slowly descend through his windpipe and into his lungs. Fitzgerald subconsciously fondled the pen in his chest pocket.

“I was invited down to the White House tonight by Clayton Hutchins. I met with him for about ten minutes. During that time, he offered me the nomination to be the attorney general of the United States.”

Another pause. Then, “I accepted on the spot.”

Fitzgerald’s eyes opened wide and his brows shot upward in surprise. He reflexively brought his left hand up to slowly rub the late-night whiskers on his cheek.

After an awkward, silent moment, he said, his tone flat, “Well, I guess all I can say is, congratulations, Lance. Congratulations.”

There was a pause, a sigh from the governor. He replied, “I was hoping for something more.”

A longer pause. A horn sounded on Beacon Street, a vagrant on the Common screamed that Ben and Jerry were out to destroy the world.

Fitzgerald stared at the burgundy rug, his eyes still wide open, nodding his head but not speaking. Finally, he said in a methodical voice, “You’ll make a great attorney general. You will. You were an outstanding prosecutor here in Boston. You’re a skilled politician. It’s in your blood and your genes. You’ll do great.”

When he finished, he stared up at Randolph, who sat looking sternly at him.

“That means a lot to me,” Randolph said, his voice like ice, void of any appreciation or even emotion. “Especially coming from you.”

Fitzgerald didn’t respond. Randolph continued, “The announcement will be made in the Rose Garden Monday afternoon. The president’s thinking in nominating me is not only a recognition of my political and prosecutorial abilities, but also to attempt to create a more bipartisan administration, and to prove to the public that he does not fear any further Democratic investigations.”

The two men locked stares again. Randolph drained his beer and said, “I’m authorized to give this to you now on a not-for-attribution basis, and would prefer you put in print that I was not available for comment. The sourcing should be an official familiar with the White House, which I guess I am now. Best that I know, the Times and the Post won’t have this tomorrow. It’s yours alone.”

Randolph nodded at Fitzgerald, the nod being a punctuation point, a period, or in this case, an exclamation mark.

Fitzgerald said, with a resigned look on his face, “I appreciate that.” It was midnight, still time to make the final edition of the Sunday paper. He stood up, slowly, and walked from the governor’s office without another word, leaving young Lance Randolph alone in the dim light of the moment. His loafers clicked mournfully along the empty marble hallway and down the wide stairs until he finally reached the front door.








Two

Sunday, April 22




WHY IS IT THAT A SEEMINGLY inconsequential bud on an otherwise barren elm can lighten the darkest mood, or that a simple tulip, having pierced the earth on its April ascent toward the heavens, can melt the wintriest exterior and touch the coldest soul?

I pose these questions not out of any specific interest in nature or psychology, but only because rays of sunshine were suddenly caressing my pale, dry cheeks like the golden fingers of some generous god, allowing my heart to grow light and my thoughts to grow expansive. From where I was standing, the first light of morning appeared above the downtown skyline and cast a warm glow across the stately willows, the freshly filled duck pond, and the vibrant meadows of the Public Garden, in what felt like the virgin moments of a reluctant spring. Two weeks earlier, sixteen inches of snow had fallen on our quaint hamlet of Boston. The storm was followed by days of windswept rain that turned the blackened, crusty ice into deep puddles of unforgiving slush. And finally, meteorological salvation. Ah, but my benevolent mood gets away from me.

“Give me that,” I said with mock seriousness, thrusting my hand into Baker’s sizable mouth to pull out a muddy, slobber-soaked tennis ball.

No sooner had I grabbed it with my now-disgusting fingers than the fickle hound lost any semblance of interest, having directed his entire being toward a trio of squirrels playing in a nearby grove of trees. He stood frozen on the path, his right front leg delicately in the pointing position, casting an occasional sidelong glance my way to make sure I didn’t do anything typically, foolishly human to disrupt his prey. Then he lunged toward them, sending the rodents scurrying in various directions for trees. He trotted in a wide circle, a victory lap of sorts, before walking back and taking the ball out of my hand with a half jump and a slight snort. Glad I could be of nominal use.

Rejuvenation. A renaissance, even. It was 6:30 in the morning as I peeled off my sweatshirt after a three-mile walk from the waterfront to the park and began skipping rope on an empty stretch of path. Baker roamed off in pursuit of more squirrels. My mind began wandering as well.

Things were good. Another hour of soothing sunshine and they might actually be excellent. I had moved from Washington to Boston, inarguably the greatest city in these United States. My heart was starting to feel whole again, or at least not shattered into a trillion fragments. Women seemed to find me interesting. I found myself fascinating. And I was on the verge of breaking one hell of a great story about our governor, the young Lance Randolph, lying about his prior record as a state prosecutor. Yes, good and getting better.

On about my fifth minute with the jump rope, it was either stop or die, so I caught my breath and began trotting around the pond toward the point of this Public Garden excursion, my meeting with Paul Ellis, who I could already see sitting on a wooden bench reading that day’s paper.

Here, in a nutshell, is how that meeting would proceed:

Paul: “Jack, I’d like you to come over to the front office and start acting like the newspaper executive that you’re destined to be.”

Jack (that’s me): “No thank you.”

That would be followed by another temporary stalemate, which would be followed by another meeting next month. And so forth. In my mind, you string together enough temporality and you’ve created permanence. Or maybe not. We’d just have to wait and see, which I guess disproves the point.

Paul Ellis, by the way, is the publisher of The Boston Record, and as such, is not accustomed to hearing the word “No” with any great regularity, or even mild irregularity, as they describe it in all those TV commercials, especially from people like me, meaning people who work for him.

Allow me to explain. My name is Jack Flynn. I’m the senior investigative reporter for The Boston Record, a lofty position bestowed upon me after I wrote an exposé on a failed presidential assassination attempt a little more than two-and-a-half years ago. I was hurt in that shooting in more ways than one, and helped in other ways as well, but I’ll spare you the details just now. The most important detail to keep in mind is that I’m home now.

Paul Ellis is, in the lingo of the business, my rabbi, an uncanny judge of talent who hired me at the Record, promoted me to my current job, gave me an equity stake in the company to persuade me from jumping ship to the Washington Post or the New York Times, and is now trying to convince me to become his heir apparent in the publisher’s suite. That last bit is only partly out of respect for my abilities, more out of disdain for those of his younger cousin, Brent Cutter, currently the newspaper’s president and the obvious choice to be the next publisher. That’s just a theory, but my theories have a way of revolving into fact.

All of which, of course, leaves me with a choice. I could wear monogrammed custom-made shirts and dine on catered lunches as nervous vice presidents trek to my carpeted office with promises of shaving another 2.2 percent off the bottom line, or I could run around the city and its surrounding suburbs with a Bic Click and a yellow legal pad looking for news wherever I can find it, which isn’t often where any normal person wants to be. So far, I choose the latter. Call me a moron, but I’m in love with words rather than numbers, emotion rather than profit. It comes down to how you want to live a life. Mine was being lived richer, but poorer, if you know what I mean.

Anyway, the Cutter-Ellis family has owned The Boston Record for one hundred and twenty-seven years, and over that time, has created not only one of the best family-owned newspapers in America, but one of the best newspapers of any kind. They’ve done it with equal parts journalistic savvy and unabashed paternalism. I’m a case in point for both.

“Hello, Paul,” I said as I pulled within hearing distance of him.

Paul Ellis looked up slowly from the paper, his eyes, unusually sad, framed by uncharacteristically dark lines and grooves. His gloomy appearance stood in stark contrast to the glorious signs of spring all around us—the delicious odor of warm, fertile earth, the sun gleaming off the Hancock Tower in the near distance, the occasional self-important duck who had made his sojourn north.

“Step into my office,” he said in a melancholic voice.

“My god, Paul,” I said, standing over him. “You look awful. You dip into capital or something?” A little Wasp humor. Too little, apparently, because he didn’t even feign a smile.

“Sit down, Jack.”

As I sat, he folded up his newspaper and placed it on the bench beside him, allowing me to catch a glimpse of the banner headline: “Governor Randolph to Be Nominated U.S. Attorney General.” I all but choked on my own good mood. When did this happen? Why? How did we find out? No editor had called me, and I saw nothing the prior night on the television news.

“Can I take a quick look at your paper, Paul?”

The byline was that of our star political reporter, the venerable Robert Fitzgerald. He attributed the information to “an official familiar with the White House,” and the story indicated that the leak had occurred late Saturday night, which explains why I had previously heard nothing about it. The Rose Garden press conference announcing the nomination, the story said, was scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.

“Quite a hit,” I said, almost to myself, as I immediately began a quick and silent assessment of my own Randolph information, calculating the potential impact on his nomination. I suddenly liked my position—a lot. And now was not the time to care about all those pesky focus groups telling us that no one give’s a rat’s ass about politics anymore.

I looked up at Paul, who was staring at the ground in front of him. He looked as if he was unsure what to say, or at least how to say it.

“Everything good with you?” he finally asked, his chin resting on his knuckles, his elbows on his knees.

He didn’t seem to need an answer, so I replied, “They’re terrific. This is a great hit by Fitzgerald today.”

“Let’s hope it holds up,” he said absently.

Regarding Paul Ellis, he looked how an aging newspaper publisher should look, which is to say tall, perfectly manicured, and handsome in that unassuming, Jimmy Stewart kind of sixty-something way. He acted how a newspaper publisher should act, which is also to say, thoughtful, inquisitive, and confident. He was, quite literally, born to run the business, and did it quite well, inheriting the reins of a great newspaper from his cousin, John Cutter, and turning it into an even more reputable and profitable one. Best of all, he saw the Record not so much as a family cash cow, but as a calling, a form of public service different than politics or philanthropy, but not for one fraction of a single second any less important or noble.

He stared at me and said, “This isn’t a good day for us, Jack, not for me, not for you, not for this city.”

Since I have never known Paul Ellis to be even remotely melodramatic, I kept my mouth shut and my eyes trained on him, letting him continue at his own pace.

“We’re facing a hostile takeover,” he said, meeting my stare. “A couple of weeks back, we got what’s known as a bear-hug letter. I thought we could make the problem go away, but now our lawyers and finance guys are saying they don’t think we can ward it off. Minority shareholders rights’ and all that—if we fight it, we could be crippled by a lawsuit from within our ranks.

“Two of the three trusts that control fifty-three percent of the newspaper were opened last year, and now the Campbell Newspaper Company has come in with an offer that none of those shareholders will want to refuse. They’re offering fifty-four a share. That’s ten bucks over Friday’s closing, a nearly twenty-five percent gain.”

I was stunned into silence as a dozen images floated through my mind, most of which involved me without a decent job and steady income. I eventually managed to say, “Doesn’t Campbell Newspapers own the Springfield American?”

Paul replied, “And the Burlington News and the Rochester Gazette and the Lincoln Daily Star and two dozen remarkably mediocre small and mid-sized newspapers, all of which are incredibly profitable, and none of which have ever been known for their distinguished journalism.”

“Great. Why does a chain like that want a paper like ours, and how the hell can they afford us?”

The sun was now fully up over the distant buildings. A couple of morning joggers huffed past us, and Baker lay in the nearby grass chewing hard on a stick. All I could think of at the moment were the Campbell newspapers I had read before—papers that almost prided themselves in dumbing down to the lowest feasible denominator, papers so filled with color, graphics, and gimmicks that they made USA Today look like the trade publication for the American Funeral Home Association.

The owner, Terry Campbell, offered me a job once, and I turned him down cold. Now it looked like he’d have me in his employment after all.

Paul replied, “My guess is that they want a flagship paper, something to give them a greater level of prestige than they now have. And I don’t think money’s really a problem for them. They sure as hell don’t pour it back into the product.”

More silence as we both sat with our elbows on our knees, looking down. It was Paul who finally spoke: “My problem is that there are so many Cutter and Ellis cousins spread all over the country, two and three and four times removed, many of whom have never even been to Boston and probably don’t even read a newspaper. The Record doesn’t mean a damn thing to them. All they see is the stock price and a way to get rich off all the hard work of the people who busted their asses to make the paper what it is today.”

I said, “I don’t know anything about finances, and the only family trust that the Flynns had was that my father would come home from work every day. But can you leverage the value of your trusts to outbid Campbell on the others?”

“The banks have already told me no.”

He exhaled hard and looked away for a long moment. Truth is, I was worried he might be losing it. Then, to my relative relief, he said in a firm voice, “Jack, this newspaper, our newspaper, has won twenty-eight Pulitzer Prizes, including two last year. Our reporting has sent mayors to jail, had a United States senator impeached, blocked a Supreme Court nominee from confirmation, and unveiled the darkest possible secrets about the sitting president of the United States. God only knows how many other politicians stayed straight out of fear of us. God only knows how many times we’ve given voice to the voiceless on issues ranging from bank redlining to consumer fraud. God only knows how many times someone says to a friend or a colleague or a family member every single damned day of the week, ‘Did you see that story in the Record?’”

He paused, then added, “And now all that’s at risk. All of it.” In a much softer voice, almost to himself: “Every damned bit.”

And you wonder why I love the man. I mean, for chrissakes, you could have turned this speech into a television ad campaign and our circulation would go up 20 percent in a week.

Before I could say anything, he put his hand on my shoulder and looked me square in the eye.

“Jack, I’ve never told anyone this before, but this same jackal, Terry Campbell, tried making a run at us five years ago. We staved him off. John Cutter was the publisher at the time. I was the president. Everything was done in secret. It put so much pressure on us that John had that fatal heart attack.”

Paul looked down now, his hand absently drifting off my shoulder, down my arm, and then gone. He added, his voice much lower, “At least I hope that’s how he died.” Then he looked at me in silence.

I replied, “You’re suspicious?”

“I’m overtired and overwrought and I’m probably crazy. But this thing has been nagging at me. You know Campbell’s reputation. He gets involved in bloodbaths with his unions. People have died mysterious deaths. I’ve started asking myself questions I probably didn’t dare ask five years ago. What if he had something to do with John’s death?”

There was silence between us until Paul broke it, saying, “No, I’m just talking crazy.”

I said, “You want me to check it out?”

He turned to me again and nodded. “I’m not afraid, mind you. Sometimes I think that I love this newspaper so much that if I have to die for it, then so be it, and I know John felt the same way. But this battle’s going to be harder than before because of the breakup of the trusts. I want to know what I’m up against.”

I nodded and said, “Then I’m on it.”

He gazed hard at me, his eyes moving across the features of my face. “Thank you,” he said, and those two words said enough.

He pushed himself up from the bench and added, “I’m heading into the office. I have one or two ideas left to play out. Call me if you learn anything I should know about. This is all confidential, the hostile takeover and my suspicions. Right now, Brent Cutter doesn’t even know.”

With that, he walked across the grass in his stiff, familiar gait, past the tulip beds, past the statue of George Washington on horseback, and out onto Arlington Street, the weight of a family, of a first-class newspaper, of a city, on his shoulders. As I look back at the moment, I wish I had said something more to him, wish I had thanked him in some small way for all he had given, all he had done, and all he wanted to do. But in my current state—in fact, in any state—how was I supposed to know what was about to come?







Three



I LIVE ON A HOUSEBOAT in Boston Harbor, a lifestyle not entirely congruent with the fact that (a) I hate the water, and (b) I hate boats. But best as I can tell, there was a regulation passed by the National Association of American Men that when any member of our exclusive organization goes through a divorce or particularly serious breakup, regardless of whether the split is the man’s decision, mutual, or that of his mate, he must live in a virtually unbearable situation for at least the next six months, if only to give him a fuller appreciation of what he once had but will never have again. No one ever said life was easy.

Still, I don’t mean to say that I hate the water as in, I hate the water. In truth, I like the water from the perspective of the shore, specifically, say, a powdery beach with a nice lounge chair and an Igloo cooler stocked with a 6-pack of icy cold Sam Adams Summer Ale, or the dining room of an oceanside restaurant where the grilled swordfish tastes so fresh you can probably find the captain of the boat that caught it knocking back a shot of whiskey at the bar. I did that once, went out to the bar and found him, but the union didn’t prove to be quite as climactic as you might expect. Another time.

It’s funny in life how too often you want what you can’t have, and have what you don’t want, or at least it’s funny how the human mind is able to contort things to make it seem this way. As I sat on deck, my laptop computer firing up on a small table in front of me, the warm morning sun beating down on my face, I drank in for the first time the remarkable harbor vista from this little perch off Long Wharf. Gulls were floating effortlessly in the pale blue sky and alighting on the creaky wooden docks. Massive yachts bobbed in the gentle waves. And in the distance, beyond the expanse of deep blue harbor waters, jets large and small ascended from the runways of Logan Airport like words taking flight in a poem. Behind me were the towers of the city’s stunning skyline gleaming in the midday light.

But another week and I’d be overboard, nautically speaking, and just as I was starting to like it. I had lived on The Emancipation since October, when an old college friend, retired as a hedge fund manager long before his time, headed to the Caribbean for the winter and handed me the keys as an act of charity that men bestow on each other at times of such tumult. Now, just as the weather finally made such accommodations desirable, he was due back in five days, meaning I was to be out. Another itch in the occasional rash of life.

My computer sprang to life and I logged into the Record’s library database. I plugged in John Cutter’s name and got several dozen hits. I scrolled though the headlines until I came to one that said, “John Cutter, Longtime Record Publisher, Dead of Apparent Heart Attack.” It ran on the front page five years ago this month.

The reporter detailed Cutter’s many accomplishments, quoted various civic dignitaries about his significant contribution to the city, and provided a relatively sketchy account of his housekeeper’s discovery of the body in the morning at his Four Seasons condominium overlooking the Public Garden. A Boston Police detective, a guy by the name of Hank Sweeney, was quoted on some of the particulars. There wasn’t so much as a scant hint of foul play.

I pulled up another, shorter story from the next day’s paper, this one headlined, “Cutter Autopsy Confirms Heart Attack.” It said the determination was made by the assistant state medical examiner, Justin Cobain, who was quoted saying, “It appears to be death by natural causes.”

It appears. If you’re him, why couch it. Or perhaps I was simply nit-picking through the prism of time and with the prejudice of suspicion. Still, that’s just what we do sometimes in the august Fourth Estate.

I plugged Cobain’s name into my computer, into the library database of every Record for the past twenty years. The first story that popped up on my screen was his obituary from two years ago, “Justin Cobain, Veteran Coroner, at 69.” So much for the old saw, “Better late than never.”

When I typed Sweeney’s name into the system, it spit out twenty-five stories over the last decade-and-a-half, but the most recent of them appeared nearly three years ago. I retyped his name with the keyword “Obituary,” but came back with nothing, which was good news. So I called police headquarters and asked for Hank Sweeney. I heard the woman on the other end of the line type something into a computer, then riffle through what sounded like the thin pages of a directory book. Finally, she said to me, “I don’t see anyone here by that name.”

“How would I find out if he’s retired?” I asked.

“Do you know where he used to work?”

“He was a lieutenant in homicide.”

“You can try the homicide bureau. Someone up there might know.” Before I could even thank her, she transferred the call.

A gruff-sounding receptionist said, “Hank Sweeney? Yeah, he’s in Florida. I think it’s some town outside of West Palm.”

This, ladies and gentlemen, is what sometimes passes for investigative reporting, which is exponentially better than reporting about presidential stains on dresses. I thanked her and hung up.

Cops rarely—alright, never—list their telephone numbers, for all the obvious reasons. I wondered if retired cops were as private. So I was more than pleasantly surprised when I plugged his name into a phone database and retrieved one Henry Sweeney from Marshton, Florida, a town with the same area code as Palm Beach.

And here, my first key decision of the day. I decided I needed to see him, to look into his eyes as I asked him about John Cutter’s death. As a reporter, whenever you visit someone, as opposed to calling them, you make it harder for them to evade you. You’re standing right there in front of them, a live human being in need of information or a favor rather than just a distant voice on the phone. The actual brush-off requires more nerve and effort compared to simply hanging up the line. They have to ask you to leave their property or shut the door in your face—something that most people of even modest manners are not inclined to do, because such an act involves at least low level conflict. Humans are a breed that generally likes to please.

Decision number two: Though I was sitting with his phone number, I decided not to warn him of my arrival. Surprise, when used well, is an effective reportorial tool. If he knows I’m coming, he can think of a million reasons not to help me, then prepare and rehearse his evasive reply. If I just show up, there’s a reasonable likelihood of catching him off guard, such that he may blurt out something useful or simply provide me with what I need because he hasn’t had a chance to think of a reason he shouldn’t. Sounds simple, but you wouldn’t believe how many reporters don’t get it.

As my newspaper teetered on the precipice of a catastrophic sale, tomorrow I would be in Florida, knocking on the door of one Hank Sweeney, five years late, but God willing, not too late. Even if this was the wildest of goose chases, I would do this for Paul because, truth be known, I would do virtually anything for Paul.

 

The sun was setting and the harbor waters were making their nightly transition from blue to black as I grabbed my well-worn Spaulding basketball, headed up the rickety wooden docks and trotted across the gravel parking lot, Baker joyfully in tow.

I was wearing a pair of warm-up pants and an old sweatshirt on what had become our nightly routine—a walk along the waterfront to the North End, the city’s famous Italian enclave. There, we cut across Hanover Street, lined with bakeries, coffee shops and trattorias, and arrived in the yard of St. Mary’s, a tiny parochial school with an outdoor basketball court lit by two faint floodlights.

As I walked up to the foul line, Baker settled at half-court and directed his attention to a rawhide bone. My first shot clanked off the rim. Second shot: Swish. Third shot: Swish again. Not since high school in South Boston had I played competitively, and not since a year ago had I even picked up a ball. But a funny thing tends to happen on the way toward middle age: you reach out more, and you reach back, and here I was, night after night, not so much trying to reclaim a bit of my youth, but just trying to fend off the loneliness of mortality with the familiar comfort of ability. And in my day, pardon the braggadocio, I was more able with a basketball than most.

I moved over to the corner of the foul line and began pumping jumpshots, grabbing the rebound, dribbling out to the opposite corner and shooting again. It was an act of blessed simplicity, yet one with an almost endless possibility of either error or accomplishment. You set, bend your knees, jump, flick your wrist such that your shooting hand is parallel to the ground at follow-through, then you watch the ball float through the cool, dim evening air, either to rattle off the unforgiving rim or nestle into the inviting net. Fortunately the latter was more my destiny than the former, on the court and, if you don’t mind, in life.

Five, ten minutes later, my blood was pumping. Another ten minutes and I felt a nice warm sweat coating my cool forehead, then my lower back. The shots, for whatever it’s worth, were falling like snow on the Rocky Mountains.

Flynn fakes right, dribbles left, stops and shoots. Bang! Fans, he’s hit yet another J and the kid is on a capital-T tear.

Dribbling back to the top of the key, my mind invariably, inevitably wandered to my story on Governor Lance Randolph. What I had was compelling evidence that he had inflated his conviction rate from when he was the Suffolk County district attorney—an embellishment that helped him win his first gubernatorial campaign six years ago. He was, his campaign literature repeatedly proclaimed, the most successful prosecutor in Massachusetts, a no-nonsense, tough-on-crime, new-age Democrat uniquely able to lead the state through any stretch of unexpected tumult. Now I wasn’t so sure.

Of course, when I began reporting the story, I had no idea that Randolph would be nominated as the attorney general, which elevated it to national importance. We love collecting hides in this business, and I already have some impressive ones on the wall, but it would certainly be nice to add that of a presidential appointment.

Flynn steals the inbounds pass, stops and pops at the top of the key, and swish! Folks, the guy has taken this game into his own hands and it is truly a sight to behold!

The story was now important enough that I was willing to share—an unusual accommodation for me, considering I don’t usually like sharing so much as a thought. I had called friend and newsroom colleague Vinny Mongillo that afternoon with two requests: first, I wanted him to probe some of his many police sources for information about Randolph’s prosecutor days, and second, in complete confidence, could he please do what we in the news biz call a scrub of Terry Campbell. I didn’t tell him that Campbell might someday soon be our ultimate boss, but I would. I would.

Flynn brings the ball down court against double-team pressure, slides through two defenders, wheels into the middle and lofts a fifteen-footer toward the hoop. Bang! Ladies and gentlemen, with just two minutes remaining in a tie game, there are no words that can describe the magic going on right here on this court tonight!

I’ll admit, I never had the chance to get to know John Cutter particularly well, though I do know he was a great publisher, and while he was running the paper and Paul Ellis was next in line as the company president, they were an unbeatable team. His reputation—John’s—was that of a brilliant man with a dose of the family’s trademark paternalism, but also subject to bouts of occasional depression. Paul Ellis, a retired army general, arrived at his family’s paper to provide some balance and guidance to his older cousin. The two became famously close and John’s death hit Paul hard—so hard that he even offered John’s eldest son, Brent Cutter, the presidency of the company after his father’s death.

With just fifteen seconds left and the championship game still tied, Flynn is dribbling out the clock, weaving in and out of his hapless opponents who haven’t been able to stop him the last seven times down court. Eight seconds. Flynn fakes to the basket and pulls back. Six seconds. He dribbles around the top of the key. Four seconds. He jabs right, whirls left and launches an eighteen-footer. Bang! Ladies and gentlemen, Jack Flynn

of South Boston has hit a buzzer-beating jumpshot to win this epic game!

I turned around to see Baker standing at half-court, his blond fur uncharacteristically sticking straight up on his back, staring and growling at the dark shadows of the school. To put this into context, I’d heard him growl exactly once before in his life, when I brought home a blonde with a better-than-average chest who patted him—before he growled—with an outstretched arm, like some non-dog people do. “Is he friendly,” she asked, nervously.

“Not as friendly as me,” I replied. And at that exact moment, the dog growled and the relationship was effectively over. I told Baker he owed me the $184 I had just spent on dinner, but he didn’t seem to understand, or maybe he just didn’t care.

“What’s the matter, pal,” I asked as I, too, probed the shadows with my eyes. I saw nothing.

Baker looked at me as if I was some sort of gold-plated idiot, then looked back toward the redbrick building. I squinted and stared harder, making out a small alley between the brick school and the sandstone chapel. Baker inched toward the dark and I called out, “Who’s there?”

Silence, which is precisely what I wanted to hear. “Lie down, Baker,” I said. He ignored me, so I turned toward the basket and took another jumper, then another, missing them both. When I glanced back at Baker, he was still creeping toward the dark, growling harder now, his fur still on end. I was setting myself up to take a foul shot when a voice crashed through the lonely night air.

“Does he bite?”

Unfortunately, it wasn’t the blonde talking—the only thing I was sure of, because the voice was every bit a man’s. I whirled toward the shadows, but still didn’t see anyone. As I stared more intently, a figure emerged from the black into the hazy peripheral light, a large man wearing a baseball cap—the Detroit Tigers, as a matter of fact—slung low over his face.

“Sometimes,” I replied, my tone a mix of suspicion and curiosity. Baker continued to edge toward the man, who was now standing still. I called out, “Who are you?”

“Mike,” he replied. “My name’s Mike. Can you call the dog off, man?”

I ignored his request and said, “What are you doing here?”

“I hang out here,” he said, talking to me but staring at my dog. “Can you please call your dog off.”

Not in his canine lifetime had anyone been in such fear of old Baker, who usually greets strangers by rubbing himself against their legs or dropping his tennis ball at their feet in hopes of engaging them in a game of catch.

“What do you want?” I asked him. I was standing twenty feet away, holding the basketball against my hip. The man was standing helpless a few feet from the building. Baker was somewhere between us, fixed on this man named Mike, growling up a veritable storm.

“I want you to get your dog away. Then I wanted to know if you had any game in you.”

“You’re going to play in those?” I asked, incredulously. The man was wearing a pair of battered work boots. Baker inched closer still.

“C’mon, the dog, man. The dog.”

“Baker,” I said, not very sternly, or at least not sternly enough. “Come here.”

He ignored me, which didn’t particularly surprise or bother me.

The man’s face was dark, but I could vaguely see his eyes fixed on Baker’s, who was, in turn, fixed on his. Before I found myself in a lawsuit in this overly litigious society, I stepped toward my dog, grabbed his collar, and whispered soothingly, “Sit, pal. Time to sit down.” He did, but his eyes never left the intruder, or at least what we both suspected was an intruder.

“Thanks, man,” he said, sounding relieved. “You got a little one-on-one in you?”

The guy emerged fully into the faint floodlight. He was slightly taller than me, probably about six foot three. He had skin pocked by acne scars, brownish hair that fell from beneath his cap in greasy strings, and a tattoo on the right side of his neck that looked to be a bird, an eagle.

“A quick one,” I said.

He walked over to the side of the court and peeled off his denim jacket. He held his hands out for the ball, and when he got it, he dribbled twice, hard, and took a shot that slammed off the backboard and rim. Just from that one errant jumper, I knew he couldn’t play, first because he stared at the ball while he dribbled it, and then because he surged forward when he jumped. I decided to dispatch him quickly.

“Game to five,” I said, “winner’s out. You start.”

He took the ball, barreled toward the right and threw up a flailing layup that hit the backboard but never the rim. I rebounded it, cleared and tossed in a fifteen-foot jumper, nothing but net. One zip.

Next play, I faked right so hard that when I cut back left, he tripped over his own boots and sprawled across the pavement. I laid it in with ease. Two zip.

I stayed silent, mostly because I didn’t particularly want to antagonize a tattooed guy who appeared from the shadows of the night on a lonely basketball court. Mrs. Flynn didn’t raise any fools, and neither did I. Baker was usually a fine judge of character, and he didn’t appreciate our newfound company one little bit. As a matter of fact, he stood at half-court intently watching every move we made. Watch dog. I liked that.

Most opponents would have said good move after that last play, but ol’ Mike here didn’t say a word. So I took the ball, steamed left, flipped the ball around my back, pulled up in the middle of the key and buried a ten-foot jumper. Three zip. Need I say that the crowd, ladies and gentlemen, was going wild?

He handed me the ball in silence. Not much of a talker, Mike. I took it and raced left, stutter-stepped, and faked a baseline drive. He, of course, completely went for the fake, but when I reversed into the middle, he stuck his leg out and I sprawled across the court, the ball bouncing vacantly toward the shadows of the building. Rather than apologize or offer to help me up, he trotted after the ball.

“Foul,” I said when he got back. He gave me a disgusted look, then contemptuously bounced me the ball.

Just as I was about to dribble, a glint caught the corner of my eye, and I whirled around to my left to see that Baker had roamed from half-court to courtside, and was slowly walking toward me with a metal object in his mouth that was shimmering in the floodlight.

As he got closer, I saw what it was: a leather holster holding a silvery revolver, with the barrel sticking out of one side of his muzzle and the handle out of the other. Mike hadn’t noticed yet. Baker’s tail was wagging hard, like he was proud to show me what he had just found.

“Your gun loaded?” I asked, my voice low and even, not wanting to set off any panic.

He looked at Baker and saw what I was talking about. “Fucking dog.”

“Fuck you,” I said. “Tell me if the fucking gun is loaded, and tell me fast.”

Granted, it’s not normal for me, or for that matter, anyone I know, to threaten a stranger in the remote dark of lonely night, let alone a stranger who’s packing what appears to be a Colt .45, even if that Colt .45 happens to be temporarily in the custody of my dog. But the potential for harm to Baker overcame any fear, and I was about to put my fist through this guy’s greasy nose if I didn’t get an answer fast.

“It’s not.”

I knelt down and beckoned the dog to me. “Drop it, Baker,” I said, and he nuzzled against my knee, proudly looked at me and released the gun. “Good boy. Thank you.”

I had done a story on the gun industry once, and had learned how to load a weapon, so I checked and realized that Mike was, in fact, lying, and that this gun held a magazine clip filled with .45 caliber bullets.

I gingerly pulled it out and placed the magazine in my sweatpants pocket. I leaned down and picked up the basketball. I dropped the gun on the asphalt pavement, the clank echoing off the nearby brick of the schoolhouse.

“Game’s over,” I announced as I turned and walked away, Baker at my side.

It was about twenty strides to the gate that led to the side street that would bring me to safety, and each step felt like Neil Armstrong plodding across the moon, only I think Neil felt more secure up there in his spacesuit than I did in the North End of Boston in my sweatsuit.

I heard him say—or maybe it was spit—the word “asshole,” so I turned and looked back at him to make sure he wasn’t loading his weapon. It was then that he flashed me a look of hatred that I didn’t yet understand but wouldn’t soon forget.

When we hit the street, Baker and I broke out into a healthy jog. The problem was, we didn’t yet understand what we were running from.








Four

Monday, April 23




THERE WAS SOMETHING INTRINSICALLY nice about the roar of the jet engines, the clouds whisking past beneath us, the slight twitches of the plane as it sliced through the sunlit sky at breakneck speed with a precise destination in mind. Nicer still was my sense—right or wrong—that I was helping my newspaper and its founding family grab hold of its own destiny. When I am a reporter, asking questions, negotiating answers, probing lies and seeking truths, I am most at home with myself, even amid the most tumultuous times. Perhaps a psychotherapist would have a field day with that, but such was not my concern right now.

Time was. My flight was scheduled to be on the ground at ten A.M. I figured it would take about an hour to disembark, rent a car, and find the home of retired Boston homicide detective Hank Sweeney in a backwater town called Marshton. I was hoping to be back at the airport for a 1:20 P.M. flight back to Logan. Missing the plane meant missing hours of valuable reporting and writing time the next day on the Randolph story, not to mention being there to help Paul at his time of greatest need. It wasn’t an option.

By the way, I don’t know of a nice way to say this, so I’ll be direct: I hate Florida. Well, I don’t mean to say I hate Florida as in, I hate Florida. I actually like Florida from the perspective of another state, what with the Everglades and all those nice, active retirees and the weather that’s warm even when it’s cold enough in Boston to freeze a tennis ball inside a golden retriever’s mouth. I just hate what the state represents—the last stop before death, the constant sense of ailment, a place with so little history catering to people who have almost nothing but. Perhaps depressing is the right word.

But not today. Today it meant rejuvenation, action, and most important, today it might reveal answers to some pretty important questions. That, of course, all depended on Hank Sweeney, or perhaps my ability—never to be underestimated, mind you—to make Mr. Sweeney dependable.

The drive from the airport due west to Marshton in my standard-issue red Pontiac Grand-Am took me past the usual array of Taco Bells, Napa auto parts stores, trailer parks, and then there were the retirement communities with names like Sleepy Hollow and Shady Elms. They could have been cemeteries, these senior complexes, a thought that made me depressed all over again. I decided then that if I ever reached old age, I would retire to some temperate college town in Texas or California, wear nothing but plaid shirts and checked pants, and spend my dying days leering at young co-eds who would think me either cute or harmless—or on my best days, both.

I didn’t find the drive particularly interesting, but I wondered if the gentleman behind me did. I wondered that because he had been following me in a white Cavalier ever since I left the West Palm Beach airport. He’d drift back a few cars, then catch up, fall back, get close, just like in the occasional action movie. But to paraphrase Lloyd Bentsen, Jack Flynn, you’re no Bruce Willis.

I was cruising along a particularly desolate stretch of the divided road that ran ramrod straight due west from the airport when I first noticed the tail. According to Rand McNally, I was about fifteen miles outside of Marshton. I tried to think about what Bob Woodward might do in this situation. He’d probably tell his chauffeur to slow down, so I slowed down. I noticed in the rearview mirror that the Cavalier, directly behind me now, slowed down as well.

Next, Woodward would probably tell his driver to speed up, so I sped up, and sure enough, the Cavalier did as well. I slowed down, he slowed down. This was fun, as long as we remained in separate cars about thirty yards apart with no one-sided gunplay involved, which I couldn’t guarantee would be the case.

Truth is, the road out here was not what you’d call congested, which wasn’t good, because what I really wanted were people, under the theory that crimes were less likely to be committed in front of witnesses, mob hits in crowded steakhouses with names like Sparks being the obvious exception.

Looking back, not in my rearview mirror but in life, I can’t provide an adequate explanation for my actions of the next few minutes, though an offer of temporary insanity might well fit the bill. It wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever done, but hell, neither was going into the newspaper biz, what with the chronically low pay, the long hours, the high divorce rates, the lack of public esteem. But sometimes you follow your gut or your heart and you do these things anyway. And sometimes, goddammit, things turn out all right.

So I pulled off the road, right there on Highway 201 in Florida. I pulled off the road into the parking lot of one of those combination gas station and convenience marts, called, I think ConvenienceMart. Look, when you’re in the American energy business, with the laws of supply and demand generally on your side, creativity doesn’t have to be a strong suit. The white Cavalier pulled in as well and parked a few spaces away.

I sat in my car pretending to talk on my cellular phone. The other driver, in a baseball cap and a pair of clunky seventies-style sunglasses, got out of his car and walked up to a payphone. Sitting there, I had one overriding question: Who the hell uses a payphone anymore? Maybe I’d get the chance to ask him.

I started my ignition and he casually but quickly hung up the phone and walked back to his car. He was a lanky guy in an old tee shirt and jeans, youngish, with a hauntingly familiar look to him, but I couldn’t place it. So I got out of my car, walked up to his and rapped on his window. Because of the sunglasses, I couldn’t tell how surprised he was, or whether he was even surprised at all.

He rolled down his window and didn’t say anything. I mean, come on. You’d think he’d just say “Hello,” or “What can I do for you?”

So I asked, “You by any chance have change for a dollar for the phone?”

He replied, “Nope.”

The voice was familiar as well, a little bit gravelly with what seemed to be a thick Boston accent, and I don’t mean Brahmin. I said, “I can’t help but notice that you’ve been following me since we left the airport. I hope you don’t take offense if I ask you why?” I smiled at him for effect, though what effect I was going for, I’m not really sure.

“Fuck off.”

Certainly not that effect. I said, “Well, have a nice day.” And I walked off.

As I did, I heard his car door open behind me, and I turned and saw him striding in my direction at considerable speed. I probably should have broken for my car and tried to get away. Instead, I turned fully around and faced him.

“You want something?” I asked. I think I knew the answer already, but as my second grade teacher used to say, there’s no such thing as a stupid question, though this one may have been.

I might add here that the parking lot was otherwise empty but for the two of us, and though I’m sure there was someone working in the ConvenienceMart, I had yet to see any sign of them. That’s a longer than needed way of saying that out here in the Godforsaken parking lot of a seemingly barren gas station off a deserted stretch of Florida highway, I felt very much alone.

When he was within a couple of feet of me, he pulled a handgun out from behind his back and said, “Don’t try anything stupid. Turn around and walk to the side of the building.”

I did, or I started to anyway, but after I took about my third step, I faked right, like I was driving to the basket, and instead turned around in a swift, single motion to plow my fist into his nose. Mind you, they don’t teach you these moves at the Columbia Journalism School, but more than ever, I was starting to think they should.

When I turned, it was a blur of black and pink. I saw the gun, and somewhere beyond the gun, I saw a look of shock in his eyes, and I was so close to him I saw the pockmarks in his cheeks. Before I saw his nose, I felt it on the outer edge of my fist, a perfect shot, evidenced by the explosion of blood that spattered all over his face and my wrist.

“You fucking cocksucker.”

That’s him, not me. He was doubled over in agony, so I took the opportunity to kick him so hard in the face that I heard him wail as he fell backward. Yet somehow he still held onto the damned gun, and writhing in pain on the ground, I saw him take aim at me and prepare to pull the trigger.

So I bolted, not toward my car, because had I gone that way I would have been fully exposed for several long strides and given him a decent shot at me. Instead I raced two steps around the corner of the building, out of his line of fire, and galloped toward the back, where there happened to be nothing more than that previously referenced marsh.

I was about to become a victim of too much open space—thank you, Sierra Club. I hesitated, then decided I had no choice but to plunge into the swamp and take refuge behind some of the brush that stuck out of the water like strands of wispy hair on the head of a nearly bald man. So I did, I did. God only knows what lived under the surface. In fact, I think I did too—poisonous snakes that would snack on my legs, exotic eels that would slither into my pants and do unspeakable things to my favorite parts, slugs that would cover all my lower extremities.

As I waded deeper, heading toward a clump of green, I heard him stagger around the corner. He still had blood gushing from his nose, across his mouth and over his chin. He was a mess, but an armed mess. I saw him take aim again from the shore, so I dove under the cappuccino-colored water. When I came up, I saw him wading in after me.

He stopped and fired from about twenty feet away. I dove back under the water, popped up just long enough to grab another mouthful of air, and dove again. From beneath the surface, I could hear the pop of gunfire, but didn’t know how close it was.

I did know this: the shoulder-deep water was warm to the point of nearly being hot, rancid, filled with floating sticks and particles and leaves and other things I still don’t have the stomach to explain.

Then I had an idea. I surfaced, took measure of precisely where the gunman was, and dove back under. I did the chest stroke slowly in his direction, moving my arms firmly but gently so as not to cause any surface waves. I couldn’t see more than a foot in front of me as I kept pushing myself onward.

Finally, as I felt the last of the fresh air leaving my lungs, I also felt my hand graze a solid object. It was either the gunman or a tree, but I had no choice but to come up. So I thrust myself above water, saw I was right beside the guy, and slammed my left fist fully into his surprised face. I watched the gun flip through the air and splash through the skin of the swamp as his legs crumbled and he went under the surface himself.

But give him credit for resilience. From the murky depths, he grabbed my ankle and brought me down, then held me there as I flailed with my arms and legs. I must have been making reasonable contact, because he eventually let me go, and when I pushed my way up, I saw him splash toward the shore, then amble back around the building. I gave a halfhearted chase, but by the time the parking lot came into view, he was pulling out onto the highway, gone.

I limped over to my car. My hair was dripping filthy water down onto my drenched clothes. I was covered in dirt and twigs and slime, and smelled like a Delhi sewer rat on the hottest day of an Indian summer. That’s when my cell phone rang. It had been sitting there on the passenger seat of my car, and it rang like there shouldn’t be a worry in my little world, like I should just be able to pick it up and say, “Yeah, yeah, this is Jack. Hey, good to hear from you, thanks an awful lot for calling.”

So I answered it and heard the sonorous voice of Robert Fitzgerald of The Boston Record, casually asking where I was and what I was doing.

When I tried to speak, to imbue him in some way with the life-and-death adventure I had just survived, my voice was surprisingly weak. So I said, “Hey, Robert, do you mind if I call you back in about ten minutes?”

“Of course not,” he said. “You sound strange. Everything all right?”

“Fine,” I said. “Right now, I’m just really swamped.”







Five



I BEGAN THIS TRIP believing I was doing little more than a favor for Paul Ellis, conducting a process of elimination, the goal here being to eliminate his suspicion of foul play. Oh, it was a process of elimination all right, only someone was trying to eliminate me. I suddenly realized I was on a life-or-death mission in search of an unknown truth.

I pulled into Marshton without the white Cavalier anywhere in sight. I jumped off the highway onto Waterview Boulevard, though the only water to view seemed to be that damned swamp on one side of the divided road. I guess you have to credit the prescient town fathers for not calling their home Swampton. A mile or so down the road, just as my MapQuest directions said I would, I arrived at a complex called Serenity Heights.

Once there, I pulled into a community of tiny, cookie-cutter houses that sat on minuscule lots tight to the street. It was, in its defense, immaculate. You could eat stewed prunes right out of the gutters—not that you’d want to, but like I said, you could.

I took a left on Pleasant Street, went through the intersection with Hereafter Boulevard—just kidding—and turned right on Tranquility Road, where I found Sweeney’s house, which was just like every other house—nondescript, shaped like a box, and small. The Buick Park Avenue sitting under the carport told me he was home, or at least somebody was.

I looked at myself in the rearview mirror and saw that my hair, mostly dry, was stiff and rigid from the swamp. My face was streaked with caked crud, as if I had just been thrown out of a spa in the middle of a mud wrap because the receptionist realized I wouldn’t be able to pay. My clothes, still damp, carried the odor of a men’s room at Fenway Park toward the end of an extra innings game. It would be nothing short of a miracle if I could convince Hank Sweeney that, (a) I wasn’t a vagrant seeking a handout, and (b) he should talk to me. In my present condition, I don’t think Oscar Madison would invite me inside.

Here’s what I know about homicide detectives: They spend their lives on the edge of the darkest abyss. They tiptoe across the spattered blood of freshly killed babies, kneel beside the mutilated corpses of beautiful young women, engage in idle chitchat with suspects who have inexplicably strangled the life out of the only person they may ever love. The good ones go home and coach Little League games and attend PTA meetings between telephone calls summoning them to yet another scene of still another horrific crime. The bad ones sit back night after night with a bottle of whiskey or a 12-pack of cheap beer getting shamelessly, stupidly drunk.

The best of them are the most creative members of a profession better known for regulation than invention. They can save lives and change worlds by the discovery of a single strand of hair, a microscopic fiber, or a cigarette butt discarded in a nearby sewer. They see a room forever marked by death and imagine the last pitiful moments of life. They look at a suspect, perhaps a suburban high school kid or an otherwise successful husband, and slowly, methodically, deconstruct the boundaries separating good and evil and imagine just how far over the division this creature might have passed—and what sent him over the line.
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