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As always, for Joan.
And this one’s for Lou Zambello.
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IT WAS SPRING. The vernal equinox had done whatever it was it did, and the late March air drifting in through the open window in my office was soft even though it wasn’t really warm yet. Spring training was under way in full tiresomeness, and opening day was two weeks off.

I was drinking coffee and studying a new comic strip called Frazz to see if there were any existential implications that I might be missing, when Quirk came in and went to the coffeepot, poured himself a cup, added sugar and condensed milk, and took a seat opposite my desk.

“Care for coffee?” I said.

“Got some,” Quirk said. “Nice of you to ask.”

“You ever read Frazz?” I said.

“What the fuck is Frazz,” Quirk said.

He was as big as I was, which is biggish, and always dressed well. Today he had on a chestnut-colored Harris tweed jacket. His hands were thick, and there was in his eyes a look of implacable resolution that made most people careful with him.

“A comic strip in the Globe,” I said. “It’s new.”

“I’m a grown man,” Quirk said.

“And a police captain,” I said.

“Exactly,” Quirk said. “I don’t read comic strips.”

“I withdraw the question,” I said.

Quirk nodded.

“I need something,” he said.

“Everyone says so.”

He ignored me. Quirk ignored a lot. He wasn’t being impolite. He was merely focused, and I had known for years that he cared very little what other people thought.

“You know about Jumbo Nelson?”

“The actor,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Here shooting a movie,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“You guys think he murdered a young woman,” I said.

“He’s a person of interest,” Quirk said.

I looked at him. I’d known him a long time.

“And?” I said.

“Lemme fill you in,” Quirk said.

I got up and poured myself more coffee, and warmed Quirk’s up. Then I put the pot on the burner, sat down in my chair, and leaned back with my feet up.

“Do,” I said.

“Real name’s Jeremy Franklin Nelson,” Quirk said. “Ever seen him?”

“Seen his photograph,” I said. “Never seen a movie.”

“Photo’s enough,” Quirk said. “You can see where the nickname came from.”

“I can,” I said.

“He’s in town,” Quirk said, “shooting a movie. Which you know.”

“As yet untitled,” I said.

“Frazz tell you that?” Quirk said.

“I’m adventurous,” I said. “Sometimes I read other stuff.”

“Fucking media’s treating this like it was the Lindbergh kidnapping.”

“Lotta media to fill,” I said.

“Too much,” Quirk said. “Always was. Anyway, Jumbo is in town, travels with a bodyguard, an Indian.”

“A Native American?”

Quirk nodded.

“Like I said.”

“Could be an India Indian,” I said.

“This guy’s American Indian,” Quirk said. “Wait’ll you get a load of him.”

“Dangerous?” I said.

“I dunno,” Quirk said. “Looks good.”

“Bodyguard involved?” I said.

“In the crime? Not that I know of,” Quirk said.

“Press tells me that Jumbo raped and murdered a young woman and should be beheaded at once.”

“Yeah,” Quirk said. “That’s what they tell me, too. What everybody tells me.”

“You have doubts?”

Quirk shrugged.

“Here’s what I know,” he said. “Girl’s name is Dawn Lopata, twenty years old, graduated last year from Bunker Hill Community College, was not employed.”

Quirk sipped some coffee.

“More sugar,” he said.

He went to the coffeemaker on the file cabinet and got some, and stirred it in, and sat back down. He took another sip and nodded.

“She’s watching them shoot a scene outdoors on the Common, near Park Street Station, and Jumbo spots her. He sends a production assistant over to invite her to have lunch with him in the commissary. She’s thrilled.”

“As I would be,” I said.

“Yeah,” Quirk said. “Me too. So she has lunch with all the stars and the movie crew, and Jumbo gets her phone number and says maybe they can get together later, and she says oh-wow-yes.”

“Do you know she said that?”

“The oh-wow-yes?” Quirk said. “No. So he calls her that night and she goes over to his hotel. They drink some champagne. They do some lines. They have sex. When they get through, they get dressed. Jumbo excuses himself for a moment while he goes to the bathroom. And while he’s gone she lies back down on the bed and dies.”

“I was having sex with Jumbo Nelson,” I said, “I might consider it myself.”

“It was after,” Quirk said.

“Maybe she died of shame,” I said.

“There was considerable bruising around the vaginal area,” Quirk said.

“Suggesting an, ah, accessory object?”

“ME isn’t sure,” Quirk said. “Maybe Jumbo really is jumbo.”

“Cause of death?” I said.

“ME thinks it’s asphyxiation,” Quirk said. “They found some ligature marks on her neck. But they don’t seem entirely comfortable with how they got there.”

“They’re not sure?” I said.

“No.”

“Aren’t they supposed to be sure?” I said.

“For crissake,” Quirk said. “One case I had, they lost the fucking body.”

“That would be disheartening,” I said.

“Was,” Quirk said. “Also, when they’re not sure, it gives a lot of space for rumors.”

“I heard one report that the accessory object was the neck of a champagne bottle and it broke inside her and she bled to death.”

Quirk shook his head.

“I know,” Quirk said. “No evidence of it.”

“I don’t think the Internet requires evidence.”

“Or knows how to get it,” Quirk said.

“How ’bout Jumbo?” I said.

“Says he doesn’t know what happened. Admits he was whacked on coke and booze. He says he left her alone and when he came back in the bedroom, he notices she’s not responsive. Tries to wake her up. Can’t. And calls nine-one-one.”

“He’d been on top of her?” I said.

“Apparently,” Quirk said. “At some point.”

“Jesus,” I said.

“I know, and we’ve thought about that.”

“How much does he weigh?” I said.

“Don’t know,” Quirk said. “I’d say three-fifty to four hundred. He claims he doesn’t know, either.”

“What kind of guy is he?” I said.

“Awful,” Quirk said. “Food, booze, dope, sex. Never saw a girl too young. Or a guy.”

“Long as it’s alive?” I said.

“I don’t know if he requires that,” Quirk said.

“But a nice guy aside from his hobbies,” I said.

“Loud, arrogant, stupid, foulmouthed,” Quirk said.

“You think he’s foulmouthed?”

“Fucking A,” Quirk said.
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SPRING WAS STILL drifting in.

“Everybody likes him for it,” Quirk said. “Us, the studio, people on the crew, everybody. Girl’s parents.”

“You like him for it?” I said.

“Governor likes him for it. Mayor likes him for it. Commissioner loves him. Command staff loves him more. Senate president. House speaker. Both newspapers. Everybody on TV. Every fucking cyberspace moron who can type,” Quirk said.

“You?” I said.

“I don’t think he murdered her,” Quirk said. “Or if he did, we don’t have enough hard evidence to say it. We’re guessing.”

“And everybody wants it to go away and take him with it,” I said.

“They do,” Quirk said. “He was probably with her when she died, and what they were doing may have killed her, I don’t know. But I don’t think you can convict a guy of murder on what we’ve got, and I’m afraid we might.”

“The fact that he’s a creep helps move it along,” I said.

“It’s not illegal to be a pain in the ass,” Quirk said. “It was, you and me probably be doing time.”

“Maybe you,” I said. “Whaddya need from me?”

“I want you to look into it,” Quirk said.

“Because you can’t?”

“Correct,” Quirk said.

“Anybody gonna pay me?” I said.

“The movie studio has hired Rita Fiore to represent Jumbo,” Quirk said. “I’ve talked to her. She says Cone, Oakes will hire you to investigate.”

“And bill the studio,” I said.

“Be my guess,” Quirk said.

“What makes you think he didn’t commit first-degree murder?” I said.

“Maybe he did,” Quirk said. “And if he did, we’ll try to prove it. But right now I think he’s being railroaded, and I can’t stop it and stay a cop.”

“What if I find out that he’s guilty as charged?”

“Tell me,” Quirk said. “I’ll be thrilled. You want to look at our notes, so far?”

“I like to start fresh,” I said. “I think better if I’m in the process.”

“Yeah,” Quirk said. “I know.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay you’ll take the job?”

“Yep.”

“Just like that?” Quirk said.

“Yep,” I said.

“You might start out by talking to Rita Fiore,” Quirk said.

“You might start out by not telling me what to do,” I said.

“Okay,” Quirk said. “What are you gonna do?”

“I’m gonna talk to Rita Fiore,” I said.

“Good idea,” Quirk said.

He almost smiled.
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PEARL SCRATCHED at the bedroom door.

Susan got out of bed naked and let Pearl in, then came back and got into bed too late to keep Pearl from getting between us. Susan tried to pull the covers up, but Pearl was in the way.

“You cold?” I said.

“I don’t like to lie around naked,” Susan said.

“I’ve seen you naked five thousand times,” I said.

“That’s not the point,” she said.

She was trying to get the covers out from under Pearl so that she could pull them over herself.

“What is the point?”

“Lying around naked is wanton,” she said.

“And that’s a bad thing?” I said.

“You keep peeking at me,” Susan said.

“I don’t peek,” I said. “I stare.”

Pearl moved around vigorously for a moment until she was entirely comfortable, and put her head down in a position that allowed her to look at both of us.

Susan looked at her alarm clock.

“It’s ten o’clock in the morning,” she said.

“On a Saturday,” I said.

“And we’ve already had sex,” she said.

“Nice start to the weekend,” I said.

“And we’ll probably have sex again before the weekend is over,” she said.

“If we can shake Pearl,” I said.

“We’re grown people,” she said.

“I know,” I said.

“Don’t you think we’re oversexed?”

“You’re the shrink,” I said. “You tell me.”

“Yes,” she said. “I believe we are.”

“What should we do about it?” I said.

“Encourage the pathology,” Susan said, and smiled her rebel-angel smile at me.

We were quiet. The sun wasn’t high enough yet to shine into Susan’s bedroom window, which faced west. But the light outside the window was bright.

“Quirk wants you to help him with that Jumbo Whosis murder,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“He thinks Jumbo might be getting railroaded,” I said.

“Can’t he stop that himself?”

“No,” I said.

“He’s in charge of the investigation, isn’t he?”

“Officially,” I said. “But there are a number of people in charge of him.”

“Such as?”

“Senior command staff. Commissioner. Mayor, governor… and such. All of them pressured by the media.”

“It’s why you quit being a cop,” she said.

“Some of it,” I said. “But to be fair, I don’t know that there is an organizational structure into which I would comfortably fit.”

“Nothing bigger than you and me,” Susan said. “Could he quit?”

“Quirk?” I said. “Quirk is a combination of two things. He’s married and has kids. That’s one thing. And he’s a cop. That’s the other thing. Without those, he ceases to be Quirk.”

“Love and work,” Susan said.

“Same as we are,” I said.

“And he cares about the law,” Susan said.

“He has to,” I said.

“Yes,” Susan said. “Doing what he does. Defining himself as he must.”

“Quirk has killed people,” I said. “Lot of cops never draw a weapon their whole career. Quirk has. And even if he hadn’t, his business is forcing people, and preventing people, and incarcerating people.”

“Without rules, the responsibility would be daunting.”

“It’s daunting anyway,” I said. “But without rules, for a guy like Quirk, it would be impossible.”

“And the law provides the rules for him,” Susan said.

“Yes,” I said.

I could hear a couple of mourning doves in Susan’s backyard. They sounded like contentment. Pearl raised her head for a moment and stiffened her ears and listened. Then she decided they were inaccessible. Her ears relaxed and she put her head back down.

“How about you?” Susan said.

“You’re the rule,” I said.

“Surely there are some besides me,” she said. “Some principles other than my well-being.”

“Depends, I guess, on how you think about it,” I said. “I know that I would sacrifice any principle for you. And I know I would not sacrifice you for anything.”

“I understand that,” Susan said.

I could see a couple of treetops outside the bedroom window. They were still in winter. No buds yet. But the light had become even brighter, and it was windless, and the mourning doves continued hoo-hooing.

“I’m a simple tool,” I said. “I know what I like and what I don’t like, and what I’m willing to do and what I’m not, and I try to be guided by that.”

“And you do this difficult, sometimes dangerous, thing that you do because?”

We’d had this talk before, and never quite got the question answered. Pearl made a snuffy sound and got herself a little more comfortable at our expense.

“Because I can, I guess. Because I’m good at it.”

“And because you want to see things come out right,” Susan said.

“Yes,” I said. “That, too.”

“I’m much the same,” Susan said.

“I know,” I said.
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ON MONDAY MORNING, Susan and I had some cheese and fruit and hot biscuits made by me before she went downstairs to shrink heads. I cleaned up the dishes, shaved, showered, and, dressed to at least the sevens, went downtown to see Rita Fiore.

I always enjoyed seeing Rita. I’d known her since she was a prosecutor in Norfolk County, and we had stayed in contact while she moved into the private practice of criminal law, and rose to a partnership in Cone, Oakes, and Baldwin. Plus, she was hot for me, and I like that in a woman.

Cone, Oakes had fifteen floors on top of a high-rise with a view of the harbor and the ocean beyond. Rita was on the top floor.

“Wow,” I said when I sat down. “On a slow day you can sit and watch the planes fly in and out of Logan.”

“My days aren’t usually that slow,” Rita said. “I understand you’re working for me.”

“I prefer to think of it as ‘working with,’” I said.

“I’m sure you do,” Rita said. “On the other hand, your pay comes through my account.”

I said, “Yes, boss.”

“Actually,” Rita said, “I’m very glad you’re aboard.”

“Because I am a crackerjack detective,” I said.

“That,” Rita said, “and it gives me time to pursue my seduction.”

“How’s that worked out for you in the past?” I said.

“Not as well as I’d hoped,” Rita said.

“If it’s any consolation,” I said, “I enjoy the attempt.”

Rita shifted in her chair and crossed her legs in case I wanted to admire them. Which I did, in a sort of abstract way.

“If it’s any consolation to you, you’re not the only one I’m attempting,” she said.

“I suspected that,” I said.

“Susan’s well?” Rita said.

“Susan is perfect,” I said.

“Probably not,” Rita said. “But I find it lovely that you think so.”

“Tell me about Jumbo Nelson,” I said.

“It’s going to be a bitch,” Rita said. “He’s a perfect pig of a man, and everybody hates him, including me.”

“You think he’s guilty?”

“He’s guilty of a lot,” Rita said. “And he is such a degenerate that it’s tempting to let him take the fall for this…. Plus, have you seen any of his movies?”

“No. You think he killed her with malice aforethought?”

“I don’t know,” Rita said. “I do know that it’s not clear that he did. And I do know that he has the right to the best defense available. Which is me.”

“He’s not been charged,” I said.

“No,” Rita said. “He remains a person of interest, but he’s not been arrested. Some of the ADAs probably know the case isn’t a lock. The way Quirk does.”

“You think he will be arrested?”

“Probably,” Rita said. “I think the pressure will be too much, and they’ll cave.”

“So you have any specific assignments for me?” I said.

“I suspect you know what to do. We’ll need all we can know about the girl.”

“Dawn Lopata,” I said.

“Yes.”

“So you’ll be able to impugn her reputation if you need to.”

“If we need to,” Rita said. “Also, we need to know all we can about Jumbo Nelson.”

“So you can counter the prosecution if they impugn Jumbo’s reputation,” I said.

“It’s how these things sometimes work,” Rita said. “But I’ll bet you have found that the more you know about the principals in the case, the better able you are to work the case?”

“I have found that,” I said.

“Beyond that,” Rita said. “I suggest you use your intelligence, guided by experience.”

“Lucky I have a lot of experience,” I said.

“You’re too modest,” Rita said.

“I know,” I said.
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THE LOPATA FAMILY lived in Smithfield, twelve miles north of Boston. Susan had once lived there a long time ago, when she was a guidance counselor at the junior high school, before Harvard and all that followed, so I knew my way around better than I sometimes did in the suburbs. Or wanted to.

As I drove through town, I was reminded once again of why Susan left. If you Googled “bedroom community,” there’d be a link to Smithfield. It was a Saturday morning in spring, and nothing was happening. There were no kids in the school yard throwing the ball around. There was no one shopping, maybe because there was no place to shop. No dogs were racing about, no Frisbees were being thrown, no bicycles were being pedaled. The town common, which was the only evidence of New England in Smithfield, was deserted. There weren’t even any kids sitting on the wall across from the meetinghouse, smoking weed.

The Lopata home was a big style-free house in a pretentious development called Royal Acres, where there was one house to an acre, and, I suspected, no one knew anyone else. I parked on the empty street and walked up the curving brick walk to the front door. There was too little landscaping and too much house, and the recently wintered lawn stretched emptily to the next house, and the next, and the next … big ugly house on the prairie.

I rang the bell.

The woman who answered was wearing cropped pants and a tight top with longish sleeves pushed up on her forearms. She had a very big engagement ring, a smoker’s thin face, and the blondest hair I had ever seen.

“Mrs. Lopata?” I said.

“Yeah,” she said. “You the guy that called?”

“Spenser,” I said.

I gave her my card.

“I’m an investigator for Cone, Oakes, and Baldwin.”

“You’re on their side,” she said.

“Probably too early,” I said, “for us and them. Mostly I’m just trying to establish what happened.”

“We already got that established,” she said. “The fat pervert killed my daughter.”

I nodded.

“May I come in?” I said.

She shrugged.

“May as well,” she said. “Better to our face than snooping around behind our back.”

I smiled. These were, after all, bereaved parents.

“I may do some of that, too,” I said.

She nodded absently and led me into the living room, and sat me in a brand-new flowered armchair. The room was as intimate as an operating room but not as welcoming.

She went to the living room door and yelled up the front stairs.

“Tommy, there’s some kind of cop here.”

“Okay.”

I waited. She waited. And down the stairs he came. Pink Lacoste shirt, tan Dockers, dark brown Sperry Top-Siders.

“Spenser,” he said. “Right?”

I stood.

“Right,” I said.

“Memory’s still hitting on all eight,” he said. “Tommy Lopata.”

We shook hands and sat down.

“I’m in insurance,” he said. “My business to remember names.”

“Own business?” I said. “Or you work for somebody.”

“Independent broker,” he said. “Lopata Insurance, in Malden Square.”

He took a business card from a cut-glass holder on a coffee table in front of the couch and handed it to me.

“Take care of any insurance needs you got,” he said. “Casualty, health, life, annuities, anything you need.”

I took the card and tucked it into my shirt pocket.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Buffy,” he said. “How about making us some coffee?”

“Not if you’re gonna drink it in here,” Mrs. Lopata said. “I’m not having coffee stains on my good furniture.”

“Jesus Christ, Buf,” Lopata said.

“You know my rules,” she said.

“I’m already over-coffeed,” I said. “Thanks anyway.”

She paid no attention to me while she lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply before she let the smoke ease out, as if she regretted letting it go.

“We are going to take that fat pervert for every goddamned penny he has in the world,” she said.

I nodded.

“Did Dawn have any previous relationship with Mr. Nelson?” I said. “Before the night she died.”

“Are you kidding?” Mrs. Lopata said. “You think I’d permit my daughter to go out with a sick tub of lard like him?”

“None that we knew of,” Mr. Lopata said.

“But she went with him willingly enough that night,” I said.

“Well,” Mr. Lopata said. “You know, young girls, and a big movie star…”

“Besides which,” Mrs
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