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Downstream



“Big Ed” Masterson shoved off from the Cambridge Boat Club dock and just sat there for a second, gazing at the half-lit sky and the still waters of the Charles. It was going to be a perfect day, one of those rare October mornings when there was a slight chill in the air, soon remedied by several minutes of hard rowing. He took a few strokes, first with his arms and back, and then with the accompaniment of his sizable legs. He loved sculling, because it utilized every piece of his 6'5" body, which often seemed awkward and clumsy on dry land but never so on water.

He’d barely made it to the Eliot Bridge when he heard the unmistakable thunk of something hitting the bow of his hand-built wooden single, crafted by the Australian boatwright Grahame King. He stopped abruptly and gazed down into the dark water. It was barely dawn, a few days after the Head of the Charles Regatta, and there was still a lot of debris strewn about the surface of the water from weekend revelers. The annual rowing competition in Boston was like a huge tailgate party for those involved with the sport, and hundreds of spectators lined the banks of the river to watch the endless parade of boats go by.

It took his 55-year-old, sun-stricken eyes a few moments to finally spot the blue Igloo cooler, floating just below the surface. He swore briefly as he fished it out of the water and then heaved it toward the Cambridge shore with one arm, where it landed with a dull thud in front of the VFW post, just upstream of the bridge. Then he wiped his hands on his cotton T-shirt and started rowing again.

Rowing was his primary obsession in life, and he was compulsive about it. Anything that got in the way of his daily rendezvous with the river bothered him, perhaps more than it should have. And now in Masterson’s mind, a full minute of water time had already been wasted. More important than that, one piece of trash meant that there was probably going to be others. Suddenly, his sacred morning row had been defiled, and he had to stop himself from descending into a bad mood. Shake it off, he told himself, gripping his oars tighter. A hard row could still fix everything. But if anything or anyone else got in his way, he would curse at them too—man, woman, or child. He didn’t care, although he probably should have, for he had coached at Harvard University long enough that his name was forever connected to that institution, and would reflect poorly on it, even though he was no longer working there.

“Okay, okay,” he whispered out loud.

He took several more strokes to get clear of the Eliot Bridge, then spun his boat around and headed downstream toward the starting line of the world-famous regatta. His plan was to do a practice piece for time over the 3.1-mile course, just to see if he could better the time he’d done a few days ago, when another competitor had unfortunately cut him off during the race, slowing him down and ruining his chances of winning. Pulling hard on port, he drew his boat around the sharp turn, hugging the Boston shore, where he spotted a few summer drifters sleeping along the wooded bank. Soon it would be too cold for them to stay outdoors, sleeping bags or not. Briefly, he wondered where they might go—Florida, perhaps, or maybe Mexico. In his youth, Masterson had favored a more nomadic lifestyle, and a part of him still missed it, settled now in Boston with the Charles River as his primary connection to nature.

As the Eliot Bridge disappeared from his view, he briefly tried to imagine what the river had been like over a 100 years ago, based on some images from a book he’d been reading about the history of the bucolic waterway. The old black-and-white photographs depicted a radically different body of water than the one that he currently rowed on. It was hard to believe that the lower stretch of nearly still water, now adorned with architecturally wrought bridges and green parklands, had once been a sewage-filled tidal concourse, rising and falling over nine feet before it emptied into Boston Harbor.

As Masterson headed further downstream, he noticed that the water table was high enough now that some water would soon have to be released from the dam downstream, behind the Museum of Science. The dam not only kept the river levels in check but also helped control the overall water quality of the Charles, preventing seawater from entering. Boats could still come and go, of course, and once while he was coaching at Harvard, Masterson had taken a crew all the way out into the harbor on a 20-mile excursion that roughly followed the route of a ferry service the university had run long ago. There was a fish ladder, too, which let migrating species enter the river and swim upstream to spawn. In late spring, the rocky shallows along the edges of the Charles would be boiling with hundreds of blue-backed herring and alewives.

Passing by Newell, the Harvard University men’s boathouse, he felt the sun settle onto his back, keeping his sweat from cooling. Then he noticed a couple of freshman crews putting their boats in the water.

“Bastards,” he muttered, under his breath.

Until a few years ago, it had been his job to coach the Harvard fourth and fifth boat heavyweight crews, under the watchful eye of head coach Harry Parker. At first, things had gone quite well, and Masterson’s rough-around-the-edges, Philadelphia style of coaching had worked in perfect complement to Parker’s laconic, patrician delivery. Eventually, however, Parker had let Masterson go after several seasons of mixed results, culminating in a screaming match with a freshman coxswain named Finley Sparks.

Sparks was a legacy recruit, the son of a famous Harvard oarsman named Sheldon Sparks, and he had come to the university with a chip on his shoulder and a need to prove his superior intellect. He did this primarily by mocking everything and everyone, including coach Masterson and his blue-collar background. In Masterson’s mind, Sparks was just a little guy with a big mouth. One day on the water, he told him so, along with a few other choice comments. Masterson had been dismissed, while Sparks had gone on to graduate and then make millions from a video game app he created during his senior year.

Masterson didn’t care to dwell on that experience right now, so he picked up speed and passed skillfully under Anderson Bridge, which connected Harvard to its football stadium, trying to row away from the view and all the memories associated with it. He didn’t really blame anyone but himself, but the problem with rowing was that you always looked backward. You couldn’t help but regret all the bad strokes you had taken, and the poor steering that came from being blind to what lay ahead.

Because of his dismissal from Harvard, Masterson had initially been denied membership by every private rowing club on the Charles River, even CRI, the community boating facility which was supposedly open to all. For a while he just kept his boat on top of his pickup truck and drove up to Watertown every morning to launch from the public dock there. Pissed off, he had a T-shirt printed up by a friend of his in Harvard Square that said SYRC with crossed oars on the front and “Screw You Rowing Club” on the back. He still wore the T-shirt, even after a few of his buddies finally got him into the Cambridge Boat Club, vouching for his character and denying the rumors that he was an irascible cuss from Philly who couldn’t keep his mouth shut whenever he got mad.

In figure and form, Ed Masterson looked a little like Jack Kelly Sr., the famous Philadelphia sculler whose bronze statue still guarded the banks of the Schuylkill River. He had overly long legs and arms, a decent physique, and a devilish way of toying with his rivals. The latter technique he had learned from Parker, his former boss, who always got even if someone beat him. Out on the river, this trait played out in various ways. Masterson would often slow down if another sculler was trailing him, letting the man or woman catch up a bit and even start to pass him, then he would take ten hard strokes and slip away. He would then slow down again, giving the other sculler false encouragement, and the cat-and-mouse game would be repeated for as long as possible. Older scullers on the Charles knew enough not to get caught up in it, but there were plenty of young ones still left to torture, scattered about the Charles River like bits of flotsam and jetsam.

A tin can hit his bow, and he swore again.

* * * * *

Masterson took 10 hard strokes and then 10 easy, then 20 on and 20 off. The heart rate monitor that was cinched around his chest beeped rapidly and then settled down again as he went through this cyclical warm up. It steadily tracked higher with the longer duration of hard strokes—150, 160, 170, 180. He kept a watchful eye on it; he had to be careful these days.

Last spring, he’d had a big scare out on the river when his heart suddenly started racing out of control, upwards of 220 beats a minute. He stopped rowing, shaken, and then spent several minutes in a fetal position, trying not to capsize, as he hunched over his oars and let his boat drift aimlessly downstream. He had no idea what was happening, but it felt like a panic attack. When his heart rate finally settled down, he paddled home, pale faced and shaken, and then sat on the dock for several minutes. He chatted with a few of his rowing buddies at the club to try and sort out what had gone wrong.

A few days later he was navigating his way through a maze of corridors and elevators at Massachusetts General Hospital, trying to locate the sports cardiology office. When he finally found it, arriving ten minutes late, an impatient young tech named Donald quickly ushered him into a small room filled with the hum and buzz of electrified machinery. He was instructed to remove his shirt, then he stood still as his chest was plastered with electrodes. Donald then placed a clamp over his nose and fit a clumsy respirator over his mouth. Masterson allowed all of this to be done to him and then sat on a rowing machine and watched as another tech calibrated a monitoring screen. The contraption would apparently provide heart rate, breath volume, and blood pressure data. As he sat there, waiting for the go-ahead to begin rowing, Masterson suddenly realized that Donald looked remarkably like Finley Sparks, who’d once told him, “My dad can probably buy you out of a job.” Masterson had laughed at the arrogant boy at the time, dismissing his comment as an empty boast. In the end, however, the joke was on him.

After ten minutes on the rowing machine, which left Masterson lacquered in sweat, the respirator and nose clamp were promptly removed. The second tech also pulled the electrodes off his chest and told him he could put his shirt back on. Then Donald abruptly left the room. Several minutes passed, and there was still no sign of the cardiologist. Masterson was chilled from the air-conditioned room, and he found the loud hum of machinery and the long wait unnerving. He was used to doing pieces competitively, and all he really cared about was whether he had beaten any of the other patients who had tested before him. Donald could have at least revealed that information, Masterson thought. He stood up and paced the room, studying the signed photographs of various sports celebrities who had been former patients prominently displayed on the walls. There was an ice hockey player from the Boston Bruins, a few Olympic runners, and even a soccer player he hadn’t heard of before. Just as he was about to leave the room and sneak out of the hospital, the chief cardiologist came in, introducing himself as Dr. Hamish.

“So, to cut to the chase, Edward, you have atrial fib,” he said calmly. “It’s not uncommon among elite oarsmen still rowing competitively into their 40s and 50s.”

“Well, that’s reassuring,” Masterson laughed. “Good to know I’m among the elite.”

“See these heart rate spikes?” Dr. Hamish asked, smiling politely and pointing to a paper printout.

Masterson nodded, even though he really didn’t know what he was looking at.

“Most people show a steady rise in heart rate and blood pressure. Yours is spike-y.”

Spike-y, he thought. Was that a medical term?

“So, what do I do about it?” he asked, trying to remain calm.

“There are essentially two options,” Hamish said. “You can try to control it with medication, or we can try an ablation.”

“An ablation?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “That sounds like a Catholic rite.”

Dr. Hamish laughed amiably. “Slightly different. We essentially try to cauterize the cardiac tissue that is sending false information to your heart, so it won’t randomly start to race out of control.”

“Seems a bit barbaric,” Masterson quipped. Some of the guys at CBC had mentioned this procedure to him, however, so he was already aware of this radical option.

“I’ll send you some information to look over. Then we can talk again.”

Masterson nodded, suddenly irritated by the doctor’s casual manner. “Have you ever been hooked up to this machine, Doc?” he asked.

Hamish smiled and shook his head.

“Really?” he said, lifting his eyebrows. “Why not?”

The cardiologist shrugged. “I suppose I don’t really want to know my pathetic level of fitness.”

Masterson nodded, then pressed the younger man further. “Just out of curiosity—when was the last time you went to a doctor?”

Dr. Hamish grinned again, as he made his way out the door. “Oh, I don’t go to doctors anymore,” he laughed.

“Great,” Masterson muttered under his breath. “I’m being seen by a guy who doesn’t believe in the medical system.”

* * * * *

After his visit to MGH, Masterson did some research on the web and simply upped his intake of potassium. It seemed to keep his racing heart in check. Still, he was a bit more careful now out on the river. Several years earlier, he had heard of an older sculler at the Cambridge Boat Club who’d blacked out during a race while pushing himself too hard. The 70-year-old had capsized and drowned, suspended upside down underwater for several minutes before the umpire launch had rescued him. Several CBC members had gone to the funeral and spoken during the eulogy, trying to honor their rowing comrade’s passing by offering up the fact that he had “died with his boots on,” but the family didn’t buy this rowing romanticism, and neither did Masterson. He never wanted to go out that way.

Just before the Western Avenue bridge, he stopped briefly to adjust the rearview mirror clipped to his cap. Then he looked over at the old electric power plant building that had once been occupied by the Ford Motor Company. The ghosted logo was still visible on its brick façade. On some mornings now, his body felt like an old pickup truck—still strong but suffering from a creaky and loose suspension. Come to think of it, his transmission wasn’t all that great either. His hips and shoulders often protested when he got out of bed in the morning, and he was even aware of the less than smooth running of his thoughts. Sometimes his memory seemed to skip over a few essential pieces that connected a train of thought—or lose track of them completely—turning it into a more abstract, dreamlike jumble. Being a rower, Masterson preferred to think of his mind as simply being more fluid now, rather than “janky,” a word the Harvard boatman Charlie Abbott often used to describe machinery that didn’t work so well.

But he could still row.

He started up again, trying to beat the Riverside scullers who were just launching from their dock to head down to the starting line of the racecourse. They dispersed out onto the river, like a swarm of mosquitos, and he didn’t want to tangle with them today. Most of them liked to row against each other, and Masterson preferred to row alone. He certainly didn’t want to bump into Anne Billings, an older female sculler he’d recently gone on a date with and then hadn’t called back. As he rowed past Riverside Boat Club, he suddenly spotted her on the dock, waving to him. He picked up his pace and pretended not to notice her, knowing that if he saw her in person again, he could always blame it on bad eyesight. The rowing community on the Charles River was an incestuous cult, and you had to be careful about whom you hung out with off the water.

Passing under the railroad bridge, he took 20 more hard strokes at race pace as a final bit of warm-up. Then he stopped and spun around just below the Boston University boathouse, crossing the river to the Cambridge side and pointing his bow back upstream. He stopped for a minute, cradling his oar handles in his lap and laying his blades flat on the water for balance. Then he pulled off his extra shirt and wedged it into the tiny cockpit space that lay just in front of his feet. Looking astern, he spotted some team boats approaching from a distance, coming up fast from MIT, so he set the timer to zero, and without further ceremony launched into the three-mile piece.

When Masterson rowed hard, he didn’t think about anything else other than keeping the boat balanced and moving constantly. He could feel when things were going well, and he didn’t need any electronic gadgets to confirm this. Most of the younger scullers he knew were addicted to technology, but Masterson had learned the old way from the veteran scullers in Philadelphia. Instead of fixating on numerical data, these guys had taught him how to watch the rise and fall of the stern, the run of the boat, and the spacing of the oar puddles between strokes. Their voices were now permanently embedded in his brain, coaching him from within. Deep down, it wasn’t the numbers on the stroke coach that inspired you but the way the boat felt when it began to “sing,” the musical sound of water flowing under the hull.

Roughly a mile into the course, he passed Riverside Boat Club again. He could sense the younger scullers watching him, measuring his speed and power in their minds. Everyone on the river was a competitive son-of-a-bitch, whether they admitted it or not. He was going well now at 30 strokes a minute, and he’d just made it to the first mile marker in 6:25 when the bow of his wooden single hit something big.

“God damn it!” he shouted and instinctively checked















Afterword
 
The Call of Mystery



A few years before he passed away, I had the great pleasure of meeting Robert B. Parker, the celebrated writer whose wonderful quote adorns the front of this book. Our meeting came about in a roundabout way. His wife, Joan, had started attending a yoga class I was teaching in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and when she eventually discovered that I was an aspiring young writer with a book coming out, she started chatting with me one day about the tedious necessity of giving author readings for self-promotion.


“Bob really hates doing them,” she confided. I nodded and smiled, as if I knew what she was talking about.


Bob? I thought to myself, wondering whom she was referring to and why I should know him. In short order, I solved the mystery, using my trusty Google search engine. Joan Parker’s husband, Bob, was none other than Robert Brown Parker, who’d created the famous Spenser detective series. Anyone who had lived in Boston during the late 1980s knew about these from the popular TV adaptation, Spenser for Hire.


To be honest, up until that time, I hadn’t been a huge fan of mysteries, or at least detective books, outside the typical boyhood fascination with Sherlock Homes and Edgar Allen Poe. My literary aspirations were aimed toward what I thought of as the “high literature” of twentieth-century fiction: Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Orwell, and the like. These were the authors I’d studied in college who were held up as the literati, to be emulated in order to learn the writer’s craft. Still, when Joan asked me if I’d like to come over to the house and meet Bob, I immediately jumped at the chance. I ran out to the Harvard Coop to buy my first Robert Parker novel, Hundred-Dollar Baby, and devoured it quickly. I wanted to become familiar with some of his writing before I showed up at his doorstep and dared ask him for an autograph. As it turned out, the Parker novel was an easy, fun read, and the story took place right in Boston.


The Parkers lived on Ash Street, right outside of Harvard Square, in a 12-room Victorian that was once described as “something that belonged in San Francisco.” Their living arrangements and marriage were also unique. Bob lived downstairs in the classic but quirky old house, and Joan had her own apartment on the second floor. At one point, so the story goes, the Parkers had considered splitting up, when the bloom of romance had begun to wane. But since neither one of them really disliked the other, they’d made the practical decision to continue living together. Separate but equal, they remained good friends.


Bob welcomed me into his study and showed me where he wrote all his novels, at a huge desk that suited his impressive, bearlike physique. Built-in bookcases lined the walls, stuffed with books and photographs. Without any prompting on my part, Parker casually explained that he often worked on two or three novels at the same time, so that he could be more efficient. This seemed mind-boggling to me, like a chess master playing multiple opponents at the same time. But Bob had found it to be a practical approach. After all, you could only take a narrative so far along each day without giving your mind a rest. But if you had three stories going on simultaneously, you could move each one forward a little bit, while you let the other two sit and marinate.


Writing, he bluntly explained to me, was primarily a way for him to support his family without having to resort to an ordinary, humdrum job. He then proceeded to describe how it all worked financially, including specific details about how much he made for each book, the percentage his agent took, and how long he was given to complete them. I’d met other well-known writers before, but none of them had been so forthcoming and honest about the business of making a living as a professional.


One of his dreams was to write more westerns, but he explained that his publisher wasn’t keen on them, as they wouldn’t make as much money as the detective series. It was all business, he explained, and it wasn’t particularly easy; but it was much better than teaching writing—the normal fate that most writers took on as their “day job.” Parker himself had taught at Northeastern after getting a PhD in literature from Boston University. He explained how he’d come to resent the time spent teaching others, because it robbed him of his energy to write. So, one summer, Joan supported him as he churned out his first detective novel. The book was a success, and the rest was history. Professor Parker became Robert B. Parker.


As I stood there, taking all of this in, many of my romantic fantasies of what it meant to be a writer started melting away. At the end of the day, writing was a job, just like any other. It made perfect sense, and yet, I’d always wanted to believe that writing was somehow a more glamorous occupation. After all, from the outside, people looked up to writers as literary magicians who could conjure stories out of thin air. Right? Then again, a lot of the sobering truths that Parker was telling me I’d heard before but ignored, like the Hemingway quote, “It’s easy to write. Just sit in front of your typewriter and bleed.”


In terms of general acclaim and adulation, Bob also cautioned me that writing mysteries wasn’t going to gain you any respect from the highbrow university crowd. Then again, few of them ever made a living from their writing. The Parkers lived right on the edge of the Harvard campus, but the divide between their social circle and the high-minded halls of academia was noteworthy. He told me that he and Joan were largely overlooked by the Ivy League crowd, and they couldn’t care less.


I left the house with a bundle of signed books in my arms, and a new respect for this warm and unpretentious man. I read all the books he gave me and began to reread other mystery writers, like Dashiell Hammet. One thing was immediately clear to me. These were authors who had economized their writing into tight, descriptive sentences that moved the plot forward without unnecessary embellishment. The story wasn’t about them, showing off with their flowery prose, it was all about telling a good story.


Since the passing of Robert B. Parker, the mystery genre has only become more and more popular, expanding its scope and readership. Blockbusters like Stieg Larsen’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and Daniel Brown’s The Da Vinci Code have helped draw in a broad range of readers. And of course, the master of mystery and horror, Stephen King, keeps churning out stories that thrill and delight. An essay he wrote in 1981 called “Why We Crave Horror Movies” offered a wonderful explanation for the fascination we all have with death, gruesome or banal: “We make up horrors to help us deal with other ones.” It’s no surprise, then, that I felt compelled to write Body of Water during the days of COVID-19, when I needed a good distraction from all the doom and gloom happening around me.


Body of Water takes place in Boston, and more specifically, on the Charles River, which runs through the heart of the city. Having spent more than half of my lifetime plying this waterway as a rowing coach, I’ve developed a unique perspective that I’ve always wanted to share, and this story presented me with the perfect vehicle. I’ve met many characters along the banks of the Charles, and many of them appear in this book as composite figures. Most people who visit or even live in the city of Boston view the river as a bucolic backdrop to the urban center. But for those who work on the river every day, the waterway is the main stage and everything else around it is the backdrop. In reading Body of Water, you’ll enter the obsessive subculture of rowing, as seen through the eyes of a Boston state police detective who is a stranger to that privileged world and a rowing coach who is an insider.


Those familiar with Robert B. Parker’s work will see that I pay homage to him here, not only with the quote at the front of this book, but in the playful relationship of Sean Delaney and Sue Chasen. Their back-and-forth repartee, as they slowly become involved with each other and solve the crime, was no doubt inspired by the pages of a Parker novel. Supposedly, Parker’s wife, Joan, was the model for the character of Susan Silverman, Spenser’s girlfriend, who never let the detective get too high on himself. Quite unintentionally, I created a similar figure: a strong and wise woman to help stir the plot.


Another favorite childhood author of mine, Robert Louis Stevenson, once suggested that all good stories were mysteries. I hope Body of Water succeeds on both fronts and leaves you feeling at least momentarily delivered from the challenges of living in this all too mortal world.


Daniel Boyne
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