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A JESSE STONE NOVEL


The Paradise Men’s Softball League has wrapped up another game, and Jesse Stone is lingering in the parking lot with his teammates, drinking beer, swapping stories of double plays and beautiful women in the late-summer twilight. But then a frightened voice calls out to him from the edge of a nearby lake. There, two men squat at the water’s edge. In front of them, facedown, was something that used to be a girl.





The local cops haven’t seen anything like this, but Jesse’s L.A. past has made him all too familiar with floaters. This girl hadn’t committed suicide; she hadn’t been drowned: she’d been shot and dumped, discarded like trash. Before long it becomes clear that she had a taste for the wild life; and her own parents can’t be bothered to report her missing, or even admit that she once was a child of theirs. All Jesse has to go on is a young man’s school ring on a gold chain, and a hunch or two.
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Robert B. Parker (1932–2010) has long been acknowledged as the dean of American crime fiction. His novels featuring the wisecracking, street-smart Boston private-eye Spenser earned him a devoted following and reams of critical acclaim, typified by R.W.B. Lewis’ comment, ‘We are witnessing one of the great series in the history of the American detective story’ (The New York Times Book Review).





Born and raised in Massachusetts, Parker attended Colby College in Maine, served with the Army in Korea, and then completed a Ph.D. in English at Boston University. He married his wife Joan in 1956; they raised two sons, David and Daniel. Together the Parkers founded Pearl Productions, a Boston-based independent film company named after their short-haired pointer, Pearl, who has also been featured in many of Parker’s novels.





Robert B. Parker died in 2010 at the age of 77.




CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR ROBERT B. PARKER


‘Parker writes old-time, stripped-to-the-bone, hard-boiled school of Chandler…His novels are funny, smart and highly entertaining…There’s no writer I’d rather take on an aeroplane’


– Sunday Telegraph





‘Parker packs more meaning into a whispered ‘yeah’ than most writers can pack into a page’


– Sunday Times





‘Why Robert Parker’s not better known in Britain is a mystery. His best series featuring Boston-based PI Spenser is a triumph of style and substance’


– Daily Mirror





‘Robert B. Parker is one of the greats of the American hard-boiled genre’


– Guardian





‘Nobody does it better than Parker…’


– Sunday Times





‘Parker’s sentences flow with as much wit, grace and assurance as ever, and Stone is a complex and consistently interesting new protagonist’


– Newsday





‘If Robert B. Parker doesn’t blow it, in the new series he set up in Night Passage and continues with Trouble in Paradise, he could go places and take the kind of risks that wouldn’t be seemly in his popular Spenser stories’


– Marilyn Stasio, New York Times
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FOR DAVE AND DAN


who kept their mother going


and brought their father home.
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One out. A left-handed hitter with an inside-out swing. The ball would slice away from him toward third. Jesse took a step to his right. The next pitch was inside and chest high and the batter yanked it down the first baseline, over the bag and into the right-field corner, had there been a corner, and lumbered into second base without a throw.


‘I saw you move into the hole,’ the batter said to Jesse.


‘Foiled again, Paulie.’


They played three nights a week under the lights on the west side of town beside a lake, wearing team tee shirts and hats. One umpire. No stealing. No spikes allowed. Officially it was the Paradise Men’s Softball League, but Jesse often thought of it as the Boys of Evening. The next batter was right-handed and Jesse knew he pulled everything. He stayed in the hole. On a two-one count the right-handed hitter rammed the ball a step to Jesse’s left. One step. Left foot first, right foot turned, glove on the ground. Soft hands. Don’t grab at it. Let it come to you. It was all muscle memory. Exact movements, rehearsed since childhood, and deeply visceral, somatically choreographed by the movement of the ball. With the ball hit in front of him, Paulie tried to go to third. In a continuous sequence of motion, Jesse swiped him with his glove as he went by, then threw the runner out at first.


‘Never try to advance on a ball hit in front of you,’ Paulie said as they walked off the field.


‘I’ve heard that,’ Jesse said.


His shoulder hurt, as it always did when he threw. And he knew, as he always knew, that the throw was not a big-league throw. Before he got hurt, the ball used to hum when he threw it, used to make a little snarly hiss as it went across the infield.


After the game they drank beer in the parking lot. Jesse was careful with the beer. Hanging around in the late twilight after a ball game drinking club soda just didn’t work. But booze was too easy for Jesse. It went down too gently, made him feel too integrated. Jesse felt that it wasn’t seemly for the police chief to get publicly hammered. So he had learned in the last few years to approach it very carefully.


The talk was of double plays, and games played long ago, and plays at the plate, and sex. Talk of sex and baseball was the best of all possible talk. Jesse sipped a little of the beer. Beer from an ice-filled cooler was the best way for beer to be. From the edge of the lake a voice said, ‘Jesse, get over here.’


The voice was scared. Carrying a can of Lite beer, Jesse walked to the lakeside. Two men were squatting on their heels at the edge of the water. In front of them, floating facedown, was something that used to be a girl.
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The rest of the Paradise cops didn’t like looking at the body. Jesse had pulled it out, and it lay now on the ground illuminated by the headlights of the Paradise Police cruisers.


‘She been in the water a long time?’ Suitcase Simpson asked Jesse.


‘Yeah,’ Jesse said. ‘She’s only wearing one shoe.’


Simpson didn’t look. He didn’t care about how many shoes she had.


‘You seen a lot of floaters?’


‘When I worked in L.A., there was a lot of oceanfront,’ Jesse said. He was squatting on his heels beside the corpse, studying it. He reached over and turned the head a little and studied it some more.


Simpson was trying to look at the body obliquely, so it would only be an impression. He was a big kid, with red cheeks and some baby fat still left. But he wanted to be a cop. He wanted to be like Jesse. And he was trying to force himself to look, the way Jesse did, at the water-ridden thing on the ground.


Behind them, Peter Perkins had strung crime-scene tape, and behind it the Boys of Evening stood silently, looking at the scene, but not the body. There was no talk. As they stood, the town ambulance pulled into the parking lot with its lights flashing, but no siren.


Through his open window the driver shouted to Jesse.


‘Whaddya need?’


‘Body bag.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Yes.’


The two EMTs got out of the ambulance without shutting off the flashing lights. They got the litter from the back and lay a body bag on it and wheeled it over. Neither of them liked looking at the corpse.


‘Drowned?’


‘I don’t think so,’ Jesse said.


He moved her sodden hair and pointed with a pencil. ‘Bullet went in here, I think,’ Jesse said.


‘A bullet?’


‘Yep, went out the other side. No need to look. Let’s roll her in the bag.’


Still trying to look without seeing, Simpson said, ‘You thinking she was murdered, Jesse?’


‘I’m thinking she was shot in the head behind her right ear and the bullet exited high on the left side of her head and blew a pretty sizable piece of her skull off when it did.’


‘Maybe she shot herself,’ Simpson said.


‘And jumped into the lake after,’ Jesse said.


‘So you’re saying she was murdered and her body dumped?’


‘It’s a working theory,’ Jesse said.
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Jesse sat in his office with his feet on the desk and talked with the State Police Homicide boss, a captain named Healy.


‘The homicide commander personally?’ Jesse said.


Healy smiled.


‘I told you,’ he said, ‘I live in the neighborhood.’


‘You got the pathology report?’


Healy tossed a big manila envelope on Jesse’s desk.


‘One shot, behind the right ear, close range. Entrance wound suggests a .38. Slug exited high on the other side, tore out some of her skull. They think they got powder traces. They can’t find any on her hands. But the body’s deteriorated to the point where they aren’t certain. The millimeters and tissue analysis and all, it’s in there.’


‘Water in her lungs?’


‘No,’ Healy said. ‘She was dead when she went in the water.’


‘Could she have shot herself?’ Jesse said. ‘I mean, was it physically possible given the path of the slug?’


‘Yeah, she could have. And the amount of time she was in there could have destroyed the traces on her hands.’


‘Drag marks on her?’


Healy shook his head.


‘Body’s too far gone.’


‘So she could have waded out into the lake someplace and shot herself and floated around until we found her. It’s a big lake.’


‘Gun?’ Healy said.


‘We got a couple guys from the fire department down there in wet suits,’ Jesse said. ‘Water’s dirty. Hard to see.’


‘Even if you find the gun in there,’ Healy said, ‘why did she want to do it that way?’


‘Didn’t want anyone to know?’


‘Suicides always want people to know,’ Healy said. ‘That’s part of what it’s about.’


‘True.’


‘You find the gun it’ll be because the perp threw it in there after her. You know who she is?’


‘No. Could they get any prints?’


Healy shook his head.


‘Dental?’


‘ME charted her teeth,’ Healy said.


‘So all we have to do is locate a dental chart that matches.’


‘In which case you’ll know who she is anyway.’


‘Missing persons?’


‘You know how many kids run away every week?’ Healy said.


‘Any from Paradise?’


‘None reported,’ Healy said.


‘She could have run away from anywhere and ended up here,’ Jesse said.


‘She could.’


‘You matching the dental charts against the runaways?’


‘Sure,’ Healy said. ‘I got a guy on it.’


‘One?’


‘You know how things work,’ Healy said.


‘Slowly,’ Jesse said.


‘See,’ Healy said. ‘I knew you’d know.’


‘How old was she?’


‘Maybe fourteen.’


They were both quiet. The victim’s age hung in the room like smoke.


‘We’ll get on it,’ Healy said after a while. ‘You come up with anything, let us know.’


‘Or vice versa,’ Jesse said.
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Anthony DeAngelo came into Jesse’s office leading a male Dalmatian on an improvised leash. The dog was panting, and restless on the leash.


‘Got a date?’ Jesse said.


‘It’s a him,’ DeAngelo said.


‘So?’


‘I found him up on the pike running around, you know, like they do when they’re lost?’


‘Near the donut shop?’


DeAngelo grinned. ‘Yeah, how’d you know?’


‘I’m an experienced law officer,’ Jesse said. ‘Molly got any lost dogs?’


‘I checked when I came in the station. She says she got two. One’s a poodle. One’s a Lab.’


Jesse nodded.


‘No tags?’


‘No collar,’ DeAngelo said.


‘How’d you get him in the car?’ Jesse said.


‘Donut.’


‘Of course,’ Jesse said. ‘Where’d you get the nice leash?’


‘Lady at the donut shop gave me some twine.’


‘You call the dog officer?’ Jesse said.


‘Valenti? He’s working. Don’t usually get home till six.’


‘Part-time help,’ Jesse said. ‘Inexpensive and worth it.’


He looked at the dog. Still panting, the dog looked disoriented. He was wagging his tail aimlessly. His ears were flat and his body was a little hunched.


‘Okay,’ Jesse said, ‘put him in one of the cells.’


‘Ain’t it illegal in this town to domicile dogs and humans in the same space?’ DeAngelo said.


‘Of course it is,’ Jesse said. He looked at DeAngelo without speaking.


‘Okay,’ DeAngelo said. ‘You care which cell?’


‘Your choice,’ Jesse said. ‘And give him some water.’


DeAngelo nodded and led the dog away. Jesse went to the office door and stuck his head out and yelled for Molly Crane.


‘Call around to some vets,’ he said. ‘Describe the dog, see if they know anything about this one.’


‘What kind of dog is it?’ Molly said.


‘Dalmatian. They’re not all that common.’


‘Male or female?’


‘Male,’ Jesse said. ‘For crissake, you’re a cop. You’re supposed to be observant.’


‘I’m an Irish Catholic girl,’ Molly said. ‘I don’t look at penises.’


‘Not even human?’


From the cell block in the back, they could hear the dog begin to howl.


‘Especially not human.’


‘Always in the dark,’ Jesse said.


Molly grinned at him. ‘Always. With my eyes tight shut, thinking of Saint Patrick.’


‘It’s good to be aware of your heritage,’ Jesse said. ‘Tell Suit I want to talk to him.’


The dog’s howling was now steady.


Molly smiled at him. ‘Dog’s lonely,’ she said.


‘Ain’t we all,’ Jesse said.


‘Not the way I hear it,’ Molly said and went out.


Jesse watched her as she went. She was small and in shape. The blue uniform fit her well. The service pistol looked too large. He knew she was sensual: the way her eyes were. The way she stood. The way she walked. He knew. And she knew he knew.


‘There’s a dog in cell number one,’ Simpson said when he came in.


‘Got him for soliciting,’ Jesse said.


Simpson hesitated. Jesse said everything in the same sort of serious way, and Simpson was often uncertain if Jesse was kidding. But you couldn’t arrest a dog. He laughed.


‘He got a lawyer?’ Simpson said.


The dog howled.


‘I think he’ll cop a plea,’ Jesse said.


‘Yeah,’ Simpson said. ‘He’s already starting to sing.’


‘You want to make some overtime?’ Jesse said.


‘Sure.’


‘Go out to the lake where we found the girl, and walk the perimeter. Take Eddie Cox with you. See what you can find.’


‘We looking for anything special?’


‘A clue would be good.’


‘Such as?’


‘Anything that looks like a clue,’ Jesse said. ‘Anything that doesn’t belong. That’s out of place. That might have once belonged to a teenaged girl. Or a murderer. Or Lillian Gish, for that matter. Whatever you see.’


‘Who’s Lillian Whatsis?’


‘Forget Lillian,’ Jesse said. ‘Go look.’


‘It’s a big lake,’ Simpson said.


‘Take your time. When in doubt, assume it’s a clue.’


‘I’ll call Eddie,’ Simpson said.


He stood, hitched his gunbelt a little, and walked from the room. A man on a mission. When he was alone, Jesse sat for a moment listening to the dog howl. Then he got up and found a roll of crime scene tape and cut off a length and went down to the cell block. The dog stopped howling the minute he saw Jesse. His tail wagged hesitantly. Jesse opened the door and went in.


‘We can improve your accommodations,’ Jesse said to the dog. ‘You can stay with the chief of police himself.’


He looped the length of plastic tape around the dog’s neck and led the dog back down the corridor to his office.
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The dog was sleeping behind Jesse’s desk. When Jenn came into Jesse’s office at twenty minutes past five, the dog raised his head and growled at her. Jenn stopped short.


‘I know you’ve gone out with some dogs since we broke up,’ Jenn said, ‘but right in the office?’


‘His name’s Deputy,’ Jesse said.


‘His?’


‘We’re just friends,’ Jesse said.


‘Well, can you leave your friend long enough to go to dinner with me?’


‘I feel like I ought to bring him,’ Jesse said.


‘For God’s sake,’ Jenn said. ‘Don’t you have a dog officer in this town?’


‘Yeah. Bob Valenti. Part-time guy.’


‘Well, call him up, have him take the dog to the kennel or the pound or whatever you call it.’


‘He howls when I leave him,’ Jesse said.


Jenn squatted in front of the dog. Given how tight Jenn wore her pants, Jesse thought it was no small thing. But she did it easily, though it made her pants pull tighter over the curve of her butt.


‘Does he bite?’


‘I don’t know,’ Jesse said. ‘He’s only been here a couple of hours.’


Jenn put her hand out. Women, Jesse thought, squat much more gracefully than men.


‘Clench your fist,’ Jesse said. ‘It makes it harder for him to bite your hand.’


‘Jesus,’ Jenn said and jerked her hand back.


The dog kept his head up, looking at her. She made a fist and put it toward the dog’s nose very carefully. The dog sniffed at her fist carefully, and thumped the floor with his tail a couple of times.


‘I think he likes me,’ Jenn said.


‘Probably,’ Jesse said.


‘If we take him with us, won’t he howl when we leave him in the car?’


‘We could eat in the car,’ Jesse said.


Jenn stared at him.


Finally she said, ‘Jesse, haven’t you killed several people?’


Jesse nodded.


‘And yet you can’t leave a stray dog to have dinner with your ex-wife who, I guess, still loves you, and whom I believe you still love, for fear that the dog will be unhappy?’


Jesse nodded.


‘What would we eat in the car?’ Jenn said.


‘Pizza?’


‘Split three ways?’ Jenn said.


‘I guess.’


‘And maybe a six-pack?’


‘Sure,’ Jesse said.


‘Glad I dressed up,’ Jenn said.


Jesse stood. The dog stood as soon as Jesse did.


‘We’re glad, too,’ Jesse said.


In Jesse’s car, the dog sat in the backseat. And in the parking lot of Paradise Pizza, the dog rested his head on the back of Jenn’s seat while Jesse and Jenn ate a pizza with green peppers and mushrooms and drank beer from the can.


‘Can I give him my pizza crust?’ Jenn said.


‘I think he likes those,’ Jesse said.


Jenn offered a crust to the dog. He ate it and swallowed and waited. Jesse opened a second can of beer. This is the last one. For God’s sake don’t get drunk in front of her.


‘How are you?’ Jesse said.


‘I’m fine, Jesse.’


‘I watch you do the weather almost every night.’


‘Good.’


‘Do you actually know what a low-pressure system is?’ Jesse said.


Jenn smiled. She gave the dog another crust.


‘No, but I’m getting very good at pretending I’m pointing at a real weather map.’


‘Behind the scenes,’ Jesse said, ‘show biz just isn’t pretty.’


‘No.’


‘You still dating the anchorman?’


Jenn smiled. ‘No. I hate to date people cuter than I am.’


Jesse sipped a little beer. Easy, he thought. Easy does it. He spoke as casually as he could.


‘So who you dating these days?’


‘You, for one,’ Jenn said.


‘And?’


‘Others,’ Jenn said.


‘Like who?’


‘Like guys,’ Jenn said. ‘Why do you need to ask? What’s the point?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘It’s just the kind of question that pushes me away,’ Jenn said.


He thought of saying that it was, probably, however distorted, a form of love. But he didn’t. It would only make them argue.


‘It’s the kind of possessive question that drove me away in the first place,’ Jenn said.


‘When we were married it was probably more appropriate,’ Jesse said.


Jenn was silent. Then he could see a little of the tension go out of her shoulders.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It probably was.’


His beer was gone. Jesse didn’t even recall drinking it. He felt swollen with sadness and desire. He opened a third can. Jenn patted his right thigh.


‘We’re still here,’ Jenn said.


From the backseat the dog nosed the back of Jenn’s neck, looking for another crust.


‘We are,’ Jesse said.
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After Jenn left, Jesse drank four scotch and sodas before bed. In the morning, at 7:15, sitting in his office, he felt a little shaky, and a little guilty. He tried coffee, but the coffee didn’t help either one. At ten past nine a woman who introduced herself as Miriam Lowell showed up wearing a lavender warm-up suit and white sneakers. She was also wearing big gold hoop earrings, and rings on four fingers, and a gold necklace with some sort of big medallion on it.


‘I believe you have my dog,’ she said.


The dog was very pleased. He had jumped up and put his forepaws against the owner’s stomach and was lapping her face. Miriam Lowell squinched up her face and took it for a little while. Then she put his collar on him and hooked his leash. The dog capered a little bit. ‘His name is Baron,’ she said.


‘We’ve been calling him Deputy,’ Jesse said.


‘Deputy?’


‘Like in Deputy Dawg?’ Jesse said.


The woman appeared to see no logic in that.


‘He was here all the time?’ she said.


‘Since yesterday,’ Jesse said. ‘Last night he stayed with me.’


‘At your home?’


‘Yes.’


‘I would think,’ she said, ‘that the police department would have made a more successful attempt to bring him to his rightful home.’


‘He was roaming around on the pike with no license,’ Jesse said. ‘We asked him where he lived, and he refused to answer.’


‘Well,’ the woman said. ‘There’s no need to be snippy.’


‘Maybe a little snippy,’ Jesse said.


He bent over and the dog licked his face. Jesse patted him. The woman hesitated for a moment, then turned and marched out with her dog.


‘No trouble at all,’ Jesse said in the empty room. ‘Glad we could help.’


Then he smiled to himself and picked up Deputy’s water dish and emptied it in the sink. The coffee tasted bitter. He dumped that in the sink too, and mixed up some Alka-Seltzer and drank it. At least Jenn didn’t know he’d gotten drunk. With her he’d been able to stop without finishing the third beer. He always liked leaving a drink unfinished. It made him feel that he had no drinking problem.


Jesse heard someone yelling from the holding cells. After it had gone on for a while, Jesse yelled out his office door for Molly Crane. She came into the office.


‘Unhappy prisoner?’ Jesse said.


‘Name’s Bellino,’ Molly said. ‘Perkins and DeAngelo arrested him last night up at The Sevens.’


‘Drunk and disorderly?’


‘How’d you guess?’


‘He still drunk?’


‘I don’t think so. I think he’s just making a lot of noise to show how dangerous he is. You want to read the arrest report?’


Jesse nodded. Molly went out and came back with the report. Jesse read it. The yelling from the cell block seemed to intensify.


When he was through reading the report, Jesse tossed it on his desk, stood, took off his gun, put it in his desk drawer and locked the drawer.


‘You going to talk with him?’ Molly said.


‘I am.’


‘He’s a big guy,’ Molly said.


‘I hate noise,’ Jesse said.


He walked down the corridor to the holding cells, and stopped in front of the first cell. Inside the cell was a fat, strong-looking man with shoulder-length dark hair.


‘Got a hangover?’ Jesse said.


‘I’m going to pull the fucking door off its fucking hinges you don’t let me out of here,’ the fat man said.


‘I’ll take that as a yes.’


Jesse unlocked the cell door and walked in and let it click shut behind him.


‘I’m going out,’ Bellino said.


‘You have been arrested,’ Jesse said. ‘You’re going to have to make a court appearance.’


‘Fuckers pepper-sprayed me,’ Bellino said.


‘Meanwhile,’ Jesse said. ‘I want you to quiet down.’


‘Fuck you,’ Bellino said.


‘You want a lawyer yet?’ Jesse said.


‘Fuck you,’ Bellino said.


‘I’ll take that as a no,’ Jesse said.


‘I ought to kick your fucking ass,’ Bellino said.


‘You got drunk,’ Jesse said, ‘and made an asshole of yourself. And now you’re trying to pretend you didn’t.’


‘Guy gave me shit,’ Bellino said.


‘Guy you punched out?’ Jesse said.


‘Yeah. I’m supposed to take shit from some asshole don’t even live here? I’m supposed to let some small-town jerkoff cops blindside me with pepper spray?’


‘Why not?’


‘I don’t take shit,’ Bellino said.


‘We all take shit,’ Jesse said. ‘And we all like to pretend we don’t.’


‘You think I’m pretending?’


‘Nobody likes to face up to being a stupid drunk,’ Jesse said.


‘You calling me stupid?’


‘Sure,’ Jesse said. ‘Everybody’s stupid when they drink.’


‘You little fuck,’ Bellino said, and shoved Jesse.


Jesse kneed him in the groin. As Bellino flinched, his head lowered and Jesse took a left handful of his hair and pulled Bellino forward past him and caught Bellino’s wrist with his right hand and turned Bellino’s arm up behind Bellino’s back. He ran Bellino across the small cell and banged him face first up against the cell wall and held him there. Bellino was gasping for air. Jesse held him against the wall another minute while the hot haze of his anger seeped back into him and dissipated. When Jesse let Bellino go, Bellino staggered to the bunk along the other wall of the cell and sank onto it, his breath rasping in and out.
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