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Chapter 1

After breakfast, Bob Monroe had a few hours to kill, so he stepped inside the Mystical Hotel's business center. Someone was using the computer. He turned to go, but then saw that there were a number of old books lining a bookshelf. He picked up a copy of "The Perfect Storm" and sat down in a large overstuffed chair. He figured he could wait until the computer was available. 

As he flipped through the pages, he started to feel better. He'd had a couple of Alkie Seltzer's (that's what he called them), and was a bit surprised that he was not more hung over from the wedding the night before. His old college roommate, Barnie Brinkman, had gotten married for the third time. It was good to see some of his old friends again, but now, the next morning, they'd all left.

Kind of like his wife, who'd abandoned him for the man who had arrived to paint their front door.

So, Monroe was sipping a bit of coffee out of a Styrofoam cup, and turning the pages of the really interesting book he'd just picked up, when he heard a little girl say, "Ask him. Go ahead."

He looked up and saw a boy and a girl standing there, looking at him.

The boy spoke up.

"Listen, Mister. You got to help us."

"What? What's wrong?"

The little girl grabbed his sleeve. "No time for that. Come on. Will you help us or not?"

Monroe didn't know what to do. Should he take his coffee with him? The book?

"What's wrong?" he said.

"Listen, we’re in a jam," the boy said. "Do you have a car?"

"Well, yeah. Sure."

"Come on then," the boy said. "We need you—need you to be our dad."

"Your what?"

They pulled Monroe to the entrance doors, which automatically swept open, the cool wind blowing in. He clutched his copy of "The Perfect Storm."

"Look!" the girl exclaimed. "There they go."

Monroe saw a brown SUV leave the exit of the parking lot. "What? There?" Monroe said.

"Yeah," the girl said. "Come on. Are you going to help us or not?"

"Well, okay," Monroe said. "Come on."

He started running into the parking lot for his car, a Jeep Comanche. He quickly popped up the door locks.

The boy jumped in the front passenger seat and said, "Shotgun!"

"Damn it," the girl exclaimed, and climbed in the back.

"Come on! Go-go-go-," the boy implored.

"Seatbelts on!" Monroe said.

He floored it out of the parking lot and just caught a glimpse of the brown SUV making a left turn at the stoplight.

There was considerable traffic.

"Pass this guy," the girl said.

"Yeah, pass them all," the boy said.

Monroe passed as much of the traffic as he could, and now saw the SUV taking a left turn heading toward the Mystic River Bridge, going at a good clip.

Monroe just got past the light as it was turning red, but several cars had gotten between him and the SUV in the heavy morning traffic.

"What's this all about?" Monroe said.

The boy looked away, then said, "Can't you pass this guy?"

"Listen," Monroe said, "I think I'm entitled to an explanation."

"Are you watching where they're going?"

"Yes, yes I am, I think."

"Don't think," the boy said.

Way up ahead, it appeared as though the SUV took a right towards the harbor.

"They're heading for the bridge, I bet," the boy said.

When they got down near the bridge over the Mystic River, the brown SUV was nowhere in sight.

"Damn it," the girl said. "I think we lost them."

"Better stop here," the boy said, "and look around."

"There's no place to park," Monroe said.

"Just pull over. Take a left here," the boy said. They were a block from the bridge.

Stopping in a handicapped zone, the two kids jumped out of the car, and looked left and right. Boats were going down the river and out to sea. The kids went to the boardwalk and watched a boat pass by.

They now talked together for a moment. It seemed like they were trying to figure out what to do. Then they ran back to Monroe's car.

"You got a credit card?" the boy said.

"A credit card?" Monroe responded.

"Yeah," the girl said. "One of those rectangular plastic thingies. Stop stalling. Do you have one or not?"

"Well, sure. Why?"

"Okay, come on," the boy said. "We got to rent a boat."

"A boat?"

"Yeah, a boat," the girl said. "One of those floaty things. On the water."

Monroe stopped for a second. "You know, I think I know what a boat is."

The kids stopped to look around for a second.

"Look," the boy said. "A marina."

The girl grabbed Monroe's sleeve. "Come on," she said. "Please. We’re desperate."

The boy ran towards the marina. The girl pulled at his sleeve. Now Monroe was running too.

"Something fast!" Monroe heard the boy say to an old man mending some ropes.
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