
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
     
      
      Lynne Heitman worked for American Airlines for fourteen years, latterly as their General Manager at Logan Airport, Boston. Born in Dallas
         in 1957, she mistakenly became a cheerleader for a year before graduating as an MBA. Her previous novels, Hard Landing and Parts Unknown, also featuring Alex Shanahan, are available in Time Warner Paperbacks.
      

   



      
      
      Novels by Lynne Heitman

      
      Hard Landing

      
      Parts Unknown

      
      First Class Killing

      
      The Hostage Room

   




Copyright

Published by Sphere

ISBN: 978 0 7515 5695 7

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2004 by Lynne Heitman

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Sphere

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk







      
      
      Prologue

      
      He didn’t like touching her, but sometimes he couldn’t help himself. He would start out with both hands clamped to the bottom
         of his seat. He would keep them there as long as he could, until both arms shook with the effort of his resistance. When he
         could fight it no more, one hand would slide over and entangle itself in her long, silky hair. Then the other, and, before
         he knew it, he was guiding her with both hands through the rough rhythm his body craved. Not that she needed much guidance.
         For someone so young, she was preternaturally gifted at reading a man’s desires and anticipating his needs.
      

      
      After he finished, he would leave the chair and turn his back on her.

      
      ‘Go wait for me out front,’ he would say. ‘I’ll be right there.’

      
      He would listen for the door to close before buckling his belt and zipping his fly. He would stand in front of the small mirror
         on the wall, smooth the hair on both sides, and wait until his breathing had slowed and his face had returned to its normal
         pinkish tint.
      

      
      When he was ready, he would walk through the door and down the aisle, use his key to open the door, and take his place in
         the small, cramped booth. He would slide back the screen that separated the two of them and wait for her to begin.
      

      
      
      ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned …’

      
      Sometimes the sound of her voice would excite him again and distract him as he tried to listen to her recite her transgressions.
         She would talk about how she had cheated at school or said a mean thing about a friend behind her back. Sometimes she lied
         to her parents. Inevitably, there would be the pause. He would have to urge her gently to continue. She would tell him that
         she had been unclean. He would listen, he would assign her penance, he would say the prayers of absolution, and, with God
         working through him, he would bless her and forgive her her sins.
      

      
      He would always leave her with the same thought. If she ever told anyone what he had made her do, she would go straight to
         hell.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One


      She looked right at me. I was sure of it. First her head whipped around. Her hair, blond and loose and foamy as the head on
         a latte, swept across her bare back. I was freezing and miserable in my rental car. Had been for almost two hours. How could
         she be standing on the sidewalk looking so comfortable and so damned elegant in a strapless silk cocktail dress? But then,
         that’s how hookers are paid to look. Her shoulders turned next. They were battleship-wide, which they had to be to support
         the extravagant forward weight of what she carried out front. Her hips swung around, and finally the Jimmy Choo cha-cha heels
         upon which the whole package balanced. Perfect.
      

      
      Smile, Angel.

      
      I hit the button and let the camera run. It clicked and whirred for four or five exposures as I studied her face through the
         zoom lens. It was disconcerting, the way she stared in my direction, the way she bore down with an intensity so ferocious
         I was sure her eyes could see through the night, through the wrong end of the lens, and into mine.
      

      
      But she couldn’t see me. I had chosen my parking space carefully – across the street, half a block down, parallel parked in
         a line of cars away from any streetlights.
      

      
      As Angel stood and glared, the limo driver loitered respectfully to the side, holding the back door open for her. Eventually, the second subject, Sally, came swiveling out the
         door of the hotel and down the driveway. She put a hand on Angel’s shoulder, and they exchanged words. Sally apparently did
         not have her friend’s wary nature. She slipped right into the back of the limo, pausing long enough to extract a cigarette
         from her bag, which the diffident driver lit for her.
      

      
      Without ever looking completely satisfied, Angel folded herself into the backseat, and I pulled the camera back inside the
         car, careful not to bump the horn. I wasn’t accustomed to the heavy weight and wide turning radius of the long lens. But I
         had to use it because, so far, I’d never been able to get close enough to capture anything useful without it.
      

      
      I waited until the limo was off the hotel drive and on the street in front of me before clicking off a few shots of the license
         plate. The driver accommodated me nicely by slowing almost to a crawl. When his brake lights engaged, the camera was still
         in position in front of my face, which was why it took me longer than it should have to realize he was moving backward. Roaring backward. Motor-gunning, rubber-burning backward up the quiet street and toward me.
      

      
      Oh, shit.

      
      I dumped the camera on the seat and fumbled for the keys in the ignition. But the second I touched them, I knew, even if the
         driver didn’t block me in with his limo boat, there was no way I was getting that car out of that space in time to get away.
      

      
      I grabbed my gear bag from the floor and threw it over the camera. I hooked my finger into the door latch and was about to pop it open when I remembered. Dome light. It would
         flash on when I opened the door, lighting me up like a beacon. I prayed for the switch to be in the vicinity of the light
         itself. I reached up. Prayer answered, but with a nasty twist. The switch had three settings. One would turn the light off completely. The other would turn it on. Which one? Which position?
      

      
      No time left.

      
      I braced myself and flicked the switch all the way over. Still dark. No light, either, when I opened the door and slithered
         through. I went out headfirst, activating the power locks on my way by. I landed on the curb just as the limo screeched up.
         I leaned against my door, barely able to hear anything over the sound of my heart whomping in my ears. I waited for the driver
         to step out and slam his door shut. When he did, I pushed on mine until it latched and locked.
      

      
      Who knew a Lincoln would be built so low to the ground? The space between the curb and the car’s undercarriage was almost
         too narrow for me, and I thanked my lucky stars that I wasn’t built like Angel. I flattened out on my back and wriggled through.
         Barely. The driver was rounding the back of the car when I pulled the last appendage under the chassis.
      

      
      The lower half of his legs and his shoes were all I could see, but that was plenty. From across the street, he had looked
         like an usher at a mob funeral. He paused on each side of the car, probably to peer through the windows. I lay there, sniffing
         the vehicle’s greasy under-belly and inhaling the limo’s carbon monoxide. My head was swimming from the toxic mix as he loitered on the side where I’d hidden the camera.
      

      
      When he finally moved on, it wasn’t to the limo. He went to the car parked in front of mine and did the same casual, half-assed
         inspection, and I got the distinct feeling the impromptu search had been Angel’s idea and not his. Lucky me. If the driver
         had been slightly more invested, or perhaps a tad more limber, I might have found myself staring into his big, fleshy face
         instead of his muscular calves.
      

      
      I stayed in my grimy pit until I heard the limo pulling out. I waited until I was sure it was gone. Then I had to stay down
         another few moments, long enough to fire up my circulatory system. I crawled out on the street side, which had more clearance.
         Smelling like oil and smeared with a thick layer of grit, I staggered to my feet and leaned against the car.
      

      
      With my hands on my knees, I enjoyed a few deep breaths of nontoxic air and thought about Angel. I kept seeing her face, and
         her eyes, and the way she had fixed on my position and stared for no reason I could think of, except that she had a sixth
         sense, the one coyotes use to survive a hard life on the high plains. Or the one a leopard uses to stalk, attack, and tear
         the hide from its prey before the unlucky victim ever senses mortal danger. Angel was a pro. From everything I’d heard, she’d
         been at this game a long time. If I wanted to catch her, I’d have to quit acting as if this were my first case.
      

      
      Even though it was.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Irene surveyed the sight in front of us and shook her head.
      

      
      ‘Being a flight attendant used to be so much fun.’ She sighed.

      
      It was the kind of bittersweet lament reserved for things that were loved and lost to the past. Like the first days of a new
         romance or the last days of blissful childhood, the airline business as we knew it had vanished. It was never coming back.
      

      
      The two of us stood at the head of the concourse, staring at the OrangeAir security checkpoint. It was morning rush hour in
         Pittsburgh, so the operation had the frantic quality of an earthquake response. Everyone talked at once, trying to be heard
         over the whine of the machinery. The X-ray belts cycled constantly. The magnetometers went off regularly, each alarm adding
         to the number of bored/angry/confused passengers that waited like an army of scarecrows for an individual wand search.
      

      
      ‘Thank God we’re in uniform,’ was all I could say as we cut to the front of the line and flashed our airline IDs. I waited
         for Irene to pick her queue and then jumped into one that was guaranteed to take longer.
      

      
      As expected, she triggered the alarm as she passed through the metal detector. Airports all over the country had dialed up
         the sensitivity on the magnetometers, and we never failed to trip them. It was the multitude of buttons on our uniforms, which meant every OrangeAir employee all over the United States made them go off every time he
         or she passed through. It seemed needlessly inefficient to me, but then, I was no longer in charge of an airport operation.
         I was no longer in charge of much of anything.
      

      
      To my relief, Irene slipped through with only a quick pass of the wand. She was cleared before I had even begun digging out
         my laptop and my cell phone. When it appeared she was intent on waiting for me, I dropped my phone and kicked it under the
         X-ray machine. Down on my hands and knees to retrieve it, I motioned to Irene across the great divide. ‘You should go on.
         I’ll be here a while.’
      

      
      ‘Okay. I’ll see you onboard.’

      
      When she was well out of sight, I pulled the camera equipment from my bag and sent it through on the belt. The agent monitoring
         the X ray called over a supervisor, who took one look at the gear in my bucket and let out a weary sigh.
      

      
      ‘What is this for, ma’am?’

      
      ‘I’m a photography buff.’

      
      He hoisted the long lens and studied it. Then he studied me. ‘What do you need this for?’

      
      ‘Close-ups. I’m a bird watcher.’

      
      ‘Uh-huh.’ He tipped his head back and looked down at me through narrowed eyes, and I knew I was one more irritation on a shift
         that didn’t need any more. ‘Step over here if you will, please.’
      

      
      It would have been so much easier if I could have just checked the equipment through, but that would have been a guaranteed way to blow my cover. Real flight attendants never checked baggage when they worked. Any flight attendant
         would tell you a good one can circle the globe twice on the items that could fit into the space of a single carry-on bag,
         and still have room for souvenirs. But then, as I was demonstrating almost daily, I wasn’t a very good flight attendant.
      

      
      I was through the gauntlet and headed down the concourse when I heard the sound of my name.

      
      ‘Alexaaaandra.’
      

      
      Tristan’s voice rang out over the communal airport mumble. I turned to find him. He was easy to spot since he was traveling,
         as he often did, at the center of a rolling circus. Today, as always, he was the ringmaster, the obvious instigator, and the
         lone male, leading a posse of women who were many sizes, shapes, and colors but had one thing in common: they liked to laugh.
         Riotously.
      

      
      I waved and stepped outside the swiftly moving current of travelers to wait for him. There were half hugs and air kisses all
         around as he parted from the group. The women headed down a separate concourse. Tristan trundled my way, dragging his bag
         behind him. Tristan was so elegant he even trundled gracefully.
      

      
      ‘Where were you last night?’ He greeted me with my very own smooch on the lips, and we rejoined the march toward the departure
         gates. We were working the same trip home. ‘Reenie and I looked all over for you. We were worried.’
      

      
      His concern was genuine. During my assignment, I’d flown with an overwhelming majority of women, but it turned out that Tristan McNabb, a gay man, was the person with whom I had bonded most quickly. That also made him the person
         I had to lie to most often.
      

      
      ‘I unplugged the phone and went to bed early.’

      
      ‘Then why do you look so tired?’ He turned to look at me more closely, doing a quick inspection of my face as we moved. ‘Getting
         overtired is not good for your skin. I’ve told you that. You need a facial.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t afford facials. I’ve told you that.’

      
      ‘That’s like saying you can’t afford food. Where’s Reenie? Have you seen her yet this morning?’

      
      ‘She’s already onboard.’

      
      ‘Not likely.’ Just as he did, I caught sight of the steady stream of passengers coming off our aircraft, which had obviously
         arrived late. Irene had to be in the departure lounge somewhere. I spotted the back of her head. ‘Over there.’ We threaded
         our way through the arriving and departing passengers to join her at a far grouping of seats by the window.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Reenie, dear.’ Tristan had to lean over to give Irene her good morning kiss. She had settled into one of the seats
         in the lounge to work on a knitting project. Tristan reached down to get a closer look. ‘Please don’t tell me this is more
         dog attire. Knitting is so terribly banal to begin with, but knitting for a dog—’
      

      
      ‘Do not make fun of my babies. They require a lot of attention. Even more than you.’ Her tone conveyed just what an incredible
         concept that was.
      

      
      Irene was a rescuer of basset hounds, someone who took in lost and battered pooches. She also ate brown rice, wore leather
         sandals as big as snowshoes, and wouldn’t buy self-adhering stamps because it was bad for the environment. When she wasn’t working, she favored baggy shorts
         and T-shirts with meaningful logos, an amusing contrast to her work self, where she was one of the more proper wearers of
         the uniform. It reminded me of how little we know of each other just from what we can see.
      

      
      ‘Reenie, what is the name of that Indonesian restaurant we always go to on Saint Martin? I was trying to recommend it the
         other day, and I could not think of the name.’
      

      
      ‘I never remember stuff like that,’ she said. ‘I just go where you take me.’

      
      ‘Yes, you do remember. I know you do.’ Tristan settled into the seat next to his friend.

      
      While they chatted, I stood back against the window and scanned the terminal, a habit I had acquired when I had managed my
         own operation. Back then, I had been looking for anything out of the ordinary, any problem about to emerge that could disrupt
         the day’s smooth exchange of aircraft in and aircraft out. I had a different purpose now. I was looking for any of the targets
         of my investigation, but most especially the tall blonde with the fulsome physique and the predator’s eyes. I knew she would
         be here somewhere. She was on a layover, just as we had been.
      

      
      ‘Reenie, it’s the place where we sit outside on the screened-in porch. They serve the dinner in courses on those little plates
         that look like soap dishes.’
      

      
      ‘I know the one you’re talking about, T. I just don’t remember the name.’

      
      
      She was four gates down. I spotted her with two other women: Sally, the blonde she had been with in the limo the night before,
         and Sylvie Nguyet, a French-Vietnamese woman – girl, really – whose picture I also had in my hooker files at home. Taller
         by a head, Angel stood next to them like a great marble statue, a Venus de Milo with arms and a bombshell silhouette that
         made her two pals look downright wispy.
      

      
      ‘Tristan, come here.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I want to ask you something.’ He was my absolute best source for what I needed to know. The prostitution ring was an open
         secret among flight attendants, but still a secret. Most would talk about it only in private, and none would talk about it
         with someone as new as I was. Tristan was the exception. He shared freely with me, partly because we were friends, partly
         because he liked to show off what he knew, and partly because he was an incorrigible gossip.
      

      
      ‘Is that Sylvie over there with those other two women?’

      
      He peered down the concourse. ‘Oh, Lord, it is, Reenie. And she’s standing with the Dairy Queen herself.’

      
      ‘Be nice, Trissy.’ Irene, on the other hand, had no use for gossip. She wanted to set an example, she always said, for her
         thirteen-year-old daughter.
      

      
      ‘Dairy Queen?’ I was confused. ‘Do you mean Angel?’

      
      ‘Angela.’ Tristan lounged back against the window with me. ‘No matter what she calls herself, her name is Angela.’

      
      ‘Is Dairy Queen a mammary reference?’

      
      
      He laughed. ‘That works, too, but no. She’s trailer trash from the side of a one-lane West Texas dirt highway, out where they
         have Dairy Queens at every other mile marker. She should be working at one of them serving up chocolate-dipped soft-serve
         ice cream in Styrofoam cones instead of trying to be one of us.’
      

      
      ‘That is such a mean thing to say.’ Irene finished a row, turned her needles, and started on the next.

      
      ‘You know it’s true.’

      
      Angel, Sally, and Sylvie gathered their gear and rolled through their boarding door and out of sight. According to the monitor,
         they were bound for La Guardia and then probably home to Boston, like us.
      

      
      I shifted my attention to Tristan. ‘That’s an interesting perspective for someone who hails from the great state of Wyoming.
         At least Texas has Neiman-Marcus.’
      

      
      ‘I beg your pardon.’ He raised his chin in mock indignation. ‘Angela is trash because of what she is, not because of where
         she came from.’
      

      
      ‘She should get involved in Toastmasters.’ Irene looked up to find us both staring at her. ‘I think it would help her. It
         would certainly help build her self-confidence. Have you ever heard her try to give a PA? It would make her a better flight
         attendant.’
      

      
      ‘Honey, Angelina might need to learn how to read, but she does not need any more confidence, and she certainly does not need
         to be a better flight attendant. She makes her money on her back.’
      

      
      Irene sniffed. ‘Those are just rumors, Trissy. You shouldn’t spread them.’

      
      He shook his head. ‘Go back to your knitting and purling, sweetie pie. We’ll let you know when the conversation turns to beagles or Birkenstocks.’
      

      
      ‘Bassets,’ she corrected. ‘Basset hounds.’

      
      ‘What-ever.’
      

      
      I checked the area. The only people near enough to hear were a man on a cell phone and a young woman reading a paperback.
         Still, I lowered my voice. ‘Are you saying she’s one of the hookers?’
      

      
      ‘Angela is not one of them; she’s the queen bee. The madam. The übertramp.’

      
      ‘I thought they were all just freelancers.’

      
      ‘They were, until Angela came along and turned a ragtag bunch of disorganized whores into a lean, mean fucking machine. Sounds
         like the story line for a Broadway play, doesn’t it? Send in the Whores? Don’t Cry for Me, I’m a Hooker?’
      

      
      ‘Tristan.’ Irene did her own check around the lounge. ‘All you’re doing is encouraging a nasty and unfair stereotype. It’s like
         saying all Italians are mobsters, or all Muslims are terrorists.’
      

      
      ‘If the Manolo Blahnik fits …’

      
      ‘You have no proof.’

      
      ‘That’s the nice thing about gossip, Reenie. The standard of proof is so very low.’

      
      ‘For all you know, you are the source of all these rumors.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me this. If you’re a flight attendant making forty thousand dollars a year, how do you afford a condo at the Ritz?’

      
      ‘The Ritz?’ He was teasing Irene and clearly delighting in it, but I was the one hanging on every word. Oh, for a microcassette, or at least a pad and pencil. ‘The new Ritz-Carlton?’
      

      
      ‘Angela has a two-bedroom. Not even a one-bedroom or a studio, although I doubt they even have studios in those buildings.
         Do you know what she paid? Just under two million. That’s more than twelve hundred per square foot.’
      

      
      ‘How do you—’

      
      ‘Barry.’

      
      ‘Oh, right.’ I had forgotten his partner was a real estate agent in the city. ‘Is that a lot for that area?’

      
      ‘No, but that’s beside the point. It’s a lot for a flight attendant, especially one who already owns a cottage on the Cape,
         where she keeps her second car, her Hummer.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe,’ Irene said, ‘she has another source of income.’

      
      ‘She does, dear, and I just told you what it is.’

      
      ‘Another source besides … what you’re saying.’

      
      ‘No one seems to be able to locate any other source of income. Ditto for her slut posse. Sally and Sylvie and Claudia and
         Ava and the rest. You can often find them at the spa or working out at the LA Sports Club. Or having lunch in Paris.’
      

      
      We all heard the boarding door at our gate close, which meant the aircraft was ready for us. It was time to pack up and go.

      
      ‘You’re jealous.’ Irene wrapped her doggie sweater around the needles and put the whole thing into her World Wildlife Fund
         tote bag.
      

      
      Tristan stood up straight, shook out his slacks, and smoothed his jacket. ‘I’m quite happy with my life, at long last. Have
         you heard the latest rumors?’
      

      
      
      He asked it in a way that was irresistible. I couldn’t wait to hear the answer. In spite of herself, neither could Irene.
         We shuffled a little closer together. ‘What,’ she asked, ‘is the latest rumor?’
      

      
      ‘Angela is trying to start up a West Coast shop. My sources tell me there are at least ten dirty girls on the transfer list
         to LA.’
      

      
      This was news to me. ‘Is Angel herself on the transfer list?’

      
      ‘Not that I’ve heard. She must be sending some minion of hers out there. Can you believe it? The woman has no shame.’

      
      We were now at the point in our ongoing conversation on the subject where I was better off keeping my mouth shut. And yet
         …
      

      
      ‘I still don’t understand why you don’t turn these women in.’

      
      They both turned to blink at me. ‘Alexandra, you are so management. We’ll have to work on you.’

      
      ‘You should talk. You were a flight services supervisor once.’

      
      ‘That was temporary insanity, and it was only two years.’ He squinted at me. ‘You spent, what … fourteen … sixteen years?’

      
      ‘Fourteen.’

      
      ‘I’m a union officer, Alexandra. My job is to protect union members, not help management fire them. They tried to terminate
         a bunch of them last year, but we got them all back.’
      

      
      Irene found that amusing. ‘You’re full of baloney. They came back because the company couldn’t prove anything. They never can. That’s why they go on and on.’
      

      
      ‘Would you defend these women,’ I asked, ‘even if the company could prove their case?’

      
      ‘Of course I would.’ Tristan put a fatherly arm around my shoulders. ‘You’re union now. When you’re union, you stick together,
         no matter what. They might be hookers, but they’re our hookers.’
      

      
      He glanced at Irene, who was already on her way. I glanced at Tristan, my friend, who had just declared himself my sworn enemy.
         I filed it with all the other bridges to be crossed when I got there. Right now, I had to serve cold muffins to eighty-five
         passengers who would want more from us than we could give them.
      

      
      Tristan grabbed his bag and turned to me. ‘Ready for another day in the friendly skies?’

      
      ‘I’m ready.’

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      The flight passed without incident … without major incident. Tristan did spill a carton of orange juice on a man wearing a
         business suit. He made him happy with the promise of a free upgrade. That in spite of his suspicions that the savvy passenger
         had knocked the carton out of his hand on purpose, expecting exactly that result.
      

      
      ‘That’s not a suit,’ he fumed. ‘It’s a polyester sponge from off the rack at the Men’s Wearhouse. It’s probably his designated
         spill suit. His real suit is up in that Tumi bag he stashed overhead.’
      

      
      Eventually we made it to Boston, flying hard, low, and late into an early-autumn rainstorm. With the wings rocking and the
         tail hammering, the cabin was quiet, filled with the brittle tension that hardens inside an airborne machine that seems to
         be rattling too much. But if there were silent prayers and last-minute promises to God, they all evaporated when the wheels
         touched the runway and we landed safely in the steady, soaking rain.
      

      
      It was still raining an hour later when I emerged from the T station at Copley Square in the Back Bay. My standard flight
         attendant’s umbrella, which was the size of a salt shaker when folded up, kept me dry from the waist up, but it was too small
         to protect my lower half. By the time I had walked the two blocks to the restaurant, my stockings were damp, and my dark blue
         leather flats, the best pair of working shoes I owned, had turned black. I was bitter about it. I couldn’t afford a new pair.
      

      
      Inside the restaurant, it smelled like rain and felt like the onset of winter. Maybe it was the dim lighting. Maybe it was
         the rack full of raincoats inside the door. Maybe it was the lack of progress on a case that had begun back when it was summer
         and the Red Sox were still in first place.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Miss Shanahan.’ The hostess took my coat and umbrella. ‘Mr Harvey is in the back.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Yumiko.’

      
      Harvey would be in his favorite booth in the back. I couldn’t see him, which was the point, but Harvey Baltimore was always
         where he said he would be and always at least twenty minutes early.
      

      
      The first time I’d heard the name Harvey Baltimore, I had assumed it was a nickname, a street moniker bestowed upon a swaggering
         private investigator who happened to hail from Maryland. In fact, Harvey was a person as mild of manner as I had ever met
         and Baltimore was his real name. His great grandfather had emigrated from Poland in 1898. When asked at Ellis Island for his
         destination, he’d told them. According to Harvey, in later years, the old man would pronounce that he was glad he hadn’t been
         going to Schenectady. His name, he would always add, had not been too dear a price to pay for his new life in America.
      

      
      I knew enough by now to get myself settled before walking into Harvey’s line of sight and unsettling him. I slipped off my
         raincoat, shook out the little umbrella, stomped the water out of my soggy shoes, and stowed my bag behind the bar. Only then did I make my way back, where Harvey
         sat, hunched prayerfully over his cup of tea. As I approached, his head popped up. He blinked at me, and didn’t even wait
         for me to sit down.
      

      
      ‘What is happening? Is something wrong? Why did we have to meet today?’

      
      ‘Hello, Harvey.’ I slipped into my side of the booth. ‘I’m fine and it’s nice to see you, too.’

      
      He was dressed in his gray suit with the window-pane plaid – one of the two suits he always wore when he left his big house
         in Brookline – and the expression of deepest gloom, which he wore at all times.
      

      
      ‘Sorry. So sorry, but your phone call had me worried. What is happening?’

      
      ‘I didn’t mean to worry you and I’m sorry to drag you out in this weather.’ I picked up the menu and signaled for the waiter.
         ‘Let me just order some dinner and I’ll tell you what’s happening.’
      

      
      ‘Dinner? It’s not even four o’clock.’ Harvey didn’t like the natural order of things to be disturbed.

      
      ‘I’m starving and I didn’t have time to eat on the flight. Are you having something?’

      
      ‘Soup. I will have soup.’

      
      ‘That’s it?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      When the waiter came, I gave him my order for two bowls of miso soup, a California roll and … and …

      
      ‘A plate of mixed tempura, please.’

      
      I put the menu aside with a twinge of regret. What I really wanted was the sushi special – seven different varieties of raw fish on cubes of rice that I could drench in soy sauce, ginger, and wasabe. But every once in a while, I
         succumbed to the screeching warnings about the health hazards of eating uncooked fish. It must have been the proximity to
         Harvey and the influence of his chronically jangled nerves.
      

      
      Harvey spent the majority of his time in a high state of agitation, convinced that if a meteor fell from the heavens tomorrow,
         it would fall on him. But he had good reason. He had been diagnosed five years ago with multiple sclerosis. It was a devastating
         blow that had peeled away the last defenses of a chronically nervous, fifty-one-year-old man and left him feeling vulnerable
         and scared. Working with Harvey was by turns murderously frustrating and heartbreakingly sad.
      

      
      He reached up with his napkin and dabbed at the dew on his forehead.

      
      ‘What did your doctor say?’

      
      ‘I am still, unfortunately, as diseased as ever. Perhaps a little more.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Harvey. I know you were expecting better news.’

      
      ‘No matter.’ He said it with that offhand nonchalance that left no doubt about how much it did matter. ‘What did you do?’
         he asked me. ‘Did you get fired? Is that what you are keeping from me?’
      

      
      That was the other thing about Harvey. He was highly perceptive.

      
      ‘I’m not keeping anything from you, which is why we’re here.’

      
      ‘Then you did get fired.’

      
      
      ‘No, I did not.’ I slumped back in the booth. ‘I got a stern letter of warning.’

      
      ‘I knew it.’ He launched immediately into his quietly hysterical mode. ‘This thing is falling apart. I knew it would. Did
         I tell you? Did I not tell you this?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not falling apart.’

      
      ‘How can they fire you after only six weeks? What did you do?’

      
      ‘I am not fired. I am warned, and all I did was melt a couple of ice buckets, which were not supposed to be stored in the
         ovens in the first place. I’ve had a few customers gripe, and a couple of trips ago—’ I glanced up at him. There was no point
         in unsettling him further.
      

      
      ‘How will you conduct an undercover investigation if you cannot hold on to your cover? You have to be a working stewardess
         to do this job.’
      

      
      ‘Flight attendant.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I’m working as a flight attendant, not a stewardess. I’m also working for you as an investigator, which means I am working
         virtually around the clock. I spend more than half my time on the road. When I’m not flying, I’m on surveillance. When I’m
         not on surveillance, I’m writing reports. It’s hard to smile all day and be nice when you’ve had no sleep for three nights
         running. All things considered, I think I’m keeping up pretty well. Did you get the pictures I sent from last night?’
      

      
      ‘I never should have let you talk me into this. This is not what I do. Insurance fraud, background checks, forensic accounting.
         That’s what I do. What do I know from hookers and pimps? Nothing. That’s what.’
      

      
      
      ‘Harvey, I thought you should know what’s going on, but if this is the way you react, you will discourage any further impulse
         I might have to keep you in the loop.’
      

      
      ‘I do not wish to be in the loop. I would rather not know. Dear God.’

      
      ‘Is that true?’

      
      ‘No. But I am no longer convinced this case is worth it for me anymore.’

      
      ‘Look, maybe I am—’ The waiter appeared with our soup. I waited for him to set the lacquered bowls in front of us and retreat.
         ‘Maybe I do cause you undue aggravation, but you have to be fair. This case has been worth a lot of money to you. Shall we
         review the billings we’ve generated from this job over the past few months?’ It wasn’t enough to buy new shoes, but it certainly
         was enough to pay the rent.
      

      
      He stared into his cup of miso. He tugged on the sleeves of his worn suit coat. He tried to pull the collar of his pressed
         white shirt into the next larger size. With his fortunes as a private investigator deteriorating along with his health, he
         had agreed to take me on because he needed cash fast and I brought a presold job with me. I had agreed to be taken on because
         I needed to work for a licensed investigator for three years before I could qualify on my own. I thought we were the perfect
         match. He had the contacts, the license, and a lot of things I wanted to learn from him. I had the mobility and the enthusiasm
         for the work that had been sapped by his condition, although I had to wonder if he’d ever had much enthusiasm to begin with.
      

      
      
      ‘Do you know how the client will react if you are terminated from this job after they have invested twelve weeks in you?’

      
      ‘Eleven weeks, half of that in training, which doesn’t really count.’

      
      ‘The point is the client is dismayed that this case is taking as long as it is and disappointed in our lack of progress.’

      
      ‘We have progress. If you get the photos out, I’ll show you.’

      
      He pulled a manila file out and slipped it across the table. He must have had it tucked under his thigh, because it was still
         warm. I opened it and quickly reviewed the report that was on top, reminding myself of what I’d written in the middle of last
         night. I thumbed through the stack of photos. Not bad images, considering the distance from which I’d had to shoot and the
         bad lighting and the fact that I’d almost been busted by the target. I pulled out the best image of Angel.
      

      
      ‘That’s Angela Velesco. She calls herself Angel, of all things, and she runs the hooker ring.’

      
      ‘Alex, as we have yet to establish the validity of your ring theory, I would prefer that we not refer to it as such until
         we have firmly—’
      

      
      ‘There are constants in every transaction. The women involved almost exclusively work the first-class cabin. They only turn
         tricks when they’re on the road. They never do business in Boston. They do not solicit onboard, and they never flash the cash
         in the open, which means there is some sort of scheduling and payment system behind the scenes, and I’ll bet any amount of money it’s on the Internet.’ I had to stop and take a breath. ‘This is a prostitution ring, Harvey. It’s all very
         smooth and organized and sophisticated, and she’ – I pointed to the picture of Angel – ‘is the one who made it that way.’
      

      
      ‘Can you prove that?’

      
      ‘Proof, no, but I know it’s going on. I heard something interesting today, that Angel is trying to expand her operation to
         the West Coast.’
      

      
      He cleared his throat, straightened his napkin, and cleared his throat again. ‘We are supposed to be winding down, not expanding
         the scope.’
      

      
      ‘Harvey, the case is what it is. I’m not expanding it. I’m trying to keep up, and I’m trying to do it given the severe limitation
         imposed by the airline.’
      

      
      ‘Limitation?’

      
      ‘You know the one I mean. We’re conducting this investigation as if were after the men. We’re after the women, which means
         we have to prove that money is being exchanged for sex. If I can’t ask the men, how am I supposed to do that? Photos aren’t
         enough, but they would be enough to leverage statements from the johns. We have the names. I could approach—’
      

      
      ‘No.’ He sat back in his booth and shook his head hard enough to make his cheeks ripple. ‘Absolutely out of the question.’

      
      I sat back in my booth. ‘Option two would be me hiding under the bed while they have sex.’

      
      ‘I know I do not need to remind you that the client has asked us, I dare say demanded, that we leave their passengers out
         of the investigation.’
      

      
      
      ‘Can we refer to the client by his name? Can we please call him Carl? I prefer to think of our client as a person, a human
         being who can be influenced by other reasonable human beings.’
      

      
      ‘Very well. As the director of corporate security, Mr Wolff has made it clear on behalf of the airline that we are not to
         approach their passengers under any circumstances. We abide by his wishes. It is part of being a good investigator.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, and me thinking the goal was to solve the case.’

      
      ‘Your goal is the client’s goal, and might I remind you that we sold this case on the idea that you could infiltrate the group,
         that there would be no need to approach the passengers? Metaphorically speaking, you promised them you would be able to get
         under the bed to get the evidence we need. I am loath to say this because I know how hard you are trying, but we are three
         months in, and you are not any closer today to becoming an insider than when we started.’
      

      
      There was that perceptive Harvey again. I had collected lots of information and taken lots of pictures but had yet to make
         the right contacts to get really inside, mainly because I had overestimated my ability to fit in with a cadre of gorgeous
         women at least ten years younger than I who had sex for a living and aggressively rejected anyone who didn’t. I stared at
         the delicate rice paper partitions that separated our booth from the next one.
      

      
      ‘Is there some reason you bring this up?’

      
      ‘The client – Mr Wolff – is scheduled for his budget review in two weeks. He plans to present one of two scenarios. Either we brought the case in and he is a hero, or we failed to bring the case in and he has fired us.’
      

      
      ‘How can they fire us when they’re under pressure to deal with this problem?’

      
      ‘Apparently, the wife who complained and threatened to go public has been mollified with the promise of several free tickets
         to destinations of her choice.’
      

      
      ‘So they fixed the immediate problem. This ring is not going away. In fact, it’s getting bigger. More wives will find out
         about it. At some point, one of them will decide not to be bought off and she’ll go public. An airline that is aware of illegal
         activity going on in the operation and doing nothing to stop it would make a great investigative report, don’t you think?
         If they’re allowing prostitution, what else are they turning a blind eye to? Smuggling? Maintenance problems?’
      

      
      ‘The client is aware of what is at stake. Do not forget that he has the option to hire someone else to take our place.’

      
      My tempura had materialized in front of me sometime during the debate. It looked heavy and smelled greasy compared with the
         clean and simple sushi I should have ordered. Another opportunity missed.
      

      
      ‘What do you want to do?’ I already knew the response, but every once in a while, I held out a hope that Harvey might surprise
         me.
      

      
      ‘We should put what we have in a final report and turn it in with our last invoice. They are not going to court. All they
         want is for the suspects to resign quietly. For that, they need reasonable evidence, which we have given them.’
      

      
      
      ‘It won’t work. I’m getting to know these women, or at least about them.’ I picked up a photo. ‘If you put these in front
         of one of them, she will not dissolve in tears. She will not implicate her friends. She will say, “So what? I went out on
         a date with a passenger in Pittsburgh. That’s not against the law, and let me introduce you to my union rep.” The union is
         solidly behind these women. If we confront them now, we will drive them further underground, which is exactly what happened
         the last time they tried to get them without the proper evidence.’
      

      
      ‘What is your suggestion?’

      
      ‘Give Carl a plan that gives me until the end of the month, when I have to go back to flying reserve. That’s the two weeks
         up to his budget review.’
      

      
      ‘What will you do in two weeks that you have not already done?’

      
      ‘Find a way to get under the bed.’

   



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      The vestibule of my apartment building looked shabbier than usual when I rolled in. The tiles were mud streaked and the grout
         a few shades smudgier than when I’d left. The mailbox area looked like a flea market, littered as it was with free newspapers,
         delivery notices, and piles of take-out menus from Wong Fu’s Wok and Gianella’s Pizzeria. Both rows of boxes were festooned
         with yellow sticky notes and scraps of taped paper, temporary tags meant to identify permanent residents.
      

      
      My mailbox wore a clean, computer-generated label I had slotted neatly into the cutout provided for that purpose. My life
         felt like a mess in so many ways, I figured I’d try for neat and tidy wherever I could find it. The inside of my box was another
         story. When I keyed it open, it looked like a cross-section view of a trash compactor. As near as I could tell, the postman
         loaded the narrow boxes from the top, making the envelopes fit by jamming them down with a pile driver. Anything that didn’t
         fit – magazines, catalogues, tax returns, divorce decrees – went into the communal pile on the floor and ultimately into the
         trash if not promptly claimed.
      

      
      I dug out the slug of mail and locked the box. I pulled two magazines from the pile that were mine. With arms full, I maneuvered
         my key into the front door, made my way to the elevator, and punched the button with my elbow. It wheezed into action, sounding
         much the way I felt. After three days on the road, including two nights of surveillance, I was anxious to get off my feet.
      

      
      Inside the elevator, I rejiggered my cargo so I could sort through the mail. One of the magazines was from the Wolfborough
         Gun and Hunt Club. I couldn’t get used to seeing my name on anything with the word gun in the title. Stranger still was the presence in my mailbox of the Wings Report, the official publication of the Union of Professional Flight Attendants. Labor relations in the airline business are on
         a par with those of coal mining, and I had spent fourteen years on the other side of the table as a manager. If anyone had
         told me I would be a member of the UPFA, or any labor union, I would have thought that person clinically insane. It just wasn’t
         in my background.
      

      
      My apartment when I opened the door was dark and cool, which meant I had left town once again with the window open. The damp
         air from outside had pooled in my one-bedroom unit, but it wasn’t cold enough for the radiators to kick in, and I was glad
         to be wearing long sleeves. I flipped the switch in the entryway and immediately felt warmer for the light.
      

      
      I dropped the mail on the kitchen counter and went to close the window. The old wooden frame was warped and stuck. When I
         finally banged it loose, it slammed shut. The thick old leaded glass shuddered but held firm. I turned on a lamp in the front
         room and searched around for the remote for the stereo. It was never where it was supposed to be, which was a strange problem
         for someone who lived alone. The search took me into the kitchen and past my answering machine, where not a single message had come in during my absence.
      

      
      I needed a dog.

      
      The remote was not in the kitchen, so I manually started the CD player, going with whatever disc was already in there. It
         was the Blind Boys of Alabama. I loved the Blind Boys, the way their gritty and imperfect voices blended perfectly in songs
         about sin and salvation, eternal damnation, and the promise of redemption. I cranked it up so I could hear them in the bedroom,
         where I went to peel off my uniform. I found a soft gray sweatsuit in the pile of wearable play clothes, the ones I didn’t
         use for running. In what was becoming my favorite part of every workday, I went into the bathroom, ran the warm water, and
         washed the makeup from my face. During my long hiatus from work, I’d gotten used to the way I looked without powders and pastes.
         Wearing them now made me feel like a rodeo clown.
      

      
      Marginally rejuvenated, I went out to the couch and dug out my laptop to do some work. Harvey had e-mailed a new batch of
         surveillance photos from one of our contractors in Florida and he wanted me to review them. I had little energy for the task.
         I was tired of looking at the same faces on the same women, strutting, primping, and going about their business as if I had
         not spent the past two months trying to get each and every one of them fired.
      

      
      While waiting for the computer to do the mysterious things it did when called upon to wake up and be useful, I went through
         my daily ritual of self-flagellation. What had possessed me to give up a good corporate career with a very agreeable income to become a private investigator? On
         what evidence had I concluded that I could successfully perform a job for which I had no training, no background, and no support,
         except from Harvey, who leaned on me almost more than I did on him? How did I expect to support myself, who did I expect to
         hire me, and would I ever have made this decision had I known the cost of health benefits for a self-employed individual?
         In summary, what the hell did I think I was doing?
      

      
      The photos were up on my screen. Here was Sylvie Nguyet, the French-Vietnamese exotic flower, wearing a liquid blue silk dress
         that hung on her delicate shoulders from wispy spaghetti straps. She was caught in the embrace of her client, laughing like
         a child, her face more animated than her usual serene demeanor ever allowed. When Sylvie was on a date, she seemed to have
         a need to convince herself she was having a good time.
      

      
      Not so with Ava Ashby. Ava, cool and lithe, had the boneless quality of a boa constrictor and the personality to match. She
         looked as if she could squeeze herself in or out of any situation. Her silver lamé dress – sleeveless with a choker neckline
         – clung to her like a second skin as she uncoiled from the limo.
      

      
      I plowed through the batch, clicking faster as I went, putting names with faces and generally ignoring the photos of the men
         nuzzling the women’s necks or glancing out furtively from inside the limos. When I got to the end, I closed the file, but
         then I clicked it open again almost instantly. Without knowing why, I went straight to the shot at the end, the last one I’d seen. I had given it no more weight than all the others, perhaps less. When
         I pulled it up and studied it more closely, I understood what had drawn me back, and what I saw there made me smile because
         I knew we had finally caught a break. I knew I had something to work with, and that feeling, all by itself, was enough to
         get me through tonight and all the way to tomorrow, when it would be time to ask again what the hell I thought I was doing.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Five

      
      The rain had passed through during the night, leaving in its wake one of those high-resolution fall days, the kind that make
         living in New England worth the endless, bone-cracking winters. The Commonwealth Avenue mall, which would spend much of the
         next several months in monochromatic stasis under a blanket of snow, was vibrant with fall colors. The venerable old elms
         that lined both sides of the wide promenade were thick with broad leaves at the vivid end of their life. They looked spectacular,
         but what I loved most was the sound they made. When the wind blew against them, the large, stiffening leaves shook into a
         sound that had the soaring resonance of applause, as if the trees were rewarding your walk among them.
      

      
      I was in search of my car, certain of the general vicinity of where I had parked it last but fuzzy on exact longitude and
         latitude. It had been a while since I’d had the old Durango out, but I knew it was on Commonwealth somewhere west of Exeter.
      

      
      The car did not reveal itself in the Exeter-to-Fairfield block, so I headed for the next block, pulled out my cell phone,
         and turbo-dialed. I was certain I would get voice mail, but a real, live human picked up.
      

      
      ‘Dan Fallacaro.’

      
      ‘Hey.’ I was pleasantly surprised. ‘What are you doing?’

      
      
      ‘I’m working, Shanahan. Hold on.’ I could hear the familiar sounds of the Majestic Airlines ticket counter behind Dan, and
         then his voice. ‘What flight are you on, sir?’ The response was too far away to be clear, and I knew he had stuck the cell
         phone under his arm to take the man’s ticket and scan it. Dan’s voice was, as always, loud and clear. ‘Do you have any bags
         to check today? No? You need to go over to that line. You see the one that says first class?’
      

      
      The response was muffled but probably something like, ‘I’m not flying first class.’

      
      ‘Tell them I sent you. I’m the boss. Tell them Fallacaro sent you.’

      
      Dan was doing his favorite thing, monitoring the lines in front of the Majestic ticket counter, making sure no one missed
         a flight. He was one general manager who spent less time in his office than in the operation, and I was always secretly envious
         that having taken over my job, he did it better than I ever had.
      

      
      ‘What do you want, Shanahan?’

      
      ‘I want to stop by and see you. I can be there in twenty minutes. You’re right on my way.’

      
      ‘Only if you want to come over and help me lift tickets. They’re hanging from the rafters out here.’

      
      ‘I like to get paid when I work. We can meet in front of your ticket counter at what? Eight-fifteen? Better make it eight-thirty
         in case the tunnel is backed up.’
      

      
      ‘Shanahan—’

      
      ‘Come on, Dan. Take a break. I haven’t seen you in … too long.’

      
      
      ‘You’re full of shit. You want something from me.’

      
      ‘That, too. I need your help.’

      
      ‘I’ll give you fifteen minutes,’ he said. ‘Don’t be late.’ Click.
      

      
      Dan approached the way he always did – walking fast and talking faster. When he spotted me, he vectored over, barely clearing
         the slow movers as he sliced through the crowd.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Shanahan, get me a pillow from the overhead bin, and top off my rum and coke. Just kidding. C’mon, let’s get a doughnut
         or something.’
      

      
      He took off again and I caught up with him at Dunkin’ Donuts, leaning over the counter, having a speed-talking contest with
         the woman pouring his coffee.
      

      
      ‘What do you want to drink, Shanahan?’

      
      ‘Tea.’ I pulled out my folding money, ready to slip him a couple of bills.

      
      ‘Fucking tea from a coffee stand.’ He shook his head. ‘Put your money away.’

      
      ‘I invited you.’

      
      ‘I’d hate for my cup of coffee to tip you over into bankruptcy.’ He reached for his own cash, digging deep into the pants
         pocket of his very sharp charcoal suit, which, I noticed, was suspiciously well tailored to his wiry frame. His tie was silk
         instead of a polyester blend, and it matched his precision-pressed cotton shirt.
      

      
      ‘Is that a custom-tailored suit, Dan?’

      
      ‘Don’t talk about the suit.’ He reached up and dragged the knot of his tie off center, as if to make it less perfect. He was trying hard to be insulted, because true operations
         guys never cared how they looked. He certainly hadn’t the first time I’d ever seen him. On my first day on the job at Logan,
         I looked out the window to see him sprinting across the ramp in a heavy rain with a kidney in his hands. Not his. A transplant
         kidney in a cooler. It had arrived on a late inbound flight from Chicago and was overdue at the hospital. He was soaking wet.
         Just another day at the office for Dan.
      

      
      ‘Awfully spiffy, Mr Fallacaro. Very corporate.’
      

      
      ‘I’m warning you, Shanahan. Don’t start.’

      
      But now, despite himself, he had become a mucky-muck, and he had people to run out into the rain for him. He liked his job,
         had been surprised to find out how good he was at it, and I would have bet any amount of money I didn’t have that he loved
         that suit and the way he looked in it. God forbid he should let anyone know.
      

      
      He handed me my tea and took his jumbo steaming brew, and we walked to a couple of chairs that faced the ticketing lobby.
         ‘What do you want from me now, Shanahan? I already got you a job, for Chrissakes.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t get me a job.’

      
      ‘I gave you the contact at GrapefruitAir, didn’t I? I hooked you up with Harvey. How’s he doing, by the way?’

      
      ‘He’s okay. Physically up and down, but mostly down about the case.’

      
      ‘The hooker case? Are you still on that? Jesus Christ, how long has it been? Months, right?’

      
      
      ‘Please, don’t you start.’

      
      ‘What’d I say? What’s so hard about chasing hookers around?’

      
      I looked around to make sure no one was listening. Dan had, indeed, been our first contact on the case with OrangeAir, for
         which I was eternally grateful. I just wished he didn’t talk so loud. ‘It’s not hard to find them. It’s hard to find them
         doing anything actionable. Right now, all I have are a bunch of shots of women in killer evening gowns and Prada shoes coming
         and going from expensive hotels, climbing in and out of limos, and leaving parties and restaurants with passengers. It’s not
         enough.’
      

      
      ‘What more do you need?’

      
      ‘Proof that money is changing hands. I need statements from the men in the photos saying they paid for sex. But since the
         hookers’ customers are also the airline’s best customers—’
      

      
      ‘Don’t tell me, the airline doesn’t want you fucking with their revenue base.’

      
      ‘Exactly right. They think it would be a bad idea to accuse their full-fare first-class business travelers and heavy-duty
         frequent fliers of patronizing a prostitution ring. Go figure.’
      

      
      He pulled the stirrer out of his coffee, stared at the ceiling as he sucked on it, and put it back. ‘Okay. Here’s what you
         do. You sit down and draft up a proposal for the airline. Call it a new business opportunity. Outline a revenue-sharing arrangement.
         Get the hookers to cut the airline in on their action. In return, they can continue to operate with no hassles.’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s your idea?’

      
      ‘Think about it. They’ve got the same target market. They can do joint marketing. “Use your frequent flier miles to get laid.”
         It’s a win-win.’
      

      
      His delivery was so perfectly deadpan it made me laugh. ‘I don’t believe this is the kind of advice the airline called on
         us to provide.’
      

      
      He leaned back and shrugged. ‘It’s a new day, Shanahan. You have to think outside the box.’

      
      ‘Well,’ I said, hopping out of the box, ‘it is an intriguing idea. The airlines are always looking for ways to burn off that
         frequent flier liability. Ten thousand for a lap dance. Think of all the liability you could burn off on a single New York-LA
         transcon.’
      

      
      He stared at the ceiling. ‘Seventy-five for a threesome. In Bermuda.’

      
      ‘You’re such a guy, Dan.’

      
      ‘Threesomes and girls doing each other. Are you kidding me? They’d put the rest of us out of business in a week. I’ll let
         you have that idea. You should think about it.’
      

      
      ‘I think I’ll stick with the client’s fundamental premise that prostitution is a bad thing.’

      
      ‘Suit yourself. I’m just saying, don’t fuck with market forces. These guys love to play the frequent flier game. This is just
         another way to do it.’
      

      
      ‘I have a different idea. I want to get someone from the inside, a client, to give me information about what’s going on.’

      
      ‘What kind of an asshole in his right mind would do that?’

      
      
      I unzipped my backpack and pulled out the envelope I’d brought. I slipped out the photo I’d printed, the one that had caught
         my attention last night, and passed it over to Dan. ‘This kind. Look at the man behind the brunette. He has his hand on her
         butt.’
      

      
      ‘Holy shit. Is that—’

      
      ‘It is, isn’t it?’ I was delighted to see the flash of recognition in his eyes. ‘It’s that guy from Florida who used to fly
         in and out of here about once a week. You used to meet and greet him.’
      

      
      ‘Still do. He’s one of my best customers. Filthy rich. Lives down in West Palm, but his mother is still out in Weymouth. Every
         time he comes through here, I take care of him. Every time he goes out, he offers me a job with his company. His old company.
         I don’t even know what he does. He had a bunch of businesses and sold them.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a prostitute he’s fondling, Dan, one of the ones I’m chasing.’

      
      ‘Good for him.’

      
      ‘So, here’s what I was thinking. I really need information on this group. Your buddy from Florida is obviously on the inside.
         I was wondering if you could talk to him for me.’
      

      
      ‘Talk to him about having his hand on a hooker’s ass? I don’t think so. I just told you he’s one of our Very Important Travelers.’

      
      ‘You could talk to him as someone interested in becoming one of their clients.’

      
      ‘You mean a trick.’

      
      ‘Well … yeah. That way, you could ask him questions about how it works, is it secure, how does he schedule dates, does he know many of the women. I can give you a list of questions
         if you want.’
      

      
      ‘Shanahan …’ We were perfectly isolated in the hollow center of an airport din. There was no more private place to talk, yet
         he still checked around and leaned closer. ‘The reason I had to hire Harvey in the first place was because my ex accused me
         of hiding assets. Can you believe that shit? That’s all I need is for her to get wind that I’m out blowing the child support
         on hookers.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not asking you to take a survey. I’m asking you to talk to one guy in private, man to man, and see what he will share
         with you. If he tells you to mind your own business, so be it.’
      

      
      He shook his head, a distant smile on his lips. This wasn’t the first favor I’d asked of him. He always bitched and moaned,
         and he always came through for me.
      

      
      ‘I’m desperate here, Dan. If I can’t make this work, I don’t know what I’ll do. I might have to go back into the airline business
         for real and for good.’
      

      
      ‘The way this business is going, you wouldn’t want back in, anyway. It sucks. Besides, I don’t think anyone would hire you.’

      
      ‘Why do you say that?’

      
      He handed the photo back. ‘I’m just saying you’ve got a lot of baggage. With what happened when you were here and the way
         the rumors fly about you—’
      

      
      ‘What happened here is fully documented by the police, the airline, Massport, and everyone else who was involved for what
         it was – self-defense.’
      

      
      
      ‘You don’t have to tell me. I was here. But lots of people don’t read the fine print. They hear that an employee died on your
         ramp, and they move on to the next résumé.’
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