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  To my wife, Connie, whose idea this was.
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  Cheryl Guerette stood on the pedestrian bridge, staring at the swan boats as they passed. Her face twisted, and she wrapped her arms tightly around her stomach as another wave of pain raced through her. She gripped the railing to keep from falling and stared at the strange face that looked back at her. Her blond hair was disheveled, and her blue eyes were ringed with dark circles; she was as pale as a sheet of paper. She was coming down and edgy, her body super-sensitive. Anything touching her skin—even the gentle touch of the summer breeze—felt like a million daggers slicing flesh. She knew she was within an hour or two of coming down hard. She breathed deeply, too strung out to enjoy the warm evening. Exiting the Public Garden, Cheri—as she was known on the streets—walked to Charles Street. Turning toward Chinatown, she staggered down the sidewalk oblivious to passersby and the steady flow of late rush hour traffic.

  Cheryl wandered aimlessly, waiting for the sun to go down. She glanced at her watch. It would be at least an hour before normal people went home, leaving the streets to the denizens of the night: drug dealers, pimps, hookers, and johns. It was going to be a slow night, but then Mondays always were. She should do the smart thing and return to her shabby room and take the night off. Mel always said that hookers were like preachers and should take Mondays off. That was, Cheryl knew, not an option open to her. She scratched at her arms, clenching her teeth as jagged, rough fingernails threatened to slice her open. It wouldn’t be long before she was out of her mind with need—on the ground thrashing and screaming.

  Cheryl reversed direction and returned to Boston Common and the Public Garden. She walked the nearly empty sidewalks until her withdrawal symptoms lessened and she could think straight. At the Public Garden, she roamed the paths, searching for Chigger. He would fix her up; he knew she was good for the money.

  She had blown all of her weekend earnings on heroin. No matter how many times she vowed to keep a reserve to get her through the slow nights, she gave in and used it to buy more. She passed by a homeless man frantically searching for food in a trash bin. If he hadn’t kicked her leg while digging to the bottom of the receptacle, she would’ve walked by as if he didn’t exist. She rubbed the spot on her calf that his filthy, torn sneaker had hit and hurried past him. Under normal conditions, she would have stopped and ripped into the bum, but this was not a routine situation.

  As if withdrawal wasn’t enough, Mel would come around later wanting his money, and he wasn’t going to be happy when she told him she had none. It wouldn’t matter what line of bullshit she made up, Mel would know where the money had gone. Failing to locate Chigger, Cheryl left the Common and headed toward the theater district.

  _________________

  Cheryl glanced at her watch: 11 p.m. In spite of her condition, she knew it was time to get to work. She walked slowly, swinging her hips at every vehicle that passed. A couple of cars stopped, and she smiled and bent toward them, allowing each car’s occupant to look her over. Each time the vehicle’s driver pulled away. Anyone else would have known it was the wild junkie look in her eyes that turned them away.

  Cheryl turned the corner and walked along Mass Ave and Tremont Street, through the theater district. Most times she would have paused to read the marquees for each show while longing for her name to be on one of them, but not on this night. Even in her current state, she knew her dream of an acting career was gone—lost forever in the kiss of a needle followed by the bliss of hot smack racing through her veins.

  A strange-looking truck stopped beside her. Cheryl had never seen anything quite like it. It was the tractor of an eighteen-wheeler; only instead of pulling a trailer, someone had built a refrigerated box on the frame over the rear wheels. She thought it was strange that the blue commercial truck was devoid of signage; however, like everything else, her defenses were down. The driver rolled down his window, and hoping to score a trick, Cheryl went into her act. She stood beside the truck and purred, “Hey.”

  The driver stared at her but said nothing.

  “You looking for some action?” Cheryl asked, hoping her tremors were not too obvious.

  He motioned for her to get in the truck.

  Suddenly, in spite of being close to crashing, Cheryl had misgivings; something about this john was not right. Still, she needed dope, so she got over her reservations and got in the truck, pulling the door closed behind her.

  A strong fish smell filled the cabin, and involuntarily Cheryl slapped a hand over her mouth and nose. “Hi, I’m Cheri.”

  The driver stared at her. His head was misshapen—flat on one side, as if someone had smashed it with a beam. As he looked at her, his slightly crossed, pale-blue eyes flickered from side to side for a few seconds and then seemed to focus on her and cease moving.

  “What are you, the strong silent type?”

  No response.

  Even her need for dope could not quell the alarm bells that sounded in her head—this john was whacked out.

  “Look, maybe this isn’t such a good idea.” Cheryl reached for the door handle. It was missing.
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  Mike Houston saw the cloud of dust from the corner of his eye and buried the bit of his ax in the middle of the stump he used as a chopping block. He watched the plume of brown as it raced up the dirt road that led to the log cabin he and Anne Bouchard called home.

  In a few moments, he saw the unmistakable fire engine red of Anne’s Ginetta G33 two-seater flash through an opening in the trees. He took a handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped sweat from his forehead, then turned to the enticing shade of the porch that spanned the width of the structure. He sat in an Adirondack chair and reached into the plastic insulated cooler to extract a can of beer. He popped the top and took a long drink, savoring the cool liquid as it chilled his parched throat.

  The car pulled into the yard and stopped within ten feet of the house. Houston walked off the porch, met her at her car, and opened her door. Anne smiled at him. “Is sitting there drinking beer all you’ve done today?”

  “Hey, it’s a tough job, but someone has to do it.”

  She hopped out of the sports car and landed in front of him, then raised up on her tip-toes, kissed him on the forehead, and smacked her lips. “Salty. Houston, you’re the only guy I know who can sweat drinking beer in the shade.”

  “Not much cooler inside. How was your day?”

  “Great, I went to Kittery and hit the outlet stores.” She returned his embrace.

  He shifted and held her at arm’s length. “So what did you get me?”

  She grinned. “I was going to get something sheer, slinky, and tantalizing for you.”

  Houston grinned. “Show it to me. Better yet, model it for me.”

  She laughed. “I said I was going to get it for you. Then I realized that it was a waste of money, because within minutes you’d rip it off me. So why waste the money when I already have all we need?”

  He pretended to look crestfallen. “You mean you didn’t buy it?”

  “I mean I didn’t buy it.”

  He gave a lecherous grin. “You’d rather run naked through the woods with me.”

  “Too many bugs. We can run naked through the house, though.”

  She stepped out of his arms and onto the porch. She sat in the chair he had vacated and opened the cooler. She stared inside for a second, pulled a beer from the cooler, and popped the top. She sat back, enjoying the respite from the late summer sun’s heat and said, “I got to hand it to you, though. At first I wasn’t sure I’d like living here, but it isn’t half bad . . . .”

  Houston sat beside her and drank his beer. “It does grow on you, doesn’t it?”

  They sat in silence for several minutes, enjoying each other’s company. One of the secrets to their success as partners was their ability to accept each other’s privacy and go long periods without talking.

  “Something’s on your mind, woman. What is it?”

  “I want you to help me do something.”

  “Okay . . .”

  “I met an elderly couple. A fisherman and his wife. They live in Kittery. Their granddaughter has gone missing.”

  “How’d you meet this elderly couple, hon?” Houston doubted that it was a chance meeting.

  She smiled, and he knew that he was right; there was more to this than she’d let on.

  “Well, I’ve been seeing posters about a missing woman. They said she was from Kittery but last seen in Boston. Naturally, I thought, ‘Who would be better than Mike and me to look into this?’ We got good connections in the city—on both sides of the fence.”

  “The police would be better. We’re not cops anymore.”

  “The authorities have been notified. Besides, you have one thing that the cops don’t.”

  “And what might that be?”

  “Jimmy O and his organization. And that’s not to mention contacts within the BPD.”

  “You have as many department contacts as I do. And ever since the Rosa incident, you can connect with Jimmy.”

  “I just thought that this could be something we can do together. It’d be like we’re partners again.”

  “We are partners—in a much more meaningful way.”

  “I know that,” Bouchard hesitated and then added, “I never thought I’d say this, but it’ll be like the old days.”

  “Those old days were barely over a year ago.”

  “There’s more to it—a lot more to it. I’d like you to talk to the Guerettes.”

  “You sound as if you’ve already met with them.” Houston studied her and saw that she was deeply concerned. He also knew that until injury in the line of duty forced her to take a medical retirement, Anne was one of the most perceptive and intuitive cops he’d ever known. “Okay, we’ll drive to Kittery in the morning.”

  She stood up from her chair and sat in his lap. She kissed him. “You always were a hard sell, Houston.”

  He laughed. “Why pretend I can resist you? Once you got me in bed, you knew you’d get whatever you wanted anyway.”

  “Aw, but when you give in so easy, it takes all the fun out of the sale.”
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  A predawn fog rolled off the polluted water, obscuring the view of Chelsea and holding the composite stench of diesel fuel, rotting fish, and garbage close to the surface. Jimmy O’Leary walked along the pier while feeling his way along the wet planking. He hated boats almost as much as he did airplanes. If God wanted men to fly and sail, he thought, he would have given us wings and webbed feet. “You sure about this?”

  “Yeah, boss, I’m sure,” Gordon Winter answered. “This guy got in and out without coughing up on his last trip. He unloaded and was out to sea before we knew it.” Winter saw the question on O’Leary’s face. “Yeah, we dealt with the foreman of the longshoreman crew. He won’t make that mistake again.”

  “We cover the hospital bills?”

  “They were mostly dental.” In many ways, O’Leary baffled Winter. He would have a man beaten and then cover his related medical bills. He knew better than to waste a lot of energy arguing over it; it was Jimmy O’Leary’s way—given the opportunity, he could be a benevolent dictator.

  “I want to put an end to this, Gordon. I can’t have these idiots making stupid mistakes. It ain’t respectful.”

  “Neither are we.”

  “What?”

  “Sorry, boss, I thought you said respectable.”

  “There’s an old Chinese proverb, Gordon. Everybody likes a little ass, but nobody likes a smartass.”

  They reached the end of the pier, and Winter stopped beside a small gangplank leading to a rusty-hulled tramp steamer. He heard O’Leary curse. “I hate the fucking docks—so goddamned damp you can’t even light a smoke.”

  A shadow appeared at the top of the gangway. “What you want?” the voice was heavily accented—Slavic, O’Leary thought.

  “We’re here to see your captain.”

  “He know you’re coming?”

  O’Leary’s stomach had had about all he could handle of the kelp and brine-laden foul air. He was sure he could smell every bit of offal, chemical waste, and dead body that had ever floated in the murky water of the Mystic River. “Listen, shit-for-brains. Get your ass inside that ship and tell your useless fucking captain that Jimmy O’Leary is here—and you better goddamned hurry up.”

  The seaman darted away, and Winter smiled. “Boss, you got to learn to be patient.”

  “I am patient—at least I’m as patient as I’m gonna be with this asshole.”

  The shadowy figure reappeared at the head of the ladder and motioned them up.

  “About fucking time,” O’Leary muttered. As he climbed the gangplank, he gripped the rope handrails so tight that he resembled an acrophobic walking on an icy tightrope. At the top, the vessel was no more impressive than it had been from below. Everything was in need of paint, and rust was evident in every corner. “Now I know where the expression tramp steamer comes from,” O’Leary said to Winter.

  They followed a long narrow passageway and ascended several metal stairways until they were deep inside the bowels of the ship. The air was rank and smelled of diesel fuel and stale cigarette smoke. The passageways were so narrow that Winter’s broad shoulders barely cleared the walls as he walked.

  “Ever been on a ship before?” O’Leary asked.

  “A couple of times. Those ships were nothing like this though.”

  “Bigger?”

  “A bit, but mostly they were cleaner and better kept.”

  The passageway ended in the galley, where the sole occupant sat at a table with a steaming mug in front of him. He wore a grimy captain’s hat and a white T-shirt with black grease and oil stains on it.

  “Not exactly a slave to fashion, is he?” Jimmy said.

  “Yeah, but you got to admit, the grungy hat goes well with the grubby T-shirt.”

  The man glared at them and inhaled, illuminating the tip of the cigarette that dangled from his lips.

  “Must be European registry,” Winter remarked. “If it were American, there’d be a smoking ban.”

  “Well, that’s one thing in its favor.”

  The seaman stepped aside and pointed to the man at the table. “Captain Gorky.”

  “Must have named him after the park,” Winter commented.

  “What park is that?” O’Leary asked.

  “Gorky Park. Like the book.”

  “What book?”

  “Forget it, boss. I doubt you read it.”

  “Remember what I said about wise asses, Gordon?”

  “How could I ever forget such words of wisdom?”

  O’Leary chuckled. “I saw the movie.”

  “Gorky Park?”

  “No, Central fucking Park—of course it was Gorky Park. I’m not ignorant. It starred that guy that screwed Kathleen Turner in the movie where they killed her husband and then she framed the idiot for it.” O’Leary shook his head. “Guy was one dumb shit to let a broad set him up that way.”

  Winter had no clue who or what his boss was alluding to but knew better than to pursue the subject. He followed O’Leary and crossed the room to the captain’s table.

  O’Leary pulled out a chair across from the captain, sat down, and lit a cigarette. “Captain Yuri Gorky, how was the voyage?”

  “Was . . . how you Americans say . . . a piece of cake?”

  “Well, we got a bit of a problem. Seems last time in you didn’t follow the rules.”

  The captain glared at O’Leary through a cloud of heavy cigarette smoke. “Maybe I don’t like rules.”

  “Maybe I need to have ol’ Gordon here teach you the consequences of fucking with me.”

  Gorky’s eyes narrowed. It was obvious to O’Leary that he did not like anyone threatening him, especially on board his own ship. However, Gorky was not foolish enough to voice his outrage. Gorky had most likely dealt with people like him in most of the ports around the world.

  On the other hand, O’Leary knew that if he allowed one ship to unload without paying the fees, they would all stop paying. Control of the wharves was a significant moneymaking proposition, and O’Leary would do whatever he deemed necessary to ensure he didn’t lose it.

  As soon as he sensed the sea captain’s hostility and arrogance, O’Leary nodded at Winter, who circled the table and stood behind Captain Gorky.

  “Say the word, boss.”

  O’Leary held up a hand, signaling him to stop. “I don’t think our friend Yuri will be a problem in the future. Am I right, Yuri?”

  The sailor did not miss Winter’s threat and smiled. “Jimmy, mistakes happen, no?”

  “Not anymore they won’t.”

  The captain nodded toward the galley’s door, and in walked a seaman holding a revolver in his right hand and carrying a briefcase in his left. Gorky smiled at O’Leary. “Maybe you don’t leave my ship alive?”

  Winter pressed the muzzle of his 9 mm pistol against Gorky’s neck. “Maybe when we leave your ship you ain’t alive,” he said. His voice was unemotional, which made the threat seem more real.

  Gorky laughed. He motioned for the crewmember to put his handgun away. When the revolver disappeared, Winter removed the semi-automatic from Gorky’s neck.

  O’Leary saw sweat on Gorky’s brow and knew he had won this battle. He swiveled around in his seat and said, “That case better have my money in it.”

  The seaman placed the briefcase on the table and stepped back.

  O’Leary looked over his shoulder and stared at the goon. “Move out of my fucking space. Other than Gordon, I don’t like people behind me.”

  Gorky motioned again, and O’Leary kept his eyes fixed on the captain’s, listening to the sound of the sailor walking away. He sat still until he heard the metal door slam. He nodded to Winter, who stepped to the side so that he was in Gorky’s line of sight.

  “You can count it if you would like,” Gorky said.

  “No need for that. But just to be sure there are no little surprises in that case, open it.”

  Once again, Gorky laughed. “Jimmy, Jimmy, you show so little faith.”

  “That’s why I’m still alive—open it. If that fucking thing is rigged and I go, you’re coming with me.”

  Gorky opened the briefcase and turned it so O’Leary could see it contained money. If there was anything else in the briefcase, it was under the cash. Winter removed a pack of bills and riffled through each one, ensuring the stacks were not all one dollar bills with a single hundred on top to mislead them.

  O’Leary tossed a cloth laundry sack on the table. “Put the money in this. I wouldn’t want to take such a fine briefcase.” Gorky laughed again and did as asked. As Winter had, Gorky flipped the end of each stack so Jimmy could see there was no filler in them before placing them in the sack. When he finished transferring the cash, he slid the sack across the table.

  “I like doing business with a cautious man,” Gorky said.

  “Like I said, it keeps me alive.”

  “Would you like to see the cargo?”

  “Sure, why not.”

  Gorky stood and motioned for O’Leary to precede him. O’Leary smiled and deferred.

  “Always the careful man.” Gorky laughed again.

  “Yuri, you laugh too fucking much. It makes me wonder what you’re planning.”

  “Jimmy, think how dreadful life would be if we could not laugh.”

  Winter picked up the sack, and they followed Gorky out of the galley. They descended more metal stairs, working their way deeper into the bowels of the ship, where they again followed a series of passageways so narrow that Winter’s shoulders brushed the walls.

  O’Leary soon lost his sense of where they were. He knew it would take him hours to find his way out of the labyrinth. He looked at Winter, who sensed his boss’s unease and smiled back. “Don’t worry, boss. I’ll get us out of here,” he said.

  Gorky led them past several small doors with bars in the windows.

  O’Leary glanced into one and saw several soiled mattresses and nothing else. “Who uses these?” he asked.

  Gorky stammered when he answered, “W-we also carry passengers occasionally.”

  “It doesn’t seem very luxurious to me.” O’Leary was skeptical. Why would anyone pay for such a crappy room?

  “This is a freighter,” Gorky said, “not a luxury liner.”

  “Must be a cheap ticket,” O’Leary commented as he walked away from the tiny cell.

  They came to a small door and Gorky opened it, stepping through in front of O’Leary.

  “What’s your cargo?”

  “This trip I carry bananas and fruit from Mexico.”

  O’Leary cast a wary glance at the hold full of hanging bundles of yellow-green fruit. “Wonderful. There’s probably a million spiders and shit in here.”

  “It’s not so bad. Although from time to time we do see tarantulas. . . .”

  “Gordon, if a goddamned hairy spider comes for me, kill it. Then kill Yuri for keeping such a filthy ship.” O’Leary turned to Gorky. “We’ll have a crew here first thing in the morning to off-load.”

  _________________

  Jimmy O’Leary and Gordon Winter walked across the parking lot. “Something ain’t right on that boat,” O’Leary said.

  “He’s carrying more than fruit,” Winter replied.

  “Do those compartments have you wondering, too?”

  “If that Russian prick is carrying passengers,” Winter said, “they ain’t willing ones. Those rooms looked more like jail cells than passenger berths. I wouldn’t put it past these slimy bastards to be smuggling in women.”

  “That’s quite a leap, Gord.”

  “Maybe not. There’s been talk of Konovalov bringing in women from Eastern Europe and Russia. The sons of bitches promise them jobs and a better life. Of course, they got to pay off their passage first.”

  O’Leary stared back at the rusty hull of the tramp freighter. “Whatever it is, it’s a hell of a lot more profitable than South American bananas. Find out who his broker is. Before I accuse the sonuvabitch of trafficking in white slaves, I want some answers.” O’Leary spat and gave the ship another hard look.

  “Don’t hold back, boss,” Winter quipped. “Tell us how you really feel.”

  O’Leary spun on Winter—something he rarely did. “Forcing young women and kids to be whores ain’t a jokin’ matter, Gord.”

  Winter realized that he’d crossed the line. Jimmy O’Leary had been known to kill pedophiles without reservation. It was not a subject that he took lightly. “Sorry, boss.”
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  The stench enclosed Willard Fischer like a putrid cocoon, a homing signal for flies. Hundreds of them buzzed around and landed on his face and sweaty, naked torso. He ignored them and trudged along the dock, barely noticing the weight of the buckets he carried. With each step, the sticky pink swill splashed and slopped over the sides of the pails and stuck to his bare legs. Fischer ignored the itching as the foul-smelling feast attracted more of the voracious flies.

  Fishing, both commercial and charter, was hard work, but it was all he knew. He had never done anything different, nor worked anywhere else, either before or after inheriting the business. His chaotic thought process switched, jumping from one subject to another. All thoughts of the hardships of fishing dissolved into an image of the stern visage of his father. The old bastard had only done one decent thing in his life: he’d died. Fischer knew without a doubt that before dying the old sonuvabitch was pissed because he knew that, of his two sons, the imbecile would inherit the business. Somewhere in the depths of hell, the miserable shit was ranting and raving, giving a new meaning to eternal damnation and making hell an even more miserable place for everyone there—even Satan. For the thousandth time that month, Fischer ground his teeth and swore he would show the rotten son of a whore that he was worthy, and in turn, he would leave it to his son—when he finally got a woman who could give him one.

  When he thought of his heir, he stopped on the pier, set the slop buckets down, and turned to stare at the house. His eyes settled on the upstairs windows. Hers was the middle of the three. He hoped this one would finally give him the heir he desperately needed. If not, he would have to make yet another trip into Boston. With a violent shake of his head, he dismissed the thought. Frustrated by his three-year search for a satisfactory mate, he muttered, “This has to be the one.”

  He turned away from the house, picked up the buckets, and trudged toward the boat. Without pausing, he walked up the wooden gangplank. Similar to a tightrope walker, he extended his arms out to his sides. Using the buckets for balance as the ramp bent, he bounced with each step he took. Placing the pails on the deck, he opened the bait well. He pushed the first of the metal pails aside and poured the contents of the second into the small compartment. A stiff breeze blew in from the Gulf of Maine, cooling his sweaty chest and coating it and his face with the fine mist that blew back from the compartment.

  Fischer watched the bucket’s contents splash against the walls, coating the interior like thick pink paint. He straightened and noticed that some of the chum had missed the opening and landed on the deck. Mindlessly, he picked up the bit of meat and threw it into the well.

  He set the empty pail down, picked up the second container, and poured it in. Fischer set the bucket beside the first and reached inside the bait well, stirring the mixture of ground bone, meaty tissue, and blood until it was the desired texture. He stood and used his hand to squeegee the pink stew from his arm, chest, and face.

  He stared across the empty quay, admiring the cove’s sparkling water. Turning his eyes downward, he saw his image reflected from the water’s mirror-like smoothness. Most people thought that the face staring back at him was ugly. The nose was bent and misshapen from being broken several times. The old bastard had never spanked his son—punching him in the face was more his style. Once he’d done it in front of a couple of other fishermen, and they’d told him to go easy on the kid. The old man had said, “The Bible says if you spare the rod, you spoil the kid.” He’d laughed and added, “Leastways, I ain’t never beat the bastard with no rod.”

  Turning his head slightly revealed what Fischer believed was the one thing that made everyone call him ugly. Rather than the round contour most people had, the right side of his skull was so flat as to appear concave. He barely remembered the day when the mast’s block and tackle had let go and whipped across the deck. The windlass had hit him so hard that it knocked him to the deck, fracturing his skull and bursting his right eardrum. Even though he could not remember the rest of that day, he did recall the old bastard screaming for him to stop malingering and to get to work. The old man had refused to take him to a doctor—said he needed him on the boat and if it still bothered him in a week or so, he would do something. His mother had tried to make him feel better and said he was like a puppy that was so ugly it was cute. He wished that his right eye didn’t turn inward—maybe then he’d be handsome. He studied himself for several seconds, admiring the left side of his face, which he believed was his best.

  A brittle female voice admonished him, “Vanity is a great sin!”

  He looked about, seeking his mother. As usual, she was out of sight, probably hiding somewhere in the woods along the shore.

  “Stop your fooling around and get to work!” He turned his head ninety degrees, so with his good ear he could hear his father’s voice better.

  “Ain’t fooling around, old man,” he muttered.

  He put his hands on his back just above his narrow hips and stretched. Vertebrae snapped loudly as he stressed them into place. He slammed the well’s lid shut, shook off the residual bits of flesh that clung to his arm, gathered the buckets, and left the boat. He still had at least fifty pounds to grind before his job would be finished. As he walked down the pier toward the ramshackle workshop, he swung the sticky pails, looking as carefree as a child.

  “Goddamn it, boy, get a move on!”

  “Hallet, don’t you use the Lord’s name in vain again!”

  _________________

  He entered the woman’s room. An acidic stench met him at the threshold; he knew immediately that she had puked again. He turned on the ceiling light.

  The naked woman lay on the bed, hardened vomit and waste caked on the mattress, and a fresh patch of spew lay near her head. Seemingly unaware of his presence, her legs kicked and her body thrashed about like a dinghy in thirty-foot swells. When she heard him enter and close the door, her bloodshot eyes turned to him.

  “Please,” she begged, “I need a fix.”

  He looked at her with a scowl bordering on contempt. He knew that she was in excruciating discomfort but had no sympathy; drug addicts didn’t rate it. He had gone through this with several of the others, and he knew that the worst of the withdrawal symptoms had passed. The bouts of vomiting and diarrhea had become fewer and farther between; however, the kicking and thrashing body movements were still evident, only not as severe as they had been during the first seventy-two hours. He was unmoved by her pleas. “No, it will be over in a few more days. You’re young and still healthy, so I don’t think you’ll die.” He refrained from adding that either way, he could not care less . . . there were plenty more women like her out there.

  His words angered her, and she leaped forward, stopping abruptly when she reached the limits of the chains that bound her. The woman fought against her bonds, eyes flashing with hatred, and spittle flew from her lips as she lurched toward him and screamed, “I’m dying, you fucking pervert!” Her strength seemed to give out, and she slid back on the fouled mattress and folded her legs into the fetal position. The chains he used to restrain her rattled when she wrapped her arms around her torso. He knew that her nervous system was hyperactive, and like the others had, she complained about muscle and bone pain. Each time her hands touched her feverish flesh she recoiled, and he knew that it felt like she was covered in third-degree burns.

  “I won’t have a junkie as my wife,” he said.

  “Wife? What woman would marry you, you ugly freak?”

  He ignored her taunts. He knew she didn’t mean what she’d said; it was just a ploy to goad him into giving her drugs.

  “That stuff you been shooting into your body is poison,” he said. “But in a few days it’ll get better, you’ll see.”

  “I’d rather die from poison than spend another minute here!”

  “Give it time—you’ll learn to like it.”

  He walked to the bed and looked at the mess that covered it. He debated whether to clean it and her or to let her lie in it. His nostrils flared when he breathed in the rancid air. To leave the room in this state was dangerous; if Mum smelled the foulness, she would never accept this woman. He left the room and gathered a basin of fresh warm water, soap, and a clean washcloth and towel.

  Even though the room was hot, goosebumps covered her flesh, and she screamed when he touched her. He ignored her ranting and cursing as he cleaned her body; then he picked her up, ignoring her cries of agony, and placed her on the chair beside the bed. He removed the fouled sheets and flipped the mattress over, ignoring the fact that the newly exposed side was no cleaner than the other. He put dingy, yellowed sheets on the bed and once again paid no attention to her rants and curses when he picked her up and placed her on the bed.

  “Can’t have Mum seeing you like this. She’s a good Christian woman and don’t like people who consume strong drink and do drugs.”

  She glared at him.

  “The last thing I want to do is meet your mother, you stupid son of a whore.”

  His face reddened, and he slapped her.

  “Don’t you ever call my mother a whore!”

  _________________

  Cheryl woke up and stared through the gloom at the ceiling. A light tapping came from someplace but from where she was uncertain. She was soaked with sweat, still dealing with delirium tremors, and was possibly hallucinating and hearing things. Still the incessant tapping continued, and she realized that it came from the adjacent room. Cheryl struggled to her knees and placed her ear against the wall. The tapping seemed to be coming from some point below her bed. She rolled off the bed and onto her hands and knees. Seeking the point of origin, she trailed her fingers along the wall. Several times, she stopped searching and raised her head to ensure that he wasn’t in the room. Once she knew she was alone, Cheryl resumed her quest. After several tense moments, her fingers detected an irregularity near the leg of the bed.

  She lowered her face until she was able to see that there was a hole in the wall. She placed her mouth by it and whispered, “Hello?”

  She replaced her mouth with her ear, and a voice said, “Help me.”

  “Who are you?”

  “Monique . . .”

  Cheryl inhaled sharply and caught her breath. She believed she knew this woman. Monique had disappeared from the area around Arlington Street several weeks ago. “Monique, it’s Cheri.”

  “Oh my God, Cheri! We have to get out of here!”

  “How? He keeps me shackled to a beam in the ceiling.”

  There was no immediate response from Monique. Then Cheryl heard her crying. “Are you alright?”

  “Now that he has you, he’ll take me to the factory.”

  “The factory?”

  “It’s where he takes the women he’s done with.”

  There was a loud bang from Monique’s room, and Cheryl heard him shout. “What are you doing down there?” There was the sound of a scuffle followed by the loud reports of someone being slapped and beaten. Cheryl leaped into bed and curled up, trying to ignore the sounds coming from Monique’s room.

  She had no idea how long it was from the time she returned to her bed until she heard the lock on her door rattling. The door opened, and she opened her eyes enough to see while at the same time hoping he would assume that she was asleep. He stood framed in the door—a black demon silhouetted against the hall light. Behind him, lying on the floor, was the unmistakable figure of a human body. He stood there for several moments and then closed the door.

  Cheryl heard the rattle of the lock being engaged and then the sound of something being dragged. It took several seconds for her to realize that the figure on the floor was in all likelihood Monique.

  She started to drift off to sleep when she heard the whine of some sort of machinery. She lay in the darkness listening.

  The next morning he appeared in her room and made her stand against the opposite wall. He searched around her bed and then stood up. He smiled at her but said nothing. He left the room and returned in minutes, carrying a flat-bladed putty knife and a small plastic container. He squatted beside her bed and filled the hole in the wall, using the knife to smooth the Spackle. “That’ll put an end to that,” he said as he left the room and once again locked her in.
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  Anne Bouchard placed her empty coffee cup on the table and smiled at Houston. His black hair was still messed from sleep, and he needed a shave and shower after the Olympian effort he had put forth the previous night. His hazel eyes were bloodshot, and he yawned.

  “What’s the matter, Mike? You out of shape or something?” She suppressed a laugh. The truth was that she, too, felt the effects of the previous night’s activity and wanted a hot shower to revive her.

  “Well, it’s been a long time since we went to bed that early and went to sleep that late . . .”

  “Take a hot shower—that’ll wake you up,” she said. “Better yet, I’ll go first.”

  “Don’t you think we should shower together to conserve water?”

  “Are you up to it?”

  Houston thought for a moment then said, “Probably not. . . . You wore me out, woman.”

  Bouchard stood and, as she walked to the bathroom, said, “I’m starting to think you’re too old for me, Houston.”

  “Too old for you? I’m only four years older—”

  She smiled and with an exaggerated sway of her hips turned toward the bathroom. “Age is only one way to measure how old a man is. I’ll only be a few minutes.”

  _________________

  Once showered, Houston made a fresh pot of coffee and took two mugs out to the porch. He sat in one of the Adirondack chairs beside Bouchard, who said, “You were right about one thing, Mike. This life grows on a person.”

  “And I thought you’d go nuts up here. It’s a long way from here to Newbury Street and Quincy Market.”

  “Oh, I knew I could adjust.”

  “Maybe so, babe. But a part of you will always be a city girl.”

  “You’re probably right. Let’s get down to business, okay?”

  “Sure, I’m all ears.” He sat back and listened. When he and Anne had been partners on the BPD, he had always deferred to her when it came time to make a presentation or to present the facts of an investigation to their superiors. They had both been born and raised around Boston—he in Irish South Boston and she in affluent Newton. However, it was she, not Houston, who had the gift of blarney.

  “An old couple, Betty and Archie Guerette, have been hounding every law enforcement agency between Portland and Boston. Their granddaughter, one Cheryl Guerette, was a student in Boston, and she’s disappeared.”

  “Well, college kids are an impulsive bunch. She probably took off to the Cape or some romantic getaway with her latest boyfriend.”

  “Maybe, but I got a bad taste about this.”

  “Anne, I don’t have a clue as to what I’ll be able to do in regards to this.”

  “I’ve arranged for us to meet with the Guerettes at their home in Kittery. That should give us a starting point.”

  “If,” he added, “I decide to take this on.”

  “When,” she countered, “you take it on.”

  “That sure of me, are you?”

  She smiled at him. “After five years as your partner and over a year of living as your significant other, I know you better than you know yourself.”

  “I still don’t know if I want to do this. We’ve been off the job for over a year.”

  “Mike, you were the best when it came to closing cases. Like I said, you have a couple of resources that make you uniquely qualified for this.”

  “I think you overestimate how much influence I have in Boston.” He took a sip of his coffee and placed the mug on the small table beside his chair.

  “Twenty years as a cop, fifteen as a detective, and being a lifelong friend of Jimmy O’Leary’s gives you more influence than even you realize.”

  “How does Jimmy fit into this?”

  Houston and Jimmy O’Leary had grown up together in South Boston. They’d separated when Jimmy dropped out of school, and the rift had widened when Houston joined the Marines. Later, when Houston became a cop, the relationship became adversarial and remained so until a deranged sniper killed Houston’s ex-wife, Pamela—Jimmy O’s sister.

  Bouchard pressed on. “Even though you chose to walk a different path, he’ll still do anything he can for you. He’ll still help you. He never stopped thinking of you as his brother-in-law, even after the divorce.”

  Houston’s face turned pallid. “Pam’s been dead for over a year . . .”

  “Yes, she has, and Jimmy helped us bring Rosa down.”

  “I didn’t promise anything other than I’d go talk to the girl’s grandparents. I’m not committing to anything yet . . .”

  “I know you will . . .” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “And you know it, too.”
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  Houston stepped from his pickup and waited for Bouchard to touch up her makeup before following him. He spent several moments observing the small cape house and the commercial fishing boat moored at the dock behind it. The yard was neat and showed the results of hours of loving care. Someone put in a great many years planting, pruning, and nurturing the flowerbeds. He sensed rather than saw Bouchard beside him. “Nice house.”

  “Betty must really love working in her garden. I like the farmer’s porch.”

  Houston looked at his partner. “If you ever stop finding cases for us, I’ll put a farmer’s porch on the cabin.”

  She said, “Mike, if all I did was work around the house all day, I’d go bonkers.” Bouchard pushed open the gate of the small white picket fence and stepped aside for him to precede her in. He placed his hand on the gate and said, “Humor me . . .”

  She stepped through the portal and gave him a look that was somewhere between a smirk and a smile. “He suffers from latent gentlemanly tendencies . . . who would have thought?”

  “Five minutes from now you’ll be calling me a chauvinist.”

  “Well, it is a woman’s prerogative to change her mind.”

  “Depending upon her mood and the situation.”

  “Ah, Michael Houston, you’re not as slow as you look.”

  A diminutive woman, who Houston thought to be in her mid- to late sixties, appeared on the porch, interrupting their never-ending battle of quips. She stood in the shade, her nervousness evident by the creases along the side of her eyes and the way she twisted a towel in her hands.

  “Be nice.” Anne warned him in a hushed voice. “Don’t even bring up the possibility that the girl may be dead . . . these people still have hope that their granddaughter is alive.”

  “And you don’t?”

  “We both know there’s little chance of that . . .” Bouchard escalated the volume of her voice. “Good afternoon, Betty. This is my partner.”

  The elderly woman nodded and said, “Please, come inside.” She stepped aside, allowing them entrance to her home. Once inside, Houston found himself standing in an immaculate though small living room. The furniture was not new but showed no signs of wear. It was either of good quality or hardly used. Either way, Houston knew it was the result of a New Englander’s desire to get the most for their dollar. He thought of his maternal grandfather, Chester Mahan. A Scotsman by heredity and frugal by virtue of being raised in Maine, Chester was tight, but when he did open his wallet he would purchase something once. Houston recalled him saying that you might as well spend two-thirds more and get quality rather than pay one-third less for something of dubious quality, only to have to pay it three times. When asked what he meant, the wily Scot merely said, “Think about it.”

  Bouchard took control. “Betty Guerette, this is Michael Houston. Mike, meet Elizabeth Guerette.”

  The petite woman held out a tiny hand and said, “Pleased to meet you. Please call me Betty.” She pronounced her name in two syllables: Bet-tee. Her accent was that of down east Maine.

  A door slammed in the rear of the house, and someone called, “Where are yuh, woman?”

  “That’d be Archie.” Again, Houston thought the accented Ahh-chie had an almost lyrical ring to it. A small man—barely an inch taller than his wife and who had a barrel chest and heavily muscled arms that made him look like a beer keg with arms and legs—entered the room. Still, in a tussle, Houston, who was six-two and 220 pounds, would be careful not to let the older, smaller man get his hands and arms around him.

  Archie wore a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a green and yellow John Deere cap. “Archie, deah, this is Mr. Houston. He’s the private detective Anne told us about.”

  Archie held out a hand so huge that it seemed oversized for his body. “Pleased ta meet cha.” That deep timbre coming from such a small man surprised Houston.

  “Can I get you something to drink?” Betty asked. “Maybe some tea or coffee? If you’d prefer something cold, I have iced tea and lemonade.”

  “A glass of cold water would be fine,” Houston said.

  When Betty returned carrying a pitcher of ice water and four tumblers, Archie said, “Why don’t we set out on the porch? They’s usually a nice breeze this time of day.”

  Once they were seated, Houston said, “Anne told me some of your problem. Still, I’d like to hear what you have to say.”

  Betty sipped some water and placed the glass on the small table between her and her husband. She sucked in air in a manner that said let’s get this over with and said, “It’s about our granddaughter. She’s missing.”

  Houston decided to conduct the interview tabula rasa—a blank slate. “How old is your granddaughter?”

  “She just turned twenty the fifth of this month.”

  “Mrs. Guerette, the police are truly your best option here. They have a much better chance of finding her than Anne and I would.”

  “Anne has already told us that. We have already notified them, but they haven’t been able to find her.”

  “Well, these things can take time.”

  “It’s been two weeks,” Archie said.

  “The police don’t seem to care,” Betty said. “It wouldn’t surprise me if a bunch of people in Boston think that they have better things to do than worry about a girl from up here. That’s why Archie and I thought that maybe if we hired a . . .” She hesitated as if she were trying to find the correct word. “. . . private eye, they might be able to go down there.”

  “Well,” Anne said, “Mike and I have licenses to conduct investigations in Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts. We have more freedom to go between states than members of police departments do.”

  Betty pressed on. Her eyes bored into him, and Houston saw a steely resolve in her. “I want to know if our Cheryl is alright. We’ll pay you for it even if we have to mortgage the boat.”

  Archie nodded his agreement.

  Houston thought that her inner strength was reminiscent of a she-bear protecting her cubs. “Well, Mrs. Guerette, I feel it’s only fair to advise you that it can be expensive.”

  A bright-red hue crept upward from the collar of Archie’s shirt. He took a weathered leather wallet out of his hip pocket. “We ain’t looking for charity.” He counted six one hundred dollar bills and placed them on the table near Houston’s leg. He held the money in place with a strong, gnarled index finger and said, “Here’s six hundred dollars. Take it and go to that school. All we want is for you to find out why she hasn’t called or written us.”

  For the second time that afternoon, the old fisherman reminded Houston of his grandfather. Like Archie, Chester would have slid down a banister made by Gillette before he took anything that remotely resembled charity. Houston’s reservations as to whether or not he would help were swept away. When Houston took the money, Archie removed his hand. Houston shifted in his seat and held the money toward Betty. “Tell you what. If we think we can help you, and then, if we find your granddaughter, we’ll talk about compensation. Okay?” He saw Bouchard’s questioning look and knew he’d have to explain why he refused to take the money.

  Betty and Archie looked at each other for a few seconds. “I suppose that would be alright,” Archie said.

  “You must also keep in mind that we may not learn anything—and if we do find her, she’s twenty and we can’t make her return home if she doesn’t want to.”

  Betty took the six bills from Houston and handed two of them back, saying, “For your expenses.” She passed the remaining four to Archie. She settled back in her seat and studied Houston as if she were unsure of him.

  Houston saw her skepticism and realized that for some reason he was compelled to overcome it. “Okay, tell me everything—from the beginning.”

  Archie glanced at Betty, waiting for her to decide which of them would tell the tale. She nodded; it was all the affirmation he needed, and he settled back.

  “Cheryl—that’s her name,” Betty said, “has lived with us since she was a baby. Her father, our son, died young, and her mother left.” When she spoke of her departed daughter-in-law, her gentle, grandmotherly demeanor disappeared, and her eyes turned cold. “That one was not made from good stock. Had a problem with . . . drugs.”

  “Was she an addict?” Houston asked.

  Archie nodded. Betty’s cheeks flushed, and she looked away from Houston and stared at the porch decking. When she regained her composure, she began to speak, accenting her words by tapping the arm of the chair with a crooked finger as she spoke. “Last year Cheryl left home and went to school down in Boston. She wanted more out of life than what being the granddaughter of a fisherman could give her. But we told her it was nothing to be ashamed of . . . it’s what we do.” She straightened up when she spoke; her posture was all the evidence Houston needed to know that she was a strong, proud woman.

  Houston rarely interrupted people when they were telling their story. He knew that once they began talking, momentum would loosen their tongues, and they would reveal even more than they had intended, but when she paused, he realized she wanted some form of affirmation. He gave it to her. “What type of school?” In spite of Archie’s ability to have six hundred dollar bills in his wallet, these people did not strike him as having enough money to pay for their granddaughter to attend Harvard, Radcliffe, or MIT.

  “She goes to the Suffolk College of Acting and Modeling,” she said. “Cheryl is such a lovely child.”

  Houston smiled at her and said, “I can see where she gets it.”

  Betty blushed. Houston knew it had probably been years since anyone had told her she was pretty. Nevertheless, she was an attractive woman. She must have been a beauty in her youth. “I have a picture,” she said. She fumbled inside her purse for several seconds and then produced a small photograph. She leaned forward and handed it to him.

  It was a photograph of a gorgeous young woman; the resemblance to the woman sitting across from Houston was close enough that there could be no doubt they were from the same gene pool. The young woman leaned against a late-model SUV, her arms draped around a swarthy man. When Houston looked at him, one word came to mind: pimp. The man wore a shirt open to the middle of his chest and had more gold chains around his neck than a character in a 1970s disco movie. Houston thought, If he’s trying to look like Travolta in Saturday Night Fever, it’s not working. He looks like Travolta in Pulp Fiction. “Who’s the guy?”

  “Melvin Del Vecchio.”

  “What’s his relationship with Cheryl?” Houston asked.

  “Cheryl has been doing some modeling already,” Betty said. “He’s her agent and business manager.”

  Houston did not want to tell them what type of business the greaseball in the photo most likely managed. However, he knew it was not smart to make quick judgments. Over the years, Houston had learned a few basic rules about life. One of them was that things were usually the way they looked; for instance, if the animal in your backyard was black with a white stripe down its back and smelled like a skunk, there was little probability that it was a cat on its way to a masquerade. Houston spent a couple of seconds committing Del Vecchio’s face to memory. He had a premonition—one he hoped would remain hidden from the Guerettes.

  He shifted his attention to Cheryl’s image and looked closer at it. Her eyes had a faraway look to them. Back in the day when he was a cop, he had seen eyes like that a thousand times—usually on drug addicts. He suddenly had second thoughts about taking the case. Something told him that the outcome might not be one the Guerettes were going to like. It would not be the first time a big city predator hooked an attractive young girl from the sticks.
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