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    I

    ONE SHOT; ONE KILL

    “The sniper is the big-game hunter of the battlefield, and he needs all the skills of a woodsman, marksman, hunter, and poacher. He must possess the field craft to be able to position himself for a killing shot, and he must be able to effectively place a single bullet into his intended target.”

    —Charles Henderson, Marine Sniper

    “There is no weapon in the US military arsenal more deadly than the marine and his rifle . . .”

    —Lesson taught at Marine Corps Boot Camp

  


  
    PRELUDE TO THE KILL

    “Before operations in an area, a sniper should study the terrain, vegetation and lay of the land to determine the best possible type of personal camouflage.”

    —US Marine Corps Scout/Sniper Training Manual

    He stood in the middle of Boston Common, paying particular attention to possible shooting positions: monuments, building entrances and exits. He turned his attention away from the geography to the indigenous people who strolled, lounged and played there. August meant baseball season, and many people wore Red Sox attire of one type or another. His next stop would be to a local discount store to purchase the appropriate clothing.

    Without trying, lines of fire, direction of the wind and shooting lanes flashed through his mind. Satisfied that he had learned all he could from the present location, the man moved to the perimeter of the kill zone. He circled the park, stopping on each intersection, and decided that the corner of Charles and Beacon was the ideal location. To the left the shooter saw a crowd of tourists lined up in front of the Cheers bar and beyond it, the golden dome of the Massachusetts State House. Yes, he resolved, this is my hide . . . lots of targets of opportunity.

    The shooter turned and walked along Charles to Chestnut Street where he stopped beside a double-parked white van. The driver’s window dropped, and his co-shooter and spotter, dressed in a New England Patriots jacket, stared out at him. “Well?”

    “Tomorrow . . .”
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    “ . . . I decided that the best way to get the attention . . . was to simply go out and kill a whole bunch of people.”

    —Gunnery Sergeant Jack Coughlin, USMC

    Detective Mike Houston surveyed the carnage around him. The area around the bodies was cordoned off with yellow police tape. Teams from the crime scene unit and medical examiner’s office carefully crossed under to begin their work. What had started as a beautiful late summer day on Boston Common had ended with the caustic sounds of rifle fire . . . it looked more like Mogadishu after a skirmish between rival warlords than New England’s most famous park.

    “This,” Houston said, “is going to turn into a real shit sandwich . . . and fast.”

    Anne Bouchard, his partner, stood silently beside him. “I’ve never seen anything like this,” she said.

    Houston mentally blocked out the sight of the devastation around them and instead studied Anne. Her complexion was pallid. A normal reaction for someone who had never experienced a crime of this magnitude. They had been partners for five years and were as close as two people could get without being “in a relationship.” Cops probably knew more about their partners than they did their significant others. But, Houston kept these thoughts to himself.

    “I have—but not here . . .” When he spoke, it brought him back to the present, away from a time and place he had thought he had put behind him forever. “Time to go to work.” Houston approached the perimeter, stopping beside a uniformed cop. One glance was all Houston needed to know that he had never met this cop and he flashed his identification. “What do we have here?”

    “Looks like a drive-by . . . the shooter pulled up at the corner.” The uniformed officer pointed toward Charles Street. “From what we’ve been able to piece together, it took him less than a minute to put four people down.”

    “Anyone get a license plate?”

    The cop looked at Houston. “You’re kidding, right?”

    “Just answer my question.”

    “We should be so lucky. Apparently it went down so fast nobody saw shit.”

    “Looks like we’re in for a long day.” Houston clipped his ID to his chest pocket and pulled on a pair of latex gloves. The uniformed cop lifted the tape, and Houston and Anne stepped into the kill zone. They continued along the periphery of the crime scene, watching where they placed their feet. Walking a few steps ahead of Anne, Houston surveyed the Common. In spite of the throng of curious spectators who lined the police barricades, it was unnaturally quiet. The only sound was the murmur of the low voices of cops and investigators as they moved about performing their duties. Even the forensics team seemed reluctant to break the silence as its members gathered evidence and photographed the area from every angle.

    Houston had dealt with violent death for most of his adult life and over the years had learned to control his emotions so that no matter how repulsive the act, he could analyze the facts objectively. Jaw clenched and eyes narrowed, Houston vowed to bring in whoever had perpetrated this butchery.

    “I’ve never seen anything anger you this much,” said Anne.

    “What really pisses me off is that from now on the Common will be just another damned crime scene.”

    “Yeah,” Anne said, “nothing is sacred to scumbags—sooner or later, everyplace in the city is going to be one . . . ”

    “I wish I could think differently . . . but I agree with you.”

    Anne scanned the area, paying particular interest to the throng gathered along the Common’s periphery. “You think the perp is watching us?”

    “It wouldn’t surprise me. Perpetrators of crimes like this love to hang around and watch the aftermath—their way of confirming their kills.”

    “Well,” Anne said, “we better get to it.”

    They headed toward the victims.

    The four bodies lay within a few yards of each other. This told Houston that the shooter had probably picked his targets at random, concentrating on people who were in close proximity to one another. When Houston reached the geometrical center of the kill zone, he stopped and looked toward the corner of Beacon and Charles Streets, the location from which the uniformed officer had said the killer had attacked. Experience and the position of the victims told him that was correct—all four shots came from the same spot. Houston pictured the shooter as he calmly peered through his telescopic sight—ensuring that his sight alignment and sight picture were correct—and once he was satisfied all was in order, selected his targets.

    The first victim was a woman. She lay on her back, head and torso obscured by a lush flower bed filled with radiant red and yellow flowers. Her skirt was hiked up, revealing her thighs, blood-splattered legs and lacy white thong. As hardened as he was to scenes of devastation, the sight of her scanty, intimate garment served to bring home to him the senselessness of this act. “Death doesn’t give a damn about modesty.”

    They were silent as they continued through the kill zone.

    The second victim was a white male. He laid on a sparse patch of grass, beneath the spreading branches of a gigantic maple tree, an ideal place for sitting in the shade and watching people as they strolled through the Common. It was a place for lazing about—not for dying.

    “If he didn’t have a bullet hole in his forehead,” Anne said, “you could almost believe he was taking a nap.”

    Number three was a large black man who lay on his side in the middle of the paved walk, one arm thrown up as if he were passing a football, the other tucked under his massive belly.

    Victim number four was facedown in front of the park bench where he must have been sitting. A crumpled and bloodstained street map of Boston lay beneath him and an expensive camera was at his side, lying in a puddle of his blood; its strap was still looped around his shoulder. “Probably a tourist,” Houston said.

    Outwardly, it appeared that these people shared only one thing. They had all stopped to enjoy a warm late-summer afternoon in the park. A few fateful minutes later, each lay dead in a dark crimson puddle of blood.

    He visualized tomorrow morning’s headlines. They would all read some variation of COMMON SITE OF SECOND BOSTON MASSACRE! The Tribune would try to be tactful (if such a word could be used to describe a newspaper) and downplay it, but other papers would sensationalize the story to boost their flagging circulations. He paused and looked back at the woman, wondering which one would run a picture of her with her thighs and panties exposed on the front page. He noticed Tom Lukasic, a member of the crime lab, walking in his direction and motioned for him.

    When the forensic scientist reached his side, Houston could see a shocked expression on his pallid face. “T-they never covered anything like this in school,” Lukasic stuttered.

    “Don’t think about it. Just do your job.” Houston nodded to the female victim. “Take care of her first. Okay? Try to get her body covered up before some press vulture photographs her.”

    Lukasic swallowed and some color returned to his face. “I’m on it . . . ” Houston stared at the cluster of forensics people, who were gathered around the spot from which the shots were fired. “Tom.”

    “Yeah?”

    “How far you think it is from here to where the furthest vic is?”

    Without rising, Lukasic looked toward the corner. “Three, maybe four hundred yards—why?”

    On a summer afternoon, the Common was always crowded. Why had the shooter targeted victims so far out? Why not pick closer, easier-to-hit targets? Was this shooter leaving a message?

    “Either way, if he hit what he intended to hit, he knows his way around weapons. Pretty stiff breeze today.”

    Exactly what I thought, Houston mused. It was time to look at the scene from the shooter’s perspective. He watched until Lukasic knelt at the victim’s side and then searched the area for Anne. When he found her, he motioned for her to meet him at the corner from which the killer had struck.

    [image: image]

    The brim of the tall man’s Red Sox cap rested on top of his dark glasses, obscuring much of his face. He stood among the herd of gawkers and couldn’t help but feel like a celebrity, which, in a way, he was. Without him, there would be no throng crowding the periphery of Boston Common like jackals around a ripe carcass.

    He threaded his way through the herd of sensation-seekers until he reached the cordon of yellow tape. He watched the cops and smirked as they moved through the kill zone like hounds seeking a scent. Cops, like military intelligence, were clueless.

    He rested his hands on his hips and watched. The cops performed their duties much like soldiers did after a terrorist attack—it was as if they worked from the same manual.

    The two in street clothes were detectives, a woman and a man. The male cop, Houston, was the reason he was here. In truth, he was the reason for this entire show. The man studied the male detective closely, trying to determine if he had changed any. The man’s eyes followed the cop’s every move, taking in everything and paying attention to the smallest of details. A good sniper (which he defined as a live sniper) was always aware of several things: the environment, the behavior and the habits of his target. He committed his target’s every move and mannerism to memory—one never knew when the enemy would unwittingly reveal a weakness. The man in the hat wondered if Houston was still the officious bastard he remembered.

    Houston paused beside the female victim and said something to another man, who nodded and then quickly walked to the woman. After a minute or so, number two lowered the woman’s skirt. The shooter grinned, twisting his mouth into a ghoulish smile. “You always were a compassionate piece of shit, Mikey.”

    He was unaware that he had spoken aloud until a woman next to him jerked her head and gave him a stern look.

    He removed his hat, revealing a face so hideously scarred that it resembled a wax statue that had melted and then cooled. She recoiled at the sight of his damaged skin. Before she could apologize, he scowled at her and almost laughed when her disapproving look fled like a doe before a forest fire. He could have left things at that, but he had long since lost tolerance for the cretins of the world and their petty bullshit. “What’s the matter, lady . . . you got virgin ears or something?”

    The sniper leered at the woman, closing in on her until his scarred face was only inches from her pallid one. He grinned, and her eyes opened with fear. He laughed a deep, condescending laugh as she scurried away, pushing her way through the crowd.
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    “When a bad guy hides deep in a building or mixes in among civilians, he cannot be readily seen and identified . . . ”

    —Gunnery Sergeant Jack Coughlin, USMC

    Houston perused the crowd that had assembled along the periphery of the crime scene. He felt sure that the shooter was among them. He studied the faces of the audience and saw nothing out of the ordinary, a lot of Red Sox attire and faces depicting shock, revulsion and disbelief that someone had perpetrated such a dreadful crime in their city.

    A news van pulled up as close to the crime scene as possible and drew Houston’s focus away from the throng. A petite brunette wearing a business-like top and cut off dungaree shorts jumped out of the truck while it was still moving. Houston immediately recognized Amanda Boyce, a local celebrity. She surveyed the area, no doubt looking for a broadcast position that would frame the activity on the Common behind her.

    A few moments later, a man carrying a large camera got out of the van. The technician lifted the camera onto his right shoulder and placed his eye to the reticule. He slowly moved around, keeping the camera positioned so that her blue denim shorts would not be visible to the viewing audience. Boyce seemed to quickly assess the situation and then looked over her shoulder once again. When she seemed satisfied that the camera framed the scene as she wanted it, she turned back to face the lens, raised a wireless microphone to her lips and performed a quick sound test. As Boyce spoke, the camera operator tracked her like a smart bomb homing in on its target, moving in a circle as she squared herself in front of the action on the Common. She smoothed her blouse and shaped her hair with her free hand. Houston heard her ask the camera operator, “How do I look?”

    The cinematographer replied, “You’re ravishing . . . get ready to go live. Three . . . two . . . one . . . and . . . ”

    “This is Amanda Boyce, WBO news, live at the Boston Common where a short time ago an unidentified number of people were gunned down in an apparent drive-by shooting . . . ” Although she spoke in a professional, yet subdued voice, in the unnatural quiet of the space her words seemed as loud as if they boomed from a loudspeaker.

    Houston didn’t want the media cornering him so he turned away.

    “Now the media circus begins,” Anne said.

    “They’re like vultures . . . as soon as they hear of a body they flock to it.” He tried to filter the disgust out of his voice but was not completely successful.

    “I don’t think I’d characterize Amanda that way,” Anne said.

    Houston turned to her, a question written on his face. “You sound as if you know her. Do you?”

    “Yeah, we knew each other in college.”

    Houston saw Barry Newton, head crime lab technician, straighten, place his hands on the small of his back and arch backward, stretching his taut muscles. He lifted the yellow tape and motioned Houston inside.

    When he was inside, Houston asked, “What ‘cha got, Barry?”

    Newton dropped the tape. “What we have here is a stellar example of a Chinese fire drill.”

    Barry Newton was as good a crime scene tech as there was anywhere in the country. He had a reputation for being no-nonsense and up-front. Houston knew that Newton wouldn’t string him along. If he had something, Houston would get it. On the other hand, if he had nothing he would come right out and say so. At this early stage of the investigation, Houston felt certain that the latter was the case.

    “We got about what you would expect,” Newton said. “Nothing, nada, zip.”

    “Well,” Houston commented, “whoever this shooter was, he definitely knew his business. This wasn’t haphazard—it was planned, right down to the location and time.” He brought his arm up and moved his hand from side to side. “From here they have any number of escape routes. They could have taken I-93 north or south, crossed one of the bridges into Cambridge or disappeared into the city.”

    “We did find one thing.” Newton held a plastic bag with a single expended cartridge in it.

    Houston took the bag and inspected the cartridge.

    “It’s a .308,” Newton said.

    “Same caliber as the rifle I used in the Marines . . . ”

    “As well as a million hunters.”

    [image: image]

    The sniper watched the female cop as she sat beside a crying woman dressed in a nurse’s light-blue scrubs. Another compassionate idiot, he thought in disgust. Whatever happened to the cops he knew as a kid in Louisville? Like Wilcox—that bastard would bust your head and place a size ten up your ass as he sent you on your way.

    He turned his mind to other things. Without intending, he started computing distances, wind velocity and direction. His palms were moist with sweat as the need to feel the loving caress of a trigger’s resistance against his finger swept through him. It would be so easy . . . .
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    Houston surveyed the Common, looking for Anne. After a few seconds, he saw her sitting on a bench beside a grief-stricken woman. Although he was the senior officer, Anne was more adept when it came to dealing with distraught witnesses. As was their routine, he left her to do what she did best. Turning back to Newton, he asked, “You got anything else?”

    “I won’t have anything definite until we get to the lab.”

    “When can you get me a report?”

    “I’ll be here the rest of the day—how about the day after tomorrow?”

    “I could use it sooner than that, if that’s possible. Like, first thing in the morning.”

    Houston saw mock disgust in Barry’s face when he heard the unreasonable request. Nevertheless, Houston knew he had been expecting it; if it had not come from him, it would have come from someone else. The murder of four people in the middle of one of Boston’s biggest tourist attractions at the height of the season was certain to create a lot of heat fast. Every politician, from the most junior city council member to the governor, would be hot for a quick resolution to this case. He wouldn’t be the only person putting in a lot of overtime to solve this one. “I’ll do my best.”

    “That’s one of the reasons why I like you.” Houston scanned the surrounding area—the brownstones, Beacon Hill and the Cheers bar. In the near distance the gold dome of the state capitol shone in the sunshine. “You know, Barry, it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that this site was chosen and this was staged and choreographed down to the second.”

    “Staged?”

    “Yeah, maybe our shooter was looking for maximum shock value. Not to mention publicity. I’d expect something like this to go down at a gang turf war in Dorchester or Mattapan, one of the more crime-prone neighborhoods.”
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    Anne broke away from the gathered cops and met Houston beside their car. “It looks as if our shooter may have some redeeming qualities,” she said.

    “Oh?”

    She indicated the distraught woman, whom she had interviewed before turning her over to a group of uniformed cops. “Yeah, he had that nurse in his sights, but changed his mind at the last minute.”

    “Are you sure?”

    “That’s her story. She saw the rifle aimed at her, and then he seemed to think differently and chose another victim. Maybe he realized it was a woman.”

    “That’s interesting. But I don’t think her being a woman had anything to do with it.” He pointed to the flower bed. “If that was the case, she wouldn’t be dead.”

    “Well,” Anne asked, “what do you think?”

    “I’d rather keep my opinions to myself for a bit.”

    Anne gave him a quizzical look; it wasn’t like him to hold things back from her.

    In a manner that made Anne think he spoke to himself, Houston said, “I think he has his own code of ethics.”

    “A mass murderer with a code of ethics? I find that hard to imagine.”

    “Who knows what motivates an asshole sick enough to do this?” Houston nodded to his left. “There’s the captain.”

    “A crime of this magnitude is bound to attract all the brass. I wouldn’t be surprised if the mayor showed up.”

    They walked over to Capt. William Dysart, who stoically studied the activity around the crime scene. He inhaled smoke from a cigarette, then looked at it as if it suddenly tasted foul. Houston and Anne stopped beside him. “This is gonna be a real clusterfuck,” Houston said.

    “Ain’t no gonna be about it. Five minutes after this went down the commissioner was on my phone—she’ll be here soon.”

    “She’s not one to miss an opportunity for a photo-op.”

    “Photo-op or no, it would be professional suicide for her if she didn’t show up.” Dysart tossed his cigarette into the gutter and turned to his detectives. “You guys got the lead on this. I don’t have to tell you that we need a quick resolution.”

    “We’re on it.”

    Dysart pulled a fresh cigarette from the pack and lit it as Houston and Anne walked away.

    “Where do we go from here?” Anne asked.

    “We visit Jimmy O’Leary.”

    “Jimmy O may be a weasel, but I don’t think he’s this low. Why do you want to talk to him?”

    “Anyone planning something like this won’t want any records of an ammunition purchase. If someone wants to buy ammo on the down-low, Jimmy will either know about it or can find out who sold it.”

    “There’s also the other possibility . . . ” Anne said.

    Houston completed the thought for her. “Or he sold it to them.”
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    The sniper watched the cops walk out of the kill zone. When they were about ten meters from him, he called out, “Hello, Mikey, it’s been a long time.” He chuckled as Houston scanned the throng, trying to see who had called to him. He resisted speaking again and lost himself in the crowd.
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    “Hell, anybody would be crazy to like to go out and kill folks . . . ”

    —Gunnery Sergeant Carlos Hathcock, USMC

    Jimmy O’Leary and Michael Houston grew up together, fighting to survive adolescence on the tough, mean streets of South Boston. They were best friends throughout high school, but when O’Leary dropped out in their junior year, their lives took different paths. Houston stayed in school while Jimmy walked the dark streets and alleys of Southie. He started by boosting cars and later moved on to crimes that were more lucrative as well as more serious in nature—he became a member of Whitey Bulger’s Winter Hill Gang.

    To the average citizen, Jimmy O was a successful businessman who owned a popular Irish pub and ran a profitable commodity-trading business. Ask anyone in Southie about O’Leary and you would hear a glowing testimonial of a disadvantaged kid who made good. On the other hand, Boston PD knew that the commodities he dealt in covered a wide spectrum. Jimmy O was purported to be involved in any form of graft from which he could derive a tax-exempt living—from the protection racket to weapons and, albeit unproven, murder. He was reputed to make the bulk of his money shaking down bookmakers and drug dealers and through illegal gambling. Jimmy O was also the self-appointed protector of Southie. If someone had a problem, that person could get a faster response from O’Leary than from the police. The BPD had been unable to break Southie’s code of silence when Jimmy exercised his unique form of justice on any criminals or gang members stupid enough to venture onto his turf.

    Houston enlisted in the United States Marine Corps shortly after graduating from high school. After his release from active duty, he became a member of the BPD, with his childhood friend on the other side of the fence. When they promoted him to detective, Houston immediately informed his boss, Capt. William Dysart, of the background that he and O’Leary shared. Dysart made it a practice to avoid even a hint of a conflict of interest by never assigning Houston to any case that directly involved O’Leary.

    Over the years, O’Leary had become big enough to cover himself with several layers of expensive criminal lawyers and had accrued enough wealth to ensure that any charge his attorneys couldn’t handle was dropped for lack of evidence or some procedural issue. Houston and BPD believed that when Whitey Bulger disappeared, most of Whitey’s enterprises came under O’Leary’s control. Nevertheless, they couldn’t prove anything.
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    The Claddagh Pub sat dead center in a block off Broadway. The street was so narrow that driving down it was a challenge. Parked cars, many of which were illegally double-parked, created an obstacle course for driving. Three-storied tenements, known as triple-deckers to Bostonians, were so close together that sunshine only touched the street during the noon hour. The weary houses were fronted by stoops that sagged as much as the tough, tired-faced people who sat on them drinking and glaring at any strange cars that passed.

    Houston and Anne found a vacant spot across the street from the pub and parked. Anne studied the flashing sign above the front door of the tavern. “What does it mean?”

    “What does what mean?”

    “Claddagh. What does it mean in English?”

    “It means Claddagh. It’s not a thing; it’s a place. At one time, it was a fishing village near Galway in western Ireland. During the twentieth century, Galway grew to be so large that Claddagh became a neighborhood in the middle of the city.” He chuckled. “If you were gutter Irish from Southie instead of a French aristocrat from Wellesley, you’d have known that.”

    “I’ve heard of the Claddagh ring,” Anne said, “and always wondered what the word meant. You seem to know a lot about it. Is Houston an Irish surname?”

    “Nope, it’s Scottish, but there are a lot of us in Ireland. My mother’s maiden name was Byrne—you don’t get any more Irish than that. Either way, Irish or not, you don’t grow up in Southie and not learn about things Irish.”

    They entered the tavern and stood by the door until their eyes adjusted to the dim light. Within seconds, the cop detector in the head of every occupant of the bar was flashing warnings and sending alarms. In Southie, people knew when the Man arrived—it was almost instinct. Every set of eyes in the room turned in their direction. Without looking away, Anne whispered, “I feel like a Jew visiting Mecca during Ramadan . . . ”

    “Being a cop in Southie isn’t a hell of a lot different.” Houston returned the hard stares as they moved deeper into the pub’s interior, angling toward the bar.

    When they slid onto stools at the bar, the bartender stopped wiping glasses, tossed the towel into the sink with considerably more force than necessary and sauntered toward them. He threw a pair of cork coasters on the bar. “You lost?”

    Houston made a point of studying the tavern’s clientele. “From the looks of these assholes, maybe we oughtta spend more time in here. How you bin, Gordon?”

    Gordon Winter, O’Leary’s right-hand man and supposed manager of the pub, shrugged. “Can’t complain.”

    “I’m sure Jimmy’s glad to hear that.”

    “Probably . . . then again it wouldn’t change nothing if I did,” Winter said. “Nobody wants to listen to anyone piss and moan.”

    “Jimmy around?”

    “That depends . . . ”

    “On what might it depend?” Anne asked.

    “It would most likely depend on why you want to see him.”

    Houston looked over Winter’s shoulder at one of the TVs in the corners of the bar. Amanda Boyce was still broadcasting from Boston Common.

    Winter followed Houston’s line of sight. “No way Jimmy had anythin’ to do with that mess.”

    Houston took his eyes away from the screen. He swiveled the bar stool until he was facing Winter. “That’s what I thought when I walked in here, but you being so goddamned defensive makes me have second thoughts.”

    “Second thoughts? The next thought one of you cops has will be your first. B’sides, you can have all the thoughts you want, it don’t change the fact that he had nothin’ to do with it.”

    Before he could respond to Winter’s slight, movement in the deepest recesses of the tavern attracted Houston’s attention. He swiveled his seat and saw Jimmy O walk out of the darkness. O’Leary had not changed much in the three years since he and Mike had last seen each other. He was of above average height and thin as a rail. If not for his thinning hair and the absence of the raging acne that plagued him in high school, he looked pretty much the way he did as a kid. A chain smoker since he was twelve, he had a cigarette dangling from his lips.

    O’Leary slid onto the stool beside Houston, leaned back and studied Anne with a scrutiny that bordered on perversion. “Get me the usual, Gord.”

    Winter slid a shot glass across the bar, grabbed a bottle of Jameson Irish Whiskey and filled the glass. He set the bottle on the bar and stepped back. Jimmy O raised the glass and toasted Winter. “Here’s hopin’ that you’re in heaven ten seconds before the devil knows you’re dead.” He downed the shot and refilled his glass. To Houston he said, “You, on the other hand, I hope you’re burning in the fires of hell before the good Lord knows you’re dead.”

    Houston ignored his childhood friend’s insult. “How you doin’, Jimmy?”

    “I’d be doing a hell of a lot better if I didn’t expect one of you cops to jump out of my shitty undershorts every time I take them off.”

    “Then keep your shorts clean and you got nothin’ to worry about.”

    O’Leary’s scarred face cracked into what Houston knew he thought passed for a smile. “You always had a way with the words, Mike. If you was ever to kiss the Blarney Stone, it’d crack.”

    “We need to talk.”

    “So talk.”

    “Not here. What I got to say isn’t for public ears.”

    “Gord, go out back and ask Lisa to watch the front. Then come to my office.”

    Houston placed a restraining hand on O’Leary’s arm. “It might be best if we talked alone.”

    Jimmy O stared down at Houston’s hand as if its presence there would contaminate him with a social disease. Houston met the visual challenge by maintaining his grip for several seconds. When Houston dropped his hand, O’Leary said, “What . . . and have every asshole in Southie think I’m your stoolie? Since word got out that Whitey was a rat bastard, informing for the feebies, people around here are a bit sensitive about anyone who has private meetings with the Man. Either Gordon joins us in my office or we talk here. Or you get your ass out of my place.” He nodded toward Anne. “If it makes you feel better, bring the dish.”

    Anne refused to react. She kept her eyes forward, maintaining eye contact with the gang boss via the mirror that backed the bar.

    A young woman appeared. She tied a white apron around her waist and glared. Houston thought she would be beautiful if not for the hard cast to her eyes. At one time or another, everyone in Southie had run afoul of the cops. Houston couldn’t help but wonder what the source of her dislike was. Maybe she had been rousted or one of her relatives was doing time.

    “We shouldn’t be long.” O’Leary slid off his stool. With a curt gesture, he motioned for them to follow.

    Houston and Anne followed him through the common area and down a short, unlit corridor, past the restrooms. At the end, O’Leary stopped beside an open door and let the entourage precede him inside. The first thing Houston noticed when he stepped across the threshold was the overwhelming stench of stale cigarette smoke. He believed everything in the office was coated with a brown film of nicotine and tar. It reminded him of his mother’s house. When she died, his father wanted her favorite set of prayer beads placed in her hands and buried with her. He asked his son to clean the ugly brown beads. The surface coating dissolved and revealed the true color of the beads—green.

    When O’Leary indicated that they should sit, Houston and Anne perched on a couch facing an old wooden desk. Gordon Winter dropped into an easy chair. O’Leary walked around and sat behind the desk. No sooner had he settled into the chair than he lit a cigarette. “This ain’t no public area, it’s my office and I’ll goddamn smoke if I want.”

    Houston sat back. Anne took her cue from him and leaned back.

    “What brings you here?” Jimmy asked. “Things ain’t like they was when we was kids. The onliest times I see you anymore is when you’re tryin’ to bust my ass over somethin’ or another.”

    “It’s about the shootings on the Common this afternoon—”

    O’Leary cut him off. “If you think I was involved in that, then things really have changed.”

    “I didn’t say you had anything to do with it. Nevertheless, you’ve been known to deal in . . . shall we say . . . off-the-record ordnance.”

    O’Leary broke out in a loud horselaugh. “Shit, Mike, come out and say it. You think I sell illegal guns.”

    “Don’t you?” Anne asked.

    O’Leary shrugged. “If I do, how come I ain’t making license plates in Walpole or Bridgewater? Both you guys and the Feds been trying to bust my ass for twenty years and ain’t never proved nothin’ yet.” He sucked on his cigarette and leaned back in his chair. “That all you wanted to ask me?”

    Smoke drifted through the air like a ground fog. Suddenly, Houston stood up and walked through the door.

    He heard Anne dart after him. She overtook him in the corridor. “What happened?”

    “The smoke was driving me nuts.” Houston stared back into the foggy office. “I’m not through with him yet. But, I want to be alone with him.”

    “I need to go to the ladies room anyway.” Houston smiled when she said, “If it’s not clean I’m calling the Board of Health . . . ”

    “It’s probably clean. Jimmy’s female employees would make sure of that.”

    “I’ll be right back.”

    “Okay, listen, if I’m not here when you come out, wait for me in the bar.”

    “Be careful. He’s not the same kid you grew up with.”

    “The problem is that he is the same kid I grew up with.”

    When the door of the women’s room closed behind her, Houston returned to the office. He entered without knocking and found O’Leary and Winter in deep conversation. As soon as they saw him, they stopped talking.

    “I want to talk, Jimmy.” He looked at Winter. “Alone.”

    O’Leary nodded, and Winter left the room, giving Houston a piercing look as he passed.

    Houston reached back and shut the door behind him. He flopped into the chair Winter had vacated. “First of all, I do not believe that you would ever be involved in something like this afternoon’s shootings . . . it’s a psychotic act and there’s no profit in it. You never were one to do anything that didn’t profit you.”

    “That didn’t stop you from running over here like a dog that pissed on an electric fence.”

    “Because you hear things that I’ll never hear and can get close to people that I can’t get within thirty yards of. This is a real ass-kicker, Jimmy—possibly the worst Boston has ever seen. Right now, we have no ideas, no motive, no clues as to the identity of the shooter. Not that that’s unusual, but this is bullshit . . . and unnecessary. This perp took out four innocent people for no apparent reason.”

    “Your perp has reasons—even if they’re nothin’ more than doin’ this because he can. Either way, we’re living in some fucked-up times. Seems like the whole city is goin’ goddamned nuts,” O’Leary said. “Used to be when someone got whacked there was a purpose behind it. Now, even kids are carrying iron and hittin’ people. Like, life’s a damned video game or something.”

    He lit a cigarette from the one he held and then ground the butt in his ashtray. It didn’t completely extinguish and sent a column of smoke spiraling into the already foul air.

    “Jesus, Jimmy, how in hell do you breathe in this smog?”

    “You reformed smokers are ballbusters, you know that? I remember when we was kids and we’d steal smokes from your ol’ lady and smoke ‘em behind the garage out back of the apartment house.”

    “That was a long time ago, in a different time and world.”

    “World ain’t no different, Mike. It’s still the largest cesspool in the universe, but we changed, didn’t we?” A wistful look came over O’Leary’s face as he inhaled another lungful of smoke. “Together we coulda bin something else, you know? Only you went over to the other side.”

    “Yeah, but think of it this way—now, rather than being in jail and taking it in the ass by some punk, I put the assholes in jail.”

    O’Leary bristled, rose up and leaned over his desk, his weight resting on his clenched fists. His cigarette hung from his mouth. “Did you just call me an asshole?”

    “If the shoe fits . . . ”

    After several tense seconds, O’Leary’s laughed and he sat back.

    “You got any idea what woulda happened if anyone else talked to me like that?”

    “I’m not anyone else.”

    “No, you ain’t. But don’t get to thinking that just because we got a history you can get away with saying anything you want to me.”

    “I’ll remember that. But, you keep this in mind too. You haven’t seen heat until you see what’s gonna come down on you if you ever pop a cop. So, can I count on a call if you learn anything?”

    “Maybe . . . maybe not.”

    “What’s that mean?”

    “Just that, I might call or I might not.”

    “You haven’t changed a hell of a lot over the years, Jimmy.”

    “You haven’t a clue how much I’ve changed. There was a time anyone talked to me like you just done . . . well, it would be a long time before anyone saw them again. By the way, your partner . . . ”

    “What about her?”

    “She’s a real looker. If I had a partner who looked like her, I’d be all over her like a dog. Your relationship more than professional?”

    Houston felt his face flush with anger. “Strictly professional. Let’s just say that I’m not her type and leave it at that.”

    “I doubt that, Mike. But then when it comes to women you were never the sharpest tack in the bulletin board.”

    “Like you are?”

    O’Leary laughed. “Compared to you, I’m a Casanova.”

    Houston turned to the door. “I’ll be expecting your call.”

    “Don’t hold your breath while you do—it could kill you.”

    As Houston walked down the corridor, O’Leary’s laughter echoed behind him. When the guffaws turned into a spasm of deep bronchial coughing, he muttered, “Choke, you bastard, choke.”
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    “O divine art of subtlety and secrecy! Through you we learn to be invisible, through you inaudible; and we can hold the enemy’s fate in our hands.”

    —Sun Tzu Wu, The Art of War

    After Houston and the dish left, O’Leary sat at the bar. Winter was tending bar again, and he placed a bottle of Jameson and a glass in front of his boss. O’Leary scowled at Winter, letting him know that the last thing he wanted to do was talk.

    O’Leary was on his second drink when the pub door opened. A black woman walked a couple of steps inside the barroom and stopped. She appeared nervous and cautious, like a deer entering a meadow during hunting season. He knew what was going through her mind as she studied the bar’s patrons. The faces turned toward her were not only blatantly hostile but all were white. When her gaze circled the room and settled on him, he thought she looked familiar. It only took him a few seconds to recall her name. She was heavier than he remembered and her face showed the ravages of trying to make it in one of the most expensive cities in the country on minimum-wage.

    His memories took him back more than forty years, to the busing riots of the 1970s. The city had bussed him—along with hundreds of lower-class white Irish kids whose parents could not afford the tuition at a parochial school—from Southie to the predominantly black schools in Roxbury, Mattapan and Dorchester. At the same time, they brought black students into Southie, and the resulting riots were among the worst in Boston’s history. It was while he was a student attending grammar school in Roxbury that O’Leary met Marian Stokes and her brother, Rasheed. He motioned for her to join him.

    His action gave her the impetus to walk across the barroom until she stood before him. “Mr. O’Leary?”

    “How are you . . . Marian?” When she nodded he knew that she was indeed his old acquaintance. “Sit down, please. It’s been a long time.”

    She remained standing, her hands twisting the soft clutch bag she held. She cast another nervous look around the room, noting that the customers clustered in small groups ignored her presence now that O’Leary was talking with her. “I need help.”

    “Let’s go where we can talk in private.” He swept his arm toward the corridor that led to his office. “This way, please.” He turned to Winter and said, “I’ll be back in a few—stick around in case I need you.”

    Winter nodded and kept wiping glasses.

    O’Leary led the woman to the office and guided her to the couch that faced his desk. “Please, sit down, Marian.” He circled his desk, dropped into his chair and took his cigarettes out of his shirt pocket. He shook one from the box, put it in his mouth and then offered the box to Marian.

    O’Leary lit his as Marian took a cigarette. When she placed the cigarette in her mouth, he noticed that her hands shook. He held the lit Zippo toward her. Marian leaned forward to touch the end of the cigarette to the flame. Her head was shaking so violently that he had to track the end of the cigarette with his lighter.

    O’Leary sat back, forming a steeple in front of his face with his hands. “You want a drink?”

    “A glass of wine be nice, Mr. O’Leary . . . ”

    “Marian, we’ve known each other for over thirty years. Call me Jimmy.”

    “Yes, sir.” She inhaled deeply and held the smoke in her lungs. It was clear to him that she was struggling to keep from crying.

    Jimmy picked up the phone and punched a single number. “Gordon . . . ” He covered the microphone with his hand and turned to Marian. “Any particular type of wine?”

    “Anything red.”

    O’Leary removed his hand. “Bring me a glass of Merlot.” He placed the phone on its receiver. “So what can I do for you?”

    Suddenly, Marian’s resolve broke. Her tears left watery trails down her cheeks, and she swiped at them with her fingers. He knew that life in the ‘Bury, as locals referred to Roxbury, was hard and it took a tough woman to survive there. There was only one thing he knew of that would upset a woman from there this much—someone had done something to one of her kids. O’Leary took a box of tissues from his drawer and slid it across the desk to her.

    Marian snatched a couple of sheets and wiped her cheeks. Her head bent back and she stared into the smoky air. She took another deep drag on the cigarette. She exhaled sharply, sat back and for the first time since she had come to him, made eye contact.

    O’Leary leaned back in his chair. Once again, he steepled his fingers.

    “My daughter, Latisha . . . ”

    He dropped his hands, took the cigarette from his mouth and leaned forward. Marian could not have said anything that would get his undivided attention more than those three words.

    There was a light knock at the door, but he didn’t move. He knew it was either Lisa or Gordon. Without waiting for permission to enter, Lisa walked in, placed the wine next to Marian and then left without saying a word.

    “What about your daughter?”

    “They killed her, Mr. O . . . Jimmy.”

    “Who killed your daughter?”

    “Them gang bastards filled my baby up with junk, then raped and killed her.”

    “You’d better start at the beginning.”

    “To make ends meet, I work two jobs. When I was at work, Latisha stayed with my momma. She was a good girl, Jimmy, never no bother.” She leaned forward and ground out her cigarette. He offered her another.

    “Go on.”

    “Two week ago, my baby was found in an alley. She all torn up.”

    “You reported this to the cops obviously.”

    “Cops don’t care what happen to no black girl in the hood. They too busy keepin’ white people safe.” She looked sheepish, as if she had only then realized that O’Leary was white.

    “It’s more about money and power than race, Marian . . . if you got either, no matter what your color, then the cops care, if you got no money or political clout, then you ain’t shit.”

    “Don’t matter, do it? Either way, we fucked.”

    “Do you have any idea who might have done this?”

    “I got no way of provin’ nothin’, but I ‘spect that Watts boy, Jermaine, who live across the hall, know something. He always be hitting on her and acting cool when she come by. She only thirteen, too young to be knowin’ what a nineteen-year-old boy really after . . . ‘specially one who belong to the Devs.”

    “The Devs—I didn’t think they would do anything like this.”

    “Maybe Watt’s an a couple a his homies do it alone?”

    “Where can I find this Jermaine Watts?”

    “On the street. They calls him Razor. I heard it said he like using a straight razor on people. I hear he hang out on Martin Luther King Boulevard, by Malcolm X Park.”

    O’Leary wrote down the address Marian gave him and then picked up his phone. “Gordon, would you come in here?”

    [image: image]

    Anne picked at her salad. She pushed a piece of tomato around with her fork, her eyes averted.

    “What’s on your mind?” Mike asked.

    “What was it like growing up in Southie?”

    “Every day was a war between the gangs and the Irish mob. Someone was always after you.”

    “Is that what made O’Leary the way he is?”

    “It probably had a lot to do with it. Doesn’t matter where you live, you grow up with a drunk who uses his wife and kids for punching bags . . . you either get tough or you die.”

    “Why didn’t you turn out like him?”

    “Luck of the draw. My old man was no saint, but he gave us the best he could. He worked himself to death unloading baggage at Logan. He’d work sixty, seventy hours some weeks for not much more than minimum wage, but no matter how hard he worked there was always something that kept him from puttin’ any money in the bank. Still, he gave us the most important things, as much of his time as he could . . . and his love.”

    “We come from two different worlds. I’ve never known anyone like Jimmy O—at least not personally.”

    “Our differences are what make us a good team. We complement each other.” Houston waited for her to continue.

    “People like Jimmy O anger me. I want to throw him and everyone like him into a hole and bury them forever. You, on the other hand, seem to be able to ignore what he does.”

    “I grew up with him, Anne. When I got out of high school I was poised to become what he is today.”

    “Why didn’t you?”

    “Back then we had hope and the belief that we could rise above the neighborhood. Something that doesn’t appear to be true any longer . . . ”

    “That’s no excuse for what Jimmy is.”

    “I’d be Jimmy if I hadn’t left the neighborhood for the Marines.”

    “Why didn’t he do the same?”

    Houston made an effort to objectively explain what happened, rather than defend O’Leary. “When we were in high school, Jimmy was in and out of trouble for boosting cars and even had a couple of possession busts. Once he had a rap sheet, the services wouldn’t touch him and he figured that only left him one avenue to follow. He may be a hood, for want of a better word, but he does have his code.”

    “That’s twice today that’s come up, first a mass murderer and now a thug with ethics.”

    “I know that sounds nuts, but we all have some line that we won’t cross. Jimmy remembers where he came from. As far as the people of Southie are concerned, he does more good than harm. He doesn’t trust cops. In Southie, most people never have and never will. They do the best they can and take care of their own. That’s what guys like Jimmy do for them. As bad as his reputation is—and don’t get me wrong, he’s earned that rep—they trust him. If for no other reason than that he’s one of them.”

    “In many ways, you’re still one of them.”

    “No, not anymore—I’m a cop and that makes me the enemy. At best, they think that like all cops, I don’t give a damn about them. As I said, they see Jimmy as one of their own who made it big.”

    The server returned and placed their meals on the table. “Can I get you anything else?”

    “We’re fine.” Houston waited until he was gone. “We’ve discussed this before and have always agreed to disagree on our differences. I know you’ll never truly understand my background, no more than I’ll ever be able to imagine what it was like growing up in Wellesley.”

    “That isn’t fair . . . ”

    “It’s every bit as fair as you bringing up my background.”

    She paused for a second. “You’re right.”

    “Now,” Houston said, “what you say we cut to the real issue?”

    “This afternoon bothered me more than I ever could have imagined.”

    “Anne, we may be cops, but that doesn’t mean we stop being human. It bothered me too.”

    She pushed her plate aside. “I know it did . . . you think you hide your feelings. And to anyone who doesn’t know you as well as I do, you do. But I’m your partner. We spend more time together than some married couples, and I can tell when something gets to you.”

    “Do you know what truly gets to me?” he asked.

    She waited for him to continue, but after several seconds without him saying anything further, she asked, “What?”

    “That in another time and place, I perpetrated scenes as horrific as this one.”

    “Are you talking about Somalia?”

    “Yes.”

    “But, that was twenty years ago and you were in a war. What would drive anyone to do something like this?”

    “Power, bloodlust, who knows? You can be sure that when we bring this asshole, or assholes, down—and we will—I’ll make it a point to ask. Until then, despite my unsavory background, we’ll keep working together. We’re too good a team not to.”

    Anne smiled. “And, contrary to my privileged, pampered upbringing and all my worries, I’ll do the same.” She settled back and took a drink. “But I’m still concerned about the different ways you and I view the world.”

    Houston picked up his fork and moved several french fries around his plate. “I know you are.”

    They finished their meal, paid the check and walked to their car. “What’s that?” Anne asked.

    “What’s what?”

    She pointed to a piece of paper held against the windshield by the driver-side wiper blade.

    “Some ambitious rookie must have ticketed us.”

    “That’s no ticket.” She reached into the pocket of her jacket and took out a pair of latex gloves. Once her hands were covered, she took the slip of paper and read it. “You need to see this.”

    Houston circled the car and said, “I haven’t any gloves. Read it to me.”

    “It says: Hey, Mikey. Long time no see . . . ”

    “That’s it?”

    “Well, not quite. There’s some sort of drawing . . . ”

    “Drawing? Show it to me.” She turned the slip of paper so that he could see it.

    “What is it? It looks like some sort of military patch.”

    “That’s exactly what it is. The eagle, globe and anchor are obvious, except the globe resembles a skull and, if you look around the edge, there’s a sniper scope as well. All that’s missing are the words SNIPER SCHOOL QUANTICO. This is a picture of the scout/sniper patch that we wore on our jackets.”

    “I’ve never seen patches on a marine’s uniform . . . that’s something the army does.”

    “We all had leather flight jackets. We sewed unit patches on them and wore them when we were off duty.”

    “Do you think . . . ”

    “That it’s from our sniper? I don’t know, but it’s too much of a coincidence.”

    Anne was silent.

    Houston said, “This sonuvabitch must be someone who knows me.”

  

OEBPS/Images/line.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
SNIPER

A THRILLER

VAUGHN C.
HARDACKER

«
Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/frontcover.jpg
He knew he would only have one chance at him-
he had better make it good.

SVIPER

A NOVEL





