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She came to, groggy and sick to her stomach. Things were a blur but she started to focus. There were leather seats and a glass partition. It was the back seat of a limo and they were in traffic. The windows were tinted black. She could see out but knew that no one could see in.

She tried to scream but she was gagged. It came out more of a muffled cry. There was a humming sound and the window on the glass partition opened. The driver had a double chin, a thin mustache and shiny olive skin. He wore a black cap with a short visor.  He looked over his shoulder. She couldn’t tell if it was day or night.

“You like some music, chica?” he said.

The gag made her response unintelligible. She tried to sit up, slid back over then righted herself. Her hands were bound in back of her, handcuffs and far too tight. Her left hand was numb, no feeling at all in her fingers. She tried to wiggle them. She could, but it was like she was at the dentist’s office. They were disconnected.

“Sure…I turn it on…I know you like the music.”

 The panel slid shut and speakers all around her came to life. Salsa music, turned way up. The bass humped in the pit of her stomach with each beat. The limo stopped at a light, then took off quickly. She knew exactly where she was, right on Arlington, the Boston Common was on her left, less than two miles from her condo on Beacon Hill. They took a hard left and she slid over on the seat. The force of the turn pressed against the door, holding her there. They went about the length of a soccer field and stopped abruptly again, started up and took another left. They were picking up speed and heading for Storrow Drive, leaving the city and heading north. Her eyes opened wide, right next to her, less than eight feet away, salvation, a cruiser, bold blue letters on white, “Boston Police”. 

She rocked back and forth, hitting her head against the window, trying to shout out through her gag, her eyes filling, her nose running. Nothing, the cops stayed with them for a moment, and then sped off. She pushed herself upright off the door and realized her legs were bound as well. She felt the unforgiving bite of the steel cut into her ankle bones.

The partition window slid open again, the music got louder.

“We be there soon…You like this one? Ricky Martin…The Vida Loca, is good, no?”

She struggled uselessly against her bonds, felt her gorge rise and vomited through her gag, then threw up again. Her breath grew short. The window closed and suddenly she felt light headed. 

They were coming up on the Mystic River Bridge and picking up speed. They’d  be on the expressway in minutes. Her eyes rolled back, then nothingness.

    



CHAPTER 1

It was just after Labor Day. The summer was over but the fall hadn’t really put in an appearance yet. I was sitting on a deck chair on board The Wiffersnapper waiting on my pal Tiny Murphy. Ralph and Blanche, my two English Mastiffs, were at my feet taking it easy as usual. The Wiffersnapper is a fifty-six foot cruising catamaran that I share with my wife, Megan, baby girl Lizzie, my two Mastiffs and Spot, my wife’s Portuguese Water Dog. It’s quite a family.

She’s more of a floating condominium than a sail boat, with three king-sized berths, a huge salon with an entertainment center and a full Viking galley. Good thing, we need the space. I inherited some dough and a going business from kind of an adapted uncle of mine. Megan and I bought the boat before we knew Lizzie was going to put in an appearance.

 It was a decent day, bright sun, a light breeze and the gentle chop giving the Wiffersnapper just a hint of a rock. Marblehead Harbor is busy with over three hundred pleasure craft and working boats. It’s about as picturesque a spot as there is I had a front row seat.

 I make my living as a private eye. Tiny called and told me he had a job for me but was very mysterious about it.


“What’s this all about?” I said.


“You got a suit don’t cha?”


“Course I do, but-“


“So, put it on. I’m there in a half hour.” Then he hung up. 


Our slip is just off Front Street in the heart of the Old Town section of colonial Marblehead, MA. The streets are narrow and the wood frame houses are right on top of each other, a real rough place to get in and out of and a genuine nightmare in the winter. It’s always a hassle when the urban planners lay out their grid in 1634.


There was a loud and sustained car horn, and then the gray limo made her way delicately around the corner, just missing a parked car by inches with her front bumper. It was a stretch limo, a silver antique Rolls Royce stretch limo no less. Not your every day sight up here in Marblehead. I got to my feet. She pulled up right in front of our slip and came to a stop. A tall slender black man in a charcoal uniform jumped out and opened the back door.


Tiny Murphy was in a tattered sweat shirt and an unkempt wooly red beard and looked like he just rolled out of the sack. He shouted from the open door.


“Come on, will ya? We ain’t got all day!” 


I scrambled down the steps and joined him.


“Nice boat,” I said.


“Belongs to the guy you’re gonna meet.”


“You didn’t have to get all dressed up for me,” I said as I got in.


I’m no runt myself, at six three even, but Tiny’s a head and a half taller and easily has a hundred pounds on me.


“Late night,” the big man said. “Besides I’m just getting dropped off. Got some things I gotta take care of. We’ll pick up Ax along the way.”


“Ax is coming along…You expecting trouble?” I said.


“Nah…Guy asked for Ax special. You two are going to be meeting with my old mentor. Guy gave me my first big break.”


I’ve known the big man since we were kids. He went his way, I went mine. Now most of his interests were legitimate. But at one point, Tiny was a major player on the other team.  


“So just what-”


Tiny’s cell chirped, he held up his finger and took the call as the Rolls picked up speed.


“Yeah…yeah, right…right. Hey, keep your pants on will ya. I ain’t gonna ta keep the old man waiting.”

 He hung up as we came around the corner in Lynn, three miles and a world away from Marblehead, and saw his number two man standing there waiting for us in front of his dilapidated three decker. Built for the workers at the long defunct Lynn shoe factories in the early 20th century, it was three two bedroom, one bath apartments stacked on top of each other. In Boston, they called them Irish Battleships.

 Ax had a bright red rash where his signature Mohawk hair cut used to be. It was the first time I’d ever seen him in suit. Tiny must have sent him to Brooks Brothers, it was a blue pin stripe and if it wasn’t for his twenty-six inch neck and busted nose, I’d a thought he was a Republican. 


Ax jumped in, gave us a nod and unconsciously ran his hand over his freshly shaven head. 


“Nice look for you,” I said. “Where you get your hair cut, anyway?”


“Guy on the corner of Chestnut and Western,” Ax said.


“I got to remember to stay the hell away from that guy,” I said.


Ax gave me a look and Tiny suppressed a snicker. The limo took the Lynnway, heading into Boston.


“You about ready to tell me what this is all about?” I said.


“Guy’s grandson’s wife disappeared. Told him you’re the man to track her down,” Tiny said.


“Thanks for the endorsement,” I said. “They expect foul play, or did she just take a hike?”


“All’s he knows she’s gone. That’s why he needs you. Whatdayathink?” 


“Right…and who is this guy I’m going to meet?”


“Morris Gold,” Tiny said.


“You got to be kidding me,” I said.


“Nope.”


“Thought he was dead,” I said.


“Lot of people thought that. He thought so too, but his wife told him they were just living in Boca.” 

Somebody was rubbing her arm. There was the strong smell of alcohol and then a pin prick. A warm sensation crawled up her arm.  Her eyes flew open as she felt herself being pulled out of the limo, none too gently. There were two men on both sides of her holding her arms firmly. It was an airstrip. The limo was parked right next to a big white jet. She knew the plane. It was a Gulfstream V, easily fifty feet long.  She got to her feet and immediately stumbled. Her spike heels were like walking the high wire without a net. She twisted her ankle and cried out as she lost one of her heels. It hung from the side of her foot held on by the strap. The hatch opened and the steps came down. She hobbled toward it, one heel on, one heel off. They more carried than guided her up the steps.


They sat her in a plush leather seat and put it in the maximum recline position, then handcuffed her to it. She struggled but only weakly. Her eyes were growing heavy. Things were getting blurry again. They took off her gag. She tried to speak but her mouth didn’t work. It came out a babble and she began to drool out of the corner of her mouth. It was a long cockpit, enough room for a dozen people, twice that number had it been a commercial flight. Her two guides joined three other men sitting in seats in back and in front of her with third on her right. She heard the engines rev and the plane start to move ahead. Her head rolled to the side. Through the window she saw the limo drive away. Then she was gone. 

CHAPTER 2 

We dropped Tiny off in front of his newest topless bar in Revere. The parking lot was almost completely deserted, a sign of the times. But he didn’t seem to notice. We got back on Route 1 and headed into town.


Ax didn’t have much to say. He just looked out the window.


“You ever meet this guy, Morris Gold?” I said.


He shook his head.


“You know who he is?”


Ax turned away from the window and looked me in the eye. “Just cause I’m the muscle, don’t mean I’m dumb, Okay?”


I put up my hands. “Okay.” 


I figured it’d be a plan to keep my mouth shut for the rest of the ride in. 


The driver went round Boston Common and on to Arlington Street. He pulled up to the main entrance of the Taj, which was formerly the Ritz Carlton. The window separating us from the driver came down.


“You gentlemen are expected, precisely at one. You’ll find him at his table in the bar,” the driver said, and then jumped out and opened the door for us before we had a chance to react.


It’s still the Ritz. I don’t care what they call it. The bar was all dark wood and plush carpet. It just had that feel. The Taj had gotten rid of the old jacket and tie rule, but most of the patrons never got the memo. Gold certainly hadn’t. I knew him right off from his pictures in the paper. He was little guy, slight and frail looking in a blue blazer. It seemed a little big for him around the shoulders. He had gray slacks, a white shirt and a conservative striped tie. Gold sat ram-rod straight across from a much younger man who was engaged in animated conversation. Gold was attentive, but looked bored.

 I headed over to his table with Ax a couple of steps behind, but a gorilla stuffed into a suit at least one size too small took me by the arm.


“Something I can do for you?” he said.


“Mr. Gold’s expecting me,” I said.


“You got to be Burke,” he said.


Just then Gold stood up, signaling the end of his meeting. He looked to the suit across his table who had stood up with him.


“And how long do you figure it’s going to take to recoup my money on this investment, young man?” Gold said.


The broker smiled. “Conservative estimate…Two years, sir”


Gold nodded. “I figure three, but that’s still a very attractive proposition,” Gold said.


“Shall I draw up the contracts sir?”


“Going to take a pass.”


“But I-“


“I’m ninety-four years old. I don’t even like to order desert,” Gold said. “Thanks for your time.”


The suit had been dismissed. I’m not sure Gold even knew he was still there.


He turned to us. “Gentlemen,” he said, and then waved us over.


Gold never looked at his watch but I looked at mine, one o’clock…precisely. 


I offered him my hand but he seemed completely occupied in re-taking his seat.


“You’d be Fenway Burke,” he said, giving me a nod. “And you’re Jerome Singletary.” 


I gave Ax a look. “Jerome?” I said.


“They call me Ax,” he said, not making eye contact with Gold.


“I know what they call you, sit down. I have complete files on both of you.”  He slid them across the table to us and read his copies aloud.

 “Fenway Burke, Gold said and then looked up at me. I couldn’t believe that was your real name. Yankee fan myself.”

“I’ll over look it,” I said.

Gold just looked me right in the eyes for a very long minute not saying anything, and then went back to his reading. “DOB 2-11-73, seven pounds, eleven ounces. Blonde hair, blue eyes, six foot three, two hundred eight pounds. Attended North Shore Community College and Boston University, was awarded no degree. Lt. USMC, completed Advanced Infantry Training, Ft. Benning GA, held over as head of training. Forth degree Black Belts in both Karate and Tae-Kwon-Do, Boston Police Force, shot in the hip, retired with a disability.” He looked up at me. “Doesn’t seem to have messed you up much.”


“It hasn’t,” I said. 


“Started your own agency five years ago. Those are the pertinent points. Miss anything?”


“Not much,” I said.


Then he got into Ax. “DOB 5-21-83, nine pounds, six ounces.  Brown hair.” He looked up at Ax’s red rash, shook his head and continued reading. “Brown eyes, six foot five, two hundred ninety-eighty-eight pounds. Six weeks of a nine week flight school program, helicopters. Washed out?”

“Dropped out, not my thing,” Ax said.

Gold made a face and went back to his sheet.  “Navy Seals, Forth degree Black belt Karate, expert certification in hand to hand combat, fully trained in all small arms and demolition…Dishonorable Discharge.” Once again he looked up at Ax. “Looks like you beat the hell out a superior officer.”


“He had it coming,” Ax said.  


“They always do,” Gold said. “Been working for our friend Daniel Murphy ever since. That about the size of it?”


“Yep.”


Gold placed a third packet of papers on the table. “Murphy’s told you of my problem,” he said.


“He has,” I said.


Gold tapped the packet of papers. “This is all the background we were able to put together on my grandson’s wife. I want her back.”

 
He pushed it over across the table to me. I glanced at the top page. There was a photo. She jumped right out at me, flashing Latin eyes, high cheekbones, classic features, almost too perfect. She had long black hair and was extremely well endowed, popping out of the top of her dress. Maria Alvarez Santiago, DOB, 7-21-76, six pounds, four ounces, Caracas, Venezuela. 


I started to ask a question but Gold cut me off.


“Old aristocratic Venezuelan family, she blew into Boston almost six years ago with two of her sisters. Wasn’t in town two weeks before she bought 88 Newbury Street right across from Brooks Brothers for 7.6 million, no mortgage, strictly cash. She tore the joint apart. Three months later, she opens Mystique, top of the line everything, clothes and accessories on the first floor, a full service salon and day spa on the second and a fancy shmancy martini bar on the third. You couldn’t get near the joint when she first opened. Still can’t, elbow to elbow every night at the bar.” 


“Looks like she was on a mission,” I said.


“Took Boston by storm. A year later there was talk about her opening another one in NYC, but then she met my grandson. That all got put on hold. They were married six months later.”


“Happily?” I said.


“I never heard any complaints. They were trying to start a family. Had a miscarriage a couple of years back, but they were trying again. Next thing you know, the kid comes home and she’s gone. That was three days ago.”


“She ever done anything like this before?” I said.


“Never.”


“She leave a note…any kind of message?”


“Nothing.” Gold said.


I started leafing through the packet Gold had given me, looked to be close to thirty pages. 


“Did she ever give any indication she was seeing someone else?” I said.


“You’ll have to talk to my grandson about that, but I don’t think so.”

“Ransom…Have you heard from anybody?”


“Not a word.”


“Are the police involved?”

“My grandson went to them the day after she turned up missing. They wouldn’t even let him fill out a missing person’s report. Said he’d have to wait three full days.”

“Has one been filed?”

“No cops, we’re handling this on our own.”

“You might have to deal with them at some point,” I said.

“Not if I have anything to say about it. And I’m the guy calls the shots. Kid’s letting me handle everything. You got a free hand, anything I can help out with, consider it done,” Gold said.


“Right,” I said.


“You’re to drop whatever you’re doing and devote one hundred percent of your time to my problem. I need you on this immediately. I’m not about to let the kid down,” Gold said. He pulled an envelope out of his breast pocket and handed it to me. “Open it, he said. 


There was a check for ten times my normal retainer and two American Express Platinum Cards, one in my name, and one in the name of Jerome Singletary.


“Agreed?” Gold said.

“Agreed, but I usually work alone,” I said.


“Not on this one,” Gold said. “There’s a bonus if you find her…A fat one. You’ll have expenses, that’s what the cards are for. I’ll expect complete accountability. Don’t even think of screwing with me, Burke.” There was no menace in his voice, just a pure statement of the rules of the game.


“Thought would never occur to me,” I said.


“Reports,” Gold said. He gave me his card. “There’s my email and my cell. I want to follow any and all developments, no matter how insignificant. Understood?”


“Understood,” I said.


“Questions?”


“Two, I said. “You understand, my job is to find her…If she’s being held against her will, to get her loose.”


“Yeah.”

“If she’s just run away, I’ll report my findings but as far as I’m concerned, that will be the end of it.  Wives leave husbands everyday. If she’s smart, and she sounds like it, her husband’s likely the very last to know. I’ve seen it a thousand times.”

“I’m aware of the possibility.”

“If she is just a runaway, I won’t force her to come back with me. I’m not a kidnapper.”


“Don’t expect you to be…And the other question?”


“Why me?” I said.


“What makes you think you’re the only guy I got on the job?”


End of interview. Gold stood up, nodded and left without another word.  

She opened her eyes but she was still not all there. She was in a king sized bed under a pink flowered sheet and she was nude. She tried to prop herself up on her elbows but somehow just couldn’t quite make it.  The room wasn’t much bigger than a walk in closet with unadorned white walls and no windows. There was the gentle hum of an air conditioner. She had been bathed and powdered. She knew that much. The sheets were crisp and cool on her skin. She knew the feel, quality, a high thread count, something she was used to. 

He was standing over her. Somehow she never heard him come in. He simply appeared. He was a small man with thinning salt and pepper hair, going to fat. His untucked silk flowered shirt failed to hide his pot belly. He was built like a pear. Deeply  tanned with cold dark brown eyes, almost black, his nose was just a bit too large for his face, black hairs bristling out of the bridge.

“So…you have come back to me,” he said.

She was silent.

He just stood there looking down at her.

“I have missed you,” he said finally.

She remained silent.

He smiled mirthlessly. “You have not always been so quiet Sonya. You do not need to be shy with me…I know you.”

“You do not know me at all,” she said.

“I know you far better than you think…What was your new name...Maria? You think you could hide from me?”

She didn’t respond.

“Ahhh…What shall I do with you,” he said. “So many good times…Yet…Well, you are tired. We will talk later.” He reached down and touched her arm gently and then left, the door clicked shut behind him.

CHAPTER 3
It was just after two-thirty when the driver dropped me off dockside. Our three dogs were on deck. Megan’s dog Spot, who was all black and without a spot anywhere, came over and licked my hand. Other than the faintest movement of their tails, my two huge Mastiffs didn’t stir at all.

 I saw Megan’s car in the lot. She had to be bellow decks giving Lizzie her lunch. I sprang up the steps and rushed down the hatch. She was in the galley, with Lizzie in her high chair. She’s five ten with olive skin, bright eyes more gold than green, full lips and legs that go on forever.  She’s one of those nuts who has to exercise every day like a mad man or lose her mind. I met her at the gym. She’d just finished her fifth Boston Marathon the very day before.  Lizzie’s no marathon runner just yet, but she’s Megan’s miniature version all the way. The kid had more food on her face and bib than in her mouth. Megan cleaned Lizzie’s chin with a towel and gave me a kiss. 


“What’s with the suit?” she said.


“New client, just trying to put my best foot forward.” 


“We could use the money.”


“I had-“


“Give me a minute will you hon? She’s just about ready for her nap. Got some papers we need to go over. All right?”


“Sure,” I said. I poured us a couple glasses of red, broke off a hunk of cheddar and grabbed a seat in the main salon. 


Megan joined me in a few minutes with a big stack of papers in her hand.


“I got everything pretty much sorted out,” she said as she sat opposite me and put the papers on the coffee table, going right to the first page.


“Got some news myself,” I said.


She gave me a tight smile…”Me first, Okay, this is important.”


“Sure, sure, no problem.”


“It’s worse than we thought. Our stocks were in a free fall. I yanked out what was left today…Couldn’t get hold of you…Didn’t know what else to do.” Suddenly there were tears in her eyes. 


I got up and gave her a hug. “Hey, hey,” I said. “It’ll be Okay…Didn’t have anything to lose til I got my inheritance. Would have liked to have hung on to it a little bit longer, but it’s not like we haven’t got a lot of company.”


I lifted up her chin and gave her a kiss. She kissed me back and blew her nose, then laughed at herself.


“So, how much were you able to pull out?”


She bit her lip. “Just under a hundred thousand.”


“Godfrey Daniel, we did take a hit…We lost what? Nine hundred grand?”


“Something like that…Your Uncle Whiff had most of his portfolio in growth stocks.”


“Glad I paid cash for the boat,” I said.


“That makes two of us. I’m afraid we’re going to have to hold off on the house. We’ll lose the deposit, but it’s just impossible.”


I let that sink in.


“Well, we got a roof over our heads, and Whiff’s lobster fleet may be down, but we’re still making money.”


“Yes and no, she said, then took a sip of wine and looked down at her hands.


“Well?”


She rifled though her papers. “Out of twenty-four boats, twenty-two are fully operational.”


I gave her a smile. “That’s damn good,” I said.


“But we’re getting less than half of what we were getting from the wholesaler just a month ago. And sales are way down. After covering base labor and operating costs there’s just about nothing left over.”


“It’ll turn around, just as long as we’re breaking even. Worse comes to worst we sell off some of them off and get ourselves liquid.”


She shook her head. “And just who do you think will buy them, things being like they are?”


I leaned back in my easy chair. “Good point,” I said.


“It gets better…There are two banks in Iceland that went bust. It’s in the business section.” She tossed it over to me, the salient points highlighted in yellow.


“So?”


“So, they took Europe’s largest sea food ppprocessor with them. We haven’t felt it yet, but there’s a major hiccup in that market segment, at least for now.”


“Anything else you want to lay on me?” 


“Not at the moment,” she said, and then leaned back in her easy chair as well.

 
“Your turn.” 

I took a second to get myself together.

“Got a new client…Think you’ve heard of him…Morris Gold.”


“Yeah, right.”


“I’m serious,” I said. 


Now it was her turn to take a second.


“Morris Gold…The man behind the man behind the man behind the man…Meyer Lanskey’s boss?”


“None other.” I filled her in.


“They did a case study on him when I was in law school. Nobody even heard of him until the Senate Hearings on Organized Crime in the early eighties. It was all there, but they couldn’t get anything to stick, statute of limitations had run out years before. He walked.” 


“Sharp guy,” I said.


“Michael…We’re bigger than US Steel,” she said. 


“Thought Puzzo was talking about Lansky.”


“So did he,” she said. “Godfather Two came out in the seventies. I don’t think you should have anything to do with him,” she said.


“Just an old man trying to help his grandson. He’s got feelings, just like everybody else.”


“Fenway, I still don’t like it.”


I took the envelope out of my pocket and slid it over to her across the coffee table.


“Half of this goes to my partner, but it’s still the biggest chunk of change I ever picked up in this business.”


She opened it and took a look at the check.


“On the other hand.” 

She stuffed the check in her blouse and laughed.
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