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Prelude

August 1994


She sprinted barefoot down the narrow, dirt trail through the old Maine forest, her breath ragged from the effort, her heart pounding from the terror of being hunted. Get off the trail! She knew that was the right thing to do. The forest on either side, so thick it looked impenetrable, was her only option. She struggled through the dense branches and fought the low brush tangling around her ankles. A large tree had fallen and lay rotting on the ground. She bent and looked into the broken end of it ... there was a hollow about four feet in. A wave of hope coursed through her ... it looked like she would fit. Then, a thought filled her with terror.  Burrowing into the rotten tree pulp would awaken hundreds of bugs that would crawl into her eyes, ears, and mouth. A sob surfaced, and she clamped a hand over her mouth to hold it in.

Beyond the fallen tree was a massive pine that soared into the forest canopy, blending into the surrounding trees to block most of the sunlight trying to shine through. She scrambled over the dead tree and settled into a crouch at the foot of the massive pine. Her head was throbbing as if someone was driving nails into her temples. She put a hand on each side of her head, closed her eyes, and squeezed as if it could stop the pounding pain. 

She lifted her head, opened her eyes, and took a calming breath, allowing her heart to slow a little, then listened. Staying as still as possible, she flicked her eyes left and then right, hoping to see that the man chasing her had run by on the trail.  Where was he? All she could hear was birds chirping and gusts of wind rustling the branches above her. He was nowhere to be seen. There was little chance she’d outrun him, given that she was twelve and he was an adult. A twig snapped. She wheeled around and tried to move, but it was too late. He grabbed her by the shirt collar, dragged her out of hiding, and pushed her to her knees on the pine needle ground. His dark eyes were cold as he raised the gun. 

She put a pleading hand up, “Please. No! I will follow rules.”

He spoke softly, “You ran, Sasha. This is bad.” He sighed, “It was your choice.”

Her world moved in slow motion. His trigger finger twitched. A tiny cloud puffed from the gun barrel, and there was a flash of stinging pain in her forehead. A memory flooded into her brain as her limp body fell forward, her parents singing to her on her tenth birthday, and then the world went dark.
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Chapter 1
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December 31, 1995

––––––––
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IT WAS NEW YEAR’S EVE, and I had a special night planned. Looking good was a must. I ran the electric shaver over my cheeks, which were a little fuller than normal due to the Maine winter doldrums, then ran it over my jaw to achieve a nice stubbled look. Dad had a square jaw, and in every family photo of Stikman men I’d ever seen through the generations, the men, including me, all had the strong jaw. Other qualities evident in most Stikman men were blue eyes, thick hair right up to the casket phase, and height. Blue eyes ... check. It was something that women commented on the most when I first met them.

Sprockett, my German Shepard, trotted in, sat beside me, and leaned his big head on my leg. I reached a hand down and rubbed his head, “Gotta look good tonight, boy. Big night!” I ran the comb under the water and pushed it through my salt-and-pepper hair in a flow back over my head. After years of a military cut, it was nice to let it fill in thick and full, albeit in the salt and pepper realm. At forty-two, the pepper was beginning to dominate. 

Stikman height ... check. I was the biggest kid in 6th grade at six foot one, and then ended up a wiry six-four by my senior year. Dad’s Old Spice sat on the back of the sink. It called to me. Yes, it was old-fashioned, but it reminded me of Dad standing in front of the mirror after shaving and slapping it on, that’s what he called it. I liked the scent even if others didn’t. I shook some into my hand and slapped it on my face. 

Being a cop, Dad was disciplined and regimented in his daily activities, and part of that order meant he kept himself in tip-top shape. He would do military calisthenics every morning, and then follow that up with a run. When I was ten, he had me doing sets of sit-ups, push-ups, and pull-ups. Then he added running two miles to my routine by the time I was twelve.  His guidance, and pressure at times, of insisting I do my work out every day except Sunday, produced big shoulders and lean, muscular arms. The sit-ups gave me a six pack by eighth grade, which I still have today, even if the ridges are less lean than they used to be.

With my physique and long arms, Dad saw something in me and was sure I could be a college wide receiver. For a time, he was sure I would go pro, but life doesn’t always bounce the way you want it to. A couple of injuries, and his dream of me going to the NFL faded. But now the workout routine was part of my life, and I seldom missed completing it. I hung my towel over the shower rod, padded naked down the hall to the bedroom, and pulled on my nicest jeans. A blue button-up, untucked, complemented the jeans, along with brown loafers. 

Sleet pelted the bedroom window, powered by a frigid, howling wind whipping down from Canada. Hopefully, the weather wouldn’t put a damper on tonight. I pulled the curtain aside and looked past the back deck to the thrashing seagrass in the dunes and down the sandy path leading to the beach. The ocean was angry. Roiling waves beat onto the shore, leaving frothy foam to recede, only to be battered back onto the shore in an endless rhythm. The good news was that only light snow was expected, and maybe a thin sheet of ice to make the tree branches nervous. 

The sun appeared below the line of dark clouds as it headed for the horizon, and in a matter of minutes, it turned into an orange glow and disappeared. It was only four fifteen, and the afternoon light was fading quickly. It gets late early during Maine winters. Time to cook. 

Chicken Marsala, one of my best recipes, was on the menu tonight. I’d adjusted and personalized it several times over the years. A pair of fileted chicken breasts sat on a cutting board near the sink beside two mixing bowls. In one bowl, I combined flour, salt, and pepper. In the other, grated Parmesan and garlic powder. I dredged the chicken through the flour mixture, slid the filets through the beaten eggs, and flopped them into the parmesan mixture until covered. A seasoned cast-iron pan sizzled with oil and butter. The chicken went in for four minutes per side. A small piece flaked off into the pan. I snatched it from the oil, blew on it, and popped it into my mouth. Perfection. The crusted chicken came off the pan and I tented it on a plate to the side of the stovetop. 

Sprockett, energized by the scent of the cooking meat, moved languidly out of his bed near the slider. A stretch followed, tall on his front legs, then an extension of each back leg one at a time, and finally a nose-to-tail shake. He trotted to me, bumped his head against my leg, whined, yawned, and looked up for a scrap. A piece came off one of the breasts and landed in his food bowl in the corner. 

Tonight was a reunion of sorts, and I had high hopes running through my head. Something good had to happen eventually because, well, the odds were in my favor since life had been sucky lately. On Christmas Eve day, Kim, my ex, informed me I could not see my eleven-year-old daughter Chloe for Christmas. Some kind of conflict on her end. Granted ... it wasn’t my holiday to have her. Still, we’d agreed several weeks ago that it would work, and I’d gotten tickets for Mannheim Steamroller at the Civic Center for Christmas Eve, something we used to do as a family, but those tickets would now go into the trash can. 

The last few years, in general, had not been great. My father, a former Portland PD detective, was murdered at a Kittery rest stop. Any downtime now is spent trying to find the killer. Then, my overactive moral compass got me into trouble in the service, forcing me to retire or face discipline. I chose retirement and decided to follow in Dad’s footsteps. My stint at the Portland PD, where I thought I’d become a detective, was derailed. My commanding officer, Captain Bill Randle, hated me. The prick had a hard-on for me because he didn’t get along with my father. Fighting off Randle’s attempts to get me fired became heavy after a while. 

Then, there was the denouement of my police career. Three months ago, I worked on an assignment for my good friend, Lieutenant Benny Coleman, the head of the homicide division at PPD. He needed a shadow investigation into his friend’s murder and asked me to do it even though Randle had demoted me to writing parking tickets. I did, and in the course of the investigation, two different women tried to kill me on the same day. Amanda Flagler, who turned out to be certifiably insane after her husband Dean was murdered, went the poison route, spiking my coffee. I survived that, only to go home and be attacked by a crazy girl, Madison Stephenson. Unbeknownst to me, Mary had come by for a surprise visit. Madison overpowered her, then tried to frame me for Mary Chesternut’s murder, as in a murder-suicide, with me being the suicide half of the equation. Eventually, Madison was chased away, run-down, and killed on Pillsbury Drive by Mrs. Spellman, my elderly beachfront neighbor. Before she ran, Madison rearranged the bones in my hand with a tire iron. Major surgery was required to repair my crushed hand, including pins, screws, and a small plate. 

Needless to say, both Mary and I survived, but neither of us came out unscathed. She still had a jagged scar on her head, needed serious dental work, and was in therapy for the nightmares. I am still trying to get my hand to work in an acceptable fashion. It doesn’t close all the way, and forcing it closed is painful, like picking up a fistful of sheetrock screws. The doctor said that by next year, I would be close to a fist.

This, the last day of the year, would not be the redeemer for the previous 364 days, but it could make a dent if it went well. My guest tonight was Mary Chesternut. Mary and I had spent the early part of ’95 making love at a pace that would exhaust a fluffle of horny rabbits. Three or four nights a week, several times a night, either here or at her place, or at a bar restroom stall, on the beach, in the ocean, at the park at night on the teeter-totter, and a couple of times during a movie at the Nickelodeon. There was something about public sex that turned her screws. Who was I to be a critic?

I splashed a drizzle of olive oil into the cast iron pan, scraped the chicken bits off the bottom, and slid mushrooms and a clove of smashed garlic into the pan. They sizzled. I pushed them around, then dropped a few tabs of butter in and kept everything moving to prevent burning.

The sizzle reminded me of sex with Mary. It was amazing! The kind of sex that made your breath quicken and your stomach tighten when you thought about it the rest of the day. The type of sex you craved, the further you got away from it. It was on the wild side with props, toys, and one threesome with a college friend who was visiting. We both knew our relationship didn’t have legs. This was not a long-time partner or marriage situation, but it was fun. It lasted until June last year, and after the Madison incident, it all went away.

After a few minutes of driving the mushrooms around with the spatula, I poured in the Marsala wine and the bone broth, whisked, and then simmered until reduced. Mary has refused to see me for months now, breaking into tears every time we talked. Then she stopped answering my calls, and we didn’t speak at all. These last few months of blackout made me realize I missed her fun personality and energy. I liked waking up beside her, and of course, there was the sex ... I missed that. Only the horny rabbits were getting it these days. 

Right before Thanksgiving, we had a random encounter in the produce section at Shaws. There was friendly conversation, some nervous laughter, and she hugged me goodbye. It was almost like old times. That developed into a phone call or two. Somehow, I talked her into an early dinner at the beach house tonight, and hopefully, she would be comfortable enough to stay and celebrate New Year’s Eve. 

I dipped a wooden spoon into the wine broth, assessed viscosity, brought it to my lips, and took a birdy sip. It was ready. I poured a half cup of heavy cream into the broth, tonged the cooked chicken back into the pan, covered it, and set the burner to warm. It was ready to serve. 

There was a knock at the door. Mary stood on the porch, bundled in a heavy Bean peacoat, her arms crossed on her chest. The wind whipped her hair into her face. It was not as sexy as the long leather jacket she used to show up in, the one that went down to her knees and then, when taken off at the door, revealed her in nothing but lacy bra and underwear. The thought of it caused blood to flow south and a lump to form in my throat. I swallowed hard to move it away. Maybe she was wearing something racy under the peacoat, or just as likely, we weren’t back at the sexy phase yet.

Sprockett jogged to the door, whined, then stood, setting his forepaws on the window to look at Mary. I slid the pan to a cold burner, ripped off my Hot Chef apron, and tossed it over a kitchen chair. Before I went to the door, I glanced at the dining room table, set with candles, Mom’s best China, silver flatware, crystal wine goblets, cloth napkins rolled on wooden dowels, and evergreens left over from Etta’s Christmas decorations. Tasteful and elegant were not my strong points, but I have my moments. The chairs were set close so our legs would touch, and we could hold hands if she was inclined. Our past relationship was never romantic, but perhaps a new year would bring about a change. My short-term goal was to watch Dick Clark in Times Square, kiss at midnight, and then make love to Mary several times to ring in the New Year.

I pushed Sprockett down and opened the door. She stepped out of the howling wind, kicked wet Chukka boots onto a mud mat, shrugged the coat off, patted Sprockett’s head, and moved past me without so much as a glance. It was apparent something was off ... this was not the start I was hoping for. She walked down the hall toward the back bedroom.

I called out after her in a lighthearted voice, “Little early for the bedroom?”  She didn’t answer. Sprockett trotted down the hall behind her, probably wondering why she was going into the bedroom he slept in. “Everything okay?” I asked. She disappeared through the door without answering. I could hear her rummaging in the closet where she stored some of her things throughout our involvement. What was happening? My heart sank a little, and I decided it was best to wait in the living room. Something told me my presence wasn’t needed back there right now.

She called out in a flat tone, “Do you have a box?”

“There’s a canvas bag tote on the top shelf.” I paused for an answer and got none. “You need help?” She came out of the back bedroom with the canvas tote, her extra clothes stuffed into it, clothes she usually left here for sleepover mornings after we stumbled in from a bar and made love all night. She moved into the bathroom. It was time to interact. I padded down the hall, leaned on the bathroom doorjamb, and drawled in a joking John Wayne voice, “What’s going on?” 

She turned toward me, trembling ... tears streaming down her face. She tried to speak, but no words came out. Instead, she shook her head no and held up a hand to create a barrier between us. She reached into the shower, grabbed her shampoo and conditioner, opened the medicine cabinet, grabbed a bottle of pills, and then picked up her toothbrush. It all went into the tote. Finally, she stopped, put both hands on the edge of the sink, blew out a deep, soulful breath, turned, and acknowledged me. Her voice was shaky, “I thought I could, I really did ...” That was all she got out before she pushed past me and headed back for the porch door. She set the canvas bag on the half wall and picked up a Chukka boot to pull it on.

She took a big breath and shuddered, “I can’t ... I can’t be here.” A sob escaped.

I put my other hand in the middle of her back and pulled her close. My cheek moved down against the top of her head. She smelled amazing ... like citrus, jasmine, and lavender. I whispered quietly into her hair. “It’s OK. I do understand. It was terrible, but we can get past it. We can. How about we pack what I have and go to your place. It will only take a minute.”

Her body stiffened, and her arms hung limply at her side. Her demeanor was emotionless, maybe even frightened. Was she scared of me? She leaned away, turned her face up, and looked at me nervously. Her eyes were glassy, distant, and brimming with tears. She spoke softly, “I can’t be with you ... ever. It’s just ... too much.”

She pulled away from me, turned, pulled on her boots, put on the peacoat, and grabbed the canvas tote. Any attempt to dissuade her now seemed fruitless. I was so eager when I let her in I hadn’t noticed she’d left the car idling in the driveway, the headlights barely penetrating the darkness through the sleet and wind. She went out the door and down the porch stairs into the cold wind. Someone was in the car waiting for her, a big man I didn’t recognize. She got in, they backed out, and they were gone. I knew then I would never interact with Mary in anything but a professional capacity. It was hard to think that someone you’d made love to dozens of times would now just look at you with a stranger’s eyes.

I moped back into the kitchen and dropped into a chair. My body felt empty like someone had scooped out my guts. I leaned forward, set my elbows on my thighs, and propped my chin on my fists. After a moment of reflection on how shitty things were going for me, I pulled out my cell phone and called Kendy, an old friend who lived in Boston. Kendy was in her early thirties, Benny’s adult daughter, whom he’d learned about a few years ago. Someone who I thought could be a partner for the rest of my life. Her energy and beauty were hard to resist, and our age difference didn’t bother me. The voicemail message came on. Hearing her voice made me smile. ‘We can’t come to the phone right now’, and then she and her new girlfriend Stella, in harmony, called out, ‘Leave a message ... or don’t, it’s up to you.’ I had to admit it was cute. Then Stella giggled uncontrollably in the background until the beep. I didn’t leave a message. Yes, it was complicated, probably a path I should stop pursuing, but deep down, I still wondered if she felt something for me.

I stared mindlessly at the chicken marsala, brain-dead at the unexpected turn of events. Sprocket’s nails clicked on the linoleum. He sat beside me, then leaned his head onto my leg with a whimper. I looked at him sadly, “You’re eating good tonight, boy.”
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Chapter 2
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I scooped some of the chicken Marsala into Sprockett’s bowl, slopped the rest into a Tupperware container, and slid it into the fridge. Jack Daniels would be my New Year’s friend tonight, and I figured food later would be a good idea. My favorite tumbler was upside down on the dish rack. I grabbed it, dropped a couple of ice cubes in, filled it near the top with Jack, splashed in some Coke, then stirred it with my finger. Anxiety was robbing my body, causing my scarred hand to throb, and just for fun, my chronic knee and back pain were firing. I went into the bathroom, grabbed Dad’s pain pills from the medicine cabinet, and shook the bottle. There were five left, and then the supply was gone. I took one and washed it down with my drink. My New Year’s clothes were much too dressy for the solitary night ahead of me now. 

I went to the bedroom, unbuttoned my shirt, tossed it over the chair in the corner, kicked off my jeans, and flipped my loafers one at a time into the open closet. Finding someone since Kim left me had proven challenging. Were my standards too high? I stood sideways in the mirror naked. My abs, formerly a rigid six-pack, were now a four-pack with a slight bulge near my beltline. They would be back soon, but winters in Maine were long, and working out in the living room got tiresome. There was also my hand surgery, which slowed me down. 

I’d always been tall. Just over six feet tall in eighth grade, and then topping out at six feet four as a senior. Dad had me working out as a twelve-year-old, allowing me to develop the wiry, muscular arms and shoulders of a lumberjack. I sipped my drink, set it down, and bent forward to flex in the mirror like Arnold Schwarzenegger would. Cords of muscle popped... the muscle tone was holding up through my exercise hiatus. I ran my hand over my chin, it was square like most of the Stikman men, and coarse with scruff by afternoon if I didn’t shave each morning. Mary said I’d mastered the right amount of stubble to be sexy and not grubby, but that didn’t matter now. What would the next girl think? Imitating Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Terminator character, I told the mirror in an Austrian accent, ‘I’ll be back’, and pulled on workout shorts and a tank top. I grabbed my drink and wandered out into the living room. Lost, disconnected, and lonely, that was my general vibe right now. 

Drink in hand, I stepped barefoot into my Wolverine work boots sitting by the slider, wandered aimlessly out to the deck, and leaned on the rail. The winter wind howled around me, forcing me to widen my stance as the stinging sleet pelted my face. Somehow, deep down, I felt like I deserved this, deserved the pain. The moon shone like a lighthouse beacon over the ocean, the wedge of moonlight undulating as the turbulent storm swells moved up and down. My last few months had been one disappointment after another. The police department, Kim limiting Chloe’s time with me, the hand surgery that was still healing, and now Mary telling me she never wanted to see me again.

I sipped my drink and focused on the rhythmic, thunderous waves crashing onto the beach sand. For most people, living on the ocean was a dream, but part of that dream was having someone to share the view with. There was a caw behind me. I turned. Sam the seagull was nestled in a wind-protected niche between the chimney and the shifting rooflines, looking out into the ocean with me. It was better than nothing. 

Sprockett came out and sat beside me, looking out between the rails as he licked chicken marsala off his lips and snout. His fur was becoming shiny and slick as the sleet turned to wet snow. I looked down at him through the crook of my arm, “Me, you, and Sam. The three amigos tonight.” Sprockett looked back at the roof where Sam was huddled and woofed. I reached down and rubbed his wet head, “You’re a good boy, Sprocky ole pal. Not sure what I’d do without you.” He whined and leaned against my leg. One drink turned into two, which turned into three, and it had only been an hour since Mary left. At this rate, I would be comatose by midnight. Good or bad, I couldn’t decide, but the new year would dawn, and maybe lady luck would shine on me in 1996. 

The anger inside me was stubbornly determined to battle this storm. This was one thing I was going to beat tonight. There was a half sheet of project plywood leaning against the house. I wedged it between an Adirondack chair and the rail to act as a wind screen, started a fire in the metal fire pit, and settled shivering in the camp chair in the middle of the deck. The cordless phone sat on a folding dinner tray next to the chair, staring at me like it knew a call was coming. I picked it up and dialed the Old Port Tavern. My friend, the bartender and local pot dealer, Chomp, answered. I hollered, “Is Jeanie there?”

The wind gusted, whistling loudly around the corner of the house. “What? Who’s this?” 

I moved quickly to the slider, kicked my boots off, and stepped inside. “Is Jeanie there?” 

Jeanie Tran, an assistant manager at the bar, was in her mid-fifties but looked thirty-five. A natural beauty with porcelain skin and a small, flexible, gymnast’s body. She’d been on the verge of making the 1964 Olympic Games in Tokyo for the uneven bars when an unplanned pregnancy derailed her hopes. Now, she lived with her sister in South Portland and had a daughter attending Colby College. 

Chomp asked, “Stik? Is that you?”

I could feel myself slurring, but couldn’t fix it. “The one and only.”

“Oh boy! Hang on. Let me grab her.” A moment went by. The hubbub from the bar droned through the receiver. A group laughed loudly. How nice it must be for them to be happy. I stumbled into the kitchen with the phone crooked between my neck and shoulder. Time for drink number four.

A woman’s voice came on the line. “Stik? Chomp said you needed me.” Her voice was silky, caring, mature, and sexy. 

“Jeanie, my girl. What’s shakin’?” I tried to be upbeat, enthusiastic, but I could sense I wasn’t pulling it off.

In a concerned voice, she asked, “Are you doing okay? You sound .... sad.” 

She was not my type at five foot three. I liked tall girls who matched my height better, but there was just something about her. She was empathetic, sarcastic, and witty. As a bartender and now a manager, she was accustomed to dealing with drunk assholes. She could handle herself in challenging situations, and I found that toughness appealing. When Kim left me for Guy Haskins, I drowned my sorrows at Old Port bars and met Jeanie one drunken night. She drove me home, took care of me for two days, making gentle love to me when the sadness was overwhelming. For the next two months, we saw quite a bit of each other, her coming over after her bartending shift, but then it faded when her hours at the bar changed. We’ve been friends with benefits since. She didn’t want more, and neither did I.

My voice was distant. “Not gonna lie. It’s been a rough couple of months.”

“You haven’t been in.”

“Nope. Stopped drinking for a bit.”

She was concerned. “But not this bit.” 

I slurped my drink loudly and chuckled, “Nope. Not this bit.” We were quiet for a minute. I could hear her breathing through the phone. The drinks were washing over me like a tsunami. Some kids were stupidly playing flashlight tag on the beach in the storm, which distracted me enough that I forgot I was holding the phone.

Jeanie asked, “You want me to come out?”

My brain tried to formulate something cute, but my mouth didn’t cooperate, “Yup.”

A half hour later, there was a knock. Jeanie stood at the kitchen door illuminated by the porch light, the wind whipping at her fur-lined hood. I rushed over and let her in, took her jacket, and hung it over the back of a barstool. She had a gym bag in her hand, I took it and set it on the bar stool seat.

She put her hands out and flashed a dazzling smile, “Tada. Here I am.” She was in her bar uniform, an OPT polo, jeans, and sneakers.

We hugged briefly, and she pushed away, “I stink like the bar.” 

I mumbled, “You look good to me, and smell good.” 

She eyed me up and down, then chuckled, “You’re a mess.” I nodded and mumbled agreement, too numb to realize I had her cornered in the entryway. She asked, “You gonna let me by?” Before I could respond, she pushed past me, “I need a shower.” She grabbed her gym bag and headed for the bathroom.

I made two drinks this time, reached into the bathroom fog, and placed one on the counter near the sink. The couch looked inviting, so I dropped onto it and clicked on the TV. Star Trek Voyager was on. I didn’t think I’d like Kate Mulgrew in this role, but I had gotten used to the idea of a female starship captain. In twenty minutes, Jeanie was out of the bathroom, her hair wet and smelling like vanilla, lavender, and coconut. In my oncoming stupor, her tropical smell reminded me of younger days hanging with a high school girlfriend on the beach. The memory brough a loopy smile to my face. 

She dropped onto the couch next to me, crushed against my side, and reached back to place my arm around her shoulder. “You look happy!”

I pointed to the television, and blurted out in a thick voice, “Star Trek.” My drink splashed onto her shorts, “This is pretty tense. The Borg are losing a battle.”

“Borg, huh. Not sure what a Borg is, but obviously exciting stuff.” For the next twenty minutes, I drunk nerded out, explaining that the Borg were a cybernetic alien species known for their hive mind and relentless pursuit of technological and biological perfection through assimilation.

She grabbed the remote. “That couldn’t be less sexy.” She turned the TV off. “Okay, star boy. You wanna talk about what’s bothering you or what?”

A flash of sadness washed through the alcohol. “Not really.”

“You called me all the way out here.” She ran a fingernail along my forearm playfully, “I can be your therapist.”

I remembered when she helped me get through the Kim situation, we were playful. She was the therapist and I was her bad, bad patient. “I am sad. Can you help?”

She put her hand low on my tank top and slowly teased it up, revealing the six pack I’d been rehabbing. Her hand dipped toward the waistband of my shorts, following the line of hair that disappeared below. She purred, “This therapy technique has proven to be helpful in the past.” 

Her hand, creeping lower, was warm and soft. My heart thumped, and blood flowed south. A gasp escaped. My words wheezed out. “Therapy is good.”

She looked up at me and batted her beautiful amber eyes, “Is it helping?”

“It’s helping....” I slouched on the couch so her hand would have an easier time traveling, “...but I’m still sad.”

Her hand went lower, and my breath hitched, “That’s the happy spot right there.” 

She set her drink on the side table and dipped her head south, biting on my shorts. I tensed up and lifted my hips. Then she pulled away and laughed, “As I suspected. You’ve got issues and need an intense therapy session.” She grabbed her drink, sat back, flopped one leg over the other, sipped, and switched the TV back on. 

I was still slouched, my shorts down a bit, with a half-formed pup tent. “Hello! When does therapy start?”

Jeanie asked, “Don’t you want to see the ball drop?” The eleven o’clock news was doing an abbreviated newscast before midnight. The anchor, Jim Keithly, was reporting on the popularity of the Phish concert at Madison Square Garden. She snuggled back into my side, “They’re going to switch back to Dick Clark in a minute. Then the big countdown.”

I drunkenly mumbled, “I want you to see MY balls drop.”

She snorted, “You’re such a pig.” She was tiny and fit against me like a silk glove. Her hand slid back to the inside of my thigh, and her voice was husky and raw, “But I like it.”

We watched Dick Clark count down the ball to midnight, and we were in 1996. My eyelids were leaden, and my chin kept dropping to my chest. At five past midnight, we moved into the bedroom. Jeanie pulled my clothes off and had me sit at the end of the bed in my boxers. She did a handstand and moved toward me, her head coming closer and closer to the southern zone, but she never touched me. I was trying to fire up through the haze of alcohol, but was sputtering like an old Evinrude. For the next five minutes, she used her flexibility and danced a striptease that would make any exotic dancer jealous. 

We moved deeper onto the bed. She climbed on top of me, and ran her hands through my hair, and then ran them lightly over the purple circle on my chest where I’d taken a bullet, and the scar on my side where I’d been slashed in a bar fight. She bent closer and ran her lips over my stomach, her tongue moving in and out of each abdominal ridge. Then she laughed and brought her face up to mine, and looked deeply into my eyes, “Have your eyes gotten bluer since I saw you last? Good god, they’re pretty.”

I could feel the night slipping away, like an ocean wave washing over me, a wave I couldn’t fight my way out of to reach the surface. I mumbled, “Pretty eyes. Just what every guy wants to hear.” Then I remember her asking about condoms, and then the lights went out. Mine, not the tableside lamps.

The next morning came early. I’d forgotten about the seven a.m. alarm set for my beach run. It was my old routine that had fallen away recently, and the alarm clanged inside my brain like a fire bell. I sat up on the side of the bed and held my head, then noticed that the bed sheets were rumpled on both sides. Jeanie! I had a flashback of her on top of me in several directions. I staggered into the kitchen.

Jeanie was barefoot, wearing my white Van Halen t-shirt, curled up on a barstool at the half wall like a cat. She was tiny, so the t-shirt draped on her like a blanket. Her heel was on the seat, lifting one knee up for her elbow to balance on, the Press Herald was spread open before her, and a cup of coffee steamed beside her. The morning news droned from the TV behind her. Without looking, she called out. “Morning sunshine. I let Sprockett out already.” 

The grogginess from too many Jack and Cokes was making me dizzy. Sprockett was lying in his bed, having a bath. I moved to the coffee machine, poured a cup, shook two Tylenol into my mouth from a container on the counter, and swigged them down. With confidence, I threw a question out as if I remembered what happened, “That was a great night! Wasn’t it?”

She didn’t look away from the TV, “Was it?”

I had a sinking feeling I wasn’t much use after the strip tease. I did remember pouring my heart out at some point and complaining that I hadn’t been with a woman for months. “Did we um... ya know?” 

“You don’t remember me pouring champagne into your stomach ridges and licking it off?”

I turned with my coffee and winced, “I think you know I don’t.”

“Or the hour of me climbing all over you like a jungle gym. Jesus. You were a four-time winner.”

My hand instinctively covered my crotch. “Ouch! And now I know you’re mocking me. I’m more of a musket these days than a machine gun.” Now, I was concerned my long drought when it came to sex was continuing. “Soooo, I think I kind of blacked out.”

She turned a page in the paper. “Cooked spaghetti.”

“What?”

“Cooked spaghetti.” She said it with a little more emphasis this time, as if it would help me understand. It didn’t.

There was a steady drumbeat of pounding nails in my forehead. “It’s too early for word games.” I sipped my coffee. She looked up at me, her eyebrows up. She wanted me to play the game. I sighed. “Okay. Cooked spaghetti. I’m familiar with it. So, what?”

She turned another page. “You ever try to shove cooked spaghetti into a keyhole?”

I set my coffee down and crossed my arms. “Nope. That would be weird and difficult. Why?”

She turned to look at me again, tipped her head down, and arched both eyebrows, higher this time than before, waiting for me to comprehend. I finally did. I picked my coffee cup back up and tried to hide behind it. She let out a sad chuckle and sipped her coffee. Now I felt worse and grimaced. “I was the cooked spaghetti.”

Without looking at me, she touched a finger to her nose. “Bingo.”

“So, did we ... do anything?”

“Did we?” She emphasized the word we. She laughed, “We kind of did. I mean, I had fun still. You need to cut back on the whiskeys if you’re going to make a booty call.” 

“Oh.” I leaned back on the counter and crossed my ankles. “Well, that sucks.”

“Sucks for you, yup. Me? I had several big ones, so I’m cool with it.”

“Oh! Like solo...” One of my eyebrows arched, “... big ones?”

She laughed, “You can’t always count on guys at the bar who have been drinking all night. So, I always bring this... ” She pulled a cylindrical drawstring bag from her purse and dangled it toward me, “My best friend when I’m with an older guy.”

“Hey! Hey! That’s not nice.”

She laughed and looked back at the paper, “You were a nice backdrop, though.”

“Oh! Great. Glad to help out.” The talk of my failure last night had me thinking about what could have been. It was a long shot, but why not? “Not for nothing, but I think I’m up for a performance now, you know, if you’re interested.”

She finished her coffee and stood, “No can do, big guy. I’m meeting my kid at Becky’s Diner for breakfast. Gotta go.” With more energy than I would have all day, she bounced over, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed me on the cheek. Then she ran a playful hand over my crotch before prancing down the hall and into the back room. A moment later, she emerged in sweats and sneakers, gave me a hug, and whispered, “Later, Trek nerd.”  Then, she walked out of the house and was gone.

I watched her back out of the driveway and gave a little wave, but she wasn’t looking. Would I ever see her again? Maybe not. Her words came back to me, ‘Later, Trek nerd.’ A Star Trek reference? It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember why.
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Chapter 3
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March 5, 1996

––––––––
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IT HAD BEEN THREE MONTHS since Mary told me I was a stranger to her ... told me that we would never make love again. The sting was diminishing, but when the drowning feeling of melancholy hit, I knew the stinger was still there. Etta, my surrogate mother, Finley Callan, my best friend and wartime comrade, and Benny Coleman, the lead homicide detective at Portland PD and an old friend of my father’s, had just left the beach house. We want to come over for lunch, they lied ... it turned into an intervention of sorts. It sucked.

I kicked my foot out and mindlessly knocked an icicle off the deck rail. The space on the back deck I’d carved out in the snow was wide enough for my Adirondack chair, a small table, and a metal fire pit, burning hot, set two feet in front of me. A thick, folded blanket lay on the deck beside my chair in case Sprockett wanted to join, but so far, he did not. Instead, being an intelligent, retired police dog, he chose to lay inside in the warmth. I looked at him, his nose pressed against the glass. He lifted his head, panted momentarily, yawned, and laid his head back onto his big paws. This dog was my rock, never judging me, always there for me. That was not something I could say about most of the other people in my life. 

I looked out over the distant waves and thought about nothing. Random thoughts crowded in, filled in the blank spaces in my mind, and drifted away.  It was an overcast, crisp, twenty-four-degree day. Sitting outside on the deck of my Pine Point Beach house on an early March afternoon in Maine may not have been the brightest idea, but I’d dressed for it, kind of. My clothing was classic Maine springtime, a pair of gym shorts, a tank top, bean boots, and a winter parka with a furry hood. As was common on almost any Maine spring day, the threat of inclement weather hung in the air, but at this moment, there was no precipitation forecast of any kind, wet or icy. Either way was fine. These days, I gave zero fucks about weather or much of anything.

Occasionally, the wind split the fast-moving clouds, allowing the sunshine to filter through. My salt and pepper hair was combed back in a wave, but it was still blowing into my face, so the Red Sox ballcap went on. Another gust of wind and the flames danced toward me in the frigid air. A wave of heat tickled my bare legs, creating a delicious shiver. 

For me, the fact that I had a mug of hot coffee wrapped in one hand mitigated the stupidity of sitting out in the cold a tad, and I was alright with that. Of course, a tumbler of my friend Jack Daniels, swimming in a splash of Coke, was in the other hand. My mind chuckled. I should have combined the Jack and the coffee and made it Irish, but the thought of changing course now seemed too energetic.

From my chair, the shore was visible over the rail, one of the advantages of being six-three. The rhythmic pounding of the rolling waves was calming, almost meditative, but was occasionally broken up by the squawking ocean birds. My entertainment at this moment was watching a pair of seagulls navigate the whipping, frigid north wind out over the ocean water, fighting over something one of them had picked up, moving up, down, and sideways like top guns flying P-51 Mustangs in a dog fight.

I set the coffee mug on the arm of the Adirondack, flexed my surgically repaired hand, and winced. It was still achy, especially in the frosty air. The brace and bandages were off, and the titanium screws had been removed, but the thick white scar would never disappear. Instead, it would be a constant reminder of my ability to survive difficult situations. The cold seeped in through the scar, into the healing bones, and triggered a heartbeat-like throb. The wind kicked the fire up again, so I held my hand close, flexed it, and let the heat work in and dissipate some of the ache. 

Besides going to physical therapy, I had a lot of time on my hands. Watching the news was depressing with the Oklahoma City bombing and the O.J. trial. My own relationship issues didn’t help, and then, combine that ball of shit with the sad state of the Patriots and the Celtics...well, let me just say, depression was peeking at me from around the corner. 

None of them, Fin, Etta, or Benny, thought my life was moving in a positive direction. I had no counterargument. Most of my days consisted of drinking in the afternoon, taking oxycontin to alleviate the pain in my hand, back, and knees, smoking weed to slow my mind from racing, and drinking at night while watching reruns of Miami Vice. The sarcastic humor I often use to deflect pain and sorrow has been weak lately, and Etta suggested that when I tried to be funny, it sounded sad. They left the intervention without any resolution except to give me something to think about and my promise to them that I would consider their message and start moving forward.

The cordless phone stared at me from the table. It wanted something from me. I picked it up and dialed thoughtlessly. Ringing.

“Hello.”

“Kendy?” Kendy was Benny Coleman’s daughter. She was beautiful in an All-American athletic way ... the way I like. We’d been very friendly and on the edge of more when last summer ended, and she returned to Boston. It was complicated, given that I was older, and Benny would disown me in all probability if I slept with his daughter, but Kendy and I were both adults. It had been a few months since I tried her last, and I knew she had a new girl, Stella. There was no answer last time and no return call. Had the charm I’d built up last year dissolved so quickly?

“Matty. It’s been a minute. How are you?”

I was quiet for a moment. How to answer? I’d just been lectured through lunch about my bad choices and been told to pull my head out of my ass. “Okay, I guess.”

She repeated it slowly, “Okay, I guess.” There was a snort, “Sounds not okay. Kim still giving you the runaround?” 

I looked over the beach where two seagulls were attacking a blue heron. It was like Kim and Guy Haskins attacking me for almost getting killed in my own house. “A bit. She’s making it hard for me to see Chloe, and that always sucks.”

“How’s Mary?” I took a deep breath but didn’t answer. She sucked air in through her teeth and groaned, “Okay. Noted. Prefers not to answer.”

I asked, “How’s Stella ... your roommate?” She knew I’d put virtual air quotes around roommate.

She laughed, “My roommate is fine. We get along and try to keep it fun.” Another pause. “Hey Matty. I have a conference call in a few.” 

My heart sank. She wanted to get off the phone. My mind raced, then I blurted out, “We talked about Rockland? Remember?” This past summer, I discovered some odd paperwork tying my mother and father to a family in Rockland. Until then, I thought my mother was from France, and that’s where they met, but apparently, that was never true. Did the Rockland connection have something to do with my father’s murder? I never got a chance to look into it. “I still need to make that trip. You know, look into things.”

“Matty. I gotta go.”

I could feel whatever tendrils of affection we’d had slipping away. Kendy acted like a stranger, but I couldn’t let it go. “I’d still like your company. You were going to go with me.” 

I could hear breathing through the phone ... heavy, thinking breathing. “I’ll be up there in June or July. Gotta visit Benny, and I have a meeting scheduled at the Sheraton.”

I sat up in my chair, happy that there was a shot. The battling birds were gone, and the sun peeked out of the grim clouds. My tone brightened, “Great! That should work out well.” 

“I’ll touch base when we get closer. I really have to go.”

She hung up. I held the phone and stared off. Was this finally something to feel happy about? I finished my drink and went into the house. Sprockett anticipated my path, jumped onto the couch in front of me, circled, and settled against the far arm. I dropped onto the couch and looked for Miami Vice on the TV.

March moved into April, and Jack Daniels stayed in the cupboard until nighttime now. Sprockett and I started walking the beach again, and by the end of April, the frisbee went with us. After a beach run, I would spend a half hour throwing the frisbee to Sprockett in the waves. By May, my hand was working well enough that I started back with sets of push-ups, pull-ups, and sit-ups .... three hundred each. This had been my nightly routine since high school, and it felt good to get back to it. The extra pounds that had packed on through the long, dark winter were melting away. I was back to a decent weight, 240 lbs. Only fifteen more to get back to the wiry, muscular guy I knew.

By the end of May, I was working out every day and began looking through Dad’s old files again, continuously searching for that one piece of information that would shed light on why he was murdered. In the last week of May, my Private Investigator license came in the mail, and I was ready to move forward and make a new life. I had a solid lead on an office space in one of Fin’s family buildings in Portland that was reasonably priced, perfect for a fledgling PI business...

Don’t get me wrong, I have the inherited money from Dad’s flashlight police baton invention, a couple of million dollars. On top of that, I received his life insurance payout for another million, so there is money to pay for better, but I’m a firm believer in fiscal frugality. This irritated my ex-wife, Kim. She likes the finer things in life, and the life of an Army Ranger, then police officer, didn’t quite cut it for her. Her new man, Hank, prints money from his landscaping business and gives her the luxuries I couldn’t. 

Jan Hammer’s music came on the TV. Miami Vice was beginning. Sprockett used a paw and covered his face. Even he knew I should be doing something better. I patted his rump, “I’m gonna get moving, boy. Don’t you worry.”

Dressed in a snappy suit, Don Johnson climbed into a sports car and roared off. I’d seen this episode but settled back into the couch anyway and thought about what Fin, Etta, and Benny said. They were right. I needed to move forward. I called the leasing agent and scheduled a meeting. This was it. The Stikman Detective Agency would be open by June. Little did I know how fast my first case would evolve and blow up. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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Mid-April 1996

––––––––
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GRAY CLOUDS HID THE morning sun as thirteen-year-old Olga Sobol ran uncontrollably through the cold, wet forest. The air, smelling of damp earth and rotting leaves, puffed in clouds from her nose and mouth. Balsam fir and Hemlock branches whipped at her, slashing cuts open on her face, arms, and legs. The dense bearberry and creeping phlox groundcover grabbed at her ankles, threatening to trip her, and she knew that couldn’t happen. Falling would mean the man would catch her. Her only chance was to keep moving and push through the pain.

When she escaped the barracks this morning, a few girls had agreed to push her up and over the outside cement block shower stall. It was a long drop, and she was concerned about twisting her ankle or knee, but she landed softly on her feet. Her slight teenage body was covered in pink booty shorts and a bright yellow tank top. The guards did not give them proper shoes or sneakers to cut down on runners, so instead, a pair of soccer slides that were too large had been tightened as much as possible to her feet. They didn’t last, getting caught in the underbrush and falling off quickly. Her feet were now bleeding, cut to shreds from the sharp branches and rocks hidden in the leaf and pine-covered forest floor. 

Her eyes darted wildly left and right as she ran. She couldn’t hear or see the man dressed in black. Was he, the one who’d beaten her, still pursuing her? Somehow, not knowing where he was made her escape even more terrifying. Maybe he’d given up after seeing how fast she was. Or would he explode from the forest and light upon her as she pushed through the dense branches? She considered her decision to run and wondered about her friend who’d run days before. 

That girl, Katiya, the runner before her, was a friend forged from close quarters and a shared misery. They both slept in a bottom twin bed in a cement block barracks. The long room was stacked left to right, with bunkbeds full of young girls locked in each night at nine p.m. All she knew was they were in a remote location in a thick forest, and the rundown property was on a blueberry farm. This room they slept in had once served as a farmhand bunkroom for immigrants forced to work in hopes of earning their freedom. 

It had one tiny bathroom in the corner with a stained toilet, a small sink, and a narrow door leading to a high-walled open-air shower. The girls bathed five at a time so they were ready for the following afternoon's van ride, a ride that brought them into Bangor or Augusta to abandoned houses where they were forced to have sex with a dozen men a day. If a girl wasn’t chosen at the houses, she would either work at the farm cooking, cleaning, and processing berries or do a twelve-hour shift at a commercial food company in Augusta that processed chicken.

Katiya was what the guards called an unchosen. The men who visited the sex houses never chose her due to her long, sharp nose, a hairy mole on her cheek, and a permanent scowl that overseers had not been able to beat out of her. The guards had threatened to cut the mole from her cheek if she did not smile, telling her a scar would be more attractive, but they had not followed through on the threat. They tried her at the food processing plant, but she would get ill from handling the raw chicken. Now, she was on permanent kitchen duty at the farm. If that didn’t work out, she would disappear one night and never be seen again. This was common knowledge among the girls ... be productive or disappear.  

This past Saturday, Katiya was on kitchen duty, slicing thick slabs of bread from the loaves made by an ancient woman who lived in a small room off of the kitchen. When the guards stepped out, Katiya bartered with the food delivery driver, an older fat man with greasy black hair who brought supplies every few days in a rusted white cargo van. She would give him a hand job after each delivery for the next month in trade for information about where they were. He eagerly agreed and shared their location after his climactic groan. 

Three nights later, as the men laughed and drank around a large firepit between the main house and the bunkroom, Katiya snuck out when the moon was filtered by dark clouds in the sky, climbing out of the shower enclosure with a boost from Olga and disappearing into the forest. She never returned. The next morning, after the morning line-up for assignments, four large men who spoke a foreign language pinned down Olga and a few other girls looking for information. They put their knees on their arms and legs, and then a small stoic man in black clothes swung a sock loaded with bars of soap into their stomachs. 

None of those girls knew about the delivery man’s hand job that produced the tip about the road except for Olga, a secret whispered mouth to ear in the tiny twin bed. Olga pleaded ignorance, hoping the men would stop the beating before her stomach exploded from the pain. After this, she could only conclude that Katiya must have made it to the road and fled this hell. Anything was better than this life, and the thought of escaping enchanted her to the point that she couldn’t think of anything else.

A deer stopped to her left, surprised by the thrashing. It was frozen in place, a half-chewed leafy branch in its mouth, watching her struggle through the dense backwood. Something else startled it. In giant leaps and bounds, it disappeared into the trees. If only she had that ability. Her sides ached now, and her chest burned from the effort of forcing her way through the trees. Her stomach, still in knots from the soap sock beating, expelled breakfast in a violent vomit. Tears streamed down her face as she choked away the last of the acrid bile. It was hard not to think about what she’d done wrong to get here? She thought about her mother and father. Did they still have hope they would see her again? She ached for a happy reunion as she took off running again. 

Her middle-income family was from Poland, supported by her father’s computer software company. One day, a questionnaire came to father’s office. A travel company was seeking ambassadors abroad, promising a family trip to winners. This was a luxury he could never afford. This offer had to be because Olga had won the town’s teen beauty and talent show the year before. Her picture had been in the paper. Of course, she would make an excellent ambassador for their company, so, as a proud papa, he completed and mailed back the questionnaire. A month later, he was informed that they’d won an all-expenses trip to the United States, and they left soon after. From the marks she dug into her bedframe post, she estimated that was two years ago. 

They flew into Boston and traveled throughout the city. They walked the freedom trail, her father had a beer in a famous bar named Cheers, and they shopped at Faneuil Hall. It was a glorious time until it wasn’t. While her parents were distracted by a performer outside Faneuil Hall, Olga was lured away by a beautiful woman standing in front of a store. She held an expensive red purse, assuring it could be bought for half price. Olga waved the lady off, saying her parents would never let her have a red purse like that. It would be considered too showy. The lady was not discouraged. She smiled and promised that there was an identical black purse in the back of the store. Olga was torn. She looked at her parents, enjoying the show, and thought about telling her mother, but the lady insisted in a friendly voice that it would only be a moment before she had the black purse. This brand was unavailable in Poland. Her friends would be envious. 

The lady turned and walked into the store, waving an arm for Olga to follow. She was so sweet, and there were lots of shoppers inside. It seemed safe. They got to the back of the store, and she encouraged Olga to follow her down a hall where the restrooms were. Something felt wrong, but Olga wanted that purse. Greed and naivete were her downfall. When they arrived at the end of the hall, the lady bolted out a door at the end of the hall, and two men grabbed her from behind, put something over her face, and carried her like a rag doll out the same back door. She was thrown into a van. The engine roared, bumping down the alley in seconds and turning onto a road. She was gone before her parents finished watching the performance.

A gust of wind worked through the canopy above, causing her to stop short as a large branch nearly crashed down on top of her. Her breath caught, and her heart thumped, thinking it was the man chasing her. She climbed over the limb and ran again, knowing this pace could not continue or her heart would explode from her chest. She slowed, scanned the area for a tree wide enough to hide her, spied one near, and hid behind it. One hand went against the coarse tree bark for balance, and she hung her head and gasped oxygen in and out of her mouth like a goldfish spilled on a counter. With each passing second, her panting eased, moving from heaving, noisy jags to ragged inhalations until breathing through her nose was possible. Her heart had stopped pounding, and the pressure in her head had lessened. She peeked around the tree and saw nothing. All was still. She listened. Nothing seemed off. All she could hear was the breeze rustling the leaves and birds cawing in the distance. Had she finally eluded him? 

She lifted her arm and swiped it across her sweaty brow, noticing for the first time the multitude of fresh, open slashes on her forearm. She stretched her yellow shirt out and dabbed at a few that were bleeding profusely, but it didn’t do any good. Intense pain traveled up her legs, coming from her throbbing feet. She lifted them one by one, turned each to examine the soles, and gasped. Fresh blood oozed around cuts clogged with mud and dirt that dripped fat red plops into the pine needles. A stick had stabbed into her heel. She pulled it out, biting the sides of her cheeks to stop from screaming, and watched blood pour out from the hole. There was no time to deal with this. She put her foot down, knowing she would have to fight the excruciating pain and move. Movement was imperative to stay alive. She took off running again, pumping her arms and legs, ignoring the stinging needles in her feet, battling the feeling that her chest would explode from the effort. 

She questioned her choice of running away, wondering if she’d made a mistake. Should she just go back and beg for forgiveness? Suddenly, there was road noise. A truck roared by. Swaying trees were visible a few hundred yards away. Her heart swelled with excitement. She was close. A surge of energy raced through her. Had she really run three miles barefoot and escaped? Could she flee this life and find her way back to Poland and her parents?

A boot scuffed on a rock, and she felt a thump in her chest. The man in black stepped out
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