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PART I

RETURN TO THE GAME
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Chapter 1
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Bad News

For the fourth time, Ian Connah walked out of the courthouse a free man. Four marriages and four divorces, in baseball jargon, he was oh-for-four. His disposition, which was usually surly at best, was especially foul. He disliked paying his former wives to live with him; now the court was forcing him to pay them not to live with him... and that really pissed him off.

He couldn’t help but think that it was enough to cause his return to his former profession. He immediately realized that his thinking was truly screwed up. Going back to that life was a bad idea. He was not a religious man by any definition of the phrase. Still, he thanked God that during the ten years he had been a hit man for Paddy O’Reilly’s South Boston mob, he’d stashed away enough money to last him the rest of his life. In his former profession, when someone retired, they were either in prison or their spouse filed a claim with their life insurance company.

He chuckled, thinking what the divorce settlement would have been if the judge knew his true worth. He’d been smart with his money. Since high school, he had invested it with Harry Sandberg, his younger brother’s friend, and a reputed financial wizard. Thanks to Harry, that nest egg had grown substantially. As much as he hated doing it, the court’s judgment would force him to dip into that money.

On the other hand, a simple investment in the price of four hollow-point bullets would remove all of his financial burdens. He immediately dismissed that idea as lunacy. Everyone knew that whenever the cops were called to a murder scene, they immediately listed the victim’s spouse as a suspect. An ex-spouse who was paying multiple former wives. In his case, all who refused to move on and find new suckers to marry would immediately send him past the status of person of interest to that of the prime suspect.

He settled back in his four-by-four truck and looked at the half-horse town where he had been living incognito since he had given up life. So here he was if ever a place was in its death throes, it was Prefontain Station, Maine. He once proposed that the city council shorten the name by dropping the Station part. After all, he stated, the railroad station had closed more than forty years ago—in fact, no railroads even ran through there. The councilman to whom he spoke looked at him in such a way that Connah knew what he was thinking; something along the line of him being a friggin’ idiot from away. Nevertheless, the hick town did have one thing in its favor; none of his former colleagues in Boston had a clue about its existence.​

––––––––
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Connah turned into his drive on Lake Osprey and saw his bank manager, Herbert Harvey, standing on his deck, staring at the lake. He walked to the deck and knew from the look on Harvey’s face that this was not a social call. Harvey was the only person, along with Harry Sandberg and Glenn Ouellette, Connah’s personal accountant, who knew about Connah’s turbulent past and how much money he had in his portfolio. “You don’t look happy, Herb.”

“If you think I’m unhappy, wait until I tell you what I learned this morning.”

“Why do I suddenly get the feeling that what has so far been a very crappy day is about to blow up into a full-fledged shit-storm?” Connah walked past Harvey and leaned forward, resting his forearms on the deck railing. He studied the unusually calm lake surface and said, “Okay, lay it on me.”

“You’re broke. Not quite to the point of insolvency, but broke just the same.”

Connah slowly turned his head, and his eyes narrowed. “Broke?”

“Broke.”

“What about the investments that Sandberg made for me?”

“There never were any investments.”

“I had three million dollars, not to mention that stock in that solar panel company he told me was going great guns.”

“Over the past five years, Sandberg and Ouellette sold all your shares in Sun Power, Incorporated, and bit-by-bit withdrew what money you had in my bank.”

“How in hell could they do that without my knowing it?”

“You may recall that, against my advice, by the way, you signed a Power of Attorney giving them full authority to make any and all financial transactions for you. My people knew that you’d done so and thought nothing of it. To cut to the chase, by the time you send out this month’s alimony checks, you’ll need a co-signer to buy a pack of gum.”

Connah turned from the railing, crossed the deck, and unlocked the sliding glass door that overlooked the lake. “I think I need a drink. You want to join me?”
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Chapter 2
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The Quest Begins

Connah sat in his favorite chair, staring at the moon’s reflection on the lake’s surface. He slowly twirled bourbon around the inside of his glass. He picked up the phone and called Glenn Ouellette. After several unsuccessful attempts to reach him, he tried calling Harry Sandberg. That phone rang once, and he got a message stating the number was no longer in service. He broke the connection and called his brother in New Hampshire. Someone answered on the second ring.

“Hello.”

“Mandy?”

“Yes, who’s this?”

“Ian...is Tom there?”

There were a few moments of silence, and Connah knew what was happening. His brother’s wife, Amanda, suffered from manic depression and dealt with it by self-medicating. Under normal circumstances, Mandy was an attractive, intelligent woman. However, during a manic episode, she could be in one of two states. If she was on a high, she’d be in constant motion, talking incessantly. On a low, she could barely function, usually sitting in a semi-comatose state. When she spoke again, she said, “Tom?”

“Tom, my brother.”

“Oh, that Tom! I’ll go look.”

After a minute of listening to Dancing with the Stars, a male voice came on the line. “This is Tom. Who is this?”

“Didn’t she tell you that your brother was on the phone?”

“She’s having a bad day.”

“Yeah, that’s goin’ around. Forget about Amanda. I need to get in touch with Sandberg.”

“Gee, Ian, I haven’t heard from Harry in over six months.”

“That makes two of us.”

“I believe that his sister lives in Portland, though. You want her number?”

“Yeah, my business with him is urgent. I’m hoping that his sister knows where he is.”

“Hold on,” Tom said. “I’ll only be a minute.” When he set the phone down, the loud clunk almost busted Ian’s eardrum.

Tom was back in no more than two minutes. “His sister’s name is Pergamos.”

“Are you shitting me?”

“Pardon?”

“Who in their right mind would give a kid a name like Pergamos?”

“All I can tell you is that it wasn’t me. Now you want this number or not?”

“Yeah, give it to me.” Connah reached across the table beside his chair and pulled a small notepad to him. He grabbed a pencil and said, “I’m ready.”

“The area code is 207—”

“Every area code in Maine is 207.”

“Boy, you have a hair across your ass today. The number is 353-5353. Damn, I should have remembered that, huh? This number is a couple years old, so I don’t know if it’s still good.”

“What about an address?”

Tom read off an address in Portland and then asked, “So, how you doing, brother?”

“Jeanie just took my ass to the cleaners.” He got a sudden thought and chuckled.

“I say something funny?” Tom inquired.

“I left the courthouse and found out that my accountant, Glenn Ouellette, and your old buddy Harry took a powder with every penny I had set aside.”

“No?”

“The reason I chuckled is that neither the judge nor Jeanie know that I’m so friggin’ broke I can’t pay attention, let alone alimony. So, you can see that, like Amanda, I’m having a bad day.”

“Don’t go there, Ian.”

“You’re right. If she had any say in the matter, I doubt she would choose depression. I have to go. Talk to you later.” Connah broke the connection and threw the cordless phone at the couch. He flopped into his chair, a worn leather recliner, and thought about his plight. Going after Harry Sandberg and recouping whatever was left of his stolen money was a given. There was a significant debt to be collected. His dilemma was twofold: First, where would Sandberg run? A place where they wouldn’t ask questions—many Caribbean islands and several Asian and European countries would fit the bill. The second problem was the kicker. Where would he get the money to finance his pursuit of Sandberg? Tom had been out of work for the past year, losing his six-figure salary since the hi-tech company he worked for outsourced his position. Possibly hiring some Hindi who worked for four figures a year...if that. So, he doubted he could borrow from him.

That really only left him with one option, Patrick (Paddy) O’Reilly, his old boss in the Boston mob. Connah got up and poured himself another drink. Showing up at Paddy’s door, after two years of hiding, might possibly take care of all of his problems...especially if the Irish mobster held a grudge. There was a high probability that he would. When it came to having a grudge, Paddy was like an elephant. He would carry it to the grave.

Connah drained his glass and resolved to drive south first thing in the morning. He would go to Tom’s and decide what he would do from there.
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Chapter 3
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Pergamus Sandberg

Harry Sandberg’s sister lived in a two-hundred-year-old two-story house sub-divided into apartments in the Munjoy Hill neighborhood. Connah wondered what the rent must be, given the view of the Casco Bay they offered. He also played with the thought that maybe Pergamos Sandberg was a financial wiz like her brother, possibly an embezzler too. He always believed that apples don’t fall far from the tree.

The panel on the porch showed her apartment listed as 2-B. He pressed the buzzer and, after a few moments, a husky female voice said, “Yes?”

“Miz Sandberg?”

“Who’s askin’?”

“My name is Ian Connah. I need to get in touch with your brother, Harry.”

“Come up, the door at the top of the stairs. On the right.”

The door buzzed, giving him access. He climbed the stairs and saw a woman standing on the threshold of the door on the right. Pergamos Sandberg looked nothing like her brother. Harry was short, dark, obese, and just plain ugly; his sister was tall, blonde, shapely, and attractive.

“Miz Sandberg?” he asked.

She nodded. “Call me Perrie. Come in.”

“I’m Ian.”

Connah followed her into her apartment and noted how neat it was. His first impression was that everything had its place in Perrie Sandberg’s world. She seemed to be the most organized person he’d ever encountered.

Once inside, she closed the door and asked, “Would you care for something to drink?”

“No, thank you. I don’t want to impose on you any more than I already have.”

“So, you’re looking for my brother.”

“I am. I have some business with Harry.”

“Your name is familiar. Are you by any chance related to Tom Connah?”

“Yes, I am. Tom’s, my brother.”

“I dated him back in high school. He was quite popular back then. I don’t recall you, though.”

“I’m five years older. I was out of high school before Tom went in.”

“I’ve often wondered what became of him.”

“He’s living in New Hampshire now, married, and working for some computer company.”

“Well, if you see him, tell him I said, hi. Now, what’s Harry done, stole something of yours?”

“Nothing that serious. I just need some financial advice.”

“If you want my advice, you’ll take your money to Foxwood and play blackjack. You’ll have a better chance of coming out ahead. My brother is a get-rich-quick-schemer and is always on the lookout for people who want to get poor quick. As for your question, I really don’t know where he is. He and I haven’t spoken in over ten years. If he took off with enough of your money, you might try the Caribbean. He always hated the cold weather.”

Connah studied her body language and saw none of the tell-tale signs of prefabrication. “Well. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

As he turned toward the door, she said, “Ian, if you do find him, don’t tell him we talked. I don’t want him within 500 miles of me. You may have figured out that there’s no love lost between us.”

Connah acknowledged her request by nodding his head once an

––––––––
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Ainsley is a small town nestled in the Merrimack Valley of southern New Hampshire. The majority of the residents are hi-tech workers employed in neighboring Massachusetts. Longtime residents, who had lived there before the high technology boom of the 1970s and 80s, believed that everything below Concord was no longer New Hampshire. It was a suburb of Boston and could be annexed by Massachusetts any day. Connah studied the subdivision as he followed the winding road through the trees. The homes that lined the thoroughfare were all in the half-million-plus range and sported large yards, many of them so new that the landscaping was treeless and immature.

He came up to Tom’s house and turned into the drive. His brother stood in the yard, leaning on a lawn rake. Connah stepped from his car and stood beside it. “Leaves haven’t started turning yet.”

“I know, but I need to get some of this thatch up.” A small pile of brown grass lay by his feet.

“Wait until spring, and then burn it. That’s what the old man always did.”

“Times have changed, Ian. You strike a match to light a cigarette, and some environmentalist will start screaming air pollution. And then throw a bucket of water on it and you. What do you think will happen if I start a fire on the lawn?”

Connah shrugged. “That’s why I live where I do. Not so many idiots up there.”

Tom turned toward the garage and motioned for Connah to follow him. Once inside, Tom hung the rake on one of the many holders lined the wall. Always fastidious, Tom’s garage was as neat and possibly more organized than some people’s houses, with the possible exception of Perrie Sandburg’s apartment.

“How’s Amanda doing?” Connah asked.

“She’s having what I call a tween day.”

“Okay, I give up. What’s a tween day?””

Tom looked like a lost child. It was evident that his wife’s burden was also his. “She’s neither up nor down—she’s just here. Do you know what I mean? It’s like she’s lost in a limbo where she’s the only occupant.”

“I don’t want to be in the way. I’ll head on to Boston.”

“You’re more than welcome to stay for as long as you like, but if she seems distant, it isn’t about you. Okay?”

“I can deal with that. If I forget and become frustrated with her, you set me straight. Is that a deal?”

“You can count on it. Now, come on in.”

Connah knew why Amanda chose to battle her bi[olar disorder by self-medication; her prescribed medication bottomed her out, and she felt like a zombie. Therefore he did not reply, nodded agreement, and followed his brother into the house.

The interior of Tom and Amanda’s home was as neat as the garage. Not a single thing was out of place. “This place looks terrific,” Ian remarked.

“Yesterday, Mandy was in one of her moods where she can’t sit still. When she gets that way, she cleans.”

Connah gritted his teeth and thought: Great, she’ll be dusting me off if I sit for ten seconds.

Amanda exploded into the room, pushing a dust mop across the hardwood floor. She saw her brother-in-law and abruptly stopped. “When did you get here?”

“About five minutes ago.”

“How long are you staying?”

“That depends.”

She began dust mopping the floor again. “Okay.”

Tom led him into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. He took two beers out, handed one to his brother, and motioned Ian to follow him. He opened the sliding glass door that led to the deck, walked out, and flopped in one of the chairs surrounding a large glass-topped table. An umbrella kept the sun off them as they sat. “So,” Tom said, “what brings you back here? I thought you said that you would never leave Maine again.”

“I need to find Harry.”

“I knew that as soon as you told me that he’d embezzled your money.”

“How well do you really know him?”

Tom took a drink of his beer. “We hung out back in high school. We were never really close, though. However, he always struck me as being honest and trustworthy.”

“Tom, that was thirty years ago, we’re older, and times are different.”

“I know, better than anyone I know.” Tom leaned back. “I’m a forty-plus-year-old man in high-tech, a thirty-something’s industry. Do you have any idea of how many resumes I’ve sent out this past year? Hundreds, out of which I got three interviews, one company even flew me to Dallas. But the minute you sit down across the desk from a twenty or thirty-something, you know the interview is over, and you won’t be getting a second.”

“Yeah, getting old does suck. The thing that irritates me about it is that I haven’t done a single thing to get old—I just hung around long enough.”

“All that aside,” Tom said, “how much did Harry steal from you?”

“The truth?”

“Yeah, that would be nice.”

“All I had.”

“How much?”

“More than three million.”

Tom leaned forward. “Holy shit, Ian. I worked for big money for years, and I haven’t gotten anything close to that. In fact, I’m thinking of putting this place up for sale. We’re at the point where we can’t afford it anymore.” Tom was the better-looking of the two brothers, six feet two inches tall, with dark hair and a mustache (both of which were now turning gray). His face was starting to show worry lines, and Ian realized how hard the past few years had been on him. “Do you know that in the last ten years, I’ve had seven jobs, and I didn’t leave one of them voluntarily? Every one of which has been outsourced to some third-world shit-hole.”

“I had no idea, Tommy. To me, you were always the one whose life was stable.”

“Well, until the millennium it was, since then it’s been one year of work followed by a year and a half of unemployment. We won’t even mention the beating we took on retirement.”

Ian gave him a questioning look. “You have no retirement?”

“The majority of high-tech companies didn’t have pension funds. They dangled a carrot called the stock option, which by the way is of no value if the price of a share falls below the option price or if the company has been bought out or gone away.”

“That sucks...”

“That’s enough about my troubles. How about you? I’ve never known what you did for a living. The last job you had that I knew about was the Marines. What did you do that paid enough for you to stash away three million?”

“You remember what I did in the Corps?”

Tom took a drink. “If I remember correctly, the old man raved for a week when he learned you’d become a sniper rather than learn some type of trade.”

“Yeah, not a lot of jobs for a shooter...”

Tom’s head snapped up. “No, way...There’s no way that you earned a living from shooting contests.”

“You’re right about that.”

“We were pretty good with firearms. You still haven’t told me what you did to make that much money.”

“Tom, I killed people.”

“A mercenary?”

“An assassin, although I guess one could say they are one and the same. I worked for the O’Reilly mob in Boston.”

“You’ve got to be shitting me.”
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Return to The Job

The Connahs dined out at a local steakhouse. Ian’s reservations about Amanda were soon put to rest. Rather than being hyperactive, she sat quietly, almost like a zombie. 

Tom had made a point of asking the hostess to seat them at a secluded table, and Ian was impatient for their main course to arrive. His occupation had taught him that it was best to remain as invisible as possible when in public. Two men seated at a table with a woman who acted like a live corpse was not a formula for anonymity. He was thankful when dinner was complete, and they were back in Tom’s car. “How long,” Tom asked, “would it take to train us?”

Ian knew what his brother was asking but opted to play dumb. “Train you to do what?”

“Train Mandy and me to do what you do? I’m tired of working my ass off to make someone else rich.”

“Tom, you do realize that you only get paid for completing the tasks you’re given?”

“No problem there. I’ve done that for years.”

“The difference is that in this case, completion is usually someone’s death.”

“No big deal, is it, Babe?”

Amanda did not reply. She was in the backseat, looking through the window and staring into the primordial darkness.

Ian leaned back, closing his eyes. He envisioned being on a two-day stakeout in a confined space with Amanda and never knowing what frame of mind she would be from moment to moment. “I don’t know, Tom. It takes a certain type of person to be able to squeeze a trigger, take someone’s life, then sleep at night.”

“We can do it, can’t we, Babe?”

There was no reply from the backseat.

Tom made his case the rest of the evening, and Ian tried to evade making a decision. Finally, Ian gave what he hoped was an answer that would move them away from the topic without committing to anything. “I have to drive to Boston tomorrow. Let me think on it, and I’ll give you an answer when I get back in a couple of days.”​

Boston had not changed much since Connah had last been there. But then, except for the Big Dig, the city had not changed much in over a hundred years, buildings would come and go, but the streets and neighborhoods remained basically the same.

As he drove through South Boston, Connah noticed the residents sitting on their porches. They eyed every strange vehicle that traversed the narrow streets, and Connah knew that they were sensors in an early warning system. Within minutes of an unknown vehicle entering the neighborhood, Paddy O’Reilly had the vehicle’s make, the number of occupants, and their race. 

He found a parking spot near Paddy’s Pub. As he walked toward the bar’s entrance, a homeless drunk staggered out of the alley. He extended his hand, and Connah saw dirt caked to his skin and packed under his fingernails. “I haven’t eaten in two days.” the transient said.

Connah reached into his pocket and took out a money clip. He peeled a five-dollar bill from it and gave it to the derelict. “Buy something to eat. No booze,” Connah said, although he was sure that booze or drugs were what it would be used for. He passed the beggar and entered the bar.

He stood inside the door allowing his eyes to adjust to the transition from the bright sunshine to the tavern’s dim interior.

When he regained full vision, he saw that the pub had not undergone renovation since he last was there. The bar was still circular and centered, and booths lined the walls. In the middle of the back wall was a door leading to the dining room. On the back wall of that room was yet another entrance. This one led to Paddy O’Reilly’s office. Connah knew that no one could approach the inner sanctum without checking in with the guard. Today that guard was the bartender, Rich Kelly. Connah slid onto an empty barstool.

Kelly was only adequate as a security guard but a terrific bartender. He could recall the name of a customer who had paid a single visit to the bar six months earlier. If you were considered a regular, which Connah had been, Kelly knew what your favorite drink was. He slid a bottle of Samuel Adams and a frosted glass across the bar. “Hey, Ian, what brings you back? We haven’t seen you in over a year...heard you were up in Cow Hampshire or some other butt-hole place.” He poured the cold beer into the glass.

“Maine, I moved to Maine.”

“Like I said, we knew you went to some backwater, shit-hole. Although I was up to Maine once, there’re some nice parts.”

“Yeah, that there are.” Connah raised his beer and toasted Kelly. “The boss in?”

“Yeah, she is.”

“She?”

“You’ve been gone a while Paddy’s dead.”

“Dead? Someone hit him?”

Kelly’s broad grin showed all of his nicotine and caffeine-stained teeth. “You might say he went out taking his last shot.”

“Really?”

“You recall that ex-stripper he took up with?”

“If she’s the one I remember, her professional name was Lotta Bangen. Who could forget a woman who wears a 54 triple-D?”

“Her real name was Bridgette Schwartz. Well, Paddy just finished riding her hard and putting her away wet when his heart fucking blew up like a roman candle...”

“Paddy always said that he wanted to die at ninety-nine, being shot by a jealous husband as he climbed out the wife’s bedroom window. I guess going the way he did was pretty close.”

“You ask me,” Kelly said in a conspiratorial tone, “he either sobered up or took the fucking bag off her head, and that’s what really done it.”

“So, who’s running the business now?”

“Billie.”

“Like in Paddy’s daughter, Billie?”

“Same person, only a lot tougher than when you and she were an item.” Kelly looked up, then turned away and began wiping glasses.

The air around Connah smelled of Chanel No. 5, and he turned to see who was wearing it. Billie Jean O’Reilly stood directly behind him. She was as alluring as ever and still wore her red hair so that it fell to her shoulders in soft waves and her brilliant green eyes seemed to flash. She wore tight jeans, fashionable high-heeled shoes, and a snug white blouse with the top three buttons open, allowing him to see the swell of her perfect breasts. “Long time no see, Ian.”

“That it has been, Billie. Looks as if you’re doing okay for yourself.”

“Well, after Dad died, I inherited the business.”

“All of it?”

“ALL of it. In fact, your showing up is rather fortuitous. You looking for work?”

Ian picked up his beer and said, “Maybe we ought to talk someplace private.”

She laughed. “I’m not the impressionable youngster anymore, Ian Connah. It’s going to take a lot to...well, you get my drift. Follow me.”
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Chapter 5
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The Boss

As he followed Billie O’Reilly, Connah sipped from his glass of beer and could not help but smile at the exaggerated sway of her hips. She must want me to do something nasty, he thought. The question is whether it’s dangerous, risky, or both. Knowing Billie, he was confident of one thing. Whatever it was, she was desperate to get it. She opened the door and stood on the threshold so that he could not avoid brushing her breasts as he entered the office. She closed the door and locked it.

Connah walked to one of the two chairs facing her desk, but she sat on the couch lined one wall. She patted the seat beside her and said, “Sit here.”

He stood facing her and said, “Billie, you and I go back a long way. You only turn on the charm like this when you want something—something that’s either very big or very unpleasant.”

“Sit beside me, and we’ll talk about it.”

Connah gave in and sat on the couch, making a point of maintaining a foot of separation between them. She crossed her shapely legs and then said, “Why are you here, Ian? I thought you were done with...well, retired.”

“I’ve had a recent financial setback and need some money fast.”

“You here to borrow money?”

“No, I can’t abide with the usual interest rate that comes with borrowing from the O’Reillys. I’ll work for it.”

“Doing what?”

“You know my skill set.”

Billie stood and walked over to her desk, picked up a pack of cigarettes, and lit one. She offered the box to Connah. “Cigarette?”

“I quit a year ago,” he said.

“My, but you have changed.”

“Look, Billie, about my leaving—”

She waved her hand as if she were shooing a fly. “I’m over that. Besides, I’m too busy for fooling around like I used to. It just so happens that I can use you right now.”

“Doing what?”

“The same thing you did for my father.”

“My rates have gone up, Billie.”

“Not a problem. The risks have also gone up considerably.”

Connah shifted as she returned to the couch and sat down in the same spot she had vacated. He was unsure, but he believed that another button in her blouse had become undone. This job, he thought, must be a real ball-buster. “Who you want me to hit?”

“Bimbo Spinelli.”

“What? Let me get this straight—you want me to hit Bobbi Spinelli? I know you two have been rivals since junior high school, but has it reached the point that you want to have her killed?”

“A lot has happened since you left. Like my father, Mario Spinelli is dead. Like me, Bimbo has inherited the family business. However, unlike me, she’s been encroaching on some of my interests. I want it stopped, and I want her gone.”

“Billie, never in my professional life have I knowingly hit a woman. I’m not going to start now.”

She slid closer. Now there was no doubt that another button had come undone, and the lacy fabric of her bra was visible. She butted the cigarette, leaned forward, and kissed him passionately. Connah’s resistance collapsed, and he returned the kiss. His hands moved to her breast, and he felt her hand press against his crotch.

“Once we settle the Bimbo issue,” she whispered, “we’ll discuss Jiggs Wark.”

Connah pulled back. “Jiggs Wark? Billie, are you trying to take over the entire city?”

She deftly unhooked his belt, and he felt her hand slide inside his trousers. “Oh my,” she said. “You did bring your gun with you.”
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Chapter 6
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Sandberg

Harry Sandberg rolled onto his back and relaxed as the Puerto Rican sun warmed his body. The lithe masseuse kneaded oil into his flesh, and he felt himself respond. She gave him a coy smile. “I see you’re fully awake.”

He looked over his ample stomach and could not see his erect penis. He then looked at the Hispanic lovely who worked on him. The young woman’s ample breasts swayed as she stroked. God, he thought, why did I wait so long to make my investments pay off? When you have a couple of million bucks, you could have the face of a Saint Bernard, and good-looking women will crawl all over you.

As if on cue, the masseuse slid her bikini bottoms off and straddled his legs, moving up until she was able to mount him. Harry suppressed a smile as she leaned over his stomach and kissed him. “Señor likes Margarita, no?

“The Señor likes Margarita, yes.”

As Harry approached release, his satellite phone rang. Margarita reached over, picked it up, and answered. “Señor Sander’s residence.” She handed the phone to Harry.

“Yes.”

“Harry, it’s Glenn Ouellette.”

“I told you to never contact me—”

“He knows.”

Harry’s erection died, and he pushed the masseuse away. She stood beside the table, and he ignored her pouty look. “When did he find out?”

“Three days ago. I was told that he went back to Boston. Probably trying to raise money to come after you.”

“Shit.” Harry paused for a second, letting Ouellette’s words sink in. “After me? Are you saying that he has no idea that you’re in on this too?”

“I don’t know. He’s too smart to not have suspicions. Either way, I’ve left Maine. That should help confuse the issue. He’ll have to look in two directions.”

“What’s the probability he’ll find out where I am?”

“He has a lot of contacts in the mob. How strong those contacts are, I can’t say? However, I’d assume the worse.”

“Okay, I’ll take steps to protect myself.”

“It’s been nice doing business. If all goes well, we shouldn’t have to talk again.” Ouellette broke the connection.

Margarita returned to the massaging table and tried to revive his shrunken manhood. “Señor has bad news?”

Harry got up, picked up a terry-cloth robe, took a roll of money from the pocket, and handed it to her.

“Margarita come same time tomorrow?”

“Sure, sure.” In a show of disgust and worry, he tossed the robe on a chair and stared out at sea, still nude.
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Margarita crossed the patio and entered the cabana, wiggling her naked buttocks at the human toad as she pranced. Once inside, she closed the sliding glass door and pulled the drapes closed. Confident that the fat pig could not see her, Margarita slipped into cutoff jeans and a tank top. Reaching up with her hands, she removed several hairpins and, with a nod of her head, freed her long ebony hair and slipped her feet into an expensive pair of sandals. She walked to the sliding glass door and parted the drapes just enough for her to see out. The Americano was visibly upset by the phone call and paced back and forth. As she studied his massive belly drooping so low that his manhood was hidden, she tried to recall if she had remembered to take her pill that morning. If she were to have a child from this man, it would be a freak. People would come from miles around to see if it was human or a giant toad...there was too much ugliness in the world already—she did not want to bring this one’s child into it. She took a cell phone from her bag and made a call.

She kept her voice low and spoke in rapid Spanish. “Felipe? It is Juanita. I think this one is about to run.”

“What happened?” Felipe Rojas asked.

“I don’t know. There was a phone call from up north, I think. After that, he was upset and angry.”

“We will have to move quickly then.”

Chapter 7

The First Assignment

Connah sat up and watched Billie as she leaned against her desk and lit a cigarette. “So,” he quipped, “you still smoke after sex.”

She slid her panties up over her hips and reached for her jeans. “During too,” she replied. “Now that we got that out of the way, are you ready to get down to business?”

“I haven’t agreed to anything yet.”

Billie held her jeans in her hand. “Are we going to have to renegotiate this?” She ground the cigarette out in an ashtray and dropped her jeans. As she neared the couch, she slid her underwear down again. “You drive a hard bargain, Connah.”

He grinned at her. “And you love it.”

––––––––
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Billie sat on one end of the couch, and Connah sat on the other. He almost laughed at her when she said, “I’m not getting up until we have an agreement.”

“Billie, are you serious about hitting Bobbi Spinelli and Jiggs Wark?”

“As serious as what just happened on this couch.”

“All right, let’s get dressed. I never talk business while I’m naked.” He slid on his jeans.

“Even when you talked with my father?” She smiled an impish smile.

“Especially when I talked to him. Christ, if I walked in here naked, he would have had my body dumped in the marshes.”

Once again, Billie slid her underwear on and then slipped into her bra. She hooked the clasp in front, slid the garment around her torso, bounced her breasts until they rested comfortably in the cups, and slipped her arms through the straps. “I don’t want that.”

“You don’t want my body in the marshes?”

“Of course not. I don’t want Bimbo and Jiggs’s carcasses there either. I want them out in the open where the entire city can see them.”

“I won’t take a contract on Bobbi, but I will consider taking a job ensuring that no one hits you.”

“At what price?”

“Two hundred-fifty thousand a year. As far as going after either Bobbi or Jiggs, my recommendation as your security consultant is that you forget about it. It would blow the lid off this city and start the gang war to end all gang wars. It might even be the end of all of you.”

Billie pulled on her jeans, walked to him, and bent over. She playfully slipped her tongue in and out of his ear. “I would be willing to pay twice that, provided you throw in stud service.”

“Want to negotiate that?”

She laughed. “I don’t think you have much negotiation left in you—not for a few hours anyhow.”

Now that they were fully dressed, Billie turned somber, her frivolity gone. “Ian, I don’t expect you to do this alone. If I recall correctly, you always worked with...what was it you called Stoney? A spotter, that’s it.”

“I haven’t heard from Stoney in over a year.”

“I may be able to reach him; I’ll add a hundred thou for Stoney. Or, I can give you Sean Sutton.”

“Sutton’s still around? I was sure that someone would have killed him long ago.”

“He’s still around. However, there is one problem.”

“What’s that?”

“He’s another interested party. Like you, he’s always wanted to get inside these jeans.” She stuck her thumbs into her waistband and pulled outward. “Unlike you, he hasn’t gotten there yet. Should he find out about our negotiation sessions, I’m sure there will be others and become a problem. I’ll expect you to deal with that pro bono.”

“What else? I know you, Billie, there’s always an ‘oh, by the way.’”

“There are two other things actually, first, there’s Dick O’Schaunessey.”

“How is he a problem? O’Schaunessey was always the dirtiest cop on the Boston Police Department—both physically and ethically.”

“Well, Dick is a captain now, and he has the same issue with me as Sutton. He isn’t able to negotiate as well as you.”

“You didn’t sleep with that asshole, did you?”

“Hell, no. If word ever got out that I did, it would mean that when it came to men, my taste is all in my mouth.”

“All right. So, what is the second thing?”

“Bimbo has wanted your scalp on her belt since we were in school. I want to be sure that if you do get the opportunity to shoot her, you use the gun that shoots lead bullets.”
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Chapter 8
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Old Partners Reunite

Donald Stone stood on the bank of the slow-moving river, casting a dry fly onto the surface of an eddy fed by the rapid current. He worked the lure across the clear, clean water, holding it below the rippling water. A brook trout broke the surface, and Stone set the hook. “Gotcha,” he exclaimed.

Before he could net the fish, he heard footsteps behind him. Old behaviors sprang into action. He dropped the fly rod and spun around, reaching for the pistol he wore beneath his fishing vest. He recognized Ian Connah and relaxed. “You cost me a fish, Ian.”

Connah grinned. “Maybe a fishing rig too.” He pointed toward the river.

Stone spun and cursed, “Shit!” He scrambled after the one hundred-fifty-dollar rod and reel, grabbing it just as it was about to enter the water. He felt the fish fighting to get free and began to play it.

Connah walked to the shore and picked up Stone’s net from the ground where he had dropped it. He reached out and dipped the net, scooping the fish out of the water.

“Thanks,” Stone grunted. He took the net from Connah and walked away from the shore. He squatted, retrieved the trout from the net, and held it against a measure. “Twelve inches, nice fish,” he said before returning to the water and releasing it.

“I never understood the concept of catching a fish so you can let it loose,” Connah said.

“The way I look at it, it’s the closest most men get to be God. I have all the power and the control. Whether that fish lives or dies is entirely up to me.”

“Kind of like being a sniper.”

“But,” Stone interjected, “a hell of a lot less risky.” He wiped his hands on his pants and grabbed Connah in a bear hug. “How you been, bro?”

“I have been okay, taking it easy.”

“How’s the wife...this one’s name is Lucinda, isn’t it?”

“Jeanie, Lucinda was two years ago. Like her, Jeanie is an ex-wife too.”

“Ouch. That’s what, three?”

“Four, but who’s counting.”

“I would imagine your lawyer and your accountant.”

“You have a point there. As a matter of fact, that’s why I’m here. I need a spotter.”

“You’re back in the game?”

“I have no choice in the matter. I went to pay the lawyer and Jeanie, only to learn that my financial team is out of town.”

“And?”

“And they took all my money with them.”

“So, that’s who you’re going after?”

“Eventually, before I can set my sights on them, though, I got to accrue funds for the hunt.”

“So, who are you working for in the interim?”

“Billie O’Reilly.”

Stone raised his eyebrows. “Be careful with that one, man. Who’s the target?”

“She wanted me to hit Bobbi Spinelli, I refused. Despite my refusal, Billie hired me...us, if you want a job...as a security consultant.”

“What? Since when do mob bosses hire consultants? They usually use their own muscle.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. I think it’s a matter of insurance. It appears that they are about to start one helluva gang war.”

“They?”

“Billie, Bobbi, and Jiggs Wark, too.”

Stone whistled. “Even her ball-buster father didn’t have enough brass to try and take on both Spinelli and Wark at the same time. After that, what’s she goin’ to do, send us after the Russians?” Stone gathered up his fishing tackle, and he and Connah strolled along the short tree-lined road to his pick-up. He dropped his gear into the truck bed and then looked Connah in the eye. “It isn’t like you to get in the middle of a war. Did Billie screw your brains out to get you to agree to this?”

“Hey, the spirit resisted—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, but the flesh is weak. I will admit that if Billie ever got me in a leg lock, I’d probably agree to hit my own dear mother.” He opened the door to his truck. “Where you staying?”

“With my brother.”

“Where and when do we meet?”

“Paddy’s Pub in Southie. Day after tomorrow at ten in the morning.”
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Chapter 9
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Comilón

The Hispanic man sat quiet, staring across the desk at the fat man using Harry Sanders as an alias. The English translation of the Spanish logo painted on the glass office door said: Felipe Rojas, Private Investigator and Security Expert. Rojas leaned back in his swiveling office chair, his hands forming a steeple in front of his face, and he stared at the ugly gringo who sat before him.

Rojas spoke slowly, ensuring that he always referred to his sister, Juanita, as Margarita...the name by which this fat comilón (greedy pig) knew her. “Señor, for me to be able to guarantee your safety, you must remain in Puerto Rico. I have no resources in either Mexico or South America.”

“I repeat, how much will it cost for you to arrange for me to get to Mexico or South America under the radar?”

It was evident to Rojas that this over-weight, sweaty American would not trust him, no matter how stellar the endorsement given by Juanita, aka Margarita. The man reminded him of Sydney Greenstreet. The actor who played Kasper Gutman, the villain in The Maltese Falcon movie he’d seen on television.

“I am uncertain what it is you mean by under the radar.”

Rojas slowly slid open his top right-hand drawer and reached inside. He remained seated when the gringo struggled to his feet. He thought it was humorous to see the obese man attempting to look imposing and threatening. It was not an easy task when you carried around a stomach so large that you only saw your feet when you sat down. “I am afraid, that I must say ¡buenos días! Señor Rojas.”

Rojas removed his hand from the desk drawer holding a nine-millimeter pistol pointed at the fat man. He almost laughed when the American’s face paled, and he backed up several steps as if he thought he was about to be attacked. Rojas refrained from allowing his anger to show. Instead, he turned on the charm. He was well aware that the smile on his face was sugary, so much so that it was enough to put the person it was intended for into a diabetic coma. Still, he knew that he could not allow this mark to walk away. 

Sandberg’s face dropped when Rojas dropped the pretense that he was helpful. “Sit down, Señor, por favor. The only place you will be going is to take us to the dinero. You see, I have done my homework, as you Americanos like to say. I checked into it when Margarita told me that she had a wealthy client from up north. I have many friends in the Boston area—Lawrence, to be exact. It seems that the dinero in your possession is negro dinero. If you are not familiar with the term, it is black money, illegally obtained money.”

Sandberg fell rather than sat into the chair he had recently vacated.

When Sandberg was settled, Rojas placed the handgun on his desk and said, “That is better. Now let us get to the heart of the matter, shall we?”

Sandberg swallowed, and Rojas saw the sheen of sweat cover the man’s face, dripping from his triple chins and soaking his shirt. “My people in New England have reported that there is a financial adviser from Maine who has gone missing. Also missing is three million U.S. dollars. Dollars that once belonged to another man—a man you should never have fucked with. This man was retired, but now he has reappeared, back in his former profession. The word is that his return from retirement is not voluntary. He is earning money to find the financial adviser who stole his money and balances the books. I believe, Mr. Sanders—I also know that that is not your true name, which by the way, is Sandberg. You’re really not very good at this embezzlement stuff, are you?”

“This is preposterous—”

“Rule number one, when you assume a false name, never choose one that is so close to that of your true name. It is too easy to guess. It’s not unlike using your wife’s name and birth year as a password on your computer. Do you understand?”

Sandberg swallowed hard again, all the response that Rojas needed.

“Again, my question for you is this, how badly do you want to disappear, and how willing are you to take on one, maybe two, partners? I hope that you didn’t split the take with someone else because three million dollars doesn’t go as far as it did twenty years ago.”
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