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Chapter One
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1987

She felt the deck beneath her feet shudder. The captain's body was slumped over the controls, shoving the throttle to full ahead and swinging the bow toward the rocks. She looked down, stunned, at the still smoking pistol in her hand.
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Mike Flynt regarded his partner across the decrepit flea market trestle table that served as their communal desk. That monstrosity, two hard wooden swivel chairs and a couple of battered and mismatched client chairs that she'd found on the curb somewhere constituted their office suite. He appreciated the fact that Rusty Steele was classy, with her flowing cinnamon hair, startling green eyes and intriguing figure. Their office, on the other hand, looked like the classless low rent dump that it was. Having little else to do at the moment, he tried to imagine how it would appear to a new client walking in for the first time, like any ever would. The vision was not encouraging.

Abruptly laid off from his job in corporate security two years before, he'd used his severance payment to put a deposit on a three-room unfurnished studio apartment over a shoe repair shop in Grand Falls, Maine. Originally he'd just intended to live there cheaply for a couple of months, until something better came along, but the economy had picked just that moment to tank in Ronny Reagan's trickle down recession. He'd borrowed enough money from his landlord to have a sign painted on the window facing the street and some new business cards printed that said, "Michael Flynt Confidential Investigations" with the address and phone number of his landlord, the owner of the cobbler shop. Max Petrowski, a divorce lawyer he'd known since high school, tossed him an occasional bone that kept him in groceries and paid the rent most months, but "just scraping by" had become the undercurrent of his life.

"Want another coffee?" he asked.

"Umph," she answered.

"Was that a yes or a no?"

"Sorry," she said without raising her head. "I was just reading this article in the paper about the ferry wreck that happened over the weekend down on Haven Island."

"What about it?"

"It just caught my eye." She folded the paper and slid it over to him. "Look at the name of the boat that went down."

"Captain Barnabas Q. Farquhar," he read aloud. "Funny name. What about it?"

Swiveling in her chair she pulled open the second drawer of their single filing cabinet, stood and spent a few seconds running her fingers over the folders. There weren't many. Frowning, she shook her head. "I could have sworn . . ." 

Mike took the opportunity to admire her profile, all the way to the floor. He hated himself for it but . . . hey.

"Here it is," she said, grabbing a folder. "Let me see . . ." She turned slowly as she opened it and slid gracefully back into her chair.

"Captain Barnabas Quincy Farquhar of the Maine Ferry Boat Service was found dead this morning in his vehicle at the landing on Haven Island." Rusty read. "According to a spokesperson for the Cortland County Sheriff’s Department there is no evidence of foul play and no threat to the public." She looked up at her partner.

"Okay," he said. "What about it?"

"I knew his daughter. We were roommates in college when I was a freshman."

"So?"

She made a face at him. "Kelly Farquhar. Nice girl. Smart, but very quiet. Most everybody thought she was strange. We didn't really get to be close friends and she disappeared after one semester. Just never came back from Christmas break." She shook her head. "Left all of her stuff in her closet. I wound up having to pack it up for storage. This clipping was part of it."

"So you kept it? Didn't the college send her belongings to her family?"

She shrugged. "I don't think she had any. I remember her saying that she was about ten years old when her dad died, and her mom died a year later. She was raised in state foster homes. She was proud when the ferry service named their new boat after her dad because he was kind of a local legend."

As she talked Mike walked into the tiny kitchenette that held a hot plate, coffee pot, a rusty sink and a small refrigerator. A Murphy bed hinged to the back of a closet door in the front room completed the sparse furnishings.

"Did they ever come up with a cause of death?" he called through the door as he poured his third cup of the morning.

"They must have," Rusty said. "I don't remember that she ever said, though. Maybe they never announced it."

"So, the ferry named for your strange college roommate's dead father was wrecked last weekend," he said, walking back to his chair. "Sounds fascinating."

She made another face at him.

He set the mug down on the desk. "Probably just a coincidence, you know."

"Maybe . . ." She pulled the newspaper back and spread it out to sit staring at it and shaking her head. "Probably . . ." 

He looked at her, considering. "Rusty?"

"I think I'll just make a few phone calls, just out of curiosity"

"Uh huh."

She made a rude gesture. "It's not like I don't have the time, you know."

"Don't remind me." 

They'd met quite literally by accident the winter before last when she'd knocked him over on a ski slope up north. Once they'd made sure that neither one of them was mortally wounded, he'd suggested a drink at the pub in the base lodge. He'd been surprised that she'd taken him up on it. It was a pleasant moonlit winter night and they'd shared a nice dinner during which he learned that although she was indifferently married to a lawyer several years her senior who didn't ski, she wasn't interested in anything more than friendly conversation. Before parting amicably in the parking lot he'd given her his business card. Two months later he'd been laid off, making the number on the card useless.

Rusty already had the phone tucked under her chin as she checked her book.

"So, who you gonna call?" Mike asked.

"They ain't Ghostbusters," she said with a grin. "But close." 

Mike shook his head and picked up the paper. 

Rusty'd come from money, married as her family had expected and lived in a nice house about five miles outside the city. "Spoils of War," she'd nicknamed the place after she was awarded it in her divorce. She'd come home early from her yoga class one fine spring day to find her husband and a blond bimbo doing the mattress dance in their guest bedroom. Upkeep on the pile was expensive though and her lump-sum alimony settlement was already starting to dwindle. After initially fending off a couple of unwanted advances from prospective employers she'd found Mike's old card in the bottom of the junk drawer in her kitchen while clearing out the last of her ex's crap. Corporate security meant night watchmen and gate guards to her, but she'd shrugged and reminded herself that her bank balance was shrinking rapidly, and days were getting shorter, with the need for heat and snow removal through the Maine winter looming. Maybe the uniforms would be cute. 

Of course the phone number was no longer good and no one at the used car dealership that now had it knew anything about anybody named Michael Flynt. After declining the offered no obligation free test drive, she'd given up on the whole idea until she saw one of his new cards at the office of her divorce lawyer. Initially she'd been surprised when the number was answered by a shoe repair shop, but Mike's landlord had sung his cash-poor tenant's praises to the point where Rusty actually found Mike's odd sounding setup intriguing.

Their first case together had been a doozy. While sitting in his ancient "surveillance" van watching a riverside warehouse that had been suffering intermittent shrinkage in its inventory Mike had observed the nighttime comings and goings of a series of vehicles that just didn't seem to fit in the industrial neighborhood. One night he'd decided to tail a Maserati that he'd seen twice before, a decision that resulted in a trip to the emergency room with two cracked ribs and twelve stitches in his scalp. The occupants of the Italian muscle car had turned out to be two very large gentlemen who said little but managed to efficiently convey the message that they didn't appreciate his attention.

Rusty had arrived unannounced the next day to find Mike lying on the Murphy bed seeing double and seriously considering a job offer as a bagger at the local Shopping Basket. After a quick look around, she'd appointed herself his partner and taken over both the office and the case. She'd consulted the "little black book" of the contacts she'd compiled while still married and socially involved with the city's "elite" movers and shakers. Making a few calls she'd tracked down the Maserati's owner, a local ambulance chasing shyster who specialized in shady claims. Having had some experience with the practices and penchants of that particular breed of attorney she'd donned her tightest skirt and a frilly peasant blouse with a neckline that nearly dragged the ground and played the "poor waif in need of a protector" to perfection. 

Two weeks later the lawyer, his two goons, a Grand Falls city councilman and assorted less-than-honest warehouse workers and truck drivers appeared on the News at Six in a perp walk into the local jail. The cops took most of the credit, but the warehouse owner had been grateful. As a result, Mike had been solvent enough to spend part of the bonus on a new sign in the window, business cards that read "Flynt and Steele Confidential Investigations" and the telephone his partner was now using. 

Damn. The Red Sox lost again, he thought as he scanned the important stuff in his paper. He listened as Rusty chatted like they were old friends with whoever she'd called. When she got down to asking about the ferry accident, though, her voice changed, and her face wore a grim frown.

"Really? What does she look like?" she asked. There was a pause. "Where is she now?" then "I see. Do you know if she can have visitors?"

After a few more minutes, Rusty said, "Goodbye, Margie. Thanks. Talk to you soon. Love to Fred," and hung up, shaking her head.

"You aren't going to believe this," she said, sitting back in her chair and staring at the phone.

"Not going to believe what?"

"I was just talking to Margie, the matron at the jail. We're both in a candlepin bowling league. According to her, that ferry accident might have been caused by my old college roommate."

"You're kidding."

"Nope. I wish I was. She's been arrested for killing the current captain and intentionally running the boat aground. The Coast Guard says it could be a total loss. Millions to replace, not to mention lost fare revenue to the state and the public inconvenience."

"Do they know why she did it?"

"Apparently," Rusty said, drawing out the word like she wasn't convinced. "One of the many stories she's told is that the current captain, her victim, was her father's first mate. She's claiming that her dad suspected that he was running drugs onto the island back then."

"So, let me guess," Mike said. "She's claiming this victim killed her father way back when to shut him up?"

"That's what Margie says," Rusty said, staring out the window. "The problem is . . ."

"Yeah?"

"It seems that her father's death certificate said he died of complications from diabetes."

"Natural causes?"

"Exactly. He'd been on insulin for years. But apparently the local island deputy sheriff back then got his mainland doctor to sign off on the death." 

"So there was no autopsy."

"Right." Rusty sat back in her chair. "I think we need to go talk to her."

"Wait a minute," Mike said. "Remember that we're not cops, and we don't have a client here." He waved his hand. "Does it look like we can afford to do charity work?"

Rusty glared at him. "Okay, then," she said through clenched teeth. "I'll go visit her in the jail and see what she has to say as an old friend and on my own time."

Mike sighed and turned back to the sports section.
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Rusty surveyed the tiny visiting booth she'd been seated in at the Cortland County Correctional Facility. The grumpy bald headed sergeant who checked her in had given her a list of visiting rules and, before she'd had time to read them, had thrust a copy under her nose and demanded that she sign a statement at the bottom which listed all the consequences if she violated any of them. 

"What if I don't sign this?" she'd asked.

"The visit will be cancelled and you'll be escorted from the building." He'd sighed heavily. "This is a jail, Ma'am and you're trying to visit a murderer."

"Accused murderer." Rusty had emphasized the word while wincing internally at the "Ma'am."

The sergeant had sighed again as if he'd had the same conversation more than a couple of hundred times before. "And presumed innocent, but . . ."

"But what?" Rusty had asked.

He smirked. "But until she's convicted, or released by a court, we have to keep her here, safe and secure." 

After having the contents of her purse inventoried and placed in a locker, she had been subjected to a search with a metal detector wand before being led down a windowless concrete block corridor. A red line on the shiny tile floor turned several corners before stopping at a series of four steel doors with thick plexiglass windows that looked like they could probably survive a nuclear explosion. The young officer escorting her had pulled open the second door and motioned her inside.

"You have twenty-five minutes left, Ma’am. If you want to leave early or need assistance, press the red button on the wall and someone will come."

You're going to lock the door?"

He'd shrugged and nodded.

She heard the door click shut behind her as she took a seat on a metal folding chair in a cold, concrete-walled room the size of a phone booth. Another of those thick plexiglass windows sat between her and another booth that was the mirror image of hers. There was a small round hole in the center of the window that didn't look large enough to put her hand through, even without the grill that covered it. Someone had crudely scratched a heart into the soft plexiglass around the grill. The door in the back of the opposite booth opened and a small, dark haired woman in oversize orange pajamas was ushered in. Except for the sound of that door locking, it was eerily quiet.

"Who are you?" The woman said, peering at her. She looked familiar but enough years had passed that Rusty just wasn't sure.

"Kelly?" she said. "Is that you? Kelly Farquhar?"

The woman cocked her head.

"No. Nobody calls me that . . . anymore," she said absently, looking around like a frightened child.

"Kelly, it's me," Rusty said. "Peggy Steele, although nobody's called me that in years, either." She tried to smile reassuringly. "I'm Rusty Steele these days."

"Peggy?" the woman asked, frowning.

"Yes, from school. Remember?"

"School?" She peered at Rusty with half closed eyes, fists clenched on the narrow metal shelf in front of her.

"Hill Hall, remember?" Rusty asked. "Our dorm? We used to call it Hell Hall."

The woman's face changed. "Hell Hall. Yeah," she said slowly. The corners of her mouth rose into a half smile. "I do remember." She looked down at her hands, which opened and stretched. "I fed Squiggy."

"Squiggy the cat," Rusty said, remembering.

"Stupid cat."

Rusty chuckled. "Stupid enough to get fat on cafeteria leftovers."

Kelly was fully smiling now but her eyes still looked haunted. "Yeah," she said. "How is he?"

"Kelly—" Rusty began.

"Mary. My name is Mary. Sister Mary Angeles."

Rusty started in surprise. "Sis—"

"Yeah." Kelly nodded and grinned. "Weird, isn't it?"

"When . . . how?"

Kelly sighed and clasped her hands together as her eyes lost focus.

"Kelly?"

There was no response. She seemed frozen in place.

"Mary? Kelly? Can you hear me?" 

Still there was no response. Rusty looked around and realized that she was completely isolated. She found the red button on the wall and pressed it.
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Chapter Two
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"She's apparently been on the street for years," Rusty said through a mouthful of spring roll.

"Homeless?" Mike took a sip of tea. The Chinese all-you-can-eat buffet next door to their office was busy at lunch hour and the noise level was high.

Rusty nodded and speared a chuck of something deep fried and covered in a sticky red goo. She was famished. It had felt like forever before a young female officer had unlocked the booth door and led her back to the lobby. She held up a finger as she chewed and swallowed.

"They call her Sister Mary Elephant," she said, sipping her own weak tea from a handleless cup. She didn't smile. 

Mike frowned, puzzled.

"It's a sixties Cheech and Chong comedy routine about a nun trying to teach a class of street thugs at an inner city high school," Rusty said, shaking her head. "I used to think it was funny."

"You're sure she's your old roommate?"

"As sure as I can be. She remembered something about school that I'd forgotten. There was a stray cat that the whole dorm fed. It took to her. Used to sleep on top of her in bed."

Mike shook his head. "She never came to?" 

"Not while I was in the booth." Rusty speared another chunk and grimaced. "I heard yelling as I was being led back to the lobby, though, so I assume she fought them when they came for her."

"So, she's nuts?"

Rusty nodded. "In and out of the so-called mental health system for years. The officer who pulled me out said she's not usually violent."

"Hmm," Mike said. "So, they'll put her in an asylum?" He shrugged. "Better than prison."

Rusty sighed. "I guess. It just seems a shame." 

"Well, on a happier note, it looks like we've got a paying case."

"Really?" Rusty paused with a spoonful of fried rice slathered with duck sauce halfway to her mouth.

"Yeah. Believe it or not."

"Lemme guess. Another paranoid loser who wants his wife tailed?" 

"Sort of." He grinned. "Your lawyer called. He wants to see you."

"Maxey? What did he want?" she said as she shoved the food into her mouth.

"He says your ex is threatening to sue you. He thinks you and I are . . . you know."

Mike ducked as Rusty spit a mouthful of sticky rice all over the senior citizens at the next table.
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"Max, what the hell is Frank up to?"

"Nice to see you again, too, Rusty." Max Petrowski said as he waved them toward plush velvet upholstered chairs in his oak paneled office. He nodded to Mike. "How's it going today, Mikey?" the lawyer said with a grin. "Any new stitches?"

Mike made a face at his old wingman. "Not today, Maxey. Any new warts pop up?"

"Touché," Maxey said.

"You do know that this whole thing is ridiculous, right?" Rusty said sharply.

Mike couldn't resist. He gave her a speculative side look and a corner of his mouth rose. "Oh, I don't know," he said.

"Zip it up, partner," she said, glaring. "I'd as soon—"

"Okay, you two," Maxey interrupted. "We won't get anywhere this way."

Mike chuckled. Rusty steamed but said nothing.

"You're a pig, Mike," Maxey said, shaking his head as he sat down in front of a floor to ceiling bookcase filled with an impressive set of gold embossed law books that looked like they'd never been opened.

"Pot . . . kettle," Mike said, 

"Okay, you two," Rusty snapped. "Cut it out."

Maxey grinned and flipped open a file folder.

"I've gotten a call from your ex, Rusty," he said.

"Like I said," she snapped. "What's that cheating bastard up to now."

"Actually, he isn't planning to sue. He just had me say that to get you to listen. He wants to hire you guys."

"Hire us?" Rusty said with surprise. "For what?"

Maxey smiled at her. "Apparently he's been appointed by the court to represent one Mary Angeles." He looked down at the file. "In a murder case."

Mike laughed. "You're kidding, right? This is a joke."

"No," the lawyer said, puzzled. "Why?"

Mike and Rusty looked at each other.

"I know her," Rusty said. "I just talked to her at the jail, or tried to."

"Well," Maxey said, "that should make it easy. Frank wants a background check and a follow-up on witness statements, plus anything else you can come up with. If you already know her—"

"She's crazy, Maxey," Mike said, interrupting.

"So I understand," Maxey said, nodding. "Frank has already asked for a court-ordered mental evaluation. He wants to know anything that might help him argue that she's not competent to stand trial."

"So my esteemed fake crusading shyster ex is assuming that she did it?"

"He's still waiting for the rest of the discovery paperwork from the prosecutor, but he says that from what he's seen so far . . . yes."

Rusty looked at Mike. "I'm not dealing with that S.O.B," she said, crossing her arms and sitting back in her chair.

Mike looked at Maxey. "What's Frank offering?"

Rusty's head snapped around. "What? You're actually considering this?"

"Yeah," Mike said. "I am." He pulled the file toward himself. "We need the work. I'll deal with Frank." He glanced at her. "You can stay out of it if you want, or you can try to get through to your old roommate." 

Maxey smiled. "That's the spirit, Mike." He rubbed his hands together. "The state has a pretty generous hourly rate for defense investigators in cases like these, plus an expense allowance."

"And I assume you'll get a healthy cut from Frank for the referral."

The smile widened into a grin. "We've all got rent to pay, man." 
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Franklin Stanton, III, Esq. was not at all what Mike had been expecting. As he extended his right hand, Mike revised his preconception of Rusty's ex. In his mid to late forties and of average height, the "cheating bastard" was neither lean nor fat. His unremarkable round face was open, smiling and crowned with a full head of salt and pepper hair. There was no initial impression of the ruthless predator of Rusty's description.

"Mr. Flynt. Good morning. How are you?" he said as he took Mike's hand in a grip that was just average, neither flabby nor crushing.

"Very well, Mr. Stanton," Mike found himself relaxing after his initial surprise.

"I'm delighted to finally meet you, sir." Stanton said. "You're right on time. You have no idea how many people these days seem to have no conception of the importance of punctuality." He bobbed his head and nodded to his receptionist, who smiled back at him. "I trust Kirsten has put you at ease. She's excellent at that"

"Very much at ease, Mr. Stanton," he said, glancing at the girl, a young looking and attractive blond, who blushed. "Thank you for asking."

God, he thought. I'll be kissing his ring next.

"Please follow me, will you? Would you like coffee—or tea? We have the bakery at the corner deliver a random selection every morning. Sometimes their work is hard to resist."

"Thank you but I'm fine," Mike said, following him through a doorway and down a carpeted corridor that was decorated with rather standard prints of nineteenth century sailing ships in generic painted wooden frames. Stanton kept up a friendly chatter as he navigated his smiling way to an office that looked, at best, ordinary.

"I hope that my charade was not too upsetting," Stanton began as he took a seat behind a clean, reasonably sized desk. 

"Not to me," Mike said. "I've been threatened with worse, but my partner . . ."

Stanton ducked his head. "Yes. I expect that Rusty was less than amused with the approach I asked my brother attorney to take, but I felt certain that a direct inquiry would have been rejected out of hand." His expression turned serious. "I don't want to have anything between us that might hamper a successful professional relationship."

"What do you mean?"

"If you and Rusty are in a relationship . . ."

Mike shook his head. "Sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Stanton—"

He held up a hand. "Please call me Frank."

"Okay, Frank," Mike said slowly. "Our relationship is strictly professional. By mutual agreement, I can assure you."

"Yes," Frank said, clearly uncomfortable. He leaned forward. "Listen, I made a mistake, Mr. Flynt—"

"Mike."

"Thank you, Mike." Frank sighed. "I've done more than enough divorces to know that my story is a case study in how not to conduct yourself in a marriage." His eyes met Mike's. "I regret the way mine ended, but, in retrospect, it was probably for the best." He paused. "I hope she's well, really."

"She is, Frank."

"Good."

They stared at each other in silence for a moment.

"So, you're interested in hiring us?" Mike prompted.

"Yes. Yes, I am." Frank picked up a file folder. "I expect Maxey has filled you in on the basics?"

"He did . . . but before we go too much farther I'd like to ask you a question."

Frank set down the folder and sat back in his chair. "Ask away."

"Why us?"

"What do you mean?"

"I can think of at least three other agencies in the area who could do the job. Are you sure you really want to hire your ex-wife to investigate what's probably an open-and-shut murder case?"

Frank smiled. "You two are beginning to get a reputation for getting results." He looked out the window. "One of the things I learned about Rusty early on is that she has a way of getting quickly to the bottom of almost anything." He looked back at Mike, his eyebrows raised. "You've experienced her information network? Her 'little black book'?" 

"Yes, I have."

"I was always amazed by the number of people she knows and how she manages to get information from them."

Mike nodded. "I have noticed that."

Frank picked up the folder and set it in front of Mike. "I think you should cut her loose on this."
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"We were in college together," Rusty said.

"That's all well and good, Miss Steele—"

"Ms., please."

The large, uniformed man behind the desk rolled his eyes and sighed deeply.

"Ms. Steele," he said.

"Thank you, Sheriff Nickerson." Rusty gave him her best "wistful" look but it didn't seem to register.

"Ms. Steele. Do you have any other connection to Mary Angeles?"

"Kelly Farquhar," Rusty said.

The sheriff looked uncomfortable. "Yes, we do have that as one of her known aliases."

"I knew her pretty well, Sheriff. We were roommates for three months," Rusty said, cocking her head to one side. "That's her real name."

"The paperwork we have from the court lists her name as Mary Angeles. That's also what we commonly know her by," he said. "She's one of our semi-regulars."

"Have you checked her fingerprints? I'm sure you took a set when she came here."

He sighed again. 

He must drive his wife crazy with all that sighing, Rusty thought.

"I'm sure we did. It's standard procedure."

"Did the results confirm her identity?"

"Ms. Steele," he said, peering at her over the top of a pair of gold wire rimmed aviator glasses. "Confirmation of identity through fingerprints takes time. In this case I don't feel it's necessary. She's Sister Mary." He turned away from her to pull open a filing cabinet and Rusty heard him say, "Elephant," under his breath.

"Will you be able to prove that in court?" Rusty asked.

"I'm confident we can," he said as he pulled a file and turned back toward her. "If we are called upon to do so."

"I'm sure that you will be, Sheriff."

He opened the folder, glanced down at its contents, frowned and sighed yet again.

"I'm told that you are a private investigator, Ms. Steele," 

"That's correct."

"Operating under a state license granted to one Michael Flynt?"

"That's also correct, Sheriff."

"I'm also told that your services have been engaged by Frank Stanton, the attorney assigned to Mary's—"

"Kelly's," Rusty interrupted.

". . . case." He stared at her. "Something has just jogged my memory. I thought you looked familiar. Isn't Stanton your husband?"

Rusty frowned. "I hope your information on Kelly's identity is more reliable that your memory, Sheriff. Frank and I've been divorced for over a year."

"Humph," he grunted. "For a lawyer he seems pretty open minded."

"What do you mean by that?" Rusty asked with an edge in her voice.

"Nothing, Ms. Steele," he said, sighing again as he closed the file and stood up. "Nothing at all."

Rusty stood as well. "May I see her?"

The sheriff gestured to someone through the glass window between his office and a common room filled with well-groomed short haired men, some in uniform, industriously banging away on typewriters or talking on phones. "I'll put you on the approved list, but I'm afraid that your visit will have to be scheduled at a point in the future." He smiled. "The person in question isn't available just now."

"Where is she?"

"That information is confidential."

"Under what law?" Rusty asked, beginning to lose her temper.

"State of Maine law," he said.

Rusty heard the door behind her open. "Yes, Sheriff?"  

"Ms. Steele here will be leaving now," he said, never taking his eyes off her. "Please ensure that she arrives at her vehicle quickly and safely." He nodded to her in dismissal. "Have a nice day, Ms. Steele."
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Rusty was on the phone when Mike walked into the office carrying the file folder Frank had given him.

"Yes, Mitzi. I'd like an appointment for a cut and style sometime in the next few days," she said, running her fingers through her hair.

In his imagination it flowed boldly over her creamy shoulders like a cinnamon colored waterfall. That's pretty good. Mike thought as he acknowledged her finger-wiggle wave. I'll have to write that down.

"Today at two?" she gushed. "That would be so nice of you. I really need a change, you know." She laughed. "Well, thank you, Mitzi. It's wonderful to have someone like you to take such good care of me." She glanced at Mike. He made a face at her and she winked in reply. "It's getting harder and harder to find gifted stylists." She laughed again. "Don't I know it. See you then."

She hung up and exhaled slowly. "That woman can talk the fleece off a sheep," she said as Mike dropped into his chair, "but she knows just about everybody who's anybody."

"Working hard?" he asked, taking a seat.

She made a note on the brand new desk calendar that sat on a lazy susan between them. "You know it. How's your morning been?" she said, looking up at him. "Still have your eye teeth?"

"Oh, come on," Mike said. "Frank doesn't seem so bad."

"You didn't have to share a bed with him," she said bitterly. "Kirsten still there?"

"Yes, she is."

"Still blond?"

"Yes," he said tentatively.

"Be careful there."

"Why? She seems nice."

Rusty shook her head. "So did Lucretia Borgia, I hear. I thought you'd be a better judge of character. You should see her naked." She paused and looked at him. "Or not, on second thought."

He grinned. "Probably not much chance of that." His eyebrows rose. "She was the one?"

Rusty nodded, then sighed. "But enough about my late, unlamented sex life." 

Mike had to push away the image that popped into his head as he tossed the file folder onto her side of the table. "Here's what Frank's got so far on the case, and he told me that Kelly's being shipped up to the Augusta State Asylum today for her mental exam."

Rusty sighed. "That explains why she wasn't available at the jail. Does he know how long before she'll be brought back?"

"About a week, he says."

"Hmm. Augusta's only an hour on the turnpike. My appointment with Mitzi is at eleven. I wonder if . . ."

Mike snorted, then gave her a look. "Make sure you write down your mileage and keep your receipts."

She sneered. "Now you sound like Frank."

He grinned.

"Don't."
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


"Billy?" 

Billy Gorton's eyes flicked up to look at his rear view mirror. His passenger peered from the back seat through the steel grid of the transport cage. "What is it, Mary?"

"We've got a problem back here."

He felt sorry for her. He'd even left the handcuffs loose so they wouldn't hurt her wrists. She rattled them softly.

"And what would that be?" he asked.

"It's my time."

He shook his head. "Time for what, Mary?"

"It's that time, Billy. You know . . ."

He frowned. The transport assignment to Augusta made a nice change from his normal duties—watching the circus that was everyday life in H block at the jail. Mary could be a handful sometimes, but so far today she had seemed to be in one of her better moods. She actually was acting pretty normal . . . for a "nut job."

"No, Mary, I don't know," he said. I wonder what she'll come up with this time.

"Damn it, Billy," she whined. "It's that time of the month."

"Okay." Billy felt his cheeks grow warm. "Uh . . . are you okay?"

"I don't think so. It feels like I'm starting to flow."

Story of my life, Billy thought.

"Didn't you tell Margie at the jail before we left?"

"No. I'm early. Sorry. I don't wanna mess up your nice clean car. How far is it?"

Billy glanced into the mirror again. Her head was tilted back against the seat and she was staring, wide-eyed, at the headliner. "About half an hour, Mary. Can you hold it?"

"No, you imbicile," she snapped. "I don't need to pee. I need a damn pad."

Billy glanced at the turnpike mile marker as he passed it. His sergeant would make him clean up the mess while making fun of him to the others. He had to do something fast. I'm not supposed to, he thought, but it'll only take a minute.

"There's a rest area about two miles ahead," he said over his shoulder. "I think they have them in a machine in the ladies room."

"I don't have any money."

"I know, Mary. Just hold on until we get there. I'll give you the money."

She smiled. "Thank you, Billy. Everybody says you're one of the good screws."
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Rusty tapped her fingers on the steering wheel in time with Soft Cell's "Tainted Love" as the hard bass line of the weird synth pop hit thundered from her top-down crimson Beemer's radio. She snickered as a vision of her shirtless partner, lying exhausted on his rumpled Murphy bed, suddenly flashed into her mind. Just as quickly she frowned and her jaw clenched. She could just see him and Frank comparing notes over a beer afterwards and laughing!

No, she told herself. I'll never be that desperate.

Traffic on the turnpike was surprisingly light. She ran her fingers over her newly trimmed hair as it was buffeted by the warm late summer wind. Mitzi had, as usual, been a gold mine of information. She'd learned, for instance, that Sheriff Eric Nickerson's wife was being treated for depression and that their teenage daughter was five weeks late. She wondered if the sheriff knew yet. Some poor kid's about to learn an expensive lesson, she thought. 

She glanced down at the dashboard and registered that the gas gauge had dropped to a quarter. Her pride and joy took high-test and on the Turnpike that was at least ten cents more expensive than anywhere else in the state. Normally she would have topped off the tank before swinging onto the four lane toll road. Today, however, she was feeling flush. It was nice to have the perk of an expense account. Smiling to herself, she pictured Mike's reaction when she presented him with the bill. She looked forward to the give and take between them. He was certainly different from dear old "Frank the Plank." She was actually becoming fond of the lumbering idiot.
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Petty Theft, Simple Assault, Disorderly Conduct, Criminal Trespass. Mike shook his head as he read the sheet. According to the record, there was nothing at all to show that Mary Angeles aka Kelly Farquhar had ever done anything more dangerous than scratching the face of a Portland police officer who tried to move her off a park bench in the Old Port. 

Mike remembered that area pretty well from his days doing bodyguard duty for the big shots at a pharmaceutical corporation that had moved north from Boston in search of tax breaks and scenic ocean vistas. Panhandlers, junkies and hookers used to block intersections to ask for change and other things from the chauffeurs of his employer's limousine fleet, he remembered with a grin. He'd spent five lucrative years looking large and intimidating in an expensive suit before he'd been laid off. 

The Old Port, a dockside neighborhood, had recently attracted a new wave of aging hippies. They'd rediscovered the benefits of the capitalism that their parents and grandparents had fought a string of wars to preserve. The historic fisherman's wharf had been transformed into a sprawling gourmet seafood restaurant and the seaside, shipping-related warehouses and storefront businesses that had lined Commercial Street had been remodeled into high end residential condominiums. The old ship chandleries were now tacky boutique street level shops and cafes. The ordinary people who had populated the area for years, eking out a living as day laborers, longshoremen or fishermen, had been pushed further and further aside as the wonders of something the newspapers called "gentrification" sank its claws into the heart and soul of the city. 

Kelly's rap sheet hinted that she'd moved out of Portland about five years ago, possibly involuntarily, to live farther northeast on the less fussy streets of the considerably smaller Grand Falls. Taken as a whole their client's criminal record was much more benign than the average street vagrant. 

The police report was, for a murder case, very brief and to the point, consisting mostly of the statement of one James Bray, the first
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