Portnoy King had slept fitfully throughout the morning and dreamt of the day that Annalisa died, cold and curled on the back deck of the house in Ball Harbor.  The sky had been as grey as brushed steel and a stiff wind was coming in off of the water, carrying the distinctive smell of sea salt and the rubbery green seaweed that always rotted on the beaches during the cold offseason days.


He was sitting on the porch, flipping through a magazine and lazily throwing an orange tennis ball to the sand covered mutt who lived two houses down when she pushed the back door open and came out.


Annalisa had short, dark hair and wise brown eyes that made her face look much older than the six years that she was.  That morning she was wearing a powder blue nightgown under his large down jacket and pink rubber rain boots that clip-clopped across the worn wood of the deck as she approached Port.


“How’re you doin’ cutie?”  He held one arm out towards her.


She immediately nestled in close to his chest and pouted against his shoulder as he wrapped her up in his strong arm.  “Not good,” she said softly.  “I threw up.”


“You did?”  He always raised his voice an octave or two when he spoke to her; a habit that lingered from her infancy.  “Did mommy help get you all cleaned up?”


She nodded, her hair tickling his face.


“Are you feelin’ better now?”  He tossed the ball over the railing and the dog disappeared with the scrabbling of claws on the porch.


She shook her head and pulled away a little to look at his face.  “My head hurts.”


In his dream the wind stopped dead at that moment and the ocean was silenced as if the last crashing wave had simply slipped back down the sand, leaving a trail of foam, and was followed by no more.


Her pupils were odd; one was large and black, reflecting Port’s face back to him, and the other was tiny, like a pinpoint in the brown expanse of her iris.


Port’s arteries were suddenly filled with ice water, pushing blood like frozen sludge through his body and making his stomach shudder deeply and painfully.  He had seen pupils like that once before, on a twenty-eight year old woman who had fallen from the back of her boyfriend’s motorcycle at the intersection of 18th and Stockton, near the police station.  He had been smoking outside and talking to Scotty Holyoke about an armed robbery the night before, at a 7-11 just west of town, when he heard the screaming of a motorcycle engine.  The suddenness of it caught his attention and he spun around just in time to see the sportbike pop a wheelie through the intersection.  The passenger – apparently caught off guard – had simply bounced off and landed flat on her back.  The crack of her head on the pavement echoed like a dull gunshot up and down the street.  She had then slid out of sight, carried along by her own forward momentum.


“Go call for medical,” Port said to Holyoke before sprinting down the street, dropping his cigarette in a gutter along the way.


The motorcycle was already half a mile up the road when Port reached the intersection; its brake light blinking sporadically as the driver tried to look over his shoulder, obviously just aware that his passenger was gone.


The woman was sitting on a curb with her knees drawn up to her chest, breathing heavily and deeply.  As Port jogged up to her she looked at him, tears streaming down her cheeks and he immediately saw that glaring disparity of her pupils.  Yellowish fluid, highlighted with streaks of blood, dribbled steadily from her ears and nose.


“It’s…street,” she said, smacking her lips and touching her fingertips to the fluid on her chin.  “Street…like…bunny.”


“Help is coming, okay?”  He squatted down in front of her, not being able to look away from her odd eyes.  “Just don’t move.”


“Yup,” she said and then fell over.  Dead.  Her eyes immediately lost their luster but still Port couldn’t look away.  He watched as death overtook them, blinded them and glazed them.


On the deck by the seashore, Annalisa’s gaze had become progressively distant, as if she was looking through him at first…and then far, far beyond him.  Into another world.  Port remembered feeling a shout moving through his throat, his chest burning, but his voice never reached his ears – they were too filled with the fast, wet beating of his own heart.


He had scooped her up into his arms and stood from the chair, sending one of her rubber boots flipping lopsidedly through the air and over the deck railing.  Somewhere in the distance of his memory he heard the scrabble of the dog’s claws on the deck.  Her exposed foot was curling in on itself and her smooth arms, ending in small clenched fists, were pulling up tightly and unnaturally to her chest.


Six year-old Annalisa Renee King had been brain dead before Port had even reached the back door of the house.


The rest was a blur, marked by flowing colors and the smells of baking food and too many people crowding the living room…pain gripping his stomach and punching in his throat…and voices; ever the voices.


“So tragic…so tragic…brain aneurysm…nothing could’ve been done…so sorry Mr. King…bleeding in her head…would you donate…consider donating…tiny heart…little lungs…donating…we’re so sorry…so sorry…only six…that’s too young isn’t it…could you donate…sign here…and here…and here…and here…sorry, the lawyers make us…and here…somebody else’s will live…so sorry…she’ll be missed…you don’t want to be alone…we’ll stay…so tragic…have you made arrangements…don’t touch me Port…don’t ever touch me…you simply must clean her stuff out of the house…helps with grieving…don’t yell at us Port, we’re trying to help…her toys can be donated…and her dolls…there’s another rubber boot here somewhere, where is it?”


“Port?”


“They took her eyes out, Portnoy.  They took all of her insides, too.  I don’t know where she is anymore, Port.  Where is she?  What do I do now?”

“Port!”


“I just wanted to see her one more time…to hold her…they say I can’t now.  There’s nothing to hug, Port.  Nothing left…just pieces.  I just want to gather them up and hold them close to me and smell her hair…just one more time.”


“Port!  Wake up!”  Queenie whispered as loud as she could, shaking his shoulders.


Port sat up quickly in the bed, the sheets were damp with sweat and he was hugging himself so tightly that his arms ached.


“Somebody’s knocking at the door,” She whispered.  “And you were moaning and I couldn’t wake you up!”


He swung his legs over the side of the bed and wiped his face with a dry area of the sheet, after first forgetting and hitting himself in the face with the black cast.  He was stuck between that back deck in Ball Harbor and his apartment here, some fifteen years later.  He cleared his throat loudly and took a deep breath which started him coughing – which made his chest hurt.


“Shhh!” Queenie hissed.  “The knocking’s gettin’ louder.”


He could hear it now.  Heavy pounding and an occasional muffled “Mr. King, we know you’re in there.”  He blinked several times slowly and looked around for his sweatpants.  They were in a heap in the corner of the room.  Jenny Chamberlain’s ghost was squatting next to them, watching him passively with her large, dead eyes.  He sighed as he pulled them on and walked to the front door.


In the peephole he saw the bulbous, exaggerated faces of the two FBI agents from yesterday afternoon.


“I can see you looking out,” Agent Fitch’s blue eye grew large in the fisheye lens.  Agent Brackin, with the weak handshake, was peering over his shoulder.  “Open up, King!”


Port took a deep breath, smoothed the hair down on top of his head and looked around the apartment quickly.  Jenny was now sitting on the arm of the couch, arms dangling at her sides, and Queenie was flying around in the bedroom collecting her strewn clothing.  Cabinets were open in the kitchen – Queenie had been trying to make breakfast with the nothing that he kept in there – and that made him suddenly feel so sad for her.  It made his head hurt – her turning to him out of loneliness.  There were so many fitting analogies for that, he just wasn’t clear enough to come up with any at the moment.


He turned the deadbolt and opened the door to Fitch’s FBI identification card and small, golden badge.


“Yeah, okay, come on in,” he turned and walked to the couch, scratching his bare back before sitting down on the worn cushion closest to Jenny; he inhaled her and rubbed his eyes.


“Mr. King,” Fitch unbuttoned his coat and put his hand on his hips as Brackin closed the door, locking the deadbolt.  “We have some questions about Jenny Chamberlain.  And we aren’t going to leave like we did yesterday.  Just so you know.”


“Okay, ask her,” he said, nodding towards the end of the couch.  “She’s right there.”


Fitch and Brackin looked at each other uneasily.


“We want to know where she is, King.”


He turned and looked at her.  Her soulless eyes moved uncaringly between Port and the two men standing in his living room.  He blinked slowly once and looked back up at them.  The smell of Annalisa’s hair still clung in his nostrils, but it was fading as fast as the dream.  He hated that he lost it whenever he woke up and was now glad that at least Jenny had returned.


“I still don’t have time for this shit.  She’s dead.  Still.”


“Listen dickhead!”  The man called Brackin suddenly thundered at Port.  “I’ve about had it to here with your fuckin’ attitude.  This is more important than your pissant little stupid fuckin’ loser…whatever you’ve got goin’ on here.  Just tell us where she is!”


“Leave him alone!”  Queenie shouted, stomping in from the bedroom, her shirt hastily buttoned and crooked.  “You men should be ashamed of yourselves.”


She obviously surprised both men, when she appeared Fitch jumped towards the locked door and Brackin drew his gun, pointing it sideways at her with his finger next to the trigger guard.  Port’s face darkened.


“What the fuck?”  Queenie screeched.  “What…you think you’re gonna shoot my black ass?  What the hell is wrong with you?”


Fitch and Brackin glanced at each other and Brackin motioned to the couch with his gun.  “Sit down and shut up.”


“Fuck you!”


“Queenie,” Port said evenly.  “Come sit down.  Please.”


“No Port,” she flipped her hand in the air in front of her.  “These skinny little motherfuckers think they can come wavin’ a badge and a gun around and that I’ll fuckin’ do whatever they say.”


“Queenie,” Port was now speaking through clenched teeth.  “Sit…the fuck…down.”


She heard something in his voice, started to say something, stopped and then stomped over and dropped heavily onto the couch at the end opposite Port.


“Now,” Brackin lowered the gun but didn’t put it away.  “Where is Jenny Chamberlain?”


“Look,” Port took a deep breath and looked at Jenny’s ghost; she was blankly watching the two men standing in the living room.  “I watched her die.  She’s dead.  Over ten years ago.  What more do you want from me?”


“I’m startin’ to wonder if he knows,” Brackin said over his shoulder to Fitch who was still near the door.


Port rubbed his eyes and then his hands together.  “I don’t know what I don’t know.”  Finally, he thought.


“You serious?”


“Yes I’m serious.  Enlighten me.”


The two men huddled near the door and spoke in whispers, Brackin keeping his gun bobbing in their general direction.


“It’ll be okay,” Port said quietly to Queenie.  “Just don’t say anything else.  Seriously.”


“Why?”  She hissed, bringing a frowning glare from Fitch, who quickly returned to his hidden conversation.  “I know my motherfuckin’ rights.”


“Not with these guys, you don’t.  They’re not FBI.”


“Well then who are they?”


“I don’t know.  But please…just chill out.”


She crossed her arms and frowned at Port, displaying righteous indignation as only a mad black woman can.  She exhaled noisily but didn’t say anything.


“Why do you think that she’s still alive?”  Port said.  “I mean…why does it matter?”


The men were now whispering harshly and Brackin was growing more animated, waving the gun and poking it in the air as if punctuating his words.


Port leaned into the couch and laid his head back, staring at the ceiling.  He could still feel Annalisa’s small, tightening body, wrapped in his big jacket and his arms.  He tried to hold the feeling…the memory of the dream…of the event.  Although in the process of dying, at that moment she had still been alive and warm and breathing; not a disconnected pile of bones and muscles and sinew and carved up pieces.  He shut his eyes tight and now had to will her away.  Why couldn’t he hold the memory of her body and her smell without being assaulted by thoughts of her after the organ harvest?  Her small face pointing at the ceiling…empty eye sockets gaping…short, dark hair hanging onto the stainless steel table.  Her small brain compressed and killed within her skull by the very blood that was meant to keep her alive for many years beyond the end of her father’s life.  He fought back tears, took a deep breath and rolled his head to the side.  Jenny was gone.


He looked around and saw her pacing the floor by the television.  She always seemed bored and completely disinterested in what was going on around her.  She just watched.  Observed is a more correct word.  As if the lives that played out in front of her held as much importance as ants creeping across the kitchen counters of somebody else’s house; like uninteresting people silently moving through the static on a television screen.


Is that what it’s like to be dead?  To watch the lives of the living with no connection, emotion…no caring at all?  He wondered if Annalisa was also wandering in and out of his life, invisible to him, also watching his pathetic loneliness with such disconnection.  Standing in the darkness of his bedroom with big, brown soulless eyes, wearing her powder blue nightgown and one pink rubber boot.  Just staring.  Not judging…not recognizing…not caring.  Not even aware of where she was, why she was attached to this guy at all…just doing her time in whatever dimension she was in.  That thought was distasteful to Port…unbearable to Port.


Being watched with cold disinterest by Jenny was one thing – he still thought that he deserved to be haunted by her – but not Annalisa.  Not her.  He knew that the moment he encountered a disconnected apparition of his daughter, watching him passively with the interest and emotion of a mental patient living in a Thorazine-induced suspended animation; alive, yet in an odd slow-motion freefall; he’d take his own life.  No doubt.


“Okay listen,” Fitch walked back over to the couch.  “I’m thinking that you weren’t told.  It’s conceivable that they thought that you were in on the hit originally.  I mean it’s possible right?  I can see them making a split-second decision like that, you know?  If they didn’t really trust you.  Maybe you still posed a threat to her….”


“What are you saying?”


“She survived the shooting in the motel.”


“Bullshit!”


“Think about it, King.  Did you see her dead?”


“Yeah I did,” Port rolled his eyes.  “I held her brain in my hand.  What the fuck are you really after here?”


“So you called the coroner there to the motel, huh?”


“Well…no.  We took her to the hospital.”


“And then what?”


“And they said that she died, that’s what.”


“Who?”


“I don’t know…the fuckin’ doctor.  She got shot through the head for chrissakes.”


Port remembered the older man in the white doctor’s coat talking…talking…talking.  It was all a blur.  He had been pulling his hair out in his own grief, covered in her rust-colored drying blood.  It was the second time that he had a beautiful young girl die in his arms…the second girl who trusted him to make sure she was safe; to make sure she would grow up to be a wife and mother.  The second one who he had let down.  The doctor was talking…she’s dead.  Dead.  Died.  Like Annalisa.  Gone forever.


Wait.


The older man in the white coat wasn’t talking to him.  He was talking to the tall guy from the Bureau.  The guy who finished talking to the doctor and made a phone call while watching Port closely and covering his mouth with one hand.


It was he who told Port that Jenny had died.  It was the Bureau that told him.


“Holy shit,” Port exhaled and examined the floor between his bare feet.


“You see?”


“But why…?”  He looked over at Jenny’s ghost and clumsily motioned at her.  She just stared back at him.  “She can’t be alive.”


“I hope you haven’t beat yourself up too much,” Brackin chuckled before turning to Fitch.  “So what now?”


“Fuck if I know,” Fitch shrugged.  “They were sure that he’d know.  Shit.  Should I call?”


“You better be really goddamn sure that he’s not bullshittin’ you first.”


“Don’t bullshit me, King!” Fitch suddenly yelled, pulling a semi-auto with a long, black silencer from somewhere in his jacket.


“I’m not!”  He held up both hands, open and out toward Fitch.  “I’ve been beatin’ myself up for ten fuckin’…fuck!  I still don’t believe that she’s alive.  I don’t know anything, I swear it.”


Fitch aimed the silencer at Port’s face, who ducked a little but didn’t try to get out of the way.  “Fuckin’ shoot me if you want to, but I don’t know anything about her being alive.  I don’t know what else to fuckin’ say!”


Fitch controlled his breathing for several long seconds, steadying the gun while flexing and relaxing his jaw.  A single drop of sweat crept out of his hairline, ran down his forehead and beside his nose, ending on his lip.  He lowered his face and wiped it on the shoulder of his coat before returning to his aim.  Port lowered his eyes and waited for the shot.  He didn’t know what else to do, was still in a deep state of shock…and didn’t have much to fight for.  “Please just let her go,” he nodded toward Queenie who was sitting, wide-eyed and tight-lipped.  “Then you can do whatever you need to.  But she’s got no part in this.”


“You’re not a dumb man, King,” Brackin walked through Jenny and stood, towering over Port.  “You know how this has to work.”


“She won’t say anything,” Port glared up.


“I know she won’t.”


Fitch aimed the silencer at Queenie, who immediately cowered, her hands held high in front of her.  Port started to stand but Brackin crashed the butt of his pistol into Port’s temple, sending him reeling back onto the couch, his vision blurred and blood pouring from a small cut on the edge of his forehead.  He heard Queenie begin to cry and reached across the couch to touch her leg.


A loud explosion rang out and her leg quivered, shaking the whole couch.


A wide-eyed Fitch jerked back and crashed into the wall by the door, his gun clattering to the floor at his feet.  A large hole had opened in the center of his throat and blood jetted out, hitting Port and Queenie with large, red drops before Fitch crumpled to the floor; directing the spray downward into the carpet.  His body was rubbery and unmoving and his face slowly rolled forward, pressing his open eyes into the blood-soaked carpet.


A second explosion rang in Port’s ears and Brackin began screaming; it was a sound that made the hair on Port’s arms stand up straight.


Brackin screamed and screamed, writhing on the floor like a crocodile spinning on itself, legs flopping wildly on the carpet; pounding out a rhythm of excruciating pain and impending death.  Port lay motionless and terrified on the couch, stomach in a hot, tight knot, watching as Brackin cried huge tears and screamed endlessly, clutching his stomach and spilling blood and foul-smelling bile out onto the floor.  Queenie grabbed Port’s hand and held it tightly.


A man clad in jeans, a black T-shirt and dark boots, polished to a high gloss, stepped into view and with amazing precision kicked Brackin square in the throat.  The man’s screaming stopped instantly, replaced by forced hissing and odd clicking sounds.  Blood immediately began to bubble and froth from his mouth and nose as he flopped on the floor, eyes bulging from a face growing steadily purple.  His mouth was still shaped like a gaping O and his chest heaved up and down with the act of screaming, but – much like Port’s dream – there was no sound.  Only the hissing of deflating lungs and the thump-thump-thump of his elbows and knees on the floor as he spun in his uncoordinated and disturbing dance of death.


He finally came to rest on his back, chest rising and falling rapidly with thick, gurgling sounds bubbling up from his throat.  Dark blood sputtered out of his mouth, small droplets flying out and onto his face with each struggling breath.  The dark man squatted down next to him and looked into his eyes passively, his heavily tattooed forearms resting on his knees.  It reminded Port of how Jenny’s ghost had squatted at the end of his bed, watching him as he slept.


Brackin’s ribs tried to expand, shuddered several times and then his whole body became still.  There was silence now except for a long, slow rasp as the last bit of air escaped from Brackin’s dead body.


Port slowly sat up on the couch and moved closer to Queenie who refused to let go of his hand, her breathing was shallow and very quiet as if she didn’t want to draw any attention to herself.


“A man never fears death,” the man said in a low voice to Brackin.  “Only the moment that brings it.”


He stroked the dead man’s hair gently with his gloved hand and then stood to face Port and Queenie – who now had her large arms wrapped so tightly around Port that he thought that she might crush him.  He was a solid man of average height, assembled of defined, muscular pieces that moved in unison like a machine designed for a single purpose.  His arms were covered with colorful and detailed tattoos from his shirtsleeves down to his thick wrists, and his eyes – the same pastel blue as thick ice on a freshwater pond – were bright and clear and seemed to see everything all at once.


There were sirens in the distance, growing louder.


“You have a man’s job ahead of you, King,” he said.  “Now that Stain knows the girl’s still alive, he’s not going to stop until he finds her.  He’s got way too much at stake.”


“How do you know who I am?  Who are you?”


The man’s lip curled into a humorless grin and he tossed a revolver onto the bloody floor next to Fitch’s head.


“That’s your gun that I just used, King.  And these men are going to be missed, believe me.  If I were you, I’d be gone before the cops get here.”


The man then turned and walked into Port’s bedroom; disappearing into the billowing curtains of the open window.  They could hear metallic thuds, quickly growing distant, as the man dropped effortlessly floor by floor down the fire escape to the street ten stories below.


By the time the police had isolated the apartment where the gunfire had come from and hastily smashed the door open – sending one officer splattering onto the living room carpet thick with coagulating blood and Brackin’s exploded bowels – Port, Queenie and the disinterested ghost of Jenny Chamberlain were nowhere to be found.

*seven*


The legendary Beryl Stain sat staring at the far wall of his office, fingertips pressed together and forearms resting on his desk.  The desk was a gargantuan and uncluttered thing, made of polished hardwood and covered with intricate carvings representing the Via Crucis, Christ’s final hours.  To Beryl’s immediate left stood the always-present hulking figure of his bodyguard, Judson Reynaud, whose eyes were hidden so consistently behind small, round mirrored lenses that their color was not known, even to his employer.  Across the desk from him, in one of three matching high-backed royal blue padded chairs was his consigliore; a small, bespectacled man named Goran Wallenstein – who had one leg femininely crossed over the other and was bouncing his foot and watching as the thin, brown lace danced on the polished leather.


The office, nestled at the center of Stain’s huge and well-guarded mansion, was spacious; nearly 1,400 square feet of dark luxury, warmly lit with scattered Tiffany lamps and populated by sculptures and paintings – all eclectic but equally majestic – with the wall behind Stain colored by a massive hand-painted mural reproduction of Ruben’s Perseus and Andromeda replete with towering figures and a winged horse twice as large as a real Clydesdale.  The glossy, wooden floor was covered in places by several enormous Persian Serapi rugs, which had been flown to the United States via chartered jet after Stain’s wife received them as a gift from Saddam Hussein in 1984 and Beryl’s old, blind Capuchin monkey Tinkerbell sat, leaning against the 4,000 gallon fish tank along the east wall, lulled to sleep by its humming filtration system.


“Tell me Goran, when should a father stop cleaning up his son’s messes?”


The other man shrugged, still bouncing his foot; still watching his shoelace dance.


“When he was young I felt like I had to protect him, you know?  And now…I fear that I may have made things too easy for him.”  He sighed and leaned back in the large, leather chair.  “Have I gotten weak, Goren?  Am I losing respect?  Be honest with me.”


“Beryl,” The small man slid his glasses up onto his forehead and looked across the desk with drooping, watery eyes.  “I have been sitting over here for many years.  I see what you do and why you do it.  The others…they don’t so much.  They only see the actions that you take and, to be frank, at times it leaves them wondering.


“Especially now.  As the world changes around us, Beryl.  Nothing will destroy what you’ve built…what we’ve all built…like the weariness of an old man.  But they whisper about you.  I hear it, but when I come closer they smile and pat my shoulder an offer me glasses of scotch because they know where my loyalties lie…for better or for worse.


“And your son is already ruined, my friend.  He’s been an embarrassment to you for a very long time.  This is just another example.”


Beryl turned his chair and leaned back, gazing up at the mural – looking into Perseus’s soft, brown eyes.  His life now seemed so long and disconnected, filled with meetings and decisions and flashes in time.  He had killed his first man at seventeen, made his first million at nineteen and after that, never sought anything that didn’t either bring power or money.  He had lurched between choices – between moments – like some gimp, hobbling down a line of garbage cans, sure that the next one would hold some sort of treasure.


Beryl Stain was both amazingly brutal and amazingly lucky, which had made him one of the most powerful men in the United States.  Although he was commonly known for his bulletproof gambling and prostitution operations across the eastern United States, where he was personally clearing in excess of $100 million per month, he was also a silent – more often secret – partner in a multitude of businesses nationwide.  From motion picture studios in Southern California, to fast food restaurants in the Midwest, and from fishing boats in the Gulf of Mexico to toy stores along the Great Lakes.


And now, as he moved steadily towards his seventieth birthday, he had started sounding more like the depressively reflective King Solomon than the unstoppable juggernaut who could, if he had wished, coordinate same-day meetings with every President since Ronald Reagan.

Has it all been for naught? 

The lives he took.  The bank vaults he stuffed.  The wars that he suggested.  The politicians that he carefully placed and controlled, like pieces on a game board.  

The power he wielded over his world had become a yoke around his neck, heavy with now unwanted responsibilities, rubbing his old flesh raw.  Each day was becoming a struggle to care, to give his attention to the decisions that had to be made – as if he was still putting the pieces together on some master plan.  But there was no plan.  There were only opportunities exploited and a great inherent ability to totally dominate in the dark caverns of society where most men lose their bowels even wondering if such places exist.

“When I was a boy,” he turned slowly back to Goran.  “I used to fish with my father in the rivers of Colorado every summer.  I’d stand by his side, holding his wicker catch-basket and listen to the sound of his crude rubber waders squawking whenever he moved.  I’d be there…cold clear water up to my navel…and there was nowhere in the world I’d rather be.

“I just want to fish those rivers again, you know?  One more time before I’m done here.  I know it’s laughable.  ‘Do you realize what you own?’ you say to me.  ‘The absolute power you command?’  And of course I do…you know I do.  But do you know what I can’t have?  I can’t go and fish those rivers and have Brian hold my catch-basket and look up at me, surrounded by those thousands of brilliant suns reflecting on the water, and have him want to be like me.  To be in awe of me like I was of my father.

“What have I done, Goran?  How do I reconcile those times times that Brian would come into my office as a boy, blonde hair sticking up…one shoe untied…asking me – no – begging me to just throw a goddamn baseball to him.  Do you know that I once tossed him into the hallway and closed the door as he cried?”

“Yes.  I was there.”

“Well for chrissakes, Goran, you could have said something!  One father to another.”

Goran uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, pounding his small fist on the edge of the desk once.

“We had business to do Beryl.  You know that.  Or you did.  The Apostle Paul said that when you become a man you need to put away childish things, and you were a man long before Brian came along.  As God is my witness, had you not thrown him into the hallway that day, I would have.

“You don’t have the luxury of lazy afternoons like your father did, Beryl.  We live in a different world…we’ve created a different world.  This is what you did. Day by day, hour by hour, choice by choice, you decided a long time ago that Brian wouldn’t be standing in rivers holding your fish.  You’re not your father…and Brian’s certainly not you.

“I fully understand your thoughts, Ber.  The getting older glance over your shoulder and all that.  I really do.  But you can’t go back now, what’s done is done, and I’m the one who has to go the meetings and see those young shitbags sniffing around for any weaknesses.  Looking to climb right up your ass at the first inkling they get that you have a chink in your armor.  And I’m the one who meets with The Combination the third Thursday of every month and has to listen to questions about your state of mind.  About your intestinal fortitude and your ability to continue running our world.  And about the stupid shit that your son does.

“So, please, if you honestly want to take your prick of a son fishing in Colorado, then by all means do it and have the time of your life.  Otherwise…close the door on it, sack-up and keep doing what you’re the best at until the day that you just don’t wake up anymore.  I love you like you’re my brother, Ber, you know that…but you’re at a fork in the road.  You have been for a long time…and you really need to get going one way or another.”

Stain sat silently for a long time, sliding one finger back and forth on the glass surface of the desk, neither man breaking eye contact.

“Hell,” Stain finally sighed and looked down.  “I probably couldn’t even go fishing now anyway without some fuck shooting me with a scope from some mountainside.”

Goran crossed his legs again and returned to watching his bouncing foot.

“Have we found that girl, yet?”  Stain sighed.

“No.  I sent the two Fed boys on the job.  I can’t imagine them not being able to track her down.”

Stain nodded, almost imperceptibly, and picked something from his slacks – a bit of fuzz or a hair – and dropped it into the garbage can next to his desk.

A solid knock at the double doors on the west side of the room broke the silence between the two old men, causing each to sit a little straighter in his chair.  If anybody had been watching the bodyguard closely, they would have noticed that as the heavy doors swung open, he had tensed slightly under the dark fabric of his suit, his muscles preparing for instantaneous action.  He relaxed, though, as Arlen Rage entered the room – a fact which did not escape Rage’s notice.

“Arlen!”  Beryl stood and came around his desk to hug the heavily tattooed man.  “Welcome to my home again.  How are you my friend?”

“I’m fair,” Rage’s lips assumed the same humorless grin that he had shown Portney King less than an hour before.  “How are you, old man?”

“Ah, me…I’ve been better,” Beryl sat on the edge of his desk and glanced at Goran.  “But things will be improving soon I think.”

“So what did Brian do now?”

Stain frowned and returned angrily to his seat behind the desk.  “Why do you assume that it’s him?”

Goran made a short sound like a hiss and glared at Stain.

“Because that’s why you call for me…more often than not.”  Rage felt something touch his leg and looked down.  Beryl’s blind monkey had slowly picked her way across the spacious room, drawn by his deep voice, and was gently stroking his pant leg.  He examined Tinkerbell’s opaque, sightless eyes for a moment before looking back across the desk at the tired old man.  “So how can I help?”

“I hate that you know this about me.  That I’m so predictable.”  Stain said, losing the edge of anger.

“It doesn’t really matter, does it?”

“I suppose not.”  Stain leaned back in his chair and spoke to Judson.  “Do me a favor and go get a couple of scotches for Goran and I and whatever Mr. Rage wants.”

Judson nodded and looked at Rage.

“Seltzer water,” Rage said.  “With about three fingers of orange juice.”

Once the large man had left the room, Stain spoke again.

“He apparently found himself attracted to a girl over on Long Island,” he leaned forward and rested his forehead on the fingertips of his right hand.  “He took certain liberties…and her family is pressing charges.  And finding out who he was didn’t seem to deter them.  They’re new to the city, obviously.  Some fuckin’ hayseed family moved in from Iowa or something.”

“He raped her,” Goran turned and said, which made Stain flinch.  “Turned out she was thirteen.  Beat her pretty good, too.  I met with the parents yesterday and they’re all spun up about it and are too stupid or emotional or whatever to see reason.”

“So who exactly am I here for?”  Rage’s ice blue eyes never moved.

“This is the last fuckin’ time, Arlen, I swear.”  Stain lowered his head.  “I don’t owe you an explanation and I hate that I feel compelled to give one.  Or to make excuses or clean up his goddamn messes.  He’s as useless as a whore with no snatch, that boy.  But I have to, Arlen.  Do you understand?”

“You know I make it a practice not to understand, Beryl.  I just do what I do and you deal with it, not me.”

When Stain raised his head, Rage saw that tears were streaking down through the crevices etched into his old flesh.  They were a mix of sorrow and anger; the tears of a man who doesn’t allow himself to be backed into a corner who was, once again, backed into a corner.

“I’m so sorry Arlen.”  He whispered and looked back down.

“All of them,” Goran spoke evenly with the voice of a man helping a friend who he loved, but currently despised.  “The girl, her mom and her dad.  And there needs to be doubt about her story.  We not only want for the DA to leave the case against Brian alone, we want the newspapers to forget Brian, too.  Do you understand?”

“When?”

“It has to be before the nineteenth,” Goran stood, Rage followed.  “So you have a couple days.”

“Okay,” Rage’s face was unreadable.

“Here, let me walk you out,” Goran stepped across the office and Rage followed, leaving Beryl Stain, face in his hands and shoulders shaking, and the small, blind monkey sitting on the floor next to the three empty chairs.

They passed Judson in the doorway, balancing three drinks on a dainty silver tray.

“Thanks, Reynaud, but I’m leaving.  I’ll leave you a double tip next time.”  Rage patted the other man’s arm, smiling at the thought of being a bodyguard and waitress.  Reynaud continued into the office without stopping, face flushed hot.

The two men navigated the echoing hallways in silence.

“Listen Arlen,” Goran finally spoke, very quietly, once they had reached the mansion’s cavernous entryway.  “Once you wrap this up…do Brian, too.  It’ll be an accident and we’ll never speak of it again, okay?  Ever.”

Rage nodded and stepped out into the bright, late morning sun that fell onto the mansion’s ornate courtyard.  Thoughts of death filled him, sparking across his nerve endings, tightening his muscles and making him feel amazingly alive as he walked toward the tall entry gate, which was slowly swinging open.

Beryl Stain had recomposed himself before Goran returned – which greatly relieved the consigliore – and was shaking the ice in his empty glass.  “It seems we have a bit of a problem,” he said, eyes now not wavering from the other man.

Fire exploded in Goran’s stomach, spilling hot lead into his guts and making his anus tighten.  Had someone just overheard his words to Rage?  Was there something else that he missed?  He immediately made a mental inventory of all of the side projects that Stain would not approve of and reviewed his explanations.  Of course, everything was excusable…except for the instructions that he had just given Rage.  Please don’t let it be that, he thought as he sat nonchalantly and picked up his drink with a perfectly steady hand.

“What’s that?”  He said, hoping that his voice didn’t sound too disconnected.

“The two Feds are dead.  Looks like that ex-cop got the drop on them.”

“Do the police have him?”  Relief crashed over Goran like waves and he smiled larger than he probably should have under the circumstances.  Stain didn’t seem to notice.

“No.  I just got off the phone with the Chief.  But since he killed two of their own they’re coming out in the city like a fuckin’ plague.  They’ll get him, and Penderghast assured me that they’d kill him on sight.”

“Who would’ve thought?”  Goran shook his head.  “I mean, an old washed-up rent-a-cop outgunning those two?  I definitely wouldn’t have put money on that.”

“I’m thinking of calling the Cuban?”

“Well now hold on,” Goran pulled out a handkerchief and cleaned his glasses.  “Let’s look for the opportunity here.  King used to work organized crime, so he’ll be expecting us to send in somebody else, right?  And Fitch and Brackin no doubt asked about the girl…I mean, it’s not like King would just start shooting at federal agents just because they knocked on his door.  I say we have a great chance at finding the girl if we can just locate King.  He’s going to be under pressure, expecting another hitter, and in a hurry to warn the girl if he knows where she is.  Or finding her if he doesn’t.  If he gets killed, we’re back to square one.

“I’d call Penderghast and tell him to back off once they locate King.  Just tail him and maybe get a shot at solving two problems at once.”

Stain sat nodding thoughtfully for a moment and then picked up the phone on his desk.

