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Part I

The Brightman Oracle

“…do it Lenny…

you have to protect your sister no matter what.

You have to protect her from people like me.”

*One*
The massive skeletal structure of the Brightman Institute of Mental Health towered above the crashing waves of the Pacific Ocean like an ancient sentinel; its rough walls and dark window panes bleached white by the sun and washed clean by decades of exploding green waves.

The Institute, as much a modern art deco masterpiece as it was an ancient citadel, was built in the summer of 1934 off of the California coast on a small, squat island known locally as the Bodega Knuckle.  A Paublic Works Administration project, it was built with the same New Deal dollars as the Overseas Highway linking the Florida Keys and New York City’s mighty Triborough Bridge.  

The jutting concrete fortress had grown steadily skyward that year, heavy with the sounds of rumbling concrete mixers, shouting foremen riding steam powered cranes and screaming seagulls.  It was a sight to behold and the coastal residents had spent many a Saturday splayed on blankets along the shores of Bodega Head watching the hulking, yet oddly delicate building take shape and reach skyward like a great grey creature emerging from the depths of the ocean – its hundreds of rectangular glass eyes reflecting the sun like glittering diamonds across the water.

Those small, oddly-shaped windows had looked in on some of the most notoriously insane individuals in America between the years of 1935 and 1942.  Gerald MacNear, Buster Wally, Floyd Pusich and even Dame Merry Hanson, the Cleveland socialite who admitted – even bragged – about eating all four of her children.

In early 1942, following the attack on Pearl Harbor nearly 2,000 miles to the Southwest, the modern castle on Bodega Knuckle had been hastily emptied and converted into a Coast Guard station tasked with protecting the coastline from just north of San Francisco to where the Point Arena Air Force Station now stands.  Much as they tried, the Coast Guard could never quite convert the long, echoing hallways and tiny, dimly-lit cells into anything even resembling comfortable lodgings.  Finally, by September of 1945, mere weeks after the signing of the Japanese Surrender in Tokyo Bay on the other side of the world, the Coast Guard just quit trying and escaped from the Institute, cowering on a flotilla of boats which bobbed and swirled away from the bone-white spires like leaves escaping the expanding ripples on a pond.

A few patients were moved back out to Brightman in 1947, but following an escape attempt and subsequent massacre of the staff in June of that year, the Institute was officially closed and the structure was left to rot, empty and hollow, above the crashing waves of the Pacific.  Except for a brief Native American protest occupation in 1971, the Institute was completely devoid of life for the next 50 years.

In December of 1997, during the week of Christmas break, a whisper started making its way through the small town of Bodega Bay, soon creeping as far north as Irish Hill and inland to Valley Ford.

“I heard a light’s been spotted out at The Brightman,” was a rumor passed around excitedly and with such vigor that the speaker would soon be taken into somebody’s confidence and told it again within days of uttering it.

“Have you heard?”  Those conspiratorial words would be whispered through the produce aisle at the Safeway store in Guerneville, or around the solitary picnic table next to the Tasty Freeze in Sebastopol.  “Buckham’s son Ryan says he saw a boat coming back from The Brightman on Tuesday evening.”

“Oh yeah?  Well, my cousin’s neighbor, Ed, whose son flies for REACH, the medical helicopter out at the Sonoma County airport, says they were doing a training flight up off Bodega and saw someone shuffling around in the exercise yard at The Brightman.”

“Did you know that some of the football players at Piner High took a Zodiac raft and tried to reach The Brightman this summer…like we did when we were kids, remember?  Only they said they got turned away by some guys in uniforms.  I think it’s a government thing going on out there now.”

“Oh hell,” Some of the older locals would cough and spit.  “Ain’t nobody been at the Institute for some fifty years.  They aren’t gonna just start slipping people out there now.  The place is such a mess it’s not worth fixin’ up…not even for the crazies.  They’re all up at Napa State now anyway.  Way I hear it, that big eyesore’s gettin’ sucked into the Pacific somethin’ like six inches a year.”

“I heard back when I was a kid they had a guy out there they had to keep handcuffed twenty-four hours a day because every single time he got his hands free he’d try to pull his own eyeballs out.  Jerry Combs from Jenner told me about it because his dad had to go out there and do some work on the plumbing.”

Although the news media was curiously silent on the matter, it soon became common knowledge that on dark nights when the fog stayed far off shore, a single yellow light definitely appeared in one of the upper windows of the Institute.  And, just as sure, on Tuesdays and Fridays a single grey boat would cruise out silently between the buoys floating in Bodega Harbor and disappear around the far side of the Knuckle and return with different people than it set out with.

“It’s work shifts, I tell you,” Those same older locals would now talk low at the seafood and pizza place up on Highway 1.  “Picking up and dropping off teams out at The Brightman.  They opened that sonofabitch up again.  You mark my words.”

What they all suspected, but couldn’t seem to verify, was true.  The Brightman Institute had been partially renovated and was operating on a limited basis.  The facility had actually been occupied since 1975, but it wasn’t until the new arrival in 1997 that electricity, supplies and staffing were required at the sea-bound stronghold once again.

For on December 12, 1997, under the cover of night and an impossibly dense fog, a young woman was moved to the Brightman Institute of Mental Health across the waters from Bodega Head.  A young woman who needed the towering white walls, the small misshapen windows, and the expanse of undulating ocean to separate her from the rest of the world.  

A young woman who needed solitude from humanity almost as much as humanity needed her.

*
*
*

 “Hey Port?”  Queenie’s tinny and muffled voice burst from the telephone.

Detective Portnoy King pressed the worn orange button with a finger that ended in a chewed and bleeding fingernail.  “Yeah?”

“There’s a couple of guys in suits here to see you.”

“Send ‘em in.”  He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.  He had known that this moment was coming.  He just didn’t know how he knew it.  Or what the moment even was.  Just that something had been rumbling in the distance…gathering like thunderheads…building like an army in the darkness on the edge of his life.  Something that would change everything.

“Detective King,” Two men entered his office and closed the door behind them.  “I’m Special Agent Fitch and this is Agent Brackin.  F.B.I.”


Port stood and shook hands with both men, immediately disliking the one called Brackin because of his dead handshake.


“I’d offer you a seat but Vice took my chairs for a training thing next door.”  He then sat comfortably behind his desk and hid his hands in the pockets of his green windbreaker.  “What do you need?”


Agent Fitch produced a small photograph with the flourish of a magician and tapped it onto the desk in front of Port.  The detective’s bowels turned to water and he had to fight the urge to run for the restroom.  One hand climbed out of his pocket, raced up to his mouth and he was chewing on a thumbnail before he even realized it.  He forced his hand back into the pocket, never taking his eyes off of the small photo of the teenaged girl.


Her dark hair, cut in a short, bobbed style was draped perfectly around her heart-shaped face and her large, curious eyes looked up and to left of the camera, as if something intensely interesting was happening over the photographer’s right shoulder.  Her lips were parted and held slightly crooked as if she was about to burst with spontaneous laughter an instant after the image was captured.


“Jenny,” He didn’t so much say the name as he just breathed it.  A barely audible whisper – a total surrender to a word that held more meaning than the two men in his office could have ever understood.  The thunderheads broke and the army began marching out from the darkness, trampling everything in his brain that wasn’t about Jenny Chamberlain.  He realized at once the sense of impending doom that had been following him these past few weeks couldn’t have ever been about anything other than this.  Other than her.  The delicate mental framework that he had so meticulously built over the last decade, piece by piece, simply crumbled into a flat heap.  No rumbling and dust and wavering back and forth for dramatic effect.  Just, one second it was up and built and the next it was a gone, the pieces spanning acres inside of his brain.  Tears immediately glistened in his narrow blue eyes.  “Why are you doing this to me?”


The two agents glanced at each other and Fitch reached for the photograph.


“No please.  Leave it.  Just talk.”


Fitch shrugged, unbuttoned his suit jacket and placed his hands on his narrow hips.  He wore a gold wedding band on his left pinky.  Port noticed it and immediately filed it away – like any good detective.


“Look,” Fitch spoke softly.  “I understand how this might be….”


Port looked from the small photo to Fitch’s face, incredulous.  “Might be what?”


“…hard.  For you.”


“You have no fucking idea,” Port was chewing on a fingernail again and didn’t care.


Fitch sighed, his chest moving higher, causing his tie to lift above his belt before slowly lowering back down.  “Well, I’m sorry but we’ve got a few questions for you about the…incident.  Now I know it’s been awhile, but….”


The air was suddenly gone from the office and Port gasped, mouth opening and closing like a fish lying on the carpet far below a gently humming fish tank.

…the…incident…

Incident?

Like it was some cold piece of metal found in a field somewhere.  Like black, typewritten words on an old scrap of paper.  Or a spent shell from a fired bullet, safely sealed in a small evidence bag locked up into a cabinet.

Incident?

The word had meant something for a brief moment…but its meaning had simply drained away, like a plug had been pulled.  The office was spinning, rustling the papers on the bulletin board with its momentum, and Port sat with his head in his hands, elbows on the desk, staring at the photograph.  A single vein cruised across his forehead, from brow to hairline, and grew full.

“You motherfuckers!”  He suddenly stood and screamed at both men, his face red and growing larger as it loomed across the desk.  The window on his office door vibrated.  “Do you…what have…why?  I’ve...FUCK!”

He grabbed the edge of his desk and flipped it over with a resounding BOOM, scattering files and pens and paperclips and pieces of the worn telephone all over the office.

“GET OUT!”  He advanced on the two men who crashed into each other while trying to escape from the office.  A field of slack faces stared from the adjoining areas and watched as the F.B.I. agents scampered to the elevator, touching each others’ back as they went, as if each man imagined himself helping the other along.

Port was so tight with anger that he no longer even felt human, but like a machine with an overwound spring at its core, threatening to simply snap and blast him limb from limb.  He curled his hand into a tight fist, took a hop-step to the left and crashed his knuckles into the dark, wooden doorjamb.

The pain was bright and exquisite and as he slumped, panting, into his chair he knew that he had broken his hand.  He closed his eyes and let the pain radiate up his arm and into his brain.  The pain was huge and overwhelming and it cut the anger down in large swaths and left him shaking in the chair with tears streaming down his cheeks.  He reached down and picked up the photograph that had fluttered down to the linoleum when the desk hit the floor.  He cried openly, cradling one hand with the other, and rocked back and forth, looking at the young girl’s expectant face.

Queenie entered his office and after silently admonishing the others who were staring across the squad room – causing them to guiltily return to their work – she closed the door and stepped over the mess to stand next to him.  He immediately threw his arms around her large waist and sobbed on her hip, darkening the fabric of her slacks with his tears and snot.  It was the first time that he had ever touched her and she liked it.

“It’s okay, Portnoy,” She spoke softly, shushing him and rubbing his shoulder.  “It’s gonna be okay.”

(WRITE SOME BACKGROUND ABOUT QUEENIE HERE…)

*
*
*


“Can I get you anything?”  Port tossed his windbreaker onto the dark couch and was momentarily surprised by the weight of the cast that extended from the second knuckle of his fingers to within an inch of his elbow.  He had chosen the black casting material so no one would even ask if they could write something stupid on it.


“No thank you.  How about a beer?”  Queenie looked around Port’s small apartment.  It was as simple and messy as she’d assumed it would be.  Stacks of files near the couch, clothes strewn on the carpet and an empty pizza box stacked with beer cans on the kitchen table.  She noticed that there was only one chair at the kitchen table and felt a crushing sadness about that.  The whole place smelled faintly like burned popcorn.  He noticed her sniffing the air and one corner of his mouth tugged up into a sort of half-smile.


“I’m…uh…sorry about that.  I forgot I had popcorn in the microwave the other day and caught the fuckin’ thing on fire.  It came out burning like a little meteor or something.  And it just kept glowing and smoking, even when I had it under the tap in the sink.  It’s like they make those stupid things out of magnesium or something.  Unreal.”


“I like that smile,” She said.  “For just a second there you looked like Harrison Ford.”


He laughed out loud and she smiled, liking to be in the place where he lived.  To be so close to him.


He popped the top on a Budweiser can and handed it to her and then filled a glass with water for himself.


“How’s your hand?” She said after slurping the foam that was slowly oozing from the top of the can.


He held up the black cast and turned it this way and that.  “It’s okay.  The doctor gave me some Valiums but Valium doesn’t do crap for me.  I prefer Motrin eight-hundreds.  It’s funny.  I had a sergeant years ago who went to prison for forging Valium prescriptions.  Pulled a knife on a drug store security guy who questioned him.”  He shook his head and drank some water.  “He’s willing to do that…and yet I can take eight of ‘em and not notice a thing.”


“I’ve never taken Valium,” Queenie took a long drink and started reading the side of the beer can.  She felt a warmth rising in her stomach and knew that, at that moment, if Port had asked her to stay all night she would.  Of course, he never would.  Since that one fall morning five or six years ago when he had come in to the squad room so silently – looking like he hadn’t slept in weeks – and mentioned that Bella had left him, Queenie hadn’t known him to look twice at a woman.  “Can I ask you a question, Port?”


He slumped onto the couch and started sliding files off of the pile and flipping them open.  “You want to know what happened?  In my office today?”


“Heavens no!”  She waved her hand in front of her as if to knock his words out of the air.  “That’s your business Port.  I was just wondering if you…I mean, do you ever get lonely or anything?”


He stopped flipping through the files for just a fraction of a second and then continued.  She could tell that she caught him off guard and that he had hoped she hadn’t noticed the briefest hesitation of his hand as he reached for a photo that fell from a folder.  He slid the files onto the pile and leaned back on the couch, straightening his legs and crossing his ankles.


“Back in ’95 I was a working for the P.D. up in Poland Park, in their organized crime unit,” He stared straight ahead, tapping the base of the water glass on his cast.  “We got a request to do this witness protection thing for a girl and her boyfriend who had fingered a guy.  Both of ‘em picked the dude right out of a photo lineup the second they saw him.  The Bureau had this guy dead to rights, you know?  It was a Federal thing…a bank.  But it turns out that he’s somebody.  Well, more to the point, he was the son of somebody.


“His dad was Beryl Stain.”


“The Beryl Stain who built that god awful hotel in Atlantic City?  The one that looks like a big, nice building that fell over on its side and sprouted neon palm trees?”


Port nodded.  “Yep…the Webb Grand Plaza.  The one and only…that’s not all, though.  Stain was also running most of the guns and half of the women on the east coast.  Had politicians in his pocket like fuckin’ loose change.  I mean real politicians.  The talking heads you see on C-Span all the time…speaking out against guys like Beryl Stain.”


“I always thought that was a girl’s name.  Beryl.”


“Same as everyone,” Port smiled and looked over her.  “Oh shit, Queenie!  Have a seat.  You don’t have to just stand there!  I’m sorry.”


She had honestly not even noticed that she was still standing with her purse dangling from one thick wrist.  She looked around the small apartment.  Her choice was either the couch, next to Port, or the solitary chair by the kitchen table.  She chose the kitchen table and set her purse on the floor next to her.


“So these two kids are suddenly splashed on the front page of the paper and the Bureau had an absolute shit fit.  I mean, come on!  You’re a witness against somebody with connections in the mob like that and they put your name in the paper right below a full color picture of your frickin’ face?  Anyways, I get the call that they want to put the kids in protective custody up in Poland Park somewhere.  So I set everything up over at that real retro lookin’ little pink motel on Asbury.  You know the one?  I think it’s called Palm Harbor or somethin’ now.  It was the Flamingo Motor Lodge back then.”


“Yeah, okay…that’s that motel where that…” Her words trailed off and her face went slack.  “Oh shit, Port.  That was your deal?  That was all over the papers forever it seemed like.  Them poor kids…and right under the cops’ noses.”


“Right under my nose,” He drank the rest of his water, fished Jenny’s picture from the pocket of his discarded windbreaker and was silent for a long time.


“When I found her she had a bullet hole right here,” he pointed above the girl’s left eyebrow, not noticing or caring that Queenie couldn’t have seen the photo.  “Her boyfriend was in the next room with a hole right through the bridge of his nose.  Fuckin’ professional job for sure.  Blew that poor kid’s brain stem all to shit.  The M.E. said he was dead probably before the shell casing even got ejected from the shooter’s forty caliber.  The control.  The precision.  A real money job.”


Queenie was up and across the small space before she had even formulated the thought to try and comfort her boss.  She rubbed his shoulders and looked sadly down at the photograph held lightly in his fingers.


“I’m so sorry Port.”


“She was still alive when I found her.  She died in the E.R.,” He raised the glass to take a drink, remembered that it was empty and lowered it again.  The beautiful young girl looked up from the photograph, her laughter always just on the verge of ringing out…but never quite happening.  

He still loved her.

He had loved her back then.  It was instantaneous, unexpected and unbelievable.  The moment that she had been lead into his team’s office in Poland Park he had looked up, caught her eyes full-on and felt like his mind and body had turned to stone.  For a long moment he couldn’t look away and she simply didn’t.  There was something about her that made young men want her and older men want to save her.

“Nothin’ is gonna happen to you, Miss Chamberlain.”  He had meant it with every muscle, nerve ending, bone and swirl of consciousness in his body.  He had meant it beyond anything that he was…or ever would be.  The Earth could spin off course and crash into the sun for all he cared but she would survive because he was there to protect her.  That was his purpose.  That’s why he was born.  He didn’t apply to the police academy all of those years before to bring justice to the invisible and downtrodden and to save society from its own rotting underbelly…he had done it so that someday he could be sitting in the chair that he sat in now.

Of course, he knew none of that until the moment their eyes met.  

Then, like a ponderous, clanking machine under the floor of his office, his entire life lined up and locked into place so that he could see back from where he sat in the Poland Park police department to his earliest childhood memory – and he became intimately aware of the synchronicity.  He could see that every step the machine had raised up under his foot as he blindly plodded through life had been leading him to this one moment.  And that the machine’s final, climactic act was to open up his office door and set this girl onto the worn tile right in front of him.  This girl, clad in worn Lucky jeans with an upside down smiley face drawn on one tight knee and an impossibly pink hooded sweatshirt holding her together and framing her flawless face, allowing only a few wisps of dark hair to hang onto her forehead.

He fought the urge to encircle her with his strong arms and tell her that everything would be alright.  He absolutely knew – with the same certainty that he knew there was a five dollar bill in his wallet and ten bullets in the Beretta hanging under his left arm and the Red Sox would never win the World Series – that her hair smelled like strawberry shampoo.

She was an evolutionary marvel.  A completely perfected, flawlessly feminine seventeen year-old girl who didn’t seem to know the affect that she had on those around her.  Hell, he could tell by her easy smile that she didn’t even know enough to be scared about the situation she was in.

“Do you remember back when you didn’t know what you didn’t know?”  Port forced a smile up at Queenie, who was still running her thick, gaudily manicured fingers on his shoulders.

“I’m still there, baby,” She laughed.  It was bright and honest laughter, as if he had caught her off guard.

“I wish I was,” He lowered his eyes back to the picture.

Port had been standing on the mezzanine between the two rooms, smoking a cigarette and watching the horizon grow brighter behind the skyscrapers to the east when he heard something like a thump in the boyfriend’s room.  He immediately thought of the door connecting the two rooms.  He had made sure it was secure, but what if that little bastard had figured out a way to open it and get into her room?  Port just couldn’t stomach the thought of that shithead touching her.  He was nothing but a skinny little punk in baggy jeans with a stupid tuft of hair growing just below his bottom lip, always strutting around like an epileptic rooster wearing headphones and shouting out every third or fourth word of the rap song that he was listening to.  Just an absolute waste of DNA.

He had only been in the kid’s room for about two seconds before he saw what the noise had been.  The boy was dead.  A gaping red hole splitting his nose into equal halves and a Jackson Pollock painting was on the wall behind his head.

“Oh please no…please no…please no…please no…” He hissed as he crashed out of the room onto the mezzanine and sprinted to the next door, fumbling with a brass key attached to an orange plastic tag with the number 211 burned onto it.  “Oh jesus jesus jesus jesus.”

She was sprawled on the bed and for just the briefest of moments his heart settled because he saw her leg move.

Holy fuck…she’s okay!  She’s okay!

He allowed himself to exhale.

But of course she wasn’t okay.

He saw the blood on her pillow first, completely staining the white fabric to a dark, almost purplish, red.  He crossed the room in two leaping steps and everything registered all at once, which he mentally catalogued for later documentation and subsequent obliteration – like any good detective.

And I will remember you no more.  

The faint but pungent scent of gunpowder; the sheets pouring down the side of the bed and pooling in a white mass on the floor; the blood bubbling weakly from the hole gouged into the smooth skin of her forehead; her half-open, unfocused eyes; the grey and red clumps of brain pushing from the back of her broken skull; the rhythmic jerking of her left leg, which had initially given him hope; the soft blue pajama bottoms covered with silly sayings in bold white letters: ohmygawd, liketotally, gagmewithaspoon, i’msosure; her oversized Oklahoma Sooners T-shirt; a Diet Pepsi knocked over on the nightstand, soaking into a People magazine; a wide open bathroom window; no shell casings; a weak carotid pulse.

“Get a fucking ambulance!  Get a fucking ambulance NOW!” Port screamed from the open door of the girl’s the room.  The other officers stationed around the motel complex began to look around, surprised, and make their way quickly towards Port with guns drawn.  One of them, a short, pudgy detective named Chase Malloy stopped at his unmarked car and radioed for back up and medical assistance.  Chase Malloy, who would die of a massive stroke on Christmas day in 2001 while standing in his kitchen, reading a newspaper and waiting for the coffee to brew.

“Get a fucking ambulance!  Get a fucking ambulance!”  Port kept screaming, his voice growing hoarse, as he put pressure on Jenny’s head.  He felt her warm blood pulsing slowly into the palm of his left hand and her brains throbbing in his right.  Tears stood in his eyes and a burning lump was punching the inside of his throat.  This can’t be happening, he thought.  This can’t be happening I was her protector this can’t be happening this can’t be happening.

“I’m gonna get you, you motherfucker!”  Port shouted at the ceiling as urine poured from between Jenny’s legs, darkening her pajama bottoms and soaking into the bed.  

And then her leg had stopped moving and slowly relaxed.

And here she was again – over a decade later – smiling her crooked about-to-laugh smile from the photograph held in his broken hand.  His eyes were brimming with tears and his stomach ached like it was filled with boiling water.  He had never gotten the guy who actually killed her – but he did do the next best thing.  Somebody paid.  Oh yeah, eye for an eye and all that.  Fuckin’ A.

Nobody would ever know that it was him, though.  He had made damn sure of that.  But it did start him wondering now about the two F.B.I. guys in his office today.

At some point Queenie had begun kissing his neck and running her hands over his chest, occasionally whispering “it’s okay baby” into his ear and hair and neck.

He made no move to stop her.

He didn’t want to be alone.

*Two*


“Do you mind if I smoke?” He asked in the darkness of the hotel room.


“No,” Jenny replied, here large eyes glittering in the flickering flame of his Zippo lighter.  “As long as you don’t exhale.”


He held the flame a fraction of an inch from the unlit cigarette held in his teeth, paused to think about what she said, and snapped the lighter shut with a clank, dropping everything back into darkness.


“You’re a smartass,” He said.

Jenny could hear that he was smiling.

“How long do I have to live here with all you cops, anyway?  And why are we in the dark?”

“Until you’re safe.  And I don’t want anyone to know which rooms you guys are in so we keep these lights off and two guarded rooms at the other end lit up.”

“Who are you keeping me safe from, Detective?”

“Well, from your stupid-ass boyfriend for one.”

She laughed.  “He’s okay.  He treats me good.”

“What kind of relationship do you guys have?  You close?”

“Sure.  I know his favorite color is blue and that he likes shrimp fried rice and that his dad drinks way too much and rides with the Hell’s Angels but doesn’t have the balls to join up.  And he knows that I love Super Mario Brothers on the Nintendo, I hate cigarette smoke and that I’ve always wanted a horse, even though I’m terrified of animals that big.”

Port sat and chewed on the filter of his unlit cigarette, tasting the cotton on his tongue.  He knew that he was walking a fine line and had no right to pry.  He was here to keep her alive, not to get to know her or convince her to live life differently.

Aw, screw it, he thought and said, “You’re not wasting yourself on him are you?”

She was quiet in the darkness for a long time.

She’s testing me, he thought.  Whoever speaks first loses.

“No, Detective,” Her voice finally appeared in the darkness.  “I’m not wasting myself on him.  That’s actually what we were arguing about when this whole thing happened to begin with.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know that park down on Balboa?  The one with the big wooden play structure for the kids?”

“Yeah.  I take my kids there sometimes on Saturday.”

“You and everybody else in Eastmont!”

“Tell me about it.  So, yes, I know the place.”

“Do you know how at the far end of the grass field there’s a ravine with some trees growing out of it?”

“Yeah,” Port had been down into the drainage culvert at the north end of that ravine less than two months before for a homicide.  Just inside the wide metal pipe that led into the city’s storm drain system.  “I know exactly where you’re talkin’ about.”

“Well, Randall and I were down there, you know, by that big tunnel.  Kissing.  And he kept trying to get a little farther.”

Port found himself hating the boy in the next room even more.  He hated that this perfect creature would ever even think of touching her lips to a turd like him…and he especially hated that a turd like Randall had tried to go farther with her.  Rage flared in him as he chewed silently on the cigarette.

“And I was pushing his hand away, you know?”  Her voice was low and he thought that he heard self-consciousness in it.  

He also hated that he had made her relive this – that he made her feel the need to tell him something that she probably didn’t want to talk about.  That’s how it made him feel, anyway.  “I’m sorry Jenny.  You don’t have to tell me.”

“Oh no, I don’t mind,” She had won.  It wasn’t the first one to speak that lost, it was the first to back down.  “For some reason I feel it’s important to tell you this.  I’m just not sure if it’s important for me…or for you.”

Port’s brow furrowed, making his eyes ache momentarily.  Her desire to speak to him like this…intimately and with an insight that was so natural to her that she didn’t even realize it…it made his feelings grow stronger for her.  He was her protector.  Her hero.  The man who he imagined carrying her physically from danger as bullets whizzed past their heads.  He was the square-jawed man with the bullet proof vest, the overcoat and the large semi-auto in a black shoulder holster.

He realized at that moment that he would give his life to keep anyone from touching her – mobsters, Randall, the world.  He wanted to keep her here in the dark with him, safe, forever.  The thought of her reclining on the bed, wearing jeans that hugged close to the curves of her body and the pink-pink sweatshirt that smelled so much like her, it made his heart push slowly from his chest, extend across the room and attach to everything that she was.

He loved her unlike anyone that he had ever known.  Which made him uneasy for three distinct reasons; he had just met her that afternoon, she was only seventeen and he felt an overwhelming need to love her – but not sexually.  This last was probably the most disturbing to him – he had always equated the love of a female with sex.

“Randall started in with all of the normal guy excuses,” Port thought he heard her eyes rolling in the darkness.  “But I insisted, you know?  Detective King, can I ask you a question?”

“Anything,” and he meant it.

“When you saw me today, in your office, did you think that I was the type of girl who would sleep with a guy like Randall?”

“No.  I feared that you were.  But I didn’t think that you were.  In my profession I find myself disappointed in people all of the time.  Why do you ask?”

“No reason.  I just wondered.  So then we heard this sound coming from the drainage tunnel.  A motor or something.  And it kept getting louder and louder.  Randall was hilarious, he got so scared.  Don’t tell him, okay?  I thought he was going to pee his pants!”

She giggled in the darkness and he smiled, feeling his face grow warm at her confidence in him.

“So we’re like hiding behind these thin, little stick trees…and this guy on an ATV comes rolling out of the tunnel with a little trailer behind it covered with big, grey duffel bags.  So he hits this big rock and one of the bags bounces off and falls into the stream.  It tore open and a big block of cash wrapped in plastic landed right in the water.  I could hear Randall cursing under his breath and pulling at my jacket.  I couldn’t move, though.  I was so fascinated by the whole thing, you know?

“And while he was picking the money up he must have heard us because he looked right at us.  He seemed a little surprised to see us, but then he just got back on the ATV and drove on down the ravine.  And that was it.  Just Randall trying to get me alone and us ending up in the wrong place.”

“How did the F.B.I. find out what you saw?”

She exhaled in a hiss, “Randall.  He had heard there was a reward since the bank thing had been so huge, you know?  Those guys hit like, what, six banks one after the other?”

“Seven, actually.”

“Okay, so seven.  And the reward was supposed to be like a quarter million.  So Randall called and said where we were and what we saw and they brought us in.  We spent the better part of a day going through books and looking at faces on the computer.  I was so burnt.  Everyone started looking the same.

“I think the cops started getting tired of us not finding anyone.  At one point they left us alone for like two hours.  I got tired of Randall giving me the eyeball so I started wandering around the room and I found this newspaper all folded up and stuffed under the leg of a table, you know, to keep it from wobbling.  So I started flipping through it, looking for any Gottschalks ads.

“I’ve got a friend named Holly who does those local ads for both Gottschalks and Macys.  She’s a model.  Really pretty but really screwed up, if you know what I mean.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” Port sat with his eyes closed, just listening to Jenny’s voice sing this story to him.

“But I didn’t find any ads,” She said.  “Instead I turn to the local news section and see a photograph from some thing at City Hall.  A bunch of important looking guys in a black and white picture shaking hands.  And there he was.  Brian Stain the caption said.  Kind of a screwed up name if you ask me, Stain.”

“You think that’s bad,” Port smiled.  “His dad’s name is Beryl.”

“Get out!” She giggled again.  “Beryl Stain?  Isn’t Beryl a girl’s name?”

“Yes it is,” Port said, really liking that he had made her laugh.  “Actually it’s an old lady’s name.”

“Yes!  Totally!  Like somebody’s Aunt Beryl!”  She howled with laughter.

After a few moments her laughter faded and there was a knock on the interior door separating the two rooms.

“Hey, what’s going on?  Can I come hang out too?”

“Randall,” Jenny whispered to Port.

“No,” Port shouted over his shoulder.  “It wouldn’t be good for you both to be in the same place at the same time.  You know, in case somebody’s coming after you.”

They both laughed softly at Randall’s long silence.

“Yeah, okay,” His voice was lower now.  Literally.  He was lying on the floor and speaking under the door.  “But can you at least have Jenny call me on the phone from her room?”

“I’ll call you when Detective King gets done interviewing me,” She shouted.

“Okay,” His voice was still streaking across the carpet.  “I love you baby.”

There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of him breathing under the door.

“I love you!”  His voice sounded less sure this time.  “Baby?”

Finally they heard him move away from the door and the bed in the next room squeaked. The television came on and they could hear the disjointed audio of channels flashing by.

“Where are you from Jenny?”  He had an overwhelming desire to know everything about her.

“A few places, I guess.”  Her voice took on a more somber tone.  “I was born in San Francisco.  But I’m not really sure why.  I’m told that my parents lived here.”

“Told?”

“I was adopted.  I mean, I was a foster kid for years and when I was eleven my foster family adopted me.  My foster dad died in a motorcycle accident up on the interstate and Patty, that’s my mom now, I don’t think she wanted to be alone, you know?  So when my time came up and they were gonna move me again, she did whatever you do and adopted me.

“And that’s pretty much my story.”

“Wow,” He was turning the Zippo lighter over and over in his hands.  “Seventeen years in under two minutes.  Your life would make a pretty boring book, wouldn’t it?”

She laughed in a quick burst and was quiet.

“What do you want to do?  With your life, I mean?”

“That all depends,” She said.  “Is there really a quarter million dollar reward?”

“I wouldn’t count on it.”

“Yeah…I didn’t think so.  I tried to tell him,” And then she shouted, “You’re a moron, Randall!”

There was a long silence as they both listened to see if Randall heard.  The only sound from next door was David Letterman introducing the Foo Fighters.

“So?”  Port said finally.

“What?”

“What are you going to do with your life?”

“Oh, you’re still on that?”  He heard the smile in her voice.  “Well…I’d like to be the hair stylist to the stars.  You know, have all the important people come to me.  To trust their most important assets to me.  And I’d be like everyone’s guru and stuff.  I’d be like, you know Mr. Costner, although I did enjoy Waterworld…at least when Randall wasn’t tryin’ to touch my boob…you really should get back to making westerns, you know.  Or, like, Gwyneth, what’s the story behind that creepy movie that’s comin’ out in a month or whatever…that murder one with the big fat dude at the kitchen table in all the previews?”

“That one does actually look pretty good,” Port said to himself more than her.

“I know.”

“So, are you going to beauty school after you graduate?”

“You think it’s dumb, don’t you?”

“Not at all.  My wife is a hairstylist.  Her family owns a salon.  Why would I think it’s a dumb dream?”

“You really don’t?”

“No.  Seriously.”

She was quiet for awhile but Port couldn’t read her in the dark.

“Quid pro quo, Detective,” She said finally.  “Quid pro quo.”

“Okay, Dr. Lecter,” Port chuckled.  “What do you want to know?”

“Why are you a cop?”

“Well,” He straightened in the chair and slipped the lighter into his hip pocket.  “I love being under pressure, I want to contribute to society in some meaningful way, I think that bringing justice to bad guys is a noble cause.  Maybe the last really noble cause in today’s society.  And I believed that I could be a good, positive role model for kids.”

“Nice,” He heard her unscrewing the cap of a soda bottle.  “So why are you a cop?”

Fuck!  Port closed his eyes briefly.  She’s just playing with you, man.

“You want the real answer?  You should have said so to begin with.”  He sighed and chewed on his thumbnail as he spoke.  “I was gonna make movies when I got out of high school.  Steven Spielberg and George Lucas were my heroes, you know.  I was the big dork with the clunky RCA video camera and the untied shoes.

“I was at this party one Friday night and my best friend Eldridge, we just called him ‘D,’ he got absolutely shit-faced.  I mean just, just wobbly-ass, three sheets to the wind…drunk.  He was trying to leave to drive himself home and I managed to get him sat down on the couch and took his keys away.  And I remember that he just grabbed my arm and looked me right in the eyes and breathed, ‘You wanna know why I’m gonna be a cop, Port?’

“’Sure, D’ I said.  You know, what else was I supposed to say?

“And he says, ‘Because I’m a fuckin’ loser and all fuckin’ losers become cops.’”

Port sat in the dark for a minute.  He could still almost smell D’s caustic breath and see his earnest, wavering eyes.

“And after that night I couldn’t shake that image, you know?  Just that pathetic, sweaty kid with so much self loathing in his voice.

“So the next Fall I started college, majoring in Film Production.  And just had class after class after class with these hippy fuckin’ fruitballs.  Analyzing Citizen Kane for ‘social significance’ and Fitzcarraldo for ‘it’s systematic descent into madness’ and bullshit, bullshit, bullshit.  I said that Blade Runner was a masterpiece and the class turned and looked at me like I had climbed up on my desk and took a crap right there in front of God and everybody.”


Jenny giggled and covered her mouth quickly so she wouldn’t spit out a mouthful of Diet Pepsi.  Port laughed, too, at the image.


“So then we had to make our first student films.  Just little Super 8, silent ones.  And mine was like a thriller.  Some fuckin’ guy getting’ followed across campus or something.  I had cool angles and dramatic close-ups.  It was probably pretty stupid, but it had good continuity and the story was pretty clear, you know?


“And so this one Friday we all come to class to screen our films.  The first one is nothin’ but extreme close up shots of this big black lady, naked on the floor with some really funky lighting.  It was called, like, ‘Examine Your Racism’ or something just stupid like that.  And I laughed out loud.  I mean, that’s not filmmaking, right?  What the hell?”


“The instructor, who actually died a few months later when he fell down the stairs from his office there at the college, takes off his glasses and glares at me.  ‘Who are you to laugh at somebody else’s cinematic vision?’


“’Come on!’ I said.  ‘That was crap.  Where’s the structure?  What does he mean examine my racism?  What the hell?  I’m not racist!’  And he says, ‘Thou dost protest too much.’”


Port slumped into the chair in the dark hotel room and dug the lighter from his pocket.  Within seconds he was turning it over and over in his hand again.


“I’m sorry,” He said.  “You probably didn’t want to hear all this.”


“This is exactly what I wanted to hear,” She said very gently.  “Go on.”


This girl was dangerous.  And she had absolutely no idea.


“So I shut up and crossed my arms and they showed the next film.  It was this extreme close-up of a flower.  A yellow dandelion.  It just sat, bobbing in the wind for like three minutes…and as I was starting to nod off, the camera pulled back violently to reveal just acres and acres of identical dandelions.  There were gasps from the class and a standing ovation.  A standing ovation.”


“I just grabbed my book bag and walked out of class.  

*thirteen*


Dr. Bernard Starr sat and looked at the blind woman who sat cross-legged on the floor in front of him; noticing, perhaps for the first time, how small and tired she was.


“I guess it does show, doesn’t it?”  She said, never looking up from where she traced invisible patterns on the smooth concrete floor with one thin finger.


She had finished talking some time before and both of them had been sitting quietly, listening to the wind off of the ocean struggle against the thick walls of the Institute and, somewhere above them, metal doors clanging closed occasionally.


“I…had no idea,” Starr said.  “Why did you let us exploit you?”


At this she looked up and smiled.  “Come on Bernard.  We’ve been exploiting each other, you and I.  I gave myself up to be this…circus monkey…in exchange for the solitude that you provide.”  She gestured grandly at the high walls surrounding them.  “Don’t you see that doing my little show for them is really a small price to pay for not being out there?  Not being among the people, with their poisoned thoughts and nightmare memories?”


He shrugged.


“Don’t feel bad for me, Bernard.”  Her voice dropped low.  “I’m only here because I choose to be here.  Even though these new CIA people think they’ve got me caged up in here like a firefly in a mayonnaise jar.”  She giggled suddenly and Starr caught a glimpse of the young girl that she had been before a bullet blasted apart both her skull and her life.  Soon her laughter trailed off and her lips slowly returned to their normal position—a thin, neutral line etched across her emotionless face.


“You never ask, Bernard.  You never do but you should.”


“It seems somehow…rude.”


“I know.  But the bold are rewarded.”


“Why did you seek me out?  Why were you looking for someone like me to begin with?  You could have hidden out in the world in any way that you chose to.  Why this?”  He held his palms up toward the high, concrete walls.


“Do you know what it’s like?  To do what I do?”


He was silent; knew not to answer.


“It’s like being smeared with shit, Bernard.  Like…having everyone within thirty feet of me just purge all over me.  It gets in my nose…my mouth…discolors my skin.  And it doesn’t ever go away.  It’s a stink that stays with me…haunts me…wakes me up in the night...and makes me hate you all.

“You always wonder what I learned on the streets in that year before I walked into your little broom-closet office, and what I’ve learned since coming here to Brightman.  It must be so fascinating, you think, to see everyone’s soul as clearly as looking through a window.  But the answer is underwhelming, Bernard.  It’s going to leave you feeling like a kid on Christmas afternoon, surrounded by toys that you’re already tired of and wondering if, by chance, you forgot a present hidden under the thick branches at the back of the tree—but knowing that you didn’t.

“People are all the same, Bernard.  Full of great imaginings tempered by deep regret, twisting their own pasts to benefit or belittle themselves depending on mood, searching for the acceptance and reassurances to verify their deep belief that they are indeed important.  And everyone wants to be sacrificed unto…but nobody can truly sacrifice.  Not unselfishly.  Not without benefit.  Of all the talk of virtues and selflessness…and I tell you this with complete authority…nobody does anything without first determining the benefit to themselves.  Perhaps unconsciously, I will grant you that.  But the decision is always weighed and each person’s thumb always tips their own scale.

“It’s the self, Bernard.  You can only see the world through the lens of your own existence…looking out through your own eyes.  Everything is filtered through that perception.  If you make a sacrifice, it’s because it makes you feel good and worthy on some level.  And if you don’t boast to others about it, then you imagine yourself glowing in the eyes of a God who sees what’s done in private.

“It’s a paradox.  It’s some huge cosmic joke.  You all have this deep desire toward something that you don’t have the ability to do.  You can really only be selfless if you have no self.  Why do you think people like dogs, Bernard?  Because they know that a dog will run next to their bicycle, wagging its tail, for a hundred miles across the Mojave Desert until it drops dead.  A dog will sacrifice everything that it is for you…but only because it doesn’t have the ability to perceive that it even exists to begin with.  You show me a man who gives up his life for his fellow man and I’ll show you one of three reasons; one, he didn’t believe that his action would result in his own death.  Two, he was operating on fear, out of some perceived danger to himself, and felt that his action would give him the best shot at survival.  Or three, and this is where your heroes live, he benefited personally from the knowledge of how his action would be perceived by others.

“You think me cynical and that’s okay.  But understand that you only pass judgment on me because you need for me to be wrong.  Take that girl yesterday, Bernard.  What did you think as you were fucking her?  Do you remember?  Right after convincing her that her fiancée really didn’t love her and that you saw her for the ‘amazing person’ that she was?  Oh, such a disingenuous bomb that you were willing to drop on her entire life…solely to feel her body suck you in and make you feel needed for a little while, right?  You were thinking that this will be the last time.  And in the overwhelming emptiness that you felt as you dropped onto the bed next to her…the emptiness that you are always left with, Bernard…your dark soul clung to that thin, little hope that you will someday be a better person.  And if what I’m saying is true…then you really can never be that better person.  It means that one ego-stroking vice is only ever exchanged for another and the fear that your emptiness will eventually consume you is going to end up being the truth; your only real truth.”

“Why do you think that I request people like Lucy for my assistants, Bernard?  Because I am some sort of benevolent person who wants to create opportunities for the handicapped?  I need people around me who simply are what they appear…who lack the schemes and manipulations that tire me so much now.  People who think very little but love honestly and very much.”

“Like dogs,” Bernard said.

“Like dogs,” she said, nodding slightly.


On the wide, flat grounds of Fort George Meade in Maryland, between Baltimore and Washington, D.C., there is a hulking, deceptively simple office building of stacked steel and mirrored glass that houses the National Security Agency.  An enigmatic bureaucracy, the NSA was originally created to provide for national data security and to process and decode foreign correspondence.  It has since become a hub of intelligence information, a gateway through which all important data passes on its way to a final destination.

As Doctor Starr sat naked, watching the lights in the harbor, and the Oracle was drifting off into a troubled sleep with James Taylor playing softly in her headphones, a telephone line buzzed once in an office at the heart of the squat NSA building.


“Four-four-nine-two on a recorded line, go ahead,” An older woman with her gray hair pulled into a tight bun listened intently with her fingers poised above a black keyboard.  She began typing rapidly.  “Copy, thank you.”


She disconnected the phone line with the click of a computer mouse and pulled a large white binder open onto the desk in front of her.  She ran a finger down a long list of printed instructions ending in a phone number.  She then dialed the number and listened to the constant, intense buzzing at the other end.


“Perkins,” a man’s voice appeared on the line.


“Perkins, this is forty-four ninety-two at Fort Meade.  I have an Ocean-Robert Protocol request for a Level Four contact.  The name is Doctor Bernard Starr, S-T-A-R-R.  He’s confirmed.”


“Okay,” the voice said and the line went dead.


In a dim call center across the Potomac from the rising and descending lights of the Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, the man called Perkins stood from his desk and shouted.


“Who’s on the POTUS daily briefing for tomorrow?”


A red-haired man who was talking on a headset and typing rapidly raised his hand without looking up and then dropped it back to the keyboard.


“You’ve got an Ocean-Robert Protocol request for a Level Four contact,” Perkins said across the bustling room.  “I’ll ‘blast you the info.”


“Hold one, hold on,” The red-haired man hit the mute button on his headset.  “Is that an Oracle protocol?”


“Yes.”


“’Blast it to Riki, she’s doing all Block Nine entries for tomorrow.  I’m fuckin’ swamped.”


Perkins sat back at his computer, opened a fastblast box on the screen and forwarded the protocol request to the pretty blonde woman on the floor below.


Riki Geier pursed her lips, slightly annoyed at the box that popped up on her screen, blocking the report that she was reviewing.  She quickly opened the “Project Oracle” Protocol folder, double-clicked on the Levels file and scrolled down to the Level IV names.  Stack…Stanton…Starr.  Doctor Bernard Starr.  She double-clicked his name and her screen was suddenly filled with pages of data and a large, color photograph of a relatively good looking man with squinting brown eyes.  She hit a worn speed dial button on her phone system.


“Hey Warren, I’ve got an Oracle request for a Level Four contact coming your way.”


She then hit the send button on Starr’s electronic folder and all of the pages collapsed in on themselves and disappeared.


She then resumed reviewing the report that she had been on her screen prior to the fastblast interruption.


“Come see me Riki,” Section Chief Warren Rotenburg’s voice burst from her phone.


“On my way,” Riki logged out of the workstation and swore under her breath as she moved toward the stairs to Rotenburg’s wall-mounted office.  She smoothed her short, knit skirt as she walked up the steps after first making sure that nobody was using the bottled water dispenser underneath the stairs.


“What do you need, Warren?”  He was on the phone and waved her in.  She looked down at her blouse, skirt, dark nylons and patent leather shoes and found them all satisfactory.  She ran her fingers through her hair quickly, reframing her face with her short, very blonde hair.


“What the fuck…are you in heat or something?”  Rotenburg chuckled dropping the telephone handset back onto the cradle.  He ignored her shocked expression and pointed to his computer screen.  “So, what’s up with this Oracle request?”


“I don’t know, it just got sent to me from upstairs.  Seemed pretty standard.”


“Except that we haven’t had one of these in what, three years?”


“We get Oracle requests all the time!”


“Yes.  But not from the Oracle.  That’s the part that I find curious.”


“Then block it, I really don’t care.  But I have a lot of stuff to get through for tomorrow’s briefing, so if you’re done, I’d really like to get back.”


He looked at her for a long time, unconsciously moving his lower jaw from side to side and pondering her beauty.  Her wide-set green eyes and small mouth gave her an elfin appearance, which was complimented perfectly by the short, roughly-cut hairstyle.  She crossed her arms and glared at him.


 “Come on Warren, are you going to approve the request or not?”


“Sure,” he moved the mouse and clicked something on the screen.  “There.  See…approved.  Happy?”


 “Sure.  Are we done here then?”


“Yeah,” he grinned, letting his eyes crawl obviously over her thin, solid body.  “Actually, why don’t you get me more coffee on your way out.”


She obeyed stiffly and minutes later sank back into the chair at her desk, her hands shaking.  She numbly logged into the system and added both the request and the approval to Section Nine of the POTUS report before hurrying to the bathroom to throw up.


At precisely 5:30am the following morning, a soft-bodied aging man in a dark suit with a jewel-encrusted Freemason ring on his right pinky, removed a stack of paper from the secure printer in the small office adjacent to the Oval Office.  He tapped the stack on a desk to even all of the pages and then placed them in a tan folder with CONFIDENTIAL stamped onto the cover.  He carried it under one arm as he proceeded down the long, marble corridor to the President’s daily briefing room.


At 6:00am the President entered and the men and women in the room assembled around the large, polished walnut table.  They began with a prayer that left some of the people present, mostly Senators, peeking from side to side uncomfortably and then launched into the important daily reports critical to the running of the United States Government.


At 6:55am they reached Section Nine of the briefing document, the informational entries.  There were no decisions required – and nothing was considered critical – so it always came last.


“Con-Edison notified us of an attempted security breach yesterday at thirteen-fifty hours.  It was apparently an internet attack aimed at destabilizing their data processing for east coast payroll.  Their IT Chief feels that it was just a dry run and that the real target is going to be the power plant communications grid since it parallels the east coast payroll system for some reason.  It was rebuffed and they stayed secure.


“And then…let’s see,” The man flipped rapidly through the pages.  “Bullshit…bullshit…bullshit…and okay.  Here’s one.  The Oracle has requested to see a Doctor Bernard Starr.  He’s a level four, on the list and it checks out.  The meeting was approved by a section chief per protocol.”


“The Oracle wanted to see someone?” The President leaned forward and looked over the top of his reading glasses.


“Yeah, she does that.  Sometimes.”


“Not very often,” the President said and turned to a man sitting far down the table to his right.  “I’m hoping that one of these days she asks to see you, Fastgate.  What do you say, old boy?”


The man, Democratic Senator Burton Fastgate, slid a pen into his jacket pocket and grinned.  “I’m not really much into your little magician in a cage, Mister President.”


“I wouldn’t be if I was you either,” the President stood and buttoned his coat.  


After the President’s comment there was a round of uncomfortable, humorless laughter in the room and Fastgate smiled and bowed to the President with an overly dramatic flourish before leaving with his colleagues.  Once out of the room, Fastgate’s smile immediately disappeared – replaced by the characteristic deep frown known to all of his associates but conspicuously absent from every press and campaign photo.

Annabella Renee Louise San Simeon was from the wrong side of town and, therefore, supposed to fail.  Only she never believed it—not deep in the part of her that knew that God was real, that her father didn’t really just walk out the door when she was seven, and that her tits were, in fact, amazing.  In that Plexiglas part of her brain where her truths were, bumping around in plain sight but encased, impervious to all outside stimulus, there were things that couldn’t be changed regardless of what anybody said, wrote or did.  And her eventual success in life had been one of them.

Her house growing up was in a row of leaning brownstones down in what was known as the Sangre de Cristo Basin—where Kane Street ended abruptly in a litter-plastered fence at the Raritan River, before jumping it, and continuing on up into the much more respectable Highland Park as if nothing had ever happened.  Her neighborhood looked like it had once been travelling along Kane Street, sights set on greater Middlesex County beyond the river, but had become entangled in the chain link fencing near the shore, along with the old newspapers, smashed cardboard boxes and used condoms.  The row houses, tall and dark, had simply sighed, sagged wearily, and accepted their fate—an eternity spent within sight but not within reach of the Promised Land.

And Annabella had spent her childhood squeaking back and forth on rusting swings, listening to the constant rumble of traffic along the Turnpike and watching the clouds break apart and cast bright sunbeams down onto the white houses and green parks just across the river.  It was a childhood spent in drooping hand-me-downs from her older cousins, carrying sandwiches of tasteless government cheese and bitter ketchup on Wonder bread, and skipping over potholes and broken bottles on her way to an elementary school not important enough to even be named after a marginally historic figure.  Tuthill Road Elementary, called Tithill by most of the kids on both sides of the river, was a grey brick mass that was as confusing as it was ugly.  Viewed from the air, however, the building was a perfect six-point star that added a certain geometric beauty to the surrounding straight line neighborhoods.

That’s how it went, Annabella would think later, the further you were from the basin neighborhoods, the more sense they made.  She was one of the very few who ever made it far enough away to notice.

She had spent her teen years riding in loud, beat-up cars with boys who smelled of sweat and Camel cigarettes, windows down (or broken), with a peppermint Schnapps bottle held between her bare knees.  There were nights in the basin that lasted for days, played out to soundtracks shouted by Springsteen, Mellencamp and Alice Cooper – during his Only Women Bleed pinnacle – that usually ended with her sleeping until mid-afternoon and then dragging herself, squinty-eyed to the shower to wash the stickiness from her bronze skin.  And she had grown up gorgeous with long black hair and liquid copper eyes, irises shining like new pennies, and lips so full that they never closed completely in the middle unless she wanted them to.

Even with her late evenings and largely unremembered weekends, Bella San Simeon still graduated Valedictorian from the Saint Thomas Academy for Girls on the correct side of the River—as one of seventeen “underprivileged” girls admitted, apparently, to make the school’s benefactors feel like they were doing their part for society.  Whatever the reason, she took full advantage of the opportunity and, in the process, found a young wrestler from Mercy High School—Saint T’s male counterpart two streets over—named Portnoy King.

She had been attracted by his easy, perfect smile, purposeful, muscular way of walking, and the always just-out-of-the-shower mess of hair hanging above his eyes.  He had originally caught her attention one afternoon by flipping and pinning an opponent so hard on the mat that the resounding boom shook the windows near the ceiling of the auditorium.  During her senior year, she commonly hurried down the street after school; her homemade cloth book bag slung low on one shoulder, and sat in a corner of the boy’s gymnasium to do homework.  She found the humidity of the gym comfortable on the cold afternoons, and didn’t dislike the heavy scent of the boy’s bodies while they exercised.

After the body slam that vibrated the wooden floor under her butt, causing her to look up from a calculus textbook, short pencil held in her full lips, and take notice of the solidly built boy in the tight body suit, she began showing up regularly on Tuesdays and Thursdays—practice days for the school’s State Champion wrestling team.  On certain occasions Bella would even notice him looking over at her as he struggled, veins bulging from his perfect arms, to pin yet another poor boy who was sent to do battle with him.  Once he had even smiled his toothy smile, causing her to quickly put her attention back into a book.

Theirs was a long and slow courtship dominated by her watching him twist and slither among the sweaty bodies of other boys, noticing occasionally with a hot surge in her stomach how the bulge in his wrestling leotard was very obvious when he was holding certain contorted positions, and him liking to be connected to the same floor that ran across the gym and slid underneath her plaid skirt.  After several weeks she no longer hid from his quick smiles and the intense, focused stares that he directed at her while wrestling boys who were almost as good as he was.  And she even began to smile back at him, sometimes, shyly with her dark hair covering one eye almost completely.

They didn’t speak until the first and only time that Portnoy King lost a wrestling match—one that he had no business losing.  He had the other boy in an almost indefensible full nelson, the boy’s face looking like a red, sweaty tomato, and King had looked over at Bella, smiling a this guy has no chance smile when she flashed her underwear.  Just a quick flip of her plaid skirt that almost anyone else in the gym would have dismissed as a simple repositioning of fabric, but from his angle it was an intentional glimpse up between her tanned thighs, to where they met in a flash of white that was, unmistakably, her panties clinging tightly to her body.

King’s arms went limp and he barely noticed as the grunting, freckled boy slipped from beneath him, climbed over the top of his slack shoulders and spun him over onto the mat.  Everything moved as if in a dream; motion slowed, lights became too bright, the sounds of the cheering/jeering crowd grew distant and echoing—there was only her beautiful face and smiling eyes and the vivid memory of her bright, white panties framed by perfect thighs.

“I’m Port King,” he had extended his hand to her after the match was over and the crowds had disappeared, leaving her in her normal place on the floor in the far corner of the gymnasium and him, freshly showered, standing over her.

“Is that a name or a title?”  She continued writing in a green notebook, smiling to her chest.

“I’m thinking that wasn’t fair of you,” King slid down the wall and sat next to her, their shoulders touching and her not withdrawing.

“What exactly wasn’t fair?”  She looked over directly at him and tried her best to seem uncaring, but she saw her future in this boy’s eyes.  She saw love and passion and a wedding and children and an old age surrounded by wealth and comfort.  She didn’t know how she knew it, but she knew that he was the one.  She instantly saw an end to wrapping her arms and legs around the go-nowhere boys from the basin; to sauntering down Kane Street moving her hips more than she had to while the road crews sat on dirt piles eating baloney sandwiches folded up in wax paper; to drinking until she could remember nothing but occasional flashes of light or the flipping of road signs past the windows of whatever car she was in.

“Showing me your underwear,” he said and quickly turned as red as the boy who had been in the full nelson earlier, but he didn’t look away.

She smiled, her lips parting, showing two rows of slightly crooked but very white teeth.  “If you marry me you can see them any time you want.”

“Done,” he smacked the hardwood floor with an open hand, the wet tangle of hair on his forehead bounced up and flopped back down.  “What kind of wedding do you want?”

She laughed and it was clean and genuine.

“I’m kidding,” she began sliding her textbooks into the book bag.

“I’m not,” he said.  “I’m going to film school down in Trenton starting in September.  If you can wait until I graduate, I’ll get a job in Hollywood and be able to take care of you like you’re used to.”

He had glanced at her uniform with the plaid skirt and the golden school crest embroidered on the pocket of the starched white blouse.

“Hell, Port, I’d even live on the other side of the River with you,” her cheeks now burned and she looked away, still rearranging things in her book bag.

“What is that supposed to mean?”  There was an edge to his voice that both scared her and made her want to climb into his arms.

“Nothing, I just—“

“Who said something?”

“Nobody…nothing.  I was just saying that I don’t need anything.  That’s all.”

Port looked down at his hands and she followed his gaze, noticing for the first time his short and roughly-chewed fingernails.  He saw her looking and curled his fingers up under his palms.

“I’m sorry,” Port said.  “I just get a lot of shit here, being from Edgebrook and all.”

“Oh shit!”  Bella giggled, holding her hand over her mouth.  “You thought I was...?  Oh God, that’s hilarious.  I grew up in the Sangre de Cristo Basin!”

Port quickly looked up and down Bella’s body.  She definitely fit in at Saint T’s and so he never would have guessed in a million years that she was a Basin Bitch.  Of course, he also never would have said that to her in a million years, either.  Or, so he thought when he was seventeen and madly in love with her naturally tan skin, floating copper eyes and white panties hiding under a pleated skirt.

Of course, add about fifteen years, a dead six-year old daughter and a bit too much Johnnie Walker Red, and all bets were off.

*
*
*

Poland Park Police Captain Bella Hanson excused herself from the monthly manpower meeting, which was largely a formality since the city paid whatever it had to for police services regardless of overtime hours, and had stood for a long time in front of the bathroom mirror.  Her dark hair was now streaked with grey, the kind of wiry grey that stubbornly resisted all attempts to dye it, and her once brilliant eyes had become the dull color of well-circulated pennies.

“What the fuck are you doing?”  She asked herself in a whisper, running a finger over her soft lips.  Even they were looking old close up.

She had gone through the police academy the year after Port, after they both realized the benefits of secure government jobs, and had also hired on at Poland Park.  It was a time when not many women were drawn to police work, yet also a time when local, state and federal governments were looking to boost the percentages of jobs held by women and minorities.  She had passed the Poland Park oral boards with a wink from the Chief after several minutes of strained silence where the lieutenants present weren’t sure what to ask for fear of having to fail the woman sitting across from them.

“Gentlemen, we’re gonna fuckin’ hire this fuzzbox,” Chief Roland Fens had looked each of his lieutenants in the eye prior to Bella’s arrival.  “I’m gettin’ heat from the faggots on the city council because we got no women workin’ the streets.  So fuck those bastards!  We’ll pick this bitch up and when somebody knocks the shit out of her during a traffic stop we can at least say we tried, right?”

Of course, it was the same progressive attitude by Chief Fens that lead to Bella’s first promotion.  During the Sergeant’s Board, Fens had leaned back in his chair; hands clasped behind his unusually large head, and asked her, “So, do you really think that you’re old enough to be a sergeant?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Bella King had replied coolly, making eye contact with both Fens and the head of the city’s Human Resources department.  “Do you think this department has enough money to waste it defending against an age discrimination lawsuit?”

The HR Director had glared at Chief Fens, who snapped forward in his chair and shrugged—what?—as the other man closed Bella’s file.  “Thank you for your time, Sergeant King,” he said curtly.

She had walked out smiling and as the door closed she heard Chief Fens shout, “What the fuck just happened?”

Fens only lasted another eight months and six days before collapsing from a stroke on the fourth hole of the Rooster Run Golf Course while on vacation in Georgia.  He survived but with limited mobility and a peculiar form of aphasia; the words that he was thinking that he was saying and the words that he was actually saying were very different.  The joke around the department was that the limping and dangling arm were caused by the stroke, but the aphasia was something that he had had all along.

Under the new Chief, an impeccably dressed man named Joseph Penderghast—who had huge experience and verifiable credentials but questionable personal connections—Bella had quickly moved up to Lieutenant and, about five years after Jenny Chamberlain’s death, was promoted to Captain.  In fact, that was the straw that finally broke the back of her and Port’s marriage.  Although dedicated, he had never progressed beyond Detective; bumping around between Vice, Homicide, Sex Crimes and Organized Crime, and following the Jenny Incident had left the department altogether for opportunities in the private sector.

“You and I both know that you’re only a Captain because you have a pussy,” Port had slurred at her in the middle of Red Lobster, sending his seventh beer toppling from the table and shattering on the floor as he moved to point at her.  They had gone out to celebrate her promotion to Captain and his somewhat less impressive promotion to “Chief” of the Burkwell Private Security Agency.  Bella was responsible for seven different divisions of nearly 125 sworn and support personnel, whereas Port was in charge of twenty-three private security guards, who ranged from an eighteen year-old, acne riddled stutterer to a seventy-three year-old retired janitor, as well as two obese dispatchers and eight women who made up the billing department. He had a personal secretary, though—a large black woman from the temp agency named Queenie Marriott—and it seemed to be the only thing that he could hold up to defend himself against his wife’s success.

“Let’s go Port,” she had stood and picked up her purse, which he clumsily smacked out of her hand, sending her wallet, several tampons and a revolver clattering across the floor of the restaurant.  “That’s it, you stupid bastard!”

And that was it.  Bella had hurried around the nearby tables—thick with uncomfortable diners—picking up her things, breaking one high heel in the process, and then clump-stepping out of the restaurant, leaving Port staring after her with his wavering, blood-shot eyes and heavy drunken breathing.

“Fine!”  He had waited until the double doors closed behind her before adding, “You dumb cunt!”

Annabella Renee Louise San Simeon-King, Police Captain for the City of Poland Park, had sat behind the wheel of her white Mercury Mountaineer in the parking lot, bathed in the pink glow of the Red Lobster sign, and had cried like she hadn’t done since she was a kid back in the neighborhood.  She wept violently for the loss of her handsome wrestler—the one with the easy smile and unruly tangle of wet hair—who had somehow fallen out of Portnoy at some point as he ambled through life.  As if her husband had gotten up one morning and just left him behind on the bed to slowly dissipate like the imprint of a sweaty body on dark sheets.  Probably to fade back into that humid, musky gymnasium where Annalisa never died and Jenny Chamberlain never happened and Bella never stopped desiring Port’s hands on her body.  Where he never lost.

She could see it all clearly now and wondered how it had escaped her so easily before.  Annalisa’s death had scooped his insides out, leaving nothing but a dry, hollow shell behind.  Everything that she loved about Port King had poured from of his eyes and nose and mouth that morning in Ball Harbor as he screamed silently in the green kitchen of their house, the small body cooling in his arms, as the salty Atlantic wind rapped the open door against the edge of the counter over and over and over again.

And even those final charred remnants that she clung to, which were really nothing more than flickering shadows in his eyes, had themselves been blown away like ashes the day that some phantom floated through Port’s hand-picked gauntlet and killed that girl at the motel on Asbury Avenue.

How could she have been so blind?

The man that she left sitting in the restaurant, staring his heavy-lidded alcohol stare, was no more her husband than the glistening bones, separated muscle and hastily piled flesh had been her daughter following the organ harvest.  Pain surged up through her belly, bursting through her soul and gripping her heart with icy fingers as that reality collided with her own self-deception—knocking her off course and into a spiral from which she feared she might never recover.

Bella had now truly lost everyone.

She was alone again, swaying back and forth on that rusted swing behind the weary brownstones on Kane Street, watching tearfully as God smiled down on everything—just as long as you were across that damned River.  And the all-encompassing belief that her life would turn out good had somehow escaped her, leaving behind the once-impenetrable Plexiglas box of her truths, broken and empty.

Several months later while still in the midst of that crushing depression and the divorce from Port—made all the more unbearable because of his absolute and silent surrender—she had met a New Jersey State Trooper named William Hanson at a D.A.R.E. presentation at Mercy High School in Highland Park, of all places.  He was very tall, had green eyes that glowed like neon when the sun hit them just right, and filled out his uniform perfectly like it had been custom made just for his muscular frame.

“I’m Billy Hanson, ma’am,” he said, shaking her hand tightly like she was another man but holding it a fraction longer than he would have had she been.

“Bella King,” she said, barely noticing him because her eyes were held to the far horizon.  

Across the dishwater grey River a crane sat idly next to the row houses of Sangre de Cristo, a wrecking ball hanging like a ridiculously large lead fishing weight just above the ground.  She could make out no movement in or around the crane and thought that she could see yellow plastic caution tape flapping in the wind over every gaping doorway.  Maybe it was just wishful thinking that they were going to smash the whole neighborhood to rubble and haul it the hell away—along with all its ghosts.  She could see, with an odd pang of sorrow that the crane sat right where the old candy-striped swing set used to be.  

She was just wondering if somebody had actually bothered to haul it away, loading it up into a pickup like the rusted skeleton of some big, metal insect, or if the crane had simply parked on it, crushing the poles and the cracked, pinching plastic seats into the dirt beneath its tank tracks, when the Trooper playfully put his arm around her shoulders.

“They’re finally gonna to turn it into somethin’ over there,” he said.

“Excuse me, Trooper,” she shrugged his arm off but felt something stir deep in her stomach at the sight of his large smile hovering above her.  There was a sudden attraction that was as indistinct as it was powerful—like a spotlight in heavy fog.  She knew without a doubt that it was there, that it was huge and intense but she couldn’t pinpoint exactly where it was coming from.

“Hanson,” he looked down directly into her dark eyes.  “Trooper Hanson.  But you can call me Billy, ma’am.”

“Okay Billy,” he seemed reckless and immature, but…in the same way that her young wrestler Port had been reckless and immature.  Full of humor and passion, flashing smiles that carried messages as obvious as if an LED display was scrolling across his forehead.  “If you want to talk to me I’ve got two rules.”

“Shoot.”

“One.  Don’t ever call me ma’am,” she noticed the intense emerald glow of his eyes for the first time and felt a not-unpleasant weakness radiating through her stomach and legs.  “Two.  Don’t ever touch me without permission.”

“Okay, I….”

“And three,” she interrupted.  “Don’t look at me like that.”

“I don’t know how else to look, ma’…Captain…but I know I really like what I see.  And you said two rules.”

“You can call me Bella,” she looked away, smiling.

“Yes, ma’am…shit…Bella.”

“Do you know what’s going on over there?”  She tilted her head toward the River, noticing him glance at her smooth neck for the briefest moment before adjusting his gaze to the distant, tired neighborhood.

“Yeah, my brother-in-law works for Shert and Backus, the company doin’ the demo.  I guess they’re puttin’ in a bunch of those loft apartments with the stores downstairs.  You know the type?  Supposed to be good for the property value or somethin’.  Hell…ain’t nothin’ valuable over there.”

Bella had stared for a long time, running memories of the Basin through her head as fast as she could, herding them along…purging them…feeling the years dissipating into thin air like the little computer icon when she emptied the trash on her desktop; little crumpled pieces of paper flying slowly up and dissolving into nothing.

“No…not any more,” she agreed before turning and walking back up the grassy hill toward the school parking lot and her unmarked cruiser.  “You coming?”

“Where to?”  He had shaded his eyes with one wide hand, watching her walk up the hill.  Goddamn she had a great ass.

She shrugged, full lips separating to reveal very white teeth.  “I could go for an iced mocha.  You buying?”

The trooper had looked at her—at her eyes shining like pennies as they reflected the sun, at the curve of her hips under the dark uniform pants, and then down at the grass for a moment—eyes drifting side to side as he thought.  He was trying to determine every possible outcome to this situation and, after not finding any real downside shrugged and said, “Sure.  Why not.”

He would later admit that marrying the gorgeous Poland Park Captain fourteen months later had definitely not been one of the possible outcomes in that moment on the grassy hill.  Aw, what the hell, he had once said when telling their story during some humid summer barbecue, thick with cops trying their best to look relaxed in Bermuda shorts and starched Hawaiian shirts or dark Ts.  If you try to consider every possible outcome of a situation, the thing that ends up happening will never—never match any of your ideas.

And now here she was, following the reflected lines of her face in the bathroom mirror—a face that resembled someone she had known a very long time ago—and her hands trembled.  The words that Billy had tossed off so trivially as he swung an empty Heineken bottle between his thumb and forefinger in some smoky back yard—the fading daylight and early stars fighting for position in the cooling sky above him—spoke to the only truth that Bella still believed anymore.

She smiled with no emotion, watching the creases around her eyes deepen, then relaxed and let her lips slowly overtake her teeth again.  Port needed her, she really understood that, but the position that he was putting her in was an impossible one.  Even several very happy and very fulfilling years of marriage to Billy—and her deep, deep love for the tall man—couldn’t quite blot out the glow of her stubborn love of Portnoy King.  As much as she attempted to deny it in herself, it was like looking at a solar eclipse and trying to see only the black circle of the moon but not the fiery corona of the sun around it.  One could really only be seen within the context of the other.  

Oh but then there was the crazy Portnoy King to consider.  The man so eaten by sadness and guilt and self-hatred that delusions had developed—wrapped in suicidal depressions and dotted with bursts of anger that left glittering shards of glass on the floor, dusty holes in the sheetrock and Bella, face in her hands, waiting for that single concussion of a pistol somewhere in the house that would finally free them both.  That was the Portnoy King who had confessed one night, while slumped on the living room floor, half naked and covered with dark, loamy soil from an overturned potted plant, that he was being haunted by the ghost of the Chamberlain girl.

“You need help,” Bella had exhaled heavily, still out of breath and sweating from righting the furniture that he had knocked over during his latest drunken tirade.

“She’s here now…watching you.”

“Then tell her to help me clean up this fuckin’ living room.”

And she would often catch him staring off into dark corners of the house or glancing into the rear view mirror at the empty back seat or flicking his eyes between her and something just beyond her whenever they talked.  This last habit bothered her the most because until she had learned to ignore it she was forever looking over her shoulder, only to find emptiness behind her and him looking almost embarrassed when she turned back around.  The only problem was that that Portnoy King also still resembled the love of her life…the man who had been her best friend and lover since she was seventeen years old and her husband since she had turned nineteen.  And there were times when he would come back.  His face, contorted with rage and pain, would just suddenly soften and then he would be there, apologizing and sobbing and talking of their future once he could just “get things together.”  Just like that he could be the Port that she loved again—like a switch was being flipped somewhere in his miserable soul.  But as their final dinner together at the Red Lobster approached, his moments of clarity and sobriety grew much less frequent, and she realized later that a tension had started building in her stomach.  As if she were unconsciously anticipating some sort of climax—some final blow-up that would detonate their relationship and shower its dark debris down all around them.

“I’m glad at least that Annalisa’s not here to see what’s happened to us,” she had said to him across the wide oak table in her attorney’s conference room, her voice low, weighted with sadness and finality.

Port was slumped in a high-backed chair a million miles from her, nothing but empty seats on either side of him which made him look so very small.  “Do you really understand so little, Bella?  Seriously?”

She had broken his gaze and looked down at her own hands on the shining table, fingers tightly together, hands side-by-side.  I guess so, she thought, feeling like a child who had just been chastised by a parent’s quickly flashed expression.  It wasn’t until months later that she awoke in the middle of the night, Billy’s warm arm draped across her bare hips—his breathing quiet and even in the darkness—that she understood what Port meant.  Her tears had then streamed down onto the pillow until the sun glowed in the windows to the east, its light growing in intensity until it finally started creeping across the carpet in bright geometric patterns with hard-cut lines of light and shadow that eventually reached the bed.  The mechanical sound of Billy’s breathing had been broken only occasionally by her wet sniffing and intermittent deep sighs.

Please God…she began a silent prayer, turning from the mirror and reaching for the heavy bathroom door, but realized that she had nothing else to say to Him.  Bella walked across the narrow crowded hall to the stairs and then down to the department’s underground parking garage.

*
*
*


Port ordered a small black coffee (“You mean a tall,” the girl in the green apron had corrected him seriously) and a venti iced mocha for Bella.  He knew the chance that he was taking…that she was taking…was enormous and understood very well that he had no right to have even called her in the first place.  And guilt now gnawed at his empty stomach for bringing Annalisa up in the conversation before even determining if he needed to drop that particular bomb or not.  Looking back on it, it had probably been about as smooth as hunting caged rabbits with a double-barreled shotgun.  Maybe just as much overkill, too.


“A tall black Kenyan roast and a venti iced mocha,” a man spun behind the counter and set two cups out before disappearing back behind the big stainless steel behemoth covered with knobs, gauges and vents belching steam.


Port reached for both but discovered that he couldn’t grasp a cup with his casted right hand.  He moved it one way, twisted it, moved the cup a little with his fingertips, looked briefly toward the ceiling and then just walked out with the iced mocha, leaving his own coffee steaming on the small round countertop.


Outside on the street he tried to blend into a tall juniper bush while waiting for Bella to show up.  His face grew hot as he started to feel like everyone was watching him; the woman pushing the stroller down the sidewalk toward the little park where the wooden play structure always smelled of creosote on hot days, the cab driver looking over the top of his folded Farsi newspaper, the well-dressed couple leaving the coffee shop and arguing whether Burton Fastgate was really capable of beating President Gatton in November, the homeless man across the street wearing the sandwich board sign declaring that Grand Avenue Furniture Outlet was going out of business—And This Time We Mean It!—hell, even the elderly woman leaning out of a third story window to water a small planter box seemed to be looking at him a little too much.


Port gently shook the drink in his hand, watching the tan color in the top half slowly mix with the dark brown syrup at the bottom of the cup—would it really have been so much goddamn trouble for them to at least stir it?  He looked back up just as Bella’s black Crown Victoria approached from 17th Street, pulling over to the no parking zone in front of the Starbucks where she quickly motioned him over.


“Hey,” he said, sliding into the tan cloth seat next to her.


“Hey,” she responded, checking over her shoulder before pulling back into traffic.


She then caught him glancing into the empty back seat but didn’t say anything; didn’t want to know if the stupid dead girl was there.


“Here, this is for you,” he said and her face softened just a bit, something like regret flashed in her copper eyes.


“Thanks.  Where do you want to go talk?”


“Um…how about the parking lot at Saint Ts.”


Port had the hyper vigilance of any truly great cop, honed by a childhood spent unconsciously weighing the inflexions, tics and seemingly most insignificant eye movements of his violently alcoholic parents.  Growing up in the King house in Edgebrook was a hazardous business, you never knew from where—or from whom—the next slap, kick or tearful, bloodshot hug would come from.  And in the exact same way that he grew to know when his father’s scarred hand was about to appear out of nowhere and connect jarringly with the side of his head—setting bright sparks adrift in his vision—he knew that he was currently being screwed by Bella.  That tiny, microscopic, infinitesimal quiver of her lower lip as his mouth formed the word Saint gave her away.  She had already known that he would pick that parking lot—before she had asked, before she had pulled up, and before she had even left the police station.  Goddammit.


“Annabella…why?”


She glanced over and saw his crestfallen expression and the slump in his shoulders as he bounced in the seat, resting the Starbucks cup on one knee and his fresh black cast on the other.  Her chest, up to that point held tight and frozen under her uniform blouse, melted so suddenly down into the buzzing vacuum of her stomach that it caught her off guard and an instantaneous sadness welled in her; filled her completely.  There’s no easy answer to that question.  In between the eyeball numbing PowerPoint presentation at the manpower meeting and her long moments in front of the bathroom mirror she had dialed Billy’s cell phone.


He called me.


And?


He wants to meet.


Where?


The Starbucks on Grand.


Don’t go.


You know I have to.


How do you want to do this?


We’ll end up in the parking lot of Saint Thomas, near Mercy.  You know the place.


We’ll be ready, try to get him in the open.  Like down by the river.


Okay.


But now, watching him sit passively, defeated really, in the seat next to her, she suddenly regretted everything.  Not just this moment—driving him ever closer to an open green field surrounded by hidden men with glinting rifle scopes—but truly everything.  Something secret and deep burst open in her brain, spilling moments like scattered photographs in her consciousness.  A solid warm ball grew in her throat, sizzling painfully, and she suddenly found it hard to take a breath as tears spilled down her cheeks.  

She had blamed Portnoy for Annalisa dying; had continued blaming Portnoy for it.  Oh the guilt over that misplaced blame had been great and debilitating, but she had allowed it to grow in her, to harden her, to fester in her breast because a hatred of Port was so much more tangible and satisfying than a fist shaken towards an open, silent sky.  And she had watched with pained satisfaction as he broke down and bled out right there in the middle of his life.  Losing their daughter—having her die in his helpless arms—made him need her and she had, out of necessity, shunned him cruelly and completely.

And then, with the death of the Chamberlain girl—once again, right in his arms—Bella had watched the last cables tethering her husband to his own heart simply snap and disappear.  His eyes grew dim, his muscles softened and got fat, he began drinking and raging and hallucinating and dying right in front of her.  And she had wanted to reach out to him, to hold him close, to kiss him and wrap him up in her arms and legs and tell him you are my savior Port you are my man and my hero and I need you to help me and to protect me; but she couldn’t do it.  The walls within her were just too high by that time and she feared truly feeling the absence of Annalisa; after so much time had passed she knew that the very idea of her daughter would have grown like a monster, towering above her and casting dark, cold shadows across her thoughts, dreams and life.  She was terrified of welcoming the overwhelming pain and grief back into her life and the only way that she found to keep it all at bay was to continually sacrifice the man whom she had loved more than anyone or anything—except herself.


She thought crazily that it was like the joke that her grandfather used to tell about two campers trapped in a tent by a grizzly.  One noticed the other lacing up his boots and said, “Don’t be stupid!  You can’t possibly think you can outrun a bear!”  To which the other replied, “I don’t have to outrun the bear.  I just have to outrun you.”


She had definitely outrun Port—had watched his pleading eyes staring after her as he got mauled and killed by the hulking reality of their loss—and the guilt and sadness over it was crushing her now as she drove him to that field by the river.  Ironic in that it would all happen within sight of the Sangre de Cristo Basin, which would drive a nail right into the realization that she had never made it out of that slimy, back-stabbing shithole of a neighborhood.  Not really.


“Oh Port,” her tight throat reduced the words to a squeaky whisper; tears now falling freely from her chin, and her nose ran like two shiny ribbons.  “Oh God I’m so, so sorry.”


She sobbed loudly as she drove, clearing her eyes and nose with shaky swipes of the back of her hand as Port just sat and stared straight ahead.  He considered jumping from the moving car at the next opportunity and running off into the crowded streets of the city or perhaps lunging for her gun and holding her hostage until…until what?  They would eventually find him and if he provoked them they would kill him; in a city fat with cops who believed that he had murdered two FBI agents…they wouldn’t need much provoking.

So Portnoy King settled back into the seat, careful not to spill the drink, and watched his ex-wife’s body convulse, tears and snot and saliva pouring out of her as they hurtled back toward the place where they had begun so many, many years before.


And all he could think about now was how beautiful she was—how beautiful she had always been.

The swollen clouds, heavy with the clean smell of rain, hung precariously low over the harbor as the small boat moved away from the dock, churning slowly towards the open sea and the waiting spires of the Brightman Institute.  Bernie Starr slumped at the stern and watched the grey water boil up behind the boat, smoking and acrid from the diesel motor clanking below.  As the dock and the small worn wooden structures grew smaller, seemingly pushed away by the growing expanse of roiling water, Starr’s unease grew.  His empty stomach was knotted and painful and he chewed two sticks of gum to combat the unpleasant smell of dense, black coffee on his breath.

*
*
*


Jane Doe, as she called herself back then, had arrived at the Curry Street Community Counseling Center on a bright, cool afternoon in 1996; draped in a long, dirty dress and an oversized men’s suit jacket that didn’t match.  Her feet were bare, thick with calluses and dirt, and her dark hair was pulled into a loose, uneven pony tail.  She had that distant gaze of the blind, but would snap an odd sort of eye contact after speaking to a person for several seconds – as if her vision was unstuck in time and would kick in at some point moments after everything else.  And her gaze was very disquieting, like she was looking at you with her eyes but seeing you from somewhere else entirely.


That had been the first thought in Starr’s mind as Curry Street’s receptionist had led the young woman into his small office and shrugged apologetically behind her back.  He nodded, mumbling that he would take care of this new arrival and the receptionist disappeared quickly, glad to be away from this visitor, but not sure why.


“It is kind of like that,” The young woman said as she settled onto the blue corduroy couch in his windowless office.


“What is?” He looked over the top of his reading glasses, eyebrows raised.


“How I see,” she moved her fingers in front of her eyes.  “My eyes, they don’t work anymore.  I have to look through the people around me.  Through their eyes.”


“Why did you feel the need to explain that to me?”


“Because you noticed.”


He stared at her for a moment, his thoughts racing and sweat glistening on his palms.  The young, new Doctor Bernard Starr was sitting in the embarrassingly cramped, supply closet-turned-office at his first job since graduating from the University of Nebraska’s Psychiatry program.  And for the first time in his professional life, here at the Curry Street Center in Salinas, California, Doctor Starr was on his own.  No frowning professors crumpling his notes, second-guessing his diagnoses, watching his patient interaction from afar, through the one-way glass of the sterile treatment rooms filled with small chairs and colorful Lego blocks.


Okay, he thought, wiping his palms on his tan slacks.  Let’s see, she’s obviously….


“I’m not delusional, Doctor Starr.”


“I didn’t say that you were,” he smiled mechanically.  “Do you think that….”


“No.  I don’t.  It took me a long time to realize that I wasn’t.”


He sat forward, rubbed his face with both hands and took a deep breath.  Something wasn’t right; he suddenly felt like a man freefalling through space with no idea how – and no ability – to affect the outcome of his journey.  

What do I do what do I do what do I do?


“Okay,” he placed his hands on his knees.  “Let’s start with your name.”


“Jane.  Doe.”


“Jane Doe.  Okay.  Of course.  And what brings you to see us today?”


“I want help.  I need help.”


“What are you hoping that I can do?”


She poked at her hair as if looking in a mirror and frowned.  He couldn’t help feeling like – in that instant – he didn’t exist to her.  Only her own preoccupation with how she appeared in his small office.  Under the roughness and smeared exterior of this obvious street person, he could see that she was once very beautiful.  It pained him greatly when beauty was lost to mental disorders or diseases or accidental traumas.  The destruction of beauty – especially feminine beauty – was the greatest of tragedies as far as Starr was concerned.  It was nothing but the careless crushing of flowers under God’s feet.


She smiled sadly and it made him uneasy because it seemed to be a direct response to his thoughts.  But of course that wasn’t possible.


“I think you’ll do, Dr. Starr.”


“I’ll do?”


“I’ve been visiting clinics and hospitals for months.  Searching.  Searching for you it seems.”


He blinked, laughed a little too loudly and sat back in his chair.  His hands trembled so he crossed his arms and buried them in his armpits.  Years of schooling and interning, and somehow, with this young woman sitting in front of him, he couldn’t remember any of it.  Couldn’t seem to formulate a clear action plan…or even maintain an air of professional distance.  One of his legs bounced up and down, shaking the pen holders and picture frames on his little, hastily-assembled desk.


“It’s okay,” she said.


“What?”


“You don’t know what to do.  It’s okay.”


“Look…Ms. Doe…I’m sorry, but there are much more….”


“I don’t want them, Doctor Starr.  I want you.”


Something about her manner and her disconnected eyes made the hair on his neck stand up.  Why did it seem that she was able to finish his thoughts?

“I’m not a mind reader, Bernard.  It’s not like that.”


“Okay,” His stomach was shivering violently now, making his voice waver as he spoke.  He fought the urge to walk out of his office – hands plastered to the sides of his head.  “Then what is it like?”


“First thing Bernard, please relax.  I’m no danger to you.  The only danger that I pose is in what I’m doing to your preconceptions.”  She tapped the side of her head with one finger.  “I am not going to fit into any boxes, Bernard.  I am going to ruin your education and your career and for that I apologize in advance.  You will never help another patient after me.  But it will be okay.  Do you understand?  Focus on what I am saying to you.”


“Who are you?”  His skin was now pale and cold; he was light headed.  “I’m not sure what to do here.”


“Put your head between your knees and tighten your stomach muscles.”


He complied without even thinking about it.  After a few moments the warmth returned to his cheeks and he felt a little clearer and sat up.


“Why did you come to me?”  He said finally.


“That was random actually.  This was just the next place.  I walked in and the receptionist said that you were available.  She let me know that you were new to the practice and would appreciate a patient.”


“You’re my first.”


“I know.”


He considered her for a long time and then took a long, shaky drink from the plastic water cup on his desk.  He looked down and closed his eyes, hoping that one of them would just disappear.  He looked back up.


“We’re both still here,” she held her arms out and then set them back on her lap.


“Do I know you somehow?  I mean, really.  I just feel like…I know you from somewhere.”


“That happens.  We are communicating, you and I, on a level that you’ve only experienced with people you’re very familiar with.  I remind you of your sister Judy in Hawaii.  And your mom a little.  But you don’t see any similarity whatsoever so it’s throwing you off.  Sort of like mental motion sickness.  A loss of equilibrium in your thinking.  You’re experiencing a very unusual type of total familiarity with a complete stranger.  You can’t process it and you can’t figure it out.  So your mind is trying to put a face on me that you recognize because there’s a deep connection where no connection should exist at all.”


“Exactly.”  He was nearly as fascinated as he was terrified.


“I’ve never seen you before in my life, Bernard.  And you have never seen me, heard my voice or even had any contact with anyone that I have ever known.  Do you understand that?”


He nodded silently.  His mouth was dry again already and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.


“Will you help me?”


“I don’t know how.”


“That’s not important.  I just want to hear you say that you’ll help me.  Because I know that you are going to, but it’s important that you speak the things that I already know.  It makes them real for you and sets them in motion.  I’ve made you uncomfortable and I will continue doing so for a long time.  Possibly for as long as we’re in contact.  Unfortunately, you cannot have a secret thought life when I am near you, Bernard.  They taught you well at Nebraska.  You understand the duality of the human thought process as well as the blurred separation between the unconscious and the conscious.  You know that all people, yourself included, can be very different in their heads than they appear outwardly.”


“Of course.”


“Well…forget everything.  You’ve spent years learning to predict human nature, to unravel the thought processes of disparate individuals and to interpret the outward signs of those inward activities.  And you did it out of a desire to better understand yourself.  You never clarified that, I know, but it’s your truth.  And after all the lectures and classes and internships and reading and time spent on that balcony overlooking the square skyline of Omaha, you’re no closer now than you were when you started.  That frustrates you beyond words and you have begun your new career carrying that anger.


“They have inserted their egotism into you, Bernard, and made you believe that you will know people better than they know themselves.  Your industry survives based on two concepts.  The first is that people in general no longer trust their own sensibilities and the second is that he who has the most confidence always wins in a battle of wills.  So, if I doubt myself when facing your ego-driven interpretation of my motives, I will allow you to direct me in whichever way you choose for my own good, right?  But it’s like the irony of a self-fulfilling prophecy.  If you can make me believe that you know me better than I know myself, then I will allow you to direct my life in whichever way you desire.  For my own good, of course.


“And that power is intoxicating, isn’t it Bernard?  It’s enough to keep an unhappy, unfulfilled young man in college for years beyond his desire to be there.  To stay in a certain field of study when he realizes, usually alone in the middle of the night, that he is only there because he has discovered the ability to control others through it.  It becomes a beginning and an end in itself.  A circular argument pounded into the shape of a career choice.”


She stopped talking for a moment and repositioned on his couch, tucking one of her legs underneath her; creating a posture that made her look young and vibrant under the façade of a homeless addict.  He said nothing and was totally unaware that his mouth hung open.  He barely even blinked as she continued.


“So your initial desire to clarify yourself has not only backfired, but it has given you the tools by which you will never have to think about understanding yourself again.  You sit here in this broom closet and stare at your diploma under glass and wait, like a spider waits, for your opportunity to grab those who pass by your door.  To inject them with your imagined meaning, your current whims.  And as you build your skills, your office grows and your cars multiply.  You will eventually be sitting in a spacious office overlooking the lights of some big city, your schedule filled with the tight faces of celebrities and CEOs…or their neglected families.  And you will have arrived, right?  People will break themselves on your wisdom; crash their weak beliefs against the pillars of your higher understanding.


“But you know what, Bernard?  What you do is wrong.  You are all wrong.  Society is packed full of people driving themselves crazy because they don’t believe themselves capable of living under their own power and they are slaughtered like feed cattle by those in your profession.  Not physically, of course, but mentally.  Emotionally.  And why do you do it?  Because you are better than them?  You are trained to see in them what they are too dumb, too bovine, to comprehend themselves, right?


“But then, late at night…when you wake up and your room is lit by the glowing numbers on your clock radio…and you are totally alone in the universe, you are stabbed with regret.  It jumps on you like the little demon from that painting by Fuseli and you realize that not only are you no closer to understanding your own thoughts, but you are guilty of giving other people – people who came to you for help with a problem that you convinced them that they had in the first place – giving them artificial solutions molded in the Psychiatry Departments of every hospital and university across the country.


“And you realize that you are not part of any answer.  You’re just a link in a chain that grinds its way through society, lifting some people higher…and tearing others apart.  It’s at that point that you finally surrender yourself, right?  You find that by manipulating minds, willingly opened up to you, you can get anything that you desire.  And your desires are many, aren’t they Bernard?

“But how well did that work with April?  You remember her.  Her husband really trusted you to help her, didn’t he?  Why did you start seeing her outside of the university program, Bernard?  No oversight from your professors on that one.  No!  Do you remember how she cried when you undressed her?  Oh, how you desired her body, though.  She smelled like vanilla and wore tall leather boots and that ruffled black skirt.  Couldn’t you see how self-consciously she covered her breasts with her arms…how she turned her hips away from you trying to keep her legs closed?  Oh, Bernard, did you know the cost of your desire?  Did you care?  You even shook her husband’s hand at the funeral and you brought a teddy bear for her son.  How thoughtful, Bernard.  But what the hell, right?  I mean, she probably would’ve done it anyway.  She had struggled with depression for years and her note never mentioned you, did it?  No one was the wiser.”


As the young woman spoke, softly and without pausing, tears had begun streaming down Starr’s cheeks, splattering onto the front of his red button-up shirt.  His posture had gradually softened – surrendered – and his hands now hung close to the floor.  She was putting words to the things that he felt but would never have been able to pack into any sort of understandable or communicable form, and she was describing some of his deepest, most shameful realizations and arguably his darkest moment, and did so with an accuracy that gripped his throat and twisted his intestines; as if his own conscience were somehow rebelling against him in the form of this dirty, teenaged girl.


“Bernard!  Stay with me,” she said calmly.  “You’re safe.  Do you understand me?”


He nodded and straightened in the chair, wiping his running nose with the back of one hand.


“You know that none of this is anything new to you, Bernard.  You’re just not used to seeing yourself so clearly…or, worse yet, having someone else see you also.  I know it feels dangerous, but it’s really like looking at photos from a trip you took to the Grand Canyon.  You’re not going to fall off of a cliff in a photo, right?  That’s all these are, Bernard…photographs.”

*
*
*


The boat tipped side to side as its wake deflected off of the rocks at the base of the Brightman towers and pushed numerous rolling waves back under the hull.  They were drawing closer to the small, jutting dock now and as a cold rain began to fall, Starr’s dread grew.  The diesel engine revved and quieted several times in quick succession as the captain slowly spun the bow and brought the boat in close enough to the dock for a guard to catch it with a weak toss of a weathered rope.  Starr didn’t move until the engines were silent and the guard stood on the dock looking at him questioningly.


“You comin’?”


“I suppose so,” Starr sighed and stepped up onto a seat cushion, over the side and onto the cracked wooden planks.


A narrow concrete pathway that began where the dock ended lead up over a hillock covered with short, very green grass and stopped at the foot of two huge doors solidly made of pale, rough-hewn wood with wide bands of hammered iron.  Contrasting the medieval look of the doors, there was a small computerized touch pad recessed into the stone on the right and three closed circuit cameras making an unseen approach impossible.  As Starr and the guard reached the doors, the boat motor roared to life and quickly faded into the distance, leaving behind the sloshing sound of waves hitting the rocks and the never ending Pacific wind.


It made Starr feel alone and isolated now, and strangely like he was being led to his own execution.  He shivered as the large doors swung open silently and two guards emerged, one with an automatic rifle and the other with a hand-held metal detector.  The second man waved the flat, black wand over Starr’s extremities, front and back and verified that his belt buckle was the cause of its half-hearted beeping.


“What’s up, Doc?”  The guard with the gun smiled.


“Nothing.  Anything new with you?”


“My son’s football team made it to the state playoffs,” the guard said.


“Yeah, but ask him if they won,” the man with the metal detector said.


“Screw you!”


“Well?”  Starr stood, forcing himself to smile, his arms still straight out to each side.


“They didn’t make the Big Game,” he said with a reverence that required capital letters.  “But it was a damn sight to see them playin’ in the Oakland Coliseum, I tell you that much.”


“I bet it was.  Congratulate him for me.”


“Yeah, thanks, I will.  These cheesedicks around here don’t seem to care.”


“Well shit,” the guard who had walked Starr from the docks laughed.  “You talk about him like he’s in the goddamned NFL.”  He turned to Starr, “Last year he handed out his son’s football card from the high school….”


“So?”  The proud guard sneered.


“…as Christmas presents, and….”


“What’s wrong with that?”


“…they were autographed.”


“Those are gonna be worth somethin’ someday!”  His face grew red as the two other guards laughed and Starr grimaced, not really wanting to support either side of the conversation.


“Okay, Doctor Starr,” One man stopped laughing and began walking.  “I know you know the drill, but I have to read the card.”


“I know,” Starr walked into the depths of the facility with the three men as one pulled a laminated 3x5 card from his pocket and started reading.  They were words that Starr himself had written nearly ten years before.


“The Oracle is a female human being who you should not fear.  You will be provided a chair and you must not move from that chair until instructed to do so.  You will be monitored at all times while in the Oracle’s presence, and your conference may be recorded using both audio and video devices.  You are not to speak to the Oracle until she requests that you do so.  You are never to stand, shout or assume any aggressive posture in the Oracle’s presence.  You will never, under any circumstances, touch the Oracle.”  At this point the card departed from Starr’s original words.  “Any failure to follow these guidelines will result in an escalating use of force up to, and including, death.”


Starr quickly looked at the man with the card.  “What?  Where did that come from?”


“I don’t know,” The man shrugged.  “It was just added on the last revision.”


“Well…who’s there to do the whole force escalation thing?  The Oracle has to be alone with visitors.”


“You’ll see in a minute.”


The group of men moved through several monitored doors and down dim, concrete hallways before entering a small, round room filled with metal lockers.  A guard swung one of the lockers open and pulled out a bright yellow tangle of straps with a black box attached to it.


“Doctor Starr, meet the Bumble Bee.”


“What is that?”


“It’s a type of compliance harness that all of Her visitors are now required to wear.  It’s controlled remotely, same idea as a taser.  Only this is adjustable, from just a warning buzz to electrocution.”


“Electrocution?  Like to death?”


“Yes sir.”


“How?  Why?”  Starr was incredulous.  “Who instituted that?”


“Again, I don’t know.  It just came down and we all had to go through a training thing on it.”


“Have there been problems?  With visitors?”


“Not really,” said one guard.


“One,” said another.


“What happened?”


“They brought over a bunch of those fuckin’ camel jockeys from Gitmo and one of ‘em tried to rush the Oracle.”


 He raised the harness.  “And zap!  Allah motherfuckin’ ackbar!”


“Did he die?”


“Oh yeah.  You should see the video.”


“How was she?  The Oracle?”


“Okay, I guess.  She wouldn’t see anyone for a week or so.”


“Why wasn’t I notified?”  Starr’s shock was tempering his anger.  “I’m the first contact if anything unusual happens with her.  Anything.”


The three guards looked at each other.


“Not anymore,” One guard made brief eye contact and then looked away.


“What do you mean?  I’m the Director of the Oracle Project.  I created it.”


“Look, Doctor Starr, we just work here.  You know that.  I heard that it was some sort of Presidential order, naming some lady at the CIA as the first contact.  They dropped your level.”


“To what?”


“Um…four, I believe.”


“Four?”  Starr yelled.  “When did this happen?”


“A few months ago.  You’ve been away for awhile.”


“I know, but…that’s because I was supposed to be contacted if anything happened.”


“I don’t know what to tell you, Doc,” The man said as he untangled the harness.  “But we’ve got a schedule to keep.  You’ve got to take your shirt off for this thing.”


Starr just stood there, suddenly feeling as empty as his stomach, his legs threatening to buckle.  The Oracle Project had been his baby.  He had brought her to the government, he had proposed the Brightman Institute, he had supervised the remodel of her quarters in the crumbling facility, he had made the rules and he had always been in charge.  The anger and indignation then receded as quickly as it had come and his head sank.  It was ultimately his own fault.  He had gradually let the project run itself; choosing instead to travel, write articles, and host parties at his spacious house overlooking Bodega Bay.  He had become the Director of a Top Secret Government Project…but, in doing so, had actually stopped directing it.  And now…he was a level four.  An Everybody Else.


“I’m gonna get to the bottom of this,” Starr said and the guards all nodded in agreement, although they were all aware of the resignation in his voice.  Starr included.


“Okay.  Let’s just get your shirt lifted up so we can get this on.”


Once the Bumble Bee had been properly placed, a now disheveled Starr was led into the antechamber of the Oracle’s quarters.  The three guards walked from the room and swung the heavy door shut behind them.  He waited in the concrete silence, pulling at the uncomfortable nylon straps that held the gelled electrodes to the skin of his torso.  His sudden despondency and regret over losing control of his life’s work overwhelmed even his fear of seeing the Oracle again and that’s what he was deep in thought about as the smooth metal door in front of him slid open, exposing a large, dark room.  A single weak light shone down on a metal chair that was crudely bolted to the floor.


“Please step forward and have a seat,” an amplified voice echoed from somewhere.


He complied.


Starr sat in silence, in the darkness, for several moments until his eyes began to adjust.


She was there, across the room with her back to him, and the grey concrete walls rose out of sight.  The entire room was empty save for them.


For nearly five minutes neither moved nor spoke.  The Oracle wore light blue sweatpants, a matching T-shirt and a knit watchman’s cap pulled low over her ears.  The clothes hung on her frame like they were several sizes too big.


“You think me too skinny.”  Her voice echoed in the emptiness between them.


“I’m concerned for your health.”


“I know.  I appreciate that.”


“Listen,” Starr said.  “I know you know…but I am so sorry for what you see.  I am weak and I’m ashamed.  I fear that I have lost everything here.  It’s all my fault.”


“Relax, Bernard.  I am not judging you.  You should know that by now.  And although you have lost control of this place…I don’t think it will matter much longer anyway.  Your fear of seeing me since the call yesterday was unnecessary.  Proof yet again that even after all of these years you still don’t get it.  Get me.


“You still think it’s not natural for another person to see your life and not be disgusted.  The lying that you do, the boasting, the women that you seduce and then hate…all of it.  You disgust yourself, Bernard, and the fear that people will discover that you’re faking everything overwhelms you.  That you’re really a frightened eight year-old boy and it’s still the bottom of the ninth and you’re still scanning the stands hoping that your dad made it to this game.”


“Is this why you called for me?”


She turned and walked toward him, into the gradual light.  Her face was older than he remembered, gaunt and pale, but he couldn’t tell if it was the poor lighting or the contrast of the dark knit cap lightening her skin.  She passed behind him and her lips were suddenly at his ear, whispering.


“’And I looked and beheld a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him.  And power was given unto them and over the fourth part of the earth, to kill with sword, and with hunger, and with death, and with the beasts of the earth.’   Do you know what that is, Bernard?”


“Isn’t that the Book of Revelations?” Starr said softly.  She obviously didn’t want this to be recorded.


“It’s from the sixth chapter.”


Starr sat silently listening to her even breathing in his ear.


“I’m not alone here Bernard.  In this place.  But I didn’t know it until just yesterday.  As I was walking in the exercise yard, by the far wall, I became aware of It.  I say It because I don’t know what it is exactly.  It’s somebody, or used to be, but when I read them, there is really no one there.  Like an open door standing alone in the middle of a desert; all around it are rolling sand dunes, but through the doorframe is a galaxy thick with stars.  Do you get what I’m saying, Bernard?  There’s an enigma here.  Some sort of human being who bridges our world with what’s out there.”


“There’s nobody else here, Jane.  I picked this place because of the isolation.  It had been closed for years.  But…you know all of this.”


“And I don’t know why I found It yesterday but never have before,” she ignored his words.  “Perhaps this other person just happened to move close enough and I was in the right place.  Like two planets lining up.  I don’t know.  But I read It Bernard…I was able to step through that door and now you need to listen to me very carefully.


“This person, Bernard, this enigma…can do what I can do.  Only It doesn’t read people…It reads beyond people.  How do I make you understand?  It’s like I can read It and It reads death.  I could see God through It Bernard, circling like a gargantuan galaxy a billion times brighter than the sun…just spinning slowly out there on the edge of everything.  I could see the Magnificence…the overwhelming Brilliance of God.  I was lost in it.  Just immersed in the indescribable immensity of all that has ever been and ever will be.  And I was intimately aware of everything simultaneously…from the smallest, most insignificant worm pushing its way through the ground to waves in the middle of the Atlantic that were hundreds of miles across and moving with a logic and a purpose…to distant stars warming distant planets.


And in that time I understood everything…the logic of it all…the reasons and exactly how it all meshes together in an unbelievably synchronous, limitless Möbius strip of…existence.  Imagine, Bernard, everything making sense.  Seeing how everything is connected to everything else through the consciousness of purpose, through the omnipotent, omniscient mind of God.


“And opposite the bright, gargantuan spinning of the blinding Creator, where all warmth emanates…where love is created…is a terrifying, nebulous black storm.  As cold and dark as the grave and radiating…just…pure evil.  Not a conscious evil, like in stories…not like Satan with the horns and all that, trying to steal souls.  But an almost equal and opposite force…a counterbalance of sorts to God.  And the evil…it builds…grows fat like a raindrop…filling with all the dark bile of the cosmos before bursting out like a solar flare.  Only instead of a bright explosion, it’s black as pitch – a total absence of light – full of hate and death and fear…and it grows out in an ever-widening sphere that passes over everything…sucks from everything.  When it hits the spinning reality of God the whole thing—all the darkness—just burns up instantly.  Then it begins again.


“That flare is the Fallen Angel, Bernard.  Its Lucifer cast down from the heavens to ultimately be destroyed by God in a never-ending cycle.  It only gains a personality, as it were, when that dark energy crosses humanity.  And certain people are like lightning rods for it.  Caligula, Manson, Dahmer, Lenin, Stalin, Gacy, Zedong, Hitler, bin Laden, Pol Pot, …history is full of them.  People who react with it like water sprayed on burning magnesium.  People who are just different than the rest…only that difference is never apparent to anyone, even to the self.  It’s a dormant potential, triggered by the arrival of the energy from the Morning Star, the Fallen One.


“And I saw it growing, Bernard.  It’s happening again…and this time it’s going to be worse.  Much worse.  I’m not sure why, though, maybe it’s all part of the cycle.  I can never see the future; I just felt a dread that was unbearable yesterday, as if that enigma was somehow plugged into the future…or maybe just unstuck in time.  It was like a warning of some kind.


“And then It was gone.  Like It moved out of my range or something.  I lost everything but the weak memory of what I had experienced.  I was instantly disconnected from God, from everything, and returned to myself, alone in the exercise yard.  But the dread…the dread of what was to come made me ill.  It weighed on me like the hopelessness that I fought before initially finding you in Salinas that day so long ago.”


The Oracle was silent for a long time and Starr struggled to comprehend what she had told him.  He feared that the isolation and her extraordinary abilities had somehow….


“I’m not insane, Bernard.  The fact that I exist at all should reassure you that anything’s possible.  You of all people.  Now is not the time to begin reapplying your own parameters on the world…on reality.  Regardless of how large your ego has become.”


He recoiled as if slapped.  “So why call for me?”


“Because you know me, Bernard.  And I trust you.”


“You know what, Jane?”  He was both hurt by her ego comment and fearful that her premonition was somehow accurate.  He had spent many years overcoming a fear – instilled in him and fostered by highly religious parents – that Satan would someday return to destroy the world.  He could know intellectually that he no longer believed it…but he could also still wake up on some nights with his sheets dark with sweat, seeing a red, horned figure in every mirror.  “I don’t know you.  You’ve always made the rules!  You chose me and you told me exactly what to do and you always knew how to make me function.  But goddamnit, I don’t really know anything about you!  Not really.”


Starr had been yelling and suddenly felt a mild electrical shock course through his body, stiffening his legs and making his arms grip the sides of the chair.


A warning buzz.


The Oracle walked slowly, thoughtfully, away from him.  When she turned back her cheeks were glistening with tears from her blind eyes.


“Okay, Bernard…okay.  But if I do, I‘m going to need your help finding somebody.”


“Who?  Why?”


“Because I need to try and stop what’s going to happen.  The responsibility on me is overwhelming.  And I need to find the man who stands between this world and the world of the dead.”


“What do you mean, like Charon?  The boatman on the river Styx in the old Greek myth?”


“No,” the Oracle returned and sat cross legged on the floor at Starr’s feet.  “More like the Grim Reaper.  Charon shuttles the dead…the Reaper makes the dead.”


“This is crazy,” Starr looked down at his trembling hands.


“If I share myself with you, Bernard, will you help me?”


“I know you already know the answer,” he sighed.


“But just like in the beginning, Bernard, I need you to verbalize what I already know.”


“Ah yes…the same free will given to us by God, huh?”


“The man I need you to find is a police detective in Poland Park, New Jersey named Portnoy King.”


“A police detective in New Jersey is the Grim Reaper?”  He looked into her glazed eyes, not sure whether to laugh hysterically or vomit his guts out.  The walls around him seemed to ripple as if made of liquid and he had to close his eyes and hold tightly to the metal chair; breathing deeply.  “You’re seriously telling me that?”


The Oracle grimaced, knowing the utter disorientation that she was creating in Starr.  “No, Bernard.  But I think he may know who is.”


Starr felt tears trickle down his face.  He didn’t want this…any of it.  He only wanted his parties and his wine cellar and his secret title as Director of the Oracle Project and the young women with their tanned skin, perfumed hair and strong, hungry hips.  But not this.  Not talk of evil and galaxy-shaped Gods and Death and destruction of biblical proportions.  It awakened a terror so deep in his bowels that he had to fight the urge to run from her presence and bang, screaming, on the door until they let him out.  He just wanted air…just cool, wet sea air…and to feel the wind on his sweaty face.


“Bernard, relax.  It’s okay.  It’s going to be okay.  Just listen to my voice.”


He inhaled deeply through his nose and breathed out several times.  He finally nodded but kept his eyes closed.


The Oracle began.  “My name was Jennifer Chamberlain and I began in a motel room in New Jersey in 1995.”

Burton Fastgate lit a cigar and watched the White House grow smaller in the rear window of the limousine as sweet-smelling blue smoke filled the leather interior.


“I want that motherfucker,” he said.


“Oh come on B-Ray, this is his last term,” Arnell Davis, Fastgate’s Chief of Staff and oldest friend said.  “I wouldn’t even….”


“Not the President.  The place.  The White House.”


“Well, that is the plan,” Arnell pulled a mineral water from the small refrigerator under the clanking bottles of the wet bar.  “And the polls are definitely breaking in our favor.”


“But we ain’t gonna stop now are we?”  Fastgate poked the cigar at the other man.  “You need to start bein’ an earth-scorchin’ mother from now on.  I want you to burn ‘em all to the ground.  I don’t even care if you have to set ‘em up.  When the smoke clears I just want it to be me standin’ there with my Armani overcoat and my cigar, you know?  Like I was on the cover of GQ.”


He saw the uncertainty in Arnell’s eyes and laughed, baring all of his teeth.


“The ends always justify the means, my friend.  The ends always justify the means.”


Burton Ray Fastgate had grown up on the narrow streets of southern Chicago, stealing cars and running kites for a local bookie that everyone just called Chopper.  When he was seventeen his leadership skills and ruthlessly opportunistic nature caught the attention of Rabin Poughkeepsie, a University of Chicago professor who consulted for a non-profit organization that championed the plight of Chicago’s working class poor and inner-city minorities.


As a member of the Chicago chapter of the Workers Brotherhood of America, Fastgate quickly realized that there was much to be learned about American society – and the power structure that fought for its soul – and that stealing cars and delivering gambling chits were obscenely small-minded endeavors that were very much below his potential.


“I want more.  How do I get more?”  He had asked, sitting across from Poughkeepsie in the elderly man’s cluttered office on the university campus.  Fastgate had leaned forward, prepared to mentally record everything that came out of the old man’s mouth – that trembling, white-haired sage who spoke of uniting workers and equality, racial harmony and inner city strife and the immorality of big business.  Of course, mixed up in all of those concepts, Fastgate only ever heard one blaring thing: power.  

“I want to run this shit, Rabin.”  Fastgate picked up the glass globe paperweight from the old man’s desk.

Poughkeepsie chuckled and smiled approvingly.


“How about we first work on running this,” Poughkeepsie had pointed a trembling finger at Fastgate.  “Your language, although endearing and appropriate for a struggling black youth in the heartless inner city, hides your intelligence and your potential.  Think about it Burton, which is going to work better…honestly…’I’m aiming to step up in here and run this motherfucker’ or ‘Your policies are inherently racist and I believe that the only way to convince a skeptical public otherwise is to promote people of color’?”


Fastgate smiled.


“But never forget where you come from, Burton,” the old man tapped on his desk.  “The struggles of your people in this bourgeoisie society.  That’s your ticket.  For instance, where’s your father?”


“Dead.  He died when I was four.”


“How?”


“He was workin’ on an oil rig in Louisiana and somethin’ broke or somethin’.  Killed a few guys.”


“No, no, no!”  The old man stood and paced, his Cardigan buttoned to the neck.  “Your father was killed by the unsafe and unfair practices of a corporation, a big oil company that regularly took advantage of the poorest workers and habitually placed minority workers in harms way.  What about mom?”


“My moms was a teenager livin’ out in California and workin’ at Disneyland when she had me.  I got sent here to live with my pops’ mom.  I get letters from her sometimes.  Don’t know much, though.”  He sat and looked at his hands for a moment.  “She’s white.”


At this the old man stopped pacing.  “Okay.  So you can honestly say that you don’t know your mother.  That’s good.  Her being white may muddle things a bit.  But let’s keep that in the back of our heads.  There may be a time when it will be useful to us…you.”


Fastgate had always secretly felt that there were plans and blueprints behind everything around him; like the invisible hands of faceless committees were always in the act of building the world around him moment by moment.  But he never suspected that he’d actually meet anyone who was in on it…and he certainly had not anticipated that the committees were made up of people like Poughkeepsie, an ancient college professor who was not much more than an animated skeleton with a small white beard.  And still he couldn’t figure out why he was so enthralled by a guy who he had absolutely nothing in common with.  But the old man spoke to him, you know?  Spoke to something deep inside that nobody on the streets or at the evening pick-up basketball games under the buzzing sodium lights or at the throbbing parties had ever touched.  It gave him a vision and a purpose that was so elusive that he had to focus his thinking on it constantly or it would fade into the world around him, leaving him wondering if it had been there at all – and yet, at the same time, it was so amazingly simple.


There were two distinct worlds in the Chicago that he had grown up in.  One was the façade of inner-city life, full of alcohol and drugs and sex and ego-fueled violence and bleak futures dominated by concrete gutters, dimly-lit police stations and bright, foul-smelling hospitals.  That world was small and cramped and made you feel like you couldn’t stand and stretch your back and feel the sun on your face.  It was a world of running footfalls echoing in alleys late in the night, gunshots, mother’s wailing in the damp streets and the rumbling claustrophobia of prison bars.


But now that other world – the world that had opened up to him the first time that he had climbed into the passenger seat of Poughkeepsie’s Ford Tempo and listened to the man’s slow and hypnotic way of speaking – was a world where everything was coordinated, directed and planned extensively.  A world where everything was protested, petitioned, twisted, promoted, condemned, created and destroyed with the goal of pushing unease, distrust and confusion on the masses who clogged the freeway tollbooths and the coffee shops.


It was a world where multitudes of people like Poughkeepsie – teachers, councilmen, writers, critics, reporters, editors, lawyers, artists, doctors, socialites, even housewives – all worked tirelessly to bend the sensibilities of society first one way, and then the other, until finally they would break on an issue or an assumption or an idea much like a stiff metal bar can eventually be broken.


All with the clear and very intentional focus of creating fear, confusion, apathy and angry selfishness, wrapped in hopelessness as sticky and overwhelming as quicksand.


“And at that moment,” Poughkeepsie had smiled, tapping the tobacco ashes from his pipe.  “They are isolated even in their bustling crowds, alone in their towering cities and you have them by the balls.  You will own every man, woman and child and they won’t even know it.  They’ll no longer have the capacity to know it.  They’ll welcome you taking over their lives, Burton.  They’ll shake your hand as you walk by and kiss your cheek and say they never knew how anyone could have lived any other way.


“They will willingly give you their dreams and their individuality.  You’ll see.  They’ll give up their faiths, their truths…even cherished concepts like beauty and love and justice will fall away and be replaced what you tell them is beauty, love and justice.”


Fastgate ran his hand over his short, thick hair.  “Why would they give up like that?  I wouldn’t.  I don’t get it.”


“Don’t you see, they already have Burton, they just haven’t realized it yet?” The old man had laughed.  “We, you and I, are following years and years of purposeful deterioration.  Carefully planned destruction.  The moment that this nation first set out to build itself on a foundation of individuality and liberty, the forces of the world – the natural forces of human dynamics – began to descend on it.  To attack the obscenity that those dead white men were attempting to create…had the audacity to even attempt.  Our job is to simply blow on the empty shells that fill our streets and office buildings and factories.


“Listen, Burton, nothing is quite as directionless and foundering as a man left to search for his own happiness.  Like a sailboat on a smooth, windless ocean, where the canvas just hangs like sagging skin and the sun beats it relentlessly.  And there, on the deck is a man – growing more sunburned by the minute – who is so confused about which direction to move in.  At its most basic level, free will is plain cruelty and at its most complicated…it’s pure torture.  It creates disparity, inequality and, worst of all, jealousy.


“The moment that one man says to another man, ‘I want what you have,’ society begins its collapse.  Don’t you see?  On the most elementary level, we must desire for everyone to be fully, totally and completely equal.  We must stamp out individual achievement, fame, the concept of ownership…anything that sets he apart from they.  That’s the key.


“Have you ever watched crabs in a cooking pot, Burton?  It’s an important lesson in sociology.  If one crab tries to climb out, what happens?  I’ll tell you.  The others will pull it back into the cluster of shells, legs and claws.  That’s nature, my boy.  That’s a perfect society at work.  One that is self-sufficient and truly self-governing.  When our communities reach out and pull those back who dare to insult us all by thinking they are better or more capable…then we’ve arrived.  Then people like you and I will have success.”


Fastgate had sat for a long time, confusion darkening his features.  The old man’s concepts seemed to fade in and out of his ability to grasp and fully comprehend them.  As soon as he thought that they might be making sense, they were gone again.


“But,” He paused for a long time before continuing.  “Somebody has to put those crabs in the pot, right?”


Rabin Poughkeepsie’s smile stretched from one ear to the other, opening his face into a disquieting Jack-o’-Lantern-like gash.  “That, my boy, is why I’m taking you under my wing.  You’re a natural.  I recognized your abilities right away that day at the Boy’s Club over on 54th Avenue.  You’re different and you’re special, Burton.  You remind me of me at your age.  And it’ll take people like us, like you, to fill those crab pots.  You can help your fellow man in immeasurable ways by killing his free will…killing absolute truth…killing his belief in the goodness of our society…and in god.  Man – not men like you and me mind you – but man in general can only truly experience happiness and inner peace – real serenity – when they have no choices and are the same, one neighbor to another…one neighborhood to another…across the nation and around the world.”


Fastgate tried to hide the glow of pride, an overwhelming sense of importance and a deep and growing affection for the other man.  And he saw that Poughkeepsie saw what he was thinking, but thankfully didn’t acknowledge it.


“I think,” The old man said, still showing two rows of amazingly false teeth.  “That you need to start preparing to be on the Chicago City Council.  It’ll be a fitting start.”


He then took a small From the Desk of Rabin Poughkeepsie notepad, scribbled a list of names on the top sheet and handed the paper to the young Fastgate.


“Figure out how to find a library, get as many books by these people as you can and read them.  Read them until you understand them.  And then come back and see me and we’ll work on the next step.  You are going to be one of the most important men in the world, Burton.  But it’s going to take a lot of work on your part.  More effort than you have ever expended on anything.  But when it’s over, when the smoke clears…I guarantee you that it’ll be worth it.  Now go and don’t come back until you have done what I’ve asked.”


Fastgate had carefully folded the note, slid it into the pocket of his jeans and left without another word to the old man.

*
*
*


Karl Marx


Friedrich Engels


Vladimir Lenin


Thomas More


Francois Babeuf


Mao Zedong


Ernesto Geuvara


Burton Fastgate had found and stolen the books, reading and rereading them all; an ever-shortening pencil clenched tightly between his teeth.  He made small, purposeful notes on countless sheets of blank paper, attempting to structure the arguments and concepts into a form that he could grasp.  Quotes from Marx, circled heavily, were connected by lines to scribbled ideas found in the writings of Lenin, Zedong and Guevara.  There was a common thread that ran through the writings – one of societal ownership and absolute equality – that was to be achieved by any means necessary.  Dishonesty, terror, sleight-of-hand, re-education.  Even murder.


The ends justify the means.  The young man found himself writing it over and over under his boldly scrawled diagrams. 


At first Fastgate was changed.

He imagined a world of splendid and peaceful equality and whole-heartedly strove to be a part of it.  With Poughkeepsie’s assistance he started publishing a weekly newsletter called The Youth Worker and passed it out everywhere he went.  They created the Chicago Citizens United organization, for which Fastgate was the entire staff and membership.  The CCU, and his name as Executive Director, began appearing regularly in newspapers in the Chicago and metro areas.  The CCU supported Terrence Moore, a janitor who had kidnapped and raped three secretaries from the same insurance company and then killed a police officer during his arrest.  The CCU pushed hard, claiming that the Chicago Police Department had set the man up and arrested him illegally.

“We have been shown absolute proof,” Fastgate had thundered at a hastily called but well attended press conference.  “I tell you, without a doubt, that not only did Chicago police officers intimidate those secretaries, but they also killed one of their own during the arrest in an embarrassingly clumsy friendly-fire accident.  The only thing Mr. Moore is guilty of is being black in Chicago.”

His claims made headlines in Illinois and appeared in the Around the Nation sections of newspaper across the country, bringing a flurry of angry editorials and letters to newspapers where it seemed that America was debating the case and, specifically, Fastgate’s statement.

The nation was now talking about Chicago Citizens United and its Executive Director, Burton R. Fastgate.  But incredibly, he was not the focus of the support or the anger – he was the messenger.  The man who was watching out for everyday Americans.

At this Fastgate and Poughkeepsie had clapped each others’ backs and snipped the ends from large, handmade Cuban cigars.

“Now you see how it works, my boy,” the old man had held up a trembling flame for Fastgate’s cigar.  “Of course, it’s now time to close up the CCU and open American Citizens United.  Use the same address if you like, it doesn’t matter.”

Fastgate hooked his thumbs under the lapels of his jacket, the cigar clamped in his teeth.  “Burton R. Fastgate, Executive Director of American Citizen’s United.  Yeah.  I like that!”  He turned to Poughkeepsie.  “And we can focus all of this publicity and really save Moore.”

“Forget Moore,” The old man waved his hand.  “Haven’t you been learning anything from me?”

Fastgate lowered his hands and looked at the older man.

“Yes, Burton, you heard me correctly.  Forget Terrence Moore.  He’s guilty.  Let him rot.  He served his purpose.  You must see it, my boy.  This isn’t about saving the Terrence Moores of the world.  This is about promoting unease, distrust, paranoia…and you Burton.”

Fastgate remembered his hand on the glass, adjacent to Moore’s own hand, in the Main Adult Detention Facility’s visitor center.  We’re gonna get you out of here, Fastgate had promised over the stinking phone handset.  The grateful look on Moore’s stupid, guilty face had made him feel like a savior…like a superhero.  And now Poughkeepsie was telling him to forget Moore.  Forget the guy on the other side of the glass, who was depending on Burton Fastgate for his life and his freedom.

“I don’t know,” Fastgate set his cigar in the large glass ashtray.

“This is your moment, Burton,” Poughkeepsie smiled slyly.  “This right here is when you decide if you have the intestinal fortitude to run the world…or if you are going to end up as just another Jesse.  Pimping your race and selling your stupid soul to any cause that will put money in your pocket.  You decide, Burton, if you want real power…or if you just want some money and name recognition in the newspapers.

“Because you, my boy, are at the crossroads that we all get to at some point in the course of this struggle.  I’ve been there.  We all have.  Just know that if you choose the shallow fame and money route…you and I are done.  And I would have to admit that I grossly misread your abilities.”

The old man poured Brandy into a large snifter and sat next to the crackling fire, ignoring Fastgate as he stood, his shadow rippling and flashing on the hardwood floor.

There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of the wood popping in the fireplace.

“Yeah, okay,” Fastgate’s shoulders dropped; the old man heard it in his voice.

“Very well, Burton.  You should be happy about a job well done.  You have proven yourself worthy of the next step.  Now go home.  Tomorrow, close the CCU…start the ACU…and I’ll call one of my colleagues downtown and get your name added to the City Council ballot this November.  You will win.  Good night.”

Fastgate retrieved his smoking cigar, turned and left the old man’s house without another word.

As he walked home, his overcoat flapping around him and the cigar smoke rising and sticking in dense puffs in the cold evening air, he became unchanged.

He realized that he had always been selfish, that all of his schemes as a youth on Chicago’s streets had been about benefiting himself.  Of course.  And even now, as the “respected” Executive Director of an almost wholly fictitious organization, he had somehow convinced himself that he was going to be making a difference in the world.  He would become the New Man promoted by so many of Poughkeepsie’s writers and would help society to realize the inevitability of that new thinking.  It was the closest that he had ever come to selflessness.

And now, with a simple statement uttered by an old man, a hastily tossed off forget Moore, Fastgate finally saw the monster for what it was.  A soul eating beast that crept across the landscape of modern world history disguised as progress, equality and humanitarianism.  A deceptively clothed wolf creeping through fields fat with sheep bleating about the latest baseball scores, anorexic movie stars or mysteries of global warming.

Fastgate saw, through eyes lensed by the books that he had memorized and the concepts that he had diagramed in dark pencil lines on bright white paper, that there was a darkness descending on the world.  And it was truly a dark genius that fueled it.  It was an idea that had started with mislead but good intentions and had been transformed by darkly intelligent men who intimately understood group dynamics even before that term was coined.  It had been improved and solidified by men with a certain type of bored genius – men with nothing in their lives but the quest to think themselves beyond their parlor couches – to think themselves into history.

Over time the concepts had made such deep and sinister roots in American society that even though many saw the coming sickness – usually cloaked as human-rights protests, progressive media reports, judicial activism and the like – it was already too well fed to destroy it.  It was carried on the backs of apathetic human nature – which was the true genius of its design.  In order for it to be stopped once it had gained a foothold in a society, it would require the individuals in that society to voluntarily stand up from their comfortable nests of womb-like recliners, turn off the twenty-four hour news channels, disconnect from the world wide web, stop memorizing the statistics of professional athletes, bring their children back into the embrace of unbroken families, rediscover God and actually stand together – as a solid unit – against the approaching evil.  And that was just never going to happen.

Many men who were much better and smarter than Fastgate – men with truly good hearts and noble intentions – had been broken against that oncoming storm.  Cast off into the dust bin of history and politics and popular culture.  And Fastgate knew it.  That was perhaps the most important lesson that he had learned from Poughkeepsie; none of them mattered.  It would happen with or without them.  It was the natural order of human societies and was as inevitable as the sun rising each morning.  Fastgate would either learn to surf the on the foreshadowing wave of it or get pulled into the undertow – into obscurity and eventual ruin.

“Fuck it,” Fastgate said to the empty street.  “Fuck you.”

He flicked the glowing cigar and it flew in a lopsided arc, smashing into a burst of embers on the frosted windshield of a parked car.

“Fuck all of you!”  He had yelled at the top of his voice at the darkened windows of the apartments that lined the street.

A dog barked in distance and Fastgate had turned down an alleyway as the windows lit up nearby, soon to be filled by sleepy faces not used to late night yelling on their street.

*
*
*


Arnell and Fastgate had ridden in silence most of the way back to the Capitol Building when a cell phone rang.


“Hello?”  Arnell answered his personal phone.


Senator Fastgate’s Chief of Staff then spent the next minute nodding silently, looking at his watch and making “uh-huh’ sounds with a dry throat.  When he finally hung up he covered his mouth with one wide hand and squeezed his lower face as his large eyes looked around the interior of the limousine.


“What is it Arnell?  You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


Arnell took a deep breath and rubbed both palms together before looking at Fastgate.


“That was Senator Hirsch…he was inviting you over to the Beirbaum House right now.  That means….”


“It means that I’m going to be the next President Arnell.  That’s what it means.” Fastgate leaned back into the leather seat.


“Not necessarily B-Ray,” Arnell took a drink from his water bottle.  “It means that they are going to ask for your soul in exchange for the Presidency.”


“And I will gladly serve it up on a silver platter, Arnell.  I’m not using it.  And I have no plans to use it anytime soon.”


“I just don’t like it.  What happened to doing this our way?”


“Screw it, Arnell.  I mean, really, what could they ask for that I’m not willing to give up anyway?  I’m the one in charge here because I’m the one who doesn’t give a shit.  What’s the worst they could ask for?  That I initiate a war with some pissant country?  That I prop up some pedophile dictator?  That I look the other way while they slice off a piece of the tax revenue?  I hope they at least give me a challenging one, you know?”


Arnell could still see the boy who he had gotten into a fistfight with outside of the Rexall Drug store by the park over thirty years ago.  Back then neither would back down and neither would give up and finally, after they had both collapsed on the sidewalk...no longer even able to raise an arm…they had laughed great globs of blood onto the concrete.  And they had been inseparable friends ever since.  But now a man had taken up most of the boy that he once knew…and he wasn’t nearly as fond of the man.  The B-Ray that he knew would never have bowed down willingly just to get ahead.  Fight his way – yes – scratch and kick his way – yes – lie and cheat his way – yes – but not just give in to whatever request this secretive organization could make.  The old B-Ray would have declined the meeting out of principle alone…just to give that group of fat, white guys the old Southside Fuck You!


“Do you want me to go with you?”  Arnell didn’t look at the other man.


“No.  I’d better go it alone.”


Arnell was relieved and he swallowed the rest of the water in one gulp.  “Okay.”


The limousine pulled up to the curb in front of the Capitol Building and spilled Arnell out onto the grass, coat hastily hung over one arm and empty water bottle in his hand, and then disappeared back into the steady stream of traffic moving off to the east.


The Beirbaum House, located within rock-throwing distance of the Washington Monument, was a plain white building on the outside, as old as anything else in the historic city but twice as significant.  As the official meeting place of the simply named International Club, it was well known and well feared by those who had never walked on its rich, red carpets or sat beneath its five thousand pound crystal chandeliers.


Fastgate had done neither.


“Welcome Senator,” the Beirbaum’s doorman – an older gentleman with a meticulously formed handlebar mustache – said as he pulled open the heavy iron door, inviting Fastgate into the dark interior.  The smells of cigar smoke and expensive alcohol wafted out onto the sidewalk but quickly disappeared as Fastgate entered and the door swung shut behind him.


Once his eyes adjusted to the dark interior, he began walking down the long entryway.  The walls and ceiling were darkly carved and highly polished Rosewood and the thick, rich red carpet underfoot was amazingly comfortable and totally silent.  Fastgate straightened his posture as he moved, fully understanding that he had never before been in such a hallowed place with this much inherent power.  It was as if the very essence of the greatest nation on earth was shut up within these dark wooden walls and deep carpets.

“This way, Senator Fastgate,” the most beautiful women that Fastgate had ever seen walked out into the hallway to greet him.  Her dark eyes glowed like liquid amber in the dim light and her short skirt and square-shouldered jacket framed a body that was absolutely flawless.  She smiled at both his open-mouthed admiration of her appearance and of her complete and utter expectation of his reaction.

“I would’ve joined up a long time ago if I’d known about you,” He said.

She ignored his compliment and continued through the labyrinthine halls, knowing very well what he was thinking of doing with her body, which moved with clock-like precision and radiated an overwhelming femininity that was intoxicating to anyone around her.  She stopped before large frosted glass double doors and pushed them open.

“Gentlemen, may I present the Honorable Senator Burton R. Fastgate,” she said in a clear, strong voice and then disappeared down an adjacent passageway with just the quickest hint of a smile curving her red lips.

“Come on in Burton,” Senator Ben Hirsch stood from the long, crowded table and waved Fastgate into the room.

The room was smaller than Fastgate was expecting but still large enough to be respectable.  The furniture was of dark, polished wood – like the walls, which were adorned with oil paintings of people.  Fastgate thought the paintings looked like how people wished themselves to be.  Strong, beautiful and smiling.

The long table was surrounded by some faces that Fastgate knew from congress, a few he had seen in newspapers, at least one from international politics and half a dozen or so that he didn’t recognize at all.

No introductions were made.

“Have a seat at the head there, Burton,” Hirsch motioned and then sat back down, picking up a cigar and returning to a conversation that he was having with the anonymous man next to him.

Fastgate removed his jacket and sat very straight with it on his lap.  His stomach hadn’t burned like this since pulling jobs as a youth in Chicago…when he knew that he could be killed at any moment.  Now, as a wealthy and powerful man, he did not enjoy the feeling at all.  Much like he didn’t enjoy being ignored by this large group who seemed to have returned to whatever conversations they were having prior to his arrival.

He shifted his jacket on his lap several times and cleared his throat.

The conversations continued undeterred.

“Pardon me, Ben,” Fastgate finally said after several more minutes.  “You asked to see me.”

The talking at the table slowly subsided in uneven fits, eventually leaving everyone looking unemotionally at the uncomfortable senator at the head of the table.

“Yes, Burton, I said I wanted to see you,” Senator Hirsch patted the arm of the man who he had been talking to – apologizing for the interruption.  “But I fear you have quite miscalculated your importance to the people in this room.”

Fastgate’s stomach dropped and he could feel his heart beating rapidly in his teeth.  He was thankful for his dark skin so that the burning skin of his face wasn’t obvious to anyone.  An embarrassed anger rose in him, tensing his arms and stiffening his jaw, and he suddenly wished that Arnell had come along – at least then he wouldn’t be so alone in this powerful room.

“Have I?”  He forced his voice to sound easy, relaxed.

“Yes, Burton,” an unknown man who looked vaguely familiar to Fastgate spoke.  It’s as if he had seen the man in newspapers or on the political shows…but couldn’t place him.  “You no doubt rushed to this meeting hoping that we wanted to talk about the Presidency.  No?”

“Of course I did,” Fastgate replied after a thoughtful moment.  “I know the power that you all hold.  Collectively.  That you can fill the White House…and that you usually convene for only that purpose.  I also know that the polling shows that I’ve got as good a shot as anybody at this point.  So, why don’t you tell me why you called for me and we can stop playing games with each other.”

There were some quick glances flashed around the table before Senator Hirsch stood and addressed everyone present.

“Fine.  You want to get to the point?  We can all respect that to a certain degree, I’m sure.”  There were sinister grins.  “You are quite right in saying that we…this collective…decides who gets into the White House.  This room has been filled for that purpose since the beginning, Burton.  George Washington sat in the very chair that you’re in.  And frankly, I’m surprised that it hasn’t dumped you out just by sheer comparison.”

There was a round of laughter that Fastgate didn’t join in.

“You’re nothing but a thug, Burton.  You’re just the little black pawn of some old communists who are very patient and, unfortunately, very good at playing chess with live pieces.  Nothing more.”

Fastgate bit the inside of his cheeks and tasted blood on his tongue.

“You’ve no doubt read enough about communist and socialist ideals to teach a college course.  I can imagine that the concepts were quite a struggle for a lug like you, were they not?  They are highbrow and complicated and grand sounding…but also quite wrong.

“There can never be a Utopia, Burton.  Not when human beings are involved.  You’ve probably already reached a point where you regret the time that you spent internalizing the concepts that your old fool college professor seared into your brain.  You will realize how futile it all is.  Socialism is the fantastic bastion of the lazy and the jealous, promoted by circus barkers and swallowed by the great unwashed masses looking for handouts.

“Now…you, no doubt, have already come to a similar conclusion, even though you may not have been able to verbalize it quite so succinctly.  Which means that you are in what I like to call the socialist letdown stage.  This affects people in one of two ways.  A person either turns his back on the whole stupid paradigm and becomes conservative just to the right of God Almighty…or he decides that it is the perfectly designed vehicle to gain personal power and continues to push the concepts, knowing full well that they are fatally flawed and that if successful, they would be brutally enslaving millions.  As long as it’s not you, eh, Fastgate?”

“With all due respect, Senator, you can save me the civics lesson,” Fastgate’s anger was quickly bolstering his ego.  “We are all men here.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Burton.  You are nothing at this table.  Less than nothing.  You are what we have consciously let you be.  By yourself you are nothing but a bastard car thief who learned how to make others do the dirty work.  Yes, we are very familiar with everything about you.  And before you start in about your constituents and your campaign prowess, let us be crystal clear.  There has not been a single honest election in the State of Illinois in the last fifty years.  You are a puppet who thinks he’s a man, Burton.  The sooner you realize that, the sooner we can get to the point of this meeting.”

“Fuck you, Senator!”  Fastgate stood and shouted.  “Don’t you ever talk to me in this way.  I’m nobody’s Goddamn puppet!  I’ve built my career…me!  I am gonna be the next President of the United States with or without you.  Any of you!”

A grey haired man at the other end of the table clapped softly – the clap of a golf spectator.  “Very nice, Fastgate.  You have the whole righteous rage thing down very well.”  The man waved his hand at Senator Hirsch, who sat back into his chair and regarded Fastgate coldly.

“I have no need whatsoever to convince you of what we can or can’t do.  Suffice to say, we can put you in the White House and we can just as easily keep you from it.  Now, I am not threatening you.  That is not my style.  So here’s our offer.

“You, Burton Fastgate, can be the first black President in the history of the United States.  In exchange, we will tell you what stand you have on most issues.  You will immediately cease with your progressive equality claptrap.  We will also staff your cabinet for you and….”

“Done,” Fastgate smiled and pounded his open hand on the table once.  He needed to get out of this room, have a drink, find an easy woman and forget everything for awhile.  “That’s all that needs to be said, right?  I’m cool.  You got me.  I agree.”

“I’m pleased with your sudden agreeability, but you’d do good not to interrupt me,” the grey-haired man spoke quietly.  “And not for the sake of my ego.  But because you haven’t heard the rest of the offer.”

Fastgate’s shoulders tensed and he could feel sweat trickling down his back.

“The President gave us a great idea this morning,” Hirsch grinned through the smoke from his cigar.  “We also want you to sit with the Oracle.”

The Oracle was somewhat of an urban legend in Washington circles.  Sometimes a man, sometimes a woman, sometimes even an alien captured from a crash-landed spacecraft, the Oracle was either a mind-reader; a psychic; an angel; a demon; or someone who could start fires with nothing more than thoughts – like Drew Barrymore in that old movie.  In any case, everyone knew of someone who had seen the Oracle, but nobody ever actually knew someone who had seen the Oracle.

Fastgate had acquired enough of his grandmother’s superstitions to believe in the possibility of a person like the Oracle – whether human or extra-terrestrial – but he had lived long enough on the streets of Chicago and the halls of Washington to know that the chances were pretty slim.  He looked at the serious faces around the table – without a doubt the most powerful and well-connected group in the world – and began to laugh.

“Yeah okay, whatever,” he smiled.  “Oracle…Tooth Fairy…goddamn AquaMan.  I’ll meet with whoever you want.  Is that the whole deal?  Is it?  If it is, I’m still in.”

The group exchanged glances and looked back at Fastgate with something like pity – which bothered him greatly.  The grey-haired man gently shook his drink, making the ice clink against the crystal sides.  “Then we’re all agreed,” he said finally.  “We’ll be in touch.”

Senator Hirsch raised his hand and flicked two fingers in the air and the beautiful woman reentered the far end of the room, holding the frosted doors open.  “I trust that you can find your way out, Senator,” he said.

“I just grabbed my backpack and walked out.  I mean, what the hell was I thinking?  I bet you my film was the only one with any kind of plot.  Fuck it.  I walked back to the dorm feeling numb.  And as I was walking I saw a cop drive by.  And I thought, I can do that, you know?  That guy’s job is not up for interpretation.  It just is what it is.  Fuck all of those stupid, artsy analytical dickheads.


“By the following Monday I was enrolled in nothing but Administration of Justice classes and that Spring I was gettin’ sworn in by the Poland Park Police Chief.  And that’s that.  And that’s really about how much thought I put into being a cop.”


He heard the cap on her soda bottle again.


“What does your wife think about you being a policeman?”  She said after swallowing.


“I suspect my wife doesn’t really think about me being a policeman.  She’s a cop, too.”


“How many kids do you have?”


“None,” He answered too quickly and immediately regretted it.


“I thought you said that you took your daughter to Balboa Park.”


“I did.  Past tense.  Once upon a time.”  He closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his short hair.  “I really don’t want to talk about that if it’s okay with you.”


For a long time the cap on her bottle and the lighter flipping endlessly in his calloused hand were the only sounds in the dark room.  Port heard David Letterman introducing the Foo Fighters in Randall’s room next door.


Finally Jenny cleared her throat.  


“You’re not a loser, Detective.”  And that’s all she said, as if that one short sentence was somehow enough.  And coming from her, it might be.  Although deep down he knew that she was too young to know what she was talking about.


They sat in silence again for a long time, him listening to traffic flowing by on Asbury Avenue and her drifting off to sleep.


When her breathing was slow and steady in the darkness he got up and quietly left the room.

Port would struggle with Jenny Chamberlain’s last words…not only because they would be the beautiful teenager’s last words to him…but also because they would return to haunt him day after day from that next morning on, surrounded by the stench of death.  Her simple words, spoken with such sparkling honesty and innocence, made him want to reach higher than perhaps he was ever meant to reach.

In those few hours between her drifting off to sleep and the sun rising behind the silent, grey city, Portnoy King actually believed himself good and noble.  And worthy.

*
*
*


Damn.


Port opened his eyes in the dark bedroom.


He had been awakened by the smell of Jenny Chamberlain’s ghost.  Burnt gunpowder, the sweet organic musk of her burst open skull, and urine.  He inhaled deeply, drawing her scent down into his chest, simultaneously attracted and repulsed by it.  He held his breath and listened in the dark.


Beyond the rapid bass drum beating of his own heart and Queenie’s quiet snores as she slept next to him, he could hear wet, irregular breathing that reminded him of a damp, autumn wind swirling through piles of rotting leaves.


Port looked at his watch.  The dimly glowing face showed just after 4 a.m.


He felt nauseous and his arms trembled as he pushed himself up in the bed.  Queenie stirred, let out a low groan and continued snoring, her soft back now pressed against the side of his thigh.  He reached over to the nightstand, pulled the drawer open and felt around in the darkness.


There was the cold, smooth metal of a revolver…a deck of cards bound with a rubber band…several books…a magazine…a torn open package of cough drops and a bottle of sleeping pills.  His fingers finally ran across the familiar surface of the Zippo lighter.  He hadn’t carried it, or smoked a cigarette, since the morning Jenny died.  He took it from the drawer and sat, eyes straining against the blackness in the room, turning the small metal lighter over and over in his hand.


Jenny’s ghost had finally gone away about five years ago – not in enough time to save his marriage, but in enough time to save his sanity and maybe his life.  He was grieved at the time because she wouldn’t be a constant presence in his life anymore – ever watchful and as silent as the grave – but also relieved that he would no longer be confronted with her dead, emotionless stare as he moved sullenly through each day.  When she left, he had fantasized that she had finally forgiven him and found some sort of peace.  But now he suspected that she had just taken a break from his life.  If it really wasn’t that interesting to live it, he couldn’t imagine that it would be any more so for her to watch it.


Queenie snorted and he heard her long, red fingernails scratching the skin on her body somewhere.  She dropped her heavy arm back onto the bed and was now breathing quietly and steadily.


He moved a little, just so his skin wasn’t touching hers anymore.  He hated that he no longer wanted her in his bed – or even near him.  The thought of her lips, her embrace and her almost endless stream of whispered longings made his skin cold and he fought the urge to run.  To sprint from the room, out the door, down the silent, early morning streets and into the endless darkness in the distance.  To simply leave Jenny’s accusing spirit, Queenie’s large, needy arms, his miserably failed marriage, the crushing memory of Annalisa, and his life far behind.  The life that was supposed to have turned out so differently.


Port had always thought that a man could only take so much regret before it would eat a hole through his heart.  He’d just go numb and stop caring…eventually not even remembering why he used get up each morning and eventually all of the gray, lifeless days would lead to the barrel of that revolver in the nightstand.  His mother once told him that God would never give him more of a struggle than He would also give him the grace to overcome.  He had stopped believing that the morning Annalisa died.  God just couldn’t seem to muster enough grace for him on that day.  And when it came to Jenny Chamberlain, he didn’t even want God’s grace anymore.  Jenny herself was the only one who could forgive him – only she could release the millstone around his neck – and that forgiveness would never come.

Port exhaled shakily, not wanting to see her dead face…but not being able to stop himself either.


He raised his arm straight out and flipped open the Zippo.  Sparks burst in the darkness and a flame sputtered to life, growing solid and yellow as the wick warmed.


Jenny Chamberlain swam into view from the black nothingness at the end of the bed, her large eyes reflecting the flame like they had done in the hotel room so long ago, and rust colored fluid oozed from the hole in her forehead.


Her face was a pale, emotionless oval framed by dark, bloody hair that was plastered to the contours of her head.  She squatted on the end of the bed, forearms resting on her knees and hands hanging loosely between them.  Her unblinking eyes watched Port constantly, but he could not find her anywhere in their black depths.


“Damn,” he exhaled and closed the lighter gently between his fingers.

And as Jenny squatted and stared in the dark and Queenie breathed quietly next to him, a cold, crushing despair smothered Portnoy King.  It engulfed him like Queenie’s desire had done several hours earlier and left him feeling just as empty as Jenny’s dead eyes.

And Port wept.

The Oracle stood, leaning her right shoulder against the concrete wall; the thin fingers of her left hand spread and pressed flat to the cold gray surface.  She had been motionless for nearly nine hours and now the afternoon wind, blowing roughly off of the Pacific, dropped over the high walls and swirled down into the small, rectangular exercise yard, making the pale blue fabric of her pants flap wildly around her bare ankles. 

“What’s she doin’?”  A large, man in a tan uniform leaned in close, squinting at the security monitor fed by the small camera mounted in the northeast corner of the outdoor yard.

“Don’t know,” another man, thin and pale and wearing a uniform that seemed much too big for him glanced up from a game of solitaire on the computer.  “She’s been at it since…oh…about ten this morning.”

The first man looked at his watch and sighed.  “Well…it’s about time we sent Lucy in anyway.”

 The thin man pressed an intercom button and spoke softly, “Lucy?”

“Yes mister sir?” a bright voice shot back immediately, as if she had been waiting right next to the intercom, finger hovering over the button.  Which she actually had been doing.

“It’s dinner time and she’s out in the yard.”

“Okay,” Lucy sang from the speaker.

The man ran his fingers lightly over a black, Mylar control panel laid out with the floor plan of the facility.  Green lights shone brightly across the board, indicating each electronically secured door.  A small sticker with curling edges and LUCY written on it in faded block letters was stuck on the rough surface next to one of the green lights and when he pressed on the panel, the green light turned red.

Once she heard the lock release, Lucy pushed the large steel door open and hurried down a long windowless corridor, singing happily to herself as she went.  She stopped at the door to the exercise yard and waved at the security camera, covering her smile with one hand.  The lock clanked and she continued out into the cold, salty air.

“Miss Ma’am,” She jogged across the concrete, looking around at the tall, gray walls and the bright blue sky just beyond the chain-link roof.  “It’s supper time Miss Ma’am.”

The Oracle pushed herself off of the wall, considered the area of concrete that she had been leaning on, and touched it again gently with her fingertips before turning to Lucy.  A hint of a smile moved across her lips at the other woman’s open, simple face.

“How are you Lucy?”

“Oh I’m real good, Miss Ma’am.  Just as dandy as a peach.”  Lucy was a short, soft woman with the rounded and gentle features of Down’s Syndrome.  She always wore long, colorful skirts and low-heeled sandals, and had a habit of smoothing her short gray hair down flat onto her head with both hands.  Her blouses were always the same – white with long sleeves – except on Christmas Day when she would wear a heavy, knit sweater with a Christmas tree on the front.  It had been made for her by someone very important to her who she could not seem to remember.  Each year as she pulled it on she hoped that she had thanked whoever it was.  Because that was what you were supposed to do.

The routine was the same each day because that’s just how both women did it.

Always how are you Lucy? and Lucy was either just as dandy as a peach or just as right as rain.  And beyond that, neither woman ever spoke unless the Oracle was giving Lucy a message for the People Upstairs.  Theirs wasn’t an unfriendly silence, just the comfortable quietness of two people who had absolutely no reason to speak their thoughts – much like an elderly couple who had been together since youth.  They could go through each day in total silence and say everything that needed to be said.

But Lucy was troubled today.  There was something wrong with the way that Miss Ma’am had been leaning against that wall, her hand pressed to the concrete.  She had never seen her do that before and for some reason, completely beyond her comprehension, it bothered her – like a pebble in her sandal that she couldn’t shake out.  She tried to formulate a question and was comforted by the simple knowledge that she would never have to complete it.  Just the effort to create the question would bring the answer – it never failed.

“Everything’s okay Lucy, don’t be upset,” the Oracle touched the other woman’s white arm and smiled.  “Everything will be okay.”

“Just as right as rain, Miss Ma’am?”

“Of course, Lucy.  Just as right as rain.”

All concern immediately fell away from the simple woman as they walked together through the maze of dimly lit hallways to the Oracle’s small living area, where a fresh salad and a pot of steaming soup had been left by means unknown to Lucy.  Meals, clothing, bottles of water, fresh cut flowers, music CDs…all things that just appeared for the Oracle while she was under the caged blue sky of the exercise yard.  Lucy never wondered about these things, much like a small child doesn’t wonder about the mechanics of the sun moving across the sky.  It just happens and it makes you happy if you let it.  And Lucy always let things make her happy.

The women ate in silence and as Lucy collected the plain dishes afterwards, liking the sound of them clicking together, the Oracle spoke.

“Lucy, I have a message for the People Upstairs.”

“Okay Miss Ma’am,” Lucy stopped and listened intently, her face slack.

“I want to speak to Bernard.  In person.”

“Okay Miss Ma’am.  Bernard is very nice.  I like him.”  She carried the dishes on a tray toward the heavy door, which clanked loudly as she approached it, and with a push of her shoulder she disappeared into the hallway beyond it.

As soon as she was alone, the Oracle crossed her arms and – with a heavy frown darkening her face – considered the camera near the ceiling at the far corner of the room.  After a few moments she felt for the IPod on the table in front of her and went to bed.

 “That’s creepy.  It’s like she knows that we’re lookin’ at her.”

“You’re fuckin’ kidding me right?  How long you worked out here?  Of course she knows that we’re lookin’ at her.  That chick knows everything.”

Lucy’s intercom light blinked on and her sing-song voice filled the room from the small speaker.

“Hello, hello, hello?”

“Hello Lucy.  What can we do for you?”

“It’s Miss Ma’am, she wants to see Mr. Bernard personally.  In person.  I guess I already said that.  But she wants to see him.”

Both men looked at each other and the black guard reached for a phone while the other man tapped the intercom button again.  “Okay Lucy, we’ll let him know.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Okay…good night.”

“Good night Lucy.”

Across the rough waters of the Pacific, in a stilted house overlooking the town of Bodega Bay and, far off on the undulating horizon, the Brightman Institute, a phone rang.

“Doctor Starr,” He answered on the fourth ring, holding a towel clumsily around his waist as he stood in the large front window of the house, the shower still hissing in the other room.

“Doctor Starr, this is Hatch at Central Control.  The Oracle is requesting that you meet with her in person.  What would you like me to do?”

Starr sat heavily onto the couch, his gaze running over the small town below and across the length of waves to the dark towers in the distance.  His stomach felt like lead and he could feel his skin reddening, making his lower back itch, followed by his wet shoulders and soon even his face was hot.

“Doctor Starr?”

“Yeah…I’m here,” he smoothed the towel on his legs.  “Okay…um…start the Protocol.  Schedule it for tomorrow and let me know if there’s a problem.”

He hung up before the other man could say anything more.

“Are you coming back?” A voice drifted from the steaming shower.

“No,” Starr walked back into the bathroom and wiped the steam from the mirror, gazing into his own eyes.  “Get your stuff and go.  Please.”

“Oh, come on, Doctor Starr,” A young woman’s pretty face materialized in the steam beside the shower curtain; her long brown hair hanging wetly over her breasts and almost to her navel.

“Lisa…please…I really need you to go.”

She grinned and pulled her wet hair aside, proudly displaying her breasts, and rocked her bare hips from side to side.  “I think I can convince you….”

“Get out!” Starr stepped across the bathroom, pounded the water off and threw a towel at her.  “Get your stuff and get out…now!”

He walked out of the bathroom and sat on the bed, head in his hands.  The young woman dried, dressed and stomped out – cursing at him the entire time – but he barely noticed her.  The slamming front door roused him and he walked naked into the living room and locked it behind her.

“Fuck,” he sighed deeply.  I am so sorry.  Sorry that you’re seeing this.  Seeing me like this.
He punched his thigh hard one time with a clenched fist; the pain was intense and cleared his thinking for a moment.  Starr’s eyes watered as he watched the blinking lights of a late returning fishing boat entering the mouth of the harbor and knew that tomorrow he would pass through those same buoys on his way out to the Knuckle.  On his way to her.

Please look deeply, he thought.  Deep enough to see that I never meant any of this.


The smell in the motel room had somehow changed.


That was the first thing that went through Jenny’s mind as she woke up, her face pressed against the rough fabric of the pillowcase.  The room was now sweeter; a musk that she instantly recognized as cigar smoke.  She stretched her back and legs like a cat and it felt wonderful after a night on whatever was being passed off as a mattress at the Flamingo Motor Lodge.  She rolled over onto her back and for a moment thought that Detective King was standing at the foot of her bed.


“So you like to watch girls sleep, do you?”  Jenny said groggily, rubbing her eyes.


She blinked several times and started to push herself up onto her elbows when it happened.  A bright flash that she not only saw, but felt.  It rocked her head back and vibrated through her skull, right into her teeth.  There was no pain, just immediate warmth spreading over her head and face and a momentary taste of something sweet.


That was it.


And she was then standing across the hotel room, by the entrance to the bathroom, looking at a muscular, dark-haired man with his arm extended, and holding a gun with a long, slender silencer.  Her eyes followed the aim of his black clad arm and saw – with an odd detachment – that she herself was lying on the bed.  Blood flowed freely from her head and her eyes were open half-way, distant and unseeing.


I think I’m dead, she looked down at where she stood by the motel bathroom and discovered that she had no body.  Where her stomach, legs and feet should have been, she saw only shaggy orange carpet below her on the floor.  It was surreal…but in an oddly comfortable way; as if she had always been standing in a motel room on Asbury Avenue looking at her own dead body on a nearby bed.


What did surprise her was that when she looked over at the man dressed all in black he was looking directly at her.  There was something unstable about the room, as if the straight lines couldn’t stay sharp, but grew fuzzy and opaque and then sharpened for a few seconds before losing form once again.  Even the man’s body was wavering between a blur and crystal sharpness and as he turned and walked towards her – the conscious her, not the physical her – the only things that stayed in perfect focus were his ice-blue eyes.  They moved across the room like two aquamarine jewels set in the hazy smoke of his intangible face.


A darkness – like black smoke – spread out behind him as he moved across the room, at first looking like wispy tendrils but soon growing into huge, wing-like shadows that spread from one wall to the other, obscuring her view of the bed and her own twitching body.


He walked right up to her and stopped.  She stared, mesmerized by his eyes – desiring to become part of his eyes, barely noticing that not only was his face blurring and sharpening – as if somebody were twisting a camera lens first one way and then the other, but every time it came back into focus it wasn’t his face at all.  At first it was an old Chinese man, then a woman with a small heart tattoo next to her eye, and a Russian-looking man, and a black woman, and a guy with a noticeably crooked nose, and a Hispanic man with a goatee, and on and on and on.  Face after face after face, occasionally coming back into focus as the man who she had initially mistaken for Detective King.


The faces all opened their mouths wide and Jenny felt a draw to join them, to become a part of this man; to cling close to him like a lover…or a father…or a soft, warm blanket on a cold night.  It was an overwhelming compulsion to become a part of the thing standing in front of her and she could think of absolutely no reason not to.  She intensely desired to be enveloped by his shape-shifting mass and become part of the dark-smoke wings spread out behind him.  She moved towards the cold burning eyes and the morphing faces and those monstrous wings…wanting…needing him like nothing she had ever felt before.


And then it all stopped.


The man’s original face snapped into sharp focus and his eyes peered at her more deeply, growing distant for a moment as if he was thinking…or processing some sort of message that she wasn’t privy to.  He took a step back from her and the nebulous black wings folded up behind him and disappeared completely with a sound like dry leaves carried on a fall wind.

“I’m sorry,” he said and stepped past her, quickly scrambling out through the open bathroom window, and was gone.


An overwhelming grief at being left behind boiled up in her, like she had been scorned by the only person who she had ever truly loved.  Over on the bed, her leg continued twitching and a single tear escaped from the corner of her open eye.


Her despondence was deep and heavy, like the entire weight of heaven pressing down on her soul.  It was a grief unlike anything else that she had ever experienced – overwhelming and debilitating.  She heard a thump sound in the next room followed soon after by Detective King’s muffled but growing voice saying, “Oh please no…please no…please no….”


Within moments she watched unemotionally as he crashed through the door into her room, his face a mask of absolute terror which quickly softened and was replaced by overwhelming relief.  He stood up straight and exhaled toward the ceiling before looking back at her body on the bed, a dark realization creeping slowly over his face, twisting his expression.


Detective King leapt from the open doorway to the bed like a deer bursting across lanes of traffic and landed solidly, looking down at her bloody and dying body – his grim face resembling solid granite.  He looked at the body, the nightstand, over at her – through her – and into the bathroom…no doubt seeing the open window, and began yelling toward the door for an ambulance as he cradled her head between his hands.


“This can’t fucking be happening!”  Detective King shouted at the ceiling of the motel room and Jenny felt a sudden flood of compassion and love for him as she noticed the tears welling in his eyes.


She had moved – apparently by thought alone – over to the bedside and then above the bed, looking down at her own pretty face, now smeared with blood.  There was no sadness, no sense of loss – just a certain melancholy at the sight of the beautiful young girl rendered almost unrecognizable by blood, torn flesh and rapidly swelling bruises around her glazed eyes.  The room quickly filled with police officers of various sizes and shapes, all shaking their heads and sighing or swearing quietly as they watched Detective King try to hold the girl’s exploded head together.


Jenny was then rising high into the early morning sky – far above the sirens and flashing lights of the arriving emergency vehicles – until the motel pool was just a small dirty rectangle far below.  She could see the entire city from there; the sun rising rapidly behind the silhouetted buildings to the east, the lines of illuminated cars moving along the surface streets and freeways like the city’s circulatory system and the green fields of the local schools, now deserted but soon to be teeming with children who would never even know that Jenny Chamberlain existed.  Jenny found that thought oddly sad.


“Did he not take you?”  A soft voice surrounded her like the thick clouds that were building, piling up onto each other and growing dark.


No.  I wanted to go.  More than anything.


“I’m sorry.”


Why didn’t he?


“He makes his own choices.”


Is there something wrong with me?


“Not at all, Jenny.  Maybe it’s for the best.”


Why?

“Because they are going to need you.”


Who?


“All of them.”


Why me?


“Why not you, Jenny?”


I don’t know…I guess because I’m so young.


“You’re much older than you realize, my dear.”


Jenny then dropped from the sky; curious rather than exhilarated as the ground rushed up to meet her.  Her body was now on a gurney being pushed towards an idling ambulance and dark spots began appearing on the blue paper sheet covering her.  Her eyes were half open, a large white dressing – which was quickly becoming dark red – was secured to her head and a uniformed man was squeezing a large plastic bulb, forcing air down her throat.  The man looked up as she approached from the sky and several rain drops splattered on his upturned face.


“Shit,” he exhaled, looking back down and squeezing more air into her dying lungs.


Jenny rushed down towards the blue paper, now covered with dark raindrops, and hit it.


Darkness overtook her.

An impenetrable nothingness stretched in all directions, blacker than black and with a muted silence similar to being underwater.

There were distant voices, spitting out sentences like automatic gunfire.  She felt herself pulled and pushed and prodded and rolled.  There was pain somewhere…everywhere…and then nowhere.  She gagged; her stomach tightened in waves like she was vomiting; her foot banged against something.  Here eyeballs throbbed and then something pinched the back of her hand and she felt herself flinch.

“Hang an O neg,” she heard through the sound of saw grass rustling near the beach; she smelled saltwater.  “Get five more in here and does anybody have an ETA for the on-call neuro?”

She was on a beach.  The colors were muted, as if looking through a frosted filter, and she smelled something dead mixed with the scents of the ocean and a far off wood fire.  She walked towards a large driftwood log buried in the sand; thousands of tiny flies were hopping on its tanned surface.

“Did we clear C-spine?”

“Check this out, Joey!”  A ten year-old boy wearing nothing but long, blue shorts appeared on the other side of the log.  The boy’s name was Shannon and when he was seventeen he became addicted to methamphetamines and picked his skin until it bled.  His teeth eventually rotted out and he would end up in prison four times before getting clean, finishing college and marrying Joelle in the South Padre Islands.

Jenny walked around to the other side of the log, liking the feel of the sand between her toes.  There was a dead sea-lion up against the backside of the wood, swollen and stinking, with small bugs creeping in and out of its dry nostrils.

“I’m gonna poke it with a stick,” Shannon laughed.

“One pupil’s blown.”

The boy pushed a stick against the dark, rubbery flesh of the sea-lion and the dead creature belched, sending a spray of bugs and foam onto the sand.

Jenny laughed, said let me try, and grabbed the stick from Shannon.  Using her small, boyish hand she pushed the stick into the gut of the animal.  The stick suddenly tore through the blubbery flesh and the body split open, spilling bloated and shiny intestines out all over Jenny’s feet.  She screamed the scream of a young boy and scrambled backwards across the sand.

“Are you getting any reaction?”

Jenny was in a dark bedroom, standing before a chipped and scratched dresser.  Her stomach was flopping with butterflies as she slid open the top drawer and looked in.  She saw a stack of cash, turned and looked behind her.  He’s still asleep.  She reached in, her fingernails were long and painted mauve, and grabbed several bills before quietly pushing the drawer closed and sneaking from the room.

“BP’s spiking!”

Jenny was then a man with dark, hairy forearms, having sex with a blonde woman who made an odd squeaky noise in the back of her throat every time Jenny thrust into her from behind.  Jenny watched sweat roll down her muscular chest and stomach as she grabbed a handful of the woman’s soft hair.  There was a blur, a sense of disorientation, and Jenny was suddenly driving a pickup truck on a ribbon of highway that stretched forever into the distance.  Jenny was angry and searching for a hitchhiker.

Jenny was then standing in line for the Pirates of the Caribbean ride in Disneyland, excited and hungry and really having to pee.  She was also taking a shower and washing underneath her large, black breasts with a soapy washcloth.  And a small child playing soccer and struggling with the concept of imaginary lines…and turning a wrench that slipped from a bolt, knocking a chunk of skin from her knuckle…and sitting in the passenger seat of a small car, riding across the illuminated, surreal landscape of the Hoover Dam at two in the morning…and hitting an orange cat with a shovel over and over and over until it was dead.

“She’s getting tachy!”

Jenny was dizzy and nauseous and confused and doing so many things all at the same time, being so many people all at the same time…it was like a carnival ride swinging her one way and then the other and upside down and around in circles and she was trying to scream and scream and scream but the voices coming from her throat belonged to a multitude of people doing a multitude of things in a multitude of places across years and years of time.  She was going to throw up – in fact she was doing that on a porch somewhere in Michigan and at a fraternity party at Chico State and off of the side of a fishing boat in the Gulf of Mexico and on her Space 1999 bedspread and all over herself as she was pushing her baby out – and she was losing who she was.  Jenny Chamberlain was having trouble remembering and her mind was pulling free, spun by whatever this force was…spun and flipped and smashed into gravity field after gravity field, pulling her muscles and nerves one way and then the other and then back again.

“Shit!  Somebody get the goddamn foley in!”

She was now doing thousands of things at once…experiences flashed at her – through her – at the speed of thought…eating, sleeping, running, crying, fucking, yelling, driving, mowing, painting, drinking, talking, typing, hitting, throwing, staring, blowing; she had pale skin, tan skin, black skin, brown skin, large breasts, small breasts, a thin body, a plain body, a muscular body, an obese body; she was a man, a woman, a small boy, a teenaged girl, an old woman; she had brown, blue, green, grey, hazel, black eyes and every possible color and length of hair.

It was all pounding into her and beating her and ruining her and making it hard to breathe and impossible to think and her hearts raced and sweat poured out of her bodies and she wanted it to stop to stop to stop dear god please stop.  It was like getting run over by a train where the flashing steel wheels just kept coming and coming and coming and coming and on and on into the distance.

“Push the Versed, push the Versed!”

As quickly as it all started it was over and Jenny was bathed in a total, overwhelming nothingness.  Her heart slowed.  Her breathing became regular and she took a deep breath, feeling it cleanse her body.  Her thinking was momentarily clear.  She was Jennifer Lynn Chamberlain from New Jersey.  She was seventeen and graduating from high school this year.  She was going to go to beauty school and wanted to work at a spa on Rodeo Drive out in California.  She was a beautiful virgin and was purposefully saving her body for a future husband, who would currently be doing the same for her.

The darkness grew less dark; it brightened little by little, evenly in all areas and from all angles.  It became a bright gray, ever lightening to a white-white until it was almost too bright to look at.

She then opened her eyes.

Jenny saw her body, lying naked on a disheveled bed in a hospital emergency room.  Her skin, the sheet under her and the floor around her were all splattered with blood and urine and saline and feces.  She had the very odd sensation of seeing herself from all angles simultaneously – an impossible feat, like looking at the entire surface of a sphere all at one time.  The idea of it made her head hurt worse; to throb painfully above her left eyebrow and all across the back of her skull.

Jenny was – all at once – four nurses, an ER doctor, a neurologist, a respiratory therapist, a paramedic, an ER tech and four nearby patients.  And the seventeen year old girl with a bullet hole through her brain.  She knew everything that they knew, had experienced everything that they had ever experienced – with total recall – and knew each of the people better than they would ever know themselves.

Jenny, confused and shaking with pain, screamed and fought to get off of the bed – needing to be far from this loud, disorienting whirlwind; her escape was made uncoordinated and impossible because she was simultaneously inside of her own head, and – with a confusing several second delay – the heads of the thirteen other people within thirty feet of her.

“Whoa there, girl!  Let’s give her 20 milligrams of valium,” Doctor Joseph Truitt McGovern—who had stood on the beach as a boy in Maine and pushed a stick into a dead sea lion—said to the emergency room Charge Nurse, Ruth Anne Falwell—who had accidentally peed in her shorts while on the Pirates of the Caribbean ride during a high school trip to Disneyland.

Jenny’s vision slowly closed, tunneling in until it reached a fine point of light before blinking out altogether.  And she was thankfully nowhere again…and nobody.

A loud city bus, dark with greasy soot and spray-painted graffiti squealed to a stop at the corner of Martindale and 182nd to let off Queenie and Port.  The pair, walking quickly and huddling together, hurried up the street to the one-hour dry cleaner with the flashing pink neon sign and cut down the alley, disappearing into a cascade of gently falling steam that smelled of starch and linen.  Queenie emerged alone at the far end of the alley, looked both ways and jogged across the street and up the stairs to her apartment building.  A whooping siren on an adjacent block startled her and she dropped her keys, swearing loudly.


Port watched from the darkness of the alley as Queenie pushed the heavy, old glass and wood door open and then he sprinted between the haphazard taxicabs, slipping past her into the dank and deserted lobby.


“My husband’s gonna be here,” Queenie said, her voice low as the elevator rose, swaying from side to side and occasionally clanging into something in the shaft.  “But it’ll be okay.  If you stay in the living room you won’t even see him.”


Port shot a surprised look at Queenie but she refused to meet his eyes; instead keeping her gaze on the numbers blinking above the door.  “You should have told me.”


“It’s really okay.”  


Port frowned and looked at his feet as the elevator slowed to a stop and dinged once, the doors sliding open onto a long, dim hallway.  Jenny was leaning against one stained wall, looking bored as if she had been waiting there for hours already.  As Port and Queenie walked past her, she pushed off of the wall with her shoulder blades and sauntered after them.


“The phone’s over there,” Queenie pointed to a small, messy kitchen and draped her grey coat and purse on an old recliner that was torn in places, bleeding lumpy tan stuffing.  She then disappeared through a door and Port could hear her voice, low and loving somewhere deep in the apartment.


Port picked up the receiver of an avocado-green phone that hung from the yellowing wall and quickly dialed a number after checking for a dial tone.  The kitchen was like a small cave of dark cabinets, hiding a faded yellow—almost orange—refrigerator, an ancient electric range that was piled high with magazines, newspapers and unopened mail, and the unpleasant scent of hard-boiled eggs.  The ceiling seemed too low and the poor lighting made the kitchen, along with the rest of the apartment, seem to be suffocating.  It’s how he imagined the galley of a sinking boat would feel as it disappeared below the waves and into the dark water below.


“Captain Hanson’s office,” a man’s voice interrupted the ringing on the phone line.


“Please put Bella on,” Port closed his eyes and tried to will his stomach to stop quivering.


“I’m sorry, sir, but Captain Hanson’s in a meeting right….”


“Tell her it’s her ex-husband and it’s important.”


There was a click and the line was silent for several minutes.  Port tapped his black cast softly on the wall and looked for faces in the crazy patterns and stains on the linoleum floor.


“You have a lot of goddamn nerve, Port,” Bella hissed into his ear.  “I can’t believe you.”


“Look Bella,” he pictured her dark hair pulled into a tight bun on the back of her head and the deep wrinkles around her dark eyes; wrinkles that appeared almost overnight after Annalisa died.  “I didn’t do it.  I swear to you that I didn’t do it.  I need your help.”


“Where are you?”


“Can you help me?”


“Naw you stupid bastard, I’m gonna send a squad car.”  Her anger made her Jersey accent thick and masculine.  “Those were goddamn FBI agents, Portnoy!”


“I didn’t do it, you’ve got to believe me!”


“I don’t gotta believe shit.  Was it your little frickin’ ghost, Port?  Is she shooting at people with your guns now?”


He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall.  How did it ever get like this?  So far from the drive-ins and the laughter and getting lost in each other’s skin?


“Bella, listen.  I swear to God that I didn’t do it.  I swear on Annalisa.”


There was a long silence broken only by the occasional sound of her breathing and voices somewhere in the background on her end of the line.


“Wait ten minutes and call me on my cell…and Port?”


“Yeah?”


“Fuck you for bringing her up.”  The line went dead.


Port hung the phone back on the wall, took a deep breath and walked back into the living room.  In addition to the torn recliner there was a dark couch, sagging dramatically in the middle, and a coffee table made from two milk crates and a large piece of glass.  A picture of Jesus watching over two small children as they picked flowers under a waterfall hung on the far wall between a hissing wall heater and a pressed-board book shelf scattered with ceramic animals.  A door opened and Queenie reappeared and just before she closed the door behind her Port caught a glimpse of a black man propped upright in a chair, a ventilation tube running to the front of his throat.  His face was a frozen mask, eyes open but unmoving, and a strand of saliva dangled from his unshaven chin.  Port saw that the man was in those eyes—looking at him—but God only knew what he was thinking.


Port and Queenie made brief eye contact and he saw her begging him not to ask any questions.  I can’t bear talking with you about him, her eyes whispered to him.  Please don’t please don’t please don’t please don’t make me.

“I need to make one more phone call and then I’m going to go,” he said.  “You haven’t seen me since dropping me off after the emergency room yesterday, okay?  Seriously.”


She nodded, moved her hands on the fabric of her slacks and bolted into the kitchen as if she had forgotten to turn a burner off.  “Are you hungry?”


“Me?”  Port looked at the wall clock and walked back over to the phone.  “No.  Thank you.  Do you have some orange juice…something like that?”


He dialed a number as Queenie clanked glasses and opened and shut cabinets in the dark cave of a kitchen.


“Hanson.”


“It’s me.”


“Whose number is this that came up on the caller ID?”


Port bared his teeth and mouthed shit silently.  “It’s one of the back office numbers at the agency.  Listen…I need you to help me find someone.”


“Who?”


“Jenny Chamberlain.  I think she’s alive.”


There was a long silence, heavy with the meaning that those words conveyed, most importantly of which was that their marriage may have slammed into the ground and burned to ashes for nothing.


“How is that possible?”


“I don’t know…apparently the Bureau told everyone that she died,” he rubbed his face and smiled at Queenie as she set a glass of orange juice on the counter in front of him.  “They didn’t know who to trust I guess.”


“What does this all have to do with the dead agents at your apartment?”


“I don’t know, Bell.  They showed up asking about Jenny, looking for her, and then I think they were gonna kill me.”


“Self defense?”


“No!  Like I told you, I didn’t do anything to those guys.  Some guy showed up and popped ‘em.  I’d never seen him before in my life.  I honestly don’t know what’s going on,” he took a deep breath.  “Bell, I’m scared.”


He could actually hear her demeanor soften, like armor plating falling off and landing on the worn carpet at her feet.


“Okay, Port listen.  Give me an hour and I’ll pick you up at the Starbuck’s across from that furniture store on Grand, but if you start talking about…anything…I’ll shoot you myself.”


“Okay, I’ll be there.”


The line went dead and he slowly hung the phone up.  “Thanks for everything, Queenie,” he swallowed the orange juice, which had been diluted to the point of being nothing more than colored water.  “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but thank you.”


“I’m here if you need anything,” she said, looking down and biting her lip.


He hugged her quickly, awkwardly, and cringed as she kissed his cheek with her large, soft lips.  He immediately headed for the door but hesitated as he grabbed the knob and turned back to her.


“Okay…if anybody asks…you dropped me off at my apartment yesterday after I got my cast and then you didn’t see me again until I showed up at your door this morning.  Just a few minutes ago.  Alright?” 

She nodded, “sure, okay.”


“Okay…so that’s the story.  It’ll be better for you.”  He glanced at the closed bedroom door, at the room containing Queenie’s secret life, and then back at her.  His heart hurt for her; was so overwhelmingly sad at the thought of her life, but what could he say?  How to sum up the mistake of their night together, the fate that they had amazingly escaped, and the crushing revelation of her lonely, cluttered existence—including the human statue in the next room?  “Okay.  I’ll…talk to you later.”


She nodded silently and began buttering a piece of bread as he turned and left the apartment, Jenny ambling after him down the dim hallway to the elevator.

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.

