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I had been working Miami Dade’s traffic fatality department for the better part of fifteen years, and in that time I had never seen anything quite like this.  My name is Dwayne Peterson, and I am a cop.  
“Why am I here again?”  The 1994 Cadillac stretch limousine had in fact crashed into a concrete electric pole, and normally this would have been right up my alley.

However there was nothing normal about this particular vehicular homicide investigation.

“We are trying to determine what took place here, and until CSI and the coroner’s office tell us otherwise we are treating this as a traffic fatality.”  My latest in a long line of partners a virtual rookie fresh from the academy Jean Martel followed the rules to the letter.
He tried running the license plate number to no avail, as it had several holes in important places.  He tried running the VIN on both the dash and the inside of the door.  Again neither was legible at this point.  Both the driver and the single passenger were unidentifiable at all.  Even with dental records the passenger might remain a John Doe, as most of his upper extremities were in fact gone.

“The crash is not what killed him Officer Martel.”  Was I the only one who saw the truth staring him right between the eyes?

“What killed him then?”  Jean stopped writing long enough for me to respond.

“Fuck I don’t know?  Maybe it was one of the SEVEN HUNDRED SEVENTY FOUR BULLET HOLES IN THE GOD DAMN CAR!”  Finally losing my patience I screamed at the top of my lungs.

According to eye witnesses at least three black SUV’s opened fire on the limo as it stopped at the intersection of Alton Road and 56th street.  The barrage lasted longer than five minutes including at least two reloads.  Whoever this lump of meat was, the shooters really wanted to make damn sure he was good and dead.

“You’re not going to believe who the stiff is?”  One of he CSI team came back was a very bloody wallet in his gloves.

“Gee I don’t know, maybe some really rich and really dead guy?”  I tried sarcasm to keep my new partner from hurling in the middle of the street.

“He is none other than Igor Bopp.” The timid man whispered as he got to the last name.

Every police officer and even a few of the reporters went completely silent.  

“Who is Igor Bopp?”  Jean asked ashamedly.

“Trust me, you do not want to know.”  I called headquarters immediately, and moved everyone back away from the scene.  All hell was going to break loose, and I for one had no idea what to do about it.
Somewhere deep in the recesses of my mind, I heard a haunting score from the Godfather movies building to its crescendo.  Only instead of Italian restaurant, it had a twinge of Tchaikovsky to it.
…………………………………………………………………………………………

Three Years Later

“Sure I would love to see your sister naked but don’t you think this is skating on the proverbial fence of morality?”  Fighting back I snicker, I tried not the answer the rather peculiar request.

Twelve year old boys will say and do the most peculiar things to try and see a scantily dressed female.  They steal their father’s Playboy magazines while he is at work.  They sneak downstairs in the middle of the night to watch a static covered screen on the dim hope that a nipple might peak through from the restricted Spice channel.  They might even be so inclined to let their friend sneak them up into the attic so they can look down upon her exposed sister in the shower through a cracked ceiling tile.  Unfortunately for those of you seeking a gratuitous nudity, I’m thirty four years old and that time of maladjusted adolescence has long since passed. Don’t worry though; there are still a hundred more opportunities.
Forgive my manners; I have not given you the pleasure of an introduction.  My name is Francisco Molinari, but my friends call me Sam.  Let it be said that I am the nicest deadbeat you will ever meet.  Nurtured in a strict overbearing household of true Roman Catholics I must admit was abominably dreary.  Mom raised the six boys and three girls with rigatoni and ruler love.  Using one hand she shoved pasta down our throats with the other she beat us with a stick.  My Dad on the other hand worked so many hours for the first eight years of my life I thought he was the building handyman.  On the rare Saturday afternoons when he was not a grease monkey at the garage,  the old man  fixed anything that was broken in a our miniscule three bedroom in the North End of Boston.  On Sunday he allowed himself to be dragged off to Our Lady of the Holy Shit with the rest of us.  It was a typical Roman Catholic household.
Two days before my ninth birthday January 18, 1981 fate stepped in and changed everything.  My old man was on his way home from the library (in other words he was engaged in a conversation with the local street walker) when a drunk driver jumped the curb and plastered him all over the 26th street bus station.  Luckily for the nine little Molinaris and my mother, the driver was delivering the Boston Globe to a local distribution plant.  In the lawsuit that followed our oversized litter was blessed with a financial windfall beyond our wildest dreams.  My New England upbringing came shockingly to an abrupt halt.
With a million options to choose from, Mom uprooted the entire family and dragged us to South Miami Beach.  Once there she bought a mansion by the beach, and settled into a simple little life.  With man servants, butlers, and a very nice twenty year old cabana boy named Raul, she was in heaven.  Two months later Raul met a very nice fashion designer name Henry, and so began a life long trend.  Over the next twenty years she dated dozens of Rauls who were a combined seven hundred and thirty six years younger than she was. It was quite a fulfilling existence.
My eight brothers and sisters have seventeen marriages and sixteen divorces between them. In addition they combined for thirty one arrests and three convictions. This leaves the Molinaris with a grand total of ten years in federal and state penitentiaries.  Yes we are your atypical Roman Catholic family.

Purdy Phillips is my best friend in the whole wide world.  Not your normal twenty six year old exotic dancer, she is painfully handicapped with some serious mental issues.  Most prominent amongst them was her overwhelming desire to show off her twin sister Polly’s birthday suit.  

“Come on Sam she has an incredible body.  Come upstairs with me and you can see.”  Purdy cheerfully begged me.

 You could say that our relationship was a bit odd, and this would not even scratch the surface.  Most of the time we spent together was at her place of business Club Chere.  Considering she was a stripper, I probably saw her more without clothes than with.
“Hello planet Purdy I’ve seen you a million times.” I fired back at her.

 It took much longer for the relationship of these two facts to register with the vibrant love child than it should have.  When light finally did dawn on her natural blond head, she wagged her finger defiantly.

“Twin or not, every body is different.”  Even I could not argue with that logic.

Completely prude and conservative her twin Polly bucked the commonly misconceived truth that identical twins were in fact identical.  Excluding some shared genes and chromosomes these two had nothing more in common.
“I think I’ll take your word for it, and move on.”  Instead I tried to end the conversation short of utter embarrassment.

As a child who was raised in a household of new money, I had seen more than my fair share of greed gone astray.  At first my mother spoiled herself and then her children obnoxiously rotten.  When the clock struck midnight on our eighteenth birthday, Cinderella turned into an impoverished pumpkin.  Without warning my sweet mamma snipped our apron strings one by one sending us spiraling towards society like pre-weaned puppies.  Our mouths kept reaching out for the teat of life only to fall flat on our face in a pile of manure.  It was not a pretty sight.  In retrospect it might have had something to do with our failed lives.
Whether it was a result of being the eldest or just pure dumb luck, I managed to fair better than the rest.  As of this moment I remained unwed, and had never experienced the joy of incarceration.  This of course was not because of a lack of trying.  Lord knows I should have made my way through the Betty Ford clinic around age sixteen.  

Yet, despite a slight problem with permanent intoxication, I managed to maintain a full time position working as a scuba instructor for the Princess Hotel.  It was the best job one can possibly have if one is attempting to fain the appearance of responsibility and yet still get to play with half naked South Beach females all day long. Who’s the lucky man? Why yes that would be me.
On this particular South Florida summer day, there were no Scuba lessons scheduled. This meant I was showing eighty year old German tourists with black socks and sandals how to ride a Jet Ski. Par usual the night before ended far too close to my early morning start time, and I was so far under the weather they could have buried me with it.  I am not sure whether my hangover caused the following to happen or the following happened in spite of my hangover. Whatever the order, I was just about to lose my current job, and I had no clue as to why.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Does my ass look fat in this thong?” I asked the beach bum casually. 

 My name is Rachel Silberstein and I am a Jewish American Princess.  It took me ten years to admit this, so you should feel fucking privileged to hear me say it.

“It looks fine to me miss.”  Taking a half second to look up from behind his Ray Bans, the middle age Cretan responded.

That first day I met Sam I must admit I was not the least bit impressed.  Forty year old men working as glorified lifeguards did little to impress my JAPness.
“How about my tits; do they look right to you?”  Having just spent a fucking fortune on this suit, I wanted to make an impression.  As I snapped open the clasp on my three hundred dollar Giorgio Armani top, I expected shock and drooling.

“Nice work where did you have them done?”  He examined one of the scars closely.

What I got was far too much honesty for my fragile psyche to absorb.  As a child of nearly thirty my daddy still gave me every single thing my heart desired.  

“I want a pony.”  This meant I got a pony.

“I want a BMW.”  This meant I got a BMW.

“I want new tits and a new nose.”  This meant I visited Dr. Slosberg.

“I want a mansion on South Beach.”  I would hope you are not that stupid that I have to go on. Suffice it to say, I was used to getting my own way.  When it came to sex I got my own way.  There was no way no how.   A blow job, are you fucking kidding me?  I’m Jewish and we don’t do those sort of things.  Here’s a bottle of KY and vacuum cleaner, go do it yourself.  That’s assuming I knew where to find the vacuum cleaner which to be honest I did not.  From Long Island to South Florida was not really that big a stretch.  After all this is where all the old Jews come to die.  I just came here a little early that’s all.
Like my father, men lined up outside of my penthouse door to try and please me.  On their knees with roses and diamonds they flocked from as far away as West Palm for the privilege of allowing me to stamp on their hearts and disappear with the spoils.  Therefore when Francis Molinari, the South Beach dud, barely took the time to look at me, I was livid.

I went right to the hotel manager and tried to get him fired.  It took less than ten minutes.  Apparently he had an itsy bitsy teen weenie drinking problem of which they were already aware. Most people would have felt guilty for their actions, I was prouder than a three peckered goat.
As I casually strutted my nearly naked body back onto the sand next to 5th street I was flying on air.  This had been a very productive morning for me.
“Miss I feel that I should apologize if I have offended you in anyway. I would greatly appreciate if you could accept this hotel voucher as a sign of my sincerity.”  His tone was still completely polite and respectful.
Stripped down to just his bathing trunks, having had his hotel polo confiscated, Sam approached me with open arms. For a late thirty something he still had a decent body.  My guess is that carrying scuba tanks all day long had it’s share of advantages.
“Like I would ever stay at a dump like this?  Why don’t you stick this up your unemployed greasy WOP ass, and go pedal your apologies somewhere else.”  I not so politely responded.  It was obvious from my tone of voice and sweet demeanor that I was attracted to him from the very beginning.

“I thank you for your understanding.” He walked away from me as he mumbled.
 What scared me most about his reaction was the genuine way in which he said it.  No human being could possibly be demeaned and disrespected so egregiously without harboring some sort of animosity towards the bitch who dealt it.  Yet, with a wave and heart stopping grin, he simply shuffled on down to the bar.
“Perhaps you don’t get it dip shit.  I just got you fired.  If I want to I can get you thrown in jail where a couple of HIV infected crack brothers will split your asshole open wider than the Grand Canyon.  I suggest you leave immediately!”  My blood was boiling over the top.

“The property for the South Beach Princess ends right back there about twenty feet.” Not even looking at me, the ex-scuba instructor pointed. The buxom bartender waved her tongue at Sam like a lesbian in need of some lower lip service if you know what I mean, and then dropped half a bottle of rum into a tumbler and handed it to him.

“OH MY GOD HOW DARE YOU TOUCH MY ASS YOU SICK FUCK! SOMEONE GET THE POLICE.”  Yelling at the top of my lungs I turned every head on that beach.  

To say that I am not accustomed to be being ignored might be a bit of an understatement.  To say that I am a malicious cunt who almost always gets her way, would be far more appropriate.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“It’s funny Miss Silberstein but no one else on this beach saw the alleged sexual impropriety.”  From the instant I met Rachel Silberstein I was utterly appalled.  Honestly I have no problem with Jewish people.  I protect and serve them everyday the same as any other, but she was a whore of another color.  My name is Jean Martel and I was a police officer from 2nd to 10th street in South Beach Florida.

“Are you calling me a liar?” Rachel was crying before I even finished speaking.  

Never had I seen a river of tears arrive on command like that.  If I was on the Academy Awards committee or a Hollywood movie executive I would have taken her to bed right there.
A bit of history first, my family came over from Haiti when I was just a baby.  Riding in a converted milk truck with a fifty horse power engine it took us fifty six hours to touch down on the land of the free and the home of the brave.  As they always are, the immigration and naturalization officers were kind and understanding to our predicament.  Who am I kidding?  Excluding George Bush and IRS these are the worst excuse for human beings on the planet earth.  Idi Amin and Adolf Hitler were like Mother Theresa in comparison to these sadistic God complex pieces of bug excrement.  If you ever want to see the worst abuse of power in America go down to the immigration office in North Miami one afternoon, and try to update a green card.  Half the USPS employees accused of going postal were actually just forced to stand in line here for one day.

Sorry for the rant we should get back to the story.  Where was I, oh yeah Mom and Dad were sent to Havana for a little sixteen week vacation while I got to stay with my Aunt and Uncle in Delray Beach.  Somehow one of the geniuses there in Miami misfiled my paperwork and I ended up becoming an American citizen.  Once I was naturalized it took only four hundred dollars and a hand job to a skuzzy Hialeah lawyer, and Mom and Dad were waving the stars and stripes as well.
Ah yes this is the American dream I tell you.

Miss Rachel Silberstein did not appreciate my belief that she might have over exaggerated her claim of sexual impropriety on behalf of one Francis Molinari.  Three calls from her lawyer/father to the mayor and governor and president later, and I appeared to be joining the scuba instructor on the unemployment line.  Dropping my badge, gun, and bicycle right there on the beach, I sat down at the bar next to Sam.

“WHAT IS IT WITH YOU PEOPLE?  GET OUT OF HERE. GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT!”  For five minutes that spoiled bitch hollered and carried on until she was literally purple in the face.  After she passed out and the paramedics arrived, my boss reinstated me to the force.  Her moment before a judge was set for that afternoon shortly after a visit to a court appointed shrink.
“Apparently Rachel has some moments of mental instability.  I apologize greatly for jumping to conclusions.”  My boss pleaded and begged me to accept his apology.  Oh yes sometimes it is nice being black.  They were so worried I might sue that I actually got a pay raise out of the deal.  God I love America.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Excuse me officer but could you help me with something.  I seem to have locked my keys in the car.”  Being blond can be a real chore sometimes.  In six months I had locked my keys in my VW Beetle six times, and it was really getting annoying.
“Miss I hate to point this out to you, but your top is down.”  The rather congenial officer sighed.  I was not sure what he was getting at, as I stared endlessly at the clasp on the front of my bathing suit top.
“The convertible top on your car is down.  If you just reach over the door here like this you can get out your car keys.”  Trying his best to keep a straight face officer Martel was poking fun at me.

“That’s not my car officer.  Mine is the one over here.”  Come on people, you didn’t really think I was that blond did you?

“Sure let me see what I can do?”  Reaching into his backpack the patrolmen pulled out a slim-jim and had me back on the road in no time. Thank God too, because the AAA guy really believed I wanted to sleep with him, and that was why I kept calling when honestly I am just forgetful, and suffer from serious short term memory issues.
Who am I?  So sorry about that, my name is Purdy Phillips and I am a stripper.  You mean I am an exotic dancer or personal entertainer? No I am a gosh darn stripper, and proud of it.
My mother was a hippie.  Not just any flower child though, if you looked the word up in the dictionary you would see a photo of her with petunias in her hair.  As such my father could have been just about any number of men from any number of rock bands.  In the spring of 1970 my twin sister Polly and I were born in the back of VW van on our way to see the Dead somewhere outside Kansas City Kansas.  This was merely one of six hundred and twelve times Sunday Phillips had the pleasure of singing Uncle John’s Band and flashing her boobs at Jerry Garcia.  My mother took maternal instinct to a whole other level.
“Thank you officer I really do appreciate your assistance.  Here if you are ever at Club Chere this card will get you a free friction dance.”  Despite his darkened complexion, I could swear I saw Officer Martel blush redder than any of the sunburned German tourists.
My mom did an awful lot of drugs during the sixties, seventies, eighties, nineties, and so forth.  She did so many that a doctor actually paid my sister and I five thousand dollars to test the possible side affects illicit pharmaceuticals have on the offspring of users.  Dr. Penis was such a nice man.  By the way that is pronounced pen and than es in case you were wondering.
It was certainly ironic that neither my sister nor I had an interest in them.  Especially in my chosen line of work, the girls went through more coke and X than they did actual food and nourishment. Whatever the reason I never had the inclination to alter my state of mind.  Personally I loved Florida and so nothing else really interested me.  That was a really bad joke by the way in case you missed it.
Yes, I am a bit of a goof ball, but it is all done in the name of fun, while on the opposite poll of course there is my twin sister Polly.
………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Are you really going to wear that to go visit Mom?” I cringed at the thought, even as I asked the superfluous question.

My sister Purdy is by far the most pathetic excuse for a human being I have ever had the intellectual misfortune of associating with.  What can one do though she was my sister?  I can’t simply disown her now can I? Today’s particular outfit consisted of a lime green thong and matching nipple patches all covered up with a see through black knit dress.  How can anyone expect to be taken seriously in an outfit like that?  I mean if she is working the local corner or even at her Club Bare I guess I could understand it, but going to visit your mother no one would wear that would they?
Yes, I am the prudish intelligent sister and my name is Polly Philips.  In case you couldn’t figure it out, I hate my name, and have considered changing it since I was three years old.  
“Polly want a cracker” was always the big one with the kids.  Over the years there were various parrot jokes to go along with this.  Still I managed to survive the horror of it all.

Considering my family background and my mother’s almost Caligulan use of drugs, I survived to be rather well adjusted.  
Professionally, I am an international investor at one of the top banking establishments in the world.  Last month I raked in more than sixteen million in new business which placed me on the pinnacle of success for our organization.

“Look at that outfit Purdy, you do your name such justice.”  Mother fussed over her favorite daughter as usual. What made them so close?  Apparently birds of a feather really do flock together.
“Polly you are such an attractive young lady.  Why don’t you show a little bit of it off?”  Oh the other hand mom treated me like the world’s greatest disappointment. I was wearing a not so conservative grey linen pants suit.
“Beauty is only skin deep mom.  Intelligence goes all the way through.”  My retort was lost on her simple mind.
“We will never know will we because you never show any skin?”  She and Purdy enjoyed a moment of hilarity at my expense.   It was not the first time either.
“Why are we here today mom?  I have to get to work.  You know some of us actually do something before noon.”  My words were probably more acidic than they needed to be.  However, if I did not put my foot down now, I would waste two hours talking about finger nail polish or something similarly as non-important.
“I have to go into the hospital for a while, and I wanted to say good bye to you.”  Her words caused both her daughters to perk up simultaneously.
“Oh don’t worry I am not dying or anything.  It is not that kind of a hospital.”  She alleviated our worries as quickly as possible.  

“Are you finally going to go straight mom?”  Purdy jumped up and down as she spoke.

“Straight hell no, carpet munching is the only way to go.”  Leave it to my mother to show her level of class, and my sister to laugh at her.
“Yes I am going into rehabilitation for my little indiscretions.”  I nearly choked on my gum when she said this.

 Her little indiscretions cost her close to half her salary every year.  Between painkillers, cocaine, uppers, downers, poppers, bong hits, speed bumps, reds, whites, yellows, shrooms, acid, liquor, and stamps the woman was a walking pharmaceutical concoction.  The surgeon general had a warning label tattooed on her cellulite.

This IS your entire body on drugs.
For the rest of the morning we packed several bags, and drove her to Coconut Grove for a well over due vacation to reality.  To say I was skeptical of my mother’s true intentions would not really be fair.  After all she had never gone to rehab before.  It was actually a major step for her just to admit she had a problem.  Having said this I did not know how she could do it.  There was not a moment in the day for nearly thirty years when she was not high on something.
After dropping her off and promising to visit her whenever we could my sister and I returned to the house to begin the long and arduous task of spring cleaning.  In other words we were charged with removing all the possible forms of temptation.
Of course my sister’s sickeningly poor excuse for a “boy friend” showed up to complain.  Sam was such a wiener.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“You’re not really going to throw that out are you?  I mean that’s like a two thousand dollars worth of blow.”  Yet despite my pleas Polly dropped the entire lot right in the toilet and flushed.  
My heart sank down into that bowl, and spun around in circles before finally disappearing into the sewers beneath my feet.  It was as close to true disappointment as I could ever imagine.

“Perhaps this is not the best job for you to be helping us with Sam.”  Polly acted the part of the good sister, but I knew better.

No matter how hard she tried to act superior to me, and how often she oozed distain in my general direction Polly could not resist my grin.  Picking up a hand full of various pills I mimicked tossing them in my mouth and flushed them instead.
“You are impossible.”  Polly gasped
“Yeah well you’re easy.”  I could not help myself,

Her mom’s house was its own version of weird.  Situated in one of the riskier areas of Washington Ave, this two up two down had seen better days.  Heck it had seen better decades.  Instead of painting the walls or putting up wall paper, she had completely covered every inch of space with old rock band posters.  A smell wafted through the rooms of hemp oil and hashish.  This pervasive odor had locked itself so tightly in the pores of the wood and micro-fibers of the orange shag carpet, I feared it might never be unlocked again.  

The very thought of it made me stare at the grocery bag full of Kona Gold and drool.  Licking at my bottom lip and salivating enough to make a Pavlovian scientist proud, I could not shake the desire.

“Smoke me.  Smoke me you bad little boy.  Smoke me all night long.”  A hushed voice inside the bag whispered to me.  It was my own private field of dreams 

“If I grow it will you smoke?”  Polly grabbed the bag, after sensing my coronal cravings.  One by one she dumped those purple haired beauties into the spinning ocean of death and destruction.  

“Save us! Please save us!  SMOKE US!  WE LOVE YOU SMOKE US!”  Finally when I could take it no more I stumbled into the other room with Purdy.

“She won’t need these anymore.”  Purdy cheerfully went about her duty.  Turning three bottles of twelve year old single malt scotch over one by one into the sink, she beamed at me unaware of the sacrilege of her actions.
“My Lord is there no justice in the world.”  I cried for the sacrilege to end,

Yet my prayers to the sky went unanswered as she switched over to vodkas and gins.  If it were any other set of stunning blond twins, I would have pleaded with them to spare this precious liquid such a horrific fate. Only I knew better than to set my self up for that kind of disappointment.  Purdy would have simply responded to my kind request with one word.
“Why?”  
Never having taken the time to truly appreciate the medicinal and emotional salve that is intoxication, the advantage of numbness over reality could not possibly be fathomed.   It was so painful to watch that I finally escaped out the back door for a cigarette.  I simply could take no more.

Oh no, Olivia was out on her porch.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“You sleep with me and leave my handcuffed to some twenty year old hooker who doesn’t even speak English for an hour while you service us both, and then you never call me again.  Is that how you treat all your women?”  I snarled viciously at my jilted lover. 

Francis Molinari was the scum of the earth.  I hated him with all the passion that breeds inside a woman’s womb.  Yet, as I saw him there bare-chested his heaving muscles dancing in the South Florida sun, I wanted him again.
“Hello Mrs. Juarez but isn’t it a lovely day out here.”  I could hear the absolute incredulity in his manly voice. His condemnable little smile made me want to cream.  Humidity from the ocean slid its way up between my thighs until I was swimming in myself.

My name is Olivia Juarez and I have been married for thirty two years.  For all but the last twenty eight I was a faithful wife of the highest character.  Since then I will admit I have strayed once or twice.

“Don’t Mrs. Juarez me.  You are going to hell you little Rico Sauvé you.”  Even now I could feel his pulsing member bouncing up and down in my hands.

In my day I Olivia Mendella was one of the six most important ladies in Argentina.  My father basically owned the entire eastern side of the country.  At the age of fifteen they promised my hand to Luiz Garcia Juarez who basically owned the entire northern third of the country.  Together our families would control the fate of Argentina.  At least that was the plan anyway.  Apparently no one ever told Luiz because right after our marriage he packed the two of us up on a steam ship, and headed north for Miami.

With the family fortune in tow he decided to invest all of his money in hotels.  For the first ten years it appeared this venture would be hugely successful, and then without warning tragedy struck.

Someone took Luiz to the horse track.  

Thirty years later the Juarez family fortune was gone, and I had lost everything.  Currently Luiz lived across town with his sugar mamma, and I have to scrap by on a tiny pension.  Life was decidedly unfair.  Damn it here comes the competition that condemnable bitch Purdy.
………………………………………………………………………………………
“Leave him alone you crazy old wench.”  I shoed her off like a pesky fly.

Mrs. Olivia Suarez was nearly ninety years old, and had long since lost her mind.  Constantly believing that she was being sexually serviced by all the young men in the neighborhood she had a special affinity for Sam.  I could never understand it because he barely paid a lick of attention to her so to speak. The old woman actually had the nerve to flip me off, and roll her wheel chair back into the apartment.
“Are you going to come to the club tonight?”  I asked Sam.
“Sure since I am currently unemployed I might be there all night.”  He jokingly answered.

What did I see in Sam?  My sister, mother, friends, even the mailman asked me this question all the time.  He was incredibly hopeless in the way that only a Chicago Cub’s fan could appreciate.  Just look at him no, dressed in a long surfer shorts, and a metal band tee shirt.  If his gray hairs didn’t know better, I would think he was a teenage skater punk.  I knew the answer though; It was that smile.  No one could resist it.  Yes he was gorgeous and every woman secretly envied me the time I spent with him, but I spent plenty of time with gorgeous men.  No his looks were not the reason, it really was that smile.  If the world were crumbling down around you and everything appeared ready to explode in your face, all Sam had to do was flash those pearly whites and you knew everything would be okay.

“Perhaps you should go out and find another one?”  My next question was lost on him,

 “Do I ever have problems finding a job?” Sam chuckled.  
Of course he was right.  Every time one of the hotels or dive operations closed down, it took him less than a day to get another gig.  Every one in town loved the boy and they were chomping at the bit to give the slacker another chance to disappoint.

I’m telling you that smile was just that impressive.

“See you there around midnight then?”  I asked again.

“I might even be there earlier.”

 For six years I had endured his mental lapses and binges, and yet I always took him back.  Oh in case you were wondering we are not intimate nor had we ever been.  Sam was something much more than that.  He was my best friend.

My sister and I were packing up our purses simultaneously.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Now that I have wasted my day away I must go to work.” I tried to run away before my sister could do anything else to embarrass me.

 “Have a good day at work.”  Sam kissed my sister and then before I could complain he kissed my neck sending shivers from my toes to my ears.
“Ew I don’t know where those lips have been.” My protest was made in vain.
“Hey they were just kissing me.”  Purdy pouted those big lips of hers so professionally she could easily have given Angelina Jolie or Scarlett Johansson a run for their money.
“Ewwwwwww I definitely don’t want to know where those lips have been.”  I rubbed my neck as I dissented.  Just the thought of all those sweaty nasty grubby old men drooling on her private parts, and shoving dollars who knows where turned my stomach.  
My sister is not quite right upstairs, if you know what I mean?  I am sure a lot of people say that about their siblings.  When it comes to my sister this is undeniably true.  Case in point, when we were twelve she went running across Interstate 95 to try and save a butterfly that had inadvertently strayed of course.  It was in the middle of rush hour, and the gridlock of the morning was in the midst of unlocking. Picture if you may eighteen wheelers going eighty miles an hour dodging a preteen girl on a six lane highway.

If this is not strange enough or you think all little girls do foolish things, then I will continue on with her top five moments of insanity

Let’s talk about our senior prom.  When I would not agree to double date with her, she took a set of Siamese twins with her on her special night. In addition she also brought a vertically challenge person named Pedro.  When I asked her why, she said.

“First of all they are fun to be around, and secondly can you imagine the photos.  It will be remembered forever!”  
What you are still not impressed?  How about the time she shaved the cat and glued all his fur to her face so she could join the circus as the bearded woman. or the last day of high school when she arrived wearing nothing but a pair of twelve inch high goldfish bowl platform shoes.  I mean nothing else.  Then there was the night she did a strip tease for governor Jeb Bush at his inauguration dinner?  Maybe you like setting up a lemonade stand during the height of Hurricane Andrew.  My personal favorite was the time she handcuffed herself to train full of mink on their way to the slaughter house; while it was moving. Okay that is more than five, but you see the point.
Oh and don’t even get me started about her wanting all of her friends to see me undressed.  As if it isn’t terrible enough that she strips for everyone, why does she feel the need to include me in it?  That is just fucking disturbed.  Pardon my language but I can’t think of what else to call it.

Yet for all her eccentricities and moments of insanity the heart that beats within her chest is second to none.  If there were an award for the sweetest woman of the year award, she would win it hands down.

My only wish for my sister it would be that she stopped working at that place.  Being my identical twin you can imagine the scenarios this has presented me with over the years.  As I stepped off the elevator my sexually challenged colleague approached
………………………………………………………………………………………………

“You are such a naughty girl.  Show it to me baby!”  My attempt to turn her on fell as flat as my fifteen hair plugs on a summer’s day.

Polly acted like such a prudish bitch but I knew the truth about her.  I saw her at Club Chere twirling around the pole with her hooch all up in my face.  Why she continually denied it I have no idea?  It didn’t make me think any less of her.

My name is Randall Curtis.  All of the girls call me Randy.  You can imagine why.

“I keep telling you Randumb that Purdy is my twin sister.  I have never worked at Club Chere nor will I ever.  So get that sick fetish out of your…  Why are you still STARING AT MY BREASTS?”  Polly hollered. 

“Hey sweetheart let it go.  Let your hair down a bit.  There is this really large flag pole in down town Bay Front Park and it has your name written all over it.” I continued on my never ending quest to get a date.  

“One of these days I am going to call headquarters on you.  I mean you are supposed to be my boss remember?”  Polly continued to scream.  Her contempt was not masked.  She really didn’t like me.  
Her indifference to me hurt more than she cared to realize.  On the outside I am a brash and boisterous horn dog, but the truth is I just want to be liked. Everyone appreciates my sense of humor and straightforward no nonsense style; everyone except Polly Phillips that is.

“Lighten up Polly he’s just jerking your chain.”  Gregory Fagan tried to help. Instead it made me loath him even more.   
I hate you.  With your perfect skin, and six pack abs, you sicken me.  What I hate more than anything else is that I don’t really hate you at all?  Most pretty boys like you have an obnoxious attitude to go with it, but not you.  You’re just one of the boys and your colleagues really do like you.  It was guys like Gregory and girls like Polly that made me what I am today.  Remember that joker back in elementary school.  The kid who made everyone laugh by doing whatever it took.  Well that was me.  I used to make the fart noises and imitate the teacher when her back was turned.  I was the kid who shot spitballs against the blackboard and struck pencils in the drop down ceiling.  I practically invented the expression;

“I want you to report to the principal’s office immediately!”  

Only one problem with this type of kid, they never really grow up.  Continually searching for attention from birth until death, eventually all my tricks and gimmicks have grown old.  A fifty year old practical joker is no longer funny, he is sad.  In my own eyes that is what I had become.
Before Gregory could slight me anymore, I slithered away

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Why do you take him seriously?  He’s just a blow hard.”  For the life of me, I could not understand why anyone was bothered by “Do I make you Randy?”

 Polly Phillips was perhaps the most uptight woman I had ever met.  What caused her to be like this I can only imagine?  Rumors of her sister and mother ran through here like copies of the Star go through the super market shelves.  This office was Romper Room meets Melrose Place, and sometimes it even got on my nerves.  

My name is Gregory Fagan and I am a South Florida pretty boy.  Mother Fagan cared very little about my schooling or how well I did in sports.

“Baby you will never have to worry about any of that if you have a pretty face. Take care of how you look and the rest of the world will fall into place.”  I could hear her heavily sedated voice.   If you think this is a gag you should meet the women.  Four face lifts, two tummy tucks, six liposuctions, one boob job, one stomach stapling, and forty thousand dye jobs later she looks almost exactly the same as she did fifteen years ago.
For some reason I can never see doing this to myself.  Yes I am attractive.  No I am not modest about it.  Only I do not see it as that big a deal.  Not that I would give it up for anything in the world mind you, but looks are only skin deep after all.

“He’s just such an emotionally and intellectually challenged prick.” Polly was flabbergasted, and I could tell right away that there was something else eating at her.  First of all she never missed a morning of work.  The girl could have a hundred and three degree fever with a severed limb and still manage to get in twenty phone calls. Secondly she never let Randy bother her this much.
“Talk to me Polly what’s the deal?”  I tried my best to ease her worry.  
“Mom went into rehab today and my sister is a hooker.  Of course she doesn’t actually have sex with anyone.”  Polly spoke a language all her own. The first cup of coffee came and went so fast, I thought maybe she threw it out.  Already checking the numbers on her computer she was devising strategy as she spoke.  No one could do two things at once like Polly Phillips.  This was what made her the best in the business.

“The first part is good at least.  Try to have a bagel and forget about it for a while.”  Rolling her eyes my way, she waved my request and went back to work.

It was time for me to go to the gym anyway.  If I was going to keep my mother happy I had to work on this spare tire.  The truth was more like a spare ounce of fat, but she would say something anyway.  

Almost immediately after I got dressed for my workout, I ran into Officer Martel  
………………………………………………………………………………………………
“How much do you bench press these days Greg?”  Despite being painfully uncomfortable in social situations, I tried to talk to my fellow work out buddies.

 Most of the guys were jealous of Gregory Fagan.  The way he looked and the way he acted around everyone was sickeningly perfect.  It didn’t really bother me.  It’s possible that being married and not looking to score the gym sluts or the workout queens had something to do with it.  Personally I think it had more to do with the fact that I liked the guy.  
“I think I can do two sets of two sixty five maybe two seventy.  How about you; Jean how much can you press?”  He sounded like a radio host with his perfect voice.  Most of the officers spent their time with other officers.  I couldn’t be bothered.
When work was over I went home to the wife and three kids.  Does that seem a bit mundane for a twenty three year old?  Yeah perhaps but hey I’m Haitian.  If we even look at a woman she gets pregnant.  My wife was Haitian all of her friends were originally from the island.  We have a tight knit community.  Much like the Latinos, it was partially a language thing and yet mostly cultural.  
Try to speak to your average white man in Creole and watch the look their face.  Hell try to speak to the average black man and it is the same thing.  Here’s something I don’t understand.  Why do most “African Americans” seem to detest Haitians so much?  They look down on us as second class citizens.  One of the nastiest arguments I ever had was with an African American member of the Miami Dolphins who shall remain nameless.  The three hundred pound jerk off had the nerve to question my skin color.

“It doesn’t really count.  I mean you’re Haitian.  You’re not really black.” His statement caused an incredibly hulk like reaction to my normally timid demeanor.  It took the entire defensive line to keep me from pounding him into the beach.

We all come from Africa people.  If you think that the West Indian blacks were not slaves to begin with, then you need a history lesson.  I got news for you we didn’t come to Haiti for the weather.

Sorry I am ranting and raving again.  Where was I?
 “I’m a little closer to two fifty these days. I eat too many doughnuts you know?”  Like everyone else, he appreciated a good doughnut reference.  It carried police officers a long way.

“Got to get back to the precinct, I had some issues with a crazy chick from Boca today.”  Turning up his eyes Gregory knew what I was talking about.  
His entire family was from Boca Raton.  Talk about a group of the most self centered self involved people on the planet.  It makes Beverley Hills California look like hippie commune in comparison.
The gym was only a block from my beat.  Not a bad gig when you consider the force actually paid for my membership.  It was all part of the South Beach image.  If the beautiful people were going to come to this little stretch of sand, then the officers needed to meet a certain physical mantra.  In other words there were no ugly overweight officers in South Beach.  No one actually had a written law against it mind you.  The larger uglier people were merely assigned somewhere less high profile.  Talk about a discrimination suit looking for a place to happen huh?
By the time, I got to the court house; they were already calling on my docket.  Miss Silberstein greeted me pleasantly as I walked in.

…………………………………………………………………………………………
“It’s a good thing I didn’t expect a Haitian to be on time for work?”  Even though my father had told me to keep my mouth shut, I jumped at the chance to abuse the police officer.  Who the fuck did he think he was kidding?  Except for in the bedroom my mouth was open all the time.

“Would you like to spend the night in jail honey?”  Daddy whispered in my ear.

What a putz my father is?  I would say that my mother yanked him around by his dick but that wouldn’t be fair.  She kept it in her Louis Vitton purse and let him borrow it every once in a while to piss and jerk off.

“Let me suggest Miss Silberstein that you consider keeping your mouth quiet in my courtroom.”  The judge reiterated my father’s request 

“Excuse me!  Who do you think you are talking to?” I never learn.
“I’m talking to an inmate young lady if I hear so much as another word out of your mouth.”  Judge Sergeant slammed his gavel down as he spoke.  The veins in his forehead shot out so far I thought maybe he was having a stroke.  
“Daddy?”  I pleaded with him to protect me.

“I apologize your honor; she is still very shaken from her experience earlier today.  Since Mr. Molinari has not arrived for these proceedings I think maybe we would do best to postpone?”  My dad was stalling, and this led me to button my lip. Perhaps this was more serious than I previously believed.
………………………………………………………………………………………………
“I’ll make that determination.  Miss Silberstein please stand up and listen to me for a moment.”  I do not like primadonas.
This was not the first time I had the pleasure of having Rachel Silberstein in my courtroom.  A perpetual liar and the cry wolf queen was constantly letting her mouth get her in more trouble that her surgically enhanced body could not get her out of.  Yet for every heinous tale she told, her extremely talented lawyer father flew in from Long Island and bailed her out of it.  Today I had the opportunity to end this folly.  It would take advantage of it.

My name is Gerald Sergeant and I have been a circuit court judge in South Miami Beach for twenty two years.  In all that time I had seen my share of interesting cases.  

There was the crack dealer who tried to bribe me quite openly during opening procedures or the child porn weatherman who was caught rubbing one out under the bench during cross examination.  

My personal favorite though was the prostitute who began giving head to her lawyer while I was reading the verdict to her.  Her explanation will go down in the annals of human stupidity.

“It’s three o’clock your honor.  He said if I hadn’t blown him by this time, I’d have to pay for him.  I don’t got that kind of money.”  

What a world we live in?

Yes I voted for George Bush.  Come on people all of you keep saying how awful he is and that you didn’t vote for him. Somebody had to; he is president is he not?  What does this have to do with anything you might ask? Simple, Democrats chap my ass that’s what.  Jewish democrats chap my ass even worse.  Gabriel Silberstein chapped my ass bright red.  The way he spoiled his daughter so atrociously rotten made me want to vomit.  Beat the girl a couple of times as a child.  Don’t give her everything she wants.  Make her work for something for Christ’s sake.  
“Are you going to ask me something?”  Holding her hands in the air, she jumped on my last nerve.

“That’s it Miss Silberstein you are in contempt of court.”  It is not a good idea to make a decision when one is angry.  There was only one problem with that theory.  I could not be around someone like Rachel Silberstein without being angry.  Everything about her and her family made me hate the world we live in.

“What the fuck did I say?”  Her father summed it up best when he buried his face in his hands.

“Bailiff, please remove this woman from my courtroom.  A hearing is set for next Thursday at 2 p.m.  If she keeps her mouth shut councilor she might actually be out by then.”  Shortly after I finished my statement Rachel passed out into her Daddy’s arms.  All her tears and promises to be a good girl though were not going to get her out of this one.

I was fresh out for sympathy for the likes of her.  

“Judge Sargent I would like to ask permission…”

“Denied councilor I will see you on Thursday.”  

“But your honor…”

“Mr. Silberstein would you like to join your daughter.  Say one more thing and I can arrange it.”  There was finally silence in my courtroom.

“Next case.”  I almost cried myself after looking at the next name on the docket.  What in God’s name had she done this time?

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“The City of South Miami Beach VS Purdy Phillips please remain standing for his honor.”  This one was really not my fault.  No one told me I couldn’t go outside of the club topless.  For that matter the bathrooms were completely full. All I did was squat and squirt in the back alley.  Come on they don’t really arrest people for that do they?
“Purdy I thought last time I saw you I said I never want to see you again.  That was like six months ago.  It has not been forever yet.”  The judge didn’t really like me much.  It could have been something to do with my frequent visits to his courtroom.

“I apologize your honor, but I really had to go, and there wasn’t a free toilet.  You don’t understand they keep that place so cold and we have to drink a lot of water because we are dancing all night…”

“Two hundred dollar and fifty cent fine; pay at the cashier on the way out.”  That went better than I thought it would.  The original ticket said five hundred.

“Let’s go to recess everyone.” Judge Sergeant had been at this for too many years. His heart just wasn’t in it anymore.

As he came gliding past me in the hallway I did manage to wave to him.

“Come on down to the club we never see you around there anymore?”  For some reason though, he vanished into the ladies room shortly after I talked to him.  Even with the displeasure of several of the other people inside, he did not come back out again.
Oh well I had to get to work anyway.  The lunch crowd was just clearing out, and it was time to limber up.  As usual I was extremely late.  No one took the six o’clock starting time very seriously.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Looky looky it is pretty Purdy.”  Most of us hated that good natured twat.  She actually did this job for the attention it garnered her.  It was not about the money.  Who the fuck is a stripper for attention?  That is the lamest excuse I had ever heard.

Dottie Swanson is my name but at work they call me the Diamond Dot.  That is because my pussy is completely shaved and I have a diamond stud through my clit.  Hey you have to be known for something if you want to make any real money at this racket, unless you’re fucking naturally gorgeous like pretty Purdy Phillips.  The bitch didn’t even have fake tits.  

At one time I was a fair dancer in Vegas.  Yeah I still had to show my boobs, but I didn’t have to shave my twat every day.  I didn’t have to stroke my clit and rub up and down on some Texas Oil Barren named Bob Roberts.  Vegas is a town for the young ones these days.  Those hairless little whores took my place on the line, and look where I ended up.
Couldn’t even get off Broadway over the age of forty unless you’re fucking Bernadette Peters no one wants you.  Getting old really sucks ass!

Hey I should stop complaining.  Both my sons went to top notch colleges because of me.  I don’t stand on street corners or blow stock brokers for my next vile of crack, so life isn’t that bad.

Oh sweet Jesus here is the other one. The real good natured fun shall commence,
……………………………………………………………………………………………
“He asked me out.”  I had to tell Purdy.  She was going to be so excited.  Heck she might even be more excited then I was about it.  After all she was the one who introduced me to him.

“Yeahhhhh.”  To see that smile on her face made me want to jump up and down like I was teenager again.  Oh wait I still am a teenager.

Gillian Moniker is my name.  Mom and Dad didn’t have any money, and I wanted to go to college.  What more can I say?  Where else was I going to work three nights a week and be able to pay for my full four years of undergraduate school and my MBA.  

As my momma always used to say; if you got it flaunt it.  Not that I told her what I was doing to pay for school.  Oh no I could never do that.  Daddy is a preacher back in Mobile Alabama.  They would never understand.

No one touched me here at this club.  That can not be said for the other place I worked up in Pompano Beach.  That was very important to me.  As long as no one touched me it didn’t really feel dirty.  This was just dancing.  I was simply selling my looks and nothing else.  

“So how did he do it?”  How Purdy did this for eight years I could never understand?  Especially someone like her with all her amazing qualities, she could have done just about anything else.  With as simply dazzling as she was, heck she could have been a model.  I tell you she is that nice-looking.

“He called me on the phone.  It was so sweet the way he bumbled and stumbled on the phone to do it.”  Never date anyone you meet at the club.  They just don’t understand the division between job and real life.  My only boyfriend material from such a meeting kept expecting to me to do all sorts of nasty stuff.

“You’re a stripper aren’t you?”  He might as well have asked me.

“You’re a hooker aren’t you?”  Because that was exactly how he treated me and expected me to be.  People just don’t understand.  Nudity does not always mean sex.  It’s an American thing I guess.  I worked for a month over in Europe and it was nothing like it is here.  They treated you with respect.  You’re dancing was for entertainment.  It did not lower your character to be a dancer.  Here people always assume it makes you a second class citizen.  

It could have something to do with girls like Dottie?  Why did she always do that to me?  Imitating felacio with her hand and tongue, she was so crass and crude.  I didn’t really like her much.

“Ronnie is such a nice guy.  I wish you two the best.”  It felt really nice when Purdy hugged me.  It was like having one of my three sisters here with me.  They all still lived with mom and dad.  

“We are going out to dinner tomorrow night. I can’t wait!”  I was so excited that I nearly tinkled down my leg.
Let me just tell you this plainly; I love South Beach.  It is the only place anywhere in the United States where I felt like I was in Europe.  All of the cafes and boutiques just make me tingle inside.  Every Sunday afternoon as I strolled through Lincoln Road Mall I wonder how I could ever have lived anywhere else.

There is always so much to do.  Clubs!  There is nowhere with this many high quality dance clubs anywhere in the United States, and there all within like twelve blocks of one another.  Plus if you are in the entertainment industry, which I of course am, you almost never have to pay cover anywhere.  Being a cute little busty natural red head didn’t hurt anything either.  He He he…  Sorry I am a bit of girlish geek sometimes.
Even if you don’t like techno or dancing twenty four hours a day, there is so much more.  The beach despite the sheer number of breast gawking tourists is second to none.  There are lots of hot guys everywhere.  From all over South America and Europe this is where all the good looking people come to play.
I have seen so many famous people down here; from athletes to actors to politicians and music artists. If you star searcher, there is just no better place to gawk. Some people prefer New York or L.A. but tell me this; would you rather see Mathew Macanahay wearing a suit and tie or a tight fitting bathing suit and nothing else.  Ha I knew you would agree with me there.

For those of you not into the clubs or the pretty people watching, there is still a whole host of other things to do.  There are the numerous art galleries on every block.  You like shopping oh this is my Mecca.  No, you won’t find as many shops at Manhattan, but the quality is so much better.  I mean Armani and Versace freaking lived here.  Come on people who’s better than those two?
Personally though, my favorite aspects of South Beach are the cafes.  Sit me down at the Delano on a Saturday right around midnight and I am in heaven.  Watching the eclectic mix of every race, religion, culture, and nationality walk by you in all their weekend glory that is my idea of bliss.  I simply love it.

My boss was tapping her talons on nervously on the bar, and it snapped me out of my day dream.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Hey girls are you planning on getting dressed anytime in the near future?”  Purdy and Gillian can drive an exotic dance club manager to the brink of insanity.  Together they made up nearly a quarter of my tip revenue on a Friday night.  On the down side they were both a couple of space cadets.

My name is Chere, and this is my club.  Yeah I bet you thought that.  A two hundred pound sister from South Harlem is the manager of the only strip club on Washington Ave.  Yeah that’s what you were thinking?
Twenty years ago I would have been right there next to them strutting my skinny ass up and down.  I could dance like a mother fucker when I was that age; big old booty bouncing back and forth like the pendulum on a grandfather clock.  I memorized more than my fair share of men in my day.  Only my day was a long since passed.  To give you an idea my last show was done wearing a pair of roller skates, and my fro nearly got stuck on the pole during one of my adventurous moves.  

Since then I had put on a pound or two.  Get married and have five kids and see what you look like.  Plus you know I quit smoking and stopped all that drug nonsense.  Here I am today.  I am big, black, and beautiful and my man still loves me more than he ever did.

Kids are all grown up and out of the house, so I have started another family here.  Each one of these girls even the older ones are like my new kids.  I protect them through it all.  Getting their hearts broken, pregnancies, stalkers, and drugs, I have seen it all.  Mostly I choose the classy girls for my place.  Yeah it is impossible to really tell, but we don’t have no skanky hos in here.   Not at Club Chere. Not at my place.
Oh shit here comes that Sam boy again.

………………………………………………………………………………………………”Looking good mamma Chere.”  As usual her expression said it all.  She didn’t really like me in here all the time.  Granted I bought drinks all night and tipped the waitresses and dancers handsomely, but still I was a distraction and she knew it.  Throughout most of the evening Purdy would bounce back and forth between her customers and myself, and this did not go over well with her.
“Sam you had better let her work.  I got two dancers ragging tonight, so I need her on the ball.  Not on your balls, do you hear me?”  Even though she abused me, she came right up to me, and kissed me.
“Give me some sugar will you?”  Mama Chere was like my second mother.  Hell she was like everyone’s second mother.  She took care of the whole wide world one person at a time.  

My own mother and family were such disappointments that I barely spoke to any of them.  Mom called me close to ten times a week, and I only talked to her once a month.  No I am not that bad of a son, she is just that bad of a mom.  Don’t even get me started on my siblings.  

“Girls I want you in the back for your assignments in ten minutes.  I want a costume check in thirty minutes.  Doors open up in forty fives minutes.  Bartenders and wait staff get your asses over here.”  It was meeting time at the old Club Chere.  To watch the woman work was like turning the key on a 1953 gull wing Mercedes coup. She was ageless.  A business woman, a mother, and manager all in one Mama was the queen of her domain.

As usual I checked the schedule on the side wall to see where Purdy would be starting her evening.  This was usually the best time to talk to her before it got too crowded. Most of the people around here assumed she and I met in a strip club but that isn’t so.  No we didn’t meet on the beach or in a bar either.  This is going to really shock you.

We met in prison.  Yes I know I told you I had never been arrested before, and that is the truth the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

It just so happens that we were both visiting someone at the Dade County jail at the same time.  As we were waiting for them to be shone into the waiting room I struck up a conversation and everything blossomed from there.

Our family situations were both slightly screwed up, neither one of us played by the standard rules of American society, and we were both considered constant underachievers.  Not the best basis to form a lasting relationship I will admit, but it worked for us.

Several of the already drunk patrons began to cheer as the night’s activities commenced.  Wearing a patent leather cowgirl outfit, Purdy danced her way on stage with lasso in hand.  It only took two minutes and twelve seconds of the song “Save a Horse Ride a Cowboy” for her to disrobe completely.
Try as I may to say that I was not attracted to Purdy, I was kidding no one not even myself.  How could anyone not be attracted to her? She was breath taking.  Not only her physical beauty but that personality of hers was simply contagious.  I had long since given up hope though that anything would come of our relationship.  As a result, I concentrated on other dancers or nearby televisions when she was dancing for someone else, and tried not to think about it.

“Why do you waste your time on that two bit slut?”  My least favorite dancer Dottie continually made snide little disrespectful comments like this.  She was not attracted to me nor I to her, but she rubbed herself against me anyway.  In an attempt to make her jealous, she never quit filling her role as queen tramp.
“You shouldn’t talk about yourself like that Diamond Dot.  It’s not nice.”  It only took one comment to send her off to her next dollar bill.  Casually she flipped me off and growled like a spiteful cat.

“What’s her problem?”  Moving towards my end of the bar, Purdy leaned down and rubbed her perfect c cup breasts against the top of my head, and pulled her lasso tightly around me neck.  Several of the patrons cheered and held up their greasy fingers in the hopes that she might reproduce this same maneuver upon them.

“The list is too long for this song.”  I could always make her laugh.  Bouncing down the stage she completed a split that would make the average Olympic gymnast proud, and then approached the man with the Andrew Jackson photos on his bills.  George Washington and Abe Lincoln would not get a man very far with her in this atmosphere.
Was that the police officer from the beach today?

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Okay you have me really confused?”  The last person I expected to see at this club was Francis Mollinari.  Earlier that day both Sam and I had nearly lost our jobs to the JAP Anti-Christ, and then later that day I help a stripper into her car.  Now I find the two of them together.  It’s a small world after all.

“Hey Officer Martel what brings you here tonight?  Don’t tell me you are going to arrest me for not showing up at court today?”  Sam was a dead beat.  Normally I could not stand that sort of person.  Something about him was different.  Perhaps it was that happy grin on his face, or the nonchalant way he just seemed to blow off the most serious of circumstances.  Whatever the reason I liked him right away.

“This is the second time today that you and I sat down to have a drink.  Let’s actually accomplish the goal.”  I was off duty.
Strip clubs are not really my cup of tea, and I certainly wasn’t looking to cheat on my wife with the dancer.  It was Friday night, and I had a rare Saturday off.  Here I was drawn to the neon like moth to the flame.  Having Sam there with me was the best thing that could have happened.  We concentrated on drinking, and very little time was spent on the dancers themselves.  
“I’m going to hell for this one I tell you.”  Looking at my new found friend, we chuckled that way that drunk men do.  As though we had some information that the rest of the world did not, we continued our chortle for several more minutes and several more shots.

“There is no hell Jean. All of us are going to heaven.  Satan is just religion’s attempt to get us to be good, and feel guilty when we are not.”  Most people tend to lose at least fifty points on their intelligence quotient with each half a percentage point of blood alcohol level increase.  Sam on the other hand seemed to increase his levels exponentially.  We had gone from talking about t and a to conversations about God, and he did not skip a beat.
“My good Baptist mother and father would tend to disagree with you on that.”  I ordered up a pitcher of water to try and lessen the spin in the room.  As it was there would be a rather expensive taxi ride home following the last drink.

“Have you ever died before?”  This curious question froze me in a stare.  

“Not in this lifetime.”  Only as I laughed at his strange query, he did not grin. Whatever he was getting at must have been a serious matter.
“When you do you will understand.  Dante was a fictional novelist not a prophet.  There is no Hades.  God is there for everyone whether they repent for their sins or not.”  If I had to guess I would say Sam was a rather severe alcoholic.  No matter how many drinks he had, his speech patterns and ability to converse did not change.  No one could drink that much and remain coherent.
“You’re cut off.”  Purdy patted Sam on the shoulder and whispered this between the two of us.

“Can I get a Red Bull Patsy?”  Without argument or comment, Sam went right to the bartender.

“Of course you may sweetheart.”  Everyone in the place had treated me like I were a VIP despite not having hundred dollar bills for the champagne room.  Even my free friction dance lasted an extra two or three minutes.  Although Purdy offered the service something made me think differently.  I chose someone named Candy Apple instead.  It was fun I guess.  Barely even raised my shorts, but I enjoyed it anyway.  Window shopping never really did much for me, and infidelity was not even on my mind.
“Hey why do they call you Sam anyway?”  His middle name was Michael I had seen it on his police report.  

“You should have asked me that around eleven not one thirty.”  Patting my knee like an old buddy, he slammed back a can of Red Bull and ordered another.

“Do you really believe that shit about Hell or is that just some sort of line?”  What brought me back to this I will never know?  His response was just so curious that I could not let it go.

“When the time comes you will know the truth, I only wish that you should find out later than sooner.”  Standing up slowly and deliberately he motioned to Purdy that he was leaving. Pointing to his ear for her to call he thanked me for the company and vanished out the door.
“Is that guy for real?”  The look in her sky blue eyes as they stared straight through me towards the door answered the question without words.  

He was certainly for real.  

It was just after two a.m. and they were closing down when Purdy cornered me.

“Would you mind walking us a couple of blocks?”  At first I was a bit skeptical.  I had heard stories of drugs and prostitution ran rabid amongst strippers.  From the looks of her friend, they were not the least bit dangerous.

“It would be my pleasure.”  Both of them lived in the same gated apartment house off Drexel.  It was at the end of a very dark nasty looking alley.  A couple of men whistled and attempted to proposition them as we passed.  Apparently their request to escort them was based on past experience.
“What you gonna do?”  One of the punks challenged me from a far, and I pulled out my badge.  They vanished so quickly I could swear I saw smoke coming off their high tops.
“Must be nice to pull that out when you need it.”  Gillian was as sweet and angelic as she appeared.  

“Personally I prefer not to.”  At the gate I turned my back as they entered their code on the keypad.
“Have a good evening ladies.”  Where was I going to get a taxi at this hour in South Beach?  Just kidding things were just getting started.  Nothing happened of note in Miami Beach until after midnight.  There were more people on the streets in the early morning hours than when I got here at nine p.m.

………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Why do you bother to have a cell phone if you are not going to answer it?”  My sister was such a space cadet I fully expected to hear some lame excuse like she turned off the ringer.
“What’s wrong? I left it at Mom’s place.  You can always call the club if you need to get a hold of me you know.”  Being awake at nearly three a.m. alerted Purdy that something was seriously askew.  On a week night I was normally in bed before eleven.

“Mom tried to make a break for it already.  She had only been there six hours before she started freaking out.  I had drive over there and check her back in.”  We had both expected something like this from her.  The ultimate drama queen required the ultimate drama.

“I hope you actually had her admitted this time.  If she is there by her own free will…”

“Of course I did.  The doctor agreed with me that it was in her best interest to continue her stay.”  Why would she doubt me on this?  I was the organized one.  I was the one who always used my head.
When we were kids growing up and moving from town to town I organized everything.  Getting us registered at another school or renting an apartment was up to me.

Imagine if you will a twelve year old girl calling up to rent an apartment.  I spent so much time lying about my age and who I was, that I started forgetting who I really was. It took a few seconds for me to register the truth because it was a foreign to me as astrophysics were to Purdy.
Whenever Purdy got herself in trouble it was my responsibility to get her out.  This was even more difficult given the fact that we were twins.  More often than not I got screamed at for trying to pretend I was someone else.

I once got into a knock down drag out fight as a sixteen year old with a truant officer who would not believe that I was Polly or for that matter that Purdy had a twin.  Later on that evening we received a settlement check from the school districts lawyers for ten thousand dollars to keep our mouth shut about the incident.  My mother went on a bender and spent half of it in a weekend.  Money and my mother never got along well.  No she was not one of those addicts that spends so much her children do not get to eat as result of it. Neither my sister nor I ever missed a meal.  Her problem was that as soon as she had money she spent it. We never had any savings at all but the checking account was never empty. 
“I’ll go over to see her tomorrow before work?”  As expected Purdy knew nothing about rehab and how it works.

“It’s not like a hospital you can’t just visit her when you want.  They won’t let her have visitors for the first four weeks.”  This information seemed to destroy my normally happy go lucky sister who grew ashen and sullen.  Her ditsy friend Gillian actually started crying.

“I can’t imagine not being able to talk to my mother for a month.  I would die.  I swear I would absolutely die.”  Barely able to contain the anguish, Gillian was bawling her eyes out.  

“Oh please you two are ridiculous.”  I could not take this shit from them for the rest of the night.  Given my day today, I was planning on working tomorrow, and the sun was almost up.

I hated being the only responsible person in my family.  This evening could not possibly get any worse.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Hey chickadee nice pajamas.”  Polly was so uptight she actually wore men’s pj’s this explained a lot about her.
“Never mind it could get worse.”  Storming past me towards her apartment, it was quite apparent that I had embarrassed the girl in her plaids.

“What did I say?”  Purdy smacked me hard on the arm.

“Hey that’s gonna leave a bruise.  At least I think it will.” Sputtering laughter  I had partaken of a high grade cigarette on my walk over here.

“This might not be the best night Sam.”  There was nothing more painful to me than a look of disapproval from Purdy.  It made me feel like a scolded five year old.
“My mom tried to run from the rehab center.”  If I were a smart man or even a truly good man I would have sympathized with her obvious pain.

“I can’t say I blame her.  If it were me I would run too.”  Even Gillian who normally laughed at everything I said, rolled her eyes and walked away.

“No you wouldn’t Sam because you would never go in the first place.  That would require you to admit you have a problem.”  Without a nasty bone in her body, Purdy did her best to be spiteful.  It hit the mark.

“Oh common don’t bring me down gorgeous I know I have a problem.  You want me to quit.  Just say the word and I will do it right this very second.”  Pulling the roach from my pocket, I swallowed the butt ceremoniously and looked for a grin but got none.

“It should be what you want to do.  What I want for you is only best.”  Shrugging her shoulders she walked Gillian towards her apartment and left me standing there in the courtyard all by myself.
“What can I do to make up for my horrible behavior?  Don’t leave me like this in all my pain.”  My attempts at charm were falling short, and even a flash of the pearly whites did little to break down her wall.
“Pain?  You don’t even know what the word means Sam.  You’re always so numb to everything you never take a chance to feel anything.”  Gillian shocked me with this assertion.  For the first time in I don’t know how long I was left speechless.

“Why don’t you go flop down on the couch?  I’ll be back over in few.  Make sure to be quiet though, Polly is probably asleep.”  Looking at her friend sternly Purdy did not like nasty words to be spoken.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Why do you defend him all the time?”  I love Purdy.  She is perhaps the sweetest kindest person alive.  Only she lets Sam walk all over her, and I don’t appreciate that.  No, Sam is not a bad person.  His addictions though are a problem whether he really wants to admit it or now.

“Do you know anything about his family situation?”  Right away I knew I was going to feel guilty for my attack on him.
“He lost his father when he was nine.  Four of his siblings are serving serious time in jail.  His mother chases gigolos and cocaine like at 70’s disco queen.  I’m not making an excuse for him or anything but he’s had kind of weird upbringing.”  Watching her sad eyes I knew what that really meant.  What she wasn’t telling me was that he was a lot like her.  Only he hid his pain in drugs and she hid hers in crazy antics and outrageous behavior.  They were birds of a feather.
All of this seemed so unreal to me.  I had grown up in a typical Norm Rockwell home.  We ate dinner together and went to church on the weekends.  I simply could not relate.  

We had one crazy uncle who once got arrested for selling moonshine but other than that nothing really ever happened to us.  If they knew what I did for a living, it would be the worst black eye my family had ever suffered.

“Have you ever heard the expression that depressed people should not hang around each other if they ever hope to get better?”  I prayed Purdy would understand what I was getting at.  Sometimes she could be a bit slow when it came to reading between the lines.
“I hear what you are saying Gillian.  However answer me this?  What do happy people know about being depressed?”  There was nothing more to say.  Kissing me on both my cheeks she walked off towards her apartment.

“Good luck with your date tomorrow!”  Her cheerful grin was meant to reassure me. It fell flat.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“What am I going to do with you?”  Gillian was certainly right.  Hanging out with Sam was not healthy for me.  What was I going to do though?  He was my best friend.  Cuddling up next to him on the couch we started watching some pitiful late night B movie, and ended up falling asleep there in each other’s arms.  

When I woke up in the morning Sam was actually up and moving around.  It was a first.  Never had he been up earlier than I had before.  There was another first.  Instead of running around the corner to one of the twenty different cafes we normally frequented, he actually made breakfast.

The smell of eggs and fresh brewed coffee perked up my sullen spirits.  Seeing Sam dancing around my living room in pair of boxer shorts had me spitting up giggles.  As much as he drove me crazy sometimes, it was all worth it for moments like this.

“Come on baby dance with me.”  Spinning me around the living room at three quarters time he sang a Bobby Darren song.
“Somewhere beyond the sea somewhere waiting for me my lover stands on golden sands then watches the ships that go sailing.”  His voice was exquisite.  Given a little direction he could have been quite a good entertainer.  Only this took work and Sam loathed the very word.  Sitting down on the couch again, he lit a cigarette, and picked a few chords on a six string guitar, I had given him several years ago for his birthday.  He liked to keep it here, because he preferred not to play alone.
“Do you still love me or do I have to really go overboard?”  My ocean reference was not lost on her.  

“Forever and ever Sam.  Forever and ever.”  Pulling me in tightly to her chest I felt that swell of comfort.  This was the kind of closeness I never got in my family.  They were incapable of warmth.

“Come on let’s fill the tank and then we can go see your mom.”  When I woke up to take that drunken pee break at nine thirty in the morning it struck me.  I would make it up to Purdy by taking her in to see her mother.

“She’s not allowed to have visitors yet.”  The color of her eyes reminded me of the sky after a big storm.  They could not even be considered blue they were so light.  Even with all of her make up stripped off and her corn silk blond hair up in a pony tail, her very presence made my swoon.

“Rules, rules, rules since when did that every stop us before?”

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Sam it is my day off do you really think I wanted to be called in to work today?”  Francis Molinari and Purdy Phillips had been arrested for trespassing on private property.  Apparently they tried to sneak in to see Purdy’s mother at a drug rehabilitation center.

“You know I would never draw upon our years of friendship, but I needed help man.”  His attempt at humor did little to improve my disposition.  Twenty minutes of assurances to the Coconut Grove facility that this would never happen again finally got through.  They dropped all of the charges.

“Let’s go out to lunch my treat.”  My head was still pounding from the night before.  My wife made me sleep on the couch.  The smell of alcohol and perfume did not make my return home a welcome one.  I explained to her I was hanging out with friends and this only seemed to strengthen her resolve.  
The call into work had actually been a welcome escape but I was not about to tell him that.

Personally I am not a really big fan of the world famous News Café.  The only thing that stands out in my mind about the place was this was where Giani Versace ate his last meal.  It was the hang out of rich people and celebrities as far as I was concerned.  This was where the beautiful people came to dine.

Yet as the three of us settled in under one of the signature green umbrellas at the sidewalk café my unwarranted prejudices vanished.  Most of the menu was actually reasonably priced, well by South Beach standards at least.  Our waitress was one of the most genuinely pleasant people I had met since I moved to Miami.  This alone would have been enough to change my opinion but what really got me was the people watching.  If you ever want to go somewhere to watch the world go by I recommend the News Café.  If you ever want to go with two people I recommend Francis Mollinari and Purdy Phillips. They were people watching professionals.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

“What about that one?”  All of the servers at the News Café loved it when the two space cadets came to visit us.  It was the most fun we had all year long.

“Her name is Agnes and she is an Ex debutant turned cougar.  On the weekends she chases young studs like Sam over here.  Her nick name is Hoover because her dentures remove easily for added enjoyment.”  Nearly the entire staff was rolling over laughing.  Most of the enjoyment came from their attempt to be as far away from reality as possible.  This woman was like ninety two with a walker, and could barely make it up the sidewalk much less down to her knees.
Fannie Brice is my name, and I am the ultimate server.  Voted the top server in Miami three times I am very proud of the job I do. Some people consider food servers to be beneath them or just a stop over profession for college students.  Not me I take it very seriously.  With every meal I serve and ever drink I bring I try my best to please.  My clients appreciate it.

“Its your turn Sam.”  Running my rounds with iced teas pitchers in hand, I tried to listen to their game while I served.

“Judith Wallenberg was the first runner up at the Miss Jewish Porn queen of America.  Her joie de vivre is trying to get gentiles to wear a yamika and yell lahaim while she services their man hood.  Last year she received the Golden Torah for making five Hasidic Rabbis smile in one afternoon.”  The woman walking by them was a rather rotund black women wearing what can best be described as a mumu.  There was not a dry eye in the restaurant.  Even the police officer who was also black was bent over in pain from laughing so hard.
“Javier Rodriguez fled Cuba on an inner tube.  After arriving in Hialeah he set up an escort service for Blind Ex-nuns and priests.  The call themselves the Vatican Vixens and are led by the spirit of Pope Pius the turd.”  As the German tourist in sandals with black socks strolled casually by there was a cry of…
“Oh you are going to hell for that one Sam.  I swear you may not believe it but you are.”  No one understood what Officer Martel was talking about that but we echoed his sentiments.

After three hours of side splitting humor, they were being cheered and several of our patrons were clapping loudly for them.  Both Sam and Purdy bowed and blew kisses to their fans.

“I swear you two are simply insane.  How long have you been doing this act?”  Jean wiped away his tears and tried to take deep breaths.  

What struck me as different about today’s events was the crudeness of Sam’s comments, and that he did not have a single drink.  Not one Sam Adams or Captain’s and coke went past his lips.  In the two years I had been here I had never seen him abstain from anything.  
“Are you feeling okay today Sam?”  As such I thought I would ask him tactfully?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Actually no I feel awful, but thanks for asking.”  In twelve years I had only been sober for a twenty four hour period twice.  On one of them I was marooned on an island in the Caribbean, and I nearly had a heart attack.  The second one is a much longer story.  I will get to that a little later in our tale.

“This is not the way to do this.”  Whispering in my ear quite sweetly Purdy could see what I was going through.  Sweating profusely I kept shaking as I tried to speak.  Wow this was horrible.  How did anyone do this?  It had only been twelve hours and I was ready to implode.

All of the weight of the world and the oppressive heat of the South Florida summer seemed to be pressing in around me from all angles.  It was as if everyone was pushing on my chest at once.  If I had screamed right that very moment I would not have been surprised.

Reaching down in my pocket I decided on a valium or… Hell whatever I had in there would do?  Only one problem I had not been home.  I had nothing with me.  This was horrible.  Twenty minutes to my house by taxi.  I couldn’t make it.

“We’re going to go ahead and skip out.  Thank you for all your support.  We will be back again soon.”  There were more claps and cheers as we stepped to the curb.  I heard none of them.  

In the back of the cab the sweat piled up like beads of tsunamis running down every crevice.  I reached to wipe it away and started scratching at my skin.  Something was biting at me.  It was eating me from the inside out.  This was hideous.

“Look at me buddy.  HEY earth to Sam look at me.”  Snapping back to reality I stared at my obviously concerned friend.  She had never seen me like this before.

“Don’t look at me like that damn it.  I’m fine I just need to get some sleep or something.”  Who was I kidding I was fucked up?  

People talk about admitting to yourself that you have a problem.  They say this is the hardest thing to do.  That’s absolute fucking bullshit.  I recognize that I have a problem I have known it and admitted for years.  The real issue is hitting a wall.  Physically experiencing withdrawal is the ultimate test.  I had never done it before.  It sucked.  
“Do you really believe that?”  Wiping the sweat from my brow I pushed her hand away from me.

“No I don’t believe it Purdy.  Reality is not something either one of us does well remember.”  It hurt her when I lashed out, and yet she let it roll off completely immune to my dig.  It hurt her more to see me struggling like this.  

“What can I do for you?”  I wanted to curse her out.  I wanted to tell her to leave me alone.  She couldn’t possibly understand what I was going through.  
“Help me get over this. Help me stop this shit from happening.”  My right hand looked like I was having an epileptic fit.  This was awful

“Come on home.  I’ll tie you to the bed for three of four days.  Either you’ll croak or you’ll get over it.”  I knew she was kidding, and yet her statement actually turned me on.  Reaching out I took her cheeks in my hand and was about to do something dreadfully inappropriate when we got to my apartment.

“Is this what you want?  Would this make you feel better?”  Leaning forward she looked ready to kiss me our lips inches apart. A warning alarm went off in my head.  It screamed danger.  It screamed NO YOU IDIOT DON’T RUIN THE ONLY GOOD THING YOU HAVE  IN YOUR GOD FORSAKEN PITIFUL EXISTENCE.
“It would be wonderful but it is not the kind of help I need.”  My hands had stopped shaking but my heart and head were pounding so loud I could count my own pulse.

“No matter what they say about you I know who you are Sam.  I know who you are in here.  I can feel you so close to being what you can be.  You can be wonderful.”  Paying the cab driver she kissed my cheek so gently I could hardly breath.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Sam oh Sam what am I going to do with you?”  I was going to be late for work and it was a Saturday.  Mama would rip me apart as I came in the door.  If I even mentioned his name it would be twice as bad.

“My mom tried to sneak out of rehab.”  As I walked in the door I spoke the truth, and she nodded her head and did not chastise me.

“Get into costume you have the main stage tonight.”  Mama loved me like she loved us all, and it showed.
As I got dressed and ready to go, Gillian did not even talk to me.  She knew why I was late and she had already spoken her peace. Having the early shift she was scheduled for her big date, and yet I did not even really want to talk about it with her.  My mind was elsewhere.

“There is no hell only heaven.”  Why these particular words from Sam seemed to stick out more than any other I will never know?  Perhaps with my the two most important people in my life trying to go straight, I was searching my own life for meaning.
Two years ago Sam was trying to come down off a four day bender.  Although he would never admit the correlation it was not a coincidence that his eldest sister had just been sentenced to ten years for drug trafficking.  So the story goes Sam woke up feeling a little worse than usual.  Popping several of what he thought were Imodium Ads and snorting several lines he tried to balance a sinking ship.
Regrettably, these were not antacids he popped.  They were ecstasy.  A friend of his had purposely doctored the pills so if his clients ever go caught with them, they could pass a quick inspection without drawing undue suspicion.

The super concentrated combination of cocaine and ex along with his already drained condition sent him into shock.  By the time a friend of his got there that afternoon he was purple.  Paramedics pronounced him dead on the scene and began CPR and paddles.  It took nearly four minutes before he they could bring him back.

During that time period Sam swears he went to heaven.  Most of us think it was more a part of his drug induced coma, but to this day he disagrees.  Ever since that moment he claimed there was no hell.  He was fascinated with the subject and continually investigated religions around the world and their opinions on the afterlife.  Although he was quite serious about his beliefs he liked to make fun of himself.  When I would ask him how his day was going he would point his thumb up or down.  It was supposed to signal which direction he was headed in.
Lately though, he had been discussing his beliefs with more and more people.  Most turned a deaf ear and just assumed he was some sort of crazed lunatic; which I am not sure is too far off.  Occasionally someone took extreme offense with him and engaged in a battle of wits concerning the subject.  Most of them were immediately sorry for doing so.  Sam knew more than they did.  Priests, Rabbis, and theologians had all made the mistake, and paid for it with mental defeat.
I tended to fall into the previous category.  Having come from a family background that did not involve a lot of talk of religion my beliefs were sparingly expressed.  Mom thought all religions were horribly fascist.  Polly didn’t believe in anything.  Personally I believed in God from there everything else was a bit fuzzy.

“Tell me Gillian do you believe in hell?”  The cheerleader outfit was my least favorite to wear.  It was old and the material literally chapped my nether region.  No matter which G-string I wore it was uncomfortable.  Plus my hair was not really meant for pony tails.  For some reason mama assigned me this at least once a month.  In addition I hated the song she chose for me, it was just so not sexy.  Mickey was not my favorite song to begin with.  Pole dancing to it was just plain stupid.  Why couldn’t I get the catholic school girl?

“What is that supposed to mean?”  Right away Gillian got all defensive on me.  Assuming I was pointing a finger at her highlighted her major flaw as a person.  Gillian felt guilty for everything.  She was more self conscious than any person I had ever met.

“It means nothing.  I was just curious.”  As Mickey began to ramp up she nearly started sobbing.  

“There is nothing to believe in.  There is a heaven and there is a hell.  I mean that bible tells us that.”  Adjusting her little French maid’s outfit she smacked my bum with her feather duster and went to work.

It was one of those nights.  Two Navy boys got a bit too friendly with Dottie and all hell broke lose.  Bob the bouncer ended up with a bloody nose and two lose teeth.  The boys ended up in jail.  Most of the clientele emptied out, and we were left dancing for one another.  This coupled with the fact that for the first time in I don’t know how long, Sam did not show up at all, I was in a foul mood.
“Where is that smile young lady?”  Mama had avoided me for most of the evening.  Looking at me, she could see something was wrong.

“Why don’t you take off early tonight?  It’s not like with a dozen police cars around here we are going to be doing any business anyway.”  This was new.  Never had Mama ever let me go early before.

“That would great thanks.”  So I hurried to get dressed and ran out the front door.  I ran right into some very unhappy young lady.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Damn it bitch watch out where you are going.  This is three hundred dollar dress.”  Fucking stripper not paying attention to where she was going.  My mood was more foul than usual.  Nearly twenty four hours in jail can do that to a girl. Plus there was the added shit with my father.  
“I have had enough with your attitude young lady.  That’s it, you are cut off.”  There he left me in that rat hole with those people.  My credit cards are all declined.  One of the places even cut up my American Express as though it were stolen.  How does he expect me to live?

I might actually have to get married and have sex for Christ’s sake.  Bastard!  It’s just not fair.

Even my cell phone was disconnected.  I tried to call my parents from a payphone and my mother turned down the collect call. They were both in on it.  Here I was with barely a thousand dollars in my purse and I had no idea what I was going to do.

It had never occurred to me that this day would come.  Somewhere between verklempt and pissed off the tears began to flowing.  Somewhere between confused and terrified I lost my cool and had a nervous breakdown in the middle of Collins Ave.  Not one person stopped to help me.  
Here I am wandering South Beach with no money and pretty soon no place to live.  My house was in my father’s name and I could only imagine that police officers were probably waiting at my door.  I couldn’t go back to jail.

“Oh you have got to be fucking kidding me.  What did I DO TO YOU GOD?”  Standing twenty feet in front of me was that scuba instructor from the beach.
“Are you fucking following me prick boy…”

“Shut up you spoiled ass bitch!  Do you really think I would be looking for you?”  Having heard how calm he was two days before, his words stopped my attack.

“Listen I have had the day from hell so …”

“What did you break a nail you daddy’s girl?  Did one of the heels fall off the Prada shoes?  Get over yourself and get out of my face.”  Was this really the same person I had met?  His mannerisms were completely the opposite.  Nervous and twitchy he looked ready to flip out.

“Actually because of you, I spent the night in jail thank you very much…”

“Because of ME!  Are you really that blindly STUPID?”  Finally having had enough of me, he waved me off and charged towards club Chere.  Only when he spotted the dozen or police cruisers he turned back around, and then back and then back around.  Spinning in circles like a wounded bird, he was completely disoriented.

“Maybe you should sit down for a minute?”  No one had ever talked to me like this before.  Nobody in all my twenty six years had ever said things like this to me.  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Listen just get away from me please.”  My head was pounding and I could not get a grip.  This was unnatural.  No one felt this bad one day away from drugs.  Maybe a week or two, but one day and I was going bonkers.  Three packs of cigarettes had done little calm my nerves.  Here I was standing in front of Club Chere and I couldn’t even see Purdy.  I had to see Purdy.  No one else on this God forsaken planet could help me but her.
Everything was like a fog around me.  All of my senses were heightened unnaturally.  This girl’s Coco Channel perfume was so sickeningly strong it nearly knocked me over.  Somewhere two blocks away someone was smoking a joint.  A man just bought a slice of pizza with extra anchovies in Long Island New York.  I was not going to make it.

“I think maybe you need a drink.”  My eyes burned two holes through the back of her head

“or maybe not?”  Holding up her hands in the air, she would not go away from me.

“God’s getting back at me.  All of time I spent squandering my life on pills and booze have finally caught up with me.  I knew this was coming.”  Biting her lip curiously she stood there and looked me up and down from nose to toes.

“Why don’t you just check yourself into the local rehab facility crack boy?”  Even when she was trying to be helpful, she was still a nasty spiteful wench.

“Why did you get stuck in jail?  Let me guess you had the same hissy fit in the courtroom that you had on the beach?”  If this didn’t get rid of her I had no idea what would.    
“Yeah pretty much, so how long have you been a drunk?  From the looks of you I would say puberty.  Oh wait you haven’t gotten there yet have you?”  There we were toe to toe on the corner of 14th and Washington having a battle of words loud enough to draw the entire party going population of South Beach.

“What did your JAP perpetuating Daddy take away the BMW?  Oh maybe you’ll actually have to work for a living.  Oh no the horror of it all!”  Where was this coming from?  I had never talked to anyone like this ever.  It was just not in my deportment to abuse anyone or anything.

“Hey would anyone like to have their dick sucked so my buddy here can get a fix.  Come on can somebody spare a needle for his habit.  He’s having a serious Jones.”  One of the police officers at the club was becoming interested in our conversation.  This was not what I needed.
“You must have had a good time in jail then since you seem so determined to go back there.”  Growling carefully in her left ear she backed away as though I might kiss her and then looked over my shoulder.

“Thank you so much this has been a performance from the street.  My name is Rachel and this is Sam we are part of the Miami Beach Street Actor’s Guild.  Come see us perform every Monday, Wednesday, and Saturday night.”  Grabbing my hand forcefully she got me to bow right along with her.  Several of the more inebriated revelers actually clapped and a couple of them tossed coins our way.

The cop stopped waved us off, and returned to his more pressing matters at Club Chere.

“You have got a shit load of nerve young lady.”  Pulling my wrist away from her, I decided to go wait for Purdy at her house.

“Where are you going now?”  Only she continued to follow me.  

“Listen I might be psychotic but I’m not stalking you.  I’m just making sure you don’t go snorting beach sand out of desperation.”  What was this woman’s deal?  Looking far too sophisticated and well bred to talk like the dime store street walker that she acted like, I was suddenly intrigued.

“Plus I don’t have anywhere that I really want to be.”  Biting her bottom lip nervously and raising her eyebrows I could feel her reaching out to me.  Normally I would have held out a hand and picked her up.  Tonight I felt like smacking her down and stepping on her head to keep her there.  I compromised by saying nothing.

My plans to go to Purdy’s house changed.  There was no way I was dragging psycho JAP there.  My place though was out of the question.  I could practically sniff the cocaine in the sugar dish on my kitchen counter.  My lungs ached for the six foot four chambered water bong in my closet.  This was nothing in comparison to my spare bedroom which was fashioned after a tiki bar.  There were over a hundred bottles of alcohol from all over the planet in there not to mention a refrigerated pony keg all tapped with no place to go.

“You’re shaking like a fucking leaf man.”  Skipping next to me like a ten year old girl, she was a quagmire of peculiar oddities.  No one piece of her personality or action could define this chick.  Everything was a mismatch and hodge-podge of various components forming a South Beach Frankenstein.
“Listen if you want to hang out with me, please try to grasp what I am going through.”  Every little thing going on around me was annoying.  It took all of strength, of which I have little, to hold it together.  Some man coughed twice a block away, and I nearly told him off.  An annoying Latina girl was talking so loudly on her cell phone I almost ripped it along with her lips off and chucked them in the ocean.

“Come on you’re killing me here.”  Pulling me down the street towards the beach, she obviously had an idea on how to help.  Even as I tried to tell her that I couldn’t walk this fast, she pulled harder.  My lips sucked up another in a chain of smokes that I had gone through since breakfast.
“I have no idea…”

“Trust me.  This sure as fuck can’t hurt.”  When we actually got to the beach she drug me down between the dunes towards the ocean.  Several couples and a few homeless folks watched us curiously as we went towards the water.

“Take off your clothes.  You know what  I mean, take off most of your clothes.  Come on you have to trust me on this one.”  Without hesitation she slipped off her nearly four thousand dollars worth of attire and dove into the water in a thong and bra. Two days ago I had not taken the time to really look at her.
Glistening wet and shining brightly in the moonlight I saw her tonight.  Have you ever noticed that even the most physically attractive woman can be ugly if she gives off a serious air of arrogance?  Only when you get to know her and that initial arrogance wears off you wonder what you missed before.  This was so true for Rachel Silberstein. Her body was perfect.  Some of it was surgically enhanced and a personal trainer had more than his fair share of influence on her physique, but it could not be overlooked that was striking to begin with.
“Come on this is the best therapy that life has to offer.”  I’m a scuba instructor.  If anyone knew about the calming effects of the ocean it was me.
“You’re not trying.  Look at me for a second will you?  Here focus on my eyes and listen.  Now we are going to go under. Once submerged, I want you to turn off your mind.  Feel the waves listen to the sounds around you.  Forget your fears, your desires, and everything else except what is right there.  Close your eyes and listen.”  At a snails pace we moved slowly downwards.  It seemed to take an eternity until my face disappeared.  As I slid in behind her the water enveloped me like a womb.  I could hear everything around me.  Little snapping shrimp were clicking away like an old Betty cracking her chicklets.  The rotors on a large oil tanker off shore roared to life as it moved in towards the Port of Miami.  Waves broke on the beach behind me in the steady cadence of a marching band on maneuvers. Second by second my pulse slowed down. My headache disappeared and I was alone in my own mind.  Even the very desire to breath seemed to vanish in a peacefulness I had not known since I was a child. There were no drugs calling me from the abyss of a toilet.  Purdy was not staring at me with a sense of disappointment.  Mom was not banging the babysitter.  My father was not rotting in a grave in Boston.  Nothing was wrong with the world.
It was not until I felt water rush by my face, as Rachel stood up that I remembered anything of reality at all.  If I could I would have stayed down there forever.  If I could I would have pushed off deeper and disappeared into oblivion.  However, as I was already quite aware it was not my time to go.
“Not bad for an old crack baby.”  Looking back towards the beach Rachel was waiting for an opening in the night walkers.  As they passed she slipped off her underwear and went back down below.

When she burst back through the surface she looked like a breeching dolphin.  With each dive down there was the eventual spring back up.  Her bare bottom gleamed in the moonlight so to speak.  It was not as physically exciting as much as it was entertaining.

“Take off your boxer briefs and stay a while sailor.  Just remember I’m not looking to get the shaft here buddy.”  Pointing towards her crotch, she actually stopped long enough to grin and then stick her tongue out at me.  This on the other hand was erotic.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
“You two must really like me to be pulling this shit you have over the past couple of days.”  My flashlight beam fell on Francis Molinari and a bare-chested Rachel Silberstein.  Without hesitation or fear, Sam waved at me.

“Jean buddy what brings you to the beach at this time of night?”  The answer to that question was not as easy or as simple I was walking the beach and saw you two in the water.  Truthfully this was my day off as I have told you earlier.  Only my wife had kicked me to the curb for a few hours after last nights strip club incident and today’s trip to the News Café.  Sam was a bad influence on me.
“I thought you two didn’t know each other, and sure as fuck didn’t think you liked each other.  What kind of game are you…”
“Okay officer stop there for a second.  We don’t know each other.  I ran into Sam downtown and he was having a bad night.  I suggested the ocean for a swim to calm down.  In fact from the look on your face I might suggest the same thing for you.”  Her attitude from the courtroom had been toned down about ten notches.  Not that I was really looking closely or anything but she was smoking.

“Number one it is illegal to be on this beach at night much less swimming.  Try reading the signs every once in a while.  Number two you were ready to kill him two days ago now you’re naked in the ocean together.  She got you fired from your job now you are here with her.  You really must think I am stupid…”

“Jean I’m a drug addict and an alcoholic.  I’m attempting to quit cold turkey.  I started freaking out on Washington Ave, and she saved me.  Trust me if you spent the rest of the night trying to come up with another scenario she and I would not be seen dead together.”  His sincerity and straight forward statement caught me off guard.  Normally a jovial joking sort of person, Sam seemed serious all of a sudden.
“I had an idea about the second part.  No one can drink like you did the other night without some serious consequences to both the liver and brain.”  One of the incoming waves nearly washed up on my shoes.

“Can you please get out of the water before a cop who is not off duty shows up here?”  They were just cruising for a stay in jail.  God forbid Rachel Silberstein should end up in front of Judge Sergeant again.  She might not get out of jail while still in the vertical position.

They did as they said, and I had to struggle to move my eyes away from Rachel.  Damn girl you are just sick.  Come on Jean keep your mind where it belongs.  My wonderful wife and kids, that’s who I need to think about.  Try as I may to look away though I could not.

“Here I think you missed a spot.”  Sam wiped my jaw with the corner of his shirt and turned me around.

“How did you end up with …”

“I have absolutely no clue whatsoever.”  His eyes rolled up into his eyelids and he shook his head.  What was it about Sam that attracted ladies like this?  Nothing special to look at, he had more than his share of spare tire running around his mid section.  Yeah he was Italian and had that sort of flare, but I didn’t see the connection.

“My hoochie is not going to reach out and bite the two of you.  You can turn around.”  Her moment of kindness evaporated and she was Rachel the bitch once again.

Shaking herself off she tried to dry up before shoe horning herself back into that dress.  It looked about five sizes to small for those heaving hooters.

“Here you’re not a golden retriever it will take you forever to dry off like that.”  Walking right up to her without hesitation Sam began drying off her bare body with his shirt.  Not looking the least bit concerned or uncomfortable, Rachel held up her hands.  When she caught me staring for the hundredth time she winked and blew a kiss towards me.

“You’re next big boy.”  Cackling at her own joke, Rachel had a most peculiar laugh.  It was a cross between Eddy Murphy and sick donkey.  The very initiation of it sent Sam into hysterics of his own.
“What do you call that?”

“Listen you lush prick…”

“Trust me it’s endearing you don’t need to get self conscious about it.  In fact it is fanfuckingtastically hilarious.”  Helping her into the dress, Sam wrung out her panties and was about to pull them on.

“Don’t bother wet panties are a pain in crotch.  I’ll just take them home.  You could zip me up though if you looking for something to do.”  They talked to each other far too comfortably for people who had just met one another.  Again I was beginning to doubt their bull shit story.

“Where do you live anyway?”  Feeling like the third wheel in their conversation, I started walking away.

“How come you’re not at home with the wife and kids if you are off duty tonight?”  Calling from behind me, Sam finally recognized the chance meeting.

“Thanks to you I’m in the doghouse.”

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Let me guess it’s my fault right?  Come on back to my place the more the merrier.”  My greatest fear was going home alone that night.  I couldn’t have done it.  I simply would have crawled into one of the bottles of alcohol and never come back out.  This is the kind of personality I have.  If I was going to quit it had to be done cold turkey.  One slip off the wagon would be the end of me.  I would die by age fifty of another overdose or complications from cirrhosis.  Nothing was clearer to me right that moment than that realization. No matter what I had to remain sober.
“Listen I am not the kind of girl who does twosomes much less the occasional manage a trois.  So don’t bother getting any ideas in that little drool of yours.”  Reverting to her more comfortable self; Rachel ground at Jean with reckless abandon.
“Lady I am a happily married man…”

“Whose wife just kicked him out?  Yeah I have known a couple of them in my time.”  Adjusting her breasts into her dress Rachel raced to catch up with me.

“It’s not like that…”

“Let me guess, you went out got drunk last night and came home smelling of someone else’s perfume?”

“What did you tell her…”

“Don’t look at me Jean this is the first time we talked about anything like this.”  Boy could she rub people the wrong way. It was not only her abrasive language that made her speech feel like sandpaper on your private parts.  The girl had that Long Island Jewish accent to go along with it.  Plus that superciliousness that comes from thinking you are better than the rest of world or even worse that the rest of the world is simply a pawn towards getting what you want.

“Wow I got him pegged didn’t I.  It’s a gift I tell you.  I’m just fucking good that’s all I can say.”  Holding up his hands and screaming silently Jean looked ready to pummel her.
What a trio we made slopping our way up Ocean Drive?  It was just after midnight and all of the beautiful people had begun appearing from out of the woodwork.  There was some actress from that movie I saw last week. Hey isn’t that the supermodel who abuses her help.  Damn that guy plays for the Cowboys doesn’t he?  This was what every night in South Beach was like.  There were people who spent every evening sitting our here waiting for the parade.  No it was not like the red carpet.  Joan was not there with a microphone critiquing everyone’s choice of outfits.  It was slightly more subtle than that.  
The most effective way to celebrity watch was outside the dance clubs.  Wait until Liquid or The Living Room had a special occasion, and then sit outside and wait.  Unlike New York though where it was limousine, wave and go inside; the rich and famous here walked out and amongst the lowly peasants.  It was a different feel.

One day on the way home from work I saw this guy sitting on a street corner looking a bit under the weather.  I leaned over to give him a food voucher at whatever hotel I was working on at the time.  Only when I got down next to him, I realized it was a rather famous comedian.

“Bad night man.  I had a really bad night.”  

“I hate to tell you this but it’s about six o’clock p.m.?”

He was talking about the night before.  After I got a couple of slices of pizza into him we sat down at the Playright Irish Pub for some hair of dog.  His thank you to me was a ticket and backstage pass to his show that night at the Jackie Gleason theatre.  

This was just the nature of the South Beast.

Tonight was Saturday night meaning the show was at its orgasmic height.  Thousands of tourists spun around in circles searching for the familiar face.  Penis following teen age boys hooted and hollered at anything in skirt, and then cried in agony when they realized the six foot tall hottie was a man.  

On this night I could not wait to get up pass the strip.  Every bar smelled like heaven to me right that moment.  Personally I had absolutely no idea how I was going handle my apartment when I got there.  

“I might need you to handcuff me to the couch when we get there.”  Even before I said it, I realized the connotations of this statement.

“Kinky kind of start to our relationship, don’t you think?  Personally I prefer the whip to restraints. Would you mind if I pummel you with an empty half gallon bottle of Bacardi instead.”  At least Rachel didn’t take it and run with it though.

As we did get to my apartment there was something wrong.  My front door was wide open and there was crashing and banging inside.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Thank God you’re here.  You scared the hell out of us.”  I had been so worried about Sam that I sent two of the girls out on a search for him.  Dressed as they were though, they got picked up for hooking.  What a night it had been?

“What in the heck are you doing?” Once inside his bottom jaw hit the ground.  It must have looked like one of those home makeover shows gone astray because I had his apartment ripped apart.  

“You have shit hidden everywhere in this house.”  Lined up on the floor were at least a dozen construction trash bags and fifteen cardboard boxes.  They were filled or overflowing with drugs and alcohol.  

“Feel like you are in an episode of cops?”  Just as I said this officer Martel walked in behind Sam.  It was my bottom lip on the floor.

“Oh holy shi…”
”If you are packing all of this up to get rid of it and get it out of here do it now.”  Literally turning his head the other way Jean cursed underneath his breath.

“You’re fucking bright aren’t you?”  What was this girl doing here?  This was the same obnoxious wench that ran into me on my way out of the club.
“Give me a hand getting these out of here?”  Sam’s request to the wench went over like a turd in a punchbowl.

“Do I look like a Mexican day laborer to you?”  Suffice it to say, I did not like Rachel Silberstein from the very first moment I met her.

As Sam and I loaded the illegal junk into the alley, we both looked at each other curiously.  

“We can’t leave it here.  What if some kid finds it?”  At this point Sam was shaking like a leaf and it was not cold outside.

“Go back inside, I’ll take care of it.”  What was I going to do with six garbage bags full of drugs and paraphernalia?  Reaching into my pocket the answer came to me.  Our trash bin was locked to outsiders you needed a key to get into it.  What happens though when the trash men find it or imagine someone coming across it at the dump?  
“I’ll burn it.”  This worked okay for the drugs themselves but something told me a six foot Pyrex bong was not going to burn very easily.

“What is taking so long?”  Officer Martel walked out next to me.

“I don’t know where to put it?”  The tears of frustration in my eyes must have alerted him to the problem. Cursing loudly under his breath he helped me carry it down to the alley a way.  Picking up his cell phone he made three calls.  He then went through everything in the bag and wiped it down.

“I can’t believe I am fucking doing this with you.”  Making sure there were not any finger prints on anything, he banged his head against the brick wall soundly.

“I’m a police officer.  This is insane.”  As a police cruiser came down the alleyway, he pointed me back towards the apartment.

“Don’t come back outside again until I come to you!”  With that he met three sets of officers, and I went back to Sam’s place.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“I’m not sure if you are really neat or this chick is just a damn good housekeeper, but you could eat off the floors in here.”  Most thirty five year old single drug addicts did not keep the cleanest pads, and this was spotless.  What was the relationship between these two?  I mean not that I really cared, but well yeah I did actually.

“Normally it’s a pigsty actually.  Purdy is a peach a tell you.”  As little miss fuzz came back in there was a long embrace between them.

“Don’t go off like that again without talking to me.  Okay you scared me to death.  In the condition you were in I was thinking you went playing in traffic without a parachute.”  When Purdy got nervous she tended to get a little mixed up.  She combined things her head in a dyslexic ADD alphabet soup.  What comes out is a combination plate at a Chinese Restaurant.

“Oh give me…”

“Bite your lip she knows she has it backwards.”  Without hesitation Sam jumped right in to protect her.

“Fine if you think so?”  Right away I didn’t like this girl at all.  Everything about her was natural, and even her mistakes were endearing and adorable.  Fucking perfect bitches get on my nerves.
“I can’t believe what you did in here.  You are incredible.”  They hugged again, and I mockingly stuck my finger down my throat.  When the perfect slut turned to look at me I smiled instead.
“I made us some dinner.  I wasn’t expecting more guests but there is plenty if you would like some?”  Try as she may to hide her contempt for me I could tell that she would have preferred if I said no, so you can guess what I said.

“That would be lovely thank you so much for asking.  I hope its Kosher.”  If we had continued like this for the rest of the evening there would have been a cat fight.  Hair pulling and nipple pinching would have escalated into fisticuffs before long.  Sensing the apprehension Sam did the right thing by giving introductions and backgrounds.

“Purdy my best friend in the whole world this is Rachel who kept me from losing my mind this evening.”  While Sam recounted his evening Purdy actually took my hand in hers and squeezed it.  What was strange about the squeeze was how genuinely kind and loving it was.  She was thanking me, and I had absolutely no idea how to react to it.

“Sam as usual is a lucky man.  If it was not for women like us the thirty four year old child would simply shrivel up and die.  Get your nose out of the boxes before I swat it with a newspaper.”  There was a knock at the door, and all of us held our collective breath.

When Jean came walking in he wiped imaginary sweat from his brow.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Tell me what sign you are buddy because you are like the luckiest son of a bitch alive.”  Just as I stepped inside, Rachel pulled off her dress.
“Hey you wouldn’t have anything I can change into would you my dress is still soaked?”  Did she do this on purpose just for me?

“Yeah you can wear this I have another one in the back, but it would be too big for you.”  As if one was not enough Purdy was naked and there were two of them.

“Doesn’t anybody around here wear underwear?”  It was supposed to be one of those silent thoughts in my mind, but I blurted it right out.

“Something tells me that you do?”  Both of the girls were making fun of me, and I did not have the kind of ego to deal with this much abuse.

“Thanks for your help out there.  You could have handled that a lot differently.”  Sensing that he should probably be in jail, Sam patted my head.

“If you want a drink feel free to pull up a box.  I think I still have some mixers in the fridge upstairs.”  Looking to Purdy for affirmation he got the nod he wanted.

This was a truly unusual night for me.  I follow all the rules.  Whether it is the speed limit or a cross walk sign that says don’t walk, I nearly always do as I am told.  Yet, there I was with close to six thousand dollars in drugs and paraphernalia and I turned my back. I did get it confiscated and it would not be back on the street again.  Plus the boys at DEA and Vice owed me one.  It was not right though.  As soon as I saw it I should have arrested Sam.

I couldn’t bring myself to do it.  Whether it was apparent genuine will to want to come clean or the strangely excited life he seemed to lead, I just had no intention of putting him in jail.  What kind of police officer was I?

From the tender age of twelve I dreamed of being a cop.  Even before I left high school I was already enrolled in any class I could that involved Criminal justice.  Hell I even went to police functions in the community just so I would have a leg up on the competition.  My father and mother were very proud of me.

What is it with America and it’s negative image of police officers?  No body else wants to do their job, and yet they are abused and vilified constantly.  Let me see you try to take the abuse that we take.  What would you do if some crack whore tried to stab you with HIV infected needle?  What would you do if some drunk prick is nearly killing a five year old kid waiting at the bus station?  People just have no idea how difficult it is to protect and serve.

Yes I realize there is an abuse of power sometimes.  Yes there are more than a few police officers who should have their badges revoked.  Yes there are more than a fair share of those with God complexes who didn’t get enough respect as bed wetting teenager.  Most of them though believe in justice and doing the right thing, and yet we just get abused!

Sorry I am ranting and raving again.  Where was I?

What was I doing hanging out with this group of misfits?  My wife and children, the most important people on earth were sitting at home by themselves and I was out here.

“I have to get home.  Can I take you anywhere?”  Turning back to Rachel I saw here eyes roll.

“I am going home to see my wife and kids so don’t say …”

“Officer Martel I am not blowing on that thing. Its too small to be a breathalyzer.”  All three of them got a big kick out of this and laughed themselves passed silly.
“I think I am going crash here with Sam until I get my house situation under control.  If the offer still stands?”  Turning to him she held her breath.  Rachel Silberstein was caught between a rock and hard place and it was an unusual situation for someone like her.  Her Daddy had ditched her and she was not used to being on her own.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

“Of course I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t mean it.”  Barely able to concentrate on the conversation my head was started to pound again.  Without saying anything Purdy recognized this.  She placed two Tylenol on the coffee table and poured part of her Red Bull into an empty glass.  Closing my eyes I tried to picture that I was back into the ocean again.  

“I am going home then.  Try to stay out of trouble please.  I don’t want to see any of you unless it involves a social occasion.”  Not ready for what he got, Rachel pulled out her left breast and crossed it with her finger and than licked her nipple seductively.

“Hey that’s good.  If you need a job anytime in the near future let me know.”  Purdy patted her shoulder and I just shook my head as usual.

Having the two of them together was not a safe thing.  Purdy was a picture of perfection, but she could not relate to my addictive issues.  Rachel was … well let’s face it she was bitch but she could handle my outbursts with one of her own.  Together they were just what I needed right that moment.

As Jean slipped out the door with fifteen cases of liquor the three of us settled back into the couch.

“Why don’t we watch something on television for a while?”  Rachel flipped through channels at a nightmarish pace.  Every flick that she stopped on caused Purdy to cringe.
“Blow” a movie about a convicted cocaine dealer.

“Leaving Las Vegas”  about an alcoholic who dies because of his disease.

“28 Days” a story of a convicted DUI girl who goes through rehab.

“When A Man Loves a Woman”  about a couple dealing with alcoholism.

“Jesus if the next movie we come across has anything to do with drugs I’m gonna cry.”  Rachel could not believe her luck.  Purdy kept sputtering.  Trying not to laugh at the circumstances, she was one of those people who started giggling when you stubbed your toe or hit your head.

“Strange Brew.”  That was it all three of us lost it.  How could you hold it together with that line up?

“Let’s go to bed instead, it has to be about morning anyway.”  Purdy and I looked at Rachel briefly trying to figure out what she was getting at.

“Listen let’s get this out of the way.  I don’t like sex. At least I don’t think I would like sex.  Nothing that involves working out to please someone else holds the slightest interest for me.  Having said this I want to go to sleep.”  For the first time all I night I really did feel sorry for her.  Rachel might have been a twenty something in age, but mentally she was still just some spoiled teenager.  
“You’ve never actually had sex though?”  It was Purdy who chose to address this.

“No and I don’t want to either.”  Defensively she blurted this out and turned her head away from us.

“Have you ever heard the expression don’t knock it until you have tried it?”  Pulling her face back towards us Purdy stuck out her bottom lip.

“If you kiss me I am going to throw up.”  Choking back the giggles in my throat I nearly turned purple when my Red Bull went down the wrong pipe.
”Don’t knock it until you have tried it.”  Licking between her fingers playfully Purdy was acting a part that she had never played.  Only I was not about to blow her cover.
“Ewe no way.  If I don’t want to touch one of those I certainly don’t want to touch one of these.”  Pointing towards my lap and then her own, there was an awkward moment of silence for her.

“I need to go home and hang out with my sister.  There is someone else in rehab I have to check on.  If you need me you call me.  I will actually keep the cell phone on for once.”  Kissing me three times on the lips Purdy reached over to kiss Rachel and she backed off.

“It was nice to meet you.”  After the ultimate fake out she reached out her hand to shake and was not surprised when Rachel held hers out with her wrist six inches higher than her manicure.

“Likewise.”  As soon as Purdy left to go home, I knew what was coming.

“Okay what was with…”

“She’s just yanking your chain.”

“I don’t have a chain to yank if you know what I mean.”

“She’s not gay.  It was just a game to see who you were.  That is the kind of person she is.”  It was a habit of Purdy’s to test people with various scenarios to see how they reacted.  Once she had hit on a nun just to see what she would do.  When the woman accepted the invitation, she backed off quickly.  That was her problem, she was always playing.  No one including myself ever knew when she was serious.

“So you two are an item then?”  This was going to get uncomfortable if Rachel tried to get involved with me.  My mind was on other things.  During the past twenty minutes she had grown more and more like a giant coke spoon and then a hypodermic, and then a set of roach clips.
“Listen if I can’t smoke, snort, drink, or inject you I have no interest.”  That was the thought going through my mind, but I said nothing to her at first.

“No we are just really good friends.”  Every part of my body was tingling suddenly like it had gone to sleep.  I started rubbing my arms, and realized that goose bumps were everywhere.  Before I even got to my legs, I was sweating.  Oh this was not good.  I needed a pill to cure what illed me, and I couldn’t have one.
“Hey crack baby remember the ocean.”  Without warning Rachel lay her head down on my leg.  Taking my hand she began rubbing her hair with it.  It was a diversionary tactic that strangely was effective.

“Wow you are good at this.” How did she know exactly what I needed to relax?  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“I should be.”  Whispering totally inaudibly I tried not to remember what was racing through my mind at ten thousand miles an hour.

My brother Jaime, and don’t pronounce it with the fucking h that drives me crazy, had problems.  The doctors blamed it on a lack of oxygen at birth.  His neck was wrapped up in the umbilical chord and was dead when they forcibly removed him from my mother.

Don’t let them kid you though with this fucking bullshit.  My brother was a good kid.  It was our family situation or lack of one that did him in.  No my mother and father never abused us per say.  They never yelled at us or hit us, it was not like that.  The problem was they never really loved us.  Not the way you know parents love their children.  There were no hugs and kisses.  There were no encouraging words when we did something right or for that matter discouraging words when we did something wrong. We were like little adults to them, and they treated us as such.  It was very cold in our home.

Personally I took it all in stride, but not Jaime.  His body and soul wished for only one thing; to be loved.  Mom and Dad did not know how to do that.  Constantly in and out of hospitals for the brain, and drugged to the point of drooling, Jaime never really got to live. 
I was his only source of comfort.  When he would lose his mind, I would take him to beach for a swim.  When he would cry I would sit by his side, and he would rub my hair.  We talked about running away together.  We talked about starting our own lives far away from the “ice parents”.  Then one day we just stopped talking.

Jaime had a girlfriend, and her name was Melanie.  They were going to Canada to get away from it all.  Jaime was happy. He was seventeen years old.

Melanie met a college kid with money and good looks.  She dumped my brother.  Sixteen hours later we found him hanging from the balcony by a bed sheet.  
Angry with my parents I had turned off my cell phone.  Jaime had called me six times, but only left one message.

“Without love there is only nothingness.  I’m moving away on my own take care.”  My best friend since he was three was dead.  In the eight years since then I grew more and more horrible.  Whether it was my parents or the rest of the world, I hated everyone.  Self sustaining pleasure was all that interested me, and I got it in the strangest forms.

It had been a long time since someone really needed me.  It felt good.  Yes his hands felt nice going through my hair, but that’s not what I mean.  It just felt good to be really needed.

Not like those thousands in a line of prickless suitors.  They either wanted my pussy or a trophy to carry around with them like another Corvette.  They wanted me but never really needed me.

“Don’t stop.”  His hands had stopped moving and I was coming back to reality again.  Sam had fallen asleep. Pulling a blanket up off the floor, I covered him up. 

As I stepped out onto his front porch the sun was just cracking up above the horizon.  It was not light enough to see anything yet except the orange glow to the east.  Three blocks was too far for me to go for the experience though.  Lying on his bug infested dry rotted hammock, I breathed a sigh of relief.  My Mom and Dad were finally really gone from my life.  Instead of being frightened for the future I was strangely relieved.

I was asleep when the three nicely attired Russians strolled onto the porch.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Watch your head there young lady?”  Damn how did Sam always get these hot women?  The man was a walking pharmacy, and yet he was constantly surrounded by the nicest pieces of ass.

Demetrius Polonov is my name.  In case you were wondering yes I am Russian.  My father runs one of the largest organizations on the east coast.  If you don’t know what I mean by that, then you are too naive to be reading this story.
“Who the fuck are you?” Not happy to be woken up like this the New Yorker ripped out at me.

“I’m Dmitri.  What you wouldn’t put out so he dropped you on the porch?”  If she wanted to be a twat, I could play this game too.

“Dream on comrade Yuri; I came out to watch the sunrise.”  Right away I didn’t like this girl.

“Where is he?”  Sam was due for another installment of the product, and I was here to deliver.

“He’s under the weather is there something I help you with?”  Waking up she eyed me up and down.  Her mouth cleaned up when she recognized trouble.

“Tell him the meteorologist is here, and what I have is guaranteed to part the clouds.”  Who was this wench?  Where was Purdy?  She never asked questions.

“If you are here to sell him more drugs he’s not interested.  He’s quitting.”  The girl actually took three steps towards the door and blocked me from entering.

“Young lady you are making a mistake.  Don’t push your luck with me.”  My two brothers knew when to take to my side.  It came from being taught confrontation tactics since birth.  Most children were playing with toys in the sandbox.  My brothers and I were firing AK47’s in the back alleys of Minsk.  
“Forgive me for my shortness with you, I am simply looking out for his well being.”  Watching us closely the young lady bit her tongue.

“That is mighty neighborly of you Miss…”

“Yes I am a Miss.”  Not about to tell me her name, she did not move from the doorway.  The youngest of us Peter stepped forward, and I held up my hand.

“Congratulations to our good friend Mr. Molinari he is taking an all natural pathway to good health.”  Trouble comes in many forms.  Sometimes the unarmed rich girl standing in the doorway can be more of a problem then the asshole junky with a machine gun.  After all you remove the junky and almost no one cares or comes looking for him.  You remove the rich girl whose father is senator, and next thing you know the entire family is doing time at a maximum security prison tax evasion.  

“Regrettably there is the issue of eight hundred dollars that he owes me for previous sun shine installments.  If we are no longer going to be doing business together I would like to get this resolved.”  Without hesitation or question she reached into her hand bag pulled out eight one hundred dollar bills, and waved goodbye to me.

“Can I make a suggestion to you miss?”  

“No not really.  It has been a pleasure.”  Opening the door she slipped inside and closed the door slowly while continuing to wave at me.

“That nasty little…”

“Yuri we don’t talk like that around our friends.”  This was not over by a long shot.  There are some casual users who disappear after one or two purchases and we part amicably.  Then there are the hardcore junkies who can not seem to break the habit.  They usual fall behind on their payments and get themselves in trouble.  Sam fell into this second category.  I had doubt that either he would move away from South Beach or he would get in trouble again.
Personally I never used the shit and could not understand why others did.  It did not hold any fascination for me.  Both my brothers lived on coke for lunch and dinner.  What was the big deal?

“Who’s next on the list?”  Pulling out my Blackberry I moved the name Francis Molinari into the black category from the red.  Unless he called upon us we would no longer visit him.

“Purdy’s mother really needs to be dealt wit?”  Even to hear Yuri say it made my stomach turn.  Purdy Phillips was such a sweet girl.  Her mother though was into us for fifteen large, and my father would not allow that.

“Okay we clean her out but nothing more severe than that.”  When we got to the apartment there was no sign that she had been home.  A note on the front door said to contact Polly if you needed to get a hold of Sunday Phillips.

“You get to see your girlfriend.”  My youngest brother had a big mouth.  After I smacked him twice he changed his tune.

“Hey it was just a joke.”  Wiping a trickle of blood from his nose, he pouted for a few minutes.

The two daughters lived in a much nicer part of town.  As we got to the gate Polly was on her way out.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“She’s in a rehab facility.”  These men frightened the hell out of me.  Somehow in the past year or so my mother had gotten involved with them, and my blood ran cold whenever they came around.

“Wow everyone is cleaning themselves up today.  It is going to be a grand day.”  Demetrius was an extremely calm fellow.  Always impeccably dressed, and very respectful he scared me far more than the two thugs by his side.  Attractive in that eastern European way, his voice flowed more like a gansta then a businessman, and the look on his face today screamed trouble.
“I will pass on your warm wishes to her.”  One of the others shook his head as I tried to pass. It was the first time, I had ever been cornered physically in my life, and I was petrified.

“Your mother has taken out an advance from us that must be addressed.  Unfortunately I do not believe we are going to be able to wait 28 days to speak with her.  Perhaps you could let us know where we can find her.”  His smiled never vanished as he spoke.  It takes a lot of practice to be that calm and nondescript when you are threatening someone.  

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“How much do you need?”  This was what I was afraid of when Sam introduced my mother to Demetrius that night at the club.  Seeing him here for the fourth time in four weeks meant she was in trouble again. Polly could not handle the likes of Demetrius Polonev but I certainly had no trouble doing it.
“Good morning gorgeous, you look stunning as usual.”  Taking my hand his lips pressed pleasantly enough on the top of my wrist.  Spending a lot of time in the club he was far more respectful than his brothers.  

“Demetrius it is a pleasure as usual.”  Polly’s face was as white as a sheet.  Pointing towards her car, I motioned for her to leave.  Strangely though, she shook her head.  Was she worried about my safety?  Oh that was so sweet.

“Three should be enough to keep my father quiet for a while.”  Hoping the number was more like one or two, my sigh let him know the number was too high for my budget.
“Give me what you have and I will see what I can do?”  Polly held my hand back as I started to hand him the little over two thousand dollars I had saved during the last year.

“How much does she owe you in total for this loan?”  Reaching into her pocketbook she pulled out a checkbook.  I did not have the heart to tell her he was not about to take a check.

“Today it would be fifteen the interest is adding up though.  Write it out to Minkst Oil Inc.”  Completely surprised by his willingness to take a check, I stared at him briefly.

“We incorporated recently.  It makes business much easier.”  Polly had well over forty thousand in her savings.  This was going to hurt though, as she was planning on putting a down payment on a condo in Coconut Grove. Given the circumstances, she really didn’t have a choice
“Yuri, please write Miss Phillips a receipt.”  There was another client moved from the red to the black on his pda.  I had never seen him as happy as he looked.  Apparently his morning had been going well.

“If you would like to sell back any of the products that either of your friends purchased I am always willing to buy some excess.”  If my stare had not answered his question already my sister opened her mouth.
“Either of my friends?  Tell me he is not talking about Sam!”  From scared to angry is a quick change for Polly.  It takes next to no time for her to go ballistic.

“What did he introduce the two of them together?” Completely ignoring the other two she ripped into me.

“Mom has been an addict since before Sam was born.  If you are looking point fingers look towards the one who is supposed to be more mature.”  Her attacks on Sam were getting on my last nerve. Defending mom was almost as asinine.

“Family oh how wonderful it is.  No matter how interesting this conversation is; I was looking to help you out of a storage issue?”  Both of the oafs were chuckling, and Dmitri did not have the time to play.

“We flushed it down the toilet.”  Storming off towards her car, Polly did not want to talk about it anymore.
“If money is an issue we could make an arrangement?”  The youngest of the bunch Peter was not the brightest.  Just as he finished saying it, Dmitri struck him hard on the nose.

“What have I told you about respecting our friends?”  

“Forgive my brother he hasn’t quite evolved from the apes yet.  We shall see each other soon enough.”  Yes his lines were sleazy, and his business grotesque, but Dmitri had a way about him that screamed class.  If he had not chosen the family business he could easily have been a club owner or something similar.  

“No offense taken boys, have a good afternoon.”  Don’t get me wrong I could not stand any of the three of them, their very presence made my skin crawl.  Dmitri had a way about him is all I am saying.  If you saw him at a restaurant, you might want to pick him up. There was no doubt from his mannerisms he was a bad boy, only how bad he was, was not easily distinguished.

My first experience with the Russian mafia here in South Florida was actually quite a pleasant one.  I was working at a club in Hallandale Beach, and a group of young well dressed businessman walked in at four fifteen in morning.  In three hours they blew nearly three thousand dollars, five hundred of which went directly into my pocket.  All four of the men were extremely drunk and touchy feely, but when I asked them nicely to back off they did.
M y second experience with them was not a pretty one.  A group of fourteen showed up at the place in Hallandale again around breakfast time.  A man named Igor Bopp kept yelling at me.

“Hey hooker suck my dick.”  This was one the mildest comments of the morning.  Every time I came near Igor Bopp to grab my hair or whatever got near him.
Needless to say the bouncers did not appreciate the advance.  After what could be described as a rumble spilled over into the parking lot.  Less than a month later the bouncer who originated the attack disappeared from the face of the earth.  No one ever heard from him again.

Experience number three started off much the same way.  Regrettably the same pig found me at Club Chere.  Igor Bopp of course did not recognize me.  Practically sticking his fingers somewhere they did not belong he literally ran into Bob the bouncer.  Just when it appeared we were headed for another missing person’s case Demetrius stepped in.  

“You will behave yourself in here old man.  This is my home, and I will not have anyone disrespect guests in my home.”  There were some heated words exchanged in Russian, and Igor Bopp did little to change his attitude for the rest of the night.

“How much do you want to sit on my face?”  Every time Bob or someone else moved towards him Dmitri held up his hand.

“He will be dealt with soon enough.”  After Igor left there that night he had a tragic car accident.  Apparently his Mercedes limousine had a traffic accident after he accidentally ran into seven hundred and twenty nine bullets, which resulted in his passing from this earth.
Since then none of the Russians who came into the club did anything disrespectful to any of us.  Mama assured me that she was not in business with the mafia, and was completely unaware why they chose our club.

“It makes no sense, they own nearly two thirds of the dance clubs down here. Why would they keep coming into mine?”  Not that she was complaining, Dmitri and his boys spent lots of money. It did seem strange coincidence though.
Finally one night about six months ago I had a glass of champagne and all the bubbles went to my head.

“Why do you guys keep coming in here?  Doesn’t your Dad own like six of these places?”  See the dictionary for idiot, and there is a picture of me drinking Veuve Clicquot champagne.

“First of all my father owns nothing so please don’t say things like that.  He is merely the head of a corporation.  Secondly we like it here.  Being single men who make a decent living we enjoy seeing scantily clad attractive women dance.  You don’t like us coming here?”  Sounding so disappointed that he might never come back, I apologized profusely and switched over to club soda.

At least once a week maybe twice they visited us.  One of the girls dated the youngest Peter for a couple of weeks, but like most client relationships it didn’t work out.  Rumor had it that she was forced to move out of the state but no one ever proved that.  All in all I had no problems with the Russians.  I had no problems at all until they went after my friends and family.

Sunday was normally my day off but Gillian called in for her time of the month.  Normally I would have said she was lying, and this was a result of her date last night, however I knew her schedule.  It was that time for the monthly visitor.

Mine was coming pretty soon as well.  Most of the girls chose the Depot route.  Take a shot and you do not have a period for like six months.  Personally I think there was something a bit unnatural about it.  Plus I am not sure how healthy that is.
It was the dead of summer in South Florida and tourists were scarce.  When the tourists were scarce the population of South Beach dropped drastically.  When the population dropped service oriented businesses like mine fell off dramatically.  There was no doubt as I took the stage that it was August.

In a room that could sit up to six hundred on a given night, five hundred of them legally, there were maybe fifteen.  

“Why did I agree to do this?”  With four dancers on we were destined to make next to nothing for a whole lot of work.  These were usually the times that we either goofed off and danced like we wanted to, or we latched onto a drunk rich man and rode him for all he was worth for the entire evening.

My drunk buddy tonight was…

 “Lester Miles I am in plastics in Hoboken New Jersey.”  In between shoving dollar and five dollar bills into my garter belt, he added a business card.  At first like most of the mild mannered middle aged married men that came to our club, he was quiet and unassuming.  Mostly he just sat back and watched me.  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Do you feel bad about working here?”  Just about every city I went to I spent at least one night in club for exotic dancers.  No I am not a letch or philanderer. Truthfully I am a bit of geek who never really had much luck with women.  
“Nope do you feel bad about yourself for coming here?”  Her response was a unique one.  Normally the girls got very defensive when I asked this question, Purdy handled it well.

“Not especially.”  It was a lie.  Of course I felt bad for being here.  My wife had no idea of my trips, or perhaps she just chose to ignore them.  I mean she did the bills.  When you come across a hundred dollar bar tab for Harry’s House of Hooters, you can probably figure it out.

“Does it make you feel dirty stripping your clothes off for people you don’t know?”  I am an analytical person.  It must feel like someone who is being interviewed when I ask a question.  This is just the way my brain works.

“No I like turning men on.  It’s a power trip for me.”  This time she was the one lying. I doubt she felt dirty, but she did not seem like the power trip type.  Shaking her breasts an inch away from my face, she turned around and pulled on her g string again.  Her privates were inches from my lips.

“What do your parents think about this line of work?”  Money flowed from my pocket like water.  Handing my credit card to the waitress I was going to need another infusion if I continued to ask questions.

“My mom thinks its sexy, and I don’t know my father.  Tell me Lester what does you wife think about you being here?”  Not trying to be nasty or even the list bit mean, she teased me a little further with her panties.  For each dollar she lowered it another fraction of an inch.

“She doesn’t have a problem with it.”  Turning around, she wagged her finger back and forth, and pulled them back up again.  Moving towards a new customer who came in, it appeared she was giving me the cold shoulder.
“She doesn’t know.”  It took a few seconds, but she moved back and lowered her body and clothes to exactly the same level. As the waitress returned with my money I put a twenty in.  Instantly both her anus and vagina were exposed.  

“Why do you come to places like this?  Does it make you feel dirty?”  When she spanked me on both my knees all the breath left my lungs.

“Women don’t find me very attractive.  They don’t usually let me see them naked in my everyday life.”  My breath came back and so did the conversation.

“Does you wife let you see her without clothes on Lester?”  Completely unclothed, she turned around and whispered towards my right ear.  Instantly the scent of something she was wearing entered my nostrils.   

“Of course that’s a silly question.”  Honestly no I really it wasn’t.  I hadn’t seen her undressed in months.  Even the couple of times we had sex together she was wearing a night gown.  

“What I do remember of her undressed though, she didn’t look like you.”  My lie came out with my next answer.
“Silly Lester you should appreciate nudity and sexuality for what they are.  Don’t be ashamed of them like they are an affront against society.”  Pinching my cheeks she waved and headed onto the other man.  Completely caught in her web, I followed like a love sick puppy dog.

“What about God though?”  Some of the other patrons looked at me like I was nuts.

“God made us the way we are.  If he wanted us to be ashamed of our bodies than why are we born naked?”  Rubbing up against this new man, he pulled out a five dollar bill, and I got a nasty glance.

“What about the bible’s statements on modesty?”  One of the bouncers headed my way.

“What’s more modest Lester; your wife wearing a three thousand dollar Prada dress, with five hundred dollar shoes, make up, and diamonds or just being nude.  Think about that next time you ask a woman if she feels guilty for taking her clothes off.”  My heart dropped down to the floor, and I quietly showed myself to the door.  Bob the bouncer took my place at the bar.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“What the hell was with that guy?”  Purdy had a habit of attracting the weirdoes.  I was used to it by now. She did not help herself with her conversation either.  Most of the other girls shied away from anything that was not sexual or what do you do for a living.  Not Purdy though she was willing to talk to anyone about just about anything they could think of. Occasionally she got into trouble for it.

They call me bouncer Bob.  My real name is Robert T. Jones.  For any of you familiar with golf you know that this was the name of one of the most famous golfers of all time.  My father being born in Atlanta, same as Bobby Jones, had an affinity for the name.

Both Purdy and I came here from Hallandale about three years ago.  Mama did not recruit us per say, but she did have someone investigating all of the local clubs.  

“If I am going to run a strip club, I want it to be the best in all the land.”  Her words struck several of us, so here we were.

After six years in the military and two tours in Iraq I wanted a change.  Welcome to South Beach!  All of the glitz and glamour that is the façade of this little strip of land did little for me.  I like Latina women though.  I met my wife down here.  We were raising our family here.  A night manager at BellSouth she and I worked similar hours, so our lives melted well together.  Now that she was pregnant though I did not know how long this would go on for.

Most of my time was spent putting clients in their place.  There were rules to follow.  If any patron or dancer did not follow those rules I stepped in.  Lester had broken those rules and so I was about to ask him to leave.  Only Purdy saved me the trouble by sending him out properly.

It was Sunday and the crowd was thin.  Normally I did not work Sundays.  This was a favor to one of the other ushers that I agreed to do this.  Most of the clients tonight were being very respectful and drinks were not flowing too quickly.

I spoke to soon.  What is that idiot trying to do?

“Sir you can not go up there.  Sir please sit back down again.  I am going to give you a warning.”

“No big man I give you warning.  Do you know who I am?”  Angry and hostile he turned towards me his Russian accent and alcoholic breath struck me instantly.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Kristopher sit down please.”  What was it with my countrymen?  An attractive woman who is willing to take her clothes off for money is a prostitute.  To me this was more than a stretch.  Having worked around dancers in the United States most of my life, I knew the correlation was incredulous at best.
In Russia though it was pretty true, if someone stripped they screwed.  When the older ones came here they just assumed it was true.  No matter how many times I had tried to explain it to them, they still couldn’t get it.

“If she shows it to me, she wants me to touch it.”  In Russian the fifty six year old regional boss proved his intelligence to me.
“No Kristopher if she shows it to you, it is because she wants you to see it.  She wants you to pay to see it, so she can live the American dream.  If you want girls to touch I can get you plenty of them.  These are not those kind of girls though.”  Nicely I helped him back to his seat.  Dropping Yuri with him, I instructed my brother to show him the ropes and keep him in line.

“Twice in one day to what do I owe this pleasure?”  Each time I saw Purdy it was like meeting a completely new person.  I liked it that way.  Personally I preferred her natural blond hair, but the red worked well too.  With her freckles and light skin she could easily be a strawberry blond.  
”What can I say I missed you?”  One of the other patrons approached us, and I scowled at him briefly.  Backing up slightly he went to his friends for reinforcements.
“Demetrius don’t start trouble with the other children?”  Pinching my nose, she began to dance for me.  

“Listen buddy I don’t…” There were four of them, and they looked pumped for excitement.  One of them actually cracked his knuckles.  It was amusing.
“Hey what’s your name?”  Bouncer Bob jumped in to intercept them.  There were some words exchanged and they not surprisingly vanished from the club.  Discretion and preferential treatment were the reasons I came here.  Well that and Purdy Phillips. 
“You continue to amaze me with your outward restraint Mr. Polonev.”  Piece by little piece, Purdy peeled herself out of the Strawberry Shortcake outfit.  Never breaking eye contact she circled me like a lion about to take down its prey.  The song Enemy by Disturbed blared from the speakers.  Although it did not mix well with Little Miss Shortcake outfit, it worked for me.  Heavy fast music was my sound of choice, and Disturbed was one of my favorites.

“Tell me Purdy why do you do this?  Is it the money?  Is it the attention?”  Her look suggested I must have been the third or fourth person today to ask the question.

“Why do you do what you do?”  It was not like Purdy to be elusive or nasty.  Listening to her I knew I had touched upon a nerve.

“It is the family business.  Dad would be disappointed if I chose another line of work.”  A bottle of real Russian vodka sat on the table next to me.  Dropping a hundred dollar bill on the table I nodded to Mama in the corner of the room.  Her ability to find these little treats never ceased to amaze me.
“The money is good.  I have a body that men like to see unclothed.  It is quite mindless work, and it keeps me in good shape.  Plus it feels nice to be desired.”  Her honesty left me speechless.  I had heard other men ask her the question and each time her bull shit answer varied.

“Even if the desire is from men like me?”  There was no relationship to be had here though I often dreamed or whacked off to the thought of it.  Still I wanted to know this answer.

“Yes even if the desire comes from men like you.”  Normally a smiling dancer, she motioned up to the DJ booth and whispered something to them.  Another Disturbed song blared from the speakers.  

“It sounds like you have a self confidence issue to me.”  With her nicely shaven hooch inches from lap, she darkened her eyes and stared down upon me.
“Why do you come here Demetrius?”  Her head turned away from me to focus on the front door, and then she came back. I instantly knew what this meant.  The Italian was here.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Why are we here again?”  For some reason Rachel was not thrilled to be in a strip club.  In some ways that is exactly why I came here.  Her snobbery was grating at my fragile state.  I was getting some sick pleasure out of her discomfort.  Yes I know that is mean but fuck it.  She needs a little reality check.  

Being in a bar was not the best place for me.  Seeing Dmitri sitting there in front of Purdy was not doing much for my attitude either.

“We are here to thank my best friend for her assistance with cleaning up my place.”  In my hands I had a single black rose.  For some reason Purdy liked them.  What was this music?  Instead of the hip gyrating tunes I was used too there was very heavy angry metal pouring from the speakers.

“Not the best place for a recovering drug addict don’t you think?”  There was no love loss between the two of us.  The only reason we spent any time around each other was the quality of his product.  Given my choice to quit there would be very little interaction between the two of us from now on, or so I thought.
“I won’t be here long.”  Kissing my hand I gently caressed Purdy’s leg and dropped the rose down next to her.  Mouthing the words thank you to her, I winked and waved goodbye.  Club Chere was not where I was supposed to be anymore.  
“What was that all about?”  Rachel had followed me across the room, and as I turned there she was.  Her eyes were not really focused on Purdy though.  Looking down at Demetrius, her top lip lifted and I could swear I heard her snarl just a bit.

“Are you going to be dancing for us tonight as well?”  Always knowing exactly which buttons to push, Dmitri winked at Rachel.

“No man the club only does gay shows on Monday night.  You’ll have to come back and then you can see me naked if you want.”  Before she could let loose with that venomous tongue of hers, I made light of the situation.

“I’ll come back for that big boy.”  Peter gave me a huge bear hug and dropped me back down with a thud.  Dmitri was tall but not massive like his two brothers.  They were the size of small mountains.  In fact they were nicknamed the Urals.  
”Remember coins won’t fit in my G string.”  Kissing him on both cheeks as was a common practice for Russians, I grabbed Rachel’s hand started for the door.

“Are you sure you can’t stick around for a little candy little boy?”  Pointing towards his nose was the older brother Yuri.  Of the three he was least intelligent and as such the most treacherous.  Physically he was the largest, and his propensity for violence was legendary. Ignorant to the point of being an imbecile, he drew weapons first and talked second.

“Not tonight I am trying to cut back.”  With every step closer to the door, I was feeling a stronger and stronger magnetic pull back towards them.  The shaking started again, and it was finally Rachel that brought me back to reality.  Digging her talons into my palm, she shook her head and drug me outside.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..”I tried to tell you that was a bad idea.”  His heart was in the right place.  Wanting to thank both of us for our effort to keep him from losing his mind, he spent all day being really nice to me.  I hated it.  
“It’s South Beach there will be temptation everywhere, if I can’t stare it down today I won’t be able to do it tomorrow.”  Everywhere he looked there were signs of his addiction. There were the teenaged club hoppers popping pills to get ready for their twelve straight hours of dancing.  Revelers of every sex, color, race, and nationality partook of the liquor which flowed like the Atlantic Ocean onto the beaches.  From frozen slurpy like concoctions at Fat Tuesdays to thirty ounce specialty Martinis at Taboo it all flowed down past the teeth and over the gums look at stomach here it comes.  Every cigarette smelled like a joint and even the most innocent conversation took on other connotations.  I could feel his frustration and tried to do what I do; take his mind off the truth.

“You are being a bit stupid about this. Wouldn’t it be better if you locked yourself in a room surrounded by bibles and self help tapes for about a month?”  From the hungry look in his eyes, I could tell my candor went unappreciated into the cavernous pitch black night.  At any second I expected him to grab my arm and just devour me.  Honestly it turned me on, and that’s not easy to do.
“Let’s get wet.”  His words caused me to smile, as I thought 
“Too late I’m already there.”  Into the ocean I stepped carefully while he dove in face first.  His insatiable desires driving him deeper and deeper into the night.  Clouds covered up the warmth of the moonless night, and a couple of vandalized street lights gleamed no more.

“Eventually they will find me you know.  All of the Dimitris and Peters of this world will catch up to me, and I will crack.”  His jaw was clenched so tightly I expected his teeth to explode out like dominoes against the pressure.

“Close your eyes Sam, and shut up.”  Wrapping my legs around his waste there in the water, I embraced him tightly.  Holding him so close I could feel his pulse as though it was my own.  When he tried to say something I held my finger to his lips, and then slowly pulled him down under the surface.  With each inch below the water we dropped his heart slowed another beat. Finally on the sand barely five feet down, both my grip and his let up.  Within thirty seconds we had separated and rested peacefully.

Seconds, turned to minutes, and they ran into hours.  Playing and bouncing through the waves we forgot the rest of the world as though it never really existed and we were the only two souls on earth.  Even the glitz and glamour of the beach could not interfere with our escape.  Its glare was swallowed by the night, and its pangs of hunger satiated with joy and childish exuberance.  All was right with the world again.

When we could no longer feel our fingers and toes, and hypothermia replaced hyperactive we reluctantly trudged back to the beach.  Sitting there with a curious grin on her face was Purdy.  I had fully expected a jealous glare or at least a touch of rage, there was nothing of the sort.  Damn this girl really was perfect.  How can you still loath someone like that?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“It is nice to see you smiling again.  Personally I thought we were going to have to order you a personality transplant.”  What was it about this Rachel Silberstein?  She wasn’t very pleasant.  From the looks on Sam’s face there was nothing sexual going on.  What was it then?
“You’re here what more of a reason could I possibly need to smile?”  His kind and obviously transparent words had me shaking my head, they left Rachel seeking blood.  Sam might not be interested in her, but I sensed the feelings were not mutual.  This was a curious twist.
“Save the flattery for someone who doesn’t know you as well as I do.” My surprise hug of Rachel had a strange reaction.  At first she looked ready to bolt and yet as I held her an extra second, she gripped on.  This was not someone who was used to physical intimacy.  Instantly I felt sorry for her.  

“Should I leave the two of you alone” Thinking himself clever, Sam got it back in spades from both of us.

“Yes you should.”  A gentle kiss on my cheek was not unwelcome.  My sister was not an affectionate person either, and most of my friends were not big on showing signs of adoration.

“Thanks I needed that.”  Whispering in my ear Rachel bounced up the beach towards her towel leaving us alone for the first time in a couple of days.

“Just when I think no one up there likes me someone down here reminds me how wrong I am.”  His cold wet body pressed up against my side.  The trembling I felt was not part of the detox tremors anymore.

“If you want to make a clean break of it Sam you can do it.  I know you don’t feel strong enough today.  The truth is that’s all in your mind.  Your heart and your body are tough as nails.” Our conversation was cut short as Rachel threw a towel over his face.
Sunday is the supposed to be the day of rest.  Not around here it isn’t.
Where as in the high season there were tens of thousands of tourists there were only thousands tonight.  Mixed in amongst them were some of the more creative destitute souls you will ever have the pleasure of associating with.  One of them approached me wearing a Save Ferris tee shirt, and a pair of parachute pants, the grisly war veteran propositioned me quite cleverly.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“I’ll hold those up for you if you’ll buy me a beer.”  Those were some really nice breasts.  Trust me I know a thing or two about mammary glands.  Having spent most of my forty one years literally living on South Beach, I have seen my share of boobs and these were perfection.  

“How about I buy you a slice of pizza instead, and I’ll let them wave free and proud.”  Her name was Purdy and she worked at Club Chere.  It was not our first encounter.  

You want to know my name?  So do I, personally I can’t remember it.  For some reason she had dubbed me Tom, so you can call me that if you would like.

“Pizza goes much better with an ice cold one if you know what I mean?”  Her normally gracious and generous friend Sam stared me down.  Perhaps it was the haughty bitch on his shoulder, or maybe he was just not in the mood for my visit.  Whatever the reason I turned my attention back to Purdy.

“Okay then some water will wash it down just fine. Quick, who was the fifteenth president of the United States of America?”  This was my game and my gimmick.  Every evening at seven thirty the kind security folks at the public library allowed me to watch Jeopardy.  I believe truthfully that I am Alex Tribeck’s biggest fan.  Plus I am a mighty fine player in my own right.  Something tells me though that they wouldn’t really want me on the show.

“Who is Buchanan?”  At least his ability to answer my questions had not diminished.
“This 16th century poet and explorer was known to have been the first to lay his cloak over a puddle so that Queen Elizabeth would not dirty her feet.”  Most of the citizens of South Beach treated me like a leper.  They shunned and cursed me whenever I passed.  Not these two, they seemed to enjoy my company.  Never patronizing or cruel, they did not just throw money at my feet in an attempt to shoo me off like fly.

“Why don’t you just ask him to leave?”  They both turned to look at the haughty one with resentment.

“Who is Sir Walter Raleigh?”  It impressed me how good Sam was at this game.  In some ways he was a beach bum just like myself.  Only he had a place to live, and steady employment.  But for the grace of God we were the same people.

“Although many people believed the tomato originated in Italy it actually was brought back from this country in the sixteenth century.”  Graciously accepting a slice of pizza, I tried my best to eat slowly.  Nothing offends people more than gluttony.  It was not easy task.  Having not eaten in more than a day my belly growled like a tiger in heat.

“Argentina?”  His voice let me know Sam was not sure of this one.
“That is the right continent but wrong country.  The answer my dear friend is Peru.”  Taking his hand with a napkin in mine, I shook it, and bid them ado.

It doesn’t take much to be kind people.  You don’t really have to work at it that hard.  Generous donations for the poor can come in many forms.  Buy an extra cheeseburger when you go into McDonalds and bring it out with you.  It’s less than a dollar.

Don’t like to spend money on the homeless?  Okay I guess I can understand that.  How about just a smile than?  Maybe even say Hello to me on the street.  I don’t really expect much.

What brought me here you might ask?

It’s quite a simple story.  Credit card debt and a gambling addiction lost me my first wife.  Lethargy lost me my first job.  Mental instability landed me in a hospital.  Government cut backs left me on the street.  No money and no clothes made it difficult to obtain a job.  A little known ailment known as insanity left me homeless and alone.

No I don’t like where I am at.  Yes I would like to get better.  Truthfully though, I have not idea how to get back home, because I don’t really know the way anymore.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Can I get the crust Tom?”  Magritte Mantanopolis is my name, and I was once the belle of the ball.  My father was a Greek shipping tycoon.  Everything and anything I wanted was given to me without question or reciprocation.

One day I woke up and Daddy was gone.  Leaving my mother and I without a penny or a prayer.  Mom is long since demised, and I am far past my prime.  Most of my clothing is second hand as you can imagine, but the labels are impressive.

This little outfit was once owned by the south Florida Diva herself; Gloria Estefan.  You don’t believe me?  Good because none of what I just told you is the least bit true.

Why am I living on the street?  I am a pathological liar, and as such I can’t do anything right.

“Of course honey here you go.”  Tom was a good man.  Whatever he had or was given he shared with the rest of us.  Whether it was a bottle of Boones or a cheeseburger the man never finished anything.  

We kept each other company the past couple of years.  Tom would baffle my mind with trivia, and I would do the same for him with my stories.  They are creative if not true.  Whenever he finds himself in front of a writer or a publisher he fights hard to try and get them to meet me.  Most of the time though it gets him landed in jail or something similar.

There was this one time…  Well never mind, you would already know I was lying so I won’t bother you with triviality.

If one must be a person in my position I must admit this is great place to do it.  Food is plentiful and there are so many of us, it is never lonely.  Most of my kind are not dressed that much different than the locals.  In fact with all the starving artists and beach bums around her, sometimes it is hard to tell us apart.  

Since the temperature never gets below freezing , sleeping outside is not that unpleasant.  In fact most of us have become night owls to try and avoid the heat.  Coming out when the sun goes down, we take over the night right along with the beautiful people.

Chere once gave me a dollar.  No you don’t believe that one either?  You are right I made it up.  I did see her once though.  At least I thought it was her.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Get out of here!  I don’t want you near my shop!”  These bums are everywhere.  That’s what I get for opening a liquor store in South Miami.  Most of clientele were street people.  Paying me in pennies and attempted promises I scraped by on the occasional big spender.  A thousand of these people could easily be replaced by some misplaced celebrity looking for ten bottles of Crystal  for their dinner party.  It happens I shit you not.
Molar Khedamara is my name.  Try saying that four times fast.  I escaped Iraq before George senior came to Baghdad, and came here to America.  With four hundred dollars and an illegal passport I built myself all the way up to a business owner, so don’t chastise me for my beliefs about the indigent.  Anyone really willing to work in this country could do the same thing.

Despite loving America and all of the wondrous opportunities it affords me, I hate Americans.  For the most part they are lazy ungrateful slobs.  Always asking for handouts they do not realize what they have.  Personally I think every one of you should be forced to live at least one year of your life in a third world country.  I guarantee you, that you would appreciate your lives after that.

Always looking down your nose at us foreigners, I laugh at the thought that none of you are from here.  Do any of your remember Ellis Island?  

For the record, I do not like Saddam Hussein, and terrorism to me is the greatest deformation of Islam to ever exist.  Do not judge me for the actions of others, and I will try to do the same for you.  Having said this, I don’t really think you should be killing my people in my home country, and I don’t think we should be killing you here.
Violence is pointless and revenge is never ending.  No I am not a big fan of Israel, but I don’t believe that all Jewish people should be scoured from the face of the planet either.  There is so much history to the feud of Arab versus Israeli I am not sure anyone can really tell me where it will end.  If my people feel that the land is theirs and our religion is right and yours is wrong, then they will always feel that way.  If your people feel the opposite then they will probably never change either.  We can accept it or fight it.  Either way it will not change who we are or what we believe.  The sooner everyone understands that the better off all of us will be.
Speaking of Jewish who is this arrogant princess.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Hey Momar can I get a pack of smokes?”  One of the most unpleasant people I have ever had the displeasure of meeting was Momar the XYZ liquor store owner.  If I had my way I would never speak to the man, but he did have the cheapest cigarettes within six blocks of my house.

“What is this prick looking at?”  Feeling slightly out of place in the last half an hour, Rachel dreamed of running home to Long Island.  Surrounded by rich Jews like herself at least she didn’t feel out of place. Hell if she drove right up the street two blocks she would be in one of the most heavily populated Orthodox Jewish neighborhoods in America.  Something tells me that she wouldn’t feel comfortable there either.  She was part of a more recent trend in Judaism.  She was a Boca Jew.  It was less about religion than it was about standing and culture.
“Don’t mind Momar he doesn’t really like anybody.”  Having come here hundreds of times in the past couple of years, I had no fear about telling the man off.  

“That’s right so take your smokes and get out you worthless junkie!”  His sweet disposition on display again, even Rachel managed to chuckle at him.

“Sure laugh at the old Arab.  Let’s see where you are at in two years.  What gutter will the coroner be pulling the two of you out of?” Never one to let go easily, he shouted at us as we left.

“I’ll probably be in this one right out front Momar.  Why don’t you come swimming with me?”  Unique is the word that always jumps into my brain when I think of this place.
As a ten year old, I walked down Washington Ave for the first time.  An old lady was screaming and running bare assed down the center of the street.  Stopping to ask me for a cigarette, she curtsied and charged own the double yellow line cursing some more.

Right away I knew this strip of overdeveloped sand would be insane.  Nothing has changed much since then.  From the eccentrics to eclectics we are blessed with things that would make the average city in America cringe with embarrassment. To us hearty South Beach goers though, its all part of the fringe benefits of good living.
“Aye Papi como es ta?”  Just to prove the point another in a long list of weirdoes approached.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Long time no see Maya.”  Sam was my kind of boy.  With a sexy smile, and more muscles than spare tire, he kept me hotter than a Miami heat wave.

“Two girls at once?  How about a little manage a quatre?”  I recognized the one, her name escaped me, but the other one was new.  

“Your name is pretty right?”  This was wrong but I didn’t really care.  At least I tried to be polite.

“Purdy but don’t worry about it.”  Kiss kiss on the cheeks as always.  This one was real, and therefore I didn’t like her.

“You’re new.  Wow so are those! Where did you have them done?”  From the shape and I was guessing those were the new ones.  Saline filled baggies were no longer the rage these were slightly more impressive.
“Some place you couldn’t afford.” 

“Ouch someone besides myself took her bitch pills today.  Don’t worry honey I am the c word with a capital unt at the end and proud of it.”  My honesty must have gotten through because I could swear I sensed a grin.

They call me Maya Manana which translates out to tomorrow flower. Personally I never really liked the correlation.  My flower had long since bloomed and despite having to replace a petal or two I was still blooming if you know what I mean.

Not to correct the little Jewish puta but I have enough money to buy several thousand sets of fake breasts.  Hell, I own three clinics in South Miami alone.  At one time I was an heiress.  At another time I was a Madame.  These days I am just filthy rich.  

Everything I do seems to turn a healthy profit.  Get married three times to less than healthy billionaires and boom inheritance comes my way.  That Anna Nicole person has nothing on me.  
One night I walked into a restaurant for dinner they had just washed the floor and forgot to put up a sign.  Oops there is another million, and as a result I have bum hip.  Those bastards never even apologized for ruining a budding porn career.

Yes folks I have done it all at one time or another.  Each week I take on a new occupation, and every time it seems to make me richer.

Where else would a woman like myself end up besides South Beach?

“Just got back from the Seychelles yesterday and I was thinking of you.  There was this yummy Scuba diving instructor there that reminded me so much of Sam.  We went down like three or four times.  It was a hoot and holler.”  Shaking my morrocas for a few seconds I got the natural one to grin.

“You don’t dive Maya?”  

“Of course not who said anything about scubas diving.  I just said we went down.”  This time she couldn’t hold it in, and cackled for a good thirty seconds.
“Where are you kids going at this time of morning?”  In a few hours the sun would be up, and I would have to return to my coffin.  People like myself only went out during the day to get a suntan the rest of the time we were night owls.

“Home if I can help it?”  His naive words barely even fazed me.

“Nonsense we have a party to go to.”  Pushing the bitchy one out of the way, I began to drag him off towards a late night soirée.

“I’m kind of on the wagon Maya I don’t think your parties are really what I need.”  That was what was different about Sam, he was sober.  This was a first.

“Okay in that case we should go to this party instead.”  Pulling him back west away from the beach, I knew right where he needed to be.

“Maya we’re not really dressed for a party?”  Pretty came right out and stated the obvious.

“Trust me honey where we are going no one will notice the difference.”  My limousine driver observed my change in direction and he responded accordingly.  If it was less than ten blocks he followed beside me and kept an eye open.  If it was more than ten he picked me up and chauffeured me to where I needed to go.  Personally I hated being driven around, but I had a reputation to keep up.  When I walked he would pick me up about a block away and drive me the last few hundred yards.

Yes I know how crazy this sounds, but I have to be health conscious around here.  Even with surgeons, dieticians, and personal trainers at my beckon call one still needs a little exercise.  Mine was walking around the streets of South Beach.

Approaching Guy Floret’s Greek revival, I signaled for my ride.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Maya it is so nice to have you here.  You never come around anymore.”  With all the flamboyance I have in me, I attacked the heiress of money with exuberant fake love.

“Guy Floret you are a sexy sight for sore thighs.”  Everyone on the beach knew Maya Manana, she was the ultimate party girl.  Normally my little get togethers did not attract her, as we were a Cosmopolitan free sort of crowd.

“Who are these gorgeous little lads and lasses?”  He was kind of tasty looking a straight male sort of way.  At least until he stepped in here he was straight.  By the time these three left this party they would be at least partially curved.
“Easy tiger this is Sam and he doesn’t like anyone hairier than he is and these two…”

“Her name is Purdy Phillips and this is Rachel Silberstein.”  He knew that Maya would mess up the names, like she always does.
“Sam I shave every inch of me except my head, so we are okay.  Ladies are you single?”  They were hanging around their friend, but I could sense no attachment from their proximity.

“Yes we are.”  The one called Purdy was so sweet I think I got a cavity just from kissing her hand.  Whereas Rachel, screamed bitch even before she opened her mouth.

“Okay you follow me this way.  I have the perfect match for you.”  Grabbing the bitchy one by the hand I managed to forcefully rearrange her position in the room.

“His name is Jonathan and he owns a football team.  Have fun!”  Returning to Maya I merely pointed towards the corner of the room.

“Those four ride both sides of the fence, I know how much you like that.”  Smacking her playfully on her solid glutes I turned back to Purdy.  

“Hmmm I am not sure about you young lady.  You are a dancer yes?  Only you don’t have the personality to go along with it?”  This was a queer mixture.  Too sweet and gentile for her profession, she was quandary.
“While I am not looking right this minute, I due solemnly appreciate the offer”  Trying her best to avoid my match making skills, she did not succeed.

“I have the perfect man for you to talk to at least.  Demetrius, why don’t you join us over here for a minute?”  Both of their mouths opened up and their eyes closed.  They knew each other.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Three times in one day.  Have the planets aligned or what?”  Every month or so Guy would hold one of his “fag gags” as he liked to call them.  Each time he would invite me and I would turn him down.  A former client of mine, I did not really want to mix with him.  Strangely the women he invited though were stunning, and usually bored.  On the rare occasion that I had taken him up on his offer to attend, I went home with a Hollywood Actress and a former Miss Teen USA.  Picking up straight women at a gay bash was easy.  The odds were always in my favor.

“Come on you can buy me a cranberry juice.”  Taking my arm Purdy tugged me protectively away from Sam.

“Honey I guess that leaves the two of us alone.  So how straight are you?”  Poor Sam he was stuck with one of the most aggressive queens South Beach had to offer, and there were a lot.

Some cities seem to breed homosexuality, or at least they seem to attract them.  In South Florida there was Wilton Manors, South Beach, and Key West.  Yes there were gay couples in every town in America these days, but those three towns had the highest concentration.  

“We should have just gone home.”  Under her breath I could hear Purdy cursing her luck.

“You don’t have to talk to me you know?”  Her attitude while not unexpected was a bit off putting.

“Sorry Dmitri you are just not the person I really want to have around Sam anymore.  I think you can appreciate that.”  Wearing a light weight cotton dress with no underwear, Purdy looked spectacular as usual.  It was apparent from their choice of hostess that they had been dragged here by Maya the maneater.  Legendary in her lust for cock the woman was an institution.  No party was complete without her, and no place was safe from her.

“So he really is going to make a run at sobriety huh?”  My question did little to change her feelings.  I just couldn’t believe he was serious.

“Can we not talk about that?”  Her mother and her best friend were junkies and I was a part of their addiction.  Okay I could see how that might make her a bit anxious.

“Let’s get some fresh air for a minute.”  Knowing that we would never get anything out in open in here, I drug her out of the huge South Beach mansion into a courtyard fit for queen.  Gaudy in its statues and colors, I choked on a Cuban cigar and tried to forget where I was.

“You know that I don’t use drugs right?”  It was about time we discussed this.

“If you are going to try and make me feel better about you and your profession you are SERIOUSLY wasting your breath.”  Starting to walk back inside I put together my hands as though I was praying.

“Yes Dmitri I know you don’t do drugs.  Most professional killers don’t off themselves either.”  It was a childish dig, but it raised my eyebrows anyway.
“Plus there is more to your business than just illegal substances and you know it.”  Even when she was irritated and riled up she still had the class to keep her voice down.  Damn I liked this girl.

“I don’t search out trouble Purdy.  Neither does my father?  We simply provide services that others are unwilling to.”  Everyone thinks Russian mafia, and they assume that we are like the Italians.  I never once hunted down businesses for protection money.  I never once hurt any human being that did not hurt me first.  No we were not the boy scouts.  Yes we could be as ruthless if not worse than other organizations.  It was just business though.  

“I am going to say this once.  I don’t want to say it again.  If you like me at all you will not ever do business with either my mother or Sam again.  It’s that simple.”  Turning her back on me, Purdy’s eyes perused the rest of the party goers.  It was an interesting mix of South Beach royalty, and simple folk.  Guy was known for his eclectic style.  There was a little bit of everyone here.  

“I can promise you this I won’t come looking for them.  They owe me nothing.”  It was not as easy as that.  My profession was sales.  If they came to me to buy I couldn’t very well say no.  My father would carve me up into little pieces if he heard I turned down someone’s money.  

“No Dmitri that’s not good enough.”  Still she would not turn to look at me, and it was killing me.
“Come on Purdy I’m not really that bad of person…” Rachel walked up to us.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Yes you are.  Take a hike I am sure there are plenty of other people you can talk to here.”  This man kept turning up like a bad penny, and it was annoying me.  Strangely the entrepreneur that Guy introduced me to really was perfect.  We had a nice conversation, and I was headed back there after a bathroom break.  If Sam wasn’t going to show me the time of day, and Dad wasn’t going to pay my bills anymore I needed a meal ticket, and this one certainly fit the bill.

“I believe we had a talk about the manner in which you should address me…”

“Dmitri please go.  I just can’t do this with you.  Friendship is something that will never work with you and I.  We are just too different.”  Still even as she spoke the words I could tell Purdy was torn.  What was it about this man that attracted her?  Yes he was rich, attractive, well dressed and slightly charismatic.  Hey, why the hell wasn’t I hitting on him?  Oh yeah he was drug dealing Russian mob boss.  That was too many strikes against him.

“Good bye call me.”  Just to piss him off some more I blew a kiss his way.

“You have that obnoxious twat thing down pact don’t you?”  Stopping inches away from me I wasn’t sure whether to kick him in balls or verbally abuse him some more.
“She’s too good for you Dmitri.  Go away before she hurts you some more.”  Honesty was more effective and struck a deeper chord anyway.

“We can certainly agree on that one.”  With a mock bow, he morphed into the back of the party towards a set of twins.  They had been in some beer commercial a while back but I couldn’t remember their names.

“He doesn’t seem to mind disappointment much I see.”  A tear in the corner of her eye suggested that the little verbal battle hurt her more than it did him.  

“What is about him?”  

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me?  I’m deeper than I appear.”

“He’s in pain.  I don’t like to turn away anyone in pain.”  Looking at the half empty glass of cranberry juice as though she wished it was something much stronger, Purdy sighed.

“Actually Purdy that is one of the few things I think I could understand.”  As I told her the story of my unhappy childhood, and my brother I don’t think I did anything to lift her spirits.  I did change her picture of me though.

“I figured it had to be something like that.  No one is as malicious as you pretend to be without good reason.”  Taking my face in her hands, she kissed me gently on the forehead.

“There are far better men for you at this party then him…”

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Thanks for leaving me with that screaming drama queen I appreciate it.”  They laughed as I approached. As their laughter dissipated when I arrived I sensed it had nothing to do with my comment.  
“Is Dmitri following us?”  Watching the Russian do his thing in a darkened corner, I wondered what the story was.  In the past couple of years he and I had spent more than our fair share of time around one another, and I had learned one important thing.

No matter how gentle or calm or genuinely entertaining he was to be around, Dmitri Polonov was a dangerous man.  People who he did not meet eye to eye with disappeared or turned up horribly dead.  His father although not a card carrying member of the Russian East Coast operations as they were called, was feared and respected by many of his fellow ex-comrades.  No one could give me a reason for it.  The man was an independent entrepreneur and yet the other bosses gave him a huge berth.  No one infringed upon his territory.
“Let’s not talk about him anymore.  I have seen far too much of the man.  Take me home Sam or lose me forever.”  Jumping up in my arms, Purdy curled up into a fetal ball to be carried around.  Going so far as to suck her thumb, she elicited an uneasy chortle from Rachel.  Being close to six feet tall, Purdy was a bit big for a lap dog if you know what I mean.

“I think I am going to hang around here a little longer with Jonathan the professional football owner.  Who knows maybe I can be the next Marge Schott?”  To say that I was impressed with her knowledge of professional sports would be an understatement.  I could see confusion in Purdy’s eyes.  She had no idea who the former owner of the Cincinnati Reds was.

“Watch yourself.”  Kissing her cheek I carried Purdy for another fifteen feet, before I had to ask her kindly to get down.  As we slipped out the back door, I saw the football owner swoop back in.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“There you are.  Sparkling cider anyone?”  Being a hunter and a businessman extraordinaire I knew all about trophies.  Some of them I mounted on my wall, some of them walked and talked around me like moving proof of my mastery of the universe.  Rachel Silberstein was a future trophy.  Neither one of us had any illusions about true everlasting monogamous love.  If I had to guess the girl was probably a happily permanent virgin.  That was fine with me, most of the women I actually allowed myself to be seen in public with were not the same women I slept with.  
“So who are you Jonathan Furst, and what makes you tick?”  Although she sounded interested to be talking with me, her eyes were following her two friends out of the party.  Looking closely I could see a bit of the green monster slipping out from her pupils.

“My story is a bit boring.  Mostly I work and when I come home I work some more.  Occasionally on the weekends I work, and then for vacation I work a little less.”   Finally her focus was returning to our conversation, and she licked the sour cider slowly from her lips.

“Getting what I want when I want is mostly what makes me tick.  Selfish I will admit, but realistic.”  This was a test, and I was waiting to see if she wanted to give it a go.

“And what is it that you want right now?”  Tapping my chest with her well manicured candy apple red finger nail, she pulled the strawberry from the bottom of her glass with her rather sizeable tongue.

“To go home and go to bed.”  This was fun.  Watching her try to play me while I was doing the same was the most entertaining part of an otherwise worthless evening.  Nothing was going to happen, she was about as frigid as an Antarctic winter between her thighs, but it was fun anyway.
“That is a coincidence, so do I.”  Slamming back her drink like it was truly champagne, she reached out her arm for me to usher her out.

“What shall we do when we get there?”  At least fifteen years her senior, I felt a bit awkward leading her past a number of my friends.  Some of their daughters were her age.  I can guarantee you this, none of their daughters looked this good on my arm.

“I am going to take off all my clothes and slide between the satin sheets.  From there I might get a bit lonely.”  Pressing close to me her hand gently brushed past my crotch, and I actually had to catch my breath.
“From there I will probably play with kitty for a few minutes until she is good and tired, and then fall asleep.”  Her lips were so red and glossy and her breath warm and sweet, that I was running a full fledge hard on nearly sticking out the top of slacks.

“As far as what you are going to do at your house, well that is up to you.  Good night Jonathan Furst, it has been a great pleasure to meet you.”  The slow drawn out way in which she spoke the word pleasure only stimulated me more, and then without warning she hailed a taxi and left me standing there.

“Where are you going?”  It took a second or two to realize that she was leaving without having gotten her number or anything.
“I just told you.”  As the taxi came to a stop she waited for me to open the door.  Of course I opened it and helped her inside.

“How will I get in touch with you?”  This chick was driving me crazy.

“I don’t remember saying you could?”  Just as the taxi was about to leave, she leaned out the window a couple of inches.

“Should you feel the need I am sure a man of your means could find me.”  With that she was gone, and I was left with a raging hard on.

“Hey what’s your name?  Would you like to go for a ride?”  As my limousine pulled up to the curb, I flagged down the easiest looking girl I could find.  This not so little problem I had, was not something I was going to take care of myself.
“What kind of ride did you have in mind?” Looking at the car and then me, and then back at the car again, her eyes filled with dollar signs.

“Whatever kind you want?”  Twenty seconds later she was in the backseat of the limo on my lap.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Where to sir?”  This schedule was really getting old.  Being a chauffeur I was used to getting up early and going to bed late.  Alas with Mr. Jonathan Furst the third there was no going to bed at all.  The man got home with the sun and then went straight to the office.  When he found the time to sleep, if he ever actually did, I will never know

“Just drive around for a while Paul, so we can show the young lady the sites.”   With that the shield between the back went up, and I was left alone again.

Paul Gallagher is the name and driving is my game.  My favorite movie was the Transporter.  His rigid schedule and organization reminded me so much of myself I thought maybe they copied my life for the story.  Of course the commando bull shit and karate was not really me.  Not even in my younger years.

I had been around four generations of Fursts, and this one was by far the worst and yet in some ways the best.  Far more polite and kind then the previous generations, he was a pleasure to deal with.  Far more lascivious and malicious in his personnel life, he was by far the worst.  What was going on in the back of my limo I did not want to know?

Drugs, sex, and unscrupulous business practices were all part of the game with this man.  He lived hard and played even harder.  If anyone had a bull’s-eye for hell imprinted on his soul this was the man.  There was nothing he wouldn’t do to win.
My wife asked me to quit on a daily basis.  She wanted me to move on, but the fourth would not allow it.  You see a while back I had borrowed some money from him to get started on my house, and I had not paid it back yet.  No he was not gouging me for mafia like interest, but he was not allowing me to take on a mortgage either.  A weekly stipend went towards the principle, and I had at least two more years of indentured servitude before it was paid off.  With two girls in college it was not like I could just kick into the savings and pay him off.  Stuck between a rock and hard place, I was forced to deal with his twisted indiscretions.
The noises coming from the back made my stomach twirl.  I could swear I heard something battery powered turn on, and my seat was vibrating uncomfortably.  John Furst was a sick man.

Luckily my humiliation was over quickly as was their encounter.  Twenty minutes later he dropped her back off at the party again, and I assumed we were on our way home.

“Paul I need you to get me all of the information you can on a Rachel Silberstein.  Please have it ready before we go to the office.  Wow it’s late.  Never mind, get a couple of hours sleep and then get back to me on that.”  See what I mean about him.  His father would have kept me up until it was done, but then again we would have been home at midnight and it would have been a business request.  Somehow I had become this youngster’s social coordinator and personal assistant as well.
As he stepped from the vehicle I sighed deeply.  My wife Judy would be pissed at me again for getting home so late.  There was a tap at the window.

“Hey in case I forgot to tell you.  Thanks for all your help lately.  It makes my life a lot easier.”  With one hand he patted me on the shoulder with the other one he stuffed several hundred dollars in my shirt pocket.  

“Thank you sir, it is a pleasure working for you.”  

“Yeah right Paul I can only imagine.”  With a wink, he disappeared into his palatial estate, and zipped up the fly on his chinos.  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“You have a lot of nerve climbing into this bed with me at this time of morning.”  My husband was a putz.  Yes he was big loveable sweetheart of a putz, but a putz none the less.  Why he put up with likes of John Furst the third I will never know.  He called it loyalty, I called it golden retriever loyalty.  Either way he kept threatening to leave there but never would.

“I’m sorry honey, he had a previous engagement that ran long.”  All I heard as he spoke was the prick was getting drunk and laid, and I had to drive him around.

“Well I have to go to work.”  Leaning over to kiss the big lug, I shook my head disappointedly.   Why did he put himself through this? He was nearly sixty and this was too much for a teenager.
“I will call you from the office.”  Kissing him one more time I made my way for the shower.  The sun was up and it was my turn to bring home the bacon.

Taking the Tri-rail in South Florida was a unique experience.  Unlike my native Manhattan, most South Floridians do not care to indulge in public transportation.  This is the main reason why in season I95 was the world’s biggest parking lot.  I hated driving that route.  Therefore when it came time to find a job I looked for an office on the train tracks.  Gargantuan Investments fit the bill.  The international investment house was not a bad place to work.  Working as the executive assistant to the sales staff I kept quite busy.

Getting on the double-decker train on this particular morning I was surprised how unusually packed it was.  For the first time all summer I actually had a share a seat with someone.  Luckily I knew the person.

“Lola how are you doing this morning?”  One of the other assistants Lola Martinez was by far the most pleasant person in the office.  Of course we never really talked that much though because she spoke maybe twenty words of English.  She was part of the Latin America branch.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Good to meet you again.”  What was this woman’s name?  Oh this was embarrassing.  She always said hello to me and I could not even remember her name.
Like most of the people in that office none of them assumed I could speak English.  The truth was my job did not require me to.  All six of the sales people on my team were spoke Spanish as their primary language.  All of the clients I spoke to in South America either spoke Spanish or Portuguese.  Why would I need to speak English in this kind of environment?  Plus I lived in Hialeah which was affectionately nicknamed Little Havana.  English was superfluous to my life.  Nearly ever place in South Florida had at least on bilingual person in the office.

We former South Americans were not forced to learn the language so why would we?  The answer is simple enough; my daughter.  Being a conscientious mother I find it essential for my daughter to go to American public school.  Consequently she would have to learn English. If she was going to learn it, then so should I.
“Judy, how is your morning going so far?”  Thank God I remembered her name just in time.  It always amazed me that people still treated those who did not speak English like idiots.  Speaking slower and with smaller words they assumed people would just get it.
Personally I played along, and learned the most interesting gossip in our office by playing the part.  Our office manager was having a homosexual affair with a sixteen year old boy.  His wife was sleeping with the mail man.  Two of the married sales women were sleeping with two of the married salesman.  It was a regular soap opera.

“How do you like South Florida?”  Each word was slow and loud, I acted as though I didn’t get a word of it.  

The train stopped about a block and half from the office.  Most of the lazy people waited for a bus.  I walked as long as the weather was nice.  Today was gorgeous.

It was one of those South Florida mornings before the overwhelming heat and humidity kicked in.  There were a half dozen nearly transparent wispy clouds just barely reflecting the power of the sun.  Even as cars voiced their displeasure and people stuck in lockdown traffic cursed one another I smiled at my good fortune.  I loved Miami.  I loved America.  Yes Chile was amazing too in its own right, but I would never have had the opportunities that I have here.  After the death of my husband my father would have had my remarried and pregnant.  Here I had none of those pressures.  Here no one pressured me to be anything but myself.
Unfortunately I had arrived at the twenty story Bank of America building, and the daily grind had begun.  It would have been nice to sit outside a little longer and appreciate nature, but there was no time.  There was never enough time.
“Hello Lola how are things?”  Polly Phillips was one of the few people in the office intelligent enough to know that I spoke English.
“You know the usual.  Isn’t it just the most glorious day?”  As Judy walked by I waved at her again, and she not so discreetly whispered to one of her friends.

“She doesn’t speak a word of English.  I tried talking to her on the train today.  How does one live in this country for as long as she has and not speak English?”  Polly turned towards them and growled.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Why don’t you worry about yourselves instead?  I want that report on my desk in twenty minutes Judy.  You know the one I asked for last Friday?”  I hated the way people in our office acted.  Everyone trying to be prove they were more superior to everyone else.  Plus the whole gossip thing was getting really out of control.  What were we a bunch of teenagers
“So what do you hear on the South American Steel merger?”  One of my greatest sources of investment information for Latin America was Lola Martinez.  Having been the top sales person last month, no one was willing to help me with anything these days.  There was no cooperation between the divisions.  Europe did not speak to America.  Latin America hated Asia.  Don’t even get me started on Africa, they didn’t even like each other.  It was so childish.  If we all worked together everyone would get rich.

“It’s going to be huge; five to six times the trading price plus a split.  Get your people in early this morning.”  The sales staff for Latin America was made up entirely of men and they threw their machismo around like it was currency.  They assumed incorrectly that either Lola did not understand them or just didn’t get what they were talking about. They were wrong on both accounts
“Great I will let you enjoy the splendor of the morning for a few more minutes.  Have a great day!”  Everything seemed to be going well.  I was going to make my clients a freaking fortune, and then my cell phone rang.

“Polly Phillips?  This is the director at the Miami Dade rehab facility.  Your mother has escaped on us again.  They had an outing to a local hospital to try and show…”

“Skip the details.  Where and when did she get away?”  Shit this was going to ruin my whole day.  Mom was probably heading home first.  When she got there and found all of her supplies missing, she more than likely would go to Dmitri to get more.

“About an hour ago right near Mount Sinai hospital.”  Before the director could apologize or say another word, I hung up on him.  Gregory Fagan happened to be the lucky colleague passing by.
“How would you like to make my day and your month?”  I agreed to split my commissions for the day, if he would work with my clients as well as his, and I tipped him off on South American steel.  In the end he was the one thanking me.

As usual calls to my sister’s cell phone went unanswered.  Why she even bothered to have a cell phone I will never know?  Racing through traffic like a madwoman I came screeching into my mother’s parking lot.  When I got to the front door, it was wide open.  All of the cabinets were ripped apart and several of her belongings were scattered across the floor.  If I had not been made aware of her disappearance I would have feared that someone had broken in and trashed the place.  Unfortunately I knew better.
Just as I was wondering how he hell do I find Dmitri my phone rang.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Sorry I didn’t hear my phone.”  Sam and I had only been in bed about forty five minutes when it rang.  Polly knew better than to call me this early in morning unless it was an emergency so I figured that I should call back.

“Your crazy mother broke out again.  She trashed her apartment and is out looking for a fix.” This did not surprise me in the least.  Hearing her accuse me as though it was my fault was not unexpected either.  Her next question though me for a loop.

“Where can I find Dmitri?”  Serious in her tone, I knew better than to let her go after him like that.  She pissed me off sometimes but I didn’t want Polly disappearing in one of the various canals in South Florida.  Every once in a while I would see news stories of cars found during routine dredging.  Inside they discovered the bodies of three nameless Russian nationals.  It had become rather routine these days.

“Let me handle Demetrius you should go back to work.”  I knew right where to find the man.

“Bullshit!  Tell me where he is!”  Purdy was cursing, she really was upset.  

“I’m going Polly.  I will let you know when I find mom.  Until then try to calm down please.”  Trying not to disturb Sam anymore than I already had, I kissed his forehead and slid my tired ass out of bed.  Looking at the clock it was just after nine thirty in the morning.  I got home at seven fifteen.  Ouch this lifestyle was going to kill me.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“What are you thinking about calling me this early in the morning?”  Without even looking at the caller ID, I could not believe anyone would dare to disturb me before noon.  

“I need your help.”  Right away I recognized the voice, and shook out the cobwebs.  Separating myself from beer commercial twins, I slid into the bathroom.
“What’s wrong?”  As she explained the situation to me, I tried to imagine where her mom would be headed.  Where had we met in the past?  When it hit me, I nearly cursed in Russian.  

If she went to the club my brothers would be there.  They would give her what she wanted, and then Purdy would blame me.
“Okay okay let me get back to you in about an hour.  Meet me at the fifth street club in about an hour and a half.”  This was the last thing I wanted to be doing on a Monday morning.  Really I had hoped to wake up in another four or five hours, and try to repeat my performance.  Thinking about it did little to get me motivated to leave.

“Purdy Phillips needs your help.”
Twenty minutes later I screeched the BMW into the parking lot.  Of course my father and Yuri were there already.  Whipping open the front door, I realized my fears were correct.  Sunday Phillips was talking to my dad.  Damn it I hate being right all the time.  
“Sunday it is a pleasure.  Father would you mind if I conduct this little transaction please.”  It was too late though, he had already handed her a breakfast sandwich.  This meant he had already given her the package because that was how we wrapped it when people came directly to us.

“Dmitri you are up awfully early this morning?  If you are trying to impress me with your diligence, I would say you have done it.”  Kissing Sunday on both her cheeks, he looked particularly peeked this morning.  Soon after he finished with her, he kissed me in the same manner.  This Russian custom did not go over well here in America, but he didn’t seem to care.  He hated everything about South Florida except the weather and the overflowing riches.  If he could have stayed in Minsk he probably never would have left.

“You know I have been so busy lately.”  Staring at Sunday, I wanted to smack the woman.  Her face was so strikingly similar to her daughters if was scary.  Only it was far too wrinkled and abused for a woman of barely forty five.  Her lifestyle had taken more than a small toll on her.

“Sunday maybe we can chat outside for a few minutes.” Trying my best to be pleasant I did not want to let on to anyone in the club what I was about to do.

“I wish I could Dmitri but I just don’t really have the time…”

“Oh come on you can always find the time for me.”  Grabbing her arm a bit more forcefully than I had intended to I nearly drug her out of the door.

“What the hell do you think you are doing?”  Her eyes instantly went down to the ground, and she pouted her lower lip.  God she looked just like her daughter.

“You have Polly and Purdy worried sick about you.  This shit?  What do need with this shit?”  Picking up the package I chucked it nearly forty yards into oncoming traffic, after removing the baggy of course.
“Do you want to see your grandchildren?  Do you want them to grow up someday without a grandmother?  That is where you are headed with this BULLSHIT in your system.”  One of my father’s friends drove up and I stopped my tirade long enough to greet him.

“Do you realize that Polly gave up all of her savings to get you out of debt?  She wants to buy a house, and because of you she can’t.  All because of you, she is going to have to live in a two bedroom apartment for the rest of her life.”  Her face was so long, and tears were flowing down her cheeks.  Driving into the parking lot in a taxi was Purdy Phillips.  Shit I was too late.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..”I’m sorry.”  I had never been more ashamed of myself.  This had always been fun for me.  Parties were what life was all about.  Having a good time was what I did.  Only it was not just about a good time anymore unless I was obliterated.  I had never realized how much the drugs had taken over.  My personality, my very existence, was no longer my own.  Without drugs I had no idea who I was and had no idea how to feel.

“Don’t apologize to me.  Apologize to her!”  Dmitri did not stick around to talk to Purdy.  Instead he walked back in the club and left me with my daughter.
“What is she doing here?”  Purdy turned back to see Polly come screaming into the parking lot.
“Was I right or was I right?”  Polly charged towards the club but Purdy caught her.
 “Whose fault is it Dimtri’s for selling the shit or Mom for trying to buy it?”  Having caught the tale end of the conversation Purdy knew what Demetrius had done. Purdy knew the chance he had taken.  For once in his life she was actually impressed with the man.
“How dare you…”

“Mom is an adult already.  She should be responsible for herself.”  Staring me down like I was the child, Purdy shook her head.

“If you want to help, put her in your car, and drive her back to hospital.”  There is a time in every mom’s life when she realizes that her child has grown up.  In Polly’s case she was about twelve when I knew it.  For Purdy though that moment was upon her.  Always a bit ditsy and never really responsible about anything to hear her speak today I knew it.  She was no longer a little girl.

“Hello I’m right here you two.  Quit talking about me like I am passed out in the corner of the room.” They had a lot of practice. Mostly I brought in on myself.  Stoned or drunk all the time I was seldom in any condition to hold a conversation, so they were always talking about me in the third person, even when I was standing right there.
“If you could drop me off at the hospital Polly I would greatly appreciate it.  Purdy go back home and get some sleep.  This will be my last escape attempt. Girl scout’s honor!.”  No one had every talked to me like Dmitri had.  No one had ever pointed out how much of a disappointment I was to my children.  It was no longer about fun, it was about doing what was right.  Forty plus years it took me to figure this out.  Some of us are just slow learners I guess.

“Ridiculous.  This whole family is nuts.”  Getting back in her BMW Polly slammed her door and I could hear her screaming at no one in particular.
“Thank you and I am sorry that I embarrass you.”  Just saying it caused me to choke up and tears started flowing again.  

“We love you mom.”  Holding me close to her chest Purdy fought back a fit of crying of her own.

“Go on get back to your hotel.”  Wiping the couple of tears that managed to escape away from her face, she patted me on the butt and pushed me towards the car.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

It had been a long time since I had been to this club.  Demetrius had invited me here for one of his God daughter’s confirmation parties or something like that.  Even though he knew my profession his father was convinced that I was a good influence for his son.  He liked the idea of the two of us together.  Mostly because he had seen how his son reacted to me.
“The whole family is here today.”  Much like my mother and I, he and his father were nearly identical to each other.  Take off twenty five years and you would not have been able to distinguish which was which.

“Long time no see papa.”  That was what he asked me to call him.  If you met him in the street or anywhere other than here you would never know his chosen profession.  He was such a sweet old man, I could never picture him for what he was.  His hair was still naturally dark black and his eyes still powerful steely gray.  What a force this man had in his grip too as he hugged me?  With each one of his half dozen kisses I felt more and more comfortable.  

“How is my long lost daughter doing?”  Looking towards his son and then me, he tried to spark a fire that had no kindling.  It was useless but he didn’t care.  Demetrius tried not to acknowledge that I was there.  He had just broken the first rule of his business.  He had put me before his family and I could tell it was killing him.
“I need to talk to you.  It is important.  Can we sit down for a minute or two?”  This is what I should have done in the first place when I found out my mother had been coming to him.

“Of course, you boys disappear for a while.  Get some work done already it is almost noon.”  He exaggerated as usual and pushed them out the door.

“If it is okay I would like Demetrius to stick around?”  

“What has he done?”  A nasty glance towards the boy nearly tore him in half.  His eyes held that much power.  Tilting my head to the side I returned him to his gentle nature.

“Of course he can stay.”  I needed to muster the courage and the intelligence to have this conversation.  One word taken out of context or displayed with the wrong emotion could turn this into an inescapable situation with dire consequences.
“Why do you look so nervous honey?  You can say anything to me.”  Despite his reassurance, I felt anything except comfortable as I mustered up the courage to speak.
“My mother has a problem.  Currently she is enrolled in hospital program to assist her with her problem.  During this very critical time and going forward in her life we need to try and help her.  Given the unique nature of her problem I am asking you for a favor.  I am aware that I have no right to ask you this favor so please understand I am doing it with the utmost respect…”

“Purdy I am an old man and getting older by the minute.”  Short with his response he could tell I was very uncomfortable discussing this with him.

“Please don’t sell me mother any more sandwiches.”  Leaning over close to him in case there were microphones nearby, I did not want to get anyone in trouble. I had seen too many mob movies.
“So let me get this straight your mother has a health condition, and our food is a danger to that problem.  Although she should know better on her own than to come in here and ask us for these sandwiches and she is an adult, you are asking me not to sell any of them to her?”  When he said it like this I felt stupid for even asking the question.  Who was I to tell him he could not sell something to someone who asked him for it?  She was an adult he was right.

“Well basically yes.”  Demetrius did not look up at either of us, even as his father turned to look at him.

“This is really against my whole belief system as a capitalist young lady.”  Glaring menacingly at his son, he appeared ready to kill the boy.  Demetrius knew about her problem and did not tell him, and that was grounds for ire.

“I understand that sir, and that is why I am asking you… No begging you to do this favor for me.”  My sense of desperation and good nature was breaking him down.
“You understand that she can go somewhere else to buy her food, and I will not be able to stop her.”  Anyone listening to this conversation would be laughing their ass off.  It was all too obvious what we were really talking about.  

“I can’t ask you to stop the rest of the world papa, but you could do me a great service by doing this for her.”  As I called him papa he closed his eyes, and nodded slowly.

“Okay no one of my employ will sell anything to your mother that could possibly endanger her health.  Demetrius will make sure of it, yes?”  His son nodded and then the old man clapped.

“Let’s have some food shall we?”  The door opened and everyone came walking back inside.  Motioning to his cook, he spoke several words in Russian.

Within twenty minutes we were drinking and eating a most magnificent feast.  I felt like it was some sort of celebration the way we went about it.  Not once did Demetrius even look at me.  I was not sure if he was angry at me for the request or ashamed because my mother had come here or he was still upset about last night. Whatever the reason, he would not even turn to glance at me even when I spoke.

“Nostrovia!”  Leading them in another round of cheers, we downed shots of Russian Vodka, and sang.  My Russian was more than a bit rusty, but I tried my best.

It was just after two o’clock in the afternoon when Papa ordered everyone back to work.  With a couple of kisses he whispered in my ear.
“He’s not a bad boy you know.”  Patting me gently on the bottom like most fathers would, he pushed me towards Demetrius with a wink.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Thanks for the party.  We really needed this on a Monday morning.”  With each inch or two that she moved closer to me, my heart pounded another decibel louder.  
“I’m sorry about last night.  What you did this morning for my mom that was really nice?”  Resting her head on my chest I could not think. My hand trembled as I reached up and stroked her hair slowly.

Right there I remembered that first day that I met her.  Instead of recalling the moment with fondness or excitement I remembered the aftermath.  As a result of that night a man lost his life, and I was directly responsible for it.  It was the first time, and sadly not the last time.  Most Americans believe that people in my position relish violence and aggression, while this is true of some, it is not of me.  Much like my father who loathed violence, I would much rather be live a life of peace.
“We only hurt those who would hurt us.  Remember that Demetrius.  That is why I put you in charge because I know you will remember that.”  Yuri resented the fact that our father gave me his blessing.  After all he was the eldest son that should have been his job.  Despite the age difference, my father never really trusted him.  Yuri assumed physical intimidation was the only way to create the fear needed to accomplish our goal.  My youngest brother Peter while much kinder, also felt the same way.  As the middle child I was given the great honor or running our South Florida operations.
“People respect me for my honesty and they fear me for my cruelty.  If you are respected enough Demetrius you will never need to be cruel.  As I get older I realize this more and more.”  I can still remember the first time I heard these words outside the funeral home.  We had just buried my mother. One of the other bosses had attempted to remove my father from power with a bomb in his Mercedes.  Mom decided to borrow his car.  Even thinking about it made my insides feel hollow.  

“Are you okay?”  Looking up at me with those sweet blue eyes, I could barely contain myself.  What could I do to deserve the benevolence of a woman like Purdy Phillips?

“You’re welcome.”  Continuing to stroke her hair, I tried to shake the image of my mother from my mind.

“Thank you.”  Kissing the underside of my chin, she smiled and I melted into oblivion.  

“I have to get to work.  Perhaps I will see you there?”  Oh how I would like to have said yes.

“Probably not tonight but I will be there soon enough.”  Helping her to the door, I motioned for one of drivers to pick her up.  

“I can take a taxi…”

“Nonsense Gregori will take you wherever you need to go.”  Without warning she leaned forward and kissed me softly on the lips.  I froze in place. This was most certainly a first.  I could swear I felt her tongue caress my bottom lip.  Burning to kiss her back, I managed to control my fire.

“I owe you one.”  Jumping inside she vanished into the afternoon traffic.

“You owe me nothing.”  After she had left I wiped me lips and responded.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“What made me kiss him?”  The young lady was banging her head on the divider.  

“Are you okay, miss?”  They call me Gregori, Gregori Yuvanov.  I am the driver for the Polonov family.  My father was their driver and his father.  It is a family business.

We were trusted for our tight lips and quick reactions.  Our association with the family cost my grandfather his life back in Minsk.  Russian special forces shot him to death in an attempt to get Yuri Sr.  When he managed to escape the assassination attempt he collected my father and I and brought us with his family to America.

“You are like my family.  As such you come with me.”  This was the way the Polonov’s treated us, as though I was his own son.

“I’m fine, I just did something stupid that’s all.”  Far more attractive than any of the normal bimbos Demetrius spent time with; Purdy exuded a subtle innocence.  Don’t get me wrong he had models and actresses in his harem of acquaintances, but none of them were as natural as this one.  Face of an angel, body or a goddess, she made me want to be fifteen years younger.

“Far be it for me to intrude but somehow with an angel’s face like yours; I think you should smile.”  To say I had a way with the women was not really true.  What I had was the ability to read people.  Like taxi cousins, limo drivers could be quite observant.  With one ten second glance into the rearview mirror, I could write a book.

“It hasn’t really been a morning for smiling.  Thank you for your concern though I appreciate it.”  Ah yes, she was as sweet as she appeared.  No wonder Demetrius was chasing behind the limo like a Chihuahua after the milkman.

“In my experience I find that even a cursorily grin warms the soul.  Just grin and bear it my father used to say.”  Her eyes lit up a bit and millimeter by painful millimeter the corners of her mouth raised.

“Ah there it is.  Where can I take you?”  

“Club Chere.”  I certainly knew the place well enough.  At least once I week I dropped the middle Polonov child there, and now I knew why.

“Have you ever wondered what makes us the people that we are?”  That was an awfully serious question for a limo driver, she might as well have asked me what the meaning of life is.
“I mean what is the meaning of this life we lead.  That thought cooks my brain day in and day out.  Nothing I do ever seems to melt together into any kind of cohesive strategy.  Do you have a cohesive strategy for survival Gregori?”  The young lady rambled on not giving me the slightest chance to answer her first few questions.

“Here I am mid twenties working as a dancer in a club when I could be traveling Europe.  Perhaps I could be married with children and white house with a picket fence.  Shoot I could be a crack whore in 22nd selling my soul for a ten dollar fix.  How is it that I ended up here?”  Taking a deep breath, she finally stopped talking long enough for me to say something.

“We’re here Miss.”  That was all I would get to say, as she slipped out the back door and waved.

“Thanks again Gregori you were a big help.”  Strangely enough, she seemed sincere with her remark.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

It is a rare moment when I am on time to work.  It is rarer still when I am early.  Mama Chere actually reached for her chest as she looked down at her watch.

“My goodness the belle of the ball is on time.  In fact she is early.  Let’s everyone put their hands together for this momentous occasion.”  Several of the servers and security personnel did just that.  Rather than explain my ghastly day to them, I merely bowed and headed into the back.

“You have been like totally unreachable for two days.”  Gillian had a glow about her and I knew what that meant.  Things were going well with her new boyfriend.  

“You know me, always busy with something or other.”  Rolling her eyes, she nearly asked how my mom and Sam were doing, but turned to her own life instead.

“Thanks for covering me yesterday.  I have had the most wonderful two days imaginable.  Ronnie is such a sweetheart.  I owe you big time.”  For once Mama had thought out her costumes ahead of time.  This evening I was the biker chick which I did quite well, I must say.  Gillian had Little Bo Peep, again a wonderful fit.
“I am ecstatic for both of you.  Maybe I should quit this game and become a matchmaker.”  Dottie walked by and scoffed at the idea.

“Hey don’t knock it until you try it.  I could set you up…”

“I get my own men you little brown nosing trollop.”  Scratching at the inside of my eye with my middle finger, I gave her an impossible suggestion.

“Don’t listen to her I think you would be wonderful in that position.”  It did not take long for Gillian and I to be right back in the same pea pod.  The past few days had been hard on everyone, but we were friends again.  One less problem for me to think about was a good thing,

Sliding in the front door was a surprise guest.  Rachel waved enthusiastically and walked towards me.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“I have had the most fucked up day you can ever imagine.  Let me tell you about it.”  Armed with a few dozen one dollar bills, I slipped into one of the bar stools and related my tale.

“So I go to my house not sure exactly what to expect.  When I get there it looks perfectly normal, my car is still in the driveway and there are no signs of the police.  Only when I go to put my key in the door, well you can imagine.”  Slamming back a shot of tequila, I pointed right back to the glass again.

“Wedged in the door is a business card of some lawyer in downtown Miami.  Written on the back is a note saying, if you want your things go to see him. Of course I am freaking out at this point.  Assuming my father has trashed all of my things, I jump on a bus to downtown. Yeah I know me on a bus, I nearly passed out from the stench.”  I killed the second shot, and then drew my hand across my throat.  Two shots would keep me going three shots would be a bad idea.

“So I show up at this fancy office and the receptionist says he has been waiting for me for like days.  I get into his office and he has a dozen huge wardrobe boxes lined up next to him.  Here’s where it gets bizarre.”  For each few sentences I am speaking I would drop a George Washington in her garter.  It was kind of peculiar that I did not even blink at this idea.  A week ago if you had told me I would putting one dollar bills in the garter of a female stripper I would have fainted from distain.
“Miss Rachel Silberstein I assume, my name is Curtis Waters.  Your father has hired me to represent him.  As of this moment, he is severing his financial relationship with you.  The house at 2930 Ocean Drive will no longer available to you.  Plus the BMW 325I with license plate number…”
“Why don’t you get to the point Curtis?  Why am I here?”  Already confused and to be honest a bit scared I was not in the mood to be lectured about what was getting taken away from me.

“Basically everything you have had in the past will be taken away.  You will no longer be entitled to any financial compensation from your father.  If you sign this piece of paper, you will be given these boxes of clothing and food plus the close to twelve thousand dollars in cash we recovered from your father’s house.  If you don’t sign this paper you get nothing.  As everything you have is owned by your father and we have all the credit card receipts and cash advance vouchers for these items which are also in your father’s name I would suggest you sign it.”  As crass and brash as this man was, he was neither an asshole nor was he malevolent.  Curtis simply stated the truth and tried to eliminate all prejudice from his speech.
“Being the daughter of a lawyer you can imagine my skepticism at signing anything.”  Normally this is right about the time I would have lost it and began cursing relentlessly.  The size of his penis and his sexual orientation would have been only the beginning of my retort. Today was different, and I remained surprisingly calm.

“It states that your father will no longer fund your lifestyle.  You are on your own.  This does not have anything to do with his last will and testament which still includes you in it as the primary beneficiary if he and your mother should pass away.”  It was not normal I know, but I found myself checking out the lawyer.  Barely in his forties, the man was quite attractive.  There was no wedding ring on his finger.  Salt and pepper hair and a deep George Hamilton tan mixed well with his light colored linen suit.  

“Do you understand everything I have explained to you?”  Snapping his fingers he tried to reacquire my attention.

“Of course I might be a spoiled bitch but I am a well educated one.”  For a brief moment, the corners of his mouth turned up and he became less like a lawyer and more like a human being.

“It’s a good deal take it while you have it.  Use that sharp wit of yours to make something out of your life.  Something tells me you will do just fine without dad.”  We shared a brief moment, and he handed me a pen.

“This conversation is being taped I assume.”  Pointing to a camera up in the corner of the room, he nodded and then waiting patiently.

“If you talk to him tell him I am sorry.  When he says for what tell him because I couldn’t save him.  He’ll know what I meant.”  Just as I finished recalling my story both Purdy and Gillian stopped dancing and were standing right in front of me.  Several of the servers and patrons had listened in on my tale as well.
“That is a really dreadful morning.”  My waitress was the first to speak and a couple of them nodded in succession.

“What are you going to do?”  A quick look from Mama got everyone back to work, and I started stuffing dollar bills in every direction.

“I estimated that my wardrobe is worth about fifty or sixty grand at least.  With some help from your sister of all people I opened an Ebay account and began cataloging my clothes on video.  In the first two hours I received close to ten grand in bids.  Maybe Curtis was right, I can do just fine without my father.”  Her smirk brightened up the entire club.  Holding up her finger for me to wait in minute, Purdy danced her way around to the bar to a group of three men who had been waiting not so patiently for her.  As her leather outfit peeled away piece by piece, I took the time to really look at Purdy Phillips.  Damn was she hot?  Not an ounce of out of place fat or cellulite and the perkiest size C’s I had ever seen.  If I were a guy or a lesbian I would do her.

For the better part of two hours I conversed with the wait staff and several of dancers.  Most of them wanted to know what type of clothes I had available and where they could be found.  Checking the blackberry I had just purchased a couple of hours earlier I watched the bids pile up.

Sam was starting another job on the beach in two days, but until then he had purchased an immense assortment of mailing boxes and we were packing up the items which had closed already.  Without Sam and Polly’s assistance I don’t know how I could have done it.  

Polly getting involved was a total accident.  She showed up at Sam’s looking for her sister.  Looking at all my clothes she had been the one to make the suggestion.

“Why don’t you just auction them off on Ebay?”  Sam and I turned to one another and nodded in agreement.  What did I need with all this stuff?  The only reason I spent so much on clothes was because I could.  It wasn’t my money, and I was trying to get back at dad.  Personally I preferred consignment shops and old boutiques for shopping anyway.  Designer material never really fit me correctly.
“Here take my computer.  Set yourself up an account on Ebay to sell, its quite easy.”  Leaving her laptop with me Polly went back to work and I went crazy.  Using Sam’s camera and his surprisingly vast knowledge about web browsers we catalogued everything in world record time.
“I have the early shift why don’t we get out of here in a bit and I’ll give you hand at home.”  Have I told you lately that I really love Purdy?  She is a sweetheart I tell you, an absolute gem of a girl.

It was after midnight when we charged happily out of the Club.  Two blocks away was the Playwright Irish Pub, where we stopped briefly for a bite to eat.  Had we known where it was leading, I can guarantee you we would have ordered in.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Look what we have here, it’s my favorite exotic dancer.  Give me some sugar.”  Colin Coor is my name, and pubs are my game.  I own four of them in South Florida and twelve across the United States.
My baby is the Playwright.  In the old tradition everything from floor to ceiling is hardwood.  We have the two required elements of any good pub, real Irish wait staff and European sports television.  Our beer and whiskeys are fresh and flow constantly pure.  Our entertainment is excellent from live bands to special events we corner the market on this section of Washington Ave.  

Late night we grab the in the biz crowd with drink specials.  Plus don’t even get me started about our St. Paddy’s day parties.  The entire block is ours and the party is three days long.  Last year I flew in dancers from Cork.  Yes we do it up.  Even in South Beach, the pretty people need a pub to go along with their club.  I provide them the best of both worlds.

“I’m afraid Colin I have no sugar to give.  How about a kiss instead?”  Oh Purdy Phillips you are gorgeous from head to toe and everything in between.
“Where’s the crazy Italian?”  It had been a few days since Sam passed out on my bar.

“He’s riding the wagon.”  My sense of shock did not surprise her.

“How long has that been going on?”  

“It’s been a couple of days already.”  

“Tell him I hope is doing well, and next time he comes in I will have a nice glass of coke waiting for him.”  Peculiarly enough this was also the hangout for many former drinkers.   For some unexplainable reason they still liked the smell of a bar.  Who could understand that?

“Who is your friend?”  Attractive in a separate way, she could annihilate me with a single word.  An attitude of immense proportions oozed from her pores.

“Rachel it is pleasure.  Can you set us up with a couple of rounds? It has been one of those days.”  Before she could finish speaking one of my Irish waiters dropped a couple of frozen glasses filled with amber liquid on the bar before them.

“Ask and you shall receive.  If you need anything I am always at your beckon call.”  Rubbing Purdy’s hair playfully I scooted to the back office.

A bunch of us fell into Club Chere about a year ago.  Despite terrible stories we were actually impressed with not only the girls but the place as well.  Apparently the previous owner had not done the establishment justice.  Half way through the all nude review, the lights dimmed, and out came Purdy Phillips in what can best be described as a cat woman suit.  We were all hooked from that point forward.  Ever since then at least once a week she visited us just to say hi.  Not much of a drinker she spent more money on food then anything else.  Our Guinness stew was her favorite.
Fashioned after my bar of the same name in Boston and another in Dublin Ireland the Playwright stood out against the Art Deco camouflage of South Beach.  For the first two years we were constantly struggling to pay our outrageous rent.  Just when it seemed my grandest venture yet would fail; we caught on with the local population.

It’s amazing in tourist town how strong a local contingent can make or break a bar/restaurant.  They saved me, and I took care of them as a result.  No one in the business or on the block for that matter ever paid full price here. 
What is an Irishman doing in South Beach?  Good question!

There was just something about the place that fascinated me.  From the first time I crossed the bridge at 195 and slipped onto Alton Ave I was hooked.  Even before my first experience playing on Deco Drive, or the exposed breasts of the beach, I knew I had to have a bar here.

“Collin you want to go slumming with us for a while?” Although Miami Beach was a safe place as American goes these days, it was best to travel with a man after a certain time and night, and these girls knew that.  They came to me as a chaperone, and I had no problem with that.
“Stay here and cook the books or go out slumming with a couple of hot babes.  Hmmm let me think about that for …” Two minutes later we were wandering.

To the observant eye there were various distinguishable sections to Ocean Drive.  Most of the South Beach skyline that you see in the all the movies starts right around second street and continues up to fourteenth.  Even inside this twelve block area there are various sects.
“What exactly is Art Deco?  I mean I hear the word used all the time, by  I can recognize the theme but where did it come from?”  To some of the long time South Beach crew this might sound like a dumb question, however I have found that very few of them would actually have a good answer.  They claimed to know all about the movement and yet, they had no idea what it was either.
“During the roaring twenties investors were looking for places to spend their money.  Vacation destinations like Miami were chief in their choices.  Architects of the time lined up to meet their demanding requests.  Combining a simplistic geometric style of straight clean lines with bright vibrant pastel colors, neon signs, and stucco they developed Art Deco.  Take my favorite hotel over here the Colony as an example.  Built in 1939 its bright blue three sided neon placard and stripes make it one of the most photographed hotels in the world.  Look closely at the simple clean lines running north to south and east to west.  It reminds you a bit of cubism painting.  Notice how the stucco façade painted pale blue melts into the walls.  If you want so see some more follow me into the lobby.”  Both Rachel and I were shocked by this display.  Of all her wonderful attributes, intelligence would not necessarily be one you would associate with Purdy Phillips.  To hear her speaking so knowledgably and with such eloquence shocked us both.
“See the smooth textures of the walls and clean straight lines.  These days you have a balance between modernism and Art Deco. Outside and in the lobby you feel like you are back in the twenties and thirties.   It was supposed to feel like machines in motion to the music of jazz.  You can almost imagine the cast of Chicago dancing through the halls like flappers on acid.  Then you mix that with modernistic interpretation.  I just love the way the hotels bring it all together.”  Taking us back outside towards the strip she dodged dozens of people to show us some more.
“The Clevelander with its high arching façade and brilliant golden rod color is one of my favorites.  Then there’s the Essex with its rounded railings which always remind me of a cruise ship.  Sometimes when my life really seems to FUCKING SUCK THE BIG ONE, I walk around town and appreciate my surroundings.”  In the two years I had known her, I had never heard anything like this from Purdy.  What had gotten into her? Just when it seemed aliens had taken over my friend, she stopped her rant, and grinned impishly.
“Anybody here feel like causing some trouble?”  Right away I knew this was going to be a really long night.  Usually her idea of trouble involved some outrageous stunt ending shortly thereafter in incarceration.

“Let me call me wife and tell her I am not coming home tonight.  While I’m at it, I will tell her to get the bail money ready.”  Once every few months Polly turned it up a notch, from the glow in her eyes tonight she was going to turn it up to eleven if we let her.  …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Hello this is Sam.”  For the first time in close to five years I was in bed and asleep before one thirty in the morning.  Staring at the keypad there was no caller ID.  Looking out my bedroom door I noticed that Rachel was not on the couch.  Gulping loudly, assumed right away what this call was about.
“Could you come bail us out of jail please?”  

“Which one are you in?”

“The one off of fourteenth street.”

“Yeah give me a few minutes to get situated here.”  It was a common occurrence for me to have to bail Purdy out of jail.  In fact I had the paperwork for my condo in a lock box below my bed for this exact reason.  My constant fear was that one of these days she was going to run away on me and I would be screwed.  
“Don’t you want to know what we are in for?”  Rachel sounded flabbergasted by my calm reaction.

“No not really; hang tight I’ll be there soon.”

How she managed to get into so much trouble constantly amazed me?  Most of it involved public nudity which personally I really didn’t have a problem with.  Sorry to say, I didn’t make the laws.

My first sign that this was not one of Purdy’s normal spastic antics came when I spotted the reporters. There were at least three full television news crews by the doors to the police station.  Suddenly my little two hundred and eighty thousand dollar condo seemed like it would not be nearly enough.
 “She really got herself into it this time.”  Brian “Bubba” Balder was a bounty hunter/bail bondsman, and he was not a man to be screwed with.

“How much do I need to get her out?”  For some reason even with all the cameras and the electric energy going through the station, I had no interest in knowing what she did.

“You’ll need a lot more than your puny two bedroom one bathroom is worth.  This time that chick is going to jail.” To hear him speak, I knew there was trouble.  Bubba, much the same as everyone else, loved Purdy.  Every time he would take my paperwork then he would laugh and send me to the jail to pick her up.  Not tonight though, he wouldn’t even look at the deed.

“Judge posted it at half a million for each of them.  I guess he wants her in there for the night.  In my opinion he’ll probably back it down tomorrow at the hearing.  She shouldn’t play chicken with Judge Sergeant like that.”  Cackling hysterically I was sure I had missed the punch line to a joke.  

“Frank Perdue is turning over in his grave.”  Continuing for nearly thirty seconds Bubba was amusing himself to no end.
“You really didn’t hear what they pulled off did you?”  Holding up my hand before he could continue, I shook my head defiantly.

“Don’t bother I don’t want to know.”  Walking in the front door to the station a roar of applause went up.  They all knew me, and they were well aware of my connection here.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Can you believe what those three did?”  Normally I don’t work the night shift.  Having a family and tenure I managed to avoid this dead end graveyard shift.  With her high jinks tonight, Purdy had managed to get the entire force called in for duty.

“Am I allowed to see them Jean?”  The look on his face seemed to tell the story.  Sobriety was not coming naturally to him, and this bit of insanity was not helping him any.  

“Sir you can’t smoke in here?”  One of my colleagues approached him.

“Do you want to arrest me for it?” Reaching to light up a cigarette right there in the lobby I grabbed his wrist, and yanked him outside.
“You’ll do them a shit load of good in jail.  No you can not see them today.  Only a lawyer is allowed in there, and last time I checked you weren’t one.”    My boss mentioned that he might not even let them see a lawyer until tomorrow for all the chaos they had caused, but I held back that piece of information.
“Can you get in to see them?”  In thirty seconds there was nothing but a three inch ash at the end of a burning filter.  I had never seen someone smoke that quickly before. Sam was well beyond agitated

“I can’t get them bail tonight she’ll have to sit it out.  Let them know I will see what I can do with my mother and get back tomorrow morning.”  After lighting a second butt he stamped around nervously on the front step.  A video of their crazy antics played in the background and the laughter of the masses could be heard for blocks.

“Rachel’s father bailed her out already.  Bad news though he is calling her home to Long Island. Your buddy from the Playwright bailed himself out putting up the restaurant.  Regarding Purdy, she is stuck here. There is something fowl in air my friend.”  It was my turn to start laughing.  I could not believe this one.  Having read the jacket on Purdy Phillips before, I must say was impressive.  This stunt topped them all.
“Purdy will need a lawyer I will see what I can do for her.”  

“Again don’t worry about it some guy named Curtis something or other has picked up the case already.  Apparently Miss. Silberstein knows him.”  Shrugging his shoulders Sam walked back down between the mass of spot lights and tried to signal a taxi.

“If you need a ride back home that is something I can take care of for you.”  On the drive to his apartment there was nothing said.  For the first time I feared the world might actually be getting the best of Sam.

“I hate feeling Jean.  I never realized how much until I actually had to start doing it.  Being numb to everything is much easier way to deal with life.”  Dropping him off at his front door, he finally spoke.

“Life isn’t supposed to be easy my friend.”  Francis Molinari had spent so much time hiding from reality that when it stared at him from the mirror he was not surprisingly miserable.
“Thanks for the ride.”

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Is it true what they say?”  It was about time he got home, I had been here an hour already.

“I don’t know what they say Polly, and personally I could care less.”  Practically pushing me out of the way, Sam walked inside the door went right to his couch and collapsed.

“Excuse me.”  Picking up his remote I flipped his television on and selected one of the local channels.

“This was the scene from South Beach this evening.  Yes you are seeing it right folks there are close to three thousand chickens strutting down Ocean Drive.  Think that is weird you should see the three hundred hens trying to nest on the dunes.  Not enough excitement for you how about forty cocks pecking through the lobby of the Delano.  Three people were arrested tonight when they caused a stampede of sorts down Deco Drive.  Apparently they went to a staging area for the Purdue Chicken Farm in Homestead.  There they hijacked the tractor trailer and drove it down to South Beach where they released two hundred of the animals.  Authorities and Purdue officials call it an absolute miracle that neither beast nor person was hurt in the chaos that followed or in the recapture of the animals.  Only one creature remains missing. It was last seen crossing the road at the corner of the Lincoln Road mall and Washington Ave…”  Apparently he had seen enough, Sam reached up and clicked off the television.
“What the hell was she thinking?”  My mind was totally blank.  I could only imagine this was how my sister felt all the time.  There was nothing more I could think to say.

“We are talking about Purdy here.  Your assumption that she was thinking at all may be a bit of stretch.”  With a huge yawn, and moan Sam stretched out and closed his eyes.

“You can’t really be thinking of going to sleep can you?”  His gall could not possibly be that transparent.

“Actually I am not thinking about it at all.  If you want to stay, both my bed and sheets are relatively clean for once.  You are welcome to crash here.”  Jesus he really was going to go back to sleep.  How could he do that?

“WE HAVE TO DO SOMETHING!”  Kicking the side of the couch did little except nearly break my toe.  Sam did not even flinch at my outburst.

“Like what Polly go to the police and explain that your sister has been suffering from temporary insanity for the past twenty some odd years of her life.  Something tells me we should probably save that juicy piece of information for the trial.”  Rolling over and covering himself with a blanket, Sam pulled up one of the couch pillows into his stomach.

“Everyone is crazy. The whole fucking world is cuckoo.  My sister is in jail and you ARE JUST GOING TO LIE THERE.”  Ripping the pillow and blanket off of him, I would not have been surprised at all if he attacked me as he fell noisily to the floor.  Only as he landed, he curled back up into a ball.
“Your sister spends a lot of time in jail Polly.  Pardon the expression but it is just the nature of the beast.”  That was all I could take, I lost it and started pummeling his head with the pillow.  Covering himself up he took the beating and did nothing Even As I grabbed his arms and tried to pull him up off the ground, he did not retaliate.
“What would you have me do?”  Finally without warning he popped up to his feet grabbed both my arms and pulled me into his chest.  Our faces were a matter of inches apart.
“Should I bust into the precinct with an Uzi and demand they release her?  Maybe I should tie a chain to her cell bars and bust them out?  Come on Polly lets go get arrested right along with her.”  Seeming to sense that his behavior was frightening me he let up on his grip but he was still staring in my eyes, and his proximity to me remained alarmingly close.
“We can’t just leave them there.”  My heart was beating like a drum, and I was flushed with a strange feeling I had never known before.
“My God how can the two of you look so much a like and be so different.”  As his fingers stroked at the side of my face the rest of my body went to jello.  I literally could not even bring myself to move.

“Go to sleep Polly they will survive a night in jail.  It is not the first time she has been in there, and somehow knowing Purdy as well as I do, I can hypothesize that it will not be the last time either.”  Leading me into the bedroom like a brainwashed slave he took me to the edge of the bed.  There he peeled off my layers of clothing one by one.  Through it all I could not move a finger.  When I was stripped bare, he pulled back the sheets and ushered me into bed.  Tucking me in quite gently, he whispered in my ear.

“Tomorrow morning.  For the moment close your eyes and go to sleep.”  It took less than ten minutes before I slid off into oblivion.

At just after eight o’clock there was a knock at my door.  Startled and confused I sat up quickly.

“There is a hearing for them in twenty minutes.  Get up and get dressed.  Jean is going to get us in to see them after that.”  Strangely I did not even notice that was I uncovered from the waist up.  Suddenly my modesty was no longer an issue around Sam.  Its amazing what five minutes will change.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Your honor while we will admit a serious lack of judgment on my client’s part, the statement of malicious intent is completely unwarranted.  How could she possibly have known that several of cage doors were unlocked?  They had no intention of releasing those animals amongst the population of South Beach.  It was merely a prank gone astray.”  How do I get myself involved in this kind of case you might ask? The day before I am delivering a letter of intent to Rachel Silberstein, the next I am defending her friend for a joy ride gone bad.  From the avadavat I had read, they stole the big rig with the intention of parking it on Ocean Drive and leaving it there.  In a rather unfortunate show of ignorance, one of her passengers depressed several of the unmarked overhead levers releasing the locks on the doors.  Confused and frightened by their new surroundings several of the chickens climbed out into the streets and went haywire.
If not for the safety concerns the little stunt would have done nothing more than cause some laughter amongst the bystanders.  Instead it caused a panic and riotous stampede through the streets.

“We are talking about over four hundred chickens here nearly half of which went flying across the street.  Someone could have been seriously injured.  Whether the intent was malicious or not does not in anyway excuse the behavior of your client.  Yes the fact that she called the Perdue Farm two minutes after leaving there to let them know where they could find the trailer shows her intent.  Yes I can even believe that they did not intend to release the animals.  No matter their intentions, they endangered thousands with their childish and reckless stunt.  My original request for five hundred thousand dollars bail stands, and no I will not dismiss the charges nor will I lessen them.  Your request for both is denied.”  If Rachel Silberstein and Purdy Phillips had not been in this same courtroom three days prior this probably would have been easier.
“We would then request that the other two defendants be released.  They were unwitting coconspirators in this heist.  My client is willing to take full responsibility for her actions.  She masterminded and carried out the plan on her own, only letting them know of her crime after they were already on the road in the eighteen wheeler.”  This was not my idea I can assure you.  Purdy chose to take full responsibility for the whole ordeal.  Refusing to allow her friends to take any of the blame, she agreed that she alone should be held responsible for her actions.
“I will take the matter into consideration after the facts of this case are completely catalogued.  Until that time, I am sticking to my original decision.  This court is dismissed.”  There was no doubt that Purdy had smacked the judge in the face with this latest idiotic caper.  Having warned her just the week before that she was treading on thin ice, she went right back out and did it again.

If my father knew I was getting involved in a case like this he would roll over in his grave.  Without any upside on money and only marginal publicity of a questionable nature, it was a lose lose scenario to explore. As I kept trying to tell my mother, I am not my father.  I do things my own way and for my own reasons.
A young man with a brilliant grin on his face approached Purdy and blew a kiss over the railing.  I could only imagine this was the boyfriend, because she spoke very little about herself during her disposition 

“Sorry about the bail I tried what I could. Hopefully by tomorrow the stink from this media circus will have blown over and he will lighten up a bit.”  One of the bailiffs walked up to me, and whispered in my ear.

“Well I stand corrected, apparently your friend must have posted your bail.  You are released.  When they take you downstairs you can sign yourself out.”  Taking the paperwork from the bailiff, I stopped short on my explanation of the process.  Was I losing my mind or was the name on this bail sheet who I thought it was?  Looking at the young man in the front row I realized quickly he was not the one that paid the bail.  What had I gotten myself into with this one?

“Thanks for all your help I will get you some money today for my defense.”  As Purdy hugged me and kissed my cheek I backed off a bit and looked around the room.  Not seeming to notice my reluctance, she followed the bailiff downstairs.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

While I tried to imagine where Sam had gotten the money to get me out of jail, I checked out my personal possessions.  Okay in hind sight my idea for starting trouble was not such a good idea.  It was part prank and part political statement.  I really don’t like mass chicken farmers.  They use extremely unethical processes for their harvest practices.  I did not have any intentions though of releasing them.  This was not only dangerous for the people but for the chickens themselves.  It would have been heartbreaking if one of them had been run over or killed in some barbaric way by a scared tourist.  
“Oh shit what is he doing here?”  As the realization that Sam had not been the one who bailed me out came to light, the fear of who it was hit me.
“What do you have against Frank Perdue?  I like his chicken cutlets.”  Leaning against the wall with a confident grin on his face, Demetrius looked badly out of place in this environment.  Several of the officers shifted their glance from him to me and then back again.  They knew who he was, and they associated me with him.  Oh this was really awful.

“While I greatly appreciate your gesture do you think was a very bright idea?”  Taking his arm I grumbled under my breath as I pulled him for the door.  As it opened there were dozens of photographers and television crews snapping shots.

“It seemed a lot smarter before.  Don’t say anything to them.”  A few of his boys stepped forward to help us through the crowd.  By the five p.m. news this would all be blown out of proportion.

What did the Russian mafia have to do with Perdue Chicken?

Who was Purdy Phillips and what did she have to do with the Polonev family?

“Your father is going to murder you.”  Hiding my face from the cameras I got into the back of the limo and prayed that maybe none of the press members recognized Demetrius.
“No one ever said my brother was clever.”  Yuri covered his face as we drove off into traffic.  

“What have I done?”  As the realization of his mistake struck home, Dmitri began pulling his hair out by the roots.  
“The golden rule is simple son.  You never mix business with personal life, and you never mix your personal life with business.”  All three of us stared at him wondering if he was losing his mind talking out loud like that.  Demetrius was not the kind to get disconcerted about anything he did, but he was mumbling out loud.  His cell phone rang, and he nearly jumped out of the sun roof.

“Da.”  This was basically the only word he said for the next five minutes.  Meanwhile the phone on his ear was reverberating loudly with the screams of his father.

“He wants to talk to you.”  Both Yuri and Peter reached out their hands, but he shook his head.  Passing by them both he gave it to me.

“Hello papa, how are you?”  Trying right away to break the ice I certainly hoped I was not going to receive the same tongue lashing his son had.

“Good afternoon I have been better.  Having said this, I know that my son made this decision on his own, and you did not ask it of him, so I am not the least bit unhappy with you.  Regrettably, I am going to have to ask you favor.  My people are setting up a press conference for this afternoon.  We have already spoken with your lawyer and he is in agreement.  This idea of our involvement in this crazy childishness of yours needs to be squashed.  Please make sure you meet Curtis back at the courthouse at Three O’clock.”  When Yuri Sr. got drunk he could talk with the best of them, yet I had never heard him say this much in one stretch before.

“Is that completely clear with you my little one?”  There was a hint of earnestness to this tone, but I could tell right away that his ire was not directed at me.
“Not a problem papa I will do whatever needs to be done.”  

“And that is why I love you.  Put the Borscht brain back on the phone please.  As always it is great pleasure talking to you.”  Practically leaning over my shoulder Demetrius took the phone and instantly the attack resumed.

“Da.”  Knowing that he was fully responsible for it, he simply took the abuse and did not complain.

“Thank you Dmitri your heart was in the right place.”  As I tried to touch his chest, he pulled my hand away.  Not to be dissuaded I put it right back there again.

“Oh that is so sweet.”  Peter giggled and kissed his brother on the cheek.  It took a minute but he did reveal something that resembled a smile.

Polly and Sam were waiting for me in the parking lot of my apartment.  They did not look particularly pleased.  When Sam stepped forward I saw Office Martel standing behind them.

“What is with the police officer?”  Yuri reached into his jacket and I shook my head.

“He’s a friend.  Just drop me off.  Come here with me though for a couple of minutes.”  Pulling Demetrius out of the car I waved to all my friends.
“What you did was astonishing?  If I live to be a hundred and three I will never be able to repay you.”  His face was crimson with embarrassment.  Praise was not something he was used to from those that were close to him.

“You continue to surprise me Dmitri, and it is a welcome surprise.”  Pulling his chin up so he was actually looking at me and not the ground, I made the same mistake again.  Both of us froze in place, it was the most interesting kiss I had experienced in my twenty six years.  There was nothing erotic or sexual about it, but there was love.  There was lots of love.

“See you later on today.”  If he was blushing slightly before, he was completely pink as he climbed back in the limo and disappeared.

Sam on the other hand was green and Polly purple as they came towards me.

“Don’t say it I don’t really want to hear it.”  Trying to hug Sam he completely shunned me and pushed away.  My luck with my sister was not any better.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“I guess I know how you are paying him back for the bail money.”  Yes my words were cruel and unsubstantiated but my resentment was not.

“That is incredibly unfair and untrue.  Trust me when I say over the past two days, Demetrius has stepped up and shown his worth as a friend.”  Her words rang empty for me.  

“The entire Polonov family are made up of drug dealers and killers.  I would be damned if my sister was getting involved with people like that!”  We had not even gotten into the discussion about the chicken stunt yet, and already I was fuming mad.
“You can’t trust them Purdy.  Trust me as someone who knows.”  As usual the voice of quiet calm reason  emanated from Sam.

“Despite the possible bad implications to his family and his name, he put his own house up as bail for me.  Does this sound familiar to you?  Does this sound like something a bad person would do?”  Of course she turned her attention to Sam knowing full well I would not stand by her side.
“What is it about him?”  The three of us had talked about Dmitri before.  Sam said he was hazardous and Purdy tried to defend him.

 “A lot of people ask me the same thing about you.”  This time as she reached out for Sam , he didn’t back away.  Tapping on his chest where his heart was she shrugged her shoulders.

“You are the most pigheaded imbecile I have ever had the misfortune of knowing.  The man kills people for a living Purdy!  We’re not talking about some minor character flaws here.  Sam is a childish underachiever there is a huge difference.”  My experience with him the night before was still ringing in my loins.  For once I could finally see what her infatuation was with him.  Dmitri was a whole other animal.

“Did you see her naked!”  Where she got it from or what made her think about that at this moment in particular I could not begin to fathom.  Trying to understand the inner workings of my sister’s twisted mind was like debating the existence of God.  Both were too impossible to relate to.

“Did you two hook up?  Oh that would be really cool if you did.  It would be weird too I must admit but so cool…”

“HELLO EARTH TO PURDY.  We are not talking about Sam stripping my clothes off here.  This is something entirely more important.”  It was too late though, we had lost her multi-track mind.  It was focused, and a nuclear blast would not get her back on track.

“You took her clothes off? Really you did, and she let you.  Oh that is just too awesome…”

“Demetrius is not the answer to all that ails you Purdy.  Even more importantly you are not the answer to all that makes him a very bad person.”  Snapping his fingers to try and pull her back in, Sam could not believe how quickly this conversation had deteriorated.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“I realize of course I am the outsider in this whole sordid affair.  However, I have to agree with Polly and Sam; Demetrius Polonov is an extremely dangerous and volatile criminal.  If you get mixed up with him jail time might be the least of your problems, you might end up dead.”  As the fourth member of our little congregation, I had remained silent to this point, but it could not last forever.
“Demetrius would never hurt me.”  Her cavalier attitude showed her ignorance even more clearly.

“Who’s talking about Demetrius?  I’m talking about his associates or even more likely his enemies. The Polonev’s are targets everywhere they go.  If people associate you with them, you too will become a target.”  Sam and Polly turned to look at me.  My logic was undeniable.  

“First of all you are a bit paranoid.  Secondly I am not humping him.  We are just friends at the present moment so let’s not jump the gun here people.”  Stepping back from what she considered to be a tag team, Purdy shook her head at the whole notion.  Who would want to hurt her?
“Appearance is reality young lady.  If it appears there is something between you two, no one will ask you for the truth before they act.  Plus from what I have heard your feelings are only part of this equation.  Demetrius is in love with you, so how you feel is irrelevant as to what they might do.”  Why did all of the pretty ones have to be so naïve?   Why was I the one pointing this out to her?

“Enough of this foolishness, I need to get changed.  I have to be back at the courthouse in two hours.”  Striding by us, Purdy did not take the time to explain her plan.

“You’re going back to the courthouse?”  This did not go over quietly.  We followed her inside.

“Yeah if you had let me tell my side of the story you would know…”  As she explained the entire scenario to me, I became even less comfortable with the Polonev plan
“Oh my God my sister is being targeted by the mafia.  We’re all going to end up dead in some ditch in Hoboken.  I knew something like this was going to happen.”  Chattering hysterically, Polly paced around the apartment appearing seconds from a mental episode.
“What kind of security can you get there?”  Sam did not bother to address her meltdown.

“The entire South Miami Beach police force is in that building.  No one would try anything there it would suicide.”  This story just went from the bizarre to the surreal.  Picking up my phone I called headquarters to let them know what was going on.  They would want to know.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Polly you need to get back to work.  This is not the place for you.”  Considering everything my mother was going through, this was not what she needed to be.  I could handle Purdy.  I had been doing it for years.  One might think that this stressful situation might be ripping apart my fragile psyche, on the contrary focusing on something else made me forget my cravings.
“I can’t.  I can’t go back to work like this.  They’re going to kill my sister.  My mother is basket case.  I had my clothes stripped off by a guy I don’t really even like.  I can’t do this.”  Personally I was wondering why it took Purdy so long to smack her sister.  When it came Jean actually cheered.
“Go to work and get out of here before you end up getting bitch slapped again.  I love you Polly but this is not the place for you.”  So shocked that she could not react, Polly stood there mouth agape and said nothing.  When she finally comprehended what happened she stormed out of the apartment and went right where we wanted her to go.

“I keep asking myself how you two can be related.”  There was a brief moment when everyone left in the room smiled.  It would be the last time for a long time.
“How did she look?”  Stepping out of her bedroom wearing nothing but what God gave her, Purdy turned Jean’s head away in a second.

“She looked kind of like you do, only skinnier.”  I ducked just in time to miss the flying hair brush.

“She’s too skinny, I like a bit more meat on my girls.”   Trying to recover before my beating, I threw this out there for consideration.

“That’s sweet thank you.”  Smacking my ass forcefully as she passed Purdy giggled at Jean.

“You just saw me strip three nights ago Officer Martel.  Get over this shyness thing.”  Grabbing a dress out of her sister’s closet she slid back into the bedroom for make up application.
“Can I suggest underwear if you are going out in that dress?  If you bend over the cameraman might pass out.”  Sticking her tongue out at me, Purdy grabbed a thong and bra of the dryer and came back in.

“Yes that is much more ladylike.”  There was a brief moment while we stared at each other.  Try as I may, I could not escape the image of Dmitri kissing her and a fire burned inside me.  What did I have to be jealous about?
“He’s just a friend not my best friend.  Only one person gets that privilege.”  Whispering in my ear Purdy grabbed her purse and we were off to the courthouse again. How did she know what I was thinking?
Apparently the press conference was broadcast to every news agency in the South Florida area.  Newsprint and television crews stood by with drool pouring down their chins.  They had their own stories prepared for the five thirty and six o’clock all ready to go.  If the news conference had not been called Purdy Phillips would have been vilified and a nonexistent tie between chicken farming and the mafia would have been drawn in the sand.

Amongst the crowds there were supporters as well.  PETA stood by with throngs of cheering fans. They were using Purdy as their poster child for protection of the chickens.  Although Purdue was one of the few farms that refused to use steroids and unnatural farming techniques they were still at the center for controversy.  Several exposes on cruelty and unusual treatment to mass market chicken farms were popping up on the internet.  Everyone had just assumed this was a publicity stunt to address that subject.
They cheered Purdy as she walked passed them.  Personally I hated the spot light attention, but Purdy waved to all of them.  They were instantly enamored.
Questions flew from the reporters like confetti at parade.

“Are you sleeping with Demetrius Polonev?”

“Does the Russian Mafia control Purdue Chicken Farms here in South Florida?”

“Is it true that you traded sexual favors and strip dances for protection from the IRS?”

“Did PETA pay you to do this?”

To her credit Purdy said nothing, and strolled passed all of them with blinders on.  Her lawyer stood up next to podium nervously.  Whether it was the questions or the three Russian lawyers beside him Curtis was sweating bullets.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Okay it took two hours for us to put this together so please pay attention.  Read the statement and nothing more.  All questions will be directed to us first.  Let us field them, if we think they are valid we will discuss answers first and then you will speak.  Judge Sergeant is basically watching this from inside.  If we even tread on this in the wrong direction, you are going to jail.  Let me make that perfectly clear.”  I will start by saying I was completely against this idea from the start.  When one of the most powerful Russian mob families comes to you and asks a favor, you do it.  Refusing their request was more than just professional suicide, lawyers have disappeared for less.

“I have no problem with any of that.  Hello Victor how are you doing?”  Waving towards one of the lawyers she was surprised when he waved back.  All three of the men came up and kissed her on the cheeks.  They knew each other from some family party she had attended a while back. Demetrius remained in place and merely waved at her casually.  He had been instructed to keep his distance. 
“Shall we start then?”  With his heavy accent Victor Pushkin was in charge of this event.  Every one of the members of the press fell into line like drum majors in a marching band.  

“Ladies and gentlemen of the press my name is Victor Pushkin I believe we know each other.  Please hold all questions until after Miss Phillips finishes reading her prepared statement.”  Several of the spectators chuckled at his first statement.  They knew him all right.  He was the spokesman for the Polonev family and he was very adept at his post.  This was the kind of man who could talk for an hour without saying anything pertinent, and yet you left feeling that it was a productive press conference. A master of the Russian dodge ball team he knew just how to play the game.

“Hello my name is Purdy Phillips.  I have prepared a few words for the public.  First of all let me start by apologizing to the family at Purdue Incorporated.  My intention was not endanger any of your employees or the chickens with my actions.”  Most of the crowd gathered behind the press booed her remarks.  They were of course not booing Purdy as much as the name Purdue.
“Secondly my actions were not politically driven by any means.  I have no personal or professional vendettas against anyone at Purdue.”  The heckling grew even louder and several people left the grounds because they were no longer interested in anything she had to say.  After the remaining crowd had settled in she continued.

“As far as my relationship to the Polonev family is concerned.  Demetrius and I are very good close friends.  I consider many of his siblings and relations to be like my own family.  Let me make it clear though that none of the family nor any person involved with the corporation were involved in any aspect of my actions.  Again so you understand the Polonevs were not involved with my childish actions.”  I shot her a nasty glance when she adlibbed this last piece of information.  Taking a deep breath she finished off the speech.
“The only reason Demetrius chose to post my bail is because of our close personal relationship.  Knowing that I am not a young lady of means, he was simply assisting me.  Any expenses incurred by the family will be repaid by myself when I am financially able to.   I am neither proud of my actions nor do I ask anyone to condone them.  Please understand though that I had no malicious intent nor political agenda when I acted upon these bad desires.  In closing I sincerely apologize to all parties involved including the South Miami Beach police department, the patrons and businesses of South Beach, and the good people at Purdue.  Thank you for passing on my message to all them.”  Considering she was reading a script that she had never seen before Purdy presented herself well.  Changing some of the words along the way she delivered it like an actor or a politician.  It seemed that every one was convinced.

“Okay at this time we will be answering some questions please remember though that there is a pending legal matter.  Therefore we will not address anything having to do with the legal matter itself.  Please do ask questions that could infringe upon these proceedings.”  Victor was good, he came across as both highly intelligent and sympathetic at the same time.  I was impressed.

“Go ahead Michael”

“Is it true that you and Demetrius Polonev are more than just friends?  Several sources suggest that you are intimate.”  Shaking her head as the man continued she turned to us and we nodded.
“No that is completely untrue.”  Her restraint and calm voice blended together delightfully with her engaging personality.

“Go ahead Nancy.”

“Isn’t it true though that Demetrius Polonev is a consistent patron at the exotic dance Club Chere where you work in an all nude review?”

We had expected this question sooner or later, we only hoped it was later. Trying to fight back a smirk Purdy turned to us again for council.  As expected the conversation amongst the Polonev lawyers was heated.
“You can answer that do not discuss specifically what his actions entail while he is at the club.”  Whispering in her ear Victor did not necessarily agree that she should answer at all.
“Yes he comes into the club about twice a week.”  A rumble went through the crowd and they jotted down notes at a frantic pace.

“Does the Polonev family have any financial interests in Purdue or any other poultry farming institutions?”  Purdy stepped out of the way for Victor.  This was the way it went for thirty minutes or so. After approximately twenty questions, the man in charge ended the press conference.
“Let’s take one more question and that will be about it.”  As the microphone passed between them, there was disturbance somewhere near the back of the crowd.  My eyes focused on one particular grouping.  Dressed strangely in a rather bulky sweater, and what could best be described as a tuke was a European man.  He stood out like a sore thumb.  As if everything were moving in slow motion, his hand reached into the front of the waistband on his pants.  Even as I ran for the stage, it was too late.  A shiny metal object flashed in the mid day sun while police charged the man from every direction.  Frozen in horror I knew what was coming but could not scream.  The man had a gun and was aiming it directly at the stage.  Everything was silent in my head as one of the law enforcement agents dove at him in a last ditch effort to serve and protect.
He was too late, the barrel exploded twice.  People scurrying like cockroaches from the light, and the police piled on the assassin in droves.
What surprised me most about the shooting were the lawyers diving in front of Demetrius?  How many lawyers do you know that would lay down their lives for their clients?  Luckily for all involved the shooter was interrupted and neither bullet found its mark.  
Purdy Phillips continued to stand there at the podium completely rigid with shock.  Police surrounded the stage and pulled everyone inside. No one could honestly say they had expected this.  They had prepared for it mind you, but no one expected it.

“Find out who he is right away.”  As Demetrius was led by me, I had query briefly in English, and then he continued to rattle off in Russian.
Sam rushed passed me.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“What the hell just happened?”  With a little help from Jean I ran to Purdy’s side.  It was not until I pulled her in close to me that she lost her nerve and began sobbing.  This was the first time I had ever seen her really bawl.  It was nearly as unnerving as the attack itself.

“He’s definitely a Russian national of some sort.”  Looking at the lawyer as he spoke, Jean appeared to be caught off guard as much as the rest of us.  
“You saved their lives Sam.  Thank you for talking me into taking this seriously.”  Patting me on the back Jean ran towards the Russian contingent.  
“What is he talking about Sam?”  Demetrius asked all the questions.

“Sam had suggested that he thought this would be the perfect opportunity for foul play.  After discussing it for a few minutes I went to my supervisors.  We had plain clothes operatives in the crowd.  One of them spotted the weapon.  He called out 911 on the radio and we took the man down.”  Looking at me the entire time, Demetrius did not seem concerned with anything in particular and actually took the time to wink. This was just another facet of his life.
“Thank you officer, I hope we can discover this horrible person’s identity as soon as possible.  It is travesty that he would want to hurt an upstanding member of our community.”  Even to hear Victor say it made by blood boil and the hairs on the back of neck stand up.  Whoever had committed this heinous act was going to die.  Whether someone in jail would do it or they would wait until after he got out; an unfortunate accident was awaiting the assailant. You just don’t try to kill a Polonev.  It was an unwritten rule.  People who did so did not serve jail sentences.
“I’m sorry.”  Walking up past me Demetrius kissed his own hand and rubbed the tears from Purdy’s eyes.  It only caused her to bury herself deeper into my arms.

“The man will pay for his crimes I assure you.”  With fifteen people including his brothers in tow, they vacated the premises.  

 Just as he was leaving, one of the police officers leaned in towards Demetrius and slid a small piece of paper into his pocket.  At first I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me so I turned to where Jean was standing. Both of us stared for a second to make sure we had seen the same thing.  With a nod we answered the question.  The Polonevs had a man on the inside of the South Miami Beach Police department.

Nothing would ever be the same again.

Jean drove me back to my apartment and asked that I not discuss what I had seen with anyone.

“I will take care of this on my own. What we don’t need is a scandal to go along with this?”  Both he and I watched a person pacing back and forth in front of my door.  Even from here we recognized her as Rachel Silberstein.  The missing member of our clique had been remained hushed since her arrest.  Her father’s insistence that she come back to Long Island after this latest stunt had caused her to remain a silent partner.

I could only imagine that her current visit was to resolve issues.  Looking up briefly with her head emerging from my lap was a lethargic Purdy.  After the incident she collapsed on the ride over and had not stirred.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“What the fuck is going on?”  All hell had broken loose, my father and lawyer called like twelve times in the last twenty minutes asking if I was okay.  

“The Polonev family held a little press conference with Purdy…”  As Sam told the story, I grabbed Purdy and hugged her.

“You poor girl are you okay?”  Her display in the courtroom would forever leave me endeared to her.  Willing to sacrifice her own freedom for mine, showed her heart to be true.  Personally I felt guilty and inept just for not being the person that she was.
“I have never been shot at before, it’s a real bummer.”  Sam was waving at Jean who drove away.  It seemed a terribly inappropriate time to discuss my own dilemmas.  They paled in comparison to those facing the rest of us.
“Personally I have never even heard a gun shot before.  I thought I had once but it was just the backfire on a car.”  We were commiserating, but all I could think of as I looked at her was the fiendish glow in her eyes the other night.  As she planned “The Great Chicken Escape.”, I bit my tongue and went along for the ride.  For all the sweet demure acts of benevolence she had committed herself to recently, this bit of mischief defined her in my eyes.  Sam used drugs and alcohol to escape reality and numb the pain.  I used sarcasm and verbal attacks to silence my father’s lack of warmth.  Purdy used random acts of disobedience as her release.  Only hers had nearly cost her more than she had been willing to risk.
Sitting in that jail cell for close to four hours, she and Colin discussed her previous exploits.  They were to say the least diverse and pointless; pointless to the untrained eye.  To her they were a battle against the system that strangles us all.  It was that little piece of her activist mother trying to break through.  Only Purdy did not have a specific cause that really captured her interest.  Her cause was unconventionality itself.  Day in and day out she battled against it with a grin and mirth.  At night she became a caped crusader against the norm.  Sometimes she stripped off her costume and other times she donned an eighteen wheeler in defiance.  Either way Purdy Phillips was anything if not unique.
“What is that look?”  Staring at her now, I could not break away from the image in my mind.

“You are not at all what I expected that first night I bumped into you in front of the club.”  It was Sam who laughed first, Purdy simply raised her finger to her lips.

“Shhhh don’t tell anyone.”  Arm in arm we went into Sam’s apartment together.  Barely to the front door we stopped short of the threshold.  Someone had torn his pad to pieces.  It reminded me of my mother’s house after Hurricane Andrew without the sand and water.

“Hey Jean you may want to get back over here.  Someone ransacked my place.”  At least two blocks away, I could still hear the squeal of his tires and his siren coming on.

Twenty minutes later Sam’s apartment was crawling with police officers and two local news crews.  Luckily he hid Purdy and I away in time so they could not establish a connection from the earlier incident.
“It’s too random Jean.”  A very nice African American detective named Grant Harris paced the scene back and forth.  According to Jean he was the best Miami, perhaps even the State of Florida, had to offer.

“Personally I don’t think whoever did this was looking for anything.  They were sending a message.  Look at the drawers the perpetrator pulled out and look at where the items fell.  Pulling down the picture onto the ground shattering into a million pieces, when a simple lift off the nail would have sufficed  The intruder wasn’t looking for anything he was simply trying to rip the place apart.”  Sam, Purdy, and I were standing the bathroom trying to stay out of their way.  

“I just found a Tag Heur dive watch worth close to eight hundred dollars sitting on the floor next to the bed.  How many petty thieves leave that behind?  His entertainment center and plasma television are just sitting there.  Come on this scene was contrived.”  The CSI team watched him in awe.  They knew he was the best and tried to emulate him when they could.

There was a moment of brief silence while a couple of police officers came to the front door.  Jean whispered something into the detective’s ear.
“To what do I owe the honor of having South Beach’s finest at my crime scene?”  His men and women held them up outside.  With his foot Grant closed the door to the bathroom where we were hiding out.
“What do you think is going on?”  Purdy’s breathing was deep and labored from stress.
“Somebody is either after you or Demetrius or both.  They came here looking for you.” I was not sure I agreed with Sam’s analysis but it stood to reason he might be right.
“Why did he close the door though?”  At this point Sam sighed and explained to us the secret handoff between one of the police officers and Demetrius.

“You don’t think Demetrius would have anything to do with breaking up your apartment do you?”  Until then I hadn’t thought of it, and from the look on his face neither had Sam.

“It’s possible he might think you or I had something to do with it.”  Before we could warn her against it, Purdy called Dmitri from her cell phone.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

This was not the kind of morning I really like to deal with. Alas, in my position and given my history it was not completely uncommon.  In the past eight years I had been shot at five times and twice the assassin had found the mark.  One of the wounds in my right thigh still caused me to limp slightly.  The second time was a lot more serious. Pulling up my shirt, I caressed the scar on the right side of my chest.  The slug punctured my lung and nearly killed me.  Twenty three years old, and I came seconds away from dying.  Oh well such are the perils of my chosen profession.
“You probably shouldn’t be calling me on a cell phone.”  Of course I wanted to talk to Purdy.  More than anyone else on earth, she was where my mind was focused.  Unlike my cell phone though, her’s was not the least bit secure.  Mine was the latest in Russian encrypted military devices.  I was pretty certain no one was listening in on my line.
“Fine I’ll keep it brief then, someone broken into Sam’s apartment and tossed it around.  The police think it was staged.  I’ll call you again when I can get out of the bathroom I am locked in.”  WHAT!  Well if it wasn’t my people which I don’t think it was, then who?
“Damn it this fu… girl is going to get me killed.  What are you doing to me?”  Looking towards the heavens I grabbed my car keys, Yuri caught me at the door.

“Papa says I am not to let you go anywhere.”  On a good day with a lot of time and preparation I could probably take Yuri in a scrap if I had to.  Yes he was bigger stronger and more experienced but God bless him he wasn’t very smart.   Today I didn’t really have time for brawl.

“There is more to this attack.  It is not just an isolated incident.  If you feel the need to baby me, then come with me.”  Like a well trained dog who had been told to stay by his master, Yuri would not budge from the door frame.

“She is in danger Yuri.  Come on brother you know how I feel on this subject.”  Still he would not dislodge himself from that threshold.  Rather than let it escalate, I redialed her number.

“I can’t get to you right this minute.  Are you safe where you are?”  This was ridiculous. What had brought this on?  Had I caused this with my arrival at the police station?  Was my demise going to be caused by my own foolishness?

“I am surrounded by police, so yes I guess that would make me pretty safe.”  Her words did not encourage me in the least.  Rubbing the scar on my chest again I remembered more about how I got it.  The crooked FBI Agent who fired the shot did not exactly endure my confidence in US law enforcement. Plus I had paid off my share of police officers to turn the other way.
“I’ll send someone to get you later.”  There was no response on the other end.

“Purdy I’m sorry.  I’m sorry I got you involved in something.  Whatever it is though; I’ll get us out.”  Still there was nothing coming from her side.

“Be careful Demetrius, don’t do anything silly.”  Other than my father she was the only other person that called me Demetrius. Every one else shortened it to Dmitri.  Hearing her say it with such despair and hurt in her voice tore me in half.  Family was the most important thing in my life, but in some ways she was my family too.
“Stick with your best friend.  Don’t get away from his side for a minute.  Do you hear me?”  Yes Sam was the closest thing I had to competition for her heart, but he was also the closet thing she had to bodyguard.  The man would lay his life down for her, and I knew that.  Loyalty like that is rare, and can be an invaluable asset during times like these.
“We’re literally sitting on a toilet together.  I don’t think he’s going anywhere anytime soon.”  Both of chuckled nervously at this picture in our heads.

“I’ll come for you when I can.  If anyone shows up there saying I sent them, call me first before you go anywhere with them.  Okay?”  What was I doing?  I should cut my ties to her for both of our sakes.

“Roger that chief.”

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

I had never experienced fatigue like this before.  Having just survived an assassination attempt hours earlier, my whole body desired nothing more than to shut down.  If I could I would have curled up in a little ball and slept for two days.  Perhaps then I would wake up to regularity again or at least as regular as I was used to.
“Okay they’re gone again.”  Sliding the door back open, Grant smiled at all three of us.

“Here is my suggestion.  Take it if you want, or don’t its up to you.  Find a quiet place for the three of you to hang out for a couple of days.  Call in sick to work and just lay low.  Don’t go to anywhere that you generally go.  All of this hoopla will blow over quickly, but it is better to be safe than the alternative.”  Standing by his side and nodding was Officer Martel.  They looked especially concerned.

“What about Demetrius?”  As usual I was fretful for everyone else besides myself.

“The Polonevs can take care of themselves.  They have been doing it for four generations.  Now is the time to be worried about you.”  A couple of photographers were all that was left of the crime scene crew.

“What about the note?”  My eyes were drawn to Jean because I was not sure if he had told the detective what was going on.

“Ollie was one of the men that came to the door.  I would be surprised if he has anything to do with this.” Pointing to the mess around them, Grant was obviously quite aware there were crooked cops amongst them.
“Police would know better.  No it was amateur hour here.  We’ll take care of them in our own way.”  Grant and Jean nodded to one another.  They had a plan.

“I have wanted to go to the Keys for a quite some time.  Maybe I should have a nice vacation.”  Both Sam and Rachel shrugged their shoulders.  She was going back to Long Island in four days so Key West sounded great to her.  Close to half of her wardrobe went out in the mail this morning.  She had money again. Sam postponed his job for a week.  They didn’t really care when he started. It was the summer and snow bird tourist scuba divers were still at least two months away.
“Here is my card.  If you see anything out of the ordinary you call me.  When I say out of the ordinary I am taking into account Key West standard behavior.”  Sam and I chortled as we had been there several times before.  Rachel looked confused which made us chuckle some more.

“You’ll understand when we get there.”  Rachel’s shoulder shrug told me all I needed to know, she was up for anything.

“What about the judge and my court case?” Technically my court release said I should not leave Dade County.  Monroe County while still in Florida was not Miami, and I did not want to take a chance.

“I have already talked to Judge Sergeant.  He actually suggested protective custody.  I told him that was bit extreme at this point.  Despite the fact that you drive him insane with your antics; he still likes you.  The last thing he wants is for you to get hurt.”  Usually I have a pretty good sense for people.  Looking at a man I can tell what his intentions are.  With this detective though, I could not gauge him.  Either he was very good at deception, or he was simply ambiguous.  Whatever the case, I did not really trust him as much as should have.
“What about my lawyer…”

“Do me a favor for the moment don’t tell anyone where you are going?  Not your lawyer or your sister or anyone.  Safety is our primary concern.  We will take care of everyone else.”  Jean jumped on this one.  He didn’t really want to know where I was going either.  Not that Jean didn’t trust himself, but in his limited experience with mafia cases; the less people that knew where you were the better.
“Okay just make sure everyone knows we are okay.”  After thanking them for their assistance the three of us took to the road. It was three hours from South Beach to Key West.  Popping down the top on my Beetle we charged out into the wild unknown.  
The next four days would define my life, and I was not at all ready for any of it.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Back in New York I had been part of joint task forth with the FBI to bring down organized crime.  Our specialty had been the recent influx of Russian mafia to our streets.  In three years we had made twenty six arrests and seized millions in drugs and illegal contraband. From one day to the next our network began to crumble.  One by one, my officers started dropping like flies.  Murdered under some extremely peculiar circumstances, we were falling by the waste side.  Our project director went to the FBI and pulled all of us off the case.
My name is not really Grant Harris so you know.  For better or worse this is the name I have been saddled with for six years.  From a lead investigator on a task force to a first grade detective in South Beach Miami is step down in pay and responsibility, but it was certainly better than the alternatives.  A bloated body floating in pieces down the Hudson River never sounded like much fun to me either.

Witness protection programs come in various forms.  Usually they involve taking on another name and relocation.  Most require a total disappearance from the radar screen.  I was among the few the proud who were able to stay in their same field.  After all I was not a criminal.  I was a police officer.  From the flat top fro to a high and tight, take away the glasses replace them with contacts, change my name, and boom you have Grant Harris.  It had been several years and not once had anyone recognized me.  Granted every time I started my car in the morning, I felt a bit of twinge in my chest.  Overall the transition had been relatively painless and I almost never crossed paths with any of my old demons.  This particular case was different.

The Polonevs were a south Florida crime family.  They had nothing to do with New York and its intricate web of Mafioso.  Like most good cops we knew them by name and reputation, and if we knew them it can be assumed that they knew us as well.

There was the possibility that one of them might recognize me.  Consequently I did not investigate homicides at all, and my time on B& E’s were handpicked to avoid possible organized crime conflicts.  It was boring work. Still I was good at it, so they kept me going.

For the first time since my disappearance, I was about to tread on some dangerous ground.  If the Russian mob was involved with this set of events then I could be put in harm’s way.  In South Florida only two people knew who I really was; my chief and Officer Jean Martel.  I trusted them both implicitly as I had to.  They had my life in their hands, and neither had let me down before.  How do I know?  Because if they had; I would be dead.

Jean and I had been in constant contact for about a week.  Ever since he met Sam and Purdy, they were crossing paths with Dmitri Polonev.  He told me about the drugs at Francis Molinari’s house, Sunday Phillips, and Rachel Silberstein.  It was quite an irregular marriage of soap opera and absurdity.
Needless to say I was intrigued. 

Having met the young lady I could finally experience the Helen of Troy moment everyone else had.  I could see how she could bring the mob down to their knees.  Kings gave up kingdoms for women who looked and acted like her.  We captured her conversation with Dmitri on a satellite receiver we brought with us.  Thinking we might catch one of the officers in an act of treason we were prepared.  Don’t ask me if it was legal, because I would lie to you anyway.  I just had a feeling it would come in handy.

As Jean and I listened to the cryptic conversation we both shook our heads in disgust.

“These two are going to end up in pine boxes, Romeo and Juliet style, if they don’t take care.”  The similarities of two families completely opposite uniting under the banner of love stopped short of Hollywood.  Her family could care less.  His was the dangerous one.  Yes Papa Polonev liked her.  The FBI tapes from inside their club on 5th street proved this point.  Yes they were monitoring the club.  No, they did not have permission for the illegal transmitting devices.  They were not in place to build a case or to be admitted in a court of law.  They were there to serve and protect.  In the past though, they had been quite useless.  Every member of the Polonev family was aware that they were being listened to, and as such they never said anything of interest out loud.  They spoke in code and whispered to each other in Russian when anything important was being transmitted.  Their cell phones were state of the art and their calls could not be listened in on.  As long as they were talking to one another across their own satellite link we could never get anything.

Our only luck was when they moved onto someone else’s network.  In this case when Purdy called Dmitri we heard the whole thing real time. In case you were wondering I still had my share of contact with the feds.  No one in law enforcement cuts all ties.  
“She’s naïve and he’s in love.  It is a pitiful combination.”  Hitting the nail on the head, Jean replayed the tape again.

“Who do you think he will send?”  There was knock at the front door.  

“I think we are about to find out.”  Sliding into the same bathroom where the other three had hung out, I put my finger to my lips.

“Hello I am looking for Purdy Phillips.”  It was Gregori the Polonev’s chauffer.  

“I am sorry but she is not here right now.  Can I take a message for her?”  Looking at Jean, he paused for a minute and then spoke.

“Yes you can.  Please let her know that our prayers are with her, and if she needs anything at all to give us a call.”  As if he were reading from a script, the man finished, bowed at the waist slightly, and departed.  

“Thank you if I talk to her I will let her know.”  They were watching this building.  Looking out at the limousine Jean must have been wondering who was inside.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“The police were there when I arrived.  More than likely sir she has been moved.”  Gregori was an extraordinary man.  His family was the epitome of loyalty and as such I trusted him implicitly.

“Get me a trace on her last few phone calls.  I want someone watching them 24/7.”  Dmitri made a mistake when he bailed Purdy Phillips out of jail, and because of it she was a target.  The question was who and why?  Was it our competition looking to eliminate the future of the Polonev family?
That was what Dmitri was after all.  My father was getting up there in years, and had very little time left on the throne.  When he stepped down the robes would not go to Peter or myself, and although I did not like it, I had accepted it.  Papa trusted Dmitri at the head of the table.  If I were being honest with myself, so did I.  His were the brains that would lead us on into the 21st century with the brawn and muscle of Peter and me by his side.
My father had become a bit softer in his old age.  His tenacity was not in question but his motives were.  Wanting to eliminate the drug and sex trades from our operations all together, he was feeling the need to go relatively legitimate.  The three sons disagreed.

Papa saw Dmitri with some pretty wife and a white picket fence.  What he didn’t want, was the life his father had caused him to endure.  Looking over his shoulder and dodging bullets for breakfast was not what he desired for his children.  It was too late though.  This life of a gangster was all we had ever known. It was in our souls.   It was part of who we were.  Even if we could give it up, we never would, or so I thought.
First of all before you hate me, understand that I like Purdy Phillips.  Everyone liked her, it was impossible not to.  Dimtri’s obsession with her was neither safe nor advisable in his position.  So here I am with a task to complete.  I am to find Purdy and convince her to cut my brother loose.  It hurt me to do it, but I had no choice.

“She made two calls in the past hour and half; one of them to her sister, and one to the rehab hospital that her mother is in. Triangulation puts them steadily moving southward.  They just passed Homestead, and should be approaching Florida City.”  Wasn’t technology amazing these days? We could find just about anyone with a cell phone in minutes.  

“Let’s stop by the house and pack up some clothes my friend.  It appears we are going on vacation tomorrow.”  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

  Florida City is the last chance saloon of Dade County.  Behind us were the palm tree and tropical plant farms of Homestead, lying ahead were the Florida Keys.  Personally I could have stayed right there and been completely happy.  For two miles there were hundreds of outlet stores and fast food restaurants.  This was my idea of heaven.
Too bad I didn’t have Daddy’s credit cards anymore.  This was my last hurrah before I became his daughter/slave again such was the price of staying out of jail.  In hindsight, I would have been much happier leaving the eighteen wheeler full of chickens at the truck stop on the bridge next to 395.  With plenty of money in hand and in the bank, I could survive a simple existence for a good six months without having to rely on my father.  Too bad it was too late for hindsight.
Eventually I would have to get a job and this petrified me.  I had never worked in my life.  Work itself did not frighten me, it was the idea of taking order from someone else that scared the shit out of me.  The idea of having to say yes sir or yes mame was ghastly.  Following rules and directions were for the peons of the world; not me.  Only after the other night it seemed I had no choice in the matter.  After my great success with the Ebay ordeal I considered doing this full time, but you have to have something to sell and I was out of merchandise.  

Sam had suggested me using some of the money I had, to go on a huge consignment store binge.  After all I could find a bargain with the best of them.  Hey I’m Jewish.  Plus I was a label shopper, I knew what to look for.  Buy fifteen grand worth of clothes sell them off for fifty.  It was a good idea I must admit, but I was not sure I had the patience to do it.

My allowance had been more than that for Christ’s sake. To have to work to get my allowance was a painful reality I was not ready for quite yet.  Sam had graciously agreed to drive, which allowed Purdy and me to throw on our bathing suit tops and catch some late afternoon rays.  
“Okay last pit stop until say Marathon.  If you want something to drink or eat, you need to get it now.  Restroom break would be good as well, I hate having to pull over on US1 once I get going.”  It was well after seven o’clock at night already and the sun began vanishing towards the horizon.  It was brilliant in its simplicity.  Several striated clouds resembled stretched out cotton balls illuminated in pink and orange splashes of paint.  Nothing warmed my tired soul more than a pretty sunset.  It gave me a sense of hope in a way that sunrises never seemed to.  Of course that makes no sense.  Beginnings should encourage and endings should discourage. Then again, I have always been a bit backwards in my thinking.

“Have you even wondered why sunsets always seem to be more inviting than sunrises?” Wondering if it were just me that felt this way I laid out the question for discussion.

“Personally I think its because we see more of the latter.  Just about everyone gets to see a sunset how many people besides say us, are awake to see a sunrise.”  Purdy’s explanation was sufficient, and yet it was not the answer I was looking for.
“It could be that people like us prefer the night to the day.  We aren’t afraid of the darkness in fact we relish its mystery.  At night we are free to explore and experiment with life, while during the day we have obligations of work and responsibility to contend with.”  Sam could be quite poetic and well spoken when he wanted to be.  Chewing animal like on a piece of beef jerky and smoking a cigarette at the same time, I wondered how he was handling the whole sobriety thing.  We really hadn’t talked about it the past couple of days.

“That is for the normal people though.  Purdy and I haven’t had a day job in like forever.  Why would she and I prefer a sunset?”  My remarks caught him off guard as he contemplated an answer.

“There is always the innate theory that human beings are happier on the way out than on the way in.  We are constantly searching for our demise and ascension into heaven rather than addressing and appreciating the life we have her on earth.”  
“Okay that was a bit too deep for me.  You should think of me like a puddle and not a well Sam.”  Purdy started hooting and hollering out the window as a group of teenage boys in a mustang as it passed us by.  Our surroundings morphed into something foreign to me.  We had been on two lanes for quite some time, but now we were passing through something like a forest/swamp area.  Other than the cars flying back and forth there was no other trace of human beings for miles.  Even the sign for the Everglades maximum Security prison seemed out of place.  There was nothing out here; how could there possibly be a prison?

Warning signs on the side of the road made me scratch my head in disbelief.  
Please do not pass.  
One mile to passing zone.  
Please have patience passing zone in a half a mile.  
Don’t cross the double yellow line arrive alive.  
It seemed foolish to me that human beings required input like this to survive.  And yet as the crazy teenagers passed us nearly taking out a Winnebago in the process I realized how necessary they were.

“Personally I prefer the sunset because it always seems to have more color.  Yes the sun when it is huge on the horizon at sunrise can be attractive but it just doesn’t seem to hold the same allure.”  Fresh of her flirting Purdy came back to our conversation.
Cutting through the last of the swamp we met the Florida Keys the way I had seen them in the photos.  With the bay waters on both sides of us the highway cut its way between the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean.  I was speechless, and this says a lot.  Shadows of the late day sun came off the darkening water like a mirror.  Purdy and I watched our reflections with the fascination of a kitten in a mirror.  
As night fell and we passed the more populated Keys, and I sort of lost the wonder of it all. Key Largo and Marathon were far too over populated for me.  There were lots of hotels and tourist stands everywhere.  It was neat but nothing life altering.  Everything changed when we saw the signs for a seven mile bridge.  

In all my twenty six years I had never seen anything like it.  For seven miles there were no islands or hotels there were only a series of over water bridges.  Beside us the old railroad bridge looked tattered and beaten by nature and time.  To think that this colossal man made piece of concrete simply jumped out of the water boggled my mind.  On either side of us the night had overtaken the world, and yet I could feel the call of the wild pulling away my inhibitions.  Like a magnet it drew out the hate and hurt and I was better because of the soothing powers of the sea.  

To say the lower Keys were like night and day from the upper would be a vast understatement.  Life slowed and moved backwards in time with each half a degree in latitude south that we moved.  Keys like postage stamps arose and then disappeared in tangles of governor’s plumb and red mangrove.  There were very few words exchanged by anyone in the car.  We were mesmerized.
Purdy followed the Frigate birds and Brown Pelicans which dove by us in a rhythmic ballet of ecological bliss.  Her giggles accompanied each plunge into the ocean whether it brought up a fish or not.  We were children again on a crusade to escape society.  For the moment we seemed to have succeeded.  Our eyes searched the night air as we entered Big Pine Key.  This was the home of one of the most elusive and endangered species in the world.  The Key Deer moved across US1 and therefore were constantly being hit by less than careful tourists.  To his credit Sam kept the posted speed limit never once chancing an unwanted encounter.
“What does a Key Deer look like?”  Jamming on his brakes frantically we came to an abrupt stop in the road.  Limping across in front of us appeared to be an injured dog.  Staring at our lights it refused to move any further.  The little petrified creature looked familiar and yet foreign at the same time.  That was no dog.

“Purdy I would say it looks something like that.”  Yellows lights from a park ranger came speeding up behind us.

“What do we have here?”  Sam stood up in the car and pointed to the injured animal.

“I don’t know what is wrong with her, but she looks injured.”  Three people ran towards the deer and cornered it.  At first its wild heart beat strong and it struggled to be captured.  Finally though it gave up the fight too fatigued and bewildered to flee.

“What happened here?”  Approaching the driver’s side, the man shined a light in on us.  He focused his lamp on the empty Red Bull and coke cans.  Once he realized there was no alcohol he moved his light towards the road.

“I don’t know sir.  I saw him in the road, so I stopped.  We certainly didn’t hurt him.”  Great this was just what we needed to be arrested for hitting one of the rarest creatures on earth.  Talk about bad luck. 
“We got a report about an hour ago that someone hit this little fellow a mile back.  He must have limped his way up here.  Don’t worry we’ll take good care of him.  Thank you for being careful on our roadways.  You can go we’ll take care of him.”  As we inched our way past them Purdy sighed.

“Oh that poor little creature.”  

“It looks like a fucking dog with antlers, that’s not like any damn deer I have ever seen.”  As usual my eloquence and sympathy were evident.

“Don’t worry Purdy they’ll fix him.  I’m just glad we didn’t finish him off.”  We were back on the road driving about ten miles an hour slower until we came to the sign that the Key Deer Habitat was beyond us.  Even then we kept a few miles below the speed limit.  As Sam so nicely put it;
“I don’t see any fences and I doubt the deer can read enough to know to stay between one mile marker and the next.”  When we saw our first signs for Key West the cheers went up.  It had been a long strange trip.
Much like teenagers going to their first rock concert alone, we screamed defiantly against convention.  This was what vacation was all about.

At first I must admit I was a bit disappointed with the world famous tourist destination.  It was way too much like Key Largo with its mile after mile of hotels and restaurants.  Yet, when we jumped the last bridge into town and I saw the Bay Park it was as if the final weight was lifted from my tortured soul.
“We have arrived!”  The time had come to party!
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

There is no place on earth like it except maybe the French Quarter in New Orleans.  All of the 19th century architecture fascinated me.  I love building watching in case you haven’t figured that out yet.  Block after block of Victorians sat side by side with row and shotgun houses.  Even in the darkness of night we could see the vibrant color and life force that is Key West.

Once on Duval Street the intimacy of tradition melds into a hodge-podge collection of debauchery and revelry unmatched by any street in America. In relation to Sam, this particular street worried me more than any other.  Last time he and I had been here Sam got drunk on Thursday and didn’t sober up until Tuesday of the next week.  There are more bars and pubs on this street than any other in all of Florida.  It was not the best vacation place for a recovering alcoholic/ drug addict.  

Still as we checked in the Duval House, and walked down the strip he did not look the least bit concerned.  Yes he attacked his cigarettes with a bit more vigor, but he did not struggle against temptation.  Even as we plopped down at the Hog’s Breath Saloon, he never once started to fidget or complain.  He ordered a cranberry and seltzer and leaned back.

The first night in Key West was destined to be a turning point in my young life.  Rachel and I chatted about every cute guy that slithered passed, and we tried to encourage Sam with the hussies and tramps that imitated pendulum clocks as they tried to ensnare his attention.  Although we caught him staring once or twice he said very little.  Not surprisingly he was not in a celebrating mood.
“Her name is Mandy Minnows.  She’s a waitress from Graceland TN.  Both her son and daughter are named Elvis, and she travels the world investigating various sightings of the dead musical artist.”  From silent to comical did not take long for Sam.  Pointing his drink at a woman who must have been nearly a hundred years old and weighed less than eighty pounds soaking wet, Sam started a game.  Rachel stared at us for a moment, she had heard about our fun time but had never experienced it face to face.
“Randy Rocket drives test cars for NASCAR.  Secretly he wears women’s panties under his jumpsuit, and masturbates to photos of Paris Hilton while he’s on the oval.”  An obviously gay man winked at us as he sashayed by, and I lost it.  Whatever frozen drink I was sipping from a straw came shooting out my nose.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Bobby Carter the little known son of the ex-peanut farmer.  Arrested four times for child pornography and cow tipping, and for fun on the weekends he likes licking posters in his bedroom of Tammy Fae Baker.”  A small Jewish man, yamikah and all, stared blankly at me as I improvised my own story.  In a crowded bar like the Hogsbreath it was nearly impossible to have a private conversation.  As such, several of the surrounding tables were laughing at our little game.

This was not my kind of drinking establishment.  Actually the words bar and I had no place in the same sentence.  I really preferred clubs and restaurants.  Most of the patrons were blue collar tourists looking for a little slice of paradise.  Hanging from every wooden rafter was another tee shirt for sale.

I’d rather have Hogsbreath than no breath at all.

Catchy slogans and souvenir glasses, typified both the clientele and concept.  Although everything was under a substantial tin roof, it was open to the elements on all sides.  Ceiling fans struggled against the stifling heat and humidity of a Key West summer night.  I could not imagine being here during the day time.  Even with the breeze coming in off the Gulf I would go batty.  Okay yes I am high maintenance bitch.  You can say it.  I don’t mind. It is true.
In spite of my dislike of tourist traps and trendy Hooter like bars, I was having a really good time.  Even the fake breasted waitresses in their halter tops could not wipe the beam off my face.  Staring up at the wooden hog’s head above me, I wondered how I had gotten here.  What would Daddy think if he could see me now?

“Julia Andrews likes to sing show tunes in the shower.  Her greatest desire is to perform on Broadway.  Though she can’t dance or sing for that matter, she plans on sleeping her way to the bottom.”  A catholic nun strolled past us, and five grown men fell off their stools.  They couldn’t control their laughter.

“You folks sound like a lot of fun.  What can I get you to drink?”  A ditsy waitress named Daisy approached us warily.

Sam did not even bother to acknowledge her.  Instead he continued his game this time on this unwitting server herself.
“Nominated for her third Nobel Prize in Astrophysics Bonnie Bunny Rabbit serves cocktails on the side to try and feed her growing heroine addiction.  She lives in a crack house on Truman avenue and occasionally earns at extra dollar at the local Cub Scouts meeting teaching the youngsters about the birds and bees.”  As a cheer went up from a dozen or so men, Daisy stared on blankly and tried smiling.  She had no idea that she was the butt of his joke.

“I’ll be back with your drink order in a couple of minutes.”  Her manager asked her what all of the commotion was about and she merely shrugged her shoulders.

“That wasn’t nice!”  Cracking Sam in the ribs, Purdy shook her heard disapprovingly.

 “We never make fun of those who are serving us food, you never know if you get something extra in your drink.”  This exchange went on for hours.  By the time we left several of the harder drinking tourists were attempting their own version of it.
Hogsbreath was near the end of the strip on Duval.  Our hotel was a good two miles away, but despite my bitter protest we were hoofing it. 

“No one takes taxis on Duval.  You simply walk it.  Come on take off the stiletto heels and get sweaty.”  Sam cackled at the one fingered salute I gave him, but did not change his mind.  Purdy twirled around like a ballerina on acid.  Funny to think of it, but I was the only one drinking and yet I was the acting the most normal of all of us.  

Unlike South Beach which is buzzing from dawn to dawn, Key West seemed to shut down around two in the morning.  There was hardly a tourist or local out perusing the streets anymore.   It was a bit creepy to walk this street which had been packed just four hours ago.

Purdy and I window shopped a couple of the boutiques and made mental notes to come back in the morning to do some of the real thing.  We pointed out some suggestions in one of the dozens of naughty gay lingerie shops along the way.  Sam was not amused by the leather chaps and banana hammocks.

“Don’t laugh I once saw a guy wearing one of those on the 5th street beach.”  All this affirmation did was make us giggle some more.

Passing places like Fat Tuesdays and Margaritaville did little to entice Sam into smiling.  They only made him thirsty.  Purdy squeezed his hand tightly and then they danced together for close to minute in the middle of the deserted streets.  They waltzed around to a sound only they could hear.  Yet, they were a fluid body of motion.  Watching them reminded me that some people were capable of warmth and love.  It depressed me for a second or two when I considered my own life.
“Why don’t you join us?”  Purdy tried her best to include me, but I felt like a third wheel.  Even as I tried to look as unaffected as possible, she saw right through it.  After kissing Sam on the cheek, she bowed and came running after me.  All the way back to the hotel we played a lame game of tag.  Physical exertion that did not involve a gymnasium did not interest me very much.

By the time we walked up the turn of the century wooden steps of the Duval house, I was utterly exhausted.  Barely able to make it to my room, I waved to them, and passed out on my four post bed.  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Are you tired?”  Purdy knew the answer to that question before she asked me.  I was hardly ever tired.
“No but I am not really in the mood to get into trouble tonight.”  It was slightly callous given the current situation, but she knew I was just kidding and let it roll off her back.

That was something I loved about her.  Most women took everything we said so seriously.  They read into every fucking syllable like there was a hidden meaning behind it all.  Most of the time men do not put enough thought into what they say to have another meaning.  We’re shallow.

“Are you sure about that, the kind of trouble I had in mind might peak your interest?”  Slowly but surely she unbuttoned my shirt, and I could only guess what was coming next.
“The sign says no swimming after sundown.”  Dragging me down the stairs by the draw string on my shorts, she was not to be denied.

“Yes but it doesn’t say anything about swimming before sun rise.”  Her illogical joke sent my head shaking.  By the time we reached the edge of the kidney shaped pool, I was undressed and she was well on her way to joining me.  One of the things I really enjoyed about Key West were the intricate gardens and courtyards.  With its ample sun shine, and summer rains tropical foliage went crazy down here.  Huge Monkey Pods and Banyan Trees created a canopy of shade that kept smaller tropical plants from getting baked.  Hidden in the midst of a virtual jungle the house pool was fed by a ten foot waterfall which trickled down wall of granite.  It must have been brilliant in the daylight.  If Purdy had her way, and she usually did, we would be out here until then.
No matter how many times I watched her strip off her garments and no matter how many times I saw her sans garments it still took my breath away.  Spinning her panties around her finger she slid into the pool and motioned for me to join her.

“One of these days that playfulness of yours is going to get you in trouble.”  Not shy of my own nudity, I walked confidently down towards her.

“This day seems as good as any.”  Considering this pool was in constant shade, even in the dead of summer it was still a bit on the cool side. Pulling me towards her, she wrapped her legs around my waist and tried to rub away my goose bumps.  In case you were wondering yes this was typical behavior for her.  

“Can you answer me a question Sam?”  Staring up at the stars above us, Purdy closed her eyes and flipped her soaking wet hair back.
“Ouch that sounds dangerous.”  One of those late night discussions about life liberty and the pursuit of craziness was about to begin.

“Why do think I do the things I do?”  Her tone was jovial, but the look in her eyes as she opened them said something else.  She was feeling guilty.

“You like to see how far you can push the envelope before it rips.”  Her fingers locked behind my neck and she stared into my eyes.

“How far do I have to go before it rips?”  I gulped because this was something different.  She was pushing passed the bounds of safety as she leaned in towards me our lips barely inches apart.

“It’s just about to tear.”  Her magenta painted finger nail protruded between my lips.  I couldn’t breath.
“Tell me the truth Sam am I destined to die alone in jail?”  Leaning back away from me, she floated harmlessly towards the deep end of the pool.
“No you’ll have plenty of company in prison.”  Splashing me with water, she took a big mouthful of the pool.

“Don’t do it!”  Before I could finish she spit the whole wad in my face.

“You’ll never be alone as long as I am alive Purdy.”  Kidding with her as I always do, her eyebrows lifted and her big blue eyes misted over.

“You’re just saying that.”  Testing me like she always did, she awaited my response with baited breath.

“No I have never meant anything more in all my life.”  Pulling her long legs back around my waist where they had been before, it was my turn to tease.

“It’s your turn to answer me a question.”  This did not fit in with her plans, and she pulled back a bit.

“Do you think I can do this?”  I didn’t need to say anything else.  She knew exactly what I meant.  Did she think I could go cold sober?  Did she think I could live a normal life?  Did she think I could dispel the rumors that I was a loveable loser?  Did she think this perpetual prepubescent boy could grow up to be a man?

“I think you can do anything you set your mind and heart to do.”  Moving forward she looked ready to kiss my cheek, so I closed my eyes.  Only her kiss fell on my lips.  Inadvertently and completely unintentionally my lips parted and our tongues met.   If we had stopped here, both of us could claim no harm no foul and go on being our normal selves.  
We did not stop there though.

The kiss seemed entirely too brief for my taste, I could have remained lip locked for eternity.  Her nails dug soundly in my back, and my hands closed around her hips and pulled her closer.

“I think that’s enough for tonight.” Splashing me again, she swam away.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Oh my God, I know what all the other girls were talking about.  Damn Sam could kiss like nobody’s business.  One ex-girlfriend had used the expression tongue master to describe him, until right that moment I could only imagine what she meant. 

As sweet and gentle as the kiss with Demetrius had been there was no passion at all to it.  This was completely the opposite.  If I had not pulled away who knows where we would be?  Hell I know exactly where we would be.

“So you still don’t believe that any of us are going to hell do you?”  Trying to take both our minds off what had just happened I changed to his favorite subject.

“This planet we live on is the closet to hell as any one will ever get my dear.  Our final destination is up in the sky not down below.”  There was a new look in his eyes.  It was desire.  I saw it day in and day out in my professional life.  On occasion I had seen it from him.  Usually late at night when he was three sheets to the wind this facial expression emerged.  He had never acted on it before though, and I had been grateful to him for it.  Only right that moment I wasn’t sure what my face would look like in the mirror.
“What about the guy who shot at me yesterday?  Don’t you think he deserves fire and brimstone?”  Dunking my head under the water, I moved towards the shallow end.  I had to separate myself from him for a while.  If I didn’t I would end up draped all over him. The pool water was not all that was wet right that moment.

“You tell me.”  Shaking something out of his mind, his closed eyes popped open sharply.  I could only imagine what he was daydreaming.
“I don’t want him to go to hell or anything if that is what you are asking?”  I meant that too.  Even given his attack on me I did not wish him ill.  Strange yeah, but what else would you expect from me?  I am the kind of person who doesn’t hate anyone.  There is no place in my life for hate.  

“Imagine with as kind and benevolent as you are that God is million times more forgiving than even you.  Can you imagine any being like that would create a place like hell?”  His words filled me with promise and hope.  Whenever, I was feeling down I would ask this question and Sam never seemed to grow tired of telling me the same thing.

“Yeah that makes sense but you are talking about God; what about the devil?”  Jokingly I put me fingers up like they were horns.  The water was growing cold, and I longed to wrap myself up in his arms to get warm.  Normally I wouldn’t hesitate to swim up to him and squeeze.  Tonight had been anything but normal though.  

“There is no devil.  That is just the various religions attempt to create parody and fear.  Einstein didn’t help our cause either with his for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.  People have this misconception that for every good there must be an evil, and for every right there must be a wrong.  It’s just not true.  No being is innately good or evil we merely make the conscious decision to be one or the other.”  His words soothed my aching heart with a need to believe in goodness.  Even with my glass is half full view of the world sometimes I feared that we were all doomed.  
“Anger and violence are simply the easier road to take.  If we were all to teach our children that love was the only answer where do you think it would lead?  No one hates from birth.  It is taught to us by others.  Educating the world to be kind to one another is the only answer to what ails us.  Turn the other cheek my children.  Instead of ripping out your enemies’ eye teach them to love.”  It all sounded nice to me.  My body warmed with the new flood of blood from my heart.  Only it also sounded impossible to me as well.  Kids found it easier to turn to violence than love because that was what they saw all around them.  That was what society encouraged them to do.  Movies, video games, television, and especially music pointed them with neon signs directly towards hate.  It was just easier to do, and when faced with the easy or the difficult decision to make most people avoided extra work.
As the sun came up and I could no longer feel my extremities, we finally got out of the pool.  A surprised security guard ran into me, and dropped both his jaw and his flashlight.
“We needed a little early morning refreshment; shhhhh don’t tell anyone.”  Sam slid on his clothes and patted the man on the back.  Too shocked to complain or chastise us, he simply shook his head and walked away.

Stopping at the doorway, a strange thought entered my brain.  We only had one room.  We only had one bed.  Before tonight I would not have thought twice about it.  Everything had changed in a couple of hours.  It would never be the same innocent life again.

“You can have the first shower.  I need to go for a run down the block to get some smokes.  See you in few.”  Yes as he patted me on the bum and jogged off down the hallway, I remembered.

This is Sam.  He is my best friend.  A little kiss could never change that.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Sergeant Oliver Rollins had been with the Miami force for less than a year.  His financial situation was dismal to say the least.  At least a hundred and fifty thousand in debt not including his four hundred thousand dollar mortgage, the man could barely keep his head above water.  In all fairness his wife’s unnatural spending habits did not help anything.  All twenty six of her department store credit cards were maxed out, and he could barely pay the interest on them.  His gambling problem did not help put any money in the bank either, he spent nearly every weekend at the dog or horse track trying to get rich quick, or in his case to get out debt fast.  
He was the poster child for a vulnerable officer on the take.  

His little note passing experience with Demetrius Polonev had me concerned.  I had considered going right to internal affairs with the information, but Grant convinced me otherwise.  He suggested instead that I take it to the chief of police.  Both he and I were in close with the old man.

“So all we have to go on is a note he may or may not have passed to a Russian mafia general. That’s pretty thin in this racket and you know it.”  A grumpy old man or forty five, Chief Grady did not get to his position through ass kissing.  The man earned everything he ever received.  Unable to be bought he fought tooth and nail up the ladder, and I respected that.  Likewise I was carved from the same stone just ten years his junior.

“Yes sir that’s all we have.”  Looking me up and down, he made the tick tick tick sound with his mouth.  It was one of his more annoying personal habits.

“Don’t go to internal affairs on this, until I have a crack at him first. Call him in here, and we’ll see.”  A legendary interrogator in his day no one liked being called in to see the chief.  Even if they hadn’t done anything wrong they felt themselves confessing childhood indiscretions like bed wetting.  He was that good.

As the severely overweight butterball slowly opened the door there was outright fear in his eyes.  It took two seconds for any good police officer to realize he was guilty of something.
“So what are we going to do about this problem of yours Ollie?”  Not beating around the bush at all, he dug right in with his fangs and started chewing.

“What problem would that be sir?”  He was beaten before he even started.  

“Kickbacks and bribes from the Russian mafia how could you?  Dmitri Polonev has you on his payroll kid. We’ve been watching you for months.  The fucking IA just ripped me a new asshole over the phone.  They’ll have you in jail within the month.  How stupid could you be to let them tape you?”  I had never seen a grown man cry like that.  Whimpering like child he broken down and confessed everything in matter of seconds.  The chief really was that good. 

“Stop your blubbering you idiot.  What are we going to do with this one?”  Turning to me, he shook his head and winked.

“What’s the plan Ollie?  Are they going to kill him in jail or wait until he gets back out on the street?”  Referring to our infamous assassin, the chief pushed on.

“I …I don’t know anything about that.  I just gave them his name. I swear that’s all I did was give them names.”  At nearly three hundred pounds Oliver bounced around like the Pillsbury Dough Boy.  At any second I expected to see a wet spot on his kaki pants.  

“Your pathetic how did you end up in my department?  I wouldn’t leave town anytime in the near future.”   Waving him out of the office, the chief pulled his personnel file.  Normally South Beach was the home of the fit police officers.  How did Ollie end up in here?  He was suddenly curious.
“Detective Harris interviewed this one?  Did you know that?”  Both of us knew he worked B& E, but we did not know that Grant had gotten him his job.  How come Grant didn’t tell me before?

“Ask Grant to see me. Until then I will deal with our cry baby.”  Picking up the phone he clicked the button which read IA.

”Maybe we can turn the leak into a snitch.”  It was my turn to be waved out.  Just as I got to the water cooler Grant passed by.

“Chief wants to see you.”  I looked at him with some apprehension.

“I bet he wants to know why got Ollie the job here.  I figured this was coming.”  His lighthearted and honest address of the subject eased my fears a bit.

“He’s my ex-wife’s brother in law.  I figured I owed the bitch something, since she took everything else anyway I decided to give her my fucking job too.”  Sounding genuinely pissed off was enough for me, Grant Harris was a top notch detective and a good man.  He was not the crooked cop in this scenario.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

It was just after eleven thirty when we made our way out of the hotel.  Rachel was already camped out by the pool working on her tan.  I had yet to go to sleep at all.  This was one of the side effects of a drugless life.  For two or three days I didn’t sleep a wink, and then I crashed for a full day.  This certainly couldn’t be healthy for me.  Still in the long run it seemed better than the alternative.

My thoughts of Purdy did not help any.  I walked the streets for several hours going through nearly a pack of cigarettes.  Much like South Beach there is an eclectic mix or weirdoes and fruitcakes in the Keys.  At one point I shared a couple of smokes with a set of homeless twins.  We talked about the weather, and how nice it was for a change that in the middle of August we hadn’t had any hurricanes.

When one of the bakeries opened I bought them some breakfast, and then continued on my track.  Of course all this did was make me think of Purdy more. Generosity like hers rubs off on you.  It makes you see everyone as important.  You don’t want to look down on anyone for fear that she might be disappointed in you.  There was nothing worse than her stare of pity.  It could simply break a man.

As tourists and locals alike awoke the streets began to fill again.  First it was the restaurants, and then the shops opened.  At just after eleven thirty a cruise ship that had pulled in the night before emptied out onto Duval.  Wearing little name tags and bright blue stickers they looked like a class of a thousand out on a field trip.  It was both comical and sad at the same time.
Purdy did not react any differently to me than she normally did as I met her at the door.  

“I slept like a baby last night.  Where were you?”  Handing her a freshly baked croissant and a cup of mocha chino I shrugged my shoulders.

“You know me I was out on maneuvers.”  Once we caught up with Rachel the true decadence began.  I have never seen two women shop like they did. By just after three o’clock I had disappeared under a mound of shopping bags.  They were like machines.

As sunset approached I led my two freshly dressed beauties towards Mallory Square.  Everyone must see a sunset at Mallory Square at least once in their life.  Gathering like Mayans to worship the sun, we lined up on the docks along the southwestern shore to pay homage. 

There were street vendors galore in every form.  From two kids doing a more modern version of free style break dancing, to a juggler with a propensity for life animals; it was an interesting show to say the least.  My favorite came in the form of food.  An elderly gentleman from Ecuador prepared fresh Guacamole that was as good as any I had ever tasted.  Stuffing my face with chips I settled onto the old military dock to watch the festivities.  Very few places in this world take sunsets as seriously as the people of Key West.  They stop everything for that special moment.  On this particular evening the usual afternoon clouds and rain which Florida is famous for had spared us.  As they gathered on the horizon they created a canvas for God’s artwork.  Reflecting colors like a prism into the soul the gray and white cotton balls soaked up a magenta hue that could only be created in nature.  
“Can I tell you two how glad I am that you talked me into coming down here?”  Rachel had attacked a couple of frozen drinks with vigor already today, and she was getting drunker by the minute.  Her actions suggested an intoxication with the beauty above us more so than the liquor.  This was soon to change.
“You are quite welcome.”  Patting her knee I could see a bit of uneasiness in Purdy’s eyes.  She did not enjoy being around drunk people, and she was worried this was where Rachel was going.

Personally I was not the least bit worried.  Lifting my freshly squeezed lemonade into the air, I proposed a toast to good times.

“Thank God we are here.  To a vacation we will never forget.”  The other two raised their glasses and cheered.  This was going to be a once in a lifetime experience.  I could feel it immediately.  Something special would happen here over the next couple of days.

Sunset completed we moseyed on down the block to my favorite watering hole.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………Rachel fell in love with her rum runners nearly immediately.  Wanting to hold up my friend in need, I went the route of the Sprite.  It only seemed right.  Although Sam never told me so I could tell he appreciated it.  Throughout the evening he held my hand a lot and leaned in to kiss my cheek three times.  On the contrary he barely noticed or talked to Rachel.  She didn’t even seem to mind.  That ship had sailed a long time before the ocean liners.  
Captain Tony’s is unique place.  If you have never been there I recommend you do so at least once.  With its darkened atmosphere, and rudimentary wooden chairs and tables, you feel like you are going back in time.  It was like an old fishing village.  Stapled to the ceiling were millions of business cards, and women’s braziers.  Mixed in were some unique license plates, currency from all over the planet, and a thong or two.  Branded onto each and every bar stool was the name of a famous actor or musician.
“Hey look I’m sitting on Audrey Hepburn?  Does that idea turn you on Sam?”  Rachel was even more obnoxious when she was inebriated.  I didn’t really think that was possible.

“Not really I am sitting on William Holding what does that do for you?”  Trying not to get impatient with Rachel, Sam had to be thinking;

“Am I really like that when I am trashed?”  Never sober long enough to see others for what they were, he stared on in disbelief as Rachel began singing along with the band up on a stage.

“You don’t drink all that often do you?”  When she nearly fell over in the middle of trying to play a mean version of air guitar, I caught her.
“No not really.”  Beaming brightly a permanent smile crossed her face, I turned to Sam just in time for us both to start laughing.

“Fine be an asshole just because I want to have some fun…”  Before she could finish we both leaned in and hugged her tightly.  Her complaining vanished.

“I love you guys.  You know that right?”  It was just after midnight and Rachel was staggering.

“Can we get a pitcher of coke over here?”  Recognizing the tell tale signs of trouble, Sam made the call.

“Any chance we can get her to quiet down a little?”  Our waitress whispered quietly into my ear.
“On second thought why don’t you cancel the pitcher of coke, we’re going to be leaving…”  Without warning Sam hopped up to his feet, and reached for my arm frantically. He had seen something in the back of the bar that scared him.
“Going so soon?  Why not sit down and chat a little longer?”  Almost immediately I recognized the voice from behind me.  It was Yuri Polonev.  My eyes followed Sam’s towards the front door.  Peter was standing there, and for the first time since I had known the big lug; he was not smiling.  They were here on business.

“Funny I don’t remember inviting you to sit down.”  Rachel poked at Yuri’s huge chest and chuckled in a fit of inebriated levity.

“Why don’t you take her out for a walk and I will talk with these gentlemen?”  Trying his best to be protective Sam stepped in between them.  

“Not today Francis our conversation is with little Miss Purdy.”  Only one person called Sam Francis, and she was a good three hundred miles away.  Another man whom I recognized but did not know his name moved in from a third angle.  Peter waved him back to his table.  We were surrounded.
“You shouldn’t really be in a bar in your condition.  This is not the place for your kind.”  Reaching down to the drink in front of Sam, he turned up his nose.

“It needs some rum.”  The men were locked in a staring match.  I could see the cogs in Sam’s head turning and it made me nervous.  

“Shall I get out the ruler so the two you can measure your cocks?”  It was Rachel who finally ended the contest, and eased the tension.

“We just want to talk to her.  It is very important Sam.  Please give us a couple of minutes alone with her.”  Not the brightest bulb in the box, I was surprised to hear Peter being the voice of reason.
My cell phone began ringing, and the caller ID made me cringe.

“Strange that you should be calling me right this very second considering who my guests are.”  I could hear Demetrius cursing in the background as I spoke.

“Tell my ex-brother to call me on my cell phone right.”  That legendary temper I had heard of was burning through his calm façade.

“I could hand him the phone.  Oh yeah I’m not supposed to do that never mind.”   Feeling stupid I yanked back the phone just in time to hear him scream.

“Yes please try to remember that one it is important.”  His ability to pronounce the last three syllables as though they were separate words made me laugh.  
“Sorry I will try to remember.”  Imitating his pronunciation I could swear I heard him giggle on the other end of the phone.  It was my plan all along anyway.  Perhaps that was what I liked most about my profession.  Making people smile was always my goal growing up.  Turning grown up men into the little boys they longed to be, was fun for me.  Yes there was a sense of control involved.  I will admit it that controlling people’s emotions was my ulterior motive.  I wanted everyone to be happy.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“I’m just doing what Papa told me to.”  Dmitri very seldom let his rage get the best of him.  He was the ultimate control freak.  From the moment my phone rang though I knew what was coming

“If you touch one hair on her head Yuri so help me Christ you will not wake up tomorrow!”  His words were so strident they jumped out of the phone actually causing me to hold it away from my ear.

“No one is going to hurt anyone.  We are merely having a conversation.”  There was a beep in the background, and I knew our father was calling him.  Only Dmitri was not answering it.  This would not go over well.  Papa did not appreciate being ignored.  We would have been down here in the Key West the night before, if he had not tried to eliminate the need for this meeting.  Only his request to have Demetrius come to the club had been turned down.  That was a dumb decision on this part.
“Are you going to answer that?”

“You let me worry about Dad.  Do not touch her or threaten her Yuri I am warning you.”  Despite being younger and smaller than I am, I never took the time to challenge Dmitri.  His ruthless side while constantly hidden behind a veil of diplomacy could kill quite efficiently.
“I have my orders little D.  What would you have me do?”  There was silence on the other side of the phone except for the beep of call waiting.

“Stay away from her Yuri she has nothing to do with our world.”  

When he was fifteen years old Dmitri had a crush on a local prostitute in our village whose name escapes me now.  My father offered to pay for the two of them to have an encounter, but he refused.  One day I got tired of his strange obsession, so I paid the money and went at her myself.

When he found out what I had done, he came after me with a steel pipe.  Three cracked ribs and a concussion later, I learned not to cross him anymore.  Hand to hand I could level him without an issue.  Only one problem, Dmitri never fought hand to hand.  Knowing that he was not as physically powerful as most of his enemies he used what he could to even the odds.  A steel pipe or a baseball bat could be quite useful tools of persuasion in his hands.
There was a marine in Minsk who challenged seventeen year old Dmitri to a fight.  For the first five minutes it looked like he was getting crucified, but he kept coming.  When Dmitri realized he could not injure the soldier with his hands he went ballistic on him with a boat oar hanging above the bar.  Two of his friends jumped in to stop the beating and landed on the floor next to him.  One of the young men ended up in a wheelchair permanently. This was the side of my younger brother that no one ever wanted to see.  As such we gave him a wide berth when he was incensed.
“Answer your phone little brother.  I will wait here with her until you have talked to Papa.”  Three seconds later, he finally clicked over.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Why are you doing this Papa?”  Knowing better than to rip into my father; I drew a deep breath and searched for a seriously lacking sense of patience.

“You would bring down this entirely family for her?”  Some people have two different voices when they speak.  There is the one they want everyone to hear.  It is usually calm and jovial, and then there is the true voice that burns inside them.  My father’s second voice frightened the hell out of me. It said very little but the tone with which it was delivered spoke volumes.
“What has she done?”  Felling very small I tried to fight against the rage and fear.

“She?  Demetrius she has done nothing.  You brought this upon yourself.  We have to cut her loose away the family or she will get hurt.  I am not doing this punish either one of you.  This is for protection; can’t you see that?”  Even though my father spent nearly his entire life in Russia, his English was excellent.  Unless we were in public we almost never spoke our native tongue anymore.

“If we are going to live in America, than we will speak English.”  On the contrary, on the rare occasion that we returned to Europe we only spoke our language.  In this case I was happy for the kinder gentler tone of English.  It did not hurt as much to listen to dire news.

“I like her Papa.  I like her more than any of the others.”  Expressing our emotions was not a common occurrence, so when we chose to do it, we were brief.

“If you really do like her as you say, you will let her go.”  

“I can’t just…”

“DEMETRIUS THIS IS NOT A REQUEST!”  There was silence on both sides for a few seconds.
“I like Purdy as well.  I love her as if she were my daughter.  I will not have you endanger her safety for your childish reasons.”  His voice calmed down, and he forced himself to remain composed.

“Now call back your brother and end this cordially.”

“But papa?”  Normally I would never talk back to my father, but this was something I felt very strong about.

“CALL HIM BACK DEMETRIUS, I will not hear another word about it.”  Then he did something he had never done before, he hung up on me.

Feeling betrayed and beaten down by life, I kicked a hole in my apartment wall, and then proceeded to tear everything within range to pieces.  This was just the start of a rampage that would last the better part of two days.
 “Not this time papa.  I will not give this up.  Not for the family not for anyone.”  The life of an organized crime child is not all roses and champagne like you see in the movies.  We endure certain compromises and  are therefore forced to make certain decisions that many of you would not understand.

Yes we always had money and the best of clothes and cars.  Still we were not able to play with the other kids unless we had a chaperone/ bodyguard with us at all times.  Yes we had large families with lots of parties and gifts.  Yet I went to as many funerals as weddings and most of them were closed casket.  Yes we had the ultimate in job security of a family owned business.  Consequently, we were required to do things that the average blue collar child would never dream of. It was as much a curse as it was a privilege.
In some ways I really believe I would have been happier growing up the son of a plumber or carpenter.  These clothes and the six series BMW I climbed into and the five thousand square foot condo next to the beach I just left, were not really me.  I would have been just as comfortable in a pair of ripped blue jeans and a sweat stained tee shirt.
It was three and half hours to Key West, but I was determined to get there a bit faster than that.  Besides the conversation with my father, there was something else eating at me.  Driving towards the turnpike I was aware that a little voice in the back of my head was screaming foul things are afoot.  In my line of work when you hear that little voice you do a few important things.

Number one, you look around you to see if there is anything out of place.  Two you search the cars or people in your general proximity to see if you are being followed.  Number three if either of these conditions appear to be out of sorts, you reach for your weapon and make sure the safety is off.  Number four you dial someone on your own team, and let them know.

“Yuri it’s me don’t say anything just listen.”  My brother was ready to go off, and I did not have time.

  “I have a tail, and it’s not the police.”

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

It had been nearly four years since my father’s mysterious death in a traffic accident.  The police and my family believed it was the seven hundred and twenty nine bullets which struck his limousine that caused his death not the crash.  I had to remind them that it was not always the bullet or even the shooter that killed.  It was the man behind the strings who orders the hit to take place.
The man behind the scenes in my father’s death was one Demetrius Polonev.  Since the day I found out what he had done, and why he had done it I had been planning revenge. As soon as I saw that slut on the television arm and arm with him, I knew it was time.
After all it was both of their faults that he was murdered.  Purdy Phillips that fucking whore trying to act like she was better than my father and Demetrius Polonev letting his dick determine his business.  They both would pay for their indiscretions.  

My third cousin once removed, Yugevny, tried to shoot them both at the press conference, but he failed.  Now in jail, he did the honorable thing and hung himself last night.  This was the way our family lived and died by a code of conduct.  People like Dmitri would never understand that.
My father Igor Bopp would not have died in vain.

I would see to it that all involved paid for their sins.   Since I chose to take on this responsibility, it would be done correctly.  They would die together.  They would die in each other’s arms.   In order to accomplish my revenge I needed the two of them to be alone together.  Now this would not seem like a very tall order, but we are talking about a Polonev.  They never went anywhere alone.  Even when one of them was taking a piss the other one was standing by the door.  If they were fucking I swear they had someone else sitting on the edge of bed watching.  True it was the nature of the business, but the Polenev’s took it to the extreme.

“Yes keep looking in your rearview mirror Dmitri.  I am following you.”  Right about now, I could imagine him calling out to his family for help.  Only his brothers were in the Keys with the whore, and the rest of the family was at the restaurant for dinner.  For once in his life, he was alone.
“The time has come for you to pay the boatman.”  Eventually he would pull off the highway to see if he really was being followed.  When he did that was when I would strike.
Like a cheetah or a lion or any other predator feeding on a member of the pack, you have to separate them from their support.  Once they are isolated you surround and attack.  Mr. Polonev you are alone.  

“There we go so predictable.”  As the BMW moved off the highway at Homestead I continued to drive on.  He would be totally confused and let down his guard thinking that he was being paranoid.  Only when he tried to reenter the highway the other members of my pride would strike.
“Take him down now.”  

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Everyone in the circle knew that Dmitri Polonev was responsible for the death of Igor Bopp.  Being in the employ of the old man for nearly my entire adult life I can not say I blame him.  My name is Alexander, and did not like my former boss.  Born malevolent and raised hideously the old man was a lecherous psychotic.  His son Ilya was no picnic to work for either.  Harboring several of the same tendencies he combined them with an almost Aryan belief system.  Hating everything not Russian or Christian he loathed prostitutes and Jews with a passion that was second to only Hitler himself.  

Not that Demetrius was either of these mind you.  It didn’t matter though, he had chosen a hooker over his roots, and this was a capital crime in Ilya’s eyes.  If he had killed his old man for business, the young man probably would have turned his back the other way.  If we were being honest, he had no love for the old man either.  No his hatred and desire for revenge came from the circumstances under which his father was marked for death.  Dmitri had chosen an American whore over his own Russian kin.  This was unacceptable.  Not that the girl really was actually a prostitute, she was a dancer.  It didn’t matter in Ilya’s eyes.  Every woman who took her clothes off was a hooker.  This was one in a long line of disillusionments resulting from less than stellar parenting.  
There were not greater hypocrites in this world than the Bopps.  Both father and son went to church every Sunday and preached soundly against immorality, and then the next Friday and Saturday night these already married man were ankle deep in pussy for hire.  Over and over again they said one thing and did the other.  They were like politicians without the oval office.
One car in front of me, Dmitri was getting ready to turn around to get back on the highway.  Two cars in front of him was the youngest Bopp child Elena.  Far deadlier but much kinder than her older brother, she was one of the most wanted women in the western world.  She single handedly brought the Bopps to the table of serious Russian organized crime.  No one would ever accuse the strikingly stunning woman of being a MENSA candidate, but if you put a rifle in her hands she was an artist.  Whenever someone was encroaching upon the Bopp’s territory, her brother would sick her on them like a watch dog.  They never stepped on anyone’s toes or on this earth again for that matter.
Tonight’s operation was different for two reasons.  One Elena and Dmitri were friends.  Rumor had it that they had an off again on again intimate relation.  Two we were not to kill him, we were merely to capture him.  His death would come at the hands of Ilya, and it would happen when the dancer was with him.  
I could hear Dmitri honking his horn at the car in front of him.  It’s engine had just stalled, and Elena did her best to try and get it restarted.  This was how it was supposed to look to him.  It was just for show. There was nothing wrong with her car.  From behind me a police car, slid forward towards her.  It was not really a police officer though either.  
Instead of pulling all the way up to her distressed auto, he stopped on the right hand side of the BMW.  Skillfully we had arranged ourselves on three sides of Dimitri’s car.  On the fourth side was an embankment leading back up to the highway. With nearly a forty degree slope, he had nowhere to run.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

This was not my idea. Not that any of the ideas really were mine, but I actually disagreed with this one.  Dmitri was my friend.  I was aware that he killed my father.  Honestly I was happy he did it.  My old man was a sick bastard.  The things he did to me as a young girl, I could never even begin to tell you.  Had he not been my kin, I would have done the job myself.  No I was not annoyed with Demetrius Polonev.  On the contrary I loved the man.
Why was I doing this then?

Why was I doing this?

My equally sick bastard of the brother told me I had to.  Having known about my affair with my father’s killer tore him apart.  If not for my prominent position in the family, he would have put me out of his misery.  He couldn’t do it though.  He needed me.  I was his muscle.  Yes there was Alex, and several others, but I was the intimidator.  

“Be careful or I will sick Elena on you.”  Ilya had been using this line since I was six years old.  Not surprisingly it was around that time that my father began his vile excuse for love with me.  You could say Igor Bopp turned me into what I am today.  
Through the tinted windshield Dmitri and I stared at one another.  In spite of the dark wig I was wearing he recognized me and froze in place.  For a second or two I expected him to attack.  His hand was already in his jacket and he held a pistol in place.  Only as the time passed and none of us made a move towards one another, he pulled his hand out of his jacket.  We wanted him alive or he would be dead already, and he sensed it.  My methods were not discrete.  

Just when it looked like he might get out of the car, and surrender, he shifted gears on his car and stepped down hard on the gas pedal. Unable to get distance between the cars, and merely slammed into Alex pushing him backwards a few feet.  

“It is futile.”  There was no shoulder on the off ramp.  He had nowhere to go.  As I whispered the words to him, he shifted his BMW into second gear and moved towards the hill.

“Are you fuc…”  With its nearly three hundred horsepower, the car skidded and squealed but somehow made it up the embankment without flipping over.  

“He’s still moving south.”  Smiling more from admiration then anything else, I radioed my brother.
“How could that be?  I planned it perfectly.  YOU YOU LET HIM GO DIDN’T YOU!”  There was that Bopp temper again.  As he cursed me and called me every nasty word imaginable, I grinned and closed my eyes.  Someday soon enough my brother would get his.  Who knows maybe it would be tonight?
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Son of a bitch how did you know?”  Earlier in the afternoon Detective Grant Harris had suggested to me that he believed the Bopp family might be responsible for the attack at the news conference.
He told me if we followed the eldest brother Ilya we would eventually end up next the Dmitri again.

“Officer Jean Martel I am surprised that you need to ask that question.”  Speeding along the highway at close to a hundred miles an hour we tried our best to keep Demetrius Polonev in sight. Ilya Bopp was a few miles ahead us by now, but he wouldn’t be for long.
“Don’t bother racing after him, we know where he is going.”  As his car slowed down to pull onto the exit at Florida City we both figured it out.  He was going to Key West to find Purdy Phillips.  

“What do we do about the three down there on the ramp? What about Ilya Bopp?”  I didn’t want to take my foot off the pedal.  This just didn’t seem right leaving Dmitri outnumbered four to one.  Our job was to serve and protect, and whether Dmitri was an upstanding citizen or not, he was still entitled to our protection.
“Don’t worry about them either I know what to do about them.”  As Grant explained his master plan to me, he could see I was not the least bit convinced.

“You are using Purdy Phillips as bait?”  Being a street officer I never took these kind of chances.  I arrested the bad guys and did not wait until they hurt someone to do it.  If they broke the law I arrested them, I did not wait until they broke a more severe law.  This was the difference between the detective and myself, and not the only one.
“To take down two of the largest Mob families in South Florida, yes I am willing to use one stripper.”  It was certainly not the only difference I am afraid to say.  

“This is officer 686 Miami Beach. I need Florida Highway patrol.”  Grant tried to slap the radio out of my hand but I would not be denied.

“Unlike you I will not sacrifice a lamb for the better highlight reel eleven o’clock news arrest.”  No matter what he said or did I had no intention of backing off on my decision.
“Think about Jean what have they do so far?  The only one you can arrest is Dmitri for fleeing the scene of an accident.  Personally I don’t think any of the Bopp’s are going to press charges?”  His words began to filter there way into my brain.  My finger slowly slipped off the button.  What had they done to break the law yet?
“How did you know that the shooter was in league with Ilya Bopp?”  Pressing my foot down on the accelerator, I shifted through traffic on US1.  

“Yugevny Miloslev is his second cousin or some nonsense like that.  I called into my old friends at the FBI, and they ran the prints.”  

“But we didn’t turn up anything on him?”

“He’s never been arrested so his prints would not be on file for the average police officer.  We have prints on everybody.  A glass of vodka at the bar or the door handle of a limousine is a good place to gather evidence to a future crime.”  Even to hear him say it made my scalp twitch.  They collected evidence against people who had never been charged with a crime.  No wonder no one liked the FBI, and thought they were part of the big brother society.

“Come on Jean you didn’t really think we followed all the rules did you?”  I did not answer the question instead I dialed my cell phone.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

For twenty minutes we had been sitting in the bar breathlessly awaiting a call back from Dmitri.  Our last contact was cryptic and frightening.
“Son of a bitch.  It was the Bopp family that tried to kill me at the press conference.”

“How do you know?”  Yuri tried to cover up the phone but we could still hear it.

“Because my dear brother, Elena Bopp is pointing a gun at my head right now.”  After the sound of crashing metal and glass shattering, the cell phone went silent.
Yuri called frantically to see where his back up was.  His father scrambled every person he had towards Homestead but they were all a good forty five minutes away. They could never get there in time.

All of us jumped when my cell phone rang.  Yuri looked ready to bite off my head as I answered the anonymous call.

“Sam you are three are in danger.  I know this sounds crazy but the Russians are coming to the Keys.  You need to get out of there.”  At any other time and in any other situation I would have thought Office Martel was insane.  Given the past hour and the events that came to pass, I doubted nothing.

“Too late they’re already here.”

“They can’t be, we just left them on the highway.  Unless you are in Key Biscayne neither Dmitri nor Ilya could be there yet.”  Sounding confused and upset, Jean was trying to catch up.

“No not those Russians.”  Staring at Yuri and Peter I wondered what they were going to do.  They stared at each other and then back at me.

“Oh the brothers Grimm are there.  I see I will make a couple of calls and try to get the police there.  Where are you three?”  

“No thank you I don’t think they could help us.”  How were we going to get out of this?  Trapped between a rock and a hard place, I did not like our chances.  If the Polonevs did not kill us then the Bopps would do the job.  Otherwise we could let the police come in.  Only one problem, I didn’t trust the police anymore than the Russian mafia.  Yeah I know how bad that sounds.  Given what I had seen in the last few days, could you blame me?

“Where are you Sam?”  
“Captain Tony’s.”  Even though I did not fancy our chances being stuck in the cross fire and I didn’t want to be part of this tea party either.  Russians were not the safest people to play roulette with.
“Stay put I will get you some help.”  As his phone hung up, Yuri’s rang it was his father.  They argued back and forth in Russian, and then both Yuri and Peter tried calling their brother’s cell phone again.  Everything around us was going at a furious pace, and it was killing my fragile self.
My hands nervously gripped at my cigarette as I chain smoked my way towards oblivion.  Rachel had passed out face down on the bar, and the waitress nervously stared her down.  Every time she came back to ask if she could get us anything like a bill, Peter said no and dropped another twenty in front of her.  Finally she gave up and walked away.  Personally if it was me I would have kept coming back for the easy money.

“Mother fucker answer your phone!”  Cursing at the air around him like it was the cause for his distress, Yuri had to make a decision. If he stayed with us, he could do as his father asked and escort us to safety.  
This left his brother on his own versus the entire Bopp armada.  This alternative was not acceptable to him.  

“He’s coming down here now.  Officer Martel was very…”

“Shut up already.  Do you think I trust a police officer?  They are all the curse of planet.”  After carelessly taking five seconds to make his decision, Yuri jumped to his feet.

 “Go back to their hotel and do not leave them out of your sight.”  

“And where do you think you are going?”  Peter shook his head.  These two were inseparable, and he would not leave him alone now.

“To get your fucking brother out of trouble again.”

“What does father tell us about separating our forces…”

“Fuck it, stop trying to think it is not your strong point.  Just watch them, and I will get Dmitri.”  Before there could be anymore arguing Yuri dropped his cigarette on the ground and charged outside.

“This is bad idea Peter.  You need to stick together.”  Shoving him towards the door, Purdy was the most upset out of everyone though she spoke very few words.  Her eyes were the size of saucers and with each new development she looked read to cry.

“We will be fine.  Take care of your brother.  I will not be responsible for any of you getting hurt.”  It was not until that moment that it occurred to me how guilty Purdy must have been feeling.  If she had not stolen those chickens Dmitri would not have bailed her out of jail.  If Dmitri had not bailed her out he would not have been attacked.  If he had not been attacked his father would not have banned him from seeing her.  If he had not banned her from seeing him Dmitri would not have been charging down here.  It was an endless circle of guilt that started and ended with her.

“He told me to wait here…”

“GO GET HIM ALREADY!”  It was the most visibly upset I had ever seen her.  Before he could argue Purdy was pushing him out the door literally running him into the limousine.
“I am coming with you.  Family is the most important thing.”  Standing in front of the grill, Peter refused to move.

“Then get inside damn it we don’t have all day.”  As they screeched their tires and disappeared into the night, Peter waved towards Purdy.

“Pick up Rachel and let’s get out of here.”  I was not in charge of this little operation.  From the look on her face Purdy had a plan.  Going along for the ride so to speak, I paid the bill and carried the dead weight Jewish American Princess down the street.  Late night revelers pointed at her and cheered as though her inebriation were a good thing.  How many times had I been the one being carried?  How many times had I passed or blacked out in the past decade?  
The very number escaped me, but the realization that I had a serious problem did not.  How many days a week did I have a drink?  That was simple seven.  How many days a week did I smoke a joint or snort some coke or…?  My God I was stoned all the time.  

You might think this realization would make my resolve stronger.  On the contrary thinking about it only made me want it more.  Every sign that passed us on the two block walk to the hotel seemed to call my name.  Neon beer signs and large liquor posters jumped out of the store windows and chased us down the street.  By the time I got to the Duval house I was running, and Purdy was struggling to keep up.

“Did you see someone?”  Winded and confused, she asked me for an explanation.

“Yeah you could say that.”  Dropping Rachel down gingerly on the front steps I tried to catch my smoker’s breath, by lighting up another one.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

In all my twenty six years I had never been the cause of someone else’s death.  Well except that Russian mob guy but I didn’t do anything to deserve it.  The Bopp family?  Suddenly the words hit home, and I nearly fell down from the shock.  Igor Bopp was the old man that tried to molest me.  Igor Bopp was the man who Demetrius reportedly killed on Biscayne Blvd.  Ilya Bopp must be his son?  

Dropping Rachel soundly to the ground Sam reached out and caught me.
“It’s all my fault.  All of this is my fault.  I … I …”  My brain went completely blank. Were they trying to kill Demetrius or me or maybe even both?  Oh this was horrible how could I have gotten myself into this kind of trouble?

My little bouts with crazy rebellion were never meant to hurt anybody.  I just wanted some attention.  I just wanted to fight against normalcy that’s all.  I never meant for anyone to get hurt.  Hyperventilating, I could not focus on anything.

“It’s not your fault Purdy. It’s not your fault.”  No matter how hard Sam squeezed me or told me it was not my fault I knew he was wrong.  

When Sam got us both up to the room, he laid down next to me.  Stroking my hair and whispering sweet nothings in my ear, he finally got me calmed down a bit. His words and the softness of his voice entered my bloodstream like little drops of valium.  With each kind remark my blood pressure dropped and the sound my pulse in my ears was no longer deafening.  Instead the revelry and spirit which is Key West slipped through our open window. For a couple of hours we lay there.  Unable to sleep out of fear and uncertainty, I simply soaked up my best friend’s kindness like a sponge.
On the patio a young drunk man attempted to court a sober woman at least ten years his senior.  Their conversation caused us both to chuckle.

“Oh common you should give me chance I really am an incredible stud once you get me into bed.”  His southern drawl was exasperated by an alcohol induced lisp.

“Then you should go to bed right away Cowboy because I am not seeing it.”  Certainly more sophisticated, this woman from the northeast sounded not the least bit interested.  In between words we could hear her exhaling on a cigarette.  If I had to guess she was waiting for someone and this guy just jumped in to try and seize the day.
“What would it take to get you in my bed tonight little missy?”  Not getting the hint, he continued his barrage of clever questions.
“You not being there would be a start.  If we switched rooms it might help as well.”  As she stamped out her cigarette her phone rang.

“Must be your boyfriend huh?”  Undeterred he continued to press the situation.

“No my pimp actually, so if you will excuse me.”  Sam started snorting laughter at her latest jab.  His cheery disposition evaporated as she continued to speak.

“Yeah their still here.  Yep in room 212.  Okay I will see you in couple of minutes then..”  Picking up my room key, I could instantly feel my pulse again.

We were in room 212.

She wasn’t waiting for her pimp, she was waiting for Ilya Bopp, and he was only a couple of minutes away.

“How much for the night then baby?”  

“I’ll count to five big boy, and then I am going to drive this shim through your scrotum.  I wouldn’t let me get to five.”  Her condescending voice had grown heated. Looking out the window , I could see that she had something in her hand and it was rammed against the young man’s crotch.
“That’s too rich for my blood.”  Stumbling down off the balcony the cowboy disappeared into the night.
“Go out into the courtyard I will meet you in five minutes.  If I am not there by then I want you to go to Bare Assets on Truman Ave.  Ask for Gabriel tell him you are in trouble and I sent you.”  Apparently Sam had this all planned out ahead of time, and he was working quickly to pack up everything in the room.

“Show him this card and leave right away.”  Hugging me tightly, Sam picked Rachel up off the bed and began walking down the hallway knocking on doors.  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

On the first two knocks I got nothing on the third one, some man threatened to do unnatural things to my body.  When I got to the fourth one a woman of about forty arrived.  At first she looked annoyed but as she saw me holding the dead weight of passed out girl, she pulled me inside.
“Forgive me I don’t have time to explain. There are some people very awful people looking for us.  My friend here is drunk out of her mind.  I can’t get my other friend and myself away with her in this condition.  Please I need to stash her somewhere?”  I could not believe I was doing this.  It was completely ridiculous.  Ten seconds after I left I expected her to call the police.  Actually looking at the incredulous way she stared at me, I wasn’t sure if I would make it out the door.  In one of the more bizarre moves I have ever seen the woman smacked Rachel fairly soundly on the side of the head.  Barely stirring Rachel moved her hand up briefly and then started snoring again.
“Yep she’s out cold all right.  Okay, get out of here.  When she wakes up I’m tossing her on the door on her butt.”  Pushing me out the door, she winked and slammed it behind me.  Down on the balcony I heard two people start talking and I recognized the accent.  There was at least one Russian here.

Running out the back, I flew past the loads of tropical foliage and Keys flare past the kidney shaped pool to the back entrance.  Only when I got there Purdy was nowhere to be found.  Confused and nervous I tried to call out her name quietly.

“Purdy where are you?  Purdy it’s me Sam.”  Suddenly my eyes caught a glimpse of a tall blond near the perimeter picket fence.

“Purdy it’s me.  Hey is that you?”  Only as I moved towards her she didn’t move or say a word.

“That is my question exactly Sam.  Where is she?”  Fifteen feet from the woman I realized it was not my best friend.  Whoever she was; she had recognized me.

“I have the boyfriend out back.”  Her accent was undeniably Russian, and as I looked into her huge cold eyes, I recognized her.

“Elena?”  I had seen her on several occasions with Demetrius, and I was wondering if my decision to evacuate was premature.  He had denied their relationship as being more than friendship, but I could tell the difference.  If she was here with him; than I had made a mistake.

“Yes you have a good memory.  My name is Elena Bopp.”  My heart sank down into my chest, and I was the one having trouble breathing.  It had never occurred to me that she was a member of the Bopp family.  
“But you were together with Dmitri, I don’t understand?”  Two other men came walking across the courtyard, and a third was descending the staircase towards me.
“That makes two of us Sam.  I have never understood what she was doing with him either.”  Even in the dark of the early morning hours I could see the man’s face clearly.  I could not identify him though.

“That’s my brother Ilya, and he is looking for your girl friend.”  Casually whispering in my ear with the quiet sexy voice of hers, Elena made my blood run cold.  A déjà vu image entered my brain.  The first time I met her, she practically seduced me right in front of Dmitri, and I was alarmed. When I asked him what her story was, he turned completely serious and wrote down on a bar napkin.

“Professional killer, and a damn good one.  I have to wear a bullet proof condom when I talk to her.”  After a wink, he lit the napkin on fire and dropped it in the ashtray.

“Come on Sam tell us where she is, and you can drive back to Miami Beach in one piece.”  Ilya lit a cigar and stepped close enough to blow smoke rings into my face.

“Otherwise I am going to have to waste this Cuban cigar on your bare penis.  They all know how much I love my Cubans, and Elena tells me how much you love your penis.  So let’s keep this cordial shall we?”  What had been a really crummy couple of days was turning decidedly for the worse?  In the shadows an extra player had entered the picture.  I recognized him, and the corners of my mouth turned up.  Lighting up a cigarette, I blew my own series of smoke rings into Ilya’s face.
“Perhaps you should get back on the jet and return to Moscow where you belong Ilya.  Otherwise I am going to have to waste this Marlboro Light by shoving it up your asshole.  Dmitri knows how much I love my cigarettes, and your boyfriend told me how much you like your asshole.”  No it was not the brightest idea I have ever come up with, but it made me feel good temporarily.  Something sharp was sticking in my thigh about an inch closer to my manly hood than I really appreciated it.  I could feel Elena’s warm wet breath on my neck.

“That wasn’t very smart big boy.”  Her whisper caused every hair on my neck to stand up.  The man in the shadows was moving in closer and closer with each word she spoke. Was he here to save me or kill me?  Right that moment I really didn’t care.
“I will have to ask Dmitri that when he gets here.  Until then I guess I have to waste this nice cigar.”  There was a loud clicking noise from behind me.  
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Trust me boys you are not that fast.”  I would have been there sooner, but some nice police officer pulled me over to give me a speeding ticket in Islamorada.  Reaching into the holsters of the two thugs, I removed their weapons and was doubly armed.

This was an untenable battle.  If Elena wanted to, she could easily kill Sam, and more than likely get me too. I knew how good she was at her trade, and was not in the mood to test her.  Using Ilya’s two men as shields, I remained behind them with only the two guns sticking out towards the brother and sister duo.

“You are a trader against mother Russia and her people.  Even worse you are a trader against God himself.  The bad guys do not win Dmitri, and you are a bad guy.”  His voice was decidedly evil.  It hurt me just to listen to him.  The context of his speech reminded me of a preacher gone berserk.  It reminded me of the Islamic terrorist screaming the name Allah as he exploded himself in a room full of Americans.
“Trust me Ilya if I am going to hell you will be right there beside me.  Only…”  Aiming the laser sight of my weapon onto his forehead, I finished my thought.

“You will be there before I will.”  Elena spun Sam around in front of herself, she knew I was quite serious.  Killing people had never been my forte; I did not relish the idea of murder.  Sadly I was quite adept at it, and Ilya’s last few seconds of life were flashing before his eyes.

“Then Sam goes first.  Elena if you wouldn’t mind…”  There was commotion up on the balcony, and he turned his glance in time to see Yuri and Peter arrive.  With the odds slightly more in our favor, this was seconds away from turning too far past sour to ever be right again.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

As I descended the stairs from the Duval house, I heard the sounds of two people whispering in Russian.  They were just about to climb the fence into the courtyard.  If I stayed to wait for Sam we would both be toast.  It was a quick decision but I jogged towards the back gate anyway.  Once on the streets of Key West, I ran around like a chicken with its head cut off.

What should have been a fifteen minute walk to Truman Ave took me nearly thirty on the backstreets.  Every shadow of every tree was a killer waiting for me in the branches.  By the time I finally got to Bare Assets I was so flustered I nearly passed out from the rush of air conditioning as I entered.  It didn’t take long to realize I was in a strip club.  One of the managers stepped forward towards me, he called off the hostess and the bouncer.

“Hello Purdy; where is Sam?”  I recognized the man by his face, but could not recall his name.  Apparently, Sam had never properly introduced us.  If I remembered correctly, he had tried to solicit me to come work at his new club he had opened.  It was in Key West.  That night came back to me in flashes and pieces.  I recalled that I thought he was cute and nice at the time which is why I had never called him back.  I did not work for a man I found attractive.  It was dangerous combination.

“I don’t know.”  Choking back tears, I tried to explain but he held up his hand.

“We would like a private room in the back Terrence.  Make sure the cameras are off.”  A bouncer so huge he blocked out the sun grunted, and ushered us towards the rear of the establishment.  Unlike Club Chere with its glitz and glamour, Bare Assets was classier.  Dark woods and tropical seat back cushions, dominated the theme with pool hall like paint choices.  Even the bars and stages looked more English pub like, than strip club.  Most of the staff stared at both of us apprehensively.  I could only imagine what they were thinking as we disappeared into one of the private rooms.

Gabriel handed me a bottle of water.

“From the top tell me everything that has happened during the past two days.”  As I rambled and ranted about the crazy experience that is my life, his facial expressions showed that he was genuinely taking the journey with me.

“Where is your cell phone?”  Before I even got it out of my purse, he reached over me and turned it off.  
“Boss there are a couple of cops here, and they are looking for the young lady.”  The mammoth man spoke via a speaker to us, and then stepped away from our booth without saying another word.  Pulling up a television screen Gabriel pointed to the screen.

“That’s just my friend Jean you can let him in…”  Only as I stood up, he pushed me gently back down.  

“Do you know who this man is with him?”  His eyes focused on the television as if he were looking at the anti-Christ in person.  His stare suggested that he knew the answer already.
“His name is Detective Grant something or other.”  Remembering how helpful he had been made me grin even now. 

“His name is really Martin Granger, and by all accounts he is supposed to be dead.”  My jaw dropped down to the ground, and I buried my face in my hands. I couldn’t trust anyone.
“Chances are your friend Jean doesn’t know enough about the man he is hanging out with.  Let me give you the highlights.  He worked for an FBI task force to end Russian organized crime in the North East.  Only things turned bad when several sources cited him for taking illegal kickbacks.  Nothing was ever proven, and the bureau allowed him to disappear.  They suggested that he had been killed in gang related violence, and though foul play was suggested no one ever found the answer.  To the best of my knowledge someone or other had bumped him off.  Either the feds or the mob, neither of them were too thrilled with him.”  My mistrust was turning but not towards the men in the club.  Instead I was wondering who this Gabriel person was.

“Let’s just say I used to travel in different circles before I came down here.”  Before I could ask him, he answered my question.
 “If he is here I would not be too sure of his motivations or his intentions.  He could easily be working for either side.”  Tapping the screen I could see the wheels in his head turning.

“Sam you certainly put me in an awkward position here.”  A decision was being formulated as he slowly stood up and paced around the room.

“Terrence show the man named Jean into the booth next to us, and only the man named Jean.  Set the other one up at a bar.  If he makes a call on his cell phone, let me know right away.”  Watching me closely I could tell, he had no idea what to do.  If Sam had been here he would have been far more comfortable with this situation.  
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Sam told me I can trust you with my life Purdy.  He might very well get his wish.”  If I did not owe Francis Molinari my very existence, I would have sent this girl packing.  Even before Martin Granger came walking into my club, I knew she would be nothing but trouble.  Tales of her crazy antics had reached me from South Beach at least once a month.  Sam loved her though he would never say as much.  Watching her twisting her corn silk blond hair between her fingers nervously, I remembered why.

“Okay I want you to watch this screen.  I want you to watch that man.  If he makes a phone call, I want you to go out the back door.  If he goes outside or even to the bathroom, I want you to go the back door.  My car is waiting there.  You drive as fast as you can back to South Beach.  Don’t stop for anyone or anything.  Do you understand me?”  Her reluctant nod told me she was lost.

“If he calls into the Bopp family they will come here and kill you.  They might even kill me and everyone else in this bar.  Now do you understand?”  Her nod was far more emphatic than before.  

“I am going to talk to your friend.”  Stepping through the back door, I slid into a long slender hallway which encircled the entire building.  This was an old gin joint from the nineteen thirties, and this hallway had been installed as an escape route should the police arrive.  Once in the hallway I turned sharply to my left and then slipped into the other room.  Less than twenty seconds after I got there, Jean walked through the door.

“You must be Jean my name is Gabriel nice to meet you.”  His eyes searched the room for signs of Purdy Phillips when he did not find her, his hand settled into his back pocket.  The next step would be to show me his badge.  This was the police officer mentality, and I was used to it having been a former member of the fraternal order myself.

“Don’t bother with the badge, I know who you are.  What I want to know if what you are doing here with Martin Granger?”  As I expected he had no idea what I was talking about, and looked at me sideways.  From underneath my seat I pulled out my personal laptop.  I had been working in here before Purdy arrived.  My office was always filled with dancers and complaining patrons, so on quiet nights I came in here to work.
“Martin Granger.”  Pointing to a file I pulled up on my computer, I watched as Jean’s eyes went from surprised to utter bewilderment, to downright horror.  Reading the dossier, he finished by closing his eyes and shaking his eyes defiantly.  Reading it two more times, he could not believe it was true.

“Tell me everything that has happened in the last two days…”  There was a knock at the door, and then an announcement.  

“He’s out front in the parking lot on a phone call.”  As Terrence finished talking, I made a brash decision.

“Go out back get in the car with Purdy, and go back to South Beach.”  God I hoped my instincts were right about this man because if they weren’t I just signed her death warrant.  Without hesitating, the police officer ran out the back door.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

There is nothing more frustrating than realizing you have been duped by someone you trusted.  I had trusted Grant Harris, or Martin Granger or whatever the hell his name really was.  He had abused that trust.  My section chief had been conned as well.  The FBI told us he was being reassigned for his own safety, but not why his safety was in question.
The man had been taking bribes.  He was the lowest of the low, and I had fallen for it.  A consummate professional con artist, he had fooled all of us.  We trusted him with information, and he used it.  Running out the back door, I flagged down Purdy in the canary yellow Porsche 911.  At first, she did not look like she would stop for me.  Finally, she opened the door and yelled.

“Get in or get run over.”  By the time I had my ass cheeks on the seat, we were tearing around the corner out onto Truman Ave.  Grant merely glanced our way, and went back to his conversation with God knows only who.

“Your friend is not…”

“I know he just told me.”  Feeling even more guilty for endangering Purdy I tried not to look her in those striking blue eyes of hers.  They held more hurt than confusion.

“I don’t know where Sam is.  He never showed up.  I think they might have gotten him.”  Tears filled them, and they were close to overflowing onto those rounded flushed cheekbones.

“Don’t worry about Sam he can take care of himself.  We need to get you out of here.”  Slamming back the hammer, I was forced into my seat by the acceleration of the three hundred plus horsepower engine.  At another time I would have appreciated this sweet ride. Right then I was too scared to care.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

The silence of this moment was eerie.  It was nearly sunrise, and Key West was asleep. The working class had not gotten out of bed yet, and most of the revelers had passed out or returned home.  One curious woman looked out her back balcony and then jumped back inside.  Chances were the police would be joining this party in a few moments.  The only one who looked the least bit composed amongst us was Elena.  A permanent grin covered her face, and I imagined it was there whether she was angry, happy, sad, or in the midst of a psychotic killing spree.  That was just the kind of person she was.
“So what’s next folks?  Do we start firing and see who is standing when we are done?”  It was Dmitri who still had the best position of all of us.  Hidden behind two men, and with no one at his back, he could be out the back gate before anyone had a clear shot at him.

Peter and Yuri were showing extreme restraint given their tendencies towards shoot first think later, I was impressed that they did not take him up on the second option.  They said nothing and yet continued to fix their sights on the foreheads of the other Bopp family members.
A ringing phone caused nearly everyone to jump.  Recognizing the number, Ilya grinned and picked it up.

He said nothing and simply listened to the man patiently.  After a couple of minutes he finally spoke.

“Good stay there we are right around the corner.”  Lowering his weapon as he spoke, he held up his hands.

“Let’s call it a draw for the moment shall we?”  Motioning for his boys to move away, he did not address his sister.  Dmitri backed up with them, and they went out the gate, he took up a position next to a huge cypress tree.  He obviously did not trust the man’s intentions.  

Much the same, Elena drug me back in that general direction.  Spinning back and forth constantly she did not give anyone a clear shot as she retreated.  Only when we got to the fence she dug in her knife tighter to my crotch, I let out a bit of yelp.

“Don’t test my patience Elena!”  All three of the Polonevs focused their beams on her brother’s forehead.

“Come on Demetrius, don’t be cross with me.”  I could not see her face, but I could imagine her bottom lip protruding childishly.

“When the tide is turned little D, we will meet again.  Only next time, I will not hesitate to cut off whatever gets in my way.”  Ilya’s demented grin scared me more than the blade next to my privates.  My fear was that he already had Purdy; if so we were letting him go and would lose our advantage.

“Where are you going around the corner Ilya?”  As I spoke I felt the knife finally break the skin, and Elena bit at my ear lobe playfully.
“Shhhh it’s a surprise.”  There was an air of confidence about her that screamed smug assurance.  She knew the answer and was not about to tell me.
“Where are you going?”  Despite the pain of her continued pressure, I did not let up.  Dmitri sensed my voice was growing more upset.

“Answer the question Ilya!”  Raising his gun a bit higher, what had seemed like a stalemate was high tension again.

“We’re meeting a friend for a drink.”  As his phone rang again he looked supremely confident.  They had Purdy and he knew it.  Only as he answered the call, the grin disappeared.

“We are going to Hog’s Breath saloon you can follow us if you like.”  Slamming the phone back in his belt clip, it was my turn to smile.  Purdy had slipped away. I could tell from his sneer that their attempt to capture her had failed.  Gabriel had come through for me once again.

 “Purdy’s not as easy to catch as you thought she was?”  No one ever said I was very bright, I continued to talk shit when I should have shut my mouth.

“Do not tempt me you stupid WOP?”  Snarling at me as he passed Ilya went out the back gate.

“See you soon.”  Licking my neck slowly, Elena purred like a cross between a domestic house cat and a lioness.

As she let go, my hand went right to my hip.  Blood was already dripping down my thigh, she had dug in deep enough where I might need a few stitches.  Dmitri never lowered his weapon nor did his brothers.  Even after we heard them get into their cars and disappear they did not let up their guard.

“Where is she?”  Before I could answer him, I had to call Gabriel.  

“This line is not secure.  Needless to say you owe me.  Do not trust the detective he is bought and paid for.  Get back home, and watch your back.” Despite the sound of music and screaming men, I figured out right away what he was talking about.  
Gabriel had a fondness for South Beach fair.  He had a special affinity for celebrities.  One night I found him standing over the body of one such celebrity in a dark alleyway.  Apparently she had over indulged on ecstasy, and he was dumbfounded on what to do.  A former police officer with an overdosed teenage music queen would not have looked good.  I took her to see a doctor friend of Dimitris.  Thanks to a shot of adrenaline, she recovered and no one ended up in the tabloids.

Since then he kept professing how much he owed me.  When trouble started with Purdy, I went to him for assistance.  Given his background, I knew he could be incredibly useful.  Apparently his knowledge of organized crime had saved my friend, and now I owed him one.

The line went dead, and I knew Purdy had escaped capture.
“She got away.”  Pressing my shorts in tightly against my side, I walked away from the three Polonevs.  I had to retrieve Rachel before I went to the hospital.

“Sam this is not the time to be trivial.  Tell me where she is?”  While Yuri and Peter had stowed their weapons, Dmitri still held his at waist high.

“Ask those two up there.  They are the ones who told her to leave you alone not me.”  Even though I heard him curse under his breath, I continued to walk away.

“You took a big chance spouting off like that.  They could have tortured you to death.”  Not that he really sounded impressed, but Dmitri seemed to be complimenting me.

“They day is still young maybe they can do it later.”  No I am not the bravest man in the world, but I wasn’t frightened anymore either.  My hip and head were throbbing, I had endured reality for ninety six hours, and personally I don’t know how the rest of you do it.  

“Tell me the truth Sam, do you think she is safer under my protection or on her own?”  The two brothers came down the stairs, and Peter actually patted me on the back as he passed.

“I think she is in danger either way.  Not that I trust the Bopps, but you have done very little to prove to me that you can keep her safe either.  Personally I think we will take our chances alone at this point in time.”  It hurt to walk, and the blood was dripping down my ankle. With each step another few drops fell to the ground.  

Once inside the building I found Rachel staggering down the hall, she was knocking on our hotel door.

“Come on guys let me in.  I’m sorry already for getting drunk and being a bitch.”  When she saw me her eyes scrunched up to focus.  

“You were no more of bitch than usual.  Come on though, we are checking out.  The vacation is over.”  As we paid the bill, and got into Purdy’s VW Beetle Dmitri watched us from the courtyard.  Not having Purdy by his side was killing him, and I knew exactly how he felt.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“I can’t believe you let her to come after me.  What the hell were you thinking?”  To say I was angry with my family right then would have been a mild understatement.  I was furious.

“Forgive me little brother but last time I checked her surname is Phillips not Polonev.  Family comes first you ungrateful pain in the ass.”  Even Peter who normally took my side looked miffed at my reaction.
“Do you think Sam can protect her?”  I purposely pronounced his name like he was a little pansy girl to get my point across.

“The world is filled with people who can not take care of themselves.  It is not our job to protect them.  Leave that to police and the military.  We are neither.”  Rubbing the sleep from his eyes Peter holstered his gun, and pushed Yuri towards the gate.  The sound of sirens coming this way told him all he needed to know.

“She is like family to me Peter.  Can you understand that?” Damn it why did no one around me see that I was in love with her.  Even when I said it, they turned a deaf ear.

“Like family and family are two different things.  Come on lets get out of here before we end up in cage.”  Pulling me towards the parking lot, Peter was never one to argue for any length of time.

I should have known this was the reaction I would get.  No one in my family ever supported me in my outside endeavors.  When I was learning to paint as a teenager and considered going to art school they laughed at me, and actually went so far as discredit my manliness to discourage me.  When I was dating Elena my father threatened both she and I with bodily harm if did not break it off.
“There will never be a Bopp/Polonev wedding so end it, or I will.”  Everything I tried to do that was not the in best interest of our family was more than just frowned upon.  It was forbidden.

“I have had enough of all of you!  Tell papa I quit.  Tell him I am on my own, and that is the way I like it!”  Getting in my car, I left them in a cloud of smoke and tore off down the road.

Jumping into and out of traffic on the two lane road of US1, I cursed my upbringing.  I cursed my position in life.  I cursed God himself.  As Tool blared from my radio speakers I pushed the envelope of driving sanity.  Passing people on the right hand shoulder, and running red lights I was destined to die tonight.  Whether it was at the barrel of gun or in a fire ball crash, I didn’t really care.  I had had enough of being a Polonev.

All of my calls to Purdy’s phone were going to voice mail, and with each passing minute that I did not see her, my ire grew.  God help the police officer that pulled me over.
Strange thoughts entered my brain as the sun tried to intrude into my blacked heart.  I had money.  I could find her and we could disappear to some tropical island in the middle of the Indian Ocean.  She could raise a dozen children, and I could paint coconuts for the tourists.

All of the lights merged into a line across the side of the road.  Going so fast, that even my Bavarian beauty was whining its disapproval, I nearly rear ended an eighteen wheeler, and then had to dodge three oncoming cars in the left hand shoulder to avoid death.  Yet, it did not begin to slow me down.
A trip that should have taken three and half hours was only going to take me two.  On the turnpike I was going a buck thirty and kept pressing harder to get more out of my vehicle.  At one point I passed a motorcycle going a hundred and ten like it was standing still.  It was morning when I reached the junction for the airport.  

Letting off the gas pedal I tried to calm down, but it would not take.  Even though the car was not shaking anymore, I still was.  Waiting for me in my apartment was same fake breasted slut whose name I probably never heard much less remembered.

“I missed you last night.”  In Russian she tried to cozy up to me.  I simply spun her around slammed her up against the front door, and had my way with her right there.  Not even taking the time to remove her panties.  As she screamed out in ecstasy I moved my aim higher.  Crying out my name, she did not even begin to resist, and seemed more excited than ever.  As I finally climaxed, I opened the front door, and dropped her right there on the step.  Then entering I slammed the door behind me.  She did not knock to come in. 
 The next hour was a blur.  Ripping my apartment apart piece by piece, I obliterated everything in my path; even going so far as to yank all three of my bathroom sinks and toilets out of the wall.  Water poured down the floors and stairs and covered the air in a ghostly moist mist.  Falling over exhausted in my tirade, I lit a cigarette and closed my eyes.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
My wife was not the least bit happy when I showed up with Purdy at the front door.  Thinking this must be the reason I had been out for so many late nights recently, I would not have been surprised if she stoned me right there.  Luckily it was Purdy Phillips with me.  Instantly she found a way to bond with Gabriella and the children.
While she entertained the two youngest on the parlor floor, I broke the cardinal rule.  I explained to my wife what was going on in my job.  

“Oh my goodness this is awful.  That poor girl.  Oh that poor girl what she had been through.”  Not once did she ask me if I was okay, but I knew what that meant.  She was trying not to think about it.  For the first three years I was a cop, every night she went to bed wondering whether or not I would be alive the next day, and it was too much. Since then she had chosen to ignore the apprehension and fear.

“She still isn’t safe.  I have to get her into protective custody, but I don’t know who I can trust.”  Whispering to her, I did not want Purdy to know how bleak our situation appeared.
“If you really want her to disappear we can send her off to stay with your family.  No one will find her up there.”  Gabriella was good at coming up with solutions for difficult problems.  It had kept us out of trouble in the past.  Left to my own devices I would have been broke and unemployed.

“You think she would be safe up there?”  Even as I asked the question I knew the answer.  Where is the last place someone would look for a white stripper than in an all Haitian neighborhood in Delray Beach?

“Safer than she is down here that is for sure.”  So it was decided, I drove the Porsche down to Club Chere and parked it next to the police station, while my wife took Purdy in the mini-van up to stay with my family.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Though her disappearing act was not uncommon, my sister’s choice of times was ill advised.  Mom was having a lot of problems with rehab, and Purdy was not in good standing with the authorities.  Her lawyer had been here twice to visit.  As usual she never answered her cell phone, and it was going straight to voice mail.
Honestly I was starting to get a bit nervous.  Burying myself in work like I usually do when things aren’t going well at home, I had been at the office since six thirty in morning and it was nearly dark out.

I did not notice the two men and woman who stepped out of the elevator.  It was not until they were standing in my doorway that I knew anything.

“Hello Polly.”  Though he called me by name I must admit I had no idea who this person was.  

“Where is your sister?”  For some reason the women looked familiar to me, both of their accents made me cringe.  I knew that all of the trouble my sister was enduring was from Russians.

“I have no idea I have not heard from her in three days.”  Where had I seen her before?  It was at a party somewhere.  She was with one of Purdy’s friends.  
“Come on Polly do you really expect us to believe that you haven’t talked to your sister since she left to go to the Keys?”  Okay now I was frightened.  My last call from Purdy had been a strange one.  She called to say she was taking a few days off from work, and she couldn’t tell me where she was going.  I should tell anyone that asked that I was on vacation and say nothing more.

“As I said the last time I talked to her was…”

“Three days ago yeah we heard you the first time.”  Sitting on my desk, the woman reached into my business cards and was reading them carefully.  Our eyes met and we stared at each other.  My intense displeasure with her visit was not lost on her, and yet she looked quite unaffected by my glare.

“You should wear your hair long like your sister.  It looks good on her.”  Staring down at the photos on my desk, she pointed towards my sister and grinned.  
“Where is your sister Polly?”  Whomever the man was with the angry disposition, he obviously had a hearing problem because I had told him twice.

“I think I told you that already.”  Normally I would have lost my patience, but the look on his face did little to enable my bolder side.  

“WHY DON’T YOU TRY TELLING ME AGAIN?”  Slamming his hands down on my desk, I reached for the phone, but the young lady knocked it casually onto the ground.  Grabbing my scissors she stuck them into the wood about three millimeters from my hand.

“He doesn’t like being talked down to.  It’s a guy thing I think.”  If I was frightened before I was terrified. Where was the security in this building?

“I really do not know where she is I swear.”  Shrugging her shoulders the woman turned away and said nothing more to me.

“Polly Phillips I do not believe you.”  Reaching into the front of his pants he pulled out a square black box the size of a rat trap.  Seconds later my chest was on fire, he had shot me.  Everything around me went fuzzy and dark.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Rehab is not a fun place to be.  Most of the people there are really depressed or manically enthusiastic.  It was my first stint here and to be honest I wasn’t enjoying myself.  

“Sunday concentrate with me please?”  My group councilor tried to get me to concentrate but it was useless.  My brain was in thirty different places at once.

“Sorry Sammy I can’t follow you today.”  It had been a long time since I was sober.  Truthfully I didn’t real miss sobriety nearly as much as missed inebriation.  If not for my daughters I would have run out of here and never returned.
“What are you feeling?”  There was a knock at the door but Sammy did not move.  No one disturbed her when she was in the middle of session.  Everyone at the Miami Dade Rehab facility knew that.

“Confused and anxious.  I want to go home Sammy.”  Twiddling my thumbs nervously I did not appreciate the continued knocking at the door.  Finally too annoyed to let it go by anymore, she screamed.

“COME IN ALREADY!”  When the door opened a very attractive African American man opened it up and held up a badge.

“Sorry to bother you miss but I am looking for Sunday Phillips.  My name is Detective Grant Harris.”

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Nothing seemed to be in focus anymore, as I drove north on the Florida Turnpike.  Rachel’s snoring from the backseat was not helping me concentrate on the road.  Instead I caught myself dosing off at least twice, and it was barely six o’clock at night.  Neither Jean nor Purdy had called me, and I could only imagine it was on purpose.
Gabriel sent me three cryptic one line text messages in the past six hours.

Danger Phillips family and friends not safe

Avoid the familiar places you are being followed

Under no circumstances should you trust anyone.

The last one made more sense to me than anything else.  Honestly I trusted no one at this point in time.  In fact I was so paranoid that I was dropping Rachel Silberstein off at Miami International airport before going home.  Her father would meet her on the other side with a whole host of police.  Neither he nor anyone else was taking any chances.

As we exited the turnpike and I got onto 112 going east, my frustration began escaping me like pent up gas.  What was I going to do?  I couldn’t handle this kind of stress in my weakened condition. Both my nerves and body were shot, and I was two steps between the grave and a padded room.
Every person that passed me in the airport was a possible enemy.  Even the TSA and Customs officials made me nervous.  When some lost tourist tapped me on the back I nearly turned and flattened the eighty five year old Israeli man.

“Shit Sam you are wound so tight you are going to snap.”  Rachel began to give me a back rub, and could tell it was not helping.

“Watch your back Rachel.”

“Right this moment I am trying to watch yours Sam.  You have to calm down a bit.”  My fingers moved over the bandage on my right hip.  The doctors at Key West Medical had been a bit skeptical about my claim of an industrial accident as they put in the twelve sutures.  

“That is an awfully clean cut for a door jam.”  They knew I was lying but did little to investigate it further.  

“Normally I would take a chill pill, but I am not allowed to.”  I was going to miss Rachel.  At times I wanted to smack her, but overall she had been good for me.  As soon as I got home I was going for a swim in the ocean.  I hoped it would help.

As soon as I get home?  I can’t go home.  The realization that I could not go home, and I could not start my new job hit me hard.  I did not have enough money for a hotel room.  Should I go to stay with my mother or one of my siblings?  No I couldn’t do that either, they would be watching those places.  Where the hell am I going to stay?

“I want you take some money from me okay.  Find some out of the way dive and crash for a few days.  This is all going to blow over.”  Normally I didn’t take hand outs from anyone. Given the situation I took it graciously, and sighed a very deep breath.

“It’s not going to blow over Rach.  Either they are going to get her or someone is going to get them.  This is not going to have a happy ending.”  As the announcement for general boarding for her flight, I kissed her on the cheek and sent her through the security check.

“Take care of yourself.  If you need anything at all call me in Long Island.”  From the look on her face, she sensed I was right, and she looked nervous.
“Thank you for everything.”  We held each other an extra second or two longer than we should have, and then she disappeared through the metal detector. When it went off because of her jewelry, she ripped into the poor TSA girl.
“How much do they pay you like two dollars an hour? Do you speak English?  Well they pay you too much if you ask me!”  I was going to miss Rachel Silberstein.

My thoughts returned to Purdy as I remembered the other night in the pool.  We had kissed each other.  It was not a dream.  It had really happened, and unless I was a really poor judge of women I would think the feelings of lust and love was mutual.  She wanted me, and I her.

“Oh Purdy girl I hope you are okay.”

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

My husband could be a foolish child sometimes.  He had a habit of doing the right thing the wrong way, and was therefore in trouble a lot.  Being a police officer, he had gotten away with it.  As I looked at Purdy Phillips playing with my children in the back of the Ford Expedition, I could sense this one was worse than usual though.  

As usual I95 from Miami through Fort Lauderdale was a parking lot, and this left me too much time to think about the trouble he was in.  If the mob was looking for her, and they knew he had taken her they might come looking for him.  He must have sensed this because he asked that the kids and I stay up in Delray Beach with his parents for a couple of days.

Purdy was going to stay with his second cousin Martine.  Everyone knew that Martine was not the most reputable person in the world.  His ties to Haitian gangs and organized crime did not sit well with the more upstanding citizens in the family.  However, when it came to loyalty of family he was uncompromising.  If Jean told him to watch this young lady he would do so with no fear.  If he needed to lay down his own life to protect her he would do so without hesitating, that was just the kind of person he was.

As I turned onto Lake Ida road my heart grew heavy.  I did not want this girl to get hurt, but if it meant my husband’s life I was not willing to choose her side.  Let’s hope it never came to that.

Unlike some of the other Haitian communities in South Florida which were devastatingly impoverished and run down to the point of being condemnable, Delray Shores was different.  Most of the people who lived here were dead center of the middle class and took care to keep their neighborhood the same.  Yes there were still ten cars in just about every driveway, and at least a third of them would not have passed inspection.  Luckily in Florida we did not have vehicle inspection.  More than half of the people in each of these houses were unregistered aliens, and some were outright hiding from the INS. Despite all of this there was a certain pride amongst the neighbors.  They watched out for one another.
Nearly everyone spoke in Creole, and there was a general overall mistrust of outsiders.  Four or five gatherings of them waved at me as I passed.  They all knew me.  They were surprised though as I turned down Udell Street instead of continuing up on Dorson Way towards my in laws.

Unfortunately there was always one bad street in any all black neighborhoods.  Udell Street was that one in Delray Shores.  There was a drug dealer who worked the corner store, and every one knew he was there.  This meant that anyone moving onto this street was either foolishly unaware or happy with their addiction being easily fulfilled.  In this case Jean’s second cousin liked the street because he was not the one the police were watching.  It was a welcome change for him.

As I pulled into the driveway past the scraps of at least three motorcycles under blue tarps I was reminded that Martine was a bit sloppy.  There were pieces of trash all over his yard and the grass had not been trimmed in weeks.  The coral paint peeled off the CBS constructed walls, and there were several patch marks on his roof from hurricanes of years gone by.  It was not the most well kept house.

On the contrary the Cadillac Escalade parked next to the garage was spotless.  No one breathed on its chrome trim or even dared to scratch the paint job.  It was Martine’s ride, and most of the neighbors knew what this meant.  Other than his pit bulls there was nothing in the world he loved more than his Escalade.

My cell phone rang, and I picked it up.  

“Have her walk around back.  Not that I don’t want to see you but I would prefer if you do not come inside or stay long.  I don’t want anyone asking questions.”  Rude as always, Martine hung up without so much as saying hello.

“Go on around back.  He’s a bit rough around the edges but he is as safe as safe gets.”  Trying my best to reassure Purdy, I kissed her cheeks and sent her out the sliding door.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………...

Understand that I am not a racist person.  I like everyone of all colors, and religions.  As we drove through this neighborhood I felt slightly out of place.  Nearly every person was in their driveway or on their front porch and every single one of them was black.  I looked at my own arms and thought that I could really use a sun tan.
As I trudged around back through the not so nicely kept lawn, I heard the barking begin.  Right away I recognized the sound as large dog.  There were not Chihuahuas in this back yard.

I followed the noise of men talking past several piles of metal, I could only imagine were once motorcycles.  There were several large citronella lamps burning and the scent caused my eyes to water.  Under a severely bent aluminum roof were half a dozen men sitting around a plastic card table.  With a forty ounce beer in paper bags next to each one of them, they were enveloped in a cloud of sweet smelling smoke.  All six were black males in their mid-twenties.  Now I really felt out of place.

“Come in underneath the screen or else the bugs will eat you alive.” Taped and stapled into place over the aluminum frame was mosquito netting that looked right out of some army navy surplus store.

To say that I received some really strange looks as I walked inside, would be an understatement.  Two pit bulls charged at me, and none of the men made an effort to call them back.  The male, weighing well over a hundred and twenty pounds, stopped about ten feet away and sniffed the air.  The female on the other hand practically jumped up into my arms.  Licking at my hands and arms, she was just a big friendly baby.

“Hello pretty girl how are you?”  After several seconds getting to know each other, one of the men whistled and the two of them raced back to his side.  They sat down right next to him, and then laid obediently to the ground.  It was impressive to say the least.

“You must be Purdy.”  Pointing towards a plastic chair with three legs intact, and a fourth duck taped on, the young man took a deep drag off the “cigarette” in his hands and passed it.
“Yes you must be Martine.”  Gabrielle had warned me that he was more than likely not alone.  She also warned me that he was not the most gracious host.  What I had not expected was how young and well built he would be.  There was something about young black men that turned me on.  It could be their really nice bodies or the attitude they exuded.  Whatever the reason, I no longer felt uncomfortable.

“Can I play?”  They had a rather heated game of dominoes going on, and my request caused laughter amongst them.

“I don’t know can you?”  Reaching under the table into a cooler, Martine withdrew a Mickey’s big mouth, and passed it over to me.

“I can roll the bones when I need to.”  Several of them snickered at this thought and shook their heads.

“Five dollars a game, put your money in up front.”  As I reached into my travel suitcase, I remembered my sister and mother.  How were they doing?  I wished I could call them, but Jean had warned me against it.  Mama Chere had spoken to my lawyer, and she knew I would not be in for a few weeks.  Given my years of servitude though, my job was not in jeopardy.  Getting good dancers was not easy at this time of year, and besides she loved me.

“All right I’m in.”  As the hours passed and alcohol flowed the trash talking started.  Given there was a female at the table the atmosphere started mellow.  As they grew more comfortable in my presence the talk grew louder.

“Drop that shit down.  How that bitch!”  With each new tile that slammed the table there was another moan.  Dominoes can take on a violent tendency when money is involved.  I had seen some old men get into fist fights at the park.  Add to this a bunch of stoned drunk young punks and the talk just got ugly.
“Like your fat ass mama said to me last night in my bed.  Suck this!”  For the most part I said nothing, and played out my tiles.  Only the more the forty ounces of Malt Liquor that slid down my throat, the more brazen I became.
“If any one of you had a dick to speak of you might be able to handle this shit!”  Dropping down my last tile there were some chuckles and groans at the same time.  I collected the money and left a pile in front of myself.

With each passing hour the young men left, and by just after midnight it was just Martine and I sitting there.

“I can see how you made it this far.  Obviously you don’t fear the unknown.”  Throughout the evening I noticed Martine was really the only one not talking smack.  This was curious considering he won more games than anyone else.  I caught him staring me down at least four times.
“Ignorance can make anyone fearless.”  Dropping down a double four at the end of the string, I could see him cringe.  

……………………………………………………………………………………………………….

“Nice try lady, you’re not ignorant at all.”  White people! I didn’t like them, and  I had no time for them.  My cousin though couldn’t get enough of them.  He liked them so much he moved in with them.  

“About some things I am?”  White women!  I don’t like them and have no time for them.  They were nothing but trouble in my experience.  This one was possibly worse than all of them.  She had all of my friends wrapped around her pinky in one evening.  It was pitiful.

You can take the man out of Haiti, but you will never take Haiti out of the man.  Yeah we had more money here.  Yeah I had my own house which I didn’t have to share with twenty people.  It was not home though.  America would never be my home.  This caused me to have an attitude.  I will admit this.  Most of my friends and family felt the same way.  We were here because we had to be not because we wanted to.  If I could make Haiti a better place to live with a better way of living I never would have left.

 “If you are ignorant about anything it’s by choice.”  No matter how I treated this girl.  No matter how much I tried to ignore her, it was in vain.  She was not intimidated by my bare chest anymore than she was intimidated by my stare.  Damn it I hated that women had that kind of power.
“Only God is all knowing Martine, the rest of us will always have some form of ignorance.”  Her words stopped me but only briefly.
“I cleaned up the bedroom in the back for you.  B might visit you during the night.  She likes company.  J will keep to himself.”  Thinking I confused her finally I could not believe she nodded.

“Well B seems to like me enough already.  Dogs don’t really bother me much.”  Nothing seemed to bother her much either.
“I would suggest you stay inside as much as possible, until we see how popular you are around here.”  Running my tongue across my teeth I made that familiar clicking noise that drove white people crazy.  It was a black thing.  They never seemed to understand it.  

“I wasn’t planning on running around the neighborhood naked or anything.  Despite what Jean may have told you I am a pretty mellow person.”  Her eyes moved up and down checking me out.  It was not the first time she had done this tonight.  It was certainly the most obvious though.  
“Jean didn’t tell me anything about you.  He said that some bad rich white folks were looking for you.  If anyone came through the neighborhood that didn’t belong I was to encourage them to leave.  I was to let them know that they are not welcome here.”   Dropping the final two ounces in my forty to ground, I nodded briefly. It was just after midnight and I needed to get to work.  

“Use the house phone if you need to call me.  My number is on the wall next to it.”  Pointing the back yard, I sent the dogs to do their business for the night.  They were well behaved.  They should be.  I taught them.

Sometimes the bitch got a bit feisty, but I was working on that.

“There’s PSP and Xbox.  If you order any pay per view leave the money on the counter top.”  Without another word I went inside and got dressed for work.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

It was weird to be in my house when no one else was there.  There was always a screaming child or a screaming wife around when I was home.  To not have them here served two purposes.  Number one it made me feel better.  Two it gave me some much needed silence.

The Russians were coming.

I was almost certain of this.  They knew Grant and therefore they knew me.  They knew that I had taken Purdy Phillips with me.  They would be looking for us both.

Our home was certainly modest by South Beach standards.  Barely a thousand square feet under air, it was modestly furnished and modestly painted to.  Most of our neighbors were the Miami Beach poor which meant anywhere else they would be middle class.  

Sitting in the kid’s room, I was surfing the net for cheap flights to Haiti.  I wanted my family there.  It was where they were meant to be.

Completely engrossed in my search I did not hear the front door blow shut.  I did not hear a group of three people moving towards me.  I did however, hear one of the floor boards creak.  Reaching next to the keyboard, I pulled out my service .38.  I was not taking any chances these days.  As I pulled back the hammer there was silence, and then a familiar voice ran out.

“It won’t do you any good Jean.  You are outnumbered five to one…”  I fired a single shot through the dry wall to my left.  There was some cursing and clamoring from my kitchen.  The bullet had not found it’s mark, but I am quite sure it got someone’s attention.

“This is rather unproductive Jean.”  Turning to face the toy closet my eyes focused on a barrel.  The woman’s voice though new to me was distinct.  I could only guess it was Elena Bopp.  She had the drop on me.  Setting my service revolver to the ground I carefully held up my hands.
“He’s unarmed.”  Wondering how long she had been in there, I would have to remember to check my place more carefully next time.  If there was going to be a next time.  I could be sure of anything.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

No one at the club was expecting me, I can assure you of that.  They were reaching for their weapons the second I flung open the door.  My eyes locked on the only “friend” I had in the room.  Even he looked less than happy to see me.
“Elena Bopp to what do we owe the honor of this visit?”  The old man was the only one who didn’t seem completely shocked at my presence.  Before I took two more steps, Dmitri searched me for weapons.  

“I already gave at the door.”  Of course I came in here unarmed.  This was simply a visit not a job.

However, the new security man had not been very thorough.

“I always like to double check.” He was very thorough as he always had been in the past.

“Was that fun for you?  Personally I am drenched with anticipation for the next time.”  
“I am here on business.”  Holding out a manila envelope I handed it to my ex-boyfriend.  I could not wait for the old man to see them.  They were impressive photos.

“What do these have to do with me?”  I had warned my brother ahead of time, that he was being foolish.  The Polonevs cared about themselves first and foremost.  If he wanted to make a point, he should have had me take one or two of them, instead of a bunch of Purdy’s family members.
“A sister, a mother, and a cop walk into a bar.  Stop me if you have heard this one before.”  Passing the envelope to Dmitri, the old man shook his head.

“Again I ask you… What does this have to do with me?”  His steely gray eyes reminded me so much of his son’s it was frightening.  I would say they were carved from the same piece of Minsk granite.

“They are in grave danger.  If you know where the girl is, she should contact us as soon as possible to ensure their safety.”  I knew we were being listened to.  The FBI was constantly listening to all of us.  We knew what we could get away with saying and what we could not.

“Perhaps you missed my earlier questions?”  He was pig headed.

“So be it.  I must have come to wrong place.  If you change your mind the offer remains available until midnight.  After that the punch line will be final.”  Crossing my legs slowly I let the boys have glimpse of what they had all been staring at since I walked in.  Wearing a skirt that barely covered anything, I liked to tease them like this.  It was fun for me.  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Why don’t I walk you out?”  The family was just completing a meeting.  My father and I had already battled it out.  I told him of my desire to go it on my own.  He gave a hundred reasons why I shouldn’t.  When he realized there was not talking me out of it, he included the rest of the family for persuasion.  It did little to change my mind.  Just when it seemed they might finally listen to my legitimate gripes, Elena comes in here with an envelope full of hostage photos.  They had Purdy’s mother, sister, and the police officer who had been tagging around with them.  Strangely I was relieved that Purdy herself was not among them.
“You have a lot of nerve coming in here!”  Growling my displeasure, I tugged her outside.

“You had a lot of nerve signing my father’s death warrant.  Did you really expect my brother was going to let that go?”  If looks could kill I would have been dead about then.  Deadly gorgeous, Elena was the strangest combination of women and professional I had ever met.  Completely cold and calculated in her tasks, she was hot and bothered with every other aspect of life.  Insatiable sexually and professionally, she was as horny as she was a cold ruthless killer.  Only it was never about love.  Nothing was every about love for her simply because she had no idea what love was.  Given her tragic childhood, I could not help feeling sorry for her.
“What does he care, he hated the man just like everyone else?”  I did not try to appeal to her better side, for I knew there wasn’t any.  If I begged her to spare them or explained that they were innocent in this whole ordeal, she might just off them for the fun of it.  She was type of woman who drowned kittens and never wore pink in any form.  

“There is difference between not liking ones father, and not carrying if someone shoots him seven hundred plus times because he touched some whore’s ass.”  Spanking herself mockingly, she was trying to test my patience, but I knew better than to play this game.

“Your brother as usual is holding all the wrong cards.  The only person who cares enough to be driven out by these kidnappings is the one person that none of us know where she is?  He is putting pressure on the wrong people.  My father will not lift a finger to save any of them.”  Lighting two cigarettes I handed one to her.
“No thank you I quit.”  Even as she said no, she sucked deeply on the butt and continued to smoke.

“We don’t know where she is.”  Leaving her there I motioned to the door man to let her go.

“You had better find out because midnight is fast approaching.”  It was barely ten o’clock in the morning, but I knew what she meant. 

They were going to kill all three of their captives, and it didn’t matter if Purdy showed up or not.  The Bopp family took no prisoners.  

I couldn’t let it happen, but how was I going to find them.   I could always turn the table and follow her?  Moving out back, I borrowed Peter’s car.  He wouldn’t really mind.

For the first two blocks or so Elena did not appear to notice me.  Driving her lip stick red Audi TT quite slowly, she blared some Russian punk band on the speakers which I had never heard before.  Only as we got to Biscayne Blvd, she took the turn and floored the gas pedal.  If I chased her it would be pointless.  She knew I was there.  She wasn’t going to lead me to the captives.

I didn’t care.

German engineering VS Italian Horsepower.

My bother drove a Lamborghini Diablo, and she was in a production model German sports car.  It was not much of battle.  Considering how outmatched she was, Elena knew how to drive.  Using cars as blockers she lost herself in traffic nearly killing four or five people on the way.  When we got to the highway, the real fun began.  195 was not set up for a hundred plus mile an hour chase.  It was not even meant for an eighty mile per hour chase.  

In seconds I was right up next to her.  My cell phone rang so I pressed speaker.

“If you can keep up with me, I will take you right to them.”  It was not a trick.  She was serious she would take me right there.  Only when we arrived there would be twenty people with guns waiting for me.  Realizing how foolish this chase was I dropped off and down shifted back to the speed limit.

“Chicken shit!”  Hanging up the phone, she disappeared from my sight.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

 The usual spirit and warmth of South Beach was replaced by cold rain, and empathy.  Sitting in a fifty dollar a night motel, I stared outside and sighed.  It didn’t rain here often, and when it did, it never lasted long.  Today though, it seemed like the drizzle would go on forever.
After dropping Rachel off at the airport, I called everyone I knew trying to find Purdy.  All of my calls went to voice mail.  Polly, Mama Chere, Jean, and even my mother’s phone went unanswered.  Feeling dreadfully sorry for myself I turned on the television and watched hour after hour of non-penetration porn.  I was so bored I couldn’t even bring myself to whack one off.  That’s when you know it’s a bad day. When I grew to something just short of suicidal I strummed some notes on the guitar.
Just after noon I stirred in my seat.  There was a noise from the hallway.  Putting my ear against the door, I listened carefully.

“He’s in one hundred three.”  Damn they had found me already.  How did they do that?  Apparently the mob was better than the FBI, because they seemed to be able to find anybody anywhere.

Luckily, I had chosen the place on purpose.  There was an old fashion fire escape on the balcony.  Stepping out there, I looked down and saw what I expected to see.  There was a nicely attired Russian next to trash bin.  I had never intended to go down.  Racing quickly upwards, I had an escape plan in place already.

Once up on the roof, I scampered in and out of satellite dishes to the edge.  Jumping eight feet from one building to the next I landed with a thud.  Instantly I felt the stitches on my hip rip open, and I cried out in pain.  As I stood up the blood began trickling again.

At least I had gotten away.

By the time they got up onto the roof of the motel, I was already three buildings over.  Sneaking through an open window at the Cordova, I used the spare key I had for room four twelve, and helped myself in.  Thank God it was low season and there was no one checked in there.  I could only imagine how I would have explained this one to the cops.  

Sitting back on the bed, I pressed the menu on the television and finally got to choose some real pornography.  There was penetration front and back with threesomes and foursomes and more.  It was just what I didn’t need to do.  Every tall blond with perfect breasts reminded me of Purdy, and in a California porn flick that was just about everyone.
It was barely a half an hour before I passed out.  My dreams were bizarre to say the least.  I was being chased by Russian Mobsters because I was sleeping with their wives and daughters.  Elena was amongst them.  Every time they were just about to catch me in the act I landed in another bed.  This went on for several hours.  When I woke up again it was dark outside, and I needed a really really cold shower.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Considering the condition of the rest of the house, I expected to find a shit hole of a bedroom when I walked inside.  To my shock and utter amazement the room was spotless clean.  Even the linens smelled like they had been changed for my arrival.  The bathroom next to mine was more of the same.  Someone must have cleaned up and even painted because it smelled hospital like inside.

Lying in bed I stared up at the remnants of old glow in the dark stickers on the roof.  My mind drifted off to thoughts of Sam.  What had happened the other night was still fresh in my mind.  I could still taste her cigarettes on my lips.  What had possessed me to do that I have no idea?  Now that it had finally happened though, I wanted more.  

Yes I know this is the last thing I should have been thinking, but I couldn’t help it.  Action and adventure made me horny.  Some women go to see romantic movies or read romance novels when they want to get in the mood, I go see a Jason Statham flick.  Hey I’m weird what can I tell you.

Not able to sleep I tossed and turned for a couple of hours, and then the door flew open.  I nearly reached for the bedside lamp when I realized it was not a person in my doorway.  It was an eighty five pound female pit bull.  B bounced twice and landed right next to me.  Spinning in circles she curled up in a ball, and went quickly to sleep.  Something about her warmth and rhythmic breathing caused me to relax.  Just after four a.m. I joined her in slumber.
There was a gentle knock on the door around ten a.m.  I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, and answered it.
“There are Krispy Kremes in the fridge.”  Martine said nothing more, and as he left B went bounding out after him.  I tried to go back to sleep but it was too late.

After an hour of tossing and turning I went out to the fridge, and sure enough there were a dozen doughnuts.  I attacked them heartily and ate my full.  Soon after I collapsed back on the couch with a cup of coffee and began playing Madden 2006 on the play station.  It took me a good two hours just to figure out which buttons were which.  By dinner time I was getting good at it.  Martine came out of the bedroom.  Flopping down next to me on the couch he picked up a controller.  
It was just after midnight before I won my first game.  The New York Giants after losing twenty three games in a row finally beat the Miami Dolphins 13-10.  I was thrilled.  Martine was not.  He began getting dressed for work again when his phone rang.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Yeah Kevin what’s the scoop.”  There were a multitude of young kids in this neighborhood.  They were good natured for the most part and caused very little trouble.  They were also poor.  A couple of ten dollar bills here and there bought me a set of eyes in the back of my head.  Kevin was a fifteen year old butter ball who hung out at the basketball hoop at the end of the cult de sac on the next block.

“Yeah these two Mercedes have been driving back and forth for the last couple of hours.  They finally parked at the end of Udell.  There are like ten huge white men coming your way.”  This was what I was worried about.  Eventually they would find their way to me.

“Keep watching them.”  I made five calls.  

“Take the dogs and go up in the attic.  If anyone comes up there besides me, you sick the dogs on them.  Do you hear me?”  The pasty white chick nodded and did exactly what she was told.

These Russians had come into the wrong neighborhood to be pulling this bullshit.  This was my house.  No matter how many weapons they had it would not be enough.  We outnumbered them a hundred to one.

Deciding to be proactive, I grabbed my glock and the dominoes table.  I arranged them in the front yard, and me and my friends set the trap.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

One of my sources told me that Purdy Phillips was in Delray Shores.  Although I doubted it, I brought a crew with me to check it out.
“Ilya we are not seeing anything here.”  

“Alexander you will do as you are told.  You will turn that place upside fucking down if you have to, I WANT THAT HOOKER!”  My boss was being a stupid prick as usual, but as I said before he paid me well.  Following directions, I took the boys with me, and we searched from house to house.  I was not surprised when we were given no assistance by the locals.  Almost none of them spoke anything besides Creole, and those who did were less than helpful.
Finally one old lady said she thought she heard of a white girl in the pink house down the street.  My eyes focused on a group of young brothers in the front yard playing dominoes.

Not wanting to put all my eggs in one basket, I sent my four heavy hitters over there.  These boys had no idea what they were up against.

“Excuse me can any of you tell me if you have seen this girl?”  Holding up the photo Nikita was not surprised when no one paid attention to him.

“I am looking for this girl…”

“Who gives a fuck?  Do I look like the yellow pages mother fucker?  We’re playing a game of dominoes no piss off.”  One of the dreadlocked dead beats made the mistake of opening his mouth.  One swipe of Nikita’s huge paw sent the man flying to the ground.  Another one of them held up his hand as his friends reached for their weapons.  I felt this was my time to get involved.

“Listen we are not looking for any trouble.  We are merely looking for the girl have you seen her?”  My attempt at diplomacy did not appear to be working as they did not react.  In fact they put the plastic table back in place and sat down to play their game again.  Even the dreadlocked man who had been beaten earlier dusted himself off and resumed his position.

“I don’t think you understand.”  One of my hired goons reached into the front of his coat, and our world turned upside down.  Before any of us could react, they were all pointing guns at our heads.  

“You are making a mistake.”  My two back up teams came up the street.  We had multiplied quickly to ten people.  They were holding out their machine guns.

“You are outgunned and outmanned.”  Instead of backing off or looking concerned the leader began laughing hysterically.

“Do you know where you are mother fucker?  You’re in he hood bitch!”  Windows, doors, and garages in all the surrounding houses popped open.  At least forty armed people were staring at us with their black skin and brown eyes.  All of them were packing serious weaponry.
“You got two minutes to pack up and go home.  Otherwise I will mail your balls back to Moscow in a zip lock baggie.”  There was nothing to do.  A shoot out would leave the Elena Bopp and Ilya on their own.  None of us would have walked out alive.

“This is not over.”  Motioning for my men to lower their weapons we limped back to our SUV’s and drove back to Miami with our tales between our legs.

“There was nothing I could do.”  Rather than suffer the wrath of Ilya I called his sister.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

“Don’t worry about it.  Check out the other leads you have.  I will take care of them.”   Four hours to the deadline and we had not heard from anybody.  The police officer was proving far more difficult to break than had been expected.  Electric shock and cigar burns on his privates elicited only screams of agony and curses.  He told us nothing on where to find the girl.  His wife and children under private police guard were on an airplane to Haiti. Apparently one of the neighbors witnessed us kidnapping him.  They made some phone calls and everything was locked down.  Even our snitches in the police department were useless.  If anyone knew where Purdy Phillips was, they were not talking.
Three hours and fifty eight minutes from now Ilya would murder all of them out of spite, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.  Not that I was feeling guilty about it mind you.  In my opinion every one lives and every one dies.  How and when it happens is irrelevant.   

Thinking about it reminded me of a conversation I had had with Dimtri’s friend Sam one night at Club Chere.

“What you think because you have done horrible things that you are going to some sauna down below?  You are kidding your self.  There is no hell.  All of us are going up eventually.  No matter what you do down here it does not matter.  The only justice lies with God not the devil and certainly not with man.”  Drunk as a skunk Sam continued this conversation for hours.  I tried to appear bored with his insistence and yet I was strangely intrigued.  He quoted theologians and books of every religion known to man.  Sam was as close to an expert on the subject as I had ever heard.

“If you knew what I have done, you would not speak so cavalierly about…”

“You don’t think God knows what you have done.  If he wanted you to pay he wouldn’t wait until you are dead to exact his revenge.  Hell is a gimmick young lady.  It’s Hollywood magic and Catholic church propaganda.  If you are sorry for what you have done simply apologize for it with all your heart, and voila you are absolved.”  Throwing around a glass of rum like it was a party favor, he popped two pills and did not miss a beat.

“So what is to stop people from being horrible human beings on this planet?”  Grabbing the bottle of “prescription” medication from his hand, I shook my head disapprovingly.

“Fear of earthly retribution Elena is the only stopping force.  If someone is not afraid of going to jail or being horribly murdered themselves, than there is nothing stopping them.”  Ripping the bottled back out of my hands, he slid it into his pocket.

“What if I am not sorry for what I have done?  What if I do not ask for forgiveness?”  Dmitri was coming our way, and I was about to end the conversation before he got here.

“Of course you’re sorry for it.  Whether you say it or not, you are sorry.  Everyone feels bad for the miscues in their life.  If we all had the choice to go back to the beginning we would all chose to be good people.  No matter what you say, I know it’s true.”  Dmitri pulled the glass of rum from Sam’s hand, and motioned for me to join him.  To this day I wonder how much of what he said was true, and how much of it was alcohol related.  It stuck with me though.  When I woke in the middle of the night with those horrible dreams I had been saddled with since I was a teenager I remembered his words.

“Hell is a gimmick young lady.  It’s Hollywood magic and Catholic church propaganda.  If you are sorry for what you have done simply apologize for it with all your heart, and voila you are absolved.”

Suffice it say I have never asked for absolution in this lifetime, and I doubt if faced with the pearly gates that I would do it then either.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………...
“Hey captain what’s going on around here I see the entire force getting ready for Armageddon?  How come I wasn’t copied on this?”  As detective Grant Harris stepped into my office, I feigned a smile.

In the past six hours I received six phone calls.  Five of them were regarding the possible abduction of Officer Jean Martel, the sixth was even more disturbing.  A nameless man from Key West had some important information for me regarding my star Detective.  The information he emailed over was sitting in a folder on my desk.  It included photos and cell phone recordings.  It was unpleasantly revealing.  Unbeknownst to Grant Harris, I was not the only one listening in this conversation.  Internal Affairs was on conference, and there were a dozen officers standing by in case this turned ugly.

“Drop your badge and gun on my desk, and report to IA.  I should warn you that you are under arrest and anything you say can and will be used again you in a court of law.”  His attempt to look shocked and confused was veil and pointless.  I knew the truth.  Even though the FBI refused to release the information to me, I had more than enough proof to take him down.

“Captain I don’t know where you…”

“Can it Martin Granger I have no time for crooked cops.”  The officers piled into the room around him.  Their eyes said it all.  They did not like crooked cops either.

“Your badge and your gun?”  The shock was slowly turning to fear, and then back around to irritated desperation.  His hand remained on the gun barrel as he dropped it on my desk.

“You are making a horrible mistake.”  Even his attempt to threaten me, did nothing to even turn my head.  I was looking out the window, and would not even address him.

“It wouldn’t be the first time.”  Two people from Internal Affairs walked in with handcuffs.

“All right, Ollie gave up the rest of the crooked crew in here.  They have all been contained.  I need the rest of our collective unit to find Jean Martel.  Do we have any leads?”  My phone rang again, it was the front desk.

“Chief you are going to want to talk to this Haitian guy.  He says he is on a motorcycle following a bunch of the Bopp goons.  He is following them to where Officer Martel is being held.”

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………...

There was a knock at my door.  There was another knock at my door and this one was louder.  How did they find me?  No one could possible know I was in the hotel.  Maybe it was just the staff, and they heard the television or my guitar.  No it wasn’t them.  The Russians were here.
Unlike the motel room with its fire escape, I had no way to get out of this room.  I was trapped.

“Open the door already Sam.  Don’t make me sit out here in the hallway.”   Either this man was an incredible puppeteer or that was Dmitri Polonev.  Could I trust him though?  Did I have a choice?

“The door is open.”  Sure enough as he pulled on the handle it opened right up.  I figured if someone found me I was dead anyway.  Why lock the door?

“How did you find me?”  As he slid through the open door with his gun extended, I did not even bother to hold up my hands.

“You really are a forgetful drunk Sam.  I’m the one who got you the fucking key to this suite.  It is after all the only hotel in South Beach that doesn’t use electronic key systems or replace the lock when a key is lost.”  I stared at him and then closed my eyes trying to remember how I got the key.  Of course Dmitri had a party in this suite, and I took it from him to go buy more booze.  Shit I am an idiot.

“So where the hell is she?”  Looking down at my beeper in anticipation I saw six new messages.  I had a virtual voice mail set up.  Every time someone called me and left a message I got a beep.

“How secure is your phone?”  Asking him the question, he scoffed at the mere mention.

“I need to check my voice mail.”  For a few seconds he didn’t look like he would give it to me.

“So you don’t know where she is either?”  Reluctantly he handed it to me, and I called in.

The first one was from my mother wondering why I had dropped off the face of the planet

The second was from Jean telling me that Purdy was secure but he couldn’t tell me where.

The third was from my mother again.
The fourth was from my mother.

The fifth was from my mother.

The sixth was from some guy named Martine.  I should call him back right away.  He said nothing more specific than this.
“What number can I call you back at?” Before I could say anything the man answered the phone like this.  I read the number off the hotel phone. Twenty seconds later it rang.

“State your name.”  His voice was quiet and his tone stern.

“Francis Molinari but everyone calls me Sam.”  There was a brief pause on the other end of the phone.

“Are you alone Sam?”  Taking a deep breath he seemed to be debating what he should say next.

“No I am sitting next to one of the Russians I think I am supposed to trust.”  I was not about to lie to this man.  I had a feeling I needed him.

“The ones you are not supposed to trust are at a warehouse at the Port of Miami. Bay six unit number four.  Police are on their way. They have her sister, her mother, and our mutual friend with them.”  With that the line went dead and there was nothing more.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

To say that I was good on motorcycle did not begin to do me justice.  God himself could not catch me on my GSXR 1100.  It was so custom there was not a word for it.  A hundred and fifty miles an hour was just a gentle breeze.  These idiot Russians did not even see me coming.  I followed them all the way from Delray to the Port of Miami.  A friend of mine got me beyond the gates.
Staring at the storage bay, I wondered how stupid they had to be to let me follow them.

Normally I do not like using the police for anything.  They were not my friends and I did not trust them.  No matter what the others thought, Jean swore by his police chief.  Jean swore his wife and children on the man.  My call to him had gone much the way I expected it.  At first he doubted my sincerity.  When I told him the way it was, and gave him detailed information about the case he changed his tune.
“Where is the girl?”

“What girl?”  This information would not be available to anyone.  I don’t care who they are.  Her life was my responsibility.

“Fair enough, I will investigate this immediately.  While I appreciate your assistance, I would suggest that you vacate the premises.”  His voice sounded sincere enough, but who can you trust?  The old cliché that it had to be earned went ten fold for me.  

“You really think I was going to be here when you got here?”  I carefully rolled the motorcycle down the street, and then gunned my crotch rocket to life.  By the time I was talking to Sam, I was already half way to Fort Lauderdale.  Voice activated dialing on cell phones was a gift to the motorcycle rider.  Under my helmet, I simply spoke my commands, and my Bluetooth enable Razor did it’s thing.
What had this white chick done?  Everybody was looking for her.  The Russian mob sent ten people to take her down.  They never sent ten people to do anything.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“So let me see if I have this straight? Elena was not bluffing about their captives.  They have Sunday and Polly Phillips plus this Office Martel at a warehouse on the docks in Miami.  They are all going to be dead in just over two hours if Purdy is not delivered to them.  The police are on their way there.  Yet, you still want me to go there with you.  Even though the reason for all this is that they want to capture and kill me?  Is that what you are saying?”  I could tell from the look on Sam’s face that yes this was exactly what he was asking me to do.  

“Yeah in nutshell that is exactly what I am saying.”  Packing up his things from around the room, Sam was nearly ready to go out the door.

“You’re fucking crazy Sam.”  Holding my finger to the side of my head, I spun my index finger around.

“You owe it them.  You owe to Purdy.”  He was not waiting for my reaction.  Either way Sam was going to that warehouse.

“I don’t owe them my life.  I owe that to no one.”  Not that I was afraid to die.  Honestly I could care less about dying.  It did not frighten me in the least anymore.  However, if I was going to go out it was not going to be while charging into warehouse against what could be twenty men.  I was slightly unstable but not completely unbalanced.
“You owe it to God Dmitri.  For all the bad shit you have done on this planet.  You owe it to him because when you die he is still going to invite you into his everlasting home with open arms despite your various indiscretions.”  Was he serious?  Damn it he really was serious. 

“I will say it again Sam you are fucking nuts.”  My concern was Purdy Phillips.  No, I did not want her mother or sister to get hurt.  No, I did not even want the police officer to be hurt either.  This being said, I was not sacrificing my life for them.

“No shit Dmitri.  You think I don’t know that.”  Out the door he went without another word.  At first I almost let him go.  Something told me this was not a good idea.  Chasing him down the stairwell, I tried in vain to dissuade him.

“The police are on their way there.  This is their thing.  They do this for a living.  Sam stop already you don’t even have a gun.  SAM STOP ALREADY!”  Grabbing him by the arm, I stopped his mindless run down the stairs.

“What are you planning to do when you get there?  Are you going to ask them please give my friends back?”  Gently pulling his arm away from me, Sam drew a long deep breath.

“If it was Purdy stuck in that warehouse what would you do?”  Staring me down, he watched for a reaction.
“You got them into this shit.  Now I have to try and get them out.  When the SWAT team shows up, what do you think the Bopps are going to do?  They will execute every one of them, and try to fight their way out.  You know it and so do I.”  At that very moment I hated him.  He was the voice of the angel on my shoulder.  He was the conscious that I never knew I had.  I hated him for it.

“I OWE THEM NOTHING.  For that matter I owe her nothing.  If she was there I would do exactly what I am doing right this second.”  Letting go of his arm, I started walking back up the stairs.

“If that’s the case then why did you come here Dmitri?  Why did you charge down to Key West?  Why did you bail her out of jail?  Face it buddy, you love Purdy, and you would do anything to protect her.  If they murder her family it will destroy her.  It will destroy the very essence that is Purdy Phillips.  You might as shoot her yourself.”  His words haunted me, as I continued to climb up to that door. I hated that little fucking annoying ass voice pleading in my ear.  It was calling to me.

“You have to save them.  You have to do the right thing.  For once in your worthless good for nothing life, you have to look out for someone else besides the family.”  Smacking at the side of my head, I tried to knock out the voices.  It didn’t do any good.  If they died it would haunt me forever.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………...

South Florida was not really my cup of tea.  I preferred Europe to be quite honest.  Perhaps this was why I enjoyed South Beach so much.  It did not feel like an American city.  This little place on the other hand.  This was American through and through.

In stark contrast to the almost Key West flare of downtown Delray Beach, this little community was cookie cutter architecture.  All of the homes were built in the early 1970’s and excluding the exterior color and landscaping, they all looked the same to me.

Had I chosen to go directly to my final destination during daylight hours, I would certainly have stuck out like a sore thumb.  There were no white people at all.  I saw a couple of caramel colored hair extensions passing by but that was the closest to blond I would find around here.  Ditching my car in the housing development called Rainberry across the street, I casually slid between houses.  Even though there were dozens of children all around, not one of them spotted me.  Sliding casually up to the back window of the house I was sent to investigate, I listened carefully for any sign of life.  
There were four rather large men sitting at a kitchen table.  The words of my brother echoed in my head.  

“Do not kill anyone! No one do you hear me?”  I had a clear shot from here.  It would have been so easy, but his voice kept ringing in my ears.
Okay if I was not supposed to kill them, I could at least have some fun with them.

“Hello Boys can you help me?”  Doing my best to imitate an American accent, I waited as the four of them reached for their guns and came crashing out back.

“What are you doing here?”  They broke the cardinal rule in a conflict situation.  Never underestimate your opponent.  As they slid their weapons back into their pants, I smiled confidently.  This was going to be easy.

It only took a minute.  As the last of the four went crashing and whimpering to the ground, I let out a little squeal of pleasure.  Disarming men with sex was not nearly as empowering as physically dominating them.

I am sure at least one of them would be in hospital tomorrow morning.  For the moment though they wouldn’t die.

As I cracked open on the louver windows, I again stopped to listen.  There was one voice.  It was a woman’s voice.  It was a white woman’s voice.

This must be the place.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Strangely enough the attic was quite comfortable.  Martine had set it up like a spare bedroom.  A window air conditioner kept it from being oppressively warm.  As a heated verbal battle was being fought outside, I clung close to B hoping her warmth would protect me.  Then without warning the voices outside subsided.  Only Martine never came back to get me.  I was all alone.
As the hours passed I remembered his request for me to remain up here.  I was not leaving.  Going through an old dusty bookcase, I found a couple of interesting poetry collaborations to read.  

“African American poets of the 20th century.”  For the better part of five hours, I read them all.  Until then I never realized how talented the likes of Langston Hughes, Sterling Brown, Anita Scott Bryant, and Gwendolyn Brookes were.  Yes I knew about the Harlem Renaissance, and I had read one or two poems in high school. However to go through them all, I was suddenly fascinated.  As I read through more of the contemporaries I came across Maya Angelou.  Her words gripped me.  The way she could paint a picture with so very few words tore at my soul. It made me miss Sam and yet despise him for not being here at the same time. I was so engrossed in reading aloud that I did not hear someone slip into the house. 

Where have you gone 
with your confident walk 
with your crooked smile 
why did you leave me 

when you took your laughter 
and departed 
are you aware 
that with you 
went the sun all light 
and what few stars there were? 

where have you gone 
with your confident walk 
your crooked smile
the rent money 
in one pocket 
and my heart in another . .

Without warning both of the dogs who seemed to be listening to me intently scattered behind the dusty old loveseat I was sitting on.  They went completely silent.  By the time I turned around there was a woman staring at me from the trap door in the floor.  In her hand was a gun.  It had a silencer at the end.
“Hello Purdy Phillips it has been a long time.”  Although I did not recognize her face at first, the voice sent chills up my spine.  It was Elena Bopp.

Carefully her eyes searched around the attic to see if I was alone.  When she was sure of it, she came slowly up through the ceiling.

“You are amazing young lady.  We have been looking for you for over a week.  I am thoroughly impressed that you made it this far.”  So much for my watch dogs; they were hiding behind me.  Oh well, I did not like the idea of them getting shot anyway.  The guilt would have torn me apart.

“Obviously you haven’t been looking in the right places.”  There was a buzzing noise coming from her hip, and I guessed correctly as she grabbed for it that someone was calling her.
“I have her.  Okay we shall be leaving shortly.  No I did not hurt her yet.  Yes I promise.”  Crossing her fingers blatantly for me to watch, Elena was sick puppy.  Dmitri was intimidated by her, and this in itself told me I should fear her.  Whether it was a gun or a hair brush in her hands, I would still be nervous.
“How are we going to play this?  Shall we tussle for a moment or two?  Shall I shoot you in the leg?  Come on Purdy tell me how this is going to end.”  Licking her lips seductively, she took her gun and slid it into the back of her pants.  

“What does he see in you?”  I could very easily have asked her the same question, but I remained silent.

Even as she walked towards me slowly, dancing back and forth there was something cruel brewing in her demented cerebrum.  My “relationship” with Dmitri did not go over well with her.  Some people believe it was the reason for their break up which I never understood.  He and I never did anything together.  It was stupid.  Elena Bopp was not the kind of person who survived by reason though.  
“Come on sweetie take your best shot.”  Closing her eyes briefly she pointed towards her chin.

“SICK!”  As the word left my mouth there was an ungodly upwelling behind me.  Both B and J came flying over the loveseat.  Reaching for her weapon or any weapon for that matter, Elena was caught completely off guard.  J struck her first with all his hundred and some odd pounds.  His jaws sank down on her right wrist, and just as her left hand came around to strike him, B grabbed it.  The force of their spring sent her wheeling backwards.  With all my force, I shoved her towards the window at the end of the room.  

Just as the air-conditioning unit struck her soundly in the back the two pit bulls let go.  Neither the unit nor the rotten wooden frame held.  Elena went tumbling fifteen feet out of the hole in the house.  There was a crashing noise outside as she landed on the aluminum porch which also gave way.  Grabbing the two dogs I looked outside briefly, and this mistake nearly came back to haunt me as three bullets struck right next to my head.
Apparently she had forgotten the request of her brother not to shoot me, because she was firing away.  Grabbing the two pits we all ran behind the couch.  After a few seconds of cursing and screaming there was silence outside.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

What I saw when I got home was completely unexpected?  

First of all there was some crazy white bitch screaming and shooting at everything at sight.  Luckily I was not in her path as she went running down the street.  It was like a run by shooting.  She fired at nearly every house until she had emptied her clip.  Amazingly she did not hit anybody.

Secondly I found four of the biggest baddest mother fuckers I know, lying broken on the ground on my back porch.  None of them would die or anything, but they were seriously messed up.  Ricky kept repeating over and over again that some white prom queen kicked their ass.

Thirdly there was the hole in the side of my house, and the collapsed porch.  My air conditioner was sticking out of the dominoes table. To say I was heated as I went running towards the attic would have been a bit of an understatement.  

As I got upstairs I heard the noise I was expecting.  There was loud growling coming from behind my couch. 

“Beyonce, Jay Z come!”  They did exactly that.  Running to my side, they sat at attention.   There was blood all over B’s tawny fur.  Luckily it did not appear to be her own.

“It’s Martine.  Are you all right?”  The girl stuck her head carefully around the corner of the loveseat.
“I have had better nights.”  Dusting herself off, she shrugged her shoulders and moved forward.

“What the fuck…”

“Her name is Elena.  She’s a bit of a whacko.”

“No Shit!”  Petting my dogs gently, I praised their effort.  Wiping the blood off B, I tried to contemplate what to do next.  They had gotten inside.  They had gotten past my boys.  They knew where she was.  How long would it be until they came back?

“Get your stuff we’re going back to South Beach.”  My bike was not as fast with two people on it, but we were still moving through traffic pretty quickly.  

“Chief hey its your favorite negro.  I need to meet you.  I have something important for you.”  Forty nine minutes later I was in the parking lot of the South Miami Beach police station.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

“Jesus what the hell happened?”  There was blood all over the front of Purdy’s yellow tank top.  It had not occurred to me that Martine might really have her.  
“Elena Bopp happened.”  Looking at Purdy my eyes went from head to toe slowly.  I knew who she was.

“Rollins, Ramirez clear the precinct.”  I had agreed to meet them in the parking lot.  From behind one of the cars two officers emerged.  They went right upstairs and did as they were told.

 “A SWAT unit is on site at the dock. They confirmed your claim.  We are waiting for surveillance photos.  It looks like we will have to go in.”  Of course I knew who Martine Martel was. He was a criminal.   Twice Jean had begged me to help keep the boy out of jail.  Jean trusted him with his life though, and therefore so did I.

The docks at the Port of Miami were Department of Homeland security territory these days.  That being said, when it came to operations such as these they differed to local law enforcement.  In this case they had reluctantly given up space to the Miami Special Tactical Forces Unit.  I only hoped they could get the hostages out alive.

“You have been through a horrible ordeal lately Miss Phillips.”  Wiping some blood from her cheek, I remarked how much she reminded me of my own daughter.  Frightened and completely out of place, she looked towards me for help.

“You don’t know the half of it.”  Trying her best to grin, my hardened heart melted in her very presence.

So this was the cause of all this nonsense.

“Go back up north, I will be in touch.”  Only as I spoke Martine shook his head.

“I promised J I would stay with her.”  His determination and reputation for protecting family were legendary.  They landed him in jail on more than one occasion.

“She’s safe here.” Only his head continued to shake.  

“She goes nowhere without me.”  His hand gripped hers tightly.  It was apparent he did not trust the police which I could certainly understand.

“Suit yourself.  We will hold up in my office.”  After the building was completely empty, I led the two of them inside.  Rollins was standing in front of my door like a watch dog.

“No one comes in here.  You saw me return inside and no one else.”  Loyal to the point of being annoying he nodded, and went back downstairs.  If someone tortured him Henry Rollins would never tell anyone a thing.  

My phone was ringing when I got into my office.  I recognized the number.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“We are preparing to breech.  I will call you back when I have an update.”  Chief Grady and I came up in the academy together.  Although nearly ten years my senior he and I were the best of friends.  When I moved to South Miami Beach, he was my lieutenant.  Today we were both the chiefs of our respected divisions.  Therefore when he called me to check out a possible kidnapping, I threw my best team at it.  When he asked me to call him back on secure line, I knew there was more to this than a simple kidnapping. As he told me about Russian Mafia, and police officers, and an ongoing internal affairs investigation, I quickly gathered this was not going to be the normal crash and burn operation.

Our recon turned up a powder keg ready to explode.  There were two dozen well armed men and women in this warehouse.  They had hostages locked up in dog cages in the center of the airplane hanger like room.  One of them was being shocked with battery cables.  It reminded me more of my time in Vietnam than my life here in Miami.  A huge clock on the wall was counting down to Midnight.  Every few minutes one of the men announced how much closer they were to death.

“Twenty three minutes to death people.  Does anyone want to tell me anything interesting?”  The two women cried and one of them went so far as to beg for life.  The leader simply laughed.

“Tell me where your daughter is, and I will let you live.”  When she pronounced that she had no idea where she was, he placed one of the battery cables against the three cages caused them all to scream in agony.

“This is getting old people.  Tell me what I want to know?”  Our cameras had covered every angle of the room, but it did little to help us.  There was no way to get a human being inside to where the prisoners were being held without tipping them off that we were there.  They would have plenty of time to murder the hostages.  None of the sharpshooters had a clear shot from the outside as the windows were far too tinted.  

If not for the deadline we might have been able to plan something.  

“Five minutes to breech.”  I was not going to take any chances with the deadline.  We were going in fifteen minutes early.

“Sir we have a problem…”

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“What the hell was I thinking?”   Dmitri was right, I was insane.  Walking right up to the front door of the warehouse, I was instantly swamped by large Russians who instantly emerged out of thin air like termites from a piece of rotted wood.
“I’m here to see Ilya.  Tell him Francis Molinari is here to see him.  Tell him I know where Purdy Phillips is.”  It was a bluff.  It was asinine, but I had no choice.

Two minutes later I was rudely tossed onto the floor.  The first face I saw when I looked up was Jean.  He had looked better.  Both his eyes were nearly swollen shut, and he had burns all over his cheeks.  His lips mouthed the words

“I’m sorry,”  

“Well well well, it seems we have another neck for the guillotine.”  Staring at me curiously, Ilya cackled at my very presence.  We did not get along.  His early visits to Club Chere had not gone over well.  As a teenager his father snuck him in there with a fake I.D.  Everyone knew he was underage.  The night his father basically sentenced himself to death he had been there.  He was the one encouraging his father to break all the rules.  In some ways the old man trying to show off for his son was what got him killed. The verbal exchange in Key West did not help anything either.  I was on his shit list.

 “How did you find us Sam?”  There was still fourteen minutes on the clock, and I suddenly wished I had gotten here a little later.  They had plenty of time to hurt me before the police crashed the party.

“She’s hidden away in a very safe place.”  My phone beeper buzzed against my thigh, and beeped twice.

“Damn it, when I say search them I mean fucking search them!”  Ripping the beeper from my belt loop he was absolutely furious, and slapped a man four times his size like he was a ten year old brat.

“HOW DID YOU FIND US?  As you can see I don’t have time to be playing little childish games with you.”  There was a commotion outside, and then bright lights shone in the east side of the building.  I was too late, the SWAT team was coming.

First there were dozens of shattering windows, and then came the gas.  Tear gas canisters bounced across the football sized room, and spewed smoke into the air.
“It’s midnight somewhere!”   Ilya did not waste time, he pointed his gun towards the cages and pulled back on the trigger.  Only as he did there was a huge explosion which sent the huge cargo doors flying inward.  His gun fired high into the ceiling.

Inside the aluminum lined room it sounded like a gigantic popcorn kettle.  Bullets clinked and clanked off everything and ricocheted in millions of directions.  So far beyond frightened, I reached up into the cages and pulled the three people out onto the ground.  Ilya was chasing his gun across the ground.  His fingers closed around it, and he turned back towards us again.  I was standing five feet in front of him.

We have all heard the expression that your life flashes before your eyes before you die.  In my case it was not true.  What flashed before me eyes as was one specific incident in my life.  As Ilya aimed to fire, I was back at that night in Key West.  Holding Purdy in my arms and kissing her.  That would be the last thing I remembered before, I died.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Sitting in that cold dark office, I could not help but cry.  My mother, my sister, my new friend, and my best friend were being held by a bunch of homicidal maniacs pent on murderous revenge.  If there is ever a reason for a good cry this was the one.
“If you get them out of this one God, I will never do anything bad again.  I will follow all the rules.  I will go to church on Sundays.  I won’t strip for strange men anymore.  I’ll become the poster child for morality.  Please just don’t let any of them die.”  In my mind I was praying for the safety of everyone. All other thoughts had completely vanished from my mind.  Even the voice of the Chief who was trying to console me was lost in my own thoughts.
Why did I have to be such a brat?  I had no one to blame for this situation but myself.  Sure I could say if my mother hadn’t taken every illegal drug known to man and woman kind while she was pregnant with me, I might have turned out differently.  I was not looking for excuses today, I was looking for absolution.  

“Please do not let anyone get hurt for my bad deeds.”  A strange almost nightmare like image came back into focus for me.

I was ten years old and I was playing at the local community park.  My mother and sister were in the restroom playing dress up, while I was up to my knees in the sandbox.  From out of nowhere a summer storm brewed up.  There was a rumble of thunder far off in the distance, but I thought nothing of it.  I was actually counting the time between the lightning flashes and the bark of the thunder when it happened.

From a completely clear sky overhead there was a horrendous bang which sent me flying across the yard.  The bolt had not struck me, but the force of displaced air scared the living hell out of me.  As I came too and got my bearings I was staring down at where there used to be a park bench.  Only it was a molten massed of blackened metal.  Lying in front of it on the ground was an old homeless man. 

His dead wide eyes stared back up at me.  His mouth was grossly disfigured in the open position.  Even though I was scared shitless, I could not break away.  Walking over to him slowly I touched his burnt skin, it was unnaturally smoldering and smoke came from his clothes.
“Oh my God Purdy don’t touch him.”  My mother picked me up and dropped me back down in the sandbox.   Only I was still watching the poor man sympathetically.  Death was horrible.  It was not peaceful and enchanting like the movies or my mother said.  It was grotesque and violent.  People didn’t really want to go to heaven.  I mean look at this man, he didn’t want to die.

This dramatic experience scarred me for life.  Even as Sam tried to dispel my myths about death and the after life, I was quite skeptical.  I had seen death.  I had looked at it smack in the eye, and it was an ugly son of a bitch.

Was Sam seeing it the same way?  Did he have that same look on his face?  What if he was wrong about there being no hell?  What if he was burning like that old man’s skin?  My tears were flowing and I was gripped by powerfully painful sobs that shook the whole room.  I actually screamed when the phone rang.

The chief said very little.  Mostly he nodded and cleared his throat.  Occasionally he would glance at me out of the corner of his eye.  Finally he thanked whoever had called, and then sighed.

“They are still straightening out the situation over there. There were some causalities but no one has been positively identified.  They will call me back in a few minutes.”  Okay I felt even worse.  It would have been better if the man had not called at all.  

The whole room was spinning.  I was about to get sick.  Seeming to sense my reaction, Martine pushed a trashcan in front of me just in time.  The chief rushed to my side and held me in his arms.  His bony cigarette smelling fingers moved through my hair gently.

“Shhhh don’t cry.  It’s going to be okay.”  I never had a father.  I guess Sam was kind of like a father to me sometimes, but his immaturity made that correlation impossible.  Listening to the chief talk I missed my dad whoever and wherever he was.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………...

There was blood all over my face, and I had no idea where it had come from.  My eyes were so swollen from the constant torture I had endured these last three days, so that I could make out nothing in the room.  Added to this the tear gas was ripping at my lungs and corneas like lions on a wildebeest carcass.

Time and reality vanished in a slow motion dance with fatigue.  What was real and what was in my mind was a mushy soup of indistinguishable cartoon images.  Someone was dead in from of me.  Their eyes stared up with the hollowness that can only come from shuffling off this mortal coil.  Only try as I may to recognize the face that was before me, I could not.
It was not my first experience with death mind you.  Being a police officer I have seen more than my fair share.  There were overdoses, shootings, car accidents, suicides, and every other kind of kicking the bucket you can think of.  Every time it was different, and yet at the same time alike.  Even those rare bodies that were smiling still showed fear in their eyes.  The fear of the unknown gripped them the instant they passed on, and it was apparent.
The past few days all came flowing towards me at once.  Police officers and smoke morphed into Ilya Bopp.  From the moment I arrived here, he had taken great pleasure in trying to break me.  It started with threats of torture and then he lived up to his threats.  Eventually the pain goes away when your body can simply not feel anymore.  For all his cruelty, he was not good at the craft.  Mostly he attempted to inflict pain with nothing more behind it, I did not cave in.
Someone was picking me up.  They were carrying me out of building.  Although I could hear a voice I could no longer focus on anything real.  As the night air hit my face, I suddenly realized I was going to be okay.  I was going to live.  Shortly afterwards I let my body go and blacked out.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Guilt had overcome me in a way that I have heard murders talk about.  Years, sometimes decades after they had actually committed the crime they were finally compelled to admit it.  It was the guilt of knowing they had done wrong.  They simply could not live with it.

I couldn’t live with the guilt of knowing that I let Purdy’s friends and family die when I could do something about it. As a result twenty minutes after Sam left South Beach bound for the port of Miami, I was following him.  

“This has got to be the stupidest thing I have ever done.”  

Only when I got to the warehouse it was too late.  Sam was already being led inside. Standing there for a moment I wondered what I could do to help.  I did not pause long.  Both of the outside guards were leading Sam inside.  Now was my chance.

Running towards the door, I got there just before it shut behind them.  Considering there were close to thirty people in that room none of them were near that door.  Rushing inside, I dashed behind a grouping of large crates just before the guards returned.

“Okay you got yourself inside now what.”  Watching and waiting for my next break, I tried to weigh out my options.  I had a clear shot at Ilya I could kill him. In twenty seconds I would be dead beside him, and Sam and the others as well. I could wait for the police to make their move and then jump in.  Only I might end up caught in the cross fire.  Finally it was Ilya that pushed my hand.  As he raised his weapon I did the same.  Just as we were both about to shoot the cavalry came bounding through the gate.

My opportunity had presented itself, I rushed towards the cages.  Unbeknownst to Sam who looked like a deer caught in the headlights of a tractor trailer, I was the one who pulled the three to safety.  Dropping each of them in his lap in a sick form of a relay race, I moved quickly.  My eyes never left Ilya though as he searched for his Glock.  Just as he grabbed the weapon for a second time, I leveled my pistol on his forehead.  It all happened so quickly I had no chance to think.
My bullet struck him before he shot.  Irony and fate are cruel bitches.  His retaliatory shot that was meant to hit Sam was redirected high over his shoulder.  Before I could even grasp what was happening, something ripped through my chest.  

Dropping to my knees I knew in an instant I was gone.  Falling beside the police officer on the ground, I searched my soul for two things.  That single kiss with Purdy, and the strength to ask God to forgive me for my sins.  Let’s just say that at least I found the first one before death took me.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

To say that I passed out from fear might seem a bit extreme.  To say that I collapsed when all the strength in my body had left me would have been a better description. Like everyone else, I had been through too much lately.  When I fell my elbow struck something solid.  At first I assumed it was one of the three people I had just saved.  Only as my eyes were able to focus on the sight, I gasped in horror.  It was Dmitri.
He was dead.

It was my turn to feel guilty.  I had practically forced him to come out here, and he was dead.  Wondering why I was not gone as well I turned my attention back to where Ilya was standing. Only I could not see that far.  The smoke was too thick to see more than five or six feet in front of my own face.

Dressed in what could best be described as battle gear, the SWAT team finally made it to us.  One by one they carried the others away from me. Sitting on the ground Indian style, I held Dmitri briefly.

“I’m sorry man.  No matter what anyone says you are good man.”  Talking a dead person seems foolish to me.  At the time I sensed he could still hear me.  Perhaps as his soul was leaving his body to float skyward, he listened to my suggestion.

“Don’t forget to ask God for forgiveness buddy?”  It was my turn.  Two men helped me to my feet, and they placed a gas mask around my face.  The insanity of the moment had numbed all pain.  It was not until I was breathing inside the mask that I realized how badly my eyes hurt.  Tears poured from my blood shot irises like the worst hangover I had ever experienced.

“I’ll see you soon enough.”  They were trying to pull me away, but I would not go until I had said my proper goodbyes.
“He’s gone man you can’t save him.  Let’s go.”  Finally they dragged me outside away from the smoldering ashes of the warehouse.

If it was like a New England harbor in the early morning inside the building, it was Las Vegas outside.  Along with dozens of police and rescue vehicles where were hundreds of news crews.  It was louder than the fourth quarter of a Dolphins game.

The first person I saw that I knew was Sunday.  Without hesitation she ran up to me and hugged me.   Pulling the gas mask off, she kissed both my cheeks several times

“Thank you. You saved our lives.  Thank you so much.”  Holding me tighter that I had ever been squeezed she thanked me over and over again.  

Next in line was Polly.  Without hesitation she ran up to me and slugged me in the chin.  Thank God she was a wimp because she really hauled off.

“You asshole you nearly got us killed.  Fuck what kind of an idiot comes racing in there like that without even a damn gun.”  Kissing my chin where she had just punched me, Polly hugged me briefly.

“Where’s my sister?”  Hoping against all hope that she was safe, Polly whispered in my ear. From an attack to sisterly love, it was an easy transition for the likes of her.
“Honestly I don’t know.  About two hours ago she was with a friend of Jeans.  He said she was safe.”  This time she hugged me much tighter.  A hospital gurney came rushing by us, Officer Martel was on it. His eyes were closed and there were tubes sticking out of every orifice in his body.

“He’s okay, just really shaken up.”  Before we could ask one of the EMTs reassured us.

“You could not believe some of the things they did to him.  He didn’t talk though.  I can’t believe he didn’t talk.”  From the sound of her voice I could tell that Polly was impressed with his resolve.

“Who’s in charge around here?”  My worries were returned to their original place.  Where was Purdy and was she okay?  I did not bother to tell either one of the Phillips about Dmitri.  Somehow I doubted their sympathy would be with them.  Even though he had saved them in the end, Dmitri was still the sinner in their eyes.  
“That would be me Mr. Molinari.  What can I do for you?”  Slipping through the serpentine of men and women, he approached us skillfully.

“Where is Purdy?”  I didn’t know if he knew who I was talking about, but I had no time to get specific.

“If you are referring to Purdy Phillips, she is at the South Miami Beach police station.”  His voice was muffled and he gasped for air.  Apparently from the look on his face, he had been one of the people who came inside to save us.

“Is she…”

“I assure you Sam she is quite safe where she is.”  Patting me on the back the man took several hits of oxygen and then handing me the face mask.  Two of the EMT’s were administering medical Visine to the ladies eyes.  When they were done, they did the same to me.  It felt like I had tiny little grains of sand digging at my eyeballs. With each washing the agony waned.  It took several rinses but I could finally open my eyes without pain.

“Have a seat we need to take a look at you.”  I had not even realized it but the cut on my hip had reopened, and blood was practically gushing down my leg.  Plus there was a powder burn on my right shoulder.  Apparently the shot that killed Dmitri had not missed me by much.

Right on cue another gurney passed.  The body on this one was covered with the Miami Dade coroner sheet.  Before anyone could complain I flipped over the sheet expecting to see Dmitri.  Only it was not him.
Looking peaceful and harmless for the first time was Ilya Bopp.  If not for the perfectly round dime sized hole in his forehead, and a trickle of dried blood coming out of it, I would have thought he was sleeping.

“Son of bitch Dmitri you got each other.”  It was ironic.  The present head of the Bopp and future head of the Polonev crime syndicates had killed each other.  As usual in life there was no justice.  Revenge had accomplished nothing, and both were decidedly gone from this earth.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

“Your friends are alive.”  There were no sweeter words in this world.  I nearly passed out when the chief told me this.  Only a look on his face told me there was something more to the story.
“But I am afraid Dmitri Polonev was shot and killed.”  Down to my knees before he even got to the final word, my head began spinning along with the rest of the room, and I was out.

When I came to I heard a guitar playing in the background.  I knew right away who it was.  At first I hoped that all of this had been a nightmare.  We were back in Sam’s apartment again, and he was serenading me.  Maybe Dmitri really wasn’t dead? 

Only as Sam realized I was awake, he sighed deeply and I knew the truth.  The nightmare continued.

“I’m sorry pretty girl.  I’m so sorry.”  His words were genuine, and he looked to be the one ready to cry at any second.

“What was he doing there?”  To the best of my knowledge, Dmitri was not one of the ones who had been captured, and I could not imagine why he was there.

“He was trying to save us.”  From out of the bathroom Polly joined me on the couch.  Even she looked incredibly saddened by the news.

“Where is Mom?”  There were two other people in the room, but I knew them to be police officers already.  They were my personal bodyguards.

“She’s back in the rehab facility. This whole ordeal made her really want a drink, but she is trying her best.”  Rubbing my cheek and squeezing my hand, Polly was not being her normal sarcastic bitch self.

“Are we safe now?”  The two police officers should have answered the question, but I wanted to check anyway.

“They haven’t found Elena yet, but it is just a matter of time.”  Sam did not believe it.

“Don’t lie to me Sam.  If she doesn’t want to be found no one is going to find her.”  Her ability to get in and out of Martine’s house convinced me how dangerous Elena could be.

“We don’t know that?”  Polly was not doing any better.
“So what should we do?  Do we spend the rest of our lives looking over our shoulders?”  This was thoroughly annoying for me.  I wanted closure.  I wanted to get back to my life.
 “I don’t really know Purdy.  Until they catch her there is not much to do.”  They had endured a lot on my behalf in the past week, and they were not sure I appreciated it, which was strange, because I tended to over appreciate everything.

“At least you guys are okay.  I don’t know what I would have done if one of you had been hurt…”  Thoughts of Dmitri sitting on a slab in the Dade County Coroner’s office slid into my mind.  That cold plastic sheet covering his face, some geeky doctor probing at his internal organs; these were the pictures I saw, and it was not pretty.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“I do have two bits of good news for you.  Apparently a rejuvenated Rachel went through all of her possessions at her father’s house and had a huge ebay sale.  She made a ton of money and is sending you and I to Hawaii on vacation!”  This little bit of news had certainly perked up my spirits.  Feeling guilty for abandoning us in our time of need, she saw this as a way to buy herself a peaceful night sleep.  In some ways she was the same old Rachel.  The fact that she was thinking of others though was a giant step in a new direction.

“The other bit of good news is that the folks at Purdue and the city of Miami Beach dropped the case against you.  You are a free woman.”  Her response was as much as could be expected.  A simple smile crossed her face, and she said very little.
“That’s awesome.  Are you sure you want to explore paradise with me?”  Her wink was only slightly seductive, and I knew it meant it would be awhile until the flames of Key West were rekindled if at all.

“Oh please you two are making me sick.” It was just a matter of time before Polly got back to her usual self, and she was showing signs of it already.

“I am already in paradise with you.”  Kissing her playfully on the forehead, Polly stuck her finger down her throat in a mock gag.

“Do we have to bring a Frick and Frack with us?”  Her intentions were meant to be cute and clever, she came off sounding a bit snide and ungrateful.
“Miss we don’t really want to be here…”

“You misunderstand.  I appreciate your assistance, I do not appreciate being under Elena watch.  I feel like I am in the cone of uncertainty for a hurricane.”  Her bubbly kindness melted Frick’s cold demeanor and even he could not help but laugh.

“Yeah we know the feeling.  Everyone keeps telling us how dangerous this Elena person is, and we should keep our eyes peeled for everything.  It is bit unnerving.” This time Frack responded with much the same apprehension that she had showed since the day before.   

“It’s karma you know.  This whole set of events. It’s karma for my past indiscretions…”

“Not that again Purdy.  You didn’t do anything that warrants this.  No one did anything to deserve what has happened to us …”

“Dmitri did and look where …”

“We do not speak badly of the dead Polly!”  It was not often that Purdy got visibly upset.  To see her crimson with anger reminded me that she was not the pushover, she tried to emulate. She could be quite brazen and forceful.  Needless to say it did not diminish my opinion of her.
“I was just being honest…”

“Yes and our mother is a drunk, I’m an idiot flake, and you’re a controlling bitch.  Are you still interested in being honest?”  Her sister’s jaw dropped, but no other noise came out.

“When can we get out of this God forsaken place and go to Hawaii?”  Throwing her glass of iced tea across the room it crashed against my fake fireplace shattering into hundreds of pieces.

“I’m sorry Sam I …”

“I’ve got it.”  Already to my feet I grabbed a dust pan and broom and went to work.  Pacing around the apartment like a caged lion, Purdy looked ready to explode again.  The police officers watched her carefully.  

“All this bull shit because I took a bunch of FUCKING CHICKENS!”  Spit came out of her mouth as she continued to rant and rave.  No one moved to try and stop her.

“You think God watches out for all of us Sam.  Where the hell was he for Dmitri?  Huh!  You think he’s dancing in heaven.  It’s a bunch of shit.  He’s chopped up frozen popsicle in fucking meat locker!”  Beating her hands against the door, Purdy was on a roll.

“Are you done feeling sorry for yourself yet?”  Although I was thinking it, I said nothing it was her sister who went there.

“Did you spend the last week in a dog cage?  Was anyone burning your tits with a cigar?”  Pulling down her top enough to show three large welts where Ilya had gone to work on her.
“How about Jean, they sent a thousand volts through his testicles, what did they do to you?”  It was Purdy with the mouth opened wide enough to catch flies.
“Get over yourself, you spoiled little tramp.  We went through hell for you!”  There was a moment while no one said anything.

“You want to run off to Hawaii to get away, go right ahead.  When you’re looking for the cause of your sorrow though, I suggest you stop looking to the sky and start looking in the fucking mirror.”  Snarling like a caged dog, Polly ripped into her sister violently.

“Okay you two that will be just about enough.”  Purdy looked about ready to lash out in retaliation, and I was growing annoyed with them both.

“Who asked you…”

“I DID.  Now sit down and shut up.  BOTH OF YOU!”  They did exactly as I instructed them too, but their eyes showed their reluctance.

“All of us have been through hell this last week.  As I have told you a million times.  Earth is hell, and we all have to experience it.”  They finally understood what I had been trying to tell them all this time.

“Our tickets to Hawaii are not for another two weeks. Hopefully, they will catch Elena Bopp by then, and we can get back to our normal lives.”  That was it, we were done with this conversation.  The rest of the evening was spent in relative silence.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

For a few days time seemed to crawl by at an alarmingly snail like pace.  Then came the moment I was dreading more than any other.
The funeral for Dmitri was today.

Everyone except Sam tried to convince me not to go.   They tried to tell me that I would not be welcome there.  They even suggested my life might be in danger.  Of course Sam answered them all with the usual.
“Yeah but he was her friend.  Of course she should go.”  Without the suggested police escort, Sam and I showed up at St. Peter’s Episcopal just before the ceremony started.  Needless to say we absorbed more than our fair share of scorn and stares.  Of the two hundred plus people there fore his service I recognized maybe a dozen of them, and even they did not look happy to see us.

The ceremony was in Russian, so neither one of us could follow a word. We simply remained quiet through out, and stood when everyone else did and kneeled the same way.  As the ceremony concluded, we slid outside and standing by the front door was the Polonev family. 

“You have a lot of …”  Before Yuri could finish his statement his father elbowed him in the ribs.
“We thank you very much for attending the service, I know Demetrius would have been quite overwhelmed to see you here.  As am I might mention.  You have some serious guts young lady.”  Without hesitating or backing down one inch, Purdy simply responded with her condolences.

“I am very sorry for your loss.  Demetrius and I were very close and I am going to miss him terribly.”  It was the first time in the past hour that I heard her voice start to crack and her eyes begin to well up.

“Thank you.”  Leaning in close to her the old man kissed both her cheeks, and then did the same to me.

“I will of course expect to see you at the private service on 5th street?”  Honestly Sam and I had planned on attending that, but they had really given us know choice.

“Of course we wouldn’t miss it.”  It was a long quiet ride from downtown Miami across the bridges into South Beach.  Neither of us said a lot, and to Sam’s credit he stood tall in the face of the ire that had been directed our way.

If the looks were strange at the church they were downright hostile at the bar.  If not for Peter signaling for us to come inside, we might have turned around.

“Half a shot for those gone past and the other half for us.”  It was the start to long afternoon as the vodka warmed my belly.

It didn’t take long for the sadness of remorse to be replaced by other emotions.  Some laughed and smiled as they remembered Demetrius in all his splendors.  Others cursed at the Bopp family and rejoiced in its imminent demise.  Although most of the conversation was in Russian occasionally I heard the name Ilya or Elena mentioned.

I had never seen this many people at a wake before.  Over the course of the day at least a thousand people came in and out of the bar.  It was as imposing as it was peculiar.  All of the heads of the various crime families in the United States had come to town for this event.  Demetrius Polonev was on the low road to crime boss, and they knew that he deserved their respect.  Most of them stared incredulously at my presence, and it was only Peter and the old man that kept me from feeling like a target.

“Sam you are in charge of watching after this crazy one now.”  Toasting him with his umpteenth shot of vodka, Peter could barely speak anymore.  Twenty seconds later he fell off his stool and crashed to the floor.  There was actually mock cheer from the various people around the room.
“I still think your presence here is in very bad…”

“Damn it Yuri what did I say to you earlier?”  The old man would have none of it.  He motioned for his eldest son to go away.

“I do not blame you for what happened young lady.  Demetrius did what he did because he loved you.  There is no shame in that.  I will miss my boy.”  Tears flowed down his face, and then I followed suit.  We held each other for a time.

“Okay now that we had a good cry, I think it is time I go home before I join Peter on the floor.”  The youngest son was still sitting there on his butt laughing at himself.

“Don’t you worry about my family, no one will bother you.  Not while I am alive or after I am gone.  There is nothing but love for you around here.”  As he kissed me goodbye he whispered in my ear.
‘Thank you so much for thinking to have us here.  Again we express our greatest sympathy to your loss.”  This time was louder than before so that everyone in the bar could hear me.

When we got outside instead of a taxi waiting for us there was a limo.  At first we were not sure what to think, and then Gregori lowered the driver side window.

“I was instructed to get you back home safely.”  I opened the back door without hesitation, and Sam and I got inside. As we closed the door all of the locks went down, and Sam looked frightened.

“They always do that when you get in here.”  I had been on this ride a couple of times already.  Acting like an old pro, I winked at my friend.

“In case I haven’t told you yet today, thank you for coming.  You will never know how much I appreciate it.”  Things had been a bit strange between Sam and I since Key West.  Not that either one of us regretted our decision or for that matter not that we had completely explored our relationship.  It just seemed that he and it had been put on hold.  On one hand I kind of hoped that the trip to Hawaii would change that, and yet a little bit of me worried about exploring more than a friendly relationship with Sam.  No one wants to compromise their best friend.

“I went there for myself as well.”  I kept forgetting that Sam had been in that building.  Sam had been a couple of feet away from Demetrius when he was killed.  It rattled him more than he let on.

“Also I have not told you enough lately how proud I am of you.  If you can make it through this without picking up a bottle or something more, you can make through anything.”  Looking a bit embarrassed he merely smiled.

“Thank you I am quite proud of myself as well.”

A week later Jean got out of the hospital, and we had a bit of a reunion at his house.  As soon as I saw him I went running like a long lost child to his side.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Easy girl my wife is going to get jealous.”  My physical wounds had healed days ago.  They kept me for a couple more just to see how my emotional side was fairing.  
I had been in a lot better shape.

“I am so happy that you are okay.  I was soooo worried.”  My mind raced back to the first time I met her, when she had locked her keys in her car.  A little chuckle escaped my lips, as I recalled it.

“Martine took care of you I see.”  The last time I had seen her was at my house the day I was abducted.
“So did B and J too.”  Without warning the two happy pit bulls came running across the party.  They had heard their names called.  B jumped up on her and began licking her all over her face.  Most of the group who had gathered at my house laughed and pointed.  They all knew who Purdy was.

My wife handed Sam a beer and he passed it right on to Purdy.  I was just as impressed with his resolve as I was at how well Purdy had handled all this.  They were strong.

Neither of them seemed to mind that they were the only white people at this gathering.  They simply kept themselves entertained in their own way.  They were looking at brochures for Hawaii.

“Are you sure it is such a good idea for you two to be going there?”  They both shrugged and continued to look at the hotel and point out the amenities.
“They haven’t seen hide nor hair of her yet?”  Again they shrugged, apparently no one was really keeping them in the loop.  I had talked to the chief a couple of times in the last few days, and he was baffled.  They really expected to find her.

“We can go scuba diving right outside the hotel.  They have a manta ray night dive.  That sounds so cool to me.  Can we do that?”  Sam had been back to work already.  In fact he was doing better than ever with his job.  Apparently he caught on with a really ritzy hotel, because he was making close to three hundred dollars  a day.  Purdy was really proud of him.  There was something different about the two then before.  They seemed closer than ever, and less like just friends.

“Of course that would be awesome, I have never seen a manta ray.  I have seen lots of stingrays, and spotted eagle rays but never a manta.”  They were too enthused about their trip for me to rain on their parade.  Besides what were the chances of Elena Bopp coming after them in Hawaii.  I mean come on, she was just one person on her own.  She was in hiding.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Our lives really were getting back to normal.  Not only was I working but Purdy got a new job as well.  She was an entertainment coordinator for the Delano, and really seemed to enjoy it.

“I sent a few of the Japanese Businessman over to the Chere the other night.  It was all hush hush.”  Same old Purdy, she could not do anything the conventional way.  Most of her day was spent planning trips to Disney World or Everglade Airboat rides, but she added a bit of her own personality to the job.

“Did you get a percentage of what the spent?”  Kidding around with her I needled her ribs.

“Of course mama gave me like twenty percent.  Not bad considering I didn’t even half to take off my shoes to get it.”   Yes we were back to the old life again, and in two days we would be on the black sand beaches of the Hawaii.  We could barely contain our enthusiasm.  Although Purdy had traveled a lot more than I had, she had never seen any of the islands in the Pacific.  Our happiness was two fold today, because her mother was coming home.  Her 28 days were up, though she had not exactly done them consecutively.

In ten minutes Polly would be here to pick us up.  When the doorbell rang I assumed it was her, and I opened it without asking who was there.
It was Peter Polonev, and he did not look healthy.  His face was completely pale and he was ghost white.

“What’s wrong man?” Practically carrying him inside, I tried to console him whatever his problem was.

“Papa died last night.”  There was silence.  Purdy was standing in the bedroom doorway, and she reached up to her face.

“Oh my God I am so sorry man.”  The big baby bawled, and Purdy held him.

“Yuri asked me to come by and tell you that the service will be tomorrow, but we are having the wake in a couple of weeks.  I know you guys are going to Hawaii, so you should be back by then.  His family that is still in Minsk will be coming over then.”  For several hours we talked to Peter and got the full scoop.  Apparently his papa had cancer for quite some time, and had told no one.  It was not until he collapsed the night before and they rushed him to the hospital that anyone found out.

“He was on chemo therapy and radiation, and never once did he complain.  He was a warrior.”  Wiping more tears from his chin, Purdy kissed him and squeezed the big lug.

“That’s amazing!  How does someone hide something like that?”  Everyone knew the old man was getting older, and had not been himself lately, but no one knew why.  No wonder he had been so concerned about helping the world lately.  He knew he was about to die.  I could tell Purdy felt horrible at not having been able to say goodbye to him.

The world continued to be turned upside down around us.  Had we angered someone in the heavens?  Had my statement that Hell was fantasy world angered someone down below?  It was beginning to look like we were not entitled to relax yet.
Our spirits were certainly a lot less warm and fuzzy then they had been when we boarded the plane at Miami International.  Hopefully during our five hour flight to California we could lift our spirits.  From there it was another six hours across the Pacific to Hawaii.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Fifteen minutes into the flight, we were both asleep.  When we woke up we were thirty minutes outside LAX.  It was the one and only time I would probably ever take a first class flight in my life, and I slept right through it.  What a bummer?
My only consolation was that Sam was still sleeping peacefully by my side.  Maybe this was what first class really was all about.  Forget the champagne and stainless steel cutlery the best part of this flight had been the oversized Barca-lounger which when reclined laid out nearly flat.  Mmmmm it makes me warm just thinking about it.  There is no better way to fly.

It had been a while since I was in California.  In fact, I didn’t really remember much about the experience.  We moved when Polly and I were six from San Francisco to Eugene Oregon.  

“The hippy generation has left for good honey.  We have to follow the free love.”  This explanation for our move came from my mother’s lips, and it stuck with me.

LAX was a zoo, a mad house of psychotic tourists and business people running around in circles.  Luckily Rachel had arranged for a cart to pick us up and drive us to our new terminal.  I’ll tell this much, that girl had style, and she knew how to travel.
“We had a cancellation in First Class for this flight, and as your name is tops on the waiting list, you have the option …”

“We’ll take it.”  Without hesitating Sam and I said it at the same time.  This would more than likely be our only chance to fly like this.

“How much does it cost?”  My better sense returned seconds later.

“It had already been arranged.  Good luck on your wedding, we wish you all the luck in the world and a sincere Aloha.”  Both of us took the hint, and smiled graciously.  No wonder everyone was treating us like a king and queen they thought we were on our way to Hawaii to get married.  Damn Rachel was good. Perhaps she should think of being a travel agent for those of unlimited means.

Unlike the first flight we managed to keep our eyes open for this one.  It was ironic considering the only thing to see outside was the mighty blue Pacific.  There was absolutely nothing else.  I did enjoy the beef burgundy with asparagus spears, and the massage I got about an hour away from touchdown.  If you have the opportunity; fly first class at least once in your life.  With each thrust of her hand into my muscles another painful memory seemed to vanish into thin air.  Below me the tiny specs in the ocean were rushing up in an Emerald brilliance that took my breath away.  Banking hard across the wind we passed by Honolulu on the right hand side of our plane.  Unfortunately it looked just like most cities in the United States.  There were too many skyscrapers and hotels.  By the time we touched down in Honolulu International I was a lump of relaxed meat.

Right away our eyes met with a short round Asian man with a sign in his hands.

To the Future Mr. and Mrs. Molinari

“She’s really milking this thing isn’t she?”  Whispering into Sam’s ear I waved to the man.  Bouncing towards us like a love sick puppy, he was quite enthusiastic
“Either that or she is trying to tell us something.”  Before he could finish the man was draping us both with leis, and welcoming us.

“Aloha and welcome to Hawaii my name is Kai, I will be your driver.”  We had arrived.

Our first two days were spent on Oahu home of Waikiki, Pearl Harbor, the north shore, and ten millions tourists.  Only as we came to Waikiki in the limousine, he kept right on driving.

“I just drove you through here so you can say you saw it.  This place is for the tourists.  Where you are going is far prettier.”  With each passing mile Kai offered us more and more information about this island, and its history.  It was fascinating.  Sam and I were glued to our windows.
Downtown evaporated almost immediately as we got onto the Pali Highway.  Going up and up over the Koolau Mountains we shifted back and forth in our seats trying to look out at all the wonder and beauty that is Oahu, and then we came outside the other end of a tunnel.  Our mouths sat agape.

Two thousand four hundred feet below us was the Windward side of the island. Stretched out as far as the eye could see beyond that was nothing but the Pacific.

“Upon uniting the Hawaiian Islands King Kamehameha III marched his enemies up here to the top of this pass, and pushed them off the side of the mountain to a rocky death below.  Kind of cool huh?”  Kind of morbid actually, but we nodded anyway.

Kailua was a quaint little town of houses and condos with a pretty downtown area.  

“Do you like Shave Ice?”  Kai asked us the most peculiar question as we got to the beach.

“Yeah there my favorite.”

“Okay then let’s make a pit stop.  This place has the best grinds around.”  

I must say he was right.  They made their snow cones a little different than I was used to.  They actually put ice cream in the bottom.  Honestly it was heavenly.
“Over there is Kailua Beach rated one of the top ten in America.  There are too many jar heads though for my taste.”  The man certainly did not have problem expressing his opinion to us.  In some ways it was refreshing.  
The Kalanianiole Hwy ran directly along the East and South coast of the island.  It was just steps to the beach. 
“Waimanalo is mostly local area.  Over there is the house used in the television show Magnum PI.  Up here further on our right is Sea Life Park.  This was where they shot 50 first dates.  I got to meet him you know Adam Sandler.  He was funny as hell.  There is some great boogie boarding over to left here at Mokopuu Point.”  Spouting every strange a peculiar fact known to man, he continued to chat away.

“What’s that island over there?”  It was rounded and yet had a very familiar shape to it.
“We call it Rabbit Island.  Some people say it is because it looked like a rabbit on its belly with its ears back.  Other’s say it because their used to be rabbits all over it.  Some crazy white man decided to release a breeding pair to raise them for food.  You know what they say about rabbits?”  We laughed at his jokes and watched the world go by.  I could not believe how deep almost cobalt blue the ocean was.  In Florida it was more aquamarine than blue near the shore.

“That is Sandy Beach off to our left. It is known as the neck break capital of the world.  Do not go body surfing there unless you really know what you are doing.  As we take the corner up here you will see down to your left Hanauma Bay.  There is some great snorkeling there if you don’t mind fighting with the tourists.  Also we have Eternity Beach.  That is where the famous kissing in the surf video comes from in the movie From Here to Eternity.”  Glued so tightly to the left hand window I thought we might turn the limo over Sam and were grinning from ear to ear.  

“Okay right up her to our left and right is Hawaii Kai.  This is where you will be staying.”  Built right onto a point of land slithering out into the ocean, were dozens of million plus dollar mansions.

We kept driving all the way to the bitter end.  Overhanging a hundred foot cliff was a stilt house from somewhere in my grandest dreams.

“Welcome to your home away from home for the next two days.  Again my name is Kai I am at your beckon call.  Wherever and whenever you want to go just call me.”  Handing us his business card, and a set of keys to the house, he smiled.  Sam went to try and hand him a tip and he shook his head.

“I was told not to take a penny from you.  It is taken care of.”  As he drove away both of us started to giggle.  This was a dream come true.
The inside the house was even more impressive than outside.  Simplistic in its open air design the sprawling downstairs was nearly three thousand square feet on its own.  Two sets of winding staircases led upstairs to a loft bedroom with spa tub bathroom.

“I need to start selling clothes on the internet.”  Sam’s joke had us both laughing.
“What do we do?”  Raising my eyebrows inquisitively I was not quite sure what I could get back in response.

“What don’t we do?”  Reaching into his bag, he retrieved two sets of snorkeling equipment.

“Let’s start with some light exercise, and work our way from there.”  Stripping off his clothes like a man just released from prison, he slipped on a pair of swim trunks.

“You read my mind.”  No he didn’t I was thinking something else, but his idea was better than mine.

Dodging cars on the two line highway that ran along the point by Lanai, we decided to join the tourists at Hanauma Bay.  Little did we realize that after the mile and half walk we still had to go another half a mile down the hill.  By the time we got there we were hot and sweaty, and ready to get wet.
Plunging in like a fish to water, Sam danced in, around, and between the legs of a thousand camera touting Japanese tourists.  I struggled to keep up.  For the first hundred yards I was less than impressed.  There were thousands of fish but very little living coral.  Most of it had been trampled to death.  Once we got into water more than ten feet deep though the living reef returned.

I was breathlessly staring at a couple of green sea turtles.  Apparently we had interrupted their attempts to get intimate with one another.  Our presence did not stop them though.  Spinning around each other in a strange courting ballet, the male finally got in position and grabbed onto her shell with his powerful flippers.  We stared back and forth from the love embraced couple to one another.  I could swear I saw Sam blush beneath his blue Sherwood mask.

We continued on our retreat into deeper water neither unabated nor deterred by any other human beings.  The intimacy of turtles still on my mind, I watched Sam move through the water.  On several occasions I had suggested that he should have been born with gills.  Much like a walrus he could be quite clumsy and awkward on land, but once he hit the ocean.  He moved so smoothly without the least bit of energy expended.  Sam was at home.
A large green in it retreated.  They danced this waltz for close to three minutes before, Sam sped back to the surface.  A stream of water shot from his snorkel making him sound like a breeching whale.

This was so different for me.  In Florida, even the keys, there was coral and fish, and that was about it.  Out here there were so many nooks and crannies created by the volcanic origin of the island.  Sam glided effortlessly through lava tube after tube and then bobbed back to the surface.  As the time passed it grew darker and darker around us.  Let it be said I have no qualms about skinny dipping in five foot deep surf zones or scuba diving under the water at night.  However, sitting there in nearly twenty five feet of water on the surface, I was growing a bit uncomfortable with my darkening surroundings.

As always Sam took one look at my face, and motioned for us to return to shore.  All of the tourists had returned to their hotels, and the park ranger checked his watch and shook his head at us.

“You’re locked in here.  You won’t be able to get your car out until tomorrow.”  He was displeased with us.

His thick neck stiffened as Sam shrugged his shoulders.

“No problem we walked in here.”  Slowly and deliberately packing our gear back up, he took my hand and we washed off in the showers.  Then we made our way back up that hill.  You can imagine if coming down here had us sweating, how do you think we felt going back up?

“Next time we call Kai for a ride.”  Chuckling as we got back on the highway, we trotted our way back home. Parked in the driveway when we got there was the limo and its driver.
“I told you if you needed a ride anywhere?”  

“We like to walk.  Hey where can we get some good local food and a couple of frozen pineapple things around here?”  My question caused all around me to chortle.

“You want touristy with umbrella drinks and hula dancers or real local?”  Honestly I had to think about it for a minute.  Having spent the last seven years of my life in South Beach, I knew the difference between the two extremes, or at least I thought I did.  Hawaii took it to another level.  

After a quick change we were in the limo and Kai was explaining it to us.

“No one wears grass skirts and traditional garments anymore around here.  Polynesian hula dancers and pig on a stick has become Spam sushi and Korean BBQ.  Our traditional life is only for special occasions.  There are barely anybody left with more than a quarter Hawaiian left in them anymore.  Mostly we are mixes of different places; lots of Samoans, Tongans, Filipinos, Fijians, and Asians.  Find me a full blood on this island, and you are searching really hard.  My great-grandfather was full blooded though.”  Despite his protests we chose to be haoles and investigate the fake image of Hawaii.  He dropped us off near Ala Moana mall and pointed out at least two dozen places to go.

We ended up at a bar/restaurant named Dukes.  Apparently it was named after the great Hawaiian surfing legend Duke Kahanmoku.  Thanks to a call ahead of time from Kai we got an outside table.  Off to our left was a brilliant view of Diamond Head and directly in front of us Waikiki Beach.  We sampled nearly every non-alcoholic frozen drink that they could throw in coconut.  Sam ordered me a Mai Tai as well.
“Hey just because I’m not drinking doesn’t mean you can’t.”  I don’t think Sam realized how much I appreciated his sentiment.  Not that I really cared about drinking per say, but just because he was thinking more about me than himself.  It was a welcome change from the male sex.

By tiki torch we watched the night come to Waikiki, and despite the fact that the sun set on the other side of the island it was still remarkable.  Personally I couldn’t wait until tomorrow.

 “Now what?”  Kai met us at the curb, and we both unanimously voted to go back to the house.  After all we were on East Coast time.  For us it was like six in the morning.  This was about what time we were normally going to bed.
“What’s on the schedule for tomorrow?”  We handed him a brochure of where we wanted to go, and he shrugged his shoulders.

“Waimea Falls is pretty but can I suggest an even better place is you want to do some hiking…”

“We want rain forest with a water fall or two, we will leave it to your local knowledge to point us in the right direction.”  From the look in his eyes, Kai was a very proud man in deed.

“Thank you for making our first day one we will always remember.”  I kissed his cheek, and he blushed his way back out onto Kalanianiole Hwy.  

Both of us fell into the king size bed with our clothes still on, and within seconds we fell dead asleep 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Officially this place was closed back in 1999 because of pretty nasty rock slide.  It’s gorgeous and the trail is marked clearly.  Just a hint though if it starts raining, which it probably will, find yourself a nice flat piece of solid land and remain there for a few minutes until it stops.  If it gets heavy; stay away from any narrow trails.  Other than that it’s pretty safe.  Here’s some water, a roll of toilet paper, and some bug spray.  Go have some fun!”  Closing up the window, Kai lit a rather sweet smelling cigarette and kicking back in his seat.

“I’ll have to remember to thank Rachel for this guy.”  We both laughed and proceeded carefully past the sign that read.

“Sacred Falls: Proceed at your own risk.  This park has been condemned as dangerous due to unstable surrounding mountainside, and is closed indefinitely.”   

“Oh yeah this sounds like loads of fun.”  Within twenty minutes we were no longer concerned for our driver’s sanity.  It was a magnificent hike.  After seven years of natural growth the trail took on a nearly virgin feel to it.  There was the occasional sign of a recent visit; a couple of empty beer cans, and a candy wrapper or two.  Otherwise it was perfectly natural.
Stopping at a completely overgrown bit of humanity, Purdy read off a weathered plaque.

“Legend has it that the falls get their name because they were once off-limits to all but Hawaiian royalty and their religious advisers. It is said that the roar of the falls carried to the monarch the voice of Madame Pele, the volcano goddess revered by the ancient islanders, from her home in the Kilauea volcano on the island of Hawaii”  Trying her best at a combination between Steve Irwin and Robin Leech; Purdy played it up.  God I loved this girl. 

“Come on let’s find the falls.”  Occasionally we had to duck under a fallen tree or jump over a boulder or two but otherwise it was an easy hike.  The falls plunged dramatically off the cliff face in front of us.  In the winter when the really heavy rains came I could imagine it was spectacular.  At this time of year without a hint of a shower it was more like a gentle river off the lava.  Just as we got to the pool itself, she screamed

“Last one in is rotten egg.”  Dropping her clothes, she ran for the water.  I was right behind her.  Just as I went to go diving in she screamed.

“FUCK THIS IS COLD!”  It was too late I was already in mid air.  My penis imitated a turtle.  When I hit the water I knew why.  It was frigid, like about fifty some odd degrees cold.  For a couple of south Floridian’s it was like a polar bear excursion for you northerners.

“HELL NO!”  I dunked under two or three more times, and ran back for my clothes.  Only we were not alone anymore.  There were three mid twenties young men standing by our possessions.

“Stay out of the way, and no one gets hurt.”  Trying not to lose my cool so to speak, I tried to pick up our clothes and backpacks.  Only one of the man, smacked my hand away with his foot
“I’d appreciate if you didn’t.”  Given our recent string of bad luck this just seemed to be part of the normal routine.  Inside me, a quiet voice spoke. 

“It’s not worth the trouble.”  

“Who asked you haole?”  They began rummaging through our stuff.  Purdy never even came out of the water.  Sitting back beneath the falls, she simply watched them with saddened eyes.

“Sista’s so ono bradda I’m gonna get some.”  The smallest one moved too close to me, and he was not the least bit ready for my elbow.  It struck him cleanly in the chin dropping him quickly.  One of the other ones pulled a rather large knife from his pants.  As his friend got up and tried to charge, he grabbed his arm.
“Next time you lose more than your clothes.”  In a matter of seconds they vanished up into the hills. At first I thought Purdy was going to cry.  Above our heads what had been a completely clear sky was covered by dark clouds.

As the rain began to fall, the corners of Purdy’s mouth turned up.  We were laughing hysterically.  If this wasn’t bad enough a group of hikers in their early teens came up the trail behind us.  We were sputtering so loudly, that I got a stitch in my side.

“Come on lets get back to the car.”  On the walk out there we saw absolutely no one, on the way back you can guess there were dozens of hikers.  Each one looking more and more astonished then the ones before them.  Purdy and I waved and said hi to each and every one of them.

Getting back to the limo, Kai came stumbling out.

“Oh bradda no.  Don’t tell me someone didn’t steal your shit.”  On the ride back home, he apologized about a hundred times.  Neither of us was really upset at all.  We hadn’t brought our wallets, and Purdy had accidentally forgotten her camera in the backseat.  Other than the back packs themselves, our house keys, a few bottles of water, some bug spray, a change or clothes, and one pack of cigarettes they got nothing else important.
“People say that they got robbed on that trail, but I never heard anybody actually tell me that.  I thought it was just tourist talk.  Oh I am so sorry.  I will got in get you some clothes and bring them back out.” Once at the house, Kai continued to apologize.

“Why would you do that?”  Without hesitation Purdy jumped out and dragged me unwillingly inside.

“We’ll be out in a few!”  Over her shoulder, she screamed and waved at him.

“And I thought I was crazy?”  I heard his words, as we opened the front door with the spare keys he had in his glove compartment.

Once we were upstairs I went into my suitcase to get some clothes.  
“Not yet big boy.”  Pulling me into the bathroom, thankfully Purdy ran us a very hot bath.  Between the rain, the freezing cold waterfall, and the air conditioning in the limo we were chilled to the bone.

Once inside the spa, we went silent and let the jets pummel out another days frustration from our tired limbs.  

“What do you think tomorrow has in store for us?”  Truthfully lying there unclothed next to her in that hot bubbly water, I didn’t even want to think about it.

“This day is not even over yet.”  It was just slightly after two in the afternoon.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“Where do you want to go for lunch?  Name the place it is on me.”  Oh I felt so bad for all of this.  I imagined as soon as they got back inside, they probably called to Rachel Silberstein in New York.  My tip was right out the window.  Hell I might not even get covered for expenditures.

“I don’t know Kai surprise us.”  Giggling in spite of it all, Purdy was not fazed by anything.

“I got just the place.”  They were still joking with me, so I imagined it couldn’t be that bad.

My name is Kai Worthington.  Yeah I know the last name doesn’t quite fit.  My dad was a white man from South Africa.  I had no problem with the mixed marriage.  Mom was a mix of every island in the Pacific.

I just graduated from Punaho High School three years ago, and had been a driver ever since.  Dad owned the company.  Born and raised on Oahu, I considered myself a local.  Luckily I looked more like mom than dad, so I didn’t get picked on too much growing up.

For some reason I took well to this job.  Especially the younger couples seemed to appreciate my honesty.  Besides I knew the real Oahu, and took them to see it.  Every tourist comes to the islands looking for something different than home, and yet most of them end up at McDonalds.  Not my people though, I showed them the local scene.
Eventually I was going to University of Hawaii for tourism and hotel management, my Dad had a place in Durban that I would run.  For the moment though, I didn’t mind this gig.  It was better than most of the alternatives, and a lot safer than selling Pocka lo lo to the braddas.

“It was not nearly as Polynesian and the ambience paled in comparison, but the cuisine is a hundred times better than the Waikiki.  Korean BBQ is my new food of choice.”  Toasting me with her fork, the crazy one was incredible to look at.  So hot she made my shirt steam, and oh what a body.  When I saw her come naked out of the jungle, I nearly creamed my shorts.
“That goes double for me, and the Kim Chi, oh so good cous.”  Imitating me, Sam winked, and it was my turn to laugh.  These were good people.  Nothing seemed to turn them off at all.  If it had been me out there in the jungle, I would have been pissed.

“Glad you like it.  As a special treat, I am going to show you the best sunset in the world.”  They were in for a special evening.  In the summertime hardly any one went to the North Shore.  The waves were shit, and that was what most people were looking for.  Not me though, I loved it that time of year.

Taking H3 up to the north shore cut like an hour and half off the trip these days, but who cares.  Half the fun of going up north is Kamehameha Highway.  The two lane road runs right along the east coast all the way to the extreme North West shore.  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

There was nothing to say really.  We simply watched the world go by.  Sam stared out at the ocean longingly.  Yesterday had only been a tease for him.  Kai and I had a surprise planned for him.  We had discussed it while he was in the bathroom, and he agreed it was an awesome idea.  In fact he was going to join us.

Ducking beneath rows of monkey pod, and Uhlke trees we danced in and out of little towns, and deserted forests.  The entire way the Koolau Mountains on our left reminded me of a movie set.

“This is where they shoot the series Lost.”  Kai confirmed my belief.  It was movie magic for nothing could be that amazing.

“Here is the start to the north.”  Passing by gigantic shrimp farms and alien like wind generators, a hotel came up from out of nowhere.  

“That is the Turtle Bay Hilton, it is so cool down there.”  Our journey continued through quiet towns with more cows than people, and then I saw the sign.
Sunset Beach

Shortly thereafter I saw another.

PipeLine

My heart raced at the very thought that I was driving next to the world renowned surf site.  It was like a dream to me.  I never expected to see it, and I wasn’t going to.  Rows of trees and houses along Kam hwy blocked off any view of the beach.  Oh well it was summer time anyway there wouldn’t be any waves.  Before I could miss it too much, the trees broke and we could see the ocean again.  Only neither my eyes nor Purdy’s were looking at it.  No there was something far more impressive above it.

Key West sunsets were breathtaking.  Hawaiian sunsets were a religious experience.  There was nothing like the color in front of us.  The sun was larger than the limousine on the horizon, and it was blood red. Neither of us could say a word, as Kai pulled into a parking lot. 

Jumping out of the car, he approached two people.  They exchanged some elaborate handshake, and then began speaking Pidgen at an alarming rate.  I barely understood a word of it.

“Sam how would you like to go for a night dive?”  From out of the back of pick up truck they pulled two sets of scuba equipment.  I could have screamed.  Looking at Purdy, I could tell this was all her idea.

“Have I told you lately that I love you?”  

“No recent enough for me.”  Kissing me on the lips five times in succession, she grinned from ear to ear.

“Don’t forget to check out the sunset first.”  Holding her close to me right that moment, the sunset really didn’t hold the same allure it did five minutes ago.  

“What sunset?”

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

There is a certain fear and apprehension that comes from being in the ocean at night.  Images of Jaws and giant creatures swimming below your feet can be quite overwhelming.  You worry that something is sneaking up on you, and you can’t see it coming.  Only one problem with that theory, even in the day time, seeing is not safety.  What you can see can still hurt you?

My first night dive had been a terrorizing situation.  Kicking along the surface towards the dive site, I was literally peeing myself.  All of that evaporated though the second I got under the water.  My breathing slowed down to an almost crawling speed.  My eyes focused in on the broad beam of the underwater lantern, and I forgot everything else.
Personally I was not too thrilled with the name of this dive site though.  Shark’s Cove just gave me the creeps.  Standing at the top of thousands of lava boulders, I stared down at the ominously dark ocean.
“It’s called that because if you are up in the air looking down on the site, it looks like a shark’s mouth.  Trust me I have dove it a hundred times and have never seen more than a two foot long white tip.”  Kai’s attempt to reassure me was only slightly helpful

“Why do we dive at night?”  Helping me to get my equipment on Sam asked the same question he always did to get me calmed down
“Because we get to see things that we can’t during the day, and because it is relaxing.”  Try as I may to say the last part with conviction there was none.

“No we dive at night because it is COOL!”  Taking my hand he led me down between dozens of tiny slippery boulders.  Once inside the water he clicked on both of our lights, and snapped a calium light stick.  The strange chartreuse colored light immediately attracted dozens of inch long fish to us.
As soon as our faces disappeared below the surface the all encompassing olfactory experience of night diving began.  The sounds of snapping shrimp were like little firecracker explosions in all directions.  Immediately the gentle pressure of the water caused the mammalian diving reflex.  My breathing slowed along with my heartbeat to nearly one third their resting surface level speeds.  My eyes adjusted to the darkness and focused in on the beam of light in front of me.  Automatically becoming supremely aware I spotted a two octopi playing harmless with an old clam shell.  Pulling at each in some sort of tug of war, I imagined an old married couple fighting over the television remote.  My heart beat grew slower and the relaxing chemical effect of nitrogen going into my blood stream calmed with me with natural valium.

This night dive brought a little bit of everything to the table.  A hawksbill turtle was hanging out underneath a large table like ledge of lava from an old collapsed lava tube.  We were able to literally pet his shell without disturbing him.  Twice he opened his eyes as if to say leave me alone, and so we did.
Moving deeper into the blackness of night we came face to face with my greatest fear.  Slipping up from seemingly out of nowhere was a large creature with an imposing dorsal fin.  Okay it wasn’t really that large maybe four or five feet long, but it was a shark none the less.  Sam grabbed my arm and held it tightly knowing I was ready to freak out.  It passed about twenty or thirty feet in front of us just at the edge of our lights.  Nearly ready to bolt for the surface, I watched curiously as it settled on the bottom.  Moving slowly towards it Sam motioned for me to calm down.  Usually the closer you get to something the bigger and more vicious it looks.  In this case it was completely the opposite.  What was I scared of?  This was a puppy dog with fins. For several minutes we watched the little guy scurrying around the sand searching for dinner, and then it vanished into a cave and did not come back out.
Not even hesitating Sam took me still deeper into the unknown.  His light struck something shiny on another lava overhang, and I could see his eyes light up. Getting as close to the bottom as possible, he focused my attention upwards.  There sitting on ledge upside down were dozens and dozens of spiny lobsters.  My mouth began to salivate as I imagined a container full of drawn butter and some handy wipes.  Grabbing my air gauge, Sam shrugged his shoulders.  It was time to head back in.
If I have any problem with Scuba diving versus snorkeling it is the amount of time you can spend out there.  In forty minutes I had nearly emptied my tank or air, and I was kind of disappointed.  There was still so much to see.  When we were back in shallow water, Sam did my favorite thing of all. Resting in a sandy patch about ten feet by ten feet, we turned off our lights.  Waving his arms around in a frantic manner, Sam stirred up thousands of tiny bioluminescent plankton.  The water around us glowed with greenish trails.  With only their light, and that of a half moon we settled in for the show.  It was spectacular.  God I love the ocean.
I was on cloud nine as we popped back up on the beach.  Of course I went right to Kai.

“I thought you never saw a shark in this place?  We certainly did.”  His eyes went wide, thinking that he had let us down again.

“Yeah but it was kind of cool.”  Patting him on the back, I let him off the hook.  For the rest of the evening Sam was in the best of moods.  It took him several hours to come down off his high.

Haleiwa, is a great little town on the north shore.  A fantastic mix of and old fishing village, and modern tourist town, it was awesome.  For the second straight day we partook of the shave ice with ice cream in the bottom.  

“I have a new favorite dessert.”  Sitting on the beach, we chatted with a couple of Kai’s friends while they sparked up a big fatty.  Sam watched it pass around the circle, and we both declined to partake.  

It was Sam who ended up driving us back to the house.  Amazingly he remembered how to get there.

Right about the time we stepped into the house, he yawned.

“I know that feeling.”  If anything was going to happen between us it would have to be on the Big Island, Kauai or Maui, because we were both asleep again in minutes.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………...

Circling the island of Hawaii, I was amazed at its vast mountains.  Mauna Kea and Mauna Loa were massive and blocked out my view of everything else. As the plane touched down in Kailua Kona I could not help but smile.  This was more like it.  The airport was much smaller and felt more “Hawaiian” to me.

To the Future Mr. and Mrs. Molinari

Sitting next to the baggage caracole with a bright grin on his face was Kai.  Too surprised to say anything, we approached him with our hands out to our sides.

“Who did you think was going to show you around over here?”  Apparently he had enjoyed our company so much that he talked his friend out of the job, and had flown over here himself.
“Let’s start with some lunch, and then we can go over this itinerary of yours.”  With two days on each of the islands except Maui, we had a lot of things we wanted to do.  First and foremost before we got to the hotel was a visit to Kalekehua Bay.  Having listened to my mother’s records far too often as a young boy, I wanted to see the home of the song.
“I wanna go back to my little grass shack in a Kalekehua Hawaii where the humuhumunukunukuapuaa go swimming by.”  On the drive over there I was singing this song of my childhood, and Kai shook his head.  This was not the island for limousines.  Instead we were in a Jeep Cherokee.  As we got to the bay I found out why.  There were no roads leading down there.  Instead we were driving through someone’s farm down embankments not meant for cars.  When we finally got there I was pleasantly surprised, and disappointed at the same time.  The bay itself was gorgeous and the coral reef was easily visible from the dock.  What disappointed me was the isolated image of it all.  There were no grass shacks.  There were no homes at all.  There was nothing out here.  Normally I would have appreciated this, and as I slipped into snorkel gear, I did just that.  Alas, I had an image in my mind, and this was not the image.

As soon as I jumped off the dock, I forgot all about it.  Instantly my eyes searched the water for the humuhumunukunukuapuaa.  With a little ten dollar disposable camera in hand, I was going to capture a photo, and bring it back home to mom.  Behind me there were two splashes, both Kai and Purdy were snorkeling along with me.

Considering the isolated nature of this bay the reefs were in spectacularly virgin shape.  There was none of the usual tourist damage you get in the Keys or even on Oahu.  Huge heads of lettuce and razor coral stood out all around us. From the surface they looked yellow underwater they were a brilliant shimmering white.  Dancing amongst them in a gentle surface were several schools of jacks.  They were chasing a massive almost cloud like group of silver swords; the minnows of the ocean.  Swimming into them I kept expecting to feel their little bodies squirming all over me, and yet they parted without ever touching me.  Neither Kai nor Purdy followed me into the cloud.
Still my eyes searched the bottom for the source of my visit.  A rather large spotted eagle ray glided up from the ocean’s depths to check me out.  Something about the water here, it had this amazing clarity. Visibility was sometimes over two hundred feet, I had never seen anything like it.
As if taunting me to follow the eagle ray spun twice in front of me, and slowed down.  Doing as I was told I lumbered behind him.  Yes, I am good in the ocean.  I can move about as well as any human, still the last part held true.  I was nothing like this ray.  Kicking with all my might I could barely keep up with it, and it wasn’t even trying to swim quickly.  

Suddenly it stopped, swooping down towards the bottom it seemed to hover for a moment, and then dashed into the ocean.  As I looked down my eyes focused on something else that was spotted.  It was a reef trigger fish.  The spotted eagle ray had led me to it.  Snapping several photos in succession, I returned to the shallows and met my friends.

“Check one goal off the list, I have seen the mighty humuhumunukunukuapuaa, and he is captured forever on film.”  Truthfully there was nothing all that special about the fish.  It was barely twelve inches long, but it was the whole song thing again.

Leading us into the town of Kailua, there is a Kailua on every island so you know, we settled at a fish restaurant for lunch.

“Now that you have seen them let’s eat them.”  Despite Kai’s attempt at humor, I had a chicken breast instead.

“Okay on our list for today you have a visit to volcanoes national park and a night dive with the manta rays. Both very cool trips, however, it is supposed to rain all day so can I make a suggestion that we do the volcanoes tomorrow?”  Both of us nodded, but looked at the clear blue sky over head.  What was he talking about?  By the time lunch had finished the clouds rolled in, and here came the rain.

Rain in Hawaii is like nowhere else I had ever been.  It was so heavy and powerful it blocked out the sun.  Even though the clouds were large, white, and fluffy it made the average thunderstorm look like a drizzle.  There was no lightning nor thunder to speak of, just really heavy rain.

It rained and it rained and it rained.  When lunch was over, Kai took us to the hotel.  Unlike Oahu which was overcrowded and filled with hotels and condos, Hawaii was a whole other world.  There were more back roads and wide open spaces.  Even our hotel was out in the middle of absolute nowhere.  The Royal Waikaloa was worth the trip though.
Just to give you an idea they had dolphins in the fucking swimming pool.  I am not kidding you, they were swimming through the hotel lobby.  If one has to be stuck in a hotel for seven hours during a rainstorm, let me tell you this is the place to be.  Purdy and I spent most of our time in the lobby watching them.  When the rain finally did let up, Kai was at our door.

“Let’s go see some manta rays shall we?”

I had no idea what to expect.  Having seen them on television before, I could not even fathom their immense size.  Sitting on the deck of a little six passenger dive boat, they turned massive spotlights onto the water.  It took less than five minutes for them to arrive.  When they did it was amazing.  Nearly half the size of the boat itself, one male was ducking below and around us.

“They feed on plankton which are attracted to the lights.  Therefore whenever we turn on the spots its like dropping breadcrumbs for birdwatchers.”  It did not wait for their descriptions, and did not pay attention to their rules.  Before the instructor could get himself together, I was already in.  Draping over me like a giant cloak the big fellow was gliding magnificently above me.  At least fifteen feet from wing to wing I watched his gigantic mouth open to filter in the water.  Thousands of invisible little plankton were filtered through his baleen teeth, and pushed into this stomach.  As I watched him I tried to remember the book the Black Pearl.  I could not imagine how anyway could call these creatures devil rays.  They were so much more like angels to me.

Back in the hotel two hours later, I finally realized that I had not said a word.

“Sam Molinari, I can honestly say I have never seen you smile that much in my entire life.”  Squeezing me tightly in bed, Purdy curled up next to me and went to sleep.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Before the sun was up, we were on the road to Volcanoes National Park.  Getting to Kiluea we passed thousands and thousands of acres for what can best be described as desert.  The lava flats from recent eruptions were desolate places.  They reminded me of pock holed macadam, and they were massive.  Nothing had started growing out here yet, and the reflection of the Hawaiian sun off their dark surfaces made it feel twenty degrees hotter than being next to the beach.
“What do you two know about the volcanic activity here in Hawaii?”  Kai picked up a tour guide in Hilo and he had been describing the history of vulcany in the islands.

“Unlike most volcanoes which occur at the convergence or divergence of tectonic plates, Hawaii’s lava comes from a hot spot in the mantle.  Super heated magma melts the plate above it creating a volcano which erupts on the ocean floor.  Eventually it comes to the surface forming an island.  As the plate continues to move by another island forms, and then another and so on.  Hawaii is the newest of the islands, and is continuing to grow.”   Both Kai and I turned to look at Sam.

“That was impressive.”  He was an educated man I knew that, but he constantly surprised me with these displays.

“Very good Sam, let me be honest though the last part is not altogether true, there is another Hawaiian island being formed off the east coast from here.  It is called Loihi, and in another thousand years or so it will break the surface.” Franklin Reuter was a geologist and he would not be shown up by a scuba diver.  He felt it necessary to act superior.

“Who here can tell me what the largest mountain is in the world from the very bottom to top?”  Looking at me instead of Sam, he was hoping for an answer so I gave it to him.

“Mount Everest?”  I was pretty sure he was going to tell me I was wrong.

“Actually from top to bottom Hawaii is the tallest mountain in the world.  Only we normally think of mountains as being above the ocean’s surface.  More than half of the mass of Mauna Loa is actually below the water.”  Sam was not trying to show off, he was just being himself.  Franklin did not appreciate it.

“You obviously don’t need a guide.”  For the rest of the day the little child of tour guide kept pointing out facts, and asking Sam if he knew that.  By lunchtime, Sam was actually laughing at him.

Parked in the middle of the desert with a picnic blanket, Sam and I were enjoying some rays.
“I apologize he’s a bit of a snob.”  Kai whispered in my ear, but Sam just patted him on the back.

“We come from South Beach Kai, we are quite used to blow hard know it alls.”  Speaking loud enough for Franklin to hear him, Sam chuckled.

“I wouldn’t want to be stuck out here without a compass on a cloudy day.”  Looking around me I had to agree with him.  There was absolutely not frame of reference other than the sun and the mountains themselves.  One could easily get lost,
“People have actually died after getting separated from a group.”  Perhaps realizing how much of a prick he was being, Franklin came over to join us.

“I can believe that.”  Sam did not hold a grudge, he jumped right back in.

“It reminds me of all those pictures of hell.”  That was exactly what I pictured it to be like.  The ground felt solid beneath my feet, and yet not really at the same time.  Air pockets that had in formed in the lava created what we knew to be pumice stone.

“Wait until we get to the new flows.  You won’t even believe it.”  With that we packed on the picnic and drove towards Kiluea.  

The closer and closer we got to the sulfur spouting giant, the warmer it got. Both the terrain and the scenery were so mundane, it was actually impressive.  You can not truly appreciate how amazing the lava flats were in their enormity, until you were face to face with it.

“See of the recent flows look more like a obsidian or Formica than they do lava.”  Almost like black glass, the top layer was shiny and reminded me like the ocean’s surface.  There were waves frozen in time from the rapid cooling of the lava.  Wait until night time, this is the greatest show on earth.
The normal tour stopped here about three miles from the nearest point of activity.  Kai had called in a favor though and we were going closer.  After signing a release form, Franklin led us on a march up the side of Kiluea.  We were going towards the summit for night time.  With each couple hundred feet we went up in elevation the smell of rotten eggs grew more and more overpowering.

Sitting on the westward facing slope we were over ten thousand feet in elevation, and Sam was struggling to keep up with the rest of us.  Try as he may to get his soot filled lungs to breath, he was having very little luck.  Oxygen was not getting all the way there.

“Why don’t we set up here?”  We were less than two thousand feet from the summit, but Sam was not going any further.

“Our camp is right up there.”  Franklin pointed towards a couple of dome tents and a concrete bunker.

“I want to show you some of the readings.”  All day long he was checking in with the monitoring facility in Hilo.  If Kiluea so much as burped he told us that we would have to go back down right away so far though she was relatively quiet.  

Even the sunset on the north shore could not compare with this.  Sitting over ten thousand feet above the ocean’s surface we stared back at the setting sun.  No the colors were not as impressive but the clarity of our view was awe-inspiring.

It was a good fifteen to twenty degrees cooler than it was at sea level, and as the sun dropped the temperature went further down.  By eight o’clock at night it was in the mid fifties.  Dressed in tee shirts with shorts we would have been freezing if not for the jackets Franklin had in the bunker.

“Get ready for the greatest fireworks display you will ever see.”  Checking the instruments, he could see something coming.  The ground around us was rumbling like a freight train going by a New York City high rise.

From above our heads some steam shot from the summit, and then several sparks.  It looked like a crimson sparkler, and then the noise came.  Whistling like a tee kettle Kiluea announced her presence, and thirty seconds later chunks of rock and ash spit up into the air.  

It didn’t last long maybe a couple minutes or so, but it was magnificent.

On the walk back down the mountain, and the subsequent drive back to the hotel, neither Sam nor I could stop talking about our two days here on Hawaii.  It had been incredible.  From the manta rays to an exploding volcano, it was a vacation neither of us would ever forget.

Sam fell into bed, and kept talking about it until he was sound asleep.  Lack of oxygen and nine hours of mountain climbing had taken their toll, he was exhausted.  Personally I was feeling great.

Walking out onto the beach, I needed some time to come back down off my high.  Black sand was something new for me.  I understood the basic concept that sand comes from the ocean breaking down the elements around it.  When the elements are shells and limestone you get white sand.  When they are igneous rocks being broken down you get black sand.  What surprised so much about it was not necessarily the color as the fineness of the grains.  They were so tiny, and seemed to get into everything.  Staring down at my flip flops, I could see billions of these grains stuck to my two days worth of leg hair growth.  Luckily I am a natural blond, so it was not quite as gross at it might sound.  
It had been a long time since I had seen waves like those crashing down in front of me.  Summer time might be in full bloom, but the ocean apparently didn’t know that, because it was raging.  Above me the moon was three quarters full, and it was brilliantly clear and clean.  

“Look at all of those stars?”  One of the bummers about all of the lights in South Beach, is that they blocked out a lot of the star activity overhead.  Here on this quiet beach side, with the lights off for the evening, I could finally see them again.

“Yeah they certainly are a lot of them.”  Most girls sitting on a blackened beach would jump when they hear the voice of someone else.  Personally I didn’t even flinch, I knew right away it was Sam.
“I was feeling lonely in bed.”  Plopping his head down in my lap, we both lay back on that sand.  For a good hour we watched the stars, and tried to identify constellations.

“No that is not Orion it is Libra.  We are not in Florida anymore.”  Sticking his tongue out at me as he said it, Sam was being a bit bratty.  I ended it quickly when I leaned down and clamped onto his tongue with my teeth.

“That’s not funny.”  Trying to talk with his tongue stuck between my incisors, was hilariously funny.  Letting go slowly with my teeth I gently sucked on his tongue.  I expected him to pull it back but he did not.  For the second time in our several year friendship we were kissing.

“I am sorry to break up this little beach party people, but you are not allowed out here at night.  Didn’t you see the sign?”  We were busted by a security guard.

When we got back to the room, it was just after two o’clock in the morning.  This time I was the one who passed out right away.  

“What am I going to do with you?”  Somewhere between sleep and dreams I could hear Sam whisper these words.  Had I been awake enough to answer him, I would have simply said.

“Love me.  Just love me Sam and I will be the happiest woman on earth.”

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
Landing at the Maui airport this time, we were actually a bit surprised when Kai did not meet us.  He had said he would be here.  Instead a mountainous man with a tag reading Phil came bumbling straight through a group of tourists.
“Sam Molinari?”  .  He did not look familiar nor did he look like a local  

“Yes that’s us.”  Purdy warmed up to him and handed her bag to him with a grin.

“Welcome to Hawaii my name is Norman and I will be your driver for the next couple of days.”  She did not seem to notice his badge because she greeted him right away.  Something about the man was not right.  My bullshit alarm was sounding loudly.  

“What hotel are we staying at again?”  I knew the answer already.

“No one told me that sir, I was hoping you might give me that answer.”  It was the answer I was looking for.  This was not our driver.  His accent came out with each passing moment.  The man was Russian.

“We are at the Lahaina Princess.”  Watching my eyes, Purdy sensed something was bugging me.

“Where are you from originally Norman?”  As we walked towards the baggage claim, I grilled him some more.

“I am originally from New York, but now I live here.”  He and I locked our eyes together.  Several beads of sweat ran down his chin.

“Really I would have guessed somewhere around Latvia maybe the Ukraine.”  Purdy turned in behind me, and did not continue on.

“Keep walking.”  From under his coat, the large man stuck a pistol towards my chest.

“Personally I don’t really think that would be a good idea.”  Pushing Purdy further behind me I began whistling loudly towards a couple of police officers near the exit.

Phil, Norman, or whatever his name was had two options.  He could shoot me or take his chances with the police.  It took him a good minute or two to formulate an opinion.  By this time my whistling grew much louder, and the police were coming.  Without another moment of hesitation, he spun around and fired several shots above their heads, then ran for the exit of the airport.  He would never make it to his car.  Security at airports might be lackadaisical in some ways, but if someone starts firing a gun in the baggage claim area you can bet they wouldn’t get far.
Our Hawaiian vacation was over.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
Even though it was not a case directly handled by the Department for Homeland security, I was quite aware what was going on in South Beach Miami with the Polonev and Bopp families.  Therefore when I got the call to meet Purdy Phillips and Francis Molinari at the airport on Maui, I was ready for whatever might come.

My name is Mary Milocevic and I am a special agent for the Department of Homeland Security.  There was already a team at the site when I got there.  Sitting in holding cell with at least a dozen police officers all around them were my two poor souls.  My mission was to be their shadow back to Miami.  If anything looked out of the ordinary, anything at all, I was to call the FBI for back up.

“You must be Purdy.  Hi I’m Mary, and you must be Sam.”  They looked completely down trodden and overwhelmed.  Given the report I read on the helicopter flight over here from Honolulu I can not say I blamed them. They had been through an awful lot.

“So you never saw this guy before?”  We were on the next jumbo jet to Los Angeles.  Flying commercial was not really my idea for safe transport, but I was not the one making that decision.

“Nope.”  Sam was staring straight ahead, while Purdy slept on his shoulder.

“Seems an awful big chance to take in an airport?”  This kind of small talk is the way I did my job.  There was only so much you could learn from a police report.

“I don’t think he really expected us to sniff him out before we were already on the way out of the airport.”  His voice was really quiet and he continued to stare forward.

“What tipped you off?”  Crossing all of my t’s and dotting all the i’s on my report, I was trying to keep busy.  Personally I hated flying, and twelve hours of it was unthinkably boring.

“He said his name from Norman, but the pin on his jacket said Phil.  Plus he was doing a horrible job of an American accent.  There was no doubt he was from one of the former Soviet republics.”  The background on Francis Molinari was sketchy at best.  There were a lot of possible infractions on his rap sheet, but nothing ever stuck.  His personality profile from the FBI was half a page long.  It basically said nothing.
“That’s fairly astute for a scuba instructor?”  I was not insulting him as much as I was giving him a backhanded compliment.

“Yeah well us recovering alcoholic bubble junkies can read pretty well.”  His snide and sarcastic remarks had a bit of sting to them.  Sam was despondent, and I could not blame him.

“You were there when Dmitri Polonev and Ilya Bopp killed each other?”  No one could ever accuse me of being very smooth, I speak my mind, and very seldom think of anyone’s feelings in the mean time.  It sort of comes with the job.

“If it’s all the same to you agent Milocevic I really don’t want to answer any more questions.  My brain is fresh out of answers.”  Purdy had stirred for a few seconds, and she stared at me in disbelief.

“Forgive my manners, I am just trying to get a handle on the situation should Elena Bopp chose to show her ugly face.”  I knew how dangerous she was.  I had seen the wanted posters.  

“Trust me Mary if she decides to show her rather pretty face, it will already be too late.”  Purdy growled at me like a pissed off terrier. It was impressive.

“Are you sure you are not being a bit overly dramatic about…”  Before I could say anything the airplane dove at a surprisingly steep angle.  All of us held on for dear life as we plunged some two thousand feet in a matter of seconds.  People were screaming and items went bouncing around the cabin.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we apologize for that, there was an unforeseen air pocket.  Please do not panic, and take your seats.” I thought very little of the announcement, and was about to return to the conversation when I looked towards my two companions.  Their faces were white as ghosts.

“She’s on the plane.”

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Going from being frightened to death, to disappointed at ending our vacation short, to annoyed by being grilled by some government bitch, to being frightened to death again, we had experienced the full gamut of emotions in the last three hours.  Frankly I was tired of it.  If Elena was here, which I could tell by the voice on the speaker that she was, I was sort of just wishing she would kill me and get it over with.  If not for Purdy, and the other people on the plane, I probably would have walked up to the cabin and given up.

“Take her and go back to the restroom.  JUST DO IT!”  Screaming in the agent’s face, I moved forward.

“Sir, you will have to sit down…”

“Shut up lady and get the hell out of my way.”  The flight attendant flopped back down in her seat, and looked shocked to hear me speak to her like that.

“Sam my dear, that is no way to talk to a stewardess.”  Sitting in the first class cabin jump seat was Elena Bopp, and she was waving at me.  In her hand was what looked like a hunting knife.  The helpless feeling I had from the warehouse returned. This time I really was going to die.

Looking back over my shoulder to make sure, that Agent Milosevic had done her job, I continued forward.  

“Look he has grown a serious set of balls in such a short time.  How is that little love slice I gave you on the inside of your thigh?”  Spinning the knife casually between her index finger and thumb, Elena actually winked and blew me a kiss.  

“What brings you to Hawaii Elena?  Trying to get a little sun are we?”  Her badge read Gloria, and I dreaded the thought of what happened to the poor woman whose uniform she was wearing.

“I think you have gone far enough big boy.”  Reaching into the aisle she grabbed a preteen redheaded girl with curly pigtails.  This was completely unexpected.  What had caused her spook so easily?  Looking over my shoulder I had my answer.  Both the Department for Homeland Security agent, and a man with a TSA badge hanging out of his shirt pocket were pointing guns at us.
“Sam step back away from her.”  I moved myself into the aisle near the movie screen.  Several of passengers were screaming and crying, as they saw the guns.

“I wouldn’t do that if were you?”  Knowing that Elena would not hesitate to slit young girl’s throat or use her as a human shield, I tried to persuade them that this was a bad idea.

“You should listen to Sam he knows the score.”  Pulling her arm up around the girl’s neck, I could see the distinct dental impressions on her forearm of a pit bull.  Apparently Beyonce and Jay Z, had done some damage to her in the attic.

“Let the girl go and put down the knife.”  Mary did not lower her weapon.

“There is a bomb on this plane.  It is in the flight cabin.  If I do not reset the pass code on it every fifteen minutes, it will arm and fire.  There are four hundred and eighty six souls on board.”  The man from the TSA barely lowered his aim, but he knew he was beat.  Most of the cabin heard her statement, and chaos was only a second or two from breaking out.

“What do you want?”  Trying to negotiate, the TSA agent knew this was a lose lose situation.

“We do not negotiate with …”

“Shut up already!”  Screaming at her, I could not bear to hear another word from the woman’s lips.

“I want Purdy Phillips.  It is because of her that my father and brother are dead.  Give her to me, and everyone else on board lives.  Keep her hidden in the bathroom or shoot me, and everyone dies.

“I have a shot.”  Again Mary did not seem to have the slightest clue what the hell she was doing.

“A SHOT?  Are you not listening to her?”  My God this woman was an idiot.

“She’s bluffing.”  Even before she said it, Elena was cackling maniacally.

“Sam what do you think?”  Pulling back the little girl’s hair with her knife, Elena winked again.

“She’s not bluffing.  The woman is professional killer.  People like her do not bluff.”  Stepping back into the aisle between the agents and Elena I knew I had to stay there.  It was the only way to keep Agent Milosevic from getting trigger happy.
“Very good, if you will excuse me for a minute I need to reset the egg timer.”  Deftly getting to her feet, and backing up towards the cabin, she slipped through the door.  It had been propped open with a splint of some short.  This whole time we were steadily descending.  My only guess was we were on our way back to Hawaii, because there was nowhere else out here to land in the middle of the Pacific.
Twenty seconds later she emerged from the cabin with the girl still dangling in front of her.  Strangely the child was not crying.  This is not to say that she did not look petrified, but she did not weep or gasp. Not a single noise came from her lips.

“You are being so brave little one.  If you continue to be so brave and smart, you might get to go home to your mommy again.”  Whispering devilishly into her ear, Elena waved her little hand at us.

“Why don’t you go into the cockpit and verify if she really has a bomb in there?”  Turning to the TSA agent, I had little doubt it was true.

“Hold your position!”  Screaming out commands, Mary believed she was in control, and no one would do anything without her permission.

“Agent Bitch you are getting on my nerves.  Put down the gun.  You have five seconds!”  Elena snapped back quickly.  She was the one in charge. 
“Four, three, two…”  Sliding the weapon into her holster, Mary held up her hands, and took a step back.

“It’s about time.”  With one quick flip of her wrist, the knife shot out of Elenas’s hand.  It missed my left ear by a hair, and continued through the air.  I had no doubt what its final destination was.  The agent from the department for Homeland Security was dead before I even turned around.

Spinning back around to Elena, she already had another knife against the girl’s throat.  A strange thought entered my head.  How did she get all these knives and a bomb on board an airplane?  I mean in this day and age, can a flight attendant still walk onto an airplane with whatever they want to?  I doubted it.  
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………

“You’re a dead woman!”  My primary responsibility as a TSA agent on board a US domestic flight was the safety of the passengers.  With the death of the homeland agent I had not done my job.  Regrettably, if I fired my weapon at this terrorist there were so many things that could go wrong.  I could miss and depressurize the cabin.  I could hit the hostage and kill her.  My bullet might find the mark, and the plane would blow up five minutes later because we could not disarm the bomb. My name is Paul Reynolds of the Transportation Safety Authority, and I’m quite frankly scared to death.
At this point the pilots had called into Maui to let them know we were in the middle of a hostage situation.  Wickham Air Force base on Oahu had scattered F-18 Hornets to our location.  They would not allow us to land or threaten any people on the ground.  If it came down to it, they would shoot us out of the air. Four hundred dead people versus forty thousand or more was an easy math problem to figure out.

Outside the plane I heard the roar, as our escorts finally arrived to our position.  We couldn’t be more than an hour’s flight from Maui.  In thirty minutes if the situation was not resolved, everyone on board was going to die.  My own mortality was an issue.  Seeing the dead Homeland Security agent on the ground certainly made me think twice about my options.

“We’re all dead people Paul.”  How did she know my name?
“Either the Air Force is going to shoot us down or I am going to blow us up.  Personally I think my bomb might be a little faster.  It’s up to all of you.”  Her callous disregard for life was apparent.  Her cavalier attitude did little to reassure me that the good guys would win here.

“Give up the girl Elena.”  The third party on this conversation reached out his arms.

“If we are going to die anyway why would you need a human shield?  Let her blow up with the rest of us.”  His disregard for his own safety was not any more comforting.  Having just watched her murder a professional law enforcer this man continued to stand between her and I.

“No Sam I will not do that.  I would rather blow up than be shot to death.  My mortality while limited is still cherished.  I want my last image to be watching you scream.”  There was a certain coldness in her tone, that chilled me to the bone.
“If he gives me the gun, and you give me ALL of your knives do you think we can sit down and discuss this?”  Who was this man?  First of all I was not giving her my gun.  Having seen what she did to the Homeland lady, I had no interest in having a knife sticking out of my forehead.  Secondly she was not going to give up her knives.  Several of the people in the surrounding seats were crying.  One youngster had just thrown up on top of the body on the floor.  

“He won’t give up his gun Sam.”  Yet despite her statement, she handed him the blade.  Reaching into her pant legs she pulled out several more, and then three from the back of her belt.  Jesus Christ she had the entire Ginsu set going on here.

“There is nothing to discuss Sam.  Everyone is going to die, and nothing can stop it.”  Pulling the little girl closer to her she squeezed a bit tighter on her neck.

“Forgive me I will be right back.  Tick tock tick tock we don’t want the clock to stop.”  It amazed me how well she moved with that little girl draped in front of her.  There was absolutely no shot.  

“Sam, is that your name?  You need to move a little to the left, and give me an alley.”  We only had a few seconds before she returned.

“I have a better idea let’s try to break them up.  Follow my lead and go for the shot when you have it.”  Not that I trusted this guy, but he was right I needed a distraction.  I needed space between them, as the terrorist called Elena came back he continued.

“Okay then how about a trade.  Let the girl go and take me instead.  Come on with this spare tire, I make a much better human shield anyway?”  The man called Sam was trying his best, and actually making some progress.  At least she was unarmed at this point.
“No offense Sam, TSA man over there won’t think twice to shoot you between the eyes, and take me with you.  Now this little girl on the other hand?  What is your name little one?”  Whispering into her ear again, the terrorist was trying her best to shake me.

“Mindy.”  Barely above a whisper herself, the little girl in the pink jumpsuit spoke out.

“Do you want to die Mindy?”  Shaking her head, I finally saw the hint of tear in Mindy’s eyes.

“If the object is to get me Elena then why are you involving the rest of these people?”  There was another voice behind me, I did not bother to turn around.  If she was here to kill me it was too late to do anything.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Elena wanted to kill me, and to go out with a bang.  That was why she was doing this.  I couldn’t sit back idly and allow anyone else to die on my behalf.
“Purdy go back to the bathroom.”  Sam’s voice sounded very concerned.  I stepped over Mary’s body, and continued forward managing to kick her gun towards the feet of the TSA agent.  With Mindy, Sam, and the agent in the way there no possible angle for Elena to see it.

“No Sam I can’t hide anymore.”  Our eyes locked, and I could see him clenching his jaw.

“Damn it Purdy for once in your life listen to me!  Go back to the bathroom!”  Trying to keep himself between me and danger, Sam’s face was turning purple.

“No.”  Moving the agent out of the way gently, I stepped by.  As I did I lowered his weapon to his waist, and he did not struggle against me.

“That will be just about far enough prom queen.”  Squeezing Mindy so tightly she let out a whimper, Elena went from maniacal to psychotic.

“Let her go Elena.  You want me I am right here.”  Only as I got to Sam, and tried to move him out of the way, he would not budge.

“Go back to the bathroom.”  Out of the corner of his mouth Sam mumbled.

“Let me pass Sam.”  He would not move.

“Listen you two this love story is really really touching, but it is also pointless.  Whether Mindy is on my lap or in her seat, she is going to die.”  We had another ten minutes before she had to reset the bomb again, and I wanted to be where Mindy was by then.
“The Air Force commander just informed the pilot that if he doesn’t turn the plane around they will have no choice but to shoot us out of the sky.  Conversely I informed him if he does turn the plane around I will let it blow up.  I wouldn’t want to be him.  What a decision to make?”  There was never a question about Elena Bopp’s sanity.  No doubt she was fucking cuckoo.  At that moment though, I finally realized how little she cared for anyone’s life.  The only way to get out of here was to kill her, and disarm the bomb.

“I know what happened to you when you were younger.  For what it is worth Elena I am sorry.  That is horrible thing to happen to a little girl.”  It was now or never.  Seeming to understand what I had in mind, Sam stepped aside to let me pass, and then he took a seat out of the aisle. 

“What the fuck would you know about it?”  Spitting flames as she cursed, Elena obviously did not like to talk about her personal life.

“Demetrius described to me how unsatisfying you were as a lover.  I asked him why.  He told me that your family did horrendous things to you as a young…”  My plan worked.  Chucking the girl to the side like a rag doll, she charged down the aisle like a raging bull.  Only two feet away from me, I dropped to the ground sacrificing my own body. 
From behind me I heard two shots.  Elena ducked just in time to miss the first one, but the second struck home.  Hitting her right on the top of her head, the bullet embedded deep within her brain.  She was dead before she even hit the floor.

Regrettably that first bullet which missed her, went through the 757’s outer skin.  Seconds later the force of the decompressing hull began ripping it open.  Less than ten thousand feet above sea level, we were quite lucky to be descending, because at fifty thousand feet the decompression might have torn the plane in half.
Sam jumped, grabbed my arms, and chucked me back towards the agent, then with no regard for his life he charged forward towards the cockpit. Somehow he got passed before a hole the size of a bowling ball formed near the exit.  Oxygen masks fell out of the ceiling, and we were diving.  All at once I could feel the pressure being sucked out of the room, my ears and lungs screamed against the change.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

There was a hole in the hull, it was only getting bigger.  Objects were already being pulled towards it at an alarming rate.  I had only a few seconds.  As the 747 dove, and the pressure steadily decreased there would be less and less pull.  Sliding down towards the cockpit, my body crashed through the open door.  Managing to hold onto the track on the door frame, I did not go flying into the pilot. Both he and the copilot were struggling with all their might to regain control of the wounded bird.  The ocean was racing up at us, at over four hundred miles per hour.  There was no time to think about death or my fate in this world.  There was no time to even think.  Duck taped to the panel above my head was what best could be described as a Molotov cocktail.  There were three half gallons of 181 proof rum, three butane containers, and what looked like a glorified calculator jury rigged into them.
“SCREWDRIVER!”  Screaming above the whining engines and terrified passengers, I got the engineer’s attention.  Reaching behind him, he handed me a Phillips head.  Hopefully it was the right size.  Unable to stand up straight at this horrendous angle, I lodged myself between the door and the wall.  As the panel slip off its hinges, I spotted something else that was alarming.  She had hard wired the calculator into one of the circuit breakers.  If I pulled the panel off, the bomb blew.  Apparently realizing what I was doing the engineer grabbed several more tools and attacked the panel.  The plane was starting to level off.  We were under seven thousand feet, and there was no land in site.

I will never actually know what the man did.  Somehow he completed the circuit to the calculator by splicing a wire into a 12 volt battery.  It was the kind of shit that would make MacGyver cream in his jeans.  Ripping the panel and bomb from my hands he charged out the cockpit as the plane began to level out.  Turning to following his path, I could not believe what I witnessed.  Running full speed towards the Volkswagen sized hole in the hull he dove in the air.  Both he and the bomb went flying out the opening.  It was less than fifteen seconds later, we heard the explosion.  The 757 bobbed and danced in the disrupted air, but the pilot held us in place.  

Just under four thousand feet to the ocean surface, he completely regained control of the plane, and began an emergency landing.  The attack aircraft broke off their charge to blow us out of the sky, and were acting as guides into Maui.  People, seats, and luggage continued to get sucked out through the opening.  It was horrible.  
Locking myself in the same jump seat Elena had been, I could feel myself being torn away from the wall.  I only hoped the bolts would hold until we landed.

Closing my eyes I said several prayers for the safety of all onboard.  Strangely I never once asked about myself.  For the first time in my life there were no selfish desires.

“Please save Purdy.”  It was the thought going through my mind over and over again.  Before I knew it our wheels struck down on the ground.  I won’t kid you.  It certainly wasn’t the nicest landing I have ever experienced, but given the situation it was better than anything I could have expected.  As soon as we skidded to a complete stop, I tried to run back into the cabin, but it was too late.  Every one of the ranting raving frothing at the mouth passengers remaining on board were crowded around both the exits and the hole in the plane trying to get out.  Although flight attendants and the pilots were screaming for calm no one seemed to care.  One mother was wailing that she could not find her daughter Mindy.  Where had Mindy gone?  My fear was that Mindy never made it back to her seat.
A gigantic man nearly three hundred pounds shoved and threw people aside trying to get to the exit.  As he got to me I simply side stepped him and stuck out my foot.  He went down like a shot.

Once on the ground I sat down on his back.  Despite his cursing and complaining I did not move.

“You can wait like the rest of us.”  Then from out of nowhere there was a high pitched whistle.  My heart rejoiced instantly.  I recognized that cab calling signal.

………………………………………………………………………………………………

“ENOUGH!  Everyone take your seats!  If you are not next to your own seat pick whichever one is closest.  No one will leave this plane until there is ORDER!”  I had had enough.  I would take no more.  

“Who do you think you are bitch telling me what I want to do?”  Some mid-west woman tried to get ghetto on my ass, I decked her.  As she hit the ground, everyone else went scurrying for their seats.

“SIT THE FUCK DOWN!”  It took five minutes, but they are all back in place.  Even after the cabin doors opened no one moved.

“I want you to stand up one row at a time and disembark the plane.  Think of this as church and you are going to communion!  One pew goes and then the next and then the next.”   Walking the aisles like a field general I was going to keep order no matter what it took.  

As they slowly made their way out the two exits, I picked up an elderly woman who had been trampled in the raucous.  Sitting her in a chair, I dusted off her smock and grinned at her.  When she smiled back, I knew instantly that everything was going to be okay.  When my row was called upon, I moved forward.  There standing near the front of the plane was Sam.  I tackled him into a first class seat, and began kissing him passionately.

“You’re my hero.”  I’ll let you guess which one of us said that.  

Epilogue
In a quiet little corner of Delray Beach Purdy and Francis Molinari settled down in a modest three bedroom three bath a mile from the beach with a white picket fence.  Yes it was a true fixer upper, but neither minded the extra work.  
Purdy was still dancing, only these days it was with her clothes on at the Kravitz Center with the South Florida ballet.  

Sam was still fascinated with the ocean.  As the Scripps institute moved into Palm Beach County they gave him a ten year grant to chart coral reefs from Key West to Tallahassee.  It was a dream come true.

On the weekends Purdy and her twin sister Polly sunbathed in the nude.  Sam refused to watch from the balcony as he was instructed.

Polly continued to be a top sales person in every company she was in.  At age thirty one she retired a little villa in the South of France.  Here she met and married a local butcher.  They have six children.

Sunday Phillips got out of rehabilitation, and jumped right into a three day bender.  She is in the middle of her fourth attempt at 12 steps, and is a medium in a South Florida circus.  Apparently for twenty dollars, she can talk to Jerry Garcia for you.
Officer Martel and family moved to Delray Beach as well, settling into the family house in Delray Shores. His Mom and Dad took their life’s savings and moved back to Haiti for retirement.  Jean can be seen walking the pier at Spanish River.  His new post requires him to chase old people in wheel chairs on his Segway instead of bad guys with guns on a bicycle.
Martine Martel finally stepped away from a life of crime, and began raising full blooded pit bulls for sale.  Within two years he made enough money to buy his own motor cycle repair shop.  Three days later he crashed his motorcycle into a parked police car.  He is back to raising pit bulls again.
After the death of their father Yuri and Peter Polonev took over the family business.  They are both doing fifteen to twenty in Dade County Jail for racketeering.  Somewhere both Demetrius and the old man are turning over in their graves.

Rachel Silberstein moved to Los Angeles where she partnered with J Lo on her new clothing line.  In six months she gained twenty pounds all in her ass, and she began dating three younger men all named Ben.  She is deliriously happy and very rich.

Whether you believe in hell or not let it be said, we all have a choice to make in our lives.  The decision to go up or to go down is strictly up to you.  Forge your path today!

THE END
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