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A STROKE OF LUCK

At last to Harry Scott financial promoter of the "Saturn Trust," fortune had knocked on the door, and he was found waiting for her in his robe and slippers, with two glasses filled   with cognac in his hands. Getting that client portfolio composed of some of the city's most influential people had changed his life: parties, openings, women, easy money and an office on the sixth floor of the brand-new Omega Palace, right in the center of his town, Remembrance in Alaba- ma. Then, a new stroke of good fortune, his now- bisque buddies, who had taken to calling him Gorgeous Harry, proposed that he introduce the Saturn Trust as the main sponsor of the city's hottest event: the "A Perfect Body" beauty contest. Into the coffers of the pageant organization came figures never before seen.

The money from minor sponsors remained unused, and the group decided to divide it up by entrusting it to Harry's care. The most memorable edition of "A Perfect Body" ever ended with the victory of 22-year-old Connie Warmwind. Harry experienced the happiest moment of his life; even the new queen was crazy about him. Suddenly the dream turned a nightmare: the accu- sions, the trial, the acquittal of the defendants that saved him criminally but led to his professional end. The Saturn Trust took him out, and those who professed to be his friends abandoned him to his misfortunes. The sponsors' money disappeared, permanently opening the gates of Harry Scott's per- sonal hell. That very night, wandering aimlessly like a stray dog, drunk and in the throes of LSD delusions, he raised his hallucinated eyes to the starry sky, two stars of the Big Dipper detached themselves from the dark vault, approached the man and flickered over his head. Harry stared at them and turned to him, laughing and shouting, "If the devil sends you, I will sell you my soul in exchange for the ven - said about those who ruined me!"


July 4, 1995, Thanksgiving Day, Montgomery skies 9:45 p.m., flight DL3980.


The Boeing 737 piloted by Captain Ally Patterson turned in the direction of the runway, the two turbo engine fans gradually began to reduce their thrust, Ally announced to the 128 passengers to fasten their belts, the descent phase had begun. The lights of Montgomery loomed reassuringly on the horizon. Ally led the plane on a placid descent toward the runway. Suddenly the radar signaled two dots above the 737, Jim, the co-pilot, pointed out the anomaly to his superior, Ally with one eye on the controls and the other on the radar tried to figure it out: she calmly analyzed the data by activating the safety protocols and reported to the control tower what was happening. The ope- rator confirmed to her the presence of the two objects. The descent continued without being influenced by the two intruders who always kept the same distance without interfering in the maneuver. The adrenaline of the two pilots almost seemed to seep out of their bodies; anything could have happened in that fran-

people. Suddenly the two glittering objects disappeared abruptly reappearing in front of the cockpit window and sped away at an unreal speed, vanishing in a northerly direction.

Ally and Jim looked into each other's eyes in amazement. Jim hissed in a trembling voice, "U-UFO?" Ally shook her head, jingling the golden hoops that adorned her ears, and emitted a dry gasp:

"Nah!"

The control tower reported that they had physically sighted the two objects for a few moments before they disappeared, the operator suggested that they were certainly transient atmospheric phenomena such as globular lightning or temporary interference due to who knows what strange phenomenon. Ally was relieved that she did not have to regain altitude and alter her landing course. Those few acts - mi of surprise passed as quickly as the two objects. The runway lights quickly approached guiding Ally in the landing maneuver. Ally, regaining his composure brought the plane onto the runway. With a soft clatter of tires on the ground, the plane landed softly, successfully completing the flight from Melbourne to Montgomery. The passengers applauded the plane's gentle touch on the runway.

Jim raised his thumb to Ally and puffed with relief, smiled and whispered to her, "You are the best Coman- dant!" Ally smiled back with her bright-white teeth. The crew bid farewell to the commander and his deputy, and the two of them reached the Delta Airlines operation center; they had completed their flight duty and were finally headed home to enjoy the last remnant of that Thanks - ment day. Jim lived in Montgomery, while Ally lived in Remembrance, a few miles from the capital, she would be in Montgomery for three days, Leroy, her partner, was waiting for her as he always did outside the Detla Airlines operation center. Jim greeted Ally with a kiss on the cheek:

"See you next boss!" Ally smiled and whispered, "Be good Jim!"

Jim walked away laughing; the young co-pilot was a joker, but he was a very good element,  a par with the flying phenomenon that was Ally Patterson, Remembrance's first African American airline pilot. As was her custom, Ally took off the uniform that stuck to her velvety mahogany skin with each flight. She showered and donned sporty underwear, put on a white lon- guette over it, slipped on some tennis shoes, and slipped on a pink Tommy Hilfiger polo shirt that highlighted the thirty-eight-year-old pilot's beautiful ice-colored eyes. The woman's hand grasped the satin doorknob of the dressing room, a force opposed her, Ally let go, and the door jerked open, hitting Ally's head, who recoiled with her hands over her face. A chuckle penetrated the ears of the helpless woman who, revived by the blow immediately lowered her hands. The breath of a spray invaded her airway, she began to cough, then felt her legs give way under her own weight. She saw those strange objects in front of her again and tried futilely to shoo them away with feeble hand movements. She did not notice that she was lying on the cold faux-red porphyry floor. The last glimmer of lucidity allowed her to catch a glimpse of a small glittering blade ghermited by a hand wrapped  a latex glove slowly approaching her right eye, then darkness, an eternal darkness...the body of the me- ravishing Ally lay cold and motionless on the floor, the empty eye sockets weeping blood from the

vivid red had been orphaned by those two stars that shone uniquely on Ally Patter- son's face. Leroy Browning, Ally's partner, concerned about the woman's tardiness entered the opera- tion center; everything happened quickly: the tragic discovery of the mutilated corpse, the police, the manet - ets to his hands, the security camera footage that had captured him going in and out of the locker room, and the wait for a trial. Leroy's life, which until recently had been simple and happy, had sputtered away far away, who knows where, perhaps carried away by those lights to the north.

What are U.F.O.'s? ...Despite the fact that the object of this challenge, i.e., the U.F.O., does not let itself be defined so easily, almost like the inert matter studied in the laboratory by physicists...we wonder where this -this object "comes from" and how it "works"


Pierre Guérin, Astrophysicist, Head of Research at C.N.R.S France.
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Remembrance, Montgomery County, Alabama July 12, 1995, 1:30 a.m.


On the screen of a large Panasonic TV, a half-breed was speaking in rapid-fire bursts, sounding as if he had a machine gun in his mouth. The young viewer could almost hardly follow the words of that reporter. He was talking about the tragic death of a thirty-eight-year-old woman brutally murdered the set - timana before. The investigation had led investigators to stop her partner: he had been the last - person to see her alive and the only one who had left traces of DNA on the victim's body. The annoyed gio- vane changed the channel, caught an episode of Star Trek: "The Next Generation," and followed with gu- sto that episode, which by then was well past the halfway mark. He loved Captain Jean-Luc Picard, thought he was cool, wished he looked like him when he was old. Having finished the TV show that it was almost two o'clock, he sleepily took himself upstairs to his room. He slipped into his pajamas, not ac- cording that he had worn his shirt inside out, and looked out the large window. The brilliant blue was dotted with stars as never before, the immense arms of the Milky Way were perfectly visible, resembling white brush strokes penned on a dark canvas. That sight would have made happy the ap - passionates of astronomy, the glitter of that sky suddenly was crossed by two ca- teeth stars, a third came at the tail of the others, suddenly the stars stopped their fall in diagona - le downward, rose again, lined up on the middle of the horizon, rose again diagonally and then splashed in an instant to the north. The boy watched quietly as if that scene had been a normal thing. He brought a small tape recorder closer to his mouth and spoke, "July 12, 02:01 a.m., av- seen three, heading north, report for broadcast tomorrow."

He put the tape recorder down on his desk, closed the window, got into bed and thought, "This is an everyday thing now, when is someone going to wake up?"


July 12, 3:30 pm.


That afternoon Douglas Tryumph, he went to the Mall although he did not particularly like the place that got on his nerves; he did not want to get out of the car, the radio was playing "Sweet child o' mine" by Gun's n' Roses, his favorite song. He was forced to get out, the heat was unbearable, even the car's air conditioning was trudging. He dragged himself lazily inside the Mall and did a hearty shopping spree. Douglas Tryumph, a thirty-eight-year-old American football player at fullback, who had returned to his hometown in Alabama after playing in the NFL, had rushed to "help" the local third-division team buoyed by an unhoped-for good late-career gig, useful so- pricipally to support his three ex-wives and Fay, his new flame, fifteen years younger. He returned to the car sweating, his white shirt had become transparent, his musculartattooed physique glimpsed through his shirt. He opened the hood of the black '93 Chrysler Voyager to load the envelopes, a

man sneaked up and yanked him, "Douglas! You've got to be shitting me!" Douglas spun around causing the contents of an envelope to spill out and scatter in the trunk, "Harry! What's the dia- fly about you! I told you I'd show up! Are you doing my mail now, too?"

"Douglas, we are friends! I desperately need you to make that investment!" pleaded the man with glazed eyes and panting. Douglas sighed and rested his hands on his interlocutor's shoulders and spoke to him in a patient tone, "Listen Harry, it's not a good time for me either, you know, the three wives to support are costing me money, be patient, see you next month." Harry pulled Douglas's hands away from his shoulders and raised his voice, "No! You promised! I'm desperate and I'm worse off than you are! They will take away what little I have, I have to scrape together some money, please, even a small amount!"

Douglas tired of such insistence, he pushed Harry away who was half Douglas's size. Harry reacted by bouncing back to Douglas by hitting him with a punch, Douglas reciprocated with two punches, one breaking Harry's nose.

"You asked for it, now get lost and never show your face again!" Growled Douglas toward his attacker. Harry, who had bent down on one knee resting on the asphalt, holding his nose with a hand dripping blood, angrily railed at Douglas, "Damn you! You'll pay for this! I'll break your legs!" Douglas watched him walk away with his fists along his sides, directed his gaze toward the small crowd that had formed around the two. He turned to those present, "It's all right guys, he's just a poor guy." He climbed into the Voyager, started the engine, and peeled out of the Mall parking lot.

Harry Scott, by now was making ends meet with small financial accumulation plans, with life insurance policies and supplemental pensions with recurring premiums from smaller companies. Douglas was part of the group from his pageant days, as was diva Kimberly Murray, the only one with , Harry, had maintained a deep friendship. In that glorious period, he was able to collect several thousand dollars through substantial commissions. After the trial and dismissal, things began to go wrong: risky financial transactions and blown deals forced him to beg for investments left  right. He had clung tooth and nail to that promise made to him by Douglas  the very end. He realized that all those people he had been hanging out with were not friends but acquaintances at convenience, as long as everything was going well he was Harry, the splendid one, now he was treated like a bum, they avoided him like the plague. All except Kimberly, who whenever he came back from Las Vegas to Remembrance, did not fail to help him by investing small amounts and thus making him earn enough to survive. He loved her; they had spent several nights together, perhaps because he took pity on her. He thought about these things as he dragged himself up Peace Road, the street that led him to his dingy apartment in the working-class neighborhood of St.Homer.

Douglas noticed his face was injured, stopped and looking in the rearview mirror, noticed a swelling under his chin, cursed and stopped the car. There was a pharmacy nearby, he parked his car in a no parking zone and walked over to it. Walking distractedly, he collided with a

bystander, this time he took a blow to one knee, ducked down touching his kneecap, railed at the bystander, "You idiot! Be careful! I support three ex-wives and a mistress with these!" The passerby apologized intimidated, "I-I'm sorry, I didn't mean to...." Douglas raised his head and recognized the small man. It was Jeremy Burns, the principal of Remembrance's only school, an institution ranging from elementary to high school. Jeremy had been his classmate: a mild-mannered man with a degree in modern literature. Short in stature, his face long and gaunt ending in a pointed chin, his body slender, his back with a slight hump, his few hairs arranged in a bold carryover to hide his incipient baldness, his glasses as thick as bottle bottoms.

"Hey! Jeremy beautiful! What a surprise! How long has it been since you showed up you old rascal?" Douglas greeted his former schoolmate in a mocking tone, hitting him with a vigorous pat on the shoulder that almost knocked him out .Jeremy recovering from that blow straightened up and with a chuckle timidly responded to the Samoan-born giant's greeting, "Eh, eh...hello Douglas! What a pleasure, how are you?"

Douglas replied, "All pretty good, until I ran into some dickhead who did this to me, and you almost unhinged my knee!" pointing to swollen chin and leg. Jeremy merely replied with an embarrassed, "...sorry."

Douglas rested his big hand on Jeremy's shoulder again and said, "Lucky you that you get it, there's a lot of weird people around man, well! Let me go now, it was good to see you at the end, let's get together one night and talk about old times, okay?"

Jeremy managed to straighten his bad back as best he could and with an expression mixed between happy and incredulous replied, "Maybe, but it's hard, you know, school, my schedule. "

Douglas walking away raised a hand and took his leave, "Whatever, you sure know where my house is anyway, everyone here in Remembrance knows!" Jeremy in a low voice replied, "Ce-certainly." The Remembrance Satrlights fullback limped away muttering under his breath, "Fool twice, I guess I'll skip tomorrow's practice, it hurts like hell." Douglas got his medication from the pharmacist who extorted an autograph; the band-aid was small, and for his knee he took away a bag of dry ice. He stopped the Voyager in front of the garage, which he opened with the remote control; he got out of the car a little hard, his knee aching. Opening the hood of the minivan he caught a glimpse out of the corner of his eye of a red Nissan parked across the street; he recognized it and ran a hand over his very short black hair, "Bingo! This was needed too!" he turned his head toward the entrance of the mansion and saw a woman advancing toward him; it was his third ex-wife: Emily, that witch would not give up; she had swooped in from Hunstville. Emily threw herself at his feet in tears:

"Doug, please come back to me, forget about that little minx, you need to be with me!" Douglas huffed, struggling to dislodge from himself the woman who appeared almost a Kabuki theater mask because of the makeup dripping from her eyes along with her tears.


"You still don't understand that it's over? Attorney McCalley has taken care of everything, you don't miss


nothing, what do you want?"

"I want us to get back together, we were happy!" she squawked these last words sinking her nails into the man's mighty biceps. Annoyed Douglas pushed the woman away as she fell backward ending up on the freshly watered lawn with a broken shoe heel. "Go away! Enough!" he roared angrily. Crying Emily stood up and this time changing her tone decisively, croaking she threatened her ex-husband, "You'll pay for this Douglas Tryumph, this is not over!" She jumped away and got into the Nissan, made a sharp U-turn and almost hit a car that was marching in the same direction. Douglas ran a hand over his face and directed a desolate gaze toward the blue canopy crisscrossed with white twisted clouds. "What else has to happen to me today..." he unloaded the car and drove home exhausted.
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A JUDGE AND AN UNDEAD
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John Fitzgerald Kennedy 32nd,Avenue NE, Remembrance Court, 5 pm.


The small courthouse was a detachment of the district court in Montgomery; the city had grown so large that the Central Government decided to open a detachment in Remembrance to streamline the work, having the authority to deal equally with civil and criminal cases. A traffic circle with a large sycamore in the center that with its thick foliage veiled like a curtain the building dating from the early 1970s: an anonymous white limestone parallelepiped that gave the structure an austere and anonymous aura, the abraded and almost illegible inscription on the pediment not helping identification. Had it not been for the small bronze statue of justice placed on the staircase divided into two flights, an outsider would have mistaken the building for any other public administration office.

The newly appointed judge, Janet Ironhand, banged her gavel and found the defendant guilty, imposing the maximum sentence allowed: a car salesman who had fobbed off a customer with half a rip-off. The man and his lawyer glowered at the judge; the compensation demanded, to them, seemed excessive. Janet holding true to her last name was unyielding and merciless, especially toward men, acting so out of a sense of duty and also somewhat out of spite toward the opposite sex. The defendant, a thin, unglamorous middle-aged man out at the judge, "Feminist, frigid and repressed! You've really earned the name harpy! You only do that because there is a woman there!" Pointing to the banquet with her accuser and her lawyer, who could hardly hold back a laugh. Timothy Chamberlane, the defendant's lawyer and Janet's partner, restrained his client and calmed him down by whispering that he was in contempt of court. He turned to Janet, "Forgive him Your Honor, Mr. Cross is a little nervous, he is a respected professional, he will pay every penny, he need not worry, he has no intention of endangering his honored business." he concluded, glaring at the woman again. Janet sighed, closed her eyes, "The hearing is off, I'll pretend I didn't hear."

He got out of the seat, retrieved a couple of heavy folders and walked to the back of the courtroom. He reached his office and placed the two folders on the desk. Someone knocked on the door. "Come in!"

It was about Timothy. The man did not mince words. "I don't dispute that my client is guilty, but all that compensation seems excessive! Geez! How did you make me look? I thought after what had gone on between us you would have gone easier on us!" Janet slammed her fists down on the desk causing a chrome metal pen holder in the shape of the space shuttle to topple over.

"So you got involved with me just to make yourself look good to your client!" accused him Janet in a rage. Timothy replied by running a hand over his flowing ink-black hair, "Well honey, let's say yes and no, besides being a judge you're also a good catch, you don't know how envious my friends are."

Janet no longer knew whether to get further angry or to start crying, every time it ended like this. She breathed deeply as she had learned from her nanny, concentrated all negative energies in her navel and exhaled strongly. He raised his head and in a voice calm but filled with pride said, "Get lost, it's over before it starts, don't ever let me see you again before I make you show your friends a black eye!" Timothy did not respond, turned on the heels of his Gucci loafers and headed for the door, stopped and waved, "Bye, Bye, harpy!" he pulled the door behind him and disappeared from Janet's life. That was how it went for Judge Ironhand with men; they were intimidated by her role; in a small town like Remembrance, it was unusual to have a female judge, and a young, good-looking one at that. Her strong, independent character did not help her, the few who approached her were either one-night stands or, like Timothy, wanted something from her. She had also had an almost-husband, she was getting married when she lived in Madison, he was from Phoenix, a computer equipment salesman who was a Def Leppard fan, he disappeared along with the money they had put together for the wedding, leaving her with only her passion for the British band. Although she felt broken, she decided to stay and study the papers of the upcoming trials, Dolores, her maid would work quietly without waiting for her.


11 pm. 233 Edison Avenue W.


Douglas received a phone call from Fay telling her that she would not be home until 2 a.m. because she had a reunion with her college friends. Douglas thought to himself, "Serves you right Doug, that's what it means to get involved with a young girl."

They rang the door of the luxurious mansion located on the edge of town, in the residential area built in '89 on Edison Avenue, a brand-new street: he and other rich people in town lived there; Kimberly Murray, also his high school classmate, had also taken up residence there; she rarely came back to town to visit her ailing fatherformer Mayor Al Murray. Douglas abandoned himself on the couch with the bag of dry ice on his kneecap, watching the huge TV randomly changing channels. He had informed the coach that he would not show up for practice the next day, but he wanted to accommodate him by showing up in the afternoon to get a look in; he did not discuss that order, after all, the president was paying well, even though the Remembrance Starlights team was shitting and floating in the league only because of him. The doorbell rang with that annoying little music that Fay had chosen. Douglas thought it was the young companion pitied by having left poor Doug alone. The man threw open the door, surprised exclaimed, "What are you doing here?" the unexpected guest extended a bottle of wine. "Mmm, come on in," Douglas said, touching his bruised chin. The bottle was ice cold, Douglas again invited the guest in, "Come on, I'm not going to throw you out, come on in." The guest took a seat on the sofa, waited for Douglas without speaking, the host returned from the kitchen with two goblets covered with ice. "I keep them ready for when I have to make up with her.... you know how it is."


The host nodded. Douglas removed the cloth wrapping it and returned it to the host, uncorked the bottle;


a robust red wine from California, Douglas paused and asked, "But shouldn't this wine be consumed at room temperature?" He received no answer. "But yes, who cares, cheers!" did Douglas as he poured the wine into the glasses. He downed the full goblet in one gulp, the host remained with his goblet in hand observing. Slowly, Douglas's head began to throb, it seemed as if it would explode at any moment: a kaleidoscope of images appeared before his eyes: an Atua, a Samoan deity, the deity dissolved and out popped Jimi Hendrix intent on one of his solos wielding a human leg instead of a guitar. Douglas was lying on his king-size bed of Fay's choice, doing a thousand stunts on it when it suited her. His sturdy legs rested on the straight wrought-iron footboard, his knees pivoted on the horizontal bar, the host pivoted up and down by pulling his feet down like leverage.

Douglas felt no pain; he reacted with a gasp, whitish foam came out of his mouth. The painless torture continued until the attacker noticed that his knees had come loose from their housing, falling limply attached to his legs by the skin only. Calmly he left Douglas helpless on the bed. He walked away, returned with a bag, pulled out tools with which he expertly removed the victim's legs, cutting them off at hip level. Blood had stained the white sheets a deep red that began to drip from the mattress. Douglas perhaps, began to feel the pain but fortunately for him, he bled to death.

The room was flooded with blood, the body with truncated legs abandoned in the middle of the bed. A few hours passed,  a roaring car with music blaring stopped in front of the Douglas mansion: a girl got out of the car, wearing a little dress whose skirt barely covered her crotch, dizzyingly high heels, her hair dyed an unnatural blond, and two large, beady brown eyes. She waved goodbye to the other three half-drunk girls who drove away almost losing control of the acid green Camaro. Fay waited a few minutes, recovered some clarity; they had gone too far with the toasts. She opened the door with the keys, thinking Douglas was asleep at that hour, since he had practice in the morning. He walked in, found the bottle and the two goblets on the coffee table, one empty and the other full: he thought about catching him in bed with that witch of his last ex-wife who wouldn't give him a break. He was going to teach them both a lesson. He went through the rooms and arrived in the bedroom. He opened the door wide, turned on the light wanting to say something.

Douglas appeared to him on the bloody bed, legless, his eyes wide staring into the void and a kind of smile plastered on his face. Fay's $500 designer shoes had ended up in the pool of blood on the floor, the girl, lost her breath, felt her chest tighten, managed to scream her partner's name, then found the strength to go out into the street and start screaming for help.

Attorney Sarah McCalley, Douglas's neighbor heard the young woman's cries and went out into the street, rescued her and called her husband, Air Force Colonel Ray Jefferson, who rushed to Douglas's home to realize what had happened. He returned with a drooping head and a cadaverous complexion, took

on the phone and called the police, he advised his wife not to leave the girl alone. In the starry sky, some round colored lights crossed the twinkling vault getting lost among the stars. Police cars rushed to the scene, signaling their presence throughout the neighborhood by illuminating the windows of the villas with flashing lights. The residents had almost all gone out into the street.

On the scene burst sobbingly a '76 Mercury Colony Park that was walking who knows by what miracle, the wood panels on the sides were rotten, the windshield crisscrossed with a longitudinal crack, the headlights looked like a boxer's pounded eyes, the hissing engine chased black smoke from the muffler, and the interior dirty to the core. That wreck that had once been a car came to a stop near the police cruisers. From that wreckage stepped Walid Mounir, the 34-year-old coroner, wearing a wrinkled shirt over a pair of filthy jeans and untied snickers, greeted the officers on the doorstep, "Peace brothers!" "Hi doc!" one of the officers replied.

Walid entered the mansion, walked through the rooms and stopped at the  door, observed the scene as he leaned against the doorframe, debuting with, "What the hell happened that was so bad that I had to leave the replica of Wrestle Mania XI! Damn! That was some punch he got!" pointing to his chin. Captain Spike Hubbard, commander of the Remembrance Police District ran a hand over his reddish beard and addressed the doctor in his rough voice:

"Ah! He has arrived! Save the jokes please and get to work." Walid entered the room avoiding the blood, heedless of the scene ran his hands through his thick, frizzy afro hair, caught a popcorn in his fingers and popped it into his mouth. Hubbard closed his eyes and snorted. Walid looked at the corpse and said, "First of all, this is more stoned than me on a Saturday night!"

He began to walk around the bed, stopped, approached the body, observed it carefully, put on a pair of latex gloves and took out a small flashlight from a pocket of his jeans. He analyzed that human torso, from the footboard of the bed he took some fragments of organic tissue, skin. He put them in a transparent bag, and he sentenced, "By the looks of it he died six hours ago, he was drugged and brought here, then the murderer put his legs on the footboard and, I don't understand, bent his knees maybe, probably to torture him, but from how drugged he looks he must not have felt anything. The legs were removed by someone who is good at it. He bled to death, fortunately for him he did not suffer. After the autopsy I will tell you more. The one whose eyes were removed had also been drugged, and even then the removal was done expertly, maybe we have a serial killer here in Remembrance!"

"It's none of your business doctor, if you have nothing more to add we will talk again after the autopsy, and then Patterson was murdered in Montgomery." Dr. Mounir again took a look at the corpse and bowed  uttered parting words to the deceased, "Goodbye champion, our team will never be the same ." Then he turned to the captain, "Make sure you find this son of a bitch and get his legs back so I can transplant them to one of those half-assed guys on our team, who knows if they start doing any good!" Hubbard banged a fist on the doorframe and

He ranted, "But did everyone in this town send them? Poor me! Go away Mounir! And don't be funny anymore or I'll arrest you!"

Dr. Walid Mounir raised his hands in surrender and walking backwards took his leave, "Okay, peace brother, peace, I disappear!" He reached his rickety car, started it. An explosion and a cloud of smoke erupted from the crooked hood, the car drove off accompanied by the laughter of the officers. Along the road he passed a man walking leaning forward, leaning against lampposts trying not to fall, in his hand he held a bottle of cheap scotch, he was hit by the blue light of a flashing light, looked up, framed the scene with difficulty, stopped, with a grimy hand wiped a trickle of blood mixed with a white grit that ran from one nostril, got up leaning against a mailbox, suddenly began to shout, "The transience of life ... who makes you do it, leave him there, he is gone now, blessed is he! Bless you friend, may the earth be light to you!" he drank the last remaining fingers of scotch in the bottle, wiped his mouth with his wrist and threw the bottle in the direction of the police cars, the bottle made barely a meter and shattered into a thousand pieces on the asphalt. He headed toward the villa, began to recite some verses always shouting at the top of his voice: "... Death comes ringing in like a shoe without a foot, a dress without a man, manages to knock like a ring without a stone or a finger, manages to shout without a mouth or a tongue or a throat...."

Captain Hubbard, who had come out to give instructions to his men waiting outside, noticed the guy making a decidedly inappropriate racket. He turned to an officer and muttered in a bored tone, "I've missed this one, never seen an educated drunk, these verses are by the Chilean.... Neruda!" He approached toward that individual whom he seemed to recognize, he was right, it was him, he blurted out, "Humpf! It's Pellistri, that drunkard!" He walked back toward the mansion and from the doorway shouted to one of his men, "Gunnarson, come out please!"

The gargantuan Kurt Gunnarson, 36, nicknamed by his colleagues: "Lethal Weapon" and in his absence jokingly: "He-Man," was a former Marine skilled in Brazilian Ju-Jitsu and assault weapons. He reached the heckler in mechanical steps and effortlessly grabbed the man's neck with one hand and lifted him up. The latter in a whiny tone and slurred voice protested, "Hey! Dude go easy, you're hurting me!" Hubbard from a window of the mansion shouted in his hoarse voice, "And thank Captain Taylor if I don't lock you up and take away your license!"

Gunnarson dragged that human rag toward a car, the heels of his boots crawling noisily on the asphalt. The lieutenant opened the passenger door of the Ford, literally threw the man onto the seat as if he had no weight: that policeman was endowed with a strength beyond human limits. He got into the driver's seat, the passenger moaned with unintelligible noises. Gunnarson nauseated by the stench of alcohol turned to the unwelcome passenger muttering, "If it were up to me I'd keep you in there for life."

"Fuck you beast!" retorted the passenger, regaining some clarity. "Who did they kill?" Starting the engine and maintaining that tone of disgust, the lieutenant replied, "Douglas Tryumph."

The man opened his eyes wide, showing dilated pupils, "Christ! I went to school with him, how was that possible?" Gunnarson looked at the passenger, "What do you think, genius?"

"To hell with it! You're supposed to protect citizens instead of mistreating them!" he replied sourly, passing a hand over his forehead. Gunnarson nailed in front of the two-story cottage residence of the man. With his long, brawny arm he opened the door and invited the passenger to get out, "Down, sewer!"


"Fuck you gorillone!" retorted the passenger in annoyance. "Away, or I'll throw you in!"


"Grunt!" gurgled Perllistri as he descended. Staggering across the driveway that led to the door, he tried to climb the three low steps that separated him from the entrance, past that insurmountable obstacle, rummaging in the pockets of his jeans he found the set of keys, feverishly and with a tremor in his hands he opened the door pushing it open with a kick. Crossing the threshold he closed the door by striking it with a heel. Fumbling he fished for the switch, crossed the small hallway, reached the door to his left, the door to his office, home of: "Pellistri's Private Eye," the former practice of his late father, the esteemed Dr. Joseph Pellistri: a dentist, son of Genoese immigrants who had worked his way up through hard work, embracing and realizing in toto the American dream. Joseph, arrived in Remembrance as soon as he graduated with his young wife from Auburn in Lee County to enjoy the tax breaks bestowed by the government on anyone starting a business in that town. The last of three sons, Percival called Percy by all, had been entrusted with the Pellistri mansion as the only one of the heirs to remain in Alabama. The other two brothers had followed their brilliant careers away from the South. Percy stood on the ground floor, his office having remained in all respects a dental office, except for a typewriter, a dusty policeman's hat hanging on a clothes hanger, a detective's license in an encrusted frame, a map of the city and one of Alabama, while the plaque in Dr. Pellistri's name still stood on the door. Often, the few customers thought they had the wrong address. He dragged himself to his desk, stumbled over a book: it was a bulky tome, he did not remember taking it from the bookcase, picked it up, looked at the cover which showed a guy with his back turned looking at a house lost in a starry sky, it was a book by his father, he strained to read the title in Italian, Dr. Pellistri liked to read in the language of his people. Percy despite his lack of clarity strained to read the title, "Far from Home." He threw the book on the bookshelf and grunted aloud, "Science fiction, all hogwash!"

Percy no longer had any interests, had stopped believing in anything, no longer read, no longer listened to the southern rock he loved, rarely watched TV, and when he did, he listlessly limited himself to following the news. With more pleasure instead, he followed wrestling. The Undertaker was his favorite wrestler because he was as undead as he was.
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MONSTERS
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That tragic event that had occurred just over a year earlier had also killed Percival Pellistri who by then, was living by inertia. Leaving the Montgomery Police Department, he took refuge in his native home. He obtained private detective's license and, as he told everyone, "I deal in long-handed addicted horns, the rest is none of my business." had become his rule of life, he spent his days on booze, marijuana and even cocaine. They helped him anesthetize the pain and delay the day when he would end it and be free forever. He ran his hands through his long dark brown wavy hair, closed his gray eyes, gurgled a name, "Chester...," opened his eyes, vomited, cried from exertion, and not only that, raised his head. "And what are you looking at?" he railed menacingly toward a full-scale model of a skeleton placed at the back of the room. The skeleton moved its head, a distant voice replied, "I'm looking at the only living thing whose fate I care about." Percy, as if this was completely normal replied annoyed, "Look at you, you are a delusion birthed from my mind and you are so ugly! Could you have looked like Sharon Stone?"


The skeleton replied sarcastically, "Thank you, how kind you are! Besides, never mind, she is not for


you."


Percy headed to his desk and crashed exhausted in the swivel chair. The skeleton spoke of


new: "Do you know that today is one year that we have known each other?" Percy turned his chair toward his singular interlocutor: "A year that you have been pursuing me, rather! I have nothing to celebrate, it's a year that I stopped living. However, I must admit that as a confessor you are not bad, here! I'll call you the Confessor, one of my monsters. Anyway goodbye, whatever something you are." He opened  drawer, pulled out his Colt Pyton with 16-inch barrels, opened the drum, from a half-rusted old tin box that had contained mint gummy candies, grabbed a 357 Magnum cartridge with forefinger and thumb and inserted it into the drum, spun it around and closed it with a flick of his wrist. He turned to the Confessor, "I feel like playing a little, let's see how lucky I am, I'll stop at five."


521 Ross street, at the same time.


Janet got out of her '89 Pontiac Sunbird; she was a wreck. She struggled boldly with her tears, managing to hold them back. She entered the front door of the building, fortunately for her she met no one, only the doorman in his cage intent on reading the newspaper. He crashed into the elevator like a billiard ball. She descended to the twelfth floor, opened the door of the sober apartment park of colors, looked around, Dolores was gone, the house was a mirror, a good scent of lavender intoxicated the room. Janet was obsessed with cleanliness, and her Mexican maid was a real ace. On the sofa lay the dress she would wear for next day, washed and ironed at

duty. That precision brought a slight smile to her face, she thought, it had been a useless job, if she had had the courage she would have ended it, she felt useless, a life protected by her father: the legendary Air Force General William Ironhand who never allowed his only daughter to pursue a military career. The old man was old-fashioned and had always turned his nose up at military women, he professed conviction, that women only served to boost troop morale and so he pushed her from an early age into a judicial career. Janet, first attended a private school, then graduated with honors from Harvard, burning the candle at the seams. Immediately she received a clerkship at the Madison courthouse where the two had moved after Mrs. Ironhand's death then, the surprise election at only 34 years old as Remembrance Court judge, perhaps because of her father's last name, something that weighed heavily on the woman. Janet had been raised with military discipline and an oriental nanny who had taught her everything, even how to defend herself. Her character perforce was tough and her heart cried out for independence from a "man-centered" environment like Alabama. This, however, had condemned her to loneliness. The old man was pleased but had never confided this to her; he was morbidly jealous of his daughter and she knew it. Thinking of all these things, she headed to the bathroom, turned on the cold shower, jumped under heedlessly into the elegant and sober $700 smoke gray suit, loosened her caramel-colored hair from the braid she wore on every occasion, lifted her head toward the water jet, black eyeliner dripped onto her face along with the water and tears, another thought pierced her throbbing head, that recurring nightmare: her as  teenager, someone taking her from her room and finding herself naked on a metal bed, the contact with her back sent shivers throughout that body that was beginning to blossom, that sensation turned into subtle pleasure. Then came the big-eyed men who were anything but pleasant, they did those nasty things to her head and she woke up in a sweat. This time she daydreamed, didn't panic, laughed, stared her wet clothing and said, "Bye, monsters!"


575, Oscar Wilde Roadoffice of Pellistri's Private Eye.


Percy was sweating, third shot, click, nothing, fourth shot, click, nothing. Percy touching his goatee looked at the Confessor, sighed, pulled the trigger again. The Confessor said, "You know I will never say die!"

"Who cares!" replied Percy, click! The fifth, nothing! The failed suicide bomber threw the gun on the floor and ranted, "I lost! Happy pile of bones? The torture continues!" The Confessor placidly protested, "It is you who should be happy, remember, as someone said: it can't rain forever!1"

"See, and Scarlett O'Hara: tomorrow is another day. I will kill myself tomorrow," announced Percy glacially, who had meanwhile sobered up. He stood up, making the chair creak, picked up the gun, drew the bullet, and addressed it as one: "Fuck you, asshole!" He put it all back
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in the desk drawer and locked it, looked at the vomit-stained parquet floor and went up to the second floor where his quarters were, dodging the thousands of things left on the parquet floor, he found the necessities for washing the floor in a built-in cupboard full of gunk. Disregarding the delicate parquet floor, he washed everything with water and any detergent. That job finished, he decided to take that shower that had been missing for weeks. He put on clean pajamas and turned on the radio; among the few things he was following, Percy had become strangely fond of a program on the local radio station about strange things, hosted by a mysterious speaker with a fake voice who called himself "Lord Hastatus"-a strange fellow, nothing was known about him, but the bizarre topics, well covered were interesting. He discovered him one evening by accident, changed the station while stoned to the core he tried for no reason to throw the radio on out the window, never changed the station again never missing an episode. The guy had been investigating some strange in town for a couple of years and the lights that were often spotted in the skies over Remembrance and all over the United States. Percy had seen them a few times, too, but thought it was from alcohol or drugs. The speaker insisted with "smoking papers" as he used to say that they were extraterrestrial objects. Percy didn't believe that nonsense, but he was hooked; that Lord Hastatus was a fine storyteller. "Gimme Some Lovin'" by the Blues Brothers faded in, a few announcements preceded the program's theme song.

Lord Hastatus' warm voice greeted the listeners, "Hello everyone and here we are again! Tonight get ready because it will be a broadcast of disarming content! I will continue my investigation regarding the lights that run in our skies, I will add news about the discovery of some hitherto secret documents, hot stuff! I would like to say though, a few words about the death of Douglas Tryumph, this exploit of violence here in Remembrance is not new, I've been combing through dusty old newspapers and there have been waves of murders in our seemingly quiet town in the past. Back to us, I'm going to talk about stuff blown into the Pentagon, yes I know, I'm a dragon, thanks for the applause, but now I'd like to bring your attention to what happened last night at 2:00. I myself spotted three bright objects crossing the starry sky, their trajectories were atypical, they had taken a kind of formation. I obtained a police report, which I am going to read to you:


"Officers Sommer and Lloyd, July 12, 1995, 2:02 a.m., Remembrance, Montgomery Avenue.


We went to the site after receiving several calls about the appearance of three luminous spherical objects: Mr. Nilson, a farmer, was standing in the courtyard in front of his home, in a southerly direction, at a distance of about two kilometers, he saw towering above a grove, three spherical luminous devices, the three devices were motionless; the upper parts emanated multicolored luminous beams. From the device in the center of the three gushed out beams of sparks, abruptly stopped diagonally downward, rose again diagonally and disappeared northward... The writers also claim to have glimpsed the three lights..."

Lord Hastatus resumed speaking, "I have nothing more to add, I repeat that I too saw the same thing at the same time! I will now read you this leaked document from the pentagon..."

Percy listened for an hour to that strange voice that soothed his sleep. He fell asleep on the kitchen table where the radio was resting, which continued to broadcast throughout the night. Percy's sleep was deep and for once without nightmares. His monsters gave him an unexpected reprieve.


521 Ross street, a few hours earlier.


Janet stepped out of the shower dripping with water, driven by something unknown rumbling in her head, walked over to the mirror at the sink, lifted it up, found a small cylindrical box, barbiturates, lowered the mirror and looked at herself, she looked terrible. She ripped the cap off the half-full packet, nodded to her image in the mirror, swallowed the pills: a bitter taste invaded her mouth, opened the faucet and drank, swallowed the mash that had formed in her mouth. She exited the bathroom leaving a liquid trail behind her as if she were a giant snail, sat down on the couch and the dress resting on it, closed her eyes waiting for the barbiturates to take effect, she would finally be free. On a crystal coffee table, she noticed a bag she did not recognize, shrugged, closed her eyes again, her head began to spin. The clangour of the lock mechanisms resounded in the dwelling, it was Dolores Garcia, Janet's fifty-year-old Mexican domestic helper, with a sturdy build, large shoulders and a more than generous sized bosom, her frizzy hair gathered in a thick bun framed her round face ending in a small gentle chin marked by a tiny U-shaped scar on the left side. Two shimmering black pearls set in evenly cut eyes. A figure that inspired confidence and sympathy at first sight. The woman had forgotten her purse, out of habit slipping into her pocket the one set of keys that included: those to Janet's house, those to her small apartment that she shared with the three children she had practically raised alone, and those to her car. In her haste to get back in, she forgot her purse. It had been ringing for a while, then, thinking the young lady was out, she decided to open it with her keys. She crossed the hallway, turned on the light, reached the living room; a gasp drew her to the sofa, the woman was shocked to see Miss Janet abandoned on the sofa soaking wet foam at her mouth. Dolores
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