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ONE





IT WAS LATE AUGUST when the Colonel called me, one of those hot, humid, interminable days when you search for a new adjective for the heat and end up with nothing for your trouble but the taste of salt at the edge of your mouth. I was surprised to hear from the old man. For one thing, anyone with the money for a personal trainer will generally use some of it to leave Miami in the summer, a fact that had left me time for some casual fishing. I had just come back from the pier at Haulover with my catch of the daya pair of yellowtailswhen the phone rang. The plan had been to fry them up in a little olive oil with a few slices of lemon for company. But after my conversation with Colonel Patterson, I put the fish into hibernation, took a quick shower, and then drove out to Sunset Beach. After all, that was where the money lived.


Strange, now, that I used to call the Colonels place the house of light, but light was so much a part of the architecture it was as though it had been written into the plans. The mansion was all mirrors and white steel and the audacity that comes with great fortune. It was all about math and money and inhuman precision, and at night it was magnificent, especially when the moon was full. But at the same time there was something about the place that worried you. I cant quite describe it except to say it was not a place where the birds would land, but it had cost $10 million to build, and with that kind of money you can buy all the birds you want. Funny, though, that with all that glass it was impossible to see inside.


By the time the diamond mansion was halfway built, property values within a quarter of a mile on either side of the inlet where it sat had tripled and the movie stars had begun showing up with their eyes and wallets open. So, all in all, Sunset Beach had been a good place to have a client, and I liked the Colonel well enough. If anyone asks me if Id ever met anyone of true genius in my life, then I would certainly offer up Colonel Andrew Patterson as my contribution to the conversation. He had been a Green Beret who served in Vietnam in the days before anybody had ever heard of them, but that was only the soldier part of the story. Then there were his years as a military scientist and the top-secret experiments for the government. There was also Professor Patterson, the West Point graduate with the doctorate in chemistry who later started his own biotech company, Pellucid Labs, which is where he had made his fortune. You can imagine that the Colonel was a very interesting man to spend an hour with.


But as great as it had been to have a wealthy client with a beautiful mind, it was even better to have such a client with a beautiful daughtera rich girl I had ended up training for free. (And why not? Whos to say the rich have no need of charity?) So as I drove out there that hot day in late August, it was neither the mind nor the money I was really thinking about. Though if the truth be told, when it came to Vivian Patterson, thinking wasnt something I usually brought along with me, but Im not ashamed to admit that. You cant stay tied to the mast of reason all your life, and Vivian was as good a reason to become untied as any other woman I had ever met. You just had to know how to survive her company. With Vivian you rode an unsteady wave of excitement, always in imminent danger of crashing, but it was a wave you rode with a smile on your face, although maybe it was a stupid smile.


The guard at the gatehouse took one look at my car, realized I didnt live anywhere near Sunset Beach, and so came out with his clipboard and wrote down my name and license number along with the time of day. That way if any Picassos went missing, theyd know where to start looking. I glanced past the guardhouse and up the lane that led to the Colonels house, its slanted roof leaning in the heat as though it had melted down from a previous altitude. When the guard was done checking me in, I drove very slowly past the corridor of super-tall California palms that flanked the hard-packed road of white gravel, then on through the second gate. As I drove, the car kicked up a cloud of dust that hung in the air for a moment before the breeze pulled it apart, and beyond that the man-made brightness of the Colonels mansion.


I parked the car and walked past the flagpole that didnt have a flag that day and up to the door and rang the buzzer and waited. The black Bentley was parked slantwise on the grass, but even though the red Porsche I remembered so well was nowhere in sight, my heart beat harder in anticipation. Waiting there at the door, then ringing again, I felt a sense of trespass, as though I werent supposed to be there, like I had gone back on my word in returning here and was in violation of something sacred, something personal, a promise I had made to myself. I half wanted to leave, but when youre that close, its already too late. Youve already committed yourself, even though you may not know it.


Dominguez, the familys chauffeur, came out of the four-car garage at that moment and spotted me waiting by the front door. He waved but didnt come over, which I found odd, because we had been pretty friendly at one time. He had come from Santiago, Cuba, even before the revolution and had worked at every kind of job imaginable before joining up with the Colonel back in the seventies. We used to talk baseball like it was Esperanto, and the only person he had hated more than Castro was George Steinbrenner. In fact, he had a theory the two of them were related. When no one came to the door after a few moments, I walked over to say hello, thinking that maybe he hadnt really recognized me.


Dominguez had lifted the hood of the Bentley and was staring down at the cleanest engine Id ever seen outside of a car show. He didnt look well. His brown eyes had lost their shine and were surrounded by a sickly looking yellow haze, like a pair of beetles floating in pools of spittle. When I had seen him last, he still possessed the stubborn, wiry physique of an old lightweight fighter and at seventy had looked as tough as the bark of an ancient tree. Now he was downright thin except for a slight swelling of the gut beneath his jacket that didnt match the thinness of his arms and legs. We shook hands, but then he went back to staring down at the engine.


Cmo ests? I asked.


Good.


Thats a nice-looking engine, I said. I could tell he didnt want to talk to me, but I pressed on anyway, thinking that maybe he was just in an off mood that might break with a joke or two.


I never thought you come back here anymore, he said without meeting my eyes.


Neither did I, I said. The Colonel called me.


Dominguez slammed the hood down and turned to me. He was definitely sick, but there was more than illness in his expression. It was something, I thought, akin to disappointment. He took a white cloth from his back pocket and wiped his hands.


Nice to see you, Jack. He turned and walked away toward the garage. I didnt believe him. I didnt think it had been nice to see me at all.


I have a fairly thick skin about things like that, and snubs dont cause me much loss of sleep. But there was something off about it just the same, and I wondered if maybe hed been body-snatched by aliens. I watched him walk away, then went back and rang the doorbell again.


There was a brief flurry of footsteps, and then the maid opened the door and led me wordlessly through the acreage of the living room. The house was as cool as a meat locker, but it would have seemed cold at any temperature. The walls were bone white, and the extra-wide marble tiles looked as though theyd been cut from a slab of glacial ice. There were vases and sculptures and paintings on all the walls, some of it Mexican, most of it Asian. On the wall above the fireplace was a portrait of his first wife, Vivians mother, a beautiful half-French, half-Vietnamese woman he had married against the advice of his superiors back in the days when we were still advisers over in Saigon.


Seeing the portrait reminded me again of Vivian. His first wife had had the same oval-shaped face and high cheekbones, the same liquid black hair. She had died in a car crash during the evacuation of Saigon. The Colonel brought Vivian back to the States while she was still in diapers, and a few years late married a wealthy socialite whose family had made its money in publishing. It was the family whod provided the seed money for Pellucid Labs, the Colonels biotech-pharmaceuticals company. That marriage had also produced a son, Vivians half brother, Nick, a guy I had spent a long time trying to like before giving it up for easier hobbies.


Colonel Patterson had never spoken much of his second wife. The only thing I knew was that her name had been Mona, that her family owned Vermont, and that she was buried in Palm Beach County. If there was a portrait of her hanging anywhere in the house, I had never seen it. Maybe the Colonel kept a snapshot of her in his wallet, but then again, probably not. He was about as sentimental as a gangplank on a busy day. It was hard not to suspect that the marriage had been mostly about the money.


I turned for no particular reason and saw Rudolph Williams peering down at me from the second landing. He was the Colonels man, had served with him in the army, before and after Vietnam. He came down the winding staircase, moving with the ease of a man who knew very well how to move. Not once did he take his eyes off me. There had been few times during our previous meetings when in some way or other he hadnt tried to intimidate mein that half-friendly, overblown macho way of his. To him I was an intruder who didnt belong anywhere near the family that had practically adopted him, and that fact hadnt changed even when I was seeing Vivian, and everybody knew it.


Williamsno one but the Colonel ever called him Rudolphhad never understood why the Colonel had elected to work with a personal trainer instead of himself, a man who looked as though hed been raised in Golds Gym, but the answer was simple: The two of them had been together for so long that the Colonel had decided he needed some variety in his life, someone with a new batch of stories, and he liked having an ex-cop for a trainer. And yes, hed had me checked out thoroughly, and by the kind of people a man like the Colonel would know. By the time I showed up for the first appointment, he already had a file on me that went back to kindergarten, and he let me know about it, too. He also knew why I wasnt with the NYPD anymore, but he never brought it up, though we had talked about everything else.


Williams looked about fifty, and the book on him was that hed been too crazy for even the Green Berets, which is scary when you think about it. So the army stuck him on long-range reconnaissance patrol to keep him out of mischief. He would go off into the jungle for weeks at a time, cut off peoples ears and noses, then use them as receipts when he got back to base. The more ears, the more money he made. He was six-four and went about 260 or so, but without the roids he would have only been 240 at the most. He had a shaved head, the bright blue eyes of a Viking on a raid, and a red handlebar mustache flecked with gray. It wasnt hard to imagine him wearing a necklace made of human ears. Hed been bred for war and was wound way too tight for civilian life.


He stared me up and down, then sneered. You look soft, he said. What happened? You take up yoga or something?


Origami, I said. Im a black belt now.


We shook hands. His were so callused that if my eyes had been closed, I might have thought I was holding a piece of sanded-down driftwood. He squeezed a bit more than was necessary, but that was Williams for you: He never let an opportunity pass to show you how much more of a man he was than you were.


I can still break five boards with either hand, he informed me, regarding his own hands as though he had just found them again under the bed.


You should have been a lumberjack, I told him. You could have saved a bundle on chain saws.


Is that supposed to be funny?


Wheres the Colonel, Rudolph? I didnt come out here to go down memory lane with you.


He frowned at the sound of his first name. Out by the pool, he said. I followed him past a wall of windows toward the French doors that led out to the patio. After the air-conditioned chill of the house, hitting the August heat again was like walking face-first through a box of invisible cotton.


The sunlight was shining on the surface of the swimming pool, and it gleamed like liquid turquoise. At the far edge of it, the Colonel sat at a table under a green-and-yellow-striped umbrella. He was looking out at the ocean through a pair of binoculars. I followed the line of his gaze and saw a white yacht anchored about three hundred yards out. The sea it sat on was as blue and as flat and as calm as the water in the swimming pool. The sky above it was a tourists dream of permanent summer. The only thing in it was a small plane dragging a banner I couldnt read in the suns perfect glare. The Colonel stood up as I approached and tightened the sash of his black silk robe. I knew he didnt like to shake hands, so I didnt bother with the gesture.


The Colonel was nearly my height but as lean as a fox and looked as if he hadnt gained a pound since college. He had a widows peak of straight white hair smoothed back over his narrow head like a skullcap or maybe one of those latex hoods some sprinters wear. His eyes were light gray and penetrating. He had a million-dollar tan, skin so taut it looked shrink-wrapped, and the ultra-high cheekbones of an ex-modelthough he would have died if youd told him that. I knew he was seventy, but he looked at least ten years younger. We nodded at one another and sat down in a pair of teakwood chairs without cushions.


Well, Jack, he said in a jovial tone that didnt suit him, hows business? He looked up at Williams. Ill take it from here, Rudy.


Williams nodded, then walked back along the edge of the swimming pool like a tiger very sure of his footing. The maid appeared and filled our glasses with orange juice from a crystal decanter, then set it down on a place mat at the center of the table and went quietly away.


Business is fine, I lied. For this time of year.


Training anybody interesting these days? the Colonel asked.


Just Elvis, but hes missed a few appointments lately. Im starting to get worried.


He smiled and set down his glass. Its been a long time, Jack. Ive missed your sense of humor. Im still working out, but its not the same without you. Of course, considering the circumstances, I understood why you elected not to keep me on as a client. It would have been awkward.


What happened to the trainer I referred you to?


Raul? Oh, we get on fairly well; hes a nice fellow, really. But you know how it is. I was rather spoiled by your company. Raul is a good man and all, but not much of a conversationalistother than on the subject of progressive resistance, which, as you know, has its limitations as a topic of interest.


Not for Raul, I said.


We had some rather interesting discussions, you and I, wouldnt you say, Jack? Something seemed to come to him. By the way, did you ever finish reading Gibbon?


He was referring to the leather-bound, hand-sewn, three-volume set of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire he had given me as a gift soon after he realized, once wed worked together for a week or two, that I could actually read. Hed bought it at an auction in London. It was without a doubt the single most valuable thing I owned, and there was no sense at all in telling him that Id be pawning it in a few weeks if business didnt pick up.


I finished it, I said. But I think they should make it into a movie, like Star Wars.


But the Colonel hadnt heard me. He was still looking out at the yacht. He shook his head and sighed deeply.


Nothing ever changes, does it, Jack? The greed, the corruptionthe inflated egos of the politicians, almost all of them afflicted with third-rate minds. Have you ever noticed how rarely it is that ambition and ability are proportionate to one another? Take Caligula, for example: stone cold mad, and there wasnt a thing to do about it. Of course, they killed him in the end, but by then Rome was ruinedat least from a moral standpoint. Ambition and madness make for disaster.


Thats no doubt true, especially for emperors, but then there are different kinds of ambition, arent there, Colonel? Take yours, for instance. You dont really care that much about money. It came your way as a kind of by-product. Now youre rich and bored. That leaves politics or suicide. Why dont you run for mayor, or maybe even city commissioner? That way you would get to go to all those fun meetings they have every week.


Do you honestly think I have the tact for that? For listening to a bunch of cretins argue for hours on end about whether or not to put up another one of those dreadful condominiums on Collins Avenue? Or about how best to suck the dollars out of the tourists each winter? You know me better than that.


Thats just the point, Colonel, I told him. You dont have any tact at all. You never developed it. Its like a muscle that never got used.


My children often tell me that very same thing, especially Nick. They think I lack warmth. Perhaps theyre right.


At that moment two kids on Jet Skis came out of the suns glare as though theyd been born from it and roared toward the yacht at full speed, their bright orange life vests lifting behind them like capes as they rode. The Colonel stood up and watched them through the binoculars. The riders circled the yacht a few times, then went back the way theyd come. The Colonel seemed to relax after they were gone. He sat back down, but there was a frown on his face. He rubbed at his eyes with his thumb and index finger. His eyes looked tired, his face drawn.


Ive never been good at maintaining relationships, Jack, he said, again staring out to sea. Im sure my daughter informed you of that. The military is poor preparation for the demands of family life, and there are times, quite frankly, when even my own children seem like strangers to me. I can easily imagine not knowing them. Isnt that a horrible thing for a father to say? But at least Im being honest about it. Im cursed with the mercenarys mind, Jack. I tend to think of people in terms of their utility, and my childrenNick especiallyseem to have damned little of it.


Dont give up on him, I replied. He may come around yet.


Not as long as theres a dollar left in his trust fund, he wont.


He looked out at the yacht again and shook his head again.


I wish I had kept in touch with you, Jack, he said after a moment. I flatter myself to think that you and I were friends.


Dont worry about it. I dont send out too many Christmas cards either.


Still, if we had kept in touch, what Im about to ask of you might be easier, or at least more appropriate.


Thats a mercenarys expression of regret, Colonel, I told him.


Yes. Yes it is. I suppose it comes through no matter what. He studied my face for a moment. I had no idea what he was looking for. Well, Jack, what do you say? Are you up for a bit of adventure?


What did you have in mind?


Despite what you said a moment ago, I understand that your business is rather slow in the summer.


I didnt say anything to that. I took a swallow of orange juice and put the glass down on an orange coaster with a black dragon printed on it.


I thought that as a fellow mercenary you might be of a mind to make a lot of money in very little time.


I took another sip of orange juice. It was freshly squeezed, with an inch of pulp floating on top, but it was a bit too sweet for my taste.


Thats a reasonable thought, I said. Can I ask you a personal question?


Go ahead.


Why do you keep staring at that yacht?


The Colonel turned and looked at me. In profile his face was thinner than I had remembered it.


Whatever happened to you and Vivian? he asked.


We came to a parting of the ways.


In other words, its none of my business.


I wouldnt say that. Its just that theres not much to talk about.


You thought she had too much money for you to keep up with. Was that it?


That was part of it, but there were other reasons.


Such as Mr. Matson, for instance.


Among others.


Youre looking a bit edgy, Jack. Im not offending you, am I?


Not really. I just never thought you were all that interested in the matter.


I understand it was you who introduced her to Matson. Is that correct?


Thats right.


Maybe in retrospect that turns out not to have been a smart move.


They call it networking.


She would have married you, you know.


We must be talking about two different people. Who told you that?


The only person who would know for sure.


I never got that impression.


She was using Matson for leverage. You saw it happening, and you let it continue. Then when the thing got to a certain point, you became indignant and walked away.


I introduced her to a client of mine at a party, Andy. That didnt mean she had to sleep with him.


Thats the first time you ever called me Andy. Despite all the times I asked you to. It was always Colonel or sir. Now its Andy. Are we friends now, Jack? Should I be flattered, you distant, hard-nosed son of a bitch?


Why be flattered? Its a lot better than me calling you Dad.


He laughed. Would that have been so bad? I always thought we got along rather well.


Why dont you tell me why it is you asked me out here today? I dont mean to be rude, but its getting late, and I dont like to keep Elvis waiting. You never know. He might show up today.


Vivian got into a rough crowd after you left.


She was with a rough crowd when I met her. She was living in Tattoo City for quite some time before I came along.


You added Matson to the population, a cheap pornographer.


There were a lot of people I introduced her to: doctors, a few politicians, some lawyers, even an anthropologist. She picked him out of a fairly large bunch. It was her choice, not mine, not yours.


You let him take her. You didnt even bother to fight. He had money and you didnt, and so you just surrendered Vivian to him. I would have expected at the very least that you would have kicked his ass. I was disappointed in you, Jack.


I guess thats why you got me out here today. So we could sit around and be disappointed together. Is that it? I stood up. I usually get paid for my time, Colonel. Its the only thing I have to sell thats worth anything. But thats okay. This ones on me.


How would you like to make a hundred thousand dollars?


I hesitated for a moment and studied the fault lines in his forehead. Then I sat down again.


I know you cant be bought, the Colonel said. But I was hoping you might be for rent, at least for a few hours.


Whats this got to do with Vivian?


I suppose I played that card too early.


No. Not too early, but you did play it. And you played it hard. You cant put it back in the deck now.


You see that yacht out there? he asked.


I see it.


Theres a dead man on it.


My heart leaped at the wall of my chest and fell back, ready to try again. I stared at the Colonel for a moment; then I lowered my shades and looked out at the yacht.


A dead man, I said. And who might that be?


Matson.


Matson? I took a deep breath, not moving my eyes from the yacht.


Walk with me, Jack. I get stiff if I sit too long.


We took a narrow path that followed a break wall until it curved around toward the gazebo where I used to sit with Vivian and then on past the long-neglected tennis courts with their nets hanging limp and exhausted in the flagrant heat of midday. Beyond that was the Japanese garden the Colonel had had installed at great cost when he purchased the property. But not even the Green Giant could have made the project a success. The climate was too humid, the soil too salty, the sun too relentless. The gardeners, imported like the bonsais they had planted, had been forced to use native species for the project. All but one of them had returned home, broken, bitter, but a lot richer for their troubles.


The Colonel stopped suddenly and looked at me. I was thinking about Matson dead on the boat. I stooped, picked up a small stone, and absentmindedly tossed it into a fish pond where bright orange Japanese koi were swimming around frantically, looking for a way out.


You never told me why you quit the police force up in New York, the Colonel said, apropos of nothing.


I never told you because I knew you already knew. What difference does it make now? Lets get back to Matson.


You know, he said thoughtfully, its a sorry fact that at least fifty percent of men engaged in combat never fire their weapons, even when theyre being shot at, even when people are trying to kill them. Hard to believe, isnt it?


History proves Im not one of them.


No, I suppose not. But sometimes when a man makes a mistakelets say he shoots the wrong manit can make him timid. He doubts himself. The next time around, he hesitates, and thats the end of him. Ive seen it. I know.


He wasnt just the wrong man, Colonel, I said. He was a cop. He was a cop just like me.


We call it friendly fire, Jack. It cant be avoided.


I started to say something, but instead I turned and looked out at the water. Whats that the kids say? Shit happens. It occurred to me that Id been in Miami too long. Too many people knew who I was. I had lost the sacred one-time-only gift of anonymity.


That scar on your cheek, the Colonel said. He fired, too. Would you have preferred that it was you who were killedor worse, crippled? Is that why you insist on slumming as a personal trainer, Jack? Is that your idea of repentance? Wasting your mind teaching old bastards like me how to do push-ups?


Now I turned to face him. Whats this got to do with Matson?


The Colonel stooped and picked up a pebble of his own and tossed it underhand back into the fish pond.


Why did you come out here, Jack?


You invited me, remember? Youre not getting senile on me now, are you?


You were hoping to see my daughter, werent you?


Stop playing me, Colonel. You think I dont get what youre doing?


He smiled. We kept walking. I had given him the satisfaction of knowing just how badly I wanted to ask about Matson. I was as hooked as the two fish lying frozen in my freezer, and the Colonel knew it.


A winding, stone-lined brook gurgled alongside us as we walked. The lizards danced and flirted with our feet, and the wind carried the smell of the ocean from beyond the dunes. Neither of us spoke for what seemed a long time. I was thinking of Matson. I was thinking of Matson and Vivian. The Colonel walked beside me with his hands in the pockets of his black silk bathrobe. A gardener carrying a hoe and a bucket of dead plants stood up from behind some weather-beaten bushes. The Colonel spoke to him in Japanese for a few moments as the lizards skittered through the ferns like little fugitives. While they talked, I thought about Matson some more and tried to work myself around to caring that he was dead, but I couldnt seem to find the right frequency. The gardener took one last forlorn look at his work and shook his head like a doctor whos just seen a bad set of X-rays. We watched him shuffle away.


He says everything is dying, the Colonel told me. Too much salt.


What did you expect out here by the ocean?


Expect? It was more a gesture I felt inclined to make. Something you do. I didnt expect anything. Lets go back by the pool.


Soon we were sitting by the pool again. Can I assume Matson didnt die from natural causes? I asked.


He was shot.


By whom?


I think you already know the answer to that question.


Let me have the short version.


There is no short version.


Be creative.


After your abdication, Matson used to come around here a lot. I never much liked him. He was all money and no class. Thats not a particularly original phenomenon in this city, of course, but its also not one I cared to indulge now, at a time in my life when Im no longer forced to by business pressures. Even so, I was always polite. The Colonel looked at me. He was a sorry replacement for you, Jack.


Too bad Vivian didnt think so. Whyd she shoot him, and, better yet, why are you telling me all this and not the police? I work with the living, not with the dead.


She did it to protect me.


From Matson?


From Matson and the people he worked for.


He made porn movies. What does the director of Hitch-hiking Bitches and Lesbian Gymnasium have to do with you?


On the face of it, nothing. But things arent always what they seem, and neither was Matson.


Youre being mysterious, Colonel.


Matson was a blackmailer. Did you know that?


He had money. Why would he want to waste time getting yours?


He waved the question away with the back of his hand as though it were irrelevant. He managed to talk my rather delinquent daughter into helping him steal some very important research from my files. Work I had done years ago while employed by the government. He was going to sell it. The Colonel cracked his knuckles and flexed his palms out and away from him, his fingers locked. Then he cracked each knuckle individually using the thumb of either hand.


You are wondering what he stole, perhaps.


No, I was still wondering why you called me out here.


I need your help.


As in?


I want you to take that bastards yacht out there and sink it down to the bottom of the sea.


I thought about it for a moment. And for that I get a hundred grand. Is that what youre telling me?


Well?


Let me think about it.


Theres no time to think about it, Jack. That yacht has been anchored there in the same spot for over a day now. Its only a matter of time before the coast guard takes notice. Then it will be too late. Its not just a question of Matson. There are certain sensitive items belonging to me on board that I do not wish to be found. The sooner the boat disappears, the less chance of that there will be. So the time for thinking is rapidly fading, Jack. This is a time for action.


What did Matson have on your daughter?


The Colonel glared at me with an expression that was an ugly mixture of disgust and rage long contained. It would appear she inadvertently starred in one of his films when she wasnt thinking straight. When she went out to his boat, he took the ransom and my research, but he reneged on the film. He taunted her. Told her hed made copies. That turned out to be a mistake.


So she shot him over a film?


There was a bit of passion involved. She felt betrayed. He lifted a copy of the Wall Street Journal from the table. Beneath it was a blue videocassette. He picked it up and held it out to me. Then he reached into the pocket of his robe, brought out a key, and tossed it at me. The key took a bounce on the table, but I caught it on the rebound as it came off the glass.


Thats the key to Vivians room. I assume you still know the way. Why dont you go upstairs and make use of the VCR and watch the film? It might fuel your ambition.


I dont have any ambition. Not as far as your daughters concerned.


You did once.


Once is over.


Think about the money, then.


I looked at the film cassette and put it down. Then I thought about Matson and looked out at the yacht, so white it could have been a shape carved from ivory. It had lost all its innocence, like the Trojan horse on the morning after. The Colonel sat watching me. After a few moments, I took the cassette and stood up.


This orange juice is too sweet, I said. Before he could answer, I had turned and gone back through the French doors and was bounding up the winding stairway that led to the bedrooms.


Even on the second floor, the place was still more of a museum than a place where people lived. It lacked the warmth of occupation. There were no toys scattered in the hallway, no family dog or cat stretched out on the marble tiles, just a lot of style and no air of comfort. A computer program with the human touch deleted. There was a painting by Botero of a family of refugees from Weight Watchers and another by Modigliani of a boy inside a blue balloon floating over a bombed-out city. There was a statue of a woman carved from onyx lounging on a pedestal inside a recessed section of the wall. There was more, but even if there had been twice what there was, the hallway still would have felt empty. It was way too well lit for a corridor that led to rooms where people slept and dreamed and wore pajamas.


I hesitated at the door, and for a moment it occurred to me that I could simply go quietly down the stairs, out the front door, and back to my car without saying good-bye. A man I had once thought of as a friend was dead on a yacht, and in my hand was a film he had made of a woman I didnt want to see. I had come here half hoping Id run into Vivian again, though, in one of those strange, schizoid acts of self-denial, I hadnt allowed myself to think about what I would say to her if I had. Now I was going to get my wish. I was holding it in my right hand.


I opened the door and closed it behind me. Nothing had changed, and yet to call it her room is misleading. Shed had her own place down on South Beach for years now, ever since dropping out of Smith College. But in a house with eighteen bedrooms, most of them empty, there had been no reason to change anything, and now, whenever it became necessary, she used this place as a refuge from her new life.


It was the room of a woman in her late teens. In one corner sat the bronze Buddha I recalled, still wearing the Santa Claus hat she had stuck on its head and still sporting the cigarette shed left dangling from the edge of its metallic mouth. Around the statue she had built a miniature temple of flagstones stacked in a progression of shelves. The two incense holders on either side of the Buddha were empty now, the last stick burned to a nub at its base.


She hadnt been here in quite a while. The stems of two dozen or more dead flowers leaned from their vases like bony fingers, and everywhere on the floor before the shrine lay the petals of red and yellow roses, all as dry as doilies. I stood there looking around like a voyeur stranded in his own memories.


There was an enormous teakwood dresser imported from Cambodia that four strong men would have had trouble lifting, and on top of it, in front of the mirror, ran a row of old-fashioned atomizers, some of them still full of perfume. There were photographs of her family taken in Vietnam: one of Vivian and her mother, both in white dresses, and the Colonel, then a captain, much younger, with darker hair, in his uniform. They stood poised and smiling in front of a large white split-level chalet that looked like it belonged in a French suburb. In the driveway sat a battered army jeep that went with the Colonels uniform but not with the house it stood before. They were like two disparate dreams merged by memory, war, and accident.


None of this, of course, went with the Aerosmith poster on one powder blue wall or with that of Hendrix, Afro high and guitar in hand, on the other, any more than the plush, white teddy bear wearing a red ribbon around its neck went with the woman I recalled. Only a dead man or one not long for the living could have failed to remember at precisely that moment the first time Id laid eyes on Mr. Bear. Why the first time had to be here with her father asleep and not at her apartment on South Beach, I never figured out, except for realizing I was about to enter a drama whose intricacies I didnt care to decipher.


I had driven at midnight through a jungle rain, my companion heart keeping time with the wipers swiping away at the falling flood of water on the windshield. I remembered the expression on the guards face as I pulled up to the gate, how he emerged from his booth like a specter. The hood of his poncho covered all of his face except for the white of his teeth as he smiled and waved me through, not bothering this time or any future time to record on his clipboard the odd fact of my lucky arrival. The bastards hit pay dirt, he must have told himself. I knew then that I was one of the chosen. It is a good feeling while it laststhat is, until you find out what it is youve been chosen for.


What I remember next of that night was opening her door without knocking, just as I had been told, and seeing Vivian sitting naked in her bed, casually smoking a cigarette and cradling the teddy bear between her legs as though it were a child, Edith Piaf crooning softly in the background like a sad ghost trying to exorcise her own memory, and the lingering flying carpet of marijuana exhaust floating over her head as I closed the door behind me. It was an opium den with a naked girl and a stuffed bear, both of them waiting just for me. A night, in short, for the record books, and when I drove out before dawn, the guard was asleep in the chair in his booth and a thick fog filled the space between earth and sky, but not nearly so thick as the fog in my mind.


And now here I was again, not really believing it. Everything came back a little at a time, like the pages of a diary thrown into a fire, then retrieved from the ashes. I went over to the shelf with the stereo and television and slipped in the videotape. I was aware of the element of self-torture involved with what I was doing, aware that I was having my buttons pushed and pushed hard, aware of the yacht silent and white in the sunlight, aware of the money, aware that I was being foolish. I switched on the television and the VCR, then sat back in a yellow beanbag chair that absorbed me like a giant sponge.


Several times I was forced to turn away from what I saw. There were no trailers to sit through, certainly no cartoons, only a brief, ragged fence of static that morphed into the view of the room. Matson and Vivian sitting at a table in what looked like a hotel room, judging by the generic furniture. They were talking, smoking cigarettes, and there were glasses and two bottles of red wine. I turned down the volume. For some reason hearing her voice was worse than seeing her face.


Then a second man entered the frame, and I jumped as though he had burst in on me. I didnt know him. He was well tanned, well groomed, dark-haired, handsome in that perfect way. He seemed to be in his late thirties, a medium-size man in a beige sports jacket and black slacks. He had a military-style crew cut. He walked over to the camera and leaned down and placed his face close to its lens and grinned like an idiot. Then he went over to the table and poured himself a glass of wine and sat down across from Vivian and Matson. Matson held up a hundred-dollar bill to the camera and winked devilishly; then he rolled it into a tube. Each of them did a line of coke off a mirror laid flat on the table.


After a while they got into it. Vivian slipped off a periwinkle-colored silk dress, and the men began taking off their clothing. Vivian and Matson kept up their chatter as she removed her bra and panties, but the other man looked nervous and uncertain. The cameraman, whoever he was, panned in on his face so that I could see him sweating. Vivians eyes looked glazed, and I gave in to the merciful thought that she had to be on something.


Matson went first. He was tall, rangy, with a hawk nose and a shock of straight black hair that made him look like a rock star. I remembered the times I had trained him, taught him a little tai chi and tried to get him off the coke. He had the arms I had given him, but also the puffed-out gut of a skinny, full-time drinker he had given himself. I watched him and tried to understand that he was dead.


He was very thorough with her, as was she with him. Then the other man came over, looking shy and tentative and trying to hide it with the fake smile of a man who would rather be elsewhere. Matson went and sat down and drank his wine while his pal took his turn. The other man was trying extra hard to look lustful, but all he managed to do was look sad and pitiful, like a man who has reached some previously unexplored limit in himself and does not like very much the new territory hes discovered there. Matson drank his wine and watched them like a man at a movie, like me watching him. But only one of us was a masochist, as far as I could tell.


I watched far more than I should have. I fast-forwarded until I came to the part where Matson and the blond man dragged the couch away from the wall and bent her over it. The quality of the film and lighting were both very good, but I would have paid money for a few shadows to hide the obvious pleasure I saw on her face.


It was ugly and degrading and enthralling, and
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