
BLOOD RAIN

IN TRIESTE

––––––––
[image: ]


Trieste Series #1

––––––––
[image: ]


George Henry

––––––––
[image: ]


Blue Magpie Press

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright © 2015 George Knox

This novel is entirely a work of fiction.

The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are

the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events and localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the copyright owner.

George Knox asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

Cover created by Travis Miles, Pro Book Covers

Copyright © 2017 George Knox

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Title Page and Copyright

Dedication

Northern Italy and the Balkans

Prologue

Monday, October 4th, 2010

Tuesday, October 5th

Wednesday, October 6th

Thursday, October 7th

Friday, October 8th

Saturday, October 9th

Sunday, October 10th

Monday, October 11th

Tuesday, October 12th

Wednesday, October 13th

Thursday, October 14th

Friday, October 15th

Saturday, October 16th

Sunday, October 17th

Monday, October 18th

Tuesday, October 19th

Wednesday, October 20th

Thursday, October 21st

Sunday, November 14th

Acknowledgements

More Books by George Henry

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​



[image: ]


DEDICATION

For my father: George Henry Knox

1906-1977

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​

[image: ]


NORTHERN ITALY AND THE BALKANS

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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Kandahar Province, Afghanistan, 2004
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I squinted at the winding ribbon of black road that rose up through hairpins from the valley below and snaked along the cliffside opposite. The convoy of vehicles carrying my wife and child’s murderer would soon appear, and my search would finally be over. My finger twitched impatiently near my rifle as my excitement bubbled like our tea water in the blackened pan on its pile of burning twigs. I listened to my thudding pulse counting down the seconds. Flies buzzed. Prayers came and went. The blistering sun and bone-dry wind continued to beat my skin into the texture of a cheap leather handbag. As I twisted my cap to protect my burning eyes, I thought the next time I want to kill someone, I’ll avoid the desiccated wasteland of southern Afghanistan—I’ll choose Miami in December and celebrate by downing a cocktail with a little umbrella at a bar in a swimming pool and watch the ladies flaunt their goods in minimalist bikinis. 

I glanced at the two men beside me. They'd become my friends since I’d joined them eight months ago, before the harsh winter had set in and kept us huddled together for warmth in the stone refrigerators Afghans called homes. Our leader, Muzafar, scanned the desolate panorama, an Admiral Nelson using a pair of binoculars as a telescope on his one good eye while his fellow Tajik dozed. A deep grunt and a ponderous nod had been his response to his first sight of my burned cheek and partially webbed neck that tilted my head slightly to the left. My back was the pièce de résistance—stitches where the car bomb had implanted parts of a shredded Toyota and hideous keloid scarring that crisscrossed my back and buttocks in a torturous game of tic-tac-toe. My back had elicited nods and growls of approval from Muzafar. And when he’d heard how I’d been captured by the Taliban but escaped after killing six of them, he’d accepted me as a warrior worthy of his group with a grin that could have passed as a bite except for his lack of teeth.

The odd bullet wound, unstitched shrapnel scars and the loss of an eye were badges of honor for Muzafar, a grizzled veteran of the war against the USSR back in the 80s when the mujahideen had eaten raw Soviet conscripts as easily as slices of naan: a Siberian for breakfast, a Cossack for lunch and perhaps a Kyrgyz or an Uzbek for dinner. Muzafar told me all his old war stories in the endless hours we spent on marches and sitting around campfires. I impressed him with tales of killing presidents and ex-presidents of tinpot countries, anti-Western opposition leaders and a variety of scumbag drug lords. In fact, anyone Margaret Brooke, my boss in CSIS, the Canadian Secret Intelligence Service, thought would help her climb the food chain in Ottawa.

Next to Muzafar lounged Mohammad the Silent, the bodyguard for Shabani, my world-famous photographer wife, whenever she had traveled through the Tajik-controlled areas. He exhibited the metabolism of a relaxed, Arctic fish idling beneath an ice floe. He rested, eyes closed, a kind of Rip Van Winkle with an AK-47 rifle, a silver-gray Tokarev pistol and a belt of hand grenades as his closest friends. The crocodile skin that indicated he should have used more sunscreen was taut across his skull and his skinny frame, resembling a fishing rod in a blanket, showed he rarely ate. On hearing through the Tajik grapevine of whispers in the scattered stone villages who I was and why I was on his land, he’d appeared, a wordless ghost from the mountains, ready for revenge, not asking about the hourly wage, the medical plan or the vacation days. Now, he caught my eye and grinned his pitted gums, below red-rimmed eyelids. I knew we had forty teeth between the three of us, and twenty-eight of them were mine. 

Between Muzafar and Mohammad, two loaded grenade launchers lay in the shade of a deep fissure in the rocks. A Kalashnikov rested across Muzafar’s thighs. His light machine gun was set up parallel to my rifle, and aimed across the gorge. We were armed to what teeth we had and were ready to rock and roll, although that was currently banned in most of Afghanistan. We’d eaten, prayed and killed across Kandahar province and north beyond Kabul toward the Tajik homeland and today my deal with the Tajik leaders for my sniper services to kill our mutual enemy Ajmal Ghaznavi was going to pay off. Muzafar’s single eye flared with violence when I told him how Ghaznavi set the car bomb meant for me but instead killed Shabani, a Tajik and a distant relative of his. Muzafar met and befriended Shabani when she flitted in and out of Afghanistan shooting images of their war with the central government in Kabul and the ousted Taliban. Her bravery with the men on the front lines and her compassion with their families in the ruined villages earned her their respect—no mean feat for a Muslim woman. 

I’d sought out Muzafar since I’d known how loyal Tajiks were to family members, even if they were so far across the tree they couldn’t be seen for the leaves and branches. On the other hand, I was a Westerner and therefore suspect, but having apparently converted to Islam and able to speak Tajik, I gained their trust. I was accepted—sort of—but I always felt watched. Muzafar scowled a lot less after I killed a few dozen of his enemies from so far away he couldn’t see them—not necessarily that far. He was immensely proud of what we’d achieved—ending the miserable existences of more than a hundred soldiers and Taliban tribesmen. I was tired of it.

When the others weren’t looking, I slid my hand inside my dusty robe that had long since become beyond old and smelled like a donkey’s ass and pinched some more brownish powder. I sniffed it deep into my sinuses, closed my eyes and the numbing wave glided gently through me. My breathing slowed. The warmth of a duvet descended on me. My mouth became even drier. The sun shone even brighter. I didn’t feel hungry anymore.

Dust rose in the distance. 

“There!” Muzafar lowered his binoculars and looked up to the heavens. “Allah has delivered him to us!” he called. My pulse heard a starting gun and leaped out of the blocks. A cloud of steam arose from the doused fire. Tea time was over.

Muzafar clenched a gnarled fist and grinned, showing a few brown teeth between thick lips as cracked as a burned goat’s hide. Crossed bandoliers of machine-gun bullets clinked together, good luck charms as he shook with the joy of the divinely blessed. His strong fingers gripped my shoulder again, his good, steel-gray eye burning into mine.

“May Allah guide your bullet today, Talib,” he rasped. His breath reminded me of a dead goat but then I hadn’t brushed my teeth for almost a year either. 

Across the gorge, the newly blacktopped road melted into black puddles in the roasting heat. It leveled out and headed toward me, shimmering with mirages of glittering ponds, providing a perfect shot at whatever and whoever came our way. I pulled my cap lower to shade my eyes better, wiped the stinging sweat from my forehead, nestled the rifle’s butt into my shoulder again, and rested my finger by the trigger. The British L115A3 sniper rifle had been fine-tuned for drift and drop—both negligible in the windless gorge—during a morning of practice shots and its target was now a mile away and rapidly approaching. Through the scope, I saw a line of vehicles climb the twisting road and turn directly toward me. Wheels rumbled. Heavy diesel engines chugged. Gearboxes clashed. A helmeted soldier in a battered armored personnel carrier wielded a heavy machine gun in its turret. Behind him rumbled an open truck of tribesmen wearing dark blue Pushtun robes and white Peshawari turbans that resembled fans of feathers. A brown Mercedes and a following gray BMW were partially visible ahead of a second truck packed with more tribesmen that brought up the rear. The motors growled louder and louder. 

Six hundred meters away, the lead truck turned to reveal the Mercedes head-on. Ghaznavi’s large, bearded head was fully visible in my crosshairs. He sat in the back seat next to a guard with another in the front. 

All in good time, Ajmal. You won’t be first. I want you to suffer.

I moved the crosshairs to the BMW as the Mercedes moved out of its way. A guard in sunglasses slouched next to the driver. Ghaznavi’s wife sat in her black burqa between two children in the back seat.

Suffer the pain I’ve endured since that dreadful day in the market square, Ajmal. The searing pain of a broken spine and burned flesh, and the depressing pain of a broken mind that has me snorting opium to dull everything. I lost what I loved most: my pregnant wife. What might have been. Now it’s your turn to lose your wife. 

The car loomed in my scope. His wife grew bigger. Her white eyes stared ahead out of her letterbox. I centered her chest in the reticle. I tongued my chipped front tooth, touched the trigger, and exhaled. She looked down at one of her children. My finger froze, stayed by an invisible force that reached out of my remaining humanity and asked, “What are you doing?”

An innocent woman didn’t need to die to make Ghaznavi suffer. Two children would lose their mother. They’d suffer. I killed the enemies of my country—I didn’t murder the blameless.

Kill her and I’ll be as much of a murderer as Ajmal Ghaznavi. 

The rifle bucked hard into my shoulder between slow heart beats half a second before the bullet penetrated the car's windshield and blew a hole through the driver’s chest. The driver’s head jerked back. His arms flew out to his sides, crucified under the enormous impact. The steering wheel spun out of control. The BMW slowed, swerved off the road, and scraped along the cliff face before it thudded to an abrupt stop against a pile of boulders. Steam burst from its smashed radiator. 

I worked the bolt: spent cartridge ejected; new one loaded and locked. Ready for Ghaznavi.

All hell broke loose. The Mercedes and the convoy of vehicles squealed to a halt. Officers fired their pistols in the air, frantically shouting orders. Tribesmen spilled out of the trucks and began to fire anywhere. No one had seen my muzzle flash. The gorge shuddered and crackled in a cacophony of shouting, gunshots, and bursts of machine gun fire. Bullets zipped over our heads and rained indiscriminately around the gorge. 

“Wait,” hissed Muzafar.

A group of men ran to the crashed car. Thirty years along the road, the Mercedes’ doors flew open. Pursued by two guards trying to protect him, Ghaznavi, in white, flowing robes, screamed “La! La! La!” as he rushed toward the BMW. 

No, no, no? Not nice, is it, you bastard. You’re lucky she’s not dead.

Soldiers prized open the doors on the crashed BMW with its shattered windshield. Ghaznavi’s wife, children and a guard staggered out onto the road.

Ghaznavi stopped and dropped to his knees. He looked to the heavens. “Allahu Akbar!” he shouted with joy, waving his hands. “Allahu Akbar!

Unfortunately for Ajmal and Allah, I happened to be on the other side of the gorge with the most powerful and accurate sniper rifle ever made, and the spot below his skull and above the mid-point of his shoulder blades was clearly visible in my crosshairs. Thanks for holding still, Ajmal.

This is for you Shabani and ...

My rifle bucked again. Ghaznavi flew forward to the ground as though struck by a passing locomotive as the hollow-point mushroomed inside his upper torso, destroying all in its path, hopefully severing his cervical spine. His guards froze in momentary shock. I made sure: another bullet jerked his torso before his screaming wife fell on his corpse. His men dragged her to safety away from his sprawled body. She and her children were quickly bundled into the Mercedes that wasted no time in spinning around and burning rubber back down the hill. The last I saw of Ghaznavi was when the soldiers dragged him to their truck and heaved it like a slab of meat into its back. 

Hands pounded my back as the Tajiks yelped with joy beside me. Muzafar gripped my shoulder. “Well done! Allah will reward us! Let’s finish them!”

My tears flowed in an uncontrollable rush of emotion as I fired one magazine after another across the gorge. Kalashnikovs raked the scattering tribesmen as they ran back along the road. Rocket-propelled grenades crashed into the cliff face and the vehicles as we threw everything we had at the convoy. My sobs ruined my aim but I steadied myself to pick off the heavy machine gun operator as he swung his dangerous weapon back toward us. 

Flash! An intense light blinded me as if I'd stared into the sun, dark blotches dancing on my retina. A second later, a crashing bang hit us, shaking loose rocks and ringing our ears like it was Christmas Day in Bethlehem.

The final act of the carnage—the personnel carrier’s ammunition had detonated and rocked the gorge. The shattered vehicle, shooting flames, leaped into the air, then crashed down and twisted over the edge of the cliff. The rear truck swerved wildly as it reversed rapidly, chased by the surviving tribesmen. I had the driver in my sights but stopped firing—enough killing for one day.

“Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!” Muzafar and Mohammad jumped up, firing their rifles to the heavens. I fired my rifle in celebration, laughing hysterically and dancing badly with them. A surge of adrenaline through the opium floated me up off the hot rock shelf. I was looking down on my exultant friends. I wasn’t part of them anymore.

“Allahu Akbar!” I shouted, with tears burning in my eyes. “Allahu Akbar!” 

They looked up at me with wild delight flashing in their wide, crazy eyes. Ghaznavi, the hated Taliban leader and killer of Shabani, was dead! 

I wiped my eyes and looked north across the hazy, gray-brown mountains toward Kabul. One more kill and I’d be gone from Afghanistan forever.
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One Month Later
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It was another special day I’d dreamed about—Margaret Brooke’s day to join Ajmal. I peered out through a gap in the gray, stone wall at the outlines of distant office buildings and domes of mosques and their minarets spiking into the morning haze of wood smoke and car pollution that blanketed Kabul and obscured the surrounding mountains. The city and I had a hate-love relationship: I hated it and loved to be somewhere else. Today was my last day in this shithole. Brooke would die and I would go home—wherever that was. 

My darkest memory of Kabul returned as heavy as the clouds rolling in from the mountains of Kazakhstan for the last week, to blast Kabul with rain before leaving the smelly, wet sock of a city to dry out over the summer. The bitter memory of my wife being blown up by Ajmal Ghaznavi’s car bomb while I turned away to take Brooke’s phone call was a massive lead weight rumbling down to my knees before I forced myself to breathe normally again. I tongued my chipped front tooth, a constant reminder of her death from the blast that had burned me and landed me on my face in the gravel. I pinched some brown powder from my pocket and sniffed it to dull my pain and to stop my shaking hands. It had become a necessary companion I doubted I could leave behind in Kabul.

Across the room by my rifle, Muzafar rested with his eyes closed and his AK-47 at the ready across his thighs. Mohammad was our sentry out the back of the building. I hadn’t expected them to come with me to Kabul but brotherhood is all to Afghan men. They were honored to help me kill Margaret Brooke, the woman who’d cost me Shabani. When this was over, they’d be back with their families in the Tajik lands to the northeast and I’d be off to God knows where but we’d be brothers forever.

Eight hundred and fifty-seven meters away stood M’s swiveling, button-backed, leather desk chair, an electric chair waiting for my victim. I kneeled down to look through my binoculars for signs of activity in Brooke’s office. 0725. She’d always been one for starting work by 0730 and berating others who didn’t. Today, her punctuality would be to her detriment. 

Margaret Brooke, still technically my boss, no doubt thought she was secure in the three stories of glass and steel on the edge of the sprawling city. Her section had the use of the entire ex-office building, far behind the razor-wire fencing and guard posts and beyond the reach of suicide bombers—but not beyond me. 

Compared with the Canadian building, mine wasn’t a building. It was the abandoned, crumbling remains of a two-story brick structure that told the recent story of Kabul: cracked by earthquakes, shaken by Russian shelling, riddled with Taliban bullets and rattled by US cruise missiles. All that was left was the edifice and rooms that wouldn’t last much longer. Except for the danger of its imminent collapse, I’d found the upper floor to my liking with its clear view of the Canadian compound. 

0729. Early to rise, early to die. I watched her through my binoculars as she strode imperiously from one window to another, stopping at various desks to examine papers or scan a computer screen.

“Is she there?” rasped Muzafar in a low voice.

“Yes.” I glanced at him. He smiled toothless evil as he patted my shoulder. 

“May Allah guide your bullet, Talib.”

Brooke picked up her coffee, appeared to berate her poor secretary just to keep her hand in at abusing her underlings, then breezed into her office, closed the door, and sat down facing me at her desk. I lay down and switched to my rifle’s telescopic sight and had the cleavage of her Wonderbra right in my crosshairs. She was a high-maintenance woman with long, red-brown hair in an haute couture power suit, a letterbox mouth she kept perpetually scarlet, and mean eyes above rouged cheeks that gave some color to the exsanguinated bitch. She sat back in her chair, pen tapping at her expensive teeth and looked in my direction with a perverse smile. No point hanging around. She had one second to live after I pulled the trigger. 

Why hadn’t the incompetent bitch phoned earlier? I’m alive and they’re dead. She would have saved all of us.

I reflexively felt my chipped tooth as I gently squeezed the trigger on the rifle. The recoil thudded into my shoulder. Brooke’s window didn’t shatter—it crazed from a central opaque bull’s eye. 

“Fuck!” 

“What is it?” Muzafar rasped. His wide eyes flashed over my shoulder. He jerked up his AK-47.

The room exploded in a shattering noise of gunfire. Muzafar flew back, arms outstretched, bouncing against the wall. I gripped my Tokarev pistol and swiveled on one knee. I froze. Two behemoths of stormtroopers in brown-and-yellow camouflaged armor and helmets pointed their automatic rifles at me from the doorway. 

“Drop it!” they shouted, muffled through their face masks.

I glanced back at Muzafar. His startled face slowly sank to one side as his riddled body slumped to the floor, leaving a broad arc of blood across the stone wall. Another reason to kill Brooke. The Tokarev clattered on the wooden floor. 

Today, I’ll stay alive. Another day, she’ll die.
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Six Years Later: Monday, October 4th, 2010
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Trieste, Italy
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Blood Rain. For thousands of years, it had been believed to be actual blood falling from the sky and a portent of heavy shit on the way: cattle slaughtered, milk and butter turned to blood, kings dead. If I’d known what blood I would see in the next seventeen days—some of it mine—I’d have believed it too and stayed indoors to watch TV.

A bone-dry sirocco packing red Sahara dust had surged north out of Africa and crashed into a cloudbank of cool moisture descending from the first snowfalls of Russia. The northern Adriatic was submerged in a series of ear-shattering thunderstorms and torrential rains that broke not only meteorological records but also human tolerance. Several hurricanes had ripped through Venezia and blown more than a few vineyards of Pinot Bianco and Prosecco into certain bankruptcy by donating their grapes to Slovenia just over the Carso Hills to the east.

The slashing pink rain vibrated my fedora into a kettledrum. It sent a stream over its brim, pulled low over my eyes, and rattled the cobbles like ball bearings on sheet metal as I hurried by the ruined warehouses and loading docks of the Porto Vecchio. I glanced back along the street. A dark figure with an umbrella dodged into a darker doorway. He’d followed me toward my club after I’d safely seen a nervous woman friend off to Venice from the train station. With a serial hooker killer on the streets, Claudia wanted to make sure she hadn’t been targeted. She also didn't want to miss her important date with a rich investment banker in need of a high-class escort for the week—a beautiful one as good on her feet at receptions and galleries as on her back or knees in the bedroom.

It was the same tall man who’d hung around my tail for the last few days so I knew he wasn’t interested in Claudia. I’d seen his young face flash quickly at me then dart away in crowded bars and on the street. He was a beginner—as obvious as a boner in a nudist colony. Once, I doubled back and sat next to him in a café. I asked him to pass the sugar and watched him pale and try to disappear into his coat like a startled tortoise. Whoever owned him wasn’t taking me seriously if this was the best they could do. But despite feeling slighted about that, I was on my best behavior—avoiding drug dealers, hookers, bent cops and various shadowy creatures that were my associates—so he must have been bored by now. 

I turned the tables and followed him to the Hotel Excelsior near the Piazza Unità at the harbor, where he was registered as a Signor Olivero from Rome. He was checking out the next day, so tonight he was in trouble. Signor Olivero was a too-curious mouse following my cheese through the intensifying rain to my basement trap, The Blue Note music club I half-owned. He followed me down a flight of stone stairs with blue and white neon tubing buzzing overhead into the noisy, beer-smelling warmth. He removed his raincoat and found a place at the end of the bar. I'd get to him after I'd checked the bank hadn't repossessed the club in my absence.

It was steaming in the basement even though we had the alleyway doors open to create a draft through the tables and chairs and up through the stairwell to the street above. Antonio and his twin Goliath, Luca, bulging out of their darkly stained, white muscle shirts, stood flexing prodigious biceps as they guarded the alleyway to keep out non-paying customers. Only drunks would tangle with those guys and of course, they often did and ended up in the garbage cans with the cats and dogs. 

“They call it stormy Monday,” sang a mournful T-Bone Walker, bending his guitar strings over the club’s speakers, and he was right on. Lightning flashed, followed by rolling thunder. 

Charlie, one of my young, twin Aussie barmen with the libidos of Great White sharks on testosterone supplements, slid me another cold beer. The handsome hunk raised his eyebrows toward too much blond hair and jerked his head toward the end of the bar behind me. Assuming it wasn’t a case of the DTs, I glanced in that direction. My insides twisted into a car wreck for the fourth time in a month—it was that woman in green again. I looked back at Charlie to find him giving me a leering grin and two thumbs up. I gave him a finger that made him laugh. I should never have talked to him about her over that bottle of Glenfarclas, but both of us had become loquacious on the seventeen-year-old Scotch before we’d fallen over. 

“Give her a go, boss,” he advised me. “Are you ever going to try a regular sheila instead of your hookers?” 

The club swayed and steamed with the swirl of bodies rocking to the pounding music. Sweat already trickled down my back and chest when I saw her again. Now it prickled my forehead, disturbing and unwanted. Of all the gin joints. Dressed in shimmering green silk from a scooped neckline to her ankles, my siren sat on a high stool, occasionally sipping her usual mineral water from a martini glass. She never danced with anyone and just listened to the music until it was time for her to disappear, a wraith back into the night. I guessed she was in her mid-twenties and she appeared rich or at least mommy and daddy were. Thick and thin, gold-link chains wrapped rings around her slim neck and hung over her modest bosom. 

I watched yet another man approach her, but as usual, she gave him short shrift and sent him on his way with a wave of a long-fingered hand decorated with gold, silver, diamonds, rubies and emeralds. Engaged? Married? Good reasons to ignore her but I couldn’t—old emotional scar tissue tore as I, a camel lost for too long in the desert, drank in her slim face, aquiline nose and big eyes; the long tresses of raven hair and light, olive skin. I liked women a lot, perhaps too much, but not women who make me nervous. She shook the temple in my head that I’d specially built to house memories of Shabani. Aloof, indifferent, unapproachable, exotic—she was Shabani all over. The temple door eased open.

Often, Shabani appeared in erotic dreams. On white satin sheets, I rolled into Shabani’s welcoming body and we consumed one another in the furious way we always did after she’d been away on assignment for several months. I recollected her giddy laugh when she was a bit drunk, the blast furnace in her eyes when she was as mad as hell at me, a brushing kiss or a touch of her hand as she slid by, just being together when we didn’t need to speak.

And then there was the time, as vivid today as it was then, when Shabani and I had walked without touching back from her prayers across the forecourt of the blue and white mosque. Before us, a flock of pigeons swirled into the frosty, Afghan air.  She stopped abruptly and stared up at me with penetrating, violet eyes, the look she used when she frequently told me she had to leave again and wanted me to pay attention. “I’m pregnant,” she breathed coldly through whitened lips. Ten minutes later, she went up in flames and I was burned into someone much darker. The tsunami of rage to kill that had surged through me hadn't abated—one of her murderers remained to be washed away.

I peeled apart the damp pages of the rain-spattered Il Piccolo and avoided the world news that depressed the hell out of me. I hadn’t read about the shit of the world for years and I wasn’t interested now. Every time something about the Taliban and their atrocities caught my eye, my blood fizzed. It wasn’t good for my health but then a lot of things weren’t and I still wanted them. I flipped to the news about the scudetto, the soccer championship, and attended to more important things. How many goals had my favorite player Alessandro Del Piero scored for Juventus? While Wilson Pickett waited “In the Midnight Hour” and Bonnie Raitt slid her guitar, giving customers “Something to Talk About,” I browsed the sports pages. But I kept an eye on the club in general and the carousing Charlie and Jim, my Aussie barmen, chick magnets extraordinaire, to make sure they lined up the drinks as fast as the women. 

But while I sipped my beer and read my paper, I couldn’t help glancing occasionally above it to remind myself of my siren’s disturbing presence. For five minutes, she went walkabout, sashaying her hips on the highest of stilettos, checking out the autographed photos of musicians who had graced—or descended to—The Blue Note. If I could have photographed and framed her swaying ass, she’d have found it up there under a special light.

The low-lit basement cellar flickered pale violet-blue under the fluorescent strips set in a concrete ceiling barely high enough for performers on the stage. Tonight, the first band up was a bunch of London lads touring Europe in a condemned Ford van. I'd heard them busking down by the harbor and offered them an audition in exchange for free booze—only beer—and they'd bitten my hand off. They were punks, not a blues band, but they sounded right for a wild night of entertainment with the younger set. Too many depressing songs by dead, black guys could empty the place.

It was a good house for a usually sparsely attended Monday night. Now that the weather Armageddon had struck and without the summer tourist trade, cheap drinks and a free show had tempted people out of their dry homes to brave conditions more suitable for amphibians. Judging by the action this early in the week, I might make enough money to keep the club’s heart beating and not ask Roberto, my co-owner, lawyer, and best friend, for another infusion of euros to keep the comatose music patient strumming along on life support. We were deep in debt but Roberto kept money flowing from the bank whenever I needed it. We’d kept paying enough to our creditors to continue into our third year of business. It was a surprise we’d never been hit on for protection money by the Nasim or the Mazzola gangs, but I put it down to the fact they’d seen our books and we weren’t worth the effort.

I scanned the milling crowd and spotted two attractive women resting invitingly against a wall, strategically close to the men at the bar. “Buona sera, Won Ton and Elenya,” I said to them.

The tiny Chinese girl, her oval doll’s face surrounded by a helmet of hair streaked with the colors of the rainbow, smiled broadly at me. Spaghetti straps held up a red, crotch-high dress clinging provocatively to her slim hips. Even in her stilettos, her small, crimson mouth only came up to my chest. I went in search of it.

“Ah, Miwo. Buona sewwa,” Won Ton replied, showing her small, white teeth. 

I bent down a long way for her to kiss me on both cheeks and picked her up off the floor in a big hug. She giggled delightfully and pressed her lips firmly on mine.

“Buona sera, Meelo,” breathed Elenya huskily. 

She was dark, short, sexy and curvaceous, her accent still a huge turn on for me and she knew it. She was one of my favorites, perhaps the favorite, and we’d been friends for a couple of years. Serbian roughened her smooth Italian, sand grains scattered over a silk chemise, even after ten years away from the misery and mayhem of the fragmenting Yugoslavia. She read a lot between her regulars and her nursing job and could converse with me on all kinds of worldly topics before and after our intimate moments. Mail-ordered by a man who’d turned out to be an abusive alcoholic in search of a sex slave, she’d taken the disappearance of her husband very well. She was a damaged survivor and I understood her. 

“God, you look fabulous too!” I told her. 

For a woman approaching forty, she was stunning: a black cocktail dress with a V-neck that bisected two nice breasts; the trim of a red lacy bra and a hemline high enough to show slim legs on black stilettos that would grace any catwalk. She had a full-lipped mouth that came up to my neck so she was easier to double kiss. Her skin used to be pale but I’d worked on her with hearty breakfasts to boost her iron level and keep up her strength. I really cared for her like a sister—one I had sex with occasionally but not too often.

Elenya held my forearm in her long fingers. “Grazie, Meelo. Yoo’re real charmer to uz.”

“Relaxing or working?” I asked them.

Won Ton smiled over her free white wine. “Welaxing but who knoss?” 

She was only about twenty, relatively new to the game, not a past-her-shelf-life pincushion who should have taken up selling real estate or mutual funds. She’d yet to build her regular fan base, but with Elenya as a mentor and Gina as her madam, she would do well and stay safe. I didn’t take a cut of whatever the girls made but I did get the occasional freebie for helping them out. As long as there was no trouble, it was a good arrangement. No strings.

“Do you see that man?” I nodded toward my stalker, who was hiding his face behind a glass of beer. “I want to know more about him.” 

Despite their restrained protestations, I tucked a fifty-euro note into each of their cleavages. “Take care, ladies,” I told them. 

They’d done this kind of work for me before—I had the cell phone photos to prove it. It wasn’t remarkable how easy it was to honey-trap politicians and health and building inspectors, anyone with a cock in fact. But I only did it when they couldn’t be bribed and that wasn’t very often. I could have Luca and Antonio turn the man inside out but I preferred a subtler approach than dealing with drunks—and he was probably armed.

“We will,” Won Ton and Elenya sang in chorus, a pair of chirping parakeets, and I left them to it. 

They were in a dangerous profession but it was even worse now a killer with eight hookers to his credit was on the prowl in Trieste. They were safe in the club from those who might cause them problems; we had enough muscle in the club to win Mister Universe several times over. So far, so good. Never lost a hooker yet.

Someone brushed by. A sweet aroma of jasmine drifted from behind a pair of emerald-studded ears belonging to my siren. She dropped a dark green shoulder bag big enough to carry a baby onto the floor then slid her tight rear end onto the barstool and hooked the heel of a sparkling stiletto on a footrest. When she rested an elbow back on the counter, she tightened her dress in all the places that interested me.

I went back to my paper but how many goals Alessandro Di Piero had scored didn’t keep my attention. My gaze drifted up over the sports section. Close up, she had the kind of body men launched expensive expeditions to plant their flags in. Posing chin up, with her glass at her glossy lips, she flicked her tresses back over her bare shoulders, knowing I was appraising her. 

She wasn’t being subtle so maybe she was a new hooker on the block. Perfect. No strings. I could rent Shabani by the night. I waited for her to make the first move. It didn’t take long. Her silky bottom squeaked when she turned to face me, hitched her dress and crossed a pair of slim thighs. I ignored her. A stiletto dangled to and fro on one set of impatiently flexing toes. She didn’t like being ignored.

“You’re Milo the guitarist, aren’t you?” she asked with an edge of annoyance and in an accent I couldn’t immediately place. 

I lowered my paper and looked into eyes that glinted ice chips, reminding me of the emerald crystals I’d grown in a beaker in chemistry class at school. 

She stuck out her hand. “I’m Carla.”

I took my time folding my paper before lightly shaking a bunch of iridescent, green fingernails. “Would you buy me a drink, Carla?” I asked. Her long eyelashes flapped as much as her mouth. I held up my almost-empty bottle. “A beer would be nice.”

She laughed, throwing back her head theatrically to exhibit a smooth neck and a small Adam’s apple well worth kissing. “How long have you been such a bastardo?” she asked, her cheeks flushing.

“How long have you been so ugly?” 

She laughed again. “Grazie ... bastardo.” Her expensive teeth glinted in a broad smile.

“You’re welcome, bella signora.” I looked her up and down, deliberately, smiling to show how much I admired her presentation. “I love your dress. You look spectacular.” 

Except for a Saint Patrick’s party I’d attended, I’d never seen a woman wearing so much green—except for Shabani. It was uncanny to be sitting so close to someone who was beginning to raise the hairs on my neck and interest me far more than I wanted. 

Her rouged cheeks colored a little more. “Grazie. That’s very nice of you to say so,” she purred, putting a hand to her bosom to finger a heavy gold chain with nails that were long enough to peel my face off should I get out of line—although I felt the line might not be a problem. She puckered her red lips with their prominent cupid’s bow as her eyes drifted deliberately up and down me. Quid pro quo.

I was glad I’d dressed well in my lightweight, dark blue suit despite the heat. A sky-blue tie matched a pale blue silk shirt and my black shoes shone up at me. Her eyes didn’t pause at my mother and father’s gold wedding bands on my right hand, a rotating Buddhist silver ring on my left pinky and lack of marriage chains. An old-fashioned, wind-up, gold wristwatch encircled my right wrist. Closely shaven, I was more than presentable, if slightly sweaty. Her eyes didn’t pause on my cheek and neck burns either. She didn’t seem surprised by them. 

“I hope you’re enjoying your nights here at the club,” I said. 

“I am. It’s the best music club in the city.” She smiled invitingly over her drink. “And you’re an excellent guitarist.”

“Thank you. I’m also the owner of this fine establishment,” I said to embellish my résumé beyond that of a traveling minstrel.

“So I understand.” She waved a hand at the pictures covering the walls. “And you’re an excellent photographer too. I’m impressed. It’s a hobby of mine, among other things, but I particularly like to play blues guitar.”

She was very easy on the eyes and becoming more interesting. Photography? Now that was Shabani but musical too? Shabani hadn’t been able to play the barrel organ. I examined her sparkling nails: those on her left hand were trimmed shorter than those on her right. She wasn’t lying about being a guitar player to impress me. The noise from the band suddenly reached that of a steam train pounding its way into the cellar as it thumped out “London Calling.” I didn’t mind—I leaned a lot closer to talk to Carla and for more jasmine aromatherapy. 

Up close, her face with its thin nose and high cheekbones was a bit rounder than Shabani’s but her intensely sensuous white orbs of eyes, their obsidian cores, and sparkling green halos were the lunar winners. Windows to the soul? These were trapdoors inviting me. I obliged. Her accent came to me—Indian, a singsong lilt dancing melodiously on her fluent Italian. She’d hooked me and I wondered where this evening was headed. My bed seemed a good destination but if she was a high-class hooker, I’d never met a Muslim one. 

I chose my words carefully—I’d seen her long nails: “You’re a Muslim woman, aren’t you?” I didn’t ask about the hooker bit—yet. I estimated she didn’t come cheap but I’d had a good weekend.

“I’m sure that’s not a problem for you,” she said with an amused, cryptic smile.

Muslim girls. I knew the social foreplay. A visit to the parents came sooner rather than later. Did she have any brothers to worry about? There were all the old jokes to consider:

First date with a Muslim girl: Family finds out. 

Second date: Whole village finds out.

Third date: Your balls are cut off and thrown to the goat.

She was right. It certainly wasn’t a problem but I knew full well it could be for some. People were running scared of Muslims, the media portraying every one of them as a potential terrorist with dynamite under their clothes. I glanced at Carla’s green dress hugging the right bits—she was loaded enough to blow me away. 

“As long as you don’t want me to stop drinking.” I smiled to show her how witty I was being. “Does dad approve of blues music?” I asked. “Not quite Mohammad’s Greatest Hits.”

A smile spread across her plump lips. “Not so much but my father is cool with it. I play it at home all the time but he doesn’t know I come here to this club. I’m not sure he would approve of that.” She glanced around to make sure Poppa wasn’t hiding by a pillar. 

Charlie waved to me. I ignored him. He waved again urgently. “Excuse me, Carla, I have to take care of something.” I touched her forearm and she glanced quickly up at me. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said.

I pressed through the crowd, shaking hands with people I knew and those I didn’t, with the occasional buss on a familiar woman’s cheek. “What is it?” I asked Charlie, irritated. 

“That guy over there.” He nodded toward a beefy man in a pin-stripe suit with weightlifter’s arms and fire hydrant legs who was standing in the shadows of one of the cellar’s arches. “He looks loike he’s stalkin’ your green sheila.”

I glanced at Beefy Man. If I could have found him a bowler hat, he could have passed for Oddjob from Goldfinger: bowling-ball head, no smile, Asian-looking and as compact as a crushed car at a recycling plant. He stood with constantly roving eyes back out of the light, not drinking. With the recent spate of hooker murders, I was edgy about anyone who might be looking for another victim. Won Ton and Elenya were definitely off limits. 

“Seen him here before?” I asked Charlie.

“Couple o’toimes. But only when your cutie has been in.” He winked.

Cutie? I ground some enamel off my teeth but Charlie just grinned back annoyingly. Beefy Man was only here when she was at the club? If he were her pimp, he didn’t look like someone to haggle with over the price. 

Antonio, one of the bouncers, chiseled from a ton of the Dolomites, was keeping a close watch on a table of half a dozen increasingly loud, beer-swilling guys. I asked him to keep an eye on the beefy man before continuing my circuit to check on old customers and check out the new. It was always worth shaking a few hands and handing out a few cards. And finding the pill pushers and having Antonio and Luca take them out into the back alley to discourage them from ever returning. I wasn’t a hypocrite about drugs, I just wanted to keep my bar license. 

The punks ended their set with a raucous, ear-bashing flourish. Tony, the lead singer, had already stripped down to his less-than-attractive, chubby waist, a claret-and-blue collage of tattoos of soccer players and voluptuous women gleaming on his bare torso. The hyperkinetic lead guitarist ripped off his I’m a Muslim Don’t Panic t-shirt and they went all out on their last number, the Ramones’ “Blitzkrieg Bop.” The repetitive, three-chord fuzz guitar and thumping drums blasted the cellar, getting everyone to their feet, jumping up and down, shouting along with the band.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Hey ho, let’s go! Hey ho, let’s go!”

––––––––
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The band drew on every epileptic, rocker-clichéd, microphone-twirling move. The sweat-soaked drummer, a muscly dude with Popeye arms who was beating out the rowing rhythm on a slave galley, broke his sticks, threw them in the air, and kicked over the drums and cymbals with a symphonic crash suitable for the 1812 Overture. Tony threw his 100 kilos of lard into the audience, crushing unlucky people who got in his way. The crowd went nuts. The noise hit that of a Boeing coming in to land on the bar counter. I clapped loudly—they were here for the week. Jim and Charlie had better check the booze supply.

Carla clapped too, flashing a smile of enough white teeth to open a piano bar. She shouted, singeing my ear with hot breath, “This place is really great with all the people packed together. It’s like the old films of The Beatles in the crowded Cavern in the sixties.” 

Our heads touched, shooting the Trieste electrical grid through my nervous system. I didn’t know 20,000 volts could be so invigorating. I took a deep breath and stood up straighter to let the current move off into the ether. I pushed her empty glass and mine toward Charlie, who’d sidled over to listen in. 

“What about that beer?” I asked Carla.

“Anything you want. Put it on my tab.”

“You have a tab?”

She smiled. “Don’t I?” 

“Play it again, Charlie. Put a couple of green olives in it for the lady this time.” I handed him my jacket. 

I turned back with the drinks. “Come with me,” I told her.

She glanced up at me, a quick feline lick of her lips. Was she the cat that had placed a piece of cheese in her trap and was watching the mouse go for it? She followed the mouse as he forced a way through the still applauding crowd and sat her down at his private table to the side of the stage. 

“What else do you do when you’re not just hanging around in my club looking so beautiful?” I oozed. 

She flashed an appreciative smile. “I’m an international art dealer.” 

There went the hooker angle. Shame. “As long as you’re not from the bank to recall my loan,” I said.

“No, I’m here to offer you a bailout,” she replied with the slyness of the International Monetary Fund asking for a look at your country’s accounts.

Anytime anyone mentioned money, it got my attention. “You’ve come to the right place. I’m accepting donations.” 

“I need your help first, though.” 

“Thought there might be a catch.”

I settled down to a potentially tedious conversation. The Asian mind could be circuitous, inclined to soar around on apparently extraneous mental currents before finding the branch it had intended to perch on all along. I’d spent many a day drinking tea and discussing the immaterial with Muslims before I’d shaken hands on a business deal with no written contract. They laid their honor on the line with the handshake as I was expected to do. And Allah help me if I reneged.

She dipped her head closer to mine and surprised the hell out of me by getting to the point. Her eyelids raised and her eyebrows pulled together in the way they do when people lie. “I owe someone a lot of money. I can’t repay it.”

“Join the club. I’m broke so I’m not the guy to talk to.” I glanced at her rings and necklaces.

She followed my gaze. “A lot more than these would bring. One of my art deals went extremely wrong. A client lost a lot of money on a fake painting. He’s threatening to ruin my business unless he gets all his money back.”

“How much?”

“Twenty million euros.”

I blew through my teeth. “I don’t count that high.” 

“He’s given me a month to raise the cash. He’s extremely rich and influential. He can ruin me.”

“How is it your fault?”

“Paperwork, provenance, authentication. It’s complex and it went wrong.”

“So you’re screwed.”

She nodded as her eyes glided over me. She was as much trouble as a cageful of adolescent monkeys on a pub crawl but I was a sucker for her kind of beautiful simian with a sob story. I’d heard a lot of lies in my business, enough to know when someone was shoveling bullshit. I gave her assets another once over and wondered if she was worth her monkey business, no matter how good looking. So far, her story was all lies—her face had twitched in all the wrong directions—but I was willing to hang around her long enough to find out what her game was and collect some peanuts.

Her eyes flickered stairways to heaven over her glass. I grabbed hold of her banister and drained my beer. “So why me? I’m not an ex-cop or a private dick.” 

“You have other talents.” Her eyes locked on mine and drew me in. “You have contacts in the criminal underworld. I want you to find someone to ... make him disappear.”

I must have been struck by lightning—a fireworks display went off in my head. I looked around at some of the despicable reptilian characters that slithered in and out of The Blue Note. Underworld was a very polite word for the people I knew in Trieste’s slimy underbelly. Duplicitous, amoral, murderous scum would be a better fit. I knew a few someones who were magicians in the disappearing game.

She noticed my stunned hesitation. “How much do you still owe for The Blue Note?” she asked. She’d been doing her homework. 

“Too much.” 

“Help me and it will disappear.” 

That was 105,000 disappearing euros. My kind of magic trick. I owed more than a rabbit. Her eyes held mine, inviting me to give her whatever she desired: sparkling green irises, waves of black eyeliner, long eyelashes surrounded by green-black pools. She was Cleopatra on her palace balcony, licking her lips as Mark Antony’s galley sailed into Alexandria’s harbor. It was the look that could remove trousers at forty paces. I didn’t jump at her first offer. I was sure she had more to sweeten the deal if I played it cool, although she might have seen the pulse in my temple. 

“You’re asking a lot in return, sugar,” I told her, admiring the way she licked her glossy lips and stroked her neck to help my decision-making. “Hypothetically, anyone might need a bigger life insurance policy to get involved.”

Her amused eyes never left mine as she removed a fat envelope from her bag and slid it over the table. “Hypothetically, an extra 50,000?” She kept her hand on it.

“Show the whole world for Christ’s sake,” I hissed, shaking my head. “You’re walking around with that much in your bag? Have you seen my customers?”

“It’s in thousand notes if that’s OK,” she added unperturbed.

“What do they look like?” She chuckled at that. “Did you see this in a movie? Ever heard of electronic transfers via Botswana?”

“Ever heard of bank records?” 

“Milo!” called Silvio, my teenage, bare-chested drummer with the brain of a metronome, from behind the reassembled drum kit. It was showtime.

“Do we have a deal?” she asked, lifting her hand off the envelope and sticking her green fingernails toward me.

She squeezed a piezo crystal in my hand to shoot electrons up my spine to set my head nodding. I stashed the money in my pants pocket as though it were the last bottle of Scotch on Earth. What the hell, creatures built like Carla were luxury Pullman railway carriages that thundered by rarely in any man’s lifetime and I wasn’t going to let her leave the station without tapping her wheels and seeing if I could try out her sleeper compartment. All aboard the Orient Express. I rationalized it—maybe she’d give me some excitement for a while, a reason to get up in the morning and get my testosterone flowing. Just as Shabani had jerked me into life in the hellhole of Kabul. My temple door opened wide and she was welcome to look around—for a while.

“I’ll be back,” I told her.

“I look forward to it.” She smiled the mischievous grin of a Cheshire cat. 

I bounded up onto the stage as excited as a man anticipating mortgage freedom and lots of money to spare—and potentially laying Cleopatra in the near future—and strapped on an upside-down, black-and-white Stratocaster, the one thing I had in common with my fellow lefty, Jimi Hendrix. Silvio, with a wild flourish of his sticks, crashed into Cream’s thumping electric version of “Crossroads.” The thudding bass joined in before I followed, powering the famous riff with overdriven reverb, shaking the cellar from its Venetian brick walls right down to the old Roman foundations and blowing the ears off anyone with their hearing aids still turned on. 

“I went down to the crossroads,” I yelled into the microphone, feeling in need of impressing a woman again. 

Carla clapped her hands and moved to the rapid beat. Her pitch-black hair flopped and shimmered iridescently, the colors of bubbles and seashells in the violet fluorescent light above her. The raised wooden dance floor creaked as it bounced under the pounding feet of gyrating bodies. The heat and humidity rose to critical mass, boiling me in my own sweat, my damp fingers slipping on the fretboard. I switched guitars to my electrified resonator and the band blasted into a wild slide version of “Move It On Over,” a crowd favorite. The audience roared its approval and people danced between the tables.

Halfway through the song, three men emerged from the shadows near the club’s stairwell entrance. The one in the lead was short with a bushy Groucho Marx mustache, a weasel in his appearance and movements, dressed in an Adidas tracksuit for the Olympics. Behind him lurked a man large in all dimensions, a sumo wrestler in a suit from Mister Extremely Big and Powerful. Bringing up the rear was a tall, skinny guy who needed a gym membership and a course of steroids.

I kept singing and playing but caught Antonio’s eye and jerked my head at the three men. He wove his way through the crowd toward the newcomers, a sidewinder sensing his evening dinner. The weasel shuffled by the bar, pausing for a moment, agitated, sniffing the air above his bush of whiskers. He abruptly stopped and pointed across the crowded room. With the 130-kilo behemoth and the beanpole in tow, he shoved people out of the way in his rush straight to Carla’s table. She jerked her head up at him in shock. I stopped playing instantly, the band grinding to a discordant halt. Show over. Dancers no longer danced. The crowd growled a mixture of annoyance and confusion. 

The weasel shouted at Carla. He grabbed her by the wrist and roughly pulled her to her feet. She struggled and threw her water in his face. I was down from the stage in seconds, the guitar swinging off my shoulder. I elbowed through the dancers, blindsiding the wrestler first. The big man didn’t know what hit him as seven kilos of steel caught him flush on the side of the head. Ear-shattering shrieks worthy of Pete Townshend smashing his Fender at Monterey Pop shook the cellar. The wrestler staggered, eyes rolling back to examine the inside of his skull, his elephantine bulk crushing a table and scattering people and drinks. Glasses shattered on the stone floor. Chairs cracked and broke. He destroyed everything in his path, a huge bowling ball until he collided with an arch support that wasn’t going anywhere. My guitar dangled in my hands from its broken neck, the metal strings whining an odd tune. I threw it aside with a reverberating clang.

Skinny was ready for me, bouncing on his toes, taking up a defensive stance, his hands raised. I planted my foot in his chest and sent him backward in a hurry. He should have watched more Jackie Chan movies. Tony the singer surged through the fleeing customers to end Skinny’s dancing career with a swing of a fist that sent him horizontal, a floundering fish twitching on the floor. 

“Luvly,” Tony rasped, smiling semi-toothlessly, looking around for more fish.

I spun toward the weasel. His golf-ball eyes bulged out of his pointy face, staring into the bright headlights of an onrushing truck. He swung and missed. I ran over him, remodeling his nose with a sharp jab and then stomping on his exposed crotch as he squirmed on the stone floor. I was so pumped, all I had to do was rip off my shirt to reveal my enormous green torso. A hard Gestapo slap stung my face.

“What are you doing?” Carla screamed out of a scarlet-brown face. She dropped to her knees by the bloodied, whimpering weasel. “Zarrar! Zarrar! Are you all right?” She shook the little guy, who was curled up, vomiting, his face a sea of red that ran through his fingers and down his tracksuit. He should learn to run faster.

My fingers ran over my stinging cheek. “Che cazzo?—What the fuck?” I scowled at Carla.

“Bastardo!” she screeched. There was blood all over her hands and on her dress. 

She scrambled to her feet, waving a stiletto I guessed was intended for my head. It whizzed over my shoulder as I backed off, hands raised. It knocked John Lee Hooker’s autographed photo to the floor with a crash of breaking glass. Beefy Man rushed out of nowhere to grab her by the shoulders before her aim improved with the second shoe. Carla shot an angry glance over her shoulder but her blazing fury fizzled out under Beefy’s dousing glare. Both hands went up quickly to cover her mouth.

“Get this bitch out of here!” I shouted at Beefy. 

It didn’t calm Carla down. Squirming in Beefy’s grip, she tried a final kick at me, her second shoe flipping cartwheels over my head. He jerked her away into the dispersing crowd as he would a kid’s helium balloon.

The wobbling sumo wrestler who’d been dragged to his feet by Antonio and Tony groaned and moaned, holding a hand up to a red lump the size of a duck’s egg on his temple. Luca arrived and pulled the glassy-eyed, thin man onto his rubber legs. The three of them pushed the pair of thugs over to the weasel, who had sat up but done no more than that except dribble blood and puke.

“Take out the trash! Right now!” I ordered.

Antonio used a construction-crane arm to heave the weasel by the collar, and the three thugs were strong-armed to the exit doors across the room through the battlefield debris of tables and chairs. I enjoyed the clang of the thugs clattering headfirst into the garbage cans.

An agitated Jim pulled me over to the bar, grabbed a bottle of my favorite Macallan Scotch off the shelf behind him and poured me a drink.

“Next time, rope me to the bloody bar!” I told him. The Macallan disappeared. I slammed the empty glass down on the bar.

He frowned. “What?” Obviously, he hadn’t read his classics. Jim gripped my arm, pulled me closer and lowered his voice. “Jesus, boss, d’you know who that was? The one you just kicked the living shit out of?”

“The little bastard?” I wished I’d got in another blow. What a night to forget, although I’d remember crushing his groin.

“That little bastard is the Serpent’s kid! That nutter ... Zarrar Nasim!” Jim said the name slowly, forcing it out between clenched teeth.

I ran my hand over my sweating forehead. A bad night wasn’t getting better. I’d just crushed the genitals of the idiot son of the crime boss of Trieste, Mohammed Nasim.

“Yeah, you’re a dead man,” Charlie said helpfully.

The air was thick with the aroma of spilled beer. Armed with brooms and pans, Antonio, Luca, Charlie and the Brit lads crunched their way through the broken glass, upturned tables and scattered tables. Tony caught my eye, grinned and gave me a big thumbs-up. It was just another Saturday night fight down the pub for him but for me, it was personal. I’d worked hard for two years to make a success of the club, to build it up from a disused basement that smelled of cats and rats into a safe place for customers to relax and enjoy good blues. But no one goes to a club that gets in the news for violence—except the customers I wouldn’t want. At the end of every railway line, there was a set of buffers. The club was my buffers. My train stopped here.

“I’m going nowhere. Pour me another,” I growled.

Pride comes before a fall into a two-meter hole or a deep swim in the harbor. I’d be on Zarrar Nasim’s shit list but he’d now joined Margaret Brooke on mine. And if he knew the real me, he’d be the one getting nervous.

Jim poured me another shot. “Spoken like a dead man. Your funeral, mate.”

“Or his,” I told him. Jim didn’t know I’d already killed over ninety people. One more wouldn’t matter. I nursed the second shot for five seconds then felt the heat of another good swallow of Scotch. 

Charlie appeared at my elbow, smiling broadly as he shoved a cell phone under my nose. “Have a look at this, boss. I think you’ll loike it.”

I did. It was a photo of me, pirouetting on Zarrar Nasim’s groin.

“Good, eh?” Charlie laughed. “There’s a few more.”

I flipped through the others. I smiled at the blur of Carla’s stiletto flying by my head.

Charlie looked at me with the concern of someone who might lose the best job he’d ever had. “What are you goin’ to do now, boss?” 

“Get me the Selecionnes,” I demanded. When I called for my favorite rum, it was serious—leave me alone while I go to Havana for a minibreak.

I snatched the Cuban rum out of his hand and headed for my office, where I collapsed into the worn leather armchair that had seen many minibreaks to Havana. I found a plastic bottle in a desk drawer, rattled a pill into my palm and swallowed it with a swig of the light sweetness of the aged Selecionnes dos Maestros. It was time to use up another of my Number Five Monte Cristos too. Not too big and not too small. Just right for a bear in my mood. The slim, rectangular box I’d brought from Cuba had five still waiting for my attention at significantly depressing moments. I hadn’t had a baby lately or got married but now seemed a good time to enhance global warming and pollution simultaneously. 

I clipped the end of one, lit it, sucked it into a firestorm of ash, then blew a plume of gray-blue smoke. It floated with the dust motes, slowly dispersing up the white-painted stone wall toward my family photo gallery. Momma and Poppa eyed me from the pride-of-place. Momma would never have approved of my cigar smoking while my dad would have shared a cigar with me at Christmas. If Dad hadn’t been an Italian from Trieste, where would I be now? Forks in the road. I raised my bottle to them. Gone but never, ever, forgotten. 

“I got that swine Ajmal Ghaznavi,” I said yet again, for the thousandth time, talking idiotically to their photo. I knew they would have approved of that. They had been teetotalers, non-smokers, but eye-for-an-eye sort of Christians. 

A wave of fluffy cotton wool flowed gently through me as my brain ship, loaded to the gunwales with oxycodone, Scotch and rum, crashed headlong onto the Reef of Tranquility and began to slowly capsize. I stared emotionally blank at the fading photos of Shabani. One was of her holding my arm at some government function in Kabul, a cascade of glittering, black hair as she posed in her neck-to-ankle, green evening dress. The other was of her sitting on a step outside a single-story, gray stone house with a slate roof. Her violet eyes matched the purple, white and black swirls and stripes of her traditional Tajik dress. It had been taken only a few days before she died. A mysterious expression crinkled her eyes as she thought about something I would never know. Had she been about to tell me she was pregnant? That night, we fought over her returning so soon to the Taliban-held region of Afghanistan after having been home only a week. We were loud enough to scatter the local pack of pariah dogs and for me to empty a half bottle of Scotch. Was my memory fading too fast of the only woman I’d allowed to swim in my shallow pool of emotions and end up draining it? 

Close relationships with both men and women were not something I had ever required or desired. Shabani had been my exception—she had dangerously weakened me when I’d begun to worry about her safety instead of focusing on my job. It was hard enough to take care of me and my problems, never mind a woman and her problems. Now, I was very choosy about people I got involved with in the slightest. Everyone had to be disposable. A session with Doctor Maria Falco sprang to mind.

“Tell me about your parents,” she’d asked, one of those shrinks who sat out of a patient’s sight. It was a shame because at forty or so she was far better looking than an old guy with a pipe and a pointy beard.

“My father was stolid, remote, unemotional, a rock. My mother? Ambitious for her children, controlling. Fantastic parents,” I told her.

“Did they show you much physical contact?”

“No.”

“They didn’t hug you or tell you they loved you?”

“No.” I smiled out the window at the Corso Hills. “They didn’t have to—I just knew it by everything they
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