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   Praise for the Author
 
   Stand Alone: The Films of Mickey Rourke
 
   “I found the book extremely well researched, reasoned and written. I can only give it 10/10, I wish I could rate it even higher”–Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “The author's voice is present throughout and although I disagreed with some observations, I'd highly recommend this book to Rourke newbies and long term fans. The author is clearly a fan and this book a labour of love”–Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “You get comprehensive reviews, analysis and debate and it made me curious about his lesser known movies such as Homeboy and Bullet, i could not recommend this highly enough!” –Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “I can't recommend it highly enough-this really was a pleasant surprise and I've learnt more than a few things about Rourke as a long term fan”–Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “If you’re planning on buying a book about Mickey Rourke, make it this one”–Amazon.com
 
    
 
   License to Dream: The Life of Corey Haim
 
   “Make no mistake about it, if you're a fan of Corey Haim, this book is a must read.” –Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “I am grateful to the author for writing it, about time somebody wrote about the 'Haimster'.” –Amazon.com
 
    
 
   The Pugilist’s Son
 
    
 
   “As a boxing fan I have never come across anything like this. The characters are brilliant and the story had great depth, especially for a short story”–Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “Page turner is a cliché, but I finished this in one sitting. A great read. The author does a masterful job of getting the reader in the minds of the characters.” –Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “I have never seen a more intriguing story full of animated characters and a sense of invincible victory and overbearing defeat.” –Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “This short story makes a huge impact in a very brief amount of time. The author is a wordsmith who uses the English language to its full potential for description and setting the tone of the piece”–Amazon.com
 
    
 
   “The prose is sparse, snappy, graphic and laced with tension and like most good short stories, ends with the reader wanting more. This is great book that I would recommend to all boxing fans who enjoy a good read about the sport they love.” –Amazon.com


 
   
 
  



Message from the Author
 
    
 
   I thank you reader for purchasing my book ‘Broken Sky’. I genuinely appreciate the time and effort you’ve taken to choose this book, and I appreciate the time you will invest in reading what you have in front of you. I sincerely hope you enjoy this effort and also I welcome the fact that you are helping out a number of charities through the part proceeds of this novel. 
 
    
 
   This is a story about fractured relationships, about homelessness and how a loved one can cope with the effects of a stroke and acquired brain injury. It’s part drama, part thriller, part character study and above all a story about the human psyche and relationships.  The charities this book benefits-PATH (People Assisting The Homeless) in Los Angeles, Shelter, Headway (a brain injury charity) as well as Habitat for Humanity-have all placed their support behind “Broken Sky” as well as other organisations like the American Stroke Association and Big Issue.
 
    
 
   I genuinely desire your feedback. Like all wordsmiths there’s a huge amount of self belief, self doubt, confidence and even arrogance behind an endeavour such as this-whether authors admit it or not-writing is in my blood and I shall continue to write through thick and thin. Through lavish praise and mind numbingly painful criticism. If you loved ‘Broken Sky’ or whether you hated it, whether it moved you or whether it left you disappointed, I want to hear about your reactions. You can contact me at youandyourself@aol.com to let me know your thoughts.
 
    
 
   Best Regards,
 
    
 
   Saurav Dutt
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   Under the glassy, dark pallor of a Manhattan sky, deep within the fall, Madison Avenue is teeming with people. Commuters and shoppers scurry past like frenzied ants, paying no attention to a woman who has been sitting there loitering for months on end. They pass her by paying no attention to the vacant stare and sullen expression wrapped around her worn features. She has no name. She is homeless, wandering the streets and denying any memory of the past and any hope for the future.
 
   Though she finds no hope amongst the throng of uncaring faces around her, she is sat there for a very careful and deliberate purpose. One that will bring her closer to the daughter she left behind years ago and which at the same time will place both of their lives in mortal danger.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter One
 
   Maybe I’ll pick a spider from the web, she thought to herself. She thought of picking the one nearest to her street corner, holding it in her palm and pointing it towards the ocean. She was distracted, redirecting her thoughts away from what she saw. As he made his way through the crowd, her eyes glanced across the street and saw that he was approaching. She felt her pulse quicken as he grew closer, agitated by the fluttering in her stomach, the dryness in her throat as she anticipated his return to the same side walk, the same street corner, at the very same time each morning. She knew he had seen her, his eyes dancing across the street as they tried to avoid eye contact. As she shuffled from side to side, she rehearsed the awkward exchange of words in her mind that would begin each ritualistic conversation. The way they both stumbled over their words and the careful exchange of laughter at the other’s incongruous timing. The entire awkward routine had embedded itself into her brain like a carefully choreographed ballet.
 
   She looked away once more and gently leant forward, her eyes peering up from the pavement, her lips pursed as their eyes finally locked and a rehearsed, immaculately timed smile rose to her cheeks as a beaming grin fluttered across his. “So tell me” he quipped “who are you supposed to be today?”
 
   ‘The real question is why you still keep turning up every morning to talk to me....’ she replied, offering a crooked smile as she squinted sharply up at him, sharing another awkward laugh as the spring sunlight bore down upon the busy sidewalk through feathery white clouds, its amber-coloured warm rays offering no respite from the bitter chill of a typical March morning in downtown New York. 
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked as he moved closer to her, noticing she was wearing clothes too fashionable for her downtrodden visage as she sat on the street, two dusty suitcases sitting either side of her. 
 
   She wore tatty dark grey corduroy jeans, the coat zipped up to her neck and just the one misplaced velvet glove on her left hand was discernible as she looked up at passer bys, fishing for a dime or a quarter. “Well,” she flashed him a glare “look around, I live down here on the pavement and you…”
 
    “-I gotta tell you this straight up” he interrupted, wearing a look of bemusement that curled around the lines of an angular shaped face, a few months shy of its forty seven years “..and I think this every single morning I talk to you…you don’t look like a bum to me lady; you look like someone pretending to be homeless” he offered as he flipped a quarter into the black bowler hat she had at her feet. “I mean look at those shoes” he winked “you must be a woman of some substance judging by those alone. You look...what’s the word?…classy almost..but the thing is, every time I see you, you’ve moved maybe ten feet down the same sidewalk or another altogether..you don’t stay put..” he chuckled as he pointed at her feet, focusing on the pair of black high heels she was wearing, both shoes  having seen better days.
 
   “I get around…” she answered “it’s comfortable for me here. And nobody tells me where to go. I mind my own business and they mind theirs” she smiled, inserting a crumpled cigarette between her lips, rifling inside her coat, looking desperately for a light. 
 
   “This is the fifth day in a row I’ve seen you here…since you uh..moved sidewalks” he muttered “you don’t go to the park, bum around on the entrance to apartments, you just sit here outside this same hotel or near enough. I’m surprised they don’t haul you outta here or just call the cops” he shook his head “and come on, is that a mink coat you’re wearing? Whose is that exactly…?” he scoffed, kneeling down to feel the fur between his cold fingertips, gazing into her hazel eyes. 
 
   She was probably in her mid-forties, attractive despite the fact that her weathered features were shorn of make-up, her dark blonde hair tasselled and ragged and that she probably hadn’t showered in days, if not longer judging by the greasiness of her hair.
 
   “I dunno…got it out of a skip I think…real or not, who gives a shit?” she replied as she chewed down on the cigarette “anyway, a real gentleman woulda offered me a light by now, what’s your excuse?” she piped up. 
 
    “Tell you what” the man replied “‘I’ll do you one better…I’ll get you a light if you have an early lunch with me..or a late breakfast, whatever floats your boat” he offered. She peered up at him. He wasn’t tall, but he was handsome–hewn, rough but broodingly sexy features, voluminous dark hair with speckles of grey, a long face with sparkling brown eyes offset by sharp intelligent features and a mischievous smile. He had to originally be Italian, or maybe Greek, she thought.  “Well..” she sighed “you’re too short for me anyway. Not my type.”.
 
   “Who says you have to like me to eat with me?” he replied “anyway, it’s on me. Now only a fool turns down a free breakfast”
 
   “What’s in it for you? Why would you want to eat with someone like me?” she shot back, flashing stares at passers-by who observed her with both scorn and distrust. 
 
   “I get to eat with a beautiful lady, of course” he mumbled as he extended a hand of friendship, pleased with himself “I know a great place a block from here; they do an amazing lasagne and the best goddamn meat balls downtown. I know the chef…and if scrambled eggs and bacon floats your boat, then we can do that too-whatever ya want” he added with a shrug. 
 
                 “You got nobody else you can have breakfast with?” she replied “why you wanna waste your money on me?”
 
                 “No I don’t..” he shook his head.
 
                 “You don’t what?”
 
                 “I don’t have anybody else I can have breakfast with, you’re my designated best friend for the day-now let’s go before I change my mind, whaddaya say?” he shot back.
 
   “Well actually, no” she shook her head “we eat in there, or nowhere else” she pointed towards the entrance of a hotel some twenty feet away.
 
   “I have a name, lady.. in case you forgot. My name is John, I told you yesterday” he replied, waiting for her response.
 
   “Well John…” she winked “I wonder why you’d wanna buy breakfast for some bum on the street on a complete whim, and I gotta tell you one thing, I don’t do no favours, catch my drift?’ she hissed. 
 
   “Don’t worry..” John replied “no strings attached I promise you-now what is it about that hotel that’s so good?” he asked pointing further down the sidewalk towards the Regent Continental.
 
   “It’s important to me” she replied “me and that place, we’ve got…history” 
 
   “Even a glass of lemonade costs about $15 in that place” John shook his head. 
 
   “I knew it…” she answered with a coy smile, peering back up at him, her tongue firmly in cheek. 
 
   “What do you know?” John enquired.
 
   “That you’re a cop…” she nodded “tell me I’m wrong..”
 
   “You’re not” John shrugged his shoulders “is that a problem?”’ 
 
   “You don’t recognise me?” she asked, narrowing her eyes as she feigned disappointment.
 
   “Well…” he smiled “only from yesterday and the day before that”
 
   “I didn’t mean like that” she frowned “you honestly don’t know me?”
 
   “I just moved to Manhattan a few weeks ago” he replied “and no I don’t know who you are-and you’re probably wondering why I’m asking you to have a meal with me..well it’s not out of pity for you, and it’s not because I’m a cop…I just would like to..”
 
   “Well I know one thing about you in the short time we’ve known each other” she smiled “you’re a bad liar”
 
   “No” he chuckled “you are, I know you’re not what you look like-but right now I don’t care, are you gonna eat with me or not?”
 
   “You’re a strange kinda cop..” she mused as John stared back at her.
 
   “Would it make you happy to know that my whole department thinks exactly the same thing?” he sighed “now are you gonna take me up on that offer or you gonna make me ask twice?”
 
   “Sure I will” she retorted “I like the way you talk”
 
   “So let’s do this” he said as he extended his hand again “you’re gonna have to get up y’know, they don’t do take out” he added with a smile.
 
   She sat there for a moment, deep in thought, and then whistled- one so sharp and piercing it punctured the malaise of sound in the oncoming crowd of hundreds of pedestrians around them. 
 
   Almost on cue a small, chubby little ogre of a man waddled into their immediate vicinity. His coat was tattered, the hat he wore on his potato shaped head was crumpled, and his spectacles were misted over from the cold. 
 
   “Yeah?” he muttered nonchalantly at her, hiding his annoyance well. 
 
   “Look after my stuff Pollard,” the woman groaned as she took John’s hand and yanked herself up off the sidewalk, pointing at the suitcases either side of her “I’m going to eat and I don’t know if I’ll be back in five minutes or five hours”
 
   Pollard stared at John with the intensity of a microbiologist studying a specimen in his lab and then turned to her. “Who’s he?” he asked, pointing at him suspiciously.
 
   “He’s taking me to breakfast or lunch. I haven’t decided which yet. So are you gonna look after my stuff or not Pollard?” she demanded.
 
   Pollard thought it over and then nodded slowly, careful not to avert his gaze from John who stared back at him, struggling to stifle the inevitable feeling of laughter emanating from within at the little imp of a man before him.
 
   “Good” she nodded as she rose to her feet, wrapping the coat tightly around herself, waiting until Pollard had taken her place on the sidewalk. John shook his head in bewilderment as he watched the pair of them exchange places. 
 
   “You’ve got a great arrangement there lady. He’s like a pet monkey. I bet he does tricks too” John chuckled as he slowly followed her down the sidewalk, weaving in and out of the oncoming rush of commuters. 
 
   She ignored him and strode towards the entrance, only for John to quickly catch up to her. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she demanded, staring down at his hand, which was gently pressed against her abdomen. 
 
   “I think you better let me handle this” he warned “they might throw us out otherwise.” 
 
   “Bullshit” she scoffed “they know me here..don’t ya Harry?” she yelped, catching the attention of the doorman. 
 
   A tall, wiry man dressed in a gleaming black tux turned towards her with a wry smile. ”Well hi there, Lauren” he said, feigning a look of surprise “and what can I do for you today?” 
 
   “You know this woman?” John shook his head “Lauren? What’s going on here?” he demanded as the smile slowly drained from his face. 
 
   “Harry knows me” she replied with a wink “he lets me stay here on the sidewalk. If the cops come, he warns me and I move on. We got an arrangement going. Everybody’s happy” she added as Harry rolled his eyes, allowing them both to step through the revolving doors of the hotel and step into the foyer 
 
   “Lauren?”  John exclaimed as he blocked her path.
 
   “Yeah,” she shot back with a grin as she studied her surroundings.
 
   ”So you do have a name. I told you mine. Since I’m buying you lunch, you could at least have told me yours” he scowled. 
 
   “That’s not my real name,” she laughed “he calls me that because he thinks I look like Lauren Bacall” 
 
   “You look about as much like Lauren Bacall as I do Al Pacino” John scoffed as she hurriedly made her way across the foyer and slipped down a hallway leading towards the restaurant bar. 
 
   ”Well, you’re certainly short enough,” she laughed“ and those ears….oh my..”
 
   “What about you?” John shot back “what are you about five foot one? Those heels ain’t foolin’ nobody’ 
 
   “I like you” she winked, letting a smile slip as she paused outside the entrance of the Lexi Bar & Restaurant “not like I want to sleep with you, not like that at all, but I like you. You have something about you that’s not as annoying as most people. I find most people incredibly annoying y’know, especially in Manhattan..there’s a lot of assholes here”
 
   “I’m from Brooklyn originally, whaddaya expect? We talk a lot, sometimes too much..” John chimed in “what about you? Your accent. I can’t place it...” he trailed off. 
 
   “I’m uh..from all around..” she replied as she flashed a scowl at a prying couple passing them by “we’ll eat here, that alright? I’ve been here before” she nodded “I have to ask you something, no bullshit..” she paused as she looked into his eyes “you’re not doing this out of pity are you, ‘cause I don’t need any favours, believe me”
 
   “I’m not” John replied “I don’t care where you’ve been or what you’ve done-I just want to get to know you better”
 
   “Don’t you have to be at the office or somethin’?” she shrugged as they moved past the open doors and stepped into the restaurant.
 
   “Can’t you tell..” John replied, waving a hand at the maître d'hôtel headwaiter as they both approached an empty booth in the far corner “I hate my job, I prefer stopping off on the way to work to talk to interesting people rather than get there on time..”
 
   “Maybe you’re making a mistake” she muttered as she sunk into the booth as John sat opposite her, staring down at the table as she met his gaze.
 
   “No, I don’t think so” John cleared his throat “anyway I’ve made lots of mistakes before, I’m getting used to them now”
 
   “You’re a pretty unusual guy for a cop, most of them are pricks” she grinned “you sure you are who you say you are?”
 
   “Look who’s talking…” John mumbled as he leant in closer, struck by the scent of alcohol wafting from her mouth as she let out a hearty laugh.
 
   “Trust me when I say this to you honey…” she sighed “..you don’t want to know me…”
 
   “Yet here we are” John nodded “that’s how things get, you plan for a lot of things to happen or not happen, but you do them anyway”
 
   “You could be letting yourself in for a lot of trouble..just remember, this is what it is…” she remarked as she studied the menu with a raised eyebrow and reluctant sigh. 
 
   “You don’t know a lot about me” John replied “I’m not the kind of guy a woman like you is used to”
 
   “Don’t tell me” she rolled her eyes “you’re different to them, you’re a sensitive soul-save it honey, I’ve heard it all before”
 
   “Who are you, really..?” John shook his head as he glimpsed a waiter walking towards them with a distinct look of trepidation.
 
   “Y’know, I do have money really. Lots of it” she answered, trickling her fingers over the table, feeling the gloss and shine of its carefully polished surface against her chipped fingernails. John glanced at them, realising half her nails were broken, the others filthy, and both hands were crinkled with the tell-tale signs of inattention and total disregard for hygiene. Yet he spotted the unmistakable glint of a small diamond ring on the index finger of her left hand. It remained dulled, but still maintained a luxuriant sparkle. He saw her peering at him from the corner of her eye, knowing full well what he was looking at.
 
   “Lots of money, eh?” John grinned “we could do with some of it; this won’t be a cheap meal”
 
   “Well you know the saying, nothing in life is free” she smiled coyly as she began strumming her fingers on the table again. 
 
   “Anyway” John frowned “you gonna at least tell me your name?”
 
   “Would you be offended..” she paused “if I told you I couldn’t remember it…”
 
   “Right…” John sighed as he studied the menu “I can see it’s gonna be one of those days”
 
   “Seriously..” she winked as she noticed the waiter approaching, diverting her attention towards the table surface.
 
   “I have a feeling it’s not that you can’t tell me” John replied “it’s that you won’t tell me”
 
   “Maybe…” she nodded “..it’s better you know me as just a woman you picked up and leave it at that..”
 
    “Well” John replied “what I wanna know is if you have all this money, why exactly is it that you live sidewalk to sidewalk?” he enquired as he gently pushed the menu in her direction. 
 
   “Because I don't remember, silly” she replied without batting an eyelid “haven't you been listening to a word I've said these last few days? I don't remember who I am, how I got there, why I got there, where I got these clothes from..nothing…zip…nada” 
 
   “Oh yeah…the amnesia story?” John scoffed “these bags you have, the things in there...they didn't come out of a burning bush...they must be your possessions. You must have a passport, a social security number -- some identity, something that says who you are…now you know I’m a cop, you should know I’m not altogether stupid”
 
   “I've never opened them, I can’t” she shook her head “I don't have a key. As far as I know I don't have a passport or a social security number or anything. I don't have anything I can call my own..not really, anyway” her voiced crackled. 
 
   “At the risk of sounding a little…uh…redundant” John replied “haven’t you tried to open them some other way? Get someone else to open them?”
 
   “No, no I wouldn’t do that..that wouldn’t be, uh, very wise shall we say” she laughed “they’re my little secret…my little mystery. What’s life without a little mystery to it, eh?”
 
   John frowned and clicked his fingers to summon the waiter who he noticed was hesitating from coming any closer.
 
    “Lady, I tell you one thing -- you sure got me in the mood for some alcohol-even at this time” John sighed as he noticed the waiter was deep in conversation with one of his colleagues, their eyes both trained on their booth. 
 
    “I like red wine” she replied, quietly licking her lips “and I like a man who’s willing to get drunk before noon..”
 
   “Not my poison” John answered “anyway that other guy on the street, he seems like he ain't playin' with a full deck, y'know? Not the sharpest, whaddaya say?” he grinned.
 
   “What ya mean not your poison?” she winced as the waiter came closer, realising that he had recognised her.
 
   “I mean..” John explained “..I got a problem with the uh..old alcohol…I’m trying to quit, straight down the line..anyway your friend?”
 
   “Pollard ain’t dumb” she responded “he's a beautiful human being with a great heart. We look out for each other and he's never used me or betrayed me or taken advantage of me-unlike some other people” she smirked. 
 
   “And I suppose those same people are the reason you jump from sidewalk to sidewalk, huh?” John smiled as he leant in closer, his concentration focusing on the slivers of raw redness on the skin of her nostrils, knowing what they indicated.
 
                 “Anybody ever tell you..” she paused “..that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, maybe you shouldn’t pry in areas that don’t concern you”
 
                 “I’m a Detective” John replied “it’s my job..and in any case, that’s what people have conversations like this for, to get to know one another”
 
                 “You don’t want to know about me” she shot back “suffice it to say, I’m not your regular hobo”
 
                 “That much I can already tell..” John mused “as well as some other things”
 
                 “Oh yeah, like what?” she shrugged, as she turned her face away.
 
                 “I guess you must have enough money..” John observed “..to afford all the coke you’ve been stuffing up your nose”
 
                 “So sue me..” she scowled, pulling locks of hair across her forehead, one splinter of hair falling across her nose.
 
                 “I could arrest you” John answered in a low, deep murmur as he trained his eyes on her, a wizen smile creeping across his face.
 
    
 
                 “But you won’t..” she muttered as she stared back into his eyes, alarmed by the ferocity of his gaze “you’re too weak..”
 
                 “Oh?” John scoffed “how do you know that?”
 
   “It says something about a man” she nodded “for him to get late for work, hate his job, have a drinking habit..to spend his mornings trying to get to know a complete stranger...who he doesn’t know will sleep with him or not”
 
                 “I know you’re lying” John replied “maybe that’s why I keep coming back, because I want to find out the truth”
 
                 “I don’t have a home” she smiled “that much I’m not lying about”
 
   “Maybe” John mused “but how you got there and who you are..well that’s another thing altogether”
 
   “I know why you’re here” she answered, sitting back into the booth “you’re lonely, a drunk in denial hitting a mid life crisis…and you want something to look forward to..”
 
   “So sue me..” John grinned as she leant closer, her lips maybe a centimetre or two away from his “you can’t begrudge a man his vices”
 
   “You don’t want to get involved…” she hesitated, parting her lips “..believe me you don’t”
 
                 John smiled to himself as he noticed the waiter had now drawn the attention of an older, suited man to their table. The older man nodded at the waiter and instructed him to return to his duties as he began to approach them, striding forward purposefully.
 
                 “What are you doing?” John asked as he noticed her suddenly shielding her face, playing nervously with the lint on her coat and picking at her finger nails. “I hate that asshole..” she scowled “..he’s always got a rat up his ass”
 
                 “I didn’t realise you’d been here before” John mused “you wanna come clean before we embarrass ourselves?”
 
                 “Excuse me..” the older man interrupted as he cleared his throat, his brow furrowed in disdain as he stood aside the booth “…I am the manager of the restaurant and I have to ask you to leave Madame..”
 
                 “Why?” John demanded as he turned towards her, realising that she had already risen to her feet. “She knows why…” the manager shook his head “are you her husband or…?”
 
                 “No, I’m not her anything..” John interrupted “..now what’s this all about?”
 
                 “Never mind” she snapped “come on, let’s get out of here..I hoped this prick wasn’t working today, I guess I was shit out of luck”
 
                 “I don’t understand..” John replied as he let out a nervous laugh “..I sit down for a meal and I’m asked to leave before I’ve even had a sip of freakin’ water..”
 
                 “Your friend has been banned by the restaurant” came the reply “I’m going to have to ask you both to leave, otherwise I’ll have to call hotel security to eject you”
 
   “What’s going on here..” John snapped “What’s she supposed to have done?”
 
                 “She knows what” the manager frowned “and if I were you sir, you’re well advised staying away from her”              
 
   “I had hoped they canned your ass..” she leered as John flashed her a querulous stare “you eat, I’m getting the hell out of here..”
 
   “Look..” John frowned “I’m not leaving before I get a proper explanation about this and-”
 
   Before he could finish she had already turned to leave. As he followed behind her, her pace began to quicken, racing away from him as quickly as she could. Stepping forward, he placed his hand on her shoulder only for her to angrily swat it away.
 
                 “What do you want from me?” she glowered “just…just leave me be”
 
   “I don’t understand you lady” John shot back “what the hell is your problem?”
 
                 “This was a mistake from the start..” she shook her head “look just forget about it-it’s better I stay away from you and you stay away from me”
 
                 “Give me one good goddamn reason..” John replied “I’ve had enough of this cloak and dagger shit from you, one minute you want to eat with me, the next you’re leaning close enough to stick your tongue down my throat..just what the hell do you want?”
 
    
 
                 “What I want…” she paused “..is to be left alone…”
 
   “Fine..” John shook his head “I don’t need this..you can’t be straight up about anything you say-you’re lucky I don’t frisk you right now and arrest you for possession”
 
   “It’s not worth it..” she sighed as she turned away from him.
 
   “You’re damn right it ain’t” John scoffed as he plunged his hands into his pockets.
 
   “No you don’t understand..” she smiled to herself “knowing me might get you hurt Detective…and I don’t need that on my conscience.. and I shouldn’t be talking to you either”
 
   “Oh really” John frowned “and why the hell not?”
 
   “’Cause talking to you might get both of us killed, that’s why.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
   Andie drew the window blinds down as fast as she could as the bright morning light sparkled over the walls of her sparsely furnished bedroom. She winced slightly at the light as she curled her dark brown hair back behind her ears. She looked at herself in the mirror and patted down her face with the last flecks of foundation, noticing the dark bags under her eyes had seemingly become more prominent overnight, making her 31 years of age looking distinctly older. Throwing a dark navy jacket over her slender, five foot seven frame she winced at the shoddy work of her eyeliner, but she had no time to correct it. ‘Peter, get your things together’ she announced as she swung her handbag over her shoulder, impatiently slamming the drawers of her dressing table shut and snatched at the car keys which sat atop an unwrapped carton of boxed chocolates. Stuffing unopened letters into her bag, she huffed and puffed as she wrestled her way down the stairs past half empty boxes littered with unpacked belongings.
 
                 ‘Mom, I can’t find my Math book’ Peter yelped as he scurried up and down the hallway impatiently as Andie ran past him checking that all the light switches in every room were turned off. ‘I know, I know’ she sighed as she knelt down to adjust the collar of his school uniform ‘we’ll have to look for it properly tonight, you just have to bear with me while we get adjusted’ she sighed, rising to her feet as she gently pushed her son towards the front door. She held the door open, waiting for him to nonchalantly stagger out, then quickly closed it behind her as he waited beside the station wagon parked outside.
 
                 ‘I don’t like this school..’ Peter groaned as he slumped down in the back seat. ‘You’ll learn to like it..’ Andie snapped back as she started the ignition and listened to the engine purr. She slipped on her sunglasses to shield a blast of morning sunlight as it hit her face, and checked Peter had put his seat belt on as the car gently rolled down the driveway. ‘But why did we have to come here? I preferred Long Island’ Pete frowned as he glared out of the window.
 
                 ‘That’s just how it is at the moment until me and your Pop sort things out..’ Andie murmured. She glanced back at Peter who stared glumly into his lap. Rolling down the window, she felt a wisp of breeze float in that immediately sent shivers racing up her spine. ‘I don’t like it here, I like Long Island better..’ Pete sulked as he rustled around in his school bag as she turned her attention back onto the road ‘So do I darling’ she replied as her eyes glazed over ‘so do I…’.
 
   *
 
                 Things should be different. Things should be much better, Andie thought to herself, running a finger around the rim of her wine glass as she sat in the corner of the restaurant. She refused to check the window again to see if he was coming. ‘Would you like to order now?’ a voice quipped from behind her. She could feel the agitation of the waiter as she refused to meet his gaze. ‘Like I said, I’m waiting for a friend..he’s just a bit late’ she replied as she tapped her fingernails against the glass ‘but you can fill this up once more..’ she sighed. 
 
                 ‘That’s a pretty hefty amount for the middle of the day’ boomed a voice from behind her. She looked up and saw Ben standing there with a wide smile and a glistening grey silk scarf wrapped around his cherubic face, offset by a dark grey blazer and striped red shirt. He gently pulled the chair out from underneath the table surface and took a seat opposite her as his eyes fell upon her, his grin still intact. ‘Your hair is all wet..’ Andie frowned, failing to hide her annoyance at his lateness. ‘That’s the city this time of year..’ Ben replied as he combed aside what little hair he had left on his bald head to the side ‘and anyway I forgot to bring my umbrella’
 
                 ‘This is late, even by your standards..’ Andie snapped as she turned her attention back to the menu and took a sip of her drink. Ben looked around for the waiter, snapping his fingers as he ignored the querulous glances that flashed in his direction from the other patrons. ‘Y’know’ he sighed ‘not being able to smoke a cigar anymore in a fine restaurant sure can lead the rest of a day on a downward spiral..’ he grinned. 
 
   ‘Where were you last night?’ Andie asked as she began to fiddle with the cutlery ‘I left a voice mail and called you about four times’ 
 
                 ‘I didn’t want to disturb you’ Ben grumbled ‘Y’know with Peter feeling under the weather and everything…plus it was late’
 
                 ‘You’re awake when mere mortals are in a deep, catatonic sleep’ Andie shot back ‘don’t give me that excuse’
 
                 ‘What is this?’ Ben stared blankly ‘lunch or an inquisition?’ he grumbled as he motioned for the waiter to approach their table ‘you know my hours, you know my lifestyle-that was part of the deal when we agreed to see each other’ he explained as he studied the menu. ‘Wine for you as well, sir?’ the waiter asked. ‘No, whisky straight up’ Ben replied with a nod of the head ‘and I’ll eat whatever she’s having’ he added as he let the menu slip from his hands.
 
                 ‘I haven’t ordered yet..’ Andie replied ‘I thought I’d wait for you’ she smiled as the waiter blinked nervously. ‘Two steaks then with all the trimmings, medium rare for me and well done for the lady’ Ben shot back as he stood up to take off his blazer and wrapped it over the seat frame. ‘How do you know I even want that?’ Andy scoffed as she shook her head in dismay. ‘It doesn’t matter what you want honey’ Ben chuckled ‘I’m the one who’s paying’
 
                 As the waiter scurried off into the distance, Andie couldn’t help but force a laugh as Ben flashed a cheeky glare. ‘You always try to get back into my good books, don’t you?’ she sighed as Ben took her hand in his, stroking it gently as he stared into her eyes. ‘How are you settling into the new house?’ he asked as he focused on the curls of her dark brown hair and 
 
   eyes. ‘It’s difficult of course..thanks for helping moving the stuff’ Andie sighed ‘but Peter is finding it difficult to adjust to the new school..it’s not easy for him, maybe I thought it would be’
 
                 ‘I was like that when I was eight too’ Ben grinned to himself. ‘He’s ten..’ Andie shook her head ‘don’t tell me you’re one of those people who forgets everything about a woman after the first two or three dates, y’know after he’s slept with her?’
 
                 ‘Hmmmm’ Ben replied, scratching his chin, ‘I think we slept together after about seven or eight..’ he chuckled as he stared at the whisky glass placed before him. ‘Anyway..’ Andie rolled her eyes ‘he’s just off a cold, missed a few days already and he’s getting it from his teachers for skipping class’
 
                 ‘He’ll catch up’ Ben smiled ‘he’s a bright kid, I can sense it..I gotta nose for these things’
 
                 ‘How would you know, you’ve only met him once..’ Andie frowned as she gripped his hand ‘he hasn’t asked about Sean yet, which I guess is a good thing..but eventually he’ll figure out his father isn’t gonna come back’
 
                 ‘When is the divorce going through?’ Ben asked as he took a stiff gulp from the glass ‘’cause the sooner Peter realises he ain’t going back to Long Island the better it is for us’
 
                 ‘You have no tact do you?’ Andie complained as she bit down on her lip ‘it’s gonna take time, everything will take time-including us. It doesn’t give me much hope when you don’t return my calls and disappear for days on end’
 
                 ‘In New York, seven weeks is a long time to be with someone straight down the line..’ Ben replied ‘but there’s no need to exaggerate, you know how it is with my work, things can get busy..when you bought me, you bought the whole package y’know what I mean?’
 
                 ‘Exactly. Seven weeks and I still don’t know what you really do’ Andie sighed ‘you deliver roses to my work but I couldn’t do the same to you, I don’t really know what you do for a living’ she added, staring at the giant steak landing on the table beside them, listening to the hissing sizzle of the bubbles of heat popping delicately on its surface. ‘You know how it is in these times..’ Ben grumbled as he stared down ‘I’m an economic adjuster..helping people out these days, business is never bad’
 
   ‘Uh huh’ Andy frowned ‘I guess economic adjusters don’t keep regular hours then..’
 
   ‘What else you wanna order..’ Ben paused ‘the salad is especially good here’
 
   * *
 
   ‘Hey sport..’ Ben piped up as Peter ran into the drawing room, throwing his rucksack onto the couch as he fell to the floor in front of the television ‘how was your day?’ He heard the front door slam as Andie marched in; her shoulders slumped forward. ‘He knows how his day has been’ she grumbled, standing with her hands on her hips at the doorway ‘rather than studying, behaving himself, he’s starting fights, acting the fool’
 
                 ‘Mom he started it’ Peter grumbled watching the flicker and buzz of the television screen ‘I’d kick his ass again if I had to’ he added with a cheeky smile. Ben arched an eyebrow as he began to guffaw loudly, barely able to contain his surprise. ‘What a kid you got here Andie’ he chuckled as his cheeks began to redden ‘I think you’ve got a future prize-fighter on your hands’
 
                 ‘Don’t encourage him’ Andie snapped ‘Peter where did you hear that kind of language, who told you it was acceptable? You won’t use that word again in this house again, do you hear me?’ 
 
                 ‘Dad uses it all the time’ Peter replied dismissively as he leant back against the foot of the couch. ‘Well that’s him. Your dad only knows how to use words like that, nothing else..’ Andie shot back ‘but we’re not in Long Island now and you have to behave yourself, do you understand me? You’re in school to learn, not to start stupid fights and have to stay after class’
 
                 ‘Dad told me to stick up for myself’ Peter shot back ‘that’s all I was doing Mom, he hit me so I hit him back. And nobody believes me’ he grumbled, rapidly flicking over the channel.
 
                 ‘Well…’ Ben interjected ‘I believe ya buddy. Never let anybody walk over you. I was raised in Queens, on my block I used to get bullied all the time by these boys..one day though I stood up to the leader-some fat schmuck-and they never bothered me again..not after the black eye I gave him..’ he exclaimed, patting Pete nonchalantly on the back. ‘Don’t encourage him’ Andie scowled ‘you’re just as bad as Sean’
 
                  ‘When is Pop coming back?’ Peter asked as he turned his head to look at his mother, briefly exchanging a glare with Ben as he stared up at her. All three of them remained silent as the fizz of garbled sound from the television filled up the room like a filthy odour.
 
                 ‘Well…’ Ben coughed as he rose from the armchair ‘I guess I’ll be going now babe, see ya later?’ he paused as he stared down at Peter ‘it was good to see you again kid..um…maybe another time we can do something on the weekend or…uh…somethin’..like that..y’know every so often I can get tickets to see the Yankees, anythin’ ya want kid..’ he grimaced. Peter blinked at him and casually returned his attention to the television as Ben stared hard at Andie.
 
                 ‘This whole bonding thing..’ Ben sighed as Andie walked him slowly to the door ‘it’s a lot tougher than I thought. I mean I used to be tough as cheese as a kid, but this kid of yours is about as accessible as an 18th century virgin with a chastity belt’ he quipped as he stepped out into the damp late afternoon air, swatting aside raindrops as the light drizzle fell. Andie stuffed the house keys into her pocket as she watched Ben light up a cigar. ‘I know what you’re trying to do, trying to support him and everything’ she offered ‘but taking his side like that makes me look like an idiot in front of him..it completely undermines me..you should have seen what he did to that other kid..pretty much damn near broke his front teeth and split his lip’
 
                 ‘I still think the boy needs to stand up for himself’ Ben replied as he chewed on his cigar ‘you’re from Massachusetts Andie…I’m from Brooklyn..Sicilian…nobody pushed me around when I was a kid. The day I came home with a busted lip from school my old man kicked my butt just for not standing up for myself. He wouldn’t feed me until the next day I went back into school and gave that punk kid a lesson he wouldn’t forget. Nobody messes with a Grazziano that’s what my old man said, and nobody ever did after that’
 
   ‘Save the macho bullshit’ Andie shook her head ‘you sound like my old man, even my mom, Sean too, that’s exactly what they would have said. The last thing Peter needs is to come here and get lessons from you in the art of school yard brawling’
 
                 ‘Y’know Andie…’ Ben grumbled as he inhaled the smoke into his lungs ‘I’m not sure I like all these comparisons you’re throwing about with me being like your ex..we’re nothing alike…he sounds like a jerkoff…look at me, me, I have class. Look at how I dress, the cigars I smoke, the restaurants I take you to. I saw one picture of that bum you were married to and he looks like a goddamn mechanic-we ain’t nothin’ alike’
 
                 ‘I’m sorry…’ Andie smiled as she gently kissed his cheek ‘I don’t mean to compare..but remember one thing Ben, he’s no ex like you put it, he still is my husband, legally of course but that’s just how it is until things get finalised…I guess he’s not out of my system just yet’
 
                 ‘That’s why you need to get your lawyer onto his ass and get him to sign those papers’ Ben sighed ‘otherwise how the hell are we gonna get married, huh babe?’
 
                 ‘Ben…’ Andie grinned ‘I hope that was a joke..one marriage is enough right now, I don’t need another’
 
                 ‘Sure thing’ Ben chuckled as he kissed her lips ‘and don’t worry about the kid, he’ll know what to do. And he’ll come round to the idea of me around, I know he will. I used to be just like that’
 
                 ‘I don’t think so’ Andie replied as she embraced him ‘my little Peter didn’t start smoking cigarettes when he was eight years old’
 
                 Ben laughed as he walked slowly towards his car and waved her goodbye. As Andie turned to walk towards the door, she noticed Peter staring through the window curtains, his face solemn, agitated and expressionless. As she smiled at him, he looked down, a solitary tear trickling from his eye to the bottom of his lip.
 
   *
 
                 The sound of the mobile phone rattling on the bedside table shook her awake. She tried opening her eyes but her eyelids felt as if they were nailed shut. Still it continued to buzz and rattle against the wooden surface of the table until she finally tumbled over to her side and saw its familiar white glow illuminate her bedroom. She was convinced it was Ben and snatched at it as she put it to her ear.
 
                 ‘For Chrissakes Ben, I don’t know what time it is but this is just ridiculous..’ she hissed as her head slumped back down on the pillow. All she could hear was the breathing of a male voice and a faint whimper as her mind tried to collect its thoughts.               
 
                 ‘I’m guessing Ben isn’t the name of your postman…’ grumbled a voice on the other end ‘but then again maybe it is’
 
                 Andie tried to collect her thoughts as she stifled a yawn. ‘Sean….’ she sighed as she listened to the crumbling static on the phone line ‘is that you?’ 
 
                 ‘You’ve shacked up with somebody else already?’ replied the voice, smooth as silk, gently caressing each word with a quiet intensity ‘it’s me Andie…it’s two in the morning, I’m mildly drunk and I thought I’d see how my wife is doing, I guess I needn’t have bothered, you’re doing just great without me..’
 
                 ‘You could have at least called at a normal time’ Andie yawned ‘what do you want Sean? This is ridiculous, this is harassment. You said you wouldn’t bother me, look at the goddamn time…do I have to change the number again?’
 
                 ‘Don’t be a child..’ Sean replied ‘that’s the thing about being married, you know each other’s habits. I lied… it’s actually just past midnight and I’m not drunk. I know how long it takes you to get to sleep so I thought I’d call’
 
                 ‘Well I was in a deep sleep’ Andie replied as she adjusted her face on the pillow and shut her eyes ‘now please, what do you want?’
 
                 ‘How’s my son doing?’ Sean grumbled ‘since you’ve moved you haven’t contacted me, nothing. I haven’t even heard his voice in almost a month. Now that is what I call ridiculous Andie’
 
                 ‘New home, new location, new job-what do you want me to say?’ Andie replied through gritted teeth ‘I was going to call you, if anything to find out what you’re doing about those divorce papers-not only are you making me and our lawyer pissed, but you’re running up his tab-now just get on with that and we can sort out visitation and all the other stuff. But now is not the time, let me sleep Sean’
 
                 ‘I’m not signing the papers’ Sean announced with a chuckle ‘I’m not signing them until we talk, until I see my son, until I see how my son is being raised without me there. And until I see the asshole you’ve recruited to be his surrogate father..’
 
                 ‘I’m hanging up the phone’ Andie scowled ‘if you’re gonna speak like that we have nothing to talk about, nothing at all’
 
                 ‘I’ll cut you a deal’ Sean replied ‘I’ll come there to Manhattan and bring the papers, and we’ll sign them together right in front of each other. No politics, no wasting money with the post and couriering, just husband and wife becoming ex husband and wife’
 
                 ‘Call me tomorrow’ Andie groaned ‘I’ll see how I feel about it then’ she added as she terminated the call. She stared up at the ceiling and glanced back at the phone, half expecting it to ring again but it remained perfectly still. She could hear Peter coughing in the other room as she felt a jolt of adrenaline surge through her body.  She lay there, letting the anger simmer down before she realised she wanted to see him, see exactly what Sean looked like, how he was doing and then she realised, deep within her stomach, that the very thought of seeing him again excited her.
 
   * *
 
                 ‘He’s trying to do the typical macho male bullshit thing…stamp over the territory like the new sheriff in town’ Ben hissed as he slammed his hand against the sides of the armchair. 
 
   ‘Be quiet will you, Peter just went to bed’ Andie whined as she stroked her hands through her hair, letting the strands fall down her face. 
 
   Ben tapped his foot as his fingers unfurled a cigar pack before he noticed Andie glaring at him. ‘Sorry..force of habit’ he apologised as he looked out of the window ‘this is getting a bit too much for me’ he shook his head, clasping his hands together as he stared towards the ground. ‘I feel like I’m competing with somebody already, and you of all people are inviting this headache right here to Manhattan. After you tried to run from him no less’
 
                 ‘We weren’t running from anybody’ Andie snapped ‘we wanted a new start; we needed to get away from the house. It wasn’t healthy for Peter to hear us and see us arguing like that’
 
                 ‘Arguing..’ Ben laughed ‘you call that arguing? Sounded like 12 rounds with Tyson to me’ he leant forward.
 
                 ‘He never hit me’ Andie retorted ‘I don’t know what gave you that idea..he was…physical…he could be threatening but he never hit me or Peter. He’s not that kind of person’
 
                 ‘Y’know you seem to be pretty defensive about him’ Ben frowned ‘I’ve seen this kinda thing before…some fool beats up on his woman, she leaves him, then he turns back on the charm and she’s mush in his hands before it happens again and again…I always thought those women were-what we call in the old country-cafone-but I never thought when I met you that you were anything like that. Don’t fall for the whole violin routine’
 
                 ‘You have to understand he is Peter’s father’ Andie explained ‘with the whole move and our new relationship, I’ve lost track of everything and clearly he needs his father around or at least to see him. I think that’s normal, it doesn’t make me crazy’ she added as she leant back into the couch. 
 
                 ‘Where does that leave us then?’ Ben asked as he forced a smile.
 
                 ‘It means that you have to be understanding while we ride this out. I thought you said you could do that. Until the ink is dry on the papers this is just a complication we have to deal with’ she added.
 
                 ‘Well I don’t like it’ Ben growled as he rose to his feet, grabbing at the overcoat folded by his side ‘I should knock out his teeth just for what he did to you. What’s he gonna do now, buy you a glass of champagne and try to worm his way into your pants?’
 
                 ‘Petulance doesn’t suit you’ Andie frowned ‘and that’s the kind of remark I’d expect from him, not you’
 
                 ‘Well you can’t blame a man for trying, can you..’ Ben smirked ‘so when is Romeo coming to town-and I mean this in a spirit of harmony of course, but where is he staying?’
 
                 ‘He’ll be in a hotel’ Andie said ‘but he will be in this house when he visits, after all his wife and child are here..that’s the black and white of it. When you got with me you knew about all this baggage and all the things in the background and you said you were alright with it’
 
                 ‘I am’ Ben shot back ‘it’s just that I know men, I know what we’re capable of’
 
                 ‘As do I’ Andie smiled ‘and the best part is that they don’t know what women are capable of-that’s what makes them men.’
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
   Her lips were bone dry and she shuddered as the chill from outside brushed past her cheekbones. She inhaled the mist escaping from the hot cup of coffee as she put it to her lips, and leant against the café counter as the hot liquid snaked down her throat. ‘They won’t get my coffee ready so quickly, they only do that because you’re prettier than I am’ Pollard complained through his thick lisp as his bug shaped eyes scanned her unblinking face.
 
   ‘Listen Pollard’ she paused ‘if you want people to take you seriously you have to try to act the part. Notice how I just went up there, I walked like I just stepped out of a limousine-he took one look at me, I sounded like one of these Park Avenue stiffs and I got my espresso here faster than a hiccup-just like that. Don’t ask for anything, you demand it, you even expect it-and then it’s yours’
 
   Pollard listened in bated breath as she leant back into her seat, wrapping her fingers around the cup. ‘So what you’re saying is I have to just act like I own the joint?’ Pollard asked. ‘No’ she frowned ‘just have a way about you, a sort of substance, something that doesn’t tell them you’re a bum-first thing you can do is lose that hat-it’s doing you no favours’
 
   ‘How’d you get so rich anyway?’ Pollard lisped back as he began to strum his fingers impatiently across the counter surface ‘two days that bowler hat’s been doin’ nothin’ but collecting dust-and now you got a handbag full of quarters and dimes’
 
   ‘Sometimes you run into a bit of luck…and then you just run..’ she smiled back. 
 
   Her expression soured and the grip on her cup loosened as the hot liquid pissed out of her cup and onto the table surface right in front of her. Her eyes gazed off into the distance and the lines around her face seemed to wrap tightly around her cheeks like gauze. ‘Pollard you dumb son of a bitch..’ she murmured ‘where are my goddamn suitcases?’
 
   Pollard swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he stared off into the distance. ‘But you said to follow you straight away…’ he tailed off as she slammed the cup down on the counter. ‘Pollard, you idiot...’ she hissed ‘how could you be so stupid to just leave them there on the sidewalk? You know my whole goddamn life is in there’ she snarled, her eyes fixed on the sidewalk across from the café. The plastic cup slipped out of her hand as she leapt up from her seat.
 
   Horns blared and tyres squealed to a resounding stop as she strutted through the cross town traffic-a thousand expletives rang around her as drivers spat, cursed and shook their fists as she wobbled across the street. There was just an empty space at the street corner she had called home. Her knees buckled and her head fell into her hands as she knelt down. Shoes clipped and clopped around her, sounding like gongs going off in her head but she remained completely oblivious to the commotion around her. 
 
   ‘Um lady…’ stuttered the voice of a man so light and thin that it hardly rose above the crunching sound of feet on the sidewalk. She couldn’t hear him, she refused to hear anything. All that remained was a wall of silence clamped in the front of her head as she struggled to find her bearings. ‘Lady?’ the voice repeated with greater urgency. She raised her head and gazed at a nervous looking diminutive man. He was jumpy, fidgety with hawk like eyes and a long nose which offset his gaunt face, pencil thin neck and unusually large forehead. His hair was uncombed, greasy and unkempt but his eyes twinkled and caught her attention. ‘You’re wondering where your stuff is..’ he cleared his throat ‘well you and the other guy just disappeared so I thought I’d keep it safe for you…you see I work for the  hotel’ he nodded as he widened his eyes trying to get a fix on her thoughts 
 
   ‘Y’know the hotel you sit outside every day?’ he added with a sheepish smile as her mind struggled to register what she was being told.
 
                 ‘My bags….my hat’ she panted as she slowly regained her breath. ‘Yeah…’ the man repeated ‘I have them, I looked after them for you’ he smiled. 
 
   She looked down again at the road in disbelief as she realised the bowler hat was also missing. Looking up again, she saw that the man was gone. She felt her pulse rocket and beads of sweat began to form across the top of her forehead and the base of her neck. She raced forward, pushing aside anyone obstructing her path, and marched into the hotel reception lobby. Her eyes frantically studied her surroundings and behind the counter she saw the gangly figure of the man she had just been speaking with. 
 
                 Striding up to the counter, she barked at the bespectacled shorter man who stood beside him. ‘Your staff member here is a thief’ she announced ‘I am reporting a theft..get the police here right now’ she glowered. ‘Wouldn’t you like to speak to the manager first?’ came the courteous reply as the man itched the bridge of his nose, shuffling nervously from one foot to the other. ‘Okay get his ass here too’ she boomed ‘but you still have to call the police, you don’t know what he’s done’ she added forking a finger in the direction of the man from the sidewalk. ‘Okay..’ the shorter man replied as he removed his glasses ‘this is him’. ‘This is who?’ she demanded. 
 
   ‘Why the manager of course, Mr Fisher Strong’ the man replied with a nervous shrug as Fisher smiled back at her.
 
    ‘Lady, like I tried to tell you outside, I found your stuff out there unattended and I brought them all in here-I work here, I am the manager’ Fisher smirked.
 
   She stared down at the name tag attached to the breast pocket of his suit and then peered back up at him. “I haven’t seen you before” she replied “you must be new here”
 
   “I am” Fisher replied.
 
   “What happened to Alan? Alan knows me” she shot back, struck by the glow of his hazel eyes, abnormally shaped forehead, pointy nose and realising that in his odd way, he was quite attractive.
 
   “Alan…” Fisher smiled “was fired a week ago..like I said I’m the new manager”
 
   “So you don’t know about me?” she smiled, fiddling with her hair as she tilted her head back teasingly.
 
   “No I don’t think so M’am” Fisher replied with a grin “but your suitcases are safe and sound, and your hat of course..”
 
   “Uh huh” she trailed off, sizing him up carefully “and you would look carefully after the belongings of a guest wouldn’t you…Mr…Strong” she added emphatically, as she leant against the reception counter.
 
   “But of course, Ms….” he trailed off, his voice lowering as he met her gaze.
 
    “Oh names aren’t important” she smiled “not in the grand scheme of things”
 
   “What do you mean.. the grand scheme of things?” Fisher raised his eyebrow. 
 
   “Well…I want this.. you want that…that’s what matters, right? Names aren’t altogether important” she replied with a wink.
 
   “No I suppose they’re not” Fisher mumbled, as he found his eyes wandering from her face to the unbuttoned collar of the shirt she was wearing.
 
   “I bet you’re very good at what you do Mr….Strong; managing things, taking charge of things” she smiled.
 
   “Well I can’t predict the future” Fisher answered, clearing his throat as he noticed how she was now pressing her tongue seductively against her bottom lip.
 
   “I can” she replied with a beaming smile.
 
   “Oh, really?” Fisher remarked “How’s that?”
 
   “Lean in real close and I’ll tell you” she whispered, motioning for him to tilt his ears closer to her lips, which he did.
 
   “So, how’d you know?” Fisher asked, feeling her breath whistle past his earlobe as he slowly leant forward.
 
   “’Cause I know exactly where you’re gonna be, just about twenty minutes after you pull your shift for the day…” she smiled.
 
   **
 
   The candle flickered gently in the expanse of Fisher’s room, as the sun began to slowly set outside. The sunrays were strewn all over the walls and trickled down upon her naked back as she lay in his bed. He ran his fingers over her shoulder blade and admired her pale, milk white skin. One of her eyes was slightly open and a glimmer of a smile crept across her face. ‘You look so skinny, you feel so skinny’ she muttered ‘what do they feed you at that hotel, hash cookies?’
 
   Fisher didn’t acknowledge her, his eyes continued to study her exquisite naked body as it clung to the silk sheets. His eyes remained transfixed on a vertical scar on the base of her neck which was about four inches in length. ‘What is that?’ he asked as he ran his fingertip over it. It was an old scar but the mark was pronounced, dug firmly into the skin. She clenched the pillow and turned to face him as her eyelids flickered open. ‘I don’t know-I don’t notice it at all’ she sighed ‘so this is the suite you usually keep for the VIP’s and stuff, huh?’ she added with a chuckle. ‘Yeah’ Fisher exhaled ‘you won’t believe what people will pay to fuck in a King Size bed’ he smiled awkwardly. ‘Well we just did..’ she yawned ‘and it weren’t worth no $5,000 a night I can tell ya baby..the bed that is’ 
 
                 ‘Y’know, I find it hard to believe you don’t remember your own name..’ Fisher shook his head as he stroked her hair ‘are you sure you don’t have a key for all those cases?’ he enquired as his eyes fell upon the hefty pair of suitcases which stood atop a couch across the room. ‘Look I appreciate the fact that you’ve been kind to me..’ she smiled ‘and this being your hotel and all, but it ain’t none of your business to pry into my affairs’ 
 
                 ‘Affairs?’ Fisher remarked ‘they’re just a pair of worn out, dusty suitcases-and what the hell is with that stupid hat?’ he scoffed. She turned to look at him, and a momentary flicker of anger gave way to compassion. ‘I don’t know’ she mumbled ‘I collect money in it’ she shrugged as Fisher rose to his feet. His skinny body glowed as the light from the table lamp threw its heat across his tanned skin. 
 
   He strode over to the hat and studied it carefully, wrapping his fingers around its bow and letting the loose change within jingle and jangle as he gently shook it. Just then he stopped, his eyes burrowing into the surface of the brim as he studied it. 
 
                 ‘I suppose people give me money because I know how to arouse sympathy in others’ she grinned as she stared up at the ceiling ‘y’know I can’t remember the last time I laid down like this in a bed…I mean a proper bed’ she smiled.
 
                 ‘Yeah well these suitcases ain’t exactly Park Avenue, but they’re not from a pawn shop in South Central either’ Fisher murmured ‘who is that bald guy that always sits with you?’ he asked as he brought the hat to the bed and rolled inside the sheets. He felt her warm skin press against his inner thigh and kissed her neck gently as he placed the bowler hat by the bedside table. ‘Tell me something’ she grinned as her nails delicately brushed against his chest ‘how long have you been watching me? How long have you wanted me…like this?’ 
 
                 ‘Whaddaya mean?’ Fisher sniffed as he began to unfurl a cigarette pack ‘you mean sleep with you?’
 
                 ‘Yeah that’s what I mean’ she shot back, snatching the cigarette that dangled out from between his fingers. ‘Well if I told you the truth, you’d probably laugh at me-so it’d be better if I just told you I just wanted to sleep with you and we can leave it at that’ Fisher chuckled as he lit the tip of her cigarette and squeezed another in between his lips. 
 
   ‘Well I like the truth…’ she replied as he exhaled smoke, leaving a thin layer of mist atop the crumpled bed sheets. ‘Nah you don’t wanna hear that..’ Fisher smiled as he reached around for an ashtray on the table only to stop as he gazed again at the bowler hat. His eyes narrowed to take a closer look. ‘What is it?’ she asked, nudging him gently with her elbow. ‘Who are you?’ Fisher demanded ‘I mean really…’ he added, quickly stubbing out the cigarette in an ashtray beside the hat. 
 
                 ‘What’s it to you?’ she snapped as her fists coiled up the mattress sheets within their grip ‘you gonna be like all the other men and throw my ass out after gettin’ what you want?’ she spat. ‘No..’ Fisher shot back as he carefully placed the hat back on the table ‘it’s just that there’s blood on the inside of this…’
 
   ‘Bullshit’ she scoffed ‘I don’t even know where I got that hat from’ she added with a yawn. ‘It’s quite dry, maybe a few weeks..but I know blood when I see it. Which is why I’m asking you now- is there something you need to tell me?’ Fisher asked.
 
    ‘You’re not gonna call the police are you?’ she croaked ‘they do terrible things to me...you can’t put me through that again’ she gasped as she stared off into the distance. ‘Look’ Fisher sighed as he sat beside her on the bed and began to gently caress her hair ‘if you’ve done something then you can tell me. For the past few days since you’ve been outside, I’ve always wanted to talk to you..I’ve always been curious..I think you’re beautiful…’
 
                 ‘Like I told you Fisher’ she hissed ‘it’s none of your business’
 
   ‘I can help you’ Fisher smiled ‘that is if you want it, you want to find out who you are, right? Your actual identity?’
 
   ‘Have you ever wished you could start over?’ she asked, waving him off ‘take back shit, y’know what I mean, right?’
 
   ‘Yeah, sure’ Fisher replied, taking a drag of his cigarette ‘but that still doesn’t answer my question’
 
   ‘What question?’ she replied.
 
   ‘Why there’s blood on that hat and why you don’t seem to know who you are..’ Fisher replied.
 
   ‘I told you’ she sighed ‘I collect money in it, I don’t know where it’s from, I dunno nothin’ bout the damn hat, now can you just leave it alone?’
 
   ‘Well I think it..the hat is yours’ Fisher nodded ‘I mean look at your clothes, the coat..it goes with the whole look you got going’
 
   ‘What look?’ she snorted ‘these ain’t even my clothes, I don’t know where I got ‘em from’
 
   ‘Please…you can’t pull the wool over my eyes lady’ Fisher laughed ‘I ain’t as stupid as I look…I think you’re a very clever woman, and I’d guess that you are or have been in some serious…well some serious shit..’
 
   She stared back at him and smiled, laying her head flat down on the pillow. ‘I’d like to start over again Fisher’ she said, staring up at the ceiling ‘like to connect the dots and realise why I felt this way and that, why I made the choices I did-someone once told me that life is all about the choices you make…or don’t’
 
   ‘Yeah well’ Fisher replied with a shrug of his shoulders ‘most of those so called wise people giving advice are either broke, deadbeats or alcoholics. I’d rather go with what I got than listen to people like that’
 
   ‘Well I ain’t got much Fisher’ she smiled ‘in that case what happens to people like us? Who listens to us?’
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
   ‘It’s not about knowing my role..’ she flushed as she took a drag from her cigarette ‘it’s a matter of respect’. The afternoon was murky and it had begun to drizzle, spitting down pellets of rain across her dishevelled hair. She stood in the middle of the street, hands on hips, not in the least mindful of the passers by that jerked past her. Pollard strained to look up at her through the swirling wisps of damp fog. ‘Gee, you really are angry’ he puffed as he scratched the smooth curve of his bald head ‘usually when you’re gone this long you come back kinda grumpy’ he added sheepishly ‘but I haven’t seen you this pissed since New Years Eve with that Arab woman’. ‘Pollard, you’re not taking me seriously’ she sneered as she whipped her head round to survey the revolving doors of the hotel entrance in front of them ‘..now did you get what I asked for?’ she demanded. 
 
   Pollard wheezed and plunged his stumpy hands deep within his pockets ‘It was pretty easy to steal’ he grinned ‘what are ya gonna do with it?’ he fidgeted nervously as he carefully pulled the object out of his pocket. ‘I’m gonna show that no good S.O.B that nobody just uses me and throws me out like some piece of garbage’ she hissed. She snatched the bottle of spray paint from Pollard’s hands and began to shake it as she smiled to herself. ‘Well I was kinda hoping for an uneventful day..’ Pollard sighed ‘y’know I got about ten bucks when you were gone; the whole disabled midget act can work wonders if you put your mind to it, we should get a monkey and diversify..’ he chuckled. 
 
   She wasn’t listening. Her eyes burrowed through the glass panes of the hotel entrance and within she could see Fisher standing idly behind the front desk. As he offered sympathetic smiles to passing customers, his eyes darted towards her direction. ‘I mean, can’t you leave this one alone just this once?’ Pollard begged ‘we’ve been doin’ okay without making any trouble, we’re getting by just fine..’ he trailed off as he realised she had ignored him and was now marching towards the entrance.
 
                 ‘You seem to forget one thing’ she grumbled, adjusting the lapels of her coat as she began to walk away, ‘he still has my cases, he still has my hat’. Casually slipping the bottle of spray paint within her pocket she pushed through the doors. As they quietly whirled around, she stepped forward into the reception breathless as her heart thumped and churned within her chest. The front desk was vacant, bar the wispy figure of Fisher who was murmuring into the ear of a concerned porter who was leaning over the desk, straining to hear him.
 
                 She stood there defiantly, flashing sullen expressions of disdain at patrons passing her by. She felt a sudden gust of wind brush past her hair as Pollard gingerly made his way inside and stood behind her. The porter approached with a solemn expression, clearing his throat and ruffling his collars as he made his way toward them. At six foot two he towered over them both. ‘The management reserves the right to remove trespassers or objectionable persons on the property…please leave quietly without making a scene’ he boomed, looking straight through them. ‘You picked the wrong people, Mr..’ Pollard quipped ‘’cause we’re especially good at making a scene..and there’s nothing objectionable about us’
 
                 ‘Look M’am..’ came the sharp reply ‘the management has tolerated your presence outside the hotel for long enough..it’s time to move on, don’t you think?’ he added with a shrug of the shoulders as he placed his hand firmly on her back. ‘Can’t Fisher tell me to get out of his hotel himself?’ she hissed ‘why does he have to send his chimpanzee to do it?’
 
                 As Pollard guffawed loudly, Fisher shook his head in dismay and promptly scurried away from the desk to confront them ‘It’s alright Glen…’ he frowned as he waved the Porter away. Fisher folded his arms as he waited for the trickle of the porter’s footsteps to dissipate. ‘I hope you know I won’t hesitate to call the police’ he grumbled ‘you’re lucky we’ve tolerated you sleeping outside as long as we have..people have been filling me in on exactly the kind of person you are’ he added, trying his best to ignore Pollard who was studying him intently from head to toe.
 
                 ‘Kinda funny..’ she shot back ‘how me leaving..coincides with the fact that we had sex last night, don’t ya think?’
 
   Fisher closed his eyes and shook his head ‘Maybe we oughta discuss this elsewhere, this is private..’ he mumbled with a feeble shrug. ‘No, I think it’s appropriate that your female clientele know that the manager likes to sleep with them in return for a bed for the night’ she grinned as curious ears began to pick up on the conversation.
 
                 ‘Look..’ Fisher sneered ‘I thought we had an understanding’. ‘Oh really’ she scoffed ‘and what part of that uh…understanding as you put it…included stealing my suitcases and my hat and leaving a note in the bed telling me to haul my ass outta your hotel?’ she flushed as her fingers began to tighten around the neck of the spray bottle in her pocket. Fisher stood there aghast, stunned as he adjusted his tie and cleared his throat. ‘Y’know for a fuckin’ crazy drunk bitch, you’ve got a really high set of morals…’ he replied with a smile ‘look I liked you, I felt sorry for you..I let you have a free bed in exchange for something we consented to as adults…and that’s all there really is to it in my opinion…and you should just accept that’ he sighed.
 
                 ‘You said you loved me…’ she muttered to herself. ‘Yeah well…’ Fisher blinked ‘I sorta got caught up in the moment…y’know how that can happen sometimes…I didn’t mean it if that helps…I mean we uh..hardly..uh know each other, do we?’ he stuttered ‘now please…don’t make a scene, let’s just leave things as they are and just well…well there’s nothing more to be said’
 
                 He patted her shoulder and studied the haggard lines that had wrapped around her pale face as her expression collapsed. ‘Then why do you still have her cases and her hat?’ Pollard piped up. Fisher stared down at him dismissively ‘They’re behind the desk’ he replied as he turned to leave ‘your friend left them here, I didn’t steal anything’ he added as he glanced up at her ‘now you’re lucky I don’t call the cops about that hat. I don’t know what sorta crap you two get up to but I don’t want any part of it….I don’t wanna see the pair of you outside my hotel again-you’re trash and you’re ruining the reputation of the place’ he hissed.
 
                 Without batting an eyelid she yanked the bottle from her pocket and held it right up to Fisher’s face and pushed down on the button of the canister as firmly as she could. A stream of orange mist spat and spewed out a swathe of orange particles across the skin of his face. He staggered back as he raised his hands in front of him. Staring down at his palms, Fisher saw they were now stained a bright orange. He blinked in bewilderment and his heart thundered as he realised the collars of his crisp blue shirt and the lapel of his light grey suit were also stained with the distinct bright hue of orange graffiti spray. As his eyes burned in fury Pollard could not help but burst out into laughter. She stood there nonchalantly, still gripping the bottle within her hands, a look of utter contempt across her face.
 
    ‘What is it?’ Fisher gasped as she rubbed his fingers frantically across his cheeks and forehead ‘What did you just put in there..is it something…something..chemical?’ he spluttered. ‘Nah’ Pollard quipped ‘just some ordinary hair spray paint...but you sure look like you need a stupid ass clown suit to go with your big ass orange head’ he giggled.
 
                 ‘Glenn…’ Fisher gasped as he felt his face, smearing his hands all over his cheeks and the bridge of his nose ‘Glenn..get your ass over here now!’ he bellowed. The sound of Glenn’s feet bounced off the hollow walls of the hotel foyer as Fisher stumbled punch drunk into his approaching arms. ‘Call the police…what the hell is it? What’s on my face?!’ he barked as his hands flailed in the air. Glenn gripped them tightly as a look of utter bewilderment crept over him. Fisher’s face was a bright orange hue, graffiti spray distinctly splashed all over so that it covered his large forehead and his bulldog cheeks. Even the curling layers of his long hair were dripping with the substance and were an oily dark orange, made all the more obvious under the ceiling lights. ‘We better get out of here..’ Pollard gulped as he motioned to leave, but she would not move. Instead she cautiously approached Fisher again, holding the bottle menacingly above her head as she rattled it forcefully. 
 
                 ‘People like you make me sick…you’re like those assholes out there who smile at me and pretend they got no change…except I can hear the quarters and dimes rattling in the pockets of their Park Avenue pants!’ she spat.
 
    ‘Glenn…’ Fisher begged as he cowered behind him ‘call the cops..what the hell are you still doing here…call the freakin’ cops, arrest this crazy bitch’
 
                 Glenn nodded as he whipped his head around and turned to leave. By now mumbles and gasps of passers by in the foyer littered the air as they congregated around the confusion. The sharp pattering of a bellboy’s shoes rattled across the glassy surface of mosaic floor. ‘You hold it right there buster’ she exclaimed as she swung around, twirling her wrist and the canister within her grasp as if it was a Swiss blade army knife ‘one more move and I’ll have you glowing in the dark too’ she grinned.
 
                 This was Fisher’s chance. His skinny arms and sweaty hands twirled in the air as they struggled to grab the canister from her and pin down her arms. The pair of them tangled and she grit her teeth, sending an elbow straight into his gut. He swallowed hard but did not relinquish his grip. She managed to squeeze down on the head of the canister as infinitesimal squirts of orange peppered her hair and the cuffs of his crumpled suit. 
 
   “You….just…can’t…let…it…go you stupid broad’ Fisher snarled as he struggled to wrestle the bottle away from her, leaning the entire weight of his body against hers to push her aside. She was as solid as a fire hydrant and despite his attempts she managed to wrangle herself away from him and sent an angry flailing kick towards his shin. Fisher stumbled back as the pain fizzed through his leg and his posterior landed firmly on the cold, hard slab of the mosaic layered ground of the foyer. She stood above him panting as she tried to regain her breath. Her ears rang as she noticed the alarmed faces around her gawking as if she was wielding a hand grenade. Her hair was now frizzy, starched with orange and she looked down and noticed the collar of her dark brown jacket was torn. ‘Let’s get going’ Pollard gulped ‘we better make a break for it..’ he added with a whimper, his large ears picking up the wail of approaching police sirens outside. ‘I’m not done with this pile of garbage..’ she panted as she stared down at Fisher, watching his pathetic emaciated figure cower as she leered at him.
 
                 Just then a cold flush of morning air swept into the foyer as the revolving doors swung open. Two police officers scurried in, their winged tip shoes clattering across the foyer as they charged towards her. She swung herself around to confront them but neither flinched as they swamped her without hesitation. The taller of the two snatched the bottle from her hand with ease whilst simultaneously pinning her right arm behind her back. The stockier officer stood in front of her, submerging her petite figure with his wide frame as his feet firmly pressed down on hers. The canister clattered to the floor and she felt the cold, hard grip of handcuffs press down upon the skin of her wrists. She recognised the officer in front of her. His stoic, colourless face was unmistakable. ‘Hey Markie..’ she groaned ‘how’s it goin’ today..’ she sighed. ‘I see your New Years resolution went outta the window then..’ he replied ‘what is it with you and getting yourself in shit’. ‘I guess I struck out on that one..’ she sighed as she was pushed forward, the officer behind her ensuring he clung onto her arm. ‘Your new boyfriend likes it rough I see..’ she remarked as she tried to force herself back into the arresting officer. ‘He’s young, full of enthusiasm..’ Mike sighed as he led them through the doors ‘you don’t know him…but he knows all about you’
 
   *
 
   The amber glow of the tube light fell across her face as she sat within the police precinct cell, her arms folded as she stared sullenly at the ground, ignoring the mumbles, moans and cackles of the others in the drunk tank. 
 
   ‘She looks like your regular hobo to me..’ Officer Parker chuckled as he took a small sip of coffee from a polystyrene cup, watching her carefully from his desk. ‘She’s actually pretty perceptive’ Mike grinned as he looked down at the spray paint bottle he had confiscated from her earlier.
 
                 ‘Well let’s get down to processing her and be done with it, you know I hate the paperwork’ Parker sighed as he stifled a yawn. ‘You don’t know paperwork, man’ Mike scoffed ‘a year on the job and you’re moaning about the freakin’ paperwork-try five years pal, especially something like this-takes up a whole lotta time and she’ll be out doing it again anyway in about three hours’ he added.
 
                 ‘Bullshit, the hotel manager’s pressing charges’ Parker yawned ‘he’s been scrubbing his face with about six different bars of soap and that crap still ain’t comin’ off his face’ he grinned. ‘Yeah well she’s an unusual one…’ Mike frowned as he motioned for Parker to follow him into the adjoining office. ‘She looks like every other bum on the street, what’s so unusual about that?’ Parker grunted as he made his way down a dimly lit corridor. ‘Notice anything particularly unusual about her, about the way she is, her looks..’ Mike enquired as he slumped down into his chair and began shuffling through the papers on his desk.
 
                 ‘Well…’ Parker coughed as he took a moment to think through his response ‘besides the greasy hair, the bad skin, the tatty clothes and everything…she’s kinda well…she’s actually kinda hot for an older woman’ he smiled. ‘Exactly’ Mike replied ‘and what else?’ he queried. ‘Well…’ Parker thought to himself ‘she don’t stink like the other winos’
 
                 ‘Uh huh’ Mike sighed as he pulled out his desk drawer to look for a pen that actually worked ‘that’s it-you’ll also notice the coat is mink, the suitcases locked up in evidence are worn out but expensive Samsonites. Her high heels are freakin’ Gucci. That necklace she’s got on is genuine pearl. She wears a blue sapphire ring-and it ain’t no knock off…I arrested her once just before Christmas and she had Versace sunglasses..her fingers were perfectly manicured..’ he grinned as he noticed Parker’s stunned reaction.
 
                 ‘Well that means nothing..’ Parker shot back as he began jotting down notes ‘it means she’s a hustler, a con woman..probably screwed a lot of people to get a lot of favours, y’know the type’
 
                 ‘Nah that doesn’t wash with me..’ Mike shook his head ‘a woman who looks like that, who can hustle anybody that good..is usually kept after..she don’t knock about on the streets in a shitty winter in Manhattan for months on end-there’s something suspicious about her I can tell you that much’
 
                 ‘Aw come on’ Parker scoffed ‘she’s clever-she’s got all that shit on ‘cause she knows she can get that crap sold at a good price on the street..and anyway, you’ve been on the job longer and you can’t even see that she probably jacked all that stuff along with that midget buddy of hers’
 
                 ‘Pollard?’ Mike snorted ‘that little runt couldn’t steal daylight from the sky…she might be a lot of things, but she ain’t no thief..’ he trailed off.
 
                 ‘I’ll tell you something she ain’t either..’ Parker sighed as he furrowed his brow ‘..on our records..I can’t find a damn thing about her’ he exclaimed as he slapped the monitor of his computer in frustration. 
 
                 ‘And you won’t..’ Mike smiled as he plunged his hand into a box of biscuits balancing on the edge of the desk ‘believe me we’ve all tried..over the last five months I can’t count the total number of charges for affray, traffic citations, disturbing the peace, loitering..you name it..she’s been booked on all of ‘em. We process her, and she’s got no name, no last known address, no social security…she hasn’t gone on welfare, never worked, no known relatives..it’s like she dropped outta the freakin’ sky..and another thing, the charges always, always get dropped…’ he sighed as he rubbed his eyes.
 
                 ‘Bullshit’ Parker snapped ‘if she’s been booked she has to serve some time, somebody must know something about her, FBI, Homeland Security..nobody has a track record like that, like some kind of ghost’ he scoffed. ‘That’s the other thing’ Mike yawned ‘nobody pulls her up on these charges. The charges are eventually dropped and she’s outta here like a cool breeze…she’s been here so long everybody knows her. We’ve given her our own name’
 
   ‘Oh yeah?’ Parker shook his head ‘what is it?’
 
   ‘Linda’
 
   ‘Linda? Why Linda?’
 
   ‘Well the Lt. thinks she sorta looks like Linda Lovelace’
 
   ‘Who?’
 
   ‘Before your time buddy…’
 
                 A short, balding man with a protruding belly slowly approached them from the adjacent office. His palms were clasped firmly around a knee cap sized donut. He stopped in his tracks and chomped down on it as Parker and Mike waited for him to finish. ‘Robert, what is it?’ Parker demanded as he watched the gristles of flour and pink icing trickle out of his gaping mouth. ‘That guy…the hotel manager..’ Robert grumbled ‘we tried to clean him up best we could…you can take his statement now’ he added motioning his head towards the sight of an uncomfortable Fisher making his way to the table in their office. There were still dabs of orange paint on his large forehead and his crisp shirt was still stained with the colour. Parker and Mike stifled a chuckle as Fisher crashed down onto a chair opposite them and buried his head in his hands.
 
                 ‘Please tell me you’re gonna lock that bitch up’ he protested ‘no lawyer’s getting her out of this, she made an absolute fool of me in front of everybody, my staff, the visitors’ he snapped. ‘The lady has waived her right to an attorney..of course she ain’t got one of her own, but she refused the offer of one provided to her’ Parker replied as he cut loose a blank white sheet of paper from a nearby note pad.
 
    ‘I don’t care, we have to lock her up-she’s a menace’ Fisher whined as he rubbed his palm against his shirt.
 
                 ‘Y’know rubbing it like that will only make that worse’ Mike offered ‘when you’re out of here, best to get down to a Laundromat and have them give your stuff a good clean’ he added as Parker fought back a guffaw.
 
                 ‘This is funny to you..’ Fisher growled ‘that orange stuff could have been anything, it could have been some biological chemical, some blinding spray or something..if my hair starts falling out next week and I get some kinda cancer, I’ll sue this entire department and both of you will be wearing your smiles on your asses once your badges get confiscated’ he panted.
 
   ‘Please sir’ Parker sighed ‘let’s start at the beginning-now how exactly do you know this woman?’
 
                 ‘Look it’s a simple thing’ Fisher leant back in his chair ‘we slept together, okay? The night before..and she thought we had some kind of relationship because of it..but we didn’t..I mean she’s a bum…a hobo. But..but she went crazy after that..after I told her to leave..completely cuckoo..turns up in the foyer the next morning with a bug up her ass and I asked her calmly to leave and…and…she attacks me..she almost blinded me. She’s a menace. I want her locked up. She’s been polluting the streets outside my hotel, ruining business…’ he sighed as he stared off into the distance.
 
                 ‘Well why haven’t you reported her until now?’ Parker asked as he casually inserted a stick of gum in his mouth, his fingers gently clicking away at the computer keyboard in front of him. Fisher ignored the question as he fumbled in his pockets and yanked out a crumpled cigarette. ‘No smoking in here sir…’ Mark piped up as he pointed at the offending item. 
 
                 Fisher shook his head and stuffed the cigarette pack into his pockets as Mike whirled around the monitor of his computer so that both Parker and Fisher could see it. Fisher’s lips parted in astonishment ‘That’s her?’ he gasped in disbelief. 
 
   The dark blond hair was magnificently sculpted, falling just below her shoulders with magnificent eyebrows arching over her luscious large, hazel eyes and a beauty spot just above her bottom lip.
 
                 ‘I remember when we took this shot just before Christmas’ Mike reminisced ‘she was a real charmer. She came swaying in with that same mink coat, sparkling jewellery, and perfume and with these amazing legs. She had these fancy cigarettes, a chrome Zippo lighter and she spoke well…she wasn’t stinking of booze or whatever..she was brought in on having been driving around in a stolen car and we got her up on two hundred unpaid parking tickets-some of them out of state. She paid in cash and was about to leave when we realised she had been wanted for shoplifting too-can you believe that? It takes all kinds’
 
                 ‘How does she keep getting outta here? Why isn’t she locked up?’ Fisher demanded as he studied the strong jaw line and intelligent features of the woman on the screen before him. ‘Someone always bails her out, gets a good lawyer..if she’s not your typical bum then she’s doing a good job of making everybody believe she is one’ Mike chuckled.
 
                 ‘Have you checked her hat?’ Fisher snapped as he brought his face closer to the screen. ‘Why?’ Parker shot back as he continued making notes. ‘Well…’ Fisher gulped ‘there was blood on the inside rim..I thought you people would recognise things like that’
 
                 Parker and Mike dropped their pens and looked at one another for a moment, then at the illuminated face on the screen before them. ‘It’s with the suitcases. I know it was blood, I’m no fool, I know blood when I see it’ Fisher protested. 
 
   * *
 
   She stared at the fly circling the lamp light high above and the damp walls around her. As she sat by the desk, she scribbled incessantly on a pad of paper as Officer Parker sat opposite her with his hands slightly folded. He did not avert his gaze from her face, trying to reconcile the dishevelled woman before him with the glamorous mug shot he had been staring less than an hour ago. He noticed her wrinkly hands, the chipped nails and the faded tattoo snaking down her wrist. 
 
   ‘I can see you looking at me’ she sighed ‘I really dislike being stared at’ she added with a grunt as she let the pencil drop from her fingers, the clattering of the steel handcuffs slamming down on the table surface as she did so.
 
   ‘Tell me, where did you learn to read and write?’ Parker replied as he tried to glance at what she had written down. ‘How do you know I can?’ she shot back as she began drawing what looked like hexagonal shapes all over the few sentences she had just written. ‘I don’t’ Parker grumbled ‘and why don’t you want a lawyer?’
 
   ‘I know the state would give me a shitty one, that’s why’ she remarked, looking up at him with a wry smile. Her eyes beamed with a fierce resilience as he met her gaze. He wanted to look away but forced himself to stare right through her. 
 
                 ‘That’s not true. Where did you learn that?’ Parker smiled. She stared at him, studying his lips carefully as she leant back. ‘You’re new here ain’t ya?’ she winked. ‘What gives you that impression?’ Parker cleared his throat. ‘It’s obvious’ she sighed ‘I’ve been here many times and it’s obvious to spot the newbies from the seasoned pros…you got a virginal look about you, I can tell that much’ she added.
 
                 Before Parker could answer, the door to the interview room crept open and Mike sauntered in clutching an A4 sized manila envelope.  ‘Why are you starting the interview without me?’ he snapped as Parker refused to break his staring contest with her. ‘I wasn’t interviewing..we were just talking’ Parker offered feebly as she let slip a smile  as Mike took his seat. 
 
                 ‘Y’know the lawyers the state provides are more than adequate for representation’ Mike stated as he slid the envelope over the desk and waited for her to respond. ‘It doesn’t matter’ came the glib response as she ignored the item ‘I’m usually outta here faster than a hiccup anyway, someone always sorts out my bail’ she shrugged.              
 
                 ‘Exactly’ Parker piped up ‘That’s what I find so interesting about you. Here you are claiming amnesia or whatever it is this time, and every time you’re booked the charges are suddenly dropped, or if they’re pursued the bail is paid on time, you never go to court and you get back doing what you do best…getting up to mischief on Madison Avenue. I don’t buy the whole amnesia story lady so you better come up with something a little closer to the truth this time’ he sneered.
 
                 ‘Open the envelope, look at what’s inside’ Mike sighed as she frowned at Parker. She peered down at the brown envelope and flicked it open, clawing out a group of glossy 8 x 10 pictures. She studied them intently and looked up at them in disgust. ‘This is my hat’ she replied and pushed the picture back across the table. ‘Look a little closer’ Mike smiled as he nudged the picture back towards her. ‘I know what my hat looks like, I’ve been wearing it long enough’ she sighed, leaning back into her seat as she crossed her arms ‘now what has that little runt been saying about me? It was just some hair paint spray, like the kids do at parties, all that idiot needs is a hot shower and a trip to the laundry and he’ll be fine’
 
                 ‘To be quite frank, we’re not concerned with that now’ Mark cleared his throat, carefully spreading the four pictures across the table so that they made an orderly square. ‘Inside the rim of your precious hat’ he continued ‘are the traces of dry blood..forensics are studying the hat  and the blood right now, but I’d estimate that the traces..they’re no more than three to six months old, maybe  a little more. That’s an educated guess. You’ve made no attempt to clean the hat so there are plenty of specks. But it’s not ketchup or paint or anything else you might want to try to say it is lady, it’s blood’ he sneered.
 
                 ‘Well if your forensic people are still studying it, how do you know that it’s not blood?’ she replied. ‘That’s a good point’ Parker interjected ‘all we’re establishing now is a line of questioning before this gets serious. ‘Cause my colleague is actually correct, that is blood.
 
    It’s just a matter of getting the okay from the lab. Now lady..before this gets above your head, why don’t you do some explaining before you’re in some very real trouble..the kind your smart mouth ain’t gonna get you out of, get my drift?’ he asked.
 
                 Her fingers brushed back the strand of hair which had fallen across her forehead and she closed her eyes momentarily. ‘Wait a minute..’ she snapped ‘where are my cases? My suitcases, what have you people done with them?’ 
 
                 ‘We’re gonna have to go through those things too’ Parker replied with a sardonic smile ‘all this cloak and dagger routine is gonna come to an end’ he added. ‘No’ she retorted ‘those are my private things, you can’t do that, anyway I…I don’t have..a key’ she trailed off as she stared back down at the pictures as her thoughts drifted away ‘I’m not lying to you really, I don’t remember anything about no hat, no blood or anything like that..’
 
                 ‘Lady’ Mike countered ‘we’re the police, we don’t need a key..and with your track record, we have every reason to believe you’re in possession of stolen goods so we are going to open your bags whether you like it or not’
 
                 ‘You won’t be doing anything of the kind, not just yet..’ cut in a voice from behind them as they all turned their heads towards the door. A waft of cigarette smoke curled through a crack at the entrance of the interview room and as the door gently slipped open, she gasped as she realised John was standing there. His crisp white shirt was unbuttoned at the collar, his hair messy and his dark brown blazer jacket crumpled and worn. ‘Boys, I’ll take it from here’ he cleared his throat as he took a drag of his cigarette. ‘But Detective..’ Parker protested before John waved him off ‘You really should have cleared the interview with somebody more senior than Mike before starting, Parker. Look we’re gonna let the lady blow off some steam, spend a night in the holding cell to get her mind straight’ he replied ‘first things first, we’re gonna try to sort out some temporary accommodation for her and wait for forensics to get back to us about the hat’
 
                 ‘Come on John’ Mike interjected ‘she could be a murder suspect. That’s not paint inside that hat, not ketchup..and what about the hotel manager?’ he added as he noticed his interviewee was now entranced by John’s fierce stare.
 
    ‘It was just orange party paint, it’s not gonna kill the man’ John answered ‘and in any case he’s cooled down, realised what he said was harsh and in the heat of the moment and that she needs help not punishment…people tend to cool down after you make them see the facts..you don’t just go jumping all over ‘em like a goddamn  shark’ he smiled.
 
                 Parker shook his head in dismay and then realised she had not taken her eyes off John. ‘You two know each other?’ he asked as he rose to his feet. ‘Parker…everybody knows who this lady is’ John shot back. ‘I had a quick look at her records Detective’ Mike replied as he pushed in his chair ‘she’s been dragged in here for drunken and disorderly misdemeanours more times than I can count..she’s a menace’
 
                 ‘She’s a lot of things’ John sighed ‘but she’s hardly dangerous’ he frowned as he stepped into the room and took a seat at the table opposite her. He noticed the smile that had crept over her face, the way the light of the room hit it at just the right angles and the beam of flickering light dancing across the surface of the skin seemed to make her large eyes glimmer. He couldn’t stop staring at her.  ‘Well I guess we’ll leave you to it..’ Mike offered feebly as he stood up and shot a confused glance at Parker. ‘I have some odds and ends to fix up with her’ John coughed as he leant back in his chair. Mike arched an eyebrow and motioned for Parker to leave. John tilted his head slightly to the left to gauge when the door had closed behind him. After the snap of wood and metal signified that they were alone, he let the silence between them envelop the room until it was deafening.
 
                 ‘Holy shit..’ she remarked with a sardonic smile ‘the last thing I expected was you to really be a cop..’ she shook her head ‘I thought you were bullshittin’ me’ 
 
    ‘Y’thought I was a banker or something?’ John replied with an ear to ear smile.
 
   ‘I could really do with a cigarette…’ she sighed as she glared into his eyes. ‘Sure thing’ he nodded as he pulled one out of his own pack and slipped it in between her lips as she leant forward. She stared deeply into his eyes as he lit it and concentrated on the intense blur of the flame at the end of the cigarette as it burned. ‘I thought you were one of those kinda people, yeah’ she smiled as she leant back and sucked in the fumes of smoke into her lungs. 
 
                 ‘Well are you disappointed?’ John asked as he gazed down at the glossy pictures in front of him. ‘No, ‘cuz’ she replied ‘bankers are the kind of pricks that tend to pass me by on the street and shake their head in disgust’ she paused ‘either that or they just curse or holler or kick my damn hat’
 
                 ‘I..uh” John hesitated ‘I feel like I should apologise for earlier..if I was acting too forward..what happened before..that was not how I hoped it would end up’
 
                 ‘Yeah well’ she shrugged ‘what can ya do? I pushed my luck too far with those guys’
 
                 ‘That’s not what I meant’ John replied ‘I mean the way I behaved and-’
 
   ‘It’s not important’ she waved him off ‘really, forget about it’
 
                 ‘What’s really going on with you?’ John asked as he leant back. ‘What you mean?’ she sighed. ‘I mean’ John leant forward ‘what’s the deal with the photos, the blood on the hat…the suitcases you won’t let people open…the fact that you don’t seem to remember much about anything..that you don’t know the contents of the suitcases for instance..the orange spray on that hotel manager’s face…’
 
                 ‘And the way I treated you in the restaurant?’ she interjected with a grin. She crossed her legs and leant forward, her breasts massaging the edge of the table as she stared into his eyes. ‘Well the thought had occurred to me’ John replied as he gently pushed forward one of the photos towards her with the tips of his fingers. ‘Now you can tell me where you got this hat from, and if you remember how this blood got in there too’ he added as he tapped the photos.
 
    ‘How do you know it’s even blood’ she shot back ‘I don’t know where I got it..I pick things up on my journeys, I collect things..little trinkets, things like that-they have no home’ she frowned as she looked away.
 
                 ‘You mean you’re a professional thief?’ John smiled ‘because darlin’ this is a bowler hat..nothin’ cheap about it by the way. This is the kinda thing that costs about a thousand bucks..and that mink coat is probably worth more than I make in a few months..now I know you’re not smart enough of a thief to steal things like that on a whim…so I’m hazarding a guess that some rich schmuck Mooga bought you them…and maybe this hotel manager was just another one on your list of conquests’ 
 
                 ‘I see’ she groaned ‘you think I’m some kinda behind the six con artist sleepin’ with men, stealin’ their flash and possessions and then-without a moment’s thought-I cop a heel and I’m off into the sunset, huh?’ 
 
                 ‘Not stealing’ John shook his head ‘I’m thinkin’ they’re a gift..maybe a kind of thank you for a good time, a drop-in for you though, chick..’
 
                 ‘Uh uh’ she sneered as her smile quickly dissipated ‘I don’t do that kinda thing..though it might hurt you to admit it, I’m just not that kinda lady’
 
                 ‘I didn’t say you were’ John retreated as he noticed the abrupt way she stubbed out the cigarette on the surface of the table ‘all I’m trying to find out is how a lady who sleeps on the street wears these kind of clothes, has a hat like you do and wears a pearl necklace like the one we got off ya..to be honest it kinda makes me curious about what’s in your bags…so maybe you should just come clean with us… between you and me, what’s really in them?’ he trailed off.
 
                 ‘You don’t have a key’ she replied ‘neither do I, so that’s the end of that..’
 
                 ‘Actually no’ John shook his head ‘you forget where you are babe. I can click my fingers and have them opened up in about two seconds. This is why I’m here…this is my job. Either you start dropping the whole amnesia routine and tell me where you got that hat from, where that blood is from and most importantly whose it is…otherwise I will open up those cases and see what’s inside..the only reason I don’t do it now, is well…I’d rather see what you got to say for yourself first..’
 
                 ‘What do you expect to find in there Detective?’ she replied as her hands began to tremble ‘a severed head and a butcher’s knife?’’
 
                 ‘Maybe’ John smiled ‘but there could be more stolen goods..maybe a passport..maybe something that says who you are..look why don’t I try to help you before..well let’s just say this could get real ugly, I don’t wanna see any harm come to you’
 
                 ‘I don’t know who I am’ she hissed, clenching her jaw as she wrung her hands together ‘now those are my private things in there, my possessions..you can’t go ripping up my stuff, prying into my life..and I’m not lying, I don’t remember where they’re from, my memory is completely screwed up, I told you that already’
 
                 ‘But lady, you just told me you don’t know what’s in them..’ John sighed as he let the cigarette smoke swirl out from his nose and mouth ‘now let’s stop going around in circles..if the guys at the lab confirm what I think, that there is blood on that hat…then we could be looking at a possible homicide’
 
                 ‘Yeah but’ she hesitated ‘you need a body to charge me…’
 
                 John leant back, all the while concentrating on her face, noticing the tenseness in her arms and the clamminess of her hands. ‘You know an awful lot about these kinda things don’t ya lady?’ he remarked.
 
                 ‘Not really’ she replied, parting her hands slowly, laying them face down upon the table surface ‘living where I do, one of the things me and Pollard do is walk the streets and watch those CSI programmes inside those TV stores..that’s where I learnt about things like that’ she confessed.
 
                 John sunk his hand into the breast pocket of his jacket and gently pulled out an A4 sized white sheet of paper which he began to carefully unfurl. He spread out the edges evenly with his long fingers and gently pushed it towards her. She stared down at it ominously and studied it carefully. On it, there was a sketched impression of a woman that resembled her and below the picture, in bold red lettering was the single word ‘MISSING’. Below it was a paragraph of typeset writing
 
    ‘Have you seen this woman? This is Gina Capelloetti, aged 47 from Brooklyn, New York. She was last seen six months ago in the vicinity of Queens; previous domiciles Florida and Nevada. She is five foot six, has shoulder length blonde hair with a beauty spot on her right cheek above her bottom lip.’
 
                 She stopped reading and looked up. ‘What is this? What do you want me to do with this?’ she demanded.
 
                 ‘That’s you, ain’t it honey..’ John smirked as he tapped the picture with his right index finger. ‘Bullshit’ she shot back ‘missing from where? I’m not missing from anywhere, and that looks nothing like me’ she added with a scowl.
 
                 ‘I’m as blind as a bat, but even I’m sure it’s you’ John sighed ‘I only got transferred to this precinct recently. This photo stat has been on our missing records for almost a year. I only pulled this out once I realised you had been arrested. Now look closely, you have a beauty spot at the same place as this picture on your right cheek…and besides that, the resemblance..’ 
 
                 ‘Well she’s a great lookin’ dame…’ she frowned ‘but that’s not me…you got a cigarette?’ she asked as she pushed the paper back across the table. ‘You know there is a good chance somebody out there who cares about you is worried out of their right mind about where you are right now..’ John replied as he handed over his own cigarette to her ‘if you’re alive, if you’re doin’  okay, if you’re livin’ right…that’s why this was posted. Now I can try to dig around and find out who filed the report but chances are it could be a husband, a son, a daughter or a relative or something like that-now think carefully, where did you live before and what do you know about your family?’ he asked.
 
                 ‘I have nobody..’ she shot back, fixing him with a steely gaze ‘I have nobody who cares for me, who misses me or who is shedding a tear over me’ she sighed ‘now I hate to disappoint you, but that woman is not me-that’s not even my hair colour. Now if Fisher doesn’t want to press charges then I’d like to be released straight away..and I want my suitcases, they belong to me’
 
                 ‘No’ John countered, his brow furrowed as he rose to his feet ‘this isn’t some kinda game..now I’m trying to make it easy for you. But if that hat comes back with blood on it, the rules are gonna change..I will rip up your goddamn suitcases myself if that’s what’s needed-key or no key-and if what we find leads us to the source of that blood..then you will be locked up for a long, long time’ he shook his head ‘now please.. just think about where you are, I can help you..’
 
                 ‘You don’t understand’ she groaned ‘I don’t know anything, I can’t remember where I even got those suitcases from, the hat, the coat..it’s like I’m trying to connect the dots, put pieces together and why this is that…but I can’t..”
 
                 “If I searched through your belongings” John enquired “am I gonna find some hard drugs there? Just how much shit have you been smoking, how much drink have you had that’s juiced your brains so badly that you can’t even remember how the hell you got to bumming around in Madison Avenue? Where were you before that? Times Square? Brooklyn? Look at the redness on your nose, if you’re not a junkie you like snorting coke for charity?”
 
                 “Look” she protested “yes I’ve done some junk, yes me and Pollard steal to drink, steal to buy any kinda shit we can get our hands on…but I’m not lying when I tell you that I can’t remember what you’re asking me …things, they’re just a blur, every day that passes, the things I remember from the week before get further and further away…you think I don’t ask myself why the fuck that is happening to me? Believe me it’s nothing I’m snorting, it’s nothing I’m drinking, it’s something else”
 
                 “Let me help you” John sighed “is your name Gina? At least tell me that much”
 
                 “If it is or it isn’t, it doesn’t really matter” she muttered as she looked away from him.
 
                 “The woman who is in this picture, she has a daughter in New York y’know” John nodded “does that help jog your memory? You didn’t drop out of the sky; someone is connected to you, somehow…”
 
                 “I don’t know” she shook her head “Nothing is clear to me, can’t you understand that?”
 
                 “I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt right now” John replied as he began sorting the photographs, resting them atop of one another “but there’s others that might not..so I really wish you would level with me”
 
                  “Do you believe me?” she asked, peering up at him.
 
                 “I want to” John replied “but nobody else is buying the amnesia card anymore, it’s the oldest trick in the book-and anyway you’re not giving me any reason to disbelieve you either”
 
                 “I can sit here and lie to you until I’m blue in the face” she said as she took a drag from the cigarette “but I’m telling you this and I mean it…I’m not high, I’m not drunk..it would help if was”
 
                 “Then just tell me the truth” John whispered as he leant in closer.
 
                 ‘I can’t help you’ she smiled ‘and I won’t…’ she added as she put the cigarette to her parched lips.
 
                 ‘Well…why not?’ John scowled in frustration ‘what the hell do you have to gain by protecting somebody else?’
 
                 ‘Because that’s not anybody else’s blood’ she replied as she took a long, hard drag of the cigarette before stubbing it out ‘…it’s mine’ 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
   As the rain fell down upon the sidewalk outside, Sean smiled to himself as he studied the pedestrians below. There was nothing like the afterglow of Manhattan as the dark clouds of the afternoon began to dissipate and small pockets of sunlight attempted to break through the cracks above. He brushed his dark hair to the side of his forehead as he gazed out of the hotel window and pressed his fingers gently to the pane. He hadn’t been in the heart of the city for longer than an hour and yet he felt an incredible sense of longing, a feeling that he wanted to stay for longer than he had to.
 
                 There was a rap on the door and he glided across the room as he cracked it open, observing the glistening expression on the face of the attractive concierge who greeted him on his arrival. ‘Is everything satisfactory?’ she asked with a toothy smile as her eyes twinkled through spectacles.
 
                 ‘Everything is just great’ Sean replied as his eyes darted from her ankles right up to her forehead, quietly digesting every groove and curve of her skinny frame. ‘I was wondering if you wanted to know about our city packages as this is your first time in New York’ she chirped as Sean’s dreamy blue eyes bore into hers.
 
                 ‘This isn’t my first time’ Sean coughed ‘I mean in New York..well what I mean is that I live in Long Island originally…y’know’ he stammered. ‘Oh’ the lady hesitated ‘well if you’re here on business then I guess you won’t have time to go around town..’ she trailed off.
 
                 ‘I’m here on um..personal business shall we say’ Sean smiled as he raised his left hand to show the dull glint of a wedding ring. The lady arched an eyebrow and nodded ‘Well if you need anything while you’re in the city let me know..’ she replied with a nod and forced smile. ‘Know a good divorce lawyer?’ Sean quipped. ‘Um..’ the lady blinked ‘I..well..I..’ she hesitated before Sean waved her off ‘I was only kiddin’-thanks for the concern’ he grinned as he closed the door.
 
                 He shrugged as he looked down at the ring, gently tugging at it as he pondered slipping it off altogether. He sat down on the bed and studied his cell phone. Hesitating for a moment, he began to dial and reclined onto his bed as he listened to the dial tone and then threw the phone casually aside as he pulled himself up again, staring long and hard at the ceiling above.
 
   *
 
                 ‘Well I won’t lie to ya Andie’ Sean paused as he narrowed his eyes ‘you look good, you look really good’ he commented as he sat across the cafe table from his wife. Andie smiled awkwardly and curled a strand of hair around the rim of her ear lobe as she carefully studied his face. ‘I like the beard thing you’ve got going there..’ she observed as she studied his demeanour, his clothing, his grooming. At six foot one, with immaculately cut hair, piercing blue eyes and a hewn, rugged sexy look about him she remembered the day he first turned her head. He looked good in black she thought to herself and then instantly reminded herself to keep her thoughts in check. ‘It’s called a goatee’ Sean grinned as he stroked the rough edges of his jaw and circled the spoon within his coffee cup ‘I thought I should bring in some changes, and this was one of them’
 
                 ‘I see the other is wearing black’ Andie quipped ‘is that supposed to look stylish or is it because you’re depressed?’ she smiled crookedly as she noticed his watch which sparkled as a trickle of sunlight threw itself onto its glassy surface. ‘Well I figured since I was a single man’ Sean replied ‘I should at least try to look good..y’know to attract women, you have to look after yourself don’t you? I mean not that I didn’t when we were together, but you have to make that extra effort when you’re back alone..and when you’re a lot older’ he added.
 
                 ‘You always maintained yourself well’ Andie replied ‘although it was more jeans and t-shirts and overalls..now you look like you’ve just started seeing a stylist’
 
                 Sean forced a smile as he nodded his head, letting the awkward silence linger as he refused to break eye contact ‘Well that’s how life is as a single person, right…not that you would know’  he smirked.
 
                 ‘What does that mean?’ Andie grunted, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. ‘It means that you’re with someone now, that guy you thought I was when I called you the other night’ Sean grumbled ‘I mean it’s fine with me, though seven or eight weeks is a bit of a short time to meet someone and get over your husband, but it’s cool with me…just remember bigamy is still outlawed in this country’ he added as he slowly sipped his coffee.
 
                 ‘We haven’t been married for a while now..not in the traditional sense’ Andie bit back ‘so if you came here for a guilt trip then you’ve made a wasted journey. Anyway you’re a man; I bet you were out on the town the minute I was out the door’
 
                 ‘Ah I see..’ Sean replied, grazing his beard with his thumb as he paused ‘so because I’m a man I don’t have the same entitlement as you to go out looking for sex or to meet someone if I feel like it. But you as a woman, well you can feel free to do whatever you want because it’s okay somehow, because you’re out of love or something like that right? That’s how you reason it..ain’t it? Oh and did I forget the little detail about still being legally married…’ he grinned.
 
                 ‘So are we here to argue then? Is this the reason you came all this way?’ Andie sighed as she leant back in the chair and stared her espresso ‘because I don’t really have the time for that, we coulda done that on the phone and saved all the coffee and small talk BS’
 
                 ‘What’s his name?’ Sean piped up ‘I’m genuinely curious and interested in who this guy is. You can sleep with whoever you want Andie, do whatever you want ‘cause like you said we have the rings but we’re not really married like you say’
 
                 ‘He’s into finance’ Andie replied ‘he’s an older man…y’know somebody that doesn’t need tequila and endless shots of neat bourbon every night to make himself feel alive..’ she scowled, biting down hard on her lip.
 
                 ‘I’ll have you know I’ve joined AA since you left’ Sean replied as he cleared his throat ‘so what you see before you isn’t just a result of a new found sense of being single…there’s changes there that I can do alone, without your help...and just before you think that you are somehow responsible for this dramatic change in my life, it wasn’t for your benefit…it was for my son’s and that’s the only thing that matters right now…not some grandpa Hugh Hefner that you’re shacking up with’
 
                 ‘I wonder how many more insults will come out after this whole reformed act wears off’ Andie smiled ‘but you’re right, this is about him and not about us anymore’
 
                 ‘I didn’t come for a holiday’ Sean replied ‘so when do I get to see him?’
 
   ‘Tonight…’ Andie hesitated ‘he won’t be going to school tomorrow’
 
   ‘And why is that?’ Sean demanded, his brow furrowed in concern. ‘’Cause he’s taking after his father’ Andie grimaced ‘starting fights whenever he feels like it He’s been suspended for two days for knocking some kids’ front two teeth out. But I suppose you think that’s a good sign of his manliness now, don’t you? Sorta like he’s growing up..’
 
                 ‘No’ Sean replied ‘I would have taught my son to be a lot more intelligent than that actually....anyway I came here to sort the appointment out to talk things through properly. So I’ll see you at your house then... Don’t put him to sleep if I get a little late, but I shouldn’t’
 
                 ‘I see you’re still wearing your ring…’ Andie nodded as she motioned towards his ring finger ‘What’s the point?’
 
                 ‘Just in case the weather changes…’ Sean smiled ‘just in case…’
 
   * **
 
                 “You know you live exactly how I would have visualised” she smirked as she looked around John’s apartment. She noticed the flicker of the dying lampshade bulb, the way it spat sparkles of amber light across the wallpaper and how the tables were littered with old vinyl records.
 
    She heard the snap and crackle of the record player spluttering to life and the gentle tinkle of jazz piano illuminating the sparse corners of the apartment. It was dusty, dishevelled and unkempt. It was a cop’s home.
 
                 ‘This is nice’ she remarked as she slumped down on the couch and threw her head back slightly, listening closely to the music and closed her eyes, falling into a deep trance as she concentrated on the female voice singing. John watched her closely, a wizen smile curling around the smooth edges of his jaw as he looked on. He could see the way the light within the room nestled gently against her pale cheeks and how her hair-although worn, roughshod and shorn of the luxury of a recent wash-seemed to glow vibrantly. He realised for the first time just how beautiful she really was. ‘I have to admit’ he smiled as he lit up a cigarette ‘I had ya down for a wino or a junkie the first time we met. But then I realised you just carry yourself with a different kind of ….manner; I’d call it class, maybe substance, but I don’t know you well enough to say that” 
 
                 “You’re probably still curious about why my blood is inside that hat, right” she replied “but the truth of it is that I don’t remember. I don’t remember much about anything..there’s no point going there anyways, you cops ain’t got nothin’ on me”
 
                 “Well at what point do your memories go back?’ John asked as he took a seat opposite her ‘I mean before we met on the sidewalk, how much you remember about what happened to you? How long you’ve been on the sidewalk, the last time you had a decent meal? And like I said before…you can call me John” he added with a smile as he slinked his way gracefully toward her and offered a cigarette which was snapped up without a moment’s hesitation.
 
                 “I remember meeting Pollard” she remembered as her eyes circled the room “he was actually trying to steal a few dimes from my hat. I was about to knock the little imp on his butt before I realised he was about five foot tall. I felt sorry for him and we sorta just stared and looked at one another for a few minutes. He looked pathetic and he just stood there and returned two dollars to me that he’d taken. Since then we’ve been quite the team..before that, well nothin’ ain’t very clear” she smiled.
 
   “A team? If you call looting and pick pocketing teamwork you mean” John quipped, rubbing his eyes gently as he stifled a yawn. “Beats real work” she retorted, flashing a glare at him as she inhaled the smoke twirling away from the tip of her cigarette “tell me, what does say it say about you that you’ve just invited me back to your home?”
 
   “That I like you…” John replied as he took a drag from his cigarette “and that I’d rather not think about why I didn’t talk myself out of it..”
 
   “I’m glad you didn’t..rules are made to be broken after all” she replied as her eyes looked around the apartment.
 
    “How much you think a detective like me makes?” John grinned “actually don’t answer that”
 
   ‘”You’ve been single for a long time” she remarked “I can tell by the state of the place, all the old 45’s laying around …the constant stink of Marlboro’s in the air..not to mention the complete lack of dusting-there ain’t been a woman’s touch to the place for a very long time”
 
                 “You’re very perceptive” John chuckled, standing to his feet “I’m twice divorced..and besides a nice glass or three of whisky after work every night, I have little else to look forward to besides my jazz records and killing myself slowly by smoking cigarettes and cigars that cost far too much. I guess some people would call it a soft kill. I call it a great way to alleviate boredom”
 
                 “Now, you’re not being honest with me” she chuckled as she licked her lips and let the cigarette dangle loosely from the corner of her mouth “the other day you wanted to take me to Carlucci’s to eat lunch, I bet a regular tab there costs half of what you make a month, probably more”
 
                 “Lady” John replied as she shot her a glare “I think you’d be surprised at what I make a month”
 
                 “Y’mean besides kickbacks and backhanders and bribes?” she sighed, stubbing out the cigarette against the rim of the ashtray she had propped up on the arm of the couch “or are you going to tell me you’re an honest cop?”
 
                 John smiled to himself, slowly prowling around the room as he unfurled the tie from his collar and slipped off his jacket blazer. ‘You don’t have much faith in the goodness of people do you?” he replied “maybe I wanted to take you to a nice lunch ‘cause I liked you..and it’s as simple as that”
 
                 “Brain damage” she shot back, crossing her arms defensively. “What does that mean?” John chuckled as he slipped down on the couch beside her. “It means” she sighed “no man, no woman does something like that from the goodness of their heart..unless they have brain damage”
 
                 “I don’t follow you” John shook his head “you sure have a way with words..now I may be a bit..off sometimes myself, but you talk like you’re from another planet sometimes”
 
                 “You’re not your typical cop either” she smiled as she rose to her feet, walking over to the bookcase in front of her, curiously running her finger along the spines of the magazines and volumes of books “for instance, instead of questioning me about the blood or assaulting that little prick in the hotel, you help get me released and bring me back to your apartment and try to swoon me with 1930’s jazz, cheap red wine and cheaper cigarettes”
 
                 “Don’t forget the use of my shower..” John chuckled. “Oh yeah of course” she nodded as she pointed at the oversized t-shirt she was wearing. “One of my best” John winked “so first off, forensics established it’s your blood” John began “and I’ll get to the bottom of that in time…secondly that prick in the hotel dropped an assault charge that was a done deal considering you spray painted his face in front of about twenty people and thirdly these cigarettes are damn good for the price, same goes for the wine..” he smiled, turning to face her as he moved closer.
 
                 “You’re not curious why I did that to him?” she enquired as she turned to face him, taken back by the ferocity of his gaze. “I figured he lied to you in some way or the other” John murmured “and like any woman scorned, you got your own little payback on him”
 
                 “It doesn’t bother you that I slept with him?” she whispered as he noticed he had drawn closer, his lips not far from hers and their eyes now locked firmly onto each other. 
 
   “No…” he replied as he leant forward and gently kissed her on the lips, hardly pulling back before she returned his with another. She leant back ever so slightly, looking directly at him and then without a moments hesitation both of them leant in together and locked their lips in a slow interlacing of smouldering intensity, both reclining their bodies onto the couch, the wafting of music cloaking them both like a warm shadow squeezing them together tighter and tighter as they embraced and continued to kiss.
 
   *
 
                 “I have a breakthrough” John exclaimed as he ran feverishly towards her. She sat up in bed, letting the turquoise duvet slip gently over her breasts as she opened her eyes. In the mist of candlelight, she could see John half naked, stumbling around, something held within his hands as he stood by the door. “What the hell is it?” she snapped, pulling up the duvet to the edges of her jaw as she struggled to adjust her eyes to the darkness around her.
 
                 “I know what your name is, or as good as the real thing” John announced with an ear to ear grin as he sat down on the bed. She looked away, her expression collapsing as she averted her gaze. “That’s not funny at all” she muttered as she sunk down into the pillows and glared up at the ceiling. “It’s in the most obvious place” John smiled “the inside of your hat rim. It’s got your initial there. I don’t know where you came from or what you did for a living, but it involved that bowler hat. It’s got G in bold, woven lettering, obviously personalised” he nodded as he propped the hat up on her knees. 
 
                 She pulled herself up and stared at the hat, letting her long fingers wrap around its edges as she felt the velvet material and ran her nails across the silk lining within. As she brought it closer to her nose, she sensed a smell that seemed to send memories fluttering through her mind. She closed her eyes as she took in the distant husk of strong perfume. She could visualise bright lights, dazzling fireworks, laughter and the rippling of applause, but nothing more. 
 
                 “Well whaddaya think?” John asked as he noticed her nonchalantly swat the hat aside. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter” she sighed “what use is that to me. It doesn’t change where I am now, where I’m going” she sulked.
 
                 “A name is pretty important for somebody claiming they got amnesia..” John replied “why haven’t you opened those suitcases of yours? Y’know, actually got down on your hands and knees and ripped the freakin’ thing open just to see what’s in there?” he grunted.
 
                 “What did your office find out about me?” she enquired “after you fingerprinted me and all that stuff you do?”
 
                 “Well we ran you through the system” John cleared his throat “and usually we’d expect to find something about people that live on the street..there were some misdemeanours, but nothing substantial on you. It’s like you dropped out of the sky” he added as he placed his hand on her shoulder “now that we have an initial, maybe we can try to find something else about you, put the pieces together” he nodded.
 
                 “I don’t even have a social security number..” she lamented as her hand gently brushed his away “I stood in the welfare line for a whole day once, I couldn’t even get any money from them. I waited all day only for ten people to scratch their heads and tell me I didn’t exist..nothing on their stupid little computers, nothin’”
 
                 “But that blood…” John shook his head as he pointed to the hat “it looks maybe a few months old, if that, I’m guessing here but I bet you got into some kinda scrape and then-”
 
                 The doorbell rang. John’s eyes darted around the room as he searched for something to cover his naked body with. She stared at him for a moment, searching for some indication of what to do. The buzzer went off again, this time followed by an impatient knock. John yanked open a chest of drawers and threw on a dark navy t shirt and wrangled into some jeans. As he did so, he paused momentarily and glanced at his wrist watch. “Shit” he exclaimed as he fumbled around with socks and belts as the rapping continued “go into the bathroom, here get this on” he yelped as he threw over a t shirt and cardigan towards her.
 
    
 
                 
 
   As she scurried towards the bathroom John calmly walked down the hallway to the door, unfurling the chain and gently allowing the light from the corridor to squeeze in. ‘We’re not disturbing you are we?’ croaked a gruff voice. John stared at the cherubic, grizzly face for a moment before he realised who it was. ‘Ah Captain..’ John yawned ‘no I fell asleep on the couch, just had a few beers, watchin’ the game and before I knew it I was out like a light’ he grinned as he realised the Captain’s wife was glaring at him with obvious suspicion.
 
                 “Um…I mean..come in…by all means..yeah, come on in” John stuttered as he attempted to stifle another yawn. Captain Christopher Durning and his wife Sylvia stepped reluctantly into the flat as their eyes struggled to adjust to the weak candlelight and the television glare shuddering through the darkened front room. John switched on the light as he paused for a moment, surveying the chaos around him. Wine glasses, half empty bottles, clothes strewn over the couch and a view straight into the bedroom to a bed that looked a complete mess.
 
                 “Who won?” Durning asked as he slipped off his grey overcoat to reveal a gleaming tux “we were in the neighbourhood after the fundraiser and thought we’d see how you’re doing. I haven’t been making enough time to see the boys and see how they’re all doing what with the precinct drafts and transfers. After the Ortega bust, I haven’t heard much from you John, wanted to see if you were all good…so who won?”
 
                 “What?” John blinked as his concentration focused towards the bedroom, noticing that Sylvia’s eyes were following his. “The game, John..” Durning smiled as he motioned for Sylvia to sit on one of the sofa chairs that wasn’t swathed in newspapers and magazines. “Oh that, I mean, I got drinking and half focused on it and well I wasn’t paying that much attention” John laughed as he slipped onto the couch and reached for a cigarette pack on the desk table in front of him.
 
                 “Well I’m glad you had a comfortable night in” Durning snapped, stroking his ample belly, adjusting his bow tie and crisp white shirt as he fixed an apprehensive stare towards John “but to be honest I had expected you there at the fundraiser tonight. The mayor was quite surprised at your absence too” 
 
                 “We didn’t…er…interrupt you did we?” Sylvia frowned as she adjusted her posterior on the couch, flicking away a magazine with mild disgust as she evened out the edges of her skirt. 
 
                 “Well y’know I completely lost track of time” John replied “can I make you both some coffee?” he asked as he knelt down to heap all the books and magazines on top of one another. As he did so he hurried to collect the lipstick smeared wine glass sitting atop the coffee table in front of Sylvia.
 
                 “So..” Durning shot back “why weren’t you there? The boys at the station said you left the office with some dame”
 
                 “Please, honey” Sylvia groaned “It’s quite clear we’ve run into John at a bad time, let’s just be on our way, it’s late as it is, I told you we shouldn’t have just barged in at a time like this”
 
                 “Nonsense” Durning laughed as he motioned for his wife to remain seated “it’s barely half past eleven on a Friday night. A workhorse like John usually burns the midnight oil while most of us are hitting the sack…except tonight right, John? You look like you’ve been on a bender”
 
                 “Well..” John hesitated as he rose to his feet “I was interviewing a suspect, except that she’s not a suspect well, anymore..I mean..she was at first”
 
                 “It’s because I’ve noticed that you’ve had guests” Durning interjected, his eyes coolly hovering over to the wine glasses which John had cradled against his stomach. “No, No I haven’t” John answered as he rushed to grab the remote control to flick through channels on the television, turning his attention away from Durning’s eyes which seemed to follow his every move.
 
                 “Come now dear” Sylvia complained, patting Durning’s left thigh “John is obviously not feeling himself, we’ve run in on him at an inconvenient time and-”
 
                 “-and nothing” Durning cut her off as he pushed the hand away “this is one of the most important nights for our precinct and John had been due to attend for over three months as a delegate. Your ticket had been paid for, a seat at my table arranged for you. I’ve spoken highly of you to the mayor, the division commissioners, they were very keen to see you tonight-we made a point of showing you off, to make us look good, and you didn’t turn up. There was an empty seat between me and the mayor and I looked a complete and utter jackass, John..now what do you have to say about that?”
 
                 “Well” John gulped “to tell you the truth Cap..it slipped my mind…” he trailed off as he stood there nonchalantly as the scowl on Durning’s face grew fiercer by the minute.
 
                 As the awkward silence dragged on, a sound penetrated the air. Durning’s eyes immediately turned towards the bedroom and remained fixed on the light within. He leant forward, narrowing his eyes and studying the unfurled duvet and mattress and with a glint of a smile coolly turned his attention back to John. 
 
                 “You’ve got a woman in here ain’t ya, John?” he smiled, his eyes twinkling only for his face to abruptly coil up in rage “bring her out here, let me see the dame that was so good you had to miss the most important night of your career”
 
                 “Important for you maybe..” John shot back “but certainly not for me. You can take the horse to the water Captain, but you can’t make it drink”
 
                 “Bullshit” Durning spat “if you want to live somewhere else besides this place and drive something besides that stupid green Mini of yours, you’d better know that the Mayor is the man that can give you a pay rise or send you back to the 36th precinct where you can sling hookers and eat donuts all day and night long” he barked.
 
                 “Darling” Sylvia rolled her eyes “you can’t come into the man’s house and talk to him like this, you’re drunk..now let’s go home and let the poor guy sleep. Talk about this in the morning, I’ve had enough of this” she demanded as she smacked her palm across Durning’s broad shoulders. But he didn’t budge, his spiteful eyes locked onto John’s as the stench of Scotch whisky escaped from his wheezing mouth.
 
                 “Sylvia” John smiled “please tell the Captain that I like my apartment very much, and I like my stupid green Mini very much too. And I never had any intention of going to his brownnosing event tonight to lick the Mayor’s boots and yes the woman I have here was totally worth it”
 
                 “Your problem John..” Durning shook his head “was always your unwillingness to tow the line. That’s why you are who you are and that’s why you are where you are. A real waste of talent son, a real waste of talent…what is she a two dollar hooker? I hope she was worth it..you won’t hear the last of this I can tell you that now” he scowled.
 
                 The patter of her feet echoed down the hallway as she scurried towards them. Her blood was up, her heart pumping and her face was contorted in rage and incredulity. John’s jaw dropped as he saw her standing there, wearing one of his shirts buttoned down to the top of her cleavage with its lower edges coming down to just below her knee caps. He winced slightly as he noticed Durning’s exasperated expression and the horror etched over Sylvia’s face as she carefully studied her from head to foot.
 
                 “I am not a hooker…” she drawled, standing firmly as Durning raised his eyebrows in both curiosity and bemusement. “Who the hell is this?” he demanded as his finger stared accusingly toward her. His beady eyes slowly turned towards John “is this the reason you made me look like an idiot in front of the mayor? Because of this…this…whore?” he panted as he felt his blood sizzle. 
 
                 “Didn’t you hear him?” she snapped “he wasn’t interested in your dog and pony show, and what gives you the right to come into his house and talk to him like that? I know all about people like you, coming and doing as they please…”
 
                 “You do now?” Durning bit back as he turned to face her head on “do you know who you’re talking to? I bet you’ve got a rap sheet as long as my arm, what did they bust you for the last time? Soliciting? Drunkenness? Public indecency? What’s a tramp like you charge an hour to make an idiot out of one of my best officers?”
 
                 “Look we should be going, we really should, this doesn’t concern us” Sylvia interrupted, rising to her feet as she snatched at her handbag. “Stay where you are” Durning spat as he squeezed her arm “if I don’t get a good explanation I’m hauling this piece of trash to the station myself”
 
                 “People like you are all the same” she muttered as she shook her head at Sylvia “lady what did you do to get with this fat prick? I bet every time you sleep with him you got to take an oxygen mask to bed when he gets on top of ya…” 
 
                 John stifled a laugh as Durning yanked open his bow tie and loosened his collar, feeling his heartbeat thunder as he sized up to her.
 
                 “All the same people like what lady? Whaddaya sayin’?” he demanded as he let go of Sylvia’s arm.
 
                 “You..” came the response “and people just like you, you’re always pushing around anyone smaller than you …women especially..anybody that ain’t afraid to say something back to you…well I ain’t buster..I don’t work for ya, I don’t whore for ya and I’m not your wife...so why don’t you do what John here suggested and hit the road fat boy”
 
                 “I don’t know where you got this trash from” Durning snarled  “but I’ll put tonight down to sheer male stupidity; in any case, I realise we made a mistake coming here tonight…I won’t take up any more of your time..I guess it’s a good thing, at least I know you’d rather be pushing pencils all your life than being a real cop” he shook his head as he turned to leave, motioning for Sylvia to follow him.
 
                 They stepped out into the gentle drizzle of the evening, Durning cursing under his breath as Sylvia opened the car door. He slumped down into the driver seat, grumbling incessantly as he angrily shoved the key into the ignition. Sylvia remained perfectly silent, her cold eyes gazing at the empty road in front of them.
 
                 “I didn’t hear you defending me” Durning hissed as he turned towards her, letting the engine roar to life, “couldn’t you have spoken up?”
 
                 “You said quite enough” Sylvia replied as she looked down into her lap, pausing momentarily “you didn’t recognise who that was, did you? All that hollering and you didn’t realise who you were speaking to”
 
                 “Just a two dollar piece of trash” Durning scoffed “honestly I had expectations for that boy, what he’s doing with that kinda broad makes no sense..sabotaging his career like that, no respect for authority. What’s the mayor gonna think, huh? I mean I looked like an utter jackass sitting there Sylvia”
 
                 “Shut up for a minute would you…that broad…” Sylvia replied as she turned towards Durning “was Gina Rossi…I’m sure of it..she looked different, but believe me that was her, I know it”
 
                 “You’ve been drinking more than I have” Durning scoffed as Sylvia flashed him a look of disgust.
 
                 “No I haven’t” she hissed “you’ve had too many whiskies to realise what is front of your eyes”
 
                 “Gina Rossi is a ghost” Durning paused “…she’s skipped the country, or the state or whatever, or in jail or dead last I heard”
 
                 “No you fool” Sylvia shook her head “Use your own eyes Chris, Gina Rossi is alive and well and living in Manhattan….”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
   Sean could hear laughter as he approached the door. The faint drizzle of the late evening came to a resounding halt the moment he pressed the doorbell. He could hear the pattering of Peters’ footsteps rattling up and down the hallway and a smile came to his face. He stroked his goatee as he waited patiently only for his joy at hearing his son’s laughter to dissipate once he heard another sound behind the door, an older male voice.
 
   Andie’s fingers wrapped around the door knob as she prised it open and saw Sean standing there, looking effortlessly stylish in a grey overcoat, a silk cream coloured scarf flung around his neck and a twinkle in his eye that matched the glistening surface of the champagne bottle he was cradling in his arms. “I know we’re not celebrating anything, but I thought of it as more of a homecoming than anything” he quipped as Andie stared at him blankly.
 
                 As he entered the hallway and closed the door behind him he was struck by the smell of strong cologne. He forked over the bottle to Andie who glared at it for a moment as if it was an explosive device. “I don’t drink anymore” she replied as she took the bottle anyway. “You drank the other day, what are you talking about?” Sean chuckled as he wrestled off the tight overcoat and scarf and draped them both over the stairway banister.
 
                 “I mean I don’t drink that anymore…y’know champagne” Andie answered as she looked inquisitively at the label “I guess it reminds me of..well..-“
 
                 “-the good ‘ol times?” Sean interrupted with a quizzical smile as he looked at her. She looked radiant, her hair glistening with a luxurious tint. Her tight figure pressed exquisitely against her navy blue jumper and the lip gloss from her bottom lip seemed to glimmer under the smoulder of the hallway light.
 
                 “It’s a good job you’re on time, Peter has to go to sleep soon” Andie reminded him as she began to walk uncertainly towards the drawing room, fully aware that Sean was studying the tightness of her jeans pressed firmly against her buttocks.
 
                 “I hope this isn’t gonna be one of those things where he says hello to me for a minute or two and you send him straight to bed” Sean piped up as he studied the choice of paintings hung adroitly against the walls, noticing that they were all oil paintings drawn by Andie’s hand and which were once in their home in Long Island.
 
                 Andie led Sean into the drawing room, carefully ignoring his question as she clutched the cold neck of the champagne bottle. She could feel her heart throbbing, managing to make her feel both exhilarated and fearful of what could happen next.
 
                 Sean turned into the drawing room and saw Peter on his knees fumbling around with a jigsaw puzzle spread out on the floor. His attention was firmly on the ground and what Ben seated above him was saying to him. His deep baritone rumbled as he chuckled to himself, studying the intricate puzzle that he and Peter were trying to solve. Sean folded his arms, smiling at the sight of his son who was too engrossed to notice he was standing there and similarly enraged at the stranger who commanded his attention so easily.
 
                 “Peter, say hye to daddy” Andie said as she placed the bottle down on a coffee table. Peter looked up, his round eyes uncertainly darting from Sean to his mother. She nodded solemnly and he rose to his feet, walking slowly towards Sean who knelt down and embraced him. Sean closed his eyes as he held him tightly, stifling a tear as his heart pressed against his son’s cheek. “I missed you so so much…” he whispered into Peter’s ear as he stroked his hair. “Where’ve you been dad?” Peter asked uncertainly as he clasped his small arms around his father’s back. Sean stared into his son’s eyes, stroking his cheeks and kissing him gently on the forehead. “Just away, but I’m here for now” Sean smiled as he held onto Peter’s hand.
 
                 “That’s a fine boy you’ve got there..” Ben smiled as he rose his feet, extending his hand which Sean stared at for a moment before accepting. The resulting grip was like a hammer vice. Sean stared into Ben’s eyes, immediately deciding they were untrustworthy. Ben’s sneer made Sean pull away as he looked back down at Peter, caught between the two of them as he stood at his father’s knees. “I know” Sean replied “and I’m glad you know that he’s not yours..”
 
                 “Ah but of course..” Ben shrugged as he glanced quizzically at Andie “there’s no question of that now is there?”
 
                 “Good” Sean sighed as he patted Peter’s head “I’m glad that doesn’t need any further elaboration”
 
                 Andie stepped forward, clasping Peter’s hand as she gently tugged at his sleeve “Okay now honey, I have to put you to sleep but daddy will say goodnight before he leaves” she smiled as she glared at Sean. “Daddy’s not staying?” Peter demanded, refusing to budge. “Daddy will talk to you upstairs” Sean interjected “now do as your mom said and just go upstairs, I’ll talk to you real soon before you go to sleep, okay?”
 
                 As they left the room Ben chuckled to himself, his hands stuffed into his pockets as he glanced at Sean who stared back at him; refusing to break his gaze as he wondered what his beautiful wife would see in this balding, pompous and unremarkable man.
 
                 “You have expensive taste in champagnes” Ben observed with a nod towards the bottle “but it’s a waste”
 
                 “Why is that?” Sean replied without missing a heartbeat.
 
                 “Andie doesn’t drink champagne y’see.. “ Ben replied, pausing for effect “I guess some things just change over time…it was an expensive mistake on your part” he grinned.
 
                 “Not really” Sean quipped as he stared down at Ben’s gleaming black shoes “I guess you could finish it all by yourself…” he smirked as he slumped down onto a sofa chair, studying the room carefully. 
 
   He saw the bright lustre of the flat panel television screen in the corner, the warm crackle of a small fireplace and the walls which held a half dozen or so small framed photographs and paintings. All pictures of Andie and Peter smiling, their faces beaming with joy and laughter. Not one with him in them.
 
   “I wouldn’t say no to a glass or two” Ben sighed as he stepped forwards tentatively to scoop the bottle from the table “how about you?” he enquired.
 
                 “I’m guessing Andie’s departure from the room was pretty much intentional” Sean nodded “y’know so we can shoot the breeze or something like that. Why don’t you pour me a glass then, I’m sure you know your way to the kitchen”
 
                 Ben wrapped his well manicured fingers around the rim of a glass, furrowing his eyebrow as he closely studied Sean’s well groomed appearance. He parted his lips to speak, and then paused as his gaze fixed onto Sean’s stone cold blue eyes. “Just so we don’t get off on the wrong foot here…which we are dangerously close to doing…” he paused as he raised a self deprecating smile to his face “Andie told me things were through with you..I mean before we began to date..just so you know..” he frowned, perplexed at his own hesitancy.
 
                 “Some people would call it dating” Sean replied “others would call it adultery” 
 
                 “I don’t see a ring on her finger” Ben snapped, his hands now clasping the glass tightly as he hovered around the fireplace. 
 
                 “Well you’re a smart man” Sean sighed “you don’t need 20/20 vision to see there’s still a ring on her finger and to realise we’re still officially a married couple”
 
                 “Let me pay you the compliment of being blunt” Ben sighed as he casually poured them both a drink “Andie never told me you guys were this or that or the other..I bought her a drink in a restaurant bar one night, we got on well…I saw her ring finger and she had nothing on it. She only told me about you and Peter after a couple of weeks, made it clear what was going on”
 
   “She just moved here recently” Sean replied “unless you’ve been seeing each other every moment of the day I don’t see how the both of you became so cosy so quickly”
 
                 “Either way…” Ben answered as he sipped the glass carefully “I didn’t intend to come between you guys, the way I saw it and the way Andie made out..there was history between you but it was all dead and buried”
 
                 “Dead and buried?” Sean laughed as he brushed his fingers against his beard, his eyes glancing over to a framed picture of Andie cradling Peter in her arms “she always had a flair for drama..we’re not divorced yet however she makes it out, sure we haven’t shared a meal for a good while or slept with one another..but she is still legally my wife..”
 
                 “Until you sign the divorce papers” Ben bit back as he swayed the glass from side to side, strolling over towards Sean to hand him his own.
 
                 “Ah I see..” Sean shook his head as took a protracted sip “I take it that’s why you’re still here invading my private time with my son..I was wondering why you were still hanging around..are you hoping to be some kind of witness to the signing? You want me to sign them in blood and make you a copy for framing in your bachelor pad too? Or maybe to hang it up on your mantelpiece? Why else would you still be here, unless you’re a little scared of competition”
 
                 “It doesn’t matter to me buddy..’cause I’ll tell you straight…” Ben sneered “you’re originally from Virginia I hear so I’ll be blunt like we usually are in New York..Andie doesn’t love you anymore, and the both of us are very deeply in love..and whether you like it or not she will divorce you..and she will divorce you to marry me…maybe not anytime in the very near future, but I am very serious about my intentions with her, and you better believe that slick…I’m in this for the long haul”
 
                 Andie’s steps rattled the floorboards as she carefully moved down towards the drawing room. Her face was solemn as she saw both Sean and Ben staring each other down; Ben’s expression coiled in grizzled disdain, a perpetual sneer etched across his face as Sean remained stoic, unflinching yet containing up that quiet rage she knew all too well. Her timing could not have been worse.
 
                 “Ben perhaps you better leave..” she murmured as she folded her arms, trying hard not to meet Sean’s gaze “Sean and I  do have a lot to talk about tonight”
 
                 “Benny here has already spilled the beans, honey..” Sean replied as he turned carefully towards her “I’m not gonna waste my time or yours, I just really wanted to see my son”
 
                 “Peter’s asleep” Andie shot back as she stared down at her feet, ignoring Ben’s reassuring hand upon her shoulder. 
 
                 “You know it usually takes him about an hour to get to sleep” Sean replied “I’m not leaving ‘till I see him..whatever business you and I had to talk about isn’t going to get done while your asshole buddy here is still around..and there’s a reason you kept him here, isn’t it?”
 
                 “You can go up and see him” Andie grumbled “we can talk about our business another time…if we get into it now, I don’t want him waking up and hearing us”
 
                 “That’s the smartest thing you’ve said in a long time..” Sean nodded as he flashed a glare at Ben “seems every time we get together to talk, you manage to completely stone wall me…that’s twice now..I’m staying at the Novotel downtown. I’ll be here for two days and that’s it. Contact me and sort something out Andie, and leave your boyfriend behind this time would ya?”
 
                 “Y’know Sean” Ben smiled as he extended his hand “in different circumstances we could have been friends, been able to share a beer and sort this out like gentlemen”
 
                 “Somehow” Sean smirked as he stared down at Ben’s sweaty palm “I doubt that Ben…I really do”
 
                 He turned and walked out of the room, glancing briefly at Andie as he did so, and faced the top of the staircase before him. Sean gripped onto the banister as he made his way up, the sound of Ben’s gruff voice muttering in between Andie’s sighs as he ascended.
 
                 As Sean reached the top of the staircase, he instinctively knew that Peter was still awake. He knew the sliver of light from the light of the corridor had crept into his room and prevented him from falling asleep as it always did.
 
   “How you doing soldier?” Sean smiled as he knelt down at Peter’s bedside “I missed you so much..” he trailed off as he embraced him.
 
                 “Mom said you might not be coming back” Peter mumbled “but I didn’t believe her, I knew you would”
 
                 “Whatever happens, as long as I’m breathing” Sean sighed, delicately brushing his palm against Peter’s hair “I’ll find a way to see you”
 
                 “But you and Mom aren’t talking anymore” Peter interjected as he stared away “and whoever that other guy is, I don’t like him”
 
                 “Listen” Sean grimaced as he squeezed his son’s hand “promise me you won’t say anything to him. Just be nice to him for your Mom....he isn’t replacing me, nobody will replace me, do you understand son?”
 
                 “I haven’t seen you in a long time” Peter yawned as he gently rubbed his eyes “when you coming back?”
 
                 “Your Mom and I have to sort that out” Sean murmured “but I promise you’ll see me more than you have lately, we just have to work things out…but I love you and I always will, and you need to know that son. I promise you that.”
 
                 Sean embraced Peter again, feeling the warmth of his face against his chest and he fought back a tear as he gently placed his head on the pillow. He rose to his feet and kissed his forehead offering a beaming smile that his son returned. He stepped into the corridor and saw Andie standing there a few feet away, her arms crossed and her face indifferent to what she had seen. 
 
                 “You know where I’ll be and how to get hold of me..” Sean snapped as he brushed past her, letting his hand slide down the banister as he descended the stairs “I didn’t come all this way to play games Andie, whatever we have to say, we have to be open about it” he boomed.
 
                 “We will” Andie replied as she leant against the wall “we will..” she trailed off. She heard the front door open, wondering if Sean had left before she heard the distinctive sound of his Zippo lighter snapping to life as she spotted the swirl of cigarette smoke snake into the hallway, and then she heard the door slam loudly shut.
 
                 “Honey, you coming?” Ben called from downstairs “I just poured you a fresh new glass, come and get it babe”
 
                 “Just coming” Andie muttered as she made her way down the staircase. At that moment she noticed a small manila envelope resting on the bottom step. As she wound her way down and knelt down to pick it up she sensed that it wasn’t empty. She flipped the envelope open and peeled out a crisp white sheet, realising full well what it was. A love letter from two years ago scrawled on distinctive high quality cream paper, as she studied it carefully her eyes flickered as she digested Sean’s distinctive scrawl and bowed her head solemnly, recalling when she first read it, swallowing hard as she read the last sentence:
 
   Always together, you and I, this is written knowing we are meant to be together forever. Love, Sean. 16 April 2011.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
   The morning sun slinked its way through the drawer room blinds, the rays dancing around the dust of John’s dishevelled apartment. He couldn’t sleep. His groggy eyes focused on the digital clock atop the television set. It was scarcely six in the morning. He took a deep breath and let his fingers trickle over the surface of the suitcases she had brought in with her, remembering the way she clung onto them as if they were children eager to squeak out of her grip at any given moment.
 
                 He fiddled momentarily with the locks. They were taut, as if fastened by superglue. He hesitated for a moment but after Durning’s suspicious appraisal of her the night before, he had to know more.
 
                 John wrestled with the lock, grimacing as his fingernails attempted to yank back the fastened steel. He exhaled loudly, pushing one of the suitcases away from him angrily and as he did so he heard a faint noise emanating from inside it. At first he glanced around him, surmising that the sound was croaking in through the ventilator shaft or from a window left ajar. Then he realised it was from within the case he had just pushed away. It started low, an almost warbled sound before crackling into the distinctive tinkle of a music box stuffed under a mountain of refuse.
 
                 He put his ear to the surface of the suitcase and listened hard to what sounded distinctly like the tinkling chimes of ‘London Bridge is Falling Down’ and a quizzical smile came to his face. The tune danced along before ceasing altogether. He gently pushed the suitcase again, hoping the melody would restart but it would not. All it would take was one trip to the kitchen, one long sharp knife to wrestle open the locks and reveal all he wanted to know about her. He rose to his feet, pondering the thought before he realised he was being watched.
 
                 He saw her from the corner of his eye. She was leaning against the door frame, peering down at him, her eyes wistful, her expression unmoved and her posture quite still. 
 
   He turned to face her, noticing that she had wrapped her arms around her waist, her eyes glaring at the suitcases, the concentration so fierce she failed to discern John was staring right back at her.
 
                 “Maybe” he asked “maybe you know exactly what’s inside, and that it’s best left unopened..”
 
                 “You heard that music?” she replied, her voice trailing off as her eyes seemed to mist over “I hadn’t heard it for a long time…just then I could hear that melody in the other room…just like that I found myself humming to it. Isn’t that weird? Something I’ve never even heard before”
 
                 “You’ve never heard ‘London Bridge is falling down’ before?” John laughed “why would you have a music box playing it then?”
 
                 “Why are you looking in my suitcases?” she interrupted, moving forward as she deflected his question “I don’t go through your drawers, search through your clothes or go sticking my fingers in your wallet now do I?”
 
                 “Didn’t you think it was odd how my Captain responded to you last night?” John explained “he’s dealt with drug dealers, politicians, rapists, armed robbers and psychotics… I’ve never seen him respond to someone like he did with you”
 
                 “Maybe that fat man just don’t like sassy women like me” she quipped as she knelt down to face John, carefully moving his hands away from the suitcases and onto her breasts, peeking out through the unbuttoned shirt she was wearing. “Maybe..just maybe” John sighed “you could figure out where you’re going if you just look inside these…there could be a whole world in there you don’t know about”
 
                 “There is” she sighed as she looked away from the cases in disgust “nothing but a world of hurt within those two suitcases, that’s all I can remember… like a fuzzy group of pictures in my head..there’s people, there’s faces, there’s things I can see…and in the middle of it all is this burning fever, like some sick illness that burns there and goes right down to my stomach..like an ugly virus..”
 
   John blinked for a moment as his eyes studied her taut, clammy hands. He gripped her left hand, delicately flicking his thumb against her ring finger, enclosing it within his palm, noticing the dulled silver band. He stared at it for a moment and then let the hand fall to her knee.
 
                 “You’re married…” he scowled, his face coiled up sullenly, as if he had been sucking a lemon. 
 
                 “I’m not.. I’m not..” she shot back, wrestling the ring band against the dry skin of her finger.
 
                 “Lady I know a wedding ring when I see one, I used to be married too, once upon a time remember” John replied “now let’s put the cards on the table…after what we did last night together, I wanna know..what’s really going on here?”
 
                 “But I’m not having you on” she gasped, swallowing hard as she looked up into his eyes “I promise..I promise I’m not lying..I really can’t remember..It’s all just a fuzz..I can’t remember everything that’s happened”
 
                 “What’s your real story?” John shook his head “now don’t play dumb with me.. this just doesn’t fit anymore…suitcases, music boxes, bowler hats with dry blood..what’s stopping me from ripping open this goddamn suitcases right now and finding out what’s what? What are you some kind of actress pretending to be a hobo for a movie role or something?”
 
                 “Believe this when I tell you” she explained “I can only remember certain things... images… feelings.…and that’s sometimes...but all I can see are faces..faces and images of people and places I’ve been to..but no names, I can’t remember anything…only a horrible feeling of something very bad that happened”
 
                 “I don’t wanna be getting mixed up with a married woman” John grumbled as he rose to his feet, gently prodding the side of a suitcase with the tip of his right toe. 
 
   She sat there kneeling by his legs, her face morose and her chin cupped within her palms as she looked up at him suspiciously.
 
                 “If I was married to anybody..” she sighed “I can tell you I didn’t love him..you can forget many things, your telephone number, your address, your cell phone number,..but you can never forget the feeling of being loved..and I don’t remember that…not even when we made love last night..i didn’t feel anybody else, I didn’t want to be with anybody else”
 
                 “Either somebody really conked you hard over the head” John shrugged “either that or you’ve snorted so much coke you’ve fried your brains…or…or you’re the best damn actress I’ve ever met…but whatever you say, you’re wearing a ring and if there is somebody out there waiting on you, there’s a good chance he might be looking for you..whether you like it or not…y’know I shoulda seen this coming, I knew the first moment I laid my eyes on you that you weren’t no bum on the street, nothing was normal about you”
 
                 “No” she snapped “there’s nobody waiting on me, you can ask Pollard..”
 
                 “I’m supposed to believe the story of a junkie” John spluttered as he carefully hoisted her to her feet, kissing her gently on the lips as he embraced her. 
 
                 “Well I ain’t had a drink in four days” she smiled “and as for the other stuff, it’s been months…”
 
                 The rapping on the door was sudden. John glared up, ushering her away from the hallway. He knew that knock all too well. ‘Open the door’ grumbled a voice, followed by another loud series of knocks. He motioned for her to stand back as he calmly strode forward.
 
                 He slipped off the steel lock catch and casually let the door creak open, hardly batting an eyelid as he stared back at two uniformed NYPD officers. He knew the shorter of the two, had seen him around the precinct offices before. He didn’t recognise the other one, the sterner looking of the two. 
 
                 “Is this work business?” John enquired as he glanced at his wrist watch “’cause I’m sure this can wait until I get in later on..”
 
                 “Captain Durning was most insistent” grumbled the tallest of the pair as he looked over John’s shoulder, admiring the long bare legs of the lady leaning against the wall behind him.
 
                 “Look…uh” John replied as he noted the officer’s badge name and number “Officer Pearce..what’s this all about? It’s hardly eight in the morning”
 
                 “We’re sorry to have to do this Detective” Officer Pearce intoned “but we have reason to believe you are harbouring a suspected felon. Captain Durning just asked us to-”
 
                 “-what are you talking about?” John interrupted, folding his arms as he blocked Officer Pearce’s entry “whatever the Captain has been telling you, it’s BS..look let me just sort this out with him later, clearly there’s been some misunderstanding here”
 
                 “We’re here to arrest Gina Rossi” snapped the shorter cop, who John realised was Diaz according to his badge “Captain Durning suggested that you could bring her in yourself or that we could intercede here”
 
                 “Well guys you have me at a disadvantage..” John laughed as he scratched his head “’cause I don’t know no Gina Rossi..so sorry to waste your time but maybe the Captain has been barkin’ up the wrong tree”
 
                 “The captain was most insistent” Diaz shot back as he struggled to peer over John’s shoulder.
 
    “I don’t care if he’s the tooth fairy” John snapped “you guys have been misinformed, there is no Gina Rossi staying here and in any case you haven’t got a warrant with you, right? Now guys we can let this go and brush this off as a misunderstanding, or we can go by the book and I can throw some paperwork your way first thing I get into the office…now I hate paperwork and I promise you’ll hate reading it…so what’s it gonna be?”
 
                 “We’re here to arrest Gina Rossi” Officer Pearce replied as he sized up to John, gently pushing the front door in with his foot as he did so “the lady behind you there is wanted for money laundering, dealing with stolen and counterfeit goods and monies and aiding and abetting a known felon in the execution of at least five prosecuted counts of racketeering, extortion and drug smuggling”
 
   “And who might this felon be guys?” John demanded “Santa Claus?”
 
   “No sir” Diaz replied “Dennis Rossi”
 
   “Guys.,” John shook his head “there has to be some kind of mistake here, this woman here, she’s just..she’s-”
 
   “-Sir” Officer Pearce interjected “we’ve been through the mug shots and the FBI faxed us earlier this morning after Captain Durning requested them to..the hair is a different colour, a forehead lift, maybe some basic cosmetic surgery..but it’s the same woman…if she is a friend of yours sir, we will handle this as discreetly as possible..but we have instructions to bring you in as well for questioning”
 
                 John swung the door open, letting the Officers stride in as he turned to face her. Her expression was sombre, her breathing shallow and he could see the beads of sweat trickling down her forehead as she leaned back into the wall. “Is this true?” John grimaced “all this crap..is this true? Who the hell are you, you’re Dennis Rossi’s fucking wife?”
 
                 Before she could answer, John noticed her left hand twitching. At first it indicated nothing more than a slight tremble, only to begin to violently shake as if in the throes of some kind of self induced seizure. Her chest heaved in and out as she began to breathe heavily; leaning up against the wall as she put her hands to her head and massaged her temple as she let out a groan of pain.
 
                 “What’s wrong?” John cried as he rushed towards her, flanked by both officers as she began to slowly sink towards the floor, the skin of her face becoming paler by the second.
 
                 “I…I don’t…know…” she gasped as her eyes flickered “don’t let them take me away..”
 
                 John steadied her, embracing her firmly within his arms as he glared up at Officers Pearce and Diaz, kissing her gently on her forehead which was now sweating profusely as her breathing became increasingly shallow “I won’t…I’ll be here for you” he nodded.
 
                 She smiled, her eyes flickering as she clung onto him. As John attempted rouse her, her head slowly sank into his chest. Quiet whimpers escaped from her mouth, and suddenly her pulse began to settle down to a dull murmur.
 
                 “Call for a paramedic” John glared up at Officer Pearce “I think she’s having a heart attack, some kind of seizure..I don’t know what the hell it is, do something, don’t just stand there goddamn it’ he cried. Pearce nudged Diaz as he stared down at the suitcases, thumbing the pair of handcuffs he was clutching in his palm. “Dennis Rossi?” John shook his head as he looked up at Pearce “are you shitting me Officer?”
 
   “I wish I was Detective” Officer Pearce sighed as he snapped open the handcuffs “I wish I was-Diaz get onto the paramedics”
 
                 “You can’t arrest me” John protested as Diaz spoke into his walkie talkie as she began to lose consciousness.
 
   “Sorry Detective” Pearce shrugged “you’re in a world of shit, whether you know her not, she’s the last person you had wish you’d met”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
   The phone rang and rang. Andie stared at the receiver but continued to ignore it. The fizz of the water shooting from the kitchen sink tap slowed to a few drips as Andie turned her head to glare at the receiver set which had been ringing now for at least five minutes after four repeated tries. “Would you get that for me Peter?” she sighed with resignation as she closed the tap and took a swig from the carton of orange juice standing atop the counter.
 
                 Peter gently put down his cereal spoon at the breakfast table and ambled over to the telephone, nestling it carefully against his chin like he had seen his mother do time and time again.
 
                 “Hello?” he enquired as he noticed his mother had now taken his vacant seat. His eyelids drooped as he listened impatiently to the voice on the other side. After a moment or two he forked the receiver towards the direction of his mother. “It’s for you Mom” he blurted out. “Did you ask who it was?” Andie frowned as she bit down on her nails. “Some warden man, he keeps saying” Peter mumbled as she rose promptly to her feet and took the receiver from his hands.
 
                 “Morning, this is Warden Sheen from Rikers Island” muttered a raspy voice on the other end. “I thought as much” Andie retorted “I was going to call you…I didn’t get a cheque for the last month..I was wondering what was going on”
 
                 “Well it’s sort of concerning that..too..but um..” Warden Sheen stammered “but it’s more about your father”
 
                 “Well what about him?” Andie grumbled as she signalled for Peter to continue with his breakfast.
 
                 “Well, he’s going to be up for parole this month..” Sheen replied “..and well he wants to see you”
 
                 “Is this about the cheque?” Andie shot back “because the last time I saw him was almost five years ago, and that was too soon..his lawyer assured me that-”
 
                 “-He’s most insistent....” Sheen interrupted “I see you’re not living at the address we have for you on our files..I called the number and your husband said you don’t live there anymore, he gave me this number. Where are you living now?” he enquired.
 
                 “Manhattan” Andie mumbled “I can update you with the new address; I’m not living with my husband anymore at that previous address”
 
                 “Oh” Sheen paused “well Rikers isn’t too far at all, why don’t I come and give you a lift here?”
 
                 “I can drive. I am perfectly capable of coming there myself, but I don’t see any point” Andie sighed.
 
                 “Well I would have tried to contact your mother; do you know where she is now?” Sheen asked.
 
                 “Your guess is as good as mine, the last time I saw her was at the court trial” Andie replied, fidgeting with the strands of her hair.
 
                 “I’d like to get hold of her” Sheen said “you wouldn’t know where she is now would you?”
 
                 “No I wouldn’t…” Andie replied “I haven’t seen her since the trial…..not that I care” she added with finality “look I’m not comfortable with this Warden, I don’t really want to see him..I have nothing to say to him…monthly cheques for upkeep were promised by his lawyer as my father promised and as far as I’m concerned that was the only obligation I have to him”
 
                 “Well the upshot of it” Sheen cleared his throat “is that if you don’t come to see him this time, he will stop sending those cheques”
 
                 “Fine. Tell him I’ll be there sometime in the afternoon” Andie grumbled “I have to drop my son to school and then I’ll make my way, I can bring my lawyer too if that’s what’s needed” she added as she slammed the receiver down, uninterested in what Sheen had to say in response. She felt a chill run down her spine, angry to see a man she so loathed yet was still fearful of.
 
                 “Who was that Mom?” Peter asked with curiosity, studying the concerned expression that had clouded his mother’s face.               
 
   “Oh it’s nothing” Andie replied, forcing a smile “now come on honey, let’s get you going before you get late”
 
   *
 
   Andie’s journey began on Queens Plaza South, the trash-strewn strip lined with fast-food joints, pawnshops, and after-hours clubs, where the pay phones were either out of order or so grimy they were disgusting to the touch. Half an hour later, she was travelling over the Francis R. Buono Memorial Bridge, a two-lane ribbon of highway separating the land of the free from the land of the imprisoned. Her father, Dennis, told her as a child it was "the longest bridge in the world" taking "just minutes to cross over, but an eternity to cross back." He hadn’t considered he would be spending the rest of his life there. Known for internment for suspects or short term custodial sentences, Dennis Rossi had stayed there indefinitely. Notorious. Despicable. Callous. Calculating. These were some of the words Andie grew up hearing her father described as. Once a father, now an afterthought.
 
   As she approached the entrance to the bridge she saw looming there above her the intimidating billboard: CITY OF NEW YORK--CORRECTION DEPARTMENT, RIKERS ISLAND--THE BOLDEST CORRECTION OFFICERS IN THE WORLD.
 
   She glanced behind her momentarily, seeing the dazzling Manhattan skyline escape into the distance. White caps rippled the expanse of water below. There ahead sprawled the massive, low-lying detention complex ringed by coils of razor wire and a lethal electric fence.
 
   Within a half hour, after meeting Warden Sheen and taking the route bus to the designated jail, a bullet-proof door sealed shut behind her while an X-ray machine scanned her head to toe for metal objects. The smell of strong disinfectant was overpowering as Andie moved through the narrow hallway inside the nondescript grey coffin like interior of the room. She moved toward a desk where she flashed her ID badge one more time.
 
   Warden Sheen was short, puffy faced, with a receding silver hairline but with warm twinkling eyes and a raspy voice that had been burned to a crisp by too many cigarettes. “When was the last time you were here?” he asked as they made their way down another dimly lit corridor. 
 
   The silence was deafening and he could sense her trepidation as she walked slightly behind him, her eyes focused ahead towards the end of the hallway towards a steel door where she knew her father resided.
 
   “Five years ago, I think you know that” Andie replied “I haven’t found a reason to come back to see him until today”
 
   “He talks about you often” Sheen replied “he does, honestly..he has a picture of you with your husband, your wedding day I believe” he commented as he waved at a tall security guard who was approaching them.
 
   “Well that was before I knew what he really was” Andie sighed, wiping the beads of sweat from her forehead, aware of a knot forming deep within her stomach as her heart began to pound.
 
   “I think they will transfer him now” Sheen observed as he shook the guard’s hand and nodded towards Andie “he has some things to say to you; believe me he knows full well how you feel about him and wanted to avoid this if he could, but this couldn’t be helped.”
 
   Andie entered the spacious but faintly lit room. The door was shut behind her with a guard peering through a window framed shutter while Sheen waited outside. The room had a towering ceiling, the amber flickering of a tube light above throwing itself upon a table clamped down in the middle of the room. Dennis Rossi sat there, one arm handcuffed to his chair which was reinforced with steel so that it could not move a millimetre from where he sat. Only a polystyrene cup with shimmering Mineral water stood before them. He sat there head bowed as if he were sleeping.
 
                 “You didn’t send me and Peter our monthly cheque” Andie hissed as she stood before him “what’s the matter? Not been able to shift enough cocaine this month?”
 
                 He raised his head and smiled weakly: large, bloodshot eyes offset his wrinkly oval-shaped face. He looked trim, his five foot nine frame adorned with faded tattoos, and his chin peppered with dabs of grey. His skin looked parched, his grin as wide as a shark. He wore a Yankees cap, khaki pants, and a dirty denim jacket. He had lost a great deal of his silver mane of hair. He looked exhausted and old.
 
                 “Oh baby..” he intoned in voice gruffer than she remembered “you look beautiful, where’s Peter, did you bring him?”
 
                 “Shouldn’t you be in some kind of uniform or something?” Andie frowned.
 
                 “You look absolutely beautiful honey, you ain’t aged a bit..you’re still the best looking Rossi in the family…anyway you know how it is honey” Dennis smiled “about the jacket, whatever Mr Rossi wants Mr Rossi gets, inside the joint or outside..”
 
                 “Dad” Andie sighed “I didn’t come here to listen to your bullshit; I heard enough during the trial…what is it you wanted to say that involved dragging me all the way out here? What happened to the money you promised?”
 
                 “You take after your mother” Dennis replied as he studied his daughter from head to foot as he reclined back in his seat “just like her, I would always need an incentive to get you  to do something whether you were eight or fifteen or a grown woman..in this case money is always the biggest motivation of all”
 
                 “I’m nothing like her” Andie spat as she sat down to face him “but that would be your style wouldn’t it…$1,500 a month for the upkeep of me and my family that’s what you promised..now I need that cheque, we’ve just moved house and there’s lots of bills, lots of stuff that needs doing, other things going on”
 
                 “You moved?” Dennis interjected “so all my letters I’ve been sending-what happened to those?”
 
                 “I never read them anyway” Andie shot back “Sean would post me the cheque and that would be that”
 
                 “Post it?” Dennis enquired as he looked into her eyes, cold and lifeless just as his were.
 
    
 
                 “We’re going to get a divorce” Andie sighed as she broke his unnerving gaze “Petey’s staying with me until we sort it out”
 
                 “I’m sorry to hear that” Dennis shook his head “I’ll get my people to send you the money as quickly as possible”
 
                 “Ok thanks” Andie nodded as she rose to leave “now I gotta go, I-”
 
   “-Wait a minute” Dennis interrupted “I know part of you came here because you were curious, it wasn’t easy pulling strings to get a message to you”
 
                 “Why is it that I don’t believe you?” Andie smirked “a bribe here, a backhander there, what else would change?”
 
                 “I sent you to the best private schools” Dennis blurted “the best of everything for my daughter, all those nice houses you’ve lived in, all because I looked after you, you and your mother were-”
 
                 “-shut up about her” Andie scowled “don’t give me that crap, people buy things out of love not because they need to spend some drug and gun money on something so the authorities can’t trace it..”
 
                 “Baby” Dennis pleaded “I didn’t do nothin’ but look out for my family, the only way I knew how..I don’t mind that I’m here but I can’t stand it knowing my only daughter hates my guts”
 
                 “I can’t love..” Andie paused as she fought back a tear “a cold blooded murderer….”
 
                 Dennis stared down at the table, his shoulders slumping in defeat as he let out a deep sigh. Andie stared at him for a moment, shaking her head as she turned to leave.
 
                 “I’m up for parole in about two weeks….” Dennis mumbled as he looked up, his eyes misting over as he choked on his words “I..I would like…you..to speak for me at the hearing…to help me…get out”
 
                 “Speak for you?” Andie scoffed “what you mean like some sort of character reference? What am I supposed to say exactly? That my father is a drug dealing, gun smuggling mobster who was arrested for money laundering and killing children by distributing crack? But other than that he’s a really nice guy, folks..what do you want me to tell them, that you’re lucky you’re not burning in hell for the people you’ve killed or that they just can’t prove you killed more than you actually did?”
 
                  “You’d rather I rot here and die then, is that it?” Dennis shook his head, looking away in disgust.
 
                 “I’d rather you get what you deserve” Andie replied “for the person you are..” she hissed as she began to walk away.
 
                 “That’s not the only reason I’m asking you” Dennis boomed, halting her in her tracks as she turned to face him “…I’m dyin’ …” he paused “..I have lung cancer so they tell me, ain’t that a bitch? Cancer of all freakin’ things…so they say I’m not gonna make it..they got in one doc, I laughed in his face, told him to go fuck himself…so I got another, and he said the same thing…so I got my own guy, private this private that, and he said the same thing…I’m horsemeat…maybe six months tops, maybe a bit more..this whole thing is…just so I can be out there with my family…instead of dying in here..” he whispered as a tear glistened in his eye. 
 
                 Andie stood there, feeling the silence engulf her, hitting her like a cold gust of arctic chill. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t even open her lips. Her mind was blank, emotionless, her heart blackened and dismayed by the figure she saw before him. She wanted to cry but stopped herself.
 
                 “Listen to me carefully..your mother is in New York somewhere” Dennis swallowed hard “my people are trying to find her..y’know I never told any of y’all this…but my old man he died alone..he was a good man, hard working man…I was out peddling something or the other when I shoulda been with him..and he died alone, suffering, crying..callin’ out my mother’s name, mine too..but he lay there rotting in a hospital in pain…I don’t wanna go out the same way, honey. You have to find her Andie, bring her to me…I want you both here before I go, I want-”
 
                 “-she left me..” Andie replied, her voice cracking “you went to prison and she left me…you know that..I don’t want to see her..I don’t care about her..I don’t want to be with her.”
 
                 “Please…do it for me” Dennis pleaded, a tear running down his cheek as he gazed up towards the ceiling.
 
                 “If you want me at your parole hearing” Andie replied “I’ll do it for you…but I won’t find her, I won’t…if I hate someone for what they did to me more than you, it’s her…”
 
                 She stared through the opaque pane of glass on the door into the eyes of the security guard, fighting back a tear as she nodded at him to open the door. She could hear stifled sobs from behind her and a muffled “Thank you” but she daren’t turn around to see his face. Not now. 
 
   **
 
                 Sean ran his finger around the rim of the beer glass, and glanced impatiently at his watch; realising Andie was over half an hour late. Flicking the remote he sat back in his couch and stared around the expanse of his hotel room, his eye catching the small photo frame he had balanced against the alarm clock by his bed. It was a photograph taken on Peter’s first birthday, the joy in all three of their faces potent and their smiles gleaming. He almost failed to notice the rapping at the door as he stared longingly at his son’s face.
 
                 Rising to his feet he walked over to the door and opened it just as Andie was about to deliver another knock. She looked flustered, deep bags under her eyes and the condition of her mascara belied the expression on her face. It was obvious she had been crying. 
 
                 “I thought you’d have brought Peter with you” Sean remarked as he looked around the hallway, motioning for her to enter as she wiped away her tears. “Ben is minding him” Andie cleared her throat “anyway it’s almost eight, he should be going to sleep soon”
 
                 “You know he never really sleeps until someone tells him a story or keeps him company” Sean answered, closing the door “and I doubt Ben is quite as good as you or me”
 
                 She was distracted, her eyes glued to the floor and her hands slumped in her pockets as she began circling the room, slowing shaking her head as she muttered under her breath. 
 
                 “What do you want to drink?” Sean asked as he walked over to the couch and picked up his beer, taking a sip from it as he used the remote to subdue the volume of the television set. “I can’t, I’m driving” Andie answered as she gazed out of the window.
 
                 “Well considering we’re deciding the fate of our marriage tonight, I think at least one drink is in order” Sean grinned “they even had one at the last supper..”
 
                 Andie sunk down onto the couch and kicked off her shoes. She placed one hand on her forehead, massaging her temple, and the other lay outstretched as she closed her eyes. “Just a gin and tonic or something…if ya got it” she sighed.
 
                 “What’s the matter?” Sean enquired as he rummaged through the drinks cabinet and fixed her drink. He placed it within her palms and she took a slow sip, appreciating the gin as it snaked down her throat. “I was at Riker’s earlier today…” she frowned as she cradled the glass within her hands.
 
                 “Rikers?” Sean replied as he leant back in a chair opposite her “your old man?”
 
                 “Uh huh” Andie muttered “you never told me the Warden was trying to get hold of me.”
 
                 “You never read the letters remember, and as for the new ones I had nowhere to send them to until you finally decided to pick up your cell phone..” Sean retorted with a wry grin as he took Andie’s glass from her hands and placed it on the table before her.
 
                 “I didn’t come here for another argument…whatever the reason was, he got my home number ‘cause you gave it to him” she replied, glancing at him momentarily, noticing he was wearing the shirt she had bought him for his last birthday.
 
                 “He said it was about your old man, that it was urgent” Sean paused “I didn’t expect you would go.”
 
                 “He’s dying” Andie murmured, her eyes gazing off into the distance “at least he says he is…lung cancer…I don’t know how long he’s got…he wants me to speak for him at his parole hearing so he can get a release on compassionate grounds.”
 
                 “I’m sorry…” Sean whispered, rising to take a seat beside her “I know there’s no love lost there between you guys…but still…”
 
   “He was different to what I expected..the way he was with me” Andie drifted off “I know it’s been years and time passes..but he was so different…humble, regretful even…it was maybe the first conversation that didn’t end with one of us wanting to tear the other’s eyeballs out.”
 
                 “So are you gonna do it?” Sean asked, turning to face her, studying her reddened eyes and exhausted face “are you going to this parole hearing?”
 
                 “He says my Mom is here in NY..” Andie paused, staring down at her lap “how about that, here of all places…the one person I hate the most in this world and he wants me to find her, for some kind of bedside reunion before he dies. I was waiting for the punch line, but he wasn’t kidding” she smiled.
 
                 “I don’t understand” Sean shook his head “why would she be here? Does he mean she came here to find you or that she just happens to be here? How would she find you, wouldn’t she-”
 
                 “-I don’t know if he’s bullshitting me” Andie interrupted “but the last thing I want is to see her face again…I’ll speak for him at the hearing if I have to, I’ll do that..but nothing else”
 
                 Sean tentatively sipped his beer and unfurled a cigarette pack, carefully positioning one between the fingers of Andie’s right hand “I think you deserve one after the day you’ve had” he smiled.
 
   “I thought you were serious about quitting..” she replied, eagerly accepting the gift as the swift click of Sean’s chrome lighter left the tip of the cigarette smouldering in a bright amber hue.
 
                 “Tell you the truth” Sean leant back as he lit his own “this whole thing between us has got me off the wagon, worrying about Peter, all this damn suspense…..I have to ask you one thing, why did you leave our place in Long Island and come here? Too many bad memories?”
 
    
 
                 “….and good ones…” Andie sighed “I went from Rikers straight to a bar, I just sat there, didn’t even drink. All I could think about was if I ran into her one day, I don’t know what I’d do..what does she even look like now?”
 
    She placed her head on Sean’s shoulder, a tear trickling down her cheek as she inhaled the smoke from the cigarette “As for us, just one day it comes to you that it’s not working anymore, and you have to wake up and live with it, and then one of those same days you know you have to do something about it..” she sighed.
 
                 “And Ben?” Sean nodded as he began to stroke and caress her hair gently “do you really see him as somebody who can look after you and our son?”
 
                 “You’re a great father, when you want to be..” Andie replied “I wish it could be different, but you know we’ve been going in different directions for too long…Ben is a good guy”
 
                 “Well personally” Sean nodded as he cupped Andie’s chin in his hand “I think he’s a bit of a schmuck..he couldn’t even carry my jockstrap”
 
                 “Don’t say that..” Andie murmured as she stared into his blue eyes. They locked into each other’s gaze, the cigarette smoke swirling around them as they refused to speak. He drew closer, his hand gently floating across her upper thigh as her lips parted to let escape a quiet, sensitive gasp that was patient, unhurried.
 
                 “I still love you..” Sean whispered as he brought his lips closer to hers. She did not answer, her eyes rolled back in ecstasy as her pulse quickened as his hands firmly clutched her breasts, his fingers circling the surface of her blouse as his lips pressed against hers. She closed her eyes, her tongue slowly darting around the corners of his upper lip. She didn’t answer him as she dragged him toward her, her back reclining against the sofa as their bodies collapsed against one another. The cigarettes slipped into the ashtray resting in front of them on the table and the ash glowed as she let out a quiet groan of ecstasy as his hand tightened around her breast and as he pressed his groin against her naval. 
 
   Momentarily her eyes flickered open, her fingers gripping his hair as she whispered his name in his ear and spread her arms out, letting him touch her wherever he pleased.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
   John’s vision was obscured by the penetrating glare of the lamp light. A quick glance at his wristwatch told him it was just after seven in the evening. His ears picked up the sound of rain battering against the windows as he sat upright in the chair. He saw her opposite him, lying very still in the hospital bed. As he rose to his feet, he noticed her eyes were closed, her expression peaceful. Her hair was brushed over to one side, revealing the unhealthy pallor of her skin. He approached her and stood by her side, gently placing a finger upon her cheek which was cold to the touch.
 
                 He noticed her breathing gently and saw her eyes flicker open briefly then close again. She wore a hospital gown and her arms were clasped together in front of her as she lay on her back. At that moment he realised just how long he had been asleep.
 
                 Just as he fumbled through his pockets to locate his cell phone the door to the private room opened and a tall, laconic man in white doctor’s robes stepped in fixing his gaze firmly upon her for a few moments. He stood there intently, his chin balanced on a clenched fist and he nodded to himself. At that moment he tilted his head towards John, studying him momentarily before speaking.
 
                 “I’m Dr Firth” he said in a strong and defined English accent as he cleared his throat “what’s your relationship to the patient?” he mumbled as he gesticulated towards the bed.
 
                 “Doctor” John replied “what’s wrong with her? Is she alright?”
 
                 “She’ll be fine” Dr Firth replied, his eyes fixed on her “she’s extremely malnourished and weak, her blood sugar levels are very high and she’s a diabetic as well as having a whole host of other medical problems. She suffered a hypoglycaemic attack….didn’t you know she was a diabetic?”
 
                 “I only met her a short while ago…we’ve only really been close a matter of days…” John trailed off “I’m a NYPD detective, I was with this lady when-”
 
   “Yes your colleagues informed me..” Dr Firth cut in “they’re very eager to speak to your friend when she regains her strength. And I believe they’re quite keen to speak to you as well.”
 
                 “She didn’t have a handbag” John said as he stared at her “she didn’t carry any insulin, I mean how was I supposed to know?”
 
                 “So you’re not a close friend I take it” Dr Firth replied as he strode to her bedside, gently caressing her cheeks and placing his hand upon her forehead as he gauged the temperature.
 
                 “I know as much about her as you do” John shook his head “no I’m not a close friend”
 
                 “Oh I know quite a bit about her” Dr Firth smiled as he stared blankly at John “she’s got a five inch scar just above her temple, her hair is covering most of it-it’s a nasty, nasty injury, a few inches deep…I wouldn’t know what caused it, but it would have been blunt judging by the nature of the mark…we’re going to do a scan of the head, but I’m willing to estimate that whatever it was….caused a great deal of trauma to the head and possibly the brain area. Somehow, I think that a diabetic attack is the least of her concerns..”
 
                 “I didn’t do this, I didn’t touch her.” John protested, staring up at Dr Firth “she kept complaining of memory black outs, amnesia type symptoms, and the blood from the bowler hat, I-”
 
                 “-I believe your people are running that through their systems” Firth interrupted “but it would be consistent with a very hard blow to the head. I’m no police officer, but I’d hazard a guess that if she was hit in that way, where she was hit on her head…whoever did it probably intended to kill her…then again she could have just suffered a bad fall and hit her head.”
 
                 A knock on the door interrupted the conversation. John turned his head to see Officer Diaz standing there with a solemn look on his face. “Detective, if you’ve got a moment..” he mumbled as his eyes hovered over her and towards Dr Firth.
 
                 John stood by the bed, stroking her face gently with his hand and nodded to the doctor, following Diaz out of the room, the both of them walking slowly down the corridor.
 
    The rippling sound of feet echoing down the hallway and the crackle of overhead speakers simmering with announcements from nurses filled up the awkward silence that separated them both.
 
                 “Captain Durning is here” Diaz piped up as he turned to see John’s reaction “whatever shit this woman is into, it’s got a bug right up his ass” he chuckled as John stared straight on. “Doc was saying the broad’s lucky to even be conscious, you sure do know how to pick ‘em” he smirked. “Remember your rank dipshit” John retorted “and in the future keep your opinions to yourself, now where do ya want me?”
 
                 “Right through here” Diaz grumbled as he turned to his left through double doors and pushed open a discreetly tucked away entry point which revealed a vacant private room, adorned with sparse fittings and a customary grey vase which appeared to contain dead flowers. Captain Durning stood there with hands in pockets, a cigar clenched between his teeth. He motioned for Diaz to leave as John stood there facing him.
 
                 “After stumbling across your little party last night, I took it upon myself to do a little checking” Durning grinned, his rumpled flabby face heaving with sweat and showing signs of little sleep “the funny thing was I didn’t make her…I didn’t make her at all…but my wife.. she did..would ya believe that? Almost 50 years in this line of work and I couldn’t make Gina Rossi of all freakin’ people, but my wife who prunes hedges and flowers in our freakin’ garden all day long actually did. Maybe I oughta put her on the payroll.”
 
                 “You’ve lost me Captain” John scowled, noticing that Durning was fidgeting with a crumpled photograph clasped within his hands. “You’ve been in my precinct what…maybe a year?” Durning enquired as he raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Barely a few months actually Captain, not that you’d notice” John shot back.
 
   “Ah I see..and you were in Atlantic City, New Jersey before that? Right?” Durning probed.
 
   “If you wanted my resume Captain “John smiled “there’s easier ways of finding out where I’ve been”
 
   “The reason I ask” Durning replied “is that it would take a real schmuck to not make Gina Rossi, particularly after schmoozing her the night before, unless that is the cop in question is on the take with her..”
 
                 “Come again Captain…maybe it’s the hour, but you’re getting ahead of me” John sighed, studying the photograph being passed to him.
 
                 “Dennis Rossi’s moll..” Durning grinned “if you don’t know the bitch, then you know the benefactor, I’m sure you’re not that much of a putz.”
 
                 John studied the picture closely. Shot from across a street, its parched lustre suggested it was maybe ten, maybe twelve years old. A raven haired woman, probably in her early to mid 30’s, was clad in a dazzling dark brown mink coat with large black sunglasses. Her glowing hair fell around her shoulders in curls and a cigarette dangled from the corner of her mouth as she was flanked by broad shouldered, stern looking men in tailored suits; their poise and attention befitting a security entourage. Taking away the wrinkles, high cheekbones, pale complexion, affluent apparel and dark luxuriant hair it was clear that the woman in the picture was the same one who lay in a bed down the hallway, or at least bore a striking resemblance to her.
 
                 “This is bullshit” John snorted “there is no way the broad in this picture is the same one I was with; this is nothing more than a slight resemblance, I mean look at this shit, half her face is covered by a fuckin’ pair of sunglasses and what about that hair?”
 
                 “When that woman wakes up” Durning spat “we are gonna be on her like flies on shit. I want you to come with me back to the precinct, we’re in the process of opening up those suitcases and finding out exactly who she is. If she is Gina Rossi, this woman has been off the grid for almost 8 years. FBI, you name it have been after this bitch. Whatever shit Dennis Rossi got up to, his wife was the bag lady-smuggling, money laundering-whatever it was, she had a hand in it. Then she ratted him. I’m not buying this amnesia story she’s using to pull the wool over your eyes John…I’ve been in this business long enough to know how far some hair dye, a change of wardrobe and some good acting can get you..especially when you have money”
 
                 “If you’re tellin’ me that woman in there, that bum I met on the sidewalk is Dennis Rossi’s moll on the run, then you’ve got more senile than I thought” John shook his head as he followed Durning out of the room.
 
                 “I’ll tell you something interesting” Durning murmured as he flicked open a packet of gum and threw a capsule back into his mouth “no sooner had this woman’s details been processed through our system, we got a call from the Feds and the minute I put the phone down to them I got a call from Henry James…that’s Henry James the attorney, that’s Henry James the attorney that charges his clients $3000 bucks an hour..now you tell me how a bum wino can carry that kind of leverage? You tell me that Johnny boy…”
 
   * 
 
                 John sat in the interrogation room, arms folded, staring at the contents of two open suitcases. They were placed across joined tables, the locks wrestled open and the contents laid bare before him. He could hear the ticking of his wristwatch, and the sound seemed to reverberate off the walls as Durning stared at him sullenly from across the room.
 
                 “Captain” John closed his eyes “I’m finding this all hard to believe..” he admitted with a shrug of his shoulders.
 
   “You have eyes detective” Durning smiled “and you’ve looked in those cases several times. There’s no disputing the truth”
 
                 “$200,000 in laundered bills, some clothes, rags, gum wrappers, expired food and a bunch of photographs” John nodded at the table “what does this all prove? She could have found these cases anywhere, and those photos prove nothing..a bunch of random people”
 
                 “What I’m struggling to get around my head” Durning replied as he paced the room back and forth “is why you of all people wants to defend a woman you hardly know…she’s a freakin’ hobo-so we believe..and you spend a few nights stickin’ it to her and you’ve developed some compassion for a known felon”
 
                 “You see Gina Rossi..” John answered as he rose to his feet, staring down at the Polaroid’s littered across the table “I see somebody who resembles her..slightly..have you considered for a minute that there are  a lot of brunette women who wear designer clothes and are also lookers? Maybe share the same typical features?  All this shit is purely circumstantial..why she’s carrying around suitcases and bumming on the streets of Manhattan is only something she can fuckin’ answer..sir..she could have picked up this suitcase anywhere, someone trying to get rid of some laundered money, anything”
 
                 “Well we’ll get to the bottom of that very quickly” Durning grunted “once your girlfriend is well enough to answer our questions and once the Feds-”
 
    Officer Diaz poked his head around the corner of the door and cleared his throat, nodding at Durning before glancing awkwardly at John and closing the door.
 
                 “Speak of the devil…” Durning smiled as he stood over the suitcases, thumbing through the stacks of bills, studying the serial numbers emblazoned on them “why else do you think the Feds are taking an interest in her? Drug money, false identities, wife of the most infamous gangster in New York since John Gotti..colouring your hair peroxide blonde and faking amnesia might get one over on you, but that shit don’t wash with me…”
 
                 The door creaked open and a tall, suited man stepped in clutching a large manila envelope. Dressed in a dark navy three piece suit, his wiry frame prowled around the room, wearing a look of fierce disdain as he studied the table and the suitcases. He did not glance up at either John or Durning. His black shoes glinted against the reflection of his sparkling cufflinks and his red and blue spotted tie glowed under the overwhelming pale yellow hum of the tube light above them. He looked in his late thirties but wore a rugged and brusque look on his face that added ten years.
 
                 “I’m Special Agent Pearce” the man announced in a solemn and pronounced Midwestern accent. He carefully unfolded a pair of spectacles from his breast pocket which he balanced delicately on the rim of his nose, thumbing the thick wedges of cash as his other hand fluttered across the contents of the suitcases, running his fingertips across the grooves and curves of the interior lining “what we have here is an unfortunate set of coincidences” he added with a forced smile.
 
                 Durning glared at Agent Pearce from head to foot, admiring the razor sharp cut of his clothes as his eyes finally settled on the envelope he had tucked under his left arm pit. “Coincidences?” he blurted “what we’ve got here is great detective work..I recognised this woman, or rather my wife did, and we spent all night checking our files, making calls, tracing ID’s, counter referencing cases before we realised who she might be”
 
                 “And who might she be Captain?” Agent Pearce asked as he placed the envelope onto the table, stuffing his hands into his pockets, tilting his head towards John who he noticed was now watching him carefully.
 
                 “Gina Rossi of course..” Durning chuckled “wife of Dennis Rossi, wanted on at least seven counts of money laundering, drug and jewellery smuggling, handling stolen goods and fraud..you name it- and she happened to land into our laps”
 
                 “Your wife” Pearce butted in “what does she have to do with it?”
 
   “Well” Durning explained “we were…well we just happened to..uh..be at my colleague’s…I mean John here…the detective’s home last night and..well the lady was there and my wife recognised her right off the bat..I couldn’t make her out straight away ‘cause of the wig and the make up and the obvious cosmetic surgery…but my wife did, I guess it’s a female thing y’know?”
 
                 “Quite..” Agent Pearce frowned as he lifted up a crisp $50 note to the light, studying its inflections, creases and markings as he turned his attention to John “so you must be the detective who was dating her I believe?” 
 
                 “We weren’t dating” John shot back as he moved forward to inspect a twenty dollar note, immediately alarming Pearce who jabbed at the stacks of bills lying on the table. “This is federal property” he grimaced “don’t touch it..we have to examine all of this for DNA, see who else has come into contact with it…so you weren’t dating were you? Why was she at your apartment last night in that case?”
 
                 “I’m sorry, Agent Pearce, is it?” John smiled “I wasn’t aware your mission here today was to bust my balls”
 
                 “John” Durning frowned “don’t make things even more difficult than they are, you have no idea how embarrassing this looks for the department-you being there, with her of all people..it’s bad enough you find some junkie dame off the street, but of all people, her…”
 
                 “Captain” Agent Pearce cut in as he stared at John “let the Detective finish. You’re right I’m not here to interview you, but the point is you were still in the presence of this woman and this property and that does beg the question, what exactly was the nature of your relationship?”
 
                 “We didn’t have a goddamn relationship” John sighed “it was just one of those things, we just hooked up…I was attracted to her, maybe she was taking me for a ride or whatever-either way we did what we did. I liked the chasing, I liked the challenge…and she liked it more”
 
                 “You didn’t find her behaviour suspicious in the least?” Agent Pearce enquired as he studied the Polaroid pictures “this woman from the street, this very attractive woman who doesn’t look like your average tramp, with these big suitcases and a bowler hat of all things with dry blood in it-you didn’t find any of this remotely strange?”
 
                 “Are you married Agent Pearce?” John smiled as he glared back.
 
                 “Yes I am” came the reluctant reply.
 
   “Well then maybe you’ve forgotten about the thrill of the chase, a little mystery, a little of the unknown…maybe that’s what I was after as a single man at my age…it’s not a crime is it? Or is having sex with complete strangers a federal offence these days?” John frowned.
 
                 “So I take it you weren’t the least bit curious about this strange woman?” Pearce murmured as he studied John, his worn expression, the starched collars of his shirt, his bedraggled appearance “she doesn’t look like your average hobo does she now?”
 
                 “Agent Pearce” Captain Durning interjected with a nervous cough “why exactly is the FBI concerned with this matter-we’ve run her prints before and we couldn’t find them. 
 
   All we have is a make on her ID according to my wife and some pictures of Gina Rossi from almost ten years ago-what we’ve got here is counterfeit bills. If the FBI is down here, you must have something concrete to book this woman on if she really is Gina Rossi”
 
                 “She’s not Gina Rossi..” Pearce replied as he shot a fierce look at Durning as he neatly arranged the stacks of bills within the contents of the suitcases “at least not anymore..”
 
                 “What the hell does that mean?” John growled as he leant forward to glimpse a look at the contents of the manila envelope.
 
                 “What do you remember about Gina Rossi, detective?” Agent Pearce smiled as he gently pushed the envelope away from John’s hand.
 
                 “Well from what I know, from what CNN knows and most of New York..she’s Dennis Rossi’s moll” John quipped “ran numbers through New Jersey, helped out smuggling rings through American Airlines bringing in all sorts of hot shit from Miami and Vegas…other than that, expensive coats, expensive watches and jewellery and ran a few of his casinos. Word was she was as tough as nails as he was.”
 
                 “Quite” Pearce nodded with a sheepish grin “except that about eight years ago, they fell out in a big way. He wanted to divorce her. Found out she was sleeping with Paul Gambuccini out of Philadelphia; apparently she got in with the Gambuccini’s and managed to fleece Rossi clean to the tune of $5 million bucks and then-”              
 
                 “-and then she dropped off the face of the planet” Durning interrupted “nobody heard about her, knew a thing about her, she coulda been dead for all everybody knew” he coughed, receiving a cold glance from Pearce who took a pause before continuing.
 
                 “She turned state’s evidence to put Rossi behind bars. We granted her immunity; her accounts, her tip offs, her evidence ensured that son of a bitch is rotting in Riker’s for the rest of his life, otherwise another case against him would have died and been left buried like the countless others we brought against him…we put Gina Rossi in a witness protection programme in Stanford, Connecticut at that point to protect her, to let her vanish. Nobody knew, not her relatives, nobody on God’s green earth except her liaison with the FBI and a handful of agents. Then about a year ago, she fell completely off the grid. We couldn’t find her, couldn’t track her, the cell phone didn’t even connect anymore..so we went in and we found the house torched…the goombah she was living with at the time from the Gambuccini’s? He was found with eight bullets in his head and his face carved in with what we could only guess was a cleaver..we figured Rossi’s people went after her for some payback after they discovered where we moved her and she hightailed it out of there..the Gambuccini’s specialised in counterfeiting. That was her thing too. If she had one thing she could take with her if she had to cut and run it would be this money right here…”
 
                 “This is bullshit” John shook his head as he stared at the suitcases “there is no way in hell that woman lying there is Gina Rossi..she doesn’t even look like her, think about it for a minute”
 
                 “Last picture we have of her, she hadn’t yet dyed her hair peroxide blonde..and as for cosmetic surgery” Pearce sighed “she had the money and the connections and the anonymity we provided her, it would have been easy for her to change those basic parts of her appearance…I’ve just come from the hospital. My job is to find out who she really is. Somebody’s done a real number on her. Her skull is cracked and she has a number of minor fractures to her wrists and feet that she’s somehow been living with..and which explains the number of painkillers she has stuffed in her coat pockets, somebody obviously tried to hurt her real bad..probably kill her but didn’t finish the job..that’s the way I look at it. And if we don’t do our jobs properly right now, they just might find her here in NY and finish the job off..”
 
                 “So we’re supposed to sit on this and protect a woman you think is Gina Rossi based on nothing more than a hunch?” Durning scowled.
 
                 “Dennis Rossi is eligible for parole in a few weeks time” Agent Pearce remarked “if we managed to track her down to Manhattan, then I have no doubt that he will too. It doesn’t matter if he’s behind bars, he’s like a goddamn octopus with its tentacles everywhere. Rossi is old school, payback is payback to him, he’ll pull any stunt to get even with her. Our job is to protect her no matter what…so I came here today to tell you to monitor this woman, see where she goes if she gets discharged..but you don’t arrest her, you don’t do a thing, you let us deal with it”
 
                 Pearce stiffened his tie, nudging his spectacles upwards so they balanced on the bridge of his nose as he tapped the envelope in front of him with his right index finger “The money stays here boys, its FBI property now” he murmured “we’ll look after her from now on….you’re probably wondering how she survived this long on the streets. I’ll tell you two things about Gina Rossi you probably don’t know...she’s a coke whore, when she could afford it she’d snort thousands of dollars up that pretty little nose, when it wasn’t that it was something else or the other…either way the streets is where a junkie like that would always end up..and the other thing I know-Gina Rossi is a leech, always has been…maybe she found your bed Detective to share for a few nights ‘cause she needed one…I hate to break it to you but she’s probably been sharing a few others too…in between gallivanting around the sidewalks of Manhattan and playing the bum and the wino she’s been getting a roof over her head and three square meals a day in between the blow and the H and whatever hell she is on…don’t believe everything that comes out of her mouth…you have a read of this..”
 
                 “Whatever the case might be” Durning grimaced “this woman was off our radar, no priors besides stupid misdemeanours, nothing for us to get concerned about”
 
                 “Well that’s interesting Captain..” Agent Pearce smirked “y’know how she got to squatting outside the Continental Hotel and coming up on those misdemeanours as you put it? Only after going through hard cash staying at the hotel for about a month and a half…what your lack of research came up with was that she had a suite there, paying in hundred dollar bills and when her credit ran out, and they realised the money was bogus, they literally threw her out…strange how your great detective work didn’t figure that out all this time, eh?”
 
   “The hotel never filed a complaint with the police…” Durning replied, taken aback by Pearce’s shit eating grin.
 
   “That’s ‘cause she was banging the hotel owner” Pearce replied “you guys are always the last to know everything”
 
                 “One question” John asked as he slit open the envelope, rummaging through the handful of papers and photographs within “why Manhattan, why here of all places…surely it would have been better to jump on the first plane out of here to Tahiti or something?”
 
                 “That’s simple Detective” Agent Pearce replied as he walked calmly to the doorway, unfurling a packet of cigarettes and slipping one between his lips “she has a daughter here; abandoned her eight years ago when we put her in the programme. Not that she had much of a choice. We don’t think it’s a coincidence she made her way here of all places…love, protection, self preservation, whatever the hell her motive is…that’s the theory I’m running with…she’s here for exactly that reason”
 
                 “How would she know where she is?” John asked as he pressed his fingertips to his forehead, massaging an impending migraine.
 
   “When you have that much at stake” Pearce nodded “you realise that the most valuable commodity you can buy is information-and that my friend is the easiest thing to buy for the right price”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Ten
 
   Andie leant against the wall and gazed out of the window to the streets below. A breath of wind blew against her cheek through a crack left open and she promptly latched the window shut. The fragrance of Sean’s aftershave was carried into the room behind her and down the bare walls. Her eyes followed his naked torso as it lay there on the bed. She tip toed nearer, slipping her shoes on quietly and adjusting the fit of her clothes.
 
                 “You’re going then…” Sean muttered. “This was a mistake” Andie mumbled under her breath as she glanced at her wristwatch shocked that the time was almost 22:30 “this shouldn’t have happened.”
 
                 “What does it say then that it did?” Sean asked as he sat up in the bed, rifling his hands through his hair as he felt his heart beating, his pulse racing.
 
                 “You know this is much more than about physical attraction, about sex” Andie replied as she faced the door, unable to look at him “I am still attracted to you, I shouldn’t have put myself in this position…but I did do it and I can’t change that. Just because we slept together doesn’t mean I still love you enough to carry on like this… that we should still be married to one another” she sighed.
 
                 “Right” Sean scowled “I’m glad it’s as black and white as that then, all you had to do was explain, you could have skipped past the moaning and screwing part”
 
                 “Don’t be an asshole” Andie shot back “what do you want me to say? Things like this can happen, it doesn’t change the facts..and I didn’t see you clawing me off you”
 
                 “That’s because I know how I still feel, at least one of us does” Sean shook his head as he rose to his feet, wrapping his shirt around him “and you don’t just fall in bed with your ex if there isn’t still something there..”
 
                 “Well I’m with Ben now and that-” Andie began before Sean cut her off “-well do you love him?” he demanded, letting the silence linger as he studied her forlorn expression, knowing she didn’t need to think about the answer.
 
                 “No of course I don’t, we haven’t gone that far yet” Andie replied as she turned to face him, placing her hand within his “but that doesn’t change how I feel about our relationship…I saw you after a long time and maybe it rekindled something for a moment, but I know how I feel now and this is a mistake Sean, it shouldn’t have happened and I should go”
 
                 “So it’s final then…” Sean grunted as he strolled casually over to the bedside table to light a cigarette, studying the tip as he flicked the fragments into an ashtray “you want to sign the dotted line and give up on it all”
 
                 “We haven’t been going in the same direction together for a long time now, your drinking, your behaviour, everything” Andie looked down “and what happened just now doesn’t change it-the way you have been around Peter before I left just sealed it..”
 
                 “Well come on then, you want to sign this fuckin’ crappy little thing let’s get down to it” Sean spat, exhaling a plume of smoke into the air as he began rummaging around the drawers of the cabinet nearest to him, yanking drawers in and out and slamming them as exaggeratedly as he could.
 
                 “I’m going..” Andie replied as she made her way to the door “read it all, sign it and bring it over tomorrow. I’ve read the thing more times than I’d care to remember, we’ll sign it off tomorrow and then it’ll be done, no hassle-you won’t have to put up with my shit any longer”
 
                 “I’m still not happy about the visitation rights” Sean answered through gritted teeth, feeling the weight of realisation crash down upon his shoulders.
 
                 “We’ll sort something out, I won’t keep you from Peter..I wouldn’t do that…goodnight…” Andie trailed off, pausing to turn her head slightly, wishing she could face Sean one last time, but she couldn’t. The door closed. Sean took a drag of his cigarette and hung his head, waiting for her to come through the door once more. But it remained shut.
 
   *
 
   The sound of rambunctious laughter carried through the porch window as Andie approached the driveway of her house. It was closer to eleven than she thought and was immediately cross with herself that the sound of her late arrival would wake Peter. She stood by the door patiently as she inserted the key into the lock. Pausing for a moment, she listened in and could hear Ben's bellowing laughter and another male voice that she did not recognise. It was deep, gravely, like the sound of a rusty steel chain being dragged over granite. She turned the key and pushed open the door, immediately struck by the sight of twirling wisps of cigarette smoke clouding the hallway. She slammed the door shut, kicked off her shoes and made her way to the entrance of the drawing room, animatedly waving the mist of smoke as she stood there, a look of thunder written across her face.
 
                  Ben sat there on the sofa couch, his shoulders drooped, his beaming smile permanently glued to his sweaty face. His fingers clasped a large cigar and his eyes were heavily glazed over, the stench of his alcohol breath wafting across the room to her nostrils. The other man in the room had his back to her. As Ben looked up to see her standing there, the other man did not turn around to face her. Instead he continued to lean further back into the chair, his legs uncrossing as he took a drag from his own cigar. "Ahhh.." Ben exclaimed as his smile widened "the fair maiden finally returns to her abode" he chirped in a faux upper crusted British accent.
 
   "I got held up, it was unavoidable" she lied as she gingerly made her way in "I can see you've been coping well without me though, you and your friend…"
 
   The other man tilted his face slightly towards her as she stared down at him. He was tall, broad shouldered, sharply dressed in a black suit, a crisp white silk shirt unbuttoned at the collar and his blue eyes offset by his hard, uncompromising jaw line. His brow was furrowed, his lips slightly parted. Nothing about him was reassuring.
 
   "Peter's sleeping.." Andie said as she found herself looking away from the stranger's fierce gaze "at least he was..what's with all this commotion? Why are you smoking in the house? And who the hell is this?" she blurted as she flashed a glare at the man who was now staring directly at Ben, eagerly awaiting his response. "Well I was waiting up and waiting up" Ben sighed "and I got tired of flickin' through 55 channels and seeing there was nothing on..and then the doorbell rung, well I thought it was you and-"
 
   "-it was me!" laughed the stranger, his deep voice crackling loudly as his shoulders heaved up and out. He stared ahead at Ben who took his cue to giggle uncontrollably in response. The stranger laughed louder now, his cackling becoming deeper and deeper as he continued to stare at Andie. 
 
   "What are you doing inviting strangers into my home?" Andie snapped as she marched over to Ben and snatched the cigar from the grip of his snarled fingers "why didn't you call me?"
 
   "Well I didn't see my phone ringing" Ben quipped "what exactly were you up to?" he yawned as he closed his eyes, sucking in the remnants of the smoke curling off the top of the cigar.
 
   Andie ignored him, turning instead to study the stranger sitting behind her. His gaze was piercing; his body now slouched forward as he studied her carefully. His eyes quickly darted down to his clenched cigar and back up at her; daring, beckoning her to snatch it away from his fingers.
 
   "I didn't mean to barge into your home like this" the man rasped as a mischievous smile sprang to his face "but your husband let me in, he's been very accommodating...once the whisky was dry, the cigars came out and we were too busy havin' a real whale of a time to notice I was outstaying my welcome....eh Ben?" he chuckled. Ben nodded in agreement as he stifled a yawn.
 
   "He's not my husband" Andie replied, staring down at the stranger sullenly as she noticed the sharpness of his suit, the gleam of his wingtip shoes and inhaled the musky stench of his cologne "and I don't appreciate you smoking in my home, please extinguish your cigar immediately and leave right now. I don't know you and I've never seen you before" she snapped.
 
   “I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t important” the man intoned as he rose to his feet, looking around agitatedly for a moment before asking “uh…an ashtray if you don’t mind?”
 
   Ben rose groggily to his feet as he forked over the ashtray he had resting on the small table beside him. The man smiled warmly and stuffed his own cigar into it, Andie noticed the ashtray was congested by a clump of smashed cigarette butts and cigar ends. “Andie, don’t be rude, this is…?” Ben enquired as his misty eyes trailed off. “My name is Madsen” the stranger responded as he extended his hand to her. She stared down at it, noticing the sparkle of a gold watch on his wrist and a tattoo emblazoned on the flesh surrounding it, snaking right up past the cuffs of his shirt. He smiled as he realised she would not shake his hand.
 
   "Your father sent me" Madsen boomed as he glared down at her, his muscular body dwarfing hers  "I noticed that you ain’t got  any pictures of him, or your mother around here" he smirked.
 
   "And what does that tell you, eh?" Andie scowled "why isn’t it surprising that you’d be working for my father, what did he send you here for exactly?"
 
   "He said you met him earlier today" Madsen shot back..
 
   "No, more like he summoned me and I agreed to see him” Andie replied “so what do you do for him exactly Mr Madsen… kill people?" she grimaced as she motioned for Ben to return to his seat.
 
   "No" Madsen stared back, his face devoid of emotion.
 
   "Well you don't look one of his scumbag lawyers to me" Andie said “you look like one of his goons. I remember people like you being around the house all the time when I was a kid...you still wear the same suits, the same cologne, the same shiny black shoes..I want you out of my house right now; I don't want you anywhere near me or my family again" 
 
   “Your father is a very sick man” Madsen replied as he stuffed his hands into his pockets “we were wondering if your mother had been in touch, we’re very interested in finding her..as he explained to you”
 
   “If you’ve worked for him as long as I think you have” Andie snapped “you’ll know that I hate her even more than I do him. Now get out of here before I call the police”
 
   “You are going to be at his parole hearing, right?” came the reply, laced with the same kind of mild venom her father used to speak to her with as a child.
 
   “Don’t even think about threatening me” Andie replied “tell him he’s skating on thin ice as it is, I’m thinking about it and you can deliver that message and nothing else”
 
   “It’s important we locate your mother” Madsen nodded as he began slowly pacing the room,  stroking his chin with his left index finger as his eyes stared off into the distance “she’s here somewhere in Manhattan that much we do know, now that you’ve moved here, we think that’s no coincidence”
 
   “You’re not listening to me” she hissed “leave here, I don’t want you rent-a-thug’s near my house again”
 
   "It's important your old man finds your mother, so if she comes looking for you..." Madsen drawled "..it's in your interests to contact us"
 
   "Get the fuck out" Andie pointed towards the door, her eyes meeting his as he arched an eyebrow and chuckled in response. "Nice meeting you Ben" he winked as he shook his head "she's a fiery one, you watch yourself cowboy"
 
   Madsen adjusted the collar of his suit and turned into the hallway, looking up the stairs for a moment into the darkness above. "Mighty fine house you got here for a single mother" he grunted as he opened the door "nice family too...it'd be a shame if anything were to happen to it."
 
   "I said get the fuck out of here" Andie breathed in as Madsen stepped out of the door with a broad smile, his shoes rattling across the cobblestones on the driveway as he sauntered away. As if on cue the shimmer of a black saloon Mercedes Benz swung around from the opposite side of the road, its engine purring as Madsen stepped inside pausing to flash a beaming smile at Andie, before he entered and slammed the door shut. 
 
   She stepped out onto the porch, her heart pounding as the vehicle sat there, its engine humming. She could not make out the face through the tinted windows but she knew Madsen was staring back at her. At that moment the wheels screeched as the car took off, the accompanying squeal of tires rattling her ears. She marched back to the house and shut the door firmly and leaned her head against her wall, feeling her pulse and heartbeat racing. Andie closed her eyes and burst into tears, choking the sounds as she felt the tears roll down her cheeks and her chin.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eleven
 
   She looked across the room. Her left eye focused on the glimmer of the photo frame caused by the sunlight dripping through the blinds. She winced and returned her attention back to Dr Firth, pausing only to smile to herself.
 
   "Did you hear what I just said?" the doctor asked as he leant forward, his fingers gripped around a ballpoint pen, his elbows delicately balanced upon the clipboard he had laid out across his knees. Her face was haggard and her skin pale, the vision in both eyes dulled as if a cobweb had wrapped itself around her head.
 
   'Mmm?' she mumbled, distracted as she focused on him, the perpetually serious expression she had quickly become accustomed to, his dark but soft eyes. "I asked you" he breathed in "if you were aware whether your name is Gina Rossi or not"
 
   "I don't answer to that name" she replied flashing a look of mild contempt. He studied her eyes, trying desperately to detect the tell-tale signs that she was lying but she looked straight ahead at him with a concentration so fierce that he was forced to break her gaze. "We opened your suitcases" Dr Firth cleared his throat, combing back his dark hair with his fingers "we found no signs of identification, where you came from, or the last place you lived. But your fingerprints, the Polaroid’s you had within them, the money, they seem to suggest..at least to the police… that you are a woman named Gina Rossi..and if you are, you're in some trouble with the authorities..now does any of what I am telling you jog your memory?"
 
   "Oh Lord my head hurts so much.." she complained as she raised a palm to her forehead, feeling sweat forming across her temple, realising her pulse had quickened. "You've been beaten badly around the head" Dr Firth replied in a soothing voice as he placed his own hand upon hers "in fact you're lucky to be alive. You see this large indentation, this scar you have here just below your hairline…whoever tried to hurt you did it with something incredibly hard and probably a blunt instrument. The intention was definitely to kill you judging by the size and impact of this scar.."
 
   "I don't remember being hit by anybody" she replied, her eyes staring down into her lap "…what’s wrong with me?" she asked as she looked up at him with a mournful stare, turning her concentration back to the same sparkling glimmer on the wall in front of her, the same photo frame she was drawn to.
 
   “We’re going to do another brain scan on you” Dr Firth nodded “there is a clot placing pressure on the tissue surrounding the region of your upper neck, and maybe another near the actual brain tissue itself. The good news is that the clot we have identified hasn’t separated and travelled further towards your brain. But you’re very lucky to have not suffered a serious stroke. We have to monitor this, make sure you’re out of danger and treat you appropriately. We have to access your medical records, and that’s why we have to identify exactly who you are”
 
   Dr Firth revealed a handful of black and white Polaroid photos which he carefully laid across her lap as she sat upright. She stared down at them, focusing on one featuring a raven haired woman with a large mink coat, wearing a beaming smile, and large sunglasses balanced on her forehead. “Is this supposed to mean something to me?” she breathed heavily as her hands glossed over the surface of the pictures, the tips of her fingers curling around the shape of the woman’s face, realising the similarity was unmistakable.
 
   “Think carefully” Dr Firth added “my concern is in helping you get better, but there are a lot of police who want to speak to you when you’re feeling up to it…the more you can remember the easier this will all be. But if you need your rest and you’d rather not be questioned right now, you tell me and I’ll look after you”
 
   She paused momentarily, calmed by the reassurance in his voice and she leant back, nestling her head against the raised pillow. Her head throbbed, and she raised her fingertips to the top of her brow, feeling a deep crescent shaped indentation to the upper right of her forehead. 
 
   “You had it covered by your hair..” Dr Firth observed “and the stitching was sub-par and I’m being kind…whoever did it didn’t know a surgical stitch from a sewing machine.”
 
   It was then that her eye came upon her black bowler hat, sitting on a chair tucked away in the corner of the room. As a speckle of light bathed it, she could discern the colour of the dried blood tucked under its rim. “A casino..” she muttered under breath as Dr Firth looked up at her. “What was that?” he asked as he leant in closer to hear her. “That hat, I got that at a casino..I remember that” she muttered, her eyes fixated on the patter of dry blood “It happened there…the place where the casino was, I…I can’t…I can’t remember” she gasped, her voice cracking as she turned away.
 
   “Which casino, Atlantic City? Vegas? Was it one in New York?” Dr Firth asked, scribbling down notes on the clipboard furiously as he glanced up. Her lips were open, as if she was about to speak, then she glared at the clipboard, then at Dr Firth. “Where is John?” she asked “he was here, where is he?”
 
   “What exactly can you remember?” Dr Firth interjected “you remember what happened within the last 48 hours? You remembered his name, could you retrace the route to his apartment if you left this hospital now?” he nodded.
 
   “I can’t trust you” she breathed “I can’t trust anybody but John and Pollard…why are you asking me all these questions?”
 
   “Who is Pollard?” Dr Firth cut in, pursing his lips as he tapped his fingers impatiently against the clipboard “did he hurt you? Whatever caused this scar on your forehead, whoever tried to inflict it..somebody tried to kill you, this is very serious, you’re lucky to be alive…”
 
   “I know” she snapped, her eyes narrowing “I don’t want to be here Doctor; I want my things, why have you been going through them without my permission? I want my things” she hissed. She immediately raised her palms to her forehead again, massaging the sides of her scalp forcefully as she bit down on her lip.
 
   The door opened and she stared up to see the solemn face of Agent Pearce peering in. Before Firth could get to his feet to protest at the intrusion, Pearce nonchalantly waved an FBI identification badge at him and motioned for him to return to his seat, instead focusing his attention fully upon the bed. Pearce closed the door behind him, his back perfectly straight as he studied the contents of the room, his glare fixing momentarily on the bowler hat on the chair.
 
   “The lady is very ill at the moment, she is recuperating, and she is not allowed any visitors” Dr Firth snapped, rising from the chair and standing eye to eye with Pearce who barely contained the urge to smirk back at him. “You mean Ms Rossi” Pearce quipped as he brushed past the doctor, taking his seat. “Well if you insist” Dr Firth replied “nonetheless she is not in a fit state for any more visitors, she’s made that very clear to me.”
 
   She looked closely at Pearce, her eyes fluttering as she studied the glimmer of his silver spectacles, the gleam of his bright blue tie and his cold hard eyes. “You don’t remember me… do you…?” Pearce muttered, answering his own question as he focused on the scythe shaped indentation on her forehead. Just before he could raise his fingers to touch it, Dr Firth calmly pushed his hand away. “It’s a very serious injury she’s sustained” Dr Firth cut in “touching it and feeling it like a toy isn’t going to help the patient very much”
 
   “Right Doc…” Agent Pearce sniffed “well what’s wrong with her then? Why did she faint?” he sighed as he leant back in the seat, placing his chin on the knuckles of his closed fist as he watched her.
 
   “We do need to do more tests” Dr Firth replied “but in my professional opinion, the patient….uh Ms Rossi….is suffering from transient global amnesia, or TGA…what that means is there is decreased blood flow in the brain….”
 
   “Ok fine” Pearce shrugged his shoulders “but what about the mood swings, I’ve been told she’s been hostile to all the nurses here..and all this nonsense about not answering to her name.”
 
   “There’s a strong possibility” Dr Firth began “that after the trauma to her head-I’m assuming that’s what it is-she has suffered a form of amnesia…if not TGA then another type of amnesia which is called psychogenic amnesia. This is amnesia caused by a psychological trauma. If she has this type of amnesia she may have forgotten events regarding a previous terrible incident…for example such as witnessing the violent death of a loved one or something like that….but I supposed you would know more about that, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Mmm?” Pearce murmured, his focus and concentration broken momentarily “what is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I mean…that the FBI is here for a reason, aren’t they?” Dr Firth replied “people are more interested in what this woman has to say and what she allegedly did than if she lives or dies..fact is she’s lucky she is conscious and can talk at all” he added with a sharp glare. Just then he noticed her hand twitch, her eyes flicker in his direction. Her lips parted and her breathing became more pronounced; Firth leant in closely to hear her as she tried to speak. “My daughter…” she mumbled, her voice croaking as she struggled to mouth the words.
 
   “What was that?” Pearce interjected, leaning in to see if she would add anything else, but she did not.
 
   “Memories can come and go..with what’s happened to her, she could remember something from twenty years ago like it was yesterday and yet at this exact time tomorrow it would be a distant memory, and she could only recall the last 48 hours..” Dr Firth explained “you do know it’s a very real possibility all of you have a case of mistaken identity here…I’ve seen those photos, this woman has a passing resemblance to that lady in the photos at best”
 
   “Doctor…” Agent Pearce hissed “kindly focus on your job, and I’ll focus on mine…now if you don’t mind, I’d like to speak with Ms Rossi… alone”
 
   “I told you she’s not well enough for questions right now” Dr Firth snapped.
 
   “If it wasn’t important doctor..” Agent Pearce frowned “I wouldn’t be here…now please..” he added as he motioned towards the door.
 
   As Firth rose to his feet and looked at her, she smiled back at him, her warm eyes expressing her gratitude as she nodded. He smiled back; pausing for a moment as he stood by the door “John will see you later” he assured her “I’ll let him know you’re feeling better.”
 
   Pearce tapped his foot impatiently as he watched Firth leave, leaping off his seat to stand beside the door to ensure he heard the footsteps trickle down the hall. He turned back towards her with an awkward smile. “You do remember me don’t you Gina” he nodded. She remained motionless, studying his demeanour, his suit, his untrustworthy face and yet every aspect of it all seemed strangely familiar to her.
 
   “You dropped off the grid after we relocated you” Pearce went on as he picked up the bowler hat from the chair opposite the bed, his fingers running across its brazen surface “everything was going along nicely while you were there…checking in when you needed to… and then you were gone, nobody in the house, your suitcases packed and you were gone….somebody got to you didn’t they? Maybe Dennis caught up with you through his boys on the outside, but something happened that made you just get up and leave..”
 
   “Where are my things?” she muttered as her face turned towards the window, watching the sun dip slowly behind the clouds as early evening approached. “They’re safe Gina” Agent Pearce replied “but there’s a lot of money in there, a lot of it marked…we checked up on the bank records we set up for you under the programme, they’re maxed out…we know there’s a mole in the agency who tipped Dennis off about your whereabouts…you got hold of that money and you just fled didn’t you? Who got to you?”
 
   “Why are you telling me all this…who are you, what do you want from me?” she groaned, running the tips of her fingers across the surface of the scar on her forehead. The harder she pressed on it, the more it hurt.
 
   “Whoever gave you that on your head..” Pearce answered “they’re not done with you. They’ve found out by now you’re still alive, and they’ve found out you’re in Manhattan..that’s why I’m here Gina. It took us this long to find you, if we could then your husband’s people can too..the last place we thought you’d be would be bumming around is on the streets, what the hell is that about?”
 
   “My husband…” she trailed off.
 
   “You remember your husband? Dennis Rossi…” Pearce sighed as he fumbled through the Polaroid pictures lying on the bed, snatching up one within his hand, pointing to his picture. She looked at it closely, studying the cigar clenched within his lips, the dark sunglasses, the slicked back grey hair and the arrogant, conceited sneer written all over his pockmarked face. She swallowed hard, her eyes flickering in recognition as she dropped the Polaroid onto her lap.
 
   “It’s not a face you forget easily is it?” Pearce smiled “you spent eight years of your life loving him, raising his child, helping him spread his empire…and then the last eight trying to run from him, save your life after you realised the only place he belonged was behind bars, as far from you as possible.”
 
   “My daughter..I remember my daughter, that’s why…” she trailed off as her breathing became shallower. “That’s why you came to Manhattan isn’t it?” Pearce answered “but by coming here, you’ve placed her life in jeopardy. If you’re here she’s not safe..I don’t know how you found this information out, you had my number Gina..I was your liaison with the agency, you fell off the grid, you never called me, I thought you were dead until I found you here..”
 
   “They took her away from me” she mumbled, her chin dropping down onto her chest as she stared at one of the photographs. The picture was worn around the edges, yet the image clear. There she was, seated on what looked like the balcony of a villa, the customary sunglasses wrapped around her face, a cigarette loosely dangling from her lips, the raven hair curled and twisted around the frame of her neck and a younger lady-maybe in her mid to late teens or perhaps older-seated beside her with a resigned look on her face. 
 
   Her hair auburn, her lips full, her body posture defeated and resigned as she leant forward, uninterested in what was happening around her. 
 
   On a chair beside the pair of them was Dennis Rossi; a half shirt, shorts, chomping a cigar, dark sunglasses and a shark like smile revealing all his glimmering teeth. A tall, suited man flanked all of them, his hands folded carefully in front of him as he looked beyond the scene off into the distance.
 
   “We had to relocate you remember” Pearce said “it was just the way it was after the trial; it was safer for everybody concerned”
 
   “No..” she snarled, gazing down at the picture, focusing on the forlorn expression of the young girl in the picture “..I wasn’t happy with it, that’s all I can remember…I didn’t want you to take her away from me.”
 
   “Dennis went to prison because of your testimony Gina, we had to do what was best for you and we couldn’t risk your daughter being there..it was the price that you had to pay, and you were happy to do it from what I recall..don’t you remember that? You wanted to leave your daughter..” Pearce replied, standing to his feet, stuffing his hands into his pockets and yanking out a cell phone, tracing his fingers over the buttons as he peered over the rim of his glasses at her.
 
   “I can’t remember…I….I recognise her face…I know she’s my daughter…but I can’t remember her name, I can’t remember a thing about her…my God..what the hell has happened..” she quietly wept as she pushed the pictures away. Her neck sunk back into the pillow and she closed her eyes, ignoring Pearce’s attempts to collect the pictures together.
 
   “Doc says you’ve forgotten a lot” Pearce chimed in “this injury to your head has screwed up your memory..but it will come back in time, slowly and surely you will be able to piece the parts together again..you can recognise your own daughter in that photo Gina, that’s a good start”
 
   “Stop calling me that” she breathed heavily “my name’s not Gina, my name’s not Gina…”
 
   “Then maybe you’ll remember one of the names we gave you…” Pearce smiled “Miranda Keller, for instance?”
 
   She paused for a moment, racking her mind for a fragment of a memory that would explain everything, to explain the man before her, explain the photos, the fact that deep within her heart she felt such longing and love for her own daughter and yet could not remember her name, her face, a single thing about her.
 
   “Gina” Pearce went on “they’re going to find you and they’re going to kill you…now we have to get out of here, we have a safe house downtown and we’ll get you there by the end of the day. I can’t trust anybody in this hospital. We need to start again, Dennis has already got people out looking for you, his parole is up very very soon..if he gets out on compassionate grounds, then there’s a real possibility he’ll come looking for you himself…”
 
   “I won’t go with you” she refused “I don’t trust you, I don’t trust nobody-where’s John? I want to see him..where’s John?”
 
   “You can’t trust the police, you can’t trust anybody but me Gina” Pearce sighed as he rose to his feet “I was the agent responsible for your relocation, I was the one you stayed in touch with before you disappeared…if you could remember anything, you’d know I’m telling the truth.”
 
   “I..I hurt my head, I fell down some stairs…I got assaulted, I don’t remember anybody trying to kill me” she snapped, turning to her side as she looked away from him.
 
   “You might get one over on this quack doctor here” Pearce smirked, flashing a glare at her as he walked to the door “but you’re in no condition to know what’s best for you, that’s why you’re in this mess in the first place”
 
   “Leave me alone” she shook her head “or I’ll scream, I promise you I will”
 
   “This is getting us nowhere..” Pearce sighed as he returned to his seat, placing his hand in hers, only to relinquish it as he noticed her grip tightening “now come along with me peacefully before I have to make you.”
 
    
 
   She felt her mind go blank as she focused on his spectacles, the dots on his blue and red tie became blurry, multiplying in number as he she closed her eyes, bringing her hand up to her head as she leant her head against the pillow. 
 
   She felt nauseous, an overwhelming sense of dread and despair engulfing her as images flashed through her mind. She wanted to speak, but her head throbbed in intense pain, a numbness spreading throughout her body as she failed to comprehend the words coming out of Pearce’s mouth.
 
   “Come with me..” Pearce whispered as he clasped her hand, stroking her hair as he helped her rise from the bed, gently guiding her through the doorway as they stepped out into the hallway “we’ll get you somewhere safe where nobody can hurt you, I promise..”
 
   *
 
                 Her face leant against the window as she watched the streets roll past her. The speed of Pearce’s car was beginning to pick up; his eyes darted up at the rear view mirror every few seconds to ensure she was still seated. She was quite still, her body shorn of the constricting seat buckle and her expression sour and disdainful as he continued to glower at her. “There’s nothing for you here anyway..” Pearce explained as the car came to a standstill in a centipede shaped strand of traffic up ahead “given the state you’re in you’re better off with us, we have the best medical staff, we’ll take good care of you, and protect you.”
 
                 “I don’t want to be taken care of..” she moaned, her eyes focusing on the street corner. It must have been the corner of East 10th Streetto West 10th at Broadway and she recognised one of the transients huddled amongst a group standing in front of a chestnut stand. The bellowing smoke curled around their sorrowful, unbelievably bored faces, except for one. Only one moon shaped face could wear a static ear to ear smile despite the torrential rain, despite the chill in the air and despite the fact that he was shivering. It was Pollard.
 
                 “You ran away because they came for you” Pearce ignored her “now you’re doing the same this time, at least this way you won’t jeopardize your own life or that of your daughter’; Doctor says things are gonna be unpredictable and risky for a while, because of this injury..”
 
                 “I came here…” she muttered as she locked onto Pollard’s gaze some twenty five feet away “to find my daughter…”
 
                 “I thought she lives in Long Island..” Pearce scoffed “anyway, what has she got to do with anything? I thought you couldn’t give a shit about her..”
 
                 She glared at him, her eyes locked onto the back of his head as he stared forward towards the traffic up ahead. He angrily swatted the steering wheel and let out a droning, loud sigh. She stared back at Pollard who was tentatively stepping away from the chestnut stand, his expression gleeful, his hands waving as he recognised her. “My daughter is all I have left..” she hissed as she gripped the interior car handle and snagged it open.
 
                 A cold blast of wind swept through the car as Pearce whipped his head around, attempting to grab her before the belt buckle yanked his torso back to his seat. “Where the fuck are you going?” he growled as she kicked open the door, stumbled out of the car and ran towards Pollard as fast as she could, her heart thumping, her sense of balance and direction distorted.
 
                 The cacophony of blaring vehicle horns rang through the air as she snaked through the stationary cars and towards Pollard. Her head throbbed but she refused to acknowledge the pain as her legs gathered pace. “Where you been babe?” he chuckled as she embraced him before whipping her head round to see Pearce struggling out of the car, looking around frantically to see where she had fled. 
 
   “I gotta get away from that guy..” she pointed, struggling to breathe as she clung onto Pollard’s shoulder. “What the hell’s wrong with you? You look like shit” Pollard observed as she grabbed his arm and dragged him away from the street corner.
 
    “He’s a cop, some crazy cop” she replied as she strode ahead, zig-zagging through the commuters walking past her “they took my suitcases Pollard, they took everything, they’re not letting me find my daughter, I’m going crazy, I’m going crazy” she whimpered as Pollard struggled to keep up with her.
 
                 “It don’t matter right now babe” Pollard smiled as he motioned for her to dodge left through the crowds “we got each other, and who else can ya trust but me, huh?”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twelve
 
   John sat back in his chair, staring blankly at the television screen. In his right hand he clutched a can of beer and in the other a crumpled piece of paper. His eyes were tired, reddened and glazed over. The television volume was low, his mind elsewhere. He looked up at the clock above the set. It was only four in the afternoon and he had been sitting there for hours, sipping cans of beer and reading the letter over and over with bemusement. Rain spat against the window panes and he heard feet scurrying across the floorboards in the flat above. He could have reached over to switch on the light but he wouldn’t move.
 
               Instead he rose to his feet, letting the can slip to the floor, joining the pile of five already crushed under his feet. Raising his left foot, he gleefully stamped down upon them and stood there looking around for his pack of cigarettes. At that moment he heard the low murmur of voices, one female one male, crossing over one another in hushed fierce disagreement. He took an uncertain step forward and realised the voices were coming from behind the front door. He contemplated backtracking to his room to grab his gun but decided not to. He leant his ear to the door and could make out the grumbling of two voices debating whether to knock on his door and whether or not he was inside.
 
   He peeled the chain off the lock and swung the door open, greeted by an empty corridor. He stood there momentarily as he stared out to the opposite wall. ‘John?’ whispered a voice. He knew who it was. She ghosted to the front door entrance from his left, looking up at him with haggard eyes, her hair soggy and wet, breathless. “It took me a while to locate the apartment again…but I found it” she smiled. He stared back at her blankly; studying her face, watching the drops of rain falling from the shirt she was wearing onto his hallway carpet, the same shirt of his she was arrested in. He could see that she had stuffed it over a hospital gown, and noticed the ward bracelet on her hand. She was shivering.
 
   “Is he there then?” a voice piped up from behind her. “Yes..” she snapped as she motioned for Pollard to come into view. John stared down at him, surprised by his diminutive stature and the odd size of his large, moon shaped face. “Hey there” Pollard smiled “My name’s Pollard, nice to meet ya..”
 
   “Who the fuck is this?” John snarled, ignoring him as he stared at her.
 
   “Aren’t you gonna let me in?” she asked, wrapping her arms around herself as she leaned against the door frame.
 
   John shrugged his shoulders, turning his back as she followed him in with Pollard in tow. The door closed behind her and John returned to his seat, switching buttons on the remote control and watching channels flicker past one another as she stood there impatiently.
 
   “We’ve been running and running” she said “I realised we could be maybe three or four blocks from your place; luckily Pollard knows the area so we managed to get here.”
 
   “Before the cops got hold of you again?” John interrupted, shooting an angry glare at her, whilst staring at Pollard who he noticed was seated on the couch with his feet up, rummaging through a pile of old magazines and newspapers atop the coffee table  “hey you, get your feet off my fucking couch” John warned.
 
   “Don’t talk to him like that” she cut in “without Pollard that guy would have got hold of me..why are you being such an asshole?”
 
   “Me?” John scoffed as he threw the remote control to the floor “I don’t know what it is with you, one day you’re this tramp with a mink coat, the next you’re this damsel in distress living it high at the Continental with drug money and at the same time you might be the wife of a mob boss..whatever you are it’s not safe for you to be here, so before I arrest you myself, hit the road…”
 
   “You would have done that already if you meant it” she replied “so why don’t you?”
 
   John smirked as he shook his head, a sheepish giggle escaping from his mouth as he sunk into the couch, his eyes glazing over the letter in his hand for the hundredth time. “Y’know why I can’t arrest you?” he replied “’cause effective as of last night I’ve been suspended, being investigated by Internal Affairs, on Captain Durning’s shit list, all because they think I’ve been harbouring  a goddamn felon..and as for all this FBI shit, they don’t even know if they can trust you either”
 
   “Suspended?” she gasped “look I wish I could explain all this but, but..” she trailed off as she noticed John crunch the letter up into a ball and flick it across the room, watching it bounce off the ground. “Don’t tell me..” John scowled “fuckin’ amnesia…fuckin’ hit your head and you have selective memory…bullshit…no tramp carries all that cash in suitcases without a good reason. No tramp lives in a suite for months at the Continental on credit..I shoulda seen it comin’, if you really knew I was a cop when we met you woulda run for the hills lady..what a disappointment this must have all been for you…GINA.”
 
   “Look, look I can’t explain everything” she hesitated “..I came here because you could help me, I came here because you’re the only one I can trust, who has been good to me, who hasn’t used me” she trailed off as he rose to his feet, squaring up to her “I don’t know about the money, I don’t know anything…when I say I can’t remember, I mean it..please John, help me” she pleaded.
 
   John glanced over at Pollard with a smile. “You” he pointed “I guess you’re her right hand man, is this how she does all her cons, it’s sorta like the blind man with the monkey on the street corner and you’re the monkey..or maybe I’m wrong and you’re the one with the brains behind this operation, is that how it is?”
 
   Pollard swallowed hard, looking to her for assurance as he began to bite his nails. “What do you want from me?” John sighed “you want pills? You want a line of coke? I don’t know how to help you, if you’re really nuts then you need to go back to the hospital; if you’re Dennis Rossi’s bitch then you need to hand yourself in to the nearest precinct and if you really are some kind of delusional street tramp with a memory problem, then you better take your ass back there where I found you ‘cause I want nothing to do with you anymore…”
 
   She looked into his reddened eyes, studied his slovenly, unkempt appearance and looked around the apartment. She felt her head throbbing again; she put the fingertips of her right hand to her temple and massaged the skin. Thoughts and visions fluttered through her head, images from the past 48 hours, images of a child swaying gently from side to side on a garden swing, images of the rippling curves and grooves of the ocean as she fluttered her fingertips through its shimmering coolness, images of a girl staring up at her as they both embraced, images of a black suited man standing over her smashing his fists down upon her head as she cowered at his feet. And then just as quickly as the images crashed against her brain cells, they fused together, merging into a kaleidoscope of blurred thoughts and colours she could make no sense of.
 
   “To hell with you then…” she grimaced, shutting out the pain in her head, her eyes narrowing in disgust as she motioned to Pollard to leave. “You and your husband make me sick…” John hissed, the stench of his alcohol infused breath carrying across the room “I hope he fuckin’ rots where he is” he added with a kick to the cans at his feet. She stood at the entranceway, her balance impaired and her breathing shallow as she yanked the door open.
 
    “I really wish you would just listen to me…just try to see things from where I am” she replied, a tear trickling down her cheek as she stifled a sob “if I could remember everything, if I could tell you the things I feel then you’d still not want to believe me, would you?”.
 
   * *
 
   The room was empty now. Dennis Rossi put his ear to the telephone and listened intently. It was the fourth attempt to place a call through to his daughter. 
 
   He rested his upper body against the phone booth and struggled to contain the wheezing cough that was spluttering from his chest whenever he breathed in. He noted the suspicious look in the eyes of the guard prowling around him, slowly pacing up and down the corridor, straining to listen in to Rossi cursing under his breath. He stuck his palm out expectantly and the guard slipped him a dime. Anybody else and their time to make a phone call was up, not Dennis Rossi, and not even the most morose penitentiary guard would not deny a dying man another request.
 
   The fifth time and after three to four rings, somebody picked up. “Hya?” enquired the young voice on the other side. It was the voice of a young boy, perky, innocent, curious. “Uh…” Rossi cleared his throat “I was looking to speak with…I mean..is your mom there? I mean…is Ms Rossi there?”
 
   “Who?” the voice snapped as Rossi heard the smattering of television sound in the background. “Andie…” Rossi said, feeling another fit of coughing rising up from his chest like a balloon moving up his rib cage “who is this I’m speaking with?”
 
   “Mom..” the voice barked as the phone was placed down momentarily “some person on the phone?”
 
   “Who is it?” a female voice shouted back. Rossi knew the number Madsen had slipped him was now the correct one. He listened breathlessly to the static on the line before a female voice spoke. It was tired and irritated by the intrusion of the call. “Hello?” she sighed as Rossi listened carefully. “I…is..is this you Andie?” Rossi rasped as he realised his heart was racing. His fingers curled around the phone cord as he leaned in closer, wrapping the phone receiver under his chin as he strained to contain the urge to cough. “Who is this?” Andie demanded “if it’s who I think it is I have nothing to say to you” she added. “Wait just a minute will ya..” Rossi sighed. “No you wait” Andie cut in “how did you get this number? I’m not listed.”
 
   “I found out, somebody I work for found out” Rossi explained, trying to contain the temptation to match her belligerent tone. “That heavy you sent to my house last night?” Andie replied “was he working for you?”
 
   “His name is Madsen..” Rossi answered “and yes I told himI asked him..to find you, to try to talk to you-”
 
   “-but you decided to do it yourself again, right?” Andie interjected “where intimidation doesn’t work, some good old fatherly affection and lying would?”
 
   “Wait..” Rossi pleaded as his grip around the cord tightened “did he hurt you?? I just sent him to talk to you, to tell you something, he was only supposed to talk to you..”
 
   “Calm down Pop..” Andie sighed  “he sat around trying to act the role but he didn’t do anything, said a lot…but it’s what he didn’t say that worried me..I have my son to think about, this is not just about me..”
 
   Rossi brought the receiver closer to his mouth, sucking in the air as he spluttered and coughed. “My parole hearing is in a week, I’ve got a date now…” he murmured “who picked up the phone, was that…”
 
   “I won’t let you speak to him” Andie shook her head, savouring the long pause left in the wake of her reply.
 
   “But I’m his grandfather…” Rossi replied after some deliberation
 
   “And I pray to the Lord he never finds out the kind of person his grandfather really is” Andie answered, staring across the room towards Peter who was on his knees in front of the television, his concentration utterly subsumed within the video game he was playing.
 
   “Let me make amends” Rossi begged “bring him to the hearing, I need to see my grandchild, they’ll let me out because of that…come on baby, I’m dying for freak’s sake, what more do you want from me?”
 
   “I’m doing what you asked of me” Andie replied “I will speak at your hearing, I don’t know what I can say but I’ll do it for you; it stops there..”
 
   “Have you found your mother?” Rossi enquired. Andie did not answer.
 
   “I don’t know where she is, she’s dead as far as I’m concerned” Andie muttered as she stared forlornly out of the window.
 
   “She’s not Andie, don’t talk like that..listen to me carefully” Rossi replied, glancing over his shoulder to ensure the guard was not eavesdropping “your mother is somewhere in New York, we think Manhattan, it’s important you find her.”
 
   “Who’s ‘we’”?
 
   “What?”
 
   “You said ‘we’”
 
   “It doesn’t matter” Rossi went on “I need to find her, if she has contacted you, you need to tell me now.”
 
   “Don’t tell me what I need to do” Andie shot back “not now, not after all this time, I will speak up for you with the parole board, but don’t tell me what to do-not anymore. She’s not here, she’s not been anywhere…she’s probably dead Pop, just let me know where to be for your hearing and leave it at that. Don’t send any more people around my house, don’t watch my family, don’t do anything..call your dogs off and let me live my life-away from you and away from all your shit…I can’t take anymore and I don’t want you doing this to us…”
 
   “Your mother is not dead. I’ve been looking for her for a long, long time..” Rossi sighed “I know where she is now, I really do, listen baby you have to-”
 
   The line was cut. She had hung up the phone. Rossi stared at the receiver, blinking as he struggled to comprehend what had just happened. “Give me another dime” Rossi snapped as the guard stared at him nonchalantly. “No Mr Rossi” came the sharp reply from the guard’s stoic face “you’ve have had more than enough time”
 
   “Fuck you” Rossi spat “I’m Dennis Rossi you prick, if I want another dime and another call, I get another fuckin’ call, y’understand me dickhead?”
 
   “Mr Rossi” the guard sighed as he snatched the phone from Rossi’s sweaty palms “you’ll get another chance, now you need to rest back in your cell.”
 
   “I have to call my daughter” Rossi growled “can’t you understand that? The phone got disconnected, when Dennis Rossi wants a phone call he damn well gets one-what’s wrong with the freakin’ connection in this place? Give me another freakin’ call”
 
   “If you’re gonna make this difficult Mr Rossi” the guard warned “we can take you back to your cell kicking and screaming. I don’t care if you’ve got a boil up your ass or cancer; you’re coming with me right now.”
 
   Rossi listened to the dial tone, his breathing shallow as the guard gripped him by the wrist. He flashed a look of disgust at the officer as he was yanked by his shirt cuffs away from the booth. “Y’know something” Rossi grinned as he was led off “for the way you just treated me just now, Dennis Rossi could have had you and your family killed for showing that kind of disrespect…you’re lucky I’m an old man now.”
 
   “An old and dying man..” the guard chuckled as he shoved his finger into Rossi’s back as he walked behind him “and don’t you forget that Rossi; I don’t take kindly to threats.”
 
   Rossi stifled a cough and felt the throbbing pain in his chest return again, he felt weaker, unable to shoot back with a remark or wise crack. He could only think of his daughter, sitting there somewhere hating him. Not caring if he lived or died. He thought about his grandson not knowing a thing about him or what he even looked like. He stared down the darkened hallway as he approached his cell. He sunk down into his bed, watching the cell door slam shut. He stared longingly at the wall nearest to his pillow; there pinned to the concrete slabs with tape was a crinkled, faded pocket sized photograph. He saw Gina seated with a beaming smile, her luxurious blonde hair flowing down her shoulders and her supple breasts pressing against a tight turquoise sweater. She must have been in her late twenties then, maybe a year or two after they married. 
 
   In her lap was Andie, barely eight months old, her white cherubic face glowing with laughter, her dark brown eyes twinkling with joy and her lips parted as she was giggling uncontrollably. He remembered the day like yesterday. Rossi ran his fingers across the picture, ignoring Gina’s face and concentrating only on Andie’s. He lay his head down on the pillow and stared up, focusing his attention on a fly dancing around the dull glow of a solitary light bulb. 
 
   His eyelids began to slip and he fell asleep. But as he did so his outstretched hand yanked the photograph off the wall, crushed it within his palm and then he hurled it across his cell as far as he could with all the strength he could muster. 
 
   * *
 
   The doorbell rang. Andie rushed towards Peter, she placed a finger on her lips, motioning for him to remain silent as she carefully glanced through the side of the curtains to see who was at the door. She saw Sean staring back at her with a look of mild disdain. ‘It’s okay, it’s Daddy..’ Andie said with relief as Peter immediately ran towards the door.
 
   Sean entered the house, his hair damp as he brushed the drops of rain off his navy blue overcoat. He noticed Andie’s concern as he scooped Peter up in his arms and kissed him on both cheeks. ‘What’s wrong?’ he enquired as Andie broke his gaze. “Nothing” she replied, turning her back to him. “This isn’t about last night, isn’t it?” Sean pursed his lips as he placed his son back onto the ground “I know when something’s wrong with you, so what is it?”
 
   “I just got off the phone with my father” Andie sighed as she leant against the wall, refusing to make eye contact. “He called here?” Sean shook his head as he placed his hands on her shoulders “what did he want?” 
 
   “It was what I told you yesterday” Andie heaved as she moved away from him “about the hearing, about wanting to see Peter, about my mother..”
 
   “Daddy the man yesterday gave me a $20 bill, ain’t that cool?” Peter piped up, sticking his small hands into his pockets and forking over a crisp twenty dollar note.
 
    “Where did you get that from?” Andie demanded, snatching the money away and holding it up to the light as she studied it carefully. 
 
   “That man Mom, he had all this cool candy as well” Peter explained as he ran back into the drawer room. “Who is he talking about?” Sean asked as Andie began pacing the corridor. “Look you’re not the man of the house anymore” she hissed “and last night doesn’t change that, I told you that”
 
   “First this Ben character” Sean frowned “now someone else, just how many guys are you seeing now that you’ve found this new independence of yours, huh? You know we’re not officially divorced yet, you could at least wait a little before playing the field…”
 
   “Fuck you” Andie snapped “you have no right to talk like that to me….he was..he was this guy, this heavy, sent from my father..asking shit about my mother, about him, I don’t know how he found me, did you tell him where I lived?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Sean replied “did he threaten you? Did he threaten Peter? Did you report this to the police?”
 
   “No he did nothing” Andie explained “I got rid of him, he was asking about my mother, just like my old man..look I just got in the house, what is it that you want?”
 
   “I want an explanation” Sean sighed as he moved down the corridor so that Peter couldn’t pick up their conversation from the drawing room “about this, about the way you’re acting, why you’re hating me one minute and sleeping with me the next.”
 
   ‘This thing with my mother, it’s driving me nuts…” Andie sighed “it’s like a ghost coming back; I thought I was rid of this, rid of her..I don’t want to have to go through this shit again, I left this all behind..she can’t be here looking for me, it makes no sense”
 
   “It’s been..like what?” Sean mused “seven, eight years? Maybe more”
 
   “I’ve lost track” Andie replied, as she turned away from Sean, walking towards the drawing room and letting out a sigh as she slumped down on the couch watching Peter carefully “I’ve pushed it so far back, after Peter was born and she never got in touch I just gave up after that..found it easier to hate her.”
 
   “Daddy are you gonna stay at home now?” Peter piped up, staring ahead at the television screen, unable to see Andie and Sean glance at each other. “I don’t like the other man Mom knows, don’t like him at all” he added without batting an eyelid. “Peter” Andie scolded him “don’t say things like that, go up to your room please while your father and I discuss something.”
 
   “But I’m playing my game” Petey shot back “I don’t want to.”
 
   “Petey” Sean knelt down, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder “listen to your mother, we have to discuss things..about everything.. that’s why I’ve come.”
 
   “Are you gonna stay at home or aren’t you?” Petey repeated as his voice cracked. Sean glanced up at Andie, looking for some assurance, some indication she was going to help with the answer to the question, but found nothing.
 
   “It’s unlikely..at least right now” Sean muttered “but we’re trying to sort something out, so that you will see me more often.”
 
   “If you’re not here all the time…then you’re not here at all” Peter sulked, the television remote slipping through his fingers. He stared at the screen unblinkingly, watching the pictures collide against each other and the zaps and cracks of the soundtrack permeate the awkward silence.
 
   “Peter..” Andie whispered as she knelt down to embrace him “please go to your room, I will talk to you about this soon I promise..”
 
   He rose to his feet, breaking eye contact with both his mother and father and sluggishly walked off; his head hung low as barely discernible whimpers escaped from his mouth. No sooner had he turned the corner of the door frame, he ran rapidly up the staircase, his feet thudding against the floorboards as he leapt up them.
 
   “Maybe this isn’t the right time..” Andie shook her head as she rose to her feet, walking idly past Sean as she attended to dusting the glass panes of the cabinets in the room. 
 
   “You’re forgetting I don’t live here” Sean quipped “I have a life outside Manhattan; I came here to resolve this, I’m not willing to skip around your mood swings and inclinations just because you’re having guilt attacks for last night..”
 
   “I told you, that was a mistake” Andie replied “don’t think more of it than it was, I was confused..it was what it was Sean..I didn’t promise you anything.”
 
   “Sex between man and wife? Or just a goodbye screw?” Sean gloated as he shook his head.
 
   “If you’re gonna be an asshole about this” Andie bit her lip “you can leave, every time we get down to do this properly, you stall.”
 
   “We’ve come to this point because you’re not willing to compromise, you never have been..” Sean explained as he faced her “to talk about things, to discuss things face to face, ever since-”
 
   “-ever since what?” she demanded as she shot him an icy glare “ever since I moved into a foster home after my old man went to prison and my mother upped and vanished?  So this is somehow my fault for stalling and being difficult?” she shot back, the veins in her neck taut as her cheeks reddened in rage.
 
   “You want to put our son’s life through that too?” Sean scowled, determined not to let Peter hear the both of them arguing but realising it was already too late.
 
   “Don’t put this at my feet, don’t you dare…” Andie began, closing shut the door to the hallway but failing to spot that Peter was already sitting up at the top of the stairs, his knees brought up to his chest, his chin resting against his kneecaps, a tear trickling down his left cheek.
 
   “We’ve already established you couldn’t keep your hands off other women” she continued “and what happened in Baltimore last December was the final straw that broke the camel’s back-then there’s the drinking, the moods, where do I start?”
 
   “This is the problem with you” Sean frowned “there isn’t even the slightest bit of give in anything you say or do, it’s always a fight with you, always some kind of stretched out goddamn argument…y’know if it was just about Baltimore I could accept that..but there’s a child in the middle of this, how about thinking about him for a change?”
 
   “I am thinking about him” Andie grimaced “why do you think I brought him here away from you. You seem to forget, drinking scotch and vodka for four hours straight and bringing back your blonde bimbos when I’m out with my friends isn’t setting a good example for our son…so don’t tell me about being reasonable when your idea of settling a screwed up marriage is bringing your rent-a-whore back home for a nightcap..”
 
   Sean stared into her eyes. They were cold, heartless yet tears glimmered within them. “You could have taken the cab right back to here last night” he paused “you didn’t have to come to my hotel, you could have blown the whole thing off..let me come to you. You came to me because I’m still your husband Andie, there’s still something there whether you like to admit it or not….now you asked me once why I was seeing Melanie..”
 
   “Who?” Andie spat.
 
    “Melanie…” Sean repeated “you know…the blonde.”
 
   “What the hell about her?” Andie replied with a hateful glare.
 
   “I got with her because she wasn’t like you…and now I broke it off. For exactly that reason…because she wasn’t like you” Sean sighed.
 
   “One thing I learnt from my father” Andie explained “one thing I remember about him, was that he didn’t take any crap from my mother. He wasn’t a saint, but she made him look like Gandhi..and I’ll never forget the day he told her what was what. She wasn’t allowed back to our house for a whole 30 days. She’d stand at the gates and his security wouldn’t let her in, not for her handbag, her credit cards, her car, nothing…he made a point that he’d never be weak...but he let her back in after just three days, I remember the smile on her face…she was pleased with herself, knowing she got her way, knowing he’d always fall over himself to give her a chance…that’s how love can make you stupid and ridiculous…and I won’t make the same mistake with you.”
 
   “Does this really have to be so screwed up?” Sean sighed “you want me to sign this crap, hand over this and that..what is it about Andie, money? Is it just that fucking simple to you?”
 
   “I left our home off my own savings to give Peter a secure home” Andie shook her head “I don’t use a cent of your precious money. This is about Peter, our lawyers have settled on the visitation rights, as it is I’m being fair..don’t make it difficult for me”
 
   “Three days a month?” Sean scowled “you call that being fair? I didn’t come here to see you to kiss and make up; I came here to negotiate the right a father has to his son.”
 
   “Sean leave it as it is….” Andie trailed off.
 
   “And you expect me to..to..be happy while you let this…prick Ben come to your house and play with my kid? You heard Peter, he doesn’t even like the asshole” Sean replied.
 
   “If this is going to work, we have to cooperate with each other…” Andie conceded, averting her gaze from Sean who was staring straight at her now, inching closer to her.
 
   “I told you I still loved you last night..” Sean whispered, placing his hand on her shoulder. She paid it no attention, tilting her neck and carefully brushing it away as she looked up at him.
 
   “I’m sorry Sean…” Andie swallowed hard “but what I feel for you now just isn’t love…not anymore…”
 
   Sean felt his lips quiver, the muscles in his face contorted and he was unable to raise the forced smile he was trying desperately to summon. He let his hand drop to his side, trying hard to meet Andie’s gaze but she turned away. He glanced around him, focusing in on the television screen, wondering when he would see his son playing his favourite video game again.
 
   “My lawyer will send you the documents in the post” he growled as he yanked open the drawing room door. His ears seemed unable to translate any sound, he saw Andie’s lips moving but he could not hear a word. He stopped at the foot of the stairs and looked up. Through the darkness he could see Peter sitting there. They looked at each other, unable to communicate and Sean knew that he had heard everything. He wanted to stretch out his arms, smile as he saw his son run down the stairs and to be wrapped up within his embrace but he couldn’t summon the strength to.
 
   “You don’t have to go now…” Andie said “it doesn’t have to be like this.”
 
   “Like what?” Sean snapped, barely keeping his anger in check “civilised and neat…all so goddamn neat just because you fucking want it to be?”
 
   Before Andie could reply the doorbell rang, the monotone ring reverberating through the whole house. “I’m leaving now, I’ll get it” Sean said. He wrenched the door open and saw Ben staring there, a bouquet of roses tucked under his arm and at that moment he was drawn to the glossy twinkle of Ben’s shoes. He looked at them momentarily and then back up at Ben’s face, noticing the abject disappointment written all over it, realising that he and Andie weren’t alone. “Andie..” Ben said, looking right through Sean “I didn’t know you had plans with him today.”
 
   “She doesn’t…” Sean interrupted “and you can talk to me…Bennie…I’m standing here, I’m not a mirage.”
 
   “Right…” Ben frowned, still staring at Andie, searching for an answer.
 
   “Sean…was just leaving” she replied as Ben stepped through the entranceway, beaming a ear to ear smile and forking over the bouquet as he planted a kiss on her cheek.
 
   “Ben?” Sean asked with a smile.
 
   “Yeah, whaddaya want?” Ben replied, barely hiding his consternation.
 
   “It was nice meeting you..” Sean said, pulling back his arm and landing his fist squarely on Ben’s jaw, flooring him with one swift punch. He stood over him and smiled, turning his heels and walked straight down the driveway. 
 
   As Andie watched Sean stomp off, stuffing his hands angrily into his pockets as he walked away, she thought of her father. 
 
   As she helped Ben up, closed the door and looked up at Peter sitting there abjectly, pain and disappointment written all over his tear stained face, she remembered herself when she was younger. She remembered sitting there just like he was doing now, feeling sick to her stomach and crying effortlessly, waiting for her mother to return when she walked out the door all those years ago, somehow knowing she would never return, knowing exactly what he was thinking as he sat there now. And as she helped Ben to her feet, wiping the blood from his bottom lip, she began to cry.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   He knew the timing was off. Pollard had sunk two cans of baked beans into his oversized khaki army jacket and was sure the overweight blonde lady down the aisle had seen him do it. “Hey..” he whispered through the crack of light between the shelf of cans in front of him. “What the hell is it?” she hissed, her own concentration disrupted as she dropped a handful of Hershey bars onto the ground.
 
   The supermarket was preparing to close for the evening. The aisles were scattered with one or two remaining customers, some with baskets packed to the brim with discounted loaves of bread, confectionary and assorted items. Others were walking around aimlessly, killing time. And then there was the cop out of uniform standing twenty feet from Pollard watching him closely, hoping, and praying he wasn’t doing what he looked like he was. Officer Megan Fellows was tired, irritable and only came in to buy some smokes. But she had noticed the short, balding man with the broken spectacles circling the same aisle for the past fifteen minutes. Then there was the army jacket, probably three times his size; an obvious giveaway.
 
   “How much did ya get? I’m done, let’s beat it” Pollard whispered again, completely oblivious to the fact that he was being watched. She struggled to pull up the broken zip of the torn dark overcoat she had fished out of an alleyway skip. Looking to her side, she noticed the aisle was completely clear. “Pollard..” she said “get your ass over to this side, I need some help.”
 
   “What with?” he shot back.
 
   “The pockets of this damn thing are torn; I can’t hold a damn thing.” she snapped.
 
   Pollard shifted uncomfortably on the spot, his abdomen shivering as he felt the cold surface of the beer cans he had stuffed down his pants press against his groin. As he bent over, pretending to study the bottom shelf, and as he swiftly concealed another chocolate bar up the sleeve of the coat, his spectacles slipped down the bridge of his nose and landed on the floor. 
 
   He heard the bounce of steel rebound against the hard ground as it fell and the sound of glass cracking. “Hey you….stop what you’re doing” a voice called out to him. It was low, husky and accusatory. Pollard immediately knew it was a cop.
 
   He pretended not to hear, and knelt down to pick up the glasses only for the Hershey bar to slip out from his sleeve and fall against the side of his left shoe. Then another bar, and another. “I’m talking to you man…” the voice repeated, more urgent this time. Officer Follows had now moved forward carefully, studying Pollard as he knelt there frozen to the spot. One hand was hovering precariously above the rim of his spectacles and the other still tucked in within his coat sleeve, tightened and gripping the cuff of the jacket tightly within its grasp. Without the glasses he was blind as a bat.
 
   “Pollard, what the hell are you doing?” she demanded, her eye squeezing through the cracks between the cereal boxes she had made and she could then see, through the corner of her eye, Officer Fellows approaching him with the sleek grace of a panther studying its prey. She glared at the cop’s hands, observing that one was placed in front of her and the other deep within her jacket pocket. “Pollard?” she repeated, realising that her voice was cracking with fear. Her instinct told her to run, knowing full well he would chase after her if he could, but this time she couldn’t move.
 
   “Raise your hands sir, I’m a police officer, take your hand out of your pocket right now..” Officer Fellows warned as she flashed her badge, her other hand remaining in her own pocket, gripping the handle of her Glock 19. She inched forward, carefully studying Pollard’s posture, his lack of eye contact. She could smell the booze on him all the way from the top of the aisle, his grubby face and glazed reddened eyes giving out all the wrong signals. “I can’t see a thing, my glasses…” Pollard replied, narrowing his eyes so that he could make out she was maybe ten to fifteen feet away from him. “Just raise your hands, sir” came the nonchalant reply “don’t worry about the glasses.”
 
   “No.” Pollard scowled, seeing only the blurred vision of a figure approaching him. He fumbled around for his glasses, discerning from the corner of his eye that she had now stopped some ten feet away. Officer Fellows calmly took her gun out of her jacket pocket, clasping the handle as she aimed for his leg. She realised her palms were sweaty, trembling and she was certain Pollard’s concealed hand clutched a weapon. “Sir, I will request again that you raise your hands” she repeated, quickly brushing the beads of the sweat off her forehead with her trembling finger before returning it to the handle of her gun. 
 
   “Let me pick up my glasses.” Pollard shouted back, his voice barely disguising his disgust at being told what to do.
 
   “No, raise your hands, NOW…”
 
   “I said NO…”
 
   Officer Fellows swallowed hard, she cocked the hammer back, not wanting to shoot, not knowing if her shaking hands would stiffen so that her aim would return. Pollard turned his back slightly to her, one hand now placed on the ground and the other still stuffed in his jacket pocket. Another Hershey bar slipped out, the cold exterior of the beer cans continued to press against his stomach. Turning his head slightly to the left, he could make her face out through the crack of light between the boxes on the shelf. He saw the fear in her eyes, her pupils dilated, her lips quivering with fear. Pollard smiled at her as he began to straighten his back.
 
   A shot rang out; a warning shot aimed less than a foot away from Pollard. He fumbled and landed straight on his ass, one hand tucked awkwardly against his posterior and the other still stuck in his pocket. Officer Fellows couldn’t discern which hand was where, whether a weapon was obscured, whether he was going for it or not. She stepped closer, the wisps of smoke rising from the muzzle of the gun. “Please…” she croaked “don’t make me do this, just stand up and face me and put your hands in the air.” she added as Pollard continued to beam a smile towards the space on the shelf.
 
                 She rose to her feet, dropping the assortment of candy bars, biscuits and drink cartons within her grasp, and ran down to the end of the aisle as fast as her feet could take her. “Pollard…Pollard….Pollard” she whimpered as she ran, her heart beating within her chest, slamming against her rib cage as she felt her head throbbing and aching. No sooner had she turned the corner, she heard the shot ring out. It sounded like a bolt of lightning crashing through her skull. She glimpsed Pollard slump to the ground, clutching his chest. His pudgy five foot one frame collapsed within the oversized jacket he was wearing and she saw the cop standing there with the smoking gun, frozen to the spot. 
 
   “Pollard!” she screamed out, falling to her knees. Her head was throbbing in pain, the sound of the gunshot rattling around her skull, ricocheting throughout her cranium as she struggled to discern what had happened. She rose to her feet, running past the officer and collapsing at Pollards side. She saw that his face had immediately turned pale, the glow of his red cheeks sapped of life as he struggled to breathe. 
 
   “Pollard, you can’t leave me…” she sobbed as tears trickled down her cheeks “what the hell were you doing?”
 
   “Here…” Pollard gasped with a crooked smile as his hand held out a candy bar “this is it…I got it for you…” He coughed as spittles of blood oozed out from his mouth and ran down his lip. She embraced him, kissed him on the cheek and stroked his face. She looked up at Officer Fellows who was standing there in disbelief, the gun still smoking in her hand as her eyes drifted off. “I…I thought he was going for a gun…I didn’t know..I swear” came her response as the other store customers began circling around. 
 
   “Hey..” Pollard whispered as he motioned for her to lean in close “you gotta promise me one thing”
 
   “Anything…” she replied, a tear running down her cheek and falling onto his “tell me…”
 
   “Your daughter” he mumbled “remember you said we’d look for your daughter…you have to do that now, you have to do that now..stop fucking around.”
 
   His eyes closed, a breath escaped and she felt the life go out of him. She held onto his body, her eyes trailing off into the distance. The pain in her head was gone, there was only silence. She heard her heart beating slowly, rhythmically, and all she remembered then was the overwhelming feeling of sadness that enveloped her as she let his body fall from her arms.
 
   * *
 
   John sucked in the smoke from his cigarette, letting it swirl around the roof his mouth before it escaped through his nostrils. He let the pen fall against the paper just one more time, hoping it would unsettle at least one of the two Internal Affairs officers sitting opposite him. He stared up at the clock, barely ten minutes had passed since the interview had commenced and yet it felt like hours. From the corner of his eye he noticed Durning staring a hole through him, he couldn’t miss his fat and sweaty figure huddled against the wall, listening intently to every word being uttered.
 
   “Detective..” one of the investigating officers murmured as he barely hid his impatience “confirm your name for the record.”
 
   “Detective John Cassini…” came the bored reply.
 
   “My name is Jimmy Russo.” the same officer explained with a jagged movement of his lips that suggested either a disdainful frown or a forced smile, it was hard to discern which.
 
   “What is that exactly?” the other officer asked with what was clearly a smirk. He was burlier, with a double chin that seemed to hang from his jowls and spread itself all over the desk, first stopping only to drape his massive gut which seemed to squat on the edge of the table as he sat there twiddling his thumbs.
 
   “What do you mean?” John answered as he noticed Russo shuffling through the same manila envelope he had noticed Agent Pearce with earlier.
 
   “I mean, what’s your ancestry, your name? What is that Turkish or something? Italian?” the larger officer repeated glibly, clasping his hands in front of him, resting them atop his swollen belly.
 
   “It’s Greek…” John sighed, flashing a mild look of disgust at Durning.
 
   “So I’ve introduced myself,  and my colleague here is Officer Dzunda” Russo said in his raspy voice as he took a prolonged sip from his cup of coffee “y’know it says in your file Detective, that at one point you requested a transfer to IA…”
 
   “Yeah” John replied with a blank stare “but then I came to my senses.”
 
   “You know why this is happening don’t you?” Dzunda interrupted “you could say it’s your colourful social life.”
 
   “What taking a drink or two? I wouldn’t be the first cop to do that, or the last.” John replied as he took another drag from his cigarette.
 
   “Captain..” Dzunda cut in, twisting his neck around to Durning in the corner “we came into this room and your Detective was smoking, he lit another in our presence..you haven’t once chastised him for either since we’ve been in here.”
 
   “Yes, yes…I’m sorry” Durning gulped, looking on while John grinned like a Cheshire cat.
 
   “Don’t be sorry; just don’t allow it in future, smokers should smoke outside the premises.” Dzunda rolled his eyes before returning his attention to John who promptly stubbed out the cigarette on cue.
 
   “Considering your relatively young age, in your forties…” Russo mused, running his finger down the sheet of paper he was studying “impressive department credentials during your time in the Bronx, tough division, couldn’t have been easy..”
 
   “It wasn’t.” John answered.
 
   “No doubt that’s what led to your divorce and your drinking, all those AA meetings.” Dzunda smiled.
 
   “Yeah” John answered “Captain here helped me with all of that, got me above board, then when he transferred here, I considered it after a while and took the plunge to join him.”
 
   “Except Manhattan can be lonely for a fish out of water.” Russo interjected.
 
   “Yeah, you could say that.” John smiled.
 
   “Your record suggests you’re a bit of a lone wolf, detective” Russo continued, letting the envelope drop to the table, his eyes still fixed on John “you get results, but you’re a bit of a mystery around the precinct, people will vouch for your record, but they can’t really vouch for your character.”
 
   “Captain Durning can..” John shot back.
 
   “After who he discovered in your flat, that assertion is now up for debate, don’t ya think?” Dzunda raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Look” John sighed “she was just this woman on the street, I used to pass her every morning coming to work..or every other morning or so..I don’t even remember which…she would move around, sometimes she’d be on Madison Avenue, other times she’d move off ‘cause cops would move her along, other times she’d be on different streets..and then one day we just struck up a conversation..”
 
   “Detective, is she an informant?” Dzunda frowned.
 
   “No.” John replied.
 
   “Then what do you have to talk about with this tramp exactly that takes up so much of your time?” Dzunda smiled.
 
   “This is New York” John answered “people talk to people on the streets, no matter who they are..I guess you’re not from here are you?”
 
   “I have an interesting statistic here” Russo cut in, clearing his throat as he picked up a note pad from the table and flicked through the pages “your punctuality at the precinct, particularly during the last three weeks..four actually… has been nothing short of horseshit. Sometimes up to 45-60 minutes late three days running, you live, what two or three blocks away? It’s a ten minute cab journey even in cross-town traffic…I’m just gonna hazard a guess here Detective, but I bet you’ve spent your mornings talking to this woman haven’t you…getting late for work, that is unless you were getting up late after a night with her in your bed..”
 
   “That’s unsubstantiated bullshit..” John replied through gritted teeth.
 
   “Is it?” Dzunda countered “who knows how many nights you were shacked up with Gina Rossi of all freakin’ people; if you wanna hang around with transients, if that’s how you get your kicks, then that’s your business detective..but when you’re sleeping with an FBI informant whose made off with Dennis Rossi’s cash..well that’s another thing entirely..”
 
   “You have no verification she is Gina Rossi or she isn’t” John replied “all you’ve got are some Polaroid’s, a suitcase full of money and a likeness…and even if she is who you think she is, how did she manage to escape an FBI safe house, and more importantly why would she? She’s been off the radar for years….you have to consider the fact that you at IA, the FBI, have all mistaken this street tramp for something she ain’t.”
 
   “We don’t believe in coincidences” Russo replied “Gina Rossi always loved sailing close to the edge; if Dennis Rossi didn’t want to kill her, someone else would..this is a woman who ran a casino for Rossi, siphoned away hundreds of thousands while she slept with the guy Rossi put in charge of the place with her and ran off with him. Rossi tracked ‘em, killed him and tried his best to get her out of the picture too for testifying against him…and if that wasn’t enough for her glittering resume of using people, she’s extorted, blackmailed…a regular black mamba..”
 
   “She was the only one to know where the bodies were buried….literally” Dzunda interjected “but she wasn’t content turning state’s evidence to put her husband behind bars for the rest of her life; she took his money too, left her daughter, shacked up with one of Rossi’s right hand men…until she got tracked down…somehow she escaped..somehow she got here…”
 
   “…and she winds up in your apartment of all places” Russo smiled “kinda strange when you put the pieces together, ain’t it?”
 
   “Even if all of this were true” John sighed “is it a crime to sleep with the ex wife of a pile of puke like Dennis Rossi?”
 
   “Listen up smartass” Dzunda leaned forward “Rossi’s people tried to kill her once, if the FBI eventually found her here, his people will too…it’s a matter of time…she’s got a suitcase full of money that isn’t hers, that’s all he cares about, it doesn’t matter if its impounded downstairs…all we know and got to go on is that she has a daughter somewhere in New York, that’s why she’s here, that’s why she isn’t on a beach somewhere in the Bahamas…”
 
   “And you think I know where you can find her?” John shook his head as he leant back in his seat “you two are dumber than I thought, why don’t you talk to that FBI prick who gave you that manila envelope. Guys, I’ve been in this job too long, I wouldn’t be surprised if this lady-if she even is Gina Rossi-knows more than you’d like her to..you can’t have her running around New York out of the hands of the FBI’s protection now can you?”
 
   “John” Captain Durning piped up as he shuffled his feet in the corner of the room “stop being a prick about this, if you know something, then you tell us and tell us now goddamn it..”
 
   “She came to my apartment the other day” John paused for a moment before continuing “her and some guy on the street..she told me she ran away from that Agent who hatched her from the hospital when she was recovering..”
 
   “And?” Russo demanded.
 
   “And I wanted nothing more to do with her” John explained with a shrug of his shoulders.
 
   “You let an FBI informer, a protected witness; just walk out of your apartment, clear as day?” Dzunda scoffed as he exchanged concerned glances with Russo.
 
   “Yeah, something like that…like I said before, I have no reason to believe she is Gina Rossi or isn’t.” John yawned.
 
   “Did she tell you anything about her daughter?” Russo asked as he fluttered through sheets of paper and forked one across the table of a sulky looking young girl wearing a straw hat and clutching a doll. The ominous figure of Dennis Rossi was crouched behind her, one hand on his daughter’s shoulder and the other pointing menacingly towards the camera.
 
   “As far as I know, she’s just a tramp on the streets of New York with a bad memory and a big mouth…” John replied as he stared at the picture, scowling at the mere glimpse of Rossi’s pockmarked face.
 
   “Dennis Rossi is up for parole in less than a week” Russo explained “we’ve been told he has advanced prostate cancer so he’s trying to get released on compassionate grounds…we’re trying to verify the state of his health with independent medical examinations. But cancer or no cancer, if Rossi is out, he’ll be on the rampage. He’ll find Gina and he’ll kill her, and if the daughter is there, she’ll be caught in the crossfire…a lot of innocent people could get hurt Detective, so if you know something, do yourself a favour…”
 
   “We have our doubts about you..” Dzunda smiled as he rocked back and forth in his seat “you’re barely meeting the rent, visa cards maxed, you’re deep in the red, car payments months behind…if someone like Gina Rossi is forking over hand-outs… you’re taking ‘em”
 
   “Captain” John turned to Durning “I don’t need to hear this shit, not from IA, not from anyone.”
 
   “Let me put it to you like this Detective” Russo cut in “we don’t believe you just happened to make friends with a transient on the street on your way to work, we don’t believe you wined and dined her because you thought it was all good fun, we don’t believe you slept with her because you wanted to…we believe you’ve been harbouring her all this time, sharing in her spoils, hiding her from the authorities and assisting in her safe passage out of New York.”
 
   “Maybe you should both find out exactly where her daughter is” John replied, barely concealing his anger “then you wouldn’t be wasting my time, you’re barking up the wrong tree, both of you mutts..”
 
   “You’re sitting on a time bomb here buddy” Russo scowled “you have no idea the kind of shit storm you’re in the middle of.”
 
   “So arrest me” John smirked “otherwise, please both of you, get the fuck out of my face.”
 
   He rose to his feet, staring nonchalantly at the whirring wheels of the tape recorder and then at the stunned faces of the officers in front of him. 
 
   Captain Durning shook his head as John walked past his sweaty figure, slamming the door behind him. He walked steadily down the corridor; half expecting Durning to rush out barking orders, but the door remained closed.
 
   He walked into his office after noticing the door was open, he stood there rifling his fingers through his hair as he looked over the files mounted on his desk. His neck ached, an unsettling feeling of nausea sat within his stomach. He needed alcohol. “Detective..” a voice muttered behind him. He turned to face Officer Frankling, twenty years old, new on the force, a good kid. 
 
   “Yeah?” John enquired, noticing the worry spread across the younger officer’s face.
 
   “Last evening’s shooting…” Officer Frankling began “did you sign off on the paperwork?”
 
   “Last night…” John searched his thoughts “oh right..yeah…yeah where’s the stuff?”
 
   “In your office, I’ve left it there since it happened…you haven’t been able to see it?” Officer Frankling asked again with a look of surprise.
 
   “I’ve been up to my ass in this IA bullshit” John lied “my mind has just been all over the place, I’ll check it out now…even if I am on suspension, don’t you say nothing to no one though.”
 
   John entered his office, closing the door behind him and slumped down into his seat. He whirled round in the chair momentarily before glaring down at the paperwork in front of him.
 
   As he took a pen from the breast pocket of his suit he quickly read over the details of the file and glanced over the photographs, pausing when he realised he recognised the pale, oval shaped face of the victim of the shooting. His eyes darted across the necessary information, reading that his last known name was Michael Pukowski and one of his aliases was ‘Pollard’. He recognised the face and scanned the notes Officer Franklyn had written up of the shooting. He rose to his feet, clutching the file, and marched out into the corridor. “Franklyn…” he shouted “where is Megan? Where is Officer Fellows?”
 
   “She’s about to go home” Officer Franklyn explained as he noticed her walking towards the office “the Cap said she could take a few days off after what happened, IA doesn’t want to interview her.”
 
   Officer Fellows looked concerned as she followed John into his office. He closed the door and asked her to take a seat. “I’m not gonna harass you about what happened” John explained “I just need to ask you some things about this report.”
 
   “I…I..thought you were on suspension Detective…” she stuttered as he stared at her.
 
   “I am” John shot back “but this is important, this is very important.”
 
   “Detective” she sighed, her face drained “I really thought this guy had a weapon, that he was going for his gun….I’ve…I’ve never had to use my weapon before, six months on the force and I’ve never had to use it…I..I..just broke, I..”
 
   “-listen it’s okay” John reassured her “IA don’t want to interview you and if they do, I’ll support you. But you have to tell me more, tell me what’s not in this report?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Officer Fellows asked as she stared up at him.
 
   “You’ve gone by the book, tell me who else was there, what was the victim doing before you shot him; don’t give me the by the book answer.” John urged her.
 
   “He looked shifty the minute I saw him..” Officer Fellows hesitated “I was just there getting some smokes after my shift..he was obviously off the street, I saw him come in with a woman..they split up and then…when I approached him he was shoplifting..but I could see him speaking to somebody over the shelf, it must have been the woman.”
 
   “The woman” John interrupted “dark blonde hair, mid to late 40’s? Attractive?”
 
   “She came up from behind me, she must have been less than ten feet away from me, she called his name out…when I turned back to face him he was coming towards me, I just panicked, I…” Officer Fellows sighed as she looked down at the floor.
 
   “The woman…what did she do after the shooting, where did she go?” John asked, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder.
 
   “She fell down by the guy’s side, talked to him for a while..whispering in his ear, kissed him on the cheek..I asked her if he was related to her, if they were married or anything…she just said he was her friend..I had to call it in and a crowd gathered, and then she was gone when I turned around.”
 
   “You’re sure…?” John probed.
 
   “I’m sure. I looked for her…my mind was elsewhere, so much was going on..” she replied.
 
   “Okay, don’t worry about it, you’ve done what had to be done” John sighed “these things happen on the force, you can go home now, thanks for sparing the time to talk to me.”
 
   He sat back at his desk, flicking through the crime scene photos again, before it sunk in. She was now out there all alone, and he realised that if she was Gina Rossi she was utterly defenceless. Just as quickly as he dropped the folder into the top drawer of his desk, he immediately rose to his feet and marched out of the door, determined to find her.
 
   *
 
   The rain scattered across the streets later that evening, John sneezed as he approached his block of apartments and flicked a quarter into the hat of the figure squatting outside. He stopped in his tracks and looked down at the crumpled figure; the face turned away, an oversized black jacket obscuring the head but which was tattered and swaying wildly as the wind began to pick up. He glanced at the rim of the hat and discerned a handful of quarters and dimes and it was then that he noticed the pale outstretched hand, the blue veins prominent, the fingers long and warped. They were trembling. Instinctively he knew it was her.
 
   “I kinda expected to find you here..” he smiled as she looked up at him. Her face was pale white, her eyes twinkling like red rubies as tears glazed their surface. Her dark blonde hair was messy, damp and deliberately organised so that the strands fell across her face, obscuring her features. 
 
   “I’m sorry about your friend..” John said as he extended his hand, clasping hers and immediately taken aback by how bitterly cold it was to the touch.
 
   She rose uncertainly to her feet and then he noticed the empty beer and wine bottles stacked behind her, no doubt the takings from last night’s failed supermarket heist. He held onto her, realising she was drunk on her feet. She parted her lips, trying to speak but began to sob uncontrollably. “Come on, come inside.” John muttered, ushering her through the doors to the apartment block. He stopped to pick up the hat, instinctively stopping in his tracks to grab the suitcases, but remembered they were being held in evidence at the precinct.
 
   They stood apart in the elevator as it slowly dragged itself upwards, rain dripping down from her jacket onto the ground. He glanced at her, noticing she was staring straight down at her shoes which were tattered, frayed at the edges with her toes poking out through the rips in the leather. The elevator doors parted and she walked behind, groggily following him as he made his way down the corridor.
 
                  As he closed the door to his flat behind him he immediately rushed to the bathroom to grab a towel. He dried her hair and brought a shawl, wrapping it around her once he had helped her take off her coat. “They just shot him in cold blood, he wasn’t doing anything…the bitch.” she mumbled as she slumped down onto the couch, her voice crackling, her breath reeking of alcohol.
 
   “I spoke to the officer” John replied, lighting up a cigarette and forking it in her direction “she’s a rookie, she thought your friend had a weapon..she asked him repeatedly to just put his hands up and listen to her..it still doesn’t change what happened, but I’m sorry..I really am.”
 
   “You know something” she smiled to herself “he’s from a family of, like, filthy rich banker assholes..they disowned him when he was young..he wasn’t a bad person…he found me on the street…I had collapsed, all I had were these suitcases, a coat, and he told me I was just lying there on the sidewalk, blood coming out of my head..unconscious..I was fucked, screwed up, until he came along..and now your people just shot him down like a dog in the street.”
 
   “I need to know this” John asked, kneeling down at her feet as he stared up at her with an intense glare “if you are Gina Rossi you need to tell me now, you have to remember, you have to think back. I know about the injury to your head, it’s obvious you were attacked…I know you can only remember thoughts, they’re all scattered…but please just try to remember…”
 
   “..I remember being attacked, my head hurting…that’s all” she sighed “the only thing I have that reminds me of who I am is that I have a daughter, that I know she lives here..I don’t know what she looks like now, where exactly she is, but I know she’s here..I can’t remember how I know…I..I wouldn’t have come to Manhattan without knowing that..”
 
   “There are no other Rossi’s in the phone book, not even unlisted. If she is here she has a different name” John replied “if you are who everyone thinks you are, you have to come with me.”
 
   “..Let me stay here” she groaned “…I just want my things, my suitcases, my coat, my hat..God my head hurts.” she sighed as she sunk deeper into her seat.
 
   “You need a hospital, that’s where you belong right now, that’s where I’m taking you, you look like you have hypothermia” John replied as he caressed her trembling hand. She shot him a fierce glare, angrily pushing his hand away “You want to take me away…” she hissed “just like everybody else, you want to take me away…”
 
   “Take you away where?” John asked as he rose to his feet.
 
   “That man took me from the hospital, with the glasses, that…that.. agent or whatever the hell…” she trailed off, shutting her eyes.
 
   “Whether you remember or not” John went on “a helluva lot of people seem to think you are somebody else, maybe you can’t remember everything but believe me the best place for you is in hospital right now, and then you have to let the authorities deal with you..get to the bottom of this-they can help you find your daughter.”
 
   She rose up from the chair, fury burning in her eyes, and slapped John with such force it jerked his head back. “They killed Pollard….they shot him in cold blood…they want to kill me…they all want to fuckin’ kill me you understand??” she whimpered.
 
                 He stared back into her eyes, seeing nothing but undiluted fear and sadness within. He embraced her and gently caressed her hair “Nobody will hurt you” John whispered into her ear “not while I’m here, okay?”
 
                 He tilted his head back to look carefully into her eyes as he cupped her chin, taking a moment to wipe a solitary teardrop trickling down her cheek. “I apologise for the way I treated you the other time when you came here with your friend” he shook his head “I got suspended, I was drinking…it was just the wrong time…all I can say is that I’m sorry.”
 
                 “I never meant to hurt anybody…” she wept “..I mean it, I promise to you I’m not crazy… I swear I’m not crazy.”
 
                 “You’re no more crazy than I am” John embraced her “why do you think I kept walking to work the same way every freakin’ morning…just so I could talk to you..”
 
                 “…I’m gonna miss Pollard..” she whimpered, burying her face into his shoulder “if it wasn’t for him, I…I don’t know what would have happened..”
 
                 “You don’t have to worry about that now” John cut in “I want you to stay here in my apartment, at least until we sort all of this crap out. I’m gonna try and get back as much of your stuff I can from the lock up…but I want you to stay, all I need to know is if you want to..”
 
                 “What…turn down this for another night on the street?” she smiled as she rubbed the tears from her eyes “I’m no walk in the park, you know that.”
 
                 “Well neither am I” John smiled “I’ll get you the help you need, and we’ll get to the bottom off everything, you know you can trust me..”
 
   John knew somebody was standing outside the front door of his apartment. He placed his finger against his lips and listened closely, fully aware that somebody was outside and listening in. He nodded his head towards the bedroom and motioned for her to move there and lock the door behind her. 
 
   He moved forward and placed his ear against the front door, sensing the subtle masking of the usual sounds of pattering feet and hoarse shouting that usually permeated the corridor; indicating somebody was leaning in against the frame. He contemplated running to his bedroom to get his gun, only to realize the one kept at home was unloaded and the one he needed was sitting along with his badge on Durning’s desk back at the precinct.
 
   He glanced behind his shoulder, confirming that she had locked herself inside the bedroom and then carefully cracked open the door. He recognized the figure standing outside as Agent Pearce, jerking his head away from the door, clearly having listened in as intently as he could to what was happening on the other side. “Detective…” Agent Pearce smiled “well I…” “No” John interrupted “I’m on suspension, what do you want?”
 
   “I think you know exactly what I want.” Pearce replied, his expression blank.
 
   “Durning is running the ship now didn’t ya hear?” John answered “I’m just a washed up asshole who needs to rethink his priorities…apparently.”
 
   “Come, come” Pearce smirked as he tried to peer past John’s shoulder “you and I both know you’re a far more resourceful man than Durning or IA make you out to be.”
 
   “So you’ve spoken to the suits?” John frowned, straightening his back to block the view.
 
   “I don’t need to” Pearce replied “what do they know? I know you’re a smart man.”
 
   “Enough with the flattery Pearce” John shot back “what are you doing here?”
 
   “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Pearce leant forward.
 
   John unlatched the chain, letting Pearce slip inside. Agent Pearce closed the door, slipped his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and studied the flat, arching his eyebrows at its tardy décor, the clothes scattered over the couches and tables as well as the stale odor saturating the air.
 
   “You’ve got Gina here somewhere.” Pearce remarked, his eyes focusing on the room looking for any telltale signs that there had been visitors, spotting the dabs of rainwater sprinkled across the carpet.
 
   “You’re not still on that Gina Rossi rap are you?” John scoffed as he circled Pearce, trying to obstruct the view ahead of the bedroom down the hallway.
 
   “Running from me was the worst thing she did, she’s disorientated now..even worse than before-not to mention doped up and probably suffering withdrawal symptoms” Pearce shrugged “we’d have given her a roof above her head, medical treatment…what she doesn’t understand-and you don’t comprehend-is that we’ve always had her best interests at heart…she got into this mess, she ran after she compromised her position, and now again she’s put herself back in this situation.”
 
   “You know why she’s in Manhattan..” John smiled.
 
   “She has a daughter here, we’re not concerned about her.” Pearce shook his head
 
   “Yeah, but she is..” John replied as he shot him an incredulous glare.
 
   “You know I have every right to execute a warrant to search this premises if you’re hiding her.” Pearce interjected.
 
   “….but you won’t” John smiled.
 
   “You care about her don’t you?” Pearce grinned, knowing the answer.
 
   “Enough to know that I can’t say with any certainty whether I trust you or not” John replied.
 
   “Listen, I like Gina believe it or not John..” Pearce nodded “she’s a wild one, temperamental and a shit magnet for trouble…but she did a very brave thing to testify against someone like Dennis Rossi..she did something for the country that she has never really been able to comprehend…knowing how dangerous it was, knowing how it would change things in her whole life…” he added “..but whatever happened to her, and going by her profile, all she ever really wanted was to have a family, be a good mother..at least until she realized being Dennis Rossi’s wife meant that was always going to be wishful thinking..”
 
   “-and?” John snapped, studying Pearce’s face carefully, his voice, searching for something in his words and appearance that confirmed he was lying through his teeth.
 
   “And..if I show you some good faith” Pearce went on “are you willing to talk to her, to make her understand she is better off working with us than against us?” he nodded , taking off his glasses, showing the sincerity in his dark eyes, dulled with tiredness and lack of sleep.
 
   “What show of good faith?” John asked, unpeeling a fresh pack of Marlboros, letting the unlit cigarette dangle from his lips.
 
   “Well..” Pearce stepped forward, quickly lighting the cigarette with his own lighter “I know that the daughter is in Manhattan …she left Long Island and the family home …but I do know that her husband, Gina’s son-in-law, arrived here a couple of days ago, where he’s staying and the fact that he’s visited her…”
 
   “What for?” John queried as he took a long, hard drag from his cigarette.
 
   “..They’re getting a divorce, he’s here to sort it out as well as visitation rights for their only kid” Pearce explained as he mirrored John.
 
   “This might seem stupid asking a Fed” John mused “but exactly how do you know all of this?”
 
   “You’re right, it is a stupid question to ask..” Pearce chuckled “we’re the FBI, we bugged the home the minute Gina skipped the safe house, thinking she’d get in touch with them…well she hasn’t”
 
   “I hate to hurt your feelings here Pearce…but I don’t know if I can really trust you..let’s just call it instinct, huh?” John shrugged.
 
    “I know” Pearce nodded, softening his expression as he slipped the spectacles on “I told her this, and I’ll tell you also..if I wanted her dead, she’d be dead believe you me..and as for you, you’d be dead too for harboring her..it’s in my interests she goes willingly with me…I’ll be frank with you Detective..she’s done the work for the FBI that we wanted, there are people who have now washed their hands off her, couldn’t care less if Dennis Rossi sent a hit man to kill her and left it at that..but I do care, I’ve looked after her from the trial to the witness protection programme…I’m not here to hurt her, she’s been through enough.”
 
   “I do care for her..” John exhaled, swatting away the layer of cigarette smoke slowly spreading out in front of him “…I won’t judge her if she really is who you say she is, but if this is all true about a daughter, then I would like to meet her for myself first.”
 
   “First?” Pearce grunted “before what?”
 
   “Before I can get them to meet” John explained, pacing the spot, rustling through his thoughts.
 
    “Right..” Pearce scoffed “you don’t seem to appreciate the daughter was allocated to a foster family after the witness protection program kicked in, not least because Gina Rossi is a known alcoholic with a dependency on painkillers..the daughter has probably grown up hating her mother and Gina wouldn’t even recognise her daughter if she was standing right here …don’t think you’re Mother Teresa here, that shit won’t work.”
 
   “Well let me talk to her first, you don’t know how she’s gonna react…” John protested as Pearce continued to shake his head vehemently “I don’t believe Gina Rossi ran from all this shit to Manhattan just to sleep on the streets, she came here looking for her daughter-she came here beaten and bruised and she came here, fought as hard as she could to make this happen.”
 
   “Yeah, for a handout…” Pearce smiled to himself “Gina Rossi was snorting coke up her pretty little nose while you were doing traffic patrol Detective, she’s a head case, and she wouldn’t know her daughter from Marilyn Monroe…”
 
   “How come you guys couldn’t find her earlier?” John sighed.
 
   “Her biggest mistake was using that dud money” Pearce smiled “she left a counterfeit trail of bills, from the Continental Hotel, to almost every flop house in New York-she could buy time but eventually these fake notes were popping up all over Manhattan-and the alarm bells were rung.”
 
   “Who tried to kill her?” John snapped “after what the doctor told me, and the size of the scar on her head, someone tried to make sure she wouldn’t be snorting, talking or walking, period..”
 
   “Someone Dennis sent out…” Pearce nodded “all this time we heard nothing, she was living the nice life we built her-and fucking it up without our knowledge-and just like that he found her, maybe he was looking the entire time and got lucky or maybe it was because she was fleecing all the casinos she was running for him…”
 
   “Which begs the question” John eyed Pearce suspiciously “who exactly is the leak who told them where she was?”
 
   “I don’t know…” Pearce shrugged his shoulders “…I really wish I did. That’s why it’s important I find her as soon as I can..is she here?”
 
   “No…” John replied “but I might know where she is…”
 
   “Right” Pearce replied “well whatever you can help me with is enough, you take me to her, just to talk, like I said as a sign of good faith I’ll show you it’s in my interests for her to come with me-no cloak and dagger shit” he added, casually strolling over to the coffee table and stubbing his cigarette out in an ashtray crowded by empty butts.
 
   “Maybe..” John answered “but first you take me to the daughter.”
 
   “Agreed” Pearce replied, exchanging a cautious glare with John “I don’t see the point but fine if that’s what it takes for you to play ball…but you have nothing to gain by crossing me.”
 
   “I’m only interested in clearing my name” John replied “and in finding out what really happened to her-and if it confirms that she really is who everybody is sure she is, then so be it.”
 
   “Good” Pearce sighed “by the way what’s a good looking guy like you, Detective on the force…what’s a guy like you see in a street tramp in the first place?”
 
   “She’s a looker, ain’t she?” John smirked as Pearce nodded his head in agreement, “There has to be something else besides that..” he asked.
 
   “Because…” John smiled to himself “nobody really likes me, nobody really likes her…we’re a perfect match for each other..”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Warden Sheen sat across the table from Dennis Rossi, focusing on his claw like fingers, particularly his nails. It was obvious they had been chewed, contorted beyond all recognition and still he continued to bite them. “Nervous?” Sheen rasped, his warm voice carrying across the expanse of the large meeting room. Rossi glanced up, shooting a glare at the two men sat behind a mahogany desk whose surface seemed to glint with the lustre of a polished gold bullion bar.
 
   “Whaddaya think?” Rossi spat, his beady eyes darting around the room, focusing on a solitary fly dancing around in the corner. It was high above the elongated tube light, skipping across its dull white exterior. No matter how hard he tried to collect his thoughts, the fly seemed to be the only thing he could concentrate on.
 
   “Just be calm” Rossi’s lawyer whispered, leaning forward to place a hand across his handcuffed wrists which were now clenched together. “Where is she?” Rossi hissed, staring up at the clock and realising the time hadn’t changed since a minute ago when he last looked. 11:05 A.M. “It’s been twenty five minutes Dennis” the lawyer muttered, shuffling through papers and cutting through swathes of sentences with his ballpoint pen “she’s not coming; she said she wouldn’t to the Warden..let’s just deal with it and move on with the hearing..” he shrugged.
 
   “You don’t understand” Dennis growled “she promised me, she said she would…my daughter’s a Rossi, she’s not a liar, she keeps her word..” 
 
   “I’m not saying she is” the lawyer sighed “but you have to admit Dennis, this was a long shot.”
 
   “Ah these friggin’ women..” Rossi grumbled “the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree does it? She was always her mother’s child..fuckin’ cunts.”
 
   “Right…” Warden Sheen piped up as he slipped on a pair of spectacles, opening a lever arch folder, letting the snap back of the metal dividers reverberate through the room. Pushing over several sheets of documents towards the other two gentlemen, he peered down at the lawyer, savouring the irritation and impatience written all over Rossi’s face. He sat back in his seat, a smug smile etched over his baggy face, and flipped on a cassette recorder.
 
   “The time is 11:05 A.M. April 29th..Warden Bradley Sheen present and chairing this parole commission hearing..” he paused “..for one Mr Dennis Salvatore Rossi. Present also the case manager, Mr Jonathan Remar..as well as the Hearing Examiner Paul Falk…Mr Rossi’s attorney Flip Laminsky is also present. Two character reference candidates for Mr Rossi-his ex wife Gina and his daughter Andrea-were invited and given notification of this hearing…..but have not attended.”
 
   “He can’t do this, can’t he wait?” Rossi shook his head, leaning back into his seat as he studied Laminsky’s face, cool, detached and bereft of any emotion. “We are happy to begin the hearing without our character references; it should be noted that Gina Rossi was not locatable, and that Mr Rossi’s daughter Andrea intimated she would be present, but that for whatever reason, she has chosen not to come this morning.” Laminsky boomed, his deep resonant voice belying his young features.
 
   Remar picked up a pencil from the desk, twirling it between his fingers, his jaw clenched as he stroked the grey of his stubble. “As the applicant knows after two failed parole hearings in the past eight years, parole prevents the needless imprisonment of those who are not likely to commit further crime and who meet the criteria for parole set forth in the criteria requiring reintegration into our society…given your age Mr Rossi, this latter concern is not up for discussion today…rather the question is if you are released, in the community, supervision will be orientated towards reintegrating you as a productive member of society.” he rasped.
 
   “My client..” Laminsky cleared his throat “is concerned that his reputation, his conduct at the previous hearings and the absence of his two requested character witnesses will be used as grounds of prejudice against him in this application..this is why our application has been predicated upon the basis of his failing health, Mr Rossi has recently been diagnosed-”
 
   “-we are fully aware of your client’s present medical status” Falk interrupted “the Commission is interested both in the protection of society against further criminal behaviour as well as Mr Rossi’s needs as an individual. There are no hard and fast rules about the content or length of the hearing…now Warden Sheen has been present at the last two parole hearings, but neither myself or Mr Remar were..this is our first hearing for your client and as such we have met the request of impartiality which was raised at great volume by Mr Rossi at his previous appeals…” he added with a smirk.
 
   Rossi leant towards Laminsky, the jangling of the cuffs around his wrists and ankles ringing through the air as he did so. “So do I get to speak now or do you?” he growled. “Just let me get the documentation in order” Laminsky shot back. “You’re young…” Rossi smiled “you came recommended through my people, top of the class, top of Yale, a regular smart ass, right?”
 
   “Right..” Laminsky smiled, sifting through the papers only for Rossi to lean in further until his nose was brushing against his cheek. “I don’t care whose teacher’s ass you had to brownnose to get here” Rossi replied with a firm shake of his head “how smart you think you are…. You look at Dennis Rossi when he’s talking to you, you understand me boy?”
 
   Laminsky swallowed hard, nodding incessantly as beads of sweat collected on his forehead. He placed the papers down in front of him, his hands trembling and his palms sweaty. “Would you like to make a statement first then Mr Rossi?” he asked, tilting his head slightly so that he could avoid Rossi’s intense glare. “Yes son, I would” came the swift reply.
 
   Rossi rose to his feet, his buzz saw haircut illuminated by the white beam falling down from the lights above him. His prison uniform was crisp, ironed to perfection and the sunken cheeks of his worn and tattered skin prominent after the morning’s clean shave.
 
   “Warden.. Mr Remar, Mr Hearing Examiner…” Rossi nodded with a mocking grin as he straightened his back and cleared his throat before he went on “I’m a 67 year old man; you’ve read a lot about me, heard  a lot about me, most of it…well….anyway, I am a man who has many regrets, and I have showed remorse for the things I have done, but the parole board has never wanted to listen to any of that…it was always a fight from day one to have me released..I guess a man’s reputation can follow him to the grave…and I gotta tell you gentleman, I feared no man..for 67 years I feared no man…I don’t think I even feared God..but now I come to think of it God was keeping score..”
 
   He stared down at the table, inhaling deeply as he struggled to find the words to continue. Before he could part his lips, Laminsky shot up from his seat, clutching medical records as he motioned for Rossi to sit. “Mr Rossi’s application is on compassionate grounds, he has been diagnosed with an advanced stage of prostate cancer” he said, stumbling over his words “he faces major surgery, a radical prostatectomy to surgically remove the prostate gland..all Mr Rossi wants to do is face this surgery, retire and make peace with his friends and family, the battle for recovery is-”
 
   “-Yes yes…” Remar cut in, his eyes concentrating on the medical report, his fingers running along the sentences as he cupped his chin “you have one daughter is that correct Mr Rossi?”
 
   “Yes” Rossi answered with a blank stare.
 
   “She’s married, with one child…living in New Jersey and then Long Island as her last registered domicile..you ceased paying child support once you were incarcerated but thereafter would send cheques to her through your previous lawyers..Warden Sheen has made it clear in his statement that you no longer speak with your daughter Andrea..” Remark blinked, staring up at Rossi for an explanation.
 
   “Sir, my client is estranged from his daughter, but-” Laminsky interjected before Remar waved him off.
 
   “-and the wife? It says here the marriage was annulled by reason of separation” Remar replied, letting the papers fall from his hands as he leant back in his seat.
 
   “Mrs Rossi…” Laminsky began before correcting himself “I mean the former Mrs Rossi, was relocated to the FBI witness protection programme, she was not given custody of their only child on the grounds that she was an unfit mother, and this is something my client attested to at the child custody hearings at the time of his incarceration.”
 
   “We’re not here today to assess the quality of Mrs Rossi’s parenting” Falk scowled, nodding at Remar and Sheen “the real matter is that you are estranged from your daughter, she hasn’t attended today, you haven’t been in contact with her since you’ve been here, in fact she hasn’t visited you once in that time…from the statements and evidence we have here, you weren’t much of a father to her and could have cared less what happened to her before now..so to get out on compassionate grounds to live with her of all things …well it seems a tad optimistic on your part, don’t you think?”
 
   “That’s not true” Rossi shook his head, stifling his rage as he glanced menacingly at Laminsky.
 
   “In fact your custody hearing was more about lambasting your wife than about who should care about your daughter..in fact…now this is remarkable, she was caught with a small quantity of cocaine on her person at the hearing…remarkable” Remar shook his head as he opened another lever arch folder, slipping out a sheath of papers, one of which he slid over to Falk.
 
    “Another thing” Warden Sheen smiled, peering down at both Laminsky and Rossi “an independent medical examination by the state is of the opinion that your prostate cancer is treatable without surgery; other options are available, including chemotherapy. There is nothing to suggest the cancer is as aggressive as you make out”
 
   “Yes Warden” Laminsky replied with a nervous laugh “however our independent medical examiner, Mr John Write-who has over forty years experience as an oncologist might I add-has verified that treatment outside prison would aid my client’s recovery as well as being closer to his family”
 
   “Be that as it may..” Falk replied, crossing his arms “we either have a truly independent third party verify the exact magnitude of Mr Rossi’s cancer or believe your medical expert…which quite frankly we do not. Mr Rossi appears fit and mobile to us today and Warden Sheen has not reported any incidents of discomfort or reports to medical staff which are consistent with the usual symptoms of advanced cancer”
 
   “You think I’m making this crap up?” Rossi interrupted as he gritted his teeth, Laminsky placed a calming hand on his arm only to have it abruptly swatted away.
 
   “Nobody is saying that..” Remar interjected “but we’ll be frank with you about one thing Mr Rossi, you’re estranged from your wife, your previous testimony at your trial showed nothing but malice towards her and if it wasn’t for the recent attempts to contact her, there has been a complete absence of effort on your part to establish a relationship with her inside prison, or outside.”
 
   “The fact she is not here today Mr Rossi” Warden Sheen piped up “speaks volumes and the same goes for your daughter.”
 
   Rossi stared at Laminsky, watching him nervously fidget with papers instead of speaking, and instead turned his attention directly towards Remar and Falk.
 
   “Gentleman, I am what I am” Rossi sneered “I’ve always boasted about how my reach goes much further than the walls of my cell; but I’ve left all that behind. I don’t have the time or inclination for vendettas or running an empire..I’ve understood that now..however the three of you cannot sit there and judge my family, the extent of our love, the ties that bind..I make compensations, because not one of you seem to understand the power of family..”
 
   “Mr Rossi” Falk shook his head as his fingertips pressed firmly against the folder he had just slammed shut “don’t try to pull the wool over our eyes..you have no love for your ex wife, and even less for your daughter. Maybe you haven’t read the transcript of your trial or your first parole hearing conducted three years after that, but we certainly have. I’ve lost count of the amount of times you addressed her as a ‘bitch’ for betraying you and being a ‘rat’-as for your daughter, the state fought and argued their case exceptionally well that even if your case was dismissed, it was better for her to be as far from you and your wife as possible..between the two of you, you seemed to have made her young life a living hell…so recommending a release further to this parole hearing so that you can live happily with your ex wife and daughter doesn’t wash with me..in fact I believe you could inflict real harm upon both, particularly your ex wife..”
 
   “How do you feel about the fact that your ex wife turned state’s evidence against you Mr Rossi?” Remar remarked, resting his chin against his hand as he observed the increasing space that was widening between both attorney and client at their table.
 
   “It was what it was..” Rossi grumbled “I’m over it now..”
 
   “I know if my wife had ratted me out to the FBI and got me locked up, I probably wouldn’t forgive her quite so easily.” Warden Sheen answered with a smile.
 
   “Well I’ve had time to reconsider” Rossi leered at him “anyway this isn’t about her; this is about my daughter too.”
 
   “Well you invited your ex-wife to this hearing, so clearly it is about her.” Sheen shot back.
 
   “I love my daughter Warden” Rossi answered, slumping down onto his seat, “all I want to do is to be able to see her.”
 
   “What happened to your wife Mr Rossi?” Falk demanded, returning his attention to the papers in front of him.
 
   “Whaddaya mean?” Rossi scoffed “we got divorced..”
 
   “No what I mean Mr Rossi..she was relocated as part of the FBI witness protection programme..how did that sit with you? If you knew where she was now, what would you do if you saw her?” Falk replied.
 
   “She’s the mother of my only child sir, what do you think I would do?” Rossi sighed.
 
    “I think you’d do anything to make her pay for betraying you Mr Rossi” Falk replied, slowly rocking back and forth in his seat “I think that whatever feelings you had for each other went out the window a very long time ago; I don’t doubt you love your daughter, but I do doubt you when you say that you have no axe to grind with the woman who put you behind bars.”
 
   “Sir…” Laminsky shot up from his seat, adjusting his tie and straightening the grooves in his suit as he searched his thoughts “this is a baseless accusation, the purpose of the incarceration of my client was to rehabilitate him..this has been successful, he is an old man, he has no axe to grind, no vendettas to pursue and in any case most of his financial assets have been frozen-he has no wish to return to any of the activities he was imprisoned for.”
 
   “I’m going to read something out to you counsel, something perhaps both of you have neglected to go over or maybe forgotten about…” Warden Sheen leant forward as he surveyed several sheets of crisp white paper in his hands “now this is a transcript of an FBI tape taken at your client’s premises approximately a week before his arrest. I am quoting what your client said on April 26th, 2002:
 
   ‘You find that whore and you gut her like a fucking fish y’understand Chazzy?, nobody crosses Dennis Rossi, this is unimaginable, you can’t trust women, I should have known she would stab me in the freakin’ back..I’m telling you now, I won’t rest, I won’t lie peacefully in my grave until she pays for this, however long it takes I’ll find her, even if I fail, I don’t want a single one of you to stop looking for her-y’understand me??”
 
    
 
    
 
    “Mr Rossi, ten years of hard time can change a lot of people” Sheen sighed “but I don’t need to read back to you your words at your first probation hearing..there was no love lost and you did not want to contest the divorce in the slightest…I believe that if you are released, you won’t spare a moment of daylight in finding Gina, tracking her down and killing her..and if you can use your daughter to do it, then you will do it, and if she isn’t the willing participant  you want her to be, you will harm her too.”
 
   “No…” Rossi growled “no you don’t know what you’re talking about Warden.”
 
   “You wrote to your daughter whilst in prison, we’ve vetted all those letters…I’m a father myself” Sheen explained “so I do empathise, but the cold hard reality here is Mr Rossi, you may be an old man but your respect on the street is unquestionable. Whether it’s your ex wife, your daughter or anybody else who makes the mistake of displeasing you..you are still a very real threat to society.”
 
   “Warden Sheen” Rossi rolled his eyes “you’ve been against me from day one… you’re a fucking puke..”
 
   “Dennis” Laminsky hissed as he raised his hands in protest, but the damage was done. Sheen smiled wider than a Cheshire cat, Falk raised an eyebrow and Remar stared on nonchalantly.
 
   “Fuck you” Rossi growled “is this the best my people could get me? You ain’t no attorney, you’re a joke you little punk.”
 
   “That’s enough Mr Rossi” Remar sighed, arranging the papers neatly, gently tucking them away into their envelopes “we still have to read over your attorney’s submissions and come to a decision.”
 
   “You assholes have already made a decision” Rossi shot back “I should have known this whole thing was fixed from the start.”
 
   “Not everything is a conspiracy Mr Rossi” Falk frowned, indicating to Warden Sheen there was nothing further to discuss “do you have anything you would like to add for consideration?”
 
   “It’s pretty clear to me” Rossi scowled “that the state always intended for me to rot in my jail cell, to suffer, to pay for being Dennis Rossi…but I wasn’t kidding you people, my reach extends beyond these walls.”
 
   “I see…so is that a threat?” Remar interjected, more concerned than both Falk and Sheen who were hugging the folders against their chests, eager to leave their seats.
 
   “Take it how you want buddy” Rossi spat “this was a miscarriage of justice, just like my goddamn trial, you took the word of a conniving, gold digging, psycho bitch whore over all the evidence.”
 
   “I suppose all members of the jury were in on it too eh Rossi?” Sheen cut in, rising from his seat and beckoning Falk to do the same.
 
   “All of them, the judge..what a mamaluke…all on the word of one witness.” Rossi shook his head.
 
   “We’ll make a decision and you and your attorney will know what it is in due course, that will be all.” Remar grunted, rising to join Sheen and Falk as they quietly slipped out of the room. Laminsky sat tied to his seat, frozen in fear, scared to turn his head sideways to look at Rossi; knowing with certainty his legal career was already doomed before it had begun.
 
   “I’m…I’m sorry Mr Rossi” Laminsky lamented as he swallowed hard “We will have the appeal, we still have a chance…”
 
   “You know it’s kinda funny” Rossi chuckled to himself “dying behind bars without seeing my only daughter hurts, it crushes me just thinking about it…but thinking that Gina is out there, living it up with my money, living all happy and smug..that hurts me more..you’re young, you’re like a little baby out in the real world..you don’t know what real betrayal is…”
 
   “Sometimes Mr Rossi” Laminsky replied as he wiped away the sweat from his brow “it’s better to let life work its way out, what goes around comes around.”
 
   “I’m not a patient man” Rossi sneered, his mind drifting off as he disassembled thoughts and images in his head, fixing on just one-Gina smiling at him across the court room. “And anyway” he added with a smile “God’s too slow keeping score, that’s why man invented violence.”
 
    
 
   * *
 
   She struck the match, watching the flame dance on its head and carefully brought it to the tip of the cigarette dangling from her lips. Sinking back into the seat, she watched the images on the television in front of her but absorbed nothing. Her head continued to throb with the same dull pain and she was still hungry after raiding John’s refrigerator.  Three empty bottles of beer lay at her feet and she had just lit the last cigarette of the pack. Every few moments her eyes would turn towards the door, half expecting John and Pearce to crash through. They had been gone scarcely forty five minutes and yet it felt like hours.
 
   She rose to her feet as she heard the shuffling of feet by the door, about to step forward before she realised the key had not turned in the lock. She snatched the remote control off the coffee table and turned the volume of the set down. “John?” she asked, stepping back hesitantly as she did so. No response. Only the fiddling of the lock, the dull sound  of a thump against the door, not so much a heavy knock as a determined barge to crack through the hinges. She looked around for a weapon, turning to head towards the kitchen before the hinges of the door squealed open. The only thing standing between her and the imposing man at the door was the thin strip of chain barely connecting the smashed in frame.
 
   “I..I don’t live here..” she protested “I didn’t do anything wrong..” she added as the man stepped in , his face shrouded in darkness. He flicked on the light switch and stared down at her, all six feet two of him. “Gina” he rasped as he adjusted the collars of his white shirt and lapels of his black suit “you still look fantastic after all these years babe..”
 
   Her head ached, yet through the cacophony of voices, images and muddled pictures racing through her head, she recognised his unkind face; the way he stared at her, the predatory manner he possessed as he began to prowl around the apartment, pausing only to glance around him, ensuring they were completely alone.
 
   "It's been a long time" Madsen glowered as he yanked the phone lead out of the socket. "My name....." she paused as his words seemed to smash into her head like a jackhammer "...is not Gina..." she breathed heavily.
 
   "After the beating I gave you, you probably think you're fuckin’ Madonna” Madsen laughed, a deep, ominous snort. He wrung his hands, circling her like a tiger, studying her. "I like the way you done your hair" he chuckled "like the new clothes too...no matter how rough you look Gina, you still look like a real Dame; I guess you can't ruin beauty no matter how hard you try."
 
   "I recognise your ugly face.." she slurred, her thoughts scattered "...I wouldn't forget your face you sonofabitch.."
 
   Madsen paused for a moment, furrowing his brow as he slowly began to snigger. He unravelled his leather belt, coiling it around his fist as he glowered at her. "You know Dennis gave me a lot of shit for not finishing you off” he grunted “I was younger, stupider...it was a rookie mistake. You're not getting away this time." he warned, stroking the surface of the leather curled around his fingers.
 
   "Please..please leave me alone" she stuttered, backing towards the kitchen knowing it was the only place she could find anything resembling a weapon. "I'm not buying your act" Madsen snarled "dyed hair, cheap clothes...it don't change what you are, who did you think you were kidding?" he chuckled, moving forward to cut off the space between the both of them "how far did you think you were going to get? Just tell me, where's the money?"
 
   "What money?" she gasped as he brushed back his suit lapel to reveal a holstered gun.
 
   “Gina, Dennis left me very strict instructions” Madsen sighed “you return the money, you speak at his parole hearing, you take back your testimony, you retract all the nasty allegations you made and maybe..just maybe.. he won't put you six feet under with the worms" he paused "or the alternative is I finished what I fuckin’ started..”
 
   She turned to run, heading straight for the kitchen and felt his outstretched hand brush her shoulder. His hand tugged at her shirt cuff, yanking it until it tore apart. As her right foot made it into the kitchen, she heard the snap of his leather belt rebound off her shoulder blades and she screamed out, losing her balance and collapsed against the kitchen counter. She whirled around and saw Madsen standing in front of her, the belt dangling from his hand and a sinister grin spread over his face.
 
                 “Don’t try to run, you’ll only piss me off” Madsen cackled as he stepped forward, his tall frame casting a shadow over her. As he raised his fist she slipped underneath his arm and threw herself in the direction of the nearest cabinet. Yanking open the door, she rifled through pots, pans, glasses, cups before managing to grab onto a pair of kitchen knives. As she attempted to grip onto the handle of one, she felt Madsen’s fingers tighten around the strands of her hair and wrench her back towards him.
 
                 He slammed an elbow into her lower neck, sending a shooting pain pierce through her spine. She stumbled forward and kicked out, one of her legs managing to land squarely against his shin. Madsen let out a groan, shaking off the pain and yet still came forward, snapping the belt back and forth like a whip. One of his lashes landed across her face, stinging her pale skin and leaving a bright pink imprint on her cheek as blood squirted out from the cut. She tightened her grip around the handle of the knife and began slicing at the air in frenzied movements as the blade whistled past his face.
 
                 “Get away from me…” she panted, noticing that he was also out of breath as he lunged forward. She kicked out towards the region of his groin. Madsen roared out in pain as he doubled over, giving her the chance to attack. As she moved forward uncertainly, raising the knife above her head, Madsen trashed out an uncoordinated punch, the knuckles of his right fist smashing against her lower jaw. She felt a dull, reverberating pain echo through her head and a dazzle of what looked like sparks line her vision as she staggered backwards. As she felt the taste of blood ooze out of the corner of her bottom lip she could tell he was hurt, tired and struggling to straighten up.
 
                 “You fuckin’ bitch..” Madsen snarled, his eyes burning with rage as he curled the belt around his fist, ready to pounce again. As he did so, she feigned to the left and brought the knife down into the side of his neck in a frenzied rage. Blood spurted as the knife jutted out from the vein she had pierced. He contorted his face, letting out a low drone of pain as he fell back against the kitchen counter, his arms flailing around as he pressed both hands against the gaping wound. Her eyes scanned the room, grabbing a pan that was sitting atop the oven hob. Her head pounding, her heart racing, she smashed it across the rear of his skull. Crashing against the cabinets, Madsen fell onto one knee, still attempting to stem the gushing blood from his neck, but his reflexes were now slower, his eyes dulled as the blood rapidly escaped his body. 
 
   His blue eyes stared up at her, and she knew immediately that he was dying. He swallowed hard, choking on the mixture of blood and saliva snaking down his burning throat as his knees buckled. Madsen let out another groan of pain as the blood haemorrhaged out in violent, jerking spits from his neck. He glared up at her, his eyes now soft, pleading for mercy, his lips parted, but he was unable to speak.
 
                 She hung her head, feeling that its weight had somehow quadrupled as she struggled to move away, her vision blurry as her stomach burned with a fierce rush of adrenaline. She staggered out of the kitchen, wanting to scream for help, wanting to sit down but she could hear Madsen kicking around behind her, trying vainly to rise to his feet, trying to summon the strength to pounce on her like a leopard striking down its kill.
 
                 She made her way to the door, noticing the spots of blood from her mouth trickling down onto the carpet and settling into the fibre beneath. She pulled away the chain and stood out in the corridor. Nobody was there to answer her call for help. 
 
   She heard Madsen stagger to his feet in the distance, his low rumbling voice cursing her name. Without looking behind her, she began to run. Running faster and faster with each moment as her pace quickened, running so fast the sound of her heart thumping was the only sound she could hear. 
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Andie wished she had just let the telephone ring. There was a slight pause on the end of the line, the heavy breathing of a male voice, and she knew it was Sean. Inebriated again she wondered, needing a shoulder to cry on, but not this time. “What do you want?” she sighed, twirling the telephone cord around her fingers. His breathing continued before a voice crackled to life. “You’re leaving me no choice Andie…” Sean rasped “…this is over then, I’ve just signed your goddamn precious papers…I’m leaving soon, I just wondered, if you…”
 
   “-reconsidered?” Andie completed his sentence “the answer, is no..”
 
   She heard a slight whimper, garbled words before he fell quiet again. She could hear the fizz of static on line and could discern the low drone of a television set in the background. “I thought we were clear about this..” she trailed off “just sign the papers and let’s leave it at that, I don’t want to discuss this anymore…please.”
 
   “…you’re being irrational again” Sean hesitated “this is bigger than the two of us, there’s Petey involved in case you forgot.”
 
   “And like I said we can sort out visitation rights, it’s not an issue…as long as you control your drinking” Andie replied, noticing a navy blue BMW making its way up the road and parking opposite her house. Inside were two men, engaged in fierce discussion, and as her attention wavered she completely failed to digest what was being said to her.
 
   “So?” Sean snapped, the annoyance in his voice palatable as he awaited her response.
 
   “What..” Andie asked as she noticed both men step out of the car, the shorter of the two waving at the other to remain seated. He wore a crumpled dark grey suit, looking unkempt, hair uncut, and his face unshaven. He had cop written all over him. It was his suited, bespectacled partner with the relatively calm demeanour who put her mind at ease.
 
   “You really think your asshole boyfriend is a surrogate father for my son?” Sean snarled “have you even thought this through, he needs a role model, somebody he can respect goddamn it…” he hissed.
 
    “It’s the same pattern over and over” Andie replied “you put that charm on, drop the booze for a week or two and you think you’re back to normal, and then you’re off the wagon and you become exactly the sort of person I want far, far away from my son…and from me.”
 
   “We can work through this….” Sean paused “I’m not an alcoholic Andie, so don’t insult my intelligence” 
 
   She shook her head in dismay, and noticed the stranger across the street staring at the house. Dragging the cord away from the kitchen counter, she hid behind the door frame as she watched him approach. He seemed hesitant, unsure if he even had the right place. “I got to go Sean” she sighed. “Oh is your boyfriend there?” Sean chuckled after a long, uncomfortable pause “you’re still a married woman in case ya forget that little fact baby, you’re acting like a slut…great role model for a mother, eh?”
 
   She slammed the phone down, her pulse quickened and immediately she took the phone off the hook. No sooner had she done so she felt her cell phone buzz. She let it ring, only for it to stop and start up again within moments. Before she could grab the cell phone and turn it off the doorbell rang.
 
   Walking steadily towards the hallway, she leant against the door frame and listened in, expecting the knock that came. “Who is it?” she demanded. “I’m a police officer” came the swift reply. “Put your ID through the letterbox” Andie shot back. There was a long pause before the ID badge poked through the box slot, she held onto it firmly before yanking it away. Flipping up the frayed and tattered leather edges, she was first taken aback by the glowering look on the face of the Detective staring back at her in the photograph. Detective John Cassini. His eyes were puffy; the dark circles under them prominent even at the younger age the photograph was probably taken. Realising the photograph was slightly faded and tatty, she realised the ID was not a badge but a precinct card and had expired about six months ago.
 
   “You done?” John queried from the other side. She opened the door, and saw him pacing back and forth, cigarette in hand and the imperfections of his crumpled, unhealthy skin in full view as the last cracks of afternoon sunlight fell across his face. “I’m sorry, I had to be careful” Andie smiled as she forked the ID over. “I noticed your friend over there from the window” nodding towards the car parked across the road. “I asked him to sit in the car” John smiled. “What’s this about then Detective?” Andie replied “and if you don’t mind, please extinguish your cigarette…”
 
   “Yeah, sure thing” John smirked, dropping the freshly lit item to the ground, stamping his foot down onto it in annoyance. “I haven’t done anything wrong” Andie said, turning her back to John as she marched down the hallway and walked straight into the kitchen. He closed the door behind him and carefully studied the décor of the house as he followed behind. As he entered the kitchen he noticed her pouring a glass of wine. She took a liberal sip and waved the glass towards him. “No thanks M’am, I’m on duty..” John lied. “So….where’s your real ID?” Andie snapped as she took another sip.
 
   “That was my real ID..just an old one from when I was a lot prettier..” John replied, stiffening up as he leant against the refrigerator “if you doubt who I am then why did you let me into your house? Anyway I’m here to see Andrea Rossi….I am in the right place aren’t I?” he smiled, knowing the answer.
 
   “I don’t go by that name anymore” Andie mumbled “everybody calls me Andie, I would appreciate it if you did too.”
 
   “I bet nobody calls you Mrs Rossi either…” John smiled.
 
   Andie paused as they met each other’s gaze.  “You got a smoke?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, sure” John replied, stepping forward to pass a cigarette which he casually lit for her “I didn’t mean to be curt, I just wanted to be sure you were who I thought you were..your reaction told me what I wanted to know. You’re still Mrs Penner aren’t you?”
 
   “Not for long” Andie replied, taking a long drag from the cigarette “I’m in the middle of a divorce, well almost near the end of it actually.. I guess I will be back to Ms Andrea Rossi soon enough…you’re here ‘cause of my old man, right?”
 
   “Well…” John hesitated before he was cut off.
 
   “..I don’t owe anyone an explanation” she began “he’s my father in the sense of the word only, nothing more. I don’t see why I should have to talk for him at his parole… he has to explain himself why he’s sorry for the all the things he’s done in his life…it’s not my duty just because I have that family name..I was up for three nights straight wondering whether I should go or not..in the end I decided I didn’t have it in me…I’ll see him if he’s ill, I will go to see him then…but I won’t support his release, because deep down in my heart, I don’t think he deserves to be released from prison.”
 
   “You didn’t go to his parole?” John enquired, noticing how adeptly she was alternating between drags of her cigarette and sips of her wine.
 
   “No…” she trailed off as she stared at him “..I thought that’s why you’re here, oh my God have they approved it?”
 
   “Does that concern you?” John asked.
 
   “Why should it?” Andie snapped, refilling her glass as quickly as she had finished it.
 
   “Because he’s Dennis Rossi…” John shrugged his shoulders “he’s a legend around this city…self appointed King of New York.” he added, noticing that Andie had now taken her glass and cigarette and began walking towards the drawing room. She slumped down into the couch and stared sullenly at the wall.
 
   “Well…to me he was just my old man..” Andie sighed as she gingerly placed the glass on the coffee table next to her “who is your buddy outside in the car?”
 
   “He’s FBI” John replied, taking a seat opposite her as he studied the room, focusing on a book shelf packed with small photo frames. It was the one in the far corner that made him stare longer than he wanted to. 
 
   From across the room, he could discern the shape of the face, the receding hair and mischievous smile. He rose from his seat and walked over, studying the picture carefully. It was old, the frame dusty. There sat Dennis Rossi. Outlandish Hawaiian shirt, customary cigar, black Ray Ban sunglasses and arms outstretched. By his side sat his wife Gina, in a kimono with a beaming smile, sunglasses propped on the head and her hand placed on the shoulder of a moody, obviously unhappy young woman sitting in front of her.
 
   “FBI?” Andie scoffed “you sure this isn’t about my old man?”
 
   “No” John murmured “it’s about her…your Mom….remarkable, I couldn’t see this before…” he pointed at the photo, wiping the dust clear from the corners of the frame.
 
   “Why isn’t your FBI friend in here?” Andie sighed, turning away from the picture “anyway, you’re beating a dead horse Detective..”
 
   “That’s quite a thing to say about your own mother..” John arched an eyebrow, looking at the picture and then at Andie, realising she looked far older than her years.
 
   “Well she left me, died a long time ago, died alone in a pool of booze, drugs and painkillers that’s what they said..who really knows..” she shook her head, fighting back the urge to weep “what else is there to say..”
 
   “Is that what you were told?” John frowned, taking the frame off the shelf and bringing it over to her. She looked away, a tear glistening in her eye as she took a final drag of her cigarette.
 
   “I don’t want you here any longer, please leave..” Andie sighed, snatching the frame from John’s hands and marching over to the same shelf, placing it face down. She turned round to face John who had now taken her seat. “Don’t make me ask twice..” she warned as she studied the car parked across the road from her window.
 
   “You do look a lot like her” John smiled “the same attitude too..”
 
   “What kind of Detective are you exactly? Who the hell is your superior?” Andie snapped “show me a real badge otherwise I’m calling 911..” she sighed, her hands on her hips as she found herself unable to control the anger clawing up from her gut.
 
   “I am a real detective” John replied “but if you called my superiors I’d be in a world of shit, reason being is I’m on suspension…and I’m on suspension because I’ve been helping your mother, Gina Rossi…and no I’m not wasting your time Andie..because different to what you may believe, know or think or been told…Gina Rossi is alive and well and in Manhattan.”
 
   “Detective, please’ Andie scowled, her head collapsing into her hands “I’m going through a shitty time at the moment, I’ve not got time for messing around, I just got off the phone to my soon to be ex husband..I have enough shit to deal with right now…please whatever you’ve got to say, I’m not interested..now just leave.”
 
   “I know what it sounds like” John shrugged his shoulders “but I didn’t come here to waste your time; I wasn’t sure who she was at first, but all the stuff that’s happened..it’s harder and harder for me to believe that she is not your mother…and at this point I’m beyond conspiracy theories, I’m sure it really is her.”
 
   “This is ridiculous..” Andie grimaced “what do you want me to say? What exactly do you expect me to do about it?” she snapped, the veins in her neck bulging as her face reddened “I was barely 25 before they told me she was dead; dying as she lived, boozing, throwing back pills like no tomorrow and a junkie …you know how I felt about it? I just shelved it, shrugged my shoulders as if it was expected..I expected help from my old man, but they threw him in jail..he couldn’t care less what happened to her…I remember the trial, I remember my dad wishing my mother was dead and I remember her being around me even less than she was when I grew up….so the fact is, Detective -to me at least-whatever the truth of the matter is, she is better off dead to me..”
 
   “At the very least” John replied “put an incorrigible cop out of his misery…identify this woman for us, so we and I know who she is…I look at the woman in that picture frame, and I see the woman who is sitting in my apartment less than a half hour drive away from here…it’s driving me freakin’ crazy, if she is who I think she is then we can leave it at that..but everything, every shred of evidence suggests that she is your mother and she came here to find you..”
 
   “Why is your buddy sitting in the car?” Andie asked, wiping a tear from her eye as she stood facing the window.
 
   “He’s not my buddy” John replied “and he’s here because he is sure the woman in my flat is your mother.”
 
   “And you’re not?” Andie probed, walking steadily over the shelf to flick up the photo frame. She stared longingly at her own expression in the picture, recalling exactly how unhappy she felt at the moment it was taken. She frowned as she noticed her father’s gleeful expression, completely oblivious to how his daughter felt. She recalled that it was scarcely seconds after the flash of the camera had flickered away that her mother rose to her feet and screamed at her for not smiling.
 
    
 
   “That’s why I came here” John answered “I want answers too. Look my department thinks I’m involved in shit that doesn’t really concern you… I think you owe it to yourself to know if your mother is still alive…and if your own child has a grandmother.”
 
   “First they told me she just ran away, then there was a death certificate” Andie shot back “I’ve told my son his grandmother died before he was born. There is no sense in going after all of this, she brought nothing but a world of pain into my life..there is nothing to gain in going over the past.” she sighed, clenching her fists, trying to suppress her sobs.
 
   “If you come with us, we’ll explain everything..look your kid is probably at school now, right? We’ll have you back in no time at all..” John explained “ask yourself this Andie, what the hell is there to lose?”
 
   “How do I know I can even trust you?” Andie asked as she gazed away from the picture “what kind of cop are you? Suspended for what?”
 
   “I didn’t come here to harm you” John replied “and if wanted to, I’d have done it already…and the reason I am suspended is because I care for this woman, your mother…I would love to be wrong about this, but…” he trailed off, unable to find the words.
 
   “I don’t know what to make of it..” Andie wept “..I…I really don’t”
 
   “Let me put it this way” John nodded “If you leave this now, I’ll understand…I don’t know what happened between you and her….…but if you don’t come with me now and see this woman, you’ll never know..and you might just live the rest of your life wondering if you should have made that move.”
 
   “…you know something funny?” Andie smiled to herself as she wiped a tear away.
 
   “What?” John asked, signalling Agent Pearce who was now standing outside the car.
 
   “Well all this time I thought she was dead…” Andie laughed “..I prayed, just prayed that if she could come back to me for one moment… so that I could break her jaw, sounds bizarre don’t it? Just to pay her back for all the hurt..”
 
   “Well it is kinda funny ain’t it, because now you just might have that chance..” John chuckled as he moved towards the hallway.
 
   “Something like that” Andie sighed as she began to follow him “…somehow I woke up knowing I wasn’t gonna have a normal day..I won’t believe this until I see her standing right there in front of me.” Andie shook her head.
 
   “I can’t promise you’ll like what you’ll see” John replied “but I know how you feel, I wake up every morning thinking the same thing and regardless of how you feel, what have you got to lose?”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   “This man is a stain on this entire precinct, Captain” Dzunda grimaced. He began to slowly pace back and forth in Captain Durning’s office, pulling down the shutters as Russo locked the door. Durning sat at his desk, his gut splashed over the table as he swallowed hard, searching to find the words. He was sweating. His clammy palms and sausage shaped fingers flicked through the report compiled by Internal Affairs, he was less than half way through but he had already had read enough.
 
   “With respect” Durning breathed in “you know a hell of a lot less about John than some folders and pysch evaluations tell you, I’ve worked with the man on the streets, I know what he’s made of and the fact is I would trust him with my life.”
 
   “And when was that exactly?” Russo chimed in, circling the room like a caged tiger “when you worked with him on the streets?”
 
   “Judging by the fact that you and me probably share the same baker..” Dzunda scoffed “that was probably some time ago..”
 
   Durning pushed the papers away with a scowl, turning his chair towards the wall where he concentrated on a picture of John amidst the collection of pinned up Polaroid snaps, fishing rod in hand with an ear to ear smile as they embraced in one of them. “Tell me something” he coughed “the two of you, how much attention did you give to reading his file before you marched in here? I bet you probably focused on the bills, the visa cards, the bankruptcy filings, all the shit in his life.”
 
   “Captain” Russo glowered “IA focuses on the shit, it’s the shit that creates more shit and that creates, well that creates  a cop who decides one day he’s gonna pitch for the other team instead of taking anymore shit..”
 
   “You know in my experience” Dzunda grinned “a cop who sits behind a desk with the years of experience he has, always has something to hide.”
 
   “I think after the third psych evaluation, we just gave up reading this guy’s record” Russo piped up “he’s been shuffled through precinct to precinct like a virus; frankly Captain, if you two didn’t have any history, he would struggle getting traffic duty in this city wouldn’t he?”
 
   Dzunda guffawed as he dug into his pocket to slip out a wad of bubblegum which he threw back into his mouth, looking at the picture on the wall with contempt. “If you’d bother to read John’s file”  Durning sighed “you’d know he’s had a rough patch; he lived with his mother, she died after an intruder broke into the apartment and killed her during a robbery…he fought through prostate cancer 5 years ago..the chemo almost knocked him out of the park..that’s why he does a desk job not because he’s drawing a psycho pension..”
 
   “Well that’s a real sad story there” Dzunda grimaced “but it doesn’t take away the fact that…he’s well….fuckin’ nuts Captain.”
 
   “I think the reality here is” Russo smiled “that you’ve decided the safest place for the department as a whole is for John to remain behind a desk..wouldn’t it be easier to just move him on, he can draw an early pension and we can be done with it…these allegations are worrying Captain..nothing is in his favour, he’s in debt, his state of mind is questionable, he’s got a well documented drink problem and he seems to have no care for the law he’s sworn to uphold.”
 
   “If I let John just go home” Durning shot back “I wouldn’t be responsible for what would happen to him…if you both bothered to read his file closer-”
 
   “-yeah he’s been through AA, he had a divorce, our hearts bleed for him” Dzunda interrupted as he and Russo exchanged glances.
 
   “But the fact is he does his job brilliantly.” Durning replied.
 
   “Yeah” Dzunda grunted “shuffling papers behind a desk..”
 
   “The problem is Captain” Russo shook his head “we don’t really care much for sob stories from three, five, even ten years ago..we care about what’s happening now; his current activities alarm us, his associations are deeply concerning..if he’s been living with Gina Rossi, he’s been in contact with suitcases full of laundered money not to mention a known felon..who knows what their plans were? Skip the country? Skip the state? With the assistance of a well decorated police officer, no wonder she was able to mull around Manhattan with all that loot and evade the FBI.”
 
   “Well they let her slip off their radar” Durning growled “and if you two are just gonna stand here and pull apart the reputation of one of the finest officers I’ve worked with, then you can both get the hell out of my office right now.”
 
   “We’re gonna recommend his indefinite suspension” Dzunda smiled as he motioned for Russo to leave “until we get to the bottom of this, these kind of cans of worms usually open from the inside…he’ll lead us to her and Romeo and Juliet will both go down in flames.”
 
   “I don’t blame your Detective though” Russo chuckled “that Gina Rossi is one hell of a looker for her age..I believe they call them cougars now, ain’t that right?”
 
   The pair of them grinned at each other and closed the door behind them. Durning slumped back into his seat and let out a resounding sigh. Yanking the telephone receiver he began dialling John’s home telephone number. It rang endlessly, the third time he had tried in the past hour. As he placed the receiver down, and contemplated a home visit or getting an officer to do a drive by to check up on him, a loud knock on his door startled him out of his thoughts.
 
   Lucy Ziyi stood at the door, 29, attractive with her spectacles perfectly positioned half way down the bridge of her nose. She still had her laboratory jacket on and clutched a clipboard under her right arm, the fingers of her other hand rapping loudly across it. “Hi Captain” she smiled, stifling a yawn, “we’ve run all our tests now.”
 
   “Good” Durning replied, beckoning her to sit. “I’d prefer to stand sir” she replied. “Long night?” Durning asked, rearranging John’s file as she placed her clipboard down onto the table. “You could say that” she sighed “Captain, we’ve analysed pretty much all the samples and fibres we can from the mystery woman your department picked up.”
 
   “Well there’s no mystery about it, we don’t need a badge to tell us she’s Gina Rossi” Durning insisted “so what do you have for me?”
 
   “Well..” Lucy began, flicking through the sheets of paper with her fingertips “the blood on the bowler hat is definitely hers cross matched with the hospital blood samples..there’s a combination of dry blood and fairly recent blood-both hers. It would seem to suggest she’s tried wearing the hat to cover up the wound…that’s all I can hazard. The dry blood is over six months old, I can’t pinpoint when exactly before that I’m afraid just yet without further testing. The hair fibres within the rim of the hat are all hers, there’s a mix of blonde and darker dye which suggests she’s had this hat for a while..before the dye job and after…I don’t know why she would even wear a bowler hat..”
 
   “Gina Rossi used to run a casino out of Jersey and Atlantic City for Dennis” Durning interrupted “maybe it’s from one of the showgirls there…I’m guessing of course.”
 
   “Well” Lucy shrugged “the suitcases aren’t cheap, high quality though the surfaces have eroded probably through wear and tear and being dragged around..the money well there’s a ton of fingerprints over them, including hers…they’re very high quality counterfeits..I’ve been in touch with Lee in forensics and looking at prints we already have on file..one of the prints is definitely Dennis Rossi’s..”
 
   “Right….” Durning sat back in his chair, his chin cupped in his hand “so now we’re not guessing, we know whose money this is, and we know who she is..”
 
   “That’s not all.” Lucy hesitated.
 
   “What is it?” Durning demanded, noting the sour expression that had fallen over her face.
 
   “Well that mink coat she was wearing..” Lucy replied as she swallowed hard “in one of the pockets is a key to the cases…it fits perfectly in the lock. Now there are different sets of fingerprints....there’s hers, another unidentified one and…”
 
   “And?” Durning leant forward.
 
   “Detective Cassini’s….” Lucy trailed off “and not just that…his prints are over the money as well.”
 
   “What are you telling me?” Durning shook his head in dismay.
 
   “I can’t ..I can’t…come to any conclusions..” Lucy stammered.
 
   “What do you mean?” Durning snapped, rising from his seat, slapping the leather upholstery of his chair angrily as he stared off into the distance.
 
   “I mean only she knows the truth about all of this” she replied “if it’s any consolation Detective Cassini’s prints are new…he obviously found this key and opened the case and..well…went through the money..that’s all I can assume.”
 
   “I’ve spoken to the doctor who treated her” Durning cut in “she’s on her way to becoming a vegetable as far as her head goes, amnesia..I believe him when he says she probably can’t remember where that money came from, how it got there, how she hurt herself, where the fuck that bowler hat is from…” he trailed off.
 
    “All the ID, all the forensics, all the data..” Lucy sighed “…points to this woman not being an imposter..she really is Gina Rossi.”
 
   “Then there’s no way I can spin this” Durning shook his head “a good cop, a good man..my friend..is aiding and abetting a known felon..whatever the truth of it is, that’s how everybody will see it.”
 
   “I’m sorry Captain” she sighed “I like Detective Cassini, I don’t think anybody saw this coming.”
 
   “Y’know what Pascal once said Lucy?” Durning frowned as he opened the door for her.
 
   “No, what?” she replied, standing before him.
 
   ““We are only falsehood, duplicity, contradiction; we both conceal and disguise ourselves from ourselves.” Durning smiled to himself “I guess some of us are better at doing it than others..”
 
   * *
 
   John hurried forward, motioning for Andie to stay behind him as he approached the door to his apartment, instinctively feeling for his gun, cursing under his breath as he realised he was unarmed. The chain was ripped, the panelling of the door buckled in as if a fist had been driven through it. He stood up against the frame and squinted through the gap, scanning the room desperately and could see tables upturned and broken glass scattered across the carpet.
 
   “What is it?” Andie whispered as she moved closer. “Stay where you are.” John hissed, taking a breath as he gently pushed the door inward. The hinges squealed as he did so and as he moved in, he saw that trinkets, magazines and broken shards of glass were scattered all across the floor.
 
   “It’s John…” he muttered, carefully making his way in. He had barely taken another step before he could see a solitary hand, jutting out of the entranceway to the kitchen. He froze, his heart thumping as his eyes darted around the room.
 
   “What the hell’s going on?” Andie complained behind him. She brushed past John into the apartment and looked around her. “Someone has been here..I had left her alone, told her not to answer the door..” John halted, gingerly stepping towards the kitchen as he motioned with his hand for Andie to remain where she was.
 
   He knelt down to pick up a small decorative glass that had fallen from the cabinet and which lay against the wall. Careful to step forward as quietly as he could, he lobbed the small glass so that it fell against the limp outstretched hand. The glass shattered into pieces and snagged into the bare flesh. “Who the hell is that?” Andie panted, frozen to the spot as John marched toward his kitchen, pausing for a moment at the entranceway, stunned at what lay before him.
 
   At his feet lay a bear of a man, slumped there in a foetal position. Suited, with the collars of his blood stained white shirt wide open and his face contorted in pain, the man had his one hand lying outside the door and the other clutching his neck. His stone cold blue eyes stared up and a blood soaked knife lay across his chest. Pots, pans and smashed plates were strewn all around him. John knelt down, placing his fingers across the intruders throat and realised he was dead but the blood was still warm. “Lord…” John shook his head “what the hell has been going on here…”
 
   Andie stopped in her tracks as she stood at the doorway, cupping her mouth as she held back a shriek. It was only after her eyes digested the grisly sight that she recognised Madsen’s face. “I know this man…” she hesitated, leaning against the doorframe as her pulse quickened. “What?” John exclaimed, rifling through the dead body’s pockets for a wallet. All he found was a chrome Zippo lighter with ‘M.M’ emblazoned across it. It was then that he noticed the gun holster, but could not find a weapon. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   John rose quickly to his feet, glancing around him as he rushed through the rooms of his apartment. “Hey!” he yelled as he ran, opening and slamming the doors of the bedroom and bathroom “it’s John, where the hell are you? Are you here??”
 
   Andie leant against the wall, noticing that her hand was trembling. “What is going on here?” she asked as her bottom lip quivered. John stopped in his tracks, realising now that Gina had fled the apartment. “She was just here..” he replied, out of breath “..how do you know this guy? Who the hell is he?”
 
   Before she could answer, both of them realised Agent Pearce was standing at the entranceway of the apartment. He moved carefully forward, zoning in on Madsen’s outstretched hand and stood in between them, shaking his head in bemusement. “Every dog has his day..” he smirked as he locked in on Andie’s face and glared at her “you have your father’s eyes..” he smiled.
 
   “Andie” John interrupted “this is Agent Pearce from the FBI, he’s been helping with…”
 
   “I don’t need to know anything about what he is or isn’t doing” Andie shot back “these are the same people who said my mother died of a drug overdose, and now according to what you said on the way here,  they relocated her, without telling me she was actually alive.”
 
   “You see this..” Agent Pearce cut in as he pointed towards Madsen’s lifeless body “this is what we were protecting you-and her-from..if they have the daughter, the family…they have something to get at your mother with. That’s why it was important to clean the slate-to avoid the risk of it happening.”
 
   “Fuck your goddamn slate..” Andie spat “who the hell gave you the right to play God?”
 
    “How do you know this guy?” John asked her, moving out of the way as Agent Pearce knelt down to examine the body. “He came to my house once…” Andie sighed “..I knew he was a heavy from my father’s people, he was leaning on me, the way these goons always do…veiled threats.”
 
   “What did he want? What did he try to find out from you?” Pearce piped up, stepping away from the oozing pool of blood spread out underneath his shoes.
 
   “He was asking about my mother..” Andie shook her head “..I don’t believe this is happening, I don’t know what the hell to make of all of this…”
 
   “Where would she go?” Pearce turned to John, reaching for his cell phone before John snatched it from him.
 
   “What the hell are you doing? You calling this in?” John demanded.
 
   “Look around you, this piece of shit here has found her already, who knows how many other people Dennis has got running around Manhattan? She might have been ahead of them, but now they’ve caught up to her.” Pearce shot back.
 
   “How the hell did he even find my house?” Andie asked “there’s no way my father knew where I moved to.”
 
   “The warden at Rikers would have told your old man” Pearce answered “but that’s the official version, he already knew where you lived by then…”
 
   “What?” Andie cried “how?”
 
   “The FBI was already tapping your home line number” Pearce explained “we monitored the conversation with your husband..how that information got to Dennis, I have no idea…”
 
   “You mean to tell me you jeopardised my life and my son’s life…and you have no idea how this happened?” Andie scowled, her face reddening with anger.
 
   “Your father knows a lot of influential people” Pearce shook his head “if there was a leak, I promise you we’ll find out how it happened…but the important thing is that we look for your mother now, and to protect you.”
 
   “Look” John interrupted “I know where she might be; but we have to move quickly before she gets in any more trouble.”
 
   “What kind of trouble exactly?” Pearce interjected before he noticed John was pointing down at Madsen’s lifeless body and held his breath.
 
   “Yeah…” John replied “look at his holster…she’s taken his gun…”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Sean savoured the last few drops of Jack and Coke easing down his throat, stifling a yawn as he placed the tumbler down on the bar counter with a resounding thud, joining the row of four lined up neatly in front of him. His eyes turned towards the door, blinking as a gust of cold wind swirled into the bar. He rose to his feet and threw unfurled dollar bills across the counter and nodded at the barman as he staggered towards the door. Stepping out into the cold, he lit a cigarette as he made his way slowly across the street, following the road up a half mile to the entrance of Peter’s school.
 
   He walked slowly, kicking at the scattered leaves across the sidewalk as the gateway to the school drew nearer, the rising sound of the bustling playground spreading to his ears as he approached the metal fence encircling the playground, pausing to stare at the kids playing, the joy splashed across their faces. He took a deep drag of his cigarette, and then flicked it aside as he approached the double door entranceway to the school premises, standing there in the hallway, the smell of afternoon meals wafting around him.
 
   He moved cautiously down the corridor, spotting the entrance to the playground at the foot of the corridor but before he could move any closer, he felt a hand on his shoulder. “Hi there, can I help you?” queried a warm, tender female voice. He turned his head around, taken aback by the busty attractive lady speaking to him. Her hazel hair was brushed back behind her ears, the gloss on her lips sparkling under the shallow lighting of the corridor. She must have been in her early 30’s, but her full cheeks, warm smile and short height made her look much younger.
 
   “Um yeah…” Sean hesitated “..I believe my son is a student here…I’ve come to see him.”
 
   “Right…” the lady nodded “well the kids are on their lunch break at the moment..they have about twenty minutes to go before returning to their classes-what’s your son’s name?”
 
   “Yes..” Sean grunted as he stifled a hiccup “that’s why I’m here, to take my kid to lunch…”
 
   “His name?” she queried as she noticed the unmistakable smell of whisky under his breath.
 
   “Petey…er Peter...” Sean replied as his eyes darted around nervously.
 
   “You’re Peter’s father?” the lady remarked, her expression softening as she studied Sean’s face carefully.
 
   “Yes…” Sean cleared his throat “…can I see my son?”
 
   “Um yes..well let me first see where he might be.” she answered, asking Sean to take a seat while she slipped down the corridor towards the playground.
 
   He looked across at the wall adorned with children’s paintings, wondering to himself if one of his son’s pictures was there. He then heard footsteps echoing down the corridor, turning his head he smiled as he saw Peter approaching. “Hey dad..” he called out, his beaming smile clearly visible from thirty feet away. Sean came nearer, scooping Peter up in his arms as he embraced him as tightly as he could. “Oh I missed you…” he sighed, kissing him on both cheeks. 
 
   “He does need to be back for class.” the lady smiled as she caught up to them. “Sure thing.” Sean replied, already having turned his back on her as he quickly led his son down the corridor, his hand clasped within his own.
 
   “I’ll need to know if you’re just going out for a short while or whether or not Petey will be missing class this afternoon…” the lady trailed off as she realised Sean had walked away, oblivious to anything she was saying.
 
   “Where we going Pop?” Peter smiled as Sean opened the door ahead of him.
 
   “We need to talk son..it’s very important.” he sighed, immediately lighting up a cigarette as he motioned for Peter to follow him.
 
   The fuzzy neon sign of the ‘Jekyll’s’ bar blinked on and off atop its entranceway as Sean pushed the entrance door open. “Hey..” a voice barked “get the freakin’ kid out of here. Whaddaya think ya doing?”
 
   Sean paused for a moment, staring down at Peter’s blank expression and then up again at the man who had served him a half hour earlier. “Ah Sean ain’t it?” the bearded, potbellied bar steward grinned “sure come in, that your son?..”
 
   “Yeah, don’t worry he’s not drinking..” Sean winked as Peter gingerly followed behind him. With its low hanging lights, spare furnishings, broken chairs and beer stained tables; the place looked fit for foreclosure. The barman flashed a toothless grin at Peter as Sean propped him up on the bar stool next to his. “Jack and Coke again?” the barman grinned, knowing the answer. “Hey you got orange juice or something for my kid?” Sean asked, ruffling through his pockets to unwrap a fresh pack of cigarettes.  “Yeah, ‘course” rasped the barman, disappearing behind the counter to shuffle up the drinks.
 
   Behind them stood a tall, skinny man who resembled a wizard with his long white beard. He was hunched across a grimy pool table, studying the corners for his next shot as he took aim, a fierce concentration across his wrinkle strewn face. His faded grey t-shirt was emblazoned with a Rolling Stones tongue motif and his torn, faded denims were coming away at the seams. He stared disdainfully at Peter, only for Sean to promptly flash a glare of disgust that made the man quickly return to his game.
 
   “I didn’t want to bring you here..” Sean sighed as he yanked an ashtray from the barman and positioned it in front of him “but this thing with your mother and me…it’s well, it’s got me stressed..it’s got me really stressed out.”
 
   Peter looked up at him then down towards the ashtray, watching the fragments of ash curling around its centre. He realised his father was quietly sobbing, unable to stop the solitary tear falling down his cheek and chin. “I’m sorry son..” Sean smiled, wiping the tear away with his thumb as the two glasses were laid out in front of them. His trembling hand fixed onto the tumbler, and rattled the ice cubes before taking a tentative sip. 
 
   “Your mother..” Sean explained, his smile fading “…she….she doesn’t really know what’s best for this family..y’see, well, I mean you love me don’t you son?”
 
   “Yeah of course Pop..” Peter grumbled, his eyes disconsolate as he sipped reluctantly from the glass.
 
   “Of course…of course you do” Sean smiled, taking another sip “well I mean, look…do you even like this school? Wasn’t the one in Jersey better? The one in Long Island too, the one back home-that was better right?”
 
   “Yeah…” Peter replied, staring down into his glass.
 
   “I mean, I didn’t want to take you away from that..I don’t know why your Mom had to act so quickly, I mean wouldn’t it just be better if we were all together?” Sean nodded, kicking back another swig of the glass.
 
   “Mom says I will still be able to see you, to come back home with you” Peter sighed, taking a sip, copying his father.
 
   “That’s what she says now…” Sean fidgeted “she says that now…but then..but then later, I don’t know what’s gonna happen…I mean I can come here, but I’m worried, that she’ll…that she’ll just move again and then I won’t know where you’ll be, I mean can you imagine that?”
 
   “Pop, I wouldn’t…” Peter trailed off, feeling the words stuck in his throat as he tried to speak.
 
   “No I know you wouldn’t son” Sean smiled, stroking Peter’s head “I know you wouldn’t, but your Mom she’s not thinking straight just now…I mean..this Ben guy, you even like him?”
 
   “He buys me nice things…” Peter shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “But I mean, he’s not cool is he? He’s not as cool as me, right?” Sean laughed.
 
   “No..” Peter answered “…he’s a bit of a…well he’s kinda annoying dad”
 
   “Yeah…” Sean nodded “I mean can you imagine that guy replacing me? You’re my son, I love you, and I’m not letting that idiot be your father.”
 
   “He’s not…” Peter protested, holding the glass between his palms as he shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
 
   “Exactly” Sean replied, clicking his fingers to request for a top up to his drink “and he won’t ever be…but I tell you, that’s your mother’s plan, she’ll do that if she can, she’ll try anything to turn you against me…”
 
   “Pop” Peter mumbled “please, let me go back to school.”
 
   “Not until you hear this from me” Sean shot back “I love you more than anything in the world, I don’t want this to all be coming down on you the way it is..but it’s your Mom’s choice okay? I want you to know that whatever she says about me, whatever mean things she makes up…it’s all crap okay? I came here to mend what got broke..I came here to see you and to see your Mom and to fix stuff..but she’s not having it Petey…she’s not gonna play ball..so I don’ t know when I’ll see you again…”
 
   Peter felt his bottom lip quiver, the sight of seeing his father break down and quietly weep unnerved him. He placed his hand within Sean’s and tried to not make eye contact. “Please Pop” he gasped, trying to fight back the tears “don’t drink anymore..”
 
   “Listen…” Sean waved his hand as he took a drawn out sip from his glass “it’s important for you to not believe…any crap your mother says about me…it’s all exaggerated, it’s all crap..I think..I think your Mom is just going through a rough patch at the moment, and it’s just affecting us all.”
 
   “Pop..” Peter sighed, stretching to place the glass of orange juice down on the bar counter “is it true what Mom says… that I have to stay at this school? What does that mean? Do I get to go back to Jersey? Do I have to move again?”
 
   “Your Mom won’t tell you what’s gonna happen son” Sean shook his head “she says I’ll be able to see you whenever I want and we can arrange stuff…but I know it won’t happen..she’ll be too busy or say you’re too busy..I mean can you imagine us not being able to see the Yankees whenever we want? I might want to go with you every weekend but she won’t allow it, she’ll get the lawyers involved and make it so we can’t be together..I don’t want that.”
 
   “I don’t want that either…” Petey sighed, staring down at his shoes.
 
   Sean cursed under his breath, clicking his fingers again as he realised the barman was ignoring him. “Hey” Sean barked, bringing his fist down to the counter “Hey, I’m talking to you, get me another.”
 
   The barman turned around slowly, stroking his handle bar moustache as he swaggered forward. His beady eyes locked onto Sean and the empty glass and then at Peter’s bewildered face. “Dude” he rasped “before you came here, you downed three in an hour…and we only opened an hour and a half ago..and what the hell is with this boy? How old is he?”
 
    
 
   “So the hell what?” Sean slurred “I’m a paying customer, get me another Jack and Coke.”
 
   “I think you’ve had enough, you’re on your fifth dude” came the reply as the barman turned his back on him.
 
   “I’m not wasted you little prick” Sean replied, rapping the bottom of the glass against the wooden counter. As the rapping continued, the bearded pool player abruptly dropped the cue on the table and sauntered over to the jukebox. He tinkered with the buttons and dropped in a clutch of quarters, waiting patiently for the music to begin.
 
   “Listen man, don’t make any trouble” the bar man sighed, noting Peter’s glum expression “it’s too early for this shit.”
 
   “What kind of bar is this?” Sean hissed “I asked for a drink.”
 
   “And now I’m asking you to leave, you’re lucky I let your ass in here with a goddamn minor.” the barman shot back, striding over to Sean and staring at him right in the face.
 
   “Then I refuse to pay” Sean smiled “until I get the drink I requested.”
 
   “Pop please…please” Peter stuttered, hopping off the stool and tugging at his father’s shirt cuff. Sean snatched his hand away and leant forward, clutching the glass as he rapped it loudly against the counter. 
 
   “If you break that you’re paying for it” the barman grunted “and if you don’t pay your bill and leave the premises, I’m calling the cops.”
 
   “You’re not ..doing… shit” Sean smirked, a Cheshire cat grin spreading over his face. He turned to look at Peter only to notice he was now standing at the doorway in tears. “What are you doing?” Sean snapped, rising to his feet as he kicked the stool away, letting the glass shatter as it fell to the ground. 
 
   “You owe me for the drinks and that glass.” the barman shook his head, reaching for his cell phone.
 
   “You want my money?” Sean barked “here, have it, have it all-you, my wife, my lawyer, the whole fucking world wants my money, here take it..” he yelled as he ripped open his wallet and threw a handful of dollar bills into the air.
 
    At that moment he felt a strong draught of wind sail through his hair and turned around, realising Peter had left. 
 
   As he pushed the door open he saw Peter running off in the direction of his school. “Hey” Sean yelled “where you going? I need to talk to ya..” Before he could give chase, he felt a tap on his shoulder. As he whipped his head around he staggered back as a fist smashed into his abdomen. The barman stood in front of him and yanked at Sean’s collar, pinning an arm behind his back as he dragged him back into the bar.
 
   Peter stopped in his tracks and slowly turned around. He could see Sean kicking, his legs flailing out as he was dragged back into the bar. Peter lurched forward, stopping himself before running back towards his school. Running, sobbing and fleeing as fast as his legs would take him.
 
   * * *
 
   She moved slowly through the corridor, the hot fizz of overhead light bulbs guiding her way as she brushed against the damp walls. The dripping of water from the condensation licked ceiling pattered down on her head, falling across her tattered shoes. Graffiti was liberally strewn across the walls, and every door she passed barely clung onto their hinges. It had been too long since her last visit, yet as she meandered through the corridors she recognised the toothless, pale and drug fused faces that passed her. Some would smile, some would salivate as their zonked out pupils stared at her up and down, targeting on her breasts and butt. Others lowered their faces as they passed, desperate to avoid eye contact. And then there was the man urging her to follow him.
 
   “I seen you here before..” he sneered, the high cheekbones of his face coiling up into a sinister smile as he stroked her face. His hair was slicked back, a gold earring dangling from his right ear lobe and a deep scar running from the bottom of his right eye right down to the top corner of his lips. He dressed younger than he looked, with cut off faded denims and a buttoned up striped white shirt. As he spoke, dribble oozed down from his bottom lip onto his chin as he sauntered through the corridor, occasionally barking out incomprehensible statements at the winos and druggies that staggered by him in the flop house.
 
   “A long time ago..” she sighed as she followed him, the fingers of her left hand buttressed against the gun she had snagged inside the waist of her dirty jeans. Madsen’s blood was still smeared against her chin, and crimson droplets were splattered across the shirt she was wearing. She passed a door on her right and heard the squeaking of a bed within as well as the incessant moans of a man getting his way as a muffled female voice croaked out from underneath, the pain and discomfort all too obvious in her stifled whimpers.
 
   “Never mind that” the man croaked as he motioned towards the door “people pay for what they pay, the bitch wouldn’t be here if she didn’t need to be….and you wouldn’t be either..but please I wouldn’t call you a bitch, in fact you’re a very beautiful woman-I always thought you were.” he smiled, a gold cap twinkling amidst the shadows. 
 
   “Uh huh” she frowned, her eyes locking onto a woman huddled in the corner, an arm lying lifelessly against her side, the needle holes decorated across the skin visible even in the darkness. “Ignore her” the man said extending his hand as he turned to face her “by the way, my name is Drago in case you don’t remember.” His wrinkly hand was rough to the touch, the nails long, the faded tattoos wrapped around the skin. A solitary gold ring was curled tightly around the middle finger of both of his hands and his grip was wet and soggy.
 
   “So where can I get some shit..” she ignored him, her lips dry as she stifled a yawn.
 
   “Patience” Drago replied “we just have to go up one floor.”
 
   “I’ve been up two floors already, how hard is it to get some shit in this place?” she bit back, silencing him momentarily.
 
   “Well we’ve had a lot of heat around here the last few weeks” Drago explained “and anyway I’m trying to keep my business as discreet as possible..you sure I haven’t seen you around lately?”
 
   “No” she answered “it’s been a long time.”
 
   “No wait just a minute” Drago smiled, as he studied her face carefully “yeah, yeah now it’s coming back to me…you had this hat, this bowler hat…and you had those fucking suitcases..and that little midget guy with you..yeah what was his name again? Something beginning with…with…P…Prr..Pell..”
 
   “Pollard” she sighed.
 
   “Yeah, yeah” Drago nodded his head “little guy with the glasses and that nasally voice, what happened to him?”
 
   “He’s dead” she replied, turning the corner as Drago began to ascend a staircase, even gloomier than the one before it.
 
   “What?” Drago scoffed as he lit a cigarette, the burning tip of it lighting their way.
 
   “My friend Pollard…he’s dead.” she replied, feeling the crunch of what felt like disused needles underfoot.
 
   “Uh huh…” Drago yawned as he unlocked a door, ushering her into a corridor. She noticed the walls were blank, grey and shorn of the usual graffiti. The place was somehow habitable. Dirty, cobweb laden doors stood opposite one another and the distant cacophony of muttering voices could be heard from within. She stared down the hallway at a brown oak door bolted from the outside, and knew that was where they were heading.
 
   “Well what happened to him?” Drago asked as he plunged his free hand into his pockets and yanked out a set of keys.
 
   “A cop shot him” she replied, picking up a trace of Madsen’s powerful aftershave on her shirt as a cold draught brushed past her, carrying the smell to her nostrils.
 
   “Ah the fuckin’ pigs” Drago spat “I hope you put a bullet in their fuckin’ face.”
 
   “No” she replied as she watched him turn the key in the lock several times to open the dead bolt on the door “I didn’t get the chance.”
 
   “That’s a shame” Drago smiled as he opened it “the only good cop is a dead one…either that or one with her legs wrapped around my neck.” he added with a cackle.
 
   The door creaked open, the stale and damp smell from within wafting up to her nostrils. Her head ached more than it ever had; her right hand throbbed in pain. She was sure she had injured it fending off Madsen and as Drago leant into the room, jerking his head around the corner to see if anybody was inside, it was then that she noticed the chrome silver gun in his back pocket. “It’s all good” Drago smiled as he nodded for her to enter.
 
   The room was blacked out with black plastic carrier bags taped against the windows. The couches were torn, dishevelled with cigarette burns littered across them. She noticed a table, barely balancing on its rickety legs, and a weighing machine sitting atop it with clear packets of pills cupped within its scales. Her eyes turned towards the walls where she saw bookshelves stacked with dusty, disused magazines and books and spotted a roach dart across an empty picture frame. 
 
   A solitary bulb hung high above them, the filament crackling as electricity burned through it. Something that smelt like rotten meat permeated the air and once the door was closed, she couldn’t hear a thing. “Soundproof baby..” Drago rubbed his hands in glee as he marched towards the table “..so what you want? Meth? Amphetamines?” he asked as he sat down and began counting the pills in the packets.
 
   “Yeah” she sighed, finding herself collapsing on the nearest sofa, engulfed by spits of rising dust. She leant forward, feeling a sudden pain soar across her left side and which seemed to scurry across her chest. Drago glared at her up and down. “What ya been up to these days anyway baby …” he grinned as he dropped a packet on the other scale “what you been up to since the last time I saw ya, eh?”
 
   “What?” she sighed, her hand rising to clutch the ribs on her left hand side as she struggled to inhale “Just give me the shit and shut the hell up…”
 
   “Not up for conversation today, huh?” Drago smirked as he thumbed through the contents of the packets, clasping one within his palm as he motioned for her to come closer with his finger “How much for how much?” he mumbled as she slinked over towards him.
 
   “Uh..” she paused “..I’m sorta having a problem with the cash, my partner y’see..he was the one who handled that stuff, and I…well he’s not here anymore, so..well I ain’t got the suitcases that have my money.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “So you want my drugs on credit?” Drago interrupted, letting a packet fall from his hand to the floor. He shot up from his seat, pushing the chair away in frustration as he placed his hands on his hips and waited for her to answer. “In my suitcases ya see..” she stammered “..well..well the cops they took ‘em.”
 
   “Listen bitch, I’m not running a goddamn bank here” he growled, striding over to one of the sofa chairs in the far right corner of the squalid room and yanked open the fake leather to reveal a stash of packets and folded envelopes. He clutched a light green packet which contained an assortment of multi coloured pills, he shook them teasingly as he leered at her “well I could be persuaded to let you sample some of my best shit, since you’re such a good customer and I haven’t seen you in such a long time…”
 
   “What is that?” she asked, surprised by the assortment of green, pink, blue and purple pills, knowing that she would do anything to swallow just one of those pills as long as it destroyed the side splitting pain raging through her head.
 
                 “Throw back a couple of these honey” Drago smiled as he snaked his way over to her, beckoning her to take a seat beside him on a tatty sofa chair. He emptied the contents of the packet out onto his outstretched greasy palm, and delicately filtered through them, eventually settling on a bright yellow and lime combination. She picked them off and dropped them gently into the roof of her mouth, sucking on them slowly like lozenges. The effect was instantaneous, a kaleidoscope of blurry images streaked across her line of vision, melting into hues of bright orange and blue. Drago’s face seemed to stretch apart, like an elastic rubber band being extended to breaking point.
 
                 “Not bad, huh?” Drago smiled as he waltzed over to a beaten chest of drawers, yanking open the second compartment to reveal a thin black leather zip case. He made his way back to his seat and slowly loosened the zip, carefully taking out a needle.
 
                 “No I don’t want that now…” she said slowly, the pain subsiding in her head momentarily as she leant back into the seat.
 
                 “It’s been too long since you tried some good shit, you don’t know what you’re missing.” Drago reassured her with a wink. 
 
   As she leant back, his eyes glazed over as he stared at her up and down. His gaze fixed on her chest and his fingers moved forward to the buttons of her shirt. “So like you know, that you don’t have any money..” he whispered “…well y’know there are other ways to pay me, and you’re one fine lookin’ lady.”
 
   “No..” she murmured, tremors  running through her body as he slipped his fingers in between the buttons of her shirt and massaged her breast. “You want more shit from me” Drago sneered “then you do what I say.” he added as he squeezed her nipple, which had now hardened, and promptly flicked open the button. 
 
   Pinning her against the sofa, the other spare hand gently clasped her neck and stroked her. “Get off me…” she panted, feeling her strength ebbing away as he licked his lips. The room now felt smaller, the walls squeezing together as the thumping pain in her head suddenly became as light as a feather.
 
   “You’re feeling better already ain’t ya?” he observed motioning to the packets atop the table “you want some more of that shit?” She pushed the hand away from her throat, rising uncertainly from the seat only to be violently jerked back down. “You’re in my house now” Drago shook his head “you abide by my rules… now undress for me.”
 
   “I’ll pay you later, I promise..” she trailed off as she tried to collect her bearings. As she leant forward she noticed a speck of blood fall upon her knee, and then another. She inhaled slowly and realised the blood was oozing out from her right nostril. Bringing a hand up to her nose, she realised some was trickling down from the left as well.
 
   “I don’t deal in promises” Drago replied as he ran his fingers across her hair, noticing the large scar on her forehead, “but you’re not leaving here without paying me, and I told you before..I’m open for negotiation.”
 
   His hand tightened around her hair as he dragged her head down so that her cheek slapped against his midriff. His other hand wrapped around the rear of her neck and steadily brought her face downwards until it was just above his groin. “Unzip me” he smiled; his breathing deeper as he bit down on his lip.
 
   “I said get off me…” she whimpered, her voice muffled as her lips pressed against the waistline of his trousers. His right hand smacked across the back of her skull as he stomped his feet. “You stupid bitch” he snarled “I’m not gonna ask you again, you come here and want to smoke my shit, and I don’t complain..now I want something from you and you get uppity with me..unzip me now you little whore.”
 
   As her fingers slowly gripped onto his zipper, Drago let out a whine of pleasure as he leant his head back. 
 
   Her fingers trembled as she heard the metal stroke down the material of his pants and she felt his grip loosen around her neck as he exhaled loudly. “Go on” he whispered “do it..”
 
   As he spread his legs, his grip stiffened around her neck and she turned her eyes away as she saw the bulge in his grey underwear shudder against the woollen material. The throbbing in her head returned, slamming against the sides of her skull like a jackhammer. “I need” she panted, pointing towards the table with her other hand “I need some more shit”
 
   “No” Drago hissed “do it first…now”
 
   “I can do it better if I can get some more..” she pleaded, feeling around her waistline for the gun she had stashed there. She felt its cold hard barrel pressed against her sweating skin and moved her face away from his crotch.
 
   “Fine” Drago sighed, shooting up from his seat as he angrily fastened his zipper. He marched over to the table, snatching up a handful of packets only to turn around and see her seated, pointing a gun straight up at him.
 
   “I’m leaving now” she said “I know how to use this so don’t move an inch closer.”
 
   “Where did you get that?” Drago scowled, his free hand slinking down towards his pocket.
 
   “Keep your hands up you asshole” she snapped, slowing rising to her feet as she cocked the hammer of the gun back, realising that it was snarled within her sweaty palm. Drago raised his hands slowly, peering at her as he slowly brushed his greasy hair back from his sweating forehead.
 
   “So you watched a lot of TV” he sniggered “don’t mean you know how to shoot the goddamn thing.”
 
   “I’m standing less than eight feet away from you” she smiled “I might be a bad shot, but not that bad.”
 
   Drago inched closer, his shit eating smile spreading wider and wider across his face as he did so. She took a step backwards, the gun trembling in her hand, noticing speckles of blood dripping down onto the flesh grasped around the handle. 
 
   Without a moment’s hesitation she aimed the gun at the wall, some three feet away from Drago, and fired a shot. As the sound rung out through the enclosed room, Drago let out a hoot of laughter. “Nobody’s gonna hear that” he leered “y’think that’s gonna scare me? Now drop the gun, and get to your knees bitch…”
 
   He lunged forward with cat like agility, his wiry hands curling around her back as he yanked her arms upward. Another shot rang out, the bullet embedding itself in the ceiling as the two of them fell back onto the couch as they struggled. As plumes of dust rose up from the sofa and engulfed them, Drago slapped her across her face and thrust his elbow into her abdomen. She grunted as the gun fell to the floor and brought her knee up straight into his midriff as she tried to pull away.
 
   Drago straightened his back, his hands coming down to her throat as she kicked her leg out wildly ensuring her foot smashed straight into his nose. As he fell off the couch and slumped onto his side, she scrambled around for the gun. Drago landed his fist against her face and she felt the blood haemorrhage out from both nostrils as she fell back. He grabbed both of her legs and yanked them apart, emitting little whimpers of delight as he tried as best he could to peel his tattered jeans off. Holding onto one leg, squeezing it in between his shoulder and neck, he undid his fly and let his pants fall to the floor.
 
   As he leant forward, his hands tightened around her throat. As she gasped for air he began to grin, his smile broadening as her efforts to fight back weakened with every passing moment. “Do it now…” he commanded as he reached one hand down into his pants. As he grabbed her by the hair and thrust her face towards his crotch, she wrapped her hands around his waist, clenching firmly onto his buttocks. Pressing his pelvis against her lips, her hands brushed against the gun snared against the rim of his boxing shorts. Realising this was her chance she tightened the grip of her fingers against the cheeks of his ass and breathed heavily against the outline of his penis as it pressed against his boxers.
 
   Drago arched his back as he raised his head up, closing his eyes as whimpers of ecstasy escaped from his mouth. Realising he was now off his guard, she snatched at the weapon and jerked her body upwards, falling back until she slumped against the sofa, steadying her grip and then aiming the weapon straight up into his face. He stood there, his erection bulging against his shorts as he glared back down at her. “Fuck you” he muttered, his lips tightening into a scowl. He contemplated rushing forward to grab the gun, his eyes fixed on hers, her body posture and finally the weapon itself.
 
   “You sick son of a bitch” she gasped, cocking the hammer back as she steadied her aim. He did not wait. Rushing forward with a grunt, Drago sprung at her with the ferocity of a tiger let loose from its cage. A shot rang out. He stopped in his tracks, his face pale as a ghost as he clutched his chest. 
 
   Staring down at his hands he could see the crimson lacquer of his own blood imprinted upon the skin. He stared up at her, his eyes curled up in a manic rage. “You shot me you little cunt..” he gulped, staggering backwards, his backside smashing against the edge of the table behind him “you bitch…you little ungrateful bitch..” he repeated as he tried to summon the strength to attack her. She aimed at him again, focusing on his belly, and squeezed the trigger as hard as she could. 
 
   Another shot rang out and Drago moaned as he slumped down to his knees, the bullet penetrating the flesh of his skinny abdomen. Staring up at her he sneered, spittle dripping from his bottom lip as he fell forward onto his face. She sat there, dropping the gun to her side. Rising to her feet, she kicked him. Emitting a groan of pain, Drago curled up and began coughing as drips of blood leaked forth from his mouth and his wounds. 
 
                 She snatched the packets of pills from the table surface and stared down at him, watching life ebb away from his ruined, useless body. Her head began to hurt again, throbbing incessantly as she felt the warm trickle of blood pour from her nose once again. She yanked open the door, threw a purple coloured capsule back into her throat and felt the itch in her brain dissolve as it kicked in. 
 
   Walking down the dark, dingy, urine stained hallway she saw the image of her daughter flashing through her mind. She saw her smile, her sullen expression, the joy in which she threw her arms up whenever she scooped her up, the hatred in that same face and the glower of disgust. All in one, embroiled within the pain and the pleasure of the love she gave and wanted to give. In that moment she finally realised she had to find her.
 
   **
 
   Andie struggled to keep up pace with the both of them. John darted in and out through the oncoming crawl of pedestrians. Staring into street corners, across streets and the inside of convenience stores; he paused only to enter bars, to quickly whip his head around the corner to see where Gina might be. Pearce followed diligently behind him; cautious and unnerved while Andie slowly surveyed the roads for any sign of the woman she was beginning to realise could be her mother.
 
   As light drizzle began to bounce off her head she noticed John stop in his tracks outside the foyer of a hotel, engaged in fierce discussion with the doorman. Her feet were tired; her emotions tangled up like a necklace of pearls. She refused to believe it yet her pulse quickened at the mere thought that Gina was still alive, her heart shuddering in both excitement and vehement disgust. “What is he doing now?” she panted as she caught up with Pearce, the chill of the wind making her eyes water.
 
   “Honestly” Pearce shook his head “I don’t know, we’ve been around the same block six times.”
 
   “I can’t believe this” Andie sighed, stepping back from the oncoming rush of commuters as she leant against the wall “I’m supposed to believe my mother is tramping the streets of Manhattan while I’ve been thinking she’s been six feet under.”
 
   “Believe it..” Pearce shouted over the crowd “like I told you in the car, she’s only been here maybe six to eight months we think..your mother’s a very resourceful woman to get this far.”
 
   Andie noticed John’s discussion with the doorman had become even more animated; she motioned for Pearce to accompany her as they approached the hotel. John’s face was flush red, his voice booming as his fingers jabbed the air as he enunciated his words.
 
   “Look, just think about what I’m saying to you, you know the one I’m talking about” he snapped “she’s a looker, it’s obvious she doesn’t look like any usual wino...now please, will you just think for a minute before you say you don’t know nothin’ for the hundredth time.”
 
   “Uh huh” the door man replied with a smile “and I suppose she’s your girlfriend or something huh? I don’t see nothin’ from nothin’ how’s you think I’m gonna remember some loopy Dame when I got hundreds of people passing me every day, huh?”
 
   “What kinda doorman are you?” John spluttered “I’m a cop, this woman is wanted by the NYPD, so you screw me around buddy and you’re obstructing our investigation.”
 
   “Show me your badge then” the doorman yawned, smirking at John’s reaction.
 
   “Pearce” John yelled as he saw him approaching “get out your badge, this jerkoff’s seen her, I know it.”
 
   “How’s that for you pal? Now answer the man’s question.” Pearce asked, flashing his ID as the doorman’s expression crumbled.
 
   “She used to sit outside on this kerb most of the time” John replied as he turned to Andie and Pearce, pointing to the sidewalk “this guy or his boss or whoever the hell he works for has moved her enough times in the past-or tried to at least, I know it.” he explained.
 
   “I might know who you mean” the doorman nodded “but I ain’t seen her for a long time.”
 
   “Ok thank you..” Pearce smiled, ushering John away “look she’s been attacked, she might be wounded, but I didn’t see any blood other than those from the wounds of the guy in your flat..now if she’s not on the streets, then we have to consider the sort of places she would go..”
 
   “Look” John replied “I know her, she might have been a bum but she wouldn’t be in no crack joint, I’m sure of that.”
 
   “Detective” Andie interrupted “if this really is my mother, then you don’t know her well enough to rule that out...”
 
   “If you say so..” John shook his head “if that’s the case, she couldn’t have got far…we can scout West, Central and East Harlem, Washington Heights, Hamilton Heights, and Inwood for starters.”
 
   “Alright” Pearce turned to Andie “we’ll take you home and then we’ll look for her, don’t worry.”
 
   “I’m not” Andie scowled “to be honest with you, if you do find her I don’t know how I’ll feel..thankful you did, or wishing you didn’t bother…I just don’t know right now..”
 
   “You’ll find she ain’t the person she used to be.” John replied as his eyes continued to scan the sidewalk.
 
   “Some leopards don’t change their spots” Andie frowned “she might pull the wool over your eyes, but I’m blood, I know how it goes..”
 
   * *
 
   The nails of her fingers dug into her scalp as she massaged her head. Bringing her knees up to her chin she began to rock back and forth against the wall. The last fragments of sunlight had slipped behind the dull grey clouds and she squinted as the sparkle of a sunbeam shot past the windows of a skyscraper and bathed her face. The biting cold made every part of her body shiver, she wanted to pull herself up and stand by the makeshift fire that the groups of winos were huddled around. Disused cars, abandoned trash containers and cardboard box beds littered the underpass where she lay. Within touching distance a man lay sprawled out on the ground, his naked arm lying atop the concrete, the skin littered with needle marks. His face was gaunt, pale and his body trembled in the cold as the needle jutted out from a vein and for a moment she contemplated using it too.
 
   Her head throbbed, blood wept from her nostrils as images of the past few days raced through her mind. It had been scarcely a few hours since she first took Drago’s tablets, and already it felt like days. The ecstasy of the first hour had been replaced by agony; she clawed her scalp, hoping to tear the pain physically from her brain. Moans and whimpers escaped her mouth, reliving the image of Madsen’s disgusting face as he leered at her that afternoon months ago when he first broke into her relocated house, lunging forward to kill her. Within a heartbeat the image was wiped clean as she saw him pinning her down, his fists beating against her head, throwing her against a coffee table where she slammed her forehead against its corner, splitting the skin wide open as blood squirted out.
 
   She rose groggily to her feet, the wind swirling around her. She felt spots of blood from her nostril fall against her cheek and chin. Moving forward towards the fire, her vision was blurry, her steps uncertain. Three winos stood around a steel barrel, a plume of dark smoke engulfing them as newspapers, magazines, cardboard, and junk crackled amidst the flames. Their faces were forlorn, also frozen in the cold and wet with the rain. A toothless man grinned at her, nodding towards the fire as he warmed his wrinkly hands.
 
   “Ain’t seen ya round here..” he grumbled “..woulda remembered you for sure” he cackled. She ignored him, hugging herself as she stared into the fire. “You want some blow?” another man boomed. He was an older black man, his hair grey and wizen and his eyes bloodshot. Plunging his hands into an oversized army and navy jacket, he pulled out a half empty bottle of Jack Daniels. His red eyes blinked weakly as he stretched it out towards her. She wanted to reach out, to swallow the whole goddamn thing down her parched throat, but her head hurt, her legs were weak and her nose felt like a reservoir of blood, ready to explode if she dared move forward another inch.
 
   “Got any smokes?” she muttered, staring straight into the flame and avoiding eye contact. Stuffing her hands into her pockets she wished she had brought Drago’s gun with her but only a few of the tablet packets remained. She pulled them out, dangling them in front of her new audience. “I’ll trade you this for some smokes and the whisky.” she sighed. 
 
   “What the hell are those?” the man in the khaki overcoat scoffed “we got blow, we got some H, we got Jack and coke, what else do we fuckin’ need?” he laughed, joined by a chorus of smattering giggles from the bodies lying around them.
 
   “This is beyond that, here..” she smiled as she threw it up in the air, knowing one of them would catch it “..try it then you can laugh all you want.”
 
   The black man stared at her suspiciously, and then with a smirk forked the bottle of whisky over to her without batting an eyelid. She flipped the lid open and swallowed a few gulps down, immediately bringing her mind back into focus and slapping the headache out from her skull. “These are fuckin’ pink” the man scowled as he studied the multi colored pills on the surface of his fingerless gloves. “Ah just take the goddamn things..” another man shot back.
 
               “You dress a bit too well to be down here” another transient muttered, he was older, skinnier, a rough grey beard smattered over the sharp cheekbones of his withered face.
 
                 “Yeah, what’s with that shit-you some kind of cop or something?” the black man scowled “trying to get all up in our shit, seeing how we poor folk live and then draggin’ our asses out.”
 
               “Ease up Steve” the older man frowned “I’ve seen her before, I’m sure of it…I’ve seen you with those suitcases uptown, I had a chestnut stand there for a while..i’m sure it was you.”
 
    “It was probably me” she sighed “ain’t going back there now though.”
 
   “Why not?” Steve demanded.
 
   “Never mind, all sorts of shit going on.” she muttered to herself.
 
   “I think” Steve smiled “you do need some blow after all.”
 
   Before she could agree she realised blood was now leaking out of both nostrils, her head became dizzy as the brightness of the fire was now beginning to sting her eyes. Stepping backwards, she lost her footing and landed on the ground, flat on her ass. “What’s wrong with ya?” Steve scoffed, peering down at her with curiosity. 
 
   She rested her head on the cold ground to alleviate the pain; as her eyes glanced sideways she noticed somebody walking steadily towards her. She stared up and heard the crunching granite of the bridge above her as cars roared past. “Hey…” said a comforting voice, a familiar voice. She realised it was John, the tip of his nose red in the cold, his hair damp with the rain. “Hey you..” she mumbled, the effort to speak overwhelming as her head began to throb. “We’ve been looking all over for you” John smiled as he stroked her hair “you shoulda just stayed put at mine.”
 
   “I was…scared” she paused as she clasped his hand “I didn’t know what to do..”
 
   “We gotta get you somewhere safe, get you some help” John nodded towards Pearce who was approaching “I have someone very special who wants to meet you too.”
 
   He wiped the blood away from her nose and cradled her in his arms. “What’s wrong with her?” he asked Pearce as he knelt down to study her carefully, placing his hand on her sweating forehead. “She’s got a fever…but there’s probably injuries as well, the doctor at the hospital who saw her earlier, he can definitely help..her pupils are dilated as well, she might have taken some junk..drugs or alcohol, or both.” he added with a shrug.
 
   “Then we’ve gotta get her there” John sighed, helping her slowly to her feet. Pearce helped balance her between the pair of them, and noticed that specks of blood were now trickling from the older wound on her forehead as well as from her nose. “He opened her up pretty bad” Pearce said as they began to move gingerly forward. “Who..who…” she slurred as she struggled to place one foot in front of the other “…who am I gonna meet John?”
 
   “Well we gotta get you cleaned up first” John replied, propping her head up to stem the bleeding “but you’re gonna be meeting your daughter..we found Andrea, you’re gonna be meeting Andie”
 
   “That man…in your flat..” she hesitated as her eyes fluttered “he’s gonna get to her…”
 
   “Don’t worry about him” John replied “that son of a bitch ain’t going nowhere, you did a real number on him.”
 
   “You found her…” she trailed off as a smile came to her face.
 
   “Don’t talk right now” Pearce cut in as her breathing became shallower “just try to relax..”
 
   She watched the sun retreat as twilight enveloped the clouds, and for a moment she didn’t think about the pain, the blood, and the drugs raging through her body. She only smiled.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Only moments had passed since she last opened her eyes. As her eyelids flickered open she realised she was in a hospital ward room.  Muffled voices could be heard outside the door, but the only thing that interested her at that moment was that she felt quite warm. The pain in her head was now replaced with a sense of crystal clarity and tranquillity. At that moment she remembered how Madsen slumped to the ground of the kitchen; his body contorted, his face growing paler by the second as spurts of blood fizzed out from the entry wound in his neck. She saw Drago’s empty face, devoid of emotion, hanging above her as his sweaty hands rubbed all over her body.
 
   As she turned her head to the side, she saw nothing but the crackling sparkle of a bedside lamp, the amber hue turned down as low as possible; but not low enough. She could still see the face staring at her from across the room. It came closer, and then she realised it was the cherubic face of a young boy. “Hye..” he mumbled, staring at her curiously. “Hello…” she croaked. He may have been eight or ten years of age. She could comprehend through the darkness that his face was shorn of any kind of joyfulness whatsoever. It was the face of a young boy, but with the glare of a troubled man. “I’m Peter…” the boy replied as he stepped forward “..but my friends call me Petey.”
 
   “Hye Petey…” she smiled “…have you been standing there for long?”
 
   “My Mom brought me here after school” he trailed off “..I dunno why, but my Mom is upset..”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that..” she replied “..where is your Mom now?”
 
   “You were talking in your sleep” Peter ignored her, studying the IV drips hanging above her and the occasional blips on the ECG machine, their colours illuminating her face. As she furrowed her brow she realised there was a plaster wrapped across her forehead, covering the scar already there, and also that her sense of smell had now returned.
 
   “What was I saying?” she asked, studying him carefully.
 
   “I couldn’t understand everything…” Peter answered, staring down at his shoes “but you were saying my Mom’s name…and my Dad’s name..”
 
   “I would remember a cute kid like you..” she smiled “…where’s your Mom and Pop now?”
 
   “They don’t talk…” Peter shot back.
 
   “What does that mean?” she asked as she repositioned herself to get a closer look at him.
 
   “It means they’re not talking to each other now” Peter rolled his eyes “anyway…I got to go.”
 
   “No” she replied “stay a while…please..”
 
   “My Mom told me not to talk to strangers-and not to you either…but I came in here anyway.” Peter sighed as he began to tap his foot.
 
   “But you still are..” she observed.
 
   “I am what?”
 
   “Talking to me….I mean..you were the one standing here watching me, didn’t your Mom tell you it’s not polite to stare at people?” she answered with a coy smile.
 
   Peter frowned as he turned his back to her and began walking towards the door “I don’t have to listen to you, you’re not my Mom or my Dad” he replied as he struggled to yank the door open.
 
   “I’m sorry I was rude to you just now” she mumbled, attempting to raise her head from the pillow only to realise he had already ignored her and walked out of the room.
 
   Still staring at the door, she heard footsteps from outside and smiled as John walked into the room, flanked by Doctor Firth. “Well Gina” he cleared his throat “I hope you’re doing well…or certainly better than you were before.”
 
   “Gina?” she muttered under her breath, smiling as John leant forward to kiss her on her forehead.
 
   “Yeah…Gina Rossi…we know who you are” John nodded “since you’ve been here, we’ve been able to run prints, blood samples, hair samples..working with an agent at the FBI we’ve established the time line of events that resulted with the attack at my flat…we’ve run that man’s prints as well, he’s an enforcer..a hitman who works for your ex husband..Dennis Rossi…there’s no point hiding the truth anymore..”
 
   “How long have I been here?” she wheezed, closing her eyes as she struggled to understand what was being said to her.
 
   “You’ve been here for 72 hours” Firth explained as he began scribbling notes on the clipboard yanked from the foot of the hospital bed “one of the things we were investigating before you..er…left the hospital the last time you were here, was the condition of your liver…well due to excessive alcohol use it’s in quite a state..we had to carry out a procedure to pass a stent across your liver to join two large veins, that’s why you’ve probably been experiencing problems regarding bleeding or coughing up blood..so you can understand that I’m not exactly jumping for joy at the fact that you escaped from the hospital before you got a chance to recover properly….as for your head, it was already in a fragile state, but we’ve found evidence of drugs in your blood stream, this along with the alcohol and the attack you were involved in at John’s flat resulted in what’s called a subarachnoid bleed to the brain..now we’re giving you medicines through an IV line to control blood pressure over there which are what the tubes are that you see.. luckily you’re not suffering from an aneurysm otherwise we would need major surgery right away..but the condition of your head and brain tissue is still extremely fragile..so what you need now Gina…is complete- and I do mean complete- bed rest, we don’t want any additional bleeding.”
 
   “I don’t know where you went” John sighed “but you pumped yourself full of so much shit that you might have been dead in 12 hours or even less, that’s what the doc is saying.”
 
   “I..I” she stammered “I..don’t have anywhere to go, I mean I don’t have a home…I have a daughter, I have a daughter…where’s my suitcases?”
 
   “Andie..” Firth smiled “Andrea, does that name ring a bell?”
 
   “She’s not safe…” she muttered under her breath “it’s not safe for her..”
 
   “I’ve been speaking with Andie” Firth continued “she’s agreed to put you up in her house, just for you to recover after your hospital stay. You have no paperwork, you have insurance or funds. It’s important you’re with people now, calm, relaxed and without stress as much as possible. Now pieces of information, pieces of memory will come back to you slowly in time..they already have in fragments I’m sure you’ve noticed..the way you’ve been living, the drugs you’ve consumed, all the drinking…that has only impeded your progress, its hampered all hope of restoring your memory and brain function to its full capacity...now we keep you clean and sober from now on Gina and maybe, just maybe, you can start to put things together properly.”
 
   “It’s not safe.” she shook her head, ignoring his words “..I need to see her” she stared off into the distance.
 
   “How much do you remember about the past?” Firth asked as he continued to scribble away “be as specific as possible-do you recognise that your name is Gina-or do you respond to the name Tanya Girling-which is one name given to you by the FBI when you went into witness protection?”
 
   “My daughter..” she sighed “..I came here to find Andie…where is she?”
 
   “Please” John interrupted “just answer the doctor, we’re trying to help you.”
 
   “I can’t…” she cursed under her breath “…you know what you know, and you know Dennis, I remember that…I remember he hurt me, he hurt Andie too..”
 
   “The man who attacked you, who you defended yourself against-do you remember his face?” Firth asked.
 
   “I remember his face, yeah” she nodded “it was him….he did this to me too” she pointed to the bandaged scar on her forehead.
 
   “You ran from witness protection” John interjected “and you knew all along what was in those suitcases didn’t you? How far did you think you’d get with a bag of laundered money?”
 
   “I don’t know…” she shook her head “..I had to tell Andie she was in danger, but I was sick…I…I didn’t know who to trust, I couldn’t go to a hospital..I couldn’t risk getting caught..I didn’t trust anybody..and then slowly, I just started forgetting things..names, faces, places I’d been to…I felt the same, but it was easier to …to be…be somebody else.”
 
   “You did a great job, it’s like you fell out of the sky” John frowned “I still don’t really know if you’re telling me the truth about all of this-all I have are the facts, and the facts only point to one thing.”
 
   “I didn’t come here to run away from anyone” she sighed “I came to find the one thing those bastards couldn’t take from me, and I wouldn’t let them…has she seen me? What did she say?”
 
   “No she hasn’t” John answered “and to be frank with you, she hasn’t exactly been jumping for joy about all of this either...”
 
   “The police will want to talk to you when you’re better” Firth cut in with an appreciative nod towards John “now let’s just concentrate on getting you back on your feet…no more dramas for you.”
 
   “You’re going home” John whispered in her ear “where you’ve wanted to be..”
 
   “Yeah..” she swallowed “..that’s what I’m afraid of”
 
   “You got nothing to be afraid of” John replied as she closed her eyes, oblivious to the sounds around her.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   The table had been laid out. It was almost seven in the evening. Andie looked glumly towards the plates and cutlery she had carefully distributed in front of her. Wrapping a cleaning cloth around the rim of the wine glasses, she thought about what she would say when her mother emerged from her room upstairs. Nothing was normal, not anymore. Everyone in the house but her had ventured into the guest room for the past four days where she rested; the district nurse sent by the hospital had seen her, slipping in and out of the house quietly and never once flashing a look of bewilderment at why a daughter would wish to avoid her own mother.
 
   Just then she heard the steps of the nurse descend the stairs, coming to a pause at the door. Andie turned to face the short, overweight lady with an expression that barely contained her antipathy. “She’s coping well, better than I thought” the nurse mumbled in a blank, expressionless voice “I can reduce my visits to twice a week now instead of every two days.”
 
   “That’s good”  Andie muttered as she stared down at the table, refusing to make eye contact. She adjusted the plates, realigning the cutlery before she realised the nurse was still staring at her with an intense glare of disapproval. “What is it?” Andie hissed, feeling an overwhelming feeling of dread at the thought of serving food to a woman she had grown to despise.
 
   “She could do with some company” the nurse replied in a matter of fact tone “I believe only Detective Cassini and some police officers have actually spoken with her, she could do with a familiar face…there’s no need to have her eat in her room upstairs or to avoid her.”
 
   “That’s none of your business, and as for nice company, well..” Andie scoffed “that’s me all over..” she added with a sly grin.
 
   “Family is family” the nurse answered in a matter of fact tone.
 
   “I doubt she knows what I even look like now, what I sound like, what I do for a living, not a thing” Andie smiled “so please, don’t presume you know my mother just because you’ve looked after her for four days, you don’t…”
 
   “Fine M’am..” came the prompt reply.
 
   Andie rolled her eyes as the nurse strutted away. She casually flipped open the bottle of wine sitting atop the table and poured herself a glass, moving the bottle away from her grasp in one swift movement. “Nervous?” a voice called out from behind her. She turned around to see John standing there leaning against the door frame, his eyes focused on the bottle. “It’s my home, I can have a drink if I want” Andie shot back “and that’s a pretty stupid thing to say..of course I’m freakin’ nervous.”
 
   “Okay” John chuckled, moving forward to the table to pour himself his own glass “you don’t have to get uppity with me about it, I didn’t mean you..I meant the fact that you moved the bottle away.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Andie shook her head, taking a prolonged sip.
 
   “You’re nervous” John folded his arms “that your mother might drink that wine, get back to her old ways and say something she might regret, or maybe you just might” he added with a shrug.
 
   “From what it sounds like… she won’t be saying much at all” Andie scowled, averting his gaze by looking at the floor.
 
   “Oh she’s making good progress all things concerned” John nodded “she’s asked about you..a lot actually.”
 
   “Asked why her only daughter hasn’t gone up to read her a bed time story?” Andie shook her head.
 
   “You don’t have to be like that” John replied “I mean, she’s not Gina Rossi anymore…the wife of Dennis Rossi…the person you probably grew to despise, who you read about in the papers..who you think is a drunk, a terrible mother, a selfish human being-”
 
   “-Who exactly are you?” Andie cut in as she turned to face him “I mean you’re a cop, or at least you say you are, you’re under investigation for something to do with the woman who says she’s my mother, or you’re telling me is my mother..and I’m just supposed to believe this story you and this FBI agent have cooked up, which goes against everything I’ve been told… in court, in official agency paperwork and what my own father has told me up until you barged into my house and laid this bullshit at my door…”
 
   “Regardless of how you feel” John replied “she is your mother. I don’t know what went down between you guys, but this isn’t the Gina Rossi you and me know or think we know..this is a woman who needs help, who came here to find her daughter..as for me, well I like the dame, what can I say? Shoot me.. I think this really is what she wanted…she went through a whole lot of shit to get this far just to see you..”
 
   “I didn’t ask for this..” Andie sighed as she pulled out a chair and slumped down, staring into the plate before her “you know how sometimes you rehearse moments like this, and I have believe me… sometimes I’d be fearful, other times mad as hell..right now I don’t know if I even care, it’s a stranger in my house upstairs.”
 
   “You don’t want answers?” John asked, sitting down opposite her, fiddling with the fork beside him.
 
   “What answers are those?” Andie scoffed “she’s a vegetable now ain’t she? I could ask her why she broke my heart for hours until the sun goes down and she probably couldn’t even give me a straight answer.”
 
   Before John could reply the doorbell rang, Andie stood up to answer it but was intercepted by a buoyant Peter who had rushed down the stairs. Yanking it open he looked up at Ben, unimpressed by his beaming smile. “Hey there sport” he grinned as he stepped inside, a solitary rose tucked under his arm as he greeted Andie with a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Hey there” John greeted him with a stiff handshake “my name’s Detective Cassini and I-”
 
   “-You’re the one who’s turned Andie’s life upside down” Ben smirked as he handed the rose over to her.
 
   “Ben, please” she flushed, returning to her seat at the table, placing the rose against a bookshelf beside the drinks cabinet.
 
   “Well it’s a long story” John explained as he offered a cigarette “and to be frank with you, Andie here is really the best judge of what to make of it.”
 
   “Yeah” Ben replied, ignoring the show of courtesy “except that she’s learnt to get on just fine without her mother up to this point, and from what I gather with the woman, she wasn’t no walk in the park even when she wasn’t bat shit crazy”
 
   “Ben..” Andie strummed her fingers across the table cloth “I’d rather you not get into this right now..it doesn’t concern you.” she sighed.
 
   Peter lumbered back up the stairs, his eyes turned towards the room furthest down the corridor; the room which up until several days ago housed only unpacked cardboard boxes jammed to the top with items from their Long Island home. All he had known was that it was inhabited by a woman his mother refused to talk about, to acknowledge, to attend to. He had seen the nurse enter the room numerous times, even flashed a smile up at her but had never received anything remotely resembling a response. He had not dared to enter the room after his mother expressly had forbidden it; but right here right now he couldn’t care less what she had ordered.
 
   The closer he drew to the door the clearer he could discern stifled grumbles from within, beating against strained coughs and sharp breaths. He placed his face against the door and heard the low drone of a female voice whispering and muttering. Turning his head over his shoulder to see if he was being watched, he pushed his small hand against the door, realising it was firmly shut. He pushed again, stopping himself to gently knock instead. There was a slight pause from within as the whispers ceased, the mutterings became subdued and the ensuing silence made him want to run towards his room in fear. Just before he could turn on his heels the voice from within grumbled ‘Come in…’
 
   Peter took a deep breath as he pushed against the door with both his hands. The hinges creaked open and he leant his head in. A solitary candle burnt in the corner of the room, casting its warm tawny glow against the wall and the single bed aside it. The sheets were drawn up and a bedside table was littered with bottles of medication and several glasses of water. A woman laid there, her face staring up at the ceiling. The room was musty, a suffocated dampness sunken in the atmosphere within its four walls. He wanted to leave; stepping backwards he paused in his tracks as she muttered again “What made you come in this time?”
 
   “My Mom told me not to M’am..” Peter replied, leaning back towards the wall, one hand stuck in his pocket and the other curled around the frame of the door in case a hasty exit was needed. The figure in the bed did not move, yet he could discern her piercing glare through the darkness. 
 
   “Please..please stay…has your Mom said anything about me?” she replied, her words chosen carefully and deliberately as she narrowed her eyes to get a better look at her grandson.
 
   “She told me” Peter paused “not to come into this room, she didn’t say anything…just that you’re unwell, sick..”
 
   “Your Mom was right” she replied “people are telling me all sorts of stuff too…, I just have to accept it…what’s your name again?”
“It’s Peter…my Mom calls me Petey..” came the reply as she tilted her face against the pillow to get a better look at him.
 
   “And what can I call you?” she smiled.
 
    “I dunno…” Peter shrugged as he inhaled “…I haven’t seen you before…”
 
   “Let’s just say…I’m here because of your Mom..” she sighed, pushing up her knees to her chest as she slid upwards until she leant against the head rail of the bed. Now she could see him clearly; the blank stare, the inquisitive eyes, the high forehead and arched eyebrows made him appear just as Andie did at the same age. 
 
   “I know your Dad too…” she explained “..but the doctors tell me I’m not well Petey..I mean…I have a problem remembering things, because I was hurt, hurt very badly..”
 
   “Who hurt you?” Peter asked, edging closer until he could now see her face clearly. It was shorn of makeup, a bandage fastened across her forehead with her eyes sunken deep into their sockets. Bruising littered her face and her eyes were glazed over. “I don’t know..” she smiled “…I was hurt and injured by some bad people, things are coming back to me slowly, remembering things… you’re Andie’s son aren’t you Petey?”
 
   “Uh huh..” Peter mumbled, staring down at the ground as he moved slightly back. “Please..” she protested, motioning for him to stay “I haven’t spoken to anybody except doctors and nurses and my friend John…Petey, what did your Mom ever tell you about your grandmother?”
 
   “She…” Peter paused as he noticed her gaze was now fixed upon him, unwavering and inquisitive “she..told me she went away before I was born..”
 
   “Went away?” she asked as her fingers stroked the surface of the bandage, caressing her own hair “Gone away somewhere or she died?”
 
   “I dunno” Peter grumbled “why don’t you ask her yourself?”
 
   “I would” she smiled, admiring his quick tongue “but she hasn’t been up to see me since I’ve been here..what do you know about tonight?”
 
   “To stay in my room..” Peter sulked, shuffling uncertainly on the spot.
 
   “You don’t like that do you?” she whispered, her words unsettling him “well I’d like you to come to dinner Petey…so you have my permission to come downstairs whenever you want..I want you to eat with us, with me.”
 
   “My Mom wouldn’t like that” Peter shot back, turning to yank open the door.
 
   “But I want you to” she smiled, dropping her legs off the bed in order to stand up. Half way through the aborted attempt she noticed Peter had scurried away, the hinges of the door creaking as it wavered in his wake. She then heard loud distinct footsteps ascending the stairs, stopping outside her door. She knew it was John.
 
   “How ya doin’?” he smiled as he leant into the room, the smile dissipating the moment he realised she was not resting.
 
   “It’s okay..” she replied “..I feel a lot better…a lot better..I was just trying to stretch my legs”
 
   “I saw Peter, Andie’s son, run down the hallway to his room..” John paused “..were you talking to him?”
 
   “Uh huh..” she sighed as she realised her feet felt like lead balloons the moment she tried to one above the other.
 
   “And?”
 
   “And what?”
 
   “What did you say to him?”
 
   “Y’know” she mused “she looks just like Andie did around that age..I’m sure of it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “I don’t know if I should be here, isn’t this just between you guys…” John shook his head “..I’ve been in some situations, and I still don’t know who to believe..you’re here because you need rest, because somewhere in that head of yours you wanted to find your daughter the whole time…now you know that it’s a real possibility you will walk down there, sit at that dinner table and the two of you will know nothing about each other…worst of all, she may hate your guts even more than she does already.”
 
   “She hates me?” she blinked “…well maybe I deserve that.”
 
   “From what I can see so far” John replied “she’s her mother’s daughter..”
 
   “All I know is..” she breathed in “..I don’t know what you expect of me, trying to talk to a daughter I’m sure I can’t even recognise..who hates my guts.”
 
   “Did you tell her son who you are?” John hesitated “I’m guessing it’s for his sake that she hasn’t thrown you out the house…that and the fact I’m sure deep down she cares for you, whether she wants to admit it or not.”
 
   “I don’t know if I would forgive me…am I gonna get my suitcases back..” she asked, fidgeting with the bed sheets “it might sound stupid to you, but those things..those things kept me going.”
 
   “You know what was in those precious suitcases of yours” John smirked “money..lots and lots of money..and drugs..and pictures, that’s what you carried around with you…that’s what Gina Rossi represented to the world…”
 
   “I’m about as good a liar as you are a Detective..” she winked.
 
   “Very funny” John scratched his chin “now you ready to come downstairs?”
 
   “I don’t see the point…it’s all a bit…..” she trailed off.
 
   “What you talking about?” John scoffed “this is what you’ve gone through hell and back to see..to see whether this works after all this time…now’s not the time to get cold feet.”
 
   “I don’t want to be a burden” she blinked “everything is so mixed up right now, I don’t know what I’m thinking, don’t know what I’m gonna say..” she added with a defiant sigh.
 
   “You won’t know until you try now will you” John replied with a smile “and anyway, I’m gonna hazard a guess that those two suitcases you dragged on your ass all the way here weren’t for exercise..you got away from your husband’s people ‘cause you knew you had something to live for.”
 
   “Don’t tell me” she frowned “that reason is sitting there downstairs for me..how romantic…honey that stuff is left for Sinatra to sing about…you and me we deal with real life, huh?”
 
   “I knew it when I met her” John shook his head “you’re both as stubborn as each other…”
 
   “Well let me try to make it a little clearer for you…I didn’t come here to be hated” she muttered to herself as she stared down at the floor.
 
   “But you did come anyway..” John nodded “..and I didn’t come up here to shoot the breeze, feed you pills and tell you bedtime stories…I came to bring you to dinner..”
 
   She looked up at him wearily, swallowing hard as she felt a chill race up her spine. John leant forward carefully and wrapped a light grey cardigan around her shoulders as he helped her to her feet. He looked into her eyes and saw both of them glazed over; her face pale and as she gingerly stepped across the room, she noticed her reflection in the mirror. Immediately caught by the sallow appearance of her face she stopped right in her tracks.
 
   “What is it?” John asked, clutching onto her arm.
 
   “I’ll be damned if I go down looking like this” she scowled.
 
   “You’ve been living rough for what, almost half a year?” John scoffed “now’s not the time to be giving a shit about your appearance, well is it?”
 
   “I’m not an invalid” she replied as she yanked her arm away from him “I can walk by myself.”
 
   “Yeah sure, but the doctor…” John began before she cut him off again “-the nurse said I can get about myself.” she smiled.
 
   “Right” John sighed “and I suppose she told you that you don’t have something wrong with your head either.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit..” she hissed.
 
   “Yeah you do” John shot back with a fierce glare.
 
   “Nobody asked you to care for me… nobody…” she murmured as she stepped towards the door.
 
   “Still the same Gina Rossi to me..” John shook his head as he smiled to himself “…a few bruises on the head don’t change the habits of a lifetime.”
 
   “I told you…I didn’t come here to be hated” she replied “but I’m not six feet under yet, if I’m going to see my daughter I won’t do it holding onto you like a damn Zimmer frame..”
 
   “Maybe we should just forget about this..” John sighed reaching out his arm only for it to be swatted away by hers.
 
   “I’m here to have dinner with my daughter and my grandson” she asserted, straightening her back as the bright light of the corridor shone in her face “now are you my date or my nurse Mr?”
 
   Before John could answer she had already begun to descend the staircase, one foot heaving down ahead of the other as the stairs creaked under their weight. The smell of pasta sauce and garlic permeated through the air, spreading up into her nostrils and immediately percolated through every memory she had stored in her head. She saw Peter standing there at the bottom of the stairs staring up at her, transfixed by her glare. The closer she approached, the more she imagined him to be Andie at that age; the memory was clear, vital and etched indelibly in her mind. 
 
   “Peter..” Andie’s voice called out from within the drawing room “what did I tell you about going to sleep?”
 
   “I don’t want to” he blurted back as her hand gently caressed his cheek. Before Andie could reply she paused as she saw the figure standing at the doorway. Short in stature, a haunted expression across her face mingled with an abject glimmer of humility, Andie couldn’t take her eyes off the woman staring back at her. Andie couldn’t discern if she was nervous, drugged up or high. Either way she could barely recognise the woman, even with the tinting of a few years around the face.
 
   “How…” she paused “how…ya doing?” she added as she bit down on her lip. She studied Andie’s emotionless face as the silence lingered. Somewhere under the sullen visage of her unblinking eyes and taut expression lay a face that had hung in every thought and image she had been able to distinguish for the past eight years. She saw the face of the smiling teenager, the crowed expression of the sullen adolescent she had cradled and who she had fought with more times than she could care to remember. Now she saw a grown woman she could barely discern to be the same daughter.
 
   “Hey..” Andie murmured as she felt her heart shudder “it’s been a long time….” 
 
   “She’s nervous…” John interrupted “..I mean, understandably…she’s pretty doped up but you shoulda heard her, nothing was gonna stop her from having dinner tonight; the nurse, the doctor, nobody was telling her what to do.”
 
   “Gina…” Andie smiled “her name is Gina Rossi right, or has she forgotten that too?”
 
   She momentarily ignored Andie and turned towards Ben, leering at her, stumbling over his own incoherent words as he attempted to extend his arm for a friendly handshake. She smiled weakly as she extended hers, immediately disgusted by the lingering stench of his cologne. His bald, flabby bulldog cheeks made her wince as she noticed the unbuttoned collar of his shirt, revealing his hairy chest. oHow
 
   “Who are you?” she demanded as she let his hand drop from her grasp. “I’m…” Ben chuckled as he tripped over his words “well..I’m…your daughter’s…well her boyfriend I guess..yeah her boyfriend..it’s nice to meet you.”
 
   She ignored him, turning to Andie again as her lips parted with a smile. “I thought you were married…” she murmured as John gently guided her towards her seat at the table. “Technically I still am..” Andie answered as she nodded for Ben to take his seat “you might remember Sean…he was..well he is your son-in-law.”
 
   She stared at Andie then down at her plate. Turning her eye towards the door she noticed Peter’s head curled around the corner of the frame, straining to hear the mutterings of the adults some ten feet from him. “And that’s my grandson there ain’t it..” she smiled towards him “I wish I could have met him a lot earlier..”
 
   “Well” Andie shrugged as she stood upright, scooping spoonfuls of salad onto both John and Ben’s plates “I guess that’s what we’re all here for tonight, right? Talking about things that could have been done a lot earlier..”
 
   “Um..with respect” John interrupted, meeting Andie’s gaze “you have no idea what it’s like to be part of the witness protection programme, you’re dead to the world..you sever all ties just to protect your anonymity, no matter how much you hate the idea..if you do it, then you have to be dead to those closest to you..and so it turns out nobody really is safe  in it anyway, considering the scum bags your old man sent out.”
 
    “I don’t expect you to understand” Andie replied as she took a stiff gulp of wine “..I mean what is there to explain, she didn’t take me…that’s all I know. To be honest I don’t know what anybody hopes to gain from this…I started a new life, I have a new life that I’ve learnt to live without her…I don’t see what there is to gain..what questions am I supposed to ask her? Get an apology? It’s like talking to a goddamn..” she trailed off as she stared across the table forlornly. 
 
   “I think my grandson wants to eat” she murmured, sucking in a deep breath “does anybody object to having Petey eat at the table?”
 
   John smiled as he beckoned Peter to sit beside him. He stopped in his tracks, looking up at his mother and noting the slow, almost mechanical way she shook her head at him. “Peter, go upstairs, I won’t ask you again” Andie snapped, taking another sip of the glass. As a sour expression fell over his face Peter turned and abruptly slipped out of the room; the loud patter of his feet racing up the stairs as the other’s faces glared into the emptiness of their plates. All except for one.
 
   “Y’know the one thing I really remember, I mean really distinctly remember, above all else…” she cleared her throat “was never liking people tellin’ me what to do, that feeling of getting bullied. You learn that sleeping on the streets, people walkin’ all over you like you mean nothing to the universe, looking down at you like you’re a cockroach, spitting on you, trying to use you, abuse ya…”
 
   “Well I got plenty used to that” Andie shot back “..the alone part that is, especially the alone part.”
 
   “Y’know” John cut in as he plucked away at the edges of his salad “this is a great meal you’ve prepared Andie, is that meat loaf I see over there?”
 
   “Andie’s a great cook” Ben chimed in, filling his mouth with lettuce and cucumber as he noticed that she hadn’t yet taken her eyes off her mother.
 
   “What happened to you?” Andie demanded, refusing to break her gaze “I mean, like really….what the hell happened to you? I sorta feel I should ask first off what I should even call you….perhaps it’s too late in the game to start calling you ‘Mom’ again…”
 
   “You can call me what you want….Gina is fine. I can only tell you what I remember” Gina shrugged “I feel better now, but..”
 
   “But you can only remember so much, right?” Andie interrupted “I guess that’s pretty convenient for you..”
 
   “You remind me a lot of your father” Gina paused, her eyes focusing on the salad on her plate, glancing up momentarily at John.
 
   “So you remember him then? Guess he’s a lot easier to remember than your daughter” Andie scoffed. 
 
   “Uh huh” came the resigned reply “kinda hard to forget about somebody like that I think you’d agree.”
 
   She turned her attention to the walls around her, the small paintings hanging opposite the dinner table and the drinks cabinet nearest to the sideboard. Her eyes studied the photo frames carefully, pausing at one that showed Andie, Sean and Peter standing together. Their hands were interlocked, their smiles beaming and the photograph immediately filled her with a sense of elation.
 
   “Why isn’t’ he here? Your husband?” she nodded towards the picture.
 
   “She’s divorcing him” Ben interrupted, pouring himself a glass of wine, his jaw clenched, stopping himself from continuing.
 
   “Ben” Andie interjected “I can speak for myself thank you very much.”
 
   “Why do you still have pictures of him around?” Ben scowled as he shook his head, pausing as he noticed he was being stared at “so your name’s Gina, right?” he added with a wistful grin as he helped himself to the piping hot sautéed potatoes positioned nearest to him.
 
   “Gina” she smiled to herself “might sound stupid to you but with all the names the FBI gave me, it’s kind of hard to remember which is which.”
 
   “The funny thing is” John interrupted “is that I woulda never made you on the street, I mean all those conversations we had, I never once realised who it was-must have been that goddamn mink coat of yours; not to mention the hair job, and whatever else.”
 
   “So..” Andie leaned forward with a smirk “you managed to come here to Manhattan looking for me with a suitcase full of laundered money..or whatever…and you thought roaming around on the streets and getting high was going to help you find your only daughter?”
 
   “I didn’t think of it like that” Gina replied, pushing the plate gently away as she collected her thoughts “I didn’t mean any of this. I had to go somewhere safe..or safer…I just thought this was the only place to turn to…I knew where you were all the time, what was happening.. I could find out these things, they would tell me..but all I could do was acknowledge it..not act on it…and this time I had the chance.. I had the bags, I had Pollard..all I had were thoughts and places I remembered and pictures in my head, pictures like that one over there with you and your father.”
 
   Andie’s eyes followed hers, stopping herself when she realised which picture she was referring to. “And what do you see when you see that picture?” Andie scowled “Do you remember-or perhaps you conveniently don’t-when that was taken? It was my twelfth birthday-you forgot that on the actual day...well I remember it like yesterday, you went shopping-for me apparently-except you were gone all day and when you got back you and him went at each other’s throats like rabid dogs…that picture was taken by a maid who reminded you both your only daughter was celebrating her twelfth birthday…the minute the picture was taken, you continued trying to tear each other’s hair out..and then you were gone for three days after that…it must be very convenient for you to forget things like that.”
 
   “Andie, I know this is far from-” John cut in before Andie shot him a look of disgust. “I don’t think this concerns you” she snapped “everybody waltzes in here, placing this woman into my life, expecting me to just baby-sit her after everything that’s happened..and you and all this police, all this goddamn drama..I mean look at her, I can’t even look her in the damn face and get a straight answer for anything..I don’t even know where to start with her…”
 
   “I apologise…” Gina softly murmured, playing with her food abjectly “..for anything I did to hurt you; if I’m ill now I deserve it, I hurt myself…and I wish I could change the way I acted, I really do…I guess it’s easy for you to think this is a good excuse for me to pretend that I don’t know everything that happened, everything I did to you.”
 
   “I don’t see the use anymore..” Andie shook her head, fighting back a tear as she sunk back into her seat.
 
   “Of what?” John interrupted as Andie let out a sigh. “Of…” Andie paused “…feeling anything…for her”
 
   “I’m not hungry” Gina replied, rising slowly from the table “John, please help me upstairs..”
 
   “Mom..” Andie swallowed hard “it’s not personal..I just can’t do this, not like this, not now.”
 
   “I’m sorry” Gina answered “I just don’t know what else to say to you..” 
 
   “I don’t want to hear sorry” Andie replied “please anything but that, anything but sorry.”
 
   “You saw your dad” Gina smiled, glancing over to the photograph again as she clung tightly onto John’s waist as she rose to her feet “how is he?”
 
   “He’s fine, I guess” Andie replied “the same as I remember him…and like you, he’s sorry as well, or so he says…everybody is sorry, nobody really understands why or what the word means though, do they?”
 
   “John said he’s dying? Cancer?” Gina asked as she met her daughter’s eyes.
 
   “That’s right” Andie nodded.
 
   “Good…” Gina paused as a smile came to her face “that son of a bitch deserves to die and rot in hell..”
 
   As John raised an eyebrow, Ben cleared his throat with only Andie remaining nonplussed, and for a moment she felt the cold hard stare of the woman she loved, resented and even feared and it unnerved her.
 
   “I can remember..” Gina began “…how he made me feel, what he did to me..I can remember that much…I’d like to say he had a hand in the way you were made to feel, but I know it can’t be all his fault…I wish this could have been different….you know, I just want to tell you this Andie…you have a lovely, lovely son.”
 
   “You mean your grandson” Andie scoffed “I suppose you forgot all about him too, what with all the moving here and there courtesy of the state and all…I wish you could have understood….I needed you more than the US District Attorney ever did…your daughter needed a mother..”
 
   The phone rang. John stared at Andie, but her gaze remained transfixed upon her mother. 
 
   “Shall I get that?” Ben sighed, standing up from the table as he threw back the last drops of his drink.
 
   “No, I will” Andie retorted, waving him off as she marched towards the phone. “Yes?” she demanded, snatching the phone up from the receiver. All she could hear was the sound of heavy breathing, and the mumbled spluttering of failing sentences as the words struggled to escape Sean’s mouth. “So you really weren’t kiddin’….” he remarked incredulously.
 
   “What?” Andie shook her head, feeling her pulse quicken “what are you talking about? What do you want?”
 
   “You didn’t get my message?” Sean asked.
 
   “No, what message-what is it?” Andie sighed.
 
    “I called about three hours ago” Sean frowned “I’ve been in the drunk tank at the lock up, got into a stupid bar fight. I should have been out of here hours ago-but nobody was answering my bail, I left a message on the machine, where the hell have you been?”
 
   “You get yourself locked up for drinking on some stupid bender, and now it’s somehow my problem?” Andie spat “we’re not living together anymore Sean, this is nothing to do with me, I’m not your babysitter.”
 
   “You mean Peter didn’t tell you what happened the other day either?” Sean interrupted.
 
   “Peter? What’s he got to do with it?” Andie snapped, the urgency in her voice rising as she snarled the telephone cord around her fingers and marched towards the door. She looked up the staircase and noticed Peter crouched at the top, glaring down at her.
 
   “I see..” she listened patiently as she motioned for him to come down “well, I’m sure he’s been taking notes in how to act like a drunkard.”
 
   Peter wandered into the drawing room, looking up coyly at the adults, a smile rising to his face as he saw the woman standing beside John. She smiled back at him, her warm expression beckoning him towards her.
 
   “I don’t have anything to say to you” Andie sighed “if they’re not gonna book you then consider yourself lucky this time…and think about the fact that this is gonna look real real good on your record when it comes to Petey’s visitation rights….yeah that’s right I’m gonna bring it up, you bet ya Sean …I’m glad to see I made the right decision leaving Long Island… nothing’s changed, you haven’t changed…..yeah that’s great, call me names…yeah thanks, great…you too…”
 
   She disconnected the phone, her hands trembling as she stifled the urge to throw the receiver across the room. 
 
   She looked up to see Peter balanced on her mother’s lap, her having sat back down, a beaming smile across both their faces. Andie stifled her rage as she noticed her mother’s hands tucked into Peter’s, rocking them back and forth as she muttered a barely decipherable lullaby into his ears. 
 
   “Who was that?” John asked.
 
   “What are you doing?” Andie demanded, ignoring John as she moved closer toward her son.
 
   “I’m playing..” Peter grinned, cackling in joy as he felt her fingers scurry across his back and elbows.
 
   “Peter, were you with your father in some bar?” Andie asked, moving quickly towards the table, scooping him out of her mother’s arms as she placed him on the ground.
 
   “Yeah…but..” Peter frowned, staring down at his feet.
 
   “…He took you to a bar, while you were supposed to be in school…that’s what he just told me” Andie snapped.
 
   “Yeah…but..” Peter protested as Andie jerked him by the arm towards the doorway “-but nothing” she interrupted “..I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this, what were you thinking?”
 
   “Mom, he wanted to talk to me…he was upset, he just said he’d be a minute or two Mom..” Peter frowned.
 
   “..I don’t care” Andie snapped “you should have told me, you shouldn’t have been in a place like that-I always told you that if there was an emergency, I would let the school know-don’t you know what he could have done with you? Where he could have taken you? This is exactly the sort of thing I was worried about..how many times did I tell you this?” Andie continued, her voice strained as she fought back tears.
 
   “Ease up on the boy…he heard you the first time” came a voice from the corner of the room. The tone was firm, resolute and as Andie looked up, she remembered it all too well, the same tone coupled with the icy stare that her mother had addressed her with on so many occasions when she was younger.
 
   “What did you say to me?” Andie breathed in.
 
    “I said, that you don’t need to talk to the boy like that..there’s a perfect explanation for everything..he wouldn’t lie to you…he’s a good boy, he’s my grandson..” Gina smiled at him adoringly.
 
   “Of all the things I’m about to take from you..” Andie shook her head “..the last thing are lessons in how to speak to my son…one of the things I swore to myself that I would do if I ever saw you again was to walk right up to you and break your jaw for everything you did to me…don’t you tempt me, don’t you dare tempt me…”
 
   “Listen Andie…” Ben cut in “…maybe we should just talk about this in the morning or something; you’re both on edge, this is something best left when…y’know…cooler heads can prevail or something y’know..?”
 
   “I think I understand” Andie smiled as she stared at John “I think you and her..you’re both trying to pull the wool over my eyes, if she thinks she’s gonna worm her way into this family through my son, she’s got another thing comin’ I tell you…I’m not gonna stand for that you hear me..”
 
   “The boy just wants somebody to talk to him…he needs his father…he needs someone there for him” came the studied reply as Gina moved gingerly forward to face Andie who grabbed Peter by the scruff of the collar. “You’re going to bed right now” Andie growled as she began to march towards the door, only to stop in her tracks as she turned around to point an accusing finger towards John “I have just that last bit of compassion left in me that I let her stay in my house to get better…she can stay here until she feels well enough, but after that if you love her so much she can be your headache…I’m not ready to deal with this right now...how dare you bring this to my door, and just…just expect me to accept it, to like it..”
 
   Andie turned towards her mother, fighting the urge to sob “Why did you pick now to do this…” she quietly wept, her bottom lip quivering as she felt the tears run down her cheeks “…after all this time, like this…all the lies, leaving me..don’t anyone of you understand, there is no fixing this…it’s broken…it’s been broken for as long as I can remember…there is nothing left to do or say..”
 
   She turned away, jerking Peter towards her as she ran up the stairs as fast as she could. She felt her heart beating as she ran into her room, falling onto the bed as she squeezed her son against her. Holding him as tightly as she could, she felt him trembling as she began to sob uncontrollably. “Mom…” Peter gasped as he began to cry with her “..is that really her, is that really Grandma…?”
 
   “Yes …” Andie sobbed as she clung onto him “I guess it really is…”
 
   “How do you know it’s really her?” he asked as he held tightly onto her.
 
   “I know…” she shut her eyes “…nobody else could do this, nobody else.”
 
   She lay there momentarily, brushing Peter’s hair when she heard footsteps in the corridor. She could hear two voices muttering, John and that of her mother, realising they were retreating to the guest room.
 
   Rising slowly from the bed, she wrapped the mattress over Peter and kissed him on the forehead. As she carefully pushed the door open she could hear the stifled sobs from the guest room across the hallway. As she slinked forward she heard John’s voice through the wall.
 
   “You knew this would take time, all these things kinda take time..” he sighed.
 
   “What do you do” Gina replied, her rasping voice discernible through the door which was left slightly ajar “when you know you feel sorry for something you did, feeling so ugly with yourself for causing so much hurt…and you don’t know why…don’t know why someone is angry at you, why you broke somebody’s heart, why they hate you so much….”
 
   “She doesn’t hate you” John cut in as Andie moved slightly closer, hanging on every word “she’s probably as frustrated as you but for different reasons-you’re both lighting a candle, hoping it lights… then wishing you could burn it down.”
 
   “I’m tired…” Gina muttered as John helped her into bed “..can you bring my food up please. I know she doesn’t want me here.”
 
   “No problem about the food” John replied “and you’re wrong about that, I can tell you one thing-you’ve been hit around the head too much to know what’s what, so get some rest and stop thinking about everything.”
 
   “Will you stay?” she pleaded “you said you would”
 
   “I’ll be back in the morning” John answered “but you can’t get rid of me that easily honey, remember I don’t got a job to go to right now..”
 
   “Just sit here a while” Gina sighed as Andie heard the sound of John shuffling onto the bed. She wanted to enter the room, not knowing what she would say or do once inside, but she found herself backing away for a reason she didn’t understand.
 
   * **
 
   John had been waiting for over fifteen minutes and was ready to walk out. As restless as he was, he couldn’t light the cigarette in Durning’s office. He fidgeted with the lapels of his crumpled suit, trying his best to avoid eye contact with his colleagues outside the room. He glanced at his watch and saw that it was now a quarter to two in the afternoon; as he was about to leave he noticed Durning’s portly figure stumble into the office; still looking every bit as clumsy as he remembered him.
 
   “You weren’t thinking about leaving were you?” he quipped as he motioned for John to sit “anywhere you got to go?”
 
   “No” John glared at him “it’s not like I have a job to go back to.”
 
   Durning shut the door, slumped into his seat, eyeing John carefully as he undid his collar and cleared his throat. “You been off the sauce, right John?” he asked as he opened a drawer and slipped out several sheaths of paper.
 
   “It’s not been easy” John sighed “but you know me, if I have a dozen whiskies one day, then I’ll make up for it with a quart of orange juice the next.”
 
   “Quite something this whole Gina Rossi saga…” Durning mused as he thumbed through the papers, glancing up at John, surveying his dishevelled appearance, struggling to meet his gaze.
 
   “She’s getting better by the day actually” John nodded “remembering things here and there; she’s a lot better now she’s off the street and the junk.”
 
   “Still at the uh…..the daughter’s?” Durning queried as he sat back in his seat, pursing his lips.
 
   “You’re still finding it all a bit puzzling, eh..?” John frowned.
 
   “What exactly do I find puzzling?” 
 
   “That I would see something in a woman like her..”
 
   “Well” Durning paused as he glanced at his watch “she’s a perfectly nice woman, if you exclude the obvious.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “John..” Durning shook his head “you’re Greek so I make compensations for your obvious zest for passion and romance…but you’re barking up the wrong tree with this dame..you know, you’re still a good looking guy..I know the last few years have been testing for you..but y’know…you don’t buy a dog and then bark yourself, y’get my drift?”
 
   “No” John scoffed “I don’t get your drift.”
 
   “Well let me pay you the compliment of being blunt” Durning smirked “vegetable or not…she’s a junkie..always was, always will be…she’s trouble…always was, always will be…she’s a heartbreaker…you understanding the picture I’m painting here for you or do I need to go on?”
 
   “I understand” John shot back “now if you don’t mind, you’ve kept me waiting already… what’s IA’s verdict, what’s happening with the Rossi case?”
 
   “First” Durning smiled “your new love isn’t keeping her precious suitcases, that money was dirty, how she got it in witness protection before her little…uh…mishap is anybody’s guess..the only reason we’re not gonna arrest her has nothing to do with the fact that people like you view her as a charity case…but because she’s in the Fed’s good books.”
 
   “So she gets to stay with her daughter?” John cut in.
 
   “Well why would she?” Durning sneered.
 
   “Isn’t that obvious” John remarked “she loves her…”
 
   “Right” Durning winked “that gets to my favourite part-the Feds aren’t gonna enable her ass no more-no more witness protection, no more plush resettlement at the tax payer’s expense-she’s just gonna be a regular Jane Bloggs…just a bit of a retarded one.”
 
   “She’s not retarded” John snapped  “not that you would give a shit.”
 
   “You’re right, I don’t” Durning smiled.
 
   “And what about her welfare? She’s still a target ain’t she, that much is obvious” John enquired only to be taken aback by the broad grin spreading over Durning’s face “with respect, what the fuck is so funny?” he scowled.
 
   “You haven’t asked about IA yet have you?” Durning replied “I mean, you’re all so concerned about this little tramp Rossi whore and you’re not concerned about your own job? Your own freakin’ welfare?”
 
   “And that’s amusing to you is it Cap?” John sighed.
 
   “No” Durning shook his head “the reason I was late was that I got off the phone with the Warden at Riker’s…wouldn’t you believe it that sonofabitch Rossi just got taken in for triple heart bypass surgery earlier this morning-he’s touch and go; hopefully he won’t recover..”
 
   “You’re really one sick asshole” John quipped as he rose from his seat.
 
   “And where the hell are you going?” Durning countered “you really have such a short memory Cassini? Have you forgotten how many bodies that son of a bitch has left behind? Your girlfriend might have been one of ‘em too if she hadn’t been so lucky.”
 
   “Oh, you know that little job of mine?” John nodded “you can tell IA to kiss my ass-and you too Captain, you can kiss my ass too.”
 
   “What happened to you?” Durning sneered as he rose to his feet “you used to be a cop going places; I never thought I’d live to see the day an officer like you would be kissing the ass of a piece of trash like Gina Rossi.”
 
   “Captain” John shrugged his shoulders as he yanked open the door “sit down before you fall down you fat fuck..”
 
   “Y’think this is over?” Durning yelped “you’re not clear with IA over the laundered money; chances are you’re gonna be brought up on charges-but not your honey, Feds are still covering her while Rossi is breathing-but you, they’ll twist your ass out in the wind; now you think about that before you resign.”
 
   “I can’t work for you people anymore” John shook his head “not any more.”
 
   “You let everything get away from you” Durning sighed “whatever the hell was chasing you John, you always let it catch up with you..I’m sorry to see you go down this road.”
 
   “Trust me” John smiled “I’m better off as I am…at least I can breathe.”
 
   John slammed the door behind him, marching down the corridor as he brushed past the shoulders of his dumbfounded colleagues, the feeling of freedom lifting the weight off his shoulders as he walked out onto the sidewalk and sucked the damp air into his lungs. He paused to light a cigarette and looked back at the precinct headquarters, smiling to himself as he slowly walked away.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty
 
   She saw their faces, the fierce concentration written over their expressions as they chattered away. Yet her eyes remained transfixed on the closed door of Room 611 at Lenox Hill Hospital, on 77th Street between Park and Lexington Avenue. She glanced at Andie who was in deep conversation with Dr Firth; at John who stood in between the pair of them, listening intently to every word. She moved away, walking towards the room where she knew Dennis lay recuperating from his surgery.
 
   Though her pulse quickened and the beads of sweat began to collect on her forehead, she moved forward undaunted. Gently pushing open the door, she was struck by the calming scent of lavender as she entered the expanse of the private hospital room.
 
   A bouquet of large red roses gleamed as the late afternoon light fell upon them through the window shutters. There motionless in the middle of the room lay Dennis; his body perfectly still, a myriad of equipment surrounding him, a large oxygen mask draped over his mouth. At first his glassy eyes skipped over the sight of the woman approaching him, only to widen as he realised who it was.
 
   “Hey there” Gina whispered “why you look like somebody just walked over your grave Dennis..”
 
   His lips parted, trying to croak out the words, but he looked on in stunned silence as he slowly ran his eyes over her from head to foot, too aghast to react.
 
   “I had to get a good look at you” Gina said as she leant in, smiling at the emaciated face staring up at her. His cheeks were gaunt, the face drained of energy, and his white hair was wizen and glinting with the patina of having recently been dipped in silver. As his lips strained to part she leant in closer, his voice muffled as he breathed against the mask.
 
   “I can’t hear you” she smirked “maybe that’s for the best…what do I say to someone I hate as much as you? That I wish you never made it out the operating theatre?”
 
   His eyes closed as he turned his face away, only for her to gently catch his chin within her palms. She leant in closer, her eyes locked carefully onto his.
 
   “You look at me you bastard..” she sneered as she took his hand in hers and guided his finger across her temple, running its tip over the large scar scythed across the skin. “You feel this?” she nodded “this is the price I paid for ever having met you; for being the mother of your child, for having ever been in love with you…this is my punishment...if you wanted to get the job done so bad Dennis, you should have done it yourself.”
 
   She glanced away and noticed the fingers of his hand were pressing firmly down on the nurse call button. “I hope my coming didn’t surprise you too much” she murmured as she gently kissed him on the forehead “I just sincerely hope my face is one of the last things in your life you’ll ever see Dennis….”
 
   The door was flung open as Firth marched in, his expression incredulous as he jabbed his finger towards the corridor. “Get out” he hissed “get out of the room, he’s trying to recover and visitor hours are over.”
 
   “Oh I’m more than just a visitor” she leered as she backed away from the bed, waving at Dennis as she did so “we share a very unique relationship, don’t we?”
 
   “Please” Firth sighed “whatever it is you want with him, just leave it for now.”
 
   “Honestly doctor..” she asked “what are his chances?”
 
   “Not as good as yours” Firth shot back “now please..”
 
   “I’m, as they say, what’s the expression again?” she answered “…yeah that’s it, fit as a fiddle…and certainly better than that son of a bitch, that’s good enough for me.”
 
   As she stepped into the hallway she saw Andie facing her, leaning against the wall with her arms folded. As they locked eyes, Andie nodded towards the room. “How was that for you then?” she asked “bring it all back home ?”
 
   “Yes, enough..” Gina quipped “I suppose, if that was me there, that you wouldn’t come to see how I was doing would you?”
 
   “And what makes you think that?” Andie smiled.
 
   “As almost not crazy as I am…” Gina replied “…I can figure it out.”
 
   “I sat there with him for ten minutes” Andie nodded “it was the first time I had actually seen him silent. If it wasn’t the phone, or when I saw him up in the penitentiary, he was always talking..he always had something to say. This time he just lay there, and I found myself talking to him…I found myself blaming him, wishing he could have been different…and for just a moment I felt..I felt almost sympathetic towards you…felt sorry, wondered what he had put you through…and then I reminded myself that you were never a child, you were who you made yourself to be..I guess every rose comes with its thorn..”
 
   “I won’t make any allowances for how I acted, the things I did, why I did them” Gina looked away “but I won’t lie to you..I do know one thing, I protected you by making sure your father was put away..and I paid a price, and that’s why I’m still standing here, or lucky to be..I can remember that much.”
 
   “Eight years..” Andie scowled as she turned her face away “..I don’t care where you were..all you had to do was pick up the telephone or do something to reach me…I’ve spoken to John, the FBI….the stuff you were up to in the witness protection programme…it was like you were at Disneyland, it wasn’t for protection it just gave you a free license to do what the hell you wanted..until Dad caught up with you..what were you thinking?”
 
   “I wish I could remember why..” Gina began before Andie cut her off. “That’s so convenient for you” Andie spat “when it gets a little hard to justify why you were such a selfish bitch you just blame it on the old memory bank being empty..sometimes I really wonder what’s up there in that little head of yours…I bet it’s all selective memory to you Mom..I bet when it gets too hot to explain away everything you just blame the old amnesia..but I know you, you’re still a Rossi…if the truth hurts, stick a lie or two on top to cover it up, it makes life that much more endurable.”
 
   “You’re getting more and more like him…” Gina  trailed off “..and as crazy as you think I am, believe me that’s not a good thing.”
 
   “Y’know as impossible as he was” Andie countered “..as spiteful as he was, at least he tried-in his own useless, selfish way-to be a parent…but you were nowhere. He sat in his jail cell and wrote me, at least he bothered…you were too busy living the high life, witness protection my ass… you should know one thing about your daughter, she wasn’t born yesterday…and I’m nothing like him, or you..even if you want to believe otherwise.”
 
   Andie marched off, her ears burning as her heart pounded. As she continued down the corridor she glimpsed the figure of a man at the other end alongside a nurse and Peter, slowly approaching her. As she focused her eyes she realised it was Sean. 
 
   “I heard about your father..” Sean explained as he approached “..I called the house and some detective he told me.”
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be in jail or something?” Andie scoffed, taking Peter’s hand in her own as she tilted her head back, realising how heavy it felt, how much her shoulders ached.
 
   “They threw me in the drunk tank for a while, yeah” Sean frowned “..sleep it off or whatever..anyway how is he?”
 
   “He’s out of ICU, so he’s recovering…” Andie sighed “..but it’s touch and go for a while…you know Sean, what you did with Petey, that was…”
 
   “I know..” Sean interrupted “…it was stupid, I was stupid…”
 
   “Well..anyway, thanks for coming…really” Andie replied “..I’ve been here most of the afternoon and evening..I’m gonna head home soon, we’re all tired.”
 
   “I just wanted to see if you were okay” Sean smiled.
 
   “I am, thanks” Andie nodded as she looked down at Peter and gently caressed his hair “it was the first time Peter got to see his granddaddy…I coulda swore the old bastard’s eyes twinkled when he saw him.”
 
   “Andie” Sean hesitated as he looked down the corridor “is she here?”
 
   “Who? Oh you mean the prodigal mother’s return?” Andie smirked “a bit overplayed if you ask me.”
 
   “Whaddaya mean?” Sean replied as he carefully studied the figure leaning forlornly against the wall some twenty five feet away from him.
 
   “Oh nothing..” Andie yawned “…you’re probably curious right, why shouldn’t you be?”
 
   “Well, what’s she like?” Sean asked “after all the things you told me, what’s she got to say for herself?”
 
   “More than I thought” Andie replied “..sometimes I wonder if it’s all an act.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “This whole amnesia kick…seems all so convenient.”
 
   “Why would she be lying?”
 
   “Because she’s desperate, who knows? ‘Cause she needs somewhere to park her butt since she’s on the run? I dunno, I just don’t know what to make of all of it.”
 
   “But she’s staying at your house?”
 
   “Uh huh” Andie stifled a yawn “listen we’re gonna head on home, give us a call before you head back to Long Island will you?”
 
   “Sure thing..” Sean replied “what about her?” he added as stared down the corridor.
 
   “Someone will take her back home” Andie shook her head “…someone always does.”
 
   “I’ll see ya later then..” Sean smiled as he knelt down to kiss Peter on the cheek, holding him tightly as he waved them both past him. As he stood there, he noticed the woman further down the corridor studying him closely. He began to walk towards her. Beyond the stooping posture, the dirty blonde hair and the lethargic, empty gaze of the face he realised it really was the mother in law he once affectionately addressed as ‘Gen’.
 
   “Well ain’t this a turn up for the books” he quipped as she leered at him. A glimmer of recognition ran across her expression as she smiled. “I’m your son-in-law” Sean explained as he held his hand out; she stared at it momentarily before taking it into her grasp.
 
   “This thing I have is a bitch” Gina grinned “I know your name, I recognise your face..but I’ll be darned if I can put the two together.”
 
   “You still look beautiful Mrs Rossi” Sean replied before correcting himself “Ah sorry, I guess it’s a force of habit..Gen…do you remember me calling you that?”
 
   “Seeing that son of a bitch’s face in there..” she pondered “..brought back a lot for me..I want to tell you this while you’re here…you gave me a lovely grandchild, he is beautiful.”
 
   “He is” Sean smiled as he looked away “but your daughter won’t have me around him…I guess she learnt to break hearts from the best of ‘em.”
 
   “I’d like to think she’s just like her old man” she sighed “but now I see she is her mother’s daughter for sure-Amen to that.”
 
   As she peered over his shoulder she noticed Andie standing there with Peter, both staring back at her. She waved at Peter who smiled back. “Family…” she nodded towards them “ah the Nickel Sized Hail and the Damaging Winds…”
 
   “What?” Sean blurted “what does that mean?”
 
   “She knows” Gina smiled “something my Momma always used to tell me when I was a young girl, and I used to tell Andie too about that same age…in life, always beware the Nickel Sized Hail, and The Damaging Winds..blow out the lights, prepare for the worst, and when the worst comes, don’t cry and don’t moan and realise…to learn to take the pain…’cause that’s the price of neglecting the price of love.”
 
   “So?” 
 
   “It just goes to show” she sighed as Andie disappeared around the corner “neither of us bothered to listen or care to what that meant, or we didn’t understand…we didn’t prepare.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty One
 
   The grey light of dawn spilled across the sky in a wash of soft blues as the eerie quiet of early morning awoke her. She rose from the bed and looked out of the window. She came to slowly, groggily, pin pricks of shivering cold colliding with her exposed flesh and sodden clothes. 
 
   She had been sweating, shivering and as she glanced to her side she noticed the specks of light snow flurries floating down from the clouds. She rose to her feet and made her way to the door, pushing it gently ajar as she stepped out into the hallway.
 
   The sound of the ticking wall clock reverberated in her ears and she moved towards the banister, soft creaks on the wooden panels of the floor feeling like thunder claps as she tried to stifle the sound.
 
   Her mind was a blank, but her purpose was undeterred. The house was an ice box, and she felt instinctively that the chill meant that snow was coming. Like the child she had been, the woman she tried to become, she felt the impending change in the wind, the certain chill in the air that could only bring snowfall.
 
   As she made her way down the staircase she heard the low crackle of a sound she couldn’t recognise. Ignoring it she descended the stairs and stood there at the foot of the staircase for a moment, savouring the silence. As she moved towards the drawing room, her ears picked up a crackle of sound from within.
 
   “I knew this would happen..” chimed Andie’s voice. She was slumped in a seat in the far corner, looking across the room as photos lay across her lap. “What time is it?” she asked as she smiled at her mother, beckoning for her to sit.
 
   “Somehow I don’t think the time is important” Gina replied as she noticed Andie’s eyes, reddened, glazed with tears. She noticed the half empty bottle of vodka by her table side, the packets of smokes littered across its surface.
 
   “I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight” Andie smiled to herself “I was just awake, lying there, and then this phone buzzed off…somehow I knew it was Sean..well he’s gone now, and  it’s come to this..we’re done, the family is gone..the thing I strove for is gone..something you and poppa couldn’t provide..cohesion..stability..undying love..so I called him, thought he’d be begging, pleading, sorry as always..but he wasn’t y’know..he was resolute...determined. He didn’t seem to care, just totally cut off from feeling….you know what he said to me? That he didn’t care if he saw me again, or even his son…that I had cut him off, destroyed what we created..cut the angel’s wings…before you know it I started to cry, I mean cry like I haven’t known since you left me..that bad…he said the most god-awful, ugly things to me..and you know the funniest part of all, when I asked him why he was being such a goddamn evil son of a bitch..he just laughed..not a care in the world..he sounded like Poppa…and then he told me to prepare..prepare for the Nickel Sized Hail, and The Damaging Winds…”
 
   Gina looked away from the bottle of vodka, restraining herself from walking over to the other side of the room and gulping all of it down. She looked towards Andie, realising the tears were wiped away, a calmness having returned to her face.
 
   “Yeah that’s right” Andie shook her head “I had to stop for a minute, wonder what the hell that meant, and then I remembered…it felt like a knife in the heart..what you used to tell me, I never knew what it meant until now..”
 
   “My Momma was right all those years ago” came the reply “I’m sorry he won’t be coming back..”
 
   “The father of my child” Andie quietly wept “he was so adamant, he would have given his right hand to keep our family together, and now he cursed us all to hell… won’t even come to see his only son…and then after he said that stupid phrase, it hit me…it was you..”
 
   “What?” Gina frowned as Andie swatted the photographs to the floor.
 
   “You contaminate everything you touch” Andie snarled “you’re poison you know that..nothing is so sacred you can’t destroy..what did you tell him? What did you say to him?”
 
   “Andie..” Gina replied “..you’ve been drinking, you don’t know what you’re saying.”
 
   “I know one thing” Andie grimaced “you want to bury the living; whatever I have..you hate the idea that I made no attempt to find you, to care for you, to care for Poppa..and now you come to make amends, and you start by telling the father of my children to bury the memory of his child.”
 
   “You remember the day I left?” Gina smiled to herself, looking out of the window, listening to the graze of cold wind brushing against the panes and smiling as the flakes of light snow had become more prominent, scattering across the streets, gently resting atop the cars outside. 
 
   “What did you say to him? What did you say to Sean?” Andie hissed, barely stifling her voice below a cry.
 
   “It was snowing that day too..” Gina nodded “I remember that alright…it was just like this, it was just as cold..I kissed you on the forehead while you were asleep; somehow I thought you were awake, ‘cause you turned slightly to one side. I thought you were ignoring me, sure of it actually. What a day that was, a snow storm, rain coming in with a vengeance..damaging winds..just like Momma said to me, the Nickel Sized Hail, and The Damaging Winds…how right she was.”
 
   “That idiot cop you got running behind you” Andie leered “what’s your plan with him? You gonna rob banks together, you gonna marry him? What’s your plan now, now that everything is all neat and the way you wanted it?”
 
   “I learnt one thing from all this..” Gina shook her head as she glanced at Andie “..love is hopeless, hopeless at best.”
 
   “You got that right Momma” Andie scowled as she threw the vodka back into her throat “I learnt from the best.”
 
   “I’m going back to sleep now darlin’” Gina sighed as she stared one last time at the snow outside and turned into the hallway “don’t stay up too late..and though you might not believe it when I say it…I love you.”
 
   “Right..” Andie shook her head “that works when you’re about 12…doesn’t quite have the same kick to it now, not coming from you.”
 
   She stepped into the hallway, cold and trembling, and made her way up the staircase. She paused, hearing her daughter’s quiet whimpers as she tried to stop herself from sobbing with her. She wanted to go down there, embrace her, and tell her how much she loved her and that she truly meant it. She knew she couldn’t. 
 
   *
 
   Andie heard her bedroom door flung open. Her eyelids were heavy, but she could still see that it was John who had let himself in and was hovering beside her bed.
 
   “Get up..” he panted, scratching as his chin nervously as he paced up and down the room only pausing to glance anxiously at his watch.
 
   “What?” Andie yawned, rubbing her eyes as she gazed at the bedside alarm-it read 08:10-“what are you talking about?”
 
   “She’s gone” John huffed as he marched to the window and ran his fingers across the blinds as he stared out into the streets “she’s not in her room, she’s not in her bed, the bathroom, nothing...”
 
   Andie froze. She leapt off the bed and bolted past him, rushing down the corridor as she ran towards her son’s room, realising that the door was ajar. As she yanked it open she saw him lying in bed, his eyes open as he stared up at the ceiling, perfectly awake.
 
   “Where is she Peter?” Andie demanded as she breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “She said not to tell anybody..” Peter murmured as the both of them stood by his bedside “she said she wanted to see the snow…”
 
   “When did she tell you this?” John cut in “did she say where she was going?”
 
   “It’s okay” Andie cut in, placing her hand on Peter’s forehead “you’re not in trouble, just tell us what happened.”
 
   “I don’t know, not long ago..” Petey answered “…she came to my room, she was upset, she was crying…and said that she didn’t want to hurt anybody..”
 
   “Where did she say she was going?” John shook his head as he motioned for Andie to lean in closer to him. “Get changed” he mumbled in her ear “she couldn’t have got far, and I think I know where she might be.”
 
   As John’s car began to snake its way through the early morning traffic downtown, he noticed that Andie was staring out of the window. The roads were laden with recently settled snow; a bitterly cold wind blew across the streets, sucking litter across the sidewalks. She sat there with one hand cupping her chin and the other placed against her temple. The droning sound of car horns blurting through the crisp morning air had already begun to set off another half dozen in unison and the dark grey clouds hanging above had begun to slowly spit rain alongside snow flecks, ricocheting off the door and windscreen of the car.
 
   “This is because of what I said last night..” Andie swallowed hard, shaking her head as she stared down into her lap “…I haven’t even come to grips with her coming back into my life, and already…already it’s like this…this is just crazy..”
 
   “It’s crazy..” John replied as his fist came down on the horn “..because you’ve found yourself caring when you didn’t want to.”
 
   “Where do you think she is?” Andie sighed as she sunk back into her seat “in the condition she’s in, she can’t be running around out there in the cold.”
 
   “She’s not running around anywhere” John replied “if I know her, she’ll be on the same street corner, outside the same hotel where she’d been hustling..the same place we had our conversations, where she sat..biding her time, trying to find the best way to get to you.”
 
   “This is surreal..” Andie shook her head as she scanned the pavements, only seeing throngs of early morning commuters darting across the crowds “when I was younger she would go off on these crazy benders and disappear for days on end..when she’d return I’d just run off somewhere, let her worry about me for a change..let her cry and panic and miss me…”
 
   “This traffic ain’t normal, it’s this freakin’ snow” John sighed, rolling the window down to peek his head out “I’m pretty sure that’s an ambulance up there, or police..”
 
   He sat back in his seat, paused for a moment then noticed Andie was staring right at him, thinking exactly what he was thinking. “I gotta go and see” she replied, reaching for the door before John turned the engine down. She opened the door and slipped ahead of him, snaking her way through the crowd of onlookers and stationary cars as she folded her arms trying her best to keep herself warm and all the while keeping her eyes fixed on the blue and red glitter of the police sirens ahead of her. 
 
   She rushed closer; brushing past the shoulders of passers by as she saw an ambulance perched up on the kerb, its back doors flung open as paramedic staff lumbered out. John’s footsteps raced behind her and she felt his hand tug at her shoulder. “Over here” he beckoned as he guided her past the crowd and through a small entranceway to the side of the street, cutting past an alleyway and adjoining the main road. Her heart shuddered and she began to sweat as her pulse quickened with each moment. As she turned the corner she noticed an officer standing there, hands on hips, looking down forlornly at a figure hunched over on the street pavement, the knees buried deep into the snow. She recognised the hood of her own navy blue windbreaker pulled over the head of the body being placed into the last delicate throes of the recovery position as the paramedics rushed forward. She knew exactly who it was.
 
   “John…” the officer smiled as he looked up at the pair of them, cold air escaping from his mouth “..what are you doing here?”
 
   “I know her” he replied as he inched forward, only for a female paramedic to wave him off as she crouched down onto the pavement, brushing away the snow “what the hell happened?”
 
   “Lady was walking along..” the officer yawned “fell down onto her side, down on her knee, grabbed at her head and just keeled over-maybe a heart attack or a stroke or something; it’s touch and go but it’s looks like it’s gonna be alright-the snow pretty much helped to cushion her fall.”
 
   “I have to go with her” Andie panted as she pleaded with the paramedic “I’m her daughter-she’s recently suffered a major head injury, she’s on medication…please I have to go with her.”
 
   “Right now she needs space in the van, we can arrange for something at the hospital later” the woman objected “we have to get her out of here right away.”
 
   The paramedic nodded at two other colleagues as they straightened out the stretcher “Be careful with the head” she commanded as she helped place the body onto the gurney. Andie leant in and could see Gina’s face, her eyes staring upwards at the sky, her cheeks wet with the drizzle and her lips grey, the skin ashen as flakes of snow decorated its surface.
 
   “Come on, let’s get back to the car and follow them” John motioned as he tugged at Andie’s arm. She stood there, staring blankly at the fingers of her mother’s left hand, twitching awkwardly as the stretcher was carried into the ambulance carrier. The doors slammed shut and the wailing siren seared through the morning sky, dispersing the crowds as the vehicle tore away. She turned to follow John and felt faint, disheartened and unable to move. 
 
   She turned back towards the pavement behind her and spotted an object; pushing past the chattering onlookers she yanked it up from the cold, wet surface of a concrete slab. 
 
   Wiping away the snow she realised the wet crumpled photograph in her grasp had smudged away what was left of the original picture and material; but she still knew it was the same photograph from her drawing room. 
 
   Despite the smeared picture and soggy surface, she could still make out the beaming smile of her mother and her own sullen expression. At that moment she felt no consolation, no fleeting glimpse of solace within herself, but only an incredible feeling of being terribly alone as she did that same snowy morning when her mother had first left. The memory was clearer than ever and as she followed John, she wished, hoped and prayed she would see her alive again.
 
   * * *
 
   The afternoon had been slower than that of a usual Sunday. Time seemed to halt in mid stride and Andie reflected on the weeks and months that had passed. She sat back in her sofa, cigarette positioned delicately between her fingers and smiled to herself. She looked to her left and glanced at her mother’s expression; it hadn’t changed over the past hour, the day or the weeks since her discharge from the hospital. Andie leant over and gently brushed a wisp of hair away from her forehead, and as she leant forward she could have sworn that she smiled back at her. The face was the same, only stonier, soured by the debilitation of the stroke. 
 
   “Hey Andie..” John called out, emerging from the kitchen with a tray of cookies and warm milk “Ben called again, he said to call him back.”
 
   “It’s alright” Andie replied, placing the tray on the coffee table in front of her “I’m not taking his calls right now.”
 
   “Not an item anymore?” John smiled as he lit a cigarette “love comes and goes, that’s the trouble with it; the son of a bitch is fleeting, it won’t stay put.”
 
   “Yeah..” Andie frowned “any news from your Captain?”
 
   “Uh huh” John smiled “IA’s dropping the investigation on me; now that we’ve confirmed Gina’s identity, and what with the way she is now, they’re not gonna press it further.”
 
   “So you’re back to being a cop?” Andie replied as she helped bring the glass of milk up to her mother’s lips, watching attentively as she slowly sipped from the glass, each attempt prolonged and halting. Her eyelids did not flicker, her face not conceding a single emotion or recognition of taste or smell, pleasure or indifference “she’s not getting any better John…” Andie sighed, stroking her mother’s hair, letting her recline gently back in her seat, as she guided the back of her head carefully against the soft material.
 
   “It’s only been two months” John answered with a shrug of the shoulders “we’re lucky she’s here at all.”
 
   “You think she hears us?” Andie shook her head as she looked at Gina. 
 
   “Oh yeah” John replied “sure she does, she don’t miss a thing this one..just gonna take a while.”
 
   As Andie broke a cookie into several pieces, bringing one up gently to her mother’s lips, the phone rang. She nodded towards it, watching John yank the receiver up. He listened carefully, expressionless; clearly it wasn’t Ben. 
 
   “Who is it?” Andie asked, placing the cookie down on the plate as she watched the crumbs trickle down her mother’s chin and into her lap.
 
   John didn’t answer, only nodding slowly as he turned his back. “Thank you” he said, turning towards the both of them.
 
   “It was Warden Sheen” he said, clearing his throat as he stared out of the window.
 
   “What is it now?” Andie sighed.
 
   “It’s Dennis…uh..your father” John bit his lip “he passed away earlier this afternoon.”
 
   “The cancer?” Andie asked as she placed a hand on her forehead.
 
   “Heart attack..” John shook his head “seems his appeal for compassionate leave got turned down last week again, he got into a fight with a guard…the old bastard was swinging left and right and then just keeled over and had the attack..and that was it.”
 
   “A fighting son of a bitch to the very end…” Andie shook her head, her voice cracking slightly as she felt a sudden wave of gloom shudder through every bone, not knowing if she felt euphoric or despondent. 
 
   At that moment she noticed a slight movement from the corner of Gina’s eye. She tilted her head sideways and saw her mother’s face. She focused on the crevice between the corner of her mouth and the curl of her bottom lip. There was a smile, ever so slight, but it was obvious. She saw a glimmer of recognition on her face, and noticed her eyes staring out of the window, somnambulant as they watched the raindrops falling outside. Andie stared up at John, and she knew that he could see it too. 
 
   “She knows…” John nodded, noticing the smile disappear as quickly as it came.
 
   “She knows she’s safe now” Andie smiled as she leant forward to kiss her on the cheek “you’re right, she doesn’t miss a thing.”
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