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Chapter One


Few people in this world can actually say that they are in full control of their lives.  Those who think that they can are usually full of crap.  One aspect or another always seems to get out of hand.  This is why I have always attempted to remain on the side of discipline as opposed to the side of chaos.  That should be a fairly obvious point in most human being’s lives, though it seems to me that most people are oblivious to it.


Now, I am not saying that there are not people in the world who can fly by the seat of their pants through their lives.  Obviously, there are.  To me, the majority of these individuals seem to be either destitute or coddled.  Not my favorite acquaintances.  On one hand, the destitute have found life far too complicated for one reason or another- alcohol, drugs, infirmity or love.  On the other hand, the coddled seem to include wealthy dependents and gold diggers.  The rest of us have to create our own realities to suit our individual needs, wants and desires via that nasty four letter word: W-O-R-K.


You often hear about that person who says “If I won the lottery, I would still have to work just so I wouldn’t get bored.”  My own answer to these unenlightened individuals is “POPPYCOCK”.  You might find yourself starting a business or something along those lines, but with your financial independence will come one indelible freedom that can only be ignored by those of us without the cabbage.  You will never need to take orders from nitwits again!


This is why, once a week, I find myself buying the same ten sets of numbers that I have purchased for the last thirteen years for the Florida Lotto.  Additional reasons? One, because I haven’t won yet.  Two, because I hope to win one day.  Three, because I have big dreams (I want to be king).  Four because I have never missed playing my ten tickets and if the numbers did come in without me my life would be over.  I’m sure that I would also join the ranks of the destitute.


Therefore I am willing to stand in this line of other wishful patrons at the local SuperSave gas station in Tarpon Springs, Florida waiting for the clerk to take my cash and receive my 6,581st through 6,590th opportunity at financial freedom. I look at it as my duty now, even though I consider it an opportunity which by the law of averages should absolutely happen one day.  I am and have always been a betting man, but this requirement which I have strapped to my life has now become a must.  So, I wait patiently for Jamal to work his way through the others until I can venture once again into the land of hope.


“Mister Casey!  How are you?  Do you expect a big crowd at the club tonight?”  Jamal asked.


I have known Jamal as his patient customer for three years now.  He is one of the last people that I would expect to see at Club A Go Go.  His wife would make sure of that.


“Same Saturday night crowd as usual I suppose.  We should see about 400 through the door- unless the rain talks them into staying off of the roads.”


Jamal gave me my Lotto ten and we bid farewell.  As I reached the glass door, I noticed two rather grubby characters standing outside and I was reasonably sure that I recognized one.  The two were having and animated discussion with an elderly poor man carrying a plastic shopping bag.  I had seen the old man around.


The larger of the two antagonists I knew differently.  I had thrown the big galoot out of a bar that I had worked at in Holiday, Florida some time ago.  If I recalled correctly, I’d thrown him out five times and very physically.  I thought that it would be safe to assume that he had seen me go into the store and was only occupying his time with the old man until I returned.  Jerk.


“Jamal, keep an eye on this.  Don’t call the cops unless it looks like these guys aren’t going to get up.”  I headed out of the door.


As I cleared the doorway, the big one- 6’2” and 300 pounds said, “I thought that was you, dick head.  Get out of here, you old fuck.  I’ll find you later.”  He said to the old man and turned to smile wildly at me.


“I told you that I would get even with you.”  He drunkenly said to me.


I could smell the beer clearly.


As his smaller friend reached into the back of the beat up old pick up that they had driven to the station, he withdrew a three foot two by four with a whittled handle.  With a broad smile upon his stupid looking face, the big guy produced an eight-inch Bowie knife from the sheath on his belt.  He didn’t know it, but he had just volunteered to be the first victim.


Folks, let me say this.  I am not a man without fear.  There are many things that I am very afraid of.  But, I truly dislike fear.  I dislike fear so much that when I am forced to fear or someone believes that they are forcing me to be afraid, I redirect my emotion.  I can’t say where or how that I learned to do it. I don’t even know.  It does come in handy at times, though.  So, fear has definitely saved my ass more times than it has hindered it- by becoming controlled anger.


Regarding weapons, I do not like knives at all. Guns aren’t great either, but they only shoot targets that they are pointed at.  With a knife, any idiot can get lucky and debilitate their intended victim permanently. I t doesn’t take much effort to slice a tendon or a muscle.  I decided that disarming the knife wielder would have to take precedence here.


The big guy started, with his grin and his weapon, heading my way.  I backed up, raising my hands palm up to feign fear.  I believe that I looked like I might run.  This intimidated the moron to come at me quicker, hurrying his attack and being even sloppier with his weapon of choice.  While he came at me, his buddy stood off to my left rapping the club into the palm of his hand.  The larger and first victim had his hands splayed about four feet apart with the offending weapon in his right hand slightly higher than his protruding stomach.

As the big dummy picked up speed, I stepped directly inside of his reach and used my left hand to push the knife away from us.  I smashed down my right heel over the instep of his left foot, more feeling the bones snap than actually hearing them.

Simultaneously, I brought my right fist tightly to my chest and swung my right forearm like a baseball bat to the moron’s left cheek to hear a mellow thump as the blow struck home.  Still not satisfied, after the head swiveled right; I drove the point of my right elbow, which had passed his face with the previous strike, squarely into his nose.


Now, I don’t think that I’m a sadist, but some lessons are difficult to teach so that they won’t be readily forgotten.  So, I quickly brought up my right knee into the dope’s groin.  I didn’t want him to forget his lessons.  


While the big one crumbled, I ducked.  The little buddy (5’8” maybe 240) had finally made an attempt to catch up with the action.  He swung the lumber at me skull high and missed.  I turned an upper cut into his mid section directly after the club passed over.  He brought the bat over his shoulder like a lumberjack’s ax splitting a log for a second try.  I stepped into the middle of his swing and placed my back against my smaller foe’s chest.  I grabbed his arms at the apex of their swing and allowed my shoulder to lock in under his left armpit.


As gravity rules and the two by four continued to swing downward, I dropped to my right knee and rolled my shoulder blades from right to left.  The weapon skittered behind me three or four yards and victim number two’s feet flew perpendicularly over his head until all of his overweight landed at one time in front of me with a surprisingly loud “thud”.  I stood up and brushed some dirt off of my right knee.


I returned to the counter inside SuperSave and told Jamal that the two might need medical treatment but added that they should be all right.  Jamal understood and informed me that he was sure that he had never seen the men’s assailant before.  I smiled as I left the store.


I climbed into my black ’69 Plymouth Duster and drove the mile north to the office complex which shielded the club.  Club A Go Go sits in the back of a shopping center on the second floor of a building which cannot be seen from Highway U.S. 19, the road which I had just turned from.  This creates a disadvantage of limited visibility; you can only tell we’re there by the eight by twelve-foot back lit road sign.  The advantage is, since the office building in front is empty by 6 p.m., we have unlimited parking when we are open.


The dance club is about 12,000 square feet and has been open for a little more than six months.  My best friend, Danny Newman opened the joint, hired me to manage it and the customer count has continued to climb since.  I’ve known Danny for the past fifteen years and we’ve been close for the past five.


I met Daniel over a pool table when I was nineteen years old.  I won $35 from him.  We became friends when I rescued him from an ass kicking for fondling some red neck’s beloved.


It was kind of an epiphany, since from that time forward Danny would always find me when we were out at the same places individually.  Saving his ass and shooting pool were common threads over the years.  We became close friends while I was managing the floor at a bar called Fuddy’s.  My main concern was with security there.  I was the bouncer, more or less.

Fuddy’s is the big hang out for the pick up truck and spittin’ chaw crowd in the area.  I was the only security that the place had and no less than one out of every three weekends, I would end the night by icing down the swelling of my hands.


Fuddy’s could naturally draw a violent crowd, and when adding alcohol liberally, shit is bound to happen.  With mostly blue collar and biker patrons, I was the only governing body for four nights per week.  My reputation as a bouncer became renowned at Fuddy’s.


My name is Casey Kowalski.  I stand 6’1” (add an inch and a half with cowboy boots on) and weigh two hundred pounds.  If I had to describe myself I would say to picture Bruce Willis with hair down to his shoulders in the back and just as bald on top as he is now.  Then put a nicely trimmed full beard (not thick, but trimmed) on him and break his nose a few times.  That would be close to what I look like, except the eyes.

The eyes are listed as hazel.  Hogwash. They are a crystal gray which I have been told change colors on occasion.  Obviously, I wouldn’t actually know.  In the mirror they look pale blue to me most of the time. 

 I would be the first to admit that I don’t strike an imposing figure physically.  Remember I said it, but looks are often deceiving.  I will say that I am quite fit.


I realize that I am not a small man, but size and physique always seem to favor the people who are in competition with me.  I am thirty-five years old, which puts me in the older bracket of most bar customers as well.  But for what I give up in youth, endurance and size, I more than make up for in experience, knowledge and technique.  


I attained my first fifth degree black belt in Chou En Ryu while serving in the U.S. Air Force at Kadena AFB, Okinawa, Japan.  My second black belt- also a fifth degree- I received in the Philippines.  The art form is one of the oldest Korean self-defense techniques known and I have as yet not heard nor seen it in the states.


When I feel the need to defend, I slip mentally into an automatic overdrive and let the discipline take control.  Mostly though, I prefer to use a silver tongued devil persona to avoid handling two out of three potential falls-….. mostly.


Once, while breaking up a row at Fuddy’s, two glass beer mugs were broken upon my noggin.  Ouch.  I not only survived, but also managed to assist five of the gentlemen in leaving the premises by tax funded transportation-  one ambulance and two police cars.


In association with my years of training, I am very disciplined about my health and my talents.  I exercise regularly, and perform my kata no less than three times per week for one-hour sessions.  Kata is a highly personalized series of controlled martial arts movements that are designed to emphasize agility and strength through extreme concentration.  This concentration is also called Chi in martial arts and is used for focus of power in defense situations.  I did my Kata yesterday, and I intend to repeat the process on Monday and Wednesday if at all possible.  Discipline.


As usual, when I arrived at the door to Club A Go Go, Ramon, my first line of back up and our doorman greeted me.


“What’s up, Bubba?”  Ramon greeted me with his normal large smiling Samoan greeting.  Ramon is a Bronx Puerto Rican, but he looks as though he could play the ukulele and wear a grass skirt for Don Ho.  He stands 5’9” and cruises at about 220 pounds.    


Ramon imposes upon those who desire to disagree with a deep sonorous voice and enough muscle to keep the most spirited conversations from taking the next step.  He is also one of the very few people with who I have worked that lives up to my dictates.  Ramon knows that no one is allowed to raise a hand during a conflict, unless I do it first.  I am a great admirer of Ramon’s wisdom in this respect.  He is one of the only guys that I have ever been “comfortable” with watching my back.


“Not much.  I had a small scuffle at the SuperSave on the way over.  You might want to have the valet keep an extra watch on the parking lot for me.”  I knew that he would by the nodding and knowing grin.


“Has Danny gotten in yet?”  Danny would notice that I was a little late for a Saturday night.


Ramon pointed me toward Danny’s standard spot at the bar.  


Daniel Newman stood at the bar watching me enter.  Dressed to the nines with a fresh haircut and neatly trimmed mustache on his 50-year-old, 5’7” gymnast figure, Danny’s blond hair made him look more like a displaced surfer than a bar owner who owned a floor and tile company.


He was two for one with the beauties tonight.  On his left, the beautiful brunette Nancy wrapped herself around his arm.  On the right, gorgeous young Traci whispered in his ear while rubbing her breast upon his chest.  I was privy to the knowledge that Danny had reconnoitered them both separately on occasion.


I moved towards him fully NOT expecting any hearty handshake.  Daniel and I have never been big on ceremony, so we hugged.  We both knew that it wasn’t well accepted for two guys to hug publicly, but over the years that idea stopped bothering us.  Everyone that knew the two of us understood and the ones who didn’t- who cares about them anyway.


As we broke our embrace, Danny said, “I sure hope you’re not too tired at the end of the night, Case.”


Knowing Danny, the possibility that he might have set me up with an after hours date was fairly likely.  The one thing that Danny did best was to party.  He liked to make sure that I was around in case things went south.


“I’ve got to take a meeting later on in the office and I thought we might grab a few drinks after we close.  See if Ramon wants to come.  He can drive us in his van if he doesn’t have to split after work.  If not, we’ll figure something else out.”


Meaning that I would be doing the driving.  Ramon’s wife would not be pleased with him dragging the two of us around at three or four o’clock or later.


Ramon’s wife held the reins.  He loved her enough to respect her wishes whenever possible and would never come home late without pre-warning her.  His three little girls were his world and any competition with the four beautiful women in his life would always lose.


Ramon used the extra money he earned at the club to buy his’95 Chrysler mini-van.  Sundays meant Fred Howard Park or Clearwater Beach.  Our fun and games weren’t likely to change any of that.


Danny’s sense of style wouldn’t allow him to ride comfortably in my restored Duster and his alcohol intake would prevent me from allowing him to drive his ’99 Chevy Blazer.  One of my many quirks is that I don’t like driving someone else’s wheels.  But since the state motto, “Arrive Alive and Leave on Probation” comes from drunk drivers, speed traps and accidents after the bars close, I could foresee me behind the wheel of Daniel’s vehicle later that night.


I left Danny in the midst of a pile of high rollers (realtors, stock marketeers and money movers).  Their like would allow Danny to keep them smiling after their sixty-hour work weeks.  Daniel was their Master of Ceremonies.  I had enough to do on that Saturday night.


I try to trust the people that I choose to employ implicitly.  I am also painfully aware that they are only human.  Our staff head count on Fridays and Saturdays comes to sixteen not including me.  There are five bartenders, six waitresses, two disc jockeys, our cook, valet and Ramon.


Since our opening, I have fired three people for pocketing tabs or for serving freebies.  I know that my lack of forgiveness seems curious in this respect, but it really only makes good sense.  Counseling is for wimps in this business.  If an employee is willing to steal a little bit from a customer or the club, then they will almost always steal more in the future.


The thief also overlooks the effect that his petty crime will have down the road.  That one little act of larceny effects the earning potential of every other employee working on the floor.  Whether or not a customer or a co-worker witnesses the crime, you can count on management recognizing money disappearances.  Serving drinks is a performance job- meaning that to be good at it, a bar tender or waitress is required to put on a show.  When that performance is distorted because of management being uncomfortable with staff due to dissolving cash, there are always noticeable repercussions.  That is a bad thing.  So, I always react without pause.


Now, on the other end of that spectrum would be a concept called “over pouring”.  I don’t heavily police this issue and I’ll tell you why.  Club A Go Go is a classy looking place.  Men bring dates here as well as find them here.  Our drinks are not cheap, though I would never call them unreasonable.  Hell, if you don’t like the prices then you are in the wrong bar.  My bartenders pour strong early, and light late.  It evens out and the customers don’t complain.  Robin, our service manager, keeps our inventory up to date. I won’t use electronic taps because it makes a classy place look cheap.  When a person wants a drink, they want to taste the booze.  They seem to be coming back, so that seems to work well.


So in hand with this thought, I proceeded to check on my staff and then moved on to glad-handing the clientele.  I like to infect people with smiles.  This is important in the bar business.  People will come back to the places where they feel they belong.  Since sales per customer seem to go down each year, customer count is imperative for profit.


More people become sippers every night.  Some drinks will last a customer for an hour.  We are only full up from 10:00 to close on Fridays and Saturdays, so I do my best to make sure customers come back.  I can’t say that my personality is effervescent enough to please all of the customers all of the time (remember, I’m the guy that tells the bad ones that they have to leave), but, between Danny and I, we seem to be doing okay.



Danny grew into owning this business.  I am willing to say that over our long relationship, he personally and intentionally groomed me for my position.  I don’t trust many people and therefore my circle of friends is relatively small.  I think I trust Daniel because he allows me to understand him.  I hope that I know what he is thinking.  I think that I usually don’t know what women are thinking and have more trouble with trust in my love life.


I am a very sexual man.  I don’t think that I am more sexual than any other man would be with my size, physique, single and working the nightlife as I do, but I am at least conscious of this weakness.


I like to meet new women, the dating and the chase.  After the capture, I’m afraid that my family and friends would call me a failure.  Romantic relationships are and have been my great downfall.


I was married once for eight years and we produced two beautiful children- my daughter, Andrea (16) and my son Casey II (14).  My wife and I were very much in love.  We just got married too early in life.  I was almost 19 when I said, “I do”.


I guess the point is that though I enjoy all of the women that I meet, I think that many of them believe I am a bit cold, if not even a snob.  I can be quite solitary.  In truth, I think that maybe my expectations tend to be too steep.  Because of all of the mistrials which I have seen with relationships (mine as well as with others), I am a little gun shy.  I’ve also never felt as though I could tell if a woman is really interested in me.  I spend a lot of time alone when I am not working at the club.


The night went pretty much according to plan up to closing and the money count.  Our bar service manager, Robin, asked for the week off until Friday.  She had set up coverage with one of the other bartenders for Wednesday and Thursday and I was fine with that.  I think she was a friend of Danny’s at one time.  She’s a spry little red head with a grin to light the world afire.  Everything checked out pretty well and I sent the staff home.  I noticed that I had not seen Daniel since about midnight.


I assumed that he was in the meeting we had discussed earlier.  That would mean that Daniel would be in the office with a non-employee after hours.  Not a great idea, since the Tarpon Springs PD might have nothing better to do than stop by Club A Go Go to check things out. Florida law is strict regarding night clubs and our local yokels work the books fairly hard.  As I walked down the hallway to the office, Danny stepped out of the door.  Simultaneously a smallish blond young lady exited the club through the service door behind him.


“Let’s get out of here.  I’ve got some people coming out to the Ranch for a little party and there’s supposed to be someone there who wants to meet you.”  Danny said.


“Female, I hope.”  I said with a smirk.


“Someone you know, I think.  It’ll be a surprise.”  Daniel answered absently.

He had given me the “bum’s rush” but I was not about to be offended.  I thought that he was avoiding an explanation of the blond cutie being on premise after close.  Danny was never one to act distracted.  He was a very direct person.  After a few minutes of quietly locking doors and shutting off lights, I realized that he wasn’t saying anything.

Normally Daniel was all talk- conquests, purchases, sales, plans and such.  He was never the quiet one.  I thought he might have been thinking about the little blond that he had snuck out of the service entrance.  He was quiet all the way to his home.  I even convinced him to ride there in my vintage Plymouth.


I had known Daniel long enough that I would never push him unless he indicated that he needed a nudge.  If he wished to confide in me some great question that occupied his mind (my pride said that Danny would eventually wish to), then he should have known that he could speak with me freely.


We had actually named Daniel’s home the Melon Bass Ranch with respect to two of my friend’s greatest loves after money.  Danny was an avid competitor in fresh water fishing.


The Ranch comprised about thirty acres, a four-bedroom house with two full bathrooms, full kitchen, dining room, a sitting room and a den.  Nice place.  It also had six acres of lake designed for water skiing and bass fishing.  After twenty-five minutes of driving we arrived.


After we walked in to the house, Danny switched on to the mover and shaker mode- saying hello to all in attendance individually.  I wasn’t certain of Danny’s promise of a surprise until my eye caught glimpse of a regular fling of mine- Amy.


I’d known Amy for about three years and we were about as close as we would ever get.  When the two of us had no other relationships going on- more often than you might think- somehow we always found each other for a little while to take a break.  


I wouldn’t say that our relationship was entirely physical- maybe mostly though.  We had each run across each other with other significant others and I don’t think either of us had felt any jealousy or pain.  But, whenever we were both single or unattached, we would burn down the house.  Phenomenal sex with a bunny of the utmost energy, and I mean Phenomenal with a capital “P”!


Amy was fortunate to be the beautiful child of a rich mother who would dote affection upon her as often as Amy would allow.  The lady would rebel against too much attention or favor.  Amy would take the gifts and accept the money to a point, and then she would run from her mother or turn a cold shoulder.  As though, she were offended that her mother could give so much.  Amy worked hard at not becoming too spoiled- by her Mom anyway.  So Mom had to be careful with what she did for Amy.


Amy had one major failing.  She was the possessor of an addictive personality.  I had only seen her on binges with alcohol, but knew that there had been other addictions including cocaine and worse- heroine.  Amy had told me about those herself.  I told her that if I ever saw anything like that, our friendship would be done.  I knew that Amy’s mother had been very aware of the binges as well.  Amy had sold her belongings out right on a few occasions.


I had met Amy during my days at Fuddy’s.  Some of the biggest nastiest biker types that I had ever known had tried to keep hold of Amy’s reins.  Not in this lifetime.  No way.


Amy had a wild streak the width of Florida running down the center of her back, plus she could make me smile.  Of that and our friendship, I have always been grateful.


Per the norm, Amy was feeling her cups and she was the center of any horny man’s attention in the room.  She saw me and floated across the room to bathe my face in kisses.  I’m sure that I blushed.  I also gave a quick inventory of the room to see who was around.  Amy just kept kissing.


Most of the thirty or so folks had come from the club including some of the bar staff.  I didn’t see our bar manager, Robin, but it wouldn’t have surprised me if I had.  After Amy had stopped kissing me, I realized that I had lost track of Daniel.


I went about the party, greeting the people I knew while balancing Amy on my right arm.  These were my customers, acquaintances and friends as well.  I didn’t intend to be rude.  Once I had felt that I had spent enough time visiting, I talked one of the bartenders into entertaining Amy (not a real challenge to that, I’ll admit) and nosed about to see if I could find Daniel.


I found him sitting at the kitchen table in an apparently serious discussion with a face that I was not familiar with.  I’m not sure that an alarm would have been tingling in my head under different circumstances, but the thing looked all kinds of wrong.


For one, I pay a lot of attention to Daniel.  I consider his well being to be my well being.  His business is responsible for my comfort. Plus, he is one of my dearest friends.  I don’t have many, so I protect the ones that count.  I had no idea who Daniel was talking to and Daniel hadn’t introduced him to me.  Not right by my book… not right at all.


Plus, being in the business that I work in, I would have to have guessed that the 6’6” brick wall with the shaved pate and dark glasses was a bodyguard for Daniel’s conversationalist.  He stood off to the side and seemed to be listening intently.  He did not interrupt or even be sought for comment.  He looked like furniture to me.


I’m going to attempt to describe the man who Danny spoke with that night.  Daniel really did not seem to get a word in edge wise.  He looked like he was sitting in a lecture.  Danny was a master at knowing when to keep his mouth shut too.  He could have been awestruck by the appearance of the man he was listening to also.  I will try to be nice because the man was far from handsome.


His profile reminded me of Vic Tayback- of “Kiss My Grits” fame from Alice, a’70s sit-com.  He didn’t have any of Vic’s redeeming qualities of appearance, though.  If he stood up straight, (I couldn’t swear that he could) he looked to be two inches taller than me.  As he did stand, he was my height.  


Ugly Vic had a Fu Manchu mustache running an inch and a half south of his chin and ashtray ears with nearly as much hair coming out of them.  Two fuzzy black caterpillars for eyebrows surrounded his dull pearl black eyes and the bags beneath his eyes could have been used to carry mail.  Not a pretty sight to look at and Danny seemed to avoid looking at him as well as he could.


His dress was quite auspicious, though the combination might be questionable.  Ugly Vic wore a suit, which was clearly of the Armani silk line.  The mix was early used car salesman- black and gold jacket with black satin pants.  He was loaded with gobs of gold chains and rings swarming about an open-chested maroon shirt.  Hairy as all get out.  This was a man who would need to pay a woman to choose his attire since he was ugly enough to chase off any woman he wasn’t paying.  Remember, I meant to be nice.


Ugly Vic’s companion seemed to be getting less comfortable with the conversation as it was heading.  My original thoughts about the brute being Vic’s paid protection didn’t fit any more as the dude devolved into a scolded teenager.  He had begun to scan the room aimlessly and shifted from foot to foot.  Maybe he needed to use the bathroom.


Danny was looking a bit of extra uncomfortable with the Ugly Vic diatribe and looked over to see me standing in observance.  I felt as though I had invaded Poland.  I thought it would be a good time to exit and Amy seemed anxious for my return. 


We slipped out of the party and trickled down to the lake.  The pre-occupation with Danny’s mystery guest evaporated quickly as Amy’s tongue explored my middle ear.  It wasn’t as much missing Amy as it was missing sex.  It felt like a good night for me to get my oil checked and Amy was probing for my dipstick.  I hadn’t had a frolic in two months and Lord, how I love to have a good frolic.  As my hands had begun tracing elevation circles around Amy’s relief map, I realized that I needed to find better venue.  Amy was fine with where we were and beginning to ventilate the front of my trousers after a distinctive “zip”.  I really did not want to lose my concentration here.  After cooling Amy’s heels, with her minor moaning complaint, we regrouped and headed back for the house.


As we reached the house, I figured it to be a bout four- thirty a.m., Danny walked up behind us and Amy jumped about five feet in the air.  Nice bounce, too. 


“Geez Dan, you could have told us you were out here.  Amy could have gotten a gray hair the way you surprised us.”  I said.


Danny looked about the ground unhappily.  “Sorry.  I didn’t know you were there.”  He went past us into the back door.


I looked back toward the lake.  I didn’t see anything of note- just Danny’s boat, the dock, and a doghouse from when Danny had an English bulldog he’d named Apollo.  The animal had taken sick and died just about two weeks ago and I guess that was why he had looked so glum.  Amy and I followed inside.


Amy left to use the bathroom.  She knew she looked like she had just had an almost tumble in the hay.  I went and made myself the one drink I was going to have at the get together- a Dewars and water.  I finished it when Amy came out of the boudoir and said, “Let’s go get naked.”


Most of the rest of the crowd was heading towards their chariots as well at that time.  When we went out I made a note to look around for Ugly Vic and his goon Nope. Not around.  He must have left after making Danny miserable.  Go figure.


Danny was saying some goodnights with that little piece of arm fluff jewelry on his arm that I had seen at the club.  I had not noticed how young she was when I spied her exiting the service entrance.  She was blond, petite, light colored eyes and firm.  I caught myself hoping that Danny was still taking vitamin supplements.  It also occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Traci or Nancy at the party.  Not so strange, if Daniel had plans to overnight this little bimbette.  She was cute- though too young for my tastes.  I would have to wait for Wednesday night at the club to hear about this successful assault.  I might even ask him about her.  Maybe not.


Amy and I climbed into my Duster and headed through the gates toward Tarpon.  Fifteen minutes later we turned off of U.S. 19 and drove through the Dunkin Donuts parking lot.  My pre-fabricated home is in the back of a trailer park called Hilltop Park.  Ramon, Club A Go Go’s doorman and another of my best buds, manages the weekly rental facility.  He lives in the house as you enter on your left.


After half a mile of passing the forty low-income rentals that Ramon oversees, we arrived at my acre of peace.  I have had a forty- two foot doublewide pre-fab on this property which is home since 1995.


I closed the gate to my driveway and noticed a large black sedan slowly following my path around the back of the park.  The automobile kept moving and turned around the cul-de-sac to leave as I nonchalantly reset the gate’s latch.


I didn’t give the car a second thought, but shelved the description in my mind for a later review.  I sensed Amy was becoming increasingly more romantic.  I was looking forward to some healthy exercise that Amy was more than equipped enough to provide for me and that I needed so badly.


Once inside, our clothing stripped while our motivated mouths and hands roamed aimfully about each other’s erogenous zones.  My mind was entirely engulfed by Amy’s scent and taste.  I was entrapped in the curve of her neck’s nape.  Placing long passionate sucking kisses there; I cared to leave no marks.  Amy moaned in pleasure.


As my hand slid up her smooth stomach, climbing towards her ample breast, I paused as I realized she was unbuttoning my jeans.  I proceeded to cup her breast in my right hand massaging circularly and slowly.  Amy’s hand managed its way past my zipper to inventory my impatient manhood.  Blood coursed through my loins.


“The bedroom.”  I whispered.


Amy slowly released me. Giggling, she padded to the room of choice.  Even in the dark, Amy knew where to go since she had been here before.  Following, I picked up her jeans and top.  I knew she would still be wearing her socks in the morning. She always had in the past.


Arriving at bedside, I was surprised moderately when Amy grabbed me by my belt loops and pulled my slacks and jockey briefs down over my hips.  She explored me with her tongue and mouth for what seemed to be ages.  I had to stop her in order to prolong our morning.


I then laid Amy back against the pillows and began to roam slowly about her neck again while slowly pressing and releasing with my hips.  As she began to breathe heavily, I rolled my hips off of her and replaced the pressure with the fingertips of my left hand.  I continued to nuzzle her neck.


While I rubbed the tenderness firmly, Amy’s hands moved to grab the pillow at the sides of her head.  She moaned steadily with increasing volume.  Amy became wetter and wetter.  With this sign as my directions, I slowly moved my mouth southward to pause upon her round areolas.  Then, I continued on to the pasture of her mound and used the firmness of my tongue until she was rocking my king-sized bed back and forth.  It is a good thing that my home sits on its own acre, as Amy was not quiet about her ecstasy at all.  Each exhalation was in exultation with the inhalations taken in full.  She would only stand so much.


Amy reached beneath my arms and pulled me on top of her.  She had already peeled open a condom and quickly wrapped me to place me deep inside of her.  I can not say how long we remained coupled, for my concentration was on continuing it for as long as I could.  I know that our consciousness vanished quickly after we shared a lengthy shudder to exchange our fluids.  Sleep was very good at that point.


I have to admit that I never know how much I need sex until I have had some.  That might sound nuts, but I stay pretty busy.  I know that when I fell asleep at 7:00- yeah, somehow we made love for two hours (probably because of my desire to please and lack of recent practice)- I never expected to wake up as late as3: 00 in the afternoon.  I was happy and well rested.  I took that out on Amy too.  Though, the afternoon session was much briefer than the night before, she seemed to be pleased.  Sounded that way anyway.


We showered together and I drove her across the highway to the club and her awaiting vehicle.  The time was going towards 5:00 in the evening.  Amy surprised me with a question.


“I guess that my being at Danny’s was a surprise to you last night, huh?” Amy asked.


That thought had not really crossed my mind- something about my male hormones blocking my ability to think once I saw her.  Amy has always been a free spirit and I have never felt that it was my place or my right to figure her out.  That might dull the experience of knowing Amy.  Club A Go Go’s crowd was definitely not an Amy crowd though, either.


“I’d have to say that I’m curious now, Amy.  So, what’s the deal?”  I asked.

She took on an impish smile and said “I’m going to Hawaii with my mother tomorrow and I just had to see you before I left.  I don’t want you so uptight that it gets you in trouble while I’m gone.”

She’s such a tease.  Me too, though.  “Thank you” I said, returning her smile.

“We will be in Honolulu for five or six days.”  Amy said.  “ I rode over to Danny’s with the guy that had the driver- you know, the guy in the disco get up.  I met him before the party at a bar down the road a little ways.”

“I guess you mean the guy that was talking with Danny at the table.  The one with the nose?”

“Yeah” she said.  “I know that you take pretty good care of yourself, but if you get around that guy- be careful.  I think he’s dangerous and I like catching up with you now and again."

Amy put on a small pout and leaned into my car with a big, long, wet, steamy kiss.  I knew that I was beginning to taste her all over again and my nether excitement was starting to rise again.  She stopped playing tongue hockey, stood up straight, and turned and walked directly towards her car.

I was on a cloud.  It is true that a guy’s blood will all rush out of his head for a woman.  I’m living proof.  And watching the strut that Amy was using on the way to her car would convince a priest that she knew it too.  Wow.

I know that I should have asked Amy for Ugly Vic’s name at least, but I was lost.  What a memorable night that was.  Double wow.

Her warning had only peaked my curiosity and I knew that I was going to need to pump Danny for answers on the dude.  That reminded me of the black sedan from the night before.  I don’t like to feel like I am being followed unless I intend to lead.  I’m funny that way.  Go figure.

Realize that I am not just paranoid.  I’m careful.  I have known a lot of nasty characters.  I’ve even made a few enemies along the way. I’ve even embarrassed people to point out their lack of intelligence and/or couth.  So please indulge me as I open up to you about one of my special personal security measures.

Once I had returned to my home, I put a mess of left over chili and rice in the microwave and made way to my bedroom.  In the very back of my closet is a hidden door.  I opened the door and turned on the monitor to the computer that I keep stashed there.  Only my father, Danny and Ramon know about the side system that I have hooked up here.  I call it HICCUP.

HICCUP is my Hidden In Closet Computer for Unusual Problems.  Okay, so I am a little odd, but I never said I wasn’t.  Did I?

HICCUP is equipped with a digital camera that is installed above my front door.  It is pointed at my front yard and the driveway gate.  The camera will only take pictures when the motion detector (like the ones that turn on outside lights) is engaged.  The camera takes a picture every half second that downloads directly to the computer in my closet.

I can retrieve this information from my hard disc with some basic commands on my keyboard after touching the Adobe Modification icon on my desktop.  If you aren’t computer savvy, don’t worry.  Essentially, the deal lets me know that when the cat is away, and the mice decide to play, then the cat will know which mice were playing while he was gone.  Got it?

This program saves 36 hours of events and usually lasts for weeks since there normally ain’t a lot of movement outside of my castle.  First in- first out, so whatever is on the hard drive is from the most recent of events.  Pretty neat, huh?

I entered the program and went to work backing through the images.  It kind of looks like the cards that you used to flip through as a kid to make those Cracker Jack cartoons.  I got to the point where Amy and I had arrived at the gate and allowed the program to run in real time until I had a good shot of the black sedan.

Using my computer, I cropped down the picture to show only the windows of the car and SAVEd the photo on File.  Next I went to my Adobe professional program and lifted the photo from File.  Next comes the gravy.  After about forty minutes of cutting, lightening and enhancing the image, I knew who had followed me the night before- who knew where I called home.

Don’t let the exterior fool you.  I am a pretty sharp cookie.  I have two Phi Theta Kappa Associate’s degrees.  One is in Computer Science and the other is an arts degree majoring in business and psychology.

Lo and behold, the image was as clear as taken with a Brownie from ten feet away at noon.  I could have gotten closer, but I wanted to be sure that I recognized the make of the vehicle.  It was a 1999 Lincoln Town Car.  To my unabashed surprise the driver was Ugly Vic’s bodyguard.

Chapter Two:


Marie awoke with a start.  The damned alarm was ringing.  She would be late, she realized as she looked at the black electric alarm clock sitting on her coffee table.  She was disoriented.  Didn’t she set the little monster for 6:30?  Why was it screaming at her that it was 7:02?  She’d hit the frigging snooze button.  That’s why.  Where the hell was she?


Oh, yeah.  The cabin that she had been provided with was where she was.  She had set the alarm because she knew that she would doze off while reading.  She was reading a special reprint of Lady Chatterly’s Lover, a longtime favorite that she had gotten from her mother several years ago.  Marie could still taste the dream that the reading had evoked.  She felt ripe.  She would have to stay that way too, or be late for her meeting with her control supervisor for this contract. Stanley.


Marie stood shakily, then zipped up the black spandex pants suit.  She had unzipped the front when she had begun to read.  Not for sexual playing, she had just wanted to be comfortable per chance to nap.  Marie smiled at the idea while she wrapped a rubber retainer around her medium length auburn hair to form a single ponytail.  Sexual playing would have been a nice thought, if she hadn’t fallen asleep.  God knew that there were good enough reasons to bother.


She put on her zip-up combats for traction on the metal floors that she knew awaited her. Marie grabbed her imitation leather valise and set of visors en route to the door. She stopped to see if she had it all together.  Her quarters were actually fairly spacious.  The living area and kitchen were about four meters by ten; there was the lavatory with its own full sized tub, and the sleeping area alone looked to be nine meters square.  Home was barely this large.  Home was home though.


Marie looked into the mirror before leaving as well.  At fifty-two years of age, Marie looked 30 by the standards of the year 2000, and she wasn’t just saying that.  She really did.  No grays in the deep auburn locks of hair that ran down between her shoulder blades in a pony tail.  No wrinkles in the full lipped, button nosed, almond shaped face with its hint of freckles and azure blue eyes.


She admired her figure as well.  Marie knew that she had a great shape.  Not chesty, but not flat either.  Her hips were wider than she would have liked, but not from lack of exercise.  Marie was definitely not out of shape.  She looked crisp.


As she left her current domicile, Marie was gifted to a break in the on coming walkway traffic.  She leaped across the wrong direction of traffic landing perfectly on the converse path.  Boarding the moving walkways, she had learned, could take as much as a minute.  As Marie’s trim and agile figure adjusted to the inertia of movement, she thought “A little luck to start the day would be real handy, if I could just hang on to it.”

She really wanted to impress the powers to be at the Culture.  Her supervisor had stressed that she would advance her career greatly with this research assignment.  The honor of getting to look at any documents in such a rare format would be thrilling enough.  After reading the first chapter of the twentieth century account, Marie was psyched.


Marie Cassandra Cherillo had spent the past thirty years becoming the section’s foremost authority on the study of  Pre-Upheaval  Twentieth Century Industrialism.  In regards to the Culture’s section review that kept her regular grades for promotion, she had looked really good.  When she would return from the earth station in orbit around Saturn to her home in Section Nine, an area once known as Florida’s West Coast, her privileges would increase some three folds.  She just had trouble understanding why she had been sent so far away to review such old and rare documents in regards to such meaningless drivel.  It just didn’t make sense.

Of course, after reading the teaser that she had been sent, there was no way that Marie would have ever let this job escape her.  She was finally going to be well paid to do what she had spent her entire life preparing to do.  Marie’s real puzzler was to discover how the Culture of 2248 AD could remotely care about Casey Kowalski from the year 2000 AD.  They weren’t going to pay Marie for that task, but it would be impossible to ignore such an obvious challenge.  Marie loved challenges.

Marie had been sent to Cassini 3 so that she could review an autobiographical account that had been written by a man in the year 2000.  The language was to be American English- a dialect with which she was familiar.  She had read this period when she had been a student and continued with it for her own enjoyment.  The added attraction was that the story was to be a mystery- a genre of literature that was rarely seen in non-fiction and hardly ever “read” at all in this day and age.  An exceptional few people had ever learned to read the novels of the twentieth century.  In truth, this was actually from the twenty- first, and not a novel since it had not been published- as far as Marie was aware.  Entertainment reading today was considered urbane and needless.  Marie was far from an average person though and saw the adventure of reading as a tempting morsel of flavor for her normally quiet existence.  But, why would the Culture send her to the Saturn fuel station Cassini 3 so that she could read it? Another mystery.
Marie knew the Cassini 3 station’s fame and infamy quite well.  Cassini 3 had successfully tapped and managed the liquid mining and transportation of hydrogen fuel from the surface of the planet Saturn.  After the first Cassini Penal Station, with its four million plus population, and a so-called voluntary colony named Cassini Station 2, the Cassini 3 controlled humanity’s thirst for mobility.  

Cassini Station 2 had been enamored with the title Black Rock.   Since the death of its twenty two million inhabitants after only six years of operation- Cassini 2 was always spoken of through whispered anxiety.  The Culture had been unable to explain the disaster with any veracity. That sin had haunted them for twenty-eight years and there were still no answers.


Cassini 3 had been dubbed the White Rock.  Her symbol was the sprite from an ancient carbonated beverage company logo.  She had been pumping eleven million metric tons per day of liquid hydrogen from the surface of Saturn for the past twenty-five years.  The mining itself was a small miracle compared to the logistics of transporting the valued fuel to the 387 depots throughout the system of Sol.  Then the disbursement and collections for 81 different companies serving thousands of different subjective purposes, from asteroid fragmentation to comet detour studies to geo-lunar commitment programs. The hydrogen supply was estimated to last well into the next century- fifty-two years until 2300- without damaging the macro ecology of the giant Saturn at the size of 96 earths.


Marie knew the history of the Cassini projects and could not care about it less.  In her fifty two years of life, she thought she had lived well enough to avoid the stellar indentureship that so many other humans had been forced to endure.  She had never planned to be orbiting the magnetic colossus with forty-one million inhabitants.  The only advantage was the clean air and the wonderful water produced by the station. 

The 1.3 billion kilometers that she had traveled was nothing compared to the time that she had lost. Marie had spent six weeks of acclimation after the two year voyage. She would have nine months in which to complete her study of the Culture’s documents and then another two years for the return to Earth.  With another six weeks of acclimation, Marie had essentially been required to donate five years of service to the Culture. She could expect to live for 160 years barring any stellar level accidents.  Five years made for a good investment for the money and the project truly made it all worth while.

Genetics could extend the physical being past many of life’s age-old maladies to an amazing extent.  There was not a way to extend the mind though.  Medical science was working hard to extend life beyond the endless capability of physical being.  Marie had heard more advertisements in the last six weeks than she had remembered in six months from her earth home.  This usually meant that there was another break through regarding mental extensions.  The last four that Marie remembered had caused horrific results for those who had been vain enough to try them.  Some things would never change. 

The Culture had desired  very strongly at one point to extend man’s mental capacity.  They wanted to go further than the 160 year promise. They were unsuccessful repeatedly.  Marie’s project supervisor- Stanley Merton- had been one of the guinea pigs for such an attempt.  Stanley had also been Marie’s lover once upon a time.

 Stanley had been very clear about the advantages of accepting this contract with Glazium-Rush Federated Products.  Stanley had always been the company line- he believed what he was ordered to sell.  Marie supposed that was the only way that someone like Stanley Merton could be content.  Individuality was secondary to the company creed for people like him.  Marie was on her way to see Stanley for her access codes and study cell to work on the research project for the Culture.  She had only corresponded with Stanley by computer since reading the first chapter.  

Marie figured that maybe five years wasn’t such a bad deal after all.  Only the nine months here would be conscious anyway.  And, yes…  Stanley had been very clear about the advantages.


Marie had known Stanley long ago in another life.  They had been lovers, friends, and students at the Culture University for Productive Development in Section 9.  When the time arrived for their graduation assignments, Stanley had pleaded with Marie not to go into the liberal arts field of History.  Stanley was convinced that they should both enroll in Political Science studies so that they could plan their lives together.  Marie had desired no such thing. 


She had been born living in the past.  Her mother had taught her to read at a very early age.  None of her contemporaries had ever desired to learn the skill.  Often she would fantasize about how different the written message was than the common spoken word.  History was truly of the written word since voice recordings were only common for the past three hundred years.  Fantasize was the wrong word; Marie romanticized her reading.

Marie could never communicate her passion to Stanley.  He never understood her feelings.


Then, just before she would have added her name to the list with Stanley for a political science job, Marie had met Roger, pronounced “Ro-jay” with an ageless French accent.  Her fate had been sealed.  Roger Chanbourd and Marie had lasted for the next eighteen years with little to no unhappiness.  Roger had been gone from her life for nearly eleven and still he could raise the corner of her mouth to begin a smile.  Marie wasn’t doing much of that lately.


Marie left the walkway for the lift station going down (relative to “outward” which she had learned to concede was now “up”) and exited the platform at Level Eight.  Of the three hundred and eighty-four floors, the closer to the center one got, the more sensitive or crucial that individual’s job would be.  She had learned this during her acclimation from the video monitor and PC, which were provided in her quarters.  She still could not imagine what an Earth historian could do which would require such security.  Stanley Merton might have an answer for Marie in about five minutes.

Stanley was restless.  The bitch was late.  He knew where she was.  He had known for years.  But for her to be late when she knew that all of the questions she had were questions for Stanley was sheer impudence.  He could almost smell her as she drew nearer.


Stanley looked forward to the first glimpse of her once again as a live woman.  He remembered fondly their days at the Institute and hoped that she would also.  He could feel her caress and soft long hair if he allowed himself to.  In memory, he could.  He had no such desire to do so any more.  Stanley Merton had changed since school- a lot.


The Culture had seen great potential in Stanley Merton.  They rewarded him in unfathomable ways for his dependability wherever they had needed his services.   He had begun in the Diplomatic Services Division, learning to work the handshake and the bribe.  He became gifted with negotiation as well as interrogation- the carrot and the stick, one might say.  Though countries and states were long past history, the sections which had been devised still held deep seeded inherited feelings of nationality.  Stanley had learned to use this misplaced love of home to cause it’s self-destruction countless times.  The “trade”, which he had learned from the Culture, enabled this strength.  And strength it was to Stanley.  Assassination defined the term “trade” best for Stanley.


The Culture had changed Stanley physically as well.  Marie would be horrified to see the change.  In terms that Marie would understand, Stanley had volunteered himself to become a Culture cyborg.


It was not as bad as all of that, though he was sure that Marie would see it differently than he did.  The Culture had given Stanley everything that he had ever wanted or needed.  The gratification began immediately after his indoctrination.  He had been treated like a king and they had given him the power of the kings- ruthless power.  When the culture had asked him to have the computer appendage added to his brain with the vision and auditory modification, he did not need to be sold.  Stanley had a need for the addition to his abilities that he had never shared with a soul.


If there was any place he wanted to go, anyone he wanted to be, anything he wanted to do- Stanley would just roll back his eyes and do it.  Not in a real sense to any outsider, but in a very real sense to Stanley- and do things he had.  


He had crossed the Arctic poles with Amundsen, fought along side of Marco Polo, sat through the Articles of Affiliation to start the Culture and with women…. ah yes, with women.  But that seemed long ago now and it was.


Now the addition to his cerebral cortex was a tool that helped him to thrive upon the Cultures goals as well as his own.  It was providence that he was able to incorporate his final love into these machinations.  There had been other women after Marie, but there was never another Marie.  He wondered what Marie would see of the Stanley she had once known in the Stanley who would be before her now.


He was still connected to the station mainframe as he watched Marie arrive at the door to the office.  The lighting, he had requested as low and soft so that her eyes would have to adjust to see the full beauty of the choices that Stanley had made in his re-creation.  She could not fathom the beauty and it would strike her as ugly. Just the fact that Stanley had given up his mobility for the Culture would anger this woman that he still could dream of.  Stanley knew this.  He would remain connected for a few moments to see what she would do.


Marie had arrived at the door.  She stood there a moment, feeling as if she was getting prepared to leap off of a cliff.  “Come on.  You’re a tough cookie.  Stanley and you had a handful of laughs in college.  Now you’re going to work together.  What’s the big deal.”  She said softly to herself.  “Open the God damned door, chickie.”  She pushed the button and the door opened.


The room was almost dark.  The only light came from the wall panel behind a desk at which sat a man.  She was sure that the man was Stanley- but something was not quite right.


“Hello, Punch” she said.


Punch and Judy were puppets on a new medium called television in the 1950’s.  Judy was known for beating on Punch with a bat, and Stanley had given them the nicknames.


No response.  Maybe it wasn’t him.


“Hello, Punch” she repeated with the hope of his answer.


Still no response.  She was about to increase the lights when…


“Hello, Judy.”


His voice was so deep and he seemed to speak so slowly.  The four syllables seemed to be dead and monotone.  Something was not right.  The lights began to slowly rise and Marie knew exactly what was what.  She was speechless.  Her mind was a blur.  She remembered how they had adopted the greeting when she had told Stanley at the institute that he should be wary of the Culture turning him into a puppet.  Now he was truly a puppet of the Culture- no pun possible.


She spoke, though it didn’t feel like her own voice.


“My God, Stanley.  What have you done?”


Marie meant what she had said.  It just didn’t sound very nice.  Of course, Stanley knew what he had done and what it meant.  She could have been a bit softer about it though.  Stanley had to know that he was cutting his life shorter with the enhancement.  Even if he had not known when he had allowed it, he would have to know by now.  The last computer enhancement had been prohibited by the Culture six years ago.  Even they had recognized the dangers of the operation to the host.


“It is good to see you too, Marie.  It has been too long.”  Stanley said.


“I’m sorry, Stanley, I just…I…I wasn’t prepared to see you like this.”


“I would ask you how you were prepared to see me, but I’m afraid that conversation will need to wait.”  Stanley added slowly and deeply.  


She couldn’t get over the voice, much less the appearance of him.


Stanley did not blink.


“To forestall your curiosity so that I can brief you on our subject matter, Marie, I am quite well.  As you may have noticed I have been enhanced for the benefit of the Culture.  My neurological improvements were done entirely on a voluntary basis… Yes, Marie, I requested the upload and as you may have noticed I am currently unable to walk with my own power due to the operation.  The chair has made me quite mobile though.”


Marie could now recognize that Stanley was a paraplegic.  He had admitted to her that the handicap was due to his choice to become a physical as well as psychic slave to the whims and desires of the Culture.  She had never been a great fan of the Culture’s unity.  To her, it bordered on fascism under normal conditions.  Now, she saw how far it could and did go.  Poor Stanley.  She saw now that her unprotected look of pity was causing him to become uncomfortable, if not angry.

“Marie, I am not in any pain and feel quite good in fact.  Unfortunately, the Culture has contracted the two of us to a rather tight schedule of information today.  If we can, I would like to begin the briefing.  I assume that you have already complied with your daily requirement to vote.”


Holy shit.  Was she listening to Stanley or a postal machine for packaging?  Maybe work would let her down a little easier, but to hear him treat this as nonchalant was maddening.  To hear him ask her about the daily requirement for all Culture citizens to vote?  He was either incapable of reason or too capable of reason- Culture reason.  Marie could feel the heat inside of herself beginning to burn.


“I promise that we can speak on a more personal level after today’s session if you would like.”  Stanley added.


Marie dropped into the chair at the front of the desk and leaned back.  She realized that she was staring and had for gotten to close her mouth.  She blinked a few times and cleared her throat. 


“Sure, Stanley.  That would be fine.”  She said.


Marie surrendered to Stanley.  For now, it would be easier.


As she composed herself, a viewing screen unfolded from the top of the desk.  The monitor came on with the seal of the Culture and the hieroglyphic: “Highly Sensitive Material- not to be discussed with unauthorized personnel- No Exceptions.”  There also arose a small tubular device.  A retinal scanner.


“Please look into the eye piece for identification, Marie.”  Almost Stanley said.


Stanley had been very clinical with administering the retina scan.  He had to be.  Inside his heart was going even faster than its normal high pulse rate due to the prosthetic enhancement that had been surgically implanted.  She was so beautiful.  He could hear the blood coursing through her veins and see Marie’s own pulse throbbing in her temples- should he choose to.


Stanley chose not to look so deep.  Her beauty was simplicity and Stanley did not wish to pollute it.  He knew that he was becoming entrapped by a past that was much simpler than the past thirty years had allowed for him.  No regrets were going to enter into this equation.  Stanley had decided before the enhancement procedure had taken place that he would never fall into self-pity.   He would not miss what the procedure had removed from him.  Self-delusion would never be tolerated by the Culture.  


He completed the DNA scraping from Marie’s mouth and sent the sample tube through the security chute.  His actions were running on autopilot.  They had to.  His own thoughts were becoming lost in memories while he fought the desire to drift into a reality fantasy created by his computer link to imitate reality.  He badly wished to go there and take the Marie of his dreams.  That would only hinder his assignment and his mission at this point.  He knew that Marie would realize what he was doing if he did such a thing in front of her anyway.  He felt her face flush and her pulse quicken as she prepared to speak.


“Stanley, I’m sorry but I will simply not work this way.  I can not!”  Marie spit at him.


Anger and an inappropriate decision seemed to be remnants of a Marie from the days at the Institute.  Why shouldn’t he be surprised?


“Marie.  You have agreed to a commitment with the Culture with full disclosure.  To come this far and not wish to comply with your end of the contract would be criminal, to say the very least.  You have read the first chapter of the book. You must review the remainder of the documents as provided and give your analysis.”  Stanley said slowly and deeply.


“No, Stanley.  I have no problem with my agreement.  I have a problem with you.  I will not continue with this until I understand what you could have possibly been thinking.  The enhancement will eventually kill you.  I will not continue this without an explanation.” Marie said with emotional distress.


The audacity of the woman.  To even think that she had begun to deserve any explanation from Stanley.  She could not remotely believe such garbage.  Then, to refuse to continue this exercise based upon such a fallacy.  What could she care that his choice would cut his life by twenty to thirty years?  She could not be serious.  Did she believe that she could manipulate Stanley based upon the emotions which he had felt before she had torn his heart out.  Before she ran to Roger and threw Stanley’s heart into the gutter. 


“Then your problem is with me and the decisions which I have made comfortably in my life in the thirty years since we once knew each other.”  Stanley smiled because he knew that he could easily irritate the poor helpless child.


“Then you will be relieved to hear that once I have completed giving you the instructions which the Culture has empowered me with, I will be leaving you to your own devices.  We will discuss this at another more appropriate time- not now, Marie.”  He still smiled, but now without much intention.  He enjoyed her discomfort.


“Stanley-“ She said.


“No.   Later, Marie.  We have to discuss the material now.”  Stanley ordered.


Marie looked down into her lap.  He could see that she was beaten and distressed.  More importantly, she was helpless.  She would acquiesce to Stanley’s wishes- for now.


“The material which you will be privileged to read is extremely sensitive.  The reason for the security, which we have embossed upon this issue, will not be immediately evident to you.  You are not to request this information, though should you surmise the truth of its reasoning, I may be able to certify your judgment when you have completed the readings.  Do you understand?”


He knew that she did even before she nodded.  Marie had been told this before she accepted the contract.  Stanley had written the contract.  He should know.


“This is literature which deals with the end of the twentieth century and an area with which you are familiar.  Section Nine contains this area today.  With that familiarity and your training and practice with this period’s language, we are confident that you will be able to decode meanings that may have eluded the Culture.  The autobiographical account has been available to us for four years and we have not quite gotten all there is to be taken from it.  We expect you to help us achieve this, Marie.”


“I will try, Stanley.”  He knew that she would.


“I don’t believe that you can give much justice to a perspective until you complete the work, though I do suggest that you research any support documentation as you proceed through the materials.  Much of your research material will require that you order it from Earth.  The Culture will expect progress reports with each segment of the writing that you complete.  I should expect that a scholar with your credentials, Marie, should feel quite accomplished with such an assignment.”  Stanley added and then regretted.


Marie raised an eyebrow.  “Accomplished?”


“You are the only person outside of the Culture who is even aware that this document exists.  You are being allowed read it.  There are a very limited amount of people in the Culture upper echelon who will ever begin to see what you will read here.”  Stanley said.  He seemed to mean it.


“Remember that the story is contemporary.  There will not be much background information.  You have the MainNet computer of the station at your disposal.  Few clearances will be denied.  The blue com. button on the desk will summon me directly for any assistance I may offer.  All you need to say is “Begin” and the novel… I think that is the correct term…. will begin.  Any questions?”  Stanley asked.


He could see that she had not yet resigned upon her earlier conflict with him.  Something had changed though.  Marie looked as though she had sharpened her anger with Stanley somehow.  He could feel the directness of her blade of emotion slicing through him slowly.

“One question, Stanley.”  Marie said with a steel-eyed stare.


“When are you going to get the hell out of here so I can start my work.”

Chapter Three

I am not going to attempt to sell you on the idea that I did not think about the goon in the Lincoln until Wednesday, when I could grill Danny about Ugly Vic.  My curiosity would have had me killing cats (curiosity killed the cat- sorry).  I even tried to use my kata to escape.  The exercises didn’t quite cut it.

By the time I was having my cup of coffee and herbal supplements, there were three annoying questions gnawing at my mind.  First- why would Ugly Vic want to have me followed?  Second- how did Danny fit in with someone who would have me followed?  And third- what would possess Amy to go out of her way to warn me off of Ugly Vic?

I knew that the best choice to get an answer to these questions would be to speak with my friend Daniel.  To most people that would make perfectly good sense.  Not to me though.  Daniel had clearly NOT wanted to introduce me to Vic.  If he had wanted us to meet, then he would have.  Be careful where you stick your nose if you like seeing your nose on your face.  That’s what I figure anyway.

It might be difficult to understand, but “image” is a very important part of the man that I am.  I will run full steam into many situations fearlessly, but I do try to pick my battles wisely.

I didn’t have a good enough reason not to wait until we opened the bar on Wednesday to call Daniel about it.  So…. I would wait.  On Monday evening, after a restful day of recovery from Amy, I decided that I should poke my head in at Fuddy’s.  I might get a clue there.  Maybe, maybe not.  

Fuddy’s, as I might have mentioned before, is the crotch of the larger bars as this part of Florida goes.  Not that it isn’t a nice place.  The good location is kept very respectable looking in between the bar brawls.  The joint does attract some low lifes. When ever I smell something rotten around, I always make sure that I check Fuddy’s to see what has died and been hidden.

I have found that it’s the people that make a place what it is.  Fuddy’s was a definite product of the clientele.  I always know who to talk to there about what and this looked like a good job for my buddy, Mark.  As I walked in I expected to see him standing at the bar talking either sports or betting and, sure as hell, there he was.

When I was working the floor at Fuddy’s, Mark had always been the Johnny on the Spot if things got rough.  He was aware of my system that only I was allowed to get physical with the customers.  He always left me to do it my way.  You hired me, now stay out of the way, I say.  I still was always glad that he was there to show the crowd that the owners were behind me.  There was a lot of mutual respect paid there.  He is also the only guy that I will ever lay my sports bets with.  He passes it on to his bookie, but I do trust him that much.

One detraction to our relationship is that Mark is married into the family that owns the place.  He will protect the family first.  I’m not saying that the place is mob run, so don’t your imagination go wild.  The place has been in existence so long that the undercover cops are all known on a first name basis.  Once in a while, the cops even catch bad guys at Fuddy’s.

“Hey there, you blue and orange reptile.  Are you here to give me some more of your money?”  Mark bellowed.  He was a garnet and gold Seminole fan and I had been losing bets to him with my Florida Gators for years.

Mark is an Irish Southerner with red hair and beard, portly and always wearing a ball cap to play down his multi-million freckled face.  Like most of us in the Sunshine State, Mark came from points northern.  His drawl was native though.  He had schooled right in New Port Richey at the same time as the woman who gave me my two beautiful children.  The “Mick” would never miss an opportunity to give this New York “Pollack” a hard time.

“No, Mark. Not tonight.  I just came by to have a little chit-chat with you.”

He cocked an eye at me and after a pause said, “Oh, well now this sounds interesting.”  Big grin.  “Sounds like we ought to take this pow-wow back to the orifice then.”  He meant the office out back- orifice was just the way he always said it.

Mark reached behind the counter and grabbed a bottle of Dewars and two short glasses with cubes.  We shuffled past the inventory to the back office.  After finishing the first glass of scotch each and pouring us seconds, Mark started us off.

“All right, Case.  What’s happening?  I’ve known you too long to believe that you’d just come out here to ask questions if it weren’t important.”

“Well, I can’t swear that it’s all that important.  Just something that’s beginning to bother me a little at the club.  A new face showed up and I’m trying to put a name to it.”  I said carefully.

Mark grunted.  “And that brought you here?  Now, you’ve got me curious.”

“The dude seems to be worth a lot of scratch.  Blessed with an ugly that only his mother could have loved.  Expensive 1975 threads and a Godzilla sized schnozz- an older guy with a black Fu Manchu mustache.  He was with a guy that could have been his bodyguard.”  Speak the language of the natives, I always say.  “He could be getting around the area in a newish black Town Car.”

Mark’s eyebrow raised just enough to let me know that he thought he knew something.  “Town Car, huh?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

“Well, we’ve got this guy who comes in here, pretty regular, lately.  His name is Arnie.  Now, this Arnie has a day labor deal with the guys down at the docks.  You know, he only works when he needs some extra money, fixing simple woodwork, painting, cleaning up.  Simple stuff.”

I let Mark continue. His stories usually have a point to them.

“Well, Arnie comes in here the other afternoon- maybe a week- ago with a young guy like you described and the two of them were three sheets to the wind.  By about five o’clock, I was worrying if they were planning on driving out of here or just crawling on back. A few drinks later, a guy with the nose you described walks in and says a few words to the young guy, leaves a twenty dollar tip, and the three of them roll on out of here.”

“Sounds like the right make and model.”  I say.

“So, the next night, Arnie comes back in and starts shedding the news after about three beers.  He says this guy, Jimmy Mavropoulos, has this sixty-foot yacht parked outside of the boat yard behind Llanos Yacht Builders and Arnie was getting paid to keep an eye on it.  Not get on board the thing.  Just to watch it.  I remember, because Ann had me tell her the whole story too.”  Ann was Mark’s mother-in-law and the real owner of Fuddy’s on paper.  She’d want to know if any real money was walking into her bar.

Ann is a powerfully head strong lady of some fairly big size.  She can talk a real good fight too.  She watches her customers like they are quarters shining in the sunlight on the sidewalk.  Just waiting for someone to try and pick them off when she knows damn well that they all belong to her.  It was normal business etiquette for Ann to know about a big spender just like it would be for me at Club A Go Go.

Mark and I finished our drink and headed out to the bar where I switched over to ginger ale to quench my thirst.  I had always liked the atmosphere at Fuddy’s because the people who enjoyed the place knew me well enough to leave me alone.  Mark was one of the few people who I enjoyed talking about sports with besides my father as well.  There were maybe twenty patrons in the bar when in walked this woman.

Blunt, I understand, but that was the thought in my head.  In walked this woman.  It was as though fingernails had scratched a blackboard.  I felt a clear irritation, and I could not put my finger on it.  It was definitely not attraction.

She stood about 5’0” and weighed 100 pounds soaking wet.  Dressed in red pumps, jeans and a matching red bra-less body suit, she could have been looking for a boyfriend for the night.  The way a hooker would look for a boyfriend. Blond from a bottle and a $99 Maaco special for the make up job, I could see plenty of swingers had made their mark.  I was betting they enjoyed themselves too.  Nice body.  She wore a necklace to attract more attention to her breasts saying ”Vicki” in either rhinestones or diamonds.  Her chest didn’t need the advertising.

I don’t think she caught me looking, but one never knows- does one.  Next, came Vicki’s entourage- a duo of goonage with blank looks and hairless skulls.  I was thinking that could not be just a coincidence, but Michael Jordan set that fashion trend for men a long time ago.  Who knows?

Dumb and Dumber looked my way so I caught up with the conversation Mark was having about the Buccaneers.  I am a die-hard fan since the team started and through a pitiful history.  Go Bucs! The 2001 team looks unbeatable on paper.


Our discussion had progressed to the U.S. Women’s Soccer team.  My mind goes to mush thinking about Julie Foudy and Tisha Venturini.  Pretty different women, but I’m a pretty different kind of guy.  I turned and noticed the gleesome threesome was all looking my way.

“Hey, Mark.”  I said softly.  “You know any of these three.”  I said and shook my head toward Vicki and company.

“First timers, Case.”  Mark replied knowingly.  “You?”

“No.  Listen, I’ll see ya.”  I left a twenty on the bar and strode to the big oak entrance door to Fuddy’s.  As the infamous Peter Parker  (Spiderman’s alter ego) might have said, “My spider sense was tingling”.

As the heavy gateway swung closed behind me I turned around and sat on the hood of the car parked in the front of Fuddy’s.  It’s okay.  It was mine.

Three seconds later out of the door came Dumb and Dumber.  A feather would have knocked them over for the look in their eyes.  They clearly were NOT expecting me to be waiting for them.

“Let me guess.” I bellowed.  I tend to get loud when I am annoyed.  “You two morons are looking for me.  Right?”

Dumb looked at Dumber and then we were off.  Here they come!  Please bear with me for a bit.  Fighting is a profession to me.  Not a sport and not for fun.  My martial arts training ended ten years ago with two fifth degree black belts.  I see things differently than other people do.  I have been trained to do so extensively.

Dumb to the right and Dumber to the left- Dumb moved towards me first.  He brought his fist up over his shoulder as I pushed off of the car as an opposing force to his blow. I concentrated my force to the palm of my right hand and planted my left foot in front of me.  As Dumb began to punch, I moved my weight forward using my ankle, knee, and hip to propel the right palm upward aiming to connect just below Dumb’s chin.  This “Chi” technique is amazingly forceful.  The right-handed weapon struck pay dirt.

As Dumb’s surprised body sailed backwards toward the door.  Dumber was required to move to the left of me a little to avoid getting run over.  I planted my right foot, bent my ankle, knee and hip partially and leaned my torso to the right.  Next, I picked up my left foot, so that the heel of my boot was pressed against my left butt cheek.

As I released the kick, I pointed my toes outward so that effectively; Dumber would get hit with my laces were I wearing shoes.  The leather of my boot made a distinctive “Snap” as I connected with the right side of Dumber’s face.  Dumber did a pirouette, spinning one and half times before he landed on top of Dumb.  Fight over.  The professional won.  Go figure.

They were both still semi-conscious, so I gave them a few little kicks to get them away from the door.  I had made sure that I didn’t hurt either of them too badly.  It would be a shame if they went to the hospital because the door hit them in the head.  Then again, how much damage would that do with these two anyway?

After they crawled away from me.  Vicki exited the bar with a surprised look on her face.  The woman made me cringe.  She converted to smiling while I wiped a bead of sweat off of my brow.  It doesn’t take much to make a guy sweat in Florida’s July weather.  August will be worse.

With her hideous smile, she walked straight at me and put her hands directly on my privates.  She giggled a little, as I became obviously uncomfortable.  I wasn’t as worried that she would hurt me as I was that I would react physically.

“Well, I’d hate to guess what happened to my escorts.  I hope they didn’t cause you any problems, honey.”  Vickie said as she began rubbing me with her hand.  “Is there some way that I can make this up to you?”

I just had to go.  She was going to get a rise out of me and that just would NOT be right.  There was nothing that I could say to her.  There was nothing that I wanted to say to her.  I just had to get on my horse and ride.  I turned and walked around my Duster, opened the door and got in.

As I backed out, I looked her right in the eyes.  Brave, huh?  If looks could kill, they’d have been throwing dirt on top of me already.  Not a happy lady.  She stood by a black Lincoln Town Car, waiting for her cohorts to pitch or make bait.  I’d say the same one that had followed me home.

Driving south on US 19, I gave the last few hours a mental spin in my head.  Danny was involved somehow with Jimmy Mavropoulos.  My well being had just been threatened by a lady that I thought was likely to be at least an employee of Mavropoulos. I would know her temporarily as Miss Vicki.  I needed Danny to tell me what was going on with this bunch.  I did not believe that I didn’t deserve to know what the hell was going on anymore.  I wasn’t going to wait for a chat with Daniel Newman for very much longer.

Life always seems to get in the way of adventure.  I drove home and called my kids.  Monday night calls are one of my better habits.  I can’t imagine how some fathers manage to disown their children.  I could never do it and I’m glad that the woman who was my wife feels the same way.  My ex-wife has been exceptionally understanding over the years of our divorce and I will always be grateful.  I hope some day that I can reward that woman for all that she has done for my children’s lives.  I don’t think that she knows that I feel this way, but she should.  I don’t know a real man ever could feel any differently.

After talking to my kids, I felt the old familiar wave of depression rolling over me.  I love my kids and they are very important to me.  I know that my normal day of events might not show that to the world, but it is a very personal experience for me.  The depression absorbs me physically.  I turned on the idiot box and listened to it drone until I passed out.  I was okay when I awoke the next morning.

I got up and used the john, brushed my teeth, put on some comfortable clothes and my sneakers and walked down to Dunkin Donuts.  I like to do this whenever I actually get a morning.  My work schedule tends to make morning start up around10:30 usually. I was about an hour earlier. 

I grabbed a St. Pete Times from the machine and when I walked in; Sara already had my coffee on the counter for me.  I tossed two bucks at her and was started to my regular table to read when she said  “Casey, that cop has been looking for you.”

Stopped me dead in my tracks.  “Cop?”

“Yeah, that one that looks Greek.  I think he’s a detective or something.  I’ve never seen him in a uniform, yet.”  Sara said.

“Thanks, hon.” I knew who she meant- Phil Georgiou.

Phil is the one and only detective on the Tarpon Springs Police Department.  Since Tarpon is one of the only towns in the county with its own department, most of the real cases wind up going to the county.  Phil is mostly a liaison between the county investigations and Tarpon’s.  

I read for a while and sipped my black coffee, two sugars, one Equal and a half scoop of ice.  I hate to burn my tongue, and it doesn’t take much.  I even drink my Dunkin Donuts coffee through a straw that I have to put through a hole in the plastic top with my keys.  It sounds strange, but remember, I’ve got a beard.  Java in my beard for an hour or so is an uncomfortably disgusting idea and the straw helps me avoid that idea.  Let me guess.  You think I’m weird.  Go figure.

As I reached for my third section of the paper, who should drive up out in front of the place, but Phil.  Huh.  Usually, I have to beat the hell out the bushes to find him, and now when he is interested in something that I might know- here he is.  He came in grabbed a small black coffee and an apple jelly donut, then he planted himself in front of me at my table.  He put his cup and the donut on top of my newspapers.  I guess he wanted to be sure that I knew he meant business.

“How you doing, Casey?”  Phil asked without expecting an answer.  “Club A Go Go looks like its going okay.  Good amount of cars in the lot at night and all.  Everything going okay?”

I’d known Phil informally for a couple of years.  Sometimes I needed his help with stuff, but usually he needed mine.  Nothing big, just questions that I usually answered but not always.

“I can’t complain.  Danny seems content with the income.”

Phil continued. “Well, I’m sure you know that I wouldn’t have come looking for you unless I thought you could do me some good.  I’m hearing some strange things, and they seem to be coming from your club.  I thought you would rather I came to you rather than…”

Now, all I have for law enforcement is respect, but Phil just pissed me off right then.  He was suggesting that he could have ordered me to the station.  Nice. How would that have looked?  The Tarpon Springs gossip mill would have put that tidbit on the wire quicker than a tax increase. There was no way that I was saying a word just yet.  Phil was going to have to pull teeth.  I didn’t know what he was looking for anyway.

Our founding father’s intent has become something entirely different than truth, justice and the American way.  The whole magilla seems to be about money.  Once you are in the grips of the judicial third of our democracy, you get bled for your innocence.

He couldn’t stand my silence.  He gave me a hard cold stare.  “Drugs. Casey.  Heroin.  What do you know?”

Doink!  I play decent poker, but my face was probably close to the mask from the three Scream movies for a moment.  Drugs may be a part of life for people in the bar business.  I know that we see more of the shit than schoolteachers do.  But, businesses is business- and remember that our business is to sell drugs in the form of alcohol.  I try to see that we exist with a balance of harmony and reason.  But, for Phil to ask ME about heroin?

“Wait a minute, Phil.  What are you asking me?  Are you asking if one of our customers is selling heroin?”

Phil jumped a little at that.  He put up his hands because he knew he had hurt my feelings.  I think that he just didn’t want to ruin our relationship.  He was pretty close to doing that too.

“No. No.  I just thought that you might have heard something.  There have been some heavy hitters in town, and the county asked me to nose around.  They’ve got the same thing going on at Fuddy’s.  Settle down, Casey!”  Phil tossed out.

“What are we talking about, Phil?”  I asked angrily.  Sara was keeping a stern watch over me.

“Casey.  Somebody is dirty here.  I’m just trying to help find out who.”

I got up and left my newspaper and coffee.  “I’m leaving, Phil.  If you come up with a real question, then ask.  Until then.  Fuck you.”

I don’t go out of my way to use those kinds of words usually.  Things were coming together in a way that really made me angry, though.

Phil had just accused me of knowing something about heroin in Tarpon Springs- my chosen home.  I knew he didn’t think that I was the dog that was dealing the crap or anything like that.  A pretty desperate step to take, asking me that kind of a question, though.

Desperate.  That seems to be the operative word.  Phil had said that Pinellas County had asked for help from two police departments- Tarpon Springs and the one at Holiday, where Fuddy’s is located.

My responsibility is clear in a situation like this.  I have to tell my owner that the police have made an allegation that Club A Go Go knows about drug dealing.  How much heroin?  I could guess it was a lot.  My questions from the last few days had condensed rapidly to one source for an answer.  I had to get an interview with Danny Newman- NOW!

