
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
   THE WHITE FLAMINGO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ONE
 
    
 
   TAMMY WAS sliced open and mutilated in Fun City, her body spread on Slim Jim’s moth-bitten pool table like a piece of raw meat on a roadside stall. The attack had taken place early that Thursday morning between closing at 2am and opening at 11am. 
 
   She once had the face of a puzzled fox. At one time, she liked mobile telephones with poppy ringtones, Japanese food, walking along the seafront and slapstick television shows. At first glance, nothing was unusual about Tammy except for the way she had been mutilated. The Detective guessed her mind had danced to the tune of money just before the killer’s blade did the talking. 
 
   She was cut open. Raw like sashimi. Top to tail with the kind of knife that the street sellers used to cut up barbequed chicken. It was quite a picture. Her heart was stuffed down the pool table top right pocket, the left ventricle slipping through the netting like a live catch. Her bloated liver was carefully placed in and perfectly fitted the table’s  D. Both of her ovaries were shoved down the bottom pockets. Each of the two middle pockets housed a severed breast. The eight ball had been inserted into her vagina. The yellow and the red balls had been clumsily placed in her left and right hands. The fingernails were painted a brilliant fire engine red. Her head was tilted backwards with her eyes staring at the table light in that sudden snarl of surprised mortality. The killer had slashed at every contour of Tammy’s body, except the face. 
 
   He had left her face.
 
   The thing most witnesses commented on was the intestines. Not many outside of the medical profession realize how far and wide they stretch. Hers were a clumsy serving of meatball spaghetti on the tiled floor. The smell was similar to that of a tropical open-air meat market, a dark gritty stench that filled the lungs and gagged the throat. A stench that battled victoriously over the smell of cigarette smoke, second-hand beer, and whiskey. The two men looked at the corpse, both knowing that it was an image that no passage of time or shots of Tiger Sweat would ever erase. 
 
   It was a real messy spread.
 
   The flies buzzed around the open wounds. The hum of a ceiling fan could be heard coming from overhead. On her left thigh was a crude engraving of a symbol that looked to the detective like a child’s drawing of a wading bird: a stork or a heron. 
 
   Another one on the abdomen. 
 
   Sick in the head. 
 
   Whoever had done it. 
 
   The bastard was sick in the head.  
 
   The Detective was thirty-three years old. The years could have cared more, but they hadn’t. He had a good head of hair and his eyes didn’t need glasses. His idea of a workout was walking up the three flights of stairs to his one room cold-water apartment. He was sober. 
 
   Looked at the bar-owner. 
 
   He wasn’t.
 
   Slim Jim. 
 
   Birmingham, 
 
   England, nine stone wet. 
 
   He had not only wasted eighteen years in Fun City, but had forgotten what he had done with them. Bald as a coot, Slim was half-crazy. His was all ribs, toes and liver. That haunted look of the tropical alcoholic that so many of them adopt. Sweat dripped from his brow. Hands shook as he lit a mild seven cigarette and looked at the bar-box. 
 
   The table. 
 
   The body. 
 
   The Detective had taken the telephone call at six that morning. He didn’t see much money coming his way with the case. 
 
   A private dick in Fun City took what he could. 
 
   He guessed that the wrong guy would be locked up. The wrong guy was always locked up in Fun City. If somebody cared about the wrong guy, they would pay The Detective to find the murderer. The evidence to spring the wrong guy out of the can was his game. It was the way things rolled in a city where corruption wasn’t a kink in the system: it was the system. Corruption swam in the sewers with the rats, the monitor lizards, and the pythons. It slithered up the cracks onto the sidewalks where the hookers and the beggars plied their trade. It rose up to the high-rise condominiums and the mansions on the hills where the wealthy counted dirty money with soft untouchable hands. 
 
   Cute hands. 
 
   Careful hands. 
 
   Hands with manicured fingernails. Hands that played the piano. Wrote checks, issued demands. Played cards. Raised glasses of single malt. 
 
   Drank it.
 
   Danced the foxtrot.
 
   Cha Cha Cha.
 
   The dirt was also up in the sky. The mob ran the only airline in and out of Fun City, and they owned the large launderette that doubled as the City’s only airport. Airports were the place to do a little cleaning with all those different currencies floating in and out. Another line was the smuggling out of precious stones and historical artefacts, along with sex workers destined for slavery overseas. 
 
   Any smugglers planning to bring illegal drugs or stones into the city, however, were ordinarily jailed for life. The city didn’t appreciate competition, and foreigners who were not permitted to work legally, were expected to arrive in Fun City, spend all their money, and leave via the airport or take a jump from a hotel balcony.
 
   Whichever was less trouble.
 
   “Have you called the Boys in Brown?” The Detective asked the bar owner.
 
   Slim shook his noodle, “Not yet.”     
 
   The Detective understood Slim’s hesitation. The Fun City legal system was firmly hinged on money. Those that had it were innocent and those without were banged to rights. A foreigner with money had a chance, but a local with money was above the law. Magistrates took the job so they could line their pockets with gold and extort sexual favours from prostitutes and lounge singers. They promoted crime so that they could solve it and receive rewards. There were simply no lines between politicians, criminals, lawyers, magistrates, and large business operators. They were all in the same cast iron rice bowl. Untouchable and unreasonable crime lords who lived lives of luxury in the large mansions that sat on the hills overlooking the harbour, the beach, and the calm tropical sea below. 
 
   Fun City was also a city of bars, thousands of bars, lit with neon and decorated with dancing girls and boys. There were places where one could pay to watch a male dwarf impregnate a topless nun while drinking a pint of snake blood. Magic mushroom omelette for breakfast, diazepam over the counter, shots of Tiger Sweat in the afternoon, cocaine, Viagra, and twenty thousand sex workers plied their trade in Fun City. Tammy, before she had been butchered and mutilated on Slim Jim’s pool table, was one such woman.      
 
   “I thought I’d call you before I called the Boys in Brown,” Jim said brushing his fingers through his balding scalp. The Boys in Brown were the highly organized criminal organization who was authorized to administer law and order.  The B.I.B. were so called because of the colour of their tight-fitting uniforms. “Just thought I could use a second opinion to confirm me own belief.”
 
   “What is your belief?” The Detective picked up Jim’s cigarette box, he hadn’t smoked in years, but he couldn’t resist blazing one up over the table. 
 
   He had to be careful. 
 
   He was no stranger to the slip.
 
   Booze, women, cigarettes. They were all carriages of the same train; the same train wreck. The trick was not to get on the train, not pick up the glass, the smoke, the bitch. Smack was a temporary thing. The brown sugar wasn’t a train. It was an aeroplane. 
 
   Boeing 747. 
 
   Slim handed him a lighter. 
 
   He fired it up. 
 
   “My belief is that this wasn’t a suicide.”
 
   “I’m with you, Jimmy. Who had access to the bar last night?”
 
   “Who didn’t?” Slim said grabbing a smoke from the box and lighting up his fifth of the morning. “This isn’t an exclusive member’s club you’re standing in. We let anyone in here...”
 
   “...I figured...”
 
   “The girls sleep upstairs. The drunks sleep outside. Old Vern sleeps on the chair outside and hits the bar for first orders. He’s been drinking the slops since ‘03. He took one look at her and got The Fear.”
 
   “Vern was the first to find her”
 
   “Guess so, he went off toward the beach. Shaking with the DTs. The cleaner got a key. She comes later. There are knives in the kitchen. You think that one of our own lads did this?”
 
   The Detective took a long hard drag on the cigarette. It tasted like shit. He thought about the train. He looked at the mutilated body. “Jim, there are only a few people in the world who could commit such a crime. Luckily for us, they all live in Fun City.” The Detective looked the thin man in the eye. “Is there a back entrance? Or is the only way in through the front shutters?”
 
   “There’s a small yard to the back, a door, and a ten foot wall.”
 
   “Right.” The Detective took another drag of the cigarette and reached into his inside jacket pocket. “You mind if I take a shot?” he asked.
 
   Jim shrugged. 
 
   “A glass of water?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The Detective took out his works: a hypodermic and a silver spoon. 
 
   Rolled up his sleeve. Found a vein under the table light. Jim came over with the water. The Detective opened up a packet of pure white junk from his pocket. The junk came down from the mountains some six hundred clicks north on the back of a mule. The junk was stashed inside baskets of tea and compressed weed. The Detective took off his belt, tied up, sucked some water from the glass with the hypo and then squirted it into the spoon with the powder. Heated up the spoon with Slim’s cigarette lighter, stirred the solution with the needle tip, and then sucked it into the barrel of the syringe. Looked like victory. Pushed the plunger, admiring his antique German works that were made around the turn of the 20th Century. Picked them up in China Town from a man named Chow.
 
   Hit home. 
 
   Put the works back in the pocket. Looped the belt around his pants. “I need some pictures,” he said.
 
   “Some more shots,” Slim grinned.
 
   The Detective smiled like a shark that had hit a school of baitfish in the shallows. He took out a camera from the brown leather bag that hung over his shoulder. The kind of bag doctors hauled around on house calls.  Felt a rush, a sudden sense of calm, like seeing an old friend in the street.  
 
   The Detective snapped a few pictures of the table, the corpse, and the mess of colours. Under the influence of the junk, the scene was as shocking as a piece of contemporary art put together by a trust fund kid who tweeted more than a canary on Benzedrine.   
 
   “She had a name?” The Detective asked.
 
   “Tammy.”
 
   “Cute. She work here?”
 
   “Now and again. She was a freelancer, played the bars. The punters liked her because she didn’t come with a pimp attached.”
 
   “You liked the girl?”
 
   “As long as she bought her own drinks or had a punter buy them for her, she was welcome.”
 
   “You weren’t close?”  
 
   “She was good at getting drinks bought for her. Latched onto drunks.”
 
   “I’ll say it again. You weren’t close?”
 
   “I hadn’t seen her in over a month, until what we see in front of us. Until this,” Jim pointed at the pool table.
 
   “But you never slept with her?”
 
   “Look, Joe, I may have. I honestly don’t know. There have been thousands and you know how it is, you only remember two.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” the Detective said, “the first and the last.” 
 
   They both stared at the corpse on top of the pool table.
 
   The Detective put the camera into his pocket, took out a notebook, and began to sketch the scene. The tables. Chairs. The doors. His sketch of the corpse was simple. He didn’t detail the hair matted with blood, the fluid stuck to her left check. He didn’t detail her nakedness, the strands of black lace underwear. She was a stick diagram on a page. 
 
   An impersonal record. 
 
   The mutilations were etched in his mind. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWO
 
    
 
   THE DETECTIVE’S name was Joe Dylan. He had rolled around in crime for enough time to find a taste and a nose for it. He had the legs to step around in it and the mind, while sober, to understand it. There were days when he didn’t have the stomach or the empathy to consider it. Today was such a day. Joe looked at the cut on her abdomen, carved with the thin edge of a blade, like a child’s drawing. The Detective played out the attack in his mind. He used his arms to replay the episode, using his left and then his right arm to brandish an imaginary blade. The slashes ran from right to left, suggesting a left-handed attacker. He fixed the image in his mind and sketched a larger version of it at the top of the page. He wrote the date, the time, and the words:
 
    Just like Jack.   
 
   He felt the presence before he saw him. A tall man, short fair hair, somewhere between thirty and thirty-five, entered his field of vision. 
 
   Lizard skin shoes. Check. 
 
   Striped shirt. Check. 
 
   Cockney. Check.
 
   The Detective recognized Hale from an insurance scam, somebody’s lifetime ago. The Londoner had a scar on his left cheek, where a transsexual hooker had come at him with a broken bottle on a roadside bar in the capital city a few years back. He had fallen into that broken bottle years ago, and had yet to crawl out. He had the cuts and scrapes to prove it. Fair hair, eyes furtive. A borderline grifter and a bar raconteur. Hale had one hand in the cookie jar most of the time and the rest of the time, he was thinking about ways to half-bake his own. Captain of Slim’s pool team, Hale did some work for the Detective from time to time on a casual basis. Hale had been making sounds about a partnership, sounds the Detective had being doing his best to ignore.   
 
   Hale stood with a half-smile and a small hand towel, the type the bargirls kept in the ice box and gave to passing customers, so they could wipe away the sweat caused by Fun City’s constant heat wave. That wasn’t all they wiped. The towel Hale pressed to his nose as he smiled weakly. That smile could have meant anything. They called Fun City the city of smiles. Some of the foreigners had been in town for such a length of time that they had adopted the Fun City way of smiling in situations of stress, fear, or panic. Two locals could sit smiling at each just before they ripped each other to pieces with homemade machetes. The Detective walked over to Hale and clapped him on the shoulder. “Been a while, James.” 
 
   “Long time,” Hale said. “It’s okay. I’ve seen this already. I’ve just come back from being sick to tell you the truth. Lost me breakfast the first time I saw it. There’s something wrong with this, there’s something terribly wrong.”
 
   “What brings you here?”
 
   “Fun City is my home and this is my pool table. Look at it.”
 
   “It’s a tough break, Hale.” 
 
   “I’m captain of the team,” Hale looked at the corpse. “Guess we will have to get this table re-clothed.”
 
   “A new table wouldn’t be a bad idea.”
 
   “Why? You think the Boys in Brown will want this as evidence? Look, mate. They don’t do evidence in Fun City as you well know, Mr. Detective. Some poor fucker will be framed for it, and that’ll be the end of it. Plus, the locals consider death lucky. We might start winning.”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “There will be more murders.”
 
   “Sure, Sherlock. Two murders on the same pool table.”
 
   “I meant in the city.”
 
   “Sure. Every day. I guess it’s okay to call the bizzies now then, Jim. Get on the blower, call in the B.I.B.”
 
   Jim nodded and walked back over to the bar area, the glass of rum shaking in his mitt. He picked up an old rotary job and dialled the number while nervously taking a bite on the dark juice.
 
   Hale looked at the Detective and scrutinized his pinpoint pupils and his glazed over expression. “Jesus, Joe, you on the brown?”
 
   “Picked up a small habit in the Red Zone. Wound up in China town kicking around gong. Nothing serious.”
 
   “Never put you down as Junkie, Sherlock. Just shows what a few years in-country can do to a man.”
 
   “I got it under control.”
 
   “Yeah, of course you have, mate. Everyone has everything under control. Little Miss Tammy had it all under control until she met the lunatic who sliced her open like a Christmas turkey here on my table. Are you shooting every day? Smoking it? Shoving it up your ass?”
 
   “Skip it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The part about the Harris.”     
 
   “Touchy, eh? Listen, you been touching that stiff?” Hale said, pointing at the corpse and then the Detective’s hand.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good,” Hale said, and shook the Detective’s hand. “We’re glad you are here.” He looked at Tammy’s body. “The gig’s up for that wench.” Hale lit a smoke. “Listen, Joe, I think I know who did this.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it might be a bit early in the game for speculation, Jimmy.”
 
   “Don’t call me Jimmy.”
 
   “Now who’s touchy?”
 
   “My father called me Jimmy.”
 
   “Okay, I’m sorry.”  
 
   “Forget it.”
 
   “Okay, Hale. Now, oh wise one, let’s hear it.”
“I know who was with her last night. A customer.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And the geezer’s a nutter.”
 
   “He’d have to be too. His name?”
 
   “You’ll like this, mate. His name’s Sebastian Bell,” Hale chuckled taking a drag on his cigarette.
 
   “Nice name. Kinda like a boy named Sue.”
 
   “His mother used to be a catwalk model in the seventies. Hung out with Grace Jones, did some film work. Incredible set of pins.”
 
   “Nice.” Joe looked lazily at the body for the last time. 
 
   “It was, for her. She married a millionaire. Two years later, he dies from a heart attack; rumour has it, while on the job with Mrs. Bell. She inherited the lot and built a house in the hills. Her son, she lets play around in Fun City. My guess is he got bored of the normal toys and took things a stage too far.”
 
   “Wild imagination you have there, Hale.”
 
   “Wild city,” Hale said. “Nothing would surprise me here. Did I tell you about the midget on Sixth Street?”
 
   “Does it concern what we see on the table?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then don’t tell me about it.”
 
   “Just saying, nothing surprises me here.”
 
   “Not even this?” The Detective said pointing to Tammy’s mutilated corpse.
 
   “Well, it’s a curveball, a sick fucking curveball. That’s for sure. Now, are you gonna let me tell you what happened last night or not?”
 
   “Okay, spill.” 
 
   “Well…”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
    The night before 
 
    
 
    SEBASTIAN BELL looked at the spread on the table. 
 
   It didn’t look good.
 
   Danny, his opponent, had one arm. Only one. The other he had lost in an industrial accident, the claim paid for his existence in the land of sin. A nice little disability, thank you very much. 7k a month. U.S. Dollar. Life taught him how to make do. Life taught him to accept what he had. Circumstance had thrown him to a city where women were cheap and easy. Life was great, he woke up in the afternoon, normally with a pair of brown thighs wrapped around his like an appendage, a pair of legs which would remove itself following the exchange of hard currency. Danny liked everything about the town.  
 
   The bright lights. 
 
   The dark city. 
 
   It was like coming home. 
 
   Who needed two arms when you quit choking the chicken the minute you stepped off the big bird? When you had those brown thighs, thousands of them, walking up and down the bars and in and out of your hotel room, yes, Danny had come home. 
 
   Danny had a shaved head and no neck to speak of. His face was large and strong like that of a formula one racer. He had tattoos and he had good cuing action for a man with one arm. Strange how the human body compensates for its losses, the blind gifted with excellent senses of smell, the wheelchair basketball player, the runner with prosthetic legs. Danny used his chin to steady a shot off the rail and followed up by spearing with his only arm. The cue ball sailed down the middle. The black ball sunk in the bottom left. The crowd cheered. Bell swore. The bargirl racked the next game. Sebastian remembered the away leg. It was flea-bitten six-foot bar box thrown inside a shit-hole beer bar on the dark-side of Fun City. Danny used his one arm to break the pack and he took the game and the one after that. 
 
   Sebastian was left for dust.
 
   Slim Jim’s team were sitting in fourth to bottom place of the Fun City Monday night pool league. Sebastian looked at the spread on the table. It didn’t mean that much to him. Sebastian had a system. Always go for the pot. Tammy racked up the balls. He watched her graceful movements. He licked his lips, tenderising her in his mind. Her lips pouted as she lifted the triangle and positioned the balls, her bent legs were long and slender. She had a tattoo on her left ankle. Sebastian couldn’t understand the exotic script. She came from some backward village near the border of a neighbouring country. Spoke tribal, regional, and central dialects as well as the bar English. She was just like the rest, maybe worse. Played a few games of pool, hit a few clients, and went back and faked an orgasm. If he smelled like money, fake two. She knew about his mother and the house on the hill. Sebastian watched the one armed man clear up the table. Danny racked the cue and walked over to Sebastian, clapped him on the shoulder with his one hand. “Don’t worry about it, kid,” he said. “I’m sure you will have many more disappointments to come. Watch that bitch, Tammy. I hear she carries a blade. A fucking fruitcake by all accounts. Watch yourself with that one, son. Mark my words. She’s not right in the noodle.”
 
   “Right,” Sebastian mumbled. He hated the jealous, cynical type. What did Danny know with his one arm?
 
    Slim Jim’s team lost the race to seventeen games. Sebastian paid the bar, rang the bell, and bought Tammy a bottle of Heineken, and a glass of coke for himself. He had to be straight to enjoy it, alcohol blurred experience, gave him a headache the following day. With the headache often came feelings of guilt and remorse, negative emotions were a symptom of intoxication. Fun City with alcohol made a man paranoid and regretful; both the city and the bottle sapped away energy and ambition.    
 
   “Thank you,” Tammy said, raising the bottle towards his glass. “I haven’t seen you in many weeks. Where you going?” she sang the usual bargirl patter. 
 
   “I wait you,” Sebastian said. He had learned how to communicate with the bargirls after the first few months.  Simplify tense to present, erase all adverbs, ditto articles. Speak back to front. Use your hands. Smile. Never frown. The language of the bars wasn’t a difficult language to get to grips with. It was neither English nor local, yet it was the bastard child of both. The real language was, of course, money. Money and sex. The ultimate transaction. What was commerce if it wasn’t people in places they didn’t want to be doing shit that they didn’t want to do.
 
   “You want go with me, huh?” she said.
 
   Sebastian felt the old excitement welling up. It was too easy most of the time. “Yes. You are beautiful.”
 
   A motorbike ride, an apartment block, three flights of stairs. A door. Sebastian opened it to reveal an untidy room. Clothes were thrown across the floor and the bed was unmade. A computer on a desk, he walked over to it and Sebastian clicked the mouse. The screen flashed on and Tammy winced at the image.  Sebastian smiled showing his pointed little eye teeth and scrolled through the portfolio. With each new picture, his smile widened a little more. His lips wet with excitement. Tammy watched, open mouthed, over his shoulder at the computer screen. Police crime scenes, suicides, balcony jumps, a woman being roasted on a spit above an open fire. Images worse even than the pictures published in the Fun City Express. She turned and sat on the bed, gripping a section of the duvet and squeezing it in the palm of her hand. She fought back the urge to cry, her fingers massaged the bridge of her nose. She opened her handbag, took out her mobile telephone and sent a message. She turned off the telephone as the thin man turned around to face her.
 
   “Who are you calling?” he asked.
 
   “Nobody.”
 
   “I expect it’s your boyfriend or your pimp. Don’t worry, this won’t take long.”
 
   She forced a smile as he stood up from the chair.  
 
   Why couldn’t somebody give her a decent customer? One who dressed in smart clothes, spoke politely. Somebody normal. Somebody who had a job. Had a good job. Any job. Direction. Dreams. The answer was simple. Men like that didn’t need to go with women like her. They didn’t need to go to Fun City. They went with women who had gone to university, who had bettered themselves and had gone to work in offices high up in the nation’s capital sky. Tammy had only the street to work with. And the scum that used it were just that. This was work. Fucking work. She insisted, as all the girls did, that he showered first. To get rid of the smell, the dirt, the disease, the him, the person, the Sebastian. The act of showering made it acceptable to have an old, fat, skinny, diseased, retarded, wrinkled, violent, suicidal, paranoid, sensitive, artistic, autistic, deranged, remote, cynical, unholy, sadistic, crazed, socially awkward, mother-hating body inside yours. She had had all types. All shapes and sizes. She kept things remote and business like. 
 
   The customer had to shower. 
 
   The shower gave her time to check the room for weapons, video devices, bankbooks, cash, credit cards, photographs of competitors. Yes, the act of showering was always a prerequisite. It was just fucking work. “You shower first, okay, I wait you here,” she watched him pull off his shirt. He was the skinniest man she had seen. Like one of the beggars that sat on Beach Road. Countable ribs. Pronounced anatomy. Skeletal. His chest sunken. He dropped his pants and she looked away. Then she watched him walk into the bathroom. She listened to the sound of water splashing on his insect-like body. She opened her bag. The knife and the pepper spray were inside. Also, a pack of three condoms, some mouthwash, a pack of cigarettes and her mobile telephone. A bottle of pills. She opened the bottle and took two. She took out the pack of three. She placed one condom under the pillow of the bed the other two she hid in her bag. She checked his cupboards, drawers, bags. Her heart hammered inside her chest as she heard the bathroom door unlock.
 
   “There you are,” he said, his eyes widening.          
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
    
 
   FUN CITY EXPRESS
 
    
 
   December 6th.
 
    
 
   Early this morning, a female casual migrant worker was found dead atop of a pool table on the upper road. The bar, known locally as Slim’s, has been closed to allow forensic investigations and detective investigations to be led by B.I.B Chief Kult. The woman known locally as Tammy, has been identified as twenty-four year old, Tammy YU, her address registered in New Town province. The woman with no fixed employment record is reported to have been hustling in the red light zone. Police have reported this as an isolated incident and have confirmed that they are following leads that point towards the arrest of the prime suspect, a foreign man living locally and known to frequent the local nightlife zones. Onlookers surrounding the scene this morning were too shocked to comment with any coherence.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
    
 
   TAYLOR looked older than his fifty-two years, and put this down to a cocktail of nervous exhaustion, a ten-year coke habit, and the five fiction manuscripts, half-started, half-hearted, half-hated, half-loved, and half-baked, slowly deteriorating in a drawer in the tropical heat that his fan cooled room did little to abate. Then there was the houseboat, another lifetime ago. A houseboat in a town in the Kentish countryside, the memories were cruel, kind, and comforting. He had a mane of curly brown hair, constantly matted with sweat, a pronounced roman nose and lips that would have been seductive if not for the tobacco stained yellowing teeth behind them. 
 
   Like most expats, Fun City had become his home by a conjuncture of circumstances that were both complex and commonplace. The dissatisfaction with the materialism of the western world, bored of the western rat race, a tragic loss, and seeking a new spiritual awareness he had unknowingly slid into the most material stretch of land on the face of the earth. A spiritually dead city with rattraps as far as the eye could see. Tragic loss was everywhere. Fun City was a rude peninsular that was mocked by the rest of the world as being the very thing it was: the most corrupt, vile metropolis in human history.
 
   It was home.
 
   At first, he had dreamed of the city, a special faraway land with twenty-four hour neon bars, strange reptiles, palm trees, exotic creatures, a city with millions of mirrors and smoke bellowing from dry-ice machines. A city of arcades, plazas, and dusty squares where cockfights were held before women who scratched out each other’s eyes in competition for foreigners. This dreamlike city where all women had fine teeth, rode motorcycles, played pool and cards for impossible stakes. Once Taylor had arrived, it was as if he had set foot in a dream, or a dream within a dream if that was how the fortune cookie crumbled.        
 
   The Express paid by the word. He wrote excellent book and restaurant reviews for publishers and restaurateurs who paid the newspaper, and unfavourable reviews for those that didn’t play ball. He wrote articles that were thinly disguised as advertisements for local businesses, he wrote the horoscopes, and covered the news. The editor, an overweight-right-wing-cigar-smoker, routinely used the paper to extort money from local businesses who he threatened to expose as illegal or unethical. Taylor’s talent for fiction was not wasted on the Express, although it was in a period of stasis. His true talent such as it was, was waiting to hatch out when the inspiration or the right publisher made the right sounds. The mutilations led him to believe that the killer would strike again. The editor had told Taylor to follow the story like a bloodhound on steroids.   
 
   The recent murder had pushed the envelope, widened the goal posts.  He was glad of the chance to cover something of international interest, more killings were sure to follow the first. He had an idea about a connection with a serial killing in London. Like most armchair historians, his own past was a murky one, yet no matter how much he played over the loss of his son and wife, he could not turn it into something useful. It was his idea to buy the houseboat. Faith had fought over the decision, told him it was dangerous for Jimmy. However, she relented as she always did after the eighth gin and tonic. The coroner had told him she had been drinking heavily that morning; the morning she took Jimmy out in his pram. The morning she had drunkenly let go of the pram while lighting a cigarette. The morning she opened her eyes and watched the pram, along with the child, splash into the canal. The morning she had dived into the canal to try and save Jimmy, six months old, with the world ahead of him, the sunken infant took it with him. All of it. The day that they both died in the Tonbridge canal. He recalls much weeping. He started writing his novel again in a futile effort to rewrite history. It was the little reminders that hurt the most, the unpaid telephone bills, her books left around the houseboat, half-read, gathering dust. She had read his manuscripts and had made pencil notations, corrected grammar and spelling. She had urged him to move forward and write the two thousand words a day. He sold the houseboat, took what he could carry on a flight and gave the furniture, Jimmy’s crib, and the baby clothes to the local charity shop.
 
   A new life.
 
   The journalist’s name was Taylor, he was the only one left in his family with that name. His parents had died young; mother from cancer of the brain, father from the prostate. If he were to disappear suddenly, then nobody would care and nobody would be there to write about it in the newspaper.
 
   He had once written a novel that had caused a stir. He had once been a practising psychiatrist, now he was getting older, his readers had moved on. 
 
   Now if he had a novel he could sell, a new book, which might just make it worth brushing his teeth, eating breakfast, and perhaps letting somebody new into his life. The money to return to the west and confront the ghosts that awaited him. The ghosts here were closing in, fast and hungry.
 
    
 
    
 
                         
 
   SIX
 
    
 
   HALE LOOKED directly at the Detective and spoke. “He was the hooker’s last client. I was at his place the other night. You should see the state of it. Dirty clothes, old pizza boxes, beer cans. The boy needs to get himself a cleaner or a decent bird. He showed me some of the shit he looks at on his computer. You should see what he’s into, mate. Saw some real sick imagery on there, mate. Women sliced up. Dead bodies, thousands of dead bodies. Each one in a more gruesome condition than the bloody last.”
 
   “Who is this guy?” Joe asked. 
 
   The bar was a corridor bar on the seventh road. It was mid-morning. The place smelled of bad perfume and pungent salad. Two middle-aged men sat nursing bottles of beer inside domes of vice and desire. Trying to replay the drunken night to see if any of it made sense in the morning. Topping up the alcohol levels, extending the Fun City dream, until it reached the edge and tipped over into a nightmare.  
 
   “Balcony jumpers,” Hale whispered gazing over at the pair. Joe knew the type. The Fun City skydivers club had seen hundreds of victims over the past couple of years. Their bodies spread out across the concrete like man-sized pizza. Suicides, the Boys in Brown said. The Boys in Brown were probably right some of the time. Fun City was not the place to run out of money with no ticket home. Especially if there was no home to go back to. Hale took a seat at the bar and ordered a bottle of beer. Joe sat and ordered a soda water. Hale said, “Listen. There’s a Sebastian Bell in every country. He’s a stick-insect, nourishes himself on sweets, lives offa chocolate bars and energy drinks. He has two cars and two apartments, his mother lives up in the hills.”
 
   “Describe his face.”
 
   “He has a face that only a mother could love. No doubt, he was sucking on the mummy’s milk until he was fifteen years old. I know I would ‘av if I were him. He’s never worked a day in his fecking life yet he knows everything about the bubble. Went to some private school in the city. And in his spare time, he enjoys slicing up hookers.”
 
   “He’s educated?” The Detective asked. 
 
   “Bell? Educated? Perhaps? But in what? He rarely makes two racks in a fecking row. He can’t see past the next shot. Skinny as a wet whippet, massive hooter, like a beak, strange way of moving, like an insect. Funny thing is, he doesn’t know it. The boy is fecking stupid. His mother has been coming here since ’88. He’s obviously the son of a fecking Boy’s Town rent boy. The local barflies don’t like him. Nobody does. We keep him on the team because he pays the bills and speaks fluent lingo.”
 
   “The kind of person that everybody would like to see disappear?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “The kind of kid who would be easy to fit up in a murder wrap?”
 
   “I see where you’re going, Sherlock, but it won’t be that easy. He has a mother.”
 
   “Most people do.”
 
   “She came down once to watch him play.”
 
   “He plays on your pool team? Why do you let someone like that on the team seeing as how you rate him?”  
 
   “Look, Joe. This Muppet is a fecking lemon, but he has money and to be frank, most of us don’t. When he walks in the door, it feels like somebody just left the room, but when he leaves the room, he has made a few people a little richer, financially. People like Slim, and the hookers.
 
     “These people drift towards Fun City and get swallowed up by the vibe. You know what I’m saying? Detestable silver-spoon scum. They leave a trail of disgust and hatred like the way a snail, or a slug leaves a sticky silver trail of pus over the crazy paving in the morning. They also leave their trust-fund fortunes to the whores and the bar-owners who detest them. They pay for everything and take it back in abuse. Their parents pay them enough money to make it through the month. Never enough to cause too much trouble. Could Bell cut up a woman? Why not? My guess is he sliced the bitch from head to toe like the pictures on his computer. Joe, the kid’s a fecking sicko. And you know what?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The Boys in Brown are looking into him.”
 
   “Looks convincing.”
 
   “That’s what I said. He’s our man.”
 
   The Detective watched a fly land on his glass and rub its filthy legs together. His hand came down, rubbed it out into its next life as a street cop. He stubbed out the cigarette. Everything seemed broken and disjointed; he hadn’t had a real night’s sleep in months. On the junk, it was dreamless sleep, and off it: nightmares. One recurring nightmare featured a giant centipede that would crawl into the head of the bed at night, over the pillow, down across his face, and then climb down along his spine until it reached the crack of his ass. The centipede’s awful face would begin to nuzzle at the entrance. It was at this point that he always awoke, sweating and shaking with the ceiling falling down upon him and a feeling of impending unavoidable doom.
 
   If there was a shrink in the town, it might have made sense. 
 
   Across the road, the Boys in Brown were entering the crime scene. They had come to take another look, let them get what they could from it, Joe thought.  Slim Jim stood outside the bar with a glass in his left hand and a cigarette in the other. There was a hawk-faced man standing next to him talking. The Detective figured he was a pressman or a television reporter, whoever he was, Joe had not the desire or the cordiality to go over and introduce himself. He felt safer watching from afar like an old style gumshoe hanging onto the bar for clues.   
 
   “Hale, where did this Tammy like to hook, other than Slim’s?”
 
   “She worked the street a lot.”
 
   “Any bars?”
 
   “The Blue Rose. Seventh Road. Last time I saw her with a tasty bit of skirt with a back tattoo inside the Blue Rose. You should have seen the Bristols on it, mate. What I’d give for a go on that.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I tried. She knocked me back. In high season, the birds can pick and choose mate. Besides, she probably heard about my epic performance. Last thing she’s needs is to be put out of action for the next two weeks,” he chuckled. “You know what the girls call me here?”
 
   “Enlighten me?”
 
   “The Destroyer,” Hale laughed.
 
   “What was her name?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The girl with the tattoos.”
 
   “Couldn’t tell you, mate. All I remember is the tattoo and body, man, what a body it is too. Gives me goose bumps just thinking about it. I may have another crack when the dough shapes up.”
 
   Joe stood up and laid a purple five on the bar.
 
   “Where you off to in such a hurry?” Hale said.
 
   “Shopping,” Joe said.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
    
 
   BEFORE SETTLING on the houseboat, Taylor floated atop a sea of dysfunctional lives and shattered dreams. He had treated cases of anxiety, depression, drug-dependence, phobias, and eating disorders, all with notable results. He had always considered humans to be too hard wired to be self-obsessional and obvious, their problems inherited from the ones that should had cared for them. When treating the mentally ill, the first place to look is always the family. By using Eastern techniques of objective thought, he had succeeded in having his subjects remove themselves from the Western idea of self. He noticed a remarkable change when the further his patients embraced mindfulness; the less they became attached to what Taylor had called The Story. The Story was the story everyone had of their own lives, fraught with danger, and the characters intent on the protagonist’s destruction. The story never had a happy ending. It was one disaster after another. Taylor had taught his subjects to remove themselves from the story, however, he found himself sinking deeper and deeper into the story the longer he wallowed in Fun City.
 
   Lost in his own story, perhaps?
 
   Happy ending impossible.
 
   “My father doesn’t love me?” A slow thirty-year-old sales clerk once said.
 
   “Well, what can you do about it?” Taylor responded.
 
   “My father doesn’t love me.”
 
   “Well, if that is a fact, we cannot change it. And what does it matter if he doesn’t love you? How does that fact affect how you are in the present moment?”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Thank him for not loving you. Without it, you are free. You have somewhere to sleep, you have food, and that is the most that any of us can ever need to be happy. Love, is an abstract idea that is not to be recommended,” Taylor smiled. “Love is a disease.”
 
   His years counselling lasted six. 
 
   Until he took it too far. 
 
   Jerry, a teenager with abusive foster parents and a paranoid disposition had, following an intense session, disappeared from his clinical practice and vanished from the lives of his friends and family. The incident, while not at all isolated in the profession, had caused Taylor to consider a career change. 
 
   A change he took.
 
   Embraced, even.
 
   A change he implemented with a houseboat, his wife, son, and the dream of writing a book that would sell. 
 
   Well, be careful of what you wish for.
 
   The book sold.
 
   He took to writing short stories at first. His manuscripts grew as his confidence blossomed, and after the tragic loss of his family, he sat down for an intense period of six months and wrote what was to become the best seller of that year.
 
   The Boy in the Window, about a child whose mother suffered from a rare mental illness, Munchausen syndrome by proxy, sold six hundred and fifty thousand copies in its first year. The boy’s mother would make him ill in order to garner the sympathy from doctors and health care workers. The child grew up sick and resentful, an outsider, who later became a brilliant thinker. The Boy in the Window was based on his own childhood.
 
   The fame brought with it invitations to functions and it brought wealth. After the death of his family, he attended award functions and champagne brunches until his ego had been overwhelmed. The Story had backfired. The money he used to free himself to the other side of the world where he was to write a novel. A novel that would make him enough money to fly back home again. 
 
   Right.
 
          
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
    
 
   THE DETECTIVE walked along the seventh road scanning the road for The Blue Rose. The last shot was creeping up his back like a hungry lizard. He would need another shot, not eventually, but within the next few hours. He felt a loss, a tragic, nostalgic loss, the loss of somebody he had yet to meet in a place he had yet to go. Sometimes, he felt that time travel was not only possible in theory, but that it was happening all the time. Nobody was in the present moment, they were busy walking toward somewhere they wanted to be, or painfully living in the past; a past which can only be worth thinking about if the present was considered unbearable.
 
   Everybody needed something. 
 
   Even the holy men.
 
   Evening had fallen in Fun City. 
 
   Broken.
 
   Timeworn hookers patrolled the streets like zombies in some post-apocalyptic B-movie; slow, predatory, evil, self-respect abandoned in some short-time hotel torn down in 1994. Only the shell remained. The human being had long since departed. An angry tenant last seen in a rice field upcountry. He walked past a pawnshop and looked inside at all the old belongings of broken lives. 
 
   Ghosts rumored to live among the living in Fun City, the old stories brought down from the villages. A long-limbed flicker in the corner of the Headman’s eye. White blouse with fingernails painted black. Long dank, black hair. Blackened eyes. She haunted the village of her childhood with her stories of easy money and naive foreigners. The hunger for cash broadcasted from her bitter pinched-up streetwise mask. The worn cheetah-skinned leggings, cheap plastic handbags, chunky metal gold-colored bracelets. These were not the packaging for hearts of gold. These were street costumes for Fun City’s eldest entertainers. The whores moving around the block in a final lap of failure before their daughters took over their patches in the next cycle of ecstasy and agony. They would train their daughters how to bleed the buffalo dry. How to lie, cheat, and steal. How to fake love. How to become bitter, cynical shells of anger, and how to keep sending the money to the P.O. How to ‘look for man with good heart.’ 
 
   How to break it. 
 
   The detective was not looking for a maniac. If he were it’d be easy. He knew that they were out there. Thousands of them flocked to the resort. Yes, shit happened. It happened every day. Steroid freaks shot up and went on the rampage. Attacked pedestrians. There were balcony jumps. Suicides a daily occurrence in Fun City. Chicks with dicks. Boys in Brown. Russians. Stabbings. Balloon chasers. Gold hunters. Until this. Nothing came close to this. A dead whore sliced apart on top of a pool table. It was not the work of a maniac. It was the work of dark art and revenge. It was the work of a man with an agenda. 
 
   A dark fucking agenda.
 
   The Detective walked on. 
 
   It was just how he had remembered it. Hunted men sat everywhere. Outnumbered by the predatory eyes of the bar girls, the lady boys, the zombies, and the cash carriers. Their hands shakily held bottles of beer and lit cigarettes. For some, it was the end of the dream and for others, it was just the beginning of the nightmare. A man with a long black beard and a body covered with tattoos couldn’t negotiate the distance from his bar stool to a motorcycle taxi. Bar girls helped him. It was both pathetic and beautiful. Living out his dying days in sin. In the next life, he would be reborn to Fun City as a street dog or a souvenir salesman.
 
    An adolescent boy of twelve or thirteen walked past a tattoo parlor with a small leopard on a leash.
 
   Beat that.  
 
   The Detective had studied the books of faith.
 
   Desire demanded conflict. However, desire demanded much more than just that, it required mystery, beauty, money, and the fulfillment of greed. Without desire, only peace remained. Peace, what was that? There was no need for peace here. It was a freak show. Episodes of abuse, unheard silent screams. The bargirl wincing in pain, as she pictured the money at the end of the alcoholic red-faced customer ravaging the only thing she had that was worth buying. Her hands gripped the bedposts as the fat, bald foreigner entered her from behind. What would she spend the money on? The bottle of whiskey for her boyfriend. The boy from the village who drank to medicate. The game of cards, rotgut whiskey, the release from the trap, the motorbike, the abandoned child, the endless wheel of fortune. Or would she spend the money on a brief snatch of cuteness.
 
   Yeah, 
 
   Hello Kitty. 
 
   Paul Frank. 
 
   Burberry. 
 
   A gift for the friendly Norwegian sending two hundred dollars a month. 
 
   He had good heart. 
 
   Why he no come back? 
 
   Because she was a whore. 
 
   And always will be
 
   Unless,
 
   It wasn’t worth thinking about. 
 
   It was a waste. The human waste dripped down to a reservoir of ruin and relief down the city drains where monitor lizards and awful pythons dwelt amongst the shite, tampons, used condoms: the excesses of Fun City, its center, its soul: a dreamless sludge of spent desire. 
 
   Joe glanced at them, wary not to catch their eyes. These men were not shocked. The night market had become home, the place where they drew their pensions and lived out their days wandering the alleyways and avenues of desire. They had seen it all. Old age, depression, illness, sickness, bankruptcy; mistakes too hideous for remonstration or regret. They had not only been around the block, they had built the entire estate and then they had knocked it down. They laughed at the legless beggars on skateboards and the broken-toothed prostitutes patrolling the streets. They had lost houses both here and in the west. Some had lost limbs too. They knew that the mafia looked after the beggars, that the women were not really poor, that the deaf women were not deaf and the blind were not blind. They knew that the crazy men who painted their bodies blue and paraded themselves in the streets for a coin or two were only half-crazy, half of the time, and the blue washed off. They knew that fish swam in the river and fruit fell from the trees. The schools were free and were worth it, the hospitals were somewhere you could go and die free. They knew everything about Fun City, yet, they knew nothing. They knew too much. They had lost children too. No one bought their drinks. No one bought them a new house in their home village. Where was their new 4x4?  Respect was a remote abstract animal in a desert of thieves and whores. Brokers of tailor-made suits, shady tour agents, language schools, marriage brokers, estate agents, swam in the seas of impossible hope. In Fun City, men were reborn condemned. A phoenix from the ashtray. A handsome man. A knight in a crusty white stained singlet vest. With the right girl, they could become a king and build a castle in the country. They knew that was a joke.  No, mister, he was not paying to fuck, he was paying to be fucked. And if you are going to be fucked, you may as well be fucked properly. Fun City was excellent at this. Yet the receipt of pleasure and the receipt of pain were two sides of the same coin. The answer was to keep distance and keep cool. Be brief, cold, and precise. The answer to a bargirl’s prayer was not the wet-eared Scandinavian with buckets of cash to declare. It was the grizzled old expat sitting in a bar on the seventh road. Grey-skinned, dark-eyed, sat alone in a bar plotting his own demise.     
 
   He wasn’t looking for the bar. 
 
   He didn’t find the bar. 
 
   The bar found him. 
 
   A lump of concrete with half a dozen pairs of brown thighs and a pool table. 
 
   A sign above the door.
 
   The Blue Rose.
 
   The Detective walked inside. 
 
   She was aged about twenty with features that grabbed at what was left of his heart and tugged. Her hair was cut the way women used to cut their hair in the nineteen sixties: straight fringe with a bob. Full lips. Those lips pouted like a passionate flower. The Detective wanted his mouth on that mouth. Her skin was the color of Belgium coffee. Snake hips, large bust. From the way she carried herself across the bar, the Detective guessed that she hadn’t finished seventh grade education and her father had left home when she was still a kid. She moved with the grace of an animal, barefoot in the jungle, wary of snakes and centipedes, these were her movements, rather than those of a sophisticated woman in the city.
 
   Once she was a baby. Once she was a little girl. One day she would be dead. Then she would be put in a box and set on fire. She would be dust. Dusted. However, right at that moment, she was a shining star under the Fun City neon city lights. There were no stars in the polluted city sky, the stars were all in the streets and the bars, young women and men selling dreams and weaving spells. She was a bargirl in Fun City, one of thousands. Yet, some shone brighter than others did. She didn’t know it. The Detective couldn’t explain abstract thought to a woman with a grade seven education. Instead, he asked, “How old are you?”
 
    She showed The Detective her I.D. Twenty-one years old. Female. She was from the poor northeast where they ate toads, rats, insects, and buffalo placenta. She had grown up living from the land, and now she had entered adulthood selling what the land had given her.
 
   “Have I seen you before?” she asked.
 
   “No, I would have remembered,” he replied in the local tongue.
 
   “You speak well,” she said, not needing to add, “for a foreigner.”  She was beautiful an exotic animal and she was flirting with him. He wanted to stop the game but he couldn’t, so he just sat there and let it evolve. It was the cigarette. The train. He knew she played the same routine with all the Johns and each one thought it was especially for him. The suspension of disbelief, the luring in of the monkey, the game. Softly, softly, slowly, slowly, like a spider on a web. 
 
   “One for me, okay?” She said sitting down on the Detective’s lap. “My name is Kelly. Whiskey coke, please.”
 
   “Sure,” the Detective nodded toward the bar. “Help yourself.”
 
   She stood up and returned moments later with a drink in her hand. “You not drink too?” Her accent was adorable.
 
   “No, I gave up,” The Detective replied in the local language.
 
   “Really?” she said. She stood up. She tipped her glass upside down and poured the contents onto the floor. “Okay, I give up too.” She smiled. The teeth were almost perfect. Dimples appeared on her cheeks. The volume on the stereo rose. Johnny Cash. Folsom Prison Blues. Kelly stood and began her show. She raised her hands above her head and began to grind her hips in time with the music. The Detective sat and watched. She was dancing in front of him, wanting to be liked, to be loved, to be cured. There was something about this town. He began to understand what it was. He paid the bar a fee to release her. He took her back to his room. He knew it was a mistake, but mistakes were his business. Usually other’s mistakes, but she was different, she was fine, she was twenty-something and she was dancing in front of him.
 
   She was the most dangerous animal in Fun City. 
 
   She undressed with slow animal movements once the lights were low. She sat on the bed in the lotus position, her arms and legs crossed. The Detective could feel the slight junk withdrawal encouraging him to participate in the oldest game of all. He made a slight movement towards her and she rolled across the bed and stood naked before him. Her body was lean, healthy firm breasts, long slender legs. She turned around and showed the Detective the most incredible artwork he had seen on a human body. From the small of her back, up to her shoulder blades, a delicate yet extravagant piece created, no doubt, by one of the monks at one of the temples. These images were supposed to warn away evil spirits, and he thought for a moment, that perhaps she considered him potentially evil. Tigers danced, dragons spun, spirits half human, half demon climbed across her reaching up to the palace where a wizard with four arms and long cascades of hair stood before a castle atop a mountain, smoke rose from crematoriums inside the castle. An imagined lost city, an astonishing universe, a world designed for the enjoyment of those that sailed her. She turned and sat on the bed without saying a word. He undressed and sat opposite her on the bed. He ran a finger along her cheek. She smiled and dimples appeared on her cheeks. He put one hand behind her head and the other on her thigh. She leaned back and lay on the bed, her legs widened. He began kissing her breasts and then worked his way down to her center. He aroused her young body. She gripped his hair tightly and drove him to her. She turned over and he explored the universe painted on her body.
 
   It was like cheating death.
 
   Almost.      
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINE
 
    
 
   “WHERE YOU GOING?” Kelly said. 
 
   The Detective sat up in the bed, realizing that he wasn’t sure where he was going, or if indeed, he had anywhere to go. The question was vague, yet complex. It might have been the single most important question that he had ever been asked, or it might have been like the simple patter of raindrops on the corrugated iron roof of a rude hut somewhere up high in the jungle mountains. Thoughts were, after all, like raindrops, boisterous distractions to be examined briefly, but never acted upon or held onto too tightly. He had once heard that rich Victorians gambled thousands of pounds on the first raindrop to reach the window frame outside their lavish gentleman’s clubs, while the crazed poor starved on the streets outside. “Where are you going?”  It seemed to Dylan that he was never travelling anywhere; like a good Buddhist, perpetually glued to the present moment, he had little sense of direction. At least not on a physical level, spiritually, he was afloat on a sea filled with man-eating sharks, his vessel little more than a plywood raft; one false move and he was fish food. 
 
   His mind was a nest of snakes, both poisonous and constricting, twisting to escape the confines of the crowded reptile conference inside his cranium. Sleeping with Kelly had been a mistake, perhaps a grave one. If the killer were to play with him like Jack had all those years ago, she would be in danger. That aside, he was now one of them. One of the devils that came to the city to get what they couldn’t get back home. The men who came East to get what they couldn’t get West. Yes, he could fool himself that this time it was different. That she actually liked him, he spoke her language, and he understood her pain, her background, her hopes, fears, dreams. In his mind, he could believe these things. However, the truth was different. The truth was that he was an abuser of a woman who was fifteen years younger than his thirty-three. Fifteen years was a long time. It wasn’t fifty years, but it wasn’t a two-year gap either. She was little more than a girl who had lived the life of a woman twenty times already. He was an abuser, he had sinned, yet The Detective had no religion, so who had he sinned against? What had he done wrong? Where lay the punishment? And what was a night with a bargirl in comparison with what was happening on the streets? Inside the bars and on the pool tables? The image of Tammy’s mutilated body flashed back at him like a television broadcast. Then, the image of Monica in the capital, another corpse, a lifetime ago came. It was a dangerous occupation. It was a dangerous occupation back in Jack’s day too. The deterioration was gradual and psychological, like a prison sentence or a terminal illness. He knew that many of the girls enjoyed the city and the scene as much as the men did. They were all aboard the same rollercoaster. 
 
   The men paid for the rides.
 
   The whores won, not at first, but later, once their souls had been burned, and they were willing to take any sucker to the grave, physically, emotionally, financially. Kelly was almost at this stage in her career as a bargirl, she was willing to wound, yet, somehow still afraid to strike. She had learned that moments of kindness were often followed by episodes of cruelty. She was scared of kindness, wary of affection, like an abused puppy that cowers in the corner, too afraid to bite, and too scared to be stroked, fed, or loved.    
 
    She stood up. Her body was what artists painted and writers wrote about, yet somehow, she wasn’t aware of how to carry herself. She awkwardly navigated the distance to the vanity stool and gathered her belongings, her eyes gazed at the tiled floor and one forearm covered her generous breasts. The whole episode felt like a scene from inside a Russian novel, punctuated with sadness and foreshadowed by an impending doom; a doom that neither of them had the power or the will to stop.
 
   “Where you going?”   
 
   “I have to move out of here. I’m sorry, Kelly. You have to leave. I have a job to do.” The Detective pulled on his shirt and jeans. He walked into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. Returned to the bed and sat down on it. He thought about a shot, but then decided to wait for her to leave before revealing this other, perhaps darker, side of his character.
 
   “Don’t leave me alone. I don’t want to end up like her?”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   “The girl on the pool table.”
 
   “Tammy?”
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “I just know.”
 
   “You worked together.”
 
   “Sometimes.” She looked at her face in the mirror, watching The Detective in the reflection behind her own. “Maybe you are him.”
 
   “Maybe,” Dylan smiled eager for the shot, now wanting her to leave, willing her. “Maybe not.” 
 
   “She worked the bar same as me. We lived together. Sometimes we worked together, I’m scared, mister, real scared.”
 
   “Well, whoever killed her will be found. I think they have him already. Don’t be scared. You are safe, for now.”
 
   “I don’t believe you. I think you are bullshitting me. I think you lie. Maybe you are the killer.” Kelly stood up and dressed quickly.
 
   “Maybe,” he repeated.
 
    He began to think of the hit of junk warm and calming; yet to watch her body being clothed was the saddest thing he had ever seen. She didn’t ask the Detective for money. She didn’t say goodbye. She put on her clothes and left the room quickly and before she disappeared, Kelly silently turned and stared at the Detective like a tiger staring at a caged bird.
 
   The Detective sat on the bed and thought about changing hotel rooms, knowing that she would probably be back, playing the long game. Bargirls were like cats; grey at night, and in the morning their true colors became known. If she wanted to play the long game, then he would let her play it, on his terms; she would have to find him. 
 
   He found his stash and cooked. He remembers the Old Sailor in Naked Lunch.
 
   With veins like that kid I’d have myself a time.
 
   He did.
 
   Hit one on the wrist and lay back on the bed. Warmth rushed up the back of his thighs and then his spine radiated his entire body with warm relief. A rose garden at dawn, wild strawberries and a girl with freckles, her parents did something vaguely artistic and were on the elementary school committee. Years later, the sun setting over a carp filled lake. He heard the sad piano music that played in an empty house, a sudden memory of being alone in a dark room with a framed picture of a man with a beard, which terrified him as a child. He lay in bed at night. That beard, those eyes.
 
   Later, he found out it was a picture of Christ.
 
   When he awoke from the nod, he felt a sudden fear. A new fear. 
 
   Nobody was safe in the town. 
 
   Kelly. 
 
   He threw on some clothes and opened the door. He locked it behind him and jogged through the alleyway that led to the main street. He moved through suit pimps and shoeshine kids, a man with a python wrapped around his neck, past blind lottery ticket sellers and a crazed old transsexual naked from the waist begging outside an opticians shop. A woman dressed in rags sat crying in the street, or perhaps she was singing; either way it elicited coins from passing tourists. One tourist sat down and spoke with her, brokering a deal. His stomach turned as he walked through the Fun City streets. Everything could be had here for a price, but the ultimate cost was enormous.
 
   He saw her walking along the road, that beautiful behind swaying. Kelly, in the bright morning light, looked like what she was – a prostitute, a whore and a stripper trying to hustle during the day. He followed her. He kept a distance of twelve yards. She took a left on Beach Road and then a left onto the Eighth Street. She walked up to a doorway and took a key from her handbag. She opened the door. The Detective walked up to her and put a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “Look, I can see that you’re scared. Can I come in?” Before she could answer, the Detective had pushed his way into the hallway. She looked at him directly and said:
 
   “You’re crazy.”
 
   A statement not a question.
 
   He followed her in to a room that was the size and shape of a prison cell. No windows. No air-conditioning. Two mattresses were on the floor, some plastic shelves holding clothes and a floor-standing fan. There were some soft cuddly toys; the type you win at the fair by throwing darts at balloons or hoops over pins. 
 
   Boxes, pharmaceutical medicines. One of the girls had some kind of illness, or condition. Christ, they all did. There were a few framed photographs and a cheap Mickey Mouse alarm clock. “I don’t like to sleep here alone,” Kelly said. “Not since, it happened.”
 
    “Well, who sleeps there?” Joe pointed at the unmade mattress, speaking in the local tongue. He knew the answer instinctively. He wanted her to say it. He wanted to be sure.
 
   “Nobody, not anymore. You speak our language well. Tell me, Joe, you believe in ghosts? I not mean the old stories you hear as a kid, I mean real ghosts?”
 
   “Kelly, I believe that the human mind has a hard time accepting death, especially the death of somebody close to us. In a strange way, it is comforting to think that they are still out there somewhere looking over us.”
 
   “Even if she die like that and she trying to tell you that the same thing will happen to you if you don’t listen, then...”
 
   “Listen, Kelly, have the Boys in Brown been in here?”
 
   “No. What do they care? She was a lady working the bar, just like me. People like us don’t matter. We don’t count. She had two rooms in the city and slept with three or four customer a week.”
 
   “Where are the rooms?”
 
   “The dark side of town.”
 
   “Write it down,” the Detective handed her a piece of paper and a pen from his back pocket.
 
   Kelly looked at the pen and then looked at the paper. “I can’t…”
 
   “Don’t be afraid.”
 
   “No, I mean, really I can’t”
 
   “You can’t what?”
 
   “Read, write.”
 
   “Okay, tell me the addresses.”
 
   She gave the names of some roads and he jotted them down.
 
   “Did she have enemies? Was she frightened of anything?”
 
   “She was not scared. She thought the tourists were stupid, she thought she could control them?”
 
   The Detective crouched down next to Tammy’s mattress. There was a dirty glass, a packet of unopened condoms and a bottle of pills. He picked up the bottle, read the label and memorized it. There was a small pulp comic book and a half pack of chewing gum.
 
   The Detective stood back up, dipped into his jeans, and pulled out his wallet. He handed Kelly two hundred dollars. “Take this. Get the bus out of town for a few days. Go back home, see your parents.”
 
   “I don’t have any.”
 
   “Any what?”
 
   “Parents.”
 
   “Well, see an aunt or an uncle then. There must be somebody.”
 
   She shook her head. “There’s no one.”
 
   “Everybody has at least one person. An old customer. The guy that sells chewing gum on the street. Go to the city. Go somewhere. Get away from the ghost.”
 
   She took the money.
 
   They always did.  
 
     
 
    
 
    
 
   TEN
 
    
 
   FISH SPA.
 
   A place to think. 
 
   Entrance to a massage joint. 
 
   A seat above a tank of water filled with hundreds of fish, two cms in length, these fish fed on dead skin and foot sores. 
 
   Verruca, they dug special.
 
   Joe rolled up his pants.
 
   Dipped in.
 
   Nibble, nibble, little fish, nibble.
 
   The Killer was working the nightshift.
 
   The fish kept nibbling.
 
   Kelly would not be safe, any bargirl on the seventh or eighth road hustling tourists were not safe. 
 
   Nibble, tickle, bite.
 
   That’s it, callous, hard.
 
   The Detective’s lack of judgment bothered him like an insolent child on the shared custody gig. Nibbled at him over the cheeseburger and spoke about uncle Dave. 
 
   Trips to Disneyland.
 
   Nibble. 
 
   Sometimes instinct got in the way of responsibility, he reasoned; it was all part of the slip. The cigarette smoked over the pool table at Slim Jim’s bar, and the stash of China White that he kept chip, chip, chipping away at. He had to get off the train before it derailed. 
 
   One fish floated to the surface.
 
   OD?
 
   He remembered the steps, to recognize the problem, to come to believe in a power greater than himself, and to hand over his self-will to that power. Hotel rooms were like prison cells when one had a habit. Fish spas better. They were a sanctuary and a sentence, hotel rooms. The cruel joke was that one needed to indulge in whatever poison that kept one in the prison to have the strength to venture outside. Some needed alcohol, some coffee, and some needed to smoke six cigarettes before venturing out into the day. 
 
   Some needed fish, nibbling.
 
   The fish, hundreds, of them fed on his feet and legs. The spa, no picture of Christ, no memory, distant, troublesome memory hovering above.
 
   Only fish.       
 
   The pill bottle was the best clue he had. At least the killer had a motive. Whoever was taking those pills was taking them for a reason and the reason wasn’t pretty. The drug was used in the early stages of the HIV virus. Tammy had been HIV positive, and had not been too vocal about it. The Detective figured that there were a few punters on the streets of Fun City who were in for an unhappy surprise sometime in the near or distant future. Most of the regulars that walked the Fun City streets were simply too scared to have themselves tested, and therefore let the virus grow until it mutated into the very thing that terrified them most. 
 
   On the wall a widescreen television hung above the tanks. Four cops led a tall very thin man away from the front entrance of an apartment block. Joe could make out the reporter’s language. She spoke clearly.
 
    Name: Sebastian Bell.
 
    Age: Twenty-three. 
 
   He had been seen with the deceased, Tammy, the night of her death, and was found to have disturbing pictures on his computer hard drive. The court had ordered a warrant to search his apartment. The news report showed some screenshots from the kid’s computer screen (murder victim’s photographs and images of road accident victims) some pictures from the crime scene. Tammy’s mutilated body spread across the pool table in Slim’s bar. A knife had been found in the apartment. The camera shot, a close up. Like a fifty-piece jigsaw puzzle, it was easy and convincing. However, there seemed to a piece that was missing, motive. Perhaps the kid was mentally ill, or perhaps he had caught the virus. The locals would buy the story until the next victim or until the kid bought his way out of the can. For now though, the story was neat and impressive, like imaginary wars, and Indian hustlers that told your fortune for a dollar on the street.
 
   The mobile snapped him out of it.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Joe this is Hale.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “In a bar.”
 
   “That’s obvious, Hale. Which one?”
 
   “It’s called The Corridor and does exactly what it says on the tin.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Limits your view on the world. Seventh Road.”
 
   “So you’re calling me to tell me you’ve found nothing?”
 
   “On the contrary, Sherlock. I found one of Tammy’s old, erm, lovers?”
 
   “Lovers?”
 
   “Well, customer, sponsor, spouse, spare part, loser, whatever you want to call it. You know the drill. His side of the coin was love and her side of the coin was the coin.”
 
   “I’ll be there in ten.”
 
   Frog-scratcher toweled his feet dry.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
    
 
   LATE AFTERNOON.
 
   The Corridor Bar. 
 
   The old customer was a bald-headed west country Brit named Bryan. Surprised that Hale had managed to track down one of Tammy’s customers, Joe sat on the bar stall next to them and ordered a soda water. He had heard these stories a million times before. Nowadays, it was an example of what happened when greed, vice, and money took over a beach and pushed a country’s traditions and tolerance to the limits. 
 
   “This is bad.. The girls are just trying to make a dollar.. The cops here can be absolute cunts.. And ever since the Russians have moved into Pattaya.. They have been treating the girls worse and worse.. Its like, we have the Russians now.. We dont need you bitches anymoreThis is bad.. The girls are just trying to make a dollar.. The cops here can be absolute cunts.. And ever since the Russians have moved into Pattaya.. They have been treating the girls worse and worse.. Its like, we have the Russians now.. We dont need you bitches anymore.. And had their id's checked.. This is bad.. The girls are just trying to make a dollar.. The cops here can be absolute cunts.. And ever since the Russians have moved into Pattaya.. They have been treating the girls worse and worse.. Its like, we have the Russians now.. We dont need you bitches anymore :(.. And had their id's checked.. This is bad.. The girls are just trying to make a dollar.. The cops here can be absolute cunts.. And ever since the Russians have moved into Pattaya.. They have been treating the girls worse and worse.. Its like, we have the Russians now.. We dont need you bitches anymoreShe worked just over there,” the bald-headed man said, pointing to a Chinese laundry across the street. “She was there all hours God sent, I kid you not. She slept at her Aunt's salon nearby. A nice country woman in her mid-thirties, the aunt was. Spoke better English than she did. Tammy spoke hardly any English at all, just down from the countryside. A good girl, you know what I mean, Tammy. At least at first,” Bryan’s line of vision fell across the street.
 
   “What changed her?”
 
   “This place, I guess.” Bryan took a drink from a bottle with a green and gold label with the image of two elephants head butting each other. “I used to get me togs all cleaned by her. I’d stop and ‘ave a chat like. Her English wasn’t great, so I’d teach a little bit bilingually, like. Over the next few months, we got on really well. With help from the Aunt and myself, Tammy started to learn English. I learned she was from a small town up country. She’d worked in factories, had one son and an elderly mother and father, neither of whom can work. There’s one drunken brother whose son she also takes care of.”
 
   Hale stopped him. “You believe this story. This story about the drunken brother and the son? And the auntie? I mean, you really believe it?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, carry on, with your story.”
 
   “Her mother fell ill and she had to go back home to help out.”
 
   “Did the brother go too?” Hale asked with a grin.
 
   “I don’t know. I never met the brother. She said he was a bad man, but what could she do? Same family. We kept in touch. About a month later, I had to go to the capital, get a new visa. I used to phone her from back home, like. I came back like and I ‘ad a phone call, like from Tammy, asking me to go to see her like in the bar she had started working at, like. She wanted to show me off as her English friend. She was so pleased when I turned up. Such a small bar. Loud pumping music, blacked out windows, a couple of poles for the dancing girls like. It was a sad day to see her working in a place like that but she needed to work to keep the son, her brother's son, and to help her parents, like. The laundry Tammy worked at before had closed, like. Her friend had told her of this bar and asked her down to work in it, like.
 
   “She knows I am currently single, like, and also that I really do fancy her. Tammy told me she wants us be in a relationship, like. As the talking went on and on, I told her she would have to leave the bar because I don’t go with lady work bar, like. Then the talk turned to her friends who have Foreigners that give them money every month and take care of everything, and that I should give her five hundred  dollars a month. I refused. She dropped the amount to three dollars a month. I refused that too. I told her I do not want to buy her every month, like.
 
   “Then, this woman who had, six months earlier, been shy and working in the laundry shop, started shouting. She started calling me names next. Called me a '’fucking man’, and some other choice words.”
 
   “Then what happened?”
 
   “Next thing I know she’s dead.”
 
   “Happens,” Hale said.
 
   “But if I could only have helped out, helped out a little, then she would still be here. Don’t you see this?”
 
   “Did you use protection?” Joe asked Bryan.
 
   “We were in love.”
 
   “That’s not the question, did you use protection?”
 
   “At first, yes,” Bryan said.
 
   “Between me and you, get yourself checked out,” Joe said. Bryan said nothing. Joe figured he wouldn’t get himself checked, but chose it best not to push the issue.  
 
   “It would have happened anyway, mate,” Hale said.
 
   “How long have you been here, mate?” Bryan said to Hale.
 
   “Too long to count the years. Fun City is a dangerous town.” Hale took a long drink from his beer and continued his rant. “The guys who send out the lettuce on a month-by-month basis to the hookers who do the long distance Facebook gig. The long game, they call it. A version of your laundry scam, with feathers and whistles. That auntie was an older hooker showing her the ropes. The laundry was a daytime cover before she hit the bars. The brother was either the husband or the boyfriend, and most certainly the father of the child of whom she was certainly the mother.”
 
   “You’re too paranoid you are,” Bryan said.
 
   “They will bleed you until you die. I remember once, some insane German tart took a jump from the apartment building. She splattered out there on the floor. The foreign residents spoke about what a shame it was that a woman had died so young. The locals talked about the figures. Their little faces lit up with excitement and greed. They wanted to know how old she was, what floor she was on, her birth date. Her room number. Why? They wanted to use the numbers for the national lottery. Death is lucky here, bro. I don’t know much about this culture. What I do know is that death doesn’t bother them and they are more than happy to profit from death. Death is an opportunity for them. A shame what happened to Tammy on the table. You wouldn’t know her date of birth would you, Joe?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You see it’s hopeless.  Most of the locals in this town are from up country. Up until about thirty years ago, these people had been sitting in the jungle with no electricity, no fan, no lights, no nothing. If they wanted to eat, they went out into the jungle, either shot something with a bow and arrow, picked something from a tree, or dug a hole and pulled the bastard out. Grubs, they liked especially. Any kind of insect will do. I once took my girlfriend to the zoo. She walked around saying delicious and cannot eat, pointing her fucking finger at the animals.” 
 
    Hale could feel the beer moving him. Loosening the gears. Oiling the wheels. He held court in The Corridor beer bar. The heart-broken foreigner was all ears. Strangers walked in from the streets to listen. A man with a rat’s tail wearing a Metallica T-shirt propped up the bar. Hale continued. “Let me tell you a story. All of you. Lend me your ears and your beers. Once upon a time, there was a small village in the northeast. Life was very simple back then. It was a simple and primitive existence. Everybody was happy. They had no idea that across the jungle and the rice fields, folks were sitting in high-rise blocks watching a box that had sound and pictures inside it. Cracking open cans of liquid that made you happy. Now upcountry, they had the jungle. They’d all sit in the trees eating fruit and spitting out betel nut all day long. For entertainment, they would tell old stories and procreate within their close-knit family groups. They’d spit and piss through the holes in their tree houses and forage for grubs in the forest. All very comfortable. 
 
   “One day, The road came. The road brought with it beer and cigarettes. The road brought Coca-Cola and disposable razors. The road brought all the wonderful things that we westerners know and hold close. But where did the road go? A few of the younger men decided to find out. They rode a buffalo cart along the road until they came to a town and then a train station. They hid in a bunch of rice sacks and took the train to the city, to the lights, to the jobs. There was this thing called money, with it you could buy stuff. You could gamble, drink, and be merry. After a period of two years, one of the young men returned to the village driving a new car. He showed the villagers all the beautiful things that he had bought. He said that there was work for everyone in the cities. He took another young man and two young women with him. They were pretty in a rural way and very hungry for money. Money was good. They liked it. It was a great adventure.”
 
    “I know where this is going…,” Joe grinned and looked up at the row of bottles above the bar. He looked at his empty water glass. He looked at Hale. He couldn’t have been more than thirty-five years of broken dreams and tired memories. Already ruined. The east had done it to him. Broken teeth, red eyes, oily skin. The alcohol escaping through every pore. The harsh tropical sun. The needle was better in the long run. 
 
   The bottle was a killer. 
 
   He thought about a shot.  
 
   The toilet door was plastic with a ventilation panel. He walked in, sat on the toilet seat, undid his belt, and pulled it through the loops. Tied it. Chose a purple close to the wrist. The syringe was manufactured in Germany. He had no time for disposables. A man got close to his works. Closer than any woman. Shame to see it die. Cooked up the brown on a spoon. Cigarette lighter. Read the graffiti writing on the toilet door as the plunger fell. Telephone numbers. A stickman picture of a man with a huge penis. It felt like relief. Perhaps that was all pleasure was. Relief from tension. Perhaps the stickman with the huge cock had it all worked out.
 
    He closed the door behind him. Hale was in mid-flow. Hale was an entertainer. Entertainers usually died young, exhausted, unsatisfied, and thirsty. One look at Hale helped Joe with his sobriety. The brown didn’t count. Some folks were put out there to be nothing more than a warning to others. Hale was such a person. A living and breathing example of what happened when you lived the dream until it became a terrible nightmare. The soda water was all that he needed. That and the brown.
 
   “Hale, I’ve heard this shit a million times.” 
 
   “Yes, but these fellas haven’t, Joe. Listen, just listen.” Two more foreigners had entered the bar, sat, ordered, and listened to Hale. A priest giving a sermon. His church the bar, his congregation sex tourists. “One of the girls went back to the village and showed them all the things she had found there. With the road came electricity. The villagers built rude huts. She had bought a refrigerator for her mother and father and had bought some land in the village. The young women in the village wanted to go to the city too. They wanted to buy refrigerators and build houses too. They wanted to make their parents happy. They wanted face, lots of face, they wanted card games, buffaloes, the biggest house in the village. The biggest face. It was so easy to go to the city. Nobody lost. Their parents were happy when they had money, having lived without all their lives. So she brought more girls to the city. The city liked girls. They found a place on the beach called Fun City. Hundreds of girls were there; girls who liked refrigerators, Coca-Cola, and making their mothers happy. It was like one big happy family. Once poor, now they were rich with the foreigner’s money. Soon there were thousands and then tens of thousands. After many years there, were no girls left in the villages. They had all moved to the cities and the beaches and everybody lived happily ever after.”
 
   “Apart from the young men in the village,” Joe said.
 
   “No, no, this is where you are wrong. The boys came too. They spent the days with their sweethearts and drank whiskey while their girlfriends worked in the evenings. You think bargirls don’t like local men? You think they don’t all have a sweetheart that they share their winnings with? Some of these men even began to work themselves. They drove taxis and rented jet-skis. Some joined the skin trade. You don’t have to be gay to hustle men. In fact, it is easier if you aren’t. As I said, everybody was happy.”
 
   “And the foreign men?” Joe watched a sullen-faced hooker on the way to her work. To work in a bar ran by some hapless expat who was only slightly less poorer than herself. She might get lucky, she might not, but the bar-owner’s fate was already carved in granite.  
 
   “They were stupid, they bought houses and cars. White man is like buffalo. They got married to the women. They lost all their money to the women. Some became very angry and very bitter.”
 
   “What about Tammy?” Joe asked. “Hale, she was killed. Sliced apart.”
 
   Hale’s smile morphed into a mask of concentration. “Doesn’t surprise me, Joe. Occupational hazard. I can think of half a dozen punters that would do it at the drop of a hat. Life means nothing here. Nothing.”
 
   “What about Sebastian?”
 
   “He had a thing with hookers.”
 
   “What can you tell me about him?” 
 
   “You never seen him? Let’s take a walk. Let’s go see my little friend.” Hale turned to the small crowd that had gathered in the bar to listen to him. “Thank you. Please go forth into the day and never, never, let your guard down. This place is a jungle. May the lizards of the night protect you,” he said. “If they bark once be aware, if they bark twice, run a mile.” 
 
   Outside, the sun beat down on them with an unforgiving intensity. “You think he has the juice to slice up a hooker?”
 
   “Hard to tell, Joe. After seeing the kind of shit that flies around in this town, I’d say that anyone is capable of anything. Some customer gets sick of laying his missus in the missionary position once a month, so he pops down a blowjob bar once a week. It gets boring, so he starts frequenting go-go bars and shagging the birds in the short-time room upstairs. Next thing he knows, he’s into wenches on walking street. There is still an itch that needs to be scratched. He has to take it to the next level. This town changes people. One day he is lying down on a whorehouse bed. Picture the scene. Behind bird number one is another with a strap-on weapon-of-mass-destruction, pile driving into the felator’s Gary. He still isn’t satisfied. He needs more than this amateur shit. Two weeks later, he’s slicing up some jungle tart on a fucking pool table. This is the real deal, he decides. The ultimate short time. Joe, this bastard will strike again if they let him out. The fucker has the taste for it, and if you don’t mind my saying, we need to nail his ass to the ground.”
 
   “Lead the way.”   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
    
 
   THE KILLER opened the door and stepped inside the apartment. He closed the door and walked the five steps to a table. The Killer put down a leather satchel on the table. He opened the satchel and took out the knife. A Wilkinson’s ten-inch blade with serrated edges. Black handle. Dried blood rusted the metal. The metal shouldn’t rust, god darn foreign steel. His gaze rose to a bookcase. He picked out a black leather bound volume with bright gold gilt lettering along the spine. He put the book on the table. He opened it. Inside the book was a map of Fun City. He took the map out and unfolded it on the table. He reached into the bag and found a red ballpoint pen. He drew a small circle on a section of road. The first one had been easy. He marked a second point on the beach. The Killer connected the two points with a line drawn in red ink.
 
   He took a bottle of beer from the fridge. He opened it and drank the cold, golden liquid. He moved over to the kitchenette and turned on the faucet. He cleaned the knife, dried it with a towel, and put it back into his satchel. He showered, dressed, and drank the rest of the beer. He walked back into the bathroom and put on his hat and beard. His disguise. The streets were full of freaks. What difference did one more make? He picked up the satchel and swung it over his shoulder. He opened the apartment door and walked back onto the street. Outside, the sun was setting as he walked toward beach road. Lady-boys and freelancers hovered around like vultures; hyenas waiting for the kill. 
 
   Beach Road. 
 
   Paving slabs, three steps down to the sands where the hookers hooked. He struck a deal with a ladyboy who told him she was from some nowhere town in the North. She liked boys and she liked money. Lived with a bargirl and the Killer could watch them for the price of a picnic. The sun was setting slowly over the sea. Blood-shot clouds. An airplane flew across the sky. He negotiated a price of twenty dollars for oriental oral. It would have been a generous fee if he had intended to pay it. She agreed with an exhalation of tired spent air and a flick of the head. She walked down with him to the beach. He sat down behind a tide wall. He looked at her. 
 
   Did she remember him? 
 
   Probably not. 
 
   The thing with sleeping with lady-boys, was in the morning, they smelled like men. Yes, he had made that mistake a few times and this was one of them.
 
   It was over two years ago and it had been dark that night. He had been drunk and she had been out of it on some kind of amphetamine come down. The smell of sweat and perfume in the morning. A crash eased with barbiturates and alcohol. Had she been the one that had given it to him? Out of the five, he guessed she had been the second most likely. She had the sickness. That much was sure. What was the cure to the sickness? There was no cure. There was no way to tell they had it either. Apart from one little, human attribute. 
 
   Instinct. 
 
   She wouldn’t remember. How many others had she seen since then? Plus the disguise. He was a different man tonight. Her chin was large and pointed. Eyes glazed over with barbiturates. She was one of the many beach urchins, the strays, the hideous creatures that strode along the beach road with their exaggerated feminine swagger. Their private dicks strapped up like concealed weapons. Shots of hormones in the ass and padded bras, padded panties. They were mostly criminals too, known to drug and rob the customer that was foolish enough to take one of them to their hotel room. The transsexual was muttering something about an operation. Yes, an operation. That was what was needed. To have it cut off. The Killer had the very surgical instrument in his satchel. It wouldn’t be long. She would be changed. 
 
   The operation would be hers.
 
   Goodbye chick dick.  
 
   They sat down on the beach. He undid his pants and she bent over and began to work at it. She sucked without conviction or distaste. A rapid mechanical motion that bored the Killer. There was no real difference to having a woman or a man do it. Some said the lady-boys were better. The Killer assumed this was just an excuse. A way to justify their sick cravings. He opened the bag and took out the knife. He looked around. There were no other hookers or customers around. She worked greedily on his erection. She had developed a technique that produced the result with the least amount of effort. This was not the prelude to a relationship. No eye contact. No words spoken. Just a mechanical lever bobbing up and down at an increased rate until delivery was acquired. She sucked at it. 
 
   She really sucked.  
 
   “Now, about that operation,” he said as he held her head back by the hair. He was about to come. He withdrew her mouth from his cock. She saw the blade. A flash of metal as he cut the jugular with one swift movement. Blood sprayed across the sand. His own fluid spurted. Landed on her cheek. Her eyes danced. She couldn’t scream. Her voice history. It was hopeless for her. He held her back by the hair as he zipped up his trousers. Now it was time for the operation. He carefully mutilated her. One clean vertical stroke from throat to groin opened the transsexual.  He tore out the liver and pocketed it. The penis he hacked away with the blade. The Killer stuffed the organ in the deceased’s mouth. 
 
   Yes, she sucked. 
 
   He drew two symbols with the knife on the prostitute’s body. One on the thigh and one on the left buttock. Once finished, he simply dropped the body onto the sands and returned to the beach road. A homeless man begged for alcohol. A crowd of sex tourists and prostitutes gathered twenty-five metres away from the beach. An old Chinese practiced Tai Chi. None had seen his work. The Killer breathed heavily and headed towards his apartment. He reached an alley and took off the hat and the beard. He stuffed them in the satchel. He turned back to see a crowd of four or five working girls walking towards the dead transvestite. 
 
   One screamed. 
 
   Then several screams. 
 
   A man shouted. Tourists swore in thirteen different languages. His paced quickened. He didn’t look back until he reached the apartment. 
 
   Number two had been accomplished. He washed his hands in the sink. Wiped the blade clean. Opened the fridge. Took out a beer. Drank it down. Opened another and looked at it.
 
   Outside the city darkened.   
 
   Like hell.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   FUN CITY EXPRESS 
 
    
 
   December 7th
 
    
 
   Following the discovery of the mutilated casual worker Tammy Yu yesterday morning, a B.I.B investigation, led by Chief Kult, has led to the arrest of a British national named Sebastian Bell. Bell, who was with the victim the night in question, has been under surveillance for some time for separate internet pornography offences and other minor moral offences. ‘We have the man responsible,’ Kult said during a brief press gathering earlier today. Bell is being held without bail as further evidence is gathered.
 
   His mother, the once famous White Flamingo catwalk model made a statement protesting against the injustice and proclaiming her son’s innocence. “He would never do such a thing,” she said. “This is an example of police corruption at the highest level. My son is innocent,” she said at the small press conference at the Fun City expat’s club this afternoon.
 
   The case continues…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   TAYLOR ATTACHED the file to an email and sent the document to the Express. He looked out the window at the city below him. It had been weeks since he had been outside, and when he thought about it, a fear gripped him, he felt as if he were exposed outside, as if his outer body were invisible, they could look inside him and manipulate his vulnerabilities. His face a map of his past failures, his footsteps, exaggerated, laboured, indicative of his failure. The streets were not safe. He was scared mostly of himself. How he would react to an ordinary conversation if one were to be brought up. Would he be able to join and talk about ordinary stuff like the weather, or would he retreat back inside himself and return to the safety of these four walls. The trouble was that he would have to treat himself. There was nobody else in Fun City crazy or sane enough to treat him. Strangely, he was always calm when treating patients (which he did for free), their madness gave him the strength to continue existing. It was as if every neurosis and anxiety told by a stranger gave him a clearer idea of the concept of mental illness as a whole. Their madness made him sane.  
 
   Taylor opened an old file on the computer and began to type…
 
   … And so she moved south toward the lake…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   THE RED sky died to the colour of an angry bruise above the  station. The grey functional building stood at the mouth of the ninth road. The smell of barbequed chicken wafted from a nearby stall. The Detective had read somewhere that a fraction of the government funds granted to build the place had been spent on its construction. The rest of the money carefully invested on imported German cars, expensive wine, body massages, minor wives, iPads, and Belgium chocolate drizzled over rich Swiss alpine berries. The chief had yet to set foot inside the station. He had a place on the hill with a moat, a dozen Siamese–salt-water hybrids, and fifteen dancing Mademoiselles, two from each continent and one exotic woman of mixed race who had once been a star on both stage and screen; the stage revolved and the screen was blue. 
 
   Inside the station, it was as cool, dark, and quiet as entering a cave after hours under the Fun City sun. A blank room with four walls, two doors, two desks, and a plastic fig tree in one corner. The paint, although recent, had already begun to flake away from the concrete rendering owing to the shoddy workmanship and fluctuations in room temperature.       
 
   A Chinese-looking Thai sat behind the desk with a toothpick in his mouth. A toothpick moved around his teeth as he listened to Hale speaking. His eyes narrowed, bored, just another crazy, lost foreigner. The police officer looked at the clock on the wall; he looked at the watch on his wrist. If the town clock tower were visible from the station window, he would have stolen a glance. The cash for its erection had already been pocketed by a fulcrum in the council years ago: it had never been built. 
 
    Joe stepped forward and casted a line about the UK embassy and an international investigation. The sergeant’s expression changed to one of alarmed congeniality. Like most officious fucks, this one backed down under the threat of responsibility. Permitted Joe and Hale fifteen minutes to speak to Sebastian in the holding cell. 
 
   They walked through a courtyard to the cell.
 
   A skeletal thin man stood behind the bars. His skin was pale and his eyes danced to the tune of fear. He looked like a murderer, Joe thought. That is to say, whatever murderers looked like, they looked like Sebastian. Yet, there was something feminine about him. Not that he was gay. It was just whatever it was that made a man a man; he didn’t have it. He was very thin. Long-limbed and uncomfortable in his skin, anxious, like a boy actor cast as a man in a demanding role. His hair needed cutting and his furtive eyes gave some clue to the darkness behind them.
 
   “I didn’t do it,” he said.
 
   “Do what, Geezer?” Hale said.
 
   “Tammy. I didn’t kill the girl, I promise. On my mother’s life, I promise I didn’t do it. You have to get me out of here, Hale. I’ll do anything.”
 
   “Well, as far I can see it, Sunshine, they have you bang to rights. I mean, with the computer pornography stuff and your reputation for, amongst other things, choking the chicken, it seems you have been caught on a sticky wicket, dear boy. You must know you can’t simply sit around jerking off to that kind of material, Sunshine. Not somewhere like this. Not in God’s pure and clean moral city?”
 
   Sebastian smiled like a little boy who had murdered his mother’s cat and then buried it in the garden. The shovel in his hand, cat hairs covering his shirt. 
 
   No remorse, no shame. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   Nothing resembling human emotion. Just a little smile that was as painful to the recipient as it was to giver. The Detective pitied him as he had never pitied anyone before or since. Whatever conjuncture of circumstances that had led him here, it hadn’t been a picnic. You could figure out a man’s childhood by the way he held himself and the words he chose. Those men that seemed too stiff or too loose had been praised or resented too often and at the wrong time. The ones that spoke too much had been neglected, and the quiet ones had been dejected. He figured the boy hadn’t murdered Tammy. 
 
   He didn’t have it in him. 
 
   “Sebastian, this is my friend, Joe Dylan. He is a detective. He is going to be asking you some questions and you are going to be answering those questions without any of your normal bullshit. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Sebastian. Do you consider yourself religious?” The Detective asked.
 
   “What…?”
 
   “Skip it. Do you love your mother?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “More than anybody else, that’s how much.”
 
   “Do you think Tammy had a mother, perhaps she was a mother herself?”
 
   “She was.”
 
   “She was what?”
 
   “A mother. She showed me a picture of her kid, a seven-year-old boy. I forget his name. Listen, mister, I didn’t do this. It wasn’t me.”
 
   “What does 1888 mean to you?”
 
   “What…?”
 
   “Skip it. How do you feel about fish?”
 
   “I’m allergic to it. Can’t eat seafood.”
 
   “Birds?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Animals with two wings and feathers?”
 
   “I never really…”
 
   “Wading birds, herons, storks?”
 
   “I like them, I guess.”
 
   “Ever caught the clap?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Sexual disease. Crabs, genital herpes?”
 
   “No. Hale, give me some help here,” Sebastian rubbed his temples with his right hand. The Detective noticed a tear rolling down Bell’s cheek.
 
   “Just answer,” said Hale. 
 
   “I’m clean. Apart from a little blister.”
 
   “Does the blister come up now and again, like, every few months?”
 
   “Well, yes.”
 
   “That’s herpes. And do you practice sexual intercourse with prostitutes while the herpes is evident?”
 
   “I…I…”
 
   “Well don’t. That’s how the virus gets in.”
 
   “The virus?”
 
   “Yes the big one.”
 
   “But she didn’t have…”
 
   “When was the last time that you saw Tammy?”
 
   Sebastian fell to his knees. The tears began to flow. He made a strange gurgling sound. If it weren’t for the bars between them, the Detective would have pulled him up and slapped him across the face.
 
   The Detective let him ride it out.
 
   “I’m here to help. I’ll ask you again. When did you last see the deceased?”
 
   “Last night. She came back. We slept together and then she left the apartment. About 2am. She had a telephone text message. She read the message and then she left the apartment. I wasn’t too bothered about it. Check the security cameras. You can see that she left the building. I am not a murderer.”
 
   “What does the name Jack mean to you?”
 
   “Look. We get on the telephone and call my Mom. She will sort this all out. She’s on her way.”
 
   “The name Jack?”
 
   “We once had a dog called Jack…It was a Jack Russell.”
 
   “Good. We will get you out of this can as soon as we can, son.”
 
   “Hurry, I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”
 
   “Be cool, kid.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   OUTSIDE, THE sun shone down onto a cracked broken courtyard where a woman stood shading the sun from her eyes with the palm of her hand. She was probably just south of fifty, wearing a pair of tight jeans and a pastel blue bohemian blouse. Very few women took style to the grave. This one had a chance. Her figure once walked runways and her intelligent face had been featured in the kind of glossy magazines that clutter up waiting rooms all across the rock. A face that was attractive in an intelligent professional way that was as rare as a straight lawyer in Fun City. 
 
   She strode toward them. “Are you detective Joe Dylan?”
 
   He nodded. Her accent was British. Joe placed it to one of the suburban satellite towns that hugged the M25. Those that came from just outside London sounded much the same, clear vowels with a barely noticeable cockney twang when relaxed, drunk, or threatened with being too posh.      
 
    “Look, he didn’t do this. My little boy didn’t do this. He has never been the same since his father died, and well, he just couldn’t do something like this.”
 
   “What? You mean you are responsible for…that?” Hale said motioning back to the cells.
 
   “I could have done worse,” she said, eying Hale up and down.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs Bell,” Joe said.
 
   “Miss Bell. He couldn’t murder a prostitute. Hell, he couldn’t sleep with one of those, those, women. There must be a mistake. I want you to find who really did this. I will pay you. Look, basically, I have money…”
 
   “Lady, go and see your son, now. Pay what you have to pay to get him out on bail.”
 
   “I’ve tried. Negotiations broke down. I don’t know how long he will last in there. He isn’t like other boys, he, is well...”
 
   “Special?” Hale offered.
 
   “I’m not sure I like your tone, young man. The word I was looking for before you rudely interrupted is sensitive.”
 
   “Tough city for a sensitive boy, Mrs Bell,” the Detective said.
 
   “Miss Bell. He likes it here.”
 
   “Daresay,” Joe handed her a card.
 
   She read it. “I’ll give you five thousand dollars to find out who did this. Another five thousand to get him out,” Miss Bell said.
 
   “Ten thousand to spring him free?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, that’ll put the kids through school for another year.”
 
   “You have children?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why…?”
 
   “Just making conversation, lady.”
 
   “I see.” 
 
   She didn’t.
 
   “It’ll cost more for a conviction. Miss Bell, you smell like money if you don’t mind me saying,” Hale said moving closer to her. “I heard you were a pin-up girl back in the day?”
 
   “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”
 
   “It doesn’t, lady. Excuse my friend. I’m training him,” the Detective said. “He’s all mixed up.”
 
   “Perhaps you should try putting him on a leash.”
 
   “I have. The trouble is he likes it.”
 
   “Really,” she looked at Hale. “He doesn’t seem the type.”
 
   “He’s submissive. He just craves attention.” 
 
   “Well, about Seb. I just want him out and back at home.” She dug about in her purse and pulled out a brown jiffy envelope. “The police wouldn’t take it. So I guess you two will have to do.”
 
   “I’ll get him out,” Joe said. He took the envelope and weighed it in his hand. Felt like about 5 k and it felt rude to check. “But I think your son has been in too deep. There’s a certain depravity in this city. Some swim in it and survive. Most sink. Your son is close to sinking. You might want to teach him a few lessons. Play hardball with the purse strings. Make him get a job. Lazy hands and the devil…”
 
   “I don’t need parenting advice, thank you very much.” 
 
   “You’re right. It’s probably too late for that. I’ll get him out, Miss Bell, but I’ll tell you, this town doesn’t need Sebastian, and Sebastian doesn’t need this town.”
 
    She gave the Detective a card. She spoke. “Here’s my address. You come up and see me tonight, you understand?”
 
   “I’ll do that. Right now, you go inside and see your son, lady. He wants his mommy at a time like this.”
 
   She walked away, high heels clicking along the tiled courtyard. She still had the legs and the ass of a catwalk model. She still had it and by the Lord above, she still knew it.
 
    They were pulled away from watching Miss Bell’s behind by the sound of rapid talking inside the station. 
 
   Joe and Hale both understood at the same time.
 
   There had been another one.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN 
 
    
 
   THE KILLER cleaned the knife and put it back into the kitchen rack. He emptied the contents of his satchel and hid the bag under his bed. The Killer walked into the bathroom and opened a medicine cabinet. He looked at the five bottles inside the medicine cabinet and briefly read the labels. The Killer began to open the bottles, taking one from here and two from there until he had a little pile of tablets in his hand. He walked back into the studio and put the tablets on the table. He opened the refrigerator and took out a bottle of water. He swallowed the tablets using the water to wash them down. He masturbated twice. Once on the sofa. Once on the bed.
 
   He took out the map and considered the next location. The first two had been easy. He had not needed to move the bodies in order for the ritual to work. Ah, he almost forgot the souvenirs. He reached into his pocket and felt it soft and smooth between his fingers. Yes, the souvenir. The transvestite’s liver.  The second part of the jigsaw puzzle. He placed it on the kitchen draining unit and opened a cupboard. Inside, was a plastic lunch box. He opened it and picked up the slice of Tammy’s liver. He rubbed the two organs together. He smiled. Not yet. He needed more, before the ritual began. For the spell to work, the women had to have fallen, like harlots, and they had to have been one of the wenches that gave him the awful disease. Just a few more, to make sure. He had much more hunting to do. It had only really just started. It was easy. It was all too easy. Like shooting fish in a barrel.
 
   The organs were to be mixed together. A candle was to be fashioned using a wash of wax and letting the mixture dry. And then? Well, yes, then what? He walked to the bookcase again and opened the black book. The killer read the words to the spell once more. He opened the map. Seventh Road.     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   THE BODY had been removed from the crime scene. The blood on the sand was all that was left of it. If it were the second event in a string, then it wasn’t committed by the Pin-up’s son. The Detective spoke in the local dialect to a crowd of rubbernecks on Beach Road. They told him the victim was a transsexual known to patrol Beach Road. She was known to her friends as Lucky. 
 
   “Fancy the chances of that. Lucky?”
 
   “I guess it ran out,” Joe kicked at a mound of sand. “Investigating a murder is like playing a game of chess. You have to know where all the pieces are. I know about Sebastian. I know about you. I don’t know about old Vern, Jim, the other members of the pool team. Both teams.”
 
   “Vern drinks on the beach during the day. It’s a sad fecking existence.”
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
    
 
   OLD VERN was leaning up against the wall on a spot of shade near the pier. He was wearing a soiled and torn Hawaiian shirt and a pair of old combat shorts. He was shoeless. Hopeless. He was drinking from a tall red can that the detective remembered was six point five and went under the brand name:
 
    Cheers Extra.
 
   “Vern, how’s it going?” 
 
   Vern’s expectant mug looked at them like the hybrid bastard child of anxiety and relief. The Detective guessed it wasn’t the visitors that Vern relished. It was the gifts that they might bring. Drinkers rarely remembered faces and names. They remembered peculiar gestures, nuances of conversations, cigarette brands, favourite sporting teams, hometowns, tattoos, humorous comments, and sensitive subjects.  Vern drained his can and put the empty on the sand.  
 
   The Detective handed Hale a purple bill. “Hale, this man is thirsty, buy him a six pack.” 
 
   Hale shrugged and headed toward a seven-eleven. Vern smiled painfully. He was over sixty years of age, give or take a few rivers of Tiger Sweat and draughts of self-hatred and delirium. His face was heavily lined. His cheeks a network of veins that reminded The Detective of the London tube map. Vern’s train was underground. Wrecked. He was like a battered suitcase abandoned at a lost property office in an old train station, never to be claimed. No hope of return. But there always was a chance. A slim one. 
 
   Maybe. 
 
   The Detective crouched. “Nasty business this morning.”
 
   “Every morning’s nasty, until I get the fourth one down,” Vern said slowly. “Then things get a bit clearer. The hallucinations, shit. Ants, spiders…I can tell by looking at you that you know what I’m talking about. You used to be a drinker, right? Seen a few insects in your time. I can tell an ex-beggar when I see one. Can see it in your fucking eyes, mate. I used to be a detective, see? Liverpool Street station. Seen a few boats in my time, mate.”
 
   “I got on the program. Killed the can.”
 
   “It was the vampires in the end. One huge bastard. Francis was his name. Beware the vampires.”
 
   “Sure, baby.”
 
   Hale came over with the cans of beer and handed one to Vern who opened it with trembling fingers and took a good, long, hard bite.
 
   “This morning, Vern. Think.”  
 
   Vern drank the rest of his beer in two long hits. Waves of relief flooded his face. Tensions eased and then tightened. Facial muscles twisted into an ugly stoat grimace. He threw the empty can onto the sands where it landed next to a broken coconut shell and an abandoned flip-flop. It was the right, so the Detective guessed it was a flop. Fun City beach was full of them. Flops.
 
   “Vern. The woman on the table was real. It was no hallucination. It happened. I saw it myself. Who would do something like that?”
 
   “I tell you who – Jack the fucking Ripper.” The old man stared out to sea. “Thinking,” he said. He remained silent for a long time. “Francis, ya bastard, I think better after the fifth or the sixth. I had a case in London…” 
 
   “Who’s Francis?”
 
   “The vampire.”
 
   “There’re no vampires, Vern. This work was done by a real person, somebody who drinks in the bars.”
 
   Hale sat on the pier. He had five cans left. He opened one and drank from it. The second one he gave to Vern. Vern cracked it open and drank long and deep. Killed half the can, quarter of a litre, in one long bite. “She used to laugh at me. She would flash her tits at me. I’m glad the whore is dead,” Vern said. “Deserved it if you ask me. Thought she was better than me she did. Harlot, ‘king slag.”
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “I woke up. You know what it’s like. The fear. The voices. The day is one long insult. A storm. I need to get the first drink down while I can still move, cos’ if I wait too long, the voices make it too difficult to think, to move. I hear voices, see? Always have. I walked in the bar, I didn’t look at the pool table, I headed to the jug. Voices everywhere. The juice. I see things too, see? Slim collects the slops every night. Pours them in the jug. I drink it down and then feel better. I never feel good, you know. Just different shades of shit. Fifty shades of shit, hahahahaha. Lost my wife. Fucking blood suckers. There’s a conference inside my head, you know? All these different voices shouting and screaming to be heard above each other. The first pint quietens them down.” Vern necked the rest of the can. Hale passed him another and he opened it. “Quietens them down a little and then… a stop watch, a clock ticking. The only real escape is sleep. The voices never stop. Sleep. That and oblivion. Yes. I saw her face first. I thought she was sleeping on the table. Some whores do, see? Then I thought she was playing a joke. Perhaps it was Halloween. Claret everywhere. They all knew I came in the bar in the morning. They knew about the case back in London. Left the squad, I did, compassionate leave. They had thought up the joke together to make me frightened. Then I thought that it was the booze, see. That there was nothing on the table. It was all inside my head, see? The mind plays tricks. Tries to make you see things. I poured a glass of rum and drank it. Jim was there. She was still there. She wasn’t going anywhere. I heard a toilet flush and Jim was there. He said that there had been a murder. He said she was a whore, but I knew it, I recognized her. I wasn’t sorry that she was dead. I was glad. I was confused. Happy if the truth be told.”
 
   “Then what did you do?”
 
   “I drank the beer.”
 
   “After that?” 
 
   “Jim gave me a shot and I drank it.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “I’ve been here ever since. I sat on the road for a while, up there,” Vern gestured with his head toward the beach road. “The tourists give me enough to get by. A German gave me a purple note, I hit the seven, the beach, drank, slept, and then you came. That’s it. That’s all there ever is. This. The truth is, I like it, see? There’s no mortgage here, no car to run, no job, this is real. You see? Real. I thought about the monastery, but there’s no drinking there. I tried going without the bottle, but it sent me mad. What hope do you have here sober?”
 
   “Thanks, Vern. Joe, let’s leave,” Hale said.
 
   They stood. Hale handed Vern two bills. He looked at them and put them in his pocket. 
 
   “Vern,” The Detective said, crouching eye level. “There’s a meeting. AA. If I take you, will you just promise to sit and listen? You were the first one on the scene. Maybe when the fog clears, you can remember it.”
 
   “What’s in it for me?”
 
   “Vern, you give me seventy-two hours sobriety and I’ll give you whatever you need.”
 
   “Including booze?”
 
   “Yeah. If that’s what you want, I’ll buy you beer every-day. You just have to give me seventy-two hours.”
 
   “Who says I got that long?” 
 
   “Nobody.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
    
 
   BEACH ROAD.
 
   “Sad story,” the Detective said.
 
   “The part about ex-Old Bill is true. He had a case that scrambled up his noodle.” Hale’s forefinger raised to his temple where it made a circular motion.
 
   “I believe it.”
 
   “What about Bell?” Hale asked.                 
 
   “I believe the kid, Sebastian. Tammy was called by someone an hour or two before she died. Whoever made that call, most likely killed her.”
 
   “The boy isn’t right.” 
 
    “I agree. But he didn’t kill her or Lucky. The answer to this puzzle is inside Tammy’s mobile. If the police have the telephone, then they have the killer. Whoever sent that last message. Of course, the killer should have removed the telephone, taken it to pieces, and thrown it far away at sea. But you never know,” Joe looked out towards the harbour, a fishing boat, blue and green, returning to port.
 
   “Perhaps there is a record, somewhere. I knew some geezer got caught out cheating on his missus. She got in touch with the phone company and they threw her a list of numbers called and received by her fella’s phone. One of the numbers he had called was the girl he was shafting. Phillipino chick used to sing at the Hard Rock hotel. He’d deleted the history and everything. The bitch still caught him with his pants down. An injustice if you ask me. Shame we don’t know anyone that had her number.”
 
    “Maybe. One thing is certain. The killer will strike again and the next time he strikes, there’ll be two killed in quick succession,”  Dylan said as he gazed across the beach.
 
   “Okay, Sherlock, just how do you know that?”
 
   “I’ll tell you. But first, I need a drink. A real drink. One that comes in a glass and not in a can.” The Detective smiled. “Maybe even an umbrella and one of those twizzle sticks.” 
 
   The train was leaving the station.
 
   The joint had a sea-view and about thirty tables evenly spaced atop wooden decking. A few tables were occupied with drunken tourists and hopeful hookers. A man with long curly hair and a roman nose sat at a table staring out to sea. The sky a dull pink, as the sun disappeared behind the horizon. The Detective thought about the train wreck. The cigarette. The whore. And now the glass. 
 
   He ordered a Bloody Mary. 
 
   The glass. 
 
   How good it looked.
 
   Umbrella.
 
   Cocktail stick.
 
   “Good to be back,” he said.
 
   “Good to have you back.”
 
   He hit it down in one. He ordered another. Another glass. They sat down at a table looking at the sunset. The Detective smiled. The bitter taste of the tomato, the reassuring bite of the vodka. He was on the train and pulling away from the station, he felt better than he had in years. Since the last train.
 
   The last wreck.
 
   Bloody Mary.     
 
   The Detective tapped a finger on Hale’s wrist. Hale spun as if he had been bitten by a snake. “Didn’t know that you actually touched people. This is almost friendship.” Hale waved a hand towards the bar. “Two more drinks for the Detective. I think he may be human after all. A pulse has been found!”  
 
   “Shut it, Hale. I’m going to start with a history lesson. Your job is to listen. I know you find it difficult, but listen good. London. 1888. Whitechapel. A port town slum. Much like Fun City but without the fun. Hookers on every corner. Horny sailors purchasing their diabolical wares. It was not a nice place and not a nice time to be there. Infant mortality. Workhouses. Life expectancy of a short and brutal kind. It is commonly known that the Whitechapel murders were five in number. The killer killed the third and fourth victims on the same night. Do you know who the Whitechapel killer was?” 
 
   The sky darkened as a gaggle of four street transvestites called out to passing tourists. The tourists hurried on, heads down, hands in pockets.
 
   “Jack the Ripper?” Hale said.
 
   “Precisely.” The new drinks arrived and the Detective set about his. He picked up the glass gracefully, put it to his lips, and drank. “This is a copycat killing. A copycat killing in the tropics. I shouldn’t be drinking. I made a promise.”
 
   “You keep making promises.”
 
   “I keep breaking them.”
 
   “The way I see it, promises are made to be broken.”
 
   “I seem to think better when I drink. At least at first,” Joe took a bite and gazed out across the sea.
 
   “What’s the connection, Sherlock? That they were prostitutes? That two have been killed? That you think that there may be more killed? Come on, Mr Detective, this is the 21st century.”
 
   “It was the mutilations, Hale. I’ve seen some of those old photographs and what Jack did and what this bastard did, has, how shall I say, the hallmarks of the same handiwork. The diagram on the body carved with a knife clinched it.”
 
   “Motive?”
 
   “Well, Jack had no motive. Just speculation. Some say he was a rich whoremonger who went east to get what he couldn’t get west.”
 
   “Like our friend here,” Hale smiled.
 
   “His sport was what he enjoyed. Sport being the old word for whoring. The excitement. Some say that he was crippled from syphilis and he took his illness out on the whores that gave it to him. Fewer still, speculate that Jack was a black magic occultist who murdered the women on the specific points of a map and took body parts to make satanic candles. Once all murders had taken place and the candles made, he became immortal. Whatever his intensions, we know that they were unhealthy, and I get the same feeling about our little friend out here.”
 
   “You don’t think, Sherlock, that your imagination is running away with you on this one?”
 
   “It’s not a thought, Hale. More of an impulse, instinct. An idea with wings. To understand something intellectually is one thing. To understand it spiritually is another. I need a map of Fun City and I need a pen. I need these things soon, Hale. Get them for me,” The Detective said. “In the meantime, I am going to visit Mrs Bell.”
 
   “You like her don’t you?” Hale said.
 
   “I like her money. If it’s real. We have to eat.”
 
   “And drink.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   TAYLOR MADE the walk to the harbour.  The sun hurt his eyes and the traffic noise was overwhelming. He took quick, unsteady steps, stopping once at a small shop where he bought a can of beer and drank it. His mood improved and his anxiety level decreased as he walked further, making it to a beachfront bar, where he ordered two beers, sat, drank, and watched the tourists walk past. Their eyes, some of them, were accusing and predatory. Some of them were dull and underwater like. Some were full of the joys of love. An eastern European couple ate ice creams and whispered romantic words to each other as they sat on the beach, not a care in the world, not a murderer in sight. As he watched a lone swimmer far away from the shore, his mind drifted back to the last night they had spent together. 
 
   The restaurant was dimly lit with Chinese lanterns. Dancing dragons decorated the four walls. They were celebrating the publication of Taylor’s first short story, a story about a boy who disappeared while playing chequers. The boy had magical powers; he was special. Taylor had studied all he could on telekinetic phenomenon, condensing the material into the story idea. The story had come to him in a dream and fully formed. Taylor had dedicated the piece to Jimmy.
 
   “So, now you are a big shot writer,” Faith joked, “do you still have time to talk with me?”
 
   “The magazine paid twenty-five dollars. Don’t think I’ll give up the day job.”
 
   “I think it’s wonderful,” she said picking up a spring roll and biting a piece from it.
 
   “It’s a start,” he said.
 
   “Malcolm, do you love me?” Her eyes widened.
 
    Taylor remembers what he said. It was: “Love is a madness, a psychotic condition that can make a human being capable of anything, and not usually anything good.”
 
   “Oh,” she replied, heartbroken.
 
   “It’s true…” he had stumbled on like a bull in a china shop.
 
    
 
   Why couldn’t he have simply said ‘yes’ or ‘of course I do’, or anything but that spill about madness. She was already mad, he loved her, and he loved her madness. If she wasn’t mad, then she wouldn’t have been with him. Madly in love. Why couldn’t he have just said ‘yes?’  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   A WAITRESS awoke him from the daydream. “One more drink, sir?”
 
   “Sure,” why not. Taylor noticed a drunken homeless man wearing a Hawaiian shirt and tatty shorts speaking with two foreigners. He watched as they gave the derelict man cans of beer and listened to him speak, and then the two of them wandered off towards the bar. The drunk sat drinking the beer in the distance, watching the tourists walk along the beach road. Taylor had heard that he had once been a London police officer. That he had come to Fun City to drink himself to death. Well, a man had his choices to do anything, and normally those choices, left unchecked, led to darkness and descent. 
 
   The two men took a table two away from Taylor’s and ordered cocktails. The main speaker was a man who Taylor took to be Joe Dylan, private detective. Taylor listened to the conversation, mentally making notes and comparing the story with his own. Either they were both crazy, or they were both reading from the same hymn sheet. He watched the detective stand and put a bill on the table, while the other man sat and ordered another drink, then watching the sun disappear behind the coastline.
 
   His thoughts turned to Faith, to Jimmy, and then to the long walk home.
 
    
 
    
 
                                  
 
   TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   THE HOUSE stood on a hill overlooking the beach, the town, and the harbour. Electric lights, both neon and orange, twinkled in the night skyline below. The Detective walked along the crushed shell driveway. A pond with a wall built around it. There may have been fish, but it was too dark to see.  He guessed that there were at least fifteen rooms inside that house, and perhaps as many fish inside the pond. Most of the rooms were probably furnished with the kind of furnishings that were made in Sweden and sold to the upwardly mobile. Maybe a few paintings, sculptures, and figurines that appreciate in the buyer’s mind, rather than the actual market. These fixtures and fittings the rich clung to with one hand, while mocking the ground below with the other, like a proud gibbon at the top of the tree in all its glorious, posturing, cock-swinging, ass-scratching magnificence.    
 
   Constructed from cheap local block, the house on the hill was pained a brilliant white. He walked along the U-shaped driveway to the front and peeked at the backyard beyond. A kidney shaped swimming pool and a pair of sun loungers. A few plants and a coconut palm. 
 
   Two plastic flamingos and a concrete giraffe. 
 
   He walked up to the entrance and rang a bell. A dog barked and a light switched on inside. He waited ten barks. The front door opened. She was prettier in the dark. Most women were, and most men certainly were. Yet, there was something in the way that she held the door ajar. Something suggestive, provocative even. Hell, he didn’t know what it was. Perhaps it was the booze inside his body and the booze inside her glass that made stepping into the cougar’s den like floating into an adolescent’s wet dream. 
 
   “Thank you for coming, Mr. Dylan. Please step inside,” she smiled warmly. A cocker spaniel sat beside her and looked at Joe with its head slanted. The dog looked like it wanted something that the Detective wasn’t prepared to give.
 
   To hell with the dog. 
 
   Marble floor tiles and white walls. He followed her through the hallway and into the living room. Floor to ceiling windows with a view over the beach. Neon lights flickered from the main walking street. A few boats lit up far away from shore. Gambling ships, perhaps, after hours floating gin palaces. The pier looked good. Safe, even. The room was sparsely furnished with two sofas placed far away enough from each other to allow for social gatherings, tense enough to be aborted early. A flat screen television hung from the wall as a piece of decoration rather than a functional utility. With a view like that, television seemed both crude and surplus. A risqué surrealist painting by a modern American artist hung to one side of the wall-mounted television. He recalled an invite to a show that the artist had held in the capital. The price tag was a cool ten thousand. He had shared a glass of Chilean red with the ambassador of Bhutan. Spoke with the defence secretary. The Detective guessed that she had it on a long-term lease. The house that was. There was a bookshelf with a few crime novels by local authors, and bestsellers by writers who had never put a foot in Fun City. A pot plant close to exhaustion, thirst, and hunger, withered next to a wooden carving of an elephant. The room had probably been designed by a limp-wristed interior designer who chartered his creative mind by the hour. No matter who put it together, wealth filled every nook and cranny of the room with the typical haze of neglect and abandon, characteristic of the insecure rich.
 
   “Nice place,” the Detective said.
 
   “It does one well from time to time, to have a view. Do you like it, really? We are only here for a few weeks every year. I have a business here, but it more or less looks after itself nowadays. The rest of the portfolio’s in London.”
 
   “The view is fantastic, Mrs Bell. I have only ever lived street level. A nice view for me is a streetlight. Close up, a streetlight is a work of art.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve lived in the gutter, Mr. Dylan.”
 
   “I’m staring at the stars.”
 
   “Somebody famous said that.”
 
   “Oscar Wilde.”
 
   “Right,” she said, “wit is dying on the vine.”
 
   “The stars are in the street. Foreigners who live above ground level have been known to jump. I don’t like to take the risk. I guess I’m a failure. Places like this give me something to aim for. I’m just not ready for it yet.”
 
   “Scared that you will jump?”
 
   “Scared that I won’t.”
 
    “A man needs direction. Please, sit down,” she motioned toward the sofa.
 
   The Detective sat on it. A white leather sofa. She sat next to him. She had long hair and a smile, a suggestive, seductive smile that reminded him of the dangers of high living. 
 
   Black and whites framed on the walls, all were nudes, artistically shot, and developed in a dark room. The body was long, slender, and slim. The breasts were firm with unusually long pronounced nipples. The face was always out of the shot. That along with the black and white colour was what separated art from pornography. Porn was stapled, colour, and personal. Art was remote, faceless, and black and white. 
 
   “I take it these aren’t digital?”
 
   “I used to pose for photographs, fifteen, twenty years ago. I had grace, they said. Some of the writers and photographers called me The White Flamingo. I guess I was famous for some time. Fame is such nonsense. I came here to escape it.”
 
   “You still have it,” the Detective said.  
 
   A hand fell on his thigh. “Sweet mouth. Would you like a little something to drink?” 
 
   “The bottle to me is like a beautiful woman. It’s the worst and the best thing that can happen to a man. I know she will take everything if I give her half the chance. I fell off the wagon this afternoon.”
 
   “Is that a yes or a no?”
 
   “It’s a yes.”
 
   “Good,” she clapped her hands twice and a slim woman padded into the room. The maid wore a gold sarong above bare feet, one of which had a gold ankle chain. Her hair reached the small of her back. The White Flamingo ordered two cocktails. The maid walked over to a drinks cabinet gracefully and began to pour. She walked over and the older western woman caught the Detective looking at the younger Asian’s doll-like face. The White Flamingo frowned playfully as they sipped the bitter gin and lemon cocktails.
 
   “A little something for the pain,” she said.
 
   Joe figured that she’d had a few something’s for the pain in her time, but he kept quiet. He raised the glass and took a bite. 
 
   It tasted like victory. 
 
   Sharp, acidic, victory. 
 
   He guessed The White Flamingo was no stranger to a cocktail. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about Miss Bell’s vices. She was the client. The client could roll up her sleeve and shoot a load of china white straight into the main line right there and then. She could smoke crystal meth through a bong made of human bones. She could take two tabs of L.S.D. and place one on each of her eyeballs. She could blink. Stand on her head. Dance the cha-cha. The client was the client. Called the shots. That was the way it worked. Always had been.
 
   But she wasn’t like that.
 
   He was.
 
   That was the problem. 
 
   “I don’t normally do this sort of thing,” she said. Sure, she didn’t. He had met women like her in the past. They lived in luxury palaces and hated men. They fell in love with their psychiatrists and practiced Tai Chi. They had ideas about changing the world and empowering homeless street dogs. They flittered around on the fringes of artistic circles and wrote bad poetry. They dug illiterate men twenty years younger than their years. Men with bad mothers and romantic notions. They had strange ideas about sex and meditation. She broke no mould. Nobody did. Or if they did, they flew away from Fun City.
 
   The Detective couldn’t fool himself.
 
   That was the problem.
 
   The White Flamingo was an original.
 
   “What sort of thing?”
 
   “Invite men, here, at night,” she said, lighting a Mild Seven cigarette. She inhaled. Blew the smoke upwards. She looked directly at the detective. “What are you thinking about?” she said.  
 
   “People don’t normally ask me that, Miss Bell. Well, I guess your boy is innocent, Miss Bell, we just need a little time to let the cops open the gates. I’m overwhelmed by your hospitality.”
 
   “Can you grease the wheels?”
 
   “Sure. It’s what I do.” 
 
   The White Flamingo put the cigarette to her lips. Took a miniscule puff.  
 
   “It’s fascinating isn’t it?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Death,” she said.
 
   “I guess so, if you like that kinda thing.”
 
   “The idea that one minute you are here, drinking a cocktail, smoking, listening to music, making love, dreaming, swimming, sleeping, playing chess, making cheesecake, and the next moment you are just, dead. Dead. A closed book. Dead. A dream. Blackness. Isn’t it fascinating how one can go from one stage to the other, so quickly, so randomly? Life is so short, don’t you think?” Her hand was on the thigh again, moving up and down. “What a way to go?” She put out the cigarette in a marble ashtray. “Sliced up like that.”
 
   “It’s my belief that each and every one of us has a time and a place to go, and there’s no use cheating it. I figure that it is predetermined, Miss Bell. From the day that we are born, someone, somewhere, writes it all out for us with a sick sense of humour and an eye for detail. Life is a story. All stories must end. All stories require conflict. Some holy men claim to live without desire, but it’s not something I’d strive for.”
 
   “How fatalistic. How sad. You think everything is prescript?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, was this in the script?” The White Flamingo unbuttoned the detective’s pants with one hand while draining her glass with the other. She put the glass down on the table and gracefully lowered herself to the floor.
 
   She kept eye contact at all times as the larvae inside the Detective’s head broke from their cocoons and grew wings. The butterflies flew around inside his skull as the White Flamingo weaved her magic. 
 
   “The locals have a saying,” he said.
 
   “Mmmm,”
 
   “Krueng Sawan.”
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “To go up to heaven.”    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   THEY DID.
 
   Near empty cocktail glasses and dawn were threatening, like an angry promise, to end the show. The sun slowly rose above the harbour, beams of light glimmering above the water. A house lizard languidly climbed the wall toward a light where flying insects hovered. Miss Bell kept the conversation alive. “I read a story in one of those television listing magazines. It was a true story. There was a young girl abandoned in a collapsed building in Czechoslovakia. The authorities thought that she was dead. She wasn’t dead. She was two years old and was saved by a pack of feral dogs. The dogs brought her food. She lived with the dogs for four years. She learned how to bark and she walked on all fours like the dogs that had brought her into their world. She grew up thinking she was a dog. Imagine that? When she was discovered by the authorities, she was taken into care and taught how to walk on two feet, how to eat, and talk. Fate and genetics are not important in establishing adult behaviour. Who wrote that script for her? How could that life be predetermined?”
 
   “Most writers I’ve known would be thrilled with imagining such a story.” The Detective took a bite on the lemon. “Including the hack that wrote the article.”
 
   “The article went on to explain that nurturing was the most important consideration in human behaviour. I feel that we are a victim of our environment. This city was not the place to let Sebastian live. I have failed as a parent. Yet, part of me is afraid that he is in some ways troubled, not at peace with himself. And this can only be my fault. This episode will remain with him unless you can find out who is really killing these women. We need closure. We need to find out who this woman hater is so that we can move on with our lives, to somewhere better.”
 
   “Every boy is innocent in his mother’s eye, Miss Bell.”
 
   “On the contrary, every child is guilty, of something, somewhere in his mother’s eye. We keep a record, a score. We mothers know it. Whether we choose to ignore it or forget it is another matter entirely. Find the beast that did this. Find him and make him suffer.”
 
   “I’m working on it, Miss Bell.”
 
   “Good. A strong man like you ought to be able to…” Her words stopped. She placed a hand around his head and brought his lips to hers. They kissed. Tongues like two snakes tangling in the night. The dog on the floor began to make a whining sound. She grabbed the Detective by the hair and brought his head back, away from hers. “You will do this for me?” she said.
 
   “The killer will be found, Miss Bell.” He stood up. His feet led him to the door. He opened it. The sound of a cigarette lighter flicking. He closed the door and walked past the pond and down onto the road. A flock of birds flapped in a sky dark with something besides dawn. 
 
   His thoughts turned to Kelly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   HE FOUND her drinking in the bar on the seventh road. Kelly’s head was slumped on the table. Her make-up was smeared and her hair was like an abandoned rat’s nest. He walked over and sat opposite her. She gazed up at him with drunken hateful eyes. He ordered a bottle, two glasses, and a bucket of ice. “I thought I told you to get out of town,” he whispered gently to her.
 
   Her head whipped up like a threatened snake and she looked at him. “Up to me what I do.”
 
   The Detective thought about it. He nodded. No argument there. He took a bite of the drink. 
 
   “The killer is still out there,” he said.
 
   “Yeah. Maybe it is you. Maybe you like to kill people, huh, Mr. Detective?” She looked at him directly.
 
   “Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not. Get out of town.”
 
   “I don’t have money.”
 
   “The two hundred?”
 
   “Gone.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Up to me what I do.”
 
   “Sure, honey. Up to you. Play a game of cards. Buy a boyfriend a motorbike. Sure, up to you. Or is it. Is it really up to you?”
 
   Kelly looked at him as if he was the devil’s sidekick. He was the father that left her as a baby. He was the father of her baby that left her and the baby as a teenager. He was every customer that had short-changed her. He was all that was bad about men, personified in one male body. Every other male; brown, white, red, yellow, fat, thin, rich and poor who had disappointed her during her short stay on the planet, were all inside him searching to gain advantage over her.
 
    She grabbed the bottle from the table and lifted it up high above her head. Her once beautiful face became that of a snarling animal, one that had grown up fighting and would go down fighting. She brought the bottle down on The Detective’s head. 
 
   It cracked open.
 
   The bottle.
 
   The head. 
 
   Glass flew across the bar. He felt the blood drip down the side of his face, stood, and walked toward the exit. Too drunk to feel the pain, if there was any, he turned around and looked at her. She stood with the broken bottle still in her hand. 
 
   He stood on shaky legs. Walked to the sidewalk. He hailed a taxi and got inside. The taxi drove him to the hospital. Seven stiches. The nurse smiled at him as she picked out the shards of glass and then stitched up his head. “Why you have friends like this?” she said.
 
   “Everyone is like this. It’s just a matter of where and when,” he said.
 
   “I think you move in the wrong circles,” she said.
 
   “I think you might be right. How about me moving in your circle?” he asked.
 
   “No chance,” she said.
 
   “Well, now you see my problem.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, “I see it.”
 
   He paid the bill and took a taxi back to the hotel. The alcohol was wearing off and every cell in his body demanded more. He hit a seven eleven and bought a bottle of Tiger Sweat – a local rum. Back in the room, he drank quickly. He drank like a man who would never drink again. 
 
   But men who drank like that always did.
 
   Nature’s greatest gift was sleep. 
 
   There were no hungers, addictions, anxiety. In dreams, there were no desires. It was the realization of dreams that brought with it desire. He looked at his works and looked at the bottle. One of them would have to stay. 
 
   He cooked up one last shot. 
 
   Found a vein
 
   Hit it.
 
   The last shot.
 
   He chose the bottle.
 
   Drank it.
 
   Slept.    
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   SAVOY HOTEL
 
   LONDON.
 
   1984
 
   Taylor had noticed the way that she floated through the crowd, a nod here, a smile, a sniff kiss, and then she floated away to another group of film producers, literary agents, all men with a definite place to be and a short time to get there. He sat at the bar, toying with a glass of Jack and Coke. Yes, he reminded himself he had drunk heavily after the double blow of loss and success. 
 
   Suddenly she was beside him.
 
   “You are the guy that wrote the book. About the boy in the window?”
 
   “True,” Taylor said taking in those big green eyes, the white dress, legs that went on forever.
 
   “Charmed to meet you,” she held out her hand. He held it for a moment, unsure of what to do with it.
 
   “And you are the White Flamingo,” he said.
 
   “Please, call me Susan.”
 
   “Susan, tell me, what do you do for a living?”
 
   “I marry millionaires,” she chuckled.
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not quite there yet. You sure you have the time to speak to me?”
 
   “You’re a novelist,” she said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ve never slept with a novelist,” she touched his hand playfully. 
 
   He drank his drink and ordered them both another.
 
   The three-piece jazz band played a slow number. 
 
   They danced.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   SLIM LIVED in a two-storey house far away from the beach. It was as close to squalor as you could get before the stench of the slums clenched the stomach, grabbed the throat, and threw your junk on the dark side of the train tracks. Off the beaten track, the roads were narrow unpatched streets with squares selling barbequed chicken and fried grasshoppers; the stench of cooking oil, chilli, raw sewage; faces both hideous and beautiful, mutually littered and lit up the area. 
 
   The morning sun was unforgiving for that time of year, it would become steadily hotter for the next five months until the monsoon came bringing the floods, cool winds, and the relief from the heat. Fun City had three seasons, hot, hotter, and wet.
 
   Four children from the ages of six to nine played with a deck of cards in the yard at the front of Slim’s hovel. The Detective walked up to the front door. His head felt like it was being held in a vice. The Tiger Sweat was still in the system and the last shot only left the hunger for another. His nerves jangled. His throat was dry. His mind was a nest of rats scratching to be released from the confines of his cranium and the bandage on his head. The children ignored him. He was just a crazy foreigner that had been smashed over the head with a bottle by a bargirl. He rang the bell. Jim’s wife was a local woman of about thirty-seven with worry-lines that the cigarette in her mouth didn’t appear to resolve. She wore a T-shirt with the picture of a tiger, and one thin gold bracelet decorated her left wrist. The Detective asked her if her husband was home. 
 
   He was. 
 
   Walked through a living area with a battered sofa and an old television set. Jim was sitting staring at the blank screen. He had a tumbler on the coffee table in front of him. Inside the glass was a dark liquid that the Detective figured was Tiger Sweat rum.
 
   “Old Vern had a motive.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jim said.
 
   “Said he hated the bitch. She used to tease him with those pins of hers. She tore him up with that body.”
 
   “Vern’s beyond caring about women.”
 
   “Sure, but it must be tragic for a man with no money in Fun City to be teased by the whores.”
 
   “There’s one thing worse than having no money here, Joe.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Having a shit load and then losing it.”
 
   “How much you lose, Slim?”
 
   “Same as the rest,” he said. “House, car, bits of stuff that don’t really mean much. It’s the stuff you can’t see that hurts most. Respect, pride, honour.”
 
   “Well, you won’t find those in the glass, Slim. And if you do, only temporarily.”
 
   “Works better than the shrink.”
 
   “What shrink?”
 
   “The shrink.”
 
   “There’s a shrink in Fun City?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Lord knows the city needs one.”
 
   “Works above a shop house near the train tracks. He sees clients for free. Says he made enough cash in his last life.”
 
   “Sounds like an angel.”
 
   “It helps. But since the trouble in the bar, I haven’t been able to leave the house.”
 
   “You been seeing someone else? Meetings? A.A.?”
 
   “No time. I need to work.” He took another bite from the rum. “I need to get back into the bar.”
 
   “The bar can wait.”
 
   “No chance.”
 
   “Where were you before it, happened?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tammy.”
 
   “Here, man. I left to open up early. Ask the missus.”
 
   “I guess she’ll vouch for you.”
 
   “She don’t vouch for shit. If she could put me there slicing up the bitch, then she would. She would love to see me behind different kinds of bars.”
 
   “Cozy relationship.”
 
   “The normal. What can you expect from a woman who comes to work here?”
 
   “What do you know of The White Flamingo?”
 
   “It’s a wading bird, found in Africa. The plumage is white, it’s the blood in the bird’s veins that make it appear pink.”
 
   “Don’t get cute.”
 
   “I’m not. All Flamingos are white except the black ones. Not pink, like people think. It has to do with the blood.”
 
   “Blood’s important, right?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’m talking about Bell. Miss Bell, who lives on the top of the hill. The police have her son in custody for the Tammy murder. She used to drop her dry goods and do model shoots for lettuce. The woman was once known as The White Flamingo.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, she hired me to find the real killer so I can spring her son from the can. You follow?”
 
   “Yes, I see it.”
 
   “And do you see that you were the first to discover the body. That makes you a suspect.”
 
   “Vern saw the body first.”
 
   “Not according to Vern, he says you got to it first.”
 
   “His minds all mixed up. Drinks too much.”
 
   “Not something that you’d know about, Slim?”
 
   “Look, I might like a livener in the morning, but I’ve got a roof over my head and kids to feed. I see things straight.”
 
   “Yes,” the detective said. His mind was somewhere else. On a shot, the waves of the sea lapping on the dirty brown sands. “You didn’t kill her?”
 
   “Nobody killed her. She killed herself.”  
 
   The Detective thought about it. “How does that sound in front of a judge?”
 
   “This is Fun City. Anything’s possible. Remember it was me who called you, Joe. Just why would I do that if I killed the bitch myself?”
 
   “Yeah, I see it. Nice angle. See you around, Jim.” The Detective stood and got himself out of there with feet that felt like they were covered in clay. He needed to detox.
 
   Later… 
 
   Headed to the nearest bar. It had a sports theme and large screen televisions mounted to the walls. He ordered a pint of cider and watched formula one. The cars whizzed around the track like it meant something to get to the finish line. Maybe it did. What did it mean? It meant cash, a yacht, and a woman with the kind of figure The White Flamingo would kill for. It meant being number one and counting your friends with the fingers on one hand. When one had money, life didn’t touch one. You could simply pay folks to step into line and if they didn’t play ball, cut them loose. What the rich didn’t seem to understand was that the more they controlled others, the less they controlled themselves.
 
   The barman was Scottish with prison tattoos. Joe asked for a tourist map.
 
   “Aye,” he said and passed a map across the bar. “Looks like Red Bull got it again.” 
 
   “Aye, it gives you wings,” Joe said and opened it. He spread it across the table.
 
   The double event.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   FROM THE Occult Killings of Jack the Ripper, (Dandelion Press, 1984) pages 1-4.
 
    
 
   Whitechapel. The East End of London, an area on the north bank of the River Thames comprising of Aldgate, Houndsditch, Shoreditch, Wapping, Limehouse, and Bethnal Green. In 1888, this was a district overrun with poverty, famine, alcoholism, prostitution, and general degradation. There were working houses for the poor and little else in the way of escape for the uneducated. Gin houses lined the streets, pubs, opium dens, laudanum. Gin was preferred by the masses. It was cheaper than clean water. An over surplus of corn had given rise to the production of the alcoholic beverage, first pioneered by the Dutch. A working class nation addicted to alcohol was easy to govern and control. They did not see beyond the next drink.  Poverty was crippling for the poor in the capital of a country that owned a quarter of the world, and whose industrial industries were admired by all nations around her. It was the classical old story of the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, the women, unskilled, unwanted, often took to the streets in order to survive. 
 
   This was the place and time where the infamous killer, known only as Jack the Ripper, gruesomely took the only thing of value that five street women had. Their only thing of any worth – their lives. For these women, Polly, Liz, Annie, Catharine, and Kelly, they were butchered for want of a bed for the night. 
 
   The streets were dark, cold, and wet, the killer was obviously a man familiar with the area. The women were all destitute and apart from the last victim, Mary Kelly, without fixed abode. Kelly had at least managed to secure a room for the night. Why she let the killer in that night remains a mystery that she has taken to her pauper’s grave, along with the identity of her killer.
 
   She was heard singing shortly before she let the killer into her room. Witnesses have confessed that she was drunk and in good spirits the night that she let Jack into her room. She had also enjoyed listening to the newspaper reports of the crime. A friend had read the articles to her as she brushed her hair and gasped here and there in the morning as she prepared to go out onto the streets to ply her trade.
 
   Some of the pictures and the articles in fact, amused her.   
 
   The idea that Jack wore a top hat and carried a medical bag, like a doctor, is a simple example of media imagery (Jack the Ripper was the first big media event of its kind, occurring when the printed press was able to cope with huge circulation in and around London). Any man dressed as a doctor or as a professional man with money, would have been set upon by thieves and prostitutes, and stripped of any valuables. The killer would have dressed down (if he were indeed a man of wealth and intelligence as has been indicated) to be able to blend in with the street urchins, prostitutes, and thieves that patrolled the area at that time and place.
 
   “If only I could be so lucky,” Kelly joked as she looked at one of the pictures of the dashing young man, properly dressed, in hat and tails, whizzing through the East End.
 
   Unfortunately she was.
 
   Research into the exact locations of each murder event has led scholars to believe that the killer picked each location, and carefully planned the killings so that they would be at the specific location. The Hudson papers (Sussex University Press 1979) indicate that when each event was marked and looked at on a map, and when the locations are joined together with symmetrical lines, the occult image of a fish (Vesica Piscis) is formed. Hudson goes on to venture that the body parts taken from the victims were used in an occult ritual. The exact purpose of these occult rituals remains unclear, although evidence suggests that it has something to do with longevity, prolonging life. It has been suggested that the killer may have been suffering from a terminal sexually transmitted disease such as syphilis. His motives, Hudson concludes, were twofold. One, to avenge the women whom he considers fostered upon him this condition. Two, to cure the condition and prolong life through the ritual of black magic.
 
   Perhaps the only thing that remains clear about the killings is the timing and the place. The first and second victims were killed on separate nights, both in public. The third and fourth killings (the so called double event) were carried out on the same evening. The killer was wise enough to cross police boundaries, only a matter of feet from the East End Houndsditch beat, to the Metropolitan City beat.  
 
   The fifth and final killing was carried out later date and was by far the most gruesome of the killings. Mary Kelly, an intelligent, yet illiterate, and by some reports, a once beautiful and young Irishwoman who had worked in the higher classed establishments in the west End, was found terribly mutilated in her small cold-water dwelling in the East End Spittlefields rooming house. 
 
   After her demise, the killings ceased and the killer was never found, despite almost a hundred years of research, analysis, and speculation, the case remains truly open. Suspects have been quite a mixed bag, whittled down to about a dozen possibilities. These postulations include royal conspiracies, black magic worshippers, the mentally ill, and poor immigrants. One thing is for certain. The man that killed those women did so with a concrete motive and was not without some knowledge of the local area, and would not have been looked upon as less than anything normal by the local people of that place and time.                
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   TAYLOR PICKED up the telephone; it shook in his hand. He was not one to telephone strangers. He dialled the number that the newspaper had given him. The Detective’s mobile.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Hello, is this Joe Dylan, private investigator?”
 
   “Yeah, you got it, baby.”
 
   “I would like some moments of your time. It is about the killings. I write for the Express.”
 
   “You’re a journalist?”
 
   “Yes, amongst other things. I live in apartment 73F in the City Home building.”
 
   “You want me to meet you there?”
 
   “It’s imperative.”
 
   “Give me twenty minutes. I’m in a beach side bar. You could meet me here.”
 
   “I can’t leave the apartment.”
 
   “Why, somebody got you hostage?”
 
   “It’s a long story. Twenty minutes.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   
  
 

Taylor turned off the phone and breathed heavily. He was making the small steps he needed to make. Soon the finish line. He breathed out and in, and opened the document: 
 
   The air by the lake was cool as the sun set, somewhere in the distance the sound of an owl, an eagle owl, she surmised, flying across the waters. 
 
   
 
 
    
 
   THIRTY
 
    
 
   THE KILLER looked at his reflection in the mirror. The child that once was there in the glass, was now barely visible, worn away with pain and disease. His youth was still barely visible in the grey eyes that looked back at him through years of regret. Evidence of those past defeats were what the whores saw. They looked into his soul, into the deep pool of loneliness and abandoned faith; a life had sailed past like a ghost ship under a stormy sky. The natives claimed that the heart had many rooms; the killer’s was like a maze. Unchartered territory, abandoned attics, condemned cellars, a dank cold living room darker than a suicide’s notebook. He remembered as a child having had a terrible dream. He was lost in a Victorian townhouse, each door, one after the other, led to darker and darker rooms. There were no ways to escape from the house. His heart thundered as he crashed through each door into cold dark rooms filled with shapes in the dark, rocking horses, pianos, cabinets, until he found himself in a coal cellar. He had screamed himself awake, his mattress soaked with perspiration, his hands clenching a ball of blanket. 
 
   He had that dream every week for a period of thirty years. The nightmare stopped after the first kill.
 
   A lifetime ago.
 
   A different country.
 
   The police put it down as a missing person.
 
   They got that right.
 
   He had found her staggering back from a village pub, through an alleyway. The killer simply stepped up around her and slit her throat, she was too drunk to realize what was happening. The story made the news for a few weeks and the killer was never found. He had flown to Fun City with a sense of energy and commitment, as if he was living inside a thriller novel or an action movie. Reality was mostly a consensus, rather than something solid, tangible, and real.
 
                  How many years had he left before the final stages closed in alone and ugly, like a child’s worse nightmare?  The news of the diagnosis aged him dramatically. He had grown old. Old and resourceful. With age came wisdom and prudence. 
 
   He put on the wig. Long black hair fell down across his cheeks. The hat was large and black.  Strapped on the fake beard. He looked like a Quaker. A religious man in a city of sin. He darkened his eyes with make-up. Eye-liner bought from a pharmacist on  Beach Road. He looked like a murderer, but so did many of the men that walked along  Beach Road. Nobody stood out in a city peopled with freaks. He had made mistakes, many of them, but he would not let the operation go to ground. The killer would not be noticed. He applied some more black eye-liner and gelled his wig. He looked down from the mirror and studied the map. Satisfied, he closed it and put it back into its place inside the old hardback novel in the bookshelf. He opened the bottle and poured some of the liquid into a glass. The killer drank it slowly, letting the alcohol burn his throat. It would be over soon, he would be able to start afresh miles away from all the whores and the liars that had dragged him down into the pool of scum he had found himself in.
 
   Down the stairs and out into the street. He hurried along past the bars and the restaurants. The smell of burned chillies and grilled chicken. The sounds of laughter and conversation from the open-air bars. A street dog blocked his path. He bent down as if to pick up a stone and the dog trotted off to the other side of the road. A tattooed body-builder carried a bag of dog food, sat the bag down on the street and began to feed the stray dogs.  
 
   He walked to the go-go-bar on the seventh road. He stepped inside to a blast of air-conditioning. The Killer sat in a booth. There were seven girls dancing and about a dozen men watching. He noticed her at once. Her name was Kim. She had slept with him over a year ago. Her hips were wide. Her lips pouted. She had a small tattoo on her ankle. Could she be the one who gave it to him? He couldn’t be sure, but there was only one way to eliminate her from his enquiries. He called her over and she stopped dancing and sat next to him. She was topless, her nipples erect in the coldness of the air conditioning. He named a price. He asked her if she permitted anal sex. He explained fashioning the thumb and forefinger of one hand into an O and inserting the forefinger of his other hand through the hole. She nodded her head in agreement. He stood and offered her his hand. She took his hand and stood. He paid a fee to the bar. He walked to the mouth of the second road and into a short time hotel ran by an old country woman who asked no question. She didn’t recognize him. Just another freak. Long hair, a beard, and a hat. They walked into the room. She asked him to shower. He refused. She headed toward the door. He opened his bag, took out five crisp thousand baht notes, and put them in her hand. She transferred the money into her handbag. The Killer told her to undress. She took off the bra first and the Killer drank in the sight of her small perk breasts. The rest of her clothes followed. Her waist was slim and her rear ample. Her legs were short, yet well shaped. She leant from the waist with her hands on the bed. Her back was faced to him. He drank in her hopelessness. Her frailty was his strength. Her weakness his power. He told her he would put it in her ass. She shrugged. The five thousand safely in her handbag. She waited there bent over, her ass facing him. The Killer opened his bag and took out the knife. He touched the tip very slightly on the lips of her vagina. She gasped with fake pleasure. She moaned for him to do it. She wanted it. So he did. He faintly circled her rose before plunging the blade deep into her vulva, the ovaries, and then womb. For a moment, she was quiet. Shock had taken her and then she screamed. She screamed louder than any woman the Killer had ever heard as he twisted the blade. He withdrew the blade. He leaned over and cut her throat. Blood shot across the wall. An artery. He spun her around and worked quickly to open her. He found the liver and cut it out, shoving the organ, still twitching, inside the bag. He drew the letter on her left thigh and on her cheek. He hacked away the breasts. He opened the refrigerator and put the two breasts inside next to a bottle of water. He closed the refrigerator door. He looked at her face. Decided to remove the head. Eyes open. A snarl of death. He hacked at the tendons and finally twisted the head from the body. This, he put in the fridge next to the breasts. He washed his hands and then he masturbated over her corpse. His mind an explosion of released tensions. He zipped up, opened the door and breathing heavily, took a complex route, on foot, to another bar.           
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
   ONE-ARMED DANNY was sitting in a beachside bar with a bargirl either side of him. In front of him, the remains of a Mai Tai cocktail sat. He picked up the glass with his one left hand and sucked at the orange juice through a straw. “Terrible business, this murder. Really shook the girls up, see,” he motioned to the two girls either side of him who appeared completely unmoved by the event. “At least they know that they are safe with yours truly.”
 
   “You were there the night she died?”
 
   “I was, she left with the insect kid, what’s his name?”
 
   “Sebastian Bell.”
 
   “Bell, that’s it. Never liked the look of him much.”
 
   “Did he seem strange that night?”
 
   “The kids’ always strange, mate. Don’t think he has the stomach to go through with it. Plus, he wasn’t the one doing a little bit of cosmetic surgery on the beach neither.”
 
   “His mother has hired me to find the killer.”
 
   “Good luck with that, mate, this town is full of the kind of fruitcakes capable of doing something like that. Keep your head down is my advice, what if you get too close and the killer decides to add you to his list? I’d keep my nose clean if I were you, mate. Safest way, like.”
 
   “Appreciate your concern, Danny. Who else was there that night?” The Detective sat down and brushed away an approaching waiter with the back of his hand. He gazed across the bay, the gambling boats bobbing on the sea horizon, gulls flying ashore to roost.
 
   “Slim, the bar keeper, Hale, a few ways and strays, normal crowd,” Danny said while groping the girl to his left. She was beautiful in an obvious way, lots of makeup, a synthetic nose and by the looks of it, a silicon boob job. “What do you think of this one, eh?”
 
   “Dangerous,” said Joe.
 
   “Not when you know how to handle them,” Danny said. There was a joke about handling and having one arm, but Joe didn’t have the heart to pursue it.
 
   “Anyone, apart from Bell, that was paying a particular interest in Tammy?”
 
   “Nah, she wasn’t hot property.  I hear she carried a knife in her bag, plus there were the other rumours,” Danny smiled knowingly at the Detective. “Always bag up, mate, you know what I mean?”
 
   “Did you ever go with her?”
 
   “Nah, mate, not that I can remember. As I say, I always put a raincoat on, even if it isn’t raining, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Anyone else you can think of that was involved?”
 
   “The odd tourist, like. And between you and me, I think Slim was riding it many moons ago.”
 
   “Well, thanks. Enjoy your evening, Danny,” Joe slid a banknote on the table and stood up to leave.
 
   “Don’t take your eye off that Bell woman, neither,” said Danny. “Rumour has it that she did her old man in.”
 
   “All wives do,” said Joe.
 
   He stood and left one-armed Danny with his two little helpers.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
   THE MAP.
 
    Fun City.
 
   The locations of the killings. The Detective sat watching Taylor.  He was an extremely nervous man, a hunted man, Joe thought, somebody who was dealing with pain on a complex and untreatable level. They were sitting on either side of a dining table with a map of Fun City spread out between them. Taylor had long hair, he reminded the Detective of a photograph he had seen of Alexander Trochhi,  in Paris, in the fifties.   
 
   “The upper road, the beach road…The Killer would cross to the Seventh Road.” Joe compared the sketch to the doodles he had made on the map, it was symmetrical. 
 
   Just like Jack.
 
   The double event.  
 
   “So, he will kill twice tonight, I’m going out there, you want to join?” Joe asked the man opposite him.
 
   “I can’t”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I have panic attacks; it’s difficult to go out. I can’t talk about it.”
 
   “The more you talk about it, the easier it is. The more you go outside, the easier it is, Taylor.”
 
   “I know, I work as a psychiatrist.”
 
   “I have these dreams.”
 
   “Most people do.”
 
   “That’s cute, Taylor.”
 
   “I didn’t tell you my name.”
 
   “I’m a detective.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “You go outside. You put one foot in front of the other and then you repeat. One foot in front of the other. You keep doing it until you have walked around the block. Then you do that again.”
 
   “Sure. I know how it works. ”
 
   “I’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll drag you around the block.”
 
   “I deplore violence.”
 
   “Well, you seem to like reading about it.”
 
   “This is research.”
 
   “Research for what?”
 
   “To find the killer, I’m helping you, Joe.”
 
   “And I’m helping you. Until tomorrow.” The Detective stood and let himself out of the apartment. He thought about loneliness and solitude as he rode the elevator down to the ground floor. What was the difference between loneliness and solitude?
 
   One was voluntary.
 
   Everybody has a past and not many of them were rosy. The important thing was to glance in the rearview mirror, but never to stare. Writers, Joe considered, were probably more likely to suffer from mental illness than those in other professions. Hours spent sitting alone in front of a screen, no human interaction, no life. He had read somewhere that writers spent their youths living life and their adult lives sitting in a chair writing about it. He guessed there was some truth in that analogy. Only the very lucky and the very talented were able to spend time away from the desk.
 
   Joe was one of them.   
 
   He stopped in a bar and threw three Tiger Sweats down his throat. He threw some cash on the bar to settle it and walked across beach road. He took a motorcycle taxi along the second road and then at the mouth of the road, he saw the police motorcycle. He saw the pick-up truck that masqueraded as an ambulance. His first thoughts were for Kelly. 
 
   He dismounted the bike and ran over to the truck; he caught a glimpse of the face of the dead body in the back of the pick-up truck. She had been horribly mutilated, dismembered, but the face was clear, the head separate to the body, it was not a face that he had seen before. Not a body that he had seen before, but that didn’t make it all right. She was number three.  
 
   She wasn’t Kelly. 
 
   The double event. 
 
   The third and fourth victim.
 
   The same night. 
 
   He looked at the map. He would skip across the road. The Detective flagged down another motorcycle and asked the rider to cruise the seventh road. 
 
   The Blue Rose
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-THREE
 
    
 
   THE KILLER moved through the inter-connecting road with his head down. He passed a group of Russian tourists, semi-naked, drinking from bottles of beer and singing in their drunken tongues. He passed groups of Indians and Chinese tourists, local women worked the streets. Past sickly looking palm trees and over-spilling garbage cans, past the debris of human waste, the smell of raw human sewage wafting from the open drains beneath the sidewalk. It was now dark above him, the moon hidden behind a clump of clouds. Cats, rats, and stray dogs cast long shadows as they patrolled the streets. At his bolthole, he walked through the apartment entrance. Upstairs, he showered, changed into a different set of clothes, washed the knife and within twelve minutes, was back out on the street a new man. The fourth target was a long-legged, tall woman who he had bar-fined the year before, he saw her sitting on a motorbike smoking a cigarette, a foreigner was standing near her trying to negotiate a deal of some kind. She was angry and swore at the man, an Indian, who backed away into the night. He remembered that her name was Joy, she liked chocolate, and had once dreamed of working as an air hostess.
 
   The Killer walked over.
 
   “Why are you so sad?”
 
   “Not sad, only angry,” she said looking at him with a faint whisper of recognition in her eye. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he wants me to go back and sleep with him and his ten friends. Why Indian man like to do like that?”
 
   “Some people are sick in the brain,” the Killer said.
 
   “Not like you?” Joy said.
 
   “Not like me, come, let me show you.”
 
   “Show me what?”
 
   “Show you I am safe, I just want somebody to sleep near me.”
 
   “No sex?”
 
   “No, I get lonely, and I have money.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “I will pay you five hundred dollars, to sleep next to me, and I won’t touch you.”
 
   Joy turned on the ignition and revved the motorbike. Her frown had turned into a smile with the promise of an easy gig. She thought fast. In her line of work, she had to. “Let’s go,” she said.
 
   “No,” the killer put up a hand. “I would prefer to walk, the traffic scares me, and it’s not far.”
 
   “How far,” she killed the engine.
 
   “Come, follow me,” he said.
 
   Joy was wearing the shortest pair of shorts he had ever seen. The killer watched those never-ending legs unwrap themselves from around the motorbike and she stood before him, she was, he thought, devilishly beautiful. Her skin was light coffee-colour and her hair was cut short and held back with a band. Her nose was pierced with a tiny stud. The shape of her breasts were clearly defined underneath the tight T-shirt that bore the logo – Fun City.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   THE KILLER took her in the alley that led from the tenth to the eighth road. Above them, the flashing lights from a short-time hotel, the sound of rock music from a bar on the Beach Road. 
 
   “Stop here, for a moment,” he said.
 
   “Why?” she said nervously fumbling in her handbag.
 
   “Because it is time.”
 
   “Time for what?”
 
   The knife responded to the question with a series of commas, question marks, exclamations and semi-colons. Her body slumped against the wall as he tore and slashed at her with his blade. 
 
   Tore out the liver, the satchel swallowed it, still quivering. 
 
   Who ever said the pen was mightier?
 
   He was finished, she was a mess on the concrete, the pool of blood, black under the night sky. He didn’t look back, kept moving until he was away and into a crowd of Japanese tourists, drunk and singing in the street, he moved past, and walked with haste back to his bolt hole.
 
   The fourth, the bloody fourth.
 
   He took the book from the shelf and took out the map.
 
   Marked it accordingly.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   JOE FIGURED the alley between the eight and tenth road, he was right about the place but wrong about the time. A woman, collapsed on the concrete. Her legs were long. He bent down, took out his mobile, and switched it to the torch mode. 
 
   What he saw would make an ambulance driver puke. Joe did likewise. He retched onto the street, the vomit merging with the blood.
 
   Lights,
 
   Cops,
 
   A voice shouted, footsteps…He ran.
 
   He ran through the alley and headed back to his hotel, the image etched in his mind.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SIX
 
    
 
   GRAFFITI SPRAYED outside the short-time hotel:
 
    
 
   The afflicted must not be the ones blamed.
 
    
 
   Who were the afflicted? The women of the night or those that used and abused them. Taylor had read  about a similar piece of graffiti, during the Whitechapel affair. The graffiti had been removed in an attempt not to cause a scene of unrest.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   JOE DYLAN opened the door to his apartment. The paint hung from the walls in flakes as a reminder of the city’s humidity. The bed had sunken from past traffic and the television worked only when it felt like something was worth being broadcast to its lonely occupant. His belongings, such as they were, were all contained in the walk-in closet. His Sony netbook sat on top of a rosewood writing desk where he wrote some notes and then, exhausted, collapsed on the bed, the pillow an old friend beneath his shattered mind. Withdrawal spurred him to activity after an hour and twenty minutes of near sleep. He cooked up a shot and hit it in a new vein, an ankle shot that had eluded him for weeks. The room took a sudden purple glow, like a Near Eastern whorehouse. The visions were surrealistic at first, like a Van Gogh painting before taking solid shape and form, he wasn’t sure if it were a dream within a dream, or the dream itself that fell before him.  
 
   He saw Tammy, in front of him; she sat on the bed and touched his arm. Her breath was as cold as ice. An ice pick lobotomy. She spoke. “Kelly will be last. You do know that Kelly will be last?”
 
   He let the vision slide. She wasn’t the first ghost that had visited him, she wouldn’t be the last. A transsexual appeared from the closet, opening the door, twirling once, and then sitting on the bed next to Tammy. “She’s right, you know. The beast has a plan. It is not his plan. It is hers. She told him to do it. She’s a real bitch.” Lucky sat on the bed sucking on a lollipop. She offered the lollipop to Tammy, who licked it and smiled at The Detective.
 
   The Detective looked up to the ceiling. Kim danced up on the ceiling and looked down at him through her legs. “What we worth?”
 
   “Nothing,” said Tammy.
 
   “Fucking nothing,” said Lucky.
 
   “He wants us for what?” said Kim.
 
   “We were already dying.”
 
   “All of us.”
 
   “I have to give it up,” said Joe.
 
   “Give up what?” said Tammy.
 
   “The junk, god darn it. This is not real.”
 
   “Oh, it’s real alright,” said Lucky, moving closer. “You want a B.J.”
 
   “She sucks real good, watch…”
 
   Lucky went to work on the lollipop again. Tammy joined her. “It’s what you guys like, huh?”
 
   The Detective closed his eyes. “This is a dream, a fucking dream.”
 
   “It’s a fucking nightmare,” said Kim reading his mind. “You think I made merit in my lifetime. You think I’m going anywhere special. Bullshit. I’m stuck here. In this room, with you, until…”
 
   “Until what?”
 
   “Until you stop the monster...”
 
   Kim hovered down from the ceiling and begun to dance in front of him. Her translucent body, moving to a silent song, as she smiled and teased him with her eyes. Across her stomach, a scar thirty centimetres in length. The stiches were fresh. One by one, the stiches fell to the ground where they withered around like small blind snakes. The abdominal wall opened and she pulled out her intestines, wind-milling them in front of her as part of her erotic performance. 
 
   Joe leaned over and puked in the waste paper basket.
 
   A new long-legged figure walked through the far wall and began to dance, bending over with her rear facing him, she bent down and looked at Joe through the gap between her legs. “My name’s Joy,” she said silently, the Detective hearing it on a psychic level. “You want long time?”
 
   He didn’t.
 
   “We will haunt you every night, lover boy,” said Tammy.
 
   “Until you stop him.”
 
   “But who is he?”
 
   “Think about it…”
 
   “…Think about it real good.”
 
   “The answer will come…”
 
   “The answer will come to those who…”
 
   “…Just think about it.”
 
   “Ah, fuck,” The Detective threw the blankets over himself. The laughter and gossip of the dead women, still audible as he shook and sweated, his body temperature dropped to freezing and then rose to boiling. His heart hammered inside his chest, fear, if such a thing was possible, coursed through his body as the ghosts of the murdered women chattered and laughed around him. He was livid with the adrenalin pumping through his veins; he remembered the picture of Christ in his bedroom, the table tapping and the summoning of ghosts that haunted his past. His mother, being taken away. They were real now before him, shaking, living, breathing foul rotten breath into his hovel of a hotel room. 
 
   His heart thundered in his chest, drenched with sweat, he recalled he had a secret stash of the H in a packet under the mattress. Like all good addicts, he hid stashes when he was drunk in the hope that he would forget where he had hid them until moments, well, moments, like this. The luck of the gods. He grabbed at the stash, took his works from the bedside cabinet and began to cook. The process took away the fear of the visions surrounding him, he focussed on the bubbling chemicals, in the spoon, he drew it into the syringe and tapped the end of the plunger. A small droplet of the solution fell onto the bed.  
 
   “Oho, you like play drug, huh?” Tammy said.
 
   “Crazy man,” said Kim.
 
   “Shut the fuck up.” The Detective tied up using a belt, and found a point of entry where the forearm met the bicep. He sent it home.
 
   Eyes closed, the shot silenced a million thoughts, each battling each other with equally significant points, the shot silenced them all like a sudden handclap in a rowdy classroom.
 
   Until… 
 
   “Maybe he like share needle,” said Lucky.
 
   “Maybe he got the HIV,” added Tammy.
 
   “Dirty little junky,” chimed Joy.
 
   And then, shit, it had to happen.
 
   Vern walked through the door and sat on the floor. “It’s a mug’s game son, a mug’s game. The bottle is better than the brown sugar. I’ve done both, see?”
 
   “Bullshit,” said the Detective. “Look at you. Look at ALL OF YOU!”
 
   “Keep a cool heart, darling,” said Lucky stroking his thigh. “We are all in this together.”
 
   “The fuck we are,” Joe fell back onto the bed, his eyes closing now.
 
   Lucky, offended, threw her lollipop across the room. It hit Joe on the chest. The other ghosts grouped around and consoled her by stroking her hair and making calming, cooing sounds. A cavern of victims, each with a more torturous past than the next, consoled each other in group therapy.  
 
    
 
   Who said what for the next five hours, The Detective couldn’t be sure. The ghosts hovered around the room, as he took shot after shot. He thrashed around on the bed, hiding beneath the bed covers, sweat drenching from his body. When he arose from the sheets, he saw them. The dead whores, mocking him, laughing, dancing, and swearing. The morning took forever to arrive. The sound of birdsong outside his window erased the ghosts; the glimmer of dawn through the curtains drove them away.  
 
   One thing was certain.
 
   He had to kick the junk.
 
    
 
                    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   HIS FEET led him to Taylor’s office.
 
   “The girls that work the bars in this town are better at it than me, you know. The first two questions they ask you. What your name? Where you come from? These are the two most important questions in your line of work, in their line of work, and in mine,” Taylor said.
 
   “I daresay in plenty of others.”
 
   “Once we can identify the place of a person’s birth, we can attach all kinds of labels and associations to him. The bible says love thy enemy.”
 
   “I say we should know our enemies, but more importantly, we should know how to hurt them. The more I know people, the less I love them,” The Detective said.
 
   “It’s a sickness,” the psychiatrist said.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Love.”
 
   Joe leaned forward on the desk. “Look, I had a mother in the nut house when I grew up. I used to wander the corridors and halls of an insane asylum as a kid. I feel at ease around the mentally ill. This town suits me. My father said I’d join my mother in the loony bin and I still have time to make it. Last night, I shared a room with ghosts. Ghosts.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear about your mother. Have you ever spoken to anybody about it?” The shrink’s eyes gazed directly into the detective’s eyes. He reminded Joe of the wolf in Little Red Riding Hood. Those in positions of care were often those who abused that position. There were more dangerous nurses and social workers than there were dangerous plumbers, electricians, and florists. “Spoken to anyone other than ghosts?”  
 
   “I spoke to the bottle for ten years and then got on the program. Spoke in the rooms. The rooms spooked me and I went back to the bottle, and then, the needle,” The Detective said.
 
   “You are using heroin?”
 
   “It’s using me.”
 
   “You want to kick it?”
 
   “Not right now. The case...” Joe trailed off.
 
   “You think the drug helps you solve crimes?”
 
   “I see things on it that I don’t see clean.”
 
   “And these things, these things you see, are they pleasant?”
 
   “No. But neither are dead bodies.”
 
   “I see. When you are ready. Ready to stop, would you come back and see me?’”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Fear.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Do you mind if I fix here?”
 
   “Be my guest.”
 
   Taylor looked the other way as the Detective rolled up his sleeve and found a blue express-line heading along the forearm. The shrink worked out of his condo on the fourteenth floor of the TS building. The view was dazzling. Why Jim had told him the shop-house story, was anyone’s guess. It mattered not. He took out his works and cooked right there on the desk. The solution filled the syringe and he hit the line without tying up. 
 
   His face relaxed as the plunger fell. 
 
   He remembered as a kid he had befriended a child in second grade. The child had given him a blue veined marble as a leaving gift. He had gone to as many as ten different schools as a kid. His mother was always running away or running to a lover. The child had asked him to take the largest blue veined marble as a reminder that he had once been his friend. It was the kindest, most generous gesture by another human being that the Detective had ever experienced.
 
   The image stuck.
 
   The sudden wave of heroin passed and the Detective now sat with the dull steady concentration of a banker considering a mortician’s loan. His thoughts were clear, unclouded by the anxiety of withdrawal. Present in the moment, he asked Taylor:  “Tell me, sir. In your professional opinion, what kind of a man would go around killing hookers in a ritualistic fashion?”
 
   “What kind of man would post a card to his mother every mother’s day and wear pyjamas in bed? What kind of man hates it when the toothpaste tube is squeezed from the middle and when the cap is left off? What kind of man prefers squeezed orange juice to concentrate?”
 
   “Organized?”
 
   “Yes, and careful. This is a busy town. Two victims were out in the open. Not the work of a drunken man or a mentally ill man. An obsessive compulsive personality type maybe. I have seen the photographs that you sent. This is the work of a man that knows absolutely what he is doing and the consequences of his actions. The work has a familiar ring to it.”
 
   “Whitechapel 1888.”
 
   “Precisely. I would guess that he is English. However, most foreigners in Fun City are.”
 
   “Have you seen anyone in your practice that fits the profile?” Joe asked.
 
   “That, as you well know, I am not at liberty to say.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “What I will say, is that psychology can be studied both as a science and an art. It is regrettable that many seem to see it as only a science, as if it has the answers to all peculiar modes of human behaviour.”
 
   “Explain,” Joe said.
 
   “Take an alcoholic and put him in a bar with five hundred dollars on his person, and science tells us that he will buy a drink. Now if that same alcoholic had undergone treatment, maybe the twelve steps, maybe group counselling to find the route of his addictions, he will refrain from drinking, and that is an art. Mr. Dylan, if you won’t consider letting me help you with your, erm, recent weakness, at least go to a group meeting. They hold them here, you know.”
 
   “I’ll chew it over.”
 
   “Do more than that. Swallow it before it swallows you. You will not catch the killer in your current condition. Now if you will excuse me, Mr. Dylan, I am terribly sorry. But I do have clients waiting to see me.”
 
   “Sure,” The Detective said and made it to the door. Turned. “One more thing. There is a boy locked up in connection with the first murder.”
 
   “Sebastian Bell?”
 
   “Yes, I know his mother.”
 
   “Everybody knows his mother,” Taylor smiled. “She is one of my more interesting clients.”
 
   “I need to spring him out of the can. He can’t make it inside there.”
 
   “There’s an officer by the name of Kult. We play golf sometimes. If I speak with him, will you leave my office, now?”
 
   “Sure,” Joe stood and shook his hand. It was as cold as a dead lizard with just as much life. 
 
   “Mr Dylan. One more thing. The police force here is totally corrupt. It encourages and provokes crime. Twenty years back, there was a chief, called himself Bank. He took five thousand dollars from the government for every criminal convicted. Criminals who he had himself employed. A lot of innocent men found themselves guilty. Bank became the most hated man in Fun City, until a mob attacked him outside the city courts. They tore him apart, limb by limb. Kult, well, he is the new wave. Corrupt, for sure, but not unintelligent. He has an armoured vehicle with body guards that take him to court.”
 
   “Thanks. I appreciate your time, doctor. And if you could call Kult, I’d appreciate it even more.” He made it to the door and walked down the stairs and back onto the street. Outside, two brown rat snakes were attached to each other, twisting, fucking in the street next to an overflowing garbage can. A group of teenagers pointed and giggled. The Detective walked towards the waterline. He knew a bar that over-looked the sea. It was happy hour in Fun City.
 
   Every hour was happy.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-NINE
 
    
 
   FUN CITY EXPRESS
 
    
 
   December 9th.
 
    
 
   HUMAN BODY PART FOUND BY STREET DOG  

Human body parts found in two bags in a refuse container on the dark side district, are believed to be those of a male foreigner who was once a member of the London police force. Vern Small, sixty-four, is believed to have been living homelessly on the Beach Road for the last three years, and has no close relatives.

The investigative officer at the eighth road police station said it was reported on Thursday night, that a dog was seen by a passer-by on the roadside holding what appeared to be part of a human body in its mouth. Police investigated and found two bags containing human body parts.

The first black bag they examined had three layers. Inside, police found two legs clothed with dirty shorts. The limbs had been severed at the knee with a neat cut, likely to have been made with a bow-saw. There was also a left hand and part of a shoulder in the bag.

The second bag was a fertiliser sack, with six layers. It contained the victim's torso, clothed in a Hawaiian short-sleeved shirt. The body was identified by several witnesses who recognized tattoos.

Based on a preliminary examination, police believe that the dead man was foreigner, Vern Small, given his general unkempt appearance and the reports from the investigation led by Detective Kult.

Kult suspects the man was murdered in a different location and then dumped. He had been dead for at least 10 hours when his dismembered body was discovered. This death is not considered by the police department to be connected to the recent killings of two prostitutes in Fun City.  
 
    
 
   DEATH IN FUN CITY – SERIAL KILLER’S THIRD VICTIM FOUND IN SHORT-TIME HOTEL
 
    
 
   The body of a female, a twenty-one year old casual worker, was discovered by cleaners inside a short rental hotel room on the seventh road. The woman, who has yet to be named, had been attacked from behind with a large sharp object, possibly a butcher’s knife. This is being treated by the police department as the third in a string of killings of sex workers in the streets around Beach Road.
 
    
 
   POSTBAG
 
    
 
   Dear Sirs,
 
    
 
   Having watched with interest the recent splurge of killings around the Beach Road district, and having read the reports in the newspapers yesterday, I walked past the scene. I could not help but notice the recent graffiti sprayed outside the hotel where the most recent murder took place.  
 
    
 
   The afflicted must not be the ones blamed.
 
    
 
   It would seem to suggest that the killer is either trying to protect his condition, or more like throw a red herring to the police, if this message was indeed written in his own hand. In calmly reviewing the whole chain of facts connected with these bloodthirsty atrocities, we can be sure of one thing: The killer will strike again. By the afflicted, we can surmise many conspiracies. Who are the afflicted? Is it the minority expatriate community of Fun City? Or perhaps it is those suffering from a mental condition or perhaps a physical disability. Once we realize whom the afflicted are, perhaps we come a step closer to understanding who is carrying out these terrible murders in an otherwise fun City.
 
   Yours,
 
   A worried native.
 
    
 
   Dear Sirs,
 
    
 
   You won’t catch me now. The first and second I took a little souvenir. The third I ate her liver, just for jolly.
 
   Catch me if you can.
 
   Well, wouldn’t you?
 
   From Hell.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY
 
    
 
   FROM THE Occult Killings of Jack the Ripper, (Dandelion Press, 1984) pages 16-19.
 
    
 
   The first victim, Mary Ann Nichols, was a forty-five year old prostitute, who was also known to her friends as Polly. Her marriage to a printer’s machinist failed in 1880, and due to her habits, lost custody of her two children. Drunk and staggering that fateful night, she had not the money for a room and took to the streets where she was approached by a man in the early morning of Friday 31st August 1988 at Woods Dwellings, not far from Whitechapel Road. Polly was mutilated in under a minute. Her throat was cut twice and her legs drawn up to the body. In addition, there were several abdominal mutilations. The cuts were caused by a long blade. 
 
    
 
   The second victim, Annie Sivvey, forty-five, was discovered terribly mutilated on Hanbury Street 8th September 1888. The second woman was also a prostitute who had not enough pennies for a bed for the night. The head had been torn from the body. Her uterus, upper portion of her vagina and most of the bladder, had been removed using a blade of at least six inches in length. 
 
    
 
   The third victim, Elizabeth Stride, also known as Long Liz, Swedish by birth, was discovered in Berner Street 30th September 1888. The throat was deeply gashed and a silk handkerchief was found in the deceased’s hand.
 
    
 
   The fourth victim, Catherine Conway, forty-six years old, was born in Wolverhampton in 1842. Her occupation was listed as a hawker of matchboxes. On the 30th September (the same date as the third victim) Conway was discovered on Mitre Square. The body was found on its back. Her throat cut twice and her face terribly mutilated. Her intestines were found placed over her right shoulder, presumably by the killer. Body parts, including the left kidney and the womb, were taken from the scene. There was no sign of a struggle.
 
    
 
   The fifth victim was by far the worse in terms of mutilations. Mary Kelly was butchered in her dwelling, a small room on Spittlefields, therefore, the killer had much more time to carry out the horrific ordeal. The face was terribly mutilated. The breasts torn from the body. Her heart removed and burned in the small room’s open fire. Body parts were removed from the scene. She had been completely gutted. Witnesses from the scene stated that it was not the work of a man. It was the work of ‘a devil.’     
 
    
 
   When the locations are placed on a map and joined with a simple pencil line, the occult symbol of the devil is observed. It has been agreed by several scholars that the Whitechapel murders of 1888 were the work of an educated person who had studied the occult and believed that the slaying of fallen women in specific locations could invoke a spell to achieve a longevity serum. One suspect in the Jack the Ripper inquiry, was in fact, an occultist who had travelled to India and West Africa and had written extensively in magazines and journals about the findings he had discovered in the art of black magic.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-ONE
 
    
 
   TAYLOR CAREFULLY spent time writing and researching Jack the Ripper. His food was brought to him by telephone delivery service. The fear of going outside grew more intense the longer he stayed in the room. It grew and grew until it was a physical weight pressing on his door. The last time he had made it around the block, he returned in a heightened state of panic, his heart beating, mind racing, hands clammy. His entire body tense with anxiety. 
 
   The knock at the door was a surprise.
 
   Joe stood there. “Well, are you letting me in or not?”
 
   “Please…” Taylor stood there with his arms out and palms open.
 
   “Well, what is this story about you not wanting to go outside?” Joe quizzed him taking in the neat and tidy apartment. There was little sign of life apart from a couple of watercolours and a cheese-plant that was withering beneath the wall-mounted lighting.
 
   Taylor told him about it. Taylor had first experienced the panic after the accident; the doctors had diagnosed post-traumatic stress disorder and had subscribed a course of tranquilizers, followed by SSRIs and then cognitive behaviour therapy. 
 
   He was a shrink. 
 
   Wasn’t that a laugh?  
 
   Not a very funny one. 
 
    “I have much more research to do,” Taylor said.
 
   “Well, first, you’re coming on a little trip with me.”
 
   “Well, I couldn’t. Not this time. Maybe tomorrow…”
 
   Joe took the man by the hand and led him out into the corridor. They rode the lift down and walked through the lobby and out onto the street. “If you are writing about these attacks, you need to see where they happened,” Joe flagged down a taxi and the pair of them got into the back seat.
 
   Taylor’s hands massaged his head as the car pulled away. He felt the bones creak in his neck as he turned to look out of the side window. The city flashed by like a vivid nightmare.
 
   Joe took the journalist shrink to each of the sites, Slim Jim’s, The Beach, the short time hotel room and the alley. Taylor was silent as Joe pointed out the sites and explained the circumstances of each event.
 
   “You know these places, right?”
 
   “Well, maybe?”
 
   “Look, if you had to kill, where would you do it?”
 
   “I didn’t do it.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Then why are you so interested in the case?” Joe said.
 
   “I lost my wife, my son, I’ve made mistakes.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Tell me about it.” 
 
   “The killer is following the path of Jack the Ripper. 
 
   “Shit, you think I don’t know that?”
 
   “Well, perhaps I know more than you do…”
 
   “When I was a younger man, I was always bothered about people knowing more than I knew. Now, I couldn’t give a rat’s ass who knows what.”
 
   “So what’s your point?”
 
   “Where were you the night the killings took place?”
 
   “In my apartment. I never go out. I told you already,” Taylor smiled.
 
   “I like you for the job, you have an interest.”
 
   “So do you.”
 
   “True, but I have a client.”
 
   “As do I.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Who? The Fun City Express. I get paid by the word,” he smiled.
 
   “Well, I guess that gets you off the hook?”
 
   “There is no hook.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No. The killer is not me, Joe. I don’t have what it takes.”
 
   “I believe you, for now. I had to ask the questions.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “That’s good. I’m not sure I do.”
 
   The taxi shot through two lanes of traffic, neon lights glittered across the street. They reached Taylor’s apartment. The car screeched to a stop. Joe opened the passenger door. “This is where we say goodbye.”
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   “There, you’re home. Don’t you feel better now?”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “Of course you do. Stay in touch.”
 
   “Thanks…”
 
   “Think nothing of it…” The Detective watched Taylor on the sidewalk stumble and disappear into the Fun City night. He told the driver to take it to the seventh road.        
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-TWO
 
    
 
   THE BLUE ROSE.
 
   The Detective found her drinking with a Russian client in the bar. He took a table in a bar called The Pelican on the street opposite, and ordered a beer, watching Kelly through the dirty window. Her hands brushed through her hair and twice she playfully pinched the Russian’s nose. She smiled and held his hand in hers, pretending to read his palm. She stood up from the chair and danced to Nancy Sinatra. 
 
   These boots were made…
 
   Joe looking through the window thought for a moment that he was Scrooge - The Ghost of Bargirl Past. She lifted up two fingers, negotiating a price, Joe thought. 
 
   That’s just…
 
   She had her routine nailed down to the finest detail. How many had come before, too many, far too many to count.
 
   On two fingers.
 
   What they’ll do…
 
   The Russian meant business. He was a huge hunk of white muscle, probably spent his free time lifting weights, injecting steroids, and eating jars of baby food. He paid the bar and they both stood. Kelly looked like a dwarf next to him. He would destroy her, or she would destroy him. 
 
   The Detective couldn’t decide who would be victorious.
 
   Maybe neither.
 
   Maybe both. 
 
   The Detective trailed them to a mid-range hotel called The Mermaid. He waited across the road in an all-night bar that sold beer and noodles. He ate the noodles and sucked on the beer. At 4.32, she appeared in the doorway of the hotel. He followed her to her room on the eighth road.
 
   Lived another night. 
 
   Back in the apartment, The Detective, slightly junk sick, took the last remaining shot. He fell into a restless dream. He was with a girl named Helena at a party in his hometown, back west, she fell asleep in his arms, he remembered a great feeling of loss. A life he could never go back to. A large Victorian red brick house and an open fire. Her hair was a mousey blonde, and her eyes suggested an escape, a way out of the race. A sanctuary from the monsters that had populated his life since the insane asylum, the self-medication, and the pain of displacement. How he longed to travel back through the avenues of misadventure and the perilous crossroads of his past to that moment in that red brick house. The fire, a cat asleep on the sofa, Helena’s head resting in his lap. There was no turning back. Fun City had him trapped like a rat in a trap. Once you crossed over, you never came back, your innocence and belief burned by the neon lights and the catalogs of mistruths, brushes with lady death in cheap hotels and run down bars.
 
   That picture of Christ looked down on him. 
 
   If you did return to the West, Joe figured, it was only as a shadow of your former self. The body going through the motions, yet the soul, the heart, trapped in that jungle.
 
   The jungle that was known as Fun City.    
 
   He awoke junk sick and made it to the hospital. A taxi. An emergency ward. The doctor saw him for what he was: a drug seeker, but also saw he was in bad shape, and the cash sealed the deal. A nurse administered a heroic dose of morphine and then Joe felt a little better. His stomach began to rumble, reminding him of the days spent without solid nourishment. The doctor wrote a prescription for codeine and Joe figured he could bring himself down gently using the tablets. He ate steak and eggs on the Seventh Road and found the AA meeting.
 
   He sat in the circle and listened to the stories. Pete, heartbroken and hung-over, had thrown himself from a fourth floor balcony and had landed on the roof of a Honda Jazz. Seeing this as an act of God, he decided to quit the juice and hit the meetings. Another was a biker named Ivan, from some obscure Norwegian motorcycle gang. He had seen more shit than a compost salesman, and was sixteen days clean after spending thirty years drinking around the clock. 
 
   All eyes turned to Joe’s, and he gave It to them:
 
   “Hello, my name is Joe, and I’m an alcoholic, drug addict, compulsive personality type. I’m also a private asshole.”
 
   Laughter filled the room. The laughter was kind, like the way grandparents laughed at their grandchild stumbling, attempting to walk on two feet for the first time.
 
   “Hi, Joe.”
 
   “Last night my room was filled with ghosts.”
 
   “Well, we’ve all been there,” a Canadian Christian called Colin smiled. “Haven’t we?”
 
   All in the room agreed that they had spent the night with ghosts, and whether these phantoms were real or imagined, was a moot point. Each soul in that room had been tortured; haunted by the terrible memory of the hurt and pain that they had caused to those that they loved most. They had all spent nights with ghosts. Everybody had.  
 
   “These were the ghosts of the women that were killed in this city. They spoke to me,” Joe said.
 
   “What did they say?”
 
   “Well, one, the transsexual offered me a sexual favor. The rest just kind of mocked me for my inability to find their killer. Another did a striptease, swinging her intestines like a windmill as the final act. It was as real as this table and this chair I am sitting on.”
 
   “It takes time to recover, Joe. You are still in the transitional stage. These hallucinations will calm down and then disappear entirely the longer you stay clean.”
 
   The Detective nodded, stood, held hands with the group, and said the serenity prayer. He agreed to change the things he could and accept the things he couldn’t, and confirmed that he did indeed seem to have the ability to know the difference.
 
   Not for the first time had he made such a promise.
 
   This time he meant it.
 
   Maybe.
 
                 
 
    
 
                  
 
   FORTY-THREE
 
    
 
   STORM CLOUDS threatened to break open and shower down on the house above the house on the hill. The Detective walked up to the door, stealing a glance at the plastic flamingos. He knocked on the door. It opened immediately as if someone was waiting on the other side for a visitor. She was dressed in a white sarong and purple bohemian blouse, neither garment sufficient to hide the shape of her long slender legs and generous bosom beneath. He noticed for the first time that her neck was extraordinary long and slender like the bird that gave her the moniker.
 
   “Enter,” she said and turned on her flat heels. Her shoes were the type ballerinas wore in the 1920’s in Paris, between the wars. A time when being an artist was something to be, rather than something to study and pretend to be, while sucking on the trust fund.
 
   While The Detective followed The Flamingo through the hallway and into the living area, he admired for the second time, the surrealist painting hung on the wall. He figured it would fetch at least five thousand dollars on the open market. “Were you at the show?” he asked, pointing to the painting, a wondrous arrangement of neon lights recreated Fun City, perfectly capturing the intensity and density.  
 
   “I had a boy bid by proxy,” she said as she sat down at the dining table and began to slice a fresh pineapple into chunks.
 
   “Do you have many boys?”
 
   “Not nearly enough, dear,” she said while spearing a chunk of pineapple on the tip of a kitchen knife and putting it in her mouth. “Would you like some?”
 
   “Boys?”
 
   “No, pineapple.”
 
   “Thanks.” Joe walked over and took a wooden cocktail stick from a dispenser on the dining table, picked at two chunks of pineapple, popped them into his mouth and chewed. His stomach accepted the sweet acidic taste. His stomach begged for more. He sat opposite her with the table between them, nervously chewing the fruit.
 
   “Please, help yourself. You look absolutely famished, you poor thing.”  
 
   “Tell me about Mr. Flamingo?”
 
   “Why?” A sudden icy wall grew around her.
 
   “I think it might explain why your boy is mixed up. It may help to spring him.”
 
   “I don’t see how,” she said defensively.
 
   “Look, in this country a man can be locked up for two years awaiting trial. Trial is not a place where guilt is established and justice served. It is a place where a sentence is handed out. Any background information that I have, will make the process easier for me to grease the wheels, you have to be open with me. I need the facts, Miss Bell.”
 
   “I still don’t see…”
 
   “I know that it is difficult.”
 
   “Well, my ex-husband was big in the city of London, the CEO of an insurance giant. A brokerage firm that I convinced him to sell when the right buyer came along. He was a man driven by anxiety; his work was the thing that kept him moving.  When we retired here, he became somewhat distant. I want to say lost…but that is too strong a word.”
 
   “Distracted?”
 
   “Yes, that is the word, distracted. You are good with words. Do you read?”
 
   “It has been known.”
 
   “I like a man who reads.”
 
   “Did your husband…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Read?”
 
   “Well, he did before…”
 
   “…He died?”
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “I didn’t know he read. Tell me about how, if it isn’t too painful, your husband’s death affected the child.” 
 
   “Yes, well, Seb was twelve, the worst age for a child to lose his father, don’t you think?”
 
                 “No age is a good age to lose a father, but I guess adolescence is a tough age, Miss Bell.”
 
                 “Yes,” she said standing and moving toward the painting.
 
   “Now. My next question is a difficult one. And hit me if it hurts.”
 
   “Go on,” she said. “I feel like we are friends. Distant friends, like we knew each other a long time ago. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes. That is why I must choose my words carefully, Miss Bell. I don’t know how else I can put it apart from putting it simply. Was Mr. Bell your son’s real father?” Joe speared the penultimate piece of pineapple and passed it to The White Flamingo who opened her mouth and chewed. Her eyes slowly grappled with the implications of the question. She stood up, he said, “His biological father?”
 
   The White Flamingo shot him a glance, “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “Was your ex-husband Sebastian’s real father?”
 
   “His name is on the birth certificate.”
 
   “You and I both know that the name on the birth cert doesn’t mean anything, Miss Bell.” Joe helped himself to the last hunk of pineapple. “A woman can write any name she pleases on the cert in this town. The rumor in town is that your son is also the son of a Fun City immigrant. This, if true, shines a whole new complexion on the deal. And this is the kind of information that will help free him. I don’t wish to be crude, but you are hiring me and I need all the cards on the table.”
 
   “He doesn’t know. You mustn’t tell him,” her hands rose to her eyes, tears began to well.
 
   “Are you sure about that. The part about him not knowing. My guess is that he found out already and that explains his recent behavior. He is probably too mixed up to talk to you about it. I guess I would be if I were in his shoes. Explains a lot if he had found out.  I don’t want to impose, but the angle I see is that your boy is mixed up and such a revelation could cause it.”
 
   “This is my fault. I have been such a failure,” she sat on the sofa, sobbing.
 
   “Anyone that has lived a few years has.”
 
   “But this, I mean, if his father had even bothered to notice,” she stood and paced the room, thinking for a way to release her guilt. Was there somebody else to blame?
 
   “You think that maybe Mr. Bell knew?”
 
   “Look,” she stood up and walked to a cabinet, picked up a framed photograph and showed it to The Detective. “The weather was simply glorious that day. We chartered a boat out to catch big game fish, ‘Big Guys’, Mr. Bell used to call them. Can you see the resemblance?”
 
   Joe looked at father and son in the picture. If there was a resemblance, he couldn’t see it.
 
   Neither could she.
 
   “He never spoke about it, and I obviously never brought it up.”
 
   “And the father?” 
 
   “Haven’t seen him in years?”
 
   “Do you have a name?”
 
   “I never told him about Sebastian and he never asked.”
 
   “A name?”
 
   “Not now, give me some time to think.”
 
   “I see,” The Detective stood. “I’m sorry to bring this up. I will leave and hopefully return with better news.”
 
   “Hurry,” she said. “I worry about him. He is still my flesh and blood.”
 
   “Sure,” Joe said and headed for the door. 
 
   “Stay for the night, please.”
 
   “What, here?” Joe looked around the mansion, his arms open. 
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Please.”
 
   Joe considered his apartment room, downtown, the ghosts, and the picture of Christ. The answer was simple: 
 
   “Yes.”      
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   They hang the fellow that steals the goose
 
   From the common
 
   But let the larger villain loose who steals
 
   The common from the goose.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   CHIEF KULT looked at The Detective across the desk the way a lizard watches an insect perched on a thin bamboo shoot. The insect wasn’t worth the effort of flexing out his tensile tongue and snatching it, yet it was worth observing with curiosity. Joe was a difficult problem, yet he was simply a vague presence, an alien pestilence, not to be trusted. Such people rarely lasted in the city.  
 
   “Let the kid go,” the insect said.
 
   “It is difficult, Mr. Dylan.” Kult fussed at the sleeve of his shirt, removing an invisible piece of dust from the cuff. He opened a rosewood box on the desk and took out a cigar, lit it, without offering one to the Detective.
 
   “Loss of face?”
 
   “There are, perhaps, higher consequences that you are not aware of, Mr. Dylan.”
 
   “Daresay.”
 
   “This is not as simple as you may think. Say we lock up a little man on the street. The little man is working for a middleman; we climb further up the chain…”
 
   “And before you know it, you’re arresting yourself, or somebody in the country club, right?”
 
   “Your humor isn’t lost on me, Mr. Dylan. We have our man and until you have the evidence to convince us otherwise, we may have to keep him here until trial.”
 
   “There’s been three additional murders, all with exactly the same hallmarks. The killer even leaves a symbol.”
 
   “Yes. The long-legged duck, the goose... I daresay that even you can see the connection?”
 
   “All I see is a decoy that you have fallen for hook, line, and sinker. How can Bell be out there killing if he is in here locked up?”
 
   “He is working as part of a satanic sect. He was the first to kill and the others have followed,” Kult smiled devilishly. “We have our sources. The others are working for him.”
 
   “The others? How many others do you think there are?”
 
   “Many. Once the Bellboy starts ringing, we will reel them in. We can’t have him open up to us if he is back out on the street. Do you follow the logic?”
 
   “I can see it,” The Detective said. “I see it, but it smells bad. This is the work of one man. One man and it isn’t Bell. There will be one more killing and then it will stop,” Joe’s hands formed a steeple and then a dome above the desk.              
 
   “Explain, please, enlighten me.”
 
   The Detective told Kult the story of Jack the Ripper, while Kult sat and smoked his cigar, stopping occasionally to flick the grey cone of ash into a large mother of pearl ashtray that sat on his desk. Now and again, he raised an eyebrow impressed with the Detective’s knowledge of criminal history, even if it were history from across the other side of the world. A place the natives of Fun City liked to borrow ideas from, import concepts, gimmicks, and manufacture hybrids that they could call their own. Of course, the city had seen its own serial killer in the past, a Chinese immigrant who claimed the lives of several children and ate their livers. Adults used the story to make children behave themselves at nighttime; the city’s favorite bedtime story was the story of Si Oui, the child-killing maniac. The Ripper was tame in comparison. Prostitutes were not held as pillars of a society that was carefully structured to make those that had nothing feel like nothing, and those that had it all bulge with self-importance.   
 
   Joe finished with, “Looking at these maps, we can pinpoint the position of the final event.” He unfolded the map onto the desk and placed it next to an old map of London with the murders marked out in symmetrical patterns. Kult, offended that his workspace was being used so blatantly, rose from his chair and paced the office. Joe continued, “All we have to do is wait. Have two or three officers rent out a room opposite and when he arrives, we pounce.”
 
   “How can we spot him?”
 
   “He wears a disguise. A hat and wig, a medicine bag.”
 
   “He dresses like Jack the Ripper?”
 
   “Like the media image of Jack the Ripper. The real killer, back in the time of the original Whitechapel murders, would have dressed down.”
 
   “I’ll talk to my men,” Kult stubbed out his cigar to indicate that Joe’s allotted time allowance had run out. He waved a hand at the maps. “Take these with you.”
 
   “And if we capture him, you will release the boy?”
 
   “I cannot promise that, but it will greatly increase his chances of being released if the killer confesses to the murder of Tammy Yu.”
 
   The Detective stood, shook Kult’s hand across the desk, and then walked out of the station and onto the road. A sudden wind, and then a crack of thunder, yet the monsoon was months away.
 
   A motorbike screamed past him on the sidewalk, and then another, the passenger held out an arm that knocked the Detective to the floor. The two bikes screeched to a stop. The riders dismounted, wearing helmets, they approached Joe and began to kick. He  rolled into the fetal position and rode the blows. They were not the kind of blows designed to kill, more to hurt, and humiliate. The Boys in Brown were undercover. Subtlety wasn’t their strongest card.
 
   It was Kult’s way of saying mind your own.        
 
                   
 
                 
 
    
 
   FORTY-SIX
 
    
 
   THE WHITE Flamingo buzzed on the door to Taylor’s room.
 
   She waited outside. The door opened. The same eyes and that pronounced nose. She remembered the hotel, the dance, the drinks, and the morning.
 
   “He is your son.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Sebastian.”
 
   Taylor collapsed into the chair. He ached for a cigarette. A drink. Anything. “How do you know?”
 
   “A woman knows.”
 
   “Your husband?”
 
   “Took him on as his own. He never knew, or if he did, he didn’t say anything. It would have broken his heart to tell him.”
 
   “It would have broken your bank balance too.”
 
   “Bastard.” The Flamingo threw a glass across the room. It hit a wall, smashed. “I knew I shouldn’t have come here.”
 
   “So why did you?”
 
   “I need closure. All of us do at some point.”
 
   Taylor didn’t argue. He sat staring at the wall speechless. 
 
   “Well, aren’t you going to do something?” she said.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Get him out of there.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “Speak to him.”
 
   “As what?”
 
   “As a shrink.”
 
   “Not as a father?”
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   News of the World, London, 7 October, 1888
 
    
 
   …cool, cautious, confident, cunning, and daring, being previously familiar with the murder sites on which he had checked out the police beat times, and that the need to change police beat times is essential, as it is a friendly arrangement for burglars and assassins. Nobody noticed him, the reason being that the two neighborhoods are so thickly populated, especially about midnight on a Saturday, and every man and woman, being intent upon either their market purchases or the last drop at the closing public houses, as to be regardless of anything else. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   TAYLOR’S HAND shook as he twisted the door handle. He made it to the elevator and rode it down to the ground floor, he had to go out, he needed paper, ink, and he needed to keep working. He also needed to see life or whatever Fun City’s version of it was. The sun shot down on him like an angry insult. His mind did somersaults as he flagged down a taxi and got inside. He took it to the beach bar and drank five stiff ones. Then he walked into town, his legs led him into a go-go, open during the day. Before he knew it, he was negotiating the purchase of a wrap of cocaine from a Nigerian pimp who was sitting in one corner smoking a cigarette. He made it into the toilet cubicle, opened the lottery-ticket packet, cut up a line using a maxed credit card, and then mapped out two long fat ones on the toilet tank and hoovered them up the right and the left nostril. It burned the back of his nostril and formed a delicious chemical glob of snot that ran down the back of his throat, numbing the esophagus in its wake. 
 
   Anxiety, a thing of the past, as he moved back into the bar and ordered another shot of the dark stuff. He watched the women dance on the stage, careful not to catch their eyes; he focused in on a breast, a brown thigh, a calf, or a trimmed bush. He ached for a cigarette, bought some from an old woman behind the bar and lit up, blowing the smoke at the naked dancers. He paid the bill and walked back out into the Fun City circus. Found a stationary store and bought what he needed to carry on researching and writing. Printer ink and A4. With every step, he gathered new material; he was breaking out of his room, walking and talking with real people. Another bar, a woman came and sat next to him, her hand brushed his crotch, how long had it been since he had? Since he had what? Taken a fall, tipped over the edge, lost himself, how long had it been? 
 
   The answer was too long.
 
   So, he had a son?
 
   A grown up son sitting in jail for the murder of a prostitute.
 
   A boy needed a father, a guiding hand.
 
   Taylor needed a drink.
 
   A new bar, this one lively. He overheard a conversation. A football-shirted Brit and a German wearing a white vest.
 
   “Terrible thing these murders,” Football-shirt said sucking on a beer.
 
   “Yes, terrible, all za ladies are uber scared.”
 
   “Still, I think you can tell, when you see a killer, it’s in their eyes, you know. I spent five years in the nick, back in England, and I met a few killers, all of them weren’t quite right you know,” Football-shirt said. “You could see it.”
 
   “Ya, it is in ze eyes,” said the white vest.
 
   It was in the hands and the mind, thought Taylor, but he didn’t say anything, it felt good to be around people again. Real people with thoughts, dreams, and aspirations. He went into the toilets, found the lone cubicle and mapped out another two lines. Now he was flying, paid his bill, and walked back out onto the street. Whores were everywhere under the neon lights, wearing bikinis and holding signs advertising their places of business, tourists stumbled along drunk, falling into doorways and bending over puking in the street. Taylor could see the connection, the London Victorian streets, the teahouses, gin houses, workhouses, whorehouses, the exploitation of the poor, and the gratification of the rich. It was all here in Fun City. He walked past an Irish bar as a football team scored and the crowd cheered. Perhaps it was an International. Who cared? He had little time for football.    
 
   Taylor would be working late.      
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-NINE
 
    
 
   THE ROOM wasn’t much, but it had been the Detective’s home for the past six months. Living in hotel rooms afforded the Detective a certain freedom he had never experienced in his past lives as a nine to five worker back west. Perhaps, the ambivalence was what impressed him about living in hotel rooms. The fact that hardly anybody knew who he was and hardly anybody cared was ideal. The young woman who handed him the key was concerned with nothing more than the money that he paid, punctually, every month. The envelope from The White Flamingo meant he was able to pay two months in advance. If he were to bring a friend to the room, it would not have mattered. Kelly’s ghost did not remain. He knew nothing about the other residents of the hotel, nor did he care.
 
   Kelly had not returned, as far as he could gather, it bothered him in that it was out of character for a bargirl not to return to her client. But was he a client? He hadn’t paid her,  he shuddered as the thought fell heavily on his shoulders; she considered him to be the killer. She was afraid.
 
    The lift rose to the third floor and Joe walked over to his door. His heartbeat rose as he noticed the door was ajar, he waited a moment figuring the cleaner was in the room, but there were no sounds coming from inside. He knocked twice and opened the door. 
 
   Clothes were thrown across the bed and his Samsonite had been turned upside down. His camera and Notebook were missing. On the vanity unit stood what Joe took to be a human kidney. At least, part of one. It had been placed on a china plate with a knife and fork. A note stood next to the plate, and the body part:
 
    
 
   From Hell
 
   Sorry.
 
   I send you half the
 
   Kidney I took from one woman
 
   Preserved it for you. The other piece I
 
   Fried and ate it. It was very nice. I
 
   May send you the bloody knife that
 
   Took it out if you only wait a while
 
   Longer
 
   Signed Catch me when
 
   You can
 
   Mister Lusk.
 
    
 
   He shook a couple of codeine tablets from the pillbox and dry swallowed. He felt a presence, like a dark shadow behind his back. The shadow grew larger. He turned. Nothing, just a wardrobe, a bed, and a pile of clothes. He took the note and considered giving it to Kult as evidence, the kidney, no, it would only be used against him. He threw the note and the kidney in the trash along with the plate and walked downstairs, past the receptionist. He threw out the garbage and went back upstairs, took the Samsonite and packed some clothes, his passport, and what was left of his belongings. Walking back downstairs, he couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. The dark shadow he put down as his addiction, the train, the wreck, and the ghosts.
 
   The City.
 
   He had to get clean, really clean. Not chipping away at the bottle or the pills. His works were under the mattress. German precision. He picked up the works and carried with him as he rode the lift to the lobby. He put the works in the case, sentimental values. 
 
   He gave the woman the key, said he would back in a week. Stopped in a pharmacy and bought a supply of barbs, vitamins, and a supply of antihistamines. He bought a copy of the Fun City Express. He took a motorcycle taxi to a temple on the top of the hill, spoke to the head monk and asked for a place to stay and a supply of paper and pens. The monk led him to a small hut overlooking the neon lights of the city. The first night he shook and sweated as sleep alluded him. The ghosts of the murdered women he could hear outside the circumference of the temple, chattering and giggling, their conversation barely audible like leaves in the wind. The second morning he walked the temple grounds and helped sweep the pathways, as he swept the leaves from the pathway, he cleared his mind. His thoughts slowed down to a pace where he was able to deal with them in simple terms, one at a time, with reason. The third afternoon the shaking stopped, and he managed to both eat and write. The monks brought him stewed fruit and green tea. He studied the maps and drew diagrams on the paper in his hut. He watched the crimson sun fall down across the city below him. He watched the boats moving in and out down in the harbor. The neon lights flickering from the bars and the cathouses below, somewhere inside the lights, the killer would be plotting the next event.  He thought back to the lessons on the occult that he had listened to from his gypsy mother. She had used many methods to speak with the dead, a gold wedding ring on a chain that moved left or right to answer questions, yes or no, a deck of tarot cards painted by the hand of Alistair Crowley. Table tapings and Ouija boards, once he had contacted a spirit that spelt out his name followed by the letters D.E.A.T – The glass span from the table before the final letter.
 
   H.
 
   Now he understood.
 
   The Detective remembered a period of mirror gazing. His mother, shortly before she was admitted to the insane asylum, would spend hours staring into a mirror until her face transformed into something so sinister that he found it difficult to recall in exact detail. She had walked the neighborhood with that face until a concerned neighbor rang the police, who came around with a social worker and took her away. The Detective was then processed into a series of institutions, a train of professionals who were paid to care, or to look like they cared. Joe realized at that young age, he would never fake sincerity, and those that did were little more than observers in a world where there were very few players, and hardly any stars.  
 
   He sat on the hill until he had found out the answer. The answer was in the shape of the bird and the letter A. On the fourth day, he had regained strength. He returned to Fun City.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY
 
    
 
   HALE SAT at the Marina bar smoking a Cuban cigar.
 
   “I got us something,” he said smiling. “Shit, Joe, what happened to you?”
 
   “I took a trip to the mountain. Erased some demons.”
 
   “You look like a fourteen year old, bro.”
 
   “Kicked the junk, the booze, my body is a temple. Now what you got?”
 
   “Progress,” Hale smiled and took a bite on his beer. 
 
   “Good,” Joe sat and ordered a soda water, no ice. “What is it?”
 
   “Well, the mobile text message?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “The text message that Tammy got before she died?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I found who made that call.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Well, it was a friend, a girl friend from The Blue Rose.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “But there’s something else.”
 
   “Spill.”
 
   “Well, you know I told you we could find all the numbers that had called and sent messages to Tammy’s cell phone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, there’s one number that keeps coming up. It’s a landline; I located it to a small apartment on the sixth road.”
 
   “You know who lives there?”
 
   “I asked the landlady. She says some Western guy uses it as a bolt hole. You know a home away from home. The kind of place a man can use to hide his, uh, nocturnal activities.”
 
   The Detective thought for a moment. “You spoke to the landlady and you got the location?”
 
   “Yes,” Hale smiled.
 
   Joe clapped his hands and smiled. “What have I done? I’ve created a detective. Good work. Lead me to this place.”
 
   “Wait,” said Hale putting a hand on The Detective’s wrist.
 
   “What?”
 
   “First, you have to pay my bar bill. I’ve been here a while.”
 
   “Asshole.”
 
   They took a motorcycle taxi to the PB House on Sixth Road. Joe noticed the main entrance door required a key card. “You know the room number?”
 
   “36A”
 
   “Right. We sit and wait for somebody to exit, and then we go up there.”
 
   “I have a better idea.” Hale walked into a travel agency next to the apartment block and returned with a middle-aged woman who was all smiles and gestures as she opened the entrance door. Hale walked in and waved goodbye to the woman. Joe walked in and they went up the stairs and up to the third floor. 
 
   “This is it.”
 
   “Good,” said The Detective. “Hale, do you have one of those mobiles that takes pictures?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Get ready to use it.”
 
   Joe knocked on the door three times. Silence answered him. He pushed the plywood door. “About as reliable as a Fun City travel agent,” he said. “One. Two. Three!”
 
   Both shoulders slammed into the door, and it gave a little. Two more kicks and the door was open. Inside, it was dark. Joe flicked a switch. The room was the normal expat cell. A fridge, a kitchen nook, a table, a bed. 
 
   “What’s that stink?” Hale said.
 
   “It’s coming from the kitchen area.”
 
   They approached opening cupboards and drawers until the Detective found the source of the stench. “Holy Mary, mother of God.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Joe held the jar containing the prostitute’s livers. Hale leaned over the sink and vomited heavily. 
 
   “Keep it together. We don’t want him to know we’ve been here.”
 
   “What the fuck we do now?” Hale said between retches.
 
   “Well, we could go through this mess and try and find some clues or we could simply rest up outside and see who enters.” 
 
   “Waiting gets my vote.”
 
   “Hang on,” Joe walked to the bookcase and pulled out the volume on Black Magic. 
 
   Just like Jack
 
   “I think I know who his last target will be. We call in the filth and wait for him,” Joe said. “Leave everything as it was, clean up the vomit.”
 
   “What about the door?”
 
   “We fix it.”
 
   “Brilliant. Like the A-Team we invent a new fucking door.”
 
   Joe dipped in his wallet. “Take a motorbike taxi to the Post Office on the eight road. There’s a locksmith. Bring him here and take this old lock with you. He should be able to refit it in under thirty minutes.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I’m going to stay here and read through his book collection.”
 
   “And if he shows?”
 
   “I’ll kill the bastard. The last point on the map is this apartment. He has to bring her here.”
 
   “Bring who here?”
 
   “Kelly, the woman with the tattoos.”
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
   FIFTY-ONE  
 
    
 
   THE KILLER moved with haste. The maze of bars along the second road, were for the killer, a dirty rabbit warren of degradation and vice. He winced as he passed through ladyboys and ladybirds, Russian hookers; trash in heaps littered the avenues and back roads of Fun City. His position had to be exact. The point where Beach Road met the upper Road, the point that straddled the two police districts. The sound of music from an open-air karaoke joint; the sound of a woman’s voice being slowly strangled by the hopelessness of love in the big city. Kids sold chewing gum and plastic roses on the street; they sold other unmentionable services to the pederasts who gathered from all over the rock to exercise their particular cowardly and evil brand of lust. A chancer walked past with an iguana perched on his shoulder and a Polaroid camera hanging around his neck. Another had a slow Loris monkey, large, sad, drugged eyes, blinking slowly under the neon lights; the monkey’s eyes sadder. The Killer walked past caravans of Arabs, groups of Indians, teams of British rugby players. Americans with their intelligent naivety, Germans with their gross mustaches, Scandinavians with their safe welfare state system, renewable energy, open-toed sandals and their hookers on their arms. Smooth copper-bodied hipsters, Spanish and Italian, Turkish, Greek, greasy slick-backed hair negotiating free rides with limited success.  
 
   He slipped into a back alley bathed in purple twilight and scented with the stench of sewage. A beggar crawled across his path, blocking his way and holding forth an alms bowl scotch-tapped to one of his hideous stumps. What remained of his legs were twisted boneless scraps of flesh dragged behind his torso, his face ghostly muttering curses as the spit bubbled from his awful toothless mouth. The Killer bent down as if to donate to his bowl, but instead withdrew his knife and slit the beggar across the throat, causing the creature to fall to the ground, gurgling, omitting an awful inhuman stench that filled the alleyway as the Killer stepped over the horrid mess of rags and continued on his way.   
 
   Where would she be? 
 
   The Blue Rose.
 
   The bar was near empty, apart from a few tables and a gaggle of whores sat on the floor, playing cards. He saw her back, covered with the most ghastly tattoos. He remembered the first time he had taken her, perhaps four years ago, she was barely legal and straight out of the bush. Before the tattoos, the money, and men, the dreams, the nightmares, the diseases, and the neon nightmare they both found themselves within.
 
   “Don’t I remember you?”
 
   “No. It’s my first time here.”
 
   “Your eyes, I remember your eyes.”
 
   “Maybe somebody looks like me. There are billions of people on the planet. You want a drink?”
 
   “Okay. Rum and coke.”
 
   “Then later maybe we can…”
 
   “I’m not going with customer tonight. I have a headache, have period too.”
 
   “But, you don’t understand. I only want to talking with you. I am old, lonely.”
 
   “You have a telephone? Why don’t you call somebody?”
 
   “I need, a, a, human contact. Ever since my wife died, I get so alone at night. I just need somebody. Somebody in the bed next to me.”
 
   “Your wife died?”
 
   “It was an accident.”
 
   “Accident?”
 
   “Yes. It happened here in Fun City ten years ago. Every year I come back to remember her.”
 
   “And have sex with lady?”
 
   “No, no sex. You don’t understand. I only want to have somebody near me. I rent the room that we stayed in. The same room every year, and I like to feel the warmth of a body next to me, it helps me, it helps me cope with the loss.”
 
   “That room has ghost for sure,” Kelly’s eyes narrowed as she scratched her head.
 
   “No ghosts. Only memories,” he watched her drink her lady drink and then said. “Five hundred dollars.”
 
   “And no sex,” her eyes widened.
 
   “No sex.”
 
   “Only sleeping,” lips pursed.
 
   “Only sleeping, sure,” his hands open palmed above the table.
 
   “Okay, but first you pay bar and buy drinks for my friends,” Kelly waved her hand to a table where six or seven miserable prostitutes drank with straws from a plastic bucket containing what the Killer took to be cheap local rum mixed with Coca-Cola.
 
   “I’ll pay the bar fine, your friends I will come back for.”
 
   Kelly shrugged; the chances of another client that night were zero, unless he came back. They were all monsters in one way or another.
 
   All of them. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-TWO
 
    
 
   THE DETECTIVE watched them enter the building. The door had been fixed. Hale waited across the street. Kelly walked first, the Killer held the door open for her. He wore a dark hat, bearded. Joe was not close enough to make out his identity. There was something familiar about the man, the way he held himself, drunk yet cordial. The original Ripper had been described as a soaker. A man who could drink from eight in the morning to twelve at night without appearing drunk. A professional drinker, one who took from the glass or the bottle only what he needed to make it through the day, yet never enough to make a careless or telling mistake. Joe walked out of the room, the syringe in his hand. He had loaded it with a cocktail of chemicals designed to put the killer to sleep. He needed him alive, to confess and spring The Flamingo’s kid. 
 
   The landlady let the Killer inside and he took the stairs.
 
   Joe found a room adjacent open and empty, he slipped inside and waited. He heard the footsteps along the corridor, Kelly’s laughter, the Killer’s low voice.
 
   Joe counted a minute and then knocked on the Killer’s door. Silence answered him, he knocked again. The door was locked. He used a shoulder to persuade it open.
 
   On the bed, Kelly lay naked, her knees drawn up to her body as he walked into the room. She pointed a finger toward the bathroom. Joe tried the door. It was open. The killer had taken off his disguise and stood with a blade in his left mitt.
 
   “Slim Jim,” said the Detective. “You should have hired someone less professional.”
 
   Slim lunged at him with the blade, and Joe ducked, spilling the Killer into the bedroom. The syringe fell from his hand and rolled under the bed. Kelly screamed as she saw the blade,  stood up naked and gathered her clothes in a flurry of panic. 
 
   “I guess you have nothing left to lose,” Joe said. “Living out a death sentence.”
 
   The knife came at him, and took a slice from his shirt, a surface cut. “I was a butcher, by trade,” Slim said as he lunged again.
 
   “You still are,” Joe rolled back and stood, picked up a vase and threw it at Slim, who shielded himself with a forearm. His eyes turned to Kelly, dressing a few steps away. He moved towards her and grabbed her around the waist. Held the knife against her throat. “She is the last one, Joe, the last. Let me have her.”
 
   “Put down the knife.”
 
   “Fuck you, Joe.”
 
   “Slim, put down the knife, the show’s over. The gig’s up.” 
 
   Kelly winced as the cold metal touched her neck, her eyes lit up with animal fear.
 
   Flight or fight?
 
   She fought.
 
   She brought up the heel of her left foot and caught the killer between the legs, his hands lowered towards the source of the pain as Joe rushed forward, Kelly struggled free from his grip.
 
   Slim stuck out with the knife once more before exiting through the door, and up the stairs.
 
   “Call the Boys in Brown, Kelly, I’m going after him.”
 
   The Detective followed the Killer up the stairs, three flights led to a rooftop. Concrete splattered with pigeon shit and laundry hung out to dry. An immigrant worker lay in the shade sleeping.
 
   Slim made it to the edge and took in the distance of ten yards to the next rooftop. Below them, six floors down, a busy road flowed with traffic. Slim took the five steps back.
 
   Jumped.
 
   Made it.
 
   “Shit,” Joe sprinted at the gap and leaped over  landing in a crouched position. Slim was already over to the next building and Joe followed landing in a sprint. 
 
   The fourth rooftop had a fire escape stairwell and the Killer took it. Joe followed, spiraling down toward the street.
 
   Ground level, a gang of motorbike taxis sat around playing checkers with bottle tops. The Killer took the first bike and the Detective took the second.
 
   The traffic was dense and the streets labyrinthine. Joe lost Slim somewhere at the eighth road. He took the bike to the Dark Side of Town, guessing that Slim would have taken the direct route home. 
 
   He parked up and knocked on the door. 
 
   A local dark skinned man answered the door. Joe spoke to him in the local tongue.
 
   “I’m here to see Jim.”
 
   “Jim’s not here,” the stranger said.
 
   “And who are you?”
 
   “I’m his wife’s brother.”
 
   Slim’ Jim s old lady came to the door. If there was a likeness between the pair, then Joe couldn’t see it. 
 
   “Is it true? This your brother?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. Her eyes told a different story.
 
   “Why’s he half naked?”
 
   “It’s hot,” she said.
 
   “Sure, and where’s the kids?”
 
   “Stay with sister.”
 
   “Big family you guys got here. One big happy family. Where’s the man of the house. I’m here to see Slim.”
 
   “Probably gone to see the head doctor,” she said raising her right forefinger level with the side of her head and making a circular motion to illustrate her foreign husband’s madness.     
 
   “Thanks.” Joe could see it. “Poor man probably gone to confess his sins.”
 
   He looked at the brother’s dark shifting eyes as the final piece in the puzzle fell into place.
 
   Fell right into place.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-THREE
 
    
 
   THE KILLER slumped onto the couch and lit a cigarette. The psychiatrist offered him a drink of whiskey which he hit back in one, and then waved his glass at his host for a refill. 
 
   “I had only gone and got the wife pregnant,” he said.
 
   “But, don’t you have three children already?”
 
   “Yes, and the funny thing is, I can’t remember the conception. You know I work in the bar and come home after a few, but normally I just crash out on the bed, but I must have done it because she was pregnant alright.”
 
   “Hmmm.” Taylor had his own ideas but was keeping them to himself, for the time being.     
 
   “Well, what happens, happens. As part of hospital procedure, she had taken a HIV test. It came up positive, the baby was aborted. She had been tested three years previously and it had come up negative. She grew angry, told me how I’d given her the virus. How I’d ruined her life, our lives. She was silent and moody and that was when I drank. We were once in love and now it was not like she hated me; it was like I wasn’t there.”
 
   “Jim, do you know what the opposite to love is?”
 
   “Hate?”
 
   “No, to hate someone, you must have feeling. The real opposite to love is indifference.”
 
   “That’s it. She was just indifferent, like I didn’t exist.”
 
   “And you think you gave it to her, the virus I mean?”
 
   “Well, look at her, I mean, she’s no spring chicken.”
 
   “Well, women can sometimes be untruthful in Fun City, hmmm?”
 
   “No, she’s at home all day.”
 
   “And the night?”
 
   “I was out,” Jim said his eyes dancing around the office, his mind calculating, perhaps considering something for the first time.
 
   “And you took the test yourself?” 
 
   “Well, I didn’t need to.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Well, if she’s got it, then it’s a dead cert that I have.”
 
   “Well, maybe not. I have the equipment here, if you would like to check.”
 
   “What, now?”
 
   “Just a blood sample.”
 
   Jim drained his glass “But if she had it?”
 
   “There are carriers and there are those that have sex with the carriers and get away. Couples have been married for years, where one has had the virus and the other hasn’t.”
 
   Taylor prepared the needle and moved towards Slim. “Just roll up your sleeve.”
 
   Slim rolled up his sleeve and waited for the needle to hit the vein. 
 
   His arm shook slightly as it hit.
 
   A sudden fear gripped the Killer as he heard the sirens below on the street.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   OUTSIDE TAYLOR’S building three police cars and six motorbikes hovered around in a state somewhere between panic and excitement. A news crew spoke into cameras and stopped whomever they could collar for questioning.  The Detective saw the figure of Kult standing with his hand over his face to block out the sun. 
 
   “What’s the situation?” Joe said.
 
   “We have the Shrink’s room bugged.”
 
   “If he confesses, you let the Bell boy go?”
 
   “I guarantee it.”
 
   “Fine. When are you going in?”
 
   “After we get what we want. There’s a live audio feed over there,” Kult pointed toward an unmarked van.
 
   “Can I listen?”
 
   “Sorry, Detective, it would mean…”
 
   “A loss of face. It’s okay I get it. Well, he’s got nowhere to go but down.  We wait for him to come down once he has spilled his guts to the shrink.”
 
   “Yes, unless we hear a struggle, then we go up.”
 
   “Thanks, Officer.”
 
    Joe stood killing time next to a man with a hawk-like face and a dishonest smile. “This man up there is my client,” the hawk said.
 
   “You’re Jim’s lawyer.”
 
   “Right, excuse me. I’m going up there.” 
 
   The hawk spoke to the Boys in Brown and they waved him toward the building. He turned to face the Detective. “I’m going up.”
 
   “Can I tag along?”
 
   “I can’t stop you, but they will.” The lawyer waved a hand at five Boys in Brown in front of the entrance.
 
   “What kind of defense are you looking at?”
 
   “That will be between Jim, me, and the City.”
 
   “He didn’t kill anyone connected, that’s gottta help,” Joe said. “Look, there’s a kid locked up for the first murder, push Jim to confess and he goes back to his mummy.”
 
   The hawk-faced lawyer looked at him: “And what would be in this for me?”
 
   “Five thousand US and the comfort of knowledge that a little boy is back with his mother.”
 
   The lawyer handed the Detective a card. “Call me, we can have lunch.”
 
   “Good luck up there.”  
 
   “Sure,” he said and walked towards the tower.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-FIVE              
 
    
 
   TAYLOR LIFTED the syringe from Slim’s forearm. “It will take up to twenty minutes for the result.”
 
   “Right. I’m feeling a little dizzy. Do you mind if I get some air?” Jim said motioning toward the balcony.
 
   “Be my guest.”
 
   As Jim walked out onto the balcony, there was a knock at the office door. Taylor opened it to be greeted with a hawk-faced man holding out a talon-like hand. “I am Mr. Klant, attorney at law.” The man handed the Taylor a card. He looked at it and figured it was the real thing. 
 
   “Pleased to meet you.”
 
   “May I come in?”
 
   “On what business?”
 
   “I would like a few moments to speak with my client in private. It is important. I trust you will permit us a few moments.”
 
                 Taylor nodded. “A drink?” He fussed with the whiskey dropping two lumps of ice in three glasses and then filling the glasses with golden sunburst.
 
   “If you don’t mind me saying, you have your work cut out on this one, sir” Taylor said handing over a glass. 
 
   “I deal in criminal law. My client has yet to be arrested and processed. This is why I must be so impolite as to invade on your time now. You see, once they are processed at the station, then it is only a matter of formalities. We have to make a deal now.”
 
   “I can see it. I know how things work here in the city.”
 
   “Where is my client?”
 
   “He went outside to get some air. I drew some blood, he felt dizzy.”
 
   “Outside?” The hawk faced lawyer looked around the office, repeated. “Outside?”
 
   “Yes, the balcony.” Taylor took off his spectacles and polished them with a handkerchief. 
 
   “But…” The lawyer put down his drink and walked toward the balcony doors. His hand gripped the handle and pulled. It didn’t budge. “It’s locked,” he said.
 
   “Strange.” Taylor stood and found a key. He struggled with the lock, while watching Slim on the balcony through the glass doors. He was sitting at a chair and table writing with a pen on a piece of legal paper.
 
   “I have a good idea what that is,” said Taylor.
 
   “A will?”
 
   “Or a suicide note.”
 
   On the balcony, Slim Jim sat with the pen and pencil writing. 
 
   He folded the piece of paper and placed it on the table. He then placed two hands on the railings. He lifted himself up, one foot, and then two feet on the railings. He stood high on the railings; his arms stretched open, looking at the crowd below. 
 
   “Open the door, quickly, open it,” the lawyer shouted. “For God’s sake, hurry!” 
 
   They grappled with the lock and opened the balcony door.
 
   “Jim,” both men shouted, “Wait!” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-SIX
 
    
 
   JIM WAS up there on the balcony. 
 
   The Detective stood and watched. 
 
   He didn’t blame the Killer. 
 
   What did he have to live for?  
 
   He watched the thin man stand up there on the railings with his arms wide open. He was on the fourteenth floor. Beneath him were the sidewalk and a noodle stand, chairs and tables with locals eating lunch. Jim shouted something, two words, sounded like fucking whore. His arms stretched out like Christ. He was delicately poised. Balanced like a flimsy scarecrow. A gust of wind.  He fell forward. Swan-dived. Thin, harmless, pathetic. The body fell for what seemed a long passage of time, and then a dull thud, as it landed a distance of thirty yards away. The noise it made as it hit the concrete reminded him of a sack of rice being unloaded from a truck and tossed onto the sidewalk.
 
   THUD. 
 
   The mess it made didn’t.
 
   The head decapitated on impact, bounced, rolled and came to a stop by a noodle cart. Three women jumped up from their tables. One vomited on the sidewalk. They screamed and stood staring at Jim’s face, staring up at them. The body lay still some ten yards from the head. The ground had mutilated the body.
 
   It had left the face.
 
   A crowd gathered around. They pointed at the two parts of the dead corpse and smiled. They talked about lottery numbers, asking what room number he was living in, his date of birth.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   THE HAWK-FACED lawyer came out of the building first. He walked straight up to the Detective and handed him a piece of paper. 
 
   “This should be worth something.”
 
   “What about the case?”
 
   “Dead clients don’t pay,” the lawyer said. Joe watched him walk over to a black Mercedes, start the engine, and drive away from the scene. 
 
   He read the note.
 
    
 
    
 
   To Joe Dylan
 
   Re: The White Flamingo
 
    
 
   By the time you read this, I will be gone to wherever it is that bad folks go when they die. Up to the heavens, or down to the ovens, it makes little difference. Either place is better than the hell of the last few weeks. Like you, I have no blood left that isn’t poison.
 
   Before taking the long drop, I thought that I’d take a few with me. I don’t feel pity as I write this. Not for them and not for me. They were hookers and at least one of them was a killer.
 
   There are a few things you should know.  
 
   First. Miss Bell. The White Flamingo, paid me a thousand bucks for each hit I made. It seems that her golden boy got a dose of the big one, and with him being so young, she wanted to have some fun, a little bit of revenge on the whores.
 
   Second. I enjoyed killing those whores and let it be known, that each one suffered more than the last.
 
   Third. Vern? The poor old drunk bastard watched me mutilate Tammy, but his mind was so messed up and wet with alcohol that he couldn’t recall it straight away. He had to be erased, else he might have spilled. I made sure that his death was painless.
 
   Then there was the homeless beggar; that one was just for jolly. 
 
   I like to think of The White Flamingo before she married a millionaire, just a little showgirl like all the other whores in this city.
 
   I hope her end will be quick and painless.
 
   Like mine.
 
   Now I have to jump.
 
    
 
   James ‘Slim’ Strand.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   THE FRONT doors to the house on the hill were open. The Detective walked in and made it through the hallway into the room with a view. The White Flamingo sat there. In her glass was a cocktail. On the table in front of her sat a bottle of downers and a .22. He passed her the note and she read it with a sad smile before handing it back to the Detective.
 
   “I knew you would come,” she said dreamily. Her hand wandered over to the pillbox and opened it.
 
   He sat on the sofa opposite her. She looked dreadful. Her make-up had run down her cheeks leaving black smears of eyeliner. Her eyes were bloodshot and bleary. “Could you do it?” 
 
   “They always do. Did I do a bad thing?” She spoke the sentence like a small impolite girl being punished. The smile was distant, cynical, drugged.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Maybe?” That same voice.
 
   “Well, I don’t see how anything can be proved. I have the suicide note right here in my pocket. The man that wrote the note is now dead. You knew him.”
 
   “We went back, another country, another time.”
 
   “You were lovers?”
 
   “He stalked me; I never threw him a bone. What do you think I am?”
 
   “So it’s coincidence he turns up in the same town, what … twenty years later?”
 
   “I’ll say it again, he…”
 
   “Look, your kid is free. As far as I’m concerned, this never happened.”
 
   “You’re so sweet. Such a nice man,” she said drowsily.
 
   Joe walked over to the table and picked up the bottle of pills. Diazepam, blues. Not your whites or your yellows. Blues, ten milligrams. Ten could knock out an Arab stallion. “How many you take?”
 
   “Enough.”
 
   He picked up the .22. “And this?”
 
   “Pills are risky. Sometimes they wake up and wish they were dead. That’s when the gun comes in.”
 
   “Your son could live to be eighty. There will be new drugs.”
 
   “Grandchildren?”
 
   “It’s not the end of the world.”
 
   “Back to earth. Back to air. Back to fire.” A ghost of a smile crossed her face as her eyes closed. Her face turned blank. The Detective ran to the kitchen, opened cupboard drawers, found what he was looking for. English mustard. He dipped his finger in the jar and went back over to her. Stuck his fingers down her throat, and massaged the tonsils. She reacted, bringing up the contents of her stomach onto the tiled floor. She gasped for air and then mumbled something the Detective couldn’t hear.  He carried her to the sofa. He got a wet towel from the bathroom and rubbed her face, neck, and chest. She opened her eyes, sat up, smiled, and pointed toward the door.
 
   The man was thin, with fierce eyes. He shook with rage, his finger pointing at the Detective.
 
   “What have you done with my mother?” Sebastian Bell stood in a fit of rage pointing at the puddle of vomit on the floor. His body trembled. He advanced showing animal-like eyeteeth, Joe checked the hands. He had a blade.
 
   The kid ran at them, Joe ducked, and caught a piece of the blade in the stomach. He turned and kicked at the kid, who fell like a sapling in the wind. He felt his side, losing blood, but there was no pain. Stab wounds rarely hurt. 
 
   His mother went for the bottle of pills, dry swallowing a handful. 
 
   “Stay down,” he told the kid.
 
   The kid didn’t hear so well, rose again, and lunged at the Detective, his fingers finding Joe’s eye sockets. He dug his fingernails in, and Joe swore, falling to the ground. The kid dug into his eyes and pulled at his hair.
 
   “You fight like a fucking bitch,” Joe shouted.
 
   “Sebastian!” his mother cried, “Stop”
 
    Joe gripped the kid by the waist, threw him across the tiles and stood. He walked the three steps and body-slammed the punk with his eighty kilos. He kept him to the floor, pinning him down with his thighs. He swung at Bell’s head and cracked the kid’s jaw. He gave him another swift left for luck and stood. His eye caught the painting, the American expressionist. 
 
   “Baby” The White Flamingo gathered the kid in her arms. “What did you do to him?”
 
   “Lady, the kid’s an animal. He gets it from his mother.”
 
   “Leave, just leave,” the Flamingo cried.
 
   “Sure. I’ll just take some security, against the money owed for the completion of the job.” Joe walked over to the wall and took down the American expressionist painting. He held it under his arm.
 
   “Wait, I’ll write you a check.”
 
   “Sure, just after you’ve burped the kid,” Joe said pointing at her son. “I’ll take this for now. Stay in touch.” 
 
   The Detective walked out of the room, out of the house on the hill and stumbled down the road towards the nearest bar. It was little more than a shack built with coconut timber and corrugated iron. The barman was a German in his fifties with a large body plastered in tattoos. He was all beard, teeth, and sunglasses.
 
   “What will it be?”
 
   “Coke. Large one. Have one yourself.”
 
   The bar owner went about it and put them on the counter. “What are we drinking to?”
 
   “Dysfunctional families,” The Detective said.
 
   They drank to it as the sun went down over the coastline in a wash of purples and orange.
 
   “Hey,” the barman grinned boyishly, “did you know that the sexy lady, The White Flamingo, lives in that big house on the hill?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Joe, “tell me about it.”
 
   “One of my customers just called. Said that an ambulance and a black and white have just pulled up on the drive.”
 
   “Figures,” Joe said absently taking a long drink from his coke. “Pour me another one of these?”
 
   “You not drinking the hard stuff?”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   “You drink the coke like it was whiskey.”
 
   “Hey, don’t you think I know that?”
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
   FIFTY-NINE
 
    
 
   THE DETECTIVE took a taxi to the Shrinks apartment. Rode the lift up to the fourteenth floor, the shrink welcomed him and Joe took the couch. He had the painting under his arm.
 
   “It’s a Coles,” said Taylor.
 
   “Yeah, I took as a down payment in cash,” Joe said resting against the office wall next to a vase holding five dead purple flowers.
 
   “And how is your good health?” Taylor asked looking at Joe through his glasses as if he were a long distance away. He was wearing a light grey shirt and black necktie.
 
   “Well, I’m off the booze, off the needle, and off the case.”
 
   “Congratulations. How does that make you feel?”
 
   “Like celebrating,” Joe brushed his hands through his hair.
 
   “And how do you normally celebrate?”
 
   “With the booze or the needle.” 
 
   “So we have something to work on. Let’s not celebrate, let’s just be grateful,” he smiled at Joe and shuffled some papers on his desk.
 
   “Am I in therapy?” Joe asked.
 
   “If you would like to be. As you know, I see my patients for free. I was fortunate enough to have made enough money in my previous life. Well, you heard what happened up at the house?”
 
   “No, but I’m guessing The Flamingo took the night train.”
 
   “She fell asleep, the kid couldn’t wake her.”  
 
   “Suicide?” The Detective asked.
 
   “Cut and dry case, although why she would do that after her son had been released, confuses me.”
 
   “Psychiatry is an art, remember. You told me that. People don’t act the way you figure them to act,” Joe took his sunglasses from his breast pocket and put them on.  
 
   “The killer came here and told me the whole story. Seems like he made the most frightful error.”
 
   “He made several.”
 
   “No, I mean with the motive.”
 
   “Revenge attack?”
 
   “Precisely. While he was here, I had him take a HIV test,” Taylor smiled sadly.
 
   “What for? Rub salt in the wounds…Wait, you don’t mean…”
 
   “Yes, the poor man was HIV negative. Not that the test is ever conclusive, but I use a strict testing model. I would say he was clean.”
 
   The Detective let the thought dance for a while, as he watched through the window, a boat docked into the harbor. A flock of gulls wheeled around in the air above the sea.
 
   Joe stood up and walked to the door. He turned to say goodbye.
 
   “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Taylor said pointing to the painting leaning against the wall.
 
   “Keep it,” said Joe. “I guess we both work for free. We need to help each other out. Plus, I’ve got all the ghosts I need in my hotel room.”
 
   “You should think about moving.”
 
   “Why bother, you just take the same shit with you wherever you go.”
 
   Taylor didn’t have an answer to that so he settled for another smile, as Joe walked toward the office door.
 
   His mobile phone rang.
 
   “Joe, you’re a hero,” Hale said.
 
   “Hey, Hale, you’re an asshole.”
 
   “Guess where I am?”
 
   “In a bar,” Joe said.
 
   “I’m on the pier, got a friend with me, he wants to speak with you,” Joe could hear the sounds of boats and heavy machinery in the background, and the cries of seagulls.
 
   “Well, tell him to wait. I’m off the case and I don’t fancy a new one right now. Cheers.”
 
   Taylor listened to the telephone conversation. 
 
   The Detective turned off the cell phone...  “Well, all’s well that ends badly in Fun City.”
 
    They let the thought dance.
 
   “I finished my novel,” Taylor said. “Two minutes before you knocked on the door, I wrote those brilliant last words.”
 
   “The End?”
 
   “The End.”
 
   “How about the great outdoors?” Joe asked leaning forward.
 
   “Well, I’m getting there. If the book sells, I’m out of this town forever.”
 
   “What’s the novel about?”
 
   “It’s the story of an English expat called Susan Swift, in Tangiers, Morocco, she falls in love with her housemaid, and kills her maid’s husband in act of passion.”
 
   “How does she kill him?”
 
   “Poison.”
 
   “Nice. What happens?”
 
   “She runs from the police, through the desert, travels across Western Africa and then to Eastern Africa where she falls in love with a Kenyan woman and they settle in a house by a lake.”
 
   “The title?”   
 
   “This is the interesting part. Before my wife died, we went to a Chinese restaurant. I remember two stuffed birds that were part of the decoration. It was a tacky place; mirrors, plastic flowers, and a water feature. Anyway, there were these two plastic birds next to this water feature. Faith had insisted that the birds were storks, while I stood firm that they were herons. Whatever they were, they were wading birds. To settle the argument, we called over the head waiter. It went like this:
 
   ‘You are both wrong,’ the waiter said with a smile.
 
   ‘But how…’ Faith said puzzled.
 
   ‘It is the White Flamingo,’ the Chinese smiled. ‘It came from a taxidermist. Very beautiful, yes?’
 
   ‘Flamingos are pink,’ I said.
 
   ‘Ah, but only because the blood is pink and of course the diet.. When the bird dies, the blood is drained and the animal is filled with sawdust. When the Flamingo is dead, she is the White Flamingo.’”
 
   “So the White Flamingo gave you two stories,” Joe said walking over and patting Taylor on the back. “Before she spread her wings and flew across the Fun City harbor.”
 
   The sound of the telephone ringing brought them back into the room, and into the present moment. Taylor stood and picked up the receiver, one of the old rotary phones that had crept back into vogue. He listened to the voice on the other line for five minutes. “Yes, yes, I’ll write it up.”
 
   “New story?”
 
   “They just fished a body out of the harbor.”
 
   “Skinny with long legs, pale, looks kinda like a sick-looking flamingo?”
 
   “How did you know?” Taylor asked, his eyes widening.
 
   “Well,” Joe said standing up to leave and putting on his shades. He walked the four steps to the door and then turned to face the journalist. “I never did like that kid.”
 
   “The interesting thing is, The White Flamingo lived, she had her stomach pumped at the hospital.”
 
   “Well, just another day,” Joe said.
 
   “Yeah,” said the writer, “in Fun City.”
 
                   
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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