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        1.

        “Bruno, it’s a fuck up.”

        “Who’s out there?”

        “Some psycho and about twenty people.”

        Sergeant Bruno Calhan looked out towards the small building that belonged to the company A and B. “How many of you are there?”

        “About thirty. All of mine and some from the eighth precinct.”

        “What does he want?”

        “We don’t know.” John Mulmo, head of the assault unit, shrugged his shoulders. “As soon as somebody tries to get in there he shouts like crazy.”

        “That’s probably what he is,” muttered Bruno. “What about the back entrance?”

        “We tried it, but as soon as he found out he screamed he’d blow everything up. We had to move back.”

        “Does anybody know him?”

        “Some guy who hangs around here. He say’s he’s Bill Zatre, a neighbour.”

        “Yeah? Bruno raised the corner of his lip. He saw him there?”

        “He recognised him by his voice.”

        “John, send him round here. Thanks.”

        “Sure,” replied the cop and went off to one of the parked police cars.

        Bruno meanwhile took off his bullet proof vest, checked his revolver and then turned round to the small man being brought up to him by one of the policemen. “You know this nut?”

        “Sure, chief, that’s old Bill, everybody knows him round here.”

        “What’s his problem?”

        “He’s a great guy,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I don’t know why he’s gone crazy.”

        “How old is he?”

        “I know that one, chief. Fifty-five. He celebrated his birthday not long ago.”

        “I thought you said old?” Bruno said ironically.

        “Everybody calls him that.” 

        “What about his family, does he have any?”

        “Yeah, three kids and some grandchildren.”

        “So a real great guy?”

        “You bet your life. I’ve known him more than twenty years.”

        “So it seems!”

        The man shrugged his shoulders again. “I guess he must a flipped?, otherwise I can’t understand it.”

        “Fine, that’s enough, thanks.” He turned from the man in the direction of the building and then to commander Mulma. “John, I’m gonna take a walk up to the entrance and don’t let anybody open fire, understand!?”

        “But Bruno!”

        “I asked you if you understood!” he said, narrowing his eyes

        “Okay,” sighed the commander, shaking his head. “As always. You’re the biggest nutcase I ever met.”

        “So no fireworks. And I’m taking this.” Bruno snatched the megaphone. “Nobody’s gonna lift a finger. Guarantee me that!”

        He looked once more at the older cop and set off towards the building. After a few steps he lifted the megaphone to his mouth.

        “Hey, Bill,” he shouted. “What’s up with you? It’s not worth it, you looking out for a stretch or what?” He kept walking towards the main entrance, talking as he went. “Do the right thing, let me inside and I promise you that we’ll go for dinner together. And the bill’s on me. So what do you say?”

        “Don’t move!” Cried a voice from one of the building’s windows.

        Bruno stopped. “Bill!?”

        “That’s enough! I said that’s enough”. The man’s tortured voice could be heard through the silent street. “Otherwise I’ll blow the thing sky high.”

        “Don’t bullshit me, Bill,” Bruno answered calmly. “You couldn’t do that if you tried. Yeah, and another thing, you haven’t got the guts. And you know why?” 

        Every word could be heard in the tense street. “Because,” went on Bruno, “you’ve got a family and your family would never forgive you if you did something like that. So, what do you say, are we going for dinner, or are we gonna stand here and make each other mad?”

        This time nobody answered.

        Bruno took another step, holding the megaphone all the time against his mouth. “You let me inside now and I’ll take you down with me to the car and we’ll go get ourselves a meal.” He paused deliberately. “You know what, Bill? I am so hungry I’m most likely gonna have myself a steak. You gonna have one too? At Havran’s they make ‘em over an inch thick, with roast potatoes.”

        He’d finally made it to the door. He leaned against them and, surprised to find they weren’t locked, went inside. The view that greeted him was like something from a dumb show. In the room Bill Zatre sat on the floor by the back entrance. He held his head in his hands sobbing quietly. Next to him lay two Molotov cocktails.

        Bruno switched his glance to several people who obviously were at a loss to know what to do. Just a few moments before they had been in terror that this wretched man would blow them up and now it was as if time had stopped and they were waiting for what would come next. Nobody said a word.

        Bruno went up to the seated man and took him gently by the arm. “Let’s go, Bill, come on.” He helped him onto his feet. “Yeah, and we’ll have a beer as well. They got ginger beer. It leaves you with a peach of a hangover.” Then, in front of everybody, he led him out to his car, started the engine without a word to anyone, and drove out of the closed street.

        “How you feeling?”

        The man realised for the first time that he was sitting in the car next to the cop. “Why’d you do it?” he asked without looking at Bruno.

        “I thought we’d be on friendly terms.”

        He was silent for a while. “I don’t know you.”

        “That doesn’t matter anymore. Call me Bruno.”

        “Bruno?,” the man repeated quietly.

        “Yeah, Bruno.”

        “That’s not a Canadian name?”

        “It sure isn’t. My mum was Italian and my Dad came from somewhere in Czechoslovakia. They met in Prague in sixty-eight. That’s where I was born. My Dad wanted for me to be called Josef but my mum stuck on Bruno. Like every woman. You interested?” He looked at the man beside him. 

        “You saved my life.”

        “Hey, Bill,” Bruno lowered his voice, “you saved your own life by not going crazy and doing something stupid. Because as I know the assault squad they’d fill you with more holes than a sieve. That’s what saved your life. I had a dinner date and you went and screwed that up by getting those guys to call me out to that building. I was pissed off with you and I wanted the thing over with. That’s all.”

        The man looked in front of him at the wind screen, before saying quietly,

        “I’m sorry.”

        “Forget it,” Bruno widened his lips and tapped his fingers on the wheel. “Let’s go to Havran, get ourselves something good to eat and then you can tell me what really happened. Maybe we’ll do something about it.”

        “How much am I gonna get for this?” the man asked, his voice still little more than a whisper.

        “If nobody from the crowd that was with you decides to sue you we should be able to quieten everything down. Maybe just a fine.”

        “I’m sorry.”

        “I know,” said Bruno and he flicked the right indicator. He drove slowly down into the full parking lot, where he stopped. He turned off the engine and opened the doors. “It’s always full here, but Lisa’ll find us somewhere to sit. She’s great.”

        The man didn’t answer.

        “What’s up. Something not right?”

        The man shook his head. “I don’t understand why you’re doing all this?”

        “Me neither,” said Bruno, throwing up his arms. “I’m hungry and so maybe I’m acting stupid. I wanna make the most of your company. Yeah, and don’t be so formal, for fuck’s sake!” He slammed the door and set off towards the restaurant entrance. The man followed him.

        When they both entered the packed local Bruno pointed out a woman past her youth who was moving frantically behind the bar. “That’s Lisa.” The man looked at the woman. “Lover?”

        “Bill,” said Bruno, smiling. “That’s the most faithful woman in the world. Her old man is a truck driver and she has him home once a month. And yet she’ll be faithful to him to the grave.”

        “I’ve got one like that at home as well,” said the man, and for the first time he smiled a little.

        “Yeah?” Bruno looked at him. “I envy you, because mine is like a tornado. When it comes over her she destroys everything that gets in her way. But it’s true that I sometimes deserve it. As if she knew about it.”

        “Bruuuno!” He was interrupted by a loud female voice that rose above everybody else in the local.

        “You just been on the television, you bastard! What are you doing here?” The smiling Lisa made her way towards him between the tables. “Bruno, you bastard, I’d rather kiss you than any of the others?” She threw herself at him, hugging his wide shoulders. “You bum, what did you go and do again that they’re all talking about you. The whole bar was watching it.”

        “Me?” he hugged Lisa back.

        “I can still recognise one of the best-looking cops in our district. Or maybe you think I’m so old I can’t see!”

        “Lisa, no way. You’re as young and pretty as ever.”

        “Look at him,” she pushed Bruno away. “He’s still trying to make up to me, the idiot. And here we were shitting ourselves over whether he’d make it or not.”

        “I’ll tell you all about it, Lisa, but first I’m starving. Couldn’t you find us somewhere to sit?”

        “Beautiful Bruno?” The waitress put her hands on her hips. “Wherever you like.” She looked around the room and pointed at a table with a reserved sign. “As if someone had prepared it for you. As long as you don’t mind that it’s a little out of the way.”

        “It’s perfect.” He took Lisa by the arm and walked across with her to the table. “Bring us the biggest steaks you got. My and my friend here are real hungry.”

        “For you Bruno, anything.” The waitress brushed some things from the table and placed over it a new tablecloth which she had gotten from the kitchen. Then she put two beers in front of them and the third, which she had on a tray, she raised to the room in general. “To Bruno,” she said loudly and brought the bottle to her lips. Some of the guests turned to their table and raised their beer glasses.

        “Do they always greet you like that?” asked Bill when Lisa had left. “That’s Lisa’s work. She’s proud of her customers.” He put the bottle on the table and wiped his lips. “And what about you? You said you had a good wife but then you went crazy. Why?”

        Bill lowered his head a little before raising it again to look around the packed room. His eyes stopped on Bruno’s face. “You wouldn’t understand if I told you. A guy my age pulls a stunt that would make a twenty year old punk feel ashamed.”

        “Try me.” Bruno didn’t shift his gaze. “I have my bad turns too. And if I hadn’t become a cop, who knows?”

        “You’re still young. How old are you, twenty-five, twenty-seven?”

        “Twenty-nine,” said Bruno.

        Bill took a drink before speaking again. “Either you’re really that good or I don’t get something here.”

        “I don’t want to destroy your illusions,” said Bruno, also sipping his beer, “but I’m not that good. People like to make out they’re better than they are.”

        “You think so. What about today’s experience?”

        “I was hungry. That’s all there is to it.”

        “But they called for you. And don’t tell me they just wanted you to make up the numbers ‘cos they were crawling around like flies.”

        Bill leaned against his chair. “They always call someone from our group. We’ve been specially trained. I was the nearest.”

        “Maybe,” Bill’s eyes were shining. “But you’re real good.”

        “Are you bullshitting, Bill?”

        “You’re a pro.”

        “I’m paid to do it.”

        “And I went and insulted you when I asked how old you were. I’m an asshole.” Bill shook his head.

        “If you were an asshole I wouldn’t be sitting here with you. Anyway you’re right. I am a lot younger.”

        “I didn’t mean it like that. I only wanted to say that you’d probably find it difficult to understand a guy who’s nearing sixty and suddenly finds his world turned upside down.”

        Bruno said nothing and so Bill went on.

        “It all happened a year ago. I had a job earning good money, a great wife and beautiful grandchildren. What could a guy my age want more? I even had good health. And yet it came to what you saw today. I fucked up everything I touched.”

        “Why,?” asked Bruno.

        Bill pursed his lips. “I’m old,” he sighed quietly.

        “You’re kidding yourself.”

        “No!” He looked Bruno hard in the eyes. “That’s what they said to me when they sacked me.”

        “They threw you out of your job?”

        “After twenty-five years.”

        Bruno checked himself. “How did they explain it to you?”

        “They didn’t. They sent me a letter, and that was the end of it. Apparently they got no need for me any more. After twenty-five years. If you want me to translate what they said it was “old and decrepit.”

        “Where did you work?”

        “The same place you found me today.”

        “In A and B?”

        The man nodded.

        Bruno was about to ask another question when he caught sight of Lisa with a full tray of food. So all he said was “Just a moment” and turned towards the woman who was already at their table. “Lisa, I love you so much.” He looked at the plates. “They must weigh at least a pound each.”

        “Cut it out, Bruno.” Lisa put the plates down on the table. “You know very well I make ‘em like that for whenever you show up. I wouldn’t let you starve, you know that.” She leaned against his shoulder. “And who’s your good-looking friend?” she said, nodding at Bill.

        “That’s Bill, a friend of mine I haven’t seen for many years. Just imagine I met him today in Sears. He was buying something and looked straight past me.”

        “You?” screeched Lisa. “Nobody looks past you.”

        “Exactly,” smiled Bruno. “But he did.”

        “You must have been real deep in thought if you didn’t see Bruno.” She laid the full plate in front of Bill.

        “I wanted to avoid him but he wouldn’t let me,” said Bill, entering into Bruno’s game. “I was worried unless I might not make it back home today. And it looks as if I was right.”

        Lisa ran her hands through Bruno’s hair. “It’s a shame you only make time for your friends.”

        “Lisa,” Bruno squeezed her waist. “You know you wouldn’t go behind Frank’s back.”

        “Yuhyuh,” she sighed. “I’m a perfect idiot. So, enjoy your food.” She took the empty beer bottles and disappeared into the kitchen.

        Bruno picked up the knife and pointed it at Bill. “Not bad. It’s obvious you’re coming round.”

        “You started me on it.”

        “Yeah, maybe. Lisa asks a lot of questions. She doesn’t know you.”

        Bill cut up the meat. “It’s good. I feel such a jerk.”

        “Forget about it.” Bruno wiped the knife and fork on the serviette. “People have short memories.”

        

      

    

  
    
      
        2.

        Clan Burche, Member of the Canadian parliament, opened the newspaper and moved his eyes slowly from one article to another. It was early morning and Clan was enjoying the morning calm. First, as always, he would look through the daily papers, then he would breakfast with his wife Ruth and afterwards he would catch the morning rush of their two sons, five-year-old Patric and seven-year-old Jim. This was usually a few minutes before eight. At eight, however, when the official car stopped outside the villa, the morning idyll would cease. That’s when the Honourable Clan Burche’s daily list of activities would begin.

        “Today’s Friday, sir. Good morning,” said the chauffeur as he opened the limousine door to Clan.

        “Thank God for that. Morning, Sam,” replied the MP, making his way onto the back seat. When the driver was seated behind the steering wheel he asked him another question. “Anything I ought to know?”

        “No, sir,” replied the driver and he set off slowly. “Everything’s just fine.”

        “Great.” The MP closed his eyes and stretched out his legs. He now had just under fifteen minutes to concentrate his mind on the daily whirl of events. At the age of almost sixty, when he had already begun to feel the odd twinge here and there, he still didn’t want to be slung out on the scrap heap. He had been involved in power politics for over thirty years and he didn’t want anyone to tell him it was time for him to retire. Maybe that was why he had married a young wife some years earlier and become, on the old knees that had also already begun to give him trouble, a father twice over. Despite that, however, he knew he could not avoid getting old. Nobody had yet been able to find a cure to stop the passage of time. 

        He still felt his old self when the limousine rocked and came silently to a halt. Senator Clan Burche was highly regarded and esteemed in the rough-and tumble world of Canadian politics. Over those few decades, when he had been through perhaps everything a real politician had to go through, he had become a permanent fixture on the Canadian political scene. Almost every election he had resisted the pressure from his party to run for the highest office and almost every election brought him even greater popularity. Despite all this, however, he had never wanted to remain in the position which had been passed around between several prime ministers during his era. He wasn’t attracted to the function. As he always liked to say, “a person can do great things when nobody can see him.” And he had kept this resolution throughout all those years.

        He closed the door to the limousine, and feeling refreshed walked up the few steps in front of the parliament. He greeted some of the journalists in passing and stopped by one in particular. “Hi, Don, that article didn’t help us much.” He held his arm.

        “I wrote it the way you wanted it, senator,” replied the young journalist.

        “I know. There’s not a lot you can do with these bureaucrats. But apart from that you did a great job. Thanks.”

        “If you want,” said the journalist, taking out a small Dictaphone, “we can try it again.”

        The senator put his arm around the young man’s shoulder. “Maybe next time. I should already be at the meeting.”

        “OK,” said the journalist, before Clan disappeared from sight. Then he turned round and descended the few steps to the attractive woman waiting for him below.

        “Did he ignore you?” she asked him.

        “Burche? Never. He’s the best politician around. For his age he’s a real playboy.”

        The woman took his arm. “So why did he run away from you?”

        Don looked at her. “He didn’t run away. He just didn’t have enough time. I hope next week we’ll be able to follow it up.”

        “Me too,” and she smiled at the young man and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek.

        In the meantime Clan had arrived at the meeting room, which had begun slowly to fill up. He sat on the bench which bore his name and took a bundle of documents out of his bag. 

        “Hey, Clan,” someone said behind him.

        He turned round and set eyes on the giant figure of senator Smith. “Hi, Jeff, how are you?”

        “I’m fine. But as far as you’re concerned?” Jeff Smith glance at him briefly.

        “Me?” said Clan, surprised.

        “Apparently you gave Adams of Steel the SFA. You’ve got guts.”

        Clan smiled briefly and turned without a word back to his table. He recalled the unpleasant conversation he had had with the president of the Steel company. And how the president had placed an envelope with one hundred thousand dollars on the table and how he had thrown it back.

        Through all those years he had got used to the attempted bribes, but on the other hand he knew what it would mean to his principles if he ever took one. And as a Member of Parliament and representative of the citizens of Canada he knew he could never betray the promise he had given to those who had voted for him. He was well known for his inflexibility and for his clean approach to everything that happened in politics. He didn’t take bribes out of principle. Every road could be negotiated as long as it ran straight. That was a rule he stuck to by principle. That’s why he was loved by some people and hated by others.

        “Hi, Clan,” said Kent, the judge.

        “How are you, Fred,” he replied, raising his hand as an afterthought.

        “Is it true you threw Adams out?” said the judge, stopping at his table.

        “He threw himself out,” said Clan. “He thought he’d pay me and I’d fall on my ass, the Neanderthal.”

        “Shame he didn’t know you. He could have saved himself the journey.” The judge smiled and moved over to the seat by his table. Then he turned again to Clan and raised his thumb. Clan just nodded his head back. He had known Kent for many years and he counted him among his friends. Whenever he had asked him for a favour he had known the judge would do everything in his power to help him and Clan had done the same. So it came as no surprise when Kent let him know he had done the right thing with Smith. The bastard hadn’t deserved anything better. No, nobody bribed Clan Burche. He stood up and held his arms by his side, his head raised and conscience clean, when the Canadian national anthem rang out, signalling the opening of the senators’ assembly.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        3.

        “Is that you Bruno?” said Marika from the bedroom.

        “Yeah honey it’s me, go back to sleep,” he answered her.

        “Where’ve you been?” Suddenly she was standing in the doorway opposite him.

        “Hey,” he waved his hand and wanted to tell her everything. But she didn’t let him finish.

        “I saw you on the television.”

        “You weren’t the only one. Almost everybody got to see me today.” He put his boots away and went over to her. “Did you sleep?” He kissed her face.

        “It’s one o’clock in the morning.” She sighed deeply. “Bruno, oh, Bruno. What do I get from you?” She hugged him round the neck and looked him in the eyes. “How many times did I ask you to at least call me, so I wouldn’t worry about you, but it’s like you didn’t even know you were married. Someday this is gonna drive me crazy.” She pressed herself against him. 

        “I know.” He stroked her hair. “But you know my job. And when all’s said and done, you married me as a cop. And when I warned you about it do you remember what you said?” “Yeah,” and she tried to smile, “You’re right. But,” and she shook her head, “I didn’t know it was gonna be like this.”

        He didn’t know what to say to her and so he took her by the knees and lifted her off the ground. Then he took her to the bedroom, put her on the bed, leant over her and kissed her gently on the mouth.

        “First of all go and have a shower and clean your teeth.” She pushed him down beside her. “You smell of beer.”

        He stood up and went into the bathroom. He knew he wasn’t taking enough care of Marika, but it was true he had warned her before their wedding and he had no way rushed into the marriage. But Marika had really thought she was marrying a hero and a hunk into the bargain. She hadn’t realised his job was really so demanding. And then from the beginning she had taken everything like a game that would end one day and he would be home after dinner. But after a few months she had realised that nothing had changed. She had tried tears, fits of anger, and once had even locked the door so he couldn’t get in, and when she had finally realised that nothing made any difference she had tried drowning her loneliness in alcohol. More than once, after coming back from a police action, they had rowed bitterly and Marika, losing control, had screamed the house down. Then he would pack up and push off to sleep in a motel. He couldn’t stand her screaming. And there was no point trying to calm her when drunk. He simply moved out and slept over in a nearby motel. In the morning he would come back and act as if nothing had happened. Marika would have sobered up and only her downcast eyes told the story. She knew she’d made a mistake but wouldn’t want to speak about it. And when he went off to work she would cry the whole day. She didn’t want to lose Bruno and she needed him as well. She knew very well that she was unlikely to meet a better man anywhere.

        Bruno stepped under the hot shower and closed his eyes with a feeling of joy. He loved the moments when his mind would switch off and he could give way to physical relaxation. He leaned his arms against the tiled wall and let the jet of water shoot against his back. He poured some shampoo into his palm and slowly massaged it into his hair. It’s sweet scent reminded him of Marika when he had first seen her in Toronto where she was visiting her former sister-in-law. He’d met her in a disco where he’d gone to collect one of his team unit. Marika was sitting on her own with a beaker in her hand watching what was going on the dancing floor. Bruno had stopped at her table.

        “You’re not dancing?”

        “I don’t understand English,” she’d said.

        He asked her if she spoke French and she gave him the same reply. Then he asked her what language she spoke and she, finally understanding what he was saying, replied that she spoke Slovakian. He looked her in the eyes and said “so we’re compatriots.” And then they’d both laughed. Marika because she’d thought she wouldn’t be able to communicate with him and he because of the way she’d looked when he’d spoken to her in a language she understood.

        “Are you Czech?” she asked him.

        “I was born in Prague but I’m Canadian,” he replied and inside him he had to admit she was interesting. 

        “How long have you lived here?” It was obvious she wanted to talk.

        “Twenty-three years.” He smiled.

        You must have been very small when you left?“

        “I was three years old.”

        “Did you escape?”

        He shook his head. “No. My mother was Italian and my father Czech. They just asked to go to Italy and then we moved to Toronto.”

        “So,” she was beginning to be interested. “You’re half Italian half Czech.”

        “Something like that. But now I’m just a Canadian.” He poured her some champagne from a bottle which stood on the table.

        “Do you want some as well?” She pointed at the bottle.

        “No, thanks. I’m on duty.”

        “On duty?” She raised her eyebrows.

        “I’m a policeman and I’m looking for someone from my team unit.”

        “That’s great,” she laughed again. “Your cop friend goes to discos?”

        “He’s also on duty,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “We work everywhere.”

        She took a sip from her glass and then asked him “Do you come here often, or only when you’re on duty?”

        “I don’t go to discos. I’m too old for them and besides, time is my enemy.”

        “Why don’t you sit down?” She pointed to the empty chair.

        “I can’t, really. But if you like we could maybe get together tomorrow evening. I’m off duty.”

        “Would you come?”

        “You don’t trust me?”

        “Yeah, of course. It’s just that I don’t my way around here.”

        “Where are you living?”

        “On Trafal Avenue. It’s not far from here.”

        “Do you know the book shop there?”

        “You thinking of Chapters on the Plaza?”

        “That’s it. I’ll wait for you there. How about at six? Is that okay for you?”

        “At six? Yeah, if you’re free.”

        “I’ll be there for sure. But now you’ll have to excuse me. I’ve gotta go.” He wanted to shake her hand but decided not to. “Goodbye.” He turned and left.

        Of course the next day they did meet. They danced the whole evening in a small restaurant at the end of the Italian quarter and early in the morning Bruno had invited her back to his place. Marika had a scent like no other lover he’d ever had, and she behaved differently too. Although she went back with him to his flat she didn’t sleep with him. For that he had to wait a whole month. Which made it all the sweeter. Marika gave herself to him in all her beauty and with her charming Slovak accent she brought him to ecstasy, which was always crowned by Marika’s cries. Those nights Bruno made love properly for the first time. Even now, after three years, when he stood beneath the shower, he could still smell the scent of the shampoo that Marika had used those first nights. And because he never stopped buying it for her those first days always came back to him whenever he used it. That’s why he knew he had to be patient with Marika.

        When he had showered he threw a towel around himself and with his head still wet went back into the bedroom.

        “Are you sleeping?”

        “I’m waiting for you,” said Marika, and reached out a hand to him.

        “You smell good,” she whispered.

        “Just like you did when I first met you.” He lay down beside her and pressed himself against her warm body. “You’re so soft.”

        “Do you love me?” She stroked her hand through his wet hair.

        “Love? The word’s too small for what I feel.” He began to kiss her on her neck and breasts.

        “Bruno,” she whispered quickly. “I’ll never leave you. And no more drinking. I don’t want to lose you.”

        “You won’t lose me, sweetheart.” He moved his head down to her lap. “Never.” He moved her legs apart and began to kiss her on her thighs and between. The he raised himself, brought his body level with hers and entered her until he felt his body shudder. “Marika, I love you, kiss me, yes, I want you so much.” And she answered him, kissed him and at the same time felt her body come alive. “Yes, sweetheart, that’s it, a little bit more, yes, more.” And then suddenly she cried out so that the sweet feeling shuddered through the whole of her body, which she tried to capture in all of her senses. She felt Bruno in her body and tried to prolong the moment as long as possible. She pressed herself against him and waited until he also felt the climax of their loving together, a love that existed somewhere inside the passion of feeling and sighs. The sighs that both emitted when they joined their bodies and senses. And then, al of a sudden the storm. The brain again begins to function and the bodies part. 

        Bruno falls like a warrior after a great battle and Marika tries to hold on to the last crashing waves which flow around her and away. She can’t catch them. Her body weakens and the tautened strings of love play their last notes. Everything ends with their cries, and life, that unforgiving shadow of existence, returns. Only their sighs and the deepened breathing are testament to the joy and passion that passed through this space. Marika closes her eyes and Bruno feels the sweetness of victory before eternal sleep.

        “Baby...?” she sighs.

        “Yeah...?” he answers quietly.

        “I love you.”

        “I love you too,” and he put his hand under her head.

        She turned onto her side, before raising herself slightly and looking him in the face. “I was proud of you today.”

        “Only today?”

        “I don’t mean making love.” She patted his chest. “On television. They talked about you like a hero who saved people’s lives.”

        “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear. It was no big deal.”

        “Just a moment.” She sat up on the bed. “I saw the way you walked into that building. Bruno, how was it...?”

        He put his arm round her neck and drew her to his chest. “What you saw on TV really happened. A guy who was down on his luck was holding some people hostage. But...” He saw her reaction and put his finger to her lips. “He wouldn’t have done anything to them. The guy was in a bad way and he just lost it for a while. It was nothing more than a way of showing society what it had done to him. There’s no way Bill would have hurt anybody.”

        “He was called Bill?” She turned her head to look at Bruno.

        “Bill Zatre. I took him for dinner.”

        “That’s why you were late,” she said, as if understanding.

        “Yeah, that’s why. I couldn’t leave him on his own. When he calmed down I took him home. I told him that tomorrow he has to go to the police station and write everything down. He only needed someone to talk things through with.”

        “What was he like...?” She was starting to get interested.

        “You know what?” Bruno thought for a while. “He was a pretty good guy. Fifty, wife and kids and last year they kicked him out of his job. For half a year he drew unemployment benefit and then they put him on social support.”

        “Welfare?”

        “Yeah, welfare. But for government employees it’s social support.”

        “Why didn’t he get another job?”

        “Because nobody wanted him. Like he told me, every day he did the rounds and everywhere they told him, very nicely, that he was past it. He was out of luck.”

        “But Bruno?”

        “What is it, honey?”

        “Why should he go and do something that would get him into even bigger trouble?”

        “When he was on welfare he couldn’t even meet the repayments on the house. And that’s before he got to thinking about buying food.”

        “Just a moment,” she said, interrupting him. “You’re not telling me they didn’t even give him enough for his basic needs?”

        “What he was getting wasn’t even enough to pay the rent in an apartment, let alone anything else.”

        “So what did he do?”

        “He stuck it out for six months and when he finally got through his savings and he still couldn’t find work he turned into one of those people who believes that society is to blame for the mess that they’re in. He was so fucked that he had to show people how fucked he was. That’s why he got crazy and ended up acting like a cretin. He just felt he had to go somewhere and scream.”

        Marika couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Nowadays, in the richest country in the world, and somebody doesn’t even have the right to a decent job? It’s unreal!”

        “It’s all too real,” sighed Bruno. “I could understand that he might not have found a job, but the fact that nobody’s gonna stick up for him, that’s beyond me. After twenty-five years of work. It makes me sick.”

        

        In the morning over porridge he asked Marika if she really meant it about stopping drinking.

        She got up from the table and placed the used dishes in the sink. Then she looked at Bruno, came over to him slowly and kissed his cheek. “Do you believe me?” She asked him.

        “Do I look like someone who wouldn’t believe you?”

        “I’m finished with alcohol,” she said firmly. “I want to be a good wife. Just like you’re good to me.”

        “Marika, baby,” he hugged her. “I love you.”

        “And I love you too.” She pressed close to him and then immediately drew away. “You should go. It’s almost eight.” She went and got the key from the hall.

        “Look after yourself. Oh yeah, and don’t forget the Burches are meant to be coming tonight. So please try and make it back in time.”

        “Yes sir!” Bruno saluted and opened the doors.

        “You clown,” she said, throwing a cloth at him, her eyes blinking. “Go on, cop, get out of here.” Her lips parted and she felt she was beginning life anew.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        4.

        

        For many Americans and Canadians, to be a police officer on the American continent is regarded as being something like a doorway to the criminal underworld. It’s even said that the methods used by the men in uniform are not too dissimilar from those of the Mafia at the time of its greatest notoriety. Anyone who ever got into trouble with the police was happy to confirm this. That’s why it was so clear that the then sixteen-year-old Bruno, growing up on the busy Toronto streets, should share the same picture of these hard men who could do practically anything.

        His first experience with the police was in the form of an unpleasant bruise he received on a protest march in the centre of Toronto. That time it was no more serious than a bruise. The second time he came up against the men in uniform, however, he was taken down to the police station where he had laboriously to prove that he had taken no part in the theft of a car from his street and that he knew nothing about it. The truth was, he did know who was behind the theft and who carried it out, but he also knew that the laws of the streets were without mercy and that only by revealing nothing could he avoid getting into a conflict with his peers.

        Despite the fact that none of the investigating officers believed him, after a long night they had to let him go first thing the next morning. The hunger and overcrowding he experienced in the prison cell that hectic night decided him, for good, that he would never again get involved in anything that might land him in the same situation.

        Shortly afterwards he broke with the gang that spent its time stealing cars and instead began to spend all his spare time, which suddenly came to be more than enough, in the school gymnasium.

        After finishing school and gaining his leaving certificate he applied to join the police academy. Here he spent the next few years so that he could transfer to a special training team set up to fight terrorism and organised crime. Due to his character, looks and youth he was nicknamed Beautiful Bruno, and always referred to as such by everyone in the Toronto 26th precinct division. Within a short while of joining the division he had succeeded in uncovering several Chinese-speaking gangs involved in car theft. He even penetrated to the heart of the Vietnamese Mafia that specialised in arms dealing. After uncovering the whole of this organised Vietnamese operation Bruno was transferred to Captain Belusi’s team, which focused on the activities of the Toronto underworld. And because he was regarded as the best specialist they had in psychology he was also called on to take part in unplanned operations where his quick intelligence and ability to tap the wavelength of extreme or mentally disturbed individuals proved invaluable. So it came as no surprise to anybody that at the age of twenty-nine Bruno was considered a true professional in the force.

        “Sixty-eight, come in sixty-eight, are you receiving me...?”

        Bruno slowed down and picked up the microphone. “Sixty-eight receiving,” he said and waited with the microphone in his hand.

        “We’ve got a hold-up on Dundas, twenty-eight fifty. It’s yours.”

        “Okay. Dundas, twenty-eight fifty, over and out.” He hung up the microphone and pulled out the police light which he stuck on the car roof. He pulled out into the right-hand lane and quickly drove down off the highway to the road heading westwards into the city. The street had already been closed off by several police cars when he arrived and five or so policemen were unwinding a yellow band to separate onlookers from the site of the impending tragedy. Bruno stopped sharp by one of the policemen and wound down the window. “What’s up?” he asked the man in uniform.

        “Some kid with a pistol,” the policemen said, pointing at the small shop in front of them. “He’s got a girl in there.”

        Bruno shook his head and got out of the car. “Who’s in charge?”

        “Captain Smith,” said the policemen, turning his head towards another parked car. Bruno walked swiftly over to the captain and automatically offered his hand “What does the kid want?”

        The captain shook his hand and merely shook his head. “He’s in there with a girl he’s taken hostage. So far we haven’t done anything. They told us you were coming.”

        “Fine.” Bruno took off his jacket. “Gimme a vest!” he said, pointing at the car. “Do you know who it is?”

        “We don’t know anything. Only that someone called the station about a hold-up. I told them to take no action.”

        “You can see him, look.” The captain handed Bruno the binoculars. For several seconds he was silent. He gave the captain back the binoculars.

        “Yeah.” He passed his hand across the vest, before turning to the captain. “Wait until I give you the signal! Until then don’t do anything!”

        “OK,” said captain Smith and signed to the other officers to wait. He watched as Bruno walked calmly into the emptied space in front of the plaza. He walked slowly, all the time looking at the entrance to the small Arab-owned shop. About ten metres from the doorway he stopped. “Hey!” He shouted. “Can you hear me?” No-one replied. He walked on another five meters. “Can you hear me now?” A shot rang out. Bruno crouched instinctively, even though the bullet flew through the doorway harmlessly into the air. He ran to the low-roofed building and, pressed against the wall, tried to get as close as possible to the entrance. Once there he shouted out again. “Who taught you to shoot, kid?”

        “Don’t come any closer!” a voice screamed from the shop. “Or I’ll kill her! Get back!”

        Bruno straightened and kicked lightly at the door before immediately throwing himself back against the wall. This time there was no shot. He tried it once more and again getting no response he lay on the ground. He signalled to the waiting policemen that they should remain where they were. Then he made his way close up to the door and with a sharp blow knocked it in. In an instant he was on his feet and had sprinted behind some shelves filled with various soda waters. 

        “Another step and I’ll kill her,” screamed the boy, who was visibly trembling. Bruno leant on the shelf and sighed softly. Then he took out his pistol and shouted back: “Do you love her?” Nobody answered. He heard the boy moving with the girl to another part of the shop. Bruno listened intently to gauge their exact position.

        “Who?”

        “The girl?”

        “This one?”

        “Yeah, the one you’re holding.”

        Again a rustling could be heard and then the boy’s nervous voice. “I don’t know her from shit. But I’ll kill her!”

        Bruno had already worked out that they were behind the counter. They had moved there from the rear of the room. He crept up to the corner of the shelves. “No you won’t!“ he said with trained calm.

        “What do you want from me?” said the boy, trying to keep his voice under control. 

        “Me?” asked Bruno.

        “Yeah, you.!”

        “Isn’t it you who wants something, or maybe you’re just playing soldiers? I told you, you can’t shoot straight.”

        “I want money!” choked the boy.

        “Yeah, how much?” asked Bruno. 

        “Five thousand in cash!”

        Whispers could be heard and then the youth shouted out “And a car with a full tank of gas!”

        He chose his words carefully to make the kid think them over. He then tensed his body and swiftly vaulted the counter where he placed his gun against the startled youth’s head. ‘Drop it! He shouted, pointing at the pistol in the boy’s hand. The boy immediately released his fingers and let it drop to the ground.

        “Kick it away!” he ordered, and when the boy had done so he replaced his own gun behind his back. He looked at the couple and shook his head. “How old are you?”

        The boy was shaking, although the girl defiantly raised her head. “What’s it to you?!”

        “Nothing,” sighed Bruno. “You’ve just gone and made things very difficult for yourselves. Otherwise I don’t give a fuck.”

        “What’s gonna happen to us”, said the boy, his voice shaking.

        “Don’t ask him!” said the girl sharply. “He won’t help us! He’s only a cop!”

        Bruno ignored her. He looked the boy in the eyes. “You love her, huh?”

        The boy nodded.

        “And you need money.”

        The boy lowered his eyes. Then he looked at the girl, as if waiting for her to answer. But the girl just looked back at him with contempt. “You were just bullshitting! I knew you wouldn’t be able to go through with it, creep!”

        “Hold it!” said Bruno. “You’re out of line, honey! If you don’t cool it I’m gonna give you a smack!”

        The girl didn’t believe what she was hearing. “How dare you!” she cried hysterically. “You’re just a fucking cop!” She didn’t have time to finish the sentence, however, as Bruno slapped her swiftly across the face. It was so unexpected that the girl instinctively crouched. The boy began to tremble even more violently.

        “What, what’s gonna happen now?”

        “What did you want the money for?” asked Bruno softly.

        The girl remained sitting quietly without answering. Bruno turned his gaze to the boy. “You lost your tongue?”

        “Her mom,” he said haltingly, “she’s pregnant and she need’s money for a doctor.” Having said this he sighed deeply.

        “What do your parents do?” This time he looked at the girl.

        The girl wiped a tear from her cheek and whispered, “I’ve only got my mum.”

        “What does she do?” asked Bruno again.

        “She doesn’t work, she’s on welfare.” Again she wiped a handkerchief across her face.

        “Your mum is pregnant?”

        “Uh-huh.”

        “And what about her boyfriend?”

        “He moved out when he heard she was pregnant.”

        Bruno sat down on the ground opposite them and leaned against the sales counter. “You wanted the money for her?”

        The girl huddled even more. “Yeah.”

        “For an abortion,” said the boy quickly. “That’s why we tried this.”

        “Yuh, well you’ve really been a big help to your mum.” Bruno leant across for the pistol the boy had thrown in front of him. “Where’d you get this?”

        The boy winced slightly. It was obvious he didn’t want to talk.

        “It’s better for you if you tell me now. We’ll find out anyway. Where’d you get it?”

        “From my dad,” said the boy quietly.

        “Does he have a licence?”

        The boy hesitated.

        “So?” asked Bruno a second time. “Or you wanna stay dumb?”

        “My dad, my dad’s a cop,” whispered the boy.

        “Whoosh,” exclaimed Bruno. “That’s great. Dad’s a cop and you’re shooting down here like it was a fairground? This is really great.”

        “Please,” said the girl suddenly, looking at Bruno. “Can’t you help us?”

        “How old are you?” He asked her.

        “Fifteen,” she sobbed, “and, and Brett’s sixteen.”

        “Where do you go to school?”

        “Spadina,” said the boy, looking straight at Bruno. “Can you help us?” Despair was in his eyes.

        Bruno grimaced. “Maybe, if you hadn’t fired that thing. But now?” He shook his head. There’s a whole load of cops outside waiting just to throw you in jail. You should have thought about that before you went ahead with this thing.”

        “Please,” tried the girl again.

        He looked at them both. He realised that they were young and had nowhere near enough life behind them to make it in this dirty world. But he also knew that nobody was gonna help them. As soon as they got free they’d fall even lower than where they were now. He felt as if he were in their place. He knew exactly how they felt. That’s why he said: “All I can do is take you home so you don’t have to face the crowd outside. But you’re gonna come before a judge. And then it depends on how he sees things.” He pointed at the boy. “You gotta say that you dropped the pistol and it went off by itself. I can back you up on that because I was the only one who could see it. That might help.” He got up slowly and went out of the store onto the street where he waited until several police officers ran up to him. He briefly explained the situation and some minutes later left the small plaza with the boy and the girl. 
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“Here.” Darren threw some bound files on the desk. “The old man wants you to take a look at them.”

Bruno rocked on his chair and placed his feet on the desk. “What is it?”

“I dunno. Ask him.”

“Fuck.” He took his feet off the desk and picked up the files. He undid them and leafed through a few pages. “It’s Frank’s stuff.” He looked questioningly at Darren, who just shrugged his shoulders. “He gave them to me first thing this morning when they called you in. I didn’t look at them.”

“If Frank got burnt on this, then...” Bruno frowned

“They’re not the Russians by any chance?” interrupted Darren.

“Yeah, that’s exactly what they are.”

Darren sat down on the edge of the desk. “So we’ll do this one together?”

“If they haven’t already retired you then yeah,” said Bruno. He pointed his finger at Darren and made as if to fire. “Yeah. We’re in this one together.”

Darren Black, a tall, rather awkward, native Canadian, had served in the Toronto police force for more than twenty-nine years. Ten of these he had spent in Captain Belusi’s squad. When Bruno had been transferred to the squad he had thought he was just another one of those well-groomed young men who come out of the Academy and then get fast-routed to the top, in this case to a team that had the highest reputation in the force. When he was assigned Bruno as a partner he got mad. He told Belusi straight that he didn’t want any little snot-rag alongside him. Otherwise he’d take a vacation. But the captain knew Darren and this time said nothing. He just left him in his office to stew. When he came back a half hour later, however, Darren was already sitting outside in the car impatiently pressing the horn. The fact that in time he and Bruno had become an inseparable partnership was mainly due to Bruno. He knew that Darren was a highly regarded police officer who had worked on hundreds of cases. But he also knew that he didn’t like to compromise with people. So from the beginning he had played the role of the novice. He did exactly what Darren told him and never tried to contradict him. On the contrary, he let himself be ordered around in order to make Darren happy. And when after a while Darren got to know just what Bruno had already achieved as a cop he had to admit the kid had something. He even invited him home, something he had never done before with anyone. Darren guarded his privacy like nothing else. He lived alone and kept himself very much to himself. At the age of fifty, after almost thirty years active service, he had a right to do so. Darren Black lived solely for his work. When anyone asked him why he had never married he just replied with a smile that he lived with the biggest whore that existed. The police. He didn’t need another woman. Bruno, however, succeeded in finding out that Darren had once been married but had divorced after a year. She couldn’t stand it that he spent more time in a police car than at home. Since then Darren had kept away from all women and devoted himself even more to his work. He was something like a police inventory.

“Why didn’t the old man give it straight to you?” asked Bruno.

“Why? You’re asking why?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Because you son of a bitch have gone and taken precedence over an old cop. And from now on I’m number two as far as you and I are concerned,” said Darren sticking out his chin.

“You’re exaggerating.” Bruno got up from the chair and sat down next to Darren on the desk. “You probably didn’t hear him properly.”

“Sure,” Darren nodded his head. “It’s real difficult to hear the old man. Specially when he repeated it to me,” he said ironically. “Good old Darren has gone and lost his position in the police. And all because of some cocky Italian. It’s lucky I’ll be retired soon, otherwise I’d have to investigate your shooting.”

“Well, granddad,” Bruno slid the files in front of Darren. “Cool down and go through these files. Then we’ll get onto the case.”

“It’s really screwed,” said Darren to himself out loud and he shook his head. “In a few weeks he’ll be telling this old fart what to do and what not to do.” He took the files and looked at the front page. Bruno picked up the phone. Since he had become Belusi’s number two he had occasionally had to put up with Darren’s mutterings. Inside, however, he had always laughed at them. He knew very well that Darren wouldn’t really have a go at him, so he said nothing. He dialled the number slowly and waited for the familiar voice to reply.

“Hi, Con,” he said at once. “How ya doing?” He broke into a smile. “Yeah, sure, but that’s why I’m calling. Jena said you got the boy with the girl. Yeah, the two from the morning. What are you gonna do with them?” He looked at Darren, who was following the conversation with interest. He spoke again into the receiver. “I know, but it was an unfortunate coincidence. The kid was so shit scared he couldn’t have squashed a fly. He dropped the pistol and it fired itself. Yeah, I saw it. What? No, I’m not gonna write anything. What? You neither? That’s what I wanted to hear. I owe you one. Thanks. Bye.” He put the phone down and grimaced at Darren. “You heard it again. You’re just a normal cop.”

The case that Bruno and Darren, as they put it, had been landed with, concerned a gang which ran several Pizzerias and nine restaurants in the centre of Toronto. A gang of Russian-speaking citizens who had each made their own way to Canada by depositing a large sum of money at the emigration office and together with this sum, generally also deposited an application for a so-called business visa. After waiting several months, during which in almost every case the application had been processed positively, these former citizens of the Soviet Union moved to Toronto, the centre of the province of Ontario. The gang broke up into several branches. These began to concentrate under them all the Russian permanent inhabitants and slowly began to work out who owned what and how they were doing financially. When, after several months, they had mapped out almost the entire Russian emigration, they divided Toronto into separate zones which they allocated amongst themselves. Following the example of the Italian Mafia they opened their own pizzerias and restaurants so as to be covered by Canadian law and to have somewhere to launder illegally obtained money. Their work consisted not of providing quality restaurant service but of obtaining so-called contributions from all Russian speaking traders. The latter, because they didn’t want to find themselves in conflict with these parasites, preferred to pay a monthly protection fee to these arrogant, well-trained bustards. None of them had the courage to visit the Toronto police and inform. Given their experiences with the police back home this was hardly a surprise.
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