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Chapter One

Randolph squinted at his partner and then blinked to say “What?” He had to wait for Ortiz to finish the mouthful of pistachios to get a repeat on his last statement. 
Detective Danny Ortiz smiled with nut meat showing and spoke slowly, “I said…you can close the file on your buddy Wilson.” 
His tongue corralled the loose pieces to his back molars to finish the job. He picked up a glossy photo and sailed it across the desk. 
It landed right side up on a stack of cold case files. 
Randolph pulled drug store reading glasses from his jacket pocket and settled them on a nose busted and set too many times to care anymore. He left it broken after the last arrest in a projects drug raid. The mother of the suspect had hit him flat in the face with an iron skillet with total disregard for his Glock pressed against her boy’s head. 
He always said they don’t smoke crack to get smarter. He pinched the glossy between two fingers and brought it close enough to see. 
“Which rooftop?” 
“Bronx Lebanon,” Ortiz knew why he was asking. 
“I thought it would have been St. Barney’s.” Detective Kerry Randolph turned and waved the picture at Ortiz, “I would have put your paycheck on it. If Wilson was going to crack his egg that it would have been where his daughter died. He called me from there every time. I figured he would end it there.” 
Ortiz nodded and told his secret, “He lost it at Lebanon Hospital because last night his grandbaby died there right after being born…a little girl. I heard he had been asked to name her.” 
Randolph said “Amy?” 
Ortiz nodded, “Amy…she lived for 2 hours.” 
Randolph took his glasses off. “I’ll miss those phone calls.” 
They both laughed a little to shed some of the gloom. Randolph opened the drawer and took out a manila folder stuffed with handwritten notes. “Regular as the changing of the guard, he called every Thursday at 10:38 AM to tell me what he was going to do if he got his hands on her killer.” He pulled a sheet of paper with close spaced lines scrawled with transcripts, “Subject quoted as saying, I’m going to drag him to the fucking river and gut him then I’m going to climb in his rib cage and paddle him like a shit canoe to Jersey.” 
Ortiz took his feet off his desk to sit up to keep from choking on the nuts, “Read,” he was waving the hand that wasn’t reaching for his coffee cup, “read the one from New Years Eve.” 
Kerry riffled the stack looking at the dates, “Here it is, the only one he didn’t call on Thursday.” He cleared his throat, “Subject was quoted as saying, ‘Let him out Randolph, I’ll meet you at the Statue of Liberty. I’m going to take him to the top of the torch and gut him and then I’m going to cut his asshole out and tie his intestines to the railing and climb down them like it was a fucking bedsheet in a jailbreak.’  
“That’s some harsh language from a street preacher.” Ortiz brushed a crumb from his tie. “The gangs were scared to death of him.” 

“I don’t know about scared as much as they respect vengeance. To them he just wanted to do a crazy drive by and they didn’t want to be on that porch when it happened.”

Ortiz shook his head in agreement, “I can picture him doing it.” 
Randolph slipped the transcript back in to the folder, “And I never had any doubt that he meant every word…he loved that little girl.” 
The gloom returned. 
Ortiz took the picture back and said, “How do you want to work this?” 
Randolph shrugged, “It’s a suicide. What’s there to work?” 
“Maybe you should talk to the witness,” Danny nodded to a chair in the corner. The man looked like a pile of sticks holding clothes off the floor. Randolph put on his interrogation face and pulled the gold badge on his belt around to the front. 
Ortiz snorted, “I think he knows where he is at, Detective Randolph.” 
Kerry gave him his middle finger down low as he stood up. To the seated man, “Excuse me, sir.” 
A soft snoring came from the clothes pile. 
Randolph walked closer and turned his head with pursed lips. He brought his hand to cover his mouth and nose, but the urine smell still made him cough. He nudged the chair with his shoe and stepped back when the man stirred and farted. A crusted face lifted to peer from a mess of gray hair. On the floor in front of him was a ball cap with World War II Veteran stenciled across the back. 
Randolph figured the geezer was old enough to have fought with Custer at Little Big Horn. “I understand that you were a credible eyewitness to a suicide on the rooftop of the Bronx Lebanon Hospital last night?” 
The man dug at one eye. 
Ortiz suggested that he use shorter words. 
The middle finger appeared again. 
Randolph started to repeat his question when the man waved him off, “I’m not deaf. All you, asshole cops think everyone on the street is fucking deaf and stupid.” He rubbed across his face, “Is that coffee I smell?” 
Randolph reached over and retrieved the fresh cup that Ortiz had just poured and gave it to the witness. 
The man took it, “Cream and sugar?” Ortiz rolled his eyes and handed over two packets of each. Bums always negotiated for the best deal when they had useful information. 
Randolph waited for a couple of seconds before asking, “Your name, sir?” 
The bum emptied the packets into the cup and looked around, “Spoon?” 
Randolph gave him a pencil from the nearest desk, “Stir it up, drink it up, we don’t have all day.” 
This made a toothless grin, “See, kids, therein lies your problem. I do have all day.” 
Randolph backed off while he sipped the coffee. 
Ortiz interrupted, “You want to read the report to date?” 
Randolph palmed both his hands up. 
He had been so wrapped up in the news he had forgot that protocol required an initial report with the facts to date. He took the file from Ortiz and did a speed read through the standard jargon until he got to where it started with “Subject Wilson, upon being informed by the attending physician that his grand daughter had passed away from complications, smashed a drinking glass with his right hand. Subject Wilson then proceeded to draw a heart on the floor approximately three feet across by smearing his bleeding hand on the floor. Subject Wilson then slapped the palm of his bleeding hand in the center of said heart and exclaimed, “I told you to take me instead.” Subject Wilson repeated this statement over and over up to the point when he took two pistols from under his coat and ran to the stairwell. The attending physician notified hospital security to call 911.” 
The report had a picture of the bloody heart graffiti paperclipped to it.
The drunk said, “I’m ready, now.” 
Kerry ignored him and looked at Ortiz, “They must have been crapping crab cakes at Bronx Lebanon.” 
Ortiz pointed at the man shuffling towards the door. 
Randolph got a piece of the greasy peacoat and pulled him back to the chair, “Time to pay for the coffee, citizen.” 
The man stared at the checkerboard linoleum, “I don’t want no trouble for being on the roof.” 
Randolph said, “I figured you were catching some air after visiting a fellow vet in the psych ward. Tell me what you saw.” 
Satisfied he wasn’t making a case against himself; spoke up, “My name is Litchfield. I wasn’t always like this…I had a job, wife, kids…” he was setting up to ramble on. 
The detective cut him off, “That’s all you’re getting, coffee and the door.” 
“Okay, okay, I was sitting on the roof by the vents kinda enjoying the quiet when this white guy in the suit comes busting out onto the roof. He is one kind of pissed.” Litchfield pushed strands back from his face. “I saw them guns and I melted to the shadows…just like in the war.” 
Randolph scratched the back of his neck to show his impatience. 
The man picked up the pace, “He is all screaming at the sky, waving them guns.” 
Randolph asked, “Could you hear what he was saying?” 
“Oh, no problem there, no problem there. He was clear as a bell…well that was until he started firing those pistols. Then I couldn’t hear so good because my ears was ringing.” 
Randolph rubbed his face, smoothing his mustache, “Can you tell me what he was saying?” 
The bum looked at the Styrofoam cup and decided it was most likely going to stay empty, “He kept saying,” he paused to get it right, “the same thing again and again; he kept saying “I told you to never take one of mine again” and then he would fire at the sky. Screaming at God and then shooting at Him.” Litchfield imitated the scene with his finger pistols pointing at the ceiling in the office. “Pop, pop, pop.”
Randolph interjected, “So you think he was shooting at God?” 
The man nodded, “Oh, I know he was. And if you ask me he meant to put those bullets right through the seat of the throne. Like I said, he was one kind of pissed off. Then he reloaded the one pistol and put it to his head.” 
Detective Randolph said, “And this is when he committed suicide, you saw that?” 
When Litchfield laughed, the overhead light in the office made the gray stubble on his face shine like silver. “Sir, that man put that gun to his head and looked up to heaven and told God he was coming up there to kick His ever-loving ass. Then pop.” He laughed some more before getting up and walking out the door. 
Randolph watched the door until it shut. 
Ortiz spoke to break the silence, “So, boss, you want me to put this down as a suicide…close it like that?” 
Randolph sat in the chair vacated by the bum, “Unless you know of a city municipal code for Assault and Battery consummated on the Almighty.” 
Ortiz stamped the file closed, “Fucking Wilson.” 
Randolph dropped the cup into the trash can on the way to his desk, “Yeah, fucking Wilson.” 
The cup fell in slow motion. “I hope God was on His “A” game last night.”
“I hope he can take a nine millimeter to the nuts.” 
They both looked out the window at the New York skyline.
“He loved that little girl…I’ll always give him that.”

Ortiz moved the bag of pistachios to reach his phone, “I need to call my kids.” 

“Yeah, me too.” Randolph leaned forward to look down at the street below, his breath fogged the pane. A tear spattered on the sill, “I’ll miss those phone calls.” 
The phone rang and Ortiz snatched his hand back. Pistachios flew like snow. The detectives looked at each other, bonded by the name that scared their imaginations.
Chapter Two
“Wilson”

He heard his name, the last syllable slurred with a hissing lisp. Red lights danced through his eyelids, past the black hair hanging over his slumped face. A wisp of smoke steamed from the hole behind his ear and mixed with the fumes coming from the cracks in the brimstone floor.

“Wil...sonnnnnnnnn” More slipping syllables. 

He felt breath on his face, cold breath out of place with the smothering heat that pushed through his suit coat. 
The wafting exhalation smelled of age-old rot and death. 
Wilson put his hands out to steady himself, anticipating a touch from the speaker. He felt ivory grips impossibly hot on his palms and opened his eyes to see that he still had the matching automatic pistols. 
The smoke from his suicide wound circled his face as he raised his head to address his inquisitor.
A hairless, leathery figure pulled its long fingers away from touching the hole in Wilson’s head like a child caught trying to get a Christmas cookie. The snakelike fingers flattened on its bony chest, the ribs converging to an arched sternum. Embedded in the mottled skin were an acne of forgotten tokens, coins, keys with the flesh swollen around them like a diseased eye clutching a monocle. His sharp nails circled the cracked lens on a half pair of spectacles. 
“Welcome, Wilson.” There was no sincerity in the greeting. 
The demon’s tongue made a dry trip across black lips. “I’ll be your…keeper.” 
A wedding ring broke through the peeling layers near his right nipple and he slowly pushed it back out of sight. 
The street preacher looked up at the scarlet heights above him. The swirling vapors ignited and blazed across a dark sky that gave an illusionary nearness.

“Keeper?” Wilson never looked at the figure; instead he checked the magazines of the pistols. 

Full, good.

Engraved words began to glow on the blue-black barrels, JUDGMENT on the right and RETRIBUTION on the left. The script had an old Hebrew slant as if hewn in Jericho limestone by an ancient stonecutter. 

The demon didn’t catch the anger in Wilson’s voice. 
A mistake. 
A serious mistake.

“All those rejected by the One come here. It seems the Man Upstairs, as you creatures so casually call Him, didn’t care for your threat and a lot less for your suicide.” The demon tilted his head to look at Wilson, sharpened teeth clicked as it spoke. “So, I get to teach you the error of your ways, the sooner you learn, the sooner I leave.” A clawed hand reached out to caress the leaking smoke, “You belong to me now, so I am your…” a pointed fingernail snaked into Wilson’s skull, “…Keeper.”

Wilson said, “No thanks, I won’t be staying.” 
The demon’s eyes widened as the muzzles of the pistols were jammed under his chin. The guns bucked in unison and the top of the demon’s head erupted. 

Wilson looked at the guns in his hands and then at the writhing figure on the ground. “Well that was a test, huh. They work.” 
Wilson kicked dust at the demon. “Rub some dirt on it. I wasn’t afraid of you up there and I’m damn sure not afraid of you here.” 
And he went looking for the door out of Purgatory. 
There was a man in an upper world jail cell that was about to have a very bad day.
Chapter Three
Ortiz swept green nuts away from his lap and leaned over to answer the phone. Relief washed the tension from his face, It’s the coroner…says he has another hardboiled egg for you.” 
“Me?”

“Yeah you and he says it’s still warm so hustle your monkey butt down there before he has to put it on ice.” Smiling, but serious about the remarks.

Randolph opened his desk drawer, snatched out a Chief’s Special and slammed it closed all in one motion. He patted his jacket for his car keys on his way out the door. He pat checked his inside coat pocket for a necessary evil. 
Only one thing stopped the smell of the dead…a cheap cigar.

Ortiz shouted through the frosted glass, “Don’t forget…” 

Randolph stuck an impatient face back into the office, “What?” 

Ortiz laughed, “Don’t forget your silver bullets...and remember you got to shoot zombies in the head.” Randolph didn’t take the time to give him the finger again. He hated going to the morgue. 

There was no easy way to get downtown and no parking place at the morgue. 
He took a piece of yellow curb and put the Kojak on the dash to give the meter maid a hint. Damn Brownies would tow a fucking wheelchair from under a cripple. 
A round of “Morning, detective” from the receptionist and staff flipping through files. 
He rode the elevator down, “Where else” he thought. 
The dull green walls in the elevator smelled of antiseptic and Pine-Sol. 
He dreaded the doors opening. 
A jolt and the basement light came on the panel. The air that rushed in was cold and so loaded with industrial strength floor cleaner that it singed his nostrils. He walked straight forward to a set of double swinging doors. Before he got close, they swung out with a bang and an empty stretcher came propelled at him pushed by a stump of a man. 
The stenciled name on the lab coat was JACKSON, but everyone called him Stonewall. 
He had been accused of molesting corpses. 
The general talk was that he warmed them up by sticking a 6-cell Mag-Lite in the desired orifice before doing the nasty. 
But a morgue was rife with sick rumors.
The orderly nodded at the detective when he stepped aside to keep from being rammed with the gurney. “He’s waiting for you”, came over his shoulder. 
The stretcher slammed into the back of the elevator. 
All this boy needed was a hunchback and a bell tower. Rumor or not, Randolph could picture him banging a drowning victim. 
He took the cigar from his pocket and rubbed it under his nose. He wanted to light it as soon as he stepped through the double doors. That wasn’t going to happen because the doors swung open again and the coroner told him not to even think of lighting that dog turd in his morgue. They stood and looked at each other, the mutual contempt was obvious. 
“Oh, right, you dig in guts all day and a hard-working street detective can’t enjoy a quality cigar especially while doing you a favor.” 
The doors closed as the coroner turned his back on him. The overhead lights made a reflection on his bald head that looked like a neon halo. A chunk of the smell from inside stayed in the hallway with the detective. He blew out his breath and followed the coroner. 
“Heigler, sorry about the cigar. Hard habit, ya know. What you got for me?” 
The extra-large lab coat stayed hunched over a stainless-steel table. The coat turned and Kelly could see he was speaking into a microphone suspended above the body of a child. 
‘Over there, detective” the hand swept in the general direction of a corpse with wide open eyes. Randolph walked over and the first thing he noticed was that the eyes were white…like a cooked egg. An uncomfortable odor of steamed meat hung over it. 
The skull had been sawn and was loosely stapled back in place.
 The coroner came up behind him with needle nosed forceps. “Here is what you need to see”, and pulled the skull cap back. The brain looked stir fried. “You will have to notice that the interior of the skull has been subjected to a heat level that parboiled the brain”, he turned the scalp back,” but has not done a bit of damage to the exterior tissue.” 
He pinched a vein in the scalp and blood oozed freely. Randolph continued to look at the body wishing for the wonderful cloud of cigar smoke between him and the smell. 
“Of course, there is the exception of the eyeballs. It would appear that the heat traveled from inside along the optic nerve and sizzled them in the sockets.” 
Deftly, he lifted an eyelid to show the pink underside. “And again, no damage outside of the socket even though the eyelid is by nature of its function, determined to cover the eye to protect it.” The detective said, “What do you make of this?” 
The coroner was already across the floor at the rows of refrigerated body drawers. “Now that is why you are called a detective…detective. Go out and detect.” 
The drawer he pulled out had a short body under the plastic, another child. “I just take them apart and display the facts. I only figure out the cause of death. You take what you see and find out who or what is doing this magical microwave killing.” 
Randolph started to say that he had never seen anything like this until the coroner reminded him that this was the ninth body found with a cooked brain in the last month. 
“Go find this person or persons, detective, and please shoot them. Shootings are easy to figure out the cause of death.” 
He watched the coroner pour a cup of coffee and sit it on the chest of the child’s body. 
Randolph flinched at the sight, but it reminded him of this morning. “Did you get somebody named Wilson in here last night…a suicide by gunshot to the head?” 
The coroner was stirring creamer into the coffee, “Let me check” and yelled out loud, “anyone named Wilson in residence?” 
Sipping the coffee and sitting it back down, “I have thirteen gunshot victims in here from last night…sorry, no Wilson.” 
He held the cup out as the detective left, “You aren’t staying for coffee? I have donuts.” 
The elevator seemed a mile away.

***** 
