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CHAPTER ONE

“Leland Hacklyn!  What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Nothing, Mom.  I’m sorry.  Um, maybe I can glue it back together.”

I was ten, wearing my Karate gi, tied with my recently awarded orange belt, (That’s as far as I got.) standing next to what was once Mom’s favorite Ming vase and now, looked like a jigsaw puzzle.  I wondered if Mom was going to slap my face.  She had that look in her eyes.

She said, “Your foot is bleeding.”

I looked down.  So it was.  

She continued, “We just had the carpets cleaned, too.”

I thought, Geez Louise, Mom, why don’t you go to the kitchen, get the salt shaker and sprinkle some on my foot, while you’re at it.

My lower lip trembled and I erupted into tears.  Mom said, “I could kill your father for getting you Karate lessons.  Come on, tough guy.  We’ve got to put some peroxide on that before it becomes infected.  You don’t want gangrene.”

I asked her, while blubbering, “What’s that, Mom?”

“Remember last year?  When we had mold in the bathroom?  You have to stop mold in its tracks or it spreads like wild-file.  We thought about moving, you know.  That’s how bad it was.  But we nipped it in the bud.  Sit.”

I plonked myself down on one of our dining room chairs.  Mom went and got a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and poured a little on my cut.

“Ow!”

She said, “Your foot’s fine.  My favorite vase isn’t.”

“I’m sorry, Mom.”

“Sorry won’t fix my vase now, will it?  Your grandmother bought that for me last Christmas and it cost her a fortune.”

I was really opening the waterworks, now.

She put a band-aid on the cut.

“There.  From now on, you practice your Karate in your room.  Nowhere else.  Got it?  Come here.”

I threw my arms around her and she hugged me back, so hard, it hurt.

Flash-forward a few years.

“Lee?  I’m so proud of you.”

Those were Mom’s last words before cancer took her, once and for all.

An epic blast of flatulence—a flatublast?—jolted me from the dream world to the world of atoms and molecules.

Mom?  If Heaven’s a real place, and you’re up there right now, watching me, I’ll bet you’re laughing yourself silly.

CHAPTER TWO

I looked at my alarm clock.  Five thirty am.  

There was a naked woman lying next to me, on my comforter.  I sat up and lit a Blue Buzzard.  Whaddyaknow?  Today’s my birthday.  I’m thirty-two.  Still alive, in spite of my fool vices, like Exhibit A here, between my fingers.

I must be doing something right.  Or maybe I’ve just been damn lucky.  Or maybe a little of both.

What was her name?  Shit.  Her fart-stink was lingering.  Boy was it ever.  So, I got out of bed, slipped my feet into my slippers, shuffled over to my bedroom window and opened it.  Oh!  Bad idea.  It was freezing out.  New York City was under a blanket of snow.  I tried to close the window.  It was stuck.  Great.  And there was no heat.  My manager told me it would be fixed in a few days.  Hell, I might die of hypothermia before then.  Maybe I’ll turn the smoke detector off and build a fire.  I put a sweater on and covered up what’s-her-face with another blanket.  At least the room didn’t smell, anymore.  What the hell did she have for dinner, last night?  Beans?  Holy Blazing Saddles, Batman!

I sat on the sill and lit a cigarette.  Yeah, it was cold, but not unbearably so.  

It was still dark out and the streets were devoid of people.  I thought about that movie with Charlton Heston, The Omega Man.  If I woke one morning the last man on Earth, I’d probably commit suicide.  Superman has one weakness.  Kryptonite.  I have two.  One is spiders.  The other?  I can’t stand being alone, although I often am.  

What the hell was her name?  

She was snoring at such a pitch, I fretted that my neighbor might complain. 

Not being able to remember the name of a woman you met at a bar, brought back to your place and spent the night with, is not only bad form, it’s a sure-fire recipe for kicked-in-the-balls stew.

Betty?  Veronica?  Midge?  Ethel?  Miss Grundy?  Come on, come on.  Oh, fuck.  I was coming up goose-eggs, which is a baseball expression, right?  What did I know about sports?  Bupkis.

She stirred.

“Um, it’s cold in here.  What time is it?”

I lit another cigarette—Lee Hacklyn, Inveterate Smoker and said, “Twenty-five to six.”

“Where am I?”

“Queens.  My place.”

“Where are my clothes?”

She sat up and covered her breasts with the comforter, looking scared.

“Where you left them.  On my living room floor.”

She went from scared to angry at maximum warp.

“Don’t be smart.”

“Ok, I’ll be stupid.  Two plus two equals one.  How’s that?”

“Fuck you.”

“Again?  If you insist.”

“Asshole.”

“You remembered my name.  Asshole Hacklyn.  That’s nice.”

“Do you remember my name?”

Suddenly, I didn’t care anymore.

“Sure.  Princess Sunflower.”

She flipped me the bird and said, “Get my clothes.  Get them now.”

Whoa.  I stubbed my smoke out in the ashtray I was holding and said, “Babe, I’d rather eat my gun.  Get your own fucking clothes.  You’re welcome to use my shower, if you like.  There’s a McD’s down the street, if you’re hungry.”

I looked at my watch and said, “You have thirty minutes.”

She stared at me, her mouth agape.  This was a new experience for her, I was certain.  I said, “You’re a beautiful woman.  You’re used to guys falling all over themselves for you, sucking up to you and telling you that your farts smell like roses.  By the way, based the example you shared with me while you were sleeping, your farts smell like ass.  Don’t feel bad.  So does everyone else’s.  Anyway, I’m not like any guy you’ve ever me before, I’d bet my last bullet on that.  We’re adults.  In fact, you look a lot older than me, now that I’m looking at you with your make-up all over my sheets.  We met.  We chatted.  We flirted.  We danced.  I brought you here and we fucked.  And we came.  Well, I did.  Boy, did I ever.  Did you?  Never mind, I don’t care.  If you’re still here...”

I looked at my watch again.

“...twenty-eight minutes from now, I’m tossing you and your clothes out this window.  If you’re lucky, you’ll land in a pile of snow.  I’m only two stories up.”

She shrieked, “You’re a pig!”

“I am who I am, babe.  Like Popeye.  There’s a clean towel under the sink.”

Yes, I was bluffing.  No, I would never hurt a woman.  Unless she was a psycho-bitch who was trying to kill me.  I treat psycho-bastards the same way.  Lee Hacklyn, Equal Rights Activist.

Whatever her name was, she and her shit was out of my apartment in just under the allotted time.

Good riddance.  One-night stands are shit.  What’s wrong with being alone?

I started cooking my breakfast.

CHAPTER THREE

Six am.  Against my better judgement, while eating, I watched the news.

Star Blazers was a rerun.

I read the New York Times just about every day, which was bad enough, but I rarely watched the news on tv.  It was all bad and it depressed the hell out of me.

My dad like to say, “Here’s a good way to go through life, son.  If there’s a pebble in your shoe, take it out and get on with the rest of your day.  What do I mean by that?  I mean, focus on what’s within your control, not beyond your control.  That way, you’ll feel strong.  If you want to feel weak, hell, that’s easy.  Just spend the rest of your life thinking about things that you can’t be changed.”

Still, it was rather serendipitous that I did watch the news that morning.

Because the lead story turned out to be my next case. 

“Good morning, New Yorkers.  Our top story, I’m afraid, is a sad one.”

Fuck you, I thought.  When is the “top story” ever anything uplifting?

“Controversial oil magnate and President of Yar Oil Industries, Jason Patrick Yar, was the victim of a shooting at the famous Sagebrush Ranch in Austin, Texas, where three generations of the Yar family live.  What you’re about to see is a statement from Jason’s brother, Yar Oil Industries Vice-President, Larry Yar.  Warning!  Some viewer might find the following footage upsetting.”

In other words, gather round, kids, and turn the volume up.

The scene cut to footage of a handsome, thirty-something man, with a shock of black hair, dressed in cowboy-business attire, his arm around a stunning woman I believed to be his wife, Victoria.

The Yar family, back in the day, was almost as famous as the Kennedys or the Rockefellers.

The first generation of Yars immigrated to America from Persia, around the turn-of-the-century.  They created one of the countries most successful business empires.  They were absurdly rich, absurdly powerful, absurdly influencial on the political scene, and, as I was about to learn, absurdly nuts.

Some of them, anyway.

Larry and his wife, while exiting the emergency entrance to Austin General, were swarmed by a plague of shameless tv reporters, wielding their microphones like clubs.

There was a cacophony of “Mr. Yar, Mr. Yar, can you tell us what happened” and so forth.

Speaking of The Omega Man, they reminded me of Anthony Zerbe and his cult of cloaked crazies from that movie.

Larry appeared to be struggling with his temper.  Who could blame him?  Tongue firmly in check, he said, “Thank you for your concern and your compassion.”

His face was white and puffy.  It was clear to anyone with a sliver of sensitivity that he’d been recently crying.  Not so much Victoria.  Her beautiful face was stoically slack.  Maybe she was exhausted.  They looked like they’d been up all night.

Larry continued: “My brother is recovering from a gun-shot wound.  He’s in a coma.  Last night, around one, someone knocked on our front door.  Some of our hands patrol the grounds for security, but, um, there was a lapse.  A motorcyclist was seen speeding up the driveway towards our house.  Normally, one of our house-staff would have answered the door, but in this case, Jay did.  I don’t know.  Maybe he was expecting someone.  It was usual for him to do that.  Well, the biker shot him in the stomach.  I found him and called an ambulance.  Well, here we are.  Dr. Shale performed emergency surgery on him.  I’m told that his internal bleeding has stopped, thank God, and thank you, Dr. Shale.  You saved my brother’s life.  That’s all I have to say for the time being.  This is a police matter and I’ve probably said too much.  You all know how much I like the sound of my own voice.  Now, if you’ll excuse us, my wife and I would like to go home.”

One of the reporters, presumably by accident, struck Larry in the mouth with his microphone.  Everyone froze.

The offending reporter, a middle-aged glutton, appeared to be appropriately mortified.  

He exclaimed, as his very job depended on it, and it may well have, “I’m so sorry, Mr. Yar!”

Larry wiped a little blood from his upper lip and said, “Not sorry enough.”

He brought his fist back
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