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“Shower, shower!”

I was at one of my least favorite places in the world, a strip bar.

This one was called Laugh With The Sinners, AKA, Sinners, in Times Square.

The owner, a greasy grifter named Moe Ferran, spared no expense at making the exterior of the place look like a respectable business.

No sandwich board with Girls, Girls, Girls, written on it for this businessman.

The flashing, neon sign on the roof was surely visible from space and the brick-and-mortar exterior was spotless, as though the ribbon-cutting ceremony took place yesterday.

Two burly bouncers stood guard at the main entrance.  They had their orders from the boss, himself:

Do me a favor.  Open the door.  And let the crazy psycho in.

“We’ll let Hacklyn deal with him and then we can finally wash our hands of this obsessive weirdo.”

Inside was a different story...a darker story.

The glass of the cigarette vending machine was spider-web cracked.

It took supreme effort just to walk on the sticky floor.

The tables and chairs were right out of a bargain basement; or maybe a yard sale.

The curtains had more holes in them than the human body.

It was nearly midnight, Friday; and the place was packed with men from all walks of life.

The ones who wore business suits, I imagined, took their wives for granted, and so did the ones wearing t-shirts and jeans, but very few of these drunken idiots, if any, were going to die at home, in a warm bed, surrounded by loved ones.

They were going to die alone.

Me, too, maybe.

But there was at least one major difference between me and these howling Tom Turkeys:

I was no angel, but I valued love about all else.

They think love is the last word of a punchline.

The only aspect of this place that I liked was the lack of class distinction.

Every man here, except for yours truly, he said with some bias, is equally moronic.

I was on the job.

The stripper of every so-called man’s attention was Darla “Delilah” Ducommon, a very beautiful, but clearly sad and regretful red head who removed her construction worker outfit with the enthusiasm of a convicted murder on death row, being led to his executioner.

Her demeanor was cheerless; her act, rehearsed and methodical.

I felt bad for her.

On the other hand, she was thirty-five, and judging from my brief conversation with her backstage, and was smart and charismatic and very likely more than capable of doing anything she wanted, if she wanted to bad enough, just like the rest of us.

“The money’s good.  I’m saving up to go back to school.  I want to own my own restaurant.”

I was sitting at a table, near the stage, sipping on a Male Ale, while Moe sat next to me, too close for my comfort.

He poked my ribs, hard, I didn’t like that, and said, “He’s usually here by now.”

“Moe, if you do that again, you’ll be going to bed tonight with a cast on that hand.”

His face paled.

When I said a thing, I meant it.

“This is like Romper Room for the emotionally retarded.”

“These are my customers.”

“Well, you’re birds of a feather.  You sell it, they buy it.  Capitalism at its finest.”

“Every man here is a consenting adult.”

“Chronologically, at best.”

“Oh, shit!  That’s him!”

I took a sip from my bottle and made my way towards the reason I was here.

His name was Corky Tweed, he was tall, Kareen-Abdul Jabber-tall and his shoulders were wide enough to carry hardback books.

Darla saw him and froze.

He started to step on-stage and I grabbed the collar of his wool jacket and pulled him back to the floor.

Completely starkers by now, Darla placed her dainty little fists on her womanly hips and said, “It’s over, Corky!  What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“You’re my woman!  Put your clothes back on!”

“I’m my own woman!  Here me roar!  I don’t care what you say anymore, this is my life!”

Deductive reasoning told me that she was a Billy Joel fan.

“Darla, you’re better than this!”

He grabbed my wrist and gave it a hard crank.  Ouch.  I was going to feel that later.

I side-kicked his knee and he collapsed like a building post-demolition.

The rest of the men in the place were rapt in feverish frenzy.

It was a scene right out of Planet of the Apes.

It’s a wonder any of us made it out of caves.

Corky curled into the fetal position and wept.

I sat next to him and patted his head.  Maybe he was a Romantic, like me.

“Dirty fighter!”

“There, there.  Captain Kirk said it best: “There are a million things in this galaxy that a man can have and there are million things that he can’t.  She doesn’t want you.  Life sucks, but it has its’ moments and those moments are the ones worth living for.  Never come back here, again.  Darla’s right.  It’s her life, not yours and she’s a grown-up.  If you do, I’ll have to hurt a lot more than you’re hurting now and you don’t want that.  Everybody goes through heartbreak.  It’s a part of life.  Man up.”

A sweaty Moe walked up to us.

“Thanks, Hacklyn.  There’s an extra grand in this for you.”

“Not sure that I want it.” 

“Huh?”

I helped Corky to his feet and as he walked towards the front entrance, he was boo-ed and jeered and hissed at and a beer bottle flew over his head and exploded into a jukebox.

And then I had to this:
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I got up on stage, Darla rubbed my and kissed my cheek.

“Thank you, Lee.  What a psycho loser!  I can’t believe I ever dated him!”

“His heart was in the right place.”

“What?”

“Hi, everybody!  I’m Lee Hacklyn!  I’ve never seen a bigger bunch of pitiful and pathetic dickless wonders.  That includes the Star Trek convention I attended last year.  Now.  I don’t mean to judge, scratch that, it is my absolute intention to judge each and every one of you.  This is woman, not a object.  Can any of you dweebs tell the difference?  Some of you married, right?  I see some heads nodding.  Why don’t you go home to your wives and tell them how much you love them?  What a concept.  How many of you are fathers?  I see some heads nodding.  What do you think your kids are doing right now?  They’re wondering where Dad is.  Why hasn’t Daddy tucked us in tonight?  How come he doesn’t tell us bedtime stories, anymore?  Why don’t you go home and do that?  Wouldn’t you rather be at home right than here?  This den of decadence and debauchery?  Go home to your families and hug them and tell them how much you love them.  Ask them for forgiveness.  And tell them that you’ll never, ever return to a place like this again.”

While mopping his bald, sweaty head with a towel, a frantic Moe waved his hands at the crowd and said, “He’s just kidding, fellas!  It’s all part of the show!”

I said, “I’m not kidding at all.  I’m dead serious.”

One beer bottle rocketed towards me, then another, and another, and before I knew it, I was under siege from a barrage of glass missiles.

I hightailed it out the back door, before I was seriously dead.
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The next morning, I was in my office, my one window was open, I couldn’t close, not without giving myself a hernia and a wasp was buzzing around my head, like it was a biplane and I was King Kong.

At times like these, I heard the wise, sagacious words of my dearly, departed mother:

“A bee won’t sting you, as long as you leave it alone.  He’s more afraid of you than you are of him.”

Nothing my mother ever said to me gave me any comfort and that was a prime example.

In fact, just about everything my mother ever said to me galvanized my feelings of dread and anxiety.

Don’t worry.

That’s a classic.

Parents, if you want your kid to stay up all night, tell him not to worry.

Oh, I mean, “them.”

Nobody, nobody without an academic background, that is, in the swinging and slightly-less uptight 1970s suffered from pronoun anxiety.

The wasp landed on my nose and stung me, as if on purpose.

Yee-ow!

Funny how the mind works.

Suddenly, I didn’t feel so sleepy.

Maybe it was a reincarnation of some dirtbag I’d smudged, in the name of justice.

It lay on it’s back, its legs kicking, it’s wings fluttering and then finally...bye, bye, Buzzy.

Hah!

You’re dead and I’m alive.  The last laugh’s on you.

Actually, I felt bad for the little guy.  It was only doing what came
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