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NEW YORK CITY.  1980.

I was lookin’ for love in all the wrong places,

Lookin’ for love in too many faces,

Searching their eyes,

Looking for too many traces of what I’m dreaming of,

Hoping to find a friend and a lover,

I’ll bless the day I discover another heart,

Lookin’ for love.

Lyrics by Wanda Malette, Bob Morrison and Pattie Ryan

Loneliness is a great motivator.  It can motivate us to try harder, to reach out, to grow, to do, rather than daydream.  Like everything else in life, loneliness is a double-edged sword.  It can also motivate us to get stinking hammered at our local watering hole, in the hopes of meeting someone, blonde, preferably, just saying, with at least one thing in common:  a desire to connect.  A chat.  A dance.  A night to remember.

Love, marriage, children.

When I was a kid, I wanted to be a comic book artist, but I discovered that it was too solitary a pursuit for me.  Instead, I became a private eye, an equally solitary pursuit, at times.  Regrets?  Like the song goes, I’ve had a few, but that’s not one of them.  Mostly.  Why make a living drawing superheroes if you can make a living as a real-life superhero?

It was May, hotter than Jessica Lange, I was on the north side of thirty and enjoying my fifth pint of Male Ale, while sitting at the bar at Brewski’s, a new restaurant in Queens, on a Saturday night, near the apartment building where I lived.

I was pleasantly buzzed.

“Hi, I’m Holly.”

Like another song goes, she was a tall, cool woman in a black dress:  tall and slender and elegant.  She wore just the right amount of perfume and her make-up was refreshingly minimal. 

Ladies?  Take it from me.  Your peak beauty state is first thing in the morning.  Yes, there is such a thing as sticker shock, but that’s only when you apply make-up on your already beautiful faces, the same way a pastry chef ices a cake.

“Lee Hacklyn.”

We shook hands.  Wonder Twin Powers activate!

Holy moley.

“I recognized you when I walked in.  You’re even more handsome in person.”

Well, now.  This was going well.

“May I buy you a drink?”

“Sure.  A glass of wine, please.  Thanks.  Cheese and crackers!”

“I don’t think that’s on the menu.”
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Two men approached us.  They bore a familial resemblance to Holly.  They were middle-aged, wore matching Polo t-shirts, their collars were up, sunglasses with side panels on a cord hung around their necks and their faces had three-day stubbles a la Sonny Crockett.

Some men are leaders.  Some men are followers.

“Dad?  What are you doing here?”

“This has gone on long enough, Holly.  You’re coming home with us.”

“I’m twenty-four and I’ll go wherever I like.  Lee?  This is my father, Steve and my Uncle Owen.  They’re religious fanatics, just like the rest of my family.  I ran away at seventeen, lived in rat-trap hotels for five years, worked every job you can think of, save for prostitution, saved every penny, went to night school and earned my law degree.  I did it all on my own, no thanks to you, Dad.  This bird’s left your funny farm of a nest and she’s never going back.”

Steve said, “You have no idea what you’ve put us through, all these years.  We’ve been worried sick about you.  Your mother misses you terribly.”

Holly chug-a-lugged her wine and said, “The last time I saw her?  She told me that I’d never amount to anything other than a Times Square whore.  Go home and tell her to go to hell.”

Steve grabbed her forearm.

“We’re taking you home.  You can tell her yourself.  To her face.”

I said, “Steve?  You have exactly one second to let go of her.  One.”

I jabbed his eye with a crooked finger.  He fell and landed on his behind.  Uncle Owen grabbed my velour t-shirt...hey, Dear Reader, cut me some slack.  It was 1980 and velour was a thing...with both hands.  I snaked my wrist around his, clutched it, and pressed hard with my other hand against his elbow.

CRACK!

He screamed.  

“Say “hi” to Aunt Beru for me.”

I tossed them out and nobody made a fuss about it.

Holly and I drank and laughed and flirted and danced the night away.

After midnight, we cabbed it back to her sweet Chelsea townhouse.

We kissed briefly.

The cabbie looked amused when Holly said, “I’m sorry, Lee.  I’m saving it for my wedding night.  Here’s my number.  If you don’t call me?  Go fuck yourself.”

Wow!
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My often-mocked office was located in a three-story Manhattan building, occupied by mice, cockroaches, spiders—brrr!—and yours truly.  My office digs were the polar opposite of grandeur and opulence, to say the least, but the rent, like myself, at times, was cheap.

The elevator, like Star Wars, there’s a sequel coming soon and it’s Episode Five—WHAT?—was out of order.  I huffed and puffed my way up the stairs.  I lifted weights, two or three times a week, but I enjoyed running about as much as President Reagan enjoys communism.

By the time I got to the top landing, my back was slick with sweat.

Gonna die now!

Dying dead now!

My office door was open and two middle-aged women were sitting in my client chairs.  I smiled at them.  One smiled back; the other scrunched up her face, as though she’d just stepped barefoot into a dog’s business.

They were conservatively dressed and dollar signs danced around my head.  Scrunchy-Face wore a pin in the shape of a hammer and sickle.

A fast friendship was not in the cards for us, dollars to dim sum.

She looked just like Vivian Vance and the other was a virtual doppleganger for Lucille Ball.

She stood and said, “I’m sorry; the door was open.”

I said, “My cleaning lady does a great job, but she’s hardly a stickler for security.”

Scrunchy-Face shrieked, “Cleaning lady?  You surely mean sanitation engineer, don’t you?  And are you so LAZY! that you can’t clean this postage stamp of an office yourself?”

“I’m not so lazy that I can’t throw you down those stairs.  Ma’am.”

She gasped and clutched her pearls.

I was always amused by people who reacted to life by emulating what they’d seen on tv.  Some people live their entire lives in a state of social acceptance neediness.

BLEH!

“Well, I never!”

“Good for you.  According to doom-mongering experts, who are never, ever wrong, according to themselves, there are too many people in this world.”

“Vivian!  Behave yourself!”

Oh, my God.  What are the odds?  Her name actually is Vivian.  If her last name is Vance, my hair might turn white.
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“I’m Lucy Gordon.  We know.  We get it all the time.  I’m Principal of Wright Brothers High School in Brooklyn.  This is Vivian Evans.  You might say she’s my second-in-command.”

Vivian barked, “Second-in-command?  I’m Vice-Principal, if you don’t mind, Lucy!”

Not the least bit status anxious, this one.

“I’m Lee Hacklyn.” 

I shook hands with Lucy, while Vivian fished an emery board out of her purse and started to file her nails.  That’s nice.

I said, “I’m very sorry about Dan Kotter.  Is what happened to him why you’re 

here?”

Lucy sat and said, “Yes.  He was a good man.  It’s been almost a year and the killer is still at large.”

“I’ll start on coffee.”

Vivian screamed.  My body spasmed and I banged my elbow against the door frame.  Well, now.  That’s an eye-opener.

Vivian exclaimed, “Coffee triggers cancer cells!  In the inevitable global social compliance state?  Coffee, alcohol, cigarettes, meat, movies, television, disco music, board games, Atari, all of that garbage will follow in the footsteps of the dodo bird!  Oh!  You’re wearing a gun!”

Lucy smiled and said, “He’s just happy to see you, Viv.”

“Don’t make me throw up.  I like men, not pretty boys.  Private gun ownership is on the blacklist.  So is private property, private medicine, rest assuredly, private education and so forth.”

I said, “All the privates, huh?”

She screamed before saying, “That’s not funny!  Privates?  You’re vulgar!  The very word itself, “private,” will be banned forever!”

I rubbed my chin before opening a coffee bag.

“Blacklist, huh?  I don’t think you can say that, anymore.  You have to say all-inclusive list, which is kind of ironic.”

And she screamed again.  

And I banged my elbow again in exactly the same spot.

“Mrs. Gordon?”

“Lucy’s fine.  And I drink it black.  I mean...all-inclusive.”

She smiled while Vivian screamed yet again.

Ow.
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