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“He’s downstairs.  Fair warning:  He knows you’re coming.  He’s loaded with booze, and he’s loaded for bear.”

“Why don’t you and your wife go across the street and get yourselves a coffee?  Let me handle this.”

“No way.  We’re not going anywhere.  This is our home.”

My clients were Fred and Lily Munster.  (!)

They lived at 1313 Mockingbird Lane (!!) in Gravesend (!!!) Brooklyn.

It was October 31st.

There is no work of art that outweirds reality.

The sun was setting as Fred let me into the living room of their brick-and-mortar bungalow; and then through a door that led to a basement.

Swell.

My history with basements was awash with the blood of evil men.

I drew Mr. Browning and gradually made my way downstairs to a room that I can only describe as a geek arsenal.

The walls were covered with posters painted by the legendary Frank Frazetta.

Conan.  Red Sonja.  Tarzan.  John Carter of Mars.

And in the gaps between the posters were guns.

Oh, my.

There were enough guns to start a new American Revolution.

Butch Munster was thirty-three, bloated and ensconced in a replica of Captain Kirk’s command chair AKA the “conn” from Star Trek.

His left hand held a Spider-Man Slurpee cup that smelled like Jim Beam.  His other hand had an AK-47 pointed at the ceiling.

He was watching Forbidden Planet from a rear projection television.

He craned his pumpkin-sized head at me and said, “Dad told me about you.  Big shot private eye, huh?  Couldn’t cut it with the cops, I take it.”

“I applied, but they rejected me.  I have asthma.  And a caustic chatterbox.  My name’s Lee.”

“Hah!  That’s a girl’s name.”

“Try telling that to Lee Majors.”

“Can you imagine what it was like for me in high school?  Every moron I ever encountered, and there were tons of them, just had to hum the theme song from that stupid show.  I fantasied about shooting them.  They don’t know how lucky they are.  It's a good thing people can’t read minds.”

“Do you know why I’m here, Butch?”

“Yup.  You’re here because Mom and Dad want me out.  They can forget it.  They’re masters of their own misfortune.  I didn’t ask to be born.  They brought me into this shit-world.  They’re stuck with me, whether they like it or not. I’m not going anywhere.”
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“They could call the police and have you arrested.”

“For what?  Being born?”

“They’re afraid of you.  They feel harassed.  That’s a crime.”

He sipped at his spiked Crème Soda Slurpee.

“They won’t do that.  They know I’ll kill myself.”

I looked at his posters and said, “I like Frank Frazetta, too.”

“Best artist ever.  Fuck Michelangelo!”

“Your father told me you were good at drawing.”

“I was.  Not anymore.”

“You can be again.”

He shook his head and said, “It’s too late for me.”

I stood in front of him.  He remained still as I picked up his weapon of mass destruction and placed it on his coffee table.

It was strewn with copies of The Uncanny X-Men and Gallery Magazine.

Then I slapped his face.

He was stunned. 

“What’d you do that for?”

“Your parents seem like nice people, but they obviously spared the rod and spoiled the child.  I’m looking at the result and it’s not pretty.  You need professional help, kid.”

“Don’t call me that.  You look like you’re around the same age as me.”

“Chronologically, yeah, but in terms of character?  You’re a pants-pissing child.  Don’t you want to be a man?”

He dropped his Slurpee and buried his face into his fat fingers.

“I’m a loser.  I’ve always been a loser and that’s all I’ll ever be.”

I slapped his face again.

“Would you kindly stop doing that?”

“Hit me back.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Fuck what you want!  Stand up!  Defend yourself!  That’s how a MAN behaves!”

He bolted up right, tucked his thumb into his fist and gave my shoulder a love tap.

Well, Rome wasn’t built in a day.

And any kind of start is better than no start at all.

“How do you feel?”

“Better.”

“Why?”

“Because instead of thinking about doing something I actually did something.”

“Here endeth the lesson.  Your Dad tells me that you’re working security.”

“Yeah, full-time.  Nights at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.”

“You can damn well afford a place of your own.  I’ll help you, if you’ll let me.”

“Why?”

“One, because your parents, whom you seem to disdain, are paying me.  Two, because my mother is forever telling me that I always bring out the worst in people.  I like to prove her wrong occasionally.”
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I was in my office, my one window, like most of humanity, was stuck in place.

The July heat was frying my nape, and I was savoring every word of Lonesome Dove by Larry McMurtry, a birthday present from Alison Hacklyn, she who made the world a brighter place by birthing me, your hero, Dear Reader.

“You might not like it, Lee.  It doesn’t have any pictures.”

I tried to ignore the dormant elevator doors down the hallway.

A watched pot never boils.

My stomach rumbled.

I said, “Please,” and doors slid open.

The magic word, indeed.

A red carpet rolled out, then a wheelchair.

“I want it smooth!  I’ve only told you a hundred times or more!”

“I’m sorry, Miss Agnes.”

“You were born sorry, and you’ll die sorry, which won’t be soon enough.”

They had Southern accents.

So does Foghorn Leghorn.

The woman in the wheelchair was in her golden years, wore a pillbox hat on her slightly aslant blonde wig, a woolen shawl was draped on her shoulders and a calico cat sat on her lap.

The man pushing her chair was wearing a tuxedo and tails.

He looked just like Alan Napier, the actor who played Alfred on Batman.

He wheeled the Queen of the South just past the edge of the red carpet.

Then he rolled it up and unfurled it in front of my office.

It took all of my will not to burst out laughing.
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He was followed by an octogenarian-plus man in a Saville Row suit and a well-worn cowboy hat.

He was flanked by two men in their mid-thirties.  They were like attired and one was wider than the other.  Joining them from the stairwell was a woman in her early twenties, clearly his daughter.

Her hair was sunlight-blonde, her eyes were Supergirl-blue and her smiled torpedoed my grumpy stomach.

It’s Friday, I’m in love.

I stood, walked around my desk, introduced myself and shook hands with Jed Clampett’s twin brother.

“Lee Hacklyn, at your service.”

“I’m Hugo Gustaffson.  This is my wife, Miss Agnes.  This is our lovely daughter, Astrid; and these are my boys, Eli and Leo.”

Agnes rolled her eyes and barked, “They’re my boys, too, old man!”

“Well, certainly, Leo is, but Eli?  He looks like me about as much as an apple looks like a pencil.”

“It’s a weak man who beats on a dead horse.”

“Living with you for a day, old woman, would turn Popeye into Olive Oyl.”

“I don’t see a ball-and-chain on your foot.  Go if you like.”

But there was fear in her voice.

Leo had a dashing air about him.  He stepped between his parents and said, “Mom?  Dad?  We’re here for Gran-Mama, remember?  She’s our father’s mother, sir.  She was one hundred and fifteen; one of the oldest women in the world and she was murdered.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that.  Would anyone like a cup of coffee?”

There was a cane protruding from a sort of scabbard attached to the wheelchair.

Like Red Sonja, Miss Agnes drew it and smashed my poor coffeemaker.

The cat leapt off my lap.

“Meatball!  Somebody grab her!”

She took another leap, this time onto my desk; and did her business on my book.

Eli was a little younger and a lot wider.

He said, “Sorry about that, sir.  I’m an avid reader and I’ve read that book.  I can tell you what happens, if you like.  Gus dies.  Hey, now!  Have you seen To Live and Die in L.A.?”

“No, but I intend to.”

“Oh, it’s totally rad.  The hero?  His name’s Chance.  He gets his head blown off in the locker room.  You won’t see it coming!  Oh.  I guess now you will.  Sorry.”

I had to resist an urge to shoot him.
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I picked up my newly decorated book with some tissue, ran outside, dropped it into a dumpster; then returned to my office and closed the door.

Agnes shook her cane at me and roared, “Coffee’s no better than alcohol!  Imbibers of those witches’ brews are servants of that son of a jackal, old scratch!”

Hugo took off his hat and pinched her nose.

“You just slandered your entire kin, old woman.”

“Just your side of it, toothless!”

Astrid sat in one of my client chairs, put her elbows on my desk then rested her chin between a finger-bridge.

She asked me, “Are you married, Lee?”

Agnes blew her top again, “You heathen slattern!”

“I just asked him a question, Mama.”

I reached for a Blue Buzzard, then thought better of it.  I didn’t want to share the same fate as my coffeemaker.

“I was.  Briefly.  She was poisoned.”

She touched my hand—WOW!—and said, “Oh, you poor dear.”

“The past is behind us, where it belongs.  Why don’t you tell me about your Gran-Mama?”

Hugo cleared his throat and said, “Anika Gustaffson was my mother, Lee, just like Leo said.  She emigrated from Stockholm to Texas at the turn of the century.  She married Zeke Hobart.  Do you like Dallas?”

“Sure.”

“Well, he was a real-life J. R. Ewing.  He financed an oil refinery with bank loans and hit the black jackpot within a year.  He died from a heart attack in 1925.  Gran-Mama, that’s what













d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Made with PosterMyWall.com





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





