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QUEENS, NEW YORK CITY.  1977.

“All right, everybody!  May I have your attention, please!  What did our Mamas teach us?  They taught us it’s better to give than to receive.  Right?  Right!  In that spirit, allow me to introduce myself and my partner in what y’all call crime.  My name’s Mr. Smith and his name’s Mr. Jones.  As y’all can see, oh, except maybe you there in the dark sunglasses, with the white cane and the seeing eye dog—-tough break, brother—damn!  Lost my train of thought!  Oh, yeah!  Mr. Jones, my colleague here, has a great big green Hefty bag that’s about to get a whole lot greener...with your money!  Now, now.  No sniveling.  Your wallets, watches and trinkets...damn!  Are those shoes Adidas?  That’s my favorite shoe brand!  Those go in the bag, too.  Man!  Do they ever!  Now the door is locked, the sign is flipped to closed and the curtains are drawn.  Are there any heroes here?  You know who you are, and I know what you’re thinking, but this is not your favorite cop show.  This is real life!  And this baby is a shotgun.  It’s gonna be damn hard to miss any of your fat heads with this hand cannon!  I’m a peace-loving man, but push come to shove?  Trust me.  Allow me to put it this way.  You do not want to turn on my pissed off switch.  Mr. Jones?  Get started.”

“My pleasure, Mr. Jones.  I mean, Mr. Smith.”

I was at my local Denny’s in Queens on a crisp Sunday morning in December.

My Grand Slam was getting cold.

There were maybe, including yours truly, a dozen patrons in the place.

Smith and Jones wore backwards baseball caps over balaclavas.

A boy of around six was sitting in his mother’s lap.  He was sobbing.  His body was trembling.  The man sitting across from them put his wallet, watch and calculator into the bag.

“Please don’t hurt my family.”

“Shut up.  That your woman?  Damn!  She’s coming with us.”

He grabbed her arm.

“Mom!”

That’s all I can stands, and I can’t stands no more.
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I reached into my goose down jacket and drew my can of spinach.

I mean, my best friend in the whole wide world, Mr. Browning.

I hit the floor just as Mr. Smith fired.

Screams.  Commotion.  Unrest, as they say on News at Eleven.

I shot his groin, gut and gullet.

INTRODUCING THE LATEST MARVEL SUPERHERO SENSATION:

Captain Alliteration!

Mr. Jones dropped his bag and reached for the shotgun.

I had three bullets left.

They gave his face three new apertures.

I’m good at this.

The Denny’s Corporation legally banned me from entering any of their establishments ever again.

That was my last Grand Slam for many a moon.

In Fairy Tales, the hero slays the dragon and wins the heart of the Princess.

In Stone Cold Reality, the hero gets a restraining order and societal disdain.

It’s 2025.

I’m sitting in that same Queens Denny’s, yes, it’s still a Denny’s and no, it’s not a Starbucks.

I’m enjoying my first Grand Slam since that day.

The manager is approaching me.

“I’m sorry, sir.  I must give you credit.  You have aged well.  You still look very much like that picture in our Banned Customer Database.  I’m afraid you’ll have to leave and never come back.”

The past is forever behind us.

Until it kicks our balls in.
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The next morning, I was in my office, lost in the latest issue of The Savage Sword of Conan, as an apocalyptic snowstorm blanketed the Big Apple.

My phone rang, I spazzed and bit my tongue.

“Hacklyn the Barbarian.”

“Lee, it’s your mother.”

“Good morning, Your Mother.”

“Don’t start.  Christmas Eve is this Sunday.”

I looked out my window and said, “You’re kidding right, Mom?  I thought this was July weather!”

“Any statement that begins with “I thought” is guaranteed idiocy.  I called to inform you that I’ve invited Ann, your sister, Geoff, her husband and Gretchen, their daughter and your niece over at my house for Christmas dinner. You, my son, are not invited.”

“Is it okay if I stand outside and sing Christmas Carols?”

“No, it is not.  You killed two men yesterday at a Denny’s!  That’s a family restaurant, Lee.  You are a constant source of shame and embarrassment to me.  I have exactly one regret in life and it’s this:  The day I decided to give birth to you.  I should’ve checked your head for three sixes.”

SLAM!

Don’t beat around the bush, Mom.

I went back to reading and beholding the beautiful art of John Buscema.

Conan was smiting a giant spider—shiver me timbers!—when the elevator doors down the hall opened and my heart started to go pitter-patter.

My savings account, like my love life, was dead air.
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An obese man on the south side of his middle years, attired in a three-piece suit, under a long wool coat, entered my office.  His Charlie Brown-shaped head bore a top hat and his mustache was thick and white.

He was twirling a cane that was capped with a sparkling diamond.

Holy Moley!  It’s Milton Pennybags from Monopoly.

He brushed some snow from his shoulders and gave me a gregarious gladhand.

He was so British, he made John Cleese sound like Darth Vader.

“Blimey!  This is some weather!  All things considered, I’d rather be in Florida.  I’m Sebastian Buxton.  I don’t mean to sound like a braggart, but I own Buxton’s Department Store, just a few blocks from here.  I’ve seen you buying books at Page Turners.  Conan!  I’m a fan myself.  Robert E. Howard, Edgar Rice Burroughs and my all-time favorite, Rudyard Kipling.  Read while you can, Mr. Hacklyn!”

“Lee’s fine.”

“And I’m Sebs.  A shadow is looming over our great nation.  The shadow of tyranny!  And dictatorship!  May I sit?”

“Oh, please.”

I feared for my fragile client chair, and he inserted his corpulent self in with a symphony of grunting and groaning.

“Ever see pictures of Churchill as a young man, Lee?  He was an athlete, believe it or not.  So was I, believe it or not.  Water Polo, cricket and bird watching, if you catch my drift.”

“Is coffee okay?”

“I’m probably the only Brit alive who prefers a cup of joe to a tea bag.  Cordial of you!  One of my store detectives, I call them “dickies,” was murdered last December.”

“I’m very sorry.  I didn’t read about that one.”

There were so many murders in the NYC of that era, it was hard to keep up.

“It was a very sad state of affairs, mate.  Our liberal leaders love criminals and loathe self-believers like you and I, my friend.  Martin Comix was a good bloke.  Nabbed more nickers than Tom Jones, he did, pun intended!  Ah haw haw!”
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“He was a real mind reader, that one.  He could smell a shoplifter.  He flew Warhawks over the Pacific during World War 2.  When he came home, he joined NYPD and became a copper for twenty years, before I hired him as my Chief of Store Security.  Now?  He’s dead.  Shot while on duty by some ski-masked lunatic.  I fear that he’s moving towards an encore.  The other dicks?  They’ve all received anonymous letters in their mailboxes at home with this message:  You’re next.”

I lit a Blue Buzzard and said, “He’s a sci-fi nerd.”

“Blimey!  Pray tell!”

“You’re next.  That’s from Invasion of the Body Snatchers.”

“You might be on to something there.  My staff?  Not a one of them will admit to it, but they’re scared.  They all have families.  I’m here, Lee, to offer your Martin’s old job.  Chief of Store Security.  The pay’s all right and you’ll get medical and dental benefits, too.  Oh, I almost forgot!”

He fished out his wallet and handed me a slip of paper.

“That’s an early visit from St. Nicholas.”

He wasn’t kidding.  There was a one on the check, followed by four zeroes.

Rent?  Check!  Car payment?  Check!

Smokes, boozes and other life essentials?

Checks all around.

After he left?

I wept all the same.

All I want for Christmas is my two front teeth.

And my Mother’s love.

All I Want For Christmas Is My Two Front Teeth lyrics by Donald Yetter Gardner
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