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“Gordy?  I’m going to countdown from five.  When I hit zero?  Your crying will stop.  Do you hear me?  You’re making a scene.  I won’t stand for it.  You’re my son.  You bear my name.  If you’re still crying after I say zero, then I’m going to call home and tell your mother to drop all of your worthless, hell-spawn funny books down the chute.  Are you hearing me, Gordy?  The countdown begins...now.  Five.”

I was at the Cut-and-Dry Barber Shop in Queens on a Holly Hunter-hot Saturday in June.  Time for a haircut.  I was starting to look like Sammy Hagar.  A round-faced boy of around ten was sitting in a barber’s chair.  His misery was agonizing to behold.

“But, Dad!  Anette likes my hair just the way it is!”

“Never mind girls.  I told you.  I’m taking you out of that hippy’s paradise.”

“But my friends!”

“You don’t need friends.  You need discipline.  Four.”

I picked up a copy of Sports Illustrated.  Then I put it back.  What I knew about sports could fill the eye of a needle.

Better Homes and Gardens.  Popular Mechanics.  Watching Paint Dry.

“Three.”

It’s none of your business, Hacklyn.  You’re not a social worker.

“Two.  One.  Zero.”

Gordy was crying louder than ever.  The poor kid was really beside himself.  There was a phone on the wall.  The brutish man, whose German accent was thicker than Conan the Barbarian’s neck, dialed.

Does anyone other than me miss rotary phones?

“Hilde?  It’s Gunther.”

When a man identifies himself to his wife over the phone, that’s a sure sign that he’s a total asshole.

In Gunter’s case, there were other indicators.

“Go to Gordy’s pigpen of a room.  Pick up all of those wretched funny books and drop them down the chute.”

Gordy screamed.  Gunther slammed the phone down and pulled on his hair.  Hard.  Enough to lift him.

“Dad!”

He made a fist.

One minute later, he was on his side, curled into the fetal position and his hands were on his bloodied mouth.

I pointed at the dumpster and said, “That’s where you belong.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


“Men like you completely baffle me.  You’re like bulldozers.  You have to crush everything in your path and what you leave behind is nothing but broken spirits.”

He spat out some blood and stuttered, “I...I can’t help who I am.”

“That boy in there can’t help who you are, either, but he has to live with it.  I ought to shoot you on general principle.”

“Dad!”

Gordy, still wearing his barber’s apron, entered the alley and fell upon his father.  They held each other and they wept.  Gordy, tears steaming down his face, looked up at me and said, “Thank you, sir, but this is my father.  He’s the only one I have.”

I nodded, left them, found a pay phone and made a call.

“Child Protective Services, New York State.”

Some of us are content to live our lives in darkness.

Some of us prefer to light a candle.
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My office was located in a cracked-and-creaking three story Manhattan building that was still standing, only by The Grace of God.

I was the sole tenant, unless you counted the mice, cockroaches and occasional spider.  Like Matt Murdock, I was The Man Without Fear, but like Clark Kent, I have one weakness and it has eight legs.

Last night, I rented Kingdom of the Spiders, starring William Shatner, in a vain attempt to purge my sometimes crippling phobia.  

Not one of my brightest ideas.

On the way back to the video store, this morning, I nearly shot a wind-blown leaf.

The elevator, as ever, was out of order.  By the time I reached the third floor, the back of my shirt was moist and I was gasping like a fish out of water.  I had some muscle on my frame, but the New York Marathon was not in the cards for me.

Serves me right for smoking.

I lit a Blue Buzzard, opened my office door, it was unlocked, do I have to fire another cleaning lady?  Um, environmental technician?

Seated in my client chairs were Ann Hacklyn, my sister, thirty-six, two years older than me and her eighteen-year-old daughter, my niece, Gretchen, who always made me feel like Rodney Dangerfield. 

No respect.

Alison Hacklyn, she who birthed me and my sister, our mother, was sitting in my swivel chair.

I said, “Well, good morning.  This is a lovely surprise.”

Alison, with no effort whatsoever, opened my one window and waved her hand in front of her still-beautiful face.

“There he is.  The promoter of lawlessness and cancer.  How I wish I’d aborted you.  At least Ann turned out all right.”

She was a corporate lawyer.

“Have you lost weight, Mom?”

“Your transparent attempts to flatter me are futile, as always.  My contempt for you is dye in the wool.”

Gretchen was chewing gum.  She blew a bubble, it exploded and she sucked the entire wad back into her mouth.

She had huge, curly red hair and it smelled like the aftermath of a salon explosion.

“That’s one thing we can agree upon, Gramma.  Uncle Lee?  You suck.”

Ann stood and kissed my cheek.

“You’ll always have me on your side, little brother.”

“Like the song goes, two out of three ain’t bad.  I’ll start on coffee.  How’s your acting going, Gretchen?”

“I hate that question.  It reeks of judgment.”

I sighed.  Brick wall?  Meet my head.

Ann said, “That’s why were here, Lee.  Gretchen’s acting teacher was murdered.”
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Gretchen broke into tears.

I said, “I’m so sorry, honey.”

She sniffed and replied, “The list of things that suck about this world is endless.  Here’s an addition:  Peter Drysdale, a great man, is dead.  Lee Hacklyn, a waste of sperm, is alive.  Would someone please square that circle for me?  Anyone who believes in God is a complete moron!”

She stopped breathing and her face paled.

I jerked her out of my client chair, wrapped my arms around her from behind and gave her the Heimlich Maneuver.  Her gum torpedoed past my mother’s face and out the window.

“Hey!”

“Sorry, Mom.”

I rubbed Gretchen’s back.  She slid away from me and gave me the double New York salute.

“Thanks for nothing!  I hate life!  World War III can’t happen fast enough!”

She left, screaming like Jamie Lee Curtis in Halloween.

Alison shook her head at me.

“Some people bring out the worst in others.  You’re one of them.”

And how’s your day going, Dear Reader?
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“Oh, Lee.  What am I going to do with her?”

“Have you considered electro-shock therapy?”

Our mother clapped her hands together.  Suddenly, Ann and I were kids, again.

“Shame on you, Lee!  You, too, Ann!  There’s absolutely nothing wrong with Gretchen.  She’s her own person.  Just let her be and she’ll find her own way.”

I said, “Mom, at this rate, she’s going the way towards a padded cell.”

“She’s only like that when she’s around you, Mr. Mass Murderer.”

“Oh, I like the sound of that.  That has a ring.  I’ll have it stenciled on my office door, first thing tomorrow morning.”

Ann chuckled.  Mom crossed her arms.

“Don’t gang up on me or Gretchen will be my sole inheritor.”

I said, “Mom, the only thing you’ve ever had that I’ve ever wanted was my comic books, which you threw away.”

“One of the best decisions I ever made in my entire life.  Giving birth to you was one of the worst.”

“If you’re trying to make me cry, Mom, it’s working.  Ann, why don’t you tell me a little more about Peter Drysdale?”

Ann cleared her throat and affected her lawyer-in-court voice.

“Remember The Rhode Island Rednecks?”

“Sure.  We watched it together sometimes.”

“Well, Peter played Rick Duke, the youngest of the bunch.”

The Rhode Island Rednecks was a short-lived sitcom from 1964.  The Dukes were a working class family from the Ozark Highlands of Missouri.  After Jack Duke won the lottery, he moved his family to Rhode Island and hilarity ensued.

Any resemblance to The Beverly Hillbillies was purely coincidental.  Ahem.

After the show was cancelled, Peter, as far as I knew, never worked again.

Ann said, “He was a stereotypical Hollywood child actor.  One day, the center of attention.  The next day, just another face in the crowd.  That’s a bitter pill to swallow, I have to imagine.  He fell into booze and drugs, until he found Jesus.”

Ann smiled.  She was a born-again Christian.  I was a firmly on the fence agnostic.  Mom opined, “Religion is for those who can’t think for themselves.”

Ann glared at her and said, “You can say something positive once in a while, Mom.”

“Something positive once in a while, Mom!”

She laughed, which startled me.  Ann, too.  I was pretty sure that for both of us this was the second time we ever saw our mother laugh for any reason. 

The first time was when she took us ice skating at Central Park.  I was eight and Ann was ten.  We saw a woman slip on a banana peel and fall on her behind.

Nobody laughed, except for our mother.

That’s not a cartoon character, Mom, that’s a real person, I wanted to say, but was too afraid to.

Ann said, “Peter was at our house several times for dinner.  He was so open.  He told us his life-story.  He turned his entire












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





