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CHAPTER ONE

NEW YORK CITY. 1987.

“Mom?  Why do people talk about the weather?”

“What?”

“The weather?  Why do people talk about it?”

“What a ridiculous question.  Don’t you have homework?”

“It’s done.”

“Go watch your stupid Captain Gallant.  I’m busy.”

I was asleep and I was dreaming and I was six.  Mom was alive and sun-tanning in our backyard.  I’ve never spent a single second of my life sun-tanning.  I’ve done a lot of idiotic things in my life; and rest assuredly, more are to come, during how ever many years I have left in this corporeal existence.

But that’s not one of them.

Mom was greased up with so much sun-tanning lotion, it’s a wonder that a single skin cancer ray of sunshine was able to penetrate it.

Ann, my sister, older by two years, wanted me to think that she was studying in her room, but what she was really doing was hiding one of each pair of all the socks I owned.

Her intermittent cruelty towards me border-lined on diabolical.

Mom sighed, impatient that I was still in her presence, while she willfully shortened her life by decades, or so I worried.

Dad was downstairs, in our basement, building Mom a spice rack.  He’d wanted to teach me carpentry, but I could never will myself to even pretend an interest.

That made him feel disappointed in me, at least, that’s what was in my mind’s-eye, and it made me feel sad.

Mom surrendered and said, “People love talking about the weather because it’s something we can all agree upon.  If it’s sunny, we agree that it’s wonderful.  If it’s raining?  We agree that it’s horrible.”

“But, Mom!  We need rain!  We need it to fill the reservoirs.  If we didn’t have rain, we’d die from dehydration.  There are people in other countries who pray for rain, every day.  They have draughts and water restrictions in California.  We don’t.”

Mom snorted and said, “Well, aren’t you a smart aleck?”

I was quickly learning that whenever I said something, just about anything, it tended to piss off whomever I was speaking to, assuming they were adults.

Dad’s voice, from downstairs: “Ow, damnit!”

“Go see if your father is all right.”

CHAPTER TWO

I ran inside, through our kitchen, then downstairs.  Our basement had a washer and a dryer, but mostly, it looked like a hardware store.

Dad held his thumb.  I asked him, “Are you okay, Dad?”

“Yeah.  My hammer mistook a nail for my thumb.”

I laughed.  He could be funny, when he wanted to be.

“Mom’s lying in the sun.  I think it’s stupid and a waste of time.”

With his uninjured hand, he slapped my face.  He could be abusive, when he wanted to be.

“She’s your mom and she gave birth to you.  If it wasn’t for her, you wouldn’t exist.”

As tears rolled down my face, I said, “I wasn’t disrespecting Mom, I was just expressing an opinion about sun-tanning.”

“Nobody cares about the opinions of a six-year old.”

“Why not?”

Whack!  Ouch.

“That smart mouth of yours...maybe I’ll attach an on/off switch to it so I can shut it off at my pleasure.  Have you decided yet what you want to do when you grow up, assuming that ever happens?”

“Yeah.”

“God forbid you might want to be something useful.  God forbid you might want to learn a trade, like carpentry.”

“I want to be a private eye.  Like Peter Gunn.”

He rolled his eyes and said, “You’ll be spending the rest of your life taking pictures of husbands who cheat on their wives.”

“Oh, private eyes do way more than that, Dad.  They crack cases the cops can’t, because they’re too busy, working on all of the cases, all of the time.”

“Why don’t you become a police officer?  That way you’ll get benefits and a pension.”

“Maybe.  I don’t think they’ll take me.”

“You keep trying to prove that you’re smarter than everyone else and they surely wont.”

“I don’t mean to do that.  I just like to talk.”

“That’s a stone-etched fact.  Private eye.  Real life is nothing like what you see on tv, son.  It’s all lies and deceit.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so for once, I kept my mouth shut.  But not for long.

“Why do you hit me, Dad?”

Whack!

“That’s why.  Because your mother and I try to teach you how to act and it’s not taking.  I don’t hit you.  You hit yourself.  We reap what we sow in life, son.”

I rubbed my face, willed myself not to cry and said, “The spice rack looks great, Dad.”

He grunted.  That was his way of saying, “Thank you.”

I went up to my room.  Ann wasn’t there, but I could tell that my stuff had been moved around.

I opened my top dresser drawer.  Yup.  Same as last week.  Half of all of my socks were missing.

Last Sunday?  She’d hidden them in the fireplace.  

I loved my sister, and sometimes, she’d even fought off bullies for me, which was embarrassing, but at least she’d spared me some serious ass-whuppings.

At times like this?  I envied only children.

If she ever messed with my comic books, I’d take off the kid gloves, for real.

Speaking of which.  I wanted to become a private eye because out of all the occupations that were out there, as far as I knew, that was the closest one to superhero.

My eyes opened.

CHAPTER THREE

I flinched.

It takes time to get used to a new apartment.  I’d been living with my sister for a while, but it was a lousy arrangement, mostly because of her teenaged daughter, Gretchen, who hated my guts.  She’d loved me, temporarily, after I helped save her, and her boyfriend, Kent Clarke (!) from a gang of devil worshippers.  Just another day.

Her warm feelings towards me lasted about as long as an ice-cube does in Hawaii.  How quickly we forget.

On my last day at Ann’s house, her husband, Geoff, was helping me move the last of my stuff into a truck I’d rented.

I looked up and saw Gretchen standing in front of her bedroom window.  She grinned at me, flipped me the bird, mouthed “good riddance,” then closed her curtains.

Valiantly, for me, I didn’t cry.

I’d lived my whole life in Queens and this studio apartment I was currently renting was a continuance of that.

I looked at my alarm clock.  430 am.  Ninety percent of life is getting out of bed and showing up.  Since there were no pressing matters for me, no appointments scheduled, and I set my alarm for seven.

I liked to think of myself as a genuine, for real tough guy.  Literally dozens of other tough guys have tried to kill me, since I started doing this in 1973, and failed.  Permanently.

But I have a quasi-pathological fear of loneliness.  I hated being alone.

Outside my left ear, I heard a voice.  Soft.  Male.  Paternal, yet commanding.

“You’re not alone, Lee.”

I said, “Thank You, God, but I’m still agnostic and there’s a good chance I always will be.  No hard feelings, right?”

“Don’t ask God questions.”

“Yes, my Morningstar.”

I closed my eyes and went out like a light.

CHAPTER FOUR

930 am, that morning.

My office door was unlocked.  That pissed me off.  Was I going to have to fire another cleaning lady?  I went through cleaning ladies the same way Wimpy goes through hamburgers.

What do you call a cleaning lady in 2022?  Sanitation Biological Unit?

A man rose from one of my client chairs.  The chair rose with him.  Oh, no, not this again.  I needed to get smaller chairs.  Americans really do love to eat.  He managed to push the chair back to the floor, straightened himself and said, “Another hint that I need to lose a ton of weight.  This morning’s was my scale.  That little wheel spun around three times before it landed on two hundred.  Does that mean I weight six hundred pounds?”

Maybe, I almost said, but didn’t.  I shut the door behind me.  He was what doctors bluntly referred to as “morbidly obese.”

He was sweating like Porky Pig under a sunlamp, so maybe that helped with the chair.

He was middle-aged, garbed in a red, silk suit and his feet were tucked into pointy shoes that reflected my handsome face—hey, you gotta be cocky in this business—right back at me.

My last case had earned me exactly zero dollars, so I dazzled him with my most winning smile and gave him the glad-hand.

“Lee Hacklyn.”

“Tony Hall.”

“Name rings a bell.”

“Hah!  That’s rich.  I manage Surefoot Scotty Fenton.”

He was a local boxer and a contender for heavyweight champion of the world in the American Pugilist Consortium.  I guess whoever came up with that one was paid by the syllable.

“I’m not a huge boxing fan, but I’ve heard of him.  Have a seat,” I said, and cringed.  I said it out of habit.

“Sorry, Mr. Hall.”

“That’s fine, Mr. Hacklyn.”

“Lee.”

“Tony.  I also like T-Man.”

Nowadays—you know you’re old when you use words like “nowadays,”—everybody calls everybody by their first names upon first meeting.  I don’t want to be Grumpy Gus, but it seems to me like we have a tendency to throw the baby out with the bathwater.

“I think I’ll stand.”

I sat at my desk and said, “Don’t feel bad.  It’s happened before.  You look fit enough.  I think those chairs were built for kindergarten kids.”

“You’re too kind.  The truth?  I’m a junk-food addicted pig.  My wife takes good care of herself and she’s disgusted with me.”

“Eat lots of garlic.  It’s murder on your breath, but it speeds up your metabolism and boosts your natural immunity.”

“Is that right?  Are you a private eye or a health consultant?”

“Like Popeye, T-Man, I yam what I yam.  Are you or Surefoot in some kind of trouble?”

He lit a cigarette and started to pace around my office.

“Oh, all the time.  Everything you see in the movies is right on the money when it comes to boxing.  Our world’s lousy with gangsters and corruption, just like the White House.  Hey, I’m a patriotic American, but I don’t see too much difference between the leg-breakers of the world and political blood-suckers.  Just saying.  Where was I?  Oh, yeah.  I don’t sweat gangsters.  I stand up to them.  They talk all kinds of shit, and if they ever follow through, then I guess I’ll be spending eternity in wherever they put Jimmy Hoffa.  Anyway, I’m prepared.”

He lifted his blazer and showed me his shoulder-holster.  There was a .45 in it.  He was wearing a bullet proof vest under his regular vest.  No wonder he was oozing liquid like a soaked sponge.

“I’d wear a football helmet if it was socially acceptable.  Lee, what I’m about to tell you is hands-down the nuttiest thing you will ever hear in your entire life.  This I guarantee.”

“Well, you certainly have my attention.  Like Spock, I’m all ears.”

“It’s my wife.”

CHAPTER FIVE

“She got a side order?”

“What?  Oh, hah!  No, nothing like that.  I wish.  That I could handle.”

He patted his gun.

“Just kidding.  Actually, I’m not.  What?  Where was I?  Oh, yeah.  My wife is...I don’t know how else to say it.  She’s not my wife.  She
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