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CHAPTER ONE
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“Hey, you kids!  This ain’t no place for skateboarders!  Amscray!”

“Try and make us, old man!”

“It’s three in the morning!  People are trying to sleep!”

“Sleep’s for loo-zers!  Like you, old man!”

I opened my eyes.

Valerie Perrine, wearing her Miss Teschmacher outfit from Superman, was just about to give me her phone number.

I stretched, reached for my package, I mean, my package of Blue Buzzards, helped myself to one, lit it, slid into my slippers and made my way to the balcony of my Queens studio apartment.

I was twenty-eight.

Like Sgt. Schultz, I knew nothing, other than the difference between right and wrong.

It was July—summer holidays for the kids, spoiled bastards—and the air was so humid, I feared a plague of mosquitos might descend upon me.

I turned around and looked at my empty bed. 

Never gonna fall in love again.

I don’t wanna start with someone new.

What’s wrong with being single, anyway?

Nothing, if you can stand being alone.  My hatred of loneliness bordered of pathological.

“I’m not telling you again!  You’re disturbing the peace!  There’s a pay phone across the street.  Leave!  Or I’m calling the police!”

“The police are pigs, man!  Oink, oink!”

I stepped out onto my balcony.

I was on the eighth floor, looking down at a swarm of teenaged boys on skateboards in the parking lot adjacent to the building where I lived.

A very large, uniformed man, his hand resting on the butt of his nightstick, was in the eye of the swarm and standing next to a Volkswagen with a red flashing light on the roof.

Nothing screams authority louder than a VW.

I was vaguely amused by the scene and wondering if I was still asleep and still dreaming.

Until this happened:

One of the kids struck the top of the security patrolman’s bald head with a skateboard.

The impact drew blood and he collapsed.

I leapt off the balcony, changed into my Super-Self and took care of business, Bachman-Turner Overdrive-style.

MAN!

Wouldn’t that be something?

Instead, I slid in my Charlie’s Angels t-shirt, a pair of shorts, my Adidas Arthur Ashe tennis shoes and took the elevator to the lobby.

This shouldn’t take too long.

I was anxious to go back to bed and resume my dream.

I really wanted Valerie Perrine’s phone number.
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“What’s going on down there?”

“Mind your own business, old bat!”

“I’m calling the police!”

“Good!  When they get here, they can kiss my ass!”

I helped the security guard to his feet.

The back of his shirt was slick with blood.

Some of the boys laughed.

“Thank you, sir.”

“I’m driving you to Queens General.”

“Oh, hell...” 

His skateboard-wielding assailant was over six feet tall and his muscular arms were above his head.

“Hey, mister!  Hold that fogey for me, would ya?  I was just warming up.”

I put the ball of my foot in his groin and he dropped his skateboard.

The edge of it struck his head, his legs buckled and he landed flat on his face.

I grabbed his hair and pulled it.

“Stand up.”

Sadly, the laughter died.

“I’m gonna kill you!”

“You’ll have to take a number.  Stand up.  Don’t me ask you again.”

He obeyed me.

The security guard, still bleeding from his head, of all things, took out a pen from his bloodied shirt and a notebook from pouch attached to his Sam Browne Belt.

“I’m gonna have to write a report about this when I get back to the office.  What’s today’s date?”

He clicked his pen purposefully.

Now that’s dedication.

He dropped the pen, notebook, collapsed andpassed out.

I hardly ever lose my temper.

Whenever I see another guy do it, I think, now there’s a guy you’ll never be able to depend on, because he can’t depend on himself to maintain self-control.

But the beast was out of his cage and his tail was on fire.

I punched the next recipient of the Key to the City in his eloquent and erudite mouth.

One of his teeth transferred itself to my knuckles.

I displayed it for the other fine examples of America’s future.

“You little rascals ever play Whack-a-Mole?  That’s a hint.  Go.  The countdown begins.  Three....two...”

Their collective retreat was frantic, but speedy.

The guard stood unsteadily and I put his arm around my shoulders.

“My notebook...”

“Your life, sir.  What’s your name?”

“Ernest Justice.”

“Glad I asked.  My car’s right over there.”
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“I’m sixty-two.  I fought in France, Italy and Korea.  Two Purple Hearts and a Medal of Honor.”

“Thank you for your service, sir.  Maybe you should stop talking.”

“Oh, I’m fine.  What is it with kids, today?  Why are they so angry?  Don’t they realize that they’re living in the greatest country on God’s Green Earth?  Men like me fought for their freedom.”

He touched the top of his bleeding head.

“And this is what they do with it.”

“I have some Bactine in my glove compartment.”

The “old bat” popped out of a side entrance to the Queens apartment building where I lived.

Her hair was in rollers and her face was smeared with so much goop, she looked like a birthday cake without the candles.

She waved a colander at me and yelled, “I know who you are!  You’re that trouble-making private eye!  Ever since you moved into the peaceful building, it’s been one thing after another!  You won’t hear the end of this!”

She was right.

I took Ernest to Queens General.

The doctor told me he was going to be okay.

“He has a mild concussion.”

Now there’s word of dubious comfort:  Mild.

What’s so mild about a concussion?  Or a heart attack?  Or the Plague?

I went home about three hours later.

It was six and I was looking forward to returning to my Valerie Perrine dream.

I tried not to worry about money or my zero caseload.

There was an eviction notice taped to my front door.

Really?  That’s gotta be some kind of record.

I laughed.  So what?

Que sera, sera.  

Every cloud has a silver lining.

Crisis is just another word for opportunity.

Tomorrow is another day.

Fuck it.

I burst into tears and drank myself to sleep that night.
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The next morning, well, later that morning, where am I going to live, never mind, I was in my office, my one window was once again stuck open, fine, honks honked outside like a gaggle of angry geese, my shirt was off, I was sweating so much, I kept sliding out of my swivel chair, three electric fans were blowing hot air at me, like three status anxious politicians, my bare feet were on my desk and I was absorbed by my latest literary diversion, It's Too Late, There’s The Window, What Are You Waiting For? By Dr. Dee Faye Tist, ha-ha, I’m pulling your leg, Dear Reader, actually, I was reading the first of a new series of men’s blood-soaked action-adventure novels.

This one was called Pierre Perforataire of the Surete Nationale in The Killer’s an Eiffel by Henri Le Righteous, possibly a pseudonym. 

I liked to think that I was broadening my cultural horizons.

One page was written in French, the other, in English.

Turns out “bang!” in French is “Claquer!”

Which made no sense to me, then again, I’ve never fired a French gun before.

Pierre was no Inspector Clouseau.

He made Dirty Harry look like Charlie Brown.

My stomach complained.

Quiet, you!

I filled you up with gallons of empty calories last night.

I looked at the elevator down the hallway.

It’s stillness mocked me.

Maybe I should stand on a street corner and hand out business cards.

There was always the French Foreign Legion, of which Pierre was a former member of.

And then, like the Red Sea, the elevator doors opened.

Three people emerged.

Please be wealthy clients.

I’m within spitting distance of charging food instead of money.
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