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“No thank you, Billy.  How many times have I told you?  I’m Southern Baptist Christian.  We abstain from drinking.”

“What a wet towel!  I thought Jesus turned water into wine, Joan.  God, you’re a prude!”

“Please don’t use the Lord’s name in vain.  At least not when I’m around.”

“He’s your Lord, not mine.  Travis?  Grab her arm.  Darcy, grab the other one.  This is gonna be good.”

It was Friday night, late August—back to school, kids—and I was sitting on a stool at the bar of my local watering hole, The Night House.

It was just a few blocks away from my Queens studio apartment.

It was late and the place was packed.

I was on my tenth pint of Male Ale.

Everything around me was starting to brighten and elongate.

Six patrons, all underaged by the looks of them, were seated at a booth in front of a wall-sized window.

Three boys and three girls.

The boys were solid and tough.

The girls were dressed for Church.

Five of them were sloshed.

The stone-sober one was a dead ringer for Eve Plumb from The Brady Bunch.

Marcia, Marica, Marica!

She gasped and broke into tears as Darcy and Travis obeyed Billy’s slurred command.

She struggled to free herself.

Drunk or not, I’ve had all I can stands, and I can’t stands no more.

I figuratively wolfed down a can of spinach, slid off the stool, staggered, recovered, willed myself sober, Captain Kirk-style and gave Darcy’s wrist a hard crank.

The CRACK! that followed was deeply satisfying.

He released Joan’s arm.

Travis stood and rolled up his sleeves.

“Who the hell are YOU, old man?”

I was twenty-four.

A lot of people told me that I looked much older than that.

A lot of people revel in cruelty to others.

Hence, the existence of heroes.

You’re welcome, Dear Reader.

I flattened his nose with a left and broke his jaw with a right.

My hand didn’t hurt, but it right as rain was going to.

Rudy Nighthouse—his real name, apparently—was the owner of the joint.

He tapped my shoulder.

“Go, Lee.  Or I’m calling the police.”

“Good.  After they arrest me, they can suspend your license for serving minors.”

Continuing the Popeye motif, his timbers shivered.

I twisted the ears of Darcy and Travis.

After kicking a fire exit open, I dragged them to a back alley and beat their already senseless senses even more senseless.

Billy pulled a knife on me, and I broke his arm.

I went back inside.

A cacophony of cheering and applause greeted me.

I took a bow.

The floor and the ceiling switched places and I passed out.

Drinking and driving don’t mix.

Neither does drinking and saving damels-in-distress.
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“Oh, my God!  Pinch me, am I dreaming?  Mark Murdock!  You’re my favorite actor!  I watch The Brickstone Files every Wednesday night with my shih tzu, Lady Macbeth.  Oh, you poor man!  TV Guide called your show a shameless rip-off of The Rockford Files.  Critics are the worst, aren’t they?  I’d rather be the world’s worst creator than the world’s greatest critic.  Wouldn’t you?  Oh, forgive me.  Where are my manners?  My name is Alison Hacklyn.  This is my daughter, Ann.  She’s twenty-two, a corporate lawyer and just for the record, single.  So am I.  AHEM.  And this, this, this, well this, is my son, Lee.  He’s a private eye, just like Brent Brickstone.  Unlike Brent, he murder’s society’s less fortunate with gay and reckless abandon.  I’m proud to say that I’m sincerely ashamed of him.  It’s too bad abortion was illegal in my day.  Oh, I’m so THRILLED to meet you.  You’re even more handsome in person!”

Ann and I shared a smile.

Although mine was a little forced.

This was a side of our mother I don’t think either of us had ever seen before.

We were at JFK Airport and on the cusp of embarking on a family vacation to The Land Where Everyone is Beautiful:  California.

I wasn’t afraid of airports the way I was afraid of spiders, but I wasn’t crazy about them, either.

Most of the
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