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“You’re here!  Oh, thank God!  He’s in one of his moods.  Please come in.  He’s in the basement.”

Well, of course, he is.

I like basements about as much as Cookie Monster likes broccoli.

It was a cold Saturday morning, and I was coughing fitfully from a nearby New Jersey smokestack.

I was all for free market capitalism, but I was rather fond of clean air, too.

My client’s name was Erin Faris.

She was in her twenties but looked much older.

She wore a tight, pink blouse—untucked—over a long, frilly skirt.

There was a welt under her eye and her right arm was in a cast.

It was supported by a sling.

She took my hand and pulled me into the living room of her two-story townhouse.

“Honey?  Remember Lee?  We were at his office yesterday.”

“No, Mom.  That was such a long time ago.  Besides, I have amnesia.  I can’t remember my name or my birthday.  I guess a coconut fell on my head.”

His name was Chris, he was twelve and he was built like a beanbag chair.

He sat in front of a black-and-white Zenith boob tube.

Fittingly, Gilligan’s Island was on.

His joyless face—he had a shiner, too, like his mom—gave me a skeptical once-over.

He said—with enough hostility to trigger the End Times—“If you think you can take on my Dad, you’re crazy.  He’s got a black belt in Judo.”

I smiled at him.

“I have a black belt, too, Chris.  I wear it to keep my pants up.”
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“You should go.  Dad broke the legs of the last man who was in the house.  He was a mailman.  Now we don’t get the mail anymore.”

He broke into tears.

“Mom!  You’re good-looking!  Why did you marry that psycho?  I hate him!”

“I’m sorry, honey.”

“Uh-huh.  You’ll be sorry for the rest of your life.  Just like me.”

So young, so cynical.

So sad.

Erin said, “I’m just bringing my purse and Chris has his knapsack.”

“That’s okay.  I’ll help you pack your other belongings.  After.  You know, after.”

“Why are you doing this?”

She had no money.

In lieu of a retainer check, she gave me a bag of homemade chocolate chip cookies.

Mmm...so good!

They were amazing.

“Because, like the man said, I can’t sing or dance.  Stay here.  Don’t worry, I’m good at this.”

I opened a kitchen door and descended down a long, creaky staircase.

Is that a spider?

It is.  A big one, too.  So many legs.

Don’t piss yourself, Hacklyn.

It’s bad for business.

Lou Faris was sitting on a ratty couch.

He was manipulating a joystick and playing Space Invaders on one of those newfangled Atari 2600s.

Did it take 2599 tries before they got it to work?

There was a coffee table in front of him.

It was littered with Male Ale beer bottles and Blue Buzzard butts.

That’s nice.

At least we had some common ground.

I sat next to him, and he gawked at me.

“Who are you?”

He was in his thirties and on the fast track to an early grave.

Man, was he ever!

His eyes were unfocussed.

Three sheets to the wind?

At least he wasn’t driving.

“Why is your wife’s arm in a sling?  Why does your son have a black eye?”

He snarled at me.

“Because I’m the man of the house!  Are you a cop?  Erin!  Did you call the police?  You back-stabbing bitch!  Last time!  Who the fuck are you?”

“Who are you, sir.  I’ll answer that.  You’re a weak, vicious, out of control abuser of women and children.  You’re darkness.  I’m the fly in your ointment AKA the hero.  Lee Hacklyn.  I’d shake your hand, but those fingernails are dirtier than an X-rated movie.”

That was a prophetic metaphor, as it turned out.

“I’m taking Erin and Chris away from you.”

“You’re WHAT?”

“Please try and stop me.  I’m begging you.”

“OVER MY DEAD BODY!”

“Deal.”

Compassion is for the innocent.

Not the wicked.

And I delivered another dark soul to the devil down below for it to feast upon.

Good riddance.
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“Do you believe in America, Lee?”

“Yes, sir.”

“So do I.  What a glorious country this is!  Today’s youth!  I have nothing but contempt for them!  The things they moan and complain about!  If they had to live for a day in Soviet Russia, they’d be screaming for their Mamas!  I don’t blame them.  I blame their parents.  They spoiled them after World War Two ended.  They thought—just as so many fools thought at the end of World War One—the so-called War to End all Wars—that peace was at hand.  A world at peace is a world enslaved, I say!   That’s what we were in Soviet Russia.  Enslaved!  Imagine life in a society where you can be arrested for smiling in public.  A knock on the door in the dead of night!  You’re a trusting imbecile and you open it.  An army of armed brigands hauls you away to a Siberian Gulag because your son informed on you.  There are no Mothers or Fathers in Soviet Russia.  Just the state!  Imagine a society where self-determination is a crime!  My father was a poet and a scholar and a History teacher.  He bribed a freighter’s Captain to allow us—myself, my mother and my father—to stowaway aboard his ship.

We hid in a vermin-infested crate, and he took us to America.  When we saw the Statue of Liberty for the first time, we all held each other and we wept.  My
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