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CHAPTER ONE

“Turn it towards me.  No, that’s away from me.  Still away from me.”

“Let’s take a break, Lee.”

I know I’m hardly the first guy to make this observation, but you know your friends aren’t just fair-weather friends when they agree to sacrifice some of their time to help you move.

Yesterday:

“Can’t you read?  The sign out front says “No Vacancies.”

“Good morning.  I’m Lee Hacklyn.  Lee.  Mr. um...?”

“Fuck off.”

“Is that Russian?  Fuckov?”

“Can’t you see I’m busy?”

His sneakered feet were on his desk, a fan was blowing hot air behind him, it was August and the temps, as the kids like to say in 2023, were record high.

There was a dejected looking golden retriever lying on the floor next to him, looking like he was wallowing in guilt for pooping in Daddy’s bedroom slippers.

I needed a place to live and I was nearing the point of desperation.

My last client, Dr. Adam Abelman, generously offered me his guesthouse to stay in, for as long as I liked.

It was great, at first, but eventually, Adam’s wife, Esther, who hated me at first then loved me after I returned their abducted sixteen-year old daughter, Isabella, to them, from the would-be world conqueror, Eric Hess.

For anyone who ever fantasizes about what it might be like to actually rule the world, pull up a chair and heed the words of your old Uncle Lee:

It would suck.

Oh, it would be great, at first, like paradise, but the novelty would wear off faster than the minty flavor in a stick of gum.

Eventually, you’d conclude that ruling the world would be a monumental pain-in-the-ass; not to mention, a potentially apocalyptic power trip:  

“Excuse me, Sir Ruler of the World.  We’ve received a call from a Mr. Doug MacDonald.  He says that his kitchen pipes are leaking and he can’t get ahold of the manager.”

“What country does he live in?”

“Canada.”

“I’ve had it with those hockey-heads.  Nuke it.”

“Right away, sir.”

Most people, it seems to me, and I include myself, aren’t so great at running their own lives; what makes them think they can run the company that employs them, never mind the world?  

Where was I?

Oh, yeah.  

Esther.

The well of her love ran dry faster than a glass of water in the desert.  To wit:

“I saw you enter our guesthouse after midnight last night.  You were obviously drunk.”

“I took a cab home, Esther.  Sorry if I woke you.”

“Who was that woman I saw you with?  I told you!  You have to ask first if you intend to have a visitor stay overnight!”

“I guess it was dark.  She was your sister, Bester.  She’s a lot like you, only she’s kind, warm and friendly.”

She tried to slap my face.  I ducked her hand, she spun, lost her balance and crashed into a rocking chair.

When I tried to help her up, she spat in my face.

“You’re setting a terrible example for our children!  You smoke!  Isaac told me yesterday he wants to be like you, a private investigator!  It was like hearing he wanted to be a drug-dealer!”

“He’s ten, Bester.  Um, Esther.  Kids change their minds all the time.  I’m trying to find another place, okay?  Are you all right?” 

“My hip.  I think it’s broken.”

“I’ll take you to the hospital.”

“I’ll take myself!  Oh, how I hate men like you!  You think all women are helpless, little lambs!”

I got the message.

Yes, you saved our daughter, but since then, you did what now; and why are you still here?

“You eat out of our fridge!”

“Adam invited me to.”

“You take advantage of his generosity.”

There is no placating some people.

It sure wasn’t like this for the Fonz when he moved in with the Cunninghams.

Why can’t real life be more like Happy Days?

CHAPTER TWO  

“You’re still here?  Why?”

He was flabby and jowly and his eyes were buggier than David Hedison’s were in The Fly.

A cigar was stuck between his yellowing teeth and his body odor was strong enough to reanimate a corpse.

“Hey, you look familiar to me.  You been on the boob tube?”

“Yeah, but mostly I just watch it.”

“You’re that private eye.  You found that girl, right?”

“Yeah, but I had some help.”

He put his book—To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee—down, stood, extended his hand, oh, my God, there was enough dirt under his fingernails to alert the Environmental Protection Agency—and we shook.

“Small world.  My brother’s kid goes to Roosevelt.  He was sick that day.  Dodged a bullet, I’d say.  Colin Sellars, building manager, although I’m supposed to say, “Multiple Unit Dwelling Engineer,” now, which spells “mude.”  I’m never in the mood for anything that complicates my life.  Okay.  Tell you what.  Maybe this is a fortuitous meeting.  I’ve got a problem tenant.  We’ve been trying to evict him for three months.  He’s into coke and heroine and got knows what else.  His old man’s a rich lawyer, social activist type.  Enabler.  The tenant’s name is Zac Packer.  We’ve taken him to court for not moving on the day he was supposed to move, the last time we tried to throw him out.  Suffice to say, we lost.  He has parties every weekend and his friends show up and they disturb the other tenants.  He’s a real beauty, this one.  If you can, um, convince him, that’s he’s about as welcome here as mold and cockroaches, then you’ve got yourself a suite.  It’s a one-bedroom.  Just you.”

“Just me.”

“He’s home.”

“Let’s do it.”

“Fair warning.  He’s armed up to his receding hairline.”

I showed him the Browning, my best friend, in my shoulder; and my .38 Special, in my ankle-holster.

I smiled and said, “Looks like Zac and I have something in common.  Don’t worry, Mr. Sellers.  I’ll have Cheech and Chong-in-one our so fast, you’ll be tempted to reduce my rent.”

He chain-lit another cigar—his belt had more gadgets on it that Bruce Wayne’s utility belt—and said, “If you can get him out of here today?  First month’s rent is on the house.”

I looked at his dog and asked him, “Who’s your buddy?”

“That’s Lucky.  He’s feeling guilty right now because he pooped in my bedroom slippers this morning.  How come you can get kitty litter, but you can’t get doggy litter?”

“That one’s kept me up at nights, too.  Is Lucky friendly?”

“Like Casper.”

I leaned forward to scratch his head and he darn near took my hand off.

“Yikes!”

Colin was astounded.

Instead of apologizing to me, he said something that I’ve heard variations of, ever since I started doing this, even though my kill-list of scumbags nobody misses is longer than Santa’s naughty-or-nice-list:

“You sure know how to inspire confidence, Hacklyn.”

CHAPTER THREE

“I want my money!”

Colin and I were standing in front of Packer’s suite.

A door down the hallway opened and a senior citizen stuck his head out:

“About time you got here, Sellers.  That racket’s been going on all morning.  I’ve half-a-mind to call the cops!”

Colin waved his hands at him and said, “No, no, don’t do that, please, Mr. Cole.”

“I’ll do what I like!  This is still America, isn’t it?  Or did I wake up in Communist China?”

He slammed his door shut so hard, it startled me and I bit my tongue.

“Ow.”

From inside Packer’s suite:

“I’ll get it, Tor, I’ll get it.  I get paid tomorrow; tomorrow’s payday.”

“And since when is a low-life like you gainfully unemployed?”

“I just got a gig, working part-time at CheeZowie’s Pizza.”

“Sal says I’ve been too easy on you.  He doesn’t like it when his kindness and patience are taken for granted.  I’m going to break one of your arms.  You can pick.”

“I can’t deliver pizza with a broken arm, Tor!”

“You’re a good customer, Zac, and I hate to hurt a good customer.  I hate it when my mother-in-law comes to visit, but I suck it up.  Suck this up, Zac.”

I said to Colin, “Give me your key-ring.”

He checked his belt and said, “I left it back at the office.  I sure hope Lucky didn’t eat it.  He’ll eat anything, like Mikey from those Life cereal commercials.”

The knob was locked.  I gave it a hard twist and it opened, but the deadbolt was engaged.

Colin shook his head and said, “You’ll have to pay for that.”

I body-slammed the door.  Nothing.  Again.  The hinges came off and I pushed the door forward, where it crashed to the floor.

I felt like Superman, forcing my way into Lex Luthor’s lair, and stepped inside.

Colin followed me and said, “You’re going to pay for that, too.”

Packer’s suite looked like the aftermath of a wrestling match between King Kong and Godzilla.

The place was littered with pizza boxes—none of them were labelled CheeZowie’s—what does that tell you, Dear Reader—clothes, candy bar wrappers, upended furniture and empty cigarette boxes.

A young, gaunt man was sitting on a couch that was held together with duct tape and prayer.

One of his eyes was swollen shut.

He was shirtless, clad in boxers, nothing else, and he was so thin, his ribs looked like Ball Park Franks.

They plump when you cook them.

His hair was long, his beard was long and his life was going to be short, unless he started, like yesterday, to make some dramatic changes.

CHAPTER FOUR

There was another man, Tor, I guessed.

He was taller than Kareem-Abdul Jabbar, built like the Kingpin, another Marvel Comics character; and he was clean-shaven.

He wore a black Armani suit and he had more gold chains around his neck than Mr. T.

He laughed and said, “Looks like you’re going to need a new door, Zac.”

Zac moaned and replied, “I need my horse.”

Tor opened his blazer and said, “I’ve got Silver and I’ve got Scout.”

“Scout, Scout.”

“You have to pay what you owe, otherwise, no horse for you, Tex, and I break your arm.”

He pointed at me and said, “Now, I know you aren’t a cop.  Let me guess:  Concerned citizen?”

I ignored him and said to Zac, “I’m Lee Hacklyn.  I want this suite.  Move today and I’ll take care of Flounder, here.”

“I need a hit.”

“So does every singer whose star is falling.  There’s a rehab clinic not far from here.  How old are you, Zac?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Is this the life you imagined for yourself when you were a kid?”

He exhaled and broke into sobs.

“I’ll take that as a “no.”  I can help you change your life, if you put in the effort, but in return, you have to move and you have to move today.”

“There’s no where for me to go.”

“Your father, Mr. Enabler.”

“He won’t take me.  He cut me off.  That’s why I got the job.”

“Well, I guess there’s a line in the sand for everyone, even liberal weenies.”

I pulled out my wallet and handed Tor a hundred bucks.

“Now get lost.”

He tucked the cash into his back pocket and said, “Looks like you’ve got a guardian angel here, Zac.”

He pulled a small baggie out of his inner jacket pocket.  There was a
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