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I would like to dedicate this book to God, Johnny’s Morningstar.  He’s there for you, He’s there for me, He’s there for me.  Never mind your age.  Never mind your past and never mind your future.  Live your life one second at a time.  Reach beyond your grasp.  Trust me.  If it’s not too late, for Johnny, it’s not too late for you.  Does God love you?  He sure does.  And so does Johnny.

MAN OF THE PEOPLE

Lunch alone at the Oui Bistro.

Well, not exactly alone.  Bunny was working and she was give me maybe a little more attention than the other patrons.  Somebody noticed.  I didn’t blame them, necessarily, I mean, I’d be a tad annoyed if a waitress was squeezing the muscular, manly arm of a patron while waiting for the check.  However...

“Tits!”

Oh, dear.

“Tits, if it’s not too much trouble, can I get the God-damned check, please?  I’m not used to asking twice.”

He was maybe fifty with long, stringy, strategically combed hair.  His casual shirt was unbuttoned to his sternum, exposing a tuft of grey chest hair.  Two nicely dressed women were with him, one I assumed was his wife, the other, the mother or mother-in-law.  They both looked mortified.  Stringy had been talking loudly the entire time I was there about how much money he made this year and all the great resorts he and his wife had vacationed at.  He was a boor and a jerk, but I was enjoying my cheeseburger and my cheese fries (can’t have too much cheese, sorry) and my fifth Canadian beer.  (Mamma mia, those Canucks sure like strong beer.)  So I finished my beer (Boom!) and asked Bunny for another one, but please, please, give ass-wipe his check and get him the fuck out of here.  Let the casually hostile sobriquet go.  Let it go, let it go.  I ate another fry.  Tried to look out the window.  Sunshine.  People living their lives, doing the best they can, trying to do better.  Tourists, their senses over-loaded by the wonder of Manhattan.  Focus.  Don’t notice Super-Boor’s hand on Bunny’s ass.  Not noticing that.

Not happening.

Nope.

Bunny’s not looking at me.

Her lower lip isn’t trembling.

Just another day.

It’s none of your business, Lee.

I stood.

“Hey.  Get your fucking hands off that woman.”

Silence.

Bunny, holding a tray laden with plates, cutlery and glasses, stepped back and smiled at me, scared, but appreciative.  A skinny dork in a bow-tie downed his glass of wine and skeddalled out of the place.  Good for him.  Less potential for collateral damage.

There was another waiter and he was conferring with Rene, the manager, over by the till.  Rene had white hair and I imagined it getting whiter.

The two women at Stringy-hair’s table looked excited.  Maybe this was day that was long overdue.  Or maybe their excitement was due to their anticipation of THEIR MAN, who was for sure going to put me in my place.

Grey-Chest stood.  He was tall with a guy that sagged over his gold-plated belt buckle.  I’m materialistic, up to a point, but Jesus, ostentatious, much?  He took off his gold cuff-links (Never wore them, never understood them, they make about as much sense to me as high-heeled shoes...what’s wrong with buttons?)  and rolled up his sleeves.  He had thick, sinewy fore-arms and wide shoulders.  Maybe he was a power-lifter.  He looked right at me.  Unafraid, I had to give him that.

“Do you know who you’re talking to?”

“I don’t care if you cured cancer.  Actually, I would care, in fact, I’d be might appreciative and respectful.”

Silence.  The thousand-yard stare.  I’d seen them a thousand times already, but his was pretty good.

“Right.  Doesn’t matter.  Normally, I would have tossed you out the door for your big mouth and your mistreatment of the people who work here.”

“Yes,” whispered the waiter, while Rene scowled at him.

“But I’m trying to cultivate a more peaceful approach to life.  Then a guy like how great you are.  Maybe you are great.  Guess what?  That’s not why people come here.  Then, you use a vulgarity and think nothing of it, but we’ve covered that.  But you put your hand on the behind of a woman who in no way invited you to.  That’s called sexual assault, my man.”

“Do you know who you’re talking to?”

We were within arm’s reach of each other now.  Two young ladies at a corner table were watching the unfolding scene with eyes like saucers.

“Tell me, then behold my indifference.”

“I’m Senator Alvin McCluskey..”

“What’s your constituency?  Loserville?”

He never saw it coming.

Bunny slapped him.  While holding the over-loaded tray.  Not so much as a spoon fell off.  Holy Moley.

That’s like a super-power.

The two young ladies applauded.

Senator Fuck-Face stood still.  His eyes were moist.  His hairs had been knocked askew.  He took out a comb out of his back pocket and frantically but them back into their proper places.  Man.  I thought I was vain.

He sputtered, “You have haven’t heard the last of this.  Denise.  Mother.”

They left.  I’m pretty sure I saw Super-Senator crying as he hailed a cab.

As it turned out, that WAS the last time I’d heard of that.  Men—especially Senators—don’t like to advertise their humiliations.

Rene approached Bunny.

“Bunny...”

I looked at him sternly.

“Just...go back to work.”

She chirped, “Sure thing, boss.”

Rene was a nice, but fussy priss who literally wrung his hands in front of me.

His teeth chattered.

“That man is very powerful.  I could lose my license.”

“Rene?”

“Yes?”

“Do you have a soul?”

“I like to think so.”

“What’s the price of cowardice?”

TELL THE ONE YOU TRUST

Jeremy was in the hospital.

I went to see him.  His head was bandaged and his arm was broken, but all things considered, he was fine.

I hated hospitals..  They reminded me that I wasn’t invulnerable.  They reminded me of my mortality.  So did a lot of other things in life, but in hospitals, it was a reminder that felt stronger and more concentrated.

I hugged Alicia, Jeremy’s wife and their daughters, they left me with Jeremy in his room.  I high-fived his good hand.

“The cops just left.  I left something out of my statement.  Something pretty fucking important, Lee.”

I nodded.

“Your truck got hit?”

Jeremy worked part-time for an armored car company.

“Yeah, there wee three of us, two in the back and one driver.  There was a truck blocking our path.  Five guys surrounded us.  They were saying crazy shit like, we know where your families live, do what we say, I mean, shit you hear on tv, right?  But we don’t know.  So we got out.  One of them hit my arm with the butt of his rifle and I fell down.  He pointed it at me and I looked right at him.  They were wearing ski-masks.  But this one guy had very distinct eyes.  Blue and glassy.  I knew who he was and he knew I knew.  It was Dan.”

Dan was Jeremy’s brother.  I’d only met him briefly at a family dinner.  Kind of quiet and sullen.  Dan was older than Jeremy, single and kind of drifting through life, from one job to the next.  Jeremy knew he took hard drugs.  Stuff like heroine and God knew what else.

“Jeremy, you gotta tell the cops.”

“I know, but my mom...”

“This has nothing to do with your Mom.  Do the right thing.”

“I just did.  I told you.”

So I went to Dan’s house with a gun under my arm and one on my ankle.  Had a knife or three as well.  Preparation beats finger-crossing, every time.

It was a crappy house.  Weeds everywhere.  A tire, a mattress.  It was night and I felt like I was the last man on earth.  Nothing alive at all...except the skeeters.

I knocked on the door, then checked my fist for slivers.  A rough voice:

“What do you want?”

“I’m looking for Dan Bell.”

“Why?”

“I’m a friend of his brother’s.  Jeremy.  He works for me sometimes.  He’s in the hospital.”

The door opened.  A face of fear and rage and malice gawked at me.  It was the face of a man who was probably thirty, but stopped getting asked for I.D. at liquor stores when he was fifteen.

“You a cop?”

“No, I’m Lee Hacklyn.  Heard of me?”

“What?”

“Never mind.  I think Dan would like to know about his brother.  Don’t you?”

He closed the door.  Hard.  I waited.  Then, I waited some more.  The door opened again and a new face appeared.  The face was on the body of a giant, skinny, middle-aged heroine addict.  His naked arm were littered with puncture marks.  He pointed a rifle at me.  Maybe the same one Dan had assaulted his brother with.

“Dan ain’t here.”

“When’s he coming back?”

“Don’t know.”

“How about you invite me in for a cup of tea and I’ll wait.”

“You a cop?”

“I already answered that question.”

“I’ll tell you what you are.  You’re dead.”

He fired.  Missed.  Impossible.  We were within point-blank range.  I felt the wind of the bullet caress my face.

The guy almost blew my head off.

Fucker.

I had one of my knives discreetly tucked in my left hand.  I brought it up into the skinny neck of Giant Needle Arms.  He gurgled and blood exploded from his throat.  I grabbed his rife and butted him in the face with it.

Then I entered the place.

Darkness.  I dropped the rifle and drew both of my hand-guns.  Brownings.

Something cut my arm above the elbow.  A little ambient light shone from outside.  It was Guy Who Looked Older Than He Really Was.

I shot him in the chest.  He landed on his back and I shot him in the face.

“Okay, okay!”

It was Dan.  He came downstairs, wearing a Vinnie Barbarino T-shirt and shorts.  His hands were up.  Indeed,  as I remembered, his eyes were blue and glassy.

“Lee.”

“Your brother has a broken arm, thanks to you.”

He looked at the dead bodies.

“Mark?  Keith?  You killed my friends, you fuck!”

“Where are the others?”

“Upstairs.  Hiding.  Or maybe they took off, I don’t know, fuck, what have we ever done to you?”

“Jeremy didn’t tell the cops that he recognized you.  Because he didn’t want the cops busting in here blowing everyone in sight to hell.  Meaning, you.  He loves you.  He trusts me to protect you.  So.  Let’s go. We’re going to the cops and you’re going to sing like Ethel Merman.”

“Who?”

“Stay focused, Dan.  Put your shoes on and a coat.  It’s cold out.  We’re going for a ride.”

“I can’t go to jail, man!”

“You want me to go upstairs and kill your friends?”

“They probably split out back.”

“I’ll go check.”

“No, no...Jeremy...what are the odds?  You rob a truck and one of the guys in it is his brother.”

“You knew it was possible.”

“No, no, we haven’t spoken in months.  I didn’t know he was a whatever.  An armored car guy.  He recognized my eyes, right?  Shit.  Should’ve worn sunglasses.”

“Dan, I’m not doing this for you.  I’m doing this for your brother.”

“He doesn’t give a shit about me.”

“Then why didn’t he tell the cops?”

A trickle of clarity seemed to penetrate his drug-addled mind.

“Let me find my shoes.”

LOOKING FOR ANYTHING
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