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Thirty days without a client.

Evidently, crime was on the wane in New York City.

Maybe Batman was in town.

Pun very much intended, Dear Reader.

While that was good for public morale, it was lousy for business.

My business, at any rate.

“Pay attention, Hacklyn.  You’re used to doing things your way.  You work for us?  You do things our way.  The Bud-Nip Security way.  Okay, Fay Wray?”

Ironically, perhaps, his name was Jack Rhymes.

The nameplate on his desk was decorated with bullets.

“Sure thing, Mr. Rhymes.  You say?  I obey.”

He nodded paternally.

Attaboy.
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I was working the all-too-aptly named graveyard shift at Queens General Hospital.

Not a single nurse returned my smile.

They didn’t notice me.

They noticed the uniform.

I was on patrol when I spied with my little eye a crime in progress.

Willy Waters, a morbidly obese orderly, had his beefy hands on the face of a comatose patient in ICU.

She was very beautiful.

There was a tube in her nose and there was a tube in her mouth.

The orderly—MAN!—was this guy ever taking a risk!—failed to see or hear me enter the room.

His hands went to her neck.

Then down south.

Almost.

Eight broken fingers—his—-and an hour later, I was at the Head Office of Bud-Nip Security to return my uniform.

Maybe Ringling Brothers are hiring.

The night dispatcher was a tank driver during World War Two.

When I told him what happened, he squeezed my shoulder and shook my hand.

“I watch the news every day and it makes me wonder sometimes if what we did was worth it.  When I meet someone like you, well, just let me say this:  it’s reassuring.”

“Thank you for your service, sir.”

“It was a different time.  We couldn’t wait to go.  There wasn’t a one of us who didn’t want to kick Hitler’s balls in.  What will you do now, son?”

“After breakfast, I’m going to go to my office and stay there all day with my fingers crossed.”

“A man doesn’t wait for what he wants.  He goes after it.”

‘How long have you been working here?”

“Since 1945.”

“Are you happy?”

“No, but I’m content.  I never married and I never had kids.  I wanted to be an architect, but instead?  I became an alcoholic.”

He pulled out his top desk drawer, fished out a flask, uncapped it, took a swig and offered me some.

I politely declined and said, “I’m exhausted and I’m driving.”

“Good for you, son.  I’m seventy-seven.  My bones ache and I forget my way home sometimes.  My body and my mind are failing me.  It’s too late for me.  It’s not too late for you, son.”

There was a pencil on his desk.

It took me back in time.

I loved to draw, until I was thirteen.

That was the year other priorities too precedence over my dream.

Girls.

My first car.

My private investigator’s license.

Any regrets?

No.

And yes.

When I left Bud-Nip Security for the last time, I cried like a newborn baby.

Some hero.

But it’s always darkest before the dawn.

By midday?

I had a new client and a new case to crack.

A new evil to smite.

Adios, regrets.

Y’all don’t come back now, y’hear?
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“Albert loved The Twilight Zone.  He watched it religiously.  His favorite episode was Time Enough at Last.  Have you seen it?”

“Sure.”

“Oh, it’s devastating!  Burgess Meredith plays a bank teller who loves books.  He’s an obsessive bookworm, just like my Albert.  He winds up becoming the sole survivor of a nuclear war.  He roams the ruins, considers suicide, then changes his mind—once he discovers—to his delight—that there’s one remaining building still standing and it’s the library.  There are thousands of books everywhere.  He’s in Heaven.  Then?  He breaks his glasses.”

Her name was Clarice Cook.

She was south of her forties, pleasantly plump, pragmatically attired—it was ice cold December—and her cinnamon bun hairdo was straight out of Star Wars.

Her face was refreshingly make-up free.

Like every good psychiatrist, I always had a fresh box of tissue on my desk.

I handed her some and she dried her face.

“Thank you.  You’re kind.”

Albert Cook—her husband—owned Albert’s New and Used Books and Comics in Syracuse.

Last year?

The store burned to the ground.

Albert along with it.

Some of us will die peacefully in our beds and surrounded by loved ones.

Some of us will draw the short straw and burn to death.

Like poor Albert Cook.

Clarice sniffed and said, “It’s been over a year now.  The police keep telling me to be patient.  Patient!  Somebody murdered my Albert and now he or she, I’m certain of it—is larking about!  Her name is Helen Flake.  She certainly lives up to that name.  It fits her to a T.  She heads an activist group called God’s America.  What a bunch of whackos!”
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“Helen’s son, Gomer?  He was a regular customer.  He’d be around thirteen now.  He bought all of his comic books from Albert.  He was kind of a nerd, as you can well imagine.  One day, Albert sold him a copy of The Godwulf Manuscript by Robert B. Parker.  Gomer read it and decided that he wanted to be just like the book’s hero, Spenser.  He’s a private eye, Lee, just like you.  Gomer learned how to box from another book Albert sold him.  He took on the school bully and nearly killed him.  Gomer wound up in juvenile detention.  Helen and her league of nutters blamed Albert.  They picketed the store.  They blocked customers from entering the store.  They want the government to ban and censor anything and everything that they don’t like.  Albert bought a gun.  Oh, how we fought over that!  I despise guns!  Well, during their last protest?  Albert fired into the air, and they scattered like a bunch of Jerrys.  When Albert told me what happened over dinner?  I threw him out and he slept at the store.  That was the last time I ever...oh, Albert!”

I stood, opened the one window in my office—-without a titanic struggle, for once—and let in some cold hair.  

Twenty-five hours without sleep.

Don’t look at the floor, Hacklyn.

It will draw you in like a magnet.

“Are you all right, Lee?”

‘Yes, ma’am.  Better than ever.  I’m at
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