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CHAPTER ONE

When you wake up at three in the morning in a stranger’s bed, and the first thing you see is a woman you don’t recognize poised to plunge a hypodermic needle into your arm, it might be such a bad idea to reconsider pose this question:

“What the serious fucking good ever comes, no pun intended, from a one-night stand?”

I grabbed the woman’s wrist, gave it a hard crank and the needle fell to the filthiest floor I’ve ever seen, including the one in my studio apartment.

“Hey, baby!  That hurt!”

“Maybe I’m just getting warmed up.  Baby.”

I don’t like to hurt a woman for any reason, but there are exceptions for every rule, and if someone is trying to hook you on heroine, then, according to the Gospel of Lee Hacklyn, such as it is, you have every right to put that person into a world of hurtin.’

With my other hand, I slapped her face and her buck-ass nude behind landed on the floor with a jarring thunk.

“You fucking asshole!”

“Experts agree.  Your opinion is widespread.  Like your legs.  Would you please put a pair of panties on before I throw up?  Your crotch looks like an ant farm.”

CHAPTER TWO

There was loud music playing.

Afternoon Delight.  Starland Vocal Band.

The woman’s hair was longer than her height.  She wore a frayed denim jacket with nothing underneath.  Her face was lined and hard and ravaged and her black eyes were devoid of life.

She picked up the needle and said, “Come on, baby.  You’ll like it.”

“You won’t like spitting out your few remaining teeth, Mrs. Brady.”

“Woman hater!”

“Hate is a waste of energy.  Where are my jeans?”

They were draped on a chair.  My shoes and socks were on the floor.  Some of God’s creatures were making themselves at home there.  Ugh.

As for my Browning and my shoulder-holster?

Parts unknown.

Better and better.

“Where am I?”

“Queens, fucker.”

Well, that was good news.  I got dressed.

It could’ve been worse.

Like that guy who woke up in a bathtub full of ice and one of his kidneys was missing.

Or was that an urban legend?

One certainly hopes so.

However, if I’ve learned anything over the first third of my life, it’s this:

Truth isn’t stranger than fiction.

It’s infinitely more terrifying.

How did I get here?

“Where’s Margo?”

She was the hot blonde I’d picked up last night at the Night House, my local watering hole.

Or had she picked me up?

I was still drunk, but not incomprehensibly so.

“Margo’s my hateful bitch of a sister.  She gave you to me for my birthday.  Today’s my birthday.  I’m twenty-six.”

I said, foolishly, “You look a lot older.”

She stood, needle in hand and tried to stab my face with it.

I slipped away and kicked her skinny, punctured legs from under her and she fell into a pile of human debris.

Cruel, I guess, but that’s how I saw her.

She fell onto her bare behind again and dropped the needle.

She picked it up and plunged the business part into her bare, punctured arm and said, “Fuck it.  You don’t know what your missing.”

“Decades off my life?”

I was dressed and I opened the bedroom door.

There were about twenty people in the living room.

They were drunk and stoned and they were dressed like bikers, or what they thought bikers ought to look like, based on the biker movies they’d seen.

And there was Margo.

She was naked and sitting on the lap of the most muscular man in the room.

He wore a headband that said, “Fuck Life.”

The floor was littered with needles, cigarette butts and crushed beer cans, not to mention, an army of creepy-crawlies.

Somebody call the Health Department!

And then there was this:

A girl who couldn’t have been more than sixteen was tied to a chair. 

She was sobbing and she was whimpering.

When our eyes met, she said, “Oh, my God.  You’re not stoned.  My parents must be worried sick about me.  Will you please take me home?”

“Sure.”

As far as I knew, my sweet ride was still parked in front the Night House.

The well-muscled biker said, “She’s not going anywhere.”

I guess I was still shaking off my drunken stupor, because he said that, suddenly, the blasphemous image of my best friend in the worldwide world, the Gilligan to my Skipper, Mr. Browning, was nestled in my shoulder-holster, which Pumping Idiot was wearing.

Suddenly, I felt like the world’s most irresponsible jerk.

CHAPTER THREE

Margo, her voice slurring, asked me, “How was Trixie?  You have me later, if you like.”

Pumping Idiot pushed her to the floor and he stood.  Holy Moley!  Another inch and he would’ve broken his neck?  Tall?

Yeah.

And so is Andre the Giant.

He roared, “All women are sluts!”

He drew my gun—it was like watching a stranger drive my car, unsettling, to say the least—and pointed it at me.

I’ve had more guns pointed at me than Dick Tracy.

I picked up an unopened can of Male Ale beer, my favorite, what a waste, pitched in and beaned his brow.

Everyone laughed, except for the girl in the chair.

He fell on top of Margo.

“Get off me, you stinking ape!”

I pulled him off, unfastened my shoulder-holster, put it on, safe my Browning, tucked it in, snug as a bug, in this place, more like a bed-bug spread Pumping Idiot’s legs and gave him what my dad would’ve called “a swift kick in the balls.”

I untied the girl and helped her dress, grabbed an empty beer bottle, Moosetosterone, Canadian beer, mmm, so good and clocked every other man in the room, while some of the ladies, the still lucid one, laughed.

Stand by your man, much?

Nobody so much as lifted a finger to stop me, which was nice for a change.

This had to be the world’s nerdiest biker gang.

“What’s your name, honey?”

“Lorna.”

“What are doing here, honey?

“I have a fake driver’s license.  It says I’m twenty-one.  Me and my friends went to Club Calypso on Fifth Avenue.  Bruno?  I think that’s his name.  He bought me like tons of drinks and brought me here.  I feel like such a fool.  My dad’s gonna kill me, but oh, my God, that was like the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.  I didn’t think men like you existed in the word.  I thought my dad was like the only one.”

“That’s very sweet of you to say, Lorna.  I’m Lee.  Come on, I’m taking you home.  We’ll have to cab it to my car.”

That’s when I realized that I didn’t have my wallet.

I walked around the room and said to the bleeding bodies around me, “My wallet.  Now.  Otherwise, if Mr. Spock beams down?  He won’t find any life-forms.  Copy?”

Bruno, in the fetal position, and weeping like a newborn baby, held out my wallet and said, “Here, take it.  All you had to do was ask!”

I took it and said, “It’s funny how bullies talk like they’re victims after a well-deserved shit-kicking.  Good night, everyone.  Hey, I’m not a place to judge, okay?  God knows I’m certainly no angel, but for the record?  You all suck.”

CHAPTER FOUR

I was in my office, engaged in dual activities, alternating every twenty minutes or so.

Busy day.  

Full plate, you might say, Dear Reader.

My latest literary diversion was called “All Men Suck,” by Gertrude Gelder.

Hah, just kidding!

Actually, it was John “Bronco” Justice #238:  Tyranny in Texas.

My other self-assigned task was The New York Times Crossword Puzzle.

Conservative.  Seven letters.  Start with an “L” and ends with a “C.”

Lunatic.  Really?  REALLY?

No bias there, whatsoever.

The elevator doors slid open, five people emerged and I reflexively reached for my Browning, it was a false alarm.

The man and the woman were in their fifties.

They looked at though they cared about appearance, which was always a good sign.

The last thing I need is a deadbeat client.

The man was fit, clean-shave and he wore a very 70’s style business suit, with a collar that rivalled the Flying Nun’s cornette.

The woman was very beautiful, wore a simple, green dress and the bonnet on her head could’ve doubled as a floatation device.

The other three were kids, clearly theirs, all in their late teens or early 20s, two boys and a girl.

One of the boys was chubby, his face was peppered with acne, poor kid and he was sipping out of a straw from a 7-11 Marvel Super-Heroes Slurpee cup.

Luke Cage, Power Man.

I grinned.

I still read comic books, now and then, but I don’t brag about it.

“They’re for my nephew.”

“Sure, they are...and my wife’s name is Sophia Loren.”

Television has turned everyone into a smart-ass.

I hate that!

It’s no fun being a smart-ass when everybody’s a smart-ass.

When it came to comic books, and all the other so-called geeky stuff, like Star Trek or Doctor Who, the cultural vibe was very different from what it is now.

If you were over eight years old, and you still liked reading comic books, so-called “normal society” deemed you a candidate for electro-shock therapy.

CHAPTER FIVE

The other boy was taller, older, more self-assured, just going by his body language and he wore a t-shirt with a Kojak iron-on patch.

This wasn’t a kid who was hurting for dates.

The girl was the youngest of the three, licorice-whip thin, her hairs was short and red and tied into a ponytail.

Her t-shirt was emblazoned with the image of the American Flag burning, with Pol Pot laughing behind it.

Oh, yeah.

Without question, she and I were going to get along like Nelson Rockefeller and Karl Marx.

I put my book down, cleared my desk, stood, extended my hand and said, “Good morning, I’m Lee Hacklyn, at your service.  Please come in.”

The portly kid asked me, “Can I see your gun?”

The woman yelled, “Jeremy!”

The man chuckled, squeezed his son’s shoulder, gently, and said, “I’m Tom Tucker.  This is my wife, Carly.  That good-looking boy over there is my son, Alex.  My daugh...”

Carly stuck her finger into Tom’s eye.

“Our.”

“Ouch!  I’m sure glad you’re wearing your nails, today, honey.”

Tears ran down his face.

There was no reaction from the others.

I guess this was a normal thing for the Tucker family.  Yikes!

“This is our, our, our daughter, Jennette and this inquisitive young man is Jeremy.  We like to call him “Jeopardy” because so much of what he says is the form of question.”

He slurped some of his Slurpee and asked, “Have you ever killed anyone?”

Carly stuck a finger in his eye.

Holy Moley! 

It was a wonder that she was the only one in this group, that somehow formed a family, who wore glasses.

She clapped her gloved hands together once...oh, dear...and screamed, “There will be no talk of killing while I’m in earshot!”

Tom said, “Honey?   That’s what we came here to talk about.”

She burst into tears.

Tucker.

I asked, as delicately as possible, “Was Annabelle Tucker your daughter?”

In unison, Tom and Carly said, “Yes.”

They laughed, a little, and cried and held each other.

It was heart-breaking to watch.

Alex put his arm around Jennette and they cried a little.

I said, “I’m sorry I only have
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