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I’M HANGING UPSIDE down. Two Mexican construction workers who are bigger than King Kong are holding me by both legs, fifteen stories above the concrete sidewalk. If they drop me on my head, it will explode like a fucking pumpkin. But then, my head is all fucked up as it is between the piece of .22 caliber hollow-point lodged beside my cerebral cortex and my habit of making some real bad decisions from time to time.

But I digress.

Anyway, these fuckers are trying to kill me because my present employer is convinced his own workers are stealing from him. Oh, and by the way, I have irrefutable proof that they are (I happen to be in the possession of dozens of photos of palettes of handsaws, Sawzalls, power drills, and more being stacked in the back of several Ford F-150 pickups that have the Blaze Construction Corporation red and black logo printed on the side panels).

Problem is, these bastards are obviously into more than just stealing tools on their boss’s dime. My guess is they’re running guns, or kids, or drugs, or a combination of all three, and somehow doing it using their employer as a front. It’s easy these days to run pretty much anything illegal you want now that all the Mexican workers are coming up from the border and, along with them, their friends in the MS-14 gangs and the cartels. It’s almost like the president and that New York Senator who looks like the Penguin...what’s his name, Chuckie Schumer...actually welcomes all the corruption. Fuck, maybe they’re on the payroll.

“Hey, Moonlight,” calls out one of the crew foremen.

He’s one of the aforementioned Mexicans who was escaping his country via the open border due to oppression, when in fact, I’m told that he has a south-of-the-border hacienda on the beach that’s bigger than a Hilton Garden Inn.

“Hey, you, Moonlight you fucking nosy bastardo,” he repeats.

All the blood is rushing to my head, so it’s getting heavy. It takes a real effort to raise it to make eye contact with the big, thick Mexican.

“You tell Blaze that if he keeps snooping into his employee’s loyalty and work ethic,” he says, “he just might find his little stubby legs broken. You understand me?”

“Sí, Carlos,” I say. “But I can’t exactly tell him that if I’m spattered all over State Street, now can I?”

“Okay, boys,” Carlos Santiago says. “Pull him back up.”

They pull me up and toss me onto the newly poured concrete floor. I try to get up, but I’m too dizzy, and judging by the stain on my crotch, I’ve pissed myself. Santiago approaches me, makes a fist, and punches me in the mouth.

For a split second, I’m knocked out. But when I come to, I taste blood in my mouth. Acting on instinct, I run my index finger over my teeth. Still all there, although the front top two teeth feel loose, and my upper lip is bleeding.

“Now you go tell Senor Blaze that unless he stops this private investigator shit,” the thickly dark-haired and mustache-bearing Santiago says, “we will report him to the IRS, the Attorney General, and worst of all, our Mayor and our black DA who just happen to love to defund the cops, promote our Sanctuary City and all it has to offer to the downtrodden and the oppressed, especially our guaranteed Democratic Machine votes. Si?”

I slowly manage to get back on my feet. My guess is I only slightly pissed myself because it’s not like I’m feeling soaked through or anything. I peer down at my jeans anyway. Just a small wet spot. I also see the tops of my black combat boots. I pat my back pocket and feel the bulge created by my wallet, then pat the area on my worn black leather coat where I store my 9mm semiautomatic. These fuckers were too stupid to strip me of it.

Running my hand over my short stand of hair and scarred scalp, I run it down my scruffy face and touch the tender, fat lip.

“So, what are you waiting for, perra?” Carlos says. “Get going already, before Blaze leaves the office for the Thatcher Street tittie bar he hits up every day since his wife don’t give him no ass no more.”

Reaching into my coat, I pull out my 9mm.

“Oh, shit,” says one of the King Congs who was holding me over the wall by my feet.

He backs up a step and raises his hands in surrender.

“You never checked him for a gun, stupido?” Carlos says.

“We never thought...” stutters the second King Kong.

Aiming for the first Kong, I lower my aim, and shoot the motherfucker in the thigh.

“That’s for scaring the daylights out of me,” I say.

Then I shoot King Kong Two in the thigh.

They both drop onto the concrete pad so hard, I swear it cracks under their collective weight. I then aim the pistol at Carlos. He slowly raises his hands.

“You might get away with shooting these dumb fucks,” he says through gritted teeth. “But I assure you, Mr. Moonlight, you shoot me, my people will make sure your entire family is skinned alive.”

I begin making my way up the metal staircase that’s attached to the scaffolding.

“I don’t have any family,” I say. “But I’ll be sure to deliver your message to Señor Blaze.”

“Via con dios, dead perra,” Carlos says.

“Hasta la vista, motherfucker” I say.
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The Blaze Construction Corporation was located off a section of the north/south highway called Route 787. I was aware of this because I’d driven past the property a million and one times when my Jeep needed repairing or an oil change. My mechanic was located not far from the big brick and glass building with an attached warehouse and a yard that housed all sorts of construction equipment like one-ton dump trucks, backhoes, construction site trailers, Lulls, a bulldozer, and even a small crane.

The owner, a middle-aged man named Greg Blaze, had called me out of the blue, asking me if I’d be interested in a job that would require the utmost sensitivity.

“What’s it got to do with?” I asked from my upstairs office, my smartphone on speaker.

“I suspect my employees are stealing from me,” he said. “I need proof before I accuse their criminal asses.”

“Why don’t you go to the cops?” I said.

“I just told you I need proof first.”

I pictured a tall, suited man who had expensive tastes and a trophy blonde wife who cost him hundreds of thousands in cosmetic surgery and shrinks. Lots of money in construction. Especially commercial construction. Could be a good payday. At least, that’s the shit I was telling myself.

“Okay, Mr. Blaze,” I said, “why don’t you stop by my office, say in an hour, and we can go over some details.”

“Um, any chance you can come by my office?” he said. “Or better yet, you can meet me at the Thatcher Street Pub down near the river. I’ll buy you a beer.”

I pictured the hole-in-the-wall bar that was located not far from my place at the abandoned Port of Albany. It was getting late in the afternoon, and I could use a beer.

“The place still a tittie bar?” I said. “Or did it get raided one too many times?”

“I don’t frequent the joint just for the Free Pizza Thursdays,” the construction magnate said. “Twenty minutes work for you?”

“Wait, let me check with my assistant to see what else I have on the docket for the afternoon?”

I placed my hand over the phone’s mic and pretended I was speaking to an assistant I didn’t have about appointments that were non-existent and that were in one way or another related to a bank account that was always in the red.

I took my hand off the phone.

“You’re in luck, Mr. Blaze,” I said. “I happen to be free for the next hour.”

“Perfect,” he said. “Bring some one-dollar bills so you can play G-string basketball with the girls.”

“G-string basketball?” I asked.

“You’ll see what I mean when you get there,” he said.

“I don’t carry a lot of cash on me,” I said.

But what I didn’t tell him is that I would if I could.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “My treat.”

“See you soon,” I said.

I hung up the phone and set it on the desk. Leaning back in my chair, I thought about how long it had been since I’d been to a tittie bar.

“Too long,” I said. “The testosterone...it ain’t what it used to be.” 

Standing, I got up and made my way downstairs to the bathroom to brush my teeth and put on a fresh t-shirt. I put on my shoulder holster and the .9mm it housed. Pulling out the pistol, I thumbed the mag release and checked the load. I made sure there was a live round in the chamber so that instead of relying on nine bullets, I had ten.

Holstering the pistol, I then put on my black, worn leather coat and a pair of aviator sunglasses. Since I had a couple of minutes to kill before I needed to be at the bar, I made my way into the kitchen and booted up my laptop. When the Google search engine appeared, I typed in Blaze Construction. The first item to appear was the official construction outfit website. It showed the familiar brick and glass structure. All the employees, from the lowliest laborer to the entirely female office staff to the project managers, were standing out on the front lawn in front of the building.

Standing at the front of the employee crowd was Greg Blaze himself. He wasn’t the tall, suited, wealthy man I had assumed him to be. He was on the short side with a big beer paunch. He was wearing tan chinos and a blue polo shirt emblazoned with the Blaze Construction logo. His chubby face was smoothly shaven, other than a thick black mustache that was sprinkled with gray. He still had his hair, but he sported a round bald spot that exposed his cranial cap.

I clicked on the “About” section, and another photo of Greg Blaze appeared. The setting was more formal, and he was suited. His bio stated that he grew up in Upstate New York and attended a SUNY school for civil engineering. He’d been a project manager for another construction company before starting his own outfit in 1990. He was married to a woman named Louise, and they had two children, Duncan and Jeff, who were both employed at the company as junior executives.

“A family affair,” I said. “Bet they fight a lot.”

Scrolling back, I looked at more of what Google had to offer on the company. There were several small pieces by the Albany Business Review that revealed how several subcontractors and material suppliers were suing Blaze Construction for sums of money owed and never received. At one point, a bank lien was placed on the company by the IRS for failure to pay back taxes.

I scrolled down even further to look for a declaration of Chapter 11 and bankruptcy. But there was nothing to be seen. I switched to the news section of Google, and the first item that came up was a Times Union Newspaper article that bore the headline, “Construction Tycoon Busted for DWI.” The article was from 2019 telling me the drama took place some years back. I perused the article, and it mentioned that because it was his second DWI, Blaze would lose his driver’s license for six months and be forced to pay a $10,000 fine.

“Maybe he’s reformed,” I said to myself while I closed the lid on the laptop and headed for the front, metal door.

Grabbing my keys, I was reminded of the tittie bar I was about to meet Blaze at. The Thatcher Street Pub. Not a place you want to cart the entire family to.

Opening the door, I whispered, “I’d better insist on being paid in cash. Otherwise, I might become another one of Blaze’s liabilities.”
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The Thatcher Street Pub was one of those watering holes where, as soon as you entered through the gray hollow metal door, the entire clientele seated at the horseshoe-shaped bar turned and looked you over. And trust me when I tell you they were all men. Some young. Some middle-aged. A few, over the hill. Ninety percent of them were working class and dressed like construction workers in dirty jeans, work shirts, t-shirts, and Carhartt vests and coats. The few suited men who either sat or stood at the bar looked out of place. All were functional alcoholics. 

Closing the door behind me, I spotted Blaze seated in the far corner. The stool beside him was empty like he’d been saving it for me. He was wearing his khaki trousers, a pair of clean work boots, and one of his blue Blaze Construction polo shirts. His gut spilled over his belt while he sipped on a Budweiser long-necked bottle.

“You’re Blaze, I take it,” I said, sitting myself on the empty stool.

He set his bottle down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“And you’re Dick Moonlight,” he said. “Good to meet you.”

He went to shake my hand, but knowing he just wiped the foamy spit off his lips with it and that the nasty Covid virus was still in the air, I decided to offer a fist bump. He caught on quickly and bumped me back. A tall, twenty-something blonde lady with boobs that were attached to a body that wouldn’t quit approached me. She was wearing a white thong bikini or thong-kini, and not much more than a couple of silver bracelets and a matching angel pendant that rested on her cleavage. The angel made me jealous. She was also wearing horn-rim eyeglasses, which gave her an air of sexy nerdiness. Like she was a schoolteacher or a librarian. 

“Cory, meet Dick Moonlight,” Blaze said. “He’s going to be working for me.”

I held out my hand. She gazed into my eyes with her blue eyes and took hold of my hand.

“Enchanted,” she said.

I have to admit, I had to be a couple of decades older than her, but she made my entire body turn to Jell-O when she held my hand. It was a warm and inviting hand. But then, I had to remind myself that Thatcher Street was a tittie bar and it was Cory’s job to appear very much in love with each and every customer who came her way, presumably with a pocket full of pretty green.

She released my hand and leaned in closer to me so that her beautiful breasts were spilling over the bar.

“What can I get you, Mr. Moonlight?” she said.

I asked her for a Bud and a Jameson back.

“Neat,” I added.

“Coming right up,” she said with a wink and a smile.

“Just like a cock,” Blaze said, elbowing me like he was already my best buddy. “Get it? Coming right up?”

I already disliked this man so much I wasn’t sure any amount of money he wanted to pay me for my services was worth it. Cory promptly returned with my drink order.

“By the way,” she said. “What’s your name?”

“Dick,” I said.

That made Greg Blaze chuckle. I turned to him.

“Grow up,” I said.

“Nice meeting you, Dick,” Cory said. “What kind of work do you do?”

“I’m a private detective,” I said. “You know, like Dick Tracy.”

Her eyes lit up.

“Oh, my,” she said. “I’ve never met one of those before. I thought you guys only exist in paperback books and on TV.”

“We’re real all right,” I said, stealing a sip of my beer.

Setting the beer down, I reached into my pocket and pulled out one of my cards.

“If ever you’re in need of my services,” I added, “don’t hesitate to give me a call.”

She slipped the card into the hip string of her thong.

“I just might do that,” she said. “You see, my husband, he likes to drift.”

It was my turn for my eyes to go wide.

“Is he crazy?” I said. “With a dame like you living in my house, I don’t think I’d ever leave.”

She placed her hand on mine. “That just might be the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

“Hey, Cory,” Blaze broke in. “How about a little bikini basketball?”

He had a rolled-up dollar bill in his right hand.

“Okay, hold your horses, Mr. Blaze,” she said while pulling open her thong, exposing her shaved pussy.

Blaze tossed the dollar, and it landed inside the thong. She took the dollar and then began making the bikini basketball rounds with a whole bunch of other sex-starved patrons who would soon, no doubt, be headed home to jerk off. By the end of it, I’d say she had to have pulled in a cool one hundred bucks or more. The things some women had to do to make a buck in this world.

I sipped some of the whiskey and drank some beer.

“Okay, Blaze,” I said. “Now that that’s over. What is it you have in mind?”

“You see, it’s like this,” he said. “I believe some of my workers are ordering tools and other supplies on behalf of the twenty or so jobs I have going at once and stealing them.”

“You got proof?” I said.

“Other than receipts that come in, no,” he said, taking a swig of his beer. “But if I could get a guy like you to follow them and take some pictures of them in the act, then I could approach the police and have them prosecuted to the letter of the law.”

I had to admit, the job seemed pretty simple. Grabbing a bar napkin, I stole one of the little pencils from the
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