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I was standing by the window in my second-floor Sherman Street office. There wasn’t a whole lot to look at in this, the Arbor Hill section of the city. Like the city name suggests, there must have been plenty of trees and green plant life to grace the cityscape a hundred or more years ago. Hard to believe if you look at it now. But then, scientists are always going on about how Mars was once covered in lush greenery. Times change, things deteriorate and collapse.  

In my mind, I pictured horse drawn carriages roaming up and down cobblestone streets. Black tuxedo-wearing men in top hats escorting their lovely brides dressed in long gowns. The men would politely tip their hats to other passersby, and the women would casually smile or offer a quick wave with their gloved hands. 

The townhouses that graced both sides of Clinton Avenue, the main road in Arbor Hill, would be covered in brownstone or freshly painted wood siding, with stone and in some cases, adorned with sculpted black wrought iron staircases that accessed wood and glass doors. The lamp lighting on the clean, slate sidewalks would be powered by gas, and the aroma of fresh cooking meats from the Polish meat vendors on the corners would pervade the air. Back in those days, Arbor Hill—and even Sherman Street—were the most attractive places to live and work in New York State’s capital city. 

But today, any resemblance to Arbor Hill of the past was a long-forgotten memory. Case and point. My eyes were focused on a woman standing on a patch of broken macadam. She appeared to be Hispanic. She was wearing a long black leather coat to warm herself against the early spring winds of a cold March. She was holding out her hand, palm up, the expression on her long face intense. She was demanding something from the black man standing before her. 

He was wearing baggy blue jeans that rode half way down his ass exposing red and black checkered boxer shorts. Instead of a top hat, he wore a New York Yankees baseball cap, the brim of which was extra wide and flat. He wasn’t really wearing the cap so much as it was sitting precariously on the side of his head. It was a balancing act. He was also sporting a black leather coat, and when he reached inside it and pulled out a semi-automatic, I wasn’t the least bit surprised. 

Her once hard-ass expression softened while she handed him a plastic bag filled with whatever drug de jour he was trying to score. He stuffed the bag into his coat pocket, then dug way down into his jeans pocket and came back out with a roll of pretty green. He handed it to her along with a few choice words. Even though I couldn’t hear what he said to her, I had to assume it was something like, “Go ahead and count it, bitch.”

But she just took the money, about-faced, got into the driver’s side seat of a beat-up and battered 1980’s era Impala and drove away. 

“Arbor Hill,” I whispered to myself, crossing my arms over my chest, the thumb on my right hand tickling the hammer on my 1911, “may you rest in peace.”

A heavy silence consumed me until a knock on the office door broke me out of my spell. 

“Hello,” called out a voice. A man’s voice. “Are you Mr. Marconi?” 

I turned. My instincts were right on, as usual. He was a man, all right. A little man with curly black salt and pepper hair and a matching mustache way too overgrown for such thin lips. He had black horn-rimmed glasses on, and the pocket on his wool blazer was filled with a white plastic pocket protector. The pocket protector was filled with a variety of pens. Mostly cheap Bics by the looks of it. 

I put on my best Marconi smile. 

“Can I help you?”

He too smiled—nervously. 

“The door was open,” he said, stating the obvious. “This a bad time? Because if it is I—”

“This is a splendid time,” I said, unfolding my arms, gesturing for him to come forward and take a seat. 

He took my advice, crossed over the old rough wood textile factory floor, sat himself down, crossing his legs. Again—nervously. 

I took a seat behind my desk, folded my hands, locked my eyes on his, but his eyes were distracted. They seemed to be occupied with my 1911. Pulling the piece from the shoulder holster, I released the magazine, set it on the desk. Pulling back the slide, the chambered round came popping out. I snatched the round out of mid-air with my free hand. The maneuver made me look badass. 

“Would you like to hold it?” I said. 

His sad eyes lit up. 

“Pardon me?” he asked. 

“Would you like to hold my gun?” I clarified. “You seem fascinated with it.”

He assumed a grin. 

“Oh, yeah,” he said. Then, shaking his head, holding up his hand. “No thanks. Guns frighten me.”

“You believe in the second amendment, Mister ummm . . .”

“McNamee,” he said. “Jason McNamee. That’s a small C, big N, two ees.”

“Thanks for clarifying, Mr. McNamee,” I said, slapping the magazine back into the .45 and reholstering it. The extra bullet I left standing on the desktop. It looked badass. 

“So, what is it I can do for you, Mr. McNamee with two ees?” I smiled, as wide as possible. It’s what I call a shit-or-get-off-the-throne kind of smile. 

The little disheveled man looked at me quizzically through his thick eyeglasses. 

“Your kind of a kidder, aren’t you?” he said. “I was warned about that.”

“By whom?” I said. 

“By the people who recommended you to me.”

“And they would be?” 

“The police.”

“How nice for them. That tells me you wish for me to solve something they cannot.”

“Sort of. I guess you could say that.”

“That segue now established,” I said, “what seems to be the problem?”

He joined his hands at the knuckles, rested them in his lap, stared down at them. I guess he was ashamed of what he was about to tell me and therefore wanted to avoid eye contact. 

“I’ve been ripped off,” he said. 

I abruptly sat back in my swivel chair, eyes wide, mouth agape.

“You don’t say,” I said. 

“It’s the truth, Mr. Marconi,” he admitted, bobbing his head. 

“And who, pray tell, did the ripping off? Or are you not privy to say?”

“A girl.”

I exhaled a loud breath. 

“Heart be still,” I said. “A girl ripping you off. Is there no justice?”

“Seriously, Mr. Marconi,” he said. “It’s a rather embarrassing scenario.”

Slowly, I sat up, cathedralled my hands, set them on the desktop. 

“Assuming you wish me to do something about it,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me what’s happened.”

He nodded once more and began to talk. 
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