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“If you’re a Jehovah’s witness, I’m getting my Uzi.”

“Good morning, sir.  Please allow me to introduce myself.  I’m Lee Hacklyn.  Maybe you’ve seen me on ABC.  I host American Bandstand when Dick Clark’s on vacation.”

“What the serious fuck are you talking about?”

“Man, I sure do get that a lot.  Maybe I try too hard, y’know?  Are you Roscoe Rubble?”

“Maybe.”

I like a man who knows himself.

I was standing on the front porch of a two-story A-framed house in Harlem.  It was hotter than Jessica Lange and my King Kong t-shirt was sweatier than Benny Hill after ten seconds in a sauna.

Roscoe was in his forties, paunchy and nattily attired in a white, dirty tank top and white boxers with red hearts peppered all over them.

His eyes were bloodshot.  His veiny nose betrayed his alcoholism.

Maybe what was before me was a near-future version of myself, if I wasn’t careful.

I showed him my license, which never failed to impress.  “Private investigator.  Well, isn’t that something?  You have five seconds to vacate my property.”

“Is Nick here?”

My client was Roscoe’s ex-wife, Betty.  From her account of it in my office yesterday, their marriage was the polar opposite of a gay old time.

It ended in a bitter divorce.

They wound up sharing joint custody of their ten-year-old son, Nick.

“Every Sunday afternoon I drive to Roscoe’s house to pick up Nick.  His arms are always bruised and sometimes he walks with a limp.  He catches himself in lies when he tries to explain how he got them.  They were from playing sports, he says.  Nick hates sports.  One time he had a black eye.  I called the police.  They talked to Nick, but he’s too afraid to tell them the truth.  Social Services has a backlog of cases, or so they claim.  Roscoe’s out-of-control, Lee.  He’s escalating.  I’m afraid for my son’s life.  Will you help me?”
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“That’s none of your damn business!”

“You’re dead wrong, sir.”

I looked over his shoulder.

Standing in the middle of a stairway was my client’s son.  He was small for his age, thin, sported a cereal bowl haircut and he wore a Charlie’s Angels t-shirt.

I looked up at him, smiled and said, “Hi, Nick.  I’m Lee.  I like that show, too.”

He smiled back at me, shyly, and said, “Jill’s my favorite.”

“Who can blame you?”

“STOP TALKING TO MY SON!”

“Are you happy here, Nick?”

“Yes, sir.”

His right arm was in a sling and his left eye was swollen shut.

“But I should see the other guy, right?”

“Pardon me, sir?”

“It’s not your fault, you know.  Some kids draw the short stick in life when it comes to Dads.  Some men are bad and your Dad’s one of them.  You deserve better than this.  You deserve your mother.  What do you think?”

Roscoe thrust a fat finger at him: “Don’t you say it!”

“I want to go, sir.  I’m sorry, Dad.”

“The only place you’re going tonight is your room!  And you can forget about supper, and you can forget about breakfast, too!   And you can forget about your god-damned cartoons for the rest of the weekend!”

An hour later, my client and her cub were reunited.

As for Roscoe Rubble, Dear Reader?

The world is nothing but darkness, unless we light our candles.

Richard Grenier hit the nail on the head when he said this:  People sleep soundly at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf.

Life isn’t what we want it to be.

Life is what we leave behind.

That’s what counts.

When I returned to Roscoe’s house that night, what I left behind was a corporeal vessel bereft of its dark soul.

The Big Apple is full of worms.

There was one less.

You’re welcome.
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I was in my office, my one window was cooperatively open for a change, I was immersed in my latest literary diversion, The Winds of War by Herman Wouk and my phone rang.

“Lee Hacklyn, the Italian Stallion.”

Silence.

“I taught you better than that, Leland.”

“Hi, Mom.”

“It’s a wonder that you have any business at all.”

“Speaking of which, I have to do mine pretty soon.  How’s life?”

“Worse for the wear on account of my hare-brained decision not to abort you...and must you discuss your biological functions?”

“Gosh, Mom, you called me, y’know?” 

“And yet another regret added to a long list.  Now I’ve forgotten why I called.  It was terribly important.”

“Did you watch Happy Days last night?  Ralph proposed to Potsie and he accepted.”

“Quiet.  I’m trying to remember. Oh, yes.  I’m disowning you.  You’ve brought your mother nothing but shame and heartache.  Your legacy is a wake of nothing but death and destruction.  I’ve lost live-long friends because of you, because of your murderous ways.  You’re going to die alone penniless and drunk.”

“I wish I was drunk now, Mom.”

SLAM!

Mothers.  Who needs them?

I do.

I went to the men’s room and wept for an hour.

Catharsis.

Don’t hold it in; let it out.

Breathe.

I’ve been shot, stabbed and beaten within an inch of my life more times than I can remember, but none of that stuff hurt as much as my mother’s contempt.

Poor, poor pitiful Lee!

When I returned to my office, a man and a woman were sitting in my client chairs.

They were slim, casually attired and well into their twilight years.

The woman looked up at me and said, “I’m Eunice Collins and this is my husband, Pug Williams.  I kept my maiden name.  Pug is very progressive.  In SOME ways.  Young man!  Aren’t you a handsome devil?”

“Thanks, Mom.  I mean, Mrs. Collins.  Would you like a cup of coffee?”
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“I’m sure your mother is very proud of you.”

“She is,” I lied.  “Sorry to keep you waiting.  How may I help you?”

“Isn’t he polite, Pug?  Are you Canadian, Lee?”

“Born and bred in Queens, Ma’am.”

Pug grunted and said, “He needs a haircut.”

I started on coffee and Eunice broke into tears.

“My brother was murdered last year.  Maybe you’ve heard of him.  Horace Collins.”

“Sure.  I’m very sorry for your loss.”

I went to my desk and handed her some tissue.

“Thank you, Dear.  My husband is an investment banker in Manhattan and I’m a homemaker.  My brother was a late bloomer in life.”

Pug lit a Marlboro and said, rather coldly, I thought, “He was a drifter and a lay-about and a welfare bum before he turned his life around.”

Apparently, there was no love lost between brother and brother-in-law. 

“Horace isn’t here to defend himself, Pug, and yes, he DID turn his life around, dramatically, I’d say.  Mr. Hacklyn...”

“Lee’s fine.”

“Lee, when Horace was fifty-five, he tried to kill himself.  The chin-up bar his housecoat belt was tied to slid loose and he landed on the hardwood floor of his apartment, knees first.  They cracked and he never really recovered from that injury.  That experience was what let him to God.  Do you believe in God, Lee?”

“It’s a hypothetical, but I try to keep an open mind.  I suppose that those who believe tend to have a better outlook on life.”

“Horace was working as a tollbooth operator, at that point in his life.  After his failed suicide attempt, he started to eat healthier, and he joined a gym.  Land sakes!  He must have dropped at least one hundred pounds.”

Pug snorted, “Nobody should be that fat to begin with.  Lack of self-control is going to lead this nation to ruin and Soviet conquest.”

I was starting to sense that Pug Collins was hardly the cheeriest of optimists.

Eunice composed herself a little and continued:

“Horace started to write.  He wrote his life story, found a publisher and it became a best seller.”

I said, “The Greatest Gift Life Has To Offer Is The Present.”

Eunice smiled and said, “It became an audiobook and there was a PBS documentary.  Horace started to give speaking engagements at colleges and universities all over the country.  He became a celebrity.  From zero to hero was how he put.  Now he's dead.  He was eighty-five, you’d never know it.  He had a few good years left and they were taken from him at that damn nightclub.”

I remembered hearing about his and said, “The Empire State Palace.”

I’d been there a few times.  It was maybe ten blocks from here.  It was a vast, three-level discotheque that catered to the young and beautiful and entitled.

They went to drink, dance and hook-up for a night of short-term pleasure, and very likely, long-term heartache.

Eunice wiped
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