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New York City.  1975.

Nothing good ever happens after midnight.

For example:

“Wait.  Let me check the numbers again.  Da dee, da da, da doo.  They match.  THEY MATCH!  I just won twenty-five thousand dollars!”

I was at my local 8-12, which, like 7-11, weirdly, I thought, was open around the clock, in Queens, waiting in line to get a fresh pack of Blue Buzzards.

Love me, love my vices.

The man at the front of the queue—Mr. Discretion Is The Better Part Of What-Now?—was jumping up and down and hugging himself.

There was one man and one woman, a couple, apparently, between him and yours truly.

Their faces were hard and mean and it hit me that I’d seen the man before, the last time I flipped through a mug-shot book.

He was a vicious work of art not even a mother could love named Tony Cody.

The way he reacted to Scratcher’s burst of joy made my Spidey-Sense tingle.

I watched him carefully as he tapped his shoulder.

The woman was grinning in what looked to me like sexual anticipation.

It’s a look I’d seen before and not just in my dreams, Dear Reader.

“Hey, bud.  Congratulations.  Did you sign that ticket?”

“Pardon me, sir?  Oh, I guess I didn’t.  You wouldn’t happen to have a pen handy now, would you?”

Tony clobbered him with the glass of bottle of Coke he’d been holding.  The woman woo-hooed.  And maybe did something else, too.  Better not to know.

His ticket still his in hand, Scratcher fell into a display of Sour Cream and Onion Bugles.

Gross.  

“I’m calling the fuzz,” cried Reggie, according to his nametag, the acne-ridden teenaged clerk.  Good for you, kid.

The fuzz.  Geez Louise!

A salivating Tony, looking at Scratcher’s ticket the same way Tom looks at Jerry, moved towards him.

I slipped between them, grabbed his grubby shirt and kneed his groin.

No matter how tough a man is, at the end of the day, balls are balls and their threshold of pain is decidedly non-existent.

He fell to the floor and curled into the fetal position.

Reggie, sounding like Peter Brady at the onset of puberty, squeaked, “They put me on hold.  This city’s going to hell in a handbasket.  My old man says that all the time.  I thought he was crazy.  Until now.”

The woman screamed, “That’s my man you just messed with, fucker!”

She had a can of Lysol in her hand.  She pulled off the cap, dropped it to the floor, pointed it at me, I ducked and she doused poor Scratcher’s face.

A man who only moments ago was on top of the world.  Life can be like that.  The other way, too, thank goodness!

He screamed.

I hopped over the counter.

Reggie, still on the phone, oh, his nametag also said “Assistant Manager.”  I don’t know why, but that made me laugh.

“You can’t do that!”

That made laugh even harder.

I pulled some paper towel sheets from a spool, doused them with cold water, hopped over the counter again and wiped Scratcher’s face.

“Thank you, sir.  You’re very kind.  What’s your name?”

“Lee Hacklyn, The Man Without Fear.”

“I believe it.  Do you have a pen?”

“In fact, I do.”

“You can sign this ticket.  It’s yours.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO 

[image: ]


Wow.  I didn’t see that coming.

“Gosh, that’s swell of you to offer, but it’s yours.  How’s your head?  Would you like me to take you to Queens General?”

“I’m not bleeding, by Grace of God.  I think I’m okay, thanks.”

I gave him my pen, he signed the ticket, good, and I helped him to his feet.

The woman still had the can of Lysol.  She tucked it under her hairy armpit, rooted through her purse, fished out a lighter, uh-oh, lit it and sent a stream of fire my way.

I hit the floor, rolled and Scratcher screamed as the fire hit his hand.  The one with the ticket.

He dropped it.  The remains were blackened and unrecognizable.  Easy come, easy go.

The woman was preparing for another attack.

I grabbed her wrist, gave a hard crank and she dropped the can.

“You hurt me!  I’m a woman!”

“You’re alive.  That’s a hint.”

She backed off.  Not before lashing out with a razor sharp fingernail that nicked my eyelid.  

Ouch!

Emboldened by her successful strike, she came at me again, but Tony, on his feet now, grabbed her from behind.

“Baby, baby.  I’m on parole.  We need to go.  Now.”

Scratcher, rubbing his hand, yelled, “Like hell!  You just cost me twenty-five thousand big ones!  I’m filing charges against the both of you!”

Reggie helpfully updated us. 

“Still on hold.  Good thing the store’s not on fire.”

Tony reached into the back of his waistband.  Shit.  I kicked him the balls again, fumbled for where he reaching, found a pistol, safed it, checked again, like I said, balls are balls, and tucked it into the front of my jeans.

Tony’s girlfriend fainted.

You’re a wonder, Wonder Woman.

Reggie said, “Finally,” while Scratcher broke into tears.  I patted his shoulder.

“There, there.  What if I wasn’t here?  You might be dead right now.  What you doing buying Scratchers in the first place?  I’m not judging.”

Oh, was I ever!

“It’s your life.  Have you ever thought about betting on yourself?”

His face was the very picture of incredulity.

Yes, the truth will set you free, but like everything else in life, there’s fine print and it’s this:

Nobody wants to hear it.
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My office was located in a Manhattan building that was neve going to make the front cover of Architectual Digest.

More like Post-Apocalypse Living.

The door to my office was locked.  First time for everything.  Thank you, Esmi, my new cleaning lady.  I mean, Sanitation Engineer.

Life is always simpler when we’re younger.

I spied with my little eye a pink envelope on the floor.

To Lee.  I recognized the handwriting.

I picked it up, sat at my desk, lit a Blue Buzzard, opened the envelope and willed my heart to stop pounding.

Well, I tried to, anyway.

Dear Lee,

Pun intended!  You are officially invited to my wedding this Sunday.  I’m marrying Scott Armstrong.  You remember Scott, right?  He was BMOC.  

More like BM, I thought.

He’s a neurosurgeon now and he makes 100K a year.  I see you on tv a lot.  You sure take a lot of dumb risks.  Well, I miss you and I’d sure like to see you there.  Do you have a girlfriend?  Of course, you do!  You’re welcome to bring her.

I stopped reading, took out my lighter, burned the envelope and the letter, come on, baby, light my fire and placed the remains in my waste basket.

Her name was Louise “Geez Louise” Jeeves.  I knew her from high school, senior year.  Boy, did I ever.  She was my girlfriend, until she’d had enough of me and very publicly dumped me during her Valedictorian speech on Graduation Night.

Not the least bit traumatic.

I’d completely forgotten about her—lie—until now.

I rubbed my eyes.  The dampness surprised me.

The past is the past.  The future is unknown.  The greatest gift life has to offer is the present.

He makes 100K a year.

Good for you, Scott.  You got the girl, too.

But do you have my winning charm.

I rubbed out my Blue Buzzard in my Popeye ashtray and nearly paralyzed myself trying to open my one window.

It was July and the weather was hotter than Marion Ross.

I turned on my portable air conditioner.  It buzzed like The Swarm.  It’s supposed to do that, right?

I sat at my desk, blew my snotty nose and regarded my filing cabinet.

There was exactly one object inside.

An unopened bottle of Always-Win-Gin.

So tempting.

I stood and moved towards it, but a sound deterred me.

The Voice of God?

No, the elevator doors down the hall.  Three people emerged and started towards my office.  The man and the woman were middle-aged.  The boy with them was around thirteen, um, horizontally-challenged and he was sucking on a straw out of a Spider-Man Slurpee Cup.

Good.  

I needed a dragon to slay.

When a man loves a woman, he loves her forever.  I often wondered if the opposite was true.

Do you still love me, Louise?

Did you ever?

It doesn’t matter.  I’ll never know.

Good.
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The man looked like an older version of Dick York and the no-nonsense suit he wore was impeccably tailored.  The woman was in her forties, had enough make-up on her face to paint a house and she was wearing an elegant blue dress, with super-high heels and adorable pearly anklets.

Her body was sensational.

She stared at my eyepatch.  I can’t wait to lose this thing.

The boy was chunky, around thirteen and his frame was packed into a Damnation Alley t-shirt.

I enthusiastically waved them into my office.

“Hi, I’m Lee Hacklyn.  Sorry for my noisy air conditioner.”

The man gave me the glad-hand and said, “Stu Solomon.  This lovely lady is my sister-in-law, Bea.  And this is her son, my nephew, obviously, Willy.”

I shook Bea’s gloved hand.  Willy withdrew his quickly after we shook.  My dad would’ve kicked his ass in.

Bea blushed and said, “My son’s shy, Mr. Hacklyn.”

“Please call me Lee.  Won’t you sit down?  Mrs. Solomon?  Would you like to sit in my swivel chair?”

“That would be fine, thank you.”

Stu sat in one of my client chairs and Willy sat on the floor, but not before sliding his knapsack from his back and dropping it.

I grinned at him and said, “Make yourself at home, Willy.  You like Spider-Man?”

He hesitated for a moment before replying, “I have the entire run of The Amazing Spider-Man, Peter Parker, The Spectacular Spider-Man and Marvel Team-Up.”

I dropped
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