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CHAPTER 1

I’ve just embarked on my most insane mission yet—to hire somebody to talk to.

When you get to an advanced age of decrepitude, your kids out of college, and have a few hundred bucks in the bank—maybe you’ll consider it too.

Not that you really want to talk to anybody—you really, deep down, just want to tell somebody what’s on your mind. Get stuff off your chest.

So, I put an ad in the paper. Part-time assistant, that’s what I advertised for.

I knew I’d have to keep this quiet as far as the lovely spouse goes. I don’t begrudge her for not being interested in what I do—what my dreams are. She has her own concerns. Why should she listen to me?

I tried talking to the wife. I actually promised myself I’d talk about what I wanted to discuss on one vacation—art, literature, music, astronomy, but had to abandon it. No, it could not be done. Why go there? 

The first person who responded to my ad was a woman. I called her in for an interview. To be brief; she was too intense, and shaky at the same time—plus, asked a lot of questions, like, whether there were any benefits—time off—did I allow use of a handheld media device. I didn’t know the answers. No, forget it, and also, I wasn’t sure about a woman—afraid it might get dicey. Actually, I think she didn’t want the job.

Next person was Jose.

Don’t expect me to get his accent right. You’ll have to imagine it. He was from Columbia—and I’m not talking about the Ivy League college.

“I don’t know anything about Columbia,” I said to him, during the interview. “Just that it’s where Gabriel Garcia Marquez sited his books.”

“Yes,” he said. “Excellent writer.”

Oh, my God, I thought. The guy might be educated.

“Two semesters in college,” he said, when I asked him about his schooling.

At that point, I had to hire him. I didn’t want him to get away.

“So,” he said. “What are my duties?”

“Duties?” I replied. “You’re my assistant—part time—maybe four—five—probably no more than ten hours a week. You play golf?”

“I’ve tried. Not good.”

“That’s good enough.”

“Haven’t got time,” he added.

“I’ll pay you to play golf.”

“You will?”

“Sure.”

***
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So, our story begins. Certainly, put that L sign on your forehead with your thumb and your forefinger. Loser. Paying somebody to play golf with you.

But it just looked so good to me when I thought about it. He could go to bars with me and drive me home. It was excellent.

You know, I have friends—well, maybe, acquaintances. But I just couldn’t hang out with Bobby The Ghostwriter, even though he always had very pertinent observations. I’ve already told you about him. Consult my backlist. And the wife—like I said—she couldn’t handle it. The kids? They’re grown up now—have jobs, etc. It’d freak them out if their old man went on and on about poetry or something. Heck, it even freaks me out now, just saying it.

I picked Jose up Monday morning at 11 at his building—he didn’t have a car—then we drove to the golf course. He didn’t have clubs, so I had to rent them for him.

Let me tell you about Jose. He’s about 50, kind of short and skinny, and looks kind of Spanish, Mexican, mestizo—whatever. His last name is Mandalay. What the hell kind of name that is, I have no idea. Anyway, he has a mustache, and kind of inspired me to grow the fuzz under my lower lip—sort of wild.

I almost asked him if he knew how to speak Mexican, just for a laugh, but decided to wait a while, since I didn’t know how he’d handle that.

“This is wonderful,” he said, just before teeing it up on the first hole. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” I said, just before he whiffed.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Don’t worry about it.”

Wow, did that round take a long time. I think he had a 130. It’s hard to keep track once you get up in those high numbers.

We had a few beers afterwards in the clubhouse bar at Frear Park. It was about five or six, and we were both worn out from climbing under branches, through woods, jumping over creeks, and all that befalls the errant golfer.

“You married?” I said.

“Yes, four kids.”

“Great. How old?”

“28, 27, 26 and 18.”

“Your kids still live with you?”

“Just Gabriella.”

“That’s nice. Is she in school?”

“Yes. She goes to H.V.C.C.”

I don’t know why, but I wondered if Jose was a drug dealer. I’d heard about the Columbian drug trade.

“What do you do for a living—other than this?”

“Apples—this fall—I pick apples. This summer I landscape. I have landscape business.”

“No kidding?”

Crap, I thought to myself—do I have to worry about his residency status?

“Yes,” he says. “Here’s my card.”

He whipped out a soiled card. It said, “Jose Landscape—free estimates.”

“You know,” I said. “I probably need stuff done. I’ll call you.”

Golf worked out so well, after recuperating a couple of days, I called him up, and we did eighteen again the next Thursday. 

But, you know, I kept thinking, this is wasteful. I hired this guy so I could talk to him—and nobody wants to talk about serious stuff on the golf course. 

I had to think awhile about what I could set up next. Then I decided—maybe he could listen to some of my tapes. I record my own music. Yes, I’d like to see what he thought of those.

So, Saturday, I called him up.

“Want to go to Valentine’s tomorrow?”

“Gee,” he said. “I don’t know. The wife has some of her family coming over.”

“That’s okay. Never mind.”

“How about today?”

“Today? Sure.”

So, we headed out to Valentine’s, that alternative music place. I slammed a tape in the dash.

“Jose, I’d just like you to listen to this. See if you like it.”

After it played a few songs, I had to turn it off. It was embarrassing it was so spaced out.

“No, don’t turn it off. It’s good,” he said, the savvy employee that he was.

“Really? You like it?”

“Yeah, it’s different. I like the music.”

Still, I couldn’t put it back on. After all, I didn’t want to torture the guy. It was something even I could only take in small doses.

“Could I have a copy?” he said.

Wow, I thought to myself. Nobody ever asked me this before. This was working out great.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll make you a copy.”

So, I was practically beaming when we strolled into Valentine’s, like some hip wildmen.

After we got our drinks, I figured, I got to discuss some things. This is why I hired the guy.

“You ever write anything?” I said.

“Write? No, not really. Maybe some screenplays—but that’s it.”

“Screenplays?”

“Yeah.”

“In English?”

“No, Spanish.”

Oh, crap, I thought to myself. I bet the guy can’t read English. How’s he going to read my stuff? Real mistake there. Stupid!

“You read English?”

“A little. Pretty good.”

“Really? You take courses?”

“In Columbia, yes—and in America, here. To work on my application.”

“What application?”

“For asylum. Naturalization. My kids sponsor me. They were born here. Just my wife and me not citizens.”

“What’s your wife’s name?”

“Honore.”

“Nice name.”

You know, at this point, I’m wondering, what the hell am I doing here, drinking in this bar with this guy—buying him drinks—am I out of my mind?

“You should do a CD,” he said.

“Yes,” I exclaimed. “Exactly. Do you know how to do that?”

“My daughter could burn some, if you have a master.”

“No master—”

“You need to cut a CD.”

“I know. Do you play any instruments?”

“Just guitar.”

Oh, my God—a guitar playing golfer. I sure hoped he played the guitar better than golf.

“You got any CD’s?” I said.

“No CD’s.”

I thought about that a minute.

“Okay. We’ll cut one.”

I know I told you I couldn’t duplicate his accent, but in this instance, I just have to try.

“You go near my daughter again, I will keel you,” Jose said, the knife to my throat.

Yes, it really happened.

How did I get there?

CHAPTER 2

I was upstairs, playing an electric guitar, attempting to adapt “Goldfinger” to a theme song for my 47 and over baseball team, the Blue Thunder, when the doorbell rang.

For a moment, I considered not answering the door.

Changing my mind, I headed downstairs. I noticed two uniformed Piscawen police officers on my front porch.

Whipping open the door, I said, “Can I help you?”

One of the cops was a woman. She had her hat off, held under her arm. Her shirt was unbuttoned, maybe one too many, at the collar. She was beautiful. The other officer looked away, as if annoyed. He had his hat on.

“Mr. Notlieb?” the woman said.

“Yes.”

“We’d just like to ask you a few questions.”

“Okay.”

“Can we come in?”

I hesitated for a moment. It was pretty hot outside. We have central air.

“Okay, come on in.”

The two officers stepped in the house, and glanced around.

“Would you like to sit down?” I said, indicating the dining room table.

“Sure,” the female cop said, taking the seat that he offered.

The other cop said, “No thanks.” He just stood there.

I sat down. “What’s this about?”

“I’m officer Colton,” the woman said. “This is my partner, Sergeant Gifford.”

“How do you do?” I said, shaking hands with the woman. She had a small, cold hand.

He then reached out to shake Sergeant Gifford’s hand. Gifford leaned over and gave me a quick, not too firm grip of his hand. He still had his hat on.

“You know Joseph Briffni?” officer Colton said.

“Who?”

“Joseph Briffni.”

“Kind of sounds familiar,” I said. “I’m not sure.”

“When did you see him last?”

“Like I said, I’m not sure I know him.”

“Then how come you sent him this poem?” 

Colton took a piece of paper from her pocket. She slowly unfolded it.

“What poem?” I said, getting a bit uneasy.

“I’ll read it to you,” she said. “Joseph Briffni is an idiot/ Joseph Briffni is a madman/ Joseph Briffni must be killed. You wrote that, right?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“Kind of short.”

“Right, it is. Maybe one of those short poems—what do you call them?”

“A haiku?”

“Yeah, that’s it. What’s the problem?”

“Briffni’s dead, that’s the problem.”

“Dead? You’re kidding?”

For the first time, the other cop spoke up.

“Just cut the crap, Notlube. What the hell do you think you’re doing sending a poem in to “The Chicagoan?”

“Well, I thought I’d give it a shot.”

“Give it a shot?” Sergeant Gifford said. “And did you give Mr. Briffni a shot too?”

“Heck no. What happened?”

“Why don’t you tell us, Notlube?” Gifford said, his hand leaning on my shoulder, in a truly annoying way.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I just sent that in—kind of—sort of—as a joke.”

“Listen, Notlube—” Gifford began.

“That’s Notlieb.”

“Notlube, Notlieb, whatever—first of all—your stuff has no business being in ‘The Chicagoan,’ and you know it—and that’s why you killed him.”

“No way—I didn’t kill him—no way. How did it happen?”

“You tell us, Notlobe, you bastard.”

“Robby, please, take it easy,” officer Colton said.

“So, where were you on the fourth?” Gifford said.

“The fourth of what?”

“The fourth of July, you son of a bitch.”

“Robby, please,” Colton said.

“I was in the Hamptons.”

“Oh, a big shot, huh. Trying to show off?” Gifford said.

“No way.”

“You got proof of that?”

“Sure.”

“Why don’t you come downtown,” Gifford said. “If you’re so sure, maybe you’d like to give us a statement.”

“Like hell I will.”

“Mr. Notlieb,” Colton said, in her sweet way. “Would you mind coming with us?”

I thought about it, but thought better of it. It seemed just a waste of time.

“No thanks. Really, I’d like to help you, but I don’t know anything. He probably got lots of poems like that.”

“You think so, huh, jerk?” Gifford said. “You think anybody could write anything so bad?”

“Well, maybe not—”

“Robby, settle down,” Colton said. “Listen, Mr. Notlieb, if you change your mind, give me a call.”

“Yeah, that’s if we don’t arrest you before then,” Gifford said.

Officer Colton stood up. She was lovely—eyes like the Pacific Ocean, long blond hair, shapely lips, finely curved uniform. “Like I mentioned,” she said. “Just give me a call.” She handed me a card.

I got up and opened the door for them.

“So long, killer,” Gifford said, as he left.

“Don’t mind him, “ Colton said. “It’s the heat, I think.” 

I closed the door behind them and stared at the business card for a moment, then jammed it in my pocket.
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