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Chapter 1

I was “down to the felt,” as professional gamblers put it. Running a private investigation agency was like playing a game of chance, such as poker, roulette, or craps. When I tapped out, I only saw the green felt tabletop. I lost all of my chips when I bet them. Doubts and fears besieged me. I questioned why I became a private investigator in the first place. Since there was so little money, it had to be for love and glory. However, love and glory didn’t keep the lights on or put food on the table.

Much of the time in my streaky profession, it was either feast or famine. I was experiencing the latter. My Irish ancestors understood what famine was when the potato blight destroyed their staple crop. The Johnsons, like many others, immigrated to Ellis Island in the New York Harbor in the 1840s. They never spoke about their ugly experiences as “Shanty Irish” while there.

Remaining on the Emerald Isle doomed them to a slow, miserable death of starvation. Even the iconic St. Patrick couldn’t perform a miracle to feed them. If they hadn’t packed their steamer trunks, abandoned their homes, and boarded the clipper ship, I wouldn’t be here. Much to my chagrin, once having settled in Virginia, they shifted to growing tobacco with enslaved labor. Genealogy as a hobby can be depressing.

The last time a new client walked into my office was a fading memory. It was becoming a lonely place. I only saw Gerald’s butt-ugly face. Don’t get me wrong. He was still my business partner and homeboy. The $500,000 rainy day fund that Robert Gatlin gave me was still in the bank. It wasn’t raining hard enough to make a withdrawal. I realized my obstinacy bordered on folly, but I had my reasons for how I did things.

I went online and checked its bank balance. To be honest, I dipped into it to cover last month’s rent and utilities to keep my office open. I preferred doing PI business in my office rather than at my kitchen table or in a semi-private booth at a local diner. Maybe I watched too many private eye films from the Golden Age of Hollywood, when they worked behind the desks in their dedicated offices.

I’d gnaw off my right foot before I closed my office and returned to working from home. The Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 was a horror show that shouldn’t have occurred. However, it did. Everyone stopped living for a year, and we never got it back. Even now, five years later, I was still dealing with the emotional fallout, which included a stint of weekly sessions with a shrink. That ended as a train wreck.


After I walked in the door, I ripped open a bag of tamarind-flavored tortilla chips. I flopped down on the hand-me-down sofa and prepared to rewatch The Brain That Wouldn’t Die. The kitschy 1962 science fiction film was on TCM. However, I was too restless to sit and watch a movie, so I turned it off. I was a shark; I had to keep moving and looking for red meat.


I checked my gun safe, as I should have done when I first arrived home. No low-rent had blown off its door and filched my armament. Dreema was working late, so I prepared dinner. I thought of calling the pizza joint in town. However, I had no money, and they didn’t deliver this far out. In addition, I had to tip the pizza delivery guy ($5 or 20%, whichever was larger). I made a note to toss out the snakehead fillets cluttering up the freezer on trash day.

They no longer worked as my aphrodisiac (long story; don’t ask). If I needed a sex charge, I took the little blue pill made in Ireland, which also has the world’s highest concentration of private investigators per capita. While rummaging through the pantry shelves, I discovered a can of beans and franks three months past its expiration date. I opened it, snarfed them down for a snack, and pitched the empty can into the recycling bin. I only dirtied one spoon. After they fired me up, Dreema would hand me a pillow and dispatch me to sleep in my SUV or on the patio. I’d bought a black SUV, the least conspicuous vehicle color, and I loved it as much as a man can. From the sliding glass door, I noticed Old Man Grandy sitting on his patio.

He was sipping a can of PBR and digging the early June evening. Knowing he was always in a loquacious mood, I sauntered over. Like me, Old Man Grandy hated sticking AirPods into his ears. They resembled albino snails oozing their way out of skulls. As I flopped down in one of the empty chairs, he silenced the music. His remaining snow-white hair was a brush cut. When he pointed a finger at his PBR, I declined his offer.

I’d bought a lifetime ticket to ride AA’s wagon and hadn’t fallen off it in decades. I preferred to live my life free of any booze. I didn’t even eat banana fosters or cherries jubilee. A retired old fart, Old Man Grandy managed to stay sane, despite his marriage to “the harridan from hell.” She wanted my liver on a carbon steel skewer. I didn’t know why, since I was such a warm and cuddly guy. The feelings were mutual.

I only visited him when Mrs. Grandy’s car wasn’t parked in their driveway or on their lawn. I spent a lot of time talking to Old Man Grandy because she was usually gone. Their marital spats were legendary, and the cops responded more than once. Their discord gave him a lot to think about besides getting old and dying. I didn’t understand how he tolerated her. I suppose it was old-fashioned love.

“What’s up, my young shitbird?” Old Man Grandy asked. “Are you making any moolah and getting any poontang?”

“Slim to nil of the former and lots of the latter,” I replied.

“I respect a man who sets his priorities right.”

“When are you expecting Mrs. Grandy’s return?”

“She’s gone for the evening to visit her sister in Amissville. They’re giving each other home perms, and she won’t be home for hours. Her home perm looks ghastly, but mum’s the word.”

“You better enjoy your reprieve while it lasts.”

“What do you think I am doing? This is as hearty as I ever party. I’m mellowing out and listening to the katydids yodeling in the treetops.”

“I’ve never seen you chiller than you are right now. Where did you say Mrs. Grandy worked before her retirement?”

“She was a flight attendant for United Airlines. We met when I was taking a flight from D.C. to Seattle to visit my cousin. She looked hoochie-mama hot in her fitted uniform, and it was lust at first sight. We joined the Mile High Club while flying somewhere over Missouri.”

“Mrs. Grandy flew the friendly skies and fell hard for the provincial likes of you. What a comedown.”

“Yep. She reminds me of it every morning while she’s taking her dump. How is your homeboy getting along?”

“Gerald works like a fiend and never complains. He’s a shrewd, tenacious private investigator who has my back.”

“The ripped dude must eat lug nuts instead of doughnuts for breakfast. Does he work out at the gym or under a shade tree?”

“He religiously pumps iron in his garage and consumes tons of powdered protein shakes. I’m glad he’s on my side.”

“No kidding. Does he juice?”

“He drinks orange and grapefruit juice.”

“Are you also a weightlifter?”

“Gerald has lobbied me to join him, but I haven’t mustered up the nerve and guts. Maybe I will take it up after Labor Day weekend. Dreema says I would find it beneficial.”

“You’ll soon be in the weight room with your homie and walk out looking jacked.”

“Gerald’s workouts get so intense that he’s sweating blood and shitting diamonds. I’ll never match his dedication.”


“I should recharge my old Kindle if I can remember where I left it last. The wife probably threw it away during her cleaning. I come along behind her and root through the rubbish bin for items I don’t want tossed out. Sometimes the keepers slip through the cracks, like my vintage Playboys. I dog-eared the pages of the juiciest centerfolds, but they’re now rotting at the bottom of a landfill. Oh shit, I think I am going to cry again.”


“That constitutes grounds for divorce.”

“The only reason I didn’t contact a divorce attorney was that the wife gave me lavish blowjobs. She was an A-1 fellatio machine with her pneumatic lips, hydraulic jaws, and lizard tongue. Yeah boy, she was grand! Then Old Father Time struck, and I got no more deep throats. I’ve been down in the dumps ever since.”

“Ugh! Whoa, Grandy! Pump the brakes!”

“What do you mean?”

“That is one hideous mental image I could have lived without seeing.”

Old Man Grandy chuckled at my visual discomfort.

“What else is going on?”

“The wife has been nagging me to update our countertops with quartz countertops. I have priced them, and they are not cheap.”

“I see them more often when I go into people’s kitchens. Quartz is more gorgeous and less expensive than granite, marble, or slate, which are also harder to cut to size. We had our countertops replaced last summer and selected quartz. Do not put hot pans or pots on it because it scorches easily, and repairs are impossible.”

“My preference is to keep the countertops we have and avoid more frivolous expenses. She acts as if money grows on trees like apples to pluck off whenever she needs some.”

I laughed at his snarky attitude. “What’s the matter with you, Grandy? Spend your money. New countertops make your wife happier and your life easier. Win-win.”

“She says I can’t take it with me. I hate it when she’s right.”

“Stop making it a federal case and just do it.”

“Are you a licensed marriage counselor, too?”

“I don’t want you going to jail for a petty quarrel.”

“Does my Japanese barberry look ragged? The wife said it did before she left.”

“No more than mine does.”

“Everyone plants them for shrubbery around their trailers.”

“Japanese barberry is popular, and its cuttings are easy to plant. Deer and bugs don’t eat it, and it grows in any type of soil, including our red clay.”

“I prefer to leave it scraggly. Its bristly thorns add a wall of security by keeping the peeping Toms and cat burglars away from my windows.”

“Barberry thorns are spiky and wicked.”

“Extracting them is a gold-plated pain in the ass.”

“If the thorn pierces your hide deep enough, it takes two people to remove it.”

“I grab the tweezers and find the best light to dig out the sucker. If I can’t do it, I make a trip to the urgent care center. It’s better than getting it infected.”

Pointing to the gauze bandage taped to his right ear, I asked, “How did you manage to injure yourself?”

“Aw, I was doing a self-haircut at the mirror and accidentally nicked my ear with the six-inch scissors.”

“They are called barbers. Look for their poles with the twirling red, white, and blue stripes outside their doors. Next time, pay a barber to cut it for you.”

“You see, I was trying to save a nickel.”

“Keeping your ear intact is worth more than saving five cents unless your name is Van Gogh or Holyfield.”

“The wife told me the same thing.”

“Every once in a blue moon, wives tell us something constructive. I discovered it the hard way and remain attentive when mine speaks.”

“Good for you. Nature calls. I enjoyed talking to you, Frank. Let’s do it again soon.”

“Sure thing, Grandy. Take it easy.”

“Or any way I can get it.”

“I heard that, stud muffin.”

“Aw, knock it off, will you? You’re slaying me.”

I hurried back into the double-wide. We had leftovers from Sunday dinner, and I only needed to nuke them for two minutes. Dreema would text me when she was set to leave work. I called Liz Ewell, my high school classmate and supervisor at the local bluestone quarry. Since I had obtained my CDL, I could legally drive dump trucks toting crushed gravel to local construction sites and residential driveways. I always tarped my loads to protect the drivers following me.

AI (Assholes Incorporated) has not yet evolved enough to completely replace truck jockeys with self-driving trucks. I asked Liz if she was hiring new truck drivers. The best she could do was place me on standby as a substitute. Her offer was better than a poke in the keister with a blowtorch or a cattle prod. I asked her to add my name to the roster. She said she’d heard the school board was hiring bus drivers if I had the right qualifications.

Their hourly wage was higher than she could afford to pay, but they didn’t offer health insurance or vacation time. To be honest, I couldn’t picture myself as a bus driver hauling around 90 bratty kids who belonged in a zoo. She chuckled, saying she couldn’t do it either unless she was down to her last dollar. She wished me good things, and I thanked her for keeping me in mind. That was that.


I wanted to make inquiries about the process-serving opportunities, but the offices closed at five p.m. My Post-it note was a reminder to call them tomorrow. I had the knack for tracking down people, particularly those who did not want to be found. Blessed with a keen nose helped. My clients did not cheat me because I knew how much my PI expertise was worth and charged them accordingly. So far, I had reread 60% of The Sun Also Rises on my Kindle.


Its wimpy narrator, Jake Barnes, exasperated me. The man needed to get some mental therapy. In Paris and Spain after World War I, he and his Lost Generation cohorts moped and caroused, wasting their days. It sounded like jolly good fun, but I’d be bored within a week. Barnes’ war injury, while horrific and traumatic, happened frequently to the soldiers. He couldn’t get past it and get on with his life. Instead, he chose to wallow in self-pity and self-loathing. I wanted to grab a 2×4 to knock some good sense into him.


The vicious and senseless bullfights gripped him like an opiate addiction. Thank God, modern times have grown more civilized since 1926. On March 18, 2025, México City rightfully outlawed bullfighting. Most South American countries, including Brazil and Argentina, did it in 2024. In the evening, Barnes picked up Georgette, a prostitute with rotten teeth and a penchant for dancing. Their sexual liaison was anatomically impossible. He rebuffed her drunken gropes, and it dented his pride.


Lady Brett Ashley, a bitchy alcoholic endowed with “curves like the hull of a racing yacht,” tormented Barnes’ soul. Mr. Hemingway’s simile of Brett’s physical assets fell as flat as a fried egg on a dinner plate. I had never seen, let alone stood on, a racing yacht. Why didn’t Barnes dump Brett and find a better friend? Did the war cause him to lose his sound judgment? I had a larger bone to pick with Mr. H.


He uncorked a barrage of 16 N-words (spoken by the war veteran and Jake Barnes’ friend Bill Gorton), flaunting his bone-deep racism. Words did matter, especially written ones, then and now. Don’t hand me that tired academic tripe about his being a product of his time and using it to make a profound literary statement. The sun was setting on finishing my reread of The Sun Also Rises. My attention wandered off into the roadside weeds. I stifled a yawn before I stretched out on the sofa. Its pillows and cushions were spongy, soft and comfortable.


“Frank, wake up,” Dreema said, shaking me by the shoulders. “Where is dinner? Didn’t you get my text?”

“I must have nodded off while I was reading,” I replied, arising from the sofa. “How do you like that?”

“Which novel puts you to sleep?”


“I’m slogging my way through The Sun Also Rises.”


Dreema exaggerated, smacking her palm on her forehead. “Did Mr. Hemingway also have a wife who relied on him to prepare dinner?”

“The poor man had four wives, but not all at the same time. He once said he only loved the first one.”

“Don’t get any bright ideas.”

“Speaking of bright ideas, why don’t we get cleaned up and dine out tonight?”

“Because we are belt-tightening while building up a nest egg. We agreed to save a six-month pad in case things worsen.”

“Let me rustle up dinner while you get changed and washed. How do baked beans served with boiled frankfurters and cornbread with butter sound?”

“You are the chef. Nice recovery, too, by the way.”

“My Irish blarney never stops.”

“Holy shit on a shamrock, you are right. I’ve never known an Irishman with more blarney.”

“I love your new sandals.”

“Thanks.”

“They’d look great wrapped around my back.”

“You are a filthy-minded horndog.”

“Woof-woof. You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“First, we’ll take care of eating dinner.”

Our conversation focused on financial matters, as it did almost every night. Dreema, who worked at the state morgue, didn’t believe her job was in jeopardy, but it was a day-to-day situation. Her boss was abrasive, overbearing, and haughty. Those were his good qualities. She walked on eggshells to avoid inciting his wrath. With a priggish name like Mortimer, what more need I say?

Perhaps Mortimer and I would tangle someday in a dark alley. There was no telling what might go down. Only one of us would exit the dark alley and be on our merry way. I’d do everything in my power to make sure it was me. Dreema suggested I look into bushhogging, which I had done the last time the economy cratered and clients stopped coming in. Jockeying a farmer’s diesel tractor for 10 hours with a five-foot mower on the back almost broke me, and that was 12 years ago.

When I was younger and stronger, I could endure the atomic sunburn, yellow jackets, and rusted barbed wire. The nurse used a syringe the size of a grease gun to give me a tetanus shot. In our local area, bushhogging was typically an older teenager’s summer job. But I’d do it again if the pay was anywhere close to decent. After I washed and dried the dinner dishes, I hustled off to my weekly AA meeting.


Dreema called her sister, who lived in southwestern Virginia, where the Appalachian Mountains, which are as old as the Bible, help to buttress the clouds. She was grieving after a recent miscarriage. AA convened in the community room of the Lutheran Church, so I could walk across the highway. Negative things have been written and said about AA. Its critics and detractors may have a point. However, for me, AA’s The Big Book has been a constant North Star that has guided me.



It’s all about what you make of AA and what you put into it. If it’s not your bag, stay home and rewatch The Hunger Games for the umpteenth time. Please do not criticize those of us who intend to take advantage of AA to stay clean and sober for the rest of our lives. I won’t argue with you by defending AA’s benefits. What succeeds for me may not do the same for you. But are you giving it a fair shot?


Look, if the AA coffee tastes vile, bring your own home-brewed java in an insulated thermos. If its religious bent antagonizes your atheism, then don’t recite the Serenity Prayer with the rest of us. If the other members’ testimonials are repetitive and boring, then go to a strip club to get your rocks off. Just be wary of the roofie cons while you are there. It’s fine to be irreverent about AA. I have a sense of humor, and I can laugh at myself. Just don’t go overboard with the sarcastic jokes and trash talk.

If you light my fuse, I have a tendency to blow my cool. Irishmen have volatile tempers and explosive fists. We can’t help it. Forewarned is forearmed. Once, after I was charged with disturbing the peace, a veteran judge ordered me to take an anger management class. Distance learning was not permitted. Gatlin explained to Her Honor that I had little chance of modifying my unruly behavior.

“Frank is stuck in his ways like a fly in amber,” Gatlin said. “He can’t be reformed.”

“I take your point,” Her Honor said. “What should I do with him instead?”

“Release him to me, and I’ll keep a close eye on him.”

“Can you constantly watch him and control his behavior?”

“Frank won’t hustle his balls or pick his nose without me knowing it.”

“How will you keep track of him unless he wears an ankle monitor?”

“Frank knows that if he screws up again, I will lower the boom.”

“I see. Why do you have so much influence over Mr. Johnson?”

“We are cousins and fellow Irishmen. Furthermore, I am his criminal attorney, who defends him better than any other lawyer can. He doesn’t want me to drop him as a client and have to fare on his own.”

“Mr. Gatlin, your antics before this bench have been unsavory and unethical, if not illegal and immoral. However, I’ve had it and won’t tolerate them anymore.”

“I just do my job when I advocate for my client, Your Honor. It is my duty, and I take it seriously.”


“Here is the deal. If Mr. Johnson appears in my courtroom again, I will impose the same sentence on you and him. Am I making myself crystal clear?”


When Gatlin looked at me, I had to smirk.

“Your Honor, that strikes me as radical. I cannot be responsible for Frank’s behavior 24/7. It is a herculean task.”

“You just said you would. Are you backtracking to weasel out of it? That’s how I’m hearing it. Please explain, Counselor.”

For once, Gatlin, tongue-tied, said nothing.

“Therefore, I order Mr. Gatlin and Mr. Johnson to attend 12 court-approved anger management classes within the next 90 days. I want to see proof of completion from each of them. Failure to comply will result in jail time and/or a stiff fine.”

“But Your Honor, I have not been charged or accused of any criminal wrongdoing. I’m a country lawyer defending my client.”

“Bullshit, Mr. Gatlin.”

Gatlin was flustered. “I beg your pardon,” he said.


“Did I garble my words? I said, bullshit. Is that plain enough?”


“Yes, but please elaborate, Your Honor. I am confused.”

“Henceforth, I shall treat you and Mr. Johnson as a package. His fate is your fate, and vice versa. It is only proper and fitting, I believe, since you are such close-knit Irish cousins.”

“Your Honor, I must protest your bizarre ruling. I’ve never heard of anything like it in all my years of practicing law.”

“I do not give a flying fuck on a cruise missile.”

I arose from the defense table and cleared my throat. “Your Honor, I, for one, applaud your wise ruling.”

“Shut the fuck up and sit down, Frank,” Gatlin said. “You have wreaked enough havoc for one day.”

“If I hear one more F-bomb from you, sir, I will hold you in contempt of court,” Her Honor said.

“But you just dropped an F-bomb,” Gatlin said.

“It is my courtroom, and I can say whatever I wish,” Her Honor said. “If and when you become a judge and sit behind the bench, you can do the same thing.”

“I’ll file an appeal,” Gatlin said. “Frank and I aren’t the same entity, and we shouldn’t be lumped together as you have done.”

“Be my guest. Appeal it all the way up to the Supreme Court,” Her Honor said. “Until my ruling is overturned, it remains in effect. If Mr. Johnson kills a man in a dive bar and is found guilty, you each get the same sentence.”

“Today is my worst day in court,” Gatlin said. “I will rot in the big house. Gee, thanks, Frank. You are the best pal ever.”

“We’ll be cellmates,” I said.

“You are not funny,” Gatlin said. “So, knock it off.”

“Look on the bright side,” I said. “Her Honor will give us plenty of free time to read all the books we’ve been putting off.”

“Shut the fuck up, Frank,” Gatlin repeated.

“Dropping that F-bomb gets you three days in the county lockup,” Her Honor said, tapping her gavel on the sound block. “I dismiss all charges against Mr. Johnson, who doesn’t have the potty mouth that you do.”

I smirked harder.

“Your Honor, this is crazy,” Gatlin said. “I came with my client to keep him out of prison, and now I’m leaving to go to jail. What kind of upside-down world is that?”

“I don’t care one whit,” Her Honor said. “My ruling stands as it is, and I will not change it.”

“Well, I hope you are happy now, Frank,” Gatlin said.

“Walking out of court as a free man makes me very happy,” I said. “Just remember if you drop the soap in the communal prison showers, leave it. Do not bend over and pick it up.”

“That’s why soapmakers invented soap on a rope,” Her Honor said, looking down while scratching her nose to shield her sardonic smile. “Hang it around your neck or wrist for the best results.”

“Soap on a rope is not a trope,” I said. “In the end, you’ll thank Her Honor for her wisdom.”

“No charge either,” Her Honor said.

“Oh, both of you shut the fuck up,” Gatlin said.

“Six days,” Her Honor said, again rapping her gavel. “Care to make it nine?”

Again, I smirked.


Chapter 2

On Tuesday morning, I called Gerald and instructed him to open the office. I would be late. I didn’t explain why, and he didn’t ask. I had gotten a wild hair to hike up leafy Bull Run Mountain and take in its spectacular panoramic views. At least once a year, usually in the late spring or late fall, I made the climb. The June morning wasn’t overly humid, the skies were flawless cobalt blue, and no storms were forecast. I needed to take a mental health day and clear my head. All of us should take them.


Business wasn’t exactly booming. Remember the famine? I couldn’t stand another day of sitting around the office and pretending to be busy. I could only play Wordle in The New York Times once a day and a few rounds of online Solitaire before my eyes turned glassy. I called each of the law firms and insurance companies listed on my spreadsheet. They had no jobs right now, but I should keep them in mind. I tried to keep a positive and confident tone, but it rang hollow.


Bull Run Mountain was our local segment of the larger Blue Ridge Mountains that blanketed several adjacent states. I ascended the steep, rocky trail to High Point, the main vantage point, last October and feasted my eyes. I assumed I could repeat my ritual this morning and relax while admiring the idyllic vista, if the smog wasn’t too heavy. However, the Bull Run Mountain Conservancy, which now owned the mountain, had closed the upper trails by putting up steel chains. Nothing good stays the same for long.

I turned around and gunned it back to Pelham. But I could only grumble and curse. If I were a billionaire, I’d buy my own personal mountain. I’d climb to the summit whenever I wanted to burn calories and take in the scenery. To make my first billion, I would become a corrupt politician and funnel the dirty money into my own pockets while smiling and lying to my constituents. It wasn’t quantum physics. Then I would stash my bulging money sacks in my secret underground vault, like the Fed does at Fort Knox.

I would become the world’s richest man. Isn’t it sweet to think so? The half-dozen cups of coffee I guzzled down shot straight through me. Driving with your legs pinched together was painful. The urge to piss grew more insistent with each passing mile. Tying it in a knot and throwing it over my shoulder was not feasible.

Slamming on the brakes, I came to a sliding stop on the gravel lot at Jeremiah’s Bar and Grill. I occupied a handicapped parking space. Ready to burst like a water balloon, I hustled into the empty dining area. My gaze scanned it for the men’s crapper. The door was between the jukebox and the “Out of Order” karaoke machine. I darted into the men’s crapper and sidled up to the available urinal.

Sighing in relief, I peed like Secretariat, standing in the winner’s circle. A vent fan whirred overhead, but I felt no airflow. The wiry stranger who was baptizing the other urinal glanced over. I pretended I didn’t notice it. The waist-high divider separating us offered a little privacy. Most dive bars didn’t feature them. However, Jeremiah’s Bar and Grill had a little more elegance.

When the stranger completed shaking his snake, he would zip up and exit. I felt a bit gauche standing there holding my cock. I waited for him to finish and flush without making small talk, which is proper urinal etiquette. Some of us are pee-shy. Then the stranger began whistling “Danny Boy,” as if to serenade us. When I glanced his way, he paused in the middle of a lyric. He addressed me, breaking every etiquette rule I’d ever learned.

“How is it hanging, Frank?”

“It swings as long and loose as the hangman’s noose, Sam.”

“Why do we keep crossing paths in the damnedest places?”

I shrugged after zipping up my pants. “It beats the hell out of me. I’m just trying to make an honest living and stay alive.”

“Are you investigating a hot case?”

“I wish I were, but I’ve had a famine at my agency. You?”

“I am semi-retired.”

“Congratulations. How old are you?”

“Can you believe I turned 95 last September? Time has been a flash before my eyes.”

“Boom. Words fail me. 95 is awe-inspiring.”

“Are you still headquartered in the stripper mall?”

“Strip mall. A stripper is something completely different. Yes, I haven’t moved.”

“Do you have a secretary who can do more than brew coffee, dust the chandelier, and water the African violets?”

“I can barely meet the payroll for the two of us.”

We moved to the sink and took turns washing our hands and combing our hair before the mirror. He was thinning on top. I wondered if he’d lost or pawned his fedora (he called it his “lid”). I never wore my fedora anywhere. Men’s hair requires luminous sunshine and fresh air to grow out and stay thick. I wasn’t old enough to go bald as a crochet ball and glue on a ratty hairpiece.

“Keep your chin up, Frank. Miles Archer and I never had two nickels to rub together, but the lean times won’t hang around forever. “

“Spreading the word is frustrating. How do you advertise your agency?”
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