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Advance Praise for Lucky Bastard


“Browne hits the funny bone hard. . . . Smartly constructed fiction . . . that sets it apart from the crowd.”
— Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Full of witty writing and hilarious adventures . . . I laughed out loud many times. Read the book: it’ll be your good fortune.”
— New York Times bestselling author Kevin J. Anderson


“Lucky Bastard is wonderful San Francisco noir, full of humor, irony, hot women, and cranial trauma. What more could you ask for in a book? The titular bastard may be in for a very bad day, but Browne’s readers are the lucky ones.”
— New York Times bestselling author Christopher Golden


Praise for S. G. Browne’s previous novels


“So unexpected and pitch-perfect that it’s obvious Creativity knocked Browne out of his chair and started typing herself.”
— The Washington Post, for Fated


“These days there are very few American comedy writers bringing their A-game, but Browne is swinging for the fences. . . . Radically funny.”
— Kirkus Reviews (starred review), for Fated


“Neatly mixes humor and extreme violence with a surprisingly tender love story, some witty social satire, and an extremely strong narrative voice.”
— Publishers Weekly (starred review), for Breathers









Meet Nick Monday: a private detective who’s more Columbo than Sam Spade, more Magnum P.I. than Philip Marlowe. As San Francisco’s infamous luck poacher, Nick doesn’t know whether his ability to swipe other people’s fortunes with a simple handshake is a blessing or a curse. Ever since his youth, Nick has swallowed more than a few bitter truths when it comes to wheeling and dealing in destinies. Because whether the highest bidders of Nick’s serendipitous booty are celebrities, yuppies, or douche bag vegans, the unsavory fact remains: luck is the most powerful, addictive, and dangerous drug of them all. And no amount of cappuccinos, Lucky Charms, or apple fritters can sweeten the notion that Nick might be exactly what his father once claimed—as ambitious as a fart.


That is, until Tuesday Knight, the curvy brunette who also happens to be the mayor’s daughter, approaches Nick with an irresistible offer: $100,000 to retrieve her father’s stolen luck. Could this high-stakes deal let Nick do right? Or will kowtowing to another greedmonger’s demands simply fund Nick’s addiction to corporate coffee bars while his morality drains down the toilet? Before he downs his next mocha, Nick finds himself at the mercy of a Chinese mafia kingpin and with no choice but to scour the city for the purest kind of luck, a hunt more titillating than softcore porn. All he has to do to stay ahead of the game is remember that you can’t take something from someone without eventually paying like hell for it. . . .
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It’s my understanding that naked women don’t generally tend to carry knives.


But considering all that’s happened since I woke up this morning, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d pulled out a meat cleaver. Or a chain saw.


“Why don’t you put that thing away,” I say, before I realize that was probably a bad choice of words.


From the glint in her eye I can see she’s considering obliging me, so I take a couple of steps back, which is about all of the wiggle room I have, since it’s less than three feet before my luck runs out.


Where I am is the roof of the Sir Francis Drake Hotel in San Francisco after ten o’clock on a late-August night with an angry, naked woman holding me at knifepoint. Which doesn’t completely explain my current predicament, but at least it gives you an idea of what my day’s been like.


A helicopter approaches, the propeller thwup thwup thwupping, the lights cutting through the darkness and fog. At first I think it’s the cops until I see the CBS logo painted across the side.


Great. I’m making the evening news. This is all I need.


Maybe I could have prevented all of this from happening had I paid more attention to my better judgment.


Or found a four-leaf clover.


Or eaten another bowl of Lucky Charms.


I’m not superstitious, but sometimes it doesn’t hurt to take precautions.


“This is all your fault!” she says, holding on to the eight-inch carving knife with both hands. “All of it. Your fault!”


It’s at times like this that I wish I’d taken some classes in situational diplomacy.


Even though I grew up in a somewhat lax home environment and had the opportunity to embrace a lot of personal freedom at an early age, I still know how to behave in a civilized manner. Like saying please and thank you. Or turning off my phone in a movie theater. But tact and finesse have never been my strong suits. Not that I have an inflammatory personality. I’ve just never been particularly adept at managing interpersonal relationships. And if any situation called for a little skill and tact in dealing with someone, this is it. But I don’t know if this type of scenario calls for humor or reason. Plus it’s a little awkward considering she’s naked, so I try to keep my eyes above the horizon.


Still, I have to do something to let her know I’m not the enemy, so I give her a smile, one that’s meant to be reassuring. Something to ease the tension and lighten the mood. Not that I’m thrilled to be here. I can think of other things I’d rather be doing. Like sleeping or playing naked Twister. Instead, I’m on the roof of a hotel trying to defuse a tense situation before anyone else gets hurt. But like any naked woman holding a knife, she completely misreads my intention.


“Do you think this is funny?” she says, pointing the knife at me, stabbing at the air. Not in a menacing way, but more like Rachael Ray making a point about how to properly slice eggplant. Only this isn’t the Food Network. And I’m not a big fan of ratatouille.


“No,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s not funny at all.”


A crowd has gathered on Sutter Street, twenty-two stories below, their faces upturned and indistinct in the hollow glow of the streetlights, but even from this height I can make out the media circus pitching its tent. News vans, reporters, floodlights. A dozen cameras trained at the top of the hotel. The CBS helicopter circles us, the cameraman hanging out the open door with a video camera, his lens pointed my way.


I smile and wave.


I feel like I’m in a Hollywood movie, a dark action-comedy, with a little bit of intrigue and personal drama thrown in for fun. Characters die, illusions are shattered, and things get messy. I just wish I knew how this ended. How things wrapped up. My personal denouement. But I forgot to read my copy of the script. So I just wait and hope that someone gives me a cue.


The helicopter circles, the videotape rolls, the people on the street below wait for the scene to play out, and I’m an actor trying to remember my lines.
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The name’s Monday. Nick Monday.


I’m a private investigator.


At least that’s what I tell people when they ask what I do for a living.


I have my own little office in downtown San Francisco. And when I say little, I don’t mean in a quaint or a charming kind of way. Like a little cottage or a little eccentric.


It’s more like a little hungover. Or a little anorexic.


Barely more than a hundred square feet, my office sits on the third floor at the corner of Sutter and Kearny, a few blocks from Union Square. In spite of my limited accommodations, I do have an official private investigator’s license, issued by the State of California, authenticating my job title.


But let’s get one thing straight. I’m no Sherlock Holmes. Intellectual prowess and astute observation were never my strong points. Plus I don’t have a constant companion to document my exploits. And I’m not the type of private investigator you’d read about in a Raymond Chandler or a Dashiell Hammett novel. I’m not the pessimistic and cynical type. I’m not encumbered with a tarnished idealism that comes from dealing with a corrupt society.


I’m more over easy than hard-boiled.


Ever since I was a kid, I’ve approached life with a certain level of cheerful irresponsibility. A carefree opportunism. I never really made any plans or thought about the consequences, but just did what seemed to help me get what I wanted. A search for the path of least resistance. A means of attaining an end.


My father, who worked nine to five all his life and came from stock that did the same, used to tell me I had all the ambition of a fart and that I’d probably amount to not much more than just that. A reflex of convenience. A by-product of societal indigestion. Something that would make people wrinkle their noses and say, What’s that smell? or Oh my God!


We never did see eye to eye.


I know my father wouldn’t approve of how I turned out and what I do to make a living. But then, he never really had much say in the matter. I’m the way I am because of my mom, and he could never accept that. He always thought people should have to work for what they got in life. I guess my father figured he could instill that same philosophy in me. But his blue-collar morals didn’t stand a chance against Mom’s genetic expedience.


Still, when you’re in my line of work, it doesn’t hurt to stick to a process. Something that creates at least the illusion of a sense of order. I don’t believe in heaven and hell, but I do believe the devil is in the details.


I also believe in routine.


I wake up every morning at seven thirty.


I eat Lucky Charms for breakfast.


I drink cappuccinos from Starbucks and mochas from Peet’s.


The coffee is more habitual than routine, but everyone has his vices. And I have more vices than your average detective.


So this morning—before the Sir Francis Drake; before the naked woman with the butcher knife; before the helicopter and the crowds—I’m sitting in my office in my T-shirt and jeans and Chuck Taylors, drinking my cappuccino and eating Lucky Charms while researching my current case, which involves a lot of web surfing and coffee drinking and time spent looking out my single window in my cramped closet of an office.


A common literary misconception about private investigators is that we lead these glamorous lives, filled with mystery and intrigue and seductive femmes fatales. Filled with murder and extortion and corruption. Filled with missing persons and stolen artifacts and cases of mistaken identity.


No one wants to read about what really happens, about what private investigators really do. Process serving and insurance fraud and corporate investigation. Tracing debtors and investigating copyright infringement and working computer forensics. Spending most of your time in your shabby little office doing research on the Internet.


Yawn.


But that’s the reality. That’s what most of today’s private investigators do to earn their keep. Some of them specialize in one particular field, while others might dabble in two or three areas of investigation, but no one’s getting shot at. No one’s meeting clients in dark alleys. No one’s having sex with Lauren Bacall.


At least not me.


Most of my cases involve suspicious insurance claims, antifraud, calls from frustrated creditors, and investigations of adultery. Even with no-fault divorce, infidelity is still one of the most lucrative activities for PIs, since marital indiscretions can be used by spouses as leverage for child custody, alimony, and property disputes.


Apparently, when it comes to for better or for worse, most couples are opting to pursue the latter.


Lately, however, I’ve been getting calls from people asking me to help them retrieve their stolen luck.


HALF A DOZEN times over the past several months I’ve been contacted by would-be clients who wanted to hire me to find their good luck. I’m not talking about crank phone calls from teenagers. These aren’t homeless people or mental patients off their meds. These are normal, everyday people who had been living nice lives filled with good fortune and happy moments and circumstances that more often than not fell their way.


Until one day, something went wrong.


They lost a big client. Got in a car accident. Discovered they had termites. Maybe one of them had to go to the dentist for a root canal. Another took a beating in the stock market. Someone else is sick for the first time in years.


Most of these people who call are just overreacting to the normal ebbs and flows of life. Normal things that happen to normal people. Even if you’re born lucky, there’s no guarantee everything will always fall your way. Sometimes, things just go wrong.


But these people who call me believe they’re entitled to the life they were living and that the only possible explanation for these tragedies that have befallen them is that their luck has been stolen. They believe this because of the news reports about luck poachers. About people who have the ability to actually steal another person’s luck.


These aren’t stories that have appeared in reputable newspapers, national magazines, or on twenty-four-hour news channels. You won’t hear about them from the Wall Street Journal or Newsweek or CNN. These are more like urban legends and pop-culture myths you’d find in supermarket tabloids and on celebrity news programs and tabloid talk shows.


A story in the Weekly World News. A report on Inside Edition. An episode of Jerry Springer.


“My Ex-Husband Slept with a Luck Poacher!”


These more unsavory media outlets discuss how the thieves steal luck from normal people and then sell it on the black market for tens of thousands of dollars, creating an entire unregulated commerce and culture of luck-dealing.


Some people think luck poachers are extraterrestrials. Others think they’re genetic mutants. Other, more paranoid types think they’re government science projects created to steal all of the good fortune in the world and give it to corporations and politicians. That the government hasn’t done anything and denies the existence of luck poachers only adds fuel to that particular fire.


At least once a week I read something in the tabloids or see something on trash television about luck thieves preying on people who survive lightning strikes or who win the lottery or who bowl a perfect game. And most of those who call me asking to help them find their stolen luck are just incapable of taking responsibility for their own problems or dealing with their bad decisions.


They haven’t had their luck stolen. If they had, I would have known about it.


Because I would have been the one who’d stolen it.
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On January 26, 1972, JAT Yugoslav Airlines Flight 367 was en route from Stockholm to Belgrade when it exploded and broke into two pieces, spun out of control, and crashed in what is now the Czech Republic. Twenty-seven of the twenty-eight people aboard the plane were killed, most of them on impact.


At the time of the explosion, Vesna Vulovic, a crew member, was at the rear of the plane, which tore away from the main fuselage and fell thirty-three thousand feet before hitting the ground. A food cart pinned Vesna to the back of the plane, acting as a seat belt and preventing her from being sucked out. Although she suffered a fractured skull, three broken vertebrae, two broken legs, and was temporarily paralyzed from the waist down, Vesna Vulovic survived the explosion and the fall. She holds the official world record for the highest survived fall without a parachute.


Most would say Vesna Vulovic was lucky. Others might say she was born lucky. And they’d all be right. But the chances that Vesna Vulovic held on to her luck for any length of time after her record-breaking fall are about as likely as finding a human-rights activist on an 1860 Georgia slave plantation.


You don’t publicize that quality of luck without attracting attention. I’m not talking about people who want to tell your life story or sign you to a contract or put you on talk shows. I’m talking about people who want to literally take what you were born with and turn it into personal profit by selling it to others.


Luck thieves. Poachers.


Like me.


Not long after Vesna’s story hit the papers and she was out of her coma and meeting her curious and loving public, someone walked up to her, someone nondescript and armed with nothing but his or her unique physiology, shook Vesna’s hand, and stole her luck.


Ta-dah. Just like that.


I wasn’t there. I didn’t poach Vesna Vulovic’s luck. I wasn’t even alive in 1972. But I guarantee that whoever did poach it was able to sell it on the black market for fifty grand. Even back in the 1970s, celebrity good luck like Vesna’s came at a premium.


Not just anyone can steal luck. It’s not a skill you can pick up by reading a how-to book or learn in a weekend seminar. You can’t clone the ability in a lab or re-create it in a chemical reaction. It’s something you’re born with. Great-grandma passed it on to Grandpa, who passed it on to Mom, who passed it on to me—though Mom refused to use it. Said it wasn’t right, stealing someone’s luck.


Had Mom used her gift once in a while, she probably wouldn’t have pulled out of the parking lot an instant before that bus ran a red light.


I can still see her sometimes, broken and bleeding in the driver’s seat, safety glass in her hair, her head twisted to one side. Nothing happened to me. Not a scratch. Even at the age of nine, I’d already learned the fine art of poaching.


Physically, my skin looks and feels like anyone else’s. I sweat, I get sunburned, and I’ve had my share of paper cuts, road rashes, and rug burns. But my skin heals faster than most others’. Maybe I have more keratin. Or collagen. Or a greater abundance of cells that are involved in immune defenses. But whatever helps my skin heal also allows it to absorb another person’s luck simply by grasping his or her hand.


You can’t just touch someone on an arm or a leg or any exposed flesh and steal their good luck. But shaking hands, at least in the United States, is common courtesy. A display of friendship and goodwill. Most people will shake a stranger’s hand without giving it a second thought, so you don’t even have to think twice about what you’re doing and poof! Your good luck is gone.


And you won’t feel a thing.


Of course, good luck isn’t something your average person knows how to measure or define, so no one can prove that anyone is actually stealing someone else’s good fortune. A lot of people don’t even believe good luck exists. That it’s just a concept made up as an excuse for why some people live charmed lives while others stumble from one disaster to another. It’s not because they did anything right or wrong. It’s not karma or fate or some ancient curse.


It’s just because they were born that way.


Those who aren’t genetically endowed with good luck or who want to acquire more can purchase some on the black market. But even though people pay good money to acquire it, for those who aren’t born with it, good luck can be unpredictable. Fickle. Which I suppose is why it’s frequently personified as a lady. And like the song says, sometimes it has a way of running out.


For those fortunate enough to be born with it, good luck will never run out. Unless, of course, someone like me comes along and takes it.


People are born unlucky, too, though it’s not a good idea to poach bad luck. It’s like inviting an unwanted guest into your home and discovering that he’s planning to spend the rest of his life with you.


Of course, just because it’s a bad idea doesn’t mean someone hasn’t tried it. Look at the Edsel. Or Battlefield Earth. History is full of bad decisions.


Trust me. I know.


I’m not a private investigator because I want to be. But after I left Tucson I had to figure out a way to pay my bills. And being a PI seemed like a good fit, considering I had twenty-five years of experience watching people. I just didn’t realize how boring it would be.


My current case deals with a suspicious claim against an insurance company, which is about as exciting as oatmeal, so instead of doing Internet research on my case, I find myself surfing websites looking for stories about people cheating death or coming into money or winning a contest.


Looking for marks, in other words.


Twenty years ago, finding marks was more research-intensive. You went to the library to read the national papers. You waited for the local news to come on at six o’clock. You listened to the radio. You had to work at it and spend a lot of time on the road and hope another poacher didn’t beat you to the score.


Now, with the Internet and twenty-four-hour news channels and an almost endless supply of information, you don’t even have to leave your apartment to find a recent lottery winner or a surfer who survived a shark attack or a nineteen handicap golfer who got a hole in one. And today, instead of racing from one location to another to poach a potential mark, we have territories that are off-limits to other poachers. It’s an unwritten code that most of us live by. But considering we’re modern-day pirates, it’s really more of a guideline than a code.


Like the saying goes, there’s not a lot of honor among thieves.


Unfortunately, I’m not finding much of anything on the Internet within my territory, which is the San Francisco Bay Area, so I have to resort to traditional means to find potential marks.


Today’s San Francisco Examiner is filled with articles about local politics, the state budget problems, and the threat of a Muni strike. The only story of interest is about a local man named James Saltzman, who apparently caught the final home runs hit by both Ken Griffey Jr. and Sammy Sosa. It’s not exactly Vesna Vulovic, but at least it’s something.


Other than James Saltzman, there’s nothing useful, so I file his name away in my head and throw the paper aside. I’m thinking I may have to start digging through the celebrity rags, maybe even see if I can find something in the Weekly World News, when one of my smartphones rings.


I have two phones. One for my personal use and detective business, and the other under an alias that’s used strictly for poaching.


The other is the one that’s ringing.


It hasn’t rung much in the past three years. Hence the need to earn my living as a PI. If you can’t move product, you have to find some other way to earn a living, and the last thing I want is a desk job in a cubicle and some socially defective, middle-management douche bag hovering over me and telling me what to do.


I never was good at following directions.


I answer: “Lucky Dragon Restaurant.”


Silence on the other end of the line, though I can hear breathing and the sound of traffic and a fire engine off in the distance. I hear the same thing out my office window. Minus the breathing.


I wait another thirty seconds, listening to whoever is on the other end continue to breathe, then the connection is lost.


They probably have AT&T.


I set my phone aside and return to my pursuit of finding a mark, glancing occasionally at the phone, waiting to see if it rings again, hoping it was just a customer who had second thoughts. But the phone remains silent on my desk.


A few seconds later, there’s a knock at my door.


I’m not expecting company. Or a client. Or the Spanish Inquisition. But before I can choose between inviting my company in or climbing out my window onto the fire escape, the door opens and in walk two well-groomed Asian thugs in matching designer suits.


How do I know they’re thugs? It’s just a look they have. Either that or they’re constipated.


They close the door behind them and approach my desk.


“Nick Monday?” says the one on my left.


I nod. “Last I checked. Who wants to know?”


“Tommy Wong would like to speak with you.”


Tommy Wong is a local figure in San Francisco. I’ve never met the man, but he’s apparently the head of the Chinese Mafia. The so-called Lord of Chinatown, Tommy takes a cut on just about everything from bars to dim-sum restaurants to massage parlors.


Why Tommy Wong would want to speak with me, I have no idea.


“What does he want to talk about?” I ask.


“A business proposition,” says Thug One.


I wait for more information, but apparently I’m not getting it.


“What kind of a business proposition?”


“One that involves your unique abilities,” says Thug One.


“Juggling? Cat whispering? Or the fact that I can tie a cherry stem in a knot with my tongue?”


Thug Two just stares at me, unimpressed.


“Let’s not play games,” says Thug One, the chattier of the two. “There’s only one man in San Francisco who can steal luck.”


It’s true that there aren’t a lot of us around. There’s a mother and daughter in Seattle, a family of four in Los Angeles, and two brothers and a grandfather in the San Joaquin Valley. Those are just the ones I know of on the West Coast. I’ve also heard about poachers in Chicago, Miami, Las Vegas, Phoenix, St. Louis, Denver, Memphis, Boston, and New York, as well as up in Canada and scattered throughout Europe. While we’re not taking over the world anytime soon, there are more of us than you’d think.


And Tommy’s thug is wrong. I’m not the only one in San Francisco who can poach luck.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say. “I’m just a private investigator.”


“I understand your desire to maintain this facade,” says Thug One. “But the fact remains Mr. Wong would like to acquire your services on a regular basis.”


“You mean like an independent contractor?”


“More like an employee,” he says, as Thug Two opens my office door and waits expectantly. “But you can discuss the details of the arrangement with Mr. Wong.”


That the Chinese Mafia knows who I am isn’t surprising, though it’s a bit disconcerting. Not quite like Clark Kent getting outed, but the last thing I need is to have my cover blown. Still, the idea of working for anyone is about as appealing as a used diaper.


“Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to have to pass.”


“You don’t understand,” says Thug One. “This isn’t an offer you refuse.”


“I do understand. But I like things the way they are.”


Which isn’t exactly the truth. I’d like to be making more money and living in Kauai with a view of Hanalei Bay and a private masseuse. But just because someone makes you an offer that you shouldn’t refuse doesn’t mean it’s a good idea to take it.


“Last chance to change your mind,” says Thug One.


“Thanks,” I say, hoping he doesn’t pull out a gun and shoot me. Which would really put a damper on my day. “But my mind’s made up.”


Instead of shooting me, he gives me one final menacing look, then turns and walks out of the office. Thug Two follows suit, minus the glower, and smiles at me as he leaves.


“See you around, Mr. Monday,” he says, then closes the door behind him.
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The last thing I want is to see the Chinese Mafia Welcome Wagon again. Not that I’m worried they’ll actually shoot me, but I’m guessing the next time I run into them it might not be so pleasant.


So much for my boring life as a private investigator.


It’s moments like this that make you appreciate that you don’t have anything tying you down and you can just pack up and go at a moment’s notice. Even though we’re able to settle down more than we used to, the nature of luck poaching still requires a nomadic lifestyle. After all, you can’t steal from your neighbors and expect to develop a real sense of community. That’s why most poachers rent instead of own. And why we embrace a solitary existence.


When everyone you meet is just potential income, making friends becomes a problem.


While luck poachers don’t generally form long-lasting relationships, we do marry and reproduce with nonpoachers. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here. But people who aren’t born with this ability can’t understand what makes us tick. They don’t know how to deal with our genetic anomaly. It’s the ultimate in irreconcilable differences.


Even though my mother refused to poach, my father couldn’t accept that she passed her abilities along to his progeny. My grandmother cut out on my grandfather when my mom was just a little girl. And my great-grandfather abandoned my great-grandmother before Grandpa was even born.


You can see the pattern here. When you can’t relate to your partner, chances are things won’t work out.


Poaching luck isn’t for the sentimental. You need a strong sense of resolve and the ability to sever any relationship without a second thought. Or better yet, avoid developing relationships altogether. They just get in the way.


No one ever mistook me for a hopeless romantic.


While Tony Bennett may have left his heart in San Francisco, I’m thinking it might be time for me to find a new place to call home. Three years in one place is like ten in poacher years, especially after a not-so-social call from the Chinese Mafia. So I’m considering my options, running through potential territories, wondering if I could get enough work in Kauai to make setting up shop feasible, when my office door opens and in walks a woman who looks like she just stepped off a 1950s Hollywood film set.


My office is suddenly the popular place to be.


With long, dark hair, dark eyes, and ruby-red lips, the woman has a face that could make a happily married man forget all about his wife and kids at home. Since I’m not married and I don’t have any kids, I’m already two steps ahead. Although I can’t see all of her curves inside her red circle skirt and her clinging, black, V-neck wool sweater, I can see enough to make me wonder if she’s the type to wear French-cut underwear or a thong.


And suddenly Kauai is on the back burner.


“Can I help you?” I say, wishing I’d worn a green T-shirt. I look good in green.


She doesn’t answer right away but looks around my office, which isn’t much to look at. I’m a bit of a minimalist when it comes to interior decorating. It’s just a desk, two chairs, a lamp, a filing cabinet, a small refrigerator, my laptop computer, and me.


“I’m looking for Nick Monday,” she says, saying my name with such disdain that I’m wondering if we’ve met.


“It’s your lucky day,” I say, flashing my most charming smile. “Because you’ve found him.”


She gives me a forced smile that lets me know she’s not charmed.


I have that kind of effect on women. Unless they’re corporate-coffeehouse baristas. It’s complicated.


“Have a seat,” I say, pointing to the chair across from my desk.


She walks toward me, not smiling, her shoes clicking loud and hollow on the hardwood floor. When she reaches the chair, she checks to make sure it’s clean, then sits down, smoothing out her red skirt. I catch a glimpse of one white, creamy thigh as she crosses her legs, and she catches me glimpsing.


I look back up and smile. She doesn’t seem impressed.


“So how can I help you, Miss . . .”


“Knight,” she says. “Tuesday Knight.”


“Really?” I say, with a smile.


“Do you find something amusing, Mr. Monday?”


I lean back in my chair. “Have you been following me?”


She gets this offended look on her face like I just flashed her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Sorry, I was only . . . the whole day of the week thing? Tuesday follows Monday?”


She just stares at me like I’m an idiot.


“Never mind,” I say. “Why don’t we start over?”


“I hadn’t realized we’d started at all.”


There’s no trace of humor in her voice or on her face. Either she’s bluffing, or she needs to do more recreational drugs.


“Then why don’t we start with why you wandered into my office.”


The majority of my potential cases are messages left on my voice mail. I don’t get a lot of walk-ins. Especially good-looking ones with ample amounts of cleavage.


“I didn’t wander in,” she says. “I knew where I was going.”


“And how, may I ask, did you hear about my services?”


“A friend of a friend.”


“Would this friend of a friend have a name?”


She just looks at me, not saying a word. For a few seconds I think she’s trying to remember, until I realize she has no intention of sharing a name with me.


I’ve got a name. A good one. It starts with a b and rhymes with itch.


But that still doesn’t mean I’m not interested in seeing what she looks like under her cool, humorless veneer. I am, after all, a man. A woman’s personality has nothing to do with whether I’d actually sleep with her.


“So what did this friend of a friend tell you I could do for you?” I ask.


“Help me find something that’s been misplaced,” she says, blinking once, slow and deliberate. It’s almost like she’s taking a miniature nap.


I notice that her eyebrows are lighter than her hair. Almost blond. I wonder if she dyes her hair. And if the carpet matches the drapes.


“And what, exactly, have you misplaced?” I ask.


Your virginity? Your warmth? Your sense of humor?


She continues to just sit there, staring at me, as if she read my thoughts and is not amused.


Finally she says, “I need you to help me find some luck.”


I’m not sure if she’s asking me to help her find some stolen luck or if she’s looking to hire me because of my unique talents. If it’s the former, then I’m wondering how I could have forgotten stealing luck from this woman. If it’s the latter, then I’m thinking it’s definitely time for me to pack up and find a new place to live, because as of today, it’s become pretty obvious that my cover is completely blown.


She must take my hesitation in answering as incredulity rather than uncertainty because before I can find my voice and stammer out a reply, she says, “It’s not my luck,” as if to admit otherwise would be an embarrassment. “It’s for someone else.”


“Someone else?”


“My father,” she says. “Someone stole his luck and I would like you to help me get it back.”


It’s always kind of awkward when I’m put in this situation. After all, if her father’s luck was stolen, then chances are I’m the one responsible. And the last thing I want to do is attempt to retrieve something that either never existed in the first place or is impossible to reclaim.


I lean forward. “Tuesday . . .”


“Miss Knight.”


Did it get frosty in here, or is it just me?


“Miss Knight, whatever it is that has caused your father to fall on difficult times, I’m sure that luck has nothing . . .”


And perception finally dawns on me like the proverbial sunlight on a distant shore. “Wait a minute. Are we talking about Gordon Knight?”


Gordon Knight is the mayor of San Francisco, the latest golden boy of local politics, whose popularity shot up the charts like a happy song with a catchy chorus. Everyone has been singing his praises, with his name being tossed around by political pundits for offices ranging from senator to the governor of California.


Or should I say, it was.


I poached Gordon Knight’s luck a couple of months ago and sold it on the black market for fifteen grand.


Since then, he’s managed to lose public support for several of his programs and to get caught up in a sex scandal with a local stripper. In the last eight weeks, his popularity has taken more hits than a joint at a reggae concert.


People who are in the public eye are the easiest targets for luck poachers.


Moguls and movie stars. CEOs and celebrities. Politicians and professional athletes.


While they’re not always easily accessible, they’re good for a solid payday. And they’ve been the target of poachers for decades. My grandfather used to tell me stories about all sorts of famous people who had their luck stolen.


Amelia Earhart. Harry Houdini. James Dean.


Buddy Holly. John Belushi. Marilyn Monroe.


Just to name a few.


And today’s headlines are filled with examples of celebrities melting down, politicians falling from grace, and professional athletes losing the luster of their previously untarnished fame.


Charlie Sheen. Arnold Schwarzenegger. Tiger Woods.


They didn’t implode all on their own, you know.


“I’d like you to find the person responsible for stealing my father’s luck and return the luck to me,” says Tuesday.


Finding the person isn’t the issue. But returning the luck?


“Miss Knight, as much as I’d like—”


“I’m willing to pay you one hundred thousand dollars.”


I’ve suddenly forgotten what I was going to say. And the idea of skipping town just got buried beneath a bunch of zeros.


The problem is, even if I could find the person who purchased Gordon Knight’s luck, at this point it’s most likely been used. And even if it hasn’t, the luck’s been removed from Gordon Knight’s DNA. He can’t put it back. Not permanently. It’s been extracted from his genetic structure and is now a commodity. A consumer good. It can’t be owned. It can only be borrowed. Even by him.


But I don’t have to tell that to Tuesday Knight. If she’s willing to pay me a hundred grand to get her father’s luck back, the least I can do is try to accommodate her. Providing that the buyer hasn’t used it all up yet. Which is possible. You don’t have to consume all of the luck at once for it to be effective. Depending on the quality, just half an ounce a day can keep a steady flow of luck in your system until it runs out. And it’s healthier, too. Gorging yourself on good luck can wreak havoc on your system. Better to be sensible about your consumption. Kind of like eating a pint of Ben & Jerry’s over several nights rather than all in one sitting.


So I’m thinking if I am really lucky, maybe there’s a chance I can make this work.


“I’d also like the identity of the person who did this to my father,” says Tuesday.


Or maybe not.


“That might be a problem.”


“Isn’t finding people what you do?” she asks.


Well, not exactly. But I don’t want to tell her that my last case dealt with serving a summons to a deadbeat dad.


“It’s not as simple as that.”


“I don’t care about simple.” Tuesday stands up and reaches into her purse and sets an envelope on my desk. “I just care about getting my father’s luck restored.”


“What’s that?” I say, indicating the envelope.


“Consider it a retainer.”


I open the envelope, which contains in the neighborhood of ten thousand dollars. Which is a pretty nice neighborhood.


“I haven’t said I’d take the case.”


“Find my father’s luck.” Tuesday drops a business card on my desk and leans forward, providing me with a purposeful glimpse of her soft, creamy breasts pressing against her sweater, obeying Newton’s law of gravity, half spilling out of the neckline.


I love gravity.


“And if you find the person responsible,” says Tuesday from somewhere above her breasts, “I’ll make sure to make it worth your while.”


With that, she stands up, puts on a pair of red sunglasses, then turns around and glides out of my office, taking her breasts with her.
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