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“Hey, Fuck Face!  What’s the matter?  Did you leave your Granny Glasses at home?  And what’s with all that hair?  Nobody can tell if you’re a boy or girl.  Special Bulletin!  The 1960s ended in 1970.  Now get lost!”

“I’m not going anywhere, sir.  You’re welcome to call the police.  I’ll wait.”

The sun was setting and I was standing on the front porch of Frank Goodman’s Brooklyn fixer upper.

Frank’s last name was incongruous with his character...to say the least.

He was forty-five going on dead.

SPOILER WARNING, Dear Reader.

His portly frame was packed into a white T-shirt.

Emblazoned upon it was an image of Archie Bunker.

This was written underneath it:

FOR PRESIDENT!

Well, of course.

When I said, “Police,” his mouth opened and he drooled.

I don’t know what this guy does for a living, but I’m pretty sure he’s not the President of MENSA.

I heard several male voices from inside his ramshackle house.

They were loud and laughing.

And hammered.

I drew my Browning and pressed it against Frank’s empty skull.

His demeanor turned on a dime.

Funny how that works.

“Where’s Tina?”

She was his seventeen-year-old daughter. 

Her mother, Wendy Goodman, was my client.

Frank and Wendy were separated and their divorce was pending.

“She’s in her room.  She’s studying.”

You’re a liar!

And I caught you with your finger in the pie!

“You were supposed to drive her home yesterday morning.”

“Tell you what, pal.  You can go upstairs and you can do whatever you want to her.  Just don’t leave any marks.  It’s on the house.  I’ll throw in a grand if you keep your mouth shut about this.  I’m running a business here and there’s not a damn thing wrong with it.  It’s the American Way.”

I shot his fat belly, then his fat face.

There are a million cockroaches in New York City...minus one.

I don’t enjoy killing an unarmed man, but this wasn’t a man.

This wasn’t even an animal or an insect come to think of it.

This was a refugee from Down Below.

Not to be confused with Australia.  Oy!

I entered his rattrap of a house.

There were several middle-aged men in the living room.

“Go home to your wives and kids, assholes.”

They fled like mice to a kitchen, then out the back.

The temptation to shoot them as they ran was intoxicating.

I went upstairs and knocked on a bedroom door.
“Yeah?”
“Tina?  My name’s Lee Hacklyn.  I’m a private investigator.  Your mother’s worried sick about you.  She hired me to come here and bring you home.”

“I need to get dressed.  I miss Mom.  I miss Jason.”

“Who’s Jason?”

“He’s my big brother.  What was that noise?”

“Gunshots.  I shot your father.  Twice.  He’s dead.”

“Thank you.”
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One case closes; another opens, God Willing.

I was in my office, my one window was blessedly closed—it doesn’t take a lot to make me happy—and the Big Apple was in the midst of a terrifying, but exhilarating thunderstorm.

Lightning flashed across the dark sky. 

So cool!

There are no fireworks like nature’s fireworks.

I was a voracious reader and still am to this day.

My latest literary diversion was a wrinkled and dog-eared paperback edition of Tarzan of the Apes by Edgar Rice Burroughs.  The sublime cover was drawn by my all-time favorite artist, Neal Adams.

Sorry, Michelangelo.

Neal’s work on Batman and the X-Men was cinematic and sublime.

My stomach bitched.

FEED ME!

The elevator down the hallway was quieter than a morgue.

Until it decided to mock me:

No more clients for you, Lee!  You’re done!  Deader than disco!

Do the world a favor.  Go home and hang yourself.

I put my book down, gave the elevator a double New York Salute and sighed.

In a parallel universe, I’m working at Marvel right now and drawing Spider-Man.

That was my childhood dream.

And I was pursuing it, too, until the day I decided that being a superhero was and is infinitely more satisfying than drawing a superhero.

Regrets?

Like Frank Sinatra, I have a few—that was one of them—but I try not to dwell upon them.

What’s the point?

It’s a waste of time and energy.

Life’s better when we keep our minds focused on the ever-lovin’ present.

It’s life’s greatest gift, pun intended as ever, Dear Reader.

Don’t look at the elevator, Hacklyn.

A watched pot never boils.

Please?  Pretty please?  With two olives and a little plastic umbrella?

The elevator opened.

Please really is the magic word.

Sometimes.

A smart and successful-looking couple in their fifties emerged.

They were holding hands.

Aww...

They entered my office, I stood, ambled around my desk and introductions ensued.

“Lee Hacklyn, at your service.”

“I’m Gary Mills and this is my wife, Erica.  We need your help.  Money is no object.”

Did I regret my decision to stop drawing?

There were days when I did.

That sure wasn’t one of them.
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Gary pulled on one of my client chairs for Erica and she sat.  

He sat next to her, they held hands again...aww...and I fired up Mr. Coffee.

I didn’t think it was possible to feel happy and lonely at the same time.

Gary smiled at my book.

“Tarzan.  Who’s your favorite?”

“Johnny Weissmuller.”

“Oh, same here.  Weissmuller.  Buster Crabbe, Tom Tyler.  Now they were men.”

“Tarzan, Flash Gordon and the Phantom.”

Then I suddenly realized who this man was and my hand jerked.

Some coffee grounds spilled to the floor.

I sure hoped they weren’t grounds for losing a client, Dear Reader, pun intended, God, how I love puns!

Gary was the publisher of Pure Pulp Periodicals.

They produced comic books, magazines and some of those wonderful Big Little Books.

They weren’t Marvel or DC, but their star was rising.

I smiled and said, “I have some of your stuff at home.  Nick Tigh, Private Eye is my favorite for some reason.  Heh.”

I have a black belt in Small Talk Do.

Erica burst into tears and Gary squeezed her hand.

He said, “We’re here for Angie.  She’s our daughter.  She’s seventeen.”

Erica screamed, “She’s a God-damned fool, that’s what she is!  And vicious!  She knows damn well how much pain she’s causing me.  I mean us, dear.”

Gary put his arm around her.

“It’s not Angie’s fault.  That man is a vampire.  He has fans and followers all over the world.  Lee?  We’re talking about Bob Peak.  AKA Brother Peace.”

I nodded.

That guy was a complete lunatic, but he had the potential to become another Hitler.

Just what the world needs.

Never mind love sweet love.

Peak was fifty-five and the founder of a growing cult called Utopiology.

It made Scientology look like biology AKA something that made sense.

Erica sniffed and said, “She’s into it hook, line and sinker.  She joined after attending one of that nut’s seminars at NYU.”

“How old is she?”

Erica glared at me.

Gary said, “She’s twenty-one.”

We men have our hang-ups, but age isn’t one of them.

“Well, I don’t mean to insult your intelligence, Mr. and Mrs. Mills, but Erica is a legal adult.  As far as the law goes, I push the envelope a lot, but I don’t do kidnappings.”

Hacklyn, shut your trap.

You’re doing an excellent job of talking yourself out of a client.

When I was a boy, my father was forever warning me about my mouth.

Erica said, “We haven’t heard from her for over a month.  We’re worried.  They don’t allow visits or phone calls.  Anyone who isn’t a Utopiologist is “unclean” in their distorted minds.  Oh, my God!  It’s like Nazi Germany all over again!”

“Do you know where she is?”

Gary said, “One of her friends told us she’s staying at the Church of Utopiology—CHURCH!—more like the Mad Magazine version of a church—in Brighton Beach.”

“I’ll go there today.  This is a little, um, outside of the kind of thing I’m used to doing.  It’s okay.  But if she wants to stay, then you’re just going to have to accept that and get on with your lives.  If she’s being held there against her will, then I’ll write you a happy ending.  I’m good at that.”

Words can sink us, but they can save us, too.

Gary stood.

He made out a retainer check, and he handed it to me.

Then he handed me a photograph of Angie.

I shook their hands and I saw them out.

Kind to the innocent.

Savage to the wicked.

Some of us are so desperate to belong to something—anything—-we willfully surrender and deny our childhood visions.

Some of us are lone wolves.

We march to the beat of our own drum.

Anyone can live the way of the latter.

It takes guts to live the way of the former.

Not to mention, a little slice of lemon called FAITH.
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