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Lee Hacklyn 1980s Private Investigator in Quick-Drawings

New York City, 1983.

“This is the worst art I’ve ever seen.  Were you drunk when you drew this?”

I was in the office of Lou Sands, Editor-in-Chief of the Pinnacle Comics Group.

He held up one of my drawings and said, “Is this a man or a woman?”

I cleared my throat and said, “Are you a man or a woman?”

He roared, “Get the fuck out of my office!  And take your shitty art with you!”

I replied, “Thanks for your time.”

Then, I picked up my portfolio and headed for the door.

“Wait!  Sit down!”

I hesitated.  My stomach rumbled.  I was hungry.  And I didn’t like being toyed with.

I sat and lit a cigarette.

He said, “You’ve got one hell of an attitude for a guy looking for work.”

I blew out some smoke and said, “I already have a job.”

“As what?  Professional Wise-Ass?”

“Private Investigator.”

I showed him my license.

He looked at it and said, “No shit.  How come I’ve never heard of you?”

“They haven’t made a tv series about me, yet.”

“How old are you, kid?”

“Thirty-five.”

“You’re pretty long-in-the-tooth for a neophyte cartoonist.”

“I drew a lot until I turned thirteen.  Then, girls and cars took priority.”

“You ever shoot anybody?”

“Sure.”

“Did they deserve it?”

“Sure.”

“I was with Joe Kirmon—you know Joe?”

“Sure.  I’m a fan.  I even helped him retrieve some artwork.”

“Good man.  We fought Germans together in France.  He’s dead now.  Heart attack.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

And I was.

“Let me see your fucking portfolio again.”

I opened it for him and he perused through my stuff again.

“Oh, this is shit.  You need to practice.  I’ve never seen an uglier woman, and that includes my Mother-in-law.”

He pointed at what I thought was my best drawing.

“Is this supposed to be the Unknown Detective?  You got his belt wrong.  Ah, everyone does.  It’s like Superman’s crest.  Hardly anyone can get it right.  Okay, I advise you to take some art classes.  In the meantime, we’ve got a girl’s comic called Need For Love.  It’s our lowest selling title.”

He opened a filing cabinet and rummaged around.  

He said, “There’s an un-drawn script in here that’s been around since 1938.  You know what’s special about that year, Hacklyn?”

I grinned and said, “That’s the year Action Comics number one came out.  The first appearance of Superman.”

“You win.”

He took a few sheets of paper out of the filing cabinet.

“Here it is.  “My Boy-Friend Dumped Me For My Sister.”  By William Shakespeare.  Just kidding.  Eight pages.  You draw this piece of shit and bring it to me this Friday.  I’ll pay you a hundred dollars.”

He snapped his fingers.

“Son-of-a-bitch!  You were in Verdant Vale, couple years back.  Right?  That Purity business.”

I blew out some smoke.

“Uh-huh.”

“I saw you on that episode of Sunday Story.  A picture of you, anyway.  What a fucking nightmare that was.”

“Yeah.  I don’t like to talk about it.”

“Hey, I’m sorry about your wife.”

That was the main reason.

“Thanks.  Me, too.”

CHAPTER TWO

Holy Moley!  My first comic-book gig.  My heart raced.  I was sad about Joe.  He was a first-generation comic-book artist.  One of the greats.  And a class act.

When I opened my office door, Clint Courage was sitting one of my client chairs.  Clint was a security guard who helped me sometimes.  His body jerked and some of the coffee in his cup leapt to his face.  

“Ah!”

“Cool as ever, Clint.  I don’t remember ever giving you a key to my office.”

“It was open, Lee.”

“It was?  I’m getting forgetful in my old age.”

“You’re younger than me, Lee.”

“True.  Hard to believe, but true.”

“How did the interview go?”

I sat at my desk and showed him the script.

“Wow!  That’s great!”

“Thank you, Clint.  Now what the fuck are you doing here?”

“It’s my day off.  I’m going to see Return Of The Jedi.  Wanna come with me?”

“I already saw it with Jeremy and his family.”

Jeremy Bell was my other partner.  He was the toughest man I ever knew.  A Vietnam vet.  When he came back, he couldn’t find work, so I gave him a shot.  I’m glad I did.

Jeremy is married, with five daughters.  That he could endure that much estrogen on a regular basis spoke volumes about his toughness.  Never mind ‘Nam.

“Well?”

“It sucked.  I felt like I was watching an episode of Sunrise Playtime.  With higher production value.  Up to me?  There’d be no such thing as sequels.”

“Didn’t you like Empire?”

“Yes, Clint, I liked it just fine.  I came here to clean up some.  Then, I’m going home.  I have a story to draw.  It’s a big day for me.”

“What’s the story about?”

“It’s the story of a private investigator who shoots his security guard-partner, if he doesn’t get the fuck out of his office, right now.”

Clint took the hint and stood.

I said, “Your zipper’s down.”

As he checked his fly, which was up, he spilled the remains of his coffee on my office floor.

I gave him some paper towels and he wiped it up.

Clint was a self-conscious spaz, but he had the right stuff when it counted.

He threw his wad into my garbage can, missed, “whooshed,” then picked it up again and got it right the second time.  Then?  He left, and closed the door behind him.

There was a framed picture of my Mother on my desk.  Our relationship was often strained, but she was, by far, my greatest supporter, when it came to my dream of becoming a comic-book artist.

At the age of eight, I announced to the world my life’s intention, which was, see above.  

Mom used to take me to a used-book store in Times Square called The Escape Lair.  We went every Saturday.  For me?  Christmas was a weekly event.

I loved that place.  It stank, but it was a stink that appealed to me.  It was the stink of old paper.

Thank you, Mom.  Thank you for all the times you took me there.  And thanks for all the comics.  And thank you for your love and encouragement.

I put my feet on the desk and read the script.  It was horrible, but honestly?  I enjoyed it more than Return Of The Jedi.

For fuck sakes, the Empire was defeated by teddy bears.  Luke and Leia turned out to be blood-relatives.  Yeah, the speeder-bikes were cool, but I would have been happier just staying home and watching the original movie on glorious VHS.  

I swept and mopped the floor.  I guess nobody needed the services of a private detective, today.  At least, not this one.  I put the script in my portfolio, locked up and went home.

CHAPTER THREE

An hour later, my phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Lee.” 

Ann, my sister.  We hadn’t spoken to one another in years.

Long story short?  I accidentally—yes, accidentally—killed her lover.  For a short time, Ann was estranged from her family.  When I returned her to them, they were thrilled.  All, but Ann.  She never forgave me for killing what she thought at the tim was the man she loved.

What’s-his-face.  Joe Home-Wrecker.

“Hi.  Long-time no hear from.”

“I miss you.”

“I miss you, too.”

“Lee.  I have cancer.”

Oh, dear God, no.

“First Mom, now me.  Cross your fingers, little brother, and pray that you’re not next.”

“Where are you?”

“Finland.”

“That figures.  What’s your prognosis?  I watch Marcus Welby.”

She laughed.

“I’m starting chemo tomorrow.  Oh, hang on, Geoff wants to talk to you.”

“Hello, Brother-in-law.”

His voice was hoarse.

“Geoff, I’m so sorry.”

“The doctors here are some of the finest in the world.  We picked a good place to take our vacation, this year.  Ann started coughing last week.  After a few days...well...in any event, here we are.  We’re not telling Gretchen, of course.”

Gretchen was their pre-teen child.

“We’re not telling her, unless we absolutely have to.”

I said, “You won’t have to.  Mom and Dad found her in a crashed rocket-ship.  She’s really from Krypton.”

My lame attempts at levity were really for myself.  I was trying to keep myself together.  Hell, at the end of the day, isn’t that what we all do?  During the best of times, the worst of times, and all times in-between?

I overheard Ann laugh and say, “Thanks for blowing my secret identity, Lee.”

“Some secret.  You really think your glasses are fooling anyone?”

She took the phone and said, “I wear contacts now.”

“Well, that’s news to me.  I haven’t seen you in so long.”

“Geoff, could you give us a sec, please?  I meant to call you anyway, cancer or no cancer.  I treated you horribly for doing something that brought me back to my senses.  That brought me back to Geoff and Gretchen.  I lost my way for a while and nearly threw it away.”

She choked up.

I said, “Ann, never mind the past.  I’m so glad you called, in spite of this awful news.”

“You’re  not mad at me?”

“The only time I’ve ever been made at you is when you tore up my raggedy copy of New York Knight number one.”

“Memory check?  I did it after you spilled your Grape High-five on my latest issue of Tina Teen-Queen.”

“Which is worth less than the ten-cent cover price, today.  Even in it’s crappy condition, which you made crappier, which you DESTROYED, is listed in the Comic-Book Price Guide is worth a thousand bucks.  You owe me a thousand bucks, Cancer-Girl.”

She laughed.

“Is there any private investigator nerdier than you?”

“I’m glad you asked.  We have so much to catch up on.  I was married, you know.”

“Yes, Lee.  I’m so sorry.”

“Her name was Peggy.  You would’ve liked her.  She had your confidence.  She owned a restaurant in Verdant Vale.”

“And one of those Purity-Crazies spiked your wedding punch with cyanide?”

“Yeah.  Let’s talk about something happier.”

CHAPTER FOUR

“I gotta give you credit, Hacklyn.  You are hands-down the all-time greatest artist of ugly broads I’ve ever seen.  This park-bench looks okay.  It’s a park-bench, right?  Or is it fire hydrant?”

While I smoked in his office, he examined every one of my panels with a magnifying glass.  I asked him,

“Where’s your deer-stalker hat?”

He replied, “Up Watson’s ass.”

“That’s funny.”

“You have no sense of perspective.  I’m telling you, take some art classes.  Look at this dog.  Now, look at this garbage can.”

He was right.  The dog I’d drawn, a Chihuahua, would have made more sense if it had been in a Godzilla comic-book.

I took a puff and nodded.

“Can’t argue with you there.  I drew that page at three in the morning.”

“You like it when your clients make excuses for not paying you, Hacklyn?”

“There might be a client waiting for me at my office, right now.  Do I get my hundred bucks or not?”

“Do you really wanna be a comic-book artist, Hacklyn?”

“Yeah.”

“There’s no money in it.  Unless you create a character that sells on a lunch-box.  Even then, Siegel and Shuster, they created Superman for dimes while Marlon Brando got four-million bucks for reading some lines off of a cue-card.”

“Okay.  I love comics.”

“Then how come you became a gum-shoe?”

I sighed.  My savings account was down to zero and I hated using my credit card for groceries.  I’m disciplined in some ways.  Saving money
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