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CHAPTER ONE

New York City.  1978.

“The door was unlocked.”

“My new cleaning lady.  I guess I’ll have to fire her.  Damn.  I’ve never had to fire anyone before.”

“Trust me.  It’s one of life’s most unpleasant experiences.”

She rose from one of my client chairs and smoothed the sides of her short, black skirt.  Her red blouse was at least two sizes too small on her.  It looked more like paint, than fabric.  Her line of cleavage was inviting.

Heroically, I thought, for a red-blooded, hetero-alpha male like myself, I was able to maintain eye-contact.

A jeans-jacket was draped on the chair.

She smelled like vanilla.  Her hair was long, curly and flaming red.  I figured her for around thirty.  Just right.

I closed the door behind me as she extended her small hand.  We shook.

I yelled, “Wonder-Twin powers...activate!”

She laughed.

“You watch the Super-Friends?”

I sat behind my desk, opened a window and lit a Blue Buzzard.

She sat and I offered her one.

“Sure.  What hedonists we are.”

That made me laugh.  My heart was jack-hammering.  Nothing new for me, really.  I fell in love every other day.  Manhattan was rife with beautiful women.

I asked, “Who doesn’t love the Super-Friends?”

Her fingers were ring-less.  Very good sign.

“It’s my son’s favorite.”

Damn.

“My husband passed away last year.”

Yes!  I mean...

“I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you.”

“By the way, I’m Lee Hacklyn.”

“Lacy Houlihan.  I’ve never met a real-life private investigator before.”

“Well, most of us are house-broken.”

She laughed.

“Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“Other than threatening phone calls in the middle of the night and three threatening letters, no.”

“That sounds serious.  Did you bring the letters?”

“Just one.  The others are pretty much the same.”

She opened her big purse and handed me a sheet of paper.  There were individual letters glued onto it.  They’d been torn out of newspapers and magazines.  This is the kind of thing you see on a cop show and say, “No way!”

Actually, it was nice to look at, in spite of the content.  Like a work of art.

It read:

Jake’s death was an accident.  Stop filing complaints against StarGuard.  Back off.  Your son goes to Truman.  He hangs out at Stand-Up Comics every Wednesday after school.  We know his routine.  We can pick him up anytime we want and you’ll never see him again.  Take this seriously.”

“Wow.  NYPD’s involved, right?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Let’s take it from the top.  Where do you work?  And what the hell is StarGuard?”

CHAPTER TWO

“Tommy?  Mr. Reed will see you now.”

I was the head office of Starguard Security on Wall Street.

After our Camp Kitsilano adventure, Molly, Mark and I went for nearly an entire year without someone trying to kill one or all of us.  

Mark was working full-time at Ralph’s.  In the morning, he had his paper route.  He drew every night, for at least three hours.  His art was now Neal Adams-fantastic.  He made weekly submissions to the big three companies:  Marvel, DC and Pinnacle.  

Pinnacle looked to be the most promising.

Lou Sands, an assistant editor there, had sent Mark several complimentary and encourages notes.  

Pike, our friend, was making his own submissions.  He wanted to be a writer.

His first rejection letter came from Marvel.

When he received it, he couldn’t wait to show it to Mark and I.

“I got a letter from Marvel!  A rejection letter, but who the fuck cares?  That’s Spider-Man’s face on the envelope!”

Mark and I laughed as he danced around our bedroom.

His enthusiasm was uplifting.

Molly was working at Ralph’s, too.  The same one she’d been fired from, twice.  On account of her mouth. 

The new manager there gave her another chance, because turnover was so high.

Meanwhile, she’d completed her acting class program, landed herself an agent and was going to auditions.

I envied them.

They knew exactly what they wanted out of life and they were going for it.

As for their relationship, it was hot and cold, on and off.  

There was no need to ask Mark.  All you had to do was look at him.  If he was thin, then he and my sister were a couple.  If he was fat, then, they weren’t.

Varvara and Maxim never returned from their cross-country trip with the PBS crew.  They, rather ironically, I thought, since their hatred of communism is what brought them to America in the first place, had moved into an L.A. commune and were attending University.  Good for them.

I missed Vari with every piece of my broken heart.  

As for me?  I was kind of drifting.  Despite the fact that I was an honor roll student, furthering my education held no appeal for me.  I liked the idea of running my own martial-arts school.  I’d discussed it with Mrs. Knox.

“You want to run a business?  Get a degree.  I tried twice and both times, I whiffed.  Because I jumped into the deep end of the pool when I didn’t even know how to tread water.”

One or two Saturday nights a month, Molly, Mark and I patrolled Times Square, which was still a festering sore of crime and despair in the late seventies.

A lot of tourists took pictures of us and we even signed a few autographs from time-to-time.  We were kind of famous.  Or infamous.  Depending on who you asked.

I spent that year working odd jobs.  Flipping burgers at Ralph’s, mowing lawns, delivering prescription drugs on my Schwinn.  

On my 19th birthday, I was looking at the help wanted ads in the Times.  This caught my attention:

Security Guards Wanted.  No experience necessary.  Must be 19, a legal citizen and criminal record-free.

Security guard.

What the hell.

CHAPTER THREE

Norman Reed was about fifty, dangerously obese and sported a moustache that was quasi-Hitleresque.

On his desk were my resume and my application form.

And a box of glazed doughnuts.

He picked one up, took a bite, and with his mouth full, ugh, said, “As you can tell, I’m not the world’s most health-conscious guy.  Sugar gives me energy.  Three hundred people work for me.  Can you imagine that level of responsibility?  You want one?”

“No, thank you, sir.”

He finished his doughnut and licked his fingers.  What a pig.  I had to suppress an urge to vomit.  Mercifully, he wiped his hands on a napkin and drank what I guessed was coffee from a cup.

He picked up my resume and said, “Tommy Ryder.  The famous Urban Tiger.  Kid, your life is like a tv show, only less realistic.”

That made me laugh.

He said, “I’m sorry about your parents.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Oh, balls.  Call me Norm.”

He helped himself to another doughnut and said, “My doctor tells me it’s a wonder I don’t have type-2 diabetes.  Hell, everybody in my family is fat.  My mom was fatter than I am, now, and she lived until her 99th year.  Mmm.  Okay.  Tommy.  Why should I hire you?”

CHAPTER FOUR

“Well, I have a black belt in Shotokan Karate.  I was an honor roll student at Shatner.  I’m good with people and I’m responsible.  I don’t drink and I don’t do drugs.”

He laughed and said, “You gunning for my job, kid?”

“No, sir.  Not at all.”

“Enough with the “sir” shit.  Call me Norm.  You can call me “sir” when we’re in the presence of a client.”

He picked up my application form and asked me, “How come you don’t have a driver’s license?”

“They suspended driver’s ed. at Shatner.  I have a friend who’s a cop.  He’s like a father to me.  He keeps telling me that he’s going to teach me how to drive, but he’s always swamped with work.”

“I gotta say this, kid.  What you and your sister do, with the masks, I get it, you like to help people, well, that’s what our industry is all about, but what you kids do is crazy-dangerous and the two of you have been damn lucky.”

I tried not to sound defensive.

“We like to do it, sir.  Um, Norm.  Just last Saturday, we stopped two muggings.”

“Yeah, yeah.  I read the Star.  I read that column.”

He burped.

“Hiring you is big risk for me.  You so much as lay a hand on someone without damn good reason, well, let me put it this way, there’s no shortage of lawyers in this town.  A security company, one of our competitors, went out of business last year, when a guard went ape-shit on a drunk just because he called him a rent-a-cop.  The guy sued and that was that.  Hundreds of people lost their jobs.  Some of them wound up here.”

I cleared my throat and said, “I’m a martial artist, sir.  Uh, Norm.  We’re trained to fight only if we absolutely have to.  Only when there’s no other option.”

He tapped his fat fingers on his desk.

“Can you work nights?”

“Sure.  I don’t sleep much, anyway.”

“There’s an opening at one of our client-sites.  St. Wesley’s Hospital.  It’s in Queens.”

He looked at my application.

“Not far from where you live.”

I said, “That sounds perfect.”

“All right, then.  Welcome to StarGuard.”

He stood.  I followed suit.  He extended his chubby and I reluctantly shook it.

“Oh!  Oh!”

He clutched his heart and staggered into a wall.

“Pain!  I can’t breathe!”

I picked up the phone.

“Hah!  Got you!  That was a test!  And you passed!  Always call for help.  The first rule of private security.  Come on.  Let’s get you your uniform.”

I wondered if he’d ever read The Boy Who Cried Wolf.

CHAPTER FIVE

“I work at St. Wesley’s in Queens.  I’m an admitting clerk.  I’ve worked there for ten years.  Jake was a security supervisor.  He worked directly for the hospital.  Would you like to see a picture of him?”

“Sure.”

She opened her purse again and handed me a thumb-sized photo from her wallet.

She choked up and I nudged my handy-dandy tissue-box towards her.

There was only one other type of office where people from all walks of life cry more and that was a shrink’s.

She wiped her eyes and said, “Thank you.”

I looked at the photo.

Jake had short blond hair and a groovy handlebar moustache.  His arm was around Lacy.  They looked very happy together.

I said, “This is a nice picture.  Jake was very handsome.”

Lacy said, “Oh, he was one hell of a catch.  Captain Jake Houlihan of the 25th Infantry Division.  He was awarded a Purple Heart after protecting a school bus full of children, in Ho Chi Minh.  My man was no babykiller.  He was a war hero.  Those ignorant good-for-nothing, drug-addicted lay-about-hippies, showing up at airports and spitting on men who served their country, people who can’t separate politics from gallantry and courage are such fools.  And they’re all the more foolish because they think they’re so smart.  I’m going through your entire box.”

I pulled out a fresh one, plonked it on my desk and said, “Readiness is all.”

CHAPTER SIX

“You’re very nice.  I’m so glad I came here.”

“I take it you and Jake met at work?”

“Yeah.  He was a security guard.  A private one.  You know, people call them rent-a-cops, which is so mean and stupid.  Jake survived more attempts on his life at St. Wesley’s than he did in-country.  We dated a year before he
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