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I’ve never seen a UFO, Bigfoot, the Loch Ness Monster, a vampire or the ghost of Elvis, but what I saw that Sunday morning at my local McDonald’s in Queens was far more unsettling, in my less-than-humble opinion.

During the week, my diet was fairly healthy.

I ate my veggies and drank tons of water for my poor, besieged liver.

Weekends?

I let myself go a little.

I had no interest in a vice-free life.

We need to reward ourselves sometimes, even if it’s for the things we tend to take for granted, like, I don’t know, consistent punctuality.

I was sitting at a table and enjoying my breakfast of black coffee—I don’t mean to sound like a snob, Dear Reader, but people who poison their already-perfect brews with those demonic entities AKA cream and sugar totally baffle me—and two Egg McMuffins.

Mmm, so good!

My latest literary diversion was Power Man and Iron Fist number fifty-two: “Day of the Death Machine.”

Gosh, comics are cool!

I don’t like to romanticize my past, but the 1970s was a really awesome decade and I’m sure grateful that I was a young man during those swinging years.

Spinner racks, crème soda Slurpees, pinball machines and best of all?

You could smoke and nobody busted your balls over it.

But I digress.

A boy—thirteen or so—was looking very sharp in his spotless and creased McDonald’s uniform.

He was swiftly and efficiently sweeping the floor with a broom and a dustpan in what they call “the lobby.”

I know this because I used to work at Rotten Ronnies in the days when Saturday Morning kiddie fare rocked the airwaves with Space Ghost and the Superman/Aquaman Hour.

The hard-working kid really had the place looking spic—take that word in context, Dear Reader—and span.

There was one patron other than your hero.

He was fifty-ish, fat and flamboyantly attired in a three-piece suit.

Gold cuff links?

Check.

Shoes made from the skin of an animal on the Endangered Species List?

Check.

Was his blazer pocket stuffed with a silk and monogrammed handkerchief?

Check.

The monogram was meant to be seen.

He reminded me of Donald Pleasence.

May God bless the status anxious.
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Deliberately, he picked up a French fry, dropped it to the floor and snapped his fingers.

The lobby boy walked up to Blofeld and swept the fry into his dustpan.

He walked away, then Blofeld picked up another fry, dropped it to the floor and snapped his fingers.

The boy—like Pavlov’s dog—responded automatically.

What to do.

This was none of my business and I was enjoying my comic book.

Fuck it.

When the good guys look the other way, what happens?

The bad guys win.

No thank you.

I stood and sauntered over to him.

“Good morning, sir.  Are you enjoying yourself?  Nothing better to do?  The next time you do that, I’m going to deviate your septum.”

He smiled, picked up yet another fry, dropped it to the floor, snapped his fingers and I followed through on my stated intention.

CRACK!

Then I dragged outside.

God, he weighted a ton!

He plucked out his status hanky and pressed it against his bloody nose.

“You don’t remember me do you, Hacklyn?”

My spider-sense suddenly kicked into overdrive.

I squinted at him.

No wonder I didn’t recognize him.

He was at least fifty pounds heavier and a head of hair lighter than the last time I saw him.

His name was Jerry Gherkov.

Poor guy.

He was a Deputy Police Commissioner and a member of the New York State Private Investigatory License Renewal and Review Board.

Oops-a-Daisy.

“I was just having a little fun with that kid.”

“Uh-huh.  It’s a lot more fun to humiliate someone else’s son, isn’t it?  Not so much when he’s your own.  Funny how that word, isn’t it?”

He nodded and bled.

“I’ll take you Queens General.  Um, sir.”
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“Did you watch Roots, Lee?”

“I read the book, ma’am.”

“Consider me impressed.  It’s a weighty tome, isn’t it?  Adam’s grandparents were slaves.  After the Civil War ended...tsk!  There is nothing civil about war.  They took what they had, and they moved to San Francisco.  After securing a loan, they opened a haberdashery called Henry and Hattie’s Hat and Purse Emporium.  They died two of American’s first black millionaires.  The American Dream can work for anyone—regardless of skin color—who is committed to getting up early and hard work.  Their son, George, moved to New York City.  He married a white woman.  She was murdered by the Klan.”

“I’m very sorry, ma’am.”

“She was our mother.  Adam and I grew up in Harlem.  It was a hardscrabble existence.  There were so many gangs and all of them were intent upon killing each other.  They tried to recruit Adam, but he fought them off with his heart and his bare fists.  He didn’t give a damn about sports.  Adam preferred reading to running and he was a straight A-student.  After he earned his business degree, he used his inheritance money to open Jungle Boogie Palace in Manhattan.  Did you ever go there?”

“Once.  Nice place, but it’s a little flashy for me.  I like bars.  The fun kind.”
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“Adam loved flash.  In fact, his favorite comic-strip character was Flash Gordon.  Well, Jungle Boogie

Palace was a raging success right off the bat.  The queue for opening night was longer than the line-up for Star Wars.  On Adam’s thirtieth birthday, he proposed to my best friend, Sheila Tracy.  She’s a bartender there.  She’s white, I’m just saying.  It was after midnight and Adam was closing the club for the night when some vile beast ran him down and left him for dead.  The police are dragging their flat feet.  Crime in this city is a plague, but this is the Lord’s truth:  The murder of a black man is never going to be the top priority of New York’s so-called Finest.  Adam was my big brother.  I worshipped the ground he trod upon.  Now?  He’s gone forever.  Meanwhile?  His killer is free.  Like kindness.  I want to hire you.  Money is no object.”

Her name was Denise Norris.  She was in her forties but looked much younger.

She wore a Jackie-O style pillbox and a simple, yellow dress with a lace collar.

She opened her purse and handed me a thick file.

Prepared clients make me very happy.

Then, she handed me a retainer check.

It was enough to pay my rent and then some.

She stood, clasped my hand with both of hers and left.

My phone rang.

“Lee Hacklyn, the Ninth Wonder of the world, after King Kong.”

“Hello, Lee.  Jerry Gherkov.  You broke my nose the other day.  We just sent you a notice.  Your license to practice private investigations is hereby terminated.  Don’t waste your time or our trying to appeal this decision.  I read today that Taco Bell is hiring.”

SLAM!

Sounds like he has hard feelings.  

Perhaps that’s an understatement.

Well, that’s just dandy.

Never mind.

When you’ve got a job to do, yeah.

When you’ve got a job to do,

You’ve got to do it well! 

I lit a Blue Buzzard, opened the file, started to read and went to work.

Work is important.

Work gives us purpose.

Live and Let Die Lyrics by Sir Paul McCartney.
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