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Lee Hacklyn 1970s Private Investigator in Coal Miner's Slaughter

NEW YORK CITY.  1976.

CHAPTER ONE

I was getting sick and tired of going to movies and feeling bummed out, so often.

Rocky, for me, and millions of other joy-starved movie-goers, was breath of fresh air.

I sat through the entire movie thinking that Adrian was going to wind up raped and murdered by Mr. Gazzo; and that Rocky would die avenging her.

Movies were like that in the early seventies.

A lot of them were great, for sure, but I grew up on The Time Machine and Jason and the Argonauts.

I don’t go to movies so I can be reminded that some human beings are cheerfully capable of any atrocity you or I can imagine.

I want to leave movie theater feeling elated and inspired; not suicidal.

The young filmmakers of the early 1970s didn’t have to go to war and fight Hitler.  They didn’t have to go through an economic depression.  They were great artists, but their heads were up their asses; and the art they produced may have been therapeutic and purging for them; but soul-crushing for the unsuspecting audience.

Rocky was the last movie I saw in a theater by myself.

I’m virtually pathological when it comes to loneliness.  Clint Courage, a fellow private investigator and my friend, I guess, was meant to join me tonight but his mother, whom he lived with, lucky stiff, was mending from a broken hip.  She was a hateful shrew, I thought, and she was damn lucky to have Clint for a son.  I felt bad for the guy.  Forty, single and still living in the same house he grew up in.  Well, we make our choices in life and we reap what we sow.  It’s rare that anyone points a gun at our head and demands that we cater to their will.  

Scratch that.  For me?  Not so rare.

As Rocky and Adrian embraced and the lights came up, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house, I put my jacket on, picked up my empty bag of popcorn and started up the aisle.  I attempted to engage some of my fellow movie-goers as we made our way to the lobby.

“That was great, right?”

“Four stars, right?”

“You feel like buying another ticket and watching it again, right?”

The blonde flipped me the bird.  The brunette looked at me like I was Charles Manson.  The red-head screamed.

That was the New York City of the 1970’s.

If you were paranoid, and liked it, it was paradise.

CHAPTER TWO

When I got home—I lived in a Queens apartment building, looking back, it seems as though, what with all of my evictions, that I’ve lived in most of them—the rent at this one was two hundred dollars a month—not everything about the past sucked—there was a wood-paneled Buick station wagon parked in my space.

There was a note on the windshield:

Some asshole parked in my space.  I’ll move my car as soon as I can get in touch with Rosie.  I appreciate your understanding.  I’m in 505.

For some people, two wrongs make a right.

It was almost ten pm, a little late, but the only space I could find for my sweet ride was next to a fire hydrant.

I rolled the dice and left my keys in the ignition, just to be on the safe side.

“What do you want?”

“Oh, hi, I’m Lee Hacklyn, I live in 319.  Your car’s parked in my space.”

The man standing in front of me had boulders for shoulders.

His bare arms were so thickly muscled, they looked like two anacondas after a hamster binge.

The sleeves of his red flannel shirt were torn off and he was wearing boxer shorts with hearts on them, something I’d only seen on shows like Love, American Style.

His short hair was brown and thinning; and his belly sagged over his belt-buckle, but not so much that I couldn’t discern the sagacious message on it:  Fuck you.

He wore leather wristbands, which reminded me of Wonder Woman; and I guessed his age at forty, but it was an old-looking forty.

His face had more wrinkles than shirts out of the dryer.

“Hey, man.  I called Rosie.”

Rosie Peters was the building manager.  She was pushing ninety, smoked two packs a day, cursed like a teenager and her breath smelled like the inside of a Thunderbird wine bottle.

“She’s answering the phone, man.  Drunk off her bony ass, no doubt.  I called The Good News Is, Your Car Wasn’t Stolen towing company and they said they won’t come unless it’s the manager making the request.  That’s fucking crazy, right?  Anyway, I went to her suite and knocked on her door, man.  No answer.  She’s either not home or she’s three-sheets to the wind hammered, again.”

“Well, that’s all very interesting, “man,” but I’m parked next to a fire hydrant and I need you to move your car right now.  Pretty please.  With sugar on top, a little plastic umbrella and a secret toy surprise.”

I heard a woman crying.

“Troy!  You can park the car at Fran’s.”

“Your hell-bitch sister lives ten blocks from her and she doesn’t drive.  How the fuck do you expect me to get home, stupid?  You think I’m gonna walk or waste money on a cab?  The car stays where it is until I can get a hold of Rosie, the 100 percent proof landlady.”

I actually thought that was kind of funny and chuckled, despite being in the presence of a guy who made Archie Bunker look like Alan Alda.

“Hey, man.  I’m not the instigator of this.  I’m the victim.  And you’re just collateral damage.  Suck it up.”

He started to close the door.

My foot stopped it.

I asked him, “Have you seen Rocky?”

“No, what about it?”

“Oh, I highly recommend it.  It’s spiritually uplifting.  You know?  Man?  It’s about a nobody who’s given a chance to become a somebody; and he goes for it, guns blazing, so to speak.  But as it turned out, not to give away the ending, he was somebody after all, right from the get-go.  And not just another bum from the neighborhood.  All of us are somebody.  Don’t you think so, Troy?”

“I’m Mr. Donahue.  Shut up.  Yes, there’s a famous actor named Troy Donahue, I’ve been hearing it my whole life, it’s a wonder I didn’t become a serial killer.”

“Troy, if you don’t move your car, right now, I’ll embarrass you, in front of your wife.  I don’t want to do that and you don’t to experience that.  If you refuse, I’ll hotwire and drive it to Joshua’s Junkyard in Brooklyn.  Whatever he gives me for it, you can have.  Well, “man”?

CHAPTER THREE

A boy of around thirteen, emerged from the kitchen.

He oval-faced, oval-bodied and his entire demeanor was terror-stricken.

He was shaking so violently, I feared that he might fall through the floor, like the Flash ought to do when he vibrates through walls, just saying.

His t-shirt was a facsimile of Captain Kirk’s mustard-colored Starfleet pull-over, the Caesar version.

His hair was black and it was peppered with dandruff.  I’d never seen a kid with dandruff before and it broke my heart.  To make things worse, his face was riddled with acne.

He probably weighed three times what a kid his age should weigh, meanwhile, he was holding a bowl that had enough chocolate ice cream to feed a village for week in one hand and a spoon in the other.

I thought the odds him dropping that bowl anytime now were at least fifty-fifty.

But the kid made me very happy when he said this:

“Dad, don’t you know who that is?  That’s Lee Hacklyn.  He’s a private eye, like Peter Gunn and Mannix.  He’s killed tons of bad guys and he’s been on tv.  I read American Detective magazine every month, sir.  I want to be a private eye, too.  Or a cop.”

I grinned and winked at him and he blushed redder than Ralph Malph’s hair.

And then this happened:

Troy lashed out with the back of his hand and struck his son’s face.

He dropped the bowl and it shattered—it sucks to be right sometimes—and he landed hard on his behind.

He cried, oh, God, and yelled, “I’m sorry, Dad!”

My moral outrage needle made a bee-line to the red zone.

“Tony, clean up that mess and go to your room.  No television for a week.  Tomorrow, we’re going to have a long talk about that mouth of yours.”

The woman, whom I presumed to be Troy’s wife, and was very beautiful, I can’t help but add, was sitting at a dining room table, sobbing and smoking.

She was incapable, obviously, of defending her son from this brute.

What to do, what to do.

I like to pride myself as a decisive man, but beating the snot out of this bully would likely only serve to escalate the abuse he was dishing out to his wife and son.

The woman started to rise and said, “Don’t worry, honey, I’ll clean it up.  It’s not your fault.”

Troy roared, “Sit your dumb ass down, Mandy.  You always teach him the wrong things.  It’s his mess, he has to clean it.”

“For God’s sakes, Troy, he’s still sick.”

“Nobody who’s sick eats ice cream.  Look at him.  He’s fatter than Ed Asner.  Sugar on the carpeting!  Son, if we get bedbugs, I’m really going to let you have it!  And you!  Take your God-damned foot away from my door before I pulverize you.”

“Troy, I’d be delighted if you tried.”

He fired an excellent jab at my face.

Mandy screamed.

I slipped it and he hit the peek-hole. 

“Fuck!”

I rose and ka-powed his chin with the mother of all upper-cuts.

His bulky arms pinwheeled and he landed, back first, smack dab in the middle of Tony’s ice cream and broken bowl bits.

He rubbed his chin.

“All right.  You win.  I’ll move the car.”

“You’re gonna do more than that.  You’re gonna be a better husband and a better father.  I ever see you hit your son again?  Or your wife?  I’ll report you to Social Services.  Their job to keep the innocent away from thugs like you.  Tony?  Are you okay, kid?”

“Yes, sir.  Please don’t take me away from my dad.  I love you, Dad.”

“GO TO YOUR ROOM!”

Wow.  

I helped Troy to his feet, he got his car keys, he slipped his feet into a pair of slippers and we went downstairs.

He got into his car and drove off, to Mandy’s I guess, or maybe a bar, without saying a word, but he did roll down his window and flip me the bird.

Twice in one night.

My mom, Alison Hacklyn, she who birthed me and is no longer living in the corporeal world, liked to tell me that I brought out the worst in people.

I think it’s more like I expose the worst in people.  It’s because I’m not afraid of what’s true, even if it reflects poorly upon me; whereas guys like Troy make it their life’s mission, based on the way they behave, to deny the truth, unless it makes them happy.

I took the stairs up the lobby, crossed the street to where my car was parked and lo and behold, there was an empty space instead.

A “The Good News is Your Car Wasn’t Stolen” tow-truck was
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