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CHAPTER ONE

FROM THE DIARY OF CLINT COURAGE

“Clint!”

“Yes, Mom?”

“Clint!”

“Yes, Mom?”

“Clint, are you inside the house?”

I picked up my recently-purchased bull-horn, squeezed the trigger and yelled, “What, Mom?”

“Land-sakes!  You don’t have to raise your voice at me!  I’m your mother, Clint, and don’t you forget it!”

I squeezed the trigger again and said, “Forget what, Mom?”

She yelled, “I heard that smart mouth!  Your nice friend Gene Hackman is on the phone!  Does he know that there’s a famous actor who has the same last name as him?”

I squeezed the trigger again and said, “If he’s still on the line, then he does now, Mom.”

I could practically hear Lee’s eyes rolling in their sockets, like marbles in a bowl.

I picked up the phone in my room and said, “Congratulations on Superman, Gene.  You’re going to make a great Luthor.  Shave your head, yet?”

Lee said, “Yeah, I’ve kissed a girl, too, which is a fuck of a lot more than you can say for yourself.  Mama’s boy.”

Silence.

“That was mean, Lee.”

“Fuck off, Clint.  You on a case?”

“Just wrapped one up.  A tycoon whose name you might recognize was tomcatting on his wife.  Got some great pictures.  Well, the wife didn’t think they were so great.  When I showed them to her, she threw them in my face.  They were Polaroids.  One of the corners landed in my eye.  I’m lucky I can still see out of it.  Turned me into Popeye for a few hours.  I was tempted to buy a sailor’s cap, a corn-cob pipe and a can of spinach.  Anyway, she wrote me a nice check and I used some of the money to buy the bull-horn you just heard me talking into.”

Lee replied, “No kidding.  I’m deaf in one ear now.”

I said, “Sorry.  Anyway, how are you?”

Silence.

Lee was stone-quiet for a full minute.  I know, because I was looking at the clock on my wall while waiting for him to speak.

Finally, he said, “How am I?  I’m lousy with regret and remorse.  Which is how I always feel after talking to you, Clint.”

I laughed.

He didn’t.

I cleared my throat and asked, “What’s the case?”

CHAPTER TWO

Norman Reed was the fattest man I’d ever seen.

When he rested his hands on his Great White-esque stomach, it looked like he was touching another person.  He smiled, too.  I guess it’s hard to soap-up under all of those folds.  

His office was a lot neater than mine.  I had to give him that.  As my constructively-critical and uninhibited mother often pointed out, expressing herself more eloquently than the following—my office sucked harder than any other office she’d ever been in.

The walls of Reed’s office were adorned with framed photos, certificates and diplomas.

The walls of my office were bare.  Maybe I should get a floral print.  Maybe spartan was over-rated.  On the other hand, at that point in my career, apologies, dear reader, if this sounds too cock-sure, but I felt that my name spoke for itself.  I didn’t need, nor did I desire, banners and billboards.

Norman Reed was the manager of StarGuard Security.  A strip of hair lay on his head, like a wet piece of beef jerky.

Honestly, fellas, you’re not fooling anyone with your comb-overs.  Bald is beautiful.  Under his veiny nose—evidently, he was a heavy-drinker—sat a little, square moustache, which reminded me a sad, pathetic, pip-squeak of a sperm-waste, who somehow, inexplicably, bafflingly, and terrifyingly nearly conquered the world, leaving millions of corpses in his wake.  Adolf something-or-other.

Clint sat next to me, sweating like a human sauna.  I liked Clint. 

When I met him, he was a security guard, with no future, to speak of.  Now?  He was a licensed private investigator. 

He could do a hundred push-ups and he had proven himself, in the heat of battle, time and again.  

He owed me his life, as I owed him mine, several times over.

I loved him.  He was my brother.  But for fuck sakes, after surviving one life-or-death situation after another, he was still Clint.

Right then, he reminded me very much of the Clint I’d first seen at Gort’s Sports.  Having a nervous breakdown while trying to find the right sized belt. 
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CHAPTER THREE
Norman had a box of butter tarts on his desk.  He ate one, licked his fingers and asked Clint, “You nervous?”
“No, sir.”

He stuttered.  Oh, Clint.  This is not a real job interview and even if it was, so what? 

Norman said, “Your friend there looks cool as a cucumber.”

Foolishly, I said, “You might try eating one, once in a while.”

He laughed, which made me like him, in spite of his comically-offensive hair-square.  He said, “I’ve never eaten a green vegetable in my entire life.  I won’t eat anything that looks like snot.”

Clint said, “Actually, sir.”

“Norm.”

“Actually, Norm, a cucumber is a fruit.  Common misconception.  It’s a fruit because it has seeds.”

He stuck his finger in his ear, pulled out some ear wax and flicked it away.  My stomach heaved.  For a second, I thought he was going to eat it.

He said, “Thank you for your clarification.  I’m a man.  I have seeds.  Does that make me a fruit?”

Clint’s pithy reply was “um, um...”

I said, thinking it might make him laugh again—it didn’t—“You might want to try eating an apple or an orange once in a while.”

He snorted and said, “You seem awfully fixated on my diet, Hacklyn.”

“Not at all.  Just making idle chatter.” 

He said, “This is something of a puzzle to me.  Two private eyes seeking employment with a security company and you both want to work at St. Wesley’s.”

Clint and I had prepared for this.  I rolled the dice and let him take the floor.

CHAPTER FOUR

“The private eye business is...is...just like any other business.  There’s boom-times and there’s near-bust times.  Me and Lee—hey, that rhymes—we both have experience working hospital security.  When I saw your ad in the Times, I called Lee and said, “Let’s check it out.”  Then he said, “I’m not a mind-reader, Clint.”  Then, I said...”

Norman held up his porcine hands.  Our applications and resumes sat on his desk.

He said, “Okay, okay.  I don’t need to hear your life story.  You guys are way over-qualified for private security.”

I said, “We think of it as actors who are waiting on tables between gigs.  People have to eat.”

Some more than others, I wanted to say, but didn’t.

Reed said, “I don’t care for your comparison.  Protecting lives and property is a hell of a lot more important than waiting on tables.”

I said, “I didn’t mean it like that, Ad...uh, Norman.”

He asked us, “Can you work nights?”

Clint said, “Well, actually, my Mom...”

I gently stepped on his foot.

“Um, sure.  No probs.”

Norman said, “Okay. You can go.  Stay near a phone.  I’ll let you know soon.  In the mean-time, let’s get you guys out-fitted.”

He clutched his heart.

“Oh, oh!”

Clint picked up the phone, while I hustled around the desk.  He laughed and said, “Got you!  That was a test!  You both passed!  All right, let’s get you your uniforms.”

Later, as I backed out of my space in the StarGuard parking lot, I said to Clint, “I can’t wait for close this case so I can tell that fat fuck and his Der Fuhuer moustache to eat a shit sandwich.”

Clint fretted and said, “I can’t work nights.  Mom has insomnia.  She can’t stay up all night by herself.  She gets too scared.  She sits by her bedroom window and calls the cops on anyone she sees.  She even called the cops on me.  She even called the cops on a cop one night.”

I thought about punching his big mouth as I entered traffic, but instead, I laughed and said, “Up to you, Clint.”

“I hope I get afternoon shift.  I’ve been watching All Our Broken Hearts, lately.  For real.”

I said, “I readily believe you, Clint.”

“Yeah, it’s a soap.  But you’d be amazed at the quality of the writing.  I mean, it’s not Shakespeare, but they come up with some really compelling story-lines.”

“That’s fascinating, Clint.”

He said, a little defensively, “You watch Star Trek.”

“Like I said.  Fascinating.”  

CHAPTER FIVE

FROM THE DIARY OF MOLLY RYDER

I fucking hate it when my phone rings and it wakes me up.  Unless it’s my agent.

“Molly, it’s Brad.”

Brad Henry was my agent.  

I said, “If it was anyone else, I would have pulled the cord.”

“That’s very sweet of you, dear.”

My eyes squeezed shut tight.  I can’t stand being called “dear.”

He said, “Any plans for today?”

Fuck.  I had a shift at Ralph’s.  It was seven and I started at noon.

I lied and said, “No, I’m off today.”

“Good.  You ever heard of a soap called All Our Broken Hearts?”

I rolled and fell out of bed.  Thunk!

“Molly!  Are you okay?”

That was Mrs. Knox from downstairs.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“What was that?”

Mark came into my room in his underwear without knocking.

He said, “Are you okay, Mol?”

I replied, “Fuck off, Mark Dixon.”

“Okay.”

He closed the door, behind him.  Brad laughed and said, “Who was that?”

“My boyfriend.”

“You’re shacking up, already?”

“No, sir.  It’s complicated.  All My Broken Hearts is my favorite soap.  I watch it with my step-mom on our VCR, like twice a week.”

He gave me an address and I wrote it on the back on my hand.

I asked him, “What’s the part?”

CHAPTER SIX

FROM THE DIARY OF MOLLY RYDER

“Scarlett Katt.”

My jaw fell.

“Oh, my God, she’s my favorite character!  What happened to Taylor Dancer?”

Brad said, “She walked off the set, yesterday.  Just between you and me, Taylor and Damien Norseman were an item.”

“Oh, I know.  I read all about it in American Soap Opera Weekly.”

“Word to the wise:  never date an actor you’re working with.  It never goes well.  Not only for you, but for everyone who works on-set.  Apparently, Taylor caught Damien swap-spitting with the make-up girl and she walked.  So.  They had to write Scarlett out of the show for the time being.  She’s disappeared.  When they find her, in the basement of Barney Malice...”

Molly screamed, “That piece of shit!”

“She’s beaten so badly, she needs plastic surgery.  And when Doctor Sunnydale removes the bandages, instead of Taylor Dance, the viewers will see Molly Ryder.  Well, that’s if they cast you.  You’ll be one of hundreds, if not thousands of actresses auditioning for the part.”

I said, “This is so amazing.”

He gave me an address and I wrote it on the back of my hand.”

He said, “You have by noon today.  Dress sexy and, not that you need it, but Scarlett wore a ton of make-up.”

I said, “I know.  She’s such a harlot.  Thank you so much!”

I hung up and bolted into Mark’s room.  He was at his desk drawing.

I said, “I need you to work for me, today.”

“I can’t.  Pike and I are going to New York Pinnacle-Con.  Lou Sands is gonna be there.”

“Lou-who?  I don’t give a shit.  I have an audition for All My Broken Hearts.  Taylor Dancer left the show and I’m gonna read for Scarlett.”

“Wow.  Congratulations, Molly.”

“I don’t have the part yet, Mark.”

“Molly, this is really important.  Pike and I are bringing Skyland.  We could get hired.  Hey, just book off.  People do it all the time.”

“Mark Dixon, I hate you and I will never speak to you again!”

I slammed his door behind me as hard as I could.

Five minutes later, I was on my phone:

“Ralph’s, Dick speaking.”

Great.  Dick.  He sure lived up to his name.

“Cough, Dick, cough, ah-choo!  It’s Molly.  I can’t come in today.  I think I have terminal bronchitis or something...cough...and diarrhea...oh, it’s the worst...it would be irresponsible for me to come in today.  I’m putting you and...cough...the staff and the customers first.  That’s how considerate I am.”

“Molly, you’re obviously faking.  And if you’re not, then, I have to see a Doctor’s note, when you come in for you next shift, or I’m firing you.  There’s a huge stack of resumes right in front of me.”

Decisions, decisions.

“Dick, you can take those resumes and shove them where the sun never shines.  I’m sorry your parents gave you a name that means penis.”

Slam.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Friday night.  

I got off the bus, adjusted my knapsack and walked towards the main entrance of St. Wesley’s hospital. 

I was wearing the blue-and-white
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