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Queens.  New York City.  1960. 

I was eleven, at my Johnstone Middle School locker, it was after three, past final bell and I was packing my knapsack.

Some of my comic books fell to the floor.

Before I knew it, I was surrounded by Chris King and his two brothers:  The Kings of Queens.

They were older than me, taller than me, tougher than me and meaner than me.

Then again, I thought everyone was meaner than me.

I had the heart of Superman, but the intestinal fortitude of Charlie Brown.

Chris was lean, his black hair was slicked back, and he always had a cigarette tucked behind his right ear.

I once got detention for farting in class, even after I apologized.

Guys like Chris King always seem to get away with murder.

Part of what defines a coward is his fear of punishing the wicked and his enthusiasm for punishing the innocent.

Chris picked up my comic books and proceeded to shred them.

“Blackhawk.  Detective Comics.  World’s Finest.  World’s dumbest, more like!  You get off on looking at pictures of men in tights, Hacklyn?  Maybe Robin’s green underwear puts some starch in your stride.”

My throat was tight.  It took all of my will not to cry.

“I paid for those with my paper route.”

“Shut up.  It’s Halloween.  You won’t be trick-or-treating tonight.  We’re jacking Lou’s Booze.  You’re gonna be our lookout man.”

“Forget it.”

“Oh, it’s scary at first, but you’ll get used to it.  Well?  Are you in like sin or out like trout?”

“I said, forget it.”

“Aw, come on!  Do good and you’ll be one of us.  A King.”

“More like a court jester.  A court jester’s donkey.  A court jester’s donkey’s ass.  A court jester’s donkey’s ass’s poop.  Wait.  I’ve got it!  You’re flies on the poop from the ass of a Court Jester’s donkey.  Whew!  I need a glass of water.”

They fell upon my like hungry wolves on a wounded rabbit.
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WHACK!

Dave King rolled away from me, holding his nose.

WHACK!

Alex King grabbed his ankle and screamed.

WHACK!

Chris King held his groin and curled into the fetal position.

I didn’t realize it, but half the school was watching.  They were cheering and whistling.

There wasn’t a teacher in sight.

Ann, thirteen, my sister, wearing her Wonder Girl costume, tucked her cheerleading baton under her armpit and helped me to my feet.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah.  Thanks.”

Chris screamed, “The Hacklyn family is dead!  We’ll burn your house down tonight and if you live through that, we’ll chop you up and feed you to our dogs!”

By the time Ann was finished with them, they were moaning and writhing and wailing.

So this is what hell sounds like, I thought.

Guess who got detention?

Wonder Girl and yours truly.

Why did I become a private eye?  

See above.
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New York City.  1985.

It was March, spring was in the air, but it was still colder than a Times Square hooker.

My office was in a three-story Manhattan building that was due for demolition.

The day after I moved into a new office, it collapsed.

In life, there’s a lot to be said for timing.

The elevator was out of order.  So was much of New York City in the crime-ridden 1980s.

John Carpenter’s Escape from New York was beginning to look more and more like a prophetic documentary.

My office door was unlocked.  Why would it be?  Do I have to fire another cleaning lady?  What would happen to me if I said “cleaning lady” in touchy 2024?

SPOILER WARNING!

The hero lives. 

The adventure continues.

Regrets?  More than I can count, but I don’ t dwell upon them.  Like hate, regretting is a waste of energy.

A man, a woman and a pudgy lad stood.  They were black.  Not that I give a damn, but it was relevant in this case.

The man was middle-aged and wore a shirt and tie.  The woman was likewise-aged, easy on the eyes, wore denim jacket over a pink angora sweater and Jordache jeans.

The son, I presumed, wore an untucked Goonies t-shirt, yellow rugby pants and Adidas High-Tops.

The man said, “The door was open.  We beg your pardon.”

I smiled and replied, “I can’t remember who said this, but forgiveness is easier to ask for than permission.”

The young man said, “Rear Admiral Grace Hopper.”

He extended his hand and we shook.

“I’m Graham Paxton.”

“Lee Hacklyn.  More than meets the eye.”

“You like Transformers?”

“Sure, but I prefer Robotech.”

His smile was ear-to-ear.

Nerds of a feather.

“Cool!  This is my father, Mr. Warren Paxton and this is my mother, Mrs. Jane Paxton.”

I said, “Perhaps you’d feel more comfortable in my chair, Mrs. Paxton.  Like me, sometimes, it’s a La-Zee-Boy.  I’ll start on coffee.”

Paxton.

Suddenly, I remembered.

“I’m very sorry about Victor.”

Thirteen-year-old Victor Paxton was walking home from school one day and took a bullet to his belly.

There were no witnesses and no arrests.

Currently, Victor was in a coma and living in St. Michael’s General ICU.

Graham and Warren sat in my client chairs.

Warren said, “Son?  Why don’t you tell La-Zee-Boy here what life is like for you at Eisenhower High?”
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“Our principal?  Mr. Foster?  He acts like he’s in charge, but the only thing he’s really in charge of is that wig on his head.  The other teachers, except for one, my History teacher, Mr. Goodwin, they’re like those three monkeys:  See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.  Eisenhower High’s in Brooklyn.  That where we live.  The whole school’s run by gangs.  There’s four.  They each have their own sectors.  The New Black Panthers run the gym and the cafeteria.  The White Knights—they’re the junior KKK—run the boy’s rooms.  The Sickles, that’s a Russian gang, they run the hallways.  The New York Canucks run the perimeter.  They say “please” and “thank you” every time they take my lunch money and threaten to kill me if I don’t give it to them.  The sectors change hands at the start of every month.  So the New Black Panthers get the boy’s rooms, like that.  It’s a rotation.  I used to love going to school.  Now I’m scared to.  All my friends are.”

I said, “Tell me about Victor.”

Jane wiped her eyes and said, “An absolute angel.  Just like Graham here.  I know, I know.  I’m their mother.  Objectivity?  What’s that?  Warren and I taught our sons right.  We taught them good morals and good values.  We wanted to send them to private school, but my word!  They want an arm and a leg and your life’s savings, too.  Graham is an honor roll student.  Just like Victor was...is.”

Warren put his hand on Graham’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

“Graham is the yin to Victor’s yang.  He likes to read and write.  Victor is a natural born athlete.  Football, baseball, basketball, you name it.  Now he needs a machine, just to keep him alive.”

I looked at Graham.

“This is the most obvious question:  Why would someone want to shoot your brother?”

He said, “The cops think it was collateral damage.  I think Victor was shot on purpose.  He stood up to those gangbangers and never gave them a cent.  Not like me.”

He began to weep, and his parents held him.
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Jane said, “Never put yourself down, honey.  We’re just as proud of you as we were...are...of Victor.”

Warren opened his briefcase and handed me a file.

“Jane and I own a delicatessen in Brooklyn.  Business is good, but we’re not made of money.  What’s in that file is the police report and witness statements, all of which might as well be blank sheets of paper.  That’s why we’re here, Lee.”

I said, “My rates are malleable.  How does two hundred sound for a retainer check?  Give me a week.  If I throw nothing but gutter balls, then you can have a full refund.”

Warren nodded and said, “That’s fine.  If you bring this piece of trash who shot our boy, you’ll be fed for free every time you’re in Brooklyn.”

We shook hands and Graham asked me, “Do you like Star Blazers?”

“Sure.  This morning’s episode is on my VCR.”

My window imploded.  Chunks of glass embedded themselves in my back.

Ouch.

Warren put his arms around Jane and Graham.

I turned, drew my Browning and pointed it out the window.

A car was on fire.  People were running and screaming.  Who can blame them?  Some tourists were snapping pictures at the scene, as though their lives depended on it.  I’m no angel, but some people seem to spend their entire lives acting like lemmings.

Warren joined me and leaned out the window.

I said, “I know this
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