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NEW YORK CITY.  1975.

“Am I in the Twilight Zone?  Is this America or Nazi Germany?  Why, pray tell, does a bank need an armed security guard?  You men and your guns!  Y’all have hang-ups about the size of your peckers!  Make no mistake!  Size matters.  The bigger, the better.  Oh, I get all horny inside just thinking about it.  Don’t get any ideas now.  If you want my opinion?  Every single gun in the world should be destroyed.  The day after my husband bought a gun, he shot his foot off.  He’s what they call an amputee.  I prefer “gimp,” only you can’t say that in public because somebody might get offended.  Boo and hoo!  Is it my imagination or is this line-up actually moving backwards?”

I was standing inside the Bank of Manhattan.

In my hot little hands was a hot little check to the tune of ten grand.

A fool and his money are soon parted.

Like most people, I had my virtues, but frugality wasn’t one of them.

I was sandwiched between a blue-haired octogenarian and the clone of Paul Bunyan.

He took a card out of his wallet and held it next to his Grizzly Adams-esque beard.

“See this?  I’m a proud member of the NRA.  That’s the National Rifle Association.  I’ll give you bleeding heart pinkos my gun the day you pry it out of my cold, dead hands.”

She had an umbrella.

Readiness is all.

The whack she gave to his wrist was worthy of Red Sonja.

She waved it in his face and said, “There’s more where that came from, Freddy Fascist!”

“Nobody move!  Hands up!”

The guard was the first one to comply.

My hero.

“This ain’t no publicity stunt.  This is an all-American bank robbery.”

Six men—their faces were hidden behind plastic Batman-masks—BLASHPHEMY!—stormed the bank and took positions.

Three of them had pistols.

The rest had unzipped Adidas bags.

I drew Mr. Browning and gave the Census Bureau of Hell six more souls to count.

Paul Bunyan squeezed my shoulder and said, “And I thought I was the last man in America.  John Wayne notwithstanding.”

Granny Clampett and her blue hair opined, “There’s one thing I hate more than guns and that’s poofs.  Merciful Lord!  Take me now!”

And He did.

She clutched her heart, I caught her as she fell and she died in my arms.

Ask and ye shall receive.
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“Mr. Hacklyn, it’s an honor to meet you, sir.  My name is Jarvis, just like the Avengers.  I read all about you in American Detective Magazine.  Like you, sir, my son, Duncan, is an avid comic book reader.  I prefer the works of Arthur Conan Doyle myself.  You’re just in time for cocktail hour.”

I was wearing my one and only button-down shirt, my one and only tie and my one and only blazer.

In my business?

Ties are liabilities.

And like high-heeled shoes, in my unhumble opinion, they’re just plain dumb.

I entered the estate of Ezekiel Whitman, a living embodiment of the American Dream.

His mother died during childbirth and his father was killed by German soldiers in France.

He grew up in an orphanage and he graduated high school when he was thirteen.

After university, he started Whitman Enterprises and made his first million dollars on his twenty-fifth birthday.

His company spearheads advancements in computer, medical and agricultural technologies.

When I heard his voice on his answering machine yesterday morning, dollar signs boogied around my head.

“This is Zeke Whitman.  Yes, that one.  You’re invited to my home on Long Island at four tomorrow for drinks, dinner and a job interview.  We have a room prepared for you if you’d like to stay the night and perhaps longer.  My house is rather isolated.  It’s just west of the lighthouse at Montauk Point.  When you see the lighthouse, you’ll see the right house.  Hah!”

“Right this way, sir.  I’ll escort you to the living room.  Has anyone ever told you that you bear an uncanny resemblance to Jan-Michael Vincent?”

“Not often enough.  Thanks, though.  You made my day.”

He cleared his throat and straightened his posture.  

His hair was white, his face was weathered, and he was Dignity Incarnate.

“Presenting Mr. Lee Hacklyn.”

Oh, I liked hearing that!  Presenting!

A young woman in the living room gawked at me and said, “Oh, my God!  You’re a hunk!”

Sorry, Mom.

I’m changing my last name to Whitman.
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Zeke was the spitting image of Jim Davis from Dallas.

He gave me a manly gladhand.

“Welcome to the family, Lee.  This is my wife, Tulip.  This lovely young lady is our daughter, Rose.  Tulip’s mother ran a flower shop.  No surprise there, right?  Our sons, Patrick, Luke and Dean.  T.J. is Patrick’s wife and Sasha is Luke’s better half.”

Dean was the oldest brother, or maybe he just looked like the oldest brother.

He was drunk off his ass and his aura of bitterness was tangible.

Luke was a little younger and a lot meaner.

He stared at me the same way I might stare at a spider on my bed.

Patrick and T.J. were in their early twenties, and they made an attractive couple.

Rose was maybe sixteen.

She was the one who’d given me a pleasingly positive assessment of my appearance. 

She gave Victoria Principal a run for her money.

I needed to be careful around her.

This was one good-looking family.

I said, “I’m so sorry about Mathew.”

He was Zeke’s brother.

He was ninety when he took his last breath.

His death was attributed to natural causes.

Rose said, “I miss Uncle Matt so much!”

She broke into tears and Tulip held her.

Dean made himself another martini and went to town.

Luke snorted and said, “So how’s things at World Unity?  Cured any diseases yet?  Stopped any wars?  Oh, Lee.  Our big brother here walks the path of Mother Teresa.  He spends his days handing out bowls of soup to the poor and the needy AKA the lazy and the indolent.”

Patrick, rather sternly, said, “That’s enough, Luke.”

“Oh, I’m just teasing.  Have another drink, Dean.  Oh, and by the way!  You’re welcome.”

“Go to hell, Luke.”

Dean plonked his behind on a couch and passed out.

Luke shook his head.

“Dean’s the black sheep Whitman, Lee.  I guess that’s considered a bigoted remark these days by the Hoi Polloi.  It’s sad to say this, but there are more men in American like our dear brother here there are you and I, Daddy.  Oh, and you, too Patrick.”

“Gosh, Luke, thanks.  Your approval is so important to me.”

His sarcasm was sharper than a Katana sword.
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Zeke said, “Lee?  I’d like to have a word with you, please.”

“Sure.”

He led me down a long hallway, then into a den and he closed the door.

“Lee?  Matt was murdered.  Jarvis found him in his bedroom sitting in front of an open window on a cold December morning.  He was naked.  Somebody deliberately did that to him and that somebody was a Whitman.  I never believed in all that family-is-family crap.  I’d suffer a bullet for any of my family, but one thing I’ll never suffer is injustice.  You’re well-respected in this house, Lee.  Find the snake who killed my brother, won’t you?  Are you in?”

“Like Flint, Dad.  Uh, sir.”
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“How old are you, Lee?”

“Twenty-five, sir.”

“Zeke will do.  Still a pup.  Your heart is young, but your spirit is old and wise.”

“Thanks, Dad.  Uh, Zeke.”

“You got a honey?”

“No, but I was briefly married in 1974.”

“Oh, I read all about that dreadful Verdant Vale business.  Her name was Peggy?”

“Yeah.  Some psycho put cyanide in the punch bowl.”

“Life is cruel sometimes.  Like what happened to Matt.  There’s no damn way he stripped himself nude, wheeled himself up to that window, opened it himself so he could freeze himself to death on his own volition.  Not possible.”

“Jarvis found him.  Do you think he did it?”

“That’s my problem.  Everyone loved Matt.  He lived his life by the credo of do unto others.  My suspicion is based on nothing more than a gut feeling.  And my gut’s never been wrong a-once.  How’s your liver?”

“Still working, by God’s Grace.”

He refilled my glass.

“Thanks.”

It was after midnight.  The Whitman clan was abed.

Zeke and I sat in front of a blazing fireplace.

We were drinking bourbon and smoking Cuban cigars.

I was fairly plastered and in no condition to drive.

Zeke said, “You’re staying here tonight, son.  Doctor’s orders.  Your room is on the third floor and your name is on the door.  You’re an honorary Whitman now.  Don’t let it get to your head.  Oh, hell, let it.  Luke and Patrick are vice-presidents of the
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