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NEW YORK CITY.  1977.

“You like stories, don’t you?  So do I.  Who doesn’t, am I right?  My favorite story is the story of my life.  It’s working out pretty well so far.  Ever since I can remember?  I’ve always known myself.  That’s important, am I right?  My Pop?  Like most men, he was a goody-good loser.  When he came home at night, he was like a rag doll, but he still had enough energy to beat the snot out of me and my Ma.  Across the street from our house in Brooklyn was  this nightclub:  Guido’s.  Every night before bed, I’d look out my window and every car I saw was a beauty.  Cadillac Sixty Specials.  Mercury Eights and the men who drove them wore the nicest suits, and the women who were with them were real lookers.  The valet always got huge tips.  And what those men got from the valet and everyone else in the neighborhood was RESPECT.  That’s the most important word in the English language.  Without respect?  A man isn’t worth a can of beans.  I learned everything I could about those men.  Society called them gangsters.  All my friends?  After high school?  They became goody-good losers, just like Pop.  Monday to Friday taxpayers who made just enough money to feed their families.  Zeroes.  And their sons continued that legacy of failure that most men blindly accept with their eyes closed.  Not me.  I’m somebody.  Everyone in Queens pays me my well-deserved tribute.  Not you.  You’re one of the goody-goods.  Am I right?  There’s your ground and you’re standing on it.  Or is it a hill?  If so, is that the hill you want to die on?  If it is, fair warning:  It won’t just be you.  We know about your whore of a wife, your pig of a son and your hag of a mother.  We’ll make it a family affair.  Hey, man!  I’m not a bad guy.  I’m a realist.  I see the world as it is, not what others wish it would be.  As you may have guessed by now?  I like to talk.  If Johnny Carson ever retires, maybe I’ll take a crack at hosting The Tonight Show.  Hah!  Okay, my voice is drying out.  My tribute.  Now.  In return?  You get my friendship and my protection.  Come on, man!  You’re smarter than you look!  Am I right?”

“Who protects me from you?”

“I do.  Am I right?”

I zipped up and I sauntered towards the till of The Funny Book Farm in Queens, the very first retail outlet in New York State and sold comic books exclusively. 

My client was one of the owners, Donald Cameron Marvel AKA DC Marvel.

What are the odds?

Am I right?
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Don was in his twenties.

He was bloated from too many Twinkies.

There were Twinkies wrappers all over the floor behind the counter.

Sometimes, even one of something is too much.

This place was a bed-bug’s paradise.

Leaning on the customer side of the counter was a clone of Luca Brasi.

He wore fingerless gloves and brass knuckles.

A mob fashionista.

I lifted a horizontal door—the defense rests—flattened his nose and tossed his fat ass down the stairs.

Then I dragged him outside, frog-marched him to an alley, launched his balls into orbit and beat him within an inch of his life.

There are worse ways to make a living, Dear Reader.

Am I right?
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I was in my office, my one window, like so many minds in this world, was closed; and the Big Apple was under attack by a barrage of hailstones that were the size of photon torpedoes.

I was deeply immersed in my latest literary diversion, Superman vs. The Amazing Spider-Man:  The Battle of the Century.  

It was a gift from my previous client, the improbably named D.C. Marvel.

There was something ironic about that, but it eluded me.

Anyway, it was the Mother of All Comic Books.

I savored every word and every image.

Actually, I don’t like it when superheroes fight each other.  It’s akin to watching Mom and Dad argue at the dinner table.

I needed a client as much as Superman needs his yellow sun.

My rent and car payment were past due.

If I didn’t get a client soon, I was “duemed.”

Ha, ha...COUGH!

As ever, Dear Reader, pun intended.

When the elevator doors down the hallway slid open, my Treasury-Sized comic book fell to the floor of my office, and I had to will myself to calm down.

Desperation is bad for business.

I stood and tucked in my Make Mine Marvel t-shirt.

It would behoove me to upgrade my sartorial appearance a little.

Alas, ties made as much sense me as high-heeled shoes.

I hated them as much as Godzilla hates Japan.

Two middle-aged men and an older woman—who bore a striking resemblance to Bette Davis—emerged.

What they wore screamed money and success.

The American Dream works for people who believe in themselves.

Thank You, Lord.

I recognized the older man.

Horace Kraft AKA Horace Tonsor, an immigrant from Italy, was a creator and producer of children’s television.

His brother, Marcus, was one of his partners and a recent murder victim.

During production of their latest Saturday morning program, The Kraft Superstars—any similarity to The Kroftt Supershow as purely coincidental—COUGH!—for All-American Media, a new syndicated network—Marcus choked to death on a ball bearing.

Some of us die old and comfy in our warm beds, surrounded by loved ones.

Some of us draw the short straw.

As it turns out?

There are tree iron-clad guarantees in this life:

Death, taxes...and play of the foulest kind.
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I stood, walked around my desk without bumping into it—for once—forced out my toothiest grin and said, “Good morning.  Lee Hacklyn.  I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Horace Kraft gave me a manly gladhand.

“Thank you.”

“I watch The Kraft Superstars every Saturday morning.”

That was a bald-faced lie, but I’d seen the first episode.

The show was comprised of three segments:  Captain Rock and the Star Rockers, The Island of Doctor Diabolical and my favorite, Nick of Time, which featured sixteen-year-old Nick Ticker, boy genius.  His self-invented digital watch doubled as a time machine.

The production values were lower than a grade school play.  Boom mikes were visible, and the actors often flubbed their lines.

For the average five-year old boy, the show was probably akin to Lawrence of Arabia.

Horace said, “This is my brother, Septimus, and this is our Mother, Cecelia.”

Septimus and I shook.  Mrs. Kraft recoiled at the sight of my proffered hand.

She removed her upper denture and shook it at me, before reinserting it into her mouth.

“I hate you!  Your hair is too long, you’re too pretty and your deodorant smells like bum.  What’s that on your desk?  A comic book?  I refused to allow my sons to read those sordid and despicable publications!”

Horace winked at me and said, “We read them all the time, Mom.  We hid them under a loose floorboard in our bedroom.”

WHACK!

She slapped his face.

“You just talked yourself
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