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CHAPTER ONE
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“You’re early!  That’s wonderful!  But you’re too late.  They’re already here.”

“Yeah, I noticed.”

The wind was fierce and relentless—and the rain was apocalyptic—but when does inclement weather ever deter the determined?

It was a September Monday morning.

I’d just alit from my sweet ride at that time in my life, a white Dodge Charger.

It was parked alongside a curb, across the street from Henry Hudson Grade School in Queens.

The scene before me was surreal.

There was a chain of men and women—their arms were linked together—and they were surrounding the perimeter of the school.

They were chanting, “No smut in our schools!” and “Save our children from the words of the wicked!”

Susan Holland, the vice-principal, bore an uncanny resemblance to Elizabeth Montgomery; and it was all I could do not to swoon.

“I sent the kids home.  The is the third day in a row!  It won’t be long before the news vans show up and the circus really starts.  I’ve spoken to the Mayor.  He’s a useless coward.  I can’t believe this is happening in America.  See that guy in the hardhat?  He’s the leader.”

“Well, now.  I can’t fault a man for having high aspirations.”
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“For Heaven’s sake, Lee.  No violence!”

“I don’t start fights, Mrs. Holland.  I finish them, and if I leave a mess?  I clean up after myself.”

“Oh, Dear God.”

I zipped up my goose-down jacket and tightened my scarf.

Brrrr!

I headed down a ramp, past the monkey bars and extended my hand.

“Good morning.  I’m Lee Hacklyn.  When I’m not reporting for the Daily Planet, I’m fighting for truth, justice and the American Way as Superman.  Wait.  That’s Clark Kent.  I get mixed up sometimes.  Seriously though, sir, if I may ask, what’s your grievance?”

Roscoe Hardhat laughed and said, “There’s a book in the school library that needs to be banned.  The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton.  A disciple of the devil!  Her book is nothing but page after page of smut; and human degradation.”

“Have you read it?”

“No, sir.  I have not.  What does THAT have to do with anything?  We stand for morality.”

The rest of the chain cheered.

I thought of Anthony Zerbe and his robed minions of The Omega Man.
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“You have the right to protest peacefully.  You don’t have the right to prevent others from accessing a public building.”

“SAYS WHO?”

“You know, Roscoe, I read The Outsiders when I was a kid.  I thought it was terrific.”

He lost what little mind he had left.

“Your mother let you read that filth?  Then she’s nothing but a GODLESS WHORE!”

Twenty minutes later, he was strapped to an ambulance gurney and breathing out of a tube.

The chain was broken.

It’s not hard to suck the wind out of the easily led.

I was giving my statement to my two favorite NYPD officers, Wayne and Grayson.

Appropriately, Wayne was the older one.

As he wrote furiously in his notebook, he said, “That guy might die, Hacklyn.  You wanna tell me why we shouldn’t Mirandize you ass?”

“He called my Mother a Godless whore.”

“He did?  Oh.  In that case, good boy.”
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I was in my office, it was raining like cats and dogs—I was a private eye, not a writer with delusions of originality—my one window, as ever, was wedged open; and I was deeply immersed in my latest, literary diversion, Battlestar: Galactica by Glen A. Larson and Robert Thurston.

Any similarity to Star Wars was purely intentional, no doubt.  Who the hell cares?  What’s good is good.

Go, Starbuck!

I was freezing my ass off.

Hungry, too.

I put the book down.

Maybe McDonald’s is hiring.

The elevator doors down the hall slid open and three soaking wet women, in their middle years, stepped out.

They looked fresh out of the Mrs. Kravitz Nosy Neighbor Cookier-Cutter Machine.

They came in three sizes:

Small, medium and Extra-large.

Small sniped, “I hope your happy, Eunice Kravitz.”

“Holy moley!  I’m a mind-reading mutant, just like Professor X!”
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“You said I didn’t need my umbrella today.  Ah-choo!  Well, now.  Isn’t that dandy?  There’s a flu bug going around, and it’s bitten me!”

Extra-Large responded by saying, “And spat you out.  Even bugs need taste, my dear, and you don’t have any.”

Ouch. 

“You know all about taste, don’t you, Eunice?  And everything you taste goes straight to your hips.”

Medium stood between them and said, “Girls?  We’re here for Ollie.  Remember?”

I stood, banged my knee against the bottom of my desk, forced out an embarrassed laugh and said, “Hi, I’m Lee Hacklyn, The Grand Poo-Bah of First Impressions.  You’re Esther Shaw, aren’t you?  I’m very sorry for your loss.”

Oliver Shaw was her husband, a recently murdered neurosurgeon.

The killers were a band of brigands who called themselves the Merry Maniacs.

The New York Star, never hesitant to aide, abet and/or promote the worst of humanity, printed their manifest on the front page of last Sunday’s edition.

It went something like this:
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