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NEW YORK CITY.  1977.

“Pug Stone, Private Eye:  The Case of the Vanishing Vase.  First edition!  Whoa!  Now this is a catch!”

“I’m Lee Hacklyn.  It’s an honor to meet you, sir.”

“I thought I recognized you.  You’re the real deal!  Those who can’t do?  Teach.  Those who are brave?  Fight.  And those of us who are fearful?  We write.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, sir.  It takes guts to write.  It takes a lot more guts to put your stuff out there.”

“You’re very kind.”

His name was Bick Penn—possibly a pseudonym—and he was the Guest of Honor at The Third Annual Celebration of Fiction AKA COF-CON in Queens.

The Queens Community Center had a capacity crowd of male nerds, including Your Hero, Dear Reader.

The youngest was in his early-teens and the oldest of the attendees was probably Yours Truly.

This is what it means when they say, “feeling your age.”

A portent of things to come for of us; and that’s if we’re very, very lucky.

I was twenty-four...going on twelve...according to my cruel but sagacious Mother.

Some of the attendees wore costumes of their favorite characters.

Darth Vader was very popular that year.

There were several rows of tables.

On each table were several boxes of comic books, used paperback novels and other assorted knickknacks and paraphernalia from present day to days of yore.

When I was a kid?

I felt like a freak for liking things that everyone else disdained.

I’d watch football with my Dad because I knew that it made him happy, but for me?

It was like watching paint dry.

It made no-never mind to me who carried the ball, who dropped the ball and/or which team scored a touchdown.

But when I cracked open that month’s issue of The Avengers?

That was a different story altogether...pun intended.

How could running a ball past a line be more important than saving the world.

I get it, I get it.

One’s real and the other’s make-believe.

But for some of us, it’s make-believe that inspires us to manifest our visions.

I don’t know if that makes a lick of sense to most people, but it makes sense to me and my fellow nerds.

Speaking of which.

After Pug kindly autographed my book, all heads turned towards this unfolding, thundering drama-in-progress:

“Star Wars sucks!  George Lucas totally ripped off Gene Roddenberry.”

“You’re lying!”

“Like Ceti Alpha Three I am!  Obi-Wan sensed Alderaan’s destruction.  That’s a total swipe off one of Star Trek’s best episodes, The Immunity Syndrome.”

The faux-Jedi spat on the floor.

These Great Debaters were around fifteen.

They were built like those weather balloons from The Prisoner.

One was dressed like Luke Skywalker.

The other was packed into a mustard-hued tunic with a Starfleet logo.

I stepped between them.

“Good morning, dateless wonders.  Just kidding.”

Lie.
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“I think it’s safe to say that all of us feel a little isolated from society for what we’re into.  We shouldn’t feel that way, but we do.  Not here though.  This place is our Church.  Our Sanctuary.  Nobody is judging us here.  I happen to like Star Trek and Star Wars.  If other people think those things are total garbage?  That’s fine.  God—if He’s real—didn’t create a race of carbon-copies.  He  created a race of individuals.  So please.  Before I lose my temper.  Agree to disagree and shake hands.”

The Trekkie—I mean, Trekkian-American—sighed and made the Vulcan-Live Long and Prosper salute.

The erstwhile Jedi flipped him the bird and barked, “May the Force cut your balls off...if you have any.”

As it turns out?

Professional sports and nerd culture have at least one thing in common.

A less-than-appealing aspect of human nature called tribalism.
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“Why did Rome fall, Lee?”

“According to the guard on duty?  It was like that when he got there.”

“This is serious business, Lee.  Rome fell because her people got soft.  That’s what happens to all civilized societies inevitably.  As it turns out?  Paradise stinks!  This country is following in their drunken and drug-addled footsteps.  My predecessor tried to do something about it.  He stepped up to the plate and hit a few home runs for a while, but now?  Oh, God, now...”

“I’m very sorry, sir.”

Theodore Roosevelt—no, not that one, Dear Reader—was Principal of the Abraham Lincoln Private School for Gifted Boys in Williamsburg.

Don’t most private schools have Deans?

Not this one.

His youthful appearance belied his actual age.

He wore a crisp and tailored Brooks Brothers suit.

He looked fit.

I respect a man who can crank out a push-up or two.

Fred Bennett—the man he’d recently replaced—was a murder victim.

Some people die at a ripe old age—snug as a bug in a warm bed—surrounded by loved ones.

Poor souls like Fred weren’t so lucky.

His death was particularly gruesome.

Theo dabbed his eyes with a monogrammed hanky.

I am—to this day—perpetually amused and/or baffled by people who suffer what the shrinks call status anxiety.

It’s a dumb way to live.

“Fred and I grew up together.  Our paths followed similar trajectories.  We were fatherless.  We loved the written word.  We married our wives on the same day, and we honeymooned together.  I was damn proud to be Fred’s Vice-Principal.  Lee?  That rusty nail didn’t wind up in Fred’s coffee cup by happenstance.  Somebody put it there.”
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“It’s been six months now.  Since then?  I’ve had to expel six boys for selling cocaine on campus and another six for using.  I hate drugs, Lee.  Booze, too.  Fred left behind a beautiful wife and two sons.  Meanwhile, his killer is larking about somewhere without a care in the world.  That cannot stand.  Civilization cannot endure without justice.  Or America will fall—fatally and with finality—as surely as Rome did.  I want justice for Fred Bennett.”

“You’ll get it, sir.” 

He stood, fished out his wallet, handed me a retainer check, we shook hands, and he left my office.

Looks like I can pay my rent this month.

It doesn’t take a lot to make me happy.

My phone rang.

“Lee Hacklyn, the Poor Little Rich Boy.  Wait.  That’s Richie Rich.”

“Be quiet.  Lee?  It’s your Mother.”

“Thanks for the clarification, Mom.  And two plus two equals four, right?”

“Hush.  This is why you have no friends.  Your mouth is a liability.  Saturday is your birthday.  You’re invited over to the house for family dinner.  You can bring a date, if you like.  Oh!  I forgot!  Men like you don’t date.  You’re too busy slaughtering society’s less fortunate.  Dinner’s at seven.  Don’t be late.  Asshole!”

She hung up on me.

It’s okay.

People do it on television all the time.

BOOM!

That’s my least favorite onomatopoeia.

I drew my Browning and ran downstairs.

Chaos reigned on Fifth Avenue.

A Chevy Impala was ablaze.

I holstered my Browning, took off my jacket, placed in on the driver’s side door handle, opened it—YEEE-OW—it was HOT, HOT, HOT!—and pulled Theo out.

He was burned from head to toe, but he was still breathing.

I rolled up my jacket, placed it under his head, ran to a pay phone and called 911. 

Busy signal.

Preposterous?

Not in the New York City of the 1970’s, Dear Reader, where the biggest growth industry was crime.

Theo’s prognostication suddenly felt prescient.

From a literally spiked cup of Joe to a car bomb.

Now that’s what I call escalation.
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