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New York City, 1985.

There was a banging on my front door.

“Police!  Open up!”

I looked at my alarm clock.  Four am.  Great.  I was still drunk, after the Pinnacle Comics thirty-fifth anniversary party.  There was an open bar.  Did I avail myself to it?  Boy, did I ever.  Karen had to drive me home.  She was the Editor-In-Chief of Pinnacle and my girl-friend at the time.  I was working part-time, here and there, as a freelance artist.  Joy.  But I still took on cases as my main source of income.  Best of both worlds.  My worlds.  

The door banging continued, unabated.  I sat up, clad in my boxers and turned on a light.  “Ah!”  It was hard for me to focus.  Everything in front of me seemed to elongate as I tried to clear my head.

I had many enemies.  Boy, did I ever.  Sorry, Dear Reader, but that’s one of my favorite catch-phrases.  We action-heroes love our catch-phrases.  

I slid into my jeans and pulled my gun out from under my bed.  My trusty Browning.  Was it loaded?

Boy, was it ever.

Fully.

Readiness is all.

Especially in my business.  This one, at least.  And even in the comic-book world.  Poor Lou Sands, former Editor-In-Chief at Pinnacle, had been shot dead during our interview.

Against my better judgment, if I ever had any to start with, I went to my door and looked out the peek-hole.  Two of NYPD’s finest had their guns out.  Both were middle-aged and pot-bellied.  

One of my neighbors, Mrs. Wilkes, who was young-for-a-mountain, not that any of us are getting any younger, walked out of her suite, as my Dad might have said, naked as a jay-bird.  Toothless, she lip-smacked, “About time you lazy asses did something about that man!  He’s been nothing but trouble in this building!  It was nice and quiet before he moved it!  Seems like half the Big Apple wants him dead!  And he probably deserves it!”

Thanks a lot, Mrs. Wilkes.  That’s the last time I ever help you with your groceries.  Geez Louise!

One of the cops laughed and said, “You want me to scoop your boobs together and make a good one?”

“What?”

“Nothing, ma’am.  Go back inside, please.  This is police business.”

“Well, when you’re done, come inside.  I still have some home-made blueberry muffins left.  And tea.”

“That sounds nice, ma’am.  Maybe another time.  Now back inside, before we arrest you for, uh, I don’t know, mischief or something.”

“What?”

I said, “Will guys please show me your badges?  Anybody can wear a uniform.  And some identification.”

The fatter cop said, “Show him the warrant.”

“Oh, fuck.  I left it in the car.”

CHAPTER TWO

“Leland Hacklyn, you’re under arrest for the murder of Alvin Bryant.  You have the right to remain silent...”

They let me dress and they hand-cuffed me.  Alvin Bryant was my last client, before my first gig at Pinnacle.  He owned the Cineworld chain of movie theatres.  His daughter, Wendy, sixteen, had runaway from home.  When I found her, I took her to Social Services.  Then, I went to the Bryant house.  More on that later.  Case closed.  Or so I thought.

They took me downtown.  One of the cops, Mooney, the fatter one, was a fan of mine.  He was quite convivial while I sat in the back-seat, my hands cuffed behind my back, wondering how the hell I was going to get out of this one.  Somebody had set me up.  I thought about my previous cases and wondered if there was any connection between them and Bryant.  I came up goose-eggs.  Mooney looked back at me and said, “You know, Hacklyn, half the force wants to see you and all you gumshoes behind bars forever.  They think you’re a bunch of loose cannons who bombed out at the Academy.  Not me.  You’ve done a lot of good stuff.  You prevented the Empire State Building bombing.”

“Well, sort of.  I caught the guy, but it was pure luck the bomb didn’t go off.”

He said to his partner, Goosen, “You see?  He’s Mr. Modesty.  I told you.”

Goosen just grunted as he continued to drive.

Mooney said, “And hey, that shit at Verdant Vale, you saved that whole fucking town from committing suicide.”

“I had some help.”

“The Central Park Rapist.  That was a good one.”

“Thanks.  When we get to the station, can I get a cup of coffee, please?  I’m still drunk.  Actually, I’m hoping this is all a bad dream and I’m still sleeping in my bed.”

They laughed.

Goosen said, “You’re busted, Hacklyn.  Your luck’s run out.  We’ve got a witness and she’s gonna testify in court that you killed Bryant.  Not only that, the forensics guys found your finger-prints all over the scene of the crime.  You’re going away, pal.  You might even get the chair.”

I was struggling mightily to maintain a stiff upper-lip.  I’m still sleeping, right?  Right?  No?

“I know exactly what my last words will be.”

“What,” they said in unison, then laughed.

“We always do that,” they said in unison, then laughed.

“Beam me up, Scotty.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER THREE

“Let’s take it from the top, Hacklyn.”

I sighed.  This was not the worst night of my life, well, morning, technically.  My worst night ever was the time I destroyed my apartment—sorry, Mrs. Wilkes—hunting a spider. 

My arachnophobia is so bad, I’ve never seen Raiders Of The Lost Ark from beginning to end.  Once those tarantulas landed on Harrison Ford, I said to Karen, “I’ll wait for you outside.”  

Two hours later, while I was smoking in front of the theatre, she hopped up to me, giddy as a school-girl on Sports Day, and said, “You just missed the greatest movie ever made!”

I replied, “I kind of have a thing about spiders.”

“No kidding.”

“Do you love me any less for it?”

Yes, we had recently exchanged our first “I love yous.” 

I’m sorry, Peggy, if I had reacted just a split-second earlier, you’d be alive and we’d be together.  Right now.  

But you’re in Heaven and I’m still in the corporeal world. 

Please forgive me.

Karen said, “Pshaw!  Every superhero has his or her own Kryptonite.  The worst has to be Green Lantern.  His ring doesn’t work on anything yellow.  All any villain has to do is throw a banana peel at him, then kick him in the balls.  Oh!  What about Aquaman?  He can’t stay out of the water for more than an hour.  That’s lame.”

She snapped her fingers.

“Then, there’s Martian Manhunter.  He’s afraid of fire.  Aren’t we all?  But how can you be afraid of fire when you’re a superhero?  When even a flicker of flame reduces you to goo?  Hey!  I just realized.  The Unknown Detective has ophidiophobia!”

“He’s afraid of ophidios?  Who isn’t?  Whatever they are.”

“Snakes, silly.  Just like Indiana Jones.”

“Who’s that?”

CHAPTER FOUR

“Hacklyn?  Are you awake?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re in deep shit, buddy.  About time.  You ask me?  All you private dicks run around like Dirty Harry.  Your story.  Again.  Once more, with feeling.”

I thought about waiting for my tax-subsidized lawyer, but I always thought that people who were accused of crimes and did that made themselves look guilty.

As it turned out, I should have waited.

Sometimes, doing what you think is the right thing can back-fire.

Boy, can it ever.

Two plainclothes cops were interrogating me.  The “good” one—good, in so far as, he hadn’t said anything, and had even brought me a cup of three-day old coffee—was Norris.  The hard-case was Franz.  He looked to be near-retirement and was built like a berryllium sphere.  Both were smoking.  Blue Buzzards, my favorite.

I said, “Lt. Franz, I will gladly pay you Tuesday, for a cigarette, today.”

He chuckled and said, “Sure, Wimpy.”

He even lit it for me.

“Thanks.  Okay.  I’m still drunk, and if we were in a movie right now, everyone in the audience would be screaming at the screen, keep your mouth shut.  Wait for your lawyer.  But I happen to like cops.  Furthermore, I like to think that cops and private dicks like me want the same thing.  We want to make the streets a little safer.  I didn’t kill Bryant.  Clearly, somebody’s trying to frame me.”

Franz took a puff and said, “If that turns out to be the case—don’t get me wrong, Hacklyn—I hate paper cops—then whoever the real guilty party is deserves the Nobel Prize for Frame-ups.  We’ve got so much evidence against you, we had to put some in our locker room.  For fuck sakes.  From the top.”

I put the smoke out and sighed.  Again.

“Alvin Bryant hired me to find his daughter.  Wendy.  She’s an alcoholic and a coke-head.  And way out-of-control.  And one of her ex-boyfriends told me to check out Midtown Bus Terminal.  I found her there.  Strung out, while a security guard was trying to wake her up.”

Norris spoke for the first time.  His voice made Clint Eastwood’s sound positively feminine.

“You assaulted the guard.”

“He was kicking her leg.  Hard.  I gave him a shove.  Hard.  He kept his balance.”

“We saw the CCTV footage.”

“Then you know I’m telling you the truth.  At least, in this regard.  Pun intended.”  

Franz lit another cigarette and waved his hand impatiently at me.

“Get to the part where you killed Bryant.”

I lost my temper.

“How about you and I continue this conversation outside?”

“How about I add a fucking charge of threatening an officer of the...”

Just then, a balding man in a pricey suit barged into the room.  His blazer was covered with red balloons, of all things.  Huh.  

Norris said, “There he is.  Bozo the lawyer.”

“Nice to see you, too, sir.  You’ve lost some weight.  Lt. Norris, svelte as ever, I see.”

Norris rolled his eyes.

Franz said, “You’re lucky my old man isn’t here right now.  He’d punch your lights out.  Your pervert lights.”

The lawyer laughed and said, “I’m well aware of your father’s service to this country.  And I’m grateful.  Hitler hated homosexuals.  As much as he hated Jews and Gypsies.  I like to think of myself as all three.”

Norris tapped Franz on the shoulder.

“Let’s go.”

Franz sneered at the man whom I assumed was my public defender.  Like I could afford my own lawyer.

Franz said, “Did you leave your fairy-wings at home?”

“Be careful, Lt.  Times, they are-a-changing.  Homosexuality’s been around since Adam and Steve.  Yes, we’re a minority, but...”

Franz put his hands over his ears, “All right, we’re leaving.  Spare us the lecture.  To be continued, Hacklyn.”

They left and closed the door behind them.

“Roger McKinnley.”

“Lee Hacklyn.”

We shook hands.

“I’m gay.”

“Me, too.”

His eyes widened.

“In the old-fashioned sense of the word.”

He sat, laughed and said, “I’ve never met a private detective before.  Ever shot anyone?”

“I’ve actually lost count.  It’s in the double-digits.  Trust me.  I’ve never shot anyone who wasn’t begging for it.”

“Car chase?”

“Couple years back.  My first one.  I was after the sniper who killed Lou Sands, and a couple of other unfortunate folks.”

He linked his fingers together on the table and said, “How come you’re not a cop?”

I sighed.  Like THAT question never gets old.

“Because cops tend to like football, while private eyes tend to like tennis.  Team sport, individual sport.”

“Oh!  I love tennis!  When I get you off—if you’ll pardon the entendre—we must have a set.”
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