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CHAPTER ONE
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“Good morning, sir.  Welcome to Super Shoes for Men, Women and Children.  My name’s Marvin.  Cool name, right?  Hah!  I’m over it.  Mostly.  Oh, my gosh!  Now just one damn minute!  We’ve met before, haven’t we?  Oh, I’ve got it now!  I saw you last night at the Escape Theatre!  Magnum Force!  At the Clint Eastwood Film Festival!  He’s the coolest and he's my favorite actor!  What a classic!  Sequels are never as good as the original, but that one came pretty close.  One of the cops was David Soul from Starsky and Hutch!  So rad!  Hey, Mr. Schroeder!  Have you seen Magnum Force?”

I was as Super Shoes and so forth.

It was a newly opened, shoe store, sandwiched between a KFC and a Pizza Hutt.

No wonder the world hates us.  

We’re totally awesome.  For sure, y’know?

The eighties were a very upbeat decade...threat of nuclear annihilation notwithstanding.

Marvin was fresh out of high school.

He was skinnier than a licorice stick, and the bridge of his Clark Kent glasses was held together by a piece of masking tape.

He wasn’t self-conscious about the braces on his teeth, which I liked.

Mr. Schroeder, evidently the manager, was racing towards a mid-life crisis under his far-too-tight Super Shoes t-shirt.

I tried not to stare at his man boobs, and I resisted an urge to ask him where his piano was.
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He lit a cigar and said, “No, Marvin, I have not seen Magnum Force.  The only movie ever made that’s worth the time to look at is Citizen Kane.  It exposes the fraud of free market capitalism.  Movies these days are nothing but cheap exploitation!  Sex and violence!  Movies like Magnum Force are a cancer on civilization.  So are guns.  The Fifth Amendment is an abomination.  Nobody should be allowed to own a gun.  If uneducated, redneck American morons don’t like my opinions?  They can suck on the business ends of their guns and blow their non-existent brains out.”

As if on cue, two men—their faces hidden behind plastic Batman masks—is nothing sacred?—entered the store.

One of them had a shotgun.

BOOM!

He gave the ceiling a skylight.

His buddy had an open Adidas bag in one hand and a pistol in his other hand.

I drew my Browning, fired twice and made two donations to the No Salvation Army.

While Schroeder did his business—my eyes watered—Marvin jumped up and down in place; and yelled, “Gosh all mighty!  Thank you, sir.  I wish I could do that!”

“I can teach you, if you like.”

Shyly he said, “A man’s got to know his limitations.”

Schroeder squeezed his nostrils shut and yelled, “Damn guns!”

I picked up a phone and called 911.

Busy signal.

“Of course.”

I tried again and opined, “A gun doesn’t know good from evil, sir.  Why don’t you go home and take a shower?  I’m sure Marvin here can mind the store.”
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I was in my office, my one window—like so many of my fellow Americans—was stuck in place, my ears were ringing from a mad symphony of horn honking; and I was immersed in my latest literary diversion, The Dark Knight Returns by Frank Miller, Klaus Janson and Lyne Varley.

I liked the writing, and the artwork was a wonder to behind, but Geez Louise!

What ABC did in 1965 was a lot more fun.

I needed a Brady Bunch fix.

What I really needed was a client.
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I was drowning in debt, my rent was due, and my savings account was like television, according to FCC Chairman, Newton Minow, “a vast wasteland.”

I put the comic book down, stood, dropped to the floor and cranked out one hundred push- ups on my fists.

It’s better to it that way.

Thank you, Jack LaLanne.

I returned to my desk and lit a Blue Buzzard.

Love my virtues, love my vices.

Maybe I should walk the streets with a sandwich board draped over my body.

Lee Hacklyn.  Will investigate for food.

The elevator doors down the hall slid open.

Then they closed.

Then they opened again.

Great.

This building’s haunted.

A man from Secret Service Central Casting emerged.

He was tall, fit and he sported a crewcut.

Dark sunglasses?  Check.  Ear piece?  Check.  Coil attached to walkie-talkie affixed to belt?  

Check and check.

Were his fingers touching the ear piece?

They were.

His shoes were lightsaber-shiny.

He looked at me the same way a hungry wolf might look at a wounded rabbit.

“Are you Leland Hacklyn?”

“I can’t remember.  Amnesia.  A coconut fell on my head this morning.”

He scrunched his face into a scowl of scorn.

Then, he picked up his walkie-talkie, keyed the red button and spoke into it.

“Clear.  Send in Strider.  Sir?  As of this moment, you are now in the employ of the United States Government.”

“Oh, boy!  Can I call my Mom?  Hey, did you catch Star Blazers this morning?  The Star Force made it to Iscandar.  That show rocks!”
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“I don’t watch television.  Television is for morons.”

Like a quizzical dog, he tilted his head at my face-down copy of The Dark Knight Returns.

“So are comic books.  How old are you?”

“Like Superman, I’m over twenty-one.  Take me to a good restaurant and you might get lucky.”

He balled his hands into fists.

“Fair warning.  I have a black belt in Shotokan Karate.”

“Oh, cool.  I have a black belt, too.  It was on sale at Sears.  Size twenty-eight.  You’re flying low.”

He looked down, cursed and zipped up.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t mention it.”

The elevator doors down the hall creaked open and a man well beyond his twilight years emerged.

He was clad in a grey, silk suit.

Helping him walk—he was holding a can in his right hand—was a much younger woman.

She was a real looker.

Her ostentatious dress was right out of Gone With The Wind.

Miss Scarlett!  Miss Scarlett!

His daughter?

Captain America said, “Sir?  May I present Senator Theodore Miller and his wife, Millie.”

Millie Miller.  Perfect.

I stood, tucked my A-Team t-shirt in, walked around my desk and gladhanded what my mother would’ve termed “a gross, inappropriate and mismatched couple.”

“Lee Hacklyn, at your service.”

Miller was a left-leaning Democrat who represented the state of New York in Washington.

Millie helped him sit in one of my client chairs, she sat next to him, and I started on coffee.

Steve Secret Service stood
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