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CHAPTER ONE

“I know you’ve been sworn in and I’ve read your complaint.  Well, now.  I’ve presided over, I don’t know, maybe fifty or sixty pit-bull attacks during my career, and this one has

got to be in the top five, of that list, that wasn’t a fatality.  I’ve been looking at the pictures in my chambers.  Horrible, just horrible.  Jason?  Would you step up to the microphone, please?”

Jason Waters was ten.  

Six months ago, while building a snowman in front of his Brooklyn house, a pit-bull named Mauler pounced on him and very nearly bit off his leg.

Unbelievably, Jason’s cat, Sparks, came to the rescue.  Sparks leapt on Mauler and took out one of his eyes with her claws.

I was idling at an intersection while my wife, Karen, was in the passenger seat.  Our three-year old son, Greg, was strapped into a child-seat in the

back.  Yes, we named our son after

the Unknown Detective, my favorite comic-book character, other than Superman.

What the fuck is wrong with that?

Mauler retreated, spun around and howled at the gross injustice and humiliation that his lunch had been thwarted, by a domestic animal.  Jason, quite understandably, was screaming and crying.  Mauler seemed to recover and leapt at him.  While he was airborne, I shot him dead.

Judge Walker said to him, “You’re a very lucky young man.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Now.  I imagine you’re tired of being asked this, but how are you feeling?”

“Fine, sir.  I play soccer at school.”

“That’s good, Jason.  Mr. and Mrs. Waters?  I beg your indulgence for a few minutes.  Jason.  Life is very unfair, sometimes, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Sometimes, good people suffer and bad people are rewarded.  That sucks.  Doesn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, today, I promise you that what’s going to happen is the exact opposite.”

There was some applause from a few looky-loos in the courtroom.  Walker banged his gavel on the bench.

“I like what I’m hearing, but let’s have some order.  Please.  Thank you.  Jason, there’s an old saying.  “Our best hopes and our worst fears, are seldom realized.”  Most of life, in America, at least, is the stuff that happens in-between those things.  When you grow up and you’re out in the real world, you’re going to wake up one morning and lose your mind.  Because you won’t be able to find your car-keys.  And then?  After you find them, you won’t be able to find your wallet.  Your car won’t start and you have a really, important meeting to attend.  And when you get home, you’re going to unlock your mail-box and inside that mail-box will be a love-letter from the IRS, saying you owe them more money than you initially thought.  And what’s this?  There’s another letter.  This one’s from the bank.  They’re going to seize your house.  And what’s this?  There’s a note on your dining room table from your wife.  She’s left you and she’s taken the kids with her.  And then?  The phone rings.  And it’s your doctor.  He says, “During your last check-up, well, I prefer not to discuss it over the phone, but you need to book another appointment, as soon as possible...”

There was a lot of chuckling in the court-room.  Walker was clearly enjoying himself.  He didn’t bang his gavel.  Must have been a slow day, trial-wise.

He went on, “That sounds like a pretty awful day, doesn’t it, Jason?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then again, it depends on who your wife is.  And maybe your kids are rotten.  I’m teasing you.”  

He winked.

“As you can probably tell, Jason, I like to talk and I like the sound of my own voice.  When I’m at home?  That’s when I listen.  It’s my wife who does the talking.”

More laughs.

“My point is, whatever happens to you for the rest of your life?  Let’s just say, whatever happens that’s a little less than perfect?  My advice to you is this:  Say to yourself, I survived a pit-bull attack.  If I can survive that, then I can survive anything.  Am I making any sense?”

“Yes, sir.”

Walker pointed at the cat-cage on the plaintiff dais, with the Waters family.

He said, “Is that Sparks?”

Jason nodded.

“I sure hope she got a few more Meow Morsels that night.  Not to mention, a few more rubs.”

“She did, sir.”

“You must have found her in a crashed rocket-ship.”

Jason and I laughed.  We were the only ones.

Walker said, “You ought to get that cat a red cape.”

Then, he looked at me.

“Mr. Hacklyn.  We meet again.”

“Hello, Your Honor.”

“The last time I saw you, I sentenced you to ten years of hard-time on Straker’s Island.  What happened?”

“I escaped, Your Honor.  Hot-air balloon. I got the idea from Superman II.”

Jason looked at me and smiled.

I winked at him.

Walker said, “I make the jokes here, Mr. Hacklyn.  In any event, your early release, as it turned out, may have saved the life of this young man.  Well done.”

“Thank you, Your Honor.”

He turned to the defendant, Brent Lighthouse.

Walker said, “Mr. Lighthouse...or is that Mr. “No-Lights-Are-On-In-The-House.”

Lighthouse replied, “Never heard that one before, Your Honor.”

“Weren’t you listening, Mr. Lighthouse?  I make the jokes here.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bailiff Timms.  Would you please stand next to Mr. Lighthouse?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“I want to see him sweat a little.”

Bailff Timms

was at least seven-feet tall.  His

close proximity to Lighthouse appeared to have the desired effect.  I could see beads of sweat pop-up on his forehead.

Walker said, “Mr. Lighthouse, what I’m about to say can be taken as on-the-nose-sarcasm.  Thank you for making yourself look presentable in my courtroom.  When was the last time you washed that T-shirt?  Ever?”

More laughs.

Walker banged his gavel.

“Order, order.  Thank you.  And how long does it take for your Santa-beard to dry?  When you get out of the shower?  Do you even know what a shower is, Mr. Lighthouse?  I can smell you from here.”

Lighthouse cleared his throat and said, “I’m on social assistance, Your Honor.”

Walker scoffed.

“My parents grew up during the not-so-Great Depression.  Unemployment was around 100 percent.  You ever look at old photos, Mr. Lighthouse?  Back then, even the poorest of the poor wore suits.  They did everything they could, not only to find what little work was available, they did what they could with their means, to maximize their appearance and the women?  Even more so.  Including, the poor ones.  Just wondering.  Why are you on social assistance?”

He shrugged.

“I can’t find a job.”

“Oh, that’s nonsense.  The recession’s over.  The economy’s booming.  And as far as I’m concerned?  You belong in prison forever and ever.  Mr. Lighthouse, I, and everyone in this courtroom, we are waiting with abated breath.  We are sitting on a universe of pins and needles to hear your side of the story.”

His voice trembled.

“Your Honor, I realize how all of this looks.  I’m very sorry about what happened to Jason.  I thank God, every day that he wasn’t more seriously hurt.  Had Mr. Hacklyn there not shot Mauler, I would have put him down, myself.  Your Honor, I have no excuse for what happened and I’m here to reap what I’ve sown.”

“I like what I’m hearing, Mr. Lighthouse, but you’re still a horrible man.  Go on.”

“Your Honor, I grew up with two things ever-present in my household.  Guns and pit-bulls.  Two things that a more liberal American can’t abide.  For me?  It just was.  Every pit-bull I’ve ever owned was as friendly and non-threatening as Lassie.”

Walker said, “Timms, are you hearing this?”

“I’m standing right next to him, Your Honor.”

“Mr. Lighthouse, guns can be controlled.  They are inanimate objects.  Pit-bulls are wild animals.  They are not domesticated, like other dogs.  Are you now going to tell me that two plus two equals five?  That Elvis shot JFK, then ate a banana-and-peanut butter sandwich with Bigfoot?  On a flying saucer?  Headed for Mars?  That the moon landing was fake and Adolf Hitler’s brain is floating in formaldehyde somewhere in Argentina?  Judgment is

for the plaintiff in the full amount of five-thousand dollars.”

The courtroom looky-loos unanimously applauded and cheered.  Walker banged his gavel.

“Order, order.  Bailiff Timms?

Would you please escort Mr. Lighthouse out of my courtroom?  Thank you.  Jason, you seem like a very nice boy.  You’re going to be an exceptional man, I can tell.  And Lee?  I’d give you the key to the city, if I could.”

“Thank you, Your Honor.”

He took a sip from a glass of water.

His eyes rolled up.

He convulsed.

And shook.

And his face struck the bench.

CHAPTER TWO

I was in my office—my new office, in downtown Manhattan, when none other than Dan Levin, my least favorite non-physically threatening person in the world sauntered his lean frame into one of my client chairs and put his feet up on my desk.

“Dan, if you don’t take your fucking feet off of my desk right this minute, I’m going to hurt you.”  

“You’re welcome to try, Lee.  Oh!  Didn’t I tell you?  I was awarded my Jiu-Jitsu

black belt earlier this week.  That’s three black belts now.  How many do you have?  I’m trying to remember.  Oh, yeah.  None!”

“How many men have you killed, Dan?  Oh, yeah.  None.”

“Got me there, buddy.”  

He took his feet off of my desk, then, of all things, took a nail file out of his inner jacket pocket.

“Dan, if you’re gonna do what I think you’re gonna do, then you and your fucking black belts are going out this window.”

“See above answer, buddy.  You’re welcome to try.”

He put the file away.

“I just wanted to see your reaction.  Thank you.  It exceeded my most optimistic expectations.”

“Dan, do you have an assignment for me?”

Dan was a writer for Pinnacle Comics.  As much as I hated the sight of him, I had to give him credit.  He was one of the best writers in the business and he bloody-well knew it.  Currently, he was writing three titles:  The Unknown Detective, Sure-Fire, (a character we co-created) and Pinnacle Team-Up.  I drew mainly covers and back-up stories.  In the meantime, since the incident at Times Square, a gang-land bombing that could have killed dozens of people, including Karen, and our unborn son, not to mention movie-star and Dan Levin-level asshole Dillon Carson, I found myself having to refer potential clients to my friend and oft-irritant, Clint Courage.

Karen was still publisher of Pinnacle Comics and Annika, our maid, took care of Greg during the day. 

I wasn’t crazy about Annika being a surrogate mother to Greg.

Boy, was I ever old-school.  At least when it came to that stuff.  

Karen knew damn-well that I would have preferred that she quit her job and be a stay-at-home mom.  That’s the way I was brought up.  Well, for better or worse, and all things in-between, times change.

Meanwhile, the judge community of New York City was under seige.

I lit a Blue Buzzard.  Dan said, “Crazy, what’s going on, right?  Another judge was killed this week.  What’s that now?  Since Judge Walker?  Ten?  And they were all conservatives, too.  You think that’s a coincidence, Lee?”

“Dan, do you have work for me?  Or not?”

“No, nothing this month.  Good job on the Pug back-up story, though.”

Pug was the sometimes side-kick of the Unknown
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