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CHAPTER ONE

“I love you, Lee.”

“I love you, too, Andrea.”

My alarm-clock jolted me awake.  What a bummer.  Andrea Wyatt, the former love-of-my-life, and I, were in Paris, sipping espressos at a café across the street from the Eiffel Tower.  We were wearing berets and striped shirts.  Then, King Kong showed up and ate the Eiffel Tower.

The end.

I sat up.  Five am.  

Last night, I had dinner with Millie Watkins and her grown-up kids.  What a wonderful time we had, in spite of the fact that Millie’s husband was still in a cell at Striker’s Island.  

There was a package of Blue Buzzards on my night-stand.  I grabbed a stick and lit it.  Inhale.  Exhale.  No better way to start a day than by engaging in an activity that is guaranteed to give you one form of cancer or another.  I really only enjoyed the first puff.  The rest of the experience is pretty revolting.  But all you non-smokers out there—God, bless each and every one of you—as I write this, in my twilight years, you’re the majority, that’s for sure.  

But you will never understand how truly glorious that first puff is.  It calms the mind and centers the spirit.  And if that sounds like bull-shit to you, well, it probably is.

In any event, at that point in my life, I wasn’t ready to quit, anytime soon.

After I put my smoke out, I got up, made my bed, a little, and cooked my breakfast.  Three eggs, three strips of bacon, some chopped-up green peppers and onions, and one garlic clove.  I boiled some water and made a cup of instant coffee.  All things considered, it was a good life.

I sat in front of my tv and ate.  I watched the news for about five seconds.  It always depressed me.  So I changed the channel and watched Looney Tunes, instead.

Just as Wile E. Coyote ran into a cliff-side he’d just painted black, a bar-of-soap sized spider scuttled up the wall behind my tv.  I flinched and knocked half of my breakfast to the floor.

I’ve been shot, stabbed and beaten up numerous times since I opened my own private investigations business, but spiders, whoa, nelly!

My mom was fond of saying, they’re more afraid of you than you are of them.

Even as a kid, I had my doubts.

After cleaning up, I lifted weights for an hour.  I hated exercise, but a flabby private-eye is less likely to get whatever it is he wants from a scum-bag than one who puts in at least a modicum of effort into taking care of himself.

I tried to put the spider out of my mind.

After shower, I got dressed.  Nothing fancy.  White T-shirt, blue jeans and sneakers.  I had a full-length mirror.  Every so often, somebody told me that I looked like Jan-Michael Vincent.

That was one compliment I could take.

Before leaving for my office, I leaned my forehead against my front door, and wept.  I missed Andrea.  The last time I saw her, she was in my office, naked, and pointing a gun at me.  Crazy bitch.  It’s a wonder she didn’t shoot me.  I’m sure glad she didn’t.

Why was I crying?  I cried because I was lonely.  I have a near-pathological need to be around other people.

There was a framed photo of Ann, my sister, her husband, Geoff, and their five-year old niece, Gretchen, sitting on my dresser.  I missed them.  I saw them maybe five times a year.

Ann was a corporate lawyer.  I was proud of her. 

When we were kids, she stood up for me when it came to bullies.

I had another framed photo on my dresser.  My mother, Alison.  Our relationship was strained, at best.  She did not approve of my chosen vocation, to say the least.

I wiped my face.

Man up, Hacklyn.

I started out the door and my phone rang.  I tripped over one of my dumb-bells as I picked up.

“Hello?”

“Lee?  It’s your mother.”

“Hi, “your mother.”

“Shove that smart mouth of yours for a minute.  Something horrible has happened.”

I sat on my couch.  “Ann?”

“No, no, no.  Didn’t you watch the news this morning?”

“Did Bloomingdale’s burn down?”

Stone-silence.

“I’m sorry, Mom.  What happened?”

“Steve McKenzie died.”

I gulped.  In 1974, Steve McKenzie was the world’s most popular movie-start.  There was Burt Reynolds, there was Ryan O’Neal and at the top of the heap was Steve McKenzie.

I said, “That is horrible.”

She blew her nose into the phone.  Thanks for that, Mom.

“He died last night.  Shooting his latest movie, Snap-Justice.  He was driving an Austin-Martin, just like Goldfinger, and they’re saying that the brakes failed.  They were shooting in Syracuse.  Oh, the entire world is in shock, Lee?”

“Even the starving children in Ethiopia?”  

I couldn’t help myself.

“What a mistake it was to call you, Lee.  Oh, congratulations on your last case.  You saved that poor man.  Well done.”

I screamed.  It was on my thigh.  I flattened it with the palm of my hand.

“Good heavens, dear, what’s the matter?  Oh, let me guess:  spider.”

“You know me too well, Mom.”

She hung up without saying goodbye.  She did that a lot.  One time, I asked her why and her answer?

“They don’t say goodbye on television, Lee.”

Can’t argue with that.

I washed my hands, changed into another pair of jeans, smoked a Blue Buzzard to calm my nerves a little and started my day.  

CHAPTER TWO

A month later.  Tuesday morning.

I was in my office, reading the latest Mob Wrecker novel.  Number Twenty-Six.  Vengeance in Vancouver.

Brace Chopper was slaughtering polite gangsters in Canada, eh?

I was trying not to think about my dwindling finances.  My dad liked to say, “There’s no such thing as too much money.”  Boy, he wasn’t kidding.

I’d almost maxed out my one credit-card.  It isn’t the big things that eat away at your savings account.  It’s the little things.  A cup of coffee here, a newspaper, a six-pack of Male Ale, everywhere.

All that stuff adds up.

My feet were on my desk.  Brace was strangling a polite mob boss with the Canadian flag, when someone opened my office door without knocking.  I didn’t mind that, especially when my wallet was close to empty.

The man who entered was paunchy, clean-shaven and wore a three-piece suit.  Of all things, a gold-chain adorned his vest.  One end of it was tucked into his vest-pocket.

I took my feet off of my desk, put my book down and pointed at it.

“Pocket watch?”

“Yeah.  A present from my Grandfather.  Mob Wrecker fan?”

“Yup.”

“I hold the movie rights.”

I stood and extended my hand.

“Lee Hacklyn.”

“Alistair Rice.”

He had a faint British accent.

“Please sit down, Mr, Rice.”

“Alistair.”

“Lee.  Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“Sure.  Black, please.”

“Only way to drink it.  My dad liked to say, “there are two kinds of men in the world he refused to trust.  Those who put cream and sugar in their coffee and those who ate steak with ketchup.”

He laughed as I handed him his cup.  I sat behind my desk.

He said, “Thank you.  I don’t mean to sound like an asshole, but do you know who I am?”

I lit a Blue Buzzard.

“Do you mind, Alistair?”

“Not at all.  I gave it up years ago.  It’s a filthy habit.”

“You’re right.  Sure, I know who you are.  You directed Kung-Fu Werewolf, Mama Moonshine and Satan’s Biker Babes.”

He sipped some coffee.

“I’ll never be nominated for an Oscar, that’s for sure.”

“I liked those movies.  They were fun.”

“Well, they made money.  The liberal critics, like there’s any other kind, call my movies “exploitation trash.”  They want every movie to be Citizen Kane or Gone With The Wind.  Joe and Jane America, for the most part, just want to be entertained.  They’re not interested in reflections of the human condition.  I don’t blame them.  That’s what real-life is.  Movies are meant to give folks a break from real-life.”

“No argument here.”

“Well, my star was on the rise.  I’d just signed a three-picture deal with Roth Brothers.  They sent me a script.  It’s really good.  I mean, it’s basically a rip-off of Dirty Harry, but it’s a good rip-off of Dirty Harry.  It’s called, as you probably know, Snap-Justice.  A cop finds out that his Captain is in cahoots with a mob boss.  So’s the Mayor.  By Act Three, the cop, his name’s Jack Maverick, yeah, it’s a little on-the-nose, well, he’s made an open graveyard out of the streets of Manhattan.  It’s okay.  Everybody he kills is really bad.  Then, he turns himself in and he goes to prison.  The ending sets up a sequel.  Anyway, once Steve McKenzie signed on, the wheels really started to roll.  Oops.  Poor choice of words.”

His eyes welled up.  I gave him some napkins.  So many people who came in here, cried as they told me their stories, I was beginning to feel like a psychiatrist.

“Thank you.”

He wiped his face.

“Steve and I became fast-friends.”

“So what really happened, Alistair?”

“The official investigation concluded that it was a simple case of brake-malfunction.  No way.  That car was checked before Steve drove her.  She was running like a dream.  Hell, she was practically fresh off the lot.  Brenda Flynn was in the passenger seat.  She’s the co-star.”

“Never heard of her.”

“She was in a soap.  Anyway, she said that Steve lost control of the car, whatever that means.  I call bull.  Steve was an expert-driver.  She said he slammed on the brakes and they sped up instead of slowing down.  Then, he hit a fire hydrant and the two of them went through the wind-shield.  Brenda was lucky.  She was taken away with a few broken bones.  Steve, as you know, not so much.”

“Obviously, you suspect foul-play.”

“Why do you think I’m here?  The case is closed.  The cops are saying it was an accident.  There’s no way.  Steve was murdered, I know it in my heart, I know how crazy that sounds.  I hope I’m wrong.”

I put my smoke out and said, “How may I be of service to you?”

“We start shooting again next month.  We hired Vin Kreese to take Steve’s place.”

I laughed.

“Yeah, I know.  Vin’s acting ability is on par with my ability to do algebra.  He’s about as emotive as a plank.  But the role doesn’t require acting chops.  Vin’s fit, he’s handsome and he’s got a good rep around Hollywood, for showing up early and knowing his lines and being able to hit his mark without looking at it.  You’d be surprised how many actors have a hard time with that.  Even veterans.  And they love him in France.  Almost as much as they love Jerry Lewis.  Lee, I want you to find out who killed Steve.  Can you act?”

“Um...”

“Never mind.  I’m gonna cast in the movie.  As a minor character.  One of the corrupt cops.  He only has a little dialogue, but he shows up throughout the movie so you’ll have a reason to be on-set during the entire course of production.”

“I don’t mean to blow my own horn, but I’ve been interviewed on tv and stuff.”

“So what?  As far as everyone, especially the studio, my God, they’d fire my ass if they thought I hired a private detective to snoop around the set, is
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