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CHAPTER ONE
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I’ve never seen Bigfoot, a UFO or the Loch Ness Monster, but I did see this, and it was no less astounding.

Not to mention dispiriting.

And soul-crushing.

“Excuse me, sir?  I’m lost.  Can you call my Mom for me, please?”

It was a Sunny Monday morning in July, and I was at Grand Central Station.

My sweet ride—like much of humanity—was under repair; and I was on my way to my Manhattan office.

A boy of around eight, smartly attired in a private school uniform, complete with bowtie, was holding up a coin to passers-by.

Men and women from all walks of life.

Dozens of them walked past or around him.

They didn’t see a fellow man in need.

They didn’t even see a child.

What they saw was an obstacle.

Their blithe indifference was a sad sign of the times.

I smiled and sauntered up to him.

“Hi.  I’m Lee.”

“My name is Owen Milton, sir.”

“Let’s get you to a pay phone so we can call your Mom.  She must be worried sick about you.”

“SMILE!  You’re on the Life Lens!”
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A middle-aged man in a wool suit raced up to me from a newspaper kiosk and we shook hands.

“Hi, I’m Alex Milton. Owen here is my son.”

“You’re a good actor, Owen.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“And what’s your name, young man?”

“Lee Hacklyn.  Private investigator and proud member of the Super Friends.”

Owen lost his mind.

“No way!  Do you know Robin?  He’s my favorite!”

“Sure.  I just happen to be on my way back from the dry cleaners with his cape.”

His father laughed.

That made me temporarily happy.

Hardly anyone ever laughs at my jokes.

Milton gesticulated like a mad conductor.

“Can you believe all these cold hearts?  Shame on them!  There’s the camera!  Lee, why don’t you tell America a little something about yourself.”
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“Well, I’m single, I enjoy long walks on the beach and my favorite episode of Star Trek is Amok Time.  My rates are reasonable and anyone who says that I look like Jan-Michael Vincent get a discount.”

“STOP THAT MAN!”

A scruffy ne’er-do-well was darting through commuters in our direction.

He was clutching a purse.

I intercepted him with an elbow to his temple.

There was a pistol in his pants.

I grabbed it, kicked his balls in, spun it around and cracked his skull open.

Owen whistled.

His father gaped at me.

He was shocked, stunned and agog.

“Cut!  Stop rolling!  I’m sorry, Lee.  We’ll have to cut the segment.  This is a family show!”

Fame...they taste is fleeting.
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It was the fourth of July—Happy Birthday, America—the one window in my office was closed—I thank Thee, Oh Merciful Lord—and I was immersed in my latest literary diversion, The Power of Positive Thinking by Norman Vincent Peale.

It was a first edition; and a birthday present from Alison Hacklyn, she who birthed me.

“The greatest regret of my entire life.  May God forgive me.”

My portable air conditioner clanked, groaned and intermittently, sparked.

Don’t blow up on me, Windy!

I loved the Salvation Army, but it wasn’t exactly an oasis of quality products.

My stomach complained the same way Audrey II did in The Little Shop of Horrors.

Feed me, Seymour!

There was a void in my life, and it was spelled C-L-I-E-N-T.

My relationship with money was akin to a one-night stand.

What’s so great about saving money?

A pile of manure stinks, but if you spread it around, things grow.

My rent was due four days ago.

My car payment was due tomorrow.

My phone at home was disconnected.

And for a cherry on top? 

There was a lump on the side of my neck.

The phone you’re looking at right now works, numb-nuts.

Pick it up and make a doctor’s appointment.

Sure. 

I’ll do it tomorrow.

The battle cry of an inveterate procrastinator.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FIVE

[image: ]


I looked at the hallway.

In my overactive mind’s-eye?

The elevator doors mocked me.

Sorry, Lee.

We’re closed for the day.

Why did you stop drawing?

Is this what you really want to do with your life?

Shut up, elevator.

Do your job.

Open and spit out some clients.

Please?  Pretty please?  Pretty please with a cherry on top?  And a little plastic umbrella, too?

At High Noon, the elevator doors noisily slid open, and I felt like Moses, beholding the Parting of the Red Sea.

“Happy Independence Day!  God Bless America!  I’m Stan Wozniak!  Call me Woz.  What woz is and ever shall be unless we DARE!  Say!  I’ve read that book!  Good for you!  Positive thinking’s the way to go!”

I stood, walked around my desk and we glad-handed.

“Lee Hacklyn.  I’m so sorry about Harmony.”

I recognized Stan from last week’s episode of Soul Train.

His was in his fifties and very trim.

He wore a screamingly, loud plaid Seersucker suit.

His fingers were adorned with gold rings.

Dollar signs danced merrily around my head.

He was the owner of East Coast Music Management.

His clients were superstars, including the late, great Harmony Love.

She was black and beautiful.

Her debut and swan song—pun intended—was “Chocolate Disco.”

Her murder, over a year ago, was still a topic of conversation at water coolers around the world.

After her final concert, a silver Porsche was waiting for her in front of the stadium.

There was a note under the windshield wiper:

Enjoy your new ride, Harmony.  You deserve this.  No strings attached.  Your biggest and most loving fan, Boom-Boom.

His sobriquet, as it turned out, was a harbinger of what happened next:

Harmony sat in the driver’s seat.

She was overjoyed with gratitude.

Not like most of my other spoiled clients.

The keys were in the ignition.

When she turned them, the car EXPLODED.

The debris killed ten bystanders.

“Thank you, Lee.  What’s that on your neck?”

“A mama-bear sized zit, hopefully.”

“Balls.  That’s a cyst.  My whole family’s had them.  Have you had it checked?”

“Not yet.”

“I have no abidance for a man who doesn’t look out for himself.  Pick up that phone and make a doctor’s appointment.  Or I’m tearing up your retainer check.  There are more private eyes in this hellhole of a city than there are cockroaches.  No offense.”

I did as I was told.

There are times to lead.

And there are times to obey...if we know what’s good for us.
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“Captain on the bridge!  Hah!  I’ve always wanted to say that!  Mr. Sulu!  Set course at maximum warp for unlimited success!  Who brought the doughnuts?”

“I did, Woz.”

“I’m diabetic and you’re fired.  Hah!  I’m kidding, but not about the first part.  Troops, this hunky buckaroo standing next to me is the legendary private detective, Lee Hacklyn.  Is he strong?  Listen, bud.  He’s got radioactive blood.”

I decided right then and there that Stan “Woz” Wozniak was my favorite human being in the whole-wide world.

Sorry, Mom.

But you could learn a lot from this guy.

I was in the air-conditioned conference room of East Coast Music Management.

There was a circular table worthy of King Arthur.

Two men and a woman sat in front of it.

The men did not set my heart aflutter.

The woman did.

Woz pointed at each of them dramatically and accusatorily.

I really dig this guy.

Given my professional history thus far?

He’s probably Harmony’s killer.

I hate it when that’s the case—as ever—pun intended.

Stay tuned, Dear Reader.

“Lee, the enabler of my sugar spikes here is Penrod Percival.  He’s from Great Britain, by far, the most insecure nation on God’s Green Earth.  Ever heard of Great America?  No?  That’s because it doesn’t exist.  America was always great and always will be.  We don’t need no stinking adjectives.  Percy’s my chief sycophant.  I mean, accountant.  What’s
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