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CHAPTER ONE

NEW YORK CITY. 1975.

“Happy New Year!  That’s right, everybody!  This is a robbery!  Hey, hey!  It’s not the end of the world, okay?  I mean, it doesn’t have to be.  As long as you cooperate.  And look at it this way.  Y’all got a cool story to tell your friends and family for the rest of your lives.  Assuming I don’t blow any of your pretty heads off for thinking like a hero.  Do we have any heroes here, tonight?  I didn’t think so.  This is the real world, fuckers!  You’re either a taker or a slave.  I’ll bet all of you have jobs, right?  You work your butts off for chump change.  You work your asses off for some rich, white entitled man who revels in exploiting and enslaving all of your suckers!  I ought to kill the lot of you on general principle.”

There was a lot of moaning and sniveling and crying and whimpering.

Moments before, there was laughing and dancing and eating and flirting and drinking.  A lot of drinking.  At the risk of sounding defense, not just by me.

It was New Year’s Eve, December 31st, 1975, my third year as a private investigator.

I was twenty-six, fit, often mistaken for Jan-Michael Vincent, no, not really, but hope springs eternal, and I was on a winning streak, as far as cracking cases went, and no, I’m not referring to cases of beer, ba-dum-chee!

I had money in the bank and I was happy.

The older I became, the more I treasured every moment of happiness, because the other stuff is always on the horizion.

Well, we need that stuff, as awful as it might make us feel, because if we didn’t have it, then how would we ever know that we were happy?

There were two of them.

They were young, they were thin, and they wore black ski-masks.  No points for originality, there!

The one who sounded like a candidate for President of the Communist Party wielded a shotgun.

He pointed it at everyone, like it was a magic wand.

The other guy held an open Hefty bag.

He said, “Mr. Omega?  Is this a robbery or press conference?”

My best friend in the whole wide worlds, sorry, Lassie, Mr. Browning, was nestled in my shoulder-holster.

So close, yet so far.

There are no heroes in the real world.

Fellas?

You haven’t me yet.

CHAPTER TWO

“Look at all of you rich, entitled, spoiled, drunk white people.  Hello, what’s this?  A brother!  What’s your name?  Uncle?  As in “Uncle Tom?”  Or maybe it’s “Token?”  As in “Token Black?”  

Mr. Omega pressed the business end of his pecker extension against the temple of a young man in a conservative suit, seated at a booth opposite an attractive, young woman.

Tears were making streaks down her unnecessarily made-up face.

The young man looked Mr. Omega square in the eye and said, “I’m not your brother.  You disgust me.”

“Tom?  You just signed your death warrant.”

I was standing near the entrance of the men’s room.  I yelled, “Workers of the world, unite!”

Mr. Omega swung his shotgun my way.

Another patron yelled, “Shut up, dumb-ass, you’ll get us all killed!”

Mr. Omega smiled at him and replied, “That might happen anyway, Casper.  I haven’t decided yet.  Hey, Tom.  I like your date.  You don’t mind if I borrow her for a few minutes, do you?”

She screamed.  Enough.  

I didn’t think of as putting innocent people at risk.

I thought of it as standing up to evil.

I drew my Browning.  The guy who wasn’t Mr. Omega yelled, “Burt!”

“Don’t use my real name, jackass!”

Opportunity?  Meet action.

I unloaded on Mr. Omega.

His body herked and jerked as if he’d just stepped on a live wire and he dropped his shot gun.  The other guy dropped his Hefty bag and reached for the ceiling.

“I give up!  I’m sorry!  I only did this because if I didn’t, Burt threatened to tear off my scrotum.”

I picked up the shotgun, safed it, walked up to the reincarnation of Dale Carnegie and said, “Burt’s threat is my promise.”

I planted the ball of my foot into the foot of his balls.

He bent over.  I had to give him credit.  There aren’t a lot of guys who could whip out a switchblade and flick it open after a kick in the balls.

Wildly, he tried to slice my thigh open.

I dropped the shotgun, grabbed his head and gave it a hard twist.

CRACK!

That’s an onomatopoeia, just saying.

Silence.

No round of applause nor so much as a single hip, hip, hurray.  

For he’s a jolly good fellow?

Well, I guess I alone in that assessment of myself.

I looked at what would be considered a NSFW clock on the wall.  The hands were in the shape of...never mind.

One minute after midnight.

I said to my captive audience, “Um, Happy New Year?”

CHAPTER THREE

After giving my statement to NYPD’s finest, I had to listen to this:

“See this guy, rookie?  He ain’t like you and me.  He doesn’t have to obey and respect the law like we do.  This guy’s special.  He doesn’t have to read anybody his rights.  He just shoots them, and the next morning, he gets to see his mug on the front page of the Times.  Isn’t that grand?  You and I so much as draw our sidearms and it’s a night’s worth of paperwork and we’d better dot all the “eyes” and cross all the “tees” and we’d better be able to justify our actions, or else.  All men are create equal, right?  Well, there’s theory and then there’s reality.  Some assholes are more equal than others.”

I said, “Your gratitude is reflected right back at you, Officer O’Shea.  May I have my license back, please?  And you might want to wash your hands.  They smell like chocolate.”

He started to hand it to me, then he whipped away.

It was two in the morning.

The stiffs I’d smudged were being loaded into an ambulance and the crime scene guys were taking photos with flashes.

A migraine was on the horizon.

O’Shea said, “I live, live, live for the day Hacklyn when your ass has to account for your reckless vigilantism.”

“Well, we all need to live for something, don’t we, O’Shea?  Right now?  I’m living for that cold, frosty six-pack of Male Ale, waiting for me, at home.”

O’Shea nodded enthusiastically and said, “That’s a good idea, Hacklyn.  Go home, drink yourself to death and make the world a brighter place.”

He held out my license again, then he dropped it to the floor.

I picked up it up, gave a wipe with my shirt-sleeve, tucked it into my back pocket and said, “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”

“Fuck you, Hacklyn.”

“I’m not that easy.  You’ll have to buy me dinner first.”

“That smart mouth of yours is going to buy you a broken kneecap.”

O’Shea’s partner, who looked like a twelve-year old boy dressed for trick-or-treating in a cop costume, extended his hand and I shook it.

“Rick Green.  I recognized one of the perps.  He mugged my old man last year.  Beat him up, too.  Thank you.”

I grinned at an obviously appalled O’Shea and said, “You’re welcome, Officer Green.  Next time I visit NYPD HQ, I’ll bring you an ice cream cone.”

“That would be swell, sir.  I like vanilla.”

CHAPTER FOUR

I woke up later that morning feeling more hungover than the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

After cooking myself the world-famous Hacklyn omelet—three eggs, mixed with chopped up green peppers, garlic cloves, onions and carrots—I stretched for a few minutes.

What’s the first thing a dog does when he wakes up?  He stretches his back.

That’s one of the many ways a dog is smarter than a human being, according to non-binding, ever-in-flux Lee Hacklynism.

I lifted weights for an hour, showered, dressed and drove to my utilitarian office in downtown Manhattan.

I was on the top floor of a run-down, three-story office building that was overdue for a good razing.

The heat worked two months a year, July and August, it was lousy with mice, cockroaches and other assorted vermin and I often had to use the gas station loo—love that word, loo—to do my business. 

So.

What was the upside?

Cheap rent and the thrill of anticipating the day when this rat-trap collapses with me it in.

Just kidding.

My office door was not only unlocked, it was open and that pissed me off.

A well-dressed man was sitting in one of my client chairs.  He stood, turned and faced me.

“Good morning!  It was open, so I let myself.  Obviously.”

He was tall and he was in his middle-years and he wore a pricey suit and a silk tie and his hair had a spit-curl, just like Superman and he wore a red, white and blue ballcap, spattered with stars.  He saw me looking at it and said, “America the Beautiful!  Am I right?  Love her or leave her!  I’m George Barnacles.”

Holy Moley!

I thought he looked familiar.

I extended my hand and we shook.

“Lee Hacklyn.  I need to find a cleaning lady who can close and lock my door when she’s done.  I’d have better luck finding a needle in a haystack.”

George tsk-tsked me in a very exaggerated voice, which made me laugh, and he said, “Oh, be careful.  We’re moving towards 1984, you know?  The Thought Police are coming.  They’re already here.  You can’t say “cleaning lady” anymore.  I think the correct phrase is “sanitation engineer.”

“Would you like a cup of coffee, Mr. Barnacles?”

“More than a kick in the teeth.  And it’s George.”

“I’m very sorry about Don Hughes.”

He snorted, as I poured some grounds into the filter of my coffee-maker and said, “I’m not.  He was a smug, sanctimonious, pedantic, know-it-all narcissist.  But America loved him.  Well, liberal American loved him and conservative America loved to hate him.”

“Don’t beat around the bush, George.”

“Hah!  Damn the Thought Police.  I’ll say whatever I like.  We’re not living in Communist China, yet.  Lee, Don was a bastard with zero scruples, but he was murdered in cold blood and I’m terribly fond of his wife and kids.”

He also made you a lot of money, I wanted to say, but didn’t; and as it turned out, he said it for me, which I liked.

“I know what you’re thinking.  The Amazing Kreskin’s got nothing on me.  I’m an expert on tells and nobody ever beats me at poker.  Yeah, Don was a money-maker for a lot of people, including your truly.  His death was a blow to my company.  We’ve had to lay-off fifty people.”

George was President of Barnberner Productions.

His wife was Eliza Burner.  She was a producer and their shows were shot at Starstruck Studios on Long Island.

One of the most popular shows she produced was Hughes in the Morning, a daytime talk show that aired Monday to Friday.

Hughes was a pro-choice, gun hating, anti- death penalty, pro-big government hard left liberal and what the hell is wrong with that?

This is America, after all, the land of the free.

Hughes interviewed and often ambushed celebrities from all walks of life.

The show was hit.

Hughes had been on the cover of just about every magazine in publication.

Everybody knew who Don “Is The Caller There” Hughes
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