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“Lee!  Buddy!  Are you home?  Are you awake?  Open the door!  I’m in trouble!  It’s me!  It’s Dave Diamond!  We were best pals in grade school.  Remember that time I let you cheat off me in math?  Well, it’s time to pay the piper!”

I opened my eyes and looked at my alarm clock.  3:15 am.  Somebody is going to die soon.

Dollars to doughnuts?

His name is Dave Diamond.

On the other hand, as they say in Canada, eh, I was kind of relieved.  I had those lousy dream again.  The one where I’m about to kiss Lynda Carter and my teeth fall out.

I stretched, rolled out of bed, slid my feet into my Arthur Ashe Adidas running shoes and strapped on my shoulder holster.

My best friend in the whole wide world, Mr. Browning, was snug as a bug in a rug.

The front door of my Queens studio apartment was shuddering under Dave’s incessant pounding.

I yelled, “Knock it off, Dave, before you get me evicted!”

Blessed silence ensued.

My door had seven engaged deadbolts.  Paranoid?  You’d better believe it, Dear Reader.  There really are people trying to kill me.

They leave messages on my answering service every day.

Seven click later, I opened the door.

Dave looked just like James Woods from The Onion Field.

“Lee!  Great to see you!  Were you sleeping?”

“No, Dave, I was building a time machine.  I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with it, once I’m done.  Now I know.  I’m going to kill your father before he meets your mother.”

“REALLY?”

Dave not only wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, the sharpest tool in the shed was smarter than Dave.

So was a box of rocks.

I locked my door, seven times, and Dave plonked himself down on my Chesterfield.

Simple things make me happy, and that word was one of them.  

I sat at my dining room table and lit a Blue Buzzard.

Dave gazed at my gun warily.

“You gonna shoot me, Lee?”

“That would be perfectly acceptable under the circumstances.  What do you want, Dave?”

“Hey, man!  Don’t be like that!  What’s it been sixteen years?”

“Not long enough.”

“Big shot private eye!”

“Correct.  You went to Columbia, right?  Did you get your degree?”

“No, man!  They turfed my ass!  Just because my grade point average was zero point zero.  So what?  Zero’s better than negative one, right?”

More pounding on my front door.

I was feeling very popular.

“Diamond!  I know on you’re on this floor!  Are you in there?  I want my money!”

Dave stood and had an accident.

“I’m sorry, Lee.  I shit my pants.”

“That’s a regular occurrence in my life.  Pun intended.”

I drew my Browning, unlocked my door, opened it and aimed it at the Ben Grimm-worthy brow of a Harvey Keitel-lookalike.

I thought his voice sounded familiar.  His name was Rocko Malice, and he was a loan shark.

“Hacklyn!  I didn’t know you lived here!  Stay out of this!  Diamond!  Cough it up!”

I asked, “How much does he own you?”

“Fifteen hundred smackaroos.”  

“For fuck sakes, Dave!  Give him another day.  We’ll work something out.”

“It’s worked out.  He pays or I break his arms.”

“Get lost, Rocko, or I’ll shoot your arms.”

The damn fool reached into his leather jacket, he touched the butt of his pistol and—BANG, BANG!!!—I sent his soul home.

Dave screamed.

Doors along the hallway opened and slammed shut.

There was a lot more screaming.

That’s okay.

I can always live in my car.

There were days when I regretted giving up my dream of becoming a comic book artist and that was one of them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


I was in my office and immersed in my latest literary diversion, The Power of Positive Thinking by Dr. Norman Vincent Peale.  It was a birthday present from my mother:

“I’m sorry, dear.  Just words.  No pictures.”

My one window was wedged open.  It was a mild day in May, and it took all my will to ignore the mad cacophony of Daffy Duck-level, horn-honking frustration from Fifth Avenue, which my office over-looked.

I wondered about those drivers out there.

How many of them were happy with their lives?

How many of them were going to go to their graves with their dreams unrealized?

A lot, I surmised.

Honk, honk!

Maybe tomorrow.

My idiot friend Dave Diamond was right about one thing.  Zero is better than negative one.  

And one is infinitely better than zero.

The elevator doors down the hall crankily slid open and a besuited octogenarian bolted from the car and sat in one of my client chairs.

It was quite the entrance.

He was completely bald, and his shiny head was dotted with age spots.

What lies ahead, I thought, pun very much intended.

He extended his gnarled hand, and I gently shook his wrist.

“I appreciate your gentleness, but I’m not a porcelain doll.  I have arthritis.  So what?  These copper bracelets help.  That book you’re reading is terrific.  I’m Monty Carlo.  Yup, that’s my real name!  History is rife with kings and emperors named Carlo.  I’m the modern-day version. “

I lit a Blue Buzzard and said, “I know who you are, sir.  And I’m very sorry about Wes Adams.”

Carlo was a film and television producer.

He owned and ran Carlo Cinematic Productions, based out of New York City for a syndicated network called All-Star Media.

Most of the movies Carlo produced played in drive-ins, but recently, he’d hit the jackpot with a new show based on a classic Pinnacle comic book character named Jack Justice, created by Bob Handle.

When he was ten years old, Jack Justman witnessed the brutal murder of his father.

After high school, he joined the Bluesky City Police Department.

To his dismay, he discovered that most of his fellow officers were in the pockets of Pat Profit AKA the Punster.

Jack quit the force.

Because he existed in a comic book, he decided to patrol the streets of Bluesky City, Jack Justice.

He was aided by this trusty wards, Jason Justice and his sister, Judy Justice.

Any similarity to Batman was very likely on purpose.

Some guys get away with stealing in broad daylight in front of multiple witnesses.

On the other hand, before Batman, there was the Phantom and Zorro.

Who cares about originality, anyway, other than angry and bitter critics who are content to stew in their juices, drink half-empty glasses of water and throw stones at the walls of their glasshouses.

But I digress.

The fans of the Jack Justice comic book were not happy with the tv show.

Like Batman, back in the swinging ‘60s, it was pure camp, complete with colorful biffs, bams and ka-pows. 

Maybe the lawyers at DC comics and 20th Century Fox were forgiving souls.  

The star was the late, great Wes Adams.

His acting was so over the top, he made William Shatner look like Leonard Nimoy.

Monty said, “The police ruled Wesley’s death a suicide.  There’s no way.  Wes loved life.  He took those pills of somebody else’s volition.  Do you watch the show, Lee?”

“Sure.”

“Then you know that we have a new lead.  Craig Reed.  He’s been getting death threats.  And we’ve had some mishaps on set that might not have been mishaps at all.  Craig was nearly shot with a gun that wasn’t properly checked.  The bullet put a hole the driver’s side door of the JustiCar.  Our Security Chief is reliable, but he’s hardly a self-starter and it’s a wonder that he can find his ass when he needs to wipe it.  But he’s got a good heart.  I want you two to work together and help restore morale to the set.  Our ratings are slipping.  Well, Lee.  That’s my pitch.”

“Consider it caught.”

“Here’s your retainer check.”

He placed a briefcase on my desk, opened it, withdrew a comic book, held it like it was a Faberge egg and handed it to me.

It was a mint condition copy of Jack Justice number one, dated 1941.

“The Day Jack Justice Battled Hitler and His Axis of Evil!”

I said, “Excuse me, sir.  I need to use the restroom.”

“Oh, hell, Lee.  What do you think I did the first day I held that baby?”

That was the first and last time I ever cried in front of a client.
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The guard in the security shack at Carlo Cinematic Productions, located on Long Island, stared at my private investigator’s license with his mouth open.  His flabby frame was packed so tightly into his uniform, I feared for his blood circulation.

He was seemingly oblivious to the drool that fell from his mouth and landed on the floor of the security shack with a stomach-churning splat.

“How come your eyes is shut?”

“That’s what my eyes is when they is open not.”

“Are you making fun of the way I talk, Barbie doll?  I mean, sir?”

“If I’m not making love, then I’m making fun.  Of everything, including myself.  I’m here to see Monty Carlo.”

His eyes bugged out as he handed my license back to me.  Then, he picked up a clipboard and examined it with the gravitas of a pathologist examining a corpse.

“Lee Hack-Line.  Your name is on the list.  Let me check again.  It’s still there.  I have obsessive compulsive disorder.  It’s nothing to laugh at, sir.”

I read his nametag and bit my tongue.

Chief-of-Security Conrad Checker.

He put the clipboard down, fished out his wallet, counted his cards, said, “I have all my cards,” then he pushed a button.

The mailbox on the sidewalk behind me EXPLODED.
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