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NEW YORK CITY.  1982.

America, the Final Frontier.

These are the cases of ace private investigator, Lee Hacklyn.

Your hero, Dear Reader.

I was at the First Annual Star Trek, Sci-Fi and Comic Book Super Convention in Queens on a blazing day in May.

I wasn’t on the job.

I was there as a fan.

Times change.

Man, do they ever!

Back in the day, guys like me, especially when we were kids, felt like freaks and weirdos because we preferred fiction over fact.

For me, watching sports was akin to watching paint dry.

It made no difference to me which team won.

There was nothing at stake.

I didn’t know the word for it then, but I do now:

TRIBALISM.

It’s distorted ideas like tribalism that pave the way for war and bloodshed.

I didn’t give a damn which team won the World Series.

That’s baseball, right?

Yay for me!

The Avengers and the X-Men and the Teen Titans and the Justice League were keeping the world safe from evildoers.

I knew that it was all make-believe, but that made no never mind to me.

The stories I read and enjoyed as a boy were meaningful.

The Marvels much more so than the DCs.

Spider-Man never turned into a gorilla.

He worried.  He despaired.  He turned his back on himself, then he came to terms with himself.

He aged.  He matured.

Clark Kent and Bruce Wayne were the men that I looked up to.

Peter Parker was the man I identified with.

Thank you, Stan Lee and Steve Ditko.

Spidey wasn’t just a hero to me.

He was a friend.  A Super Friend.

Um, Spider Friend?

I was a very conservative comic book reader.  Any change in the status quo drove me nuts.

Sue quit the Fantastic Four?  Johnny’s in a red suit?

Bleh!  ‘Nuff said!

Unlike most of the dateless wonders here, I was uncostumed.

I guess they call it “cosplay” these days.

There were a lot of fat guys in Starfleet tunics and plastic, pointy ears.

All of them needed lesson in fly-zipping.

There was a lot of buzz about the new Star Trek sequel, The Wrath of Khan, pun intended.

And there was another buzz that triggered my Spider-Sense.

The source of it was a Coca-Cola vending machine.

BOOM!
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It exploded.

Screams.  Chaos.

The sprinkler system activated.

Good.  A lot of these guys needed a shower.

I held a fire door open.  Around thirty boys and young men with little to look forward to life—other than the next Star Trek sequel and/or the next bag of peanut M and Ms—scrambled out.

There were a lot of biological emanations and eliminations.

Who am I to judge?

There was a pay phone across the street, and I called 911.

After hanging up, I espied a white van parked next to a stop sign.

In the driver’s seat was a white male in a white t-shirt and opaque sunglasses.

He was frantically trying to start the engine.

On his dashboard was something that I’ve seen in a million cop shows:

A remote detonator.

Who say television isn’t educational?

I hustled over to the van, opened the driver’s side door, yanked him out and boldly sent his balls where they had never gone before, beyond the edge of the galaxy...metaphorically speaking.

He contracted into the fetal position and he wept.

He was wearing a nametag, like all domestic terrorists do.

Gene.

Well, of course.

“Have you seen The Wrath of Khan?  That’s the worst movie ever made!  They killed Spock!  Those BASTARDS!”

Emotional investment is a matter of degree.

Man, is it ever!
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“Are you a sports fan, Lee?”

“Sure.  Does Foosball count?”

“Ike, I hate to say I told you so...”

“That’s your favorite thing to say, Darren.”

“...but I told you so.  What a waste of time this is!  My Pete is dead, and this smug peacock is making jokes.  Idiotic jokes!  Like there’s any other kind.  You’re glib, Hacklyn!  And a cold-blooded sociopath to boot!”

“I’m so sorry, sir.  I was out of line.  Would you like another cup of coffee?”

“You call this coffee?  I call it dysentery.”

His name was Darren Baker.

He was north of his middle years, stout, all business in appearance and his demeanor was downright volcanic.

He picked up my mug and poured my freshly made joe all over my latest, literary diversion, Flash Gordon on the Planet Mongo by Alex Raymond.

It was a hardback, coffee-table sized book that cost me an arm and a leg.

I have tremendous sympathy for the loved ones of crime victims.

Up to a point.

Their grief doesn’t give them license to indulge in uncouth behavior.

And I take my reputation—such as it is—seriously.

It’s a big deal in this business.

I stood, walked around my desk, twisted his ear and kicked his arrogant behind down the stairs.

I returned to my office, closed the door—sorry, Flash—and like a Blue Buzzard.

My new client—fingers crossed—said, “I thought I was in a Western for a moment, one starring you instead of John Wayne.  I’m sorry about Darren.  He’s out of his mind with grief.”  
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His name was Isaac Newton.

Obviously, his parents had high hopes for his academic future.

He looked like Fred McMurray, and he was head coach of the Washington Giants, Washington High School’s basketball team in Brooklyn.

Their star player was Darren’s son, Pete Baker.

He was seventeen, a jock and an honor roll student.

If that wasn’t enough, he was also Washington High’s Class president and a soup kitchen volunteer.

He was a clean cut, bright-eyed, All-American stellar example of what a human being can achieve with the right attitude.

Last year, the Giants were playing against the Kennedy Panthers for the Inter-School Championship.

During the game, Pete was shot by a sniper in the back row.

Nobody was able to identity or describe the shooter.

As my father liked to say with the monotony of a metronome, the case was colder than a whore’s heart.

Ike adjusted his Giants ballcap—and the toupee underneath it—and said, “Everyone loved Pete, Lee.  He was a diamond in the rough.  He made Greg Brady look like Charles Manson, y’know?  The police have yet to produce a single lead.’

“Consider me at your service, sir.”

“Good.  Darren!  Still alive down there!”

“Nothing’s broken.  I can’t find my contact lenses.  And I pooped my pants!  Hacklyn!  You won’t get away with this I’m pressing charges.”

Ike said, “You’ll do no such thing, Darren.  Pete’s death doesn’t give you Carte Blanche
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