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CHAPTER ONE
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Queens, New York City.  1976.

“What do we want?  Prohibition!  When do we want it?  Right this second!”

Oh, for fuck sakes.

Wealth and fame, I ignore.  Action is my reward.

And sometimes?

A six-pack of Male Ale Supreme.

It was December, the Big Apple was colder than space, I was leaning against my sweet ride, a white, Dodge Charger; and shivering in my goose down jacket.

Across Astoria Boulevard was my local liquor store, Lou’s Booze.  The sun was setting and after a long day of saving the world from the forces of evil, I was looking forward to a night of bad television and copious amounts of senses-dulling alcohol.

However. 

There was an unforeseen obstacle in the form of a human chain around the store.  

Who are these people?  Why don’t they go bowling or something?  

There were about fifty men and women, and their arms were linked together.  

Were they employed?  Did they pay taxes?  How is it that they have time to do this?

The apparent leader of the group was holding a bullhorn.  An ushanka sat on his Charlie Brown-esque head.

Should I call the State Department?
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He wore a sandwich board:  Pro-Pros For An Alcohol-Free America.

I approached him and extended my gloved hand.

“Good evening, sir.  I’m Lee Hacklyn.”

“Wyatt Tall.”

I bit my tongue.

“I’m the leader of Protestors for Prohibition.  The Pro-Pros.”

“Otherwise known as the Pee-Pees.”

“What?  Would you like to join us, sir?”

“I’d like to get hammered, but you’re in my way.”

“We’re saving your life!”

“My life doesn’t belong to you.  It belongs to me.”

He tsked-tsked without a trace of irony.

“You and the majority of Americans require supervision.  Alcohol promotes nothing but ruin and misery.  Both of my parents died from liver failure.  They would still alive today were it not for the purveyors of that demonic poison called alcohol.”

My patience needle was ticking towards the red zone.

“Booze didn’t kill your Mom and Dad.  Their lack of character did.”

He raised his bullhorn as if to strike me.

I clocked his chops.  The human chain of party poopers gasped.

A black van screeched to a halt.

Four men alit.  They wore pantyhose over their faces.

For warmth, no doubt.

One was holding a Hefty bag.  The rest of the not-so-Fantastic Four were wielding shotguns.

What’s wrong with this picture?

Screams.

I unzipped my jacket.  One of the men fired.  You’re gonna need a new bullhorn, Pee-Pee.

I drew my Browning and put a hole in the shooter’s stocking.

Wyatt and his Pro-Pros scattered like mice.

There are worse things than a lump of coal.

Three holes later, I was in Lou’s Booze and filling a shopping cart to capacity.

Sorry, liver.

And thanks, guys.
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“Have you read Lord of the Rings, Lee?”

“That’s a book without pictures, Jacob.  What’s Archie up to this month, Hacklyn?  Is he taking Betty or Veronica to the prom?”

Jacob and Abner Horowitz were twin brothers.  The former was lean, maybe a tennis player, and kind.  The latter was pear-shaped, sported a combover that looked like an ink smudge, and prickly.

Just like a pear.

They were around thirty-five and presentably attired.

We were in my office, my one window was wedged open, it was hotter than Donna Summer and I was contemplating the legitimacy of spontaneous combustion news reports.

I lit a Blue Buzzard and said, “Abner, I’m not that jock who gave you wedgies in the gym locker room.”

He flushed.  Nerve struck.

He muttered, “I was only teasing,” then he fished out a Snickers bar, tore off the wrapper and went to down.  Babies need their bottles.

With his mouth full, Abner said, “Judge not, lest ye be judged.”

“Here, here.  Yeah, I’ve read Lord of the Rings.  The Hobbit, too.”

Jacob leaned forward and said, “Then you’ve heard of Mordor.  That’s where we work.  Mercy Hospital in Brooklyn.  I’m the security coordinator there.”

I bit the inside of my cheek.

Which means what exactly?

You match the guard’s socks for them, I wanted to suggest, but didn’t.

Jacob chuckled.

“I know how dumb it sounds, but that’s my job title.  I work directly for the hospital.  I supervise the guards.  They’re contract security.  Their company is called SuperGuard.”

“Love it.”

“Abner here is a guard.”

“Officer.  For the last fucking time, Jacob.  It’s officer.”

Jacob patted his knee and said, “There, there.  You know, Abner?  Your status anxiety is world class.  Lee?  Mercy Hospital has the highest mortality rate in the state.   The Chief Administrator is Adam Danvers.  He likes to tell anyone who will listen that he was born in Salt Lake City, but his German accent is thicker that Abner’s waistline.”

“I’m sitting right next to you, Jacob!”
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Jacob patted his brother’s knee and said, “There, there.  Danvers likes to tell people that he’s a retired NYPD cop.  I checked.  They’ve never heard of him.  I confronted him with this, and he told me he liked to tell tall tales.  Do you know what Mossad is?”

I looked at Abner and awaited a pithy quip.

None was forthcoming.

He was busy licking his gums.

I said, “I watch a lot of tv.  They’re the Israeli CIA.”

“Well, I contacted them.  They sent me a list of known Nazi war criminals still at large.  Photos, too.”

He opened the file.

“This is Hans Agler.  He’s a former agent of the Gestapo.  This is Danvers.  What do you think?”

“There’s a strong resemblance, for sure.  Is it the same guy?  Not so sure.”

“Look at those scars, Lee.  I’ll bet he’s had plastic surgery.  Lee?  I want you to apply for a job at SuperGuard security.  Specifically request a posting at Mercy Hospital.  I don’t trust the other guards, other than Abner, obviously.  I want the two of you to work together.  Be my eyes and ears.  Our father was a Holocaust survivor.  Never again is etched on his Tombstone.  Good words, but meaningless without action.  I’ll pay you out of my own pocket on top of your salary from SuperGuard.”

“You don’t have to twist my arm, Jacob.  I’m In Like Flint.”
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Three days later, clad in my crisp and freshly dry cleaned red, blue and yellow—Great Krypton!—SuperGuard uniform—I drove to Mercy Hospital in Brooklyn with a vision of Sam and Frodo trudging up Mount Doom.

It was 10:30 pm.  My graveyard shift started at eleven.

I pulled into the parking lot, found a space, gave my shoes a little shine and alit.

I walked around some to get the lay of the land.

Mercy Hospital was a tower, like Ornthanc.

What surrounded it was more like the Shire.

Gardens abound.

What I knew about gardens could fill the eye of a needle.

Roses.  Those are roses.

I saw a skeleton of a man standing in front of two sliding glass doors.

There was an emergency sign above it and there was a fleet of ambulances.

The man was smoking through a hole in his throat.

Now that’s dedication.

Abner Horowitz, all three hundred pounds of him, wearing his SuperGuard uniform, strutted up to me, Tony Manero-style.

To my astonishment, he extended a hand, and we shook.

“Jacob said he’ll can my ass if I can’t stomach you.”

I poked his belly and said, “Looks like you can stomach anything, Abs.”

“Don’t push me.  I have a black belt in Judo.”

“I have a black belt, too.  Size 28.”

“You don’t have to brag about it.  I know what I look like.  I look like the Pillsbury Doughboy.  Looks can be deceiving.  I’ll take you to the security office and introduce you to the team.  Word to the flippant:  They know who you are.  Don’t trust them.  They look at Danvers, Agler, whatever his name is, and they see a lollipop.  If foul deeds are afoot here?  They’re a part of it.  Except for me and maybe Howard Platter.  He’s a good egg.  Good evening, Mr. Coates.  How’s your Marlboro?”

“Cancerous.  Just the way I like it.”

Abner led me down a long corridor.  We turned a corner and there was a long queue of people waiting to get admitted.

“We get a lot of O.D.s here.  They need to be restrained.  Be careful.  Some of them bite.  Here we are.”

Abner had more keys on his belt than a piano.  He unlocked a door labelled Mercy Hospital Security.

There were three men inside.

All of them were wearing SuperGuard uniforms.  They stood, turned, dropped trou and mooned me.

Well, now.

Wasn’t this a memorable first day on the job?
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