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"Canfield successfully weaves together an Ayn Rand subplot, CIA-backed LSD poisoning, and gay conversion therapy into a heartfelt thriller that will leave readers eager for more."
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Max Bowman is looking for a superhero. Okay, to be more accurate, the creator of that superhero, a mysterious comic book legend who’s disappeared from the face of the earth.
Quicker than you can say “Shazam,” Max is in over his head and out of his mind, thanks to a secretly administered dose of Blue Fire, an all-powerful, government-designed psychedelic drug. But he’s not hallucinating any of the weirdness that keeps cropping up—not the zombies on the Upper East Side, not the self-improvement cult run by a clueless pawn, not the hipster assassin who knows her way around a sword, and certainly not the Cold War-era CIA spook program that’s gone underground...and is somehow still operational.
Still, his greatest challenge may not be any of the above menaces. It just might be his neurotic new rescue dog, who absolutely refuses to let Max out of her sight.
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental, with the exception of Shawn Shepheard.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Author, except where permitted by law. Dogs are not allowed to read content without written permission provided by owner.

Find out more about Blue Fire and other Max Bowman books at www.facebook.com/MaxBowmanBooks. 

“Our society is run by insane people for insane objectives. I think we're being run by maniacs for maniacal ends and I think I'm liable to be put away as insane for expressing that. That's what's insane about it.”


-  John Lennon





“Give me a child and I’ll shape him into anything.” 


-  B. F. Skinner
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“You’re him. You’re the guy!”

I thought I would be the one saying those words, but no, none other than “Mighty Mel” Chesler was aiming a quavering bony finger at me as he flashed an excited grin that showcased some disconcertingly gleaming white teeth. I hadn’t been this creeped out since the last time I had sex with my ex-wife, which I mentally refer to as The Time She Moved. But at the same time, I was completely blown away. 

Comic book legend Mighty Mel was excited to meet me.

Melvin Chesler, better known to millions of comic fans as “Mighty Mel,” had been a legend in the comic book business, one of the many moneygrubbing publishers who paid writers and artists peanuts while he made millions. From the nineteen-forties on, whatever trend was hot—crime, horror, Westerns, funny animals, romance and, of course, superheroes—he quickly jumped on every potential cash cow and then milked it until its teats ran dry. Like any good cold-blooded businessman, Mighty Mel valued money, not creativity, unless, of course, that creativity could make him money. And if you were an artist or writer who provided that kind of profitable imagination?

Well, then he’d find a way to squeeze you until you bled to death.

Of course, I had no idea about any of that when I was a kid reading his comics. Even though the artists and writers were what attracted the change in my pocket, you don’t know when you’re nine years old that the wrong guy almost always ends up with the biggest bank account. 

Even when a creative type did make a killing, it was usually under fraudulent circumstances. Take Bob Kane, the “creator” of Batman, who managed to lock himself into a lucrative lifetime contract with DC comics. In reality, he could barely draw and a guy named Bill Finger actually came up with most of the great ideas; Kane just happened to be as big a swindler as the publishers. Meanwhile, the two guys who invented Superman, Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, were as far from businessmen as you can imagine. Both ended up unemployable and living in poverty until the lawyers finally got them some measly payback in the late 1970s, when both men were on their last legs. 

All I knew was comics saved my life. Growing up as the final child of two indifferent parents meant I had to find solace elsewhere—so, until I finally got laid, comic books served as my personal Fortress of Solitude. Then I grew up and left all that behind, until a few years ago when I reconnected with my childhood passion, through book compilations of my favorite stories as well as candid histories of the shit that really went on back then. 

And that’s how I came to find out that Mighty Mel, the guy who presented himself to his readership as the funnest fella in the world, had been in reality an epic asshole.

Still, my childhood awe was in overdrive. I couldn’t believe he had personally called me in on a job, but there he was, sitting across from me behind an ancient battered desk that looked like it weighed more than a Dodge pick-up loaded up with fertilizer.

Giving him the onceover now, I had to say Mel wasn’t looking so mighty these days. First of all, he had to be close to entering his second century of existence on this planet Earth, leaving his tight translucent skin a never-ending festival of liver spots and wrinkles. Secondly, he looked like he weighed about thirty pounds soaking wet. He was as close to being a skeleton as you could get without actually being a skeleton. 

Worse still, Mighty Mel was not working out of a spacious Park Avenue office with five or six beautiful twenty-three-year-old assistants at his beck and call, as I would have thought a man of his age, stature and money would have been. No, here he was sitting in a small cruddy office roughly the size of my second bathroom, the one with just a toilet, located upstairs from a trendy vegan restaurant in the Village. That meant the scent of tempeh filled the room and intermingled with the microscopic particles of grime flaking off walls that hadn’t been cleaned or painted since Carter was president. 

All of which left me nauseous, but still intrigued. 

“You’re the guy!” he repeated and then he cackled like there was dust caught in his throat.

I nodded and put on my best happy horseshit smile while I sighed internally. It had come to this. I was bigger than Mighty Mel. 

In my new unwanted role as an almost-celebrity, I had learned the dirty little secret that every public figure encounters—it gets boring as shit to have people pretend you’re special. And I was only Max Bowman, I couldn’t even imagine how Tom Cruise got through the day without tearing off his own head. I guess that’s where the Scientology came in handy.

“You’re the guy what took down that whole meshuggah Dark Sky. And the big guy with the rifle and the weird guy with half a face.”

“Well, it just kind of turned out that way...”

“And the number one, the guy with the rifle’s father, the one with the bum leg pullin’ all the strings...”

“Uncle Andy.”

“Uncle Andy?”

“Just my nickname for him. Real name’s Andrew Wright.”

He nodded slowly and solemnly.

“Andrew Wright. I hope that cock-a-roach got put away for a long time.”

“He just retired, sir. Nothing could be proven. He wasn’t directly involved in the Dark Sky operation. On paper, anyway.”

“The big fish. They always get away. Well, anyway, they always had to in the comic books, am I right? What, you want Lex Luthor to get life? Who’s the Superman going to fight? His maid? The good villains, they always gotta come back and make more noise, don’t you agree? Am I wrong?”

“Believe me, sir, I’m aware you know your business. I have to tell you, I can’t believe I’m meeting with Mighty Mel himself.”

Whatever life was still in the bag of bones sitting in front of me got sent up his internal elevator to his eyes and actually managed to light them up with excitement.

“You know me?”

“Mighty Mel Chesler, of course I do. I read your comic books in the sixties.”

His arm went horizontal as his bony finger extended out at me again. 

“You were a fan!”

“To be honest, sir, I mostly read Marvels and DCs. Whatever was left of my allowance, you got.”

More cackling. Cackling that wracked his entire bony body.

“I’ll take it! I’ll take it!” He banged on the desk. 

“You did take it,” I answered pointedly.

He saw the look in my eye and to his credit, he didn’t mind it. He clearly was comfortable with his own greed. 

“That was my business model, you know, do what’s popular, put ‘em out cheap and give ‘em a flashy cover. I didn’t have the Superman, I didn’t have the Spider-Man, it was just me, Gold Key and Charlton picking up the crumbs, young man.”

Young man. I was 59.

“You had Blue Fire, sir.”

His face rapidly turned serious, even solemn at the mention of that name. I had hit a nerve—or something else.

“And THAT is exactly why you are here. You liked that book?”

I almost laughed at the question. “Who didn’t? Mikov completely changed the game.”

“Mikov and me,” replied Mel with more than a hint of anger and resentment.

Ben Mikov was the J.D. Salinger of the comic book world, a once-in-a-lifetime wonder boy who turned everything upside down with a singular work and then disappeared down some rabbit hole of his own making. Blue Fire was his wondrous achievement, a superhero with a weird and rigid life philosophy that he applied to his crime-fighting exploits during his one year of existence. But after those twelve monthly issues? 

Nothing.

Because after that, Mikov supposedly left the comics business and no one could even attempt to duplicate his peculiar take on the superhero genre. Mighty Mel got Mikov’s inker to plot and draw one more issue by himself, but it had no chance of working—it was as if Michelangelo wasn’t available to finish the Sistine Chapel so the Pope got some housepainter in his neighborhood to take a crack at it. Fifty years later, it was still regarded as one of the biggest fiascos ever put on the newsstands

Still, Mikov stuck in Mighty Mel’s craw. It was common knowledge that Mighty Mel could never get over the fact that no one gave him credit on Blue Fire, even though he was listed in every issue as the co-creator of the character. But those who had worked for Mighty Mel Comics at the time knew what the real and extremely limited extent of Mel’s actual contribution to the comic book had been. And it was this:

Mikov had wanted the character to be named Purple Fire. Mel changed the color to Blue. 

“Blue Fire was as much mine as Mikov’s. People don’t accept that. To them, he was this great amazing pie-in-the-sky genius and I was some obnoxious gonif stealing credit. You’re hearing this straight from me—it was a team effort. If I could draw a fucking straight line, I wouldn’t have even needed Mikov. Got it?” 

Got it. 

That hateful little speech had just confirmed that everything I had read about Mighty Mel was true, that he was, in fact, a stingy miserable credit-stealing old fart. The child in me had expected more, but this was the reality and the reality was really fucking repellant. 

Time to grow up and move things along. 

“So, Mel, what are we up to here? What do you need me for?”

He smiled slyly and pulled a small key out of his shirt pocket. With it, he unlocked the bottom drawer on the right side of the desk and pulled it open. He then reached in and carefully pulled out a vintage comic encased in a plastic bag. With shaking hands, he gingerly opened the plastic bag, then handed the comic to me as if it were a bottle of ten-thousand-dollar wine. Which it was, as far as I was concerned, once I realized what he was handing over to me.

It was the first issue of Blue Fire from 1967. Rarer than a likeable cat.

I gently opened it. Holy fucking shit. There were only a few hundred of these ever released. At the time, Mel was having a beef with his printers over unpaid bills and they refused to finish the run on what would go on to be one of the most famous books in comic history. I could feel the old man’s orgasmic glare on me as I stared at the splash page in disbelief. Story name, The Coming of Blue Fire. Credits, Co-created and written by “Mighty Mel” Chesler, Art by “Bombastic Ben” Mikov, Inking by “Awesome Al Bearing.” 

“Nobody has this issue,” I murmured.

“Those fucking printers, I was gonna pay the fuckers, but no, they go and shut down the presses on this masterpiece. Broke my heart. And they wouldn’t even give me back the fucking ART!”

“Why didn’t you just pay the fuckers?” I asked reasonably enough.

“FUCK THEM!” he almost screamed, “almost” because he didn’t have enough of a voice left to reach that level. His face was red and his hands were gripping the front of the desk so hard I thought his fingers might snap off. 

This was a guy who held a grudge. 

Feeling a little woozy, I handed him back the comic. Being responsible for its safety made me too tense. If for some reason it spontaneously combusted in my hand, I was pretty sure his heart or some other vital organ would do likewise. 

Mighty Mel calmed down and carefully replaced the comic in the plastic bag and then put it back in the drawer, which he locked again. When he was done, he looked me in the eye with that same solemn look he had assumed when I had first said the words, “Blue Fire.”

“You need to find Mikov.”

“Mikov? Why?” I said with much more intensity than I had planned. 

Mikov had meant as much to me as Stan “The Man” Lee, Jack “King” Kirby, or “Swinging” Steve Ditko. He was a comic book God and I wasn’t worthy to be a piece of lint in his pocket. Sure, I wanted to meet him. But the fact was comic book fanatics had been searching for this guy for almost a half a century and had always come up empty-handed. So far, in my new career as a professional private investigator, everything had been a snap. This? This was Mission: Impossible. And again, I was no Tom Cruise.

Mighty Mel leaned over the desk as if he was going to tell me the biggest secret in the world and he didn’t want to chance anybody downstairs ordering a Tofurky sandwich to hear.

“What year was Blue Fire, kid?”

“1967.”

“What year is it now?” 

“2016.”

“So next year...”

“It’ll be fifty years.”

He nodded as if I made the head of the class.

“They want to make a movie.”

“They?”

“Some big people with a lot of money. They want to get into the superhero movie business and make all those millions for themselves. They want to buy the Blue Fire IP, reprint all the comics in a deluxe edition and make a goddam IMEX 3D blockbuster.”

I let the IMEX thing go.

“But Blue Fire is so...”

“...fucking weird, yeah, but they don’t care. They just know it’s a cult classic and a hot property. You know and I know that movie audiences are gonna look at this thing and throw up in their popcorn. And you know what, kid, I like that you understand these things, it makes things easy, I don’t have to fucking explain shit like I do with everybody else. Anyway, there’s a lot of money in this for me. A. Lot. But I don’t get any of it...if you don’t find Mikov.”

“But they don’t need him.”

“No, you’re right. But they do need his signature.”

Another thing I understood. 

The real creators of the comic books, the artists and the writers who thought up all the costumed legends, had finally made some progress in the courts in recent years. Studios were paying creators off—and, if those creators were dead, their widows and kids—to avoid any legal claims down the line. Settle in advance:  that was the new mantra, because there was too much money at stake.

Now apparently it would be Mikov’s turn to cash in, if he was still alive. He was in the catbird seat. If he didn’t sign a settlement on the dotted line, nobody was going to make a Blue Fire movie. 

“What a fucking farce,” Mighty Mel whined. “We paid these jerk-offs for their work the first time around. Now they come crying at the door, ‘Waahhh, give us money, give us money, we’re geniuses!’ You know what, young man?”

Again, I was 59.

“Here’s fucking what. If this shit was really fair, we wouldn’t just pay them for the four or five great ideas they might have had. We’d also take into account all the money these losers with pencils cost us with their other five million shitty ideas! They’d end up owing us money, am I right? Don’t you agree?”

I bobbed and weaved with a shrug and tried to get back to business. “Look, do you have anything for me to go on? From what I’ve read, this guy’s been gone for around fifty years, so this won’t be easy. And he might be dead. Which would make getting his signature a little difficult.”

“I got nothing.”

“You must have a social security number. You paid him.”

“All those files were destroyed years ago.”

“So you expect me to find him...how?”

“That’s for you to figure out. That’s why I called you. Because right now...you’re the guy.”

We were back to that.

“And because of that, I’m not cheap these days,” I answered back, knowing who I was dealing with. “And I need to make sure I get paid.”

I hated to be blunt, but he didn’t, so why not?

“This needs to happen,” he said with determination. “I want to be alive to see this happen. I want to see my name on the big screen and I want my kids, my grandkids and my great-grandkids to see it...at least the ones who still talk to me.” He took a business card from a little holder on the desk and held it out to me.

“My email is on the card. Send me your bank account information and the amount you require. The money will be in there the next day. The whole amount.” 

I remembered what happened with the last guy who was too anxious to overpay me and shuddered. 

“Look, a fifty percent deposit is fine...”

“No, goddammit, I don’t want you fifty-percent trying. You give me one thousand percent of an effort, and I give you everything upfront.” He paused. “As long as there aren’t too many figures.”

“There’ll be five. In the mid-range of that five.”

He stood up more quickly than I would have thought him capable and held out his hand. His speed indicated I could have gotten a lot more and he wanted to make sure to lock me in at this price.

“You get me. You get this business. You are the guy. The perfect guy.”

I shook his outstretched hand. Mighty Mel asked me if I wanted to go get a drink with him. Shit, he actually did like me. Of course, people usually did until they realized I only played so much ball.

“No thanks, Mel. Sorry, but I gotta get back.”

“So where you live?”

“Roosevelt Island.” 

“Yeah? Never been there. Well, at least you got the East River between you and the zombies.”

I blinked. “How’s that?”

“On the Upper East Side, you didn’t hear about this shit? Zombies, that’s the word on the streets. I heard cabbies won’t even go up there anymore after dark.”

I didn’t have any idea of how to respond to that. At the very least, if there was even the hint of a zombie invasion, the Post would have had it on the front cover and blamed it on Barack Obama. So color me skeptical. 

While I was mulling over the idea of the Living Dead roaming down Third Avenue devouring all the baristas in the multitude of Starbucks up that way, Mel asked again if I was sure I didn’t want to go get a drink.

“Sorry,” I said, “Maybe next time. I got somebody back at my place waiting for me.” 

He smiled knowingly and winked.

“Give her one for me.”

I wasn’t lying. I did have somebody to get home to.

Too bad she wasn’t human.
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The See-Saw
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“Now what?”

The way Howard said those two words didn’t bode well for our conversation.

Not being all that anxious to get back to my apartment, I decided to forego the pleasures of the F Train and instead walk the two-and-a-half miles to the tram station and take that almost-good-enough-for-Disneyland ride back home to Roosevelt Island. And while taking that walk, I decided to get things rolling on this new case by calling my best pal at the CIA, good ol’ Howard Klein, the guy who had almost delivered my head on a platter to everybody trying to kill me during the Dark Sky drama. 

But Howard’s bad attitude took me by surprise, causing me to make the rookie mistake of stopping on the sidewalk in front of a subway exit. Fortunately, I noticed the unruly mob rising up from the depths and quickly sidestepped it, almost crashing through an upscale clothing storefront in the process. You have to move fast in that situation. When a pack of growling, surly commuters is coming up the stairs and you fail to get out of the way, you’ll spend the rest of the week scrubbing shoe dirt off your forehead.

“What’s with the tone?” I asked.

I leaned against the store window as Howard unleashed his verbal hounds on me.

“Well, let’s see, first of all, you only call me when you need some information. Second of all, you’re no longer working on cases we hire you for, so you’re asking me to use official government resources to help you make bank. And third of all, it needs to stop.”

“Well, here’s my side of the story. Remember last year – when you almost got me killed?”

“Oh yeah, I dimly recall you were too dumb to quit a suicide mission and didn’t care that I would be part of the collateral damage. You put me in an untenable position, asshole. And that’s the first time I’ve used ‘untenable’ in a sentence in about thirty years.”

“It pays to increase your word power.”

“Still getting the Readers Digest, I see. Well, today, laughter isn’t gonna be the best medicine. Look, Max, I can’t do this shit anymore. Remember that whore wife of that asshole stock broker you asked me to check out? Well, it turns out she’s the cousin of a supervisor over in Clandestine Service, who raised holy hell over somebody using CIA databases to find out if she was screwing everybody on the Upper West Side.”

I started walking again to try and get warm. It was late February and the winter chill was all around me—but the real deep freeze was coming at me through the phone.

“Well, she was screwing everybody on the Upper West Side, as it turned out.”

“Point taken, but here’s another one for you to take and shove up your ass. I’ve repaid my debt to you several thousand times over. You’ve made a small fortune over your Dark Sky escapades, right? Well, little baby sparrow, it’s time to jump out of the nest and fly on your own—or break your neck hitting the ground. You’re not my brother and I’m not your keeper. Go private detect on your own, I’m not going to be the guy who buys you a Jaguar.”

Howard knew I had about as much interest in buying a Jaguar, or any sports car for that matter, as the Dalai Lama. But he was way too pissed off to think straight. He had been waiting for me to call so he could pounce. At the moment, I would have been better off letting the subway riders use me for a doormat than try to argue with him.

Still, I needed his help and I needed to figure out how to make that happen. That kind of cognitive labor was difficult for me when the temperature was below freezing. Luckily, I was walking past Bloomingdale’s, so I ducked inside and made my way to the women’s lingerie department because it was...well, the women’s lingerie department. Mannequins in sexy underwear were the biggest thrill available to me these days.

It was true I had asked a lot from Howard in the past few months. I worked his guilt as hard as I could, because I was suddenly getting hired by all the one-percenters, lots of incredibly rich New York douchebags who brought me in for a lot of pedestrian jobs, just because I was suddenly a status symbol. They got to tell everybody they knew that they had hired the Max Bowman, the guy who had brought down an entire shadow paramilitary organization.

From my viewpoint, I was just a fucking mess. My insides were jangly and my brain was reeling from some serious PTSD; too many nights, I woke up from vivid nightmares featuring rifles, tomahawks and a whole lot of blood. The only way I could calm down was to watch infomercials until dawn. 

And being allowed entry to the inner sanctums of the wealthy and powerful didn’t soothe my jitters. Instead it did the opposite—it amped up my paranoia and rattled my nerves until they turned to Jell-O. I felt like I had to deliver to these three-thousand-dollar suits or be exposed as the two-bit phony I thought I was.

I didn’t feel like a genius case-breaker or an unstoppable tough guy. I felt like Max Bowman, a guy just stumbling through life on a day-by-day basis. And even though I was currently the Flavor of the Month in certain circles, even though I had actually accumulated a whole year’s rent in my bank account through my new lucrative status, even though professionally I was on top for the first time in my life, personally everything was a complete ball of shit.

So I had to hang my hat on my new career for any ray of hope, it was the only thing going right in my life. And that meant I needed Howard. The trouble was I had wasted all of his guilt and good will on cases I probably could have handled myself. Now, I had to talk him into one more assist, because I needed every resource available to find Mikov. So I had to think fast. 

My first move? Play humble. 

“Howard, I’ve got a Nissan Rogue, I’m not a Jaguar guy, you know that...”

“Look, I don’t give a shit what you drive, I just know I’m not going to subsidize your fucking life anymore. I mean, Jesus, while I’m still working over forty hours a week and then, at the end of the day, all I have to come home to is that thing I still have to consider my wife, you’re shacked up with your sexy little singer, making a bundle on pathetic adultery cases, just because you got lucky on that fucking Dark Sky case.”

I got lucky. Huh. My then-girlfriend got a tomahawk to the head. I got my leg broken in three places. I had to kill a man for the first time in my life. And I still kept the lights on at night because of the imaginary threats that lingered in the dark. But I bit my lip about all that because it wasn’t going to do any good. He gave me the clue I had needed to make this work.

This was all about sex. He thought my penis was being well-tended, while his was forlorn and overgrown with weeds. 

“I don’t have a sexy little singer any more, Howard. I got nothing. I’m fucked. And these jobs you’ve been helping me out on are all I got going for me.”

I let out what sounded like an involuntary and painful sigh. It came out more real than I expected and that frightened me a little.

“Oh. Jeez, I didn’t know.” A pause. “I thought you really cared about her.”

Now that I had punctured his self-righteous balloon, it was time to step on the gas.

“I did care about her. But that’s that. Look, Howard, I need one more fucking favor, just one more, then I’ll leave you out of my shit for good. I swear on my mother’s grave.”

“Last I heard she’s not dead.”

“She is to me. Just like I’m dead to my kids. Proud family tradition.”

Another good move by me—remind him that I didn’t have anybody else. I was so clever I felt like crying. But I had finally found my way to the women’s lingerie department and that cheered me up some. I began eyeing some very red bras as a saleswoman eyed me. I winked at her. That made her move on.

Meanwhile, after a few seconds, it was Howard’s turn to let out a painful sigh. That meant the beast was defeated. I could make this work. 

“What’s this shitfest about?” he said in his wonderfully whiney way.

“Ben Mikov. He’s been missing for almost fifty years.”

“Who is this guy?”

“A comic book artist.”

Howard laughed.

“Oh Jesus, a comic book case? You must be in hog heaven! You still read those things, don’t you?”

“Just the old ones.”

“This guy do any of your favorites? Little Lulu or Richie Rich?”

“I don’t read those old ones, Howard.”

“How about Baby Huey? Remember that one? What deviant freak thought of Baby Fucking Huey, a giant duck in a diaper walking around getting shit on his ass feathers?”

“Howard...”

“What’s this guy’s name again?”

“Ben Mikov, and he didn’t do funny animals. He drew a superhero. One. Blue Fire.”

There was a pause.

“Blue Fire?” 

My turn to pause. He put more than a little spin on the ball with the way he said that.

“Yeah, it was a cult comic from the sixties. He did the thing for a year, then he disappeared.”

“Huh.”

“Why the ‘Huh?”

I was now by the panties, randomly picking through the more exotic varieties hanging from the pegs on a display wall. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that the saleswoman had surreptitiously circled around to see what I was up to. She was probably thinking I had pulled a pair out and was about to yank down my pants and rub them all over my crotch. Come to think of it, that might feel pretty good.

“Just kind of weird,” Howard finally said. “We got a call to check out something called Blue Fire the other week.”

“What was it?”

“Who knows. A couple days later, they called and told us to forget about it.”

“They must have told you something about it if you had to investigate it.”

“Doesn’t matter. Before we could do much of anything, somebody higher up shut the whole thing down.” He was picking up my suspicion. “It was probably nothing,” he added in as light a manner as he could manage.

“You’re not sounding like it was nothing.” 

My gut was blaring an internal car alarm into my head and it was giving me a headache. Why would the CIA care about a fifty-year-old cult comic? How the hell would those dots connect? This had to be my stress talking. Despite what I had been through with Dark Sky, I couldn’t let myself turn into a conspiracy freak. The truth had to be that Blue Fire was something else they were worried about, maybe it was the name of a terrorist group or rogue nuclear weapon or just the code word for Putin’s farts. Who the hell knew. Coincidence, that’s all. Calm down, Max. Go home and drink a few quarts of Jack Daniels. 

“Well, I don’t know what the hell it was because we never got a chance to find out. So drop it. You want help, give me this guy’s name again and anything else you know about him.”

“Ben Mikov, M-I-K-O-V. I’m assuming the full name is Benjamin. He worked for Mighty Mel Comics, run by Mel Chesler, C-H-E-S-L-E-R. Who’s still alive and 900 years old, but had nothing to offer. He’s the guy trying to find him.”

He repeated the names as he wrote them down. He was being careful. Which again made me think he knew more than he was telling me, which again made me tell myself to take a deepie and let it all go.  

“Okay,” he said after he was done making his notes. “I’ll do this one thing, Max. Last call, though, got it?”

“Thanks, Howard. I got it.”

“So things didn’t work out with the singer?”

“It’s complicated. Maybe the ball’s still in play.”

“Well, good luck with it. You know women.”

“No, I don’t and that’s part of the problem. I think I’m finally getting my education and it’s late in my senior year.”

“Fuck, I flunked out in Junior High. Listen, man, call me when you have time and we’ll catch up. And I’ll let you know when I dig anything up.”

“Appreciate it. And let me know if you hear anything about zombies invading the Upper East Side.”

“What?”

I hung up, turned towards the exit and found myself face-to-face with a burly-looking Bloomingdale’s security guy.

“Can we help you with something?” he asked in a not very helpful way.

“I just came in out of the cold to make a phone call is all,” I answered. “Tell the saleswoman I didn’t leave any fluids on the floor.”

He couldn’t hold the stone face after I said that. He cracked up and then he gave me a second look.

“Hey—you’re the guy!”

I nodded. I was the guy.

As I got into the tram on this beautiful blue-sky winter day, I noticed a text had come in while I had been on the phone with Howard. It was from my entertainment lawyer, Todd Rabash. Yeah, I had an entertainment lawyer. The head of a big New York publishing house had seen me on The Today Show and thought I should be a book. Now, she was offering me a six-figure advance even though I told her I was a lousy writer with an even lousier memory. 

Still, she was persistent, so I remembered that one of the rich douchebags who had hired me was a top entertainment lawyer. I called him and he reacted like a three year-old who was just given a bright blue balloon; he was so giddy he was almost clapping his hands with joy. He’d get me the best deal and I wouldn’t have to do any work, he’d make the publishers hire me the best ghostwriter and the whole project would be a snap. Then he’d sell the thing to a big studio and make me a few more million. He said more words in five minutes than I said in five months. 

Exhausted by his energy, I gave him the go-ahead a few days ago. Now, his text said to call him ASAP and it made me feel exhausted all over again. I knew I should be thankful to be a book, but I also knew it wouldn’t give much of a boost to my overall happiness quotient. That’s because I had learned at least one important secret of life. I knew the more money I made, the more opportunities that came my way, the more I was fucked, because if there was anything life had taught me, it was this:

God always evens the score. 

The worst trick you could pull on the playground when I was a kid was when you’d be way up high in the air on your side of the see-saw and the kid sitting on the other side would jump off, leaving you to slam down on the concrete so hard, your ass hurt for days. That’s what Whoever was in charge did to me on a regular basis: If one side of things goes way up to the sky, you can bet the other side is going to plummet to the earth in two seconds flat.

So I got pleasure where I could take it. It was why I made the walk to the tram instead of taking the underground train. I loved the view from the tram, the spectacular aerial views of the city, the East River and my island that the ride offered from on high. Best of all, you rode right alongside the Queensboro Bridge and you could admire the amazing architecture from the closest possible vantage point. They didn’t build shit like that these days, with all that incredible detail and stonework on display. That took time. And who had time anymore?

The tram began to descend on the other side, down to Roosevelt Island, and as it did, I felt my heart sink a little. I had to return home and home was where I didn’t want to be. I could just go jump in the East River, I supposed, but that water was too disgusting even for suicide.

I entered the lobby of my building, thought about checking the mail and decided it was too early, it wouldn’t be there yet. The elevator was already on the ground floor, so the doors lurched open when I hit the “Up” button. In I went, along with two others who had walked in after me. The insides of the elevator smelled as strange as they normally did—generally, a mixture of the stench of take-out food, residents who didn’t practice good hygiene and whatever cancer-causing chemicals the custodial staff used to clean the floor, along with just the vague hint of urine that most of New York City was blessed with. The two people who were along for the ride were an Asian woman in her eighties who was about three feet tall and a big black kid who was over six. The kid got off at four and the old lady got off at ten. That left me to go to thirteen on my own.

Once there, I walked down the long empty hallway and, near its end, I paused by the neighbor’s door, as I almost always did, to remember the one guy in there who got murdered by who knows and the other guy who was killed by yours truly. Did the charming young couple who lived there now know about all the blood that was spilled inside? I wasn’t going to tell them. Happily, they had managed to survive living next to me for almost six months now. Good for them. I was sure we would have a better relationship if I could even begin to understand what fucking language they spoke.

I moved on to my door and took out my key from my pocket in the quietest way imaginable. But it didn’t matter. She knew I was there. I had no doubts that she had been sitting there all day at the top of the stairs that led down inside my apartment, waiting for me to come home. Because this was the only female in the world who couldn’t live without me.

Naturally she had a sewed-up vagina.
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I opened the door and the fucking dog came barreling out of the apartment, flying up off the ground as if jet-propelled. 

She seemingly hovered in mid-air at the top of her leap and literally looked me in the eye to make sure it was me and that I had actually came back home before she allowed herself to fall back to Earth. But only for a moment, because she, as she always did, went on to repeat this move fifty or sixty more times, whining and crying nonstop until I finally managed to herd her back into the apartment. 

Then it was a matter of getting back down the stairs without one of us breaking our necks – because I knew she would be jumping on me all the way to the bottom, while constantly letting out loud yelps that registered somewhere on the dial between joy and distress. 

I am aware that most dogs are happy to have their owners return. But most dogs are not this fucking dog. There was only one person in the world she cared about. There was only one person who could make her feel safe and loved and happy about living. There was only one person she wanted to have in the room with her at all times.

That lucky person was me.

Do we ever know what’s going to start a shit storm in our lives? Sure, sometimes. But in this case, I never saw it coming and I was very disappointed in myself that I didn’t. This four-legged fucker currently jumping up at my face was supposed to be a blessing. She was supposed to represent the crowning achievement of newfound happiness snatched from the jaws of misery and despair, not the first disastrous step in an endless foot march towards overpowering exhaustion and chronic depression.

Last Fall, I had finally asked Jules to formally move in with me, the first time since my marriage had expired fifteen years earlier that I had allowed a woman to get that close to me. After all we had been through, namely both of us almost getting killed, I lowered my emotional shields and opened my heart to this very unnatural blonde who unbelievably had an even fouler mouth than my own -  because this time I was a big enough idiot to trust it would be different. 

True, Jules was as emotional as they come, but her intense moods would counterbalance my normally walled-off heart – we would bring out the best in each other. And that’s how it initially seemed to go, with the added bonus of amazing sex. She could do this thing with her vagina that I didn’t know was possible.

Just as importantly, we both suddenly had career paths packed with promise for the first time in years. I was just starting to score the big money while she was sure her singing career was about to reignite, now that the surgery had brought back her voice and made it better than it was in the first place. Neither of us expected this kind of upturn in our fortunes and we were a bit goofy about everything as a result.

So she gave up her place in Harlem and brought her stuff over to my place. She kept her day job at the Midtown legal firm for the time being while she prepared to resume her performing career. She took voice lessons to regain her technique and continued to diet to slim down as much as possible. When body and voice seemed ready, she would try again to make it in the New York cabaret scene and maybe I would even be making enough to support her while she did. I had no doubts about her talent, only about her ability to crack the steel-plated nut that was the Manhattan niterie scene. However, she had filled in a couple nights here and there at a few cabarets and received rapturous applause at every gig.

What could go wrong? 

Well, of course, everything—but, for once, I kept my general cynicism at bay. Happiness was a new commodity to me, I hadn’t really experienced a lot of it in my life and I didn’t know enough to distrust it when it came. So, when she suggested for the eight millionth time that we should get a dog, I shrugged and said “Why not?” Two stupider words have never been uttered by a man, even by one who had just gotten laid, and that was a very low bar to set.

I had been avoiding the procurement of a pooch up until then because my own personal dog story was so horrible, people I told it to didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. 

It went down like this. 

On my sixteenth birthday, I was a newly-licensed driver and I wanted to go over to a friend’s house, so my parents let me use their car. I slowly backed it out of the garage and onto the driveway, when ba-boom. It felt like I drove over some kind of bump. But there were no bumps in our smooth, suburban driveway.

Then I thought I heard a little whimper. 

I rushed out of the car and then I saw what that ba-boom had been all about. it. Frieda, our family dachshund, was laying horizontally between the back tire and the front tire of the car. I hurried over to see whether she was okay and, of course, she wasn’t. There was literally a dent in the dog’s very long stomach and she wasn’t moving at all. 

I stood there, shell-shocked. Had this really just happened? Why, yes, it had and a happy birthday to me. But no worries, my family was there to give me the emotional support I needed, right?

Here’s how that went down. 

First, my older brother, who was home from the service and visiting, came out of the house and said, “Way to go, Max!” Then, my mother stuck her head out the front door and told me in a very matter-of-fact voice that I’d better take the dog to the vet. 

What? 

And yet, I listened. I didn’t know what else to do and at least someone was giving me a suggestion, even though it was dumbest suggestion in the world, coming from a woman who didn’t seem to have any tears for the dog or for me. 

So, all by myself, because everybody else had gone back in the house, I put the dog on a piece of cardboard that my dad had lying on the garage floor in case the car leaked oil and I carefully placed that cardboard stretcher in the trunk. Then I drove to the vet, crying hysterically the whole way. When I brought her, still on the cardboard, into the vet’s office and put her down on the counter, the vet looked down at her, then up at me and asked, “What do you want me to do with it?”

It.

After that incident, the thought of getting another dog never really appealed to me. But that last time Jules asked me, I felt good, she felt good, the world felt good, so sure, why not? Get a dog. Share the love with a furry friend. Get over it, Max. 

It was just another sign that somebody should lock me up and swallow the key. 

Suddenly, I heard Kanye West rapping. His song Power was currently my ringtone, so I hurried into my home office past the still-jumping dog, fished my iPhone out of my pocket, sat down and took the call. Meanwhile, the dog did what she always did, which was to stay within zero to four inches of where ever I was.

“Good afternoon, Todd, how’s tricks?” I said into the phone. Because, yes, the caller was Todd Rabash, entertainment attorney extraordinaire, who had hit the speed dial on me again. 

“Tricks?” questioned the harsh New York voice on the other side. And then Todd laughed like a son of a bitch. He was one of those guys who was tickled to death with whatever I said, whether it was funny or not. “Well, I’ve had clients call me a magician, so yeah, I guess I do do tricks!”

“So make all my troubles disappear.”

“Hey, if I was that good, you don’t think I’d do that for myself?” He laughed it up again, this time at himself. “The shit I go through! It’s crazy! Crazy, bud!”

Crazy, bud. 

“Man, just glad it’s Friday. Hey! Listen! So I talked to the book chick and the lawyer on that side and here’s where we are....”

And that’s when my brain went away. Located somewhere in his next non-stop barrage of sentences that would never make any goddamn sense to me were the terms “back end,” “hardback versus trade,” “foreign rights,” “China,” “second use rights,” and “dildo.” I wasn’t sure how that last one fit in, but I think that’s what he was calling the book “chick.” 

“Sounds good,” I said noncommittally.

“Do you even know what the fuck I said?”

He wasn’t dumb, I had to say that for him.

“Todd, I appreciate you keeping me informed, but just go ahead, close the deal and get me the money. I don’t need to read the fine print.”

“Get you the money? What, you in a rush for it?”

“Kind of. I’m aiming to build a rocket to the moon and take it there.”

More laughing. 

“You crazy son of a bitch, I’m getting you a deal like nobody gets and you could give a shit! You’re like the last honest man, you know that? Jesus, you know what your story is worth? Well, I do and I’m going to get you every last cent! You deserve it, you’re a goddamn American hero and don’t forget it!”

“I don’t like things to drag out, Todd. That just invites the gremlins in to yank out the wires and turn off the lights. That money’s going to be my retirement fund and I’d rather nothing go wrong with this. So don’t work so hard, I don’t need every last cent, just something approaching it.”

“Look, with what I’m going to make you, you can take a rocket all the way to FUCKING MARS! I mean, this is just the start, Max, just the beginning! Once this is done, then we’re talking movie rights. Dark Sky—the MOVIE! How does that feel?”

“I’ll wait for it to stream on Netflix.”

“MANIAC! You’re a MANIAC! Shit, I got another call coming in, I gotta take this—BUT STAY TUNED!”

And then he hung up. Todd was okay, but I didn’t need to know how the sausage was made. Just grill it and put the fucking thing on a Kaiser roll and let it go at that. Maybe with some mustard. 

Since I was still sitting at my desk, I checked my email on my PC and deleted the spam that was trying to sell me a walk-in bathtub. Give me a couple more years, boys, then we’ll talk. Then I moseyed over to Facebook, which Jules had finally forced me to join a few weeks ago so I could “like” her performance “events” that she sent me “invites” to. I already had twelve “friends,” so I felt good about my “social media presence.” Just for kicks, I typed “Ben Mikov” in the Facebook search box to see what would come up. 

And lo and behold, I found a Facebook group devoted to the guy’s Blue Fire comic books.

Wow. Was this for real? People actually talked about old comic books on this thing? For the first time, I was interested in social media. You had to ask the group for permission to join, so I put in my bid—just as the fucking dog started jumping up on me again. I knew what she wanted. It was time for me to shit and piss her.

How did I end up with a dog who should by all rights be in an animal asylum for troubled mutts? Well, it’s because we’ve all become such good people. By that I mean you’re not allowed to just go to the pet store anymore and pick out a perfectly good puppy right off the rack. No, good people didn’t do that. Instead, good people go to “rescue” pets at an animal shelter—at least that’s what Jules told me. Okay, why not take one of man’s best friends off death row and give it a new leash on life? Why not be a good person? Made sense, I supposed.

So, one Saturday afternoon last October, Jules and I hit the Humane Society shelter in the city, just on the other side of the river. As we rode the tram into the city holding hands (like I said, I was going goofy), Jules said to me over and over with absolute certainty, “We’ll know the dog we’re supposed to get when we see it. We’ll know it.” 

Truer words were never spoken. 

An animal shelter is, of course, the saddest lock-up you can imagine. Some of the beasts behind bars were doomed, you just knew it. There were a few dogs the size of a small barn who seemed psychotically violent, lunging at the door to the cage when we walked by—and I was pretty sure they were going nowhere. Nobody wanted to take home Cujo’s angrier brother. Then there were the animals that just seemed to have the life already drained out of them—they laid in heaps on the floor, resigned to not being wanted by anyone. I could cry if I let myself, but I never did. 

I glanced over at Jules to see how she was reacting to our tour of the facility, figuring she was going to start bawling hysterically at any given moment, but she had turned on her tunnel vision full blast. She was looking for the one precious pooch we would save and only that precious pooch, instantly filtering out all the others from her consciousness. That’s how she kept it together.

After a few minutes, a funny feeling crept up on me. Like I was being watched. I looked around, but nobody on the shelter staff was really paying any attention to us. Still, I couldn’t rid myself of the notion that eyes were staring intently at me and monitoring my every move. I began looking around furtively to see what I was missing.

“What’s wrong?” Jules asked me. 

“I don’t know,” I answered. She didn’t always understand my extrasensory moments and I didn’t talk about them until I had them confirmed.

It didn’t take long.

Because a second or two after she had asked me what the problem was, I turned and saw, sitting on the floor in a nearby pen, the saddest pair of eyes that had ever stared right into my goddamn soul. 

The eyes belonged to a shivering underfed bone-thin mutt of a terrier who wouldn’t stop giving me the deep stare. If I walked to the right, she kept looking at me. If walked to the left, she kept looking at me. I even did a little two-step, going this way and that, to test her—and she never took her eyes off me.

Jules, who had been looking elsewhere, finally turned and saw what was in play. And she ran up to the very edge of the pen, stared at the little dog with delight, gave a whoop of joy and screamed, “SHE – IS – SO – FUCKING CUTE!”

I couldn’t deny it. 

Even though the dog was clearly not in the greatest shape, this was a beautiful little animal. The little index card on the pen said “Terrier Mix” and stated her name as “Alex.” She was about a year old. The card also stated that she weighed nineteen pounds and had been brought in from the street five days before. I gave the dog a closer look. Her color was mainly blonde with some white around the face and the closer I looked at her, the more I could see she was not pure terrier. She looked like she might have some beagle in her, maybe even some golden retriever and God knows what else. Whatever was in her gene cocktail, it came together to create a gorgeous creature with soft eyes, soft eyes that would not let up on me. Jules grabbed my arm in amazement.

“Ohmigod, she LOVES you. That dog FUCKING LOVES you.”

Maybe. But to me, it felt more like the gaze of a stalker. The kind of stalker that would motivate me to move in the middle of the night so she could never find me again. That’s when I remembered “Alex” was the name of the Glenn Close character from Fatal Attraction—the one that stalked Michael Douglas and finally had to be shot in a bathtub to stop her from stabbing everybody to death.

A Humane Society volunteer heard Jules’ yelling and swooped in behind us. It was like being on a used car lot and having the salesperson immediately move in for the kill after hearing you comment that the ’95 Taurus in front of you didn’t have that many miles on it. 

“We’ve only had her a coupla days and already had a lot of people askin’ about her,” the volunteer said as nonchalantly as possible. 

We turned to her and she introduced herself as Dale. I figured her for around fifty. Dale had the dye job of Lucille Ball, the voice register of Popeye and the face of Andrea Martin. She was wearing a simple but faded jumpsuit, probably one that had animal urine washed out of it about five million times, and, for some reason, I could see Dale smoking a cigar and pulling it off.

“Did you hear that, Max?” Jules turned to me with a desperate glare. “Other people want this dog ­­—but, Jesus, she belongs to us, you can tell! She loves you, she’ll love me and she’s beautiful and we have to have her!” She breathlessly spun around back to Dale. “Can we have her?”

Bears, shit, woods.

“Well, if you’re really interested...”

“HOLY SHIT, ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING?” shouted Jules and suddenly people were staring at us. 

Dale laughed, because this was going to be easy. Saps like us didn’t show up every day. 

“Then let’s get you guys acquainted—just go wait in that room over there...” she pointed to a small glass-encased room with four folding chairs in it, “and I’ll bring in the little cutie.”

We entered the get-acquainted room and waited. While I waited, Jules hyperventilated with excitement. 

“Did you see how that dog stares at me?” I said uneasily.

“Max, it’s just a little dog and you don’t have to worry. This will be MY dog, I’ll take total care of her, you will hardly have to do a fucking THING! Especially since she already LOVES YOUR ASS!” 
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