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"...from page one on, there was never a single moment where i wasn't entertained, surprised, intrigued, involved in both the story and the characters...funny and smart and completely unpredictable." 


-  Jeff Arch, Screenwriter of Sleepless in Seattle





“A detective story whose imperfect protagonist boasts endearing qualities just below his rakish exterior.”


-  Kirkus Reviews





"Dark Sky is a fast paced and action-packed detective style thriller...Max Bowman is a great and believable character."


-  UndergroundBookReviews.org
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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.

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.
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Special thanks to Joshua James, who gets all of the blame for this.

For Leese, of course.

“It is part of the general pattern of misguided policy that our country is now geared to an arms economy which was bred in an artificially induced psychosis of war hysteria and nurtured upon an incessant propaganda of fear. While such an economy may produce a sense of seeming prosperity for the moment, it rests on an illusionary foundation of complete unreliability and renders among our political leaders almost a greater fear of peace than is their fear of war.”


General Douglas MacArthur, Speech to the Michigan legislature, May 15th, 1952
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“Out here, due process is a bullet.”


John Wayne, The Green Berets
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Mr. Barry Filer was not a pretty man.

That’s not a judgment on who he was as a human being, because I had just met the guy five seconds ago.  And I don’t believe in all that ugly duckling shit – you know, that they’re really secretly swans.  You better believe somebody ugly wrote that goddamn fairy tale. 

The truth is sometimes God turns the ugly inside out to warn everybody else about what they’re dealing with. And I had that kind of feeling about Mr. Barry Filer. But there I was, in the hotel lobby bar sitting across from this guy. And, because business was business, I had to look at him.  

Unfortunately, I couldn’t be sure if he was looking at me.  

Because part of what made Mr. Barry Filer such a feast for the eyes was the fact that one of his eyes was what they call “lazy.” Make that extremely lazy. You couldn’t actually look Barry in the eyes, you could only look him in the eye – because its mate was always staring off towards Pittsburgh or some other random municipality.  

That’s the thing they say in favor of lazy eyes. That the lucky bastard who has one can see in two directions at once. Seems like that would give you a migraine the size of a Sasquatch, but who knows?  Maybe it was more like you always got to view the world in split-screen, like your own personal version of 24. I always managed to follow whatever Jack Bauer was up to whenever there was more than one piece of video moving on my TV screen.

Of course, the eyes were just the appetizer of the three-course meal that was Barry Filer’s face, the tuna tartare before the entrée. The main dish was the skin on said face. It looked a little like somebody tied this guy’s ankles to the trailer hitch of an SUV and dragged him facedown over sandpaper for a few miles. It was probably the result of something a lot less dramatic – the kind of catastrophic teenage acne that could make a guy think he would never get laid, even if God had custom-fitted him with an ocular set-up tailor-made for a threesome. 

That left dessert. Finishing off this dispiriting dinner, sitting on top like a rancid cherry on a vomit sundae, was a lump of jet black hair that looked like some kind of animal that had shot itself in the head after it caught a glimpse of itself in a polished silver hubcap in a parking lot. When I say lump, I mean lump. It didn’t seem like a stray hair could ever escape from that hirsute brick.

We were in Midtown Manhattan, sitting in one of those sprawling endless hotel lobby bar areas that seemed like a waiting room for a corporate-sponsored Hell. Even though it was Saturday, there were still a lot of people wandering around uncomfortably dressed for business - especially the women. If you think sexism is dead, first of all, you’re an idiot, second of all, you never notice how we make the female gender engage in foot torture on a daily basis by tagging high heels as “sexy.” Maybe we guys should tie colorful strings around our balls and attach them to our necks with enough tension to lift them merrily above our cocks. Maybe that should be “sexy.”

Anyway, Mr. Barry Filer was certainly dressed for success. He had on the best suit Joseph A. Bank had to offer, as well as a classy maroon tie. You couldn’t see a guy like this going casual – I even pictured him showering in a suit. Me, I went the other way with wardrobe. I was wearing my shittiest jeans and a black t-shirt, with my twenty-year-old leather jacket. I was pushing sixty and was increasingly at risk of looking ridiculous, as if Marlon Brando couldn’t figure out how to get past The Wild One and played Don Corleone as a greaser, but it was how I dressed, so the hell with it.

We sat across from each other with a small cushioned almost-table between us. Like I said, it was Saturday, but I didn’t care, I usually lost track of what day of the week it was anyway.  After the perfunctory introductions and talk about the weather, I quickly realized this was not going to be a long meeting and I was grateful, because Mr. Barry Filer, who was probably in his late twenties, was nervous and just plain bad at human interaction. He stuttered and his voice was unpleasant. I don’t mean he made it unpleasant just for my benefit, it was just indiscriminately unpleasant. If a duck could talk – a real duck, not one of those Donald-Daffy shitbirds – it would sound like Barry.  Extrapolate one of their quacks into English and you’ll get to what I mean. Better still, imagine Billy Corgan singing after a Drano margarita. 

“So...M-m-mister Bowman.”

“Max.”

“Max. I-I work for...”

I stopped Barry in his tracks.

“Mr. Filer, you’re from Washington. Do you really want me to know who you work for? Or would you rather be the only person I know about?  You mentioned on the phone that extreme discretion would be involved here. So maybe whoever you’re doing this for would like to remain a whoever.”

“Whomever.”

“Granted.” Great, a grammar expert.

He put his cupped right hand to his mouth and almost burped. Holy shit. This poor fucker was also perpetually gassy. In addition to the horrible head and voice, God installed a defective gut on this boy. A lawsuit was in order.

‘Well, y-y-you’re probably right. He...I was told you could find out certain things.” Pause. “You’re older than I thought.”

“I’m not doing the Ironman, Barry. And this isn’t The Bourne Identity. I’m assuming I’m not going to have to jump through any windows or hang off the bottom of any helicopters. I’m just gathering information, correct?”

Hand cupped to mouth. Almost burp.

“Well, y-y-you were highly recommended by the Agency.”

It was comical how that kept ‘em coming twelve years later. I mean I had been in the CIA for a long time, starting way back when what was left of Reagan’s brain was Commander-in-Chief, so I established myself well enough. After I went freelance, I kept getting a steady stream of customers. Most of it was shit work. Usually, the Agency had lost track of an ex-agent and a higher-up for some reason got in a sweat about what had happened to him. Did he defect to China? Worse yet, was he writing a tell-all that might make that higher-up look like a moron, which was probably about as difficult as breathing? They didn’t have the time or the resources to go after all these lost sheep, so they hired me to do it, because I knew them and they knew me. And by the time I found the guy, they usually forgot they were looking for him.

This was different. This was Mr. Barry Filer.

Up until I met Barry, these jobs almost always started with a call from my old friend Howard Klein, who I started out with at Langley way back when. Howard was a good guy, but he was also a miserable man who married a miserable woman and was intent on having a miserable life – which, I guess, is why he stayed a government employee. That’s why I had to be careful with Howard – misery was just as dangerous as ugly. In his case, it made him resent me for my freedom. I told him repeatedly that it wasn’t all biscuits and gravy, that freedom didn’t include dental, but it still pissed him off that I could binge watch old Bonanza episodes on Netflix on a Wednesday if I wanted to.  

Anyway, I digress. Mr. Barry Filer obviously wasn’t with the Agency or he would’ve let me know. But he acted like he represented somebody else more important than both of us put together. My hair was up, I wanted to know more and I was sorry I had stopped him from giving me the name. So I tried another way back in. 

“Can I ask who recommended me?”

“Well, it was m-m-my...I mean, me. I recommended you to m-m-me.”

He gave me a creepy smile, like he was proud he learned so fast not to mention anybody else’s name – and even prouder that he had almost made a joke. There was no way for me to find out any more now. Since I had requested the lowering of the Cone of Silence, I couldn’t ask for it to be retracted. So I kept my cakehole shut and he kept on talking.

“B-b-before I go on, I have to first m-m-make sure you’ll be...well, as we discussed...discreet. I n-n-need to know you can be trusted.”

Sigh.

“Barry, you had to already know I could be trusted before I walked into this lobby. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have called me in the first place. Asking a guy if he’s trustworthy is like asking him how big his dick is. You have no idea if he’s lying until you pull his pants down.”

That puzzled him. It puzzled me. I have no idea how my mind works sometimes.

“We...I checked you out,” he nodded. “Y-y-you’re right.”

He pulled out an envelope. It was the envelope they leave in the hotel room with the chain’s logo on the back flap, next to the small three-page notepad and the cheap pen that looks like a straw filled with ink.  But there was nothing cheap about this envelope - it was, as they say, bulging. Bulging to the point where the glue on that back flap was straining to do its job.

Another creepy smile.

“This is a fifty percent deposit. Cash.”

He handed it over. I don’t usually look, but...

“Shit.” I ripped open the back of the envelope and let my thumb travel over the top edges of the bounty of large denomination bills inside. I glanced back up at my new benefactor. Creepy smile was wider than ever. He knew how I’d react and wanted to be part of the excitement.

“I know i-i-it’s a great deal more than your customary fee. But we...I want to m-m-make sure you come back for the second half. And that you understand how serious this particular thing is.”

I hate high expectations as much as I hate Indian food.

“A thing,” I said, almost in disgust. “I’m doing a thing.”

Cupped hand, almost burp.

“I-I didn’t mean to infer this was all that complicated. This is much like...what most clients approach you for.”

“So I’m looking for somebody.”

“K-k-kind of.”

Kind of?

Barry pulled out a flash drive from his suit jacket pocket. I reached out but he wasn’t ready to give it to me yet. 

“Th-there’s some basic information on here - for somebody you have to talk to first before you do anything else, in person. This is where discretion is v-v-vital. You don’t email this information – or any information you find out along the way. You don’t talk about any of it on the phone. You don’t share any of it with anyone else, period. Ever.”

A big pause. One of his eyes had me in a death grip. I didn’t know if I was supposed to fold like a lawn chair or what.  

“Okay, Barry, chill out. I’m not in third grade and you’re not the principal. You already gave me the money, so let me go on my way and do what I do.”

Wrong move to make. It was the first moment that I saw deep into his soul, and the only thing warm in there was the rage. It was from long ago, pre-pubic hair - kids beating him up about his eye, an asshole dad? Who knew. There’s never a shortage of shit to drag into adulthood to make sure we repeatedly fuck things up, especially when you look like Mr. Barry Filer.

“I have to make sure it’s done right,” he shouted as loudly as he could without actually shouting. “As you’ll learn, a l-l-lot is involved.”

Cupped hand, almost burp.

I stuffed the envelope into my inside jacket pocket. It barely fit. 

“Look, Barry, you don’t need to worry. I’m old, but that means I’ve learned what not to do. As anybody who’s worked with me will tell you, I get things done and nobody hears anything about it afterwards.”

“I know that. I’m more worried about your b-b-bedside manner.”

I smiled. He had a point.

“I’ll be good. Promise.”

His shoulders visibly slumped. I had said the right thing, without really even trying to. He stood and extended his hand, I did the same. We quickly shook on it.

Then he reached into his pocket.

“Almost forgot.”

His hand came out holding a cheap cell phone. Obviously a burner. 

“Use this to c-c-call me. Only this. The number is programmed in the phone. K-k-keep it on you at all times.”

I took it - and the phone charger that he dug out of his pocket on the second try.

“This is necessary?” I asked.

He nodded. 

“S-stay in touch.”

“Count on it.”
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As I rode the F train back home, I thought about Mr. Barry Filer. He flew all the way to New York to talk to me for less than three minutes. I guessed the flash drive would give me some answers, but I wanted to know more right then and there.

I got off the subway and rode up the three endless escalators that delivered commuters up out of the bowels of Roosevelt Island. As I watched the tiled walls go by, I pulled out my iPhone, waiting for the service dots to appear in the upper left corner of the phone face. Yeah, I had an iPhone. I finally broke down and bought one about a year ago and now the thing was more in charge of my life than I was. You did good, Steve Jobs, even though your bedside manner wasn’t reputed to be high quality either.

My service dots appeared. I hit the Howard button in my Contacts list as I headed for the subway station exit, walking past the tall-as-me sculpture of what seemed to be a glass gong, which made no goddamn sense at all in my artistic estimation.

The phone rang on the other end.

“Hey, man.”

The greeting always made me flinch. Howard Klein was the kind of guy who always said, “Hey, man,” because he thought it made him cool. Which wasn’t going to happen.

“Howard. Just met up with somebody...”

He immediately cut me off.

“Are you on a secure line?”
I looked around as if I was wondering who the hell he was talking to, just to entertain myself.
“On a secure line? Howard, this is Max. Max Bowman. Yesterday, I looked at the pictures of your kid’s wedding on Instagram. What...”

“You want to talk about shit, you need to be on a secure line.”

“Since when?”

“Since I’ve been telling you for the last twelve years.”

“It’s never exactly been a sticking point before.”

“Well, it’s sticking now.”

Oh, baby.

I was outside, a nice end-of-April day after a winter that caused me to repeatedly question God’s existence, so I stopped by the retaining wall by the sidewalk that came up to my elbow, behind which was an elevated patch of grass and trees. I leaned back on the wall and allowed the rest of the subway riders to walk past me. I can walk and chew gum at the same time, but I needed to focus. I’m old enough to understand when things are rapidly getting fucked-up without me having to lift a finger.

“You know, Howard, this is the second time today someone’s been very serious with me.”

“You should try serious, it might look good on you.”

“Howard, c’mon. I’m serious about what I do or you wouldn’t keep throwing my name around, would you?”

“Look, something has changed. That’s all I can say. And you have to take that change seriously.”  

I was back in the principal’s office and, again, I had no idea why.  

“Howard, how about you stop pretending everything didn’t just get strange with this phone call?  How about you admit that, up until now, you’ve been sending confidential information straight to my Yahoo! email account, the same account where I get spam about walk-in bathtubs, burial insurance and Russian brides, and that now all of a sudden it’s all about the secure lines?”

A beat. 

“Fine.” 

He kept wanting to assume we were done talking. But I was a dog with a bone. 

“All I get is fine? Okay, then I guess I’ll have to ask a series of questions to find out what this is all about. Like they used to do on What’s My Line? Is this case bigger than a breadbox?”

“Max, update your fucking references. What’s My Line, Jesus, didn’t they give out buggy whips to the winners on that thing?”

“You’re the same age as me, Howard.”

“Yeah, but I try to exist in the current millennium. Another thing you might wanna try.”

Another pause. I decided to try again. What the hell.

“So – this whole “something has changed” business. Does that have to do with my new client?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. And, by the way, you’re still not on a secure line.”

“Which means you do know what I’m talking about.”

“Max. I don’t have time for this.”

“You don’t want to have time for this.”

“Gotta go, the other line’s blinking.”

“Color me perplexed.”

“Color you disconnected.”

Click.

I turned to see a squirrel running up a cherry tree followed by an angry beagle trying to climb up after it. It was too soon to tell which one of those I was about to be. At the very least, I received confirmation that shit was weird. Sometimes, it’s enough to know that you’re paranoid for a reason. But that big, fat envelope in my coat pocket was starting to feel like it weighed three tons.

Time to keep walking. Time to get home. On Roosevelt Island, that never takes too long.

Roosevelt Island is about two miles long and a tenth of one across. It’s got parks on either end, the one at the top has an ancient lighthouse near a huge ancient hospital, the one at the bottom has a brand new giant cement statue of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s disembodied head. There are exactly three ways to get to Roosevelt Island unless you’re a bird; the tram from the Manhattan side, the Roosevelt Island Bridge from the Queens side, and the subway from both sides. You can’t walk or drive directly to the city itself from the Island – which is why most New Yorkers don’t make the effort. 

Why would they? 

First of all, there’s no place to eat. Yeah, there’s a Subway, and mediocre-to-poor sushi, Chinese and pizza places, and a sports bar where you can get a decent burger, and a Starbucks, but that’s about it. No great neighborhood places like in the rest of the five boroughs. And don’t think about getting anything better brought to your door. You can only get delivery from Queens and only from the places desperate enough to want to send a delivery guy across the bridge on a bike. You call and ask a place if it delivers to Roosevelt Island, and you can time the pause with a stopwatch. They don’t want to say no, but eventually they will.

Second of all, the population is half Chinese and the other half is disabled and/or elderly. Why so many Chinese? There must be some kind of flyer circulating around Beijing touting the wonders of Roosevelt Island, otherwise I can’t explain it. As for those who are no longer able to walk, I guess it’s appropriate that an island filled with people in wheelchairs should be named after Roosevelt. To me, they serve as a daily reminder that I don’t need or want that my time is running out.

Third, there’s the problematic history of this place.  When it was called Welfare Island, it hosted a notorious overcrowded asylum, a workhouse populated by irredeemable convicts and a smallpox hospital you could enter any time you liked but never leave. In other words, if you’re looking for Paradise, keep moving – this chunk of land has always been seen as a dumping ground for the exiled, the demented and the doomed.

I loved the fucking place. 

Clearly, I had the personality of a demented and doomed exile, especially since the events of twelve years ago. Plus it was quiet in a way Manhattan never could be and it was manageable in a way Manhattan never wanted to be. Fifteen minutes away from La Guardia, twenty minutes from JFK and a great bodega at the bottom of my building that sold organic milk, so I wouldn’t grow tits from synthetic cow hormones.

My building. It resembled the projects you’d see in the opening credits of that seventies TV show, Good Times. Most of the residents in my building had their rent subsidized by the government; old-timers, poor Good Times families and the like. I was one of the few people paying most of the freight on the place, which didn’t bother me, it was still a good deal for this neck of the woods. I lived on the 13th floor, where else?  At least the building still had the balls to call it the 13th floor, not like the other high-rises where they went right from the 12th to the 14th. They’d rather look like they flunked arithmetic than deny ancient superstitions, which was typical in a country that tried to ignore climate change while the seas rose, the forests burned and the reservoirs dried up.

Immediately next door to me lived neighbor Larry, around sixty-five years old, grey hair, grungy cap and stubble. I didn’t know what was wrong with Larry and I didn’t want to find out. He was barely able to walk due to oozing sores on his leg, but he managed to double his speed when he finally got a cane to work with. Because Leg Sore Larry wasn’t all that mobile, he stayed at home covering every inch of the walls of his shitty little apartment with pictures ripped from whatever magazines they still actually churned out of a printing press. His ongoing sideways Sistine Chapel rip-and-tape mural extended to his front entrance, where he was in his Scarlett Period, Scarlett as in Scarlett Johansson, whose magnificent everything was the centerpiece of every photo on the door facing our common hallway. It added just the right touch of continental charm associated with every smelly college dorm hallway. 

Lest you think I’m a cruel man who doesn’t care about the disabled, you’re entitled. From my side, Leg Sore Larry tried too hard to befriend me when I moved in and then turned surly when I didn’t greet him with open arms. After that, he started stealing my New York Times on a regular basis. I suppose we had a lot in common - like me, his marriage was long over and his kids didn’t talk to him. The difference was I didn’t mind being alone and he did. But something about him made me think his problems began long before his legs started leaking.  

On the other side of my door was Nancy with the Breathing Apparatus Face. That was my version of the Frank Sinatra classic love song, Nancy with the Laughing Face. True, my rewrite had a few too many syllables in the title, but my sick mind made them fit to the tune. Nancy was one of those confined to a wheelchair who also had, as my song title suggested, some sort of breathing tube attached to some sort of contraption in the back of the wheelchair that was required to be on twenty-four-seven. She wasn’t a sight most people would enjoy, but I liked her. In contrast to Leg Sore Larry, Nancy always had a big smile and a nice greeting for you. She was clearly not going to have a lot of enjoyment during what was left of her life, but she was going to make the most of it anyway. I might have married Nancy if sex wasn’t out of the question. Maybe I was just captivated by the knowledge that she was physically incapable of stealing my Times.

I unlocked the door and went inside my two bedroom apartment.  I didn’t really need that second bedroom anymore, it was where my daughters slept when they used to visit. Used to. I threw out the rest of their stuff last year. 

“You’re back already? What the fuck? You barely had enough time to ride the train and back.”

Jules didn’t wait to be in the same room with me before she started in. She would always begin abusing me as soon as I opened the door. She kept at it as I walked down the flight of stairs inside the front door that led down to the actual apartment. Despite what Mr. Barry Filer thought of me, I did have a semblance of a bedside manner. Jules’, on the other hand, was removed at birth. Against my better judgment, I had given her a key three months ago. Now she thought she lived here.

“It was a short meeting,” I told her.

“What, you just blew each other and left?”

That made me laugh until I actually pictured what she was describing.

If it wasn’t for anti-depressants, Xanax and HGTV, Jules would’ve been very much at home in the island’s old asylum. Right now, she was OD-ing on one of those half hours where a couple pretended to look for a house and invariably narrowed it down to three choices. The half-hour inevitably ended with one of them saying to the other, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” and then the show cut to whatever shitbox they decided to buy. This is what passes for a TV show now. Bring back the Lone Ranger.

I turned the corner into the living room, where Jules was sprawled out on my poor excuse for a couch in her panties and an Anchorman T-shirt she had nabbed at a Marshall’s close-out for $2.99. It was purple and featured Will Ferrell sitting at a desk with no pants. She was overcharged.

The house show went to commercial so she was free to talk to me.

“So – what crap job do you get to do now?”

“I’m not sure. And when I am sure, I still can’t tell you.”

That got her attention. I always told her everything. I had nobody else to listen to my shit.

“What?”

“You heard me. Howard’s suddenly talking about secure lines and everybody’s acting like I’m the guy that’s going to bring down the government.”

She sat up and considered me.

“So you’re doing something important. That should make you feel good, right?”

“I don’t like important. Important means somebody’s watching over your shoulder and sticking their fingers in your business.”

“So why’d you take the job?”

That’s when I removed the big, fat envelope from my pocket. Her eyes almost came out of her head.

“HOLY FUCK.” Then, because she’s Jules, “Those aren’t all ones, are they?”

I shook my head slowly. “I gotta look at some files on the computer and see what this is all about.”

“You’re buying me a nice dinner tonight, right?  OFF this godforsaken island, right?”

“Do I get sex?”

“Oh, when don’t you, asshole?”

I shrugged with a smile. The commercial was over and she was back eyeing real estate, the kind neither of us would ever buy. We could never be suburban. Or stable, for that matter.

Jules was nice, but I didn’t know if it would go much past where it was. She kept her hair blonde even though it was brown and her weight went up and down more than the stock market, but she was cute, if a little snarly. Then again, I liked unreasonable women, maybe because I needed somebody to shout in my ear to make me feel something. She had been a cabaret singer with some limited success, then her acute acid reflux did some damage to her vocal cords – which made her a singer who couldn’t sing. However, yelling wasn’t a problem.

Even though she had lost her singing voice, luckily she wasn’t stupid and got a job as an assistant at a law firm. She hated it, but the medical plan covered her meds and the salary allowed her to save up for the operation that would restore her instrument. She was close to having enough money, but I wasn’t sure why she was bothering. She was in her forties now and wasn’t about to become a star, especially since her repertoire stopped at 1963 with Eydie Gorme and Blame It on the Bossa Nova. She claimed not to listen to any music that came afterwards, except for some Broadway shit.  That’s why we got along; I loved Sinatra and knew all the standards. But I also loved the Beatles, the Stones, Nirvana and even Kanye West, which drove her insane. 

“After what that asshole did to Taylor Swift?” she’d shriek at me. 

I’d reply, “Listen to their music side-by-side. You’ll know who deserves to have an award taken away.”

That was another problem - she lived in the past and wanted both of us to get a condo there together. Despite Howard’s opinion of me, I still wanted to pretend maybe something new might work, but she wasn’t budging. In her words, “The passage of time can kiss my ass.”

Whenever she said something like that, my heart sort of melted. Nothing like misanthropes in love. 

Even though it was only Saturday, I knew she’d be there all weekend. She was already making noises about giving up her place in Harlem and officially moving in with me. We’d both save money, right? I returned the noise with quiet. It was a good trick – Howard wasn’t the only one who knew it.

I went to the second bedroom, which was what I used for an office even though there was still a queen bed taking up most of the room. I sat down at the IKEA desk, pulled out the flash drive Mr. Barry Filer had given me and shoved it into the USB slot. Of course, it shoved right back because I was holding the fucking thing upside down as usual. Unlike many things in life, with a USB you can only be wrong once, and after I flipped the thing, the screen came up on my computer with the contents. 

More weirdness. 

There was exactly one document on the flash drive. One. It was a massive 11.3 kilobytes. And when I opened up the document, it contained exactly one small piece of information – an address. 

In other words, I still didn’t know who or what I was after. To find that out, I had to go to Virginia.

I hated Virginia.
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The address was located in Virginia Beach, where a lot of D.C. elites settle down once they rape the taxpayers enough to afford the admission price. There were no instructions telling me to go there, but I didn’t know what else I was supposed to do. I just wondered if I had to pay for this trip myself out of the cash I had been supplied with. But when I got around to emptying the hotel envelope to see just how much green was in there, I discovered that Mr. Barry Filer had thoughtfully included a credit card with my name already on it. Attached to the card was a Post-It Note with neatly handwritten instructions (I suspected Mr. Barry Filer’s fine penmanship at work) to use the card for traveling expenses. I called the credit card company to check on the credit limit and was told there was none. I could charge however much I wanted. So I guess somebody trusted me. 

Somebody with excellent credit.

I lived up to that trust - I didn’t go put a Lamborghini on the card. Instead, I charged a flight down to Richmond, a lousy sandwich from an airport kiosk and a car rental.  It was another hour-and-a-half drive to get to Virginia Beach, but that was okay with me. The longer it took the better. 

Because I wasn’t in good shape. 

Even though the address came to me without a name attached, it wasn’t very hard to find out who owned the property. And when I did find out, I started sweating and still hadn’t stopped, even though it was only about fifty-five degrees out.  A cold front had hit the Eastern seaboard and had cooled things off considerably for everybody but me - I was in the middle of my own personal heat wave. Why was I so nervous?

After a curt female voice at the intercom buzzed the gate open, I wheeled my rented Taurus through it and around the perfectly maintained circular driveway leading me to the foot of what was to all intents and purposes a big fucking mansion.  Looking at this monstrosity with windows, I suddenly wasn’t just sweaty, I was shaky too.  And deep down, I knew why I was so nervous.

The truth was I had gotten lazy. 

I had not only lost my edge, I couldn’t remember what it was like to ever have had one. I didn’t want to see it, but, over the years, the agency had been feeding me an increasing number of crap assignments, stuff a Boy Scout who knew how to use Google could have handled. The decline was obvious, but I ascribed it to Howard’s trajectory, not mine. Yeah, he was in a senior position at Langley, but, at every opportunity, I knew they were shoving him further to the side of the real action, preparing him for his final severance package, which would be a nice bundle after all those years. That meant in turn that whatever jobs he threw my way weren’t going to be anything earth-shaking. We were getting old and things were winding down, that was my excuse for allowing things to slide without a fight.  The reality was I wanted shit to be easy. I didn’t want drama. I had had enough of that in years gone by. 

Unfortunately, when there’s no drama, there’s nothing to prevent you from going completely to hell. 

I didn’t stay in shape. I had too much Jack Daniels at night. I had too many burgers at the sports bar. And I watched too much HGTV with Jules, instead of checking out whatever quality television the internet was demanding I take in. Nor was I reading great literature or compelling nonfiction. No, I was only reading new compilations of old comics I bought when I was a kid. I told myself I was only doing it to laugh at how much sense they didn’t make. How the hell did two-inch-long wings on the Sub-Mariner’s ankles make it so that he could fly? How did the Thing, who was made of rocks, have a girlfriend? Wasn’t intimacy an issue? All the lube in the world wasn’t going to help the entrance of a cock made of rocks feel less than traumatic, right? 

These kinds of inquires weren’t the kind of thing a grown man should occupy his time with, but, as long as I made enough to get by, I felt okay about throwing my ambition into storage and filling my days with whatever didn’t threaten me. But a dozen years of coasting was catching up to me – because I now had to deal with the guy who owned this monster mansion. Why the hell would someone hand me an assignment that involved him? And why were people already treating me like I fucked up before I had done a goddam thing? 

Nothing made any sense, which made me sweat even harder. 

As I got out of the car, I eyed the estate and the beautifully manicured lawn that went on until it met the beach and the ocean put it all to a stop. I mopped my brow with the back of my hand and climbed the steps up to the massive double front doors that had matching American Eagles on them. Then I hit what I guessed was the doorbell. It was a button in the middle of a beautifully sculpted American flag and I thought to myself that there must be a special doorbell store somewhere in a special rich people mall that only they knew about.

And then the door opened.

“You look pale,” she said.

“Hello to you too,” I replied.

She flinched as if she wasn’t used to anybody talking back to her, which she probably wasn’t if she was a part of this household. That meant I had to grope for my bedside manner fast.

“Sorry, I’ve been a little under the weather.”

She still didn’t know what to make of me, but then again, she was in her bathrobe and slippers and looked like she just rolled out of bed, even though it was close to three p.m. But she still looked good, kind of like Cate Blanchett if she ate a little. She was in her early forties but you could’ve realistically guessed five years younger. I already knew who she was, but I didn’t want to give the game away. 

Meanwhile, she gave me the onceover. I was wearing my usual T-shirt, leather jacket, jeans, with Converse black sneakers. I did accessorize for this special occasion by wearing a Mets cap. I loved a loser, if it wasn’t obvious by now. Maybe I should’ve worn a coat and tie for this special occasion, but my Sunday-Go-To-Meeting clothes were all in a corner of my closet buried under five pounds of dust. 

“Okay,” she finally said, “get out from under the weather and tell me who the hell you are.”

“I told you over the intercom at the gate. My name’s Max Bowman. I was told to come here by Mr. Barry Filer.”

“Who the hell is Mr. Barry Filer?”

“I wish I knew. The internet’s never heard of him, as far as I can tell.”

She blinked.

I said, “You don’t seem to have
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