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New York City.  1977.

“Who’s your dream actor for Sky Knight?”

“Well, I like that Jan Michael-Vincent.  He’s not hard to look at and he’s got the chops.  If he’s not available, that fella behind you is more than a reasonable facsimile.  What is your name, son?”

“Lee Hacklyn.  Big fan, sir.”

“Thought you looked familiar.  The feeling’s mutual.”

I was at the Funny-Book Farm in Queens, the Big Apple’s very first retail store that catered exclusively to nerds.

The man seated in front of a folding chair was Frank Goodwin, the creator of Sky Knight, one of Pinnacle’s top selling comic books.

He was signing autographs and gladhanding his adoring fans.

A corpulent ten-year old boy standing in front of me gave me the once-over.

“He’s not Sky Knight.  More like the Thing.”

The other boys in the line-up snickered.

From elation to deflation in a heartbeat.

“Lee!  Those guys I told you about just showed up!”

That came from the store’s owner.

I put my yet-to-be-autographed copy of Sky Knight number one on the folding table and stepped outside.

It was July and hotter than Talia Al Ghul, drawn by Neal Adams.

The aforementioned guys were leaning against a wall next to a glass display of new comic books.

The taller one was chewing gum and blowing bubbles.

I showed them my private investigator’s license, because that never fails to never impress everyone.

“Good morning, gentlemen.  Fuck off.”

The shorter one plucked a switchblade out of his back pocket and said, “Maybe you’d like me to cut your balls off.  That’s if I can find them.”

Fifteen minutes later, I was giving New York’s finest my statement.  The sportswear models were strapped to gurneys and their faces were under sheets.

Their dark souls were right back where they belonged.

The older cops said, “I’ve been walking the beat for twenty years and I’ve never once had to clear leather.  This city isn’t your personal shooting gallery, Hacklyn.”

“And what if it was your son they were selling drugs too?”

“All right, all right!  You don’t have to sound like such an asshole to make a point.”

Frank Goodwin stepped outside and we shook hands.

“You know, when I was a kid, I wanted to be a private eye, just like Mike Hammer.”

“When I was a kid, I wanted to be a comic-book artist.  Like you, sir.  Trade ya!”

“Not for a second.  Rest assured, young man.  You and I are exactly who we were meant to be.  Everybody talks about minorities these days.  The one we belong to is the only one that counts.”
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“I was no Gracie Goody-Two-Shoes in high school, Lee, that’s for sure.  I smoked, I drank my old man’s booze, and I slept around.  All my ex-boyfriends are dead or behind bars.  I’ve had herpes, syphilis and gonorrhea.  Crabs, too.  I can feel them right now.  Penicillin usually does the trick.  My life changed after I found Jesus.  He was behind the hamper in the form of a St. James Bible.  I joined a church and Sexaholics Anonymous.”

It’s hard to be anonymous about that, I wanted to say, but didn’t.

Her name was Alice Bird.  She was in her mid-forties and prettily presentable in a pink, silk blouse, black slacks and red high heels.

Her auburn hair was long and thick, and she smelled like vanilla.

She was the first woman I’d ever met who turned me on and grossed me out at the same time.

“The church is where I met Liam.  He’s why I’m here, Lee.  Maybe you’ve heard of him.  His name’s Dr. Liam Bird.”

“The missing scientist.  I’m very sorry.”

She had more goop on her face than a birthday cakes.  Tears ran down her face and made clean streaks.  I handed her some tissue.  She blew a wad of snot into it and gave it back to me.

People never fail to amaze me.

I dropped it—ugh—into my waste basket and she continued:

“You know, there aren’t a lot of scientists who believe in God.  Liam was...is, an exception.  He lived his life by the Ten Commandments.  He’s much older than me.  I’m forty-five and he’s sixty-five.  We met on Sunday and married on a Wednesday.”

“That’s a good day to get married.”

“Why?”

“Not important.”

“Oh, I get it.  Ha, ha!  WED-nes-day!  Where was I?  Oh, yeah!  As for kids, I’m infertile.  So much of what do in the moment for pleasure bites our future behinds.  I’m such a fool.  Liam went out to get smokes and he never returned.  I filed a missing person’s report and called the FBI.  I’ve never wasted so much time before in my life!  My mother told he probably left me for another woman.  She’s a member of RAGE.  That’s Righteous Activists for a Greener Earth.  What a bunch of whackos!  I’ll never speak to her again.  My husband is a brilliant man, Lee.  His socks never match, and he always leaves the toilet seat up, but he has ideas that might end world hunger.  There’s no point in my trying to convince you that I understand any of it, because I don’t, but Liam’s idea could produce a cheap and plentiful source of clean energy.  That’s something the world surely needs right now.  The oil’s going to run out.”

“Do you have a picture of him?”

She did and she handed it to me.

“He
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