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    For Paul Kelvyn, brilliant, marvelous and missed.


For David Muhlfelder, more than just a name.


And for Leese, because I make sure blondes do have more fun.
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Max Bowman has female problems. Specifically, three beautiful, rich daughters of three powerful and influential men—all of them with their own secret agendas. Unfortunately, Max doesn’t know which one to trust or which way to turn, because a vicious killer is hot on his heels. And the most perplexing thing about this psychopath is that he isn’t after Max himself—but everyone he knows and loves.  From New York City to Miami, from Washington D.C. to Sedona, Arizona, Max is on the run. And that’s not easy when you have two broken toes.
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"Very well-executed plot. Seldom a book actually make me want to read the next installment RIGHT AWAY, and this one did."

- Benjamin Franklin Digital Awards
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"Top Pick! 5 Stars out of 5. Freaking amazing.”

-  Underground Book Reviews
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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. This book is not sanctioned by New Zealand Baseball.

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

“When a child first catches adults out—when it first walks into his grave little head that adults do not always have divine intelligence, that their judgments are not always wise, their thinking true, their sentences just—his world falls into panic desolation. The gods are fallen and all safety gone. And there is one sure thing about the fall of gods: they do not fall a little; they crash and shatter or sink deeply into green muck. It is a tedious job to build them up again; they never quite shine. And the child's world is never quite whole again. It is an aching kind of growing.” 

― John Steinbeck, East of Eden 
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“What a kid I got. I told him about the birds and the bees and he told me about the butcher and my wife.”

― Rodney Dangerfield
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“Don’t you want to get the son of a bitch?”

Kaitlyn Marks was staring at me—staring at me with the biggest eyes I had ever seen on a female face this side of Betty Boop. Eyes that reflected her feelings at any given moment so powerfully that they made me want to push my chair back a few feet to create a buffer zone. Eyes that threatened to fill with tears at any moment, tears that would no doubt spill over and run down her still-not-bad-to-look-at fortysomething face if I didn’t answer “yes.”

I was fucked.

Kaitlyn was the daughter of the almost-late, great Senator Abe Marks, once an heir to the liberal lion Teddy Kennedy, reduced to drooling into his Malt-o-Meal thanks to the aforementioned son of a bitch, and a mind-altering drug called Blue Fire, with which I also had a modicum of experience.

She had called me a few days before and asked me to come by. I had hesitated. Venturing outside Roosevelt Island at that point in my life meant a tremendous effort. I would have to shower off my massive stink, do laundry so I had non-disgusting underwear, stop my nonstop guzzling of Jack Daniels, maybe even attempt to eat and sleep like a person. In short, I would be forced to do all the things normal human beings did on a daily basis to avoid being completely repulsive to those around them.

Kaitlyn, on the other hand, would never let herself hit bottom like I had. Oh, she was devastated—her father meant the world to her. But regardless of what had happened to him, regardless of the depth of her daughterly love, bottom was a place Kaitlyn would never even consider visiting. Her tiny frame and long auburn curls projected an aura of feral strength that made me think she would likely spring out of her chair and throttle somebody before she would do anything even slightly self-destructive. And at that moment, she wanted to hurt Andrew Wright. 

She seemed more than a little confused that I wasn’t all that excited to join her in another likely ruinous and ultimately futile mission to take down the man who destroyed our lives. 

I slouched in my seat. If I were Robert Mitchum in an old black-and-white late forties film noir, I would’ve taken a big drag on my Lucky Strike and blown a smoke ring into the air to indicate how little a shit I really gave.

But I wasn’t. I was Max Bowman. And I gave too much of a shit. 

“I saw him the other day. I could see in his eyes that he was trying to tell me something. He was so focused, so fierce almost, I worried he might have an aneurysm. Then you could see he just...lost it. Five seconds later, he’s watching Teletubbies like nothing ever happened. Teletubbies! Max, he’s trapped in there and he’ll never get out and it’s just so wrong!”

Then the tears flowed. Who could blame her? Her father possessed one of the sharpest minds in the history of the Senate—and now the fucking Teletubbies were probably beyond his comprehension. Although, to be honest, I never understood the deal with the one with the purse. 

So, yeah, it all was tragic and horrible and unjust. But, as with many a tragic and horrible and unjust situation, nobody could really do anything about it, especially me. Which is why my enthusiasm level was just this side of zero. 

However, Kaitlyn Marks wasn’t someone who gave up easily. She was a lot like her father in that regard. She fixed those enormous eyes on me as she blinked back a few tears and said, quietly and firmly...

“You owe this to Daddy.”

I did?

Senator Marks was the person who came to my rescue after the Dark Sky debacle. He and I worked together to topple Wright’s secret paramilitary empire. It was glorious. We were heroes. Then the resulting blowback left him one step above a vegetable and me a few steps away from drinking myself to death.

But Kaitlyn clearly believed something could still be done. The fact that she opted to hold our meeting in her father’s study in the Marks’ family penthouse on the Upper West Side, walls adorned with photos of the Senator with U.S. Presidents, prominent world leaders, news anchors, and, for some reason, Ellen DeGeneres, showed she meant business. This was obviously the room of someone whose life meant something. Someone who didn’t deserve to have his brain turned to Jell-O, just because he loved his country and did his job. 

Like that ever made a difference.

Kaitlyn sat in the big leather chair behind the Senator’s custom-made mahogany desk, the set-up dwarfing her tiny frame. I sat a hair below her in a comfortable chair, trying my best to avoid those big eyes without looking conspicuous. But still, I couldn’t help sneaking a few peeks. She wasn’t my type, but there was something about her. She was wearing an expensive cashmere sweater, casual slacks and a pair of those socks you could buy from the MTA website that had polka dots with all the subway line letters and numbers on them. No shoes. She was at home and wanted to be comfortable, I understood that. In my apartment, I wouldn’t have put shoes on for the Pope. 

But at that moment, I was uncomfortable—because Kaitlyn Marks was relentless. 

“If you can’t do it for my father, at least do it for her. I mean, you loved her, didn’t you?”

Point taken.

I broke away from her intense gaze. By “her,” of course, Kaitlyn meant a subject I wanted to bury forever along with her body, the late Julie “Jules” Nelson, who, back in March, was murdered on a street corner while holding her morning latte. Why? To get back at me. A revenge killing. You might say I caused her death. And I might agree. 

Because I had been stupid enough to go after Andrew Wright—twice. Kaitlyn Marks was asking me to do it a third time.

As I stared at a photo of the Senator and Hugo Chavez, hanging next to a photo of the Senator and Ryan Seacrest, Kaitlyn answered her own question. 

“You did love her, Max. Angela Davidson told me about you. Her son told her you were planning to marry that singer.”

Angela Davidson, PMA’s mom. Of course. She and Kaitlyn were both members of the Rich Divorced Daughters Club. They probably had much in common—and now I was a part of those wonderful shared experiences. 

“By the way, she asked a lot of questions about you,” Kaitlyn added. Her tone lightened a bit, in a teasing way that still had an edge to it. “A lot of questions.”

Yeah, great news. I was available. Good thing Jules got gunned down in the street, right? Now every other woman in the world had a shot at the glorious specimen that was me. I wiped my forehead. I was sweating, even though the room was cool enough for a polar bear wearing an overcoat. 

“You know what I liked best about Angela Davidson?” I said, staring at a photo of Senator Marks and Al Gore when he had that ungodly beard. 

“What?” 

“She was very quick to offer me a drink.”

With that, I turned back to Kaitlyn. She smiled, a point in her favor. 

“What kind of drink?”

“Jack Daniels on the rocks,” I answered.

She got up and headed over to the wet bar, laughing a little along the way.

“Jack at 3 pm. You are old school, aren’t you? A regular Humphrey Bogart, although I never saw him wear a Mets cap.”

I took the cap off. I was forgetting my manners. “Bogart was dead before the Mets started playing ball. And besides, I’m a Robert Mitchum man. I was just thinking about him as a matter of fact.”

“I...I don’t know much about Mitchum,” she said with a hesitant tone as she poured the drink. I could tell she didn’t want to come off as stupid in front of me. Like I was such an Einstein.

“Bogart only pretended like he didn’t give a shit, but he was too much of a terrier, always anxious to bark and jump all over somebody. Mitchum was genuinely cool. And he genuinely didn’t give a shit. He smoked a lot, you know, and I’m not talking about tobacco.”

“That’s funny,” she replied. A point against her. People who didn’t laugh and merely described something as funny were at their root humorless. This was a prominent entry in Max Bowman’s Big Book of Random and Possibly Wrong Character Assessments.

She walked the drink over to me and handed it to me as I remained in the comfortable chair. And she continued to stand there looking down on me as I took it. I wondered if she noticed my hand was shaking in anticipation of my blessed belt of Jack.

“You’re not Robert Mitchum,” she said softly. “You’re hurting.” 

Yep. Those big eyes noticed. 

I shifted in the chair uneasily. I didn’t like anyone feeling sorry for me all that much, that was my job. I turned away again.

“I’m hurting too,” I heard her say. “Andrew Wright stole my father’s most valuable possession—his mind.”

“So he hasn’t improved,” I said to the wall.

“No. I mean...well, I don’t have to tell you, we have connections, we have money...he’s seen the best doctors in the world. And every single one of them says the same thing:  the damage is permanent. He can function physically, but he’ll be in a 24-hour care facility for the rest of his life.”

That hit me hard. 

I hadn’t seen anything about the Senator on the news, probably because there had been a media blackout since Angela’s boy PMA and I had freed him from the basement where the Blue Fire bastards were keeping him and all the other people whose brains they fried. I didn’t know if his condition was reversible, especially since I was able to get most of the Blue Fire out of my system, but I suspected the worst, since he was already a zombie by the time I found him. Still, it was a punch to the gut to get that confirmed.

“I’m sorry, Kate.” 

“Kaitlyn,” she immediately corrected me. “I hate ‘Kate.’”

That kind of broke the tea-and-sympathy moment.

I took a sip of the Jack, and just a sip so as not to look too desperate. She suddenly put her hand over my free one. It felt like someone had shot an electric current through my arm and I turned back to her with a start. At which point she went down on one knee by my chair. Way too intimate, way too fast. 

“Max, you know how much my father respected you. Angela told me her father respected you too. Think about it, Max, two great Americans, and they both believed in you. They both put their faith in you because they knew you have something the others don’t. And now, I don’t mean to judge you, at all, but it looks like you’re sinking into a dangerous funk...”

“Not that unusual,” I answered. At least I didn’t have to keep up appearances anymore, so I went ahead and took a big swig of the Jack. Mmmm. Jack. 

“Never mind that your country needs you Max, but this is obviously killing you, just like it’s killing me. That there’s no justice. That he just gets away with it. I know how it eats away at you, because that’s what it does to me. So believe me when I say this is going to continue to eat away at you until you can find some way to resolve it, to feel like you’ve done something. That you at least took a shot. And I can help you with that. 

I was fixated on her. She was mesmerizing. 

Then I remembered. Senator Marks had told me his daughter tried to make it as an actress in the New York theatre scene. Suddenly I understood. We were doing a scene she was writing in her head. 

“Look, Kate...” Whoops, almost forgot. “...lyn. A few weeks ago, I spent some time in Sedona, Arizona nosing around—you know, where Uncle Andy lives...”

“Uncle Andy?”

“My pet name for Andrew Wright. Anyway, I ended up feeling like an idiot. What the hell was I going to do out there all by myself? He’s got too much security, he’s too connected, he’s too smart, he’s untouchable. Guys like him run the world. Guys like me should just get out of the way. So I’m sorry, but...” 

I let it trail off and took another sip. She stayed on her knee beside me. She kept her hand on mine. She fixed those eyes on me again.

“Max, you shut down Dark Sky. You and my father.”

“Yeah, for about six months. Then your dad disappeared and...well, you know what happened next. Uncle Andy’s puppet Eddie di Pineda got your dad’s Senate seat and Dark Sky got their funding back. We took one step forward and about eight million steps back. Face it—Andrew Wright is Galactus, Eater of Worlds.”

She had no idea what the fuck I was talking about. 

“The Fantastic Four. The Galactus confrontation was one of the greatest trilogies in comic book history,” I explained. “It’s where the Silver Surfer was introduced.”

She still had no idea what the fuck I was talking about. I finished the drink. She stood up with sudden command. 

“I’m not talking about a shot in the dark, Max. I have something specific.”

I looked up at her sharply. “What, Andrew Wright’s shoe size?”

The big eyes flashed. “Just listen, please. Look, you’re a mess. And I know you have money problems, I can pay you to check this out, and pay you well.”

“Don’t threaten to overpay me, that never works out. Where’s your mother in all this?”

“My father’s at a facility in Connecticut, near our other home. She’s staying close and I’ve taken charge here.” 

She fixed her eyes on mine. I blinked.

“Max, you need this. I mean, how are you going to deal with the lawsuit by that comic book publisher?”

“Been doing your homework. Well, ‘Mighty Mel’ Chesler is not a big deal. He’s already pushing 100, he’ll probably croak before we get to trial.”

“You can’t just wish things away. I want to make this work. So...I’ll pay him off—and pay you on top of that to follow up on this lead. I’m sure that’s what my father would have wanted. I want this to be the start of a relationship...”

I gave her a look.

“...a working relationship, devoted to putting Andrew Wright behind bars where he belongs.”

“He belongs in a lot worse place than that.”

“And it absolutely has to be you, Max. This lead...she said you’re the only person she’ll talk to.” 

“Well...whoever ‘she’ is, she should ask the first runner-up.”

I put my empty glass on the extremely well-designed glass coffee table, avoiding the coaster on purpose because I was starting to feel as ornery as Grandpa Amos McCoy when he lost at checkers. Then it was my turn to stand up.

“Thanks for the drink.”

“Max. You owe him. You owe both of them.”

“I think it’s time somebody owed me something,” I blurted out, and I did it staring right into her big fucking eyes. I towered almost a foot over her tiny frame and I wasn’t going to back down, even though she was in a perfect position to slug me in the nuts. “What the hell are we gonna gain by me taking on Uncle Andy all by my lonesome? Just more pain and suffering, and none of it will bring back Jules or your father’s brain functions. Shit, I just finally got the last of that Blue Fire demon drug out of my head and I’m not real anxious to find something new to destroy my life.”

“So that’s it. You just let them win. You have the power to stop them, but you just don’t want to.”

“Spare me the challenge to my manhood, Kate...”

“Kaitlyn.”

Yeah, I knew better, but, again, I was feeling ornery. 

“...I’ve tangled with Andrew Wright twice before and barely made it out alive. If you think I’m going to let you send me out all by my lonesome for Round Three with the King of the Spooks, then your thought process is a lot worse than your dad’s at the moment.” 

Okay, Max. That was way too far. 

She reached up and slapped me on the jaw. Mostly the underside, but it stung. She then stormed over to the bar, picked up the half-empty (or was it half-full?) bottle of Jack and threw it in my general direction. Only the throw was a little short and, just like Barry Bonds those last few years of playing the outfield for the Giants, I wasn’t about to dive to make the catch. The bottle landed with a crash and I watched sadly as the heavenly brown liquid oozed out over the floor, carrying little chunks of broken glass in its little drunken streams. 

“Get out!”

Kaitlyn, looking like the leading lady on a 1975 episode of Days of Our Lives, gestured toward the door. I headed in its general direction.

“I thought you were a fucking hero. You’re just a pathetic little coward.”

Seriously. She could have written that episode with that kind of quality dialogue. 

“The first word maybe applies. The other two, I don’t think so. But anyway...yeah. I should be going.” 

And with that, I left. Or, at least I should’ve left. But then she really started crying, her big eyes overflowed with tears and I thought about her brave wonderful father and I didn’t move an inch. She had stopped acting—so I stopped feeling ornery.

I stayed to hear more. I stayed to find out who ‘she’ was. 

And I knew it would cost me. 
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Sucks to Be Me
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I made my way home to Roosevelt Island by my preferred method—I walked to the tram. From where Kaitlyn lived, it was a long hike across almost the entire width of Manhattan, but I was hoping my head would clear along the way. Of course, at this stage of my life I suspected I could have walked all the way to Timbuktu and still ended up with smog in my noggin, to quote Edd “Kooky” Byrnes. But what the hell, it was worth a try.

It was mid-October, one of the best times to wear out your sneakers on the New York City sidewalks. The weather was as close to as perfect as you could get, mid-60s and plenty of sun, and the tourist trade wasn’t yet the inescapable force it would become in a few weeks. That’s when the start of the holiday season hit, when crowds would swarm the streets and gather five layers deep in front of department store windows, forcing you to become an offensive lineman to get to where you wanted to go. 

But then? It was the perfect time for us natives. Too bad I was too far down the mental well to really appreciate it.

Over the summer, I had turned 60. “Wahhh,” cried Big Baby Max. Well, I had a fucking right to bawl. It had been easy to write off my 40th and 50th birthdays at the time—those ages really didn’t count as old anymore. But 60? 60 was the first real body blow to the aging process and I was hoping I’d be at a high point in my life when it came calling. And as the title of an old horrible Bob Hope movie once predicted, Boy, Did I Get a Wrong Number.

See, it would’ve been nice to turn 60 right after the Dark Sky case. I had just been anointed a public hero and had a potentially lucrative book deal to go along with it. And I still had Jules. It was a bright, shining moment when everything in my life seemed to be at a positive for the first time since I got yanked out of my mother’s cold, cold vagina, but it was still only a moment, because soon I was deeper in the shit than ever before, courtesy of “Uncle Andy” Wright. I thought that particular struggle would cost me my sanity, but instead, it cost me my heart, which was probably a bigger loss. If you lost your mind, you might never know it was missing. But there was no doubt about a broken heart. No doubt at all.

The trauma of losing Jules regressed me right back into my natural state—emotional numbness, every American male’s default response to mental distress. But that response wasn’t working so well this time around. Sure, I had wrapped up the hurt in a roll of who-gives-a-shit paper and tossed it in the back closet of my unconscious, but the whole ugly package was still there and still made the back of my head ache in the middle of the night. That’s usually when I would start playing solitaire on my phone— and when my deranged dog Eydie, seeing that I was awake, would jump up and lick me all over my face. I loved the pooch, but that was not a turn-on.

That was my state of mind when I turned 60 in mid-July, when I was forced to wonder how many more times I’d have to start getting up to pee at night, how many more weird spots would pop up on my skin, how many more hairs would spring out of places where they didn’t belong and how big those freakish bony lumps in the palms of my hand might get. At least I now knew what the lumps were called—a doctor told me they were called “gnarls.” As in, my hands were getting “gnarly.”

Charming. 

I knew my depression was something I was choosing to cling to. I knew I had the option to try and enjoy life again. I knew I even had the opportunity to regain my spot as a big shot among big shots. Todd Rabash, my erstwhile entertainment agent, came back after me when the Blue Fire debacle was over, sure that a Max Bowman book deal would be an even bigger moneymaker than before. And there were other deals to be made. I could even be a recurring analyst on CNN, he said breathlessly. I had to remind him that the news network might not be all that anxious to hire somebody who had vomited live on the air right next to one of their over-hairsprayed news-spewers. 

Truth was I wanted the fastest train out of the public limelight after Jules was gunned down. I did no interviews and I made no comments. Fucking Matt Lauer himself called me one afternoon and I hung up on him. Which naturally led the media to label me a “Mystery Man,” which made me an even bigger “story,” at least in some people’s minds. Me, I didn’t care and it seemed like neither did anyone else who didn’t have to worry about ratings or online clicks. After all, there I was walking down the street without being accosted by mobs of followers demanding selfies with America’s Hero, Max Bowman. 

Nope, I was walking through Central Park and not even a rat emerged to bid me a fond good day.

Professionally, I had been taking occasional detecting jobs as long as they were easy and high-paying, so Kaitlyn was wrong about my “money problems.” I was doing fine. The jobs weren’t hard to get, seeing as how I was an in-demand enigma, the hidden hero everybody wanted to brag about knowing. So I gave what was required and nothing more. Who had time for anything else? Frankly, my schedule was tight. I was committed to spending at least four or five hours a day feeling sorry for myself. Wallowing was becoming high art. The more I did it, the better I got at it. So why stop now? 

And, until this afternoon, I didn’t really have anything to interfere with my masterwork of self-misery. While the Blue Fire slowly worked its way out of my system, I kept things low key. I walked the dog, paid the bills, ate takeout and ignored the only minor blot on my horizon, the lawsuit “Mighty Mel” Chesler had filed against me, demanding I return his fee for not finding missing comic book creator Ben Mikov. It was easy to ignore it, because I was 99.99% sure Mel was too cheap to actually take me to trial—so who gave a crap? Kaitlyn apparently did, because, on my way out, she insisted again she was going to pay the creep off on my behalf. She also handed me a prepaid VISA card to handle my travel expenses for the trip I was about to take. 

Kaitlyn. What did I get myself into with her?

Wait, what the fuck...?

Three grown men on bicycles, all of them fully decked-out in those obnoxious multi-colored spandex biking outfits with logos all over them, whizzed by within two inches of me on the path I was walking on. 

The one in the lead looked back. He had blonde curly hair sticking out of the bottom of his helmet. And he had a very nasty smile on his face.

“Apologies, mate!” he yelled in some kind of UK-based accent I didn’t readily recognize. I didn’t think he was sorry at all. I hated those kind of semi-pro Bicycle Boys, they were smug, superior and didn’t care if they ran down the likes of me. 

But maybe they did me a favor—they had just knocked my brain out of neutral. 

I pulled my phone out of the pocket of my jeans to find out more about Kaitlyn. I hadn’t done my usual research before our meeting, that’s how sloppy I was these days, but as I walked past the Central Park statue of Hans Christian Andersen reading to a duck, her very short Wikipedia page appeared on my iPhone. 

Her mother was Irish, which explained how a walking yarmulke like Senator Abe Marks could have fathered a girl with flaming red hair. She had indeed retired to Connecticut to look after what was left of her husband and Kaitlyn was listed as the head of Senator Marks’ foundation and administrator of the family fortune, most of which had come from the senator’s father’s jewelry business and some smart real estate investments. Kaitlyn also had a younger brother Sean, but Wikipedia didn’t seem to know much about the boy or his whereabouts. 

Not much personal info on Kaitlyn, just the fact that she had appeared in several off-Broadway plays long ago and she had been married twice. Both unions were very short-lived, no kids, and spaced about ten years apart. And it had been ten years since the last one, so she was due for disaster #3. That fact jolted my skin, in the same way she had electrified it when she touched my hand. 

What, was I afraid she was going to propose to me? I had to stop flattering myself, why the hell would Kaitlyn Marks be after a guy with gnarls on his palms? Although she had laid hands on me more than once during our meeting. Maybe she was just one of those touchy-feely types. But my gut told me it was something else...  

And just then, my phone shook. An incoming text appeared over Kaitlyn’s Wikipedia page. It was a message from Kaitlyn.

All women were witches. They always knew when you were thinking about them.

“SO GLAD you decided to work with me. I’m THRILLED to be tackling this together!”

And then—what THE FUCK. 

It happened again. Those three Bicycle Boys whizzed by me. The leader, the one with the curly blond hair and the sinister smile, turned back to me and yelled, “Cheers, David!”

David?

“My name’s not David, asshole!” I yelled back. “What’s your problem?”

He simply saluted and nodded as the three disappeared down the path—and I made a mental note that I didn’t like this shit at all. 

I returned to the phone and texted Kaitlyn back a simple, “Will keep you posted,” and quickly shoved the phone back in my jeans pocket before another message from her popped up. 

I didn’t like what just happened. True, nobody would. And maybe that bicycle assault was just a case of mistaken identity. Just an unhappy coincidence. But coming ten minutes after I decide to go after Andrew Wright? That made the incident feel more ominous and less coincidental. 

Did I really need to put myself through this? To follow up on this lead, I would have to travel to Miami, a place I hadn’t been in ten years or so, which would mean abandoning my codependent dog for a few days, which up to this point had been unthinkable. I never left the pooch alone for more than a few hours, except when she was abducted by Augustine Bravino the winter before. She just couldn’t take it. I was the one person she couldn’t live without—and that was a heavy responsibility I only accepted because...well, when you give up on your own life, it’s easy to let a dog take control of it. Especially if she howls like a tormented coyote if you resist.

But maybe I had to take back control. Maybe it was time to take my head out of my ass, rinse off the shit and shove it back out into the world. Maybe I did owe it to Jules and the Senator. 

“Heads up, mate!”

WHAT. THE. FUCK. 

The Bicycle Boys, again—and this time, I had to jump out of the way or risk having a tire tread on my forehead. Not being the most graceful man in the world, I almost tripped over a bench filled with hipsters in the process of avoiding a collision with one of those spandex motherfuckers, but I somehow managed to keep my footing and stay upright. Then I turned and watched as the three bikes vanished down the path. 

Maybe it was a good time to get out of town.
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Sucks to Be Him  
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Okay, yeah, I was rattled. 

Three guys on bikes harassing me in Central Park—just after I agree to start going after Uncle Andy on Kaitlyn’s behalf? Even though it had happened about twenty minutes before and I was safely back on Roosevelt Island, my forehead was still sweaty and my heart pounding. I had successfully avoided trouble for over six months and suddenly this shit shot up out of nowhere. 

And why had the one called me “David?”

If it had anything to do with me, the only thing that made sense was that he was referring to my fake identity, David Muhlfelder. But I lost all the CIA-generated IDs with that name on it when I was captured at the Blue Fire clinic; that, along with everything else in my pockets, had been confiscated. I hadn’t used any name but my own since. 

So maybe the whole thing was just some kind of goofy mix-up. Yeah. That was it. They thought I was some other guy with gnarly hands.

I exhaled to relax my essence, or whatever the hell was inside me, as I rode the elevator up to the 13th floor. It was time to get back inside the safe harbor that was my apartment and, more importantly, time for the next Jack Daniels of the afternoon, but definitely not the last. I knew there would be a few more after that, which gladdened my heart greatly.    

But as I headed down the long, long hallway, which smelled of whatever chemical they used to discourage pets from peeing on the carpet, I suddenly stopped. Down at the end of the hallway, about a dozen doors from where I stood, a figure appeared to be sitting outside my door.

Again, I had to say...what the fuck?

He had his back against the door, his head slumped down between his legs. I took a few more steps to get a closer look. I could see it was a thin, older man with a shaved head, wearing an ancient t-shirt, battered jeans and dirty white sneakers. He had a small duffel bag on the floor next to him. He looked like he might be a homeless person.

Just then, my iPhone vibrated. It was a call. I pulled it out and saw it was Kaitlyn. I stopped and answered in my quiet voice.

“Yeah?”

“Max, it’s Kaitlyn again.”

“Uh...hi...” I said in almost a whisper. I didn’t want the guy to hear me. 

“I just wanted to make sure you understand that you’re the only one I can trust with this. You believed in my father’s work and I want you to know...that means so much to me.”

“Well...thanks,” I said, again very quietly, wincing at her intensity. 

“Is something wrong?” she whispered back. Why did people do that? Just because I whispered didn’t mean she had to. 

“I don’t think I can do this,” I blurted out, still in a whisper. 

“Do what?”

“Um...talk right now. I don’t think I can talk right now,” I mumbled.

I shuddered and hung up. I couldn’t make myself say the words, “I don’t think I can do this job.” I was actually afraid she would start crying right there on the phone.

What the fuck was wrong with me? Kaitlyn’s tears were my main concern when there was a stranger camped out in front of my door, waiting to do God knows what? Internal sigh. And since I didn’t carry a gun, there wasn’t much I could do to tamper with whatever his ambitions were. I put the iPhone away and wondered how to play this. I was still shaken from the Bicycle Boys and didn’t want any more trouble. 

What the hell. Why stand there sweating? It was better to find out who the hell was sitting there and get it over with. Besides, if he really wanted to do damage, he would’ve found a better place to hide than sitting on the ancient, stained carpet in front of my door. So I quietly moved forward a few feet. And that was far enough to solve the puzzle. 

Sweet Jesus, it was Howard.

I stopped in my tracks again and found myself briefly wondering if there was another apartment available in the building for me to move into. That’s how badly I didn’t want to see Howard.

“Hey, man.”

Too late. He had seen me and he had given me the most dispirited “Hey, man” I had ever received in my life. I still didn’t move from my spot, which was about six doors down from my own.

“What’s going on?” I said carefully, but loudly enough to be heard.

“You want me to shout it down the hall?” he asked a little petulantly. Same old Howard.

I walked the rest of the distance to him. He wearily got to his feet as I unlocked the door. Before I turned the doorknob, I looked at him.

“What’s going on?” I repeated. 

Before I let him in, I needed to know. I had severed our relationship several months before, when I finally realized that our friendship was the biggest piece of flim-flammery since whatever Donald J. Trump said five minutes ago. I had been forced to rely on Howard for work for too many years, because he stayed on at the CIA after I left—and he used that dependence as a License to Berate. He also sold me out whenever the slightest bit of pressure was applied to him by the management. It all finally left a taste in my mouth so bad, it might as well have been fried in a veggie burger.

“Nothing good is what’s going on,” he answered. “How about we talk inside?”

Yeah. Inside. That’s where the Jack was. And Jack was what I needed to get through this. 

“Janet kicked me out.”

He told me this from the dining room table as I poured my drink in the kitchen. 

“And you don’t want a drink?” was my response. 

“A little early for me,” he answered. I glanced at the clock. 4 pm. Fuck him. I took a big gulp and refilled the glass, then I made my way back into dining/living room area.

“Why did she kick you out?” I said, pursuing the truth like a good detective should.

“Because the CIA kicked me out.”

Eydie howled from the bedroom.

“That fucking dog is a menace,” snarled Howard. 

Eydie had given him the full treatment when I opened the door to let him in, in that she leapt up to his eye level and barked angrily and directly at his face repeatedly. In order to redirect her energy, I picked her up, gave the sweet mutt a kiss and put her in my office to keep the peace.

“The CIA kicked you out? What the hell for?”

“You.”

He glared at me. Great. He had always found a way to blame me for his misery over the phone. This time he was going to do it in person. 

“Me? What did I have to do with it?”

“When the CIA swept through the Blue Fire clinic, they found your stuff. Including the CIA phone and the fake David Muhlfelder IDs I gave you. And they traced that shit back to me. ‘Unauthorized usage of Agency resources’ they said. Immediate termination. Lost my pension too.” 

He gave me the smile of the damned. I took another long drink of Jack and looked him in the eye.

“Look, I’m sorry. But why would Janet throw you out for that?”

“Because she said I fucked up her retirement, not just mine. And if I wasn’t going to provide for her, why the hell should she bother staying with me? I wasn’t making her happy any other way. She says this shit to me.”

“Any other way?’ What does that mean?”

He shrugged. “I couldn’t get it up with her anymore. Somewhere in the last five years, her body started looking like a little old Jewish man’s. If I had wanted to fuck Dr. Zorba from Ben Casey...” He caught himself and stopped. “I am losing my mind. I’m making pop culture references as old as yours.”

I shuddered involuntarily and took just a small sip of Jack this time around. I had to slow down on my intake, even though this conversation was making me want to get as fucked up as possible.

“It gets better,” he went on. “She waited a couple of weeks to announce all this, because she had taken the precaution of engaging a divorce lawyer and setting some wheels in motion—like draining all the money in our bank accounts before I knew what hit me. I had just enough on my credit cards to get here. Now—I’m fucking broke.”

“But why would you come here? For break-up sex? I don’t go that way.”

He shrugged again and looked at the floor. “This all happened because I helped you. So maybe now you help me.”

Then came the hard part. But it had to be said.

“Howard, how do I even know I can trust you?”

He slowly looked up at me with a quivering jaw. “How do...what the fuck, Max! What the fuck! I put my ass on the line for you time and time again! And I lost everything because of it! We’ve known each other over 30 years and I’m the guy who fed you crap jobs to keep your head above water for the last 10 of ‘em! Now you’re going to accuse me of coming in here to spy on you?”

“It’s happened. I went to Sedona a while ago and somebody ended up birddogging me there.”

“Because that’s where Andrew Wright lives, what did you expect?”

“I just thought I should do...something...even though I had no idea what to do once I got there.”

“Well, it wasn’t my call to send people after you. You know they keep me out of the loop on that shit.”

“I just know what you tell me and I can’t trust it. Sorry, Howard, but I’ve been through too much. If they really want to use you, they’ll put the screws to you and make you do what they want you to do. They’ve done it before.”

“Nobody CARES about you anymore, Max! I don’t know what Sedona was about, they probably just wanted to make sure you didn’t show up at Wright’s place and do something stupid and I can’t fucking blame them for that. Besides, even if they sent me to spy on you, what do you care, unless you’re actually up to something...”

He stopped. He looked at my face. The fucker knew me too well.

“You ARE up to something???”

I started coughing up Jack. That was me, Mr. Cool.

“What are you, insane?” he yelled at me as I continued to hack up a lung. “You barely survived two go-rounds with Andrew Wright, you think three’s the charm?”

“Howard, there’s nothing going on,” I said flatly, cementing my title for Worst Liar in the World.   

“Look, and I say this to you as your friend, which I am, no matter what the hell you want to think. I understand you want to get Andrew Wright. Not only does he want to twist this country into a Nazi state, but he also had your girl killed. I get that. But it’s time to stop, Max. Didn’t you just turn 60? Me too. And 60-year-old men stay home, sit on the couch, scratch themselves and watch the ball game.”

“Wright’s got almost 30 years on me. Is he staying on the couch and scratching himself?”

“No, because he’s mentally diseased. But then again...so are you.”

“Howard, nothing’s going on. I just had a talk with somebody is all.”

“A talk with who?”

I shrugged and had some more Jack.

After a moment of silence, Howard shook his head and frowned. Then he stood up and picked up his duffel bag.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“Joshua, my nephew, lives over in Queens. I can guilt him into taking me in. You’re right, this ain’t gonna work. You and me, we got too much bad history...”

The defeat was oozing out of every one of his pores and I actually felt sorry for the douchebag. Why couldn’t I deny my humanity like the rest of the kids in class?

“Sit down, Howard. You can stay.” 

“No, Max, no, you hate me and I’m not crazy about you. This was a dumb fucking idea, but you and me, we’re full of those, aren’t we?”

“Howard, come on. Can you blame me for being paranoid?”

“No,” he said quietly. And he sat down again. “You don’t think I’m paranoid too?” He sat a moment, then looked up at me. “Look, I just need a place to stay for a little while and I knew you had the space. And besides...maybe I can help you.”

It hit me. Holy shit, he could help me. Not in a way he’d want to...but the only way I’d let him.

“There’s a new delivery place, Mr. Chicken,” I finally said. “They charge an extra 25 bucks to deliver to the island, but for you, I’ll splurge.”

“An extra 25 bucks? Fuck them! Mr. Chicken can suck my cock.”

I sat back and gave him the stink eye.

“Howard–don’t disrespect Mr. Chicken.” 
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Into Miami
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I was on a plane flying to Miami. I was by myself. No dog.

It was a miracle.

When I had told Howard there was indeed a way he could help me out, he got all excited. He wanted to do everything he could for me, he said over and over, redemption blazing in his eyes. I knew his enthusiasm would be short-lived, but I also knew it was the only way I would let him help me. It would keep him completely in the dark about what I was up to and, at the same time, do me a huge solid that would enable me to actually check out this lead. 

I needed him to watch Eydie while I was gone.

I broke it to Howard over dinner the previous evening. After he was done almost choking to death on his Mr. Chicken, he reluctantly agreed. If he really didn’t have anywhere else to go, he didn’t have much choice. So maybe it was another sign he was on the up-and-up. But I still had my doubts. 

If Howard was for some reason spying on me, however, I wasn’t risking anything by leaving him and the dog alone in my place. There was no evidence of anything there—or anywhere else, for that matter, with the exception of my iPhone, which was going with me. I didn’t even tell Howard where I was going, just that I would be gone for a day or two. I left him some lunch money and then I was out the door first thing in the morning. I was anxious to find out if this trail led somewhere as soon as possible. If it didn’t, then I’d just fly home and order some more Mr. Chicken, extra 25 bucks and all. The only downside was the twinge of guilt I had about Eydie, but it was time the dog learned to cope without me once in a while. Still, I spent a few hours the night before writing up ten pages of instructions about how to take care of the dog in my absence. She had many needs.

The attendant came by with the drinks and I snagged a Diet Coke, since no Coke Zero was on the cart. I was getting impatient about that ongoing omission amongst the snack providers of the world. Nobody understood that Coke Zero had more of the syrupy flavor of the “Real Thing” than Diet Coke. It had bottom. Diet Coke had only top, with a bad aftertaste to boot. Maybe I needed to start an online petition to force every business to offer Coke Zero along with Diet Coke. Somebody had to do something about this sad state of beverage affairs, as well as make sure there were more online petitions out there than anybody knew what to do with. Maybe I’d start another online petition against online petitions while I was at it. 

I talked myself down from my brief internal Coke Zero tantrum, then sat back and took a long look out the window at the ground below, rapidly disappearing under the clouds. This would be my first time back in Miami in over a decade. And what a fuckfest my last time there had been. I pulled out my earbuds, plugged them into my phone, played the music I listened to way too much these days and closed my eyes a little. I knew I wouldn’t sleep, but I just might dream. 

When I got off the plane, I dragged my little carry-on down towards the baggage claim, where I could grab a taxi outside the terminal. But, as I walked by the Duty-Free liquor store and hungrily eyed a giant bottle of Jack in the window, my phone buzzed and I saw Kaitlyn was calling. Being a witch, she of course knew I was already off the plane, even though the flight had landed twenty minutes earlier than scheduled.

“Hello?” I said warily.

“Max? Kaitlyn.”

“I know.”

“You recognize my voice already? That’s sweet!”

It was really about the Caller ID, but I kept it to myself.

“You didn’t call me back yesterday,” she said with a hint of reprimand. “Why were you whispering?”

“It was just...a situation.”

She paused. Then... “Okay, let’s just move on. Are you still in the terminal?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh good, because I forgot to tell you, someone’s meeting you with a car down in baggage claim.”

“Well, tell him to go away. I don’t need some two-bit chauffeur to drive me around. I lived here for two years.”

“Max...”

“And I handle things out in the field my own way.” Oooh, that sounded tough, like something Dirty Harry would say to the mayor or cop captain or something, just before he called them an asshole. Nobody called somebody an asshole better than Clint Eastwood. I bet he walloped the cable guy if he showed up late for an appointment.

“I didn’t mean to step on your toes, Max, I just thought it would be helpful to have someone...” 

“...someone I don’t know if I can trust. Look, some weird shit has happened just since you hired me and I don’t need any more weird shit.”

“What weird shit, Max? What’s going on? What happened?”

“I’ll tell you later. Right now, I want to rent a car. By myself.” Just like Howard, there was no upside to giving her too much information and plenty of downside.

“Do you not trust me?” was the next verbal grenade she threw my way.

“In my state of mind, I’d frisk Jesus Christ to make sure he wasn’t carrying anything in his robe.”

“Okay,” she sighed. “So, send the guy away. I guess you’re the expert here. I’m sorry, I just...”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll check out the lead, I’ll find out if there’s anything to this.”

“You’re like a rock,” she said warmly. 

“A big flabby rock.”

That broke her serious spell. Hey, she almost laughed. “At least you can hug a flabby rock, right?”

“If you’re into rocks, sure.”

“Well, I won’t take you for granite. Get it?”

Unfortunately, I did.

A pause, and then, in a sentimental mood, she said, “You are something. My father...he was right about you, you are your own thing. You have a...a special energy.”

“Special energy? All I got is gas from the Diet Coke I drank on the flight.”

Then she actually did laugh. “Well, at least you’re not into the Jack yet. You know, I’d love to have dinner with you when you get back and get to know you a little better. You seem like a really fascinating person, Max and...I don’t get to meet many people like you.”

I felt her Big Eyes taking me in, even though I wasn’t there.

“Call me later, okay?” she finally said.

“I will, Kate.”

Quiet.

“...lyn.” I added. 

Shit, what was going on? I didn’t even do that one on purpose. It was like my subconscious was desperate to keep its distance from her. Whatever. I apologized, she accepted a little testily, and we said our goodbyes. 

Then I looked up. I was just entering baggage claim. 

And, holy shit, that’s when I saw Marco Santiago.

“Max Jack!” 

He ran up and hugged me. And with those giant muscles on his arms, it kind of hurt.

Marco was a little shorter than me, but a lot more pumped up. Back when I was in Miami, he was doing steroids and the boy was a monster, in more ways than one. He also had a body covered with tattoos, only a few of which poked out here and there, since he was wearing the standard black pants and shirt that all hired drivers wore. 

He was a second-generation Cuban and, like most Cubans, he was tough and smart. When he was growing up, his dad had run a gas station in a bad part of Miami and Marco grew up watching Papi pummel anybody who tried to weasel out of paying him. As an adult, he ended up doing his own share of pummeling, but he had a code as well as a heart of gold; if you didn’t try to fuck with him or fuck him over, you’d have no problem. 

“Marco! Fuck me, you’re alive! Good to see ya,” I yelled with more enthusiasm that I had displayed in eight months or so.

“Good to see you too, Max Jack. Been a few years, huh? You’ve been makin’ a lotta waves, dude, I read all about your adventures. Didn’t know you had it in you. I mean, I really did not know you had it in you, bro.”

“You think I knew? So, wait, you’re the guy they sent to drive me?” I asked incredulously. “How the hell did this happen?”

“Dude, I had to make a living after all the clinics crashed and burned. Got a family to take care of. Here, let me roll your bag for you, LOL.” He grabbed the handle of my carry-on and we headed towards the airport exit doors.

Marco was one guy I never expected to see again in my life. For one thing, I thought he might be dead.

After I got booted from the CIA around a dozen years ago, I desperately needed money to keep paying alimony, child support and, oh yeah, also so I could eat once in a while. Luckily, a friend of a friend hooked me up with another friend who was looking for a security guy for his chain of pain pill clinics in the South Florida area. As a CIA analyst, I was as much an expert on storefront security as Buddy Greco was on Led Zeppelin, but I was in no position to be honest about my ignorance and my CIA experience clinched the job.

Of course, they weren’t giving me the whole truth about their operation on their side either. It wasn’t until later that I found out that their real business had nothing to do with medicine and everything to do with grand larceny. Since Florida, in its ongoing campaign against common sense, had never bothered to set up a statewide tracking database for prescriptions, clinics quickly figured out they could write as many scrips as they liked for such addictive opioids as OxyContin and the like. As long as they had the prescriptions filled at different pharmacies, there was nobody to catch on. Soon crowds of junkies were queuing up at their cash-only counters, walking out with as many pills as they could get their hands on. 

That was the whirlpool of insanity I walked into. 

My job? To keep the five clinics that my employer owned safe from harm. There were two problem areas I had to control. First, the money. Since each clinic ended up with a giant bag of cash at the end of the day, they could be magnets for robberies. Second, the patients. Since the clinics only let people fill their prescriptions once a month as a minor nod to looking legitimate, desperate junkies who were denied access would freak out and assault clinic employees.

So what I needed to do was make sure that, in each clinic, there was proper video surveillance and also somebody who was up to the task of stopping any idiot who was thinking about trying something stupid. My bright idea was to hire security guys that looked like nobody should fuck with them—to stop trouble before it started.

Marco was my first hire. At the time, he was a bouncer at a strip club, but was looking for a day job. Between the tattoos, the muscles and his gun carry permit, he filled
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