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Chapter 1

I knew the slain woman who’d washed up on the sands of Hogshead Beach. Vera Freeman was the ex-wife of my old Army friend, Sal Duckworth, both of whom lived in the riverfront town. It had been well over a decade since I last spoke to or saw them. Neither had any social media presence where I could read online what was going on in their lives.

Some of us old-schoolers didn’t give a diddly-squat about the internet and its phenomenal digital powers. I often used it in my line of work as a licensed private investigator in the Old Dominion. I was a man of contradictions, as my better half, Dreema, pointed out. We sweated out the dog days of August, or the silly season, as the Brits like to put it. Climate change had spiked outdoor temperatures into the triple digits.

Taking a trip to the breezy Potomac River sounded like a refreshing break. I didn’t expect to spend over two or three days at Hogshead Beach. Dreema couldn’t get out of her work commitment. Her imperious boss had flown to Paris to feast on slimy escargot and practice his pidgin French for three weeks. The state morgue kept her jumping, and I knew she needed to take her vacation time before she lost it. I promised her we’d do something fun together.

“Have I met Sal Duckworth? Or Vera Freeman?” Dreema asked, folding up my duds to pack them in my satchel. My late aunt had left it to me. “Their names don’t ring a bell.”

“I don’t think so, Dree,” I replied.

“You’ve never mentioned either by name.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I had no more contact with them until Duckworth got in touch with me now,” I said.

“How do you know Mr. Duckworth?”

“We served together as Army MPs at Fort Riley.”

“Were you friends?”

“Of a sort, I suppose we were.”

“Why does he expect you to come after all this time?”

“He says he needs a private eye, and I’m the only one he knows.”

“You could’ve told him no, Frank.”

Avoiding her eyes, I stayed silent.

“Are you ignoring me to be unresponsive and rude?”

“Of course not.”

“Are you taking Gerald with you?”

“He’ll hold down the fort here. I don’t want to close the office and lose new clients.”

“Have you asked Chet?”

“Definitely not. He’s not a viable option.”

“Hmm-mmm.”

“What does ‘hmm-mmm’ mean?”

“How was Vera killed?”

“I told you. She died of, um, a windpipe injury.”

“Her assailant slashed her throat from ear to ear with a straight razor. True?”

“More or less, that’s what happened.”

“Shit. You’re not going to Hogshead Beach alone, Frank. Don’t grumble at me. I’ve decided.”

“How can I take any backup? Nobody is available.”

“Gerald is your backup. I just texted him. He agreed.”

“Tell me you’re joking.”

“Oh, sure, I speak in jest. We can share a cheap chuckle. You going after a killer is hilarious. Pardon me while I howl with gales of laughter.”

“All right, Gerald is in. We’ll lose new clients with nobody tending the store.”

“It’s better to lose new clients than to lose your life.”

“Where is my EDC?”

“Check in the gun safe.”

“How could it be my everyday carry if it’s locked up in the gun safe?”

“Seriously, you left it on the coffee table. Should I go fetch it?”

“Thanks, but I’ll pick it up on my way out the door.”

“Today is Monday. I expect you home no later than Thursday.”

“I shall endeavor to do everything in my power to meet your wifey-poo deadline.”

“Don’t be a wiseass, Frank.”

“And I love you, too, my dear little chickadee.”

“Do you have enough cash?”

“I made a cash withdrawal from the ATM.”

“Be sure you stick a phone charger, a burner phone, and compact binoculars in your luggage.”

“I ticked them off my checklist.”

“What else? Did you include a flashlight, car tools, and a GPS gizmo?”

“Again, I packed them away. Thanks. Is your bedside Glock 9mm locked and loaded?”

“Just like it always is.”

“Attagirl. Do you remember how to open the gun safe?”

“Yes, Frank. You’ve shown me numerous times.”

“I just want you to be safe while I’m gone.”

“Just go, please.”

“Okay, but first, can I get a quickie for the road?”

“You’re shameless!”

“Is that a yes or a no?”

“You have five minutes, tiger.”

Within the next 45 minutes, Gerald and I were heading east in my hoopty. Hoopty is a slang term for an old car. However, my nondescript, paid-off hoopty filled my need for basic transportation, so I held on to it. Someday, sooner rather than later, I’d replace it with a newer model. Just about everybody urged me to upgrade my wheels, but I had to do it at my own pace.

Gerald Peyton rode shotgun. I should say a few words about him. We grew up together in Pelham, and he was my best homie and business partner. Massive and strong as a gantry crane, he was a Black man with enslaved ancestors whom their odious enslavers purchased in Richmond. They were among the 100,000 enslaved Africans shipped to the James River docks and auctioned off as chattel property, like hogs and mules. It got worse. My great-great-grandfather was a white enslaver.

He farmed the hardscrabble dirt, growing tobacco, corn, and cotton in the fields around Danville, Virginia. He never got fat and rich, but he aspired to make his nut off the backs of his enslaved Black laborers. That genealogical revelation broke my heart and crushed my soul. I had nothing to do with his original sin, and all I could do was accept the ugly truth about him. If we’d lived at the same time, I wouldn’t have befriended, much less spoken to, the depraved yutz.

Gerald selected our road trip playlist. He liked Charley Frank Pride, and I concurred. Mr. Pride, 86, died from complications related to COVID-19 on December 12, 2020. He contracted it while on his trip to receive a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Country Music Association. The coronavirus had claimed too many of our icons. However, we had vibrant recordings of the songs that he left us. I could drive all day listening to him sing “Crystal Chandeliers” and “Kiss an Angel Good Mornin’.”

“Charley didn’t do too shabby for a brother from Sledge, Mississippi, whose folks were dirt-poor sharecroppers,” Gerald said.

“I never get tired of hearing him,” I said.

“Did you attend one of his live concerts?”

“It’s one item I didn’t get to cross off my bucket list. Did you see him?”

“Chet and I went to one of his stage shows.”

“How did you like it?”

“I consider it the best day of my life.”

“Really? I would’ve thought your wedding ceremony was the best day.”

“Mr. Pride touched me in a way that Sharona never could, even on our honeymoon night.”

“Uh-huh. Let me offer you a bit of free advice. Don’t be dumb enough to tell Sharona that, or there’ll be pure hell in spades to pay.”

“She’ll never hear it unless you repeat it.”

“Your secret is safe with me. Did you bring your Glock 9mm and the extra magazines?”

“Does a nympho like to fuck?”

“It never hurts to ask the question.”

“Are you expecting gunplay?”

I shrugged. “Vera’s killer has a straight razor. A Glock 9mm unleashes enough firepower to give us the edge against it.”

“My Glock is my shit-hits-the-fan gun.”

“Yep, it’s a SHTF gun. What did Sharona think about you coming with me?”

“Since she spoke to Dreema, I didn’t get involved in the negotiations. Sharona wasn’t overjoyed, but she didn’t read me the riot act.”

“Dreema talked Sharona into it.”


“Our wives are besties, and they speak the same lingo. Anyway, we get two or more wife-free days. It’s like we’re on a summer holiday.”


“Gerald, we’re going to Hogshead Beach on a case. We’ll leave the fun and games at home.”

“Did I tell you that Chet is off this week?”

Fear shot through my nerves like a bolt of lightning. Chet, an undiagnosed psychopath, caused unrestrained mayhem when he joined us. I exaggerated, but I didn’t want to enlist his aid if I could avoid it. Arson was one of Chet’s most disconcerting habits. He’d leave Hogshead Beach as a pile of charred ruins if I let him run amok.

The fire investigators would track the cause and origin of the town’s conflagration back to Chet, flicking his 18-karat solid gold Zippo. He claimed it was an expensive gift from an old girlfriend. A trust-fund baby, she lived in the affluent enclave of Great Falls, Virginia, and vacationed in Malibu or Martha’s Vineyard. I turned my head away from him and suppressed my grin. He was so full of it. There was no telling where he’d gotten the expensive Zippo.

“Chet gave me his number if you need to call him,” Gerald said.

“Thanks, but we can handle this case,” I said.

“That last blaze wasn’t his fault, Frank.”

“Are you for real? He burned Mr. Stone’s barn down to the ground.”

“A lightning strike sparked the fire because the idiot didn’t install lightning rods on the roofline.”

“Didn’t Chet have a dispute with Mr. Stone over his payment for some dozer work?”

“They settled it weeks before his barn went up in flames.”

“Is Chet sitting around waiting for us to call him?”

“Lil’ bro will be chasing pussy like it’s going extinct.”

“That should keep him busy, so he stays out of my hair.”

“Say the word, and I’ll get him to Hogshead Beach in a jiff. He says he digs teaming up with us.”

“We’re investigating a client’s case and not competing in a cage match. I don’t know how many times I’ve told Chet that, and it hasn’t sunk in.”

“Don’t badmouth him, Frank. You never know when you’ll need to call on him for his unique job skills.”

“You’re right. My apologies. He always responds to my calls for help. Scratch what I just said. It was the ravings of a cranky middle-aged man. I need another cup of coffee.”

“We’re still good. Chet means well, but his exuberance can get on your nerves.”

“Our right-hand turn is coming up. I booked us into adjoining rooms at the Clambake Motel.”

“Is it inhabitable?”

“Duckworth said it’s clean and neat.”

“If we find bedbugs or roaches, we’ll sleep in the car seats. We’ve done that before and lived to tell about it.”

“We last did it 15 years ago. We’re not as young and spry.”

“It might surprise you what we can do, Frankie Boy.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Never say never. We’re still tough as hickory and mean as badgers.”

I grinned.


Hogshead Beach was a sleepy town in the northeastern section of Westmoreland County on Virginia’s Northern Neck peninsula. The Naval Sea Systems Command (NAVSEA) was located not far off to the north in Dahlgren, Virginia, also on the meandering Potomac River. Many Hogshead Beach residents were military retirees seeking a quiet haven. They treasured what they had there and didn’t want it to change. However, murder was a disruptive force.



The Army honorably discharged me as an MP sergeant after I completed the bulk of my service time at Fort Riley, Kansas. I returned to my hometown of Pelham as a grown man who got into the gumshoe profession almost by accident. This is case #24 if you’ve been following the PI cases that I’ve chronicled.


If you had the money and your case wasn’t illegal or unethical, then I would be your private eye. However, I required our clients to sign a service agreement. 90% of them did it without murmuring or complaining. If a client refused to sign their name on the dotted line, then I sent them off. I learned the hard way not to skip the paperwork.

The Clambake Motel on the main drag leading into Hogshead Beach depended on tourists to stay solvent and remain open. It was the first square U-shaped motel I’d patronized, with eight rooms on each wing, and the office located at the apex. Finding a place to park in the paved lot proved tricky. Beachgoers on their vacations lodged in the rooms. My upper lip curled up as I took stock of where I’d bivouac for at least one night. If I survived it, I’d decide if I wanted to keep my lodging here for the rest of my stay.

The buckled roof shingles, ripped window screens, and duct-taped glass panes checked all the boxes for a “seedy motel,” where hardboiled private eyes, like yours truly, should feel at home. A toothy crone, her inner tube gut oozing out from under her spandex tube top, was inserting one-dollar bills into the ice machine.

She’d bought the watermelon lying on the concrete apron beside her aluminum ice chest. When I waved, she glowered and flipped me the bird. How did you like that? I’d just hit town, and already I made a new friend. Her obscene gesture was stupid, considering I packed a loaded Glock 9mm. On the other hand, she could’ve been having a rough day, and I shouldn’t judge her.

“Do we pay Norman or his mother, Norma, at the front desk?” Gerald asked.

“I registered with them through their website for one night,” I replied with a laugh.

“Separate rooms?”

“Natch.”

“I won’t snitch on you if you pay a hooker to visit your room as long as you return the favor. Deal, amigo?”

“No deal. We came to work for Sal Duckworth, not to get some strange.”

“All work and no play make Gerald a dull private eye, Frank. You don’t want to let that happen.”

“Look, the hookers don’t hook at Hogshead Beach.”

“Oh?”

“You have to travel to Fredericksburg and hook up with one along the Route 17 corridor, probably at a truck stop, a steak house, or a flypaper motel. If you strike out there, you’ll have to drive to Woodbridge and try your luck there.”

“How did you acquire this worldly knowledge? Are you the voice of lived experience?”

“They don’t permit unregistered guests to stay in the rooms after 11 p.m. Besides, I reserved the motel rooms for our job only.”

“The motel looks filled up.”

“Then I want a refund of my hard-earned money.”

“I’ll beat it out of him if he tries to stiff us.”

“Don’t go into thug mode just yet. We’ll make inquiries at the front desk.”

“I’ve got the urge to knock out a punk-ass’s teeth.”

“Are you on steroids while you pump iron?”

Gerald chortled, which scared me. “You can never tell with me,” he replied.

The front desk clerk, a tallish, gangly twentysomething, had saved us a pair of adjoining rooms on the right wing. His pencil mustache twitched like a rat’s tail. He told us the units were non-smoking, and their checkout time was no later than 11:30 a.m. I asked him if our units included clean bedsheets, unopened soap bars, and operational coffee makers, as they advertised online. Looking insulted, he reassured me that everything was in proper order.

How many times have you entered a motel room, taken one look at it, and groaned like you were prying a rusty nail from a plank? The front desk clerk had lied. The stringent stench of cigarette smoke assailed my nostrils. Cigarette burns pockmarked the carpet, dresser top, and bedspread. Right off the bat, I missed the comfort and familiarity of my double-wide trailer. After shutting the door, I dropped my satchel on the zinc platform bed.

Housekeeping had tucked the blue bedspread under the flat, hard pillow. They hadn’t turned off the shadeless table lamp on the nightstand made of yellow pine or poplar. I pulled away the mattress, inspecting for evidence—fecal spots and molted shells—of bedbugs or lice. Finding none was a positive sign. They’d cranked the jalousie windows shut and turned on the air conditioning window unit. It wheezed out a stream of chilled air, a must here in August.


There was no way I’d walk barefoot across the motel carpet, hiding a meth head’s discarded hypo needle. Since the COVID pandemic, the condition of the motel accommodations had declined. We lodgers had to adjust to the crappier quality. I didn’t see the usual rotary phone on the warped dresser top. The front desk might respond to my urgent text messages if I needed assistance.


The flat-screen TV came on and broadcasted the basic channels, starting with CNN. My search through the drawers failed to turn up a Gideon Bible, which I’d ferreted out in my previous motel rooms. If I asked for one, the front desk would probably have a stack of them. I wouldn’t make the request since I brought my e-reader. I took out my Glock 9mm and set it on the nightstand beside my digital travel alarm clock.

Turning on the overhead light bulb in the cramped bathroom, I cringed at seeing the mess, which resembled a botched abortion. Luckily, the matchbook-sized shower stall looked clean enough to use. The motel offered us a free continental breakfast served at the front desk. It typically consisted of stale pastries, bruised bananas, and watered-down apple or cranberry juice. The fast-food joints we’d passed by would feed us adequately.

First, I checked the 15 rounds stacked in the standard magazine feeding my Glock 9mm. The magazine dropped free as smooth as silk. I brought extra magazines. I’d rather have brought too much ammo than not enough if I got into a jam and had to blast my way out of it. I stored my firearms’ bills of sale and serial numbers in my gun safe, bolted to the hardwood floor and anchored to the wall studs. Several throw-down pieces also occupied my gun safe. My brooding grew darker while I sat on the bed, and I shuddered, making a grim realization. Hogshead Beach was yet another mucky town.


Hate and violence seethed beneath its rustic façade. How did I know this to be true? After I walked to the room’s window, I drew up the Venetian blind and surveyed the parking lot. How else could I explain the gruesome murder of Vera Freeman? A killer would not slash his victim’s throat unless he felt extremely provoked or agitated. Smug and defiant, he wiped the blood off his straight razor on his victim’s clothes. The old, mushy feelings I’d once felt for Vera Freeman came to the fore.


Her cheery demeanor and droll wit had made me laugh. She was also hot. Her left breast was slightly larger than her right one. Hey, don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t complaining. Both were voluptuous puppies, and I loved them equally. I hadn’t been ready to commit to her, and I couldn’t pop the question. I can’t put a finger on what held me back.

We men are sometimes too dense and stubborn to recognize a good thing when we have it. We only realize how much it meant to us after it’s gone. Of course, by that time, it’s too late to get it back. Vera had severed her ties with me and moved here to the Northern Neck to forge her own path.

Let me share what I’ve learned about strong, independent women. They’ll abandon a romantic relationship once they determine it’s no longer headed anywhere. She’d told me that I needed to get my act together, but I never took her seriously. Therefore, I had a personal reason for making this trip to Hogshead Beach. An evil person had slain her, and I came to deliver her a measure of justice.

“Yo, Frank! Are you awake? It’s me, Gerald!”

“I know. Keep your shirt on. I’m coming.”

I opened the adjoining door to our rooms, and Gerald strutted into mine.

“Have you gotten unpacked?” he asked.

“I only brought a few items,” I replied. “I’m as settled in as I’ll ever be.”

“What have you been doing then?”

“I’ve been mulling over things. Do you know what I think? We’re getting too damn old to keep playing white knights in shining armor who go charging off to rescue old friends who get themselves in deep shit.”

“It’s in our job description as professional troubleshooters.”

“We should be more selective about which clients we sign the service agreements with and whose cases we investigate.”

“You keep saying that. Duckworth faxed you his signed copy, and we’re on the hook. What’s gotten under your skin?”

“Vera’s ghoulish death makes my blood boil. She deserved a better fate.”

Gerald gave me a shrewd glance. “Didn’t you and the late Vera once have a thing?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Weren’t you and Vera lovers?”

“How is that any of your business?”

“You made it my business when you brought me here today. I want to know all the angles. Her killer isn’t playing around. Our lives are at risk. Level with me.”

“Vera and I were lovers awhile before she met and married Duckworth, and I did the same thing with Dreema.”

“How long was your liaison with Vera?”

“It went on for more than a few weeks.”

“Who broke up with whom? And don’t give me that tripe about how it was a mutual decision.”

“She wanted a commitment, and I was too chicken-hearted to give her one. She finally lost her patience. After she kicked me to the curb, she relocated here, where she met and married Duckworth.”

“Did you keep in touch with her through texts, emails, or whatever?”

“She broke off all communications. I never made any attempts to reach out to her.”

“Do you still have feelings for her?”

I shrugged. “Does it matter? She’s dead as a dodo,” I replied.

“I want to know if you’ve gotten your head screwed on straight to run this homicide investigation. If you’re moping around and wishing she hadn’t left, you can’t think clearly and sharply.”

“We’ve got this. I understand your concern, but I wouldn’t be here unless I was fully engaged.”

“All right, that’s what I want to hear. What’s our first move?”

“We’ll meet Duckworth and hear what he has to say.”

“How long had Duckworth and Vera been divorced?”

“I don’t know. Save your questions until we get with him.”

“Who’s the local sheriff? Shall we set up a sit-down with him?”

“Her. It’s a woman sheriff. Her name is Yarborough.”

“Have you spoken to Sheriff Yarborough?”

“Not yet.”

“Does she mind if two out-of-town private eyes conduct a shadow investigation on her homicide case?”

“Now you know why I haven’t gotten in touch with her. I want her to think we can add value to her police work and let us stick around.”

“Call Sheriff Yarborough before she gets a hold of you. Her communication will not be a friendly one.”

“Suppose she orders us to butt out and hit the road back to Pelham.”

“Tell her we’re not some lightweight gadflies who’ll get in her way and make her job harder.”

“Where do I meet with her?”

“Arrange it to take place on her home turf. She must have an office.”

“I also want you at the meeting. You can also ask her to let us do our work.”


Gerald gave me a thumbs-up. “Count me in then,” he said. “Are you getting hungry for steak and eggs?” 




Chapter 2

Sal Duckworth and I enlisted in the U.S. Army at the same time. I first ran into him at Fort Riley, Kansas, where I endured the most frigid winters of my life. The wind never stopped howling, day and night. We imbibed prodigious quantities of Night Train Express, a screw-top “bum” wine, adopting it as our antifreeze, so we didn’t die of hypothermia. Duckworth also took up smoking cigarettes, which he bought at a discount from somewhere off-base. I mooched a few butts off him, but I inhaled enough nicotine from his secondhand smoke.
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