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Chapter 1

“Frank, have you seen today’s obits?” Gerald asked.

“Never look at them,” I replied. “I only read the comics, sports, and horoscopes.”

“Can’t you see I’m being serious?”

“Who bit the dust, then?”

“Mr. Richard Roundtree was the suave, mustachioed brother who played the groovy hardboiled private eye John Shaft. He died at the ripe old age of 81. PI Shaft packed a Colt .38 Special, weighed about 200 pounds, and never backed down from a street fight. Can you dig it?”

“Meh.”

Gerald squinted at me. “Meh?” he asked. “What the hell does ‘meh’ mean?”


“Shaft is a predictable movie. Meh.”


“Predictable?”

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. You’d better explain.”

I shrugged. “It’s all subjective,” I said. “Everybody has an opinion.”

“Who have you got, white man? Sherlock Holmes?”

“All right, be cool. I’m not arguing. Sorry, I said anything.”

Gerald cracked a grin. “I’m razzing you,” he said. “Chillax.”

“Monday morning is too early. Wait until after lunch before you start in on me.”

“Agree that Shaft was a bad mofo, and we’ll be all square.”

“He was, sure. Plus, his theme song was the coolest ever.”

“Isaac Hayes, the brother who composed it, said he only took four hours.”


“Damn. Why don’t you and Sharona come over sometime, and we’ll watch Shaft?


“I’ll check with her to find a convenient time.”

“Tell her Dreema bought her new winter clothes and wants to show them off.”

“Then my bank account will take a big hit.”

“Welcome to my life.”

I sat at my desk, shooting the breeze with Gerald Peyton, my best friend and business partner. I was a licensed private investigator who lived and worked in the incorporated town of Pelham, Virginia, for those of you who don’t know. I’d been on the job for 25 years. On my dominant right side, I legally carried a Glock 9mm in a black belt holster. It was a vital tool of the trade to wax cliché. The ill-informed folks who pigeonholed me as a “gun nut” galled me to no end.


When I went into survival mode, I fired my Glock 9mm. I could’ve carried a heavier, bolder, and sexier handgun, like an all-steel CZ 75 B 9mm with 16+1 capacity and custom rosewood grips. I’d been a stone-cold Glock man for decades, so there you have it. I’d never change my gun brand. The Glock has several street names, including G-lock, glizzy, and yawk if you give a damn, which I didn’t.


My gunshot fatalities had not taken their mental toll on me, nor had they left any serious emotional scars. I didn’t have the time or money to seek out specialized therapy for my PTSD’s residual effects. The powers that be had deemed them righteous and justified shootings, and I went home with a clear conscience. I had fired my Glock 9mm in self-defense each time.

However, I opposed the civilian use of AR-15 tactical rifles because of the carnage they inflicted. If we ever went to war, I’d load up an AR-15 and go fire it at our enemies. Until then, I advocated for a ban on the sale of AR-15s to civilians, including myself. Of course, I reserved the right to change my mind if I found credible evidence to form a different opinion.


Because of the prevalence of AR-15s, I kept a 12 gauge pump shotgun loaded with #00 buckshot. It served as my close-range equalizer to the AR-15s. My Army tenure as an MP Sergeant taught me how to handle firearms. My CCW permit allowed me to carry my Glock 9mm under my loose sports jacket so it wouldn’t print. Some of my fellow PIs chose not to go armed, and I respected their decision. I had packed a rod since day one, and I continued to do it. I wouldn’t be here now if I’d left my Glock 9mm locked up in my gun safe.


The anti-gunners disagreed with me. They had the constitutional right to exercise their free speech, and their opinions were valid. All I asked was that they stay the hell out of my way. What did they know since they hadn’t walked in my shoes? If I got into a tight pinch, as I often did, I gave myself a shooter’s chance of escaping from it unscathed. Life is messy, and messes can turn bloody. I’ll have more to say about my firearm usage later.

“Who is our 10 o’clock?” Gerald asked.


I checked the note I’d jotted on the monthly desk calendar yesterday when she called me. “The lady’s name is Stevie Palmer,” I replied. “We have something in common. Her mother was a big Stevie Nicks fan, just as my father was a big Frank Sinatra fan.”


“Fascinating. What is her business with us?”

“Guess.”

“She wants us to get the dirt on her old man, who has a mistress on the side.”

“No cigar. She’s seeing us for our second specialty.”

“What’s our second specialty?”

“Troy, Stevie’s husband, was murdered. A year later, the sheriff hit a brick wall. She wants us to break down the brick wall and smoke out his killer.”

“Stevie brings us a cold case homicide.”

“Right. It’s become our second specialty.”


“Wrong, Frank. Cold case homicides are your second specialty. I don’t like investigating them. Murder has bad karma, which I do my level best to avoid. But it doesn’t faze you because you’re, well, you’re Iceman.”


“Iceman. Me?”

“You heard me. You are Iceman.”

“But Iceman sucks. Call me Iron Frank, Frank the Tank, or Frankie Badass. Make it anything but Iceman.”

“Iceman is the tits and fits you like a tuxedo. What else did Stevie tell you?”

“Nothing. She’ll lay out the rest of it at 10 a.m.”

“Yeah, boy, I can hardly wait until she gets here.”

“Don’t be a bitch. You could be flipping burgers, pulling grocery carts, or driving for DoorDash. More coffee?”


“Keep the coffee pot filled to the brim. I’ll add strychnine to my cup instead of Splenda.”


“You’ll finally kick your caffeine habit. Who knows? Maybe we’ll solve Stevie’s case before the end of the day.”

“Has that ever happened?”

“Think positive. There’s a first time for everything.”

“I didn’t hear that Troy Palmer got whacked last October.”

“Pelham is becoming a suburb, so a lurid murder—like Troy Palmer’s—no longer generates the buzz it once did.”

“Yeah, that excuse is as good as any.”

Gerald turned his attention back to his laptop computer. I didn’t ask him what task he’d tackle next. He usually performed the background checks we received from our clients, like when the local public school administration hired new teachers, staff members, and bus drivers. I doffed my sports jacket and draped it over the back of my chair. Late October had put a nip in the air, and I expected a killing frost to hit any night.

My smartphone reported the time was 9:50 a.m. I had enough time to drain my radiator, pour my next cup of coffee, and scratch my ass. I restricted our initial consultations with new clients to 60 minutes or less. The clients gave us the scope of their work, and I decided if it was something we could (or should) do within a reasonable timeframe. If we couldn’t accomplish it, I didn’t hesitate to tell them no, since I’d learned our limitations the hard way.


The office door clattered in its frame. I frowned. The faulty lock hadn’t worked for weeks. I’d called a locksmith, who said she’d come by soon to replace it. Our landlady would foot the bill, too. I rented, not owned, my strip mall office. The other maintenance issues I’d repaired myself and didn’t charge her. However, a broken door lock was a big expense. When it came to my security, I didn’t cut corners or settle for second-best.


“Stevie Palmer is punctual,” Gerald said.

“That’s to her credit,” I said.

“We’ll go ahead and accept her case, Frank. I felt like grumbling a while ago. That’s all it was. God knows we need the money.”

“It’s all good, homie. Can you let her in while I print out a copy of the service agreement?”

“I’m on it.”

Stevie Palmer was my age, give or take a couple of months. She walked a bit pigeon-toed crossing the office carpet, her feet pointing slightly inward. It was cute. For our sit-down, she’d selected fringed khakis, a clingy knit top, and tassel black flats. She styled her auburn brunette hair in a lopsided top bun with bangs as curly as wood shavings. Her blue eyes, freckled cheeks, and patrician nose also drew me in.

Her earlobe tattoo of a hummingbird marked one of her erogenous zones. Her statuesque build had the right curves in the right places to titillate me. But I kept those ideas in the vault when I remembered she was a new client, and I didn’t want to give off a creepy vibe. I had a mountain of bills, and female clients did not pay creeps to handle their cases.


“Does it matter which chair I sit in?” Stevie asked in a crisp but pleasant tone. “Or is it an eeny, meeny, miny, moe?”


“The middle chair with the arms is the most comfortable,” I replied.

“Very well then. I prefer to sit in comfort,” Stevie said. “Are you Frank Johnson, like it says on the door?”

“Yes ma’am. We talked on the phone,” I replied. “He’s Gerald Peyton, my business partner.”

“Which of you will be on my case?” Stevie asked.

“We investigate the cases as a team,” I replied.

“Fine. Who is the boss?” Stevie asked.

“Me,” I replied. “Why?”

“When I need a straight answer, who else do I call?” Stevie replied.

“You’re getting ahead of yourself, Stevie,” I said. “I haven’t accepted your case yet.”

“I thought you did over the phone,” Stevie said. “Did I get the wrong impression?”

“Signing the service agreement makes us official,” I replied. “Tell us about your late husband.”

“Troy,” Stevie said. “My late husband was Troy Palmer.”

“You mentioned Troy was a homicide victim approximately 12 months ago,” I said. “How did it happen?”

“A fiend shot Troy twice. The bullets punched out his eyes,” Stevie said.

Gerald whistled in astonishment. “A double Moe Greene Special is straight out of Murder, Inc.,” he said.

“I beg your pardon,” Stevie said. “Who is Moe Greene, and what is Murder, Inc.?”

“They’re irrelevant to our purposes,” I replied. “Where did his murder take place?”

“Troy died on our front porch,” Stevie replied.

“Tough pill. Did you witness it?” I asked.

“I was tying my sneakers in the bedroom when the gunshots rang out,” Stevie replied. “I raced out to the foyer and saw Troy lying on the concrete.”

“Did you get a glimpse of his killer?” I asked.

“Again, no, I didn’t,” Stevie replied. “I gave Troy all of my attention.”

“How much progress has Sheriff Gonzalez made on his homicide case?” I asked.

“She prepared a bare-bones police report and filed it,” Stevie replied. “Nothing else of significance has transpired since then.”

“Have you made any inquiries?” I asked.

“I contact the sheriff’s office every month,” Stevie replied.

“What does she tell you?” I asked.

“Nothing is new to report,” Stevie replied. “I get the same runaround each time. She must read it off a teleprompter.”

“Have you tried to catch her at her office?” I asked.

“She’s never there when I go by,” Stevie replied.

“I’m surprised the state police didn’t take the lead,” I said. “Murder is usually their jurisdiction when it occurs in small towns like ours.”

“At any rate, one year is long enough for the town sheriff to get her act together,” Stevie said. “It’s time to try something different and bring in a fresh set of eyes.”

“Why did you come to us?” I asked.

“I asked around in town and googled you,” Stevie replied. “Cold case homicides are your area of expertise. What else do I need to know?”

“You only got half the information,” I said. “We’ve struck out on a number of them.”

“That makes sense if the murder happened 20 or 25 years ago,” Stevie said. “Troy’s murder is only one year old, and the trail hasn’t grown as cold. You should find it easier to connect the dots. Am I correct in my logic?”

“Your logic is solid enough,” I replied. “Be honest with us, Stevie. Who killed your husband? You should know who his adversaries were. Had he recently bickered with a guy? Had he received death threats? Did he fear someone was spying on him? Was a creep stalking him when he left your house?”

“If I knew any of those answers, I would’ve given them to the sheriff,” Stevie replied.

“Did he say anything intelligible before he died?” I asked. “Did he utter a name?”

“Troy was dead as a flounder by the time I reached him,” Stevie replied.

“Do you have any children or dependents?” I asked.

“When I was 19, I had a traumatizing miscarriage in our upstairs bathroom,” Stevie replied. “After I washed myself off, I flushed the dead fetus and had a healthy cry. I bled like a stuck pig and had severe cramps for a week. God, I’ll never forget the heartbreak, and I still feel it every day. We never tried to have another baby. Can you blame us?”

“It’s another tough pill,” I said.

“We had a shotgun wedding,” Stevie said. She laughed. “But really, we’d fallen madly in love.”

“You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t,” I said.

“Troy and I were good for each other,” Stevie said. “We forged a strong, satisfying marriage, which isn’t the easiest thing to do. Our friends will back up my claim if you need corroboration.”

“Hey, I believe you,” I said. “Are your parents still living?”

“My father died from the toxic mushrooms he cut in a cow pasture after a rain shower,” Stevie replied. “Mom died shortly after when she failed to make it through a railroad crossing in time. Now I have no one left in my family.”

I nodded. “Get a dog,” I said.

“Cut to the chase. Are you interested in taking my case or not?” Stevie asked.

“I’ll accept it,” I replied.

“Then mark an X where I need to sign on the dotted line,” Stevie said.

“Our service agreement has a minimum five-hour charge,” I said. “I’ll make it our retainer fee. You pay us upfront, and we commence our work.”

Stevie chuckled. “You must think I wear a mink stole, sip Dom Pérignon, and drive a Porsche,” she said. “I’ll pay you $50 this morning, and you’ll receive the rest of it when you complete my case.”

“You’re going to have to do better than $50,” I said.

“Throw out a reasonable number,” Stevie said.

“Make it a $100 retainer,” I said.

“Split the difference and make it $75,” Stevie said. “I’ll pay you in cash, and you won’t have to trifle with the credit card processing fee.”

My lips twitched into a smile. “You’re my first client to haggle over the fee,” I said.

“I hardly think so,” Stevie said. “Can I get a receipt for my records?”

“Why don’t I make a notation on the service agreement?” I said.

“Be sure you also initial and date it,” Stevie said.

“Where did Troy work?” I asked.

“He drove a fuel tank truck for the outfit on the bypass,” Stevie replied. “You must’ve seen it when you passed by.”

“I know where it is. Did he like his job?” I asked.

“Does anyone? He tolerated it fairly well,” Stevie replied. “The pay was barely enough to make ends meet, and the benefits were mediocre. He came home reeking of heating oil. I can still smell it everywhere, like rancid cigar smoke. After I get my life back on track, I’ll move away and live somewhere down south. I’m tired of the cold winters.”

“Was his job physically demanding?” I asked.

“It could be when Troy’s boss doubled his customer deliveries for a day,” Stevie replied. “He got stuck with making them because he didn’t have a family.”

“Was he autopsied?” I asked.

“Why did he need an autopsy?” Stevie replied. “It was blatantly obvious what had killed him.”

“Was he associated with organized crime?” I asked.

“Troy was a laidback good old boy,” Stevie replied. “He was never a mobster or associated with a mobster.”

“He could’ve led a second life that he concealed from you and the rest of us,” I said.

“We didn’t keep secrets from each other,” Stevie said. “I knew everything about him, and I mean everything.”

“Did you keep his smartphone, tablet, and laptop computer?” I asked.

“Sheriff Gonzalez confiscated them as physical evidence,” Stevie replied. “Six months ago, she told me in a sheepish tone that they’d gone missing. Draw your own conclusion, but it sounds like theft to me.”

“Her carelessness doesn’t surprise me,” I said.

“You’ve got your work cut out for you, but I have no one else to turn to, so here I am,” Stevie said.

“Give me until the end of the week to look into your case,” I said. “If you call me every day, I can’t stay focused on it.”

“Are you busy?” Stevie asked.

“If I couldn’t devote adequate time to your case, I wouldn’t have accepted it,” I replied. “Where are you employed?”

“I run the electronics department at Walmart,” Stevie replied.

“How do you like it there?” I asked.

“It’s pretty chill, but the upcoming holidays will be a madhouse,” Stevie replied. “The pay isn’t too disgraceful, and I make enough to get by, so I have no major complaints. I used to slave over the hot steel grill, and I learned that fast food service is the pits.

“The hungry diners are like animals, clamoring for their fries, milkshakes, and cheeseburgers. I was on my feet, hustling for 12 straight hours with no bathroom breaks. Even so, it was my job, and I showed up every day to work my shift.” Staring off, Stevie paused. “My most fervid dream, you see, is to manage my own company someday.” She smiled.

“Hold on to your dream,” I said.

“I possess the right smarts, grit, and drive to make a go of it,” Stevie said.

“Hey, I believe you,” I repeated.

Stevie struck me as an honest, genuine person, and her no-nonsense style persuaded me to take her case. We signed the service agreement. She folded up her copy and wedged it into her purse while I filed our copy. Then she handed me a Benjamin. I checked its watermark as well as the red and blue fibers before I accepted it.

“I’m running late and have to leave now,” Stevie said. “Work your magic and bring me some peace of mind.”

“While I can’t make you any promises, I’ll give your case my best effort,” I said.

“That’s all I can expect from you,” Stevie said.

After Stevie Palmer left (this time the door lock worked), I told Gerald I had to go run an errand. He waved me out of the office with no questions. I stopped by the drugstore to buy a small glass bottle of 1% clotrimazole in a proprietary blend of tea tree and other essential oils to control my toenail fungus. TMI? Sorry about that. No cashiers on duty routed me to the worst hell on earth—the self-checkout area.

Imagine my astonishment and relief when I sailed through it like grease through a goose. When I hurried out of the drugstore, Dreema texted me, asking if I’d pick up her eye drops. There was no way in hell I’d go back in there today. I responded with a thumbs-up emoji, figuring I would think of a plausible excuse if I didn’t come home with her eye drops.

Meanwhile, I had to find the trigger-happy sicko who whacked Troy Palmer on his front porch. Murder didn’t get any more brutal than in his case. It was a piece of cake to close out. Yeah, right. I shook my head, frustrated and disgusted. Why had I agreed to tackle another cold case homicide? Would I ever learn my lesson to leave murders, even cold case ones, to the professional homicide detectives?

I hadn’t gone to an AA meetup in 9 days. Dreema mentioned it at breakfast. She kept better track of my attendance than I did. I knew an AA group met in a conference room at the public library on Monday at noon for the town’s seniors. Although I didn’t fit the group’s demographic, I didn’t care. We boozers of all ages waged the same battle of the bottle.

This recovering alcoholic understood the importance of constant self-monitoring. I drove my hoopty, a slang word for a 20-year-old sedan, to Pelham’s public library, a squat, one-story building erected on a grassy berm. Since I read ebooks almost exclusively, I hadn’t visited the brick-and-mortar library in a few months. The library’s interior smelled of old books, which reminded me of vanilla yogurt.

The meeting room down the back corridor held about 50 chairs. It was once used on election days when citizens voted the old crooks out of office and the new crooks in. Yes, I voted, but that was the extent of my political involvement. I recognized the AAers’ faces and knew their names. Counting me, we numbered a dirty dozen. A few AAers returned my smile and nod. Seeing my future among the seniors clustered here filled me with trepidation and angst.

Today, maintaining my sobriety came first. So, I did not move after planting my bony sacroiliac on the chair’s steel bottom. The group chairperson was a bag of bones in her 80s, with shiny blue-tinted hair and liver spots speckling her arms. She’d been my fifth-grade teacher, and we hadn’t gotten along. I wondered if we young hell-raisers had driven her to drink in excess. Her longevity in the AA program gave me a shot of hope for my chances to persevere.

I wanted to ask her what secret elixir she used. Her gold wire-framed glasses hid the bags under her eyes. She wore an eggplant purple dress with a metallic mesh belt. Mrs. Crutchfield was her name, and she originally hailed from Shepherdstown, West Virginia. She motioned for me to take the podium and say a few words of inspiration.

Protesting, I pointed out that I hadn’t prepared any remarks. Mrs. Crutchfield let me off the hook. Perhaps at my next meeting I’d contribute to the proceedings. I shrugged. Sure. Anything was possible. Three AAers, one man and two women, testified about their relentless struggles to forgo liquor. I’d heard the sad song before, but I needed to hear it today and then again tomorrow. All of us wanted to stay sober. Then I only half-listened after I formed an insight.

Mrs. Crutchfield, one of Pelham’s most notorious gossips and busybodies, appeared to know everything there was to know about everyone. She might have a memory about Troy Palmer’s murder that I’d find useful. After the meeting’s adjournment, I buttonholed her at the refreshment trays next to the blackened coffee urn. She nibbled on a Twinkies snack cake.


Giving me a wary expression, she stopped chewing and swallowed. Her “old woman scent” was a mix of patchouli cologne and faint mothballs, which reminded me of my late aunt. She’d raised me after my parents burned to a crisp in their fireball car wreck. I cleared my throat. However, she beat me to speak first.


“Frank Johnson, I’m surprised to see you here,” she said.

“I could say likewise, Mrs. C,” I replied.

“Please call me Gladys. We’re both adults now and can drop the formality.”

“Sure thing, Gladys.”

“Has our AA meeting inspired you?”

“Every AA meeting I attend provides me with positive reinforcement. Thank you for having me as a guest.”

“You’re more than welcome to come anytime you like. Bring your wife, too. We sponsor open meetings.”

“My home group huddles up in the community room at the Lutheran church, but they don’t always meet when I have a free time block during the workday.”

“What keeps a young man like you so busy?”

“I’m a state-licensed private investigator.”

“Aw, I call bushwa, too.”

I laughed. “I’m serious,” I said. “Didn’t you know it? I thought everybody did. Should I show you my license?”

“Sadly, I don’t leave my house as much as I used to.”

“Mm-hmm.”


“If you reach my over-the-hill age, you’ll understand what I mean. My energy level has plummeted like a lead fishing sinker.”


“Really? You strike me as spry and alert.”

“Aren’t you sweet to say so? Did you come to pick my spry and alert brain?”

“I have been investigating a cold case homicide since you asked.”

“Is it Troy Palmer’s murder?”

“His widow, Stevie Palmer, is my client.”

“It occurred last October, almost a year ago.”

“The slow progress to close it frustrates her.”

“Troy’s murder was shocking, lurid, and sadistic. Why does Stevie think you’ll be more successful than the police have been?”

“She wants to shake things up and see if I can crack the mystery.”

“So, it’s essentially an expensive crapshoot. You’ll charge her for the time you spend looking for his killer, whom you won’t find.”

“You don’t know me well enough to say that. I have experience as a homicide detective, first as a military cop and later as a private investigator.”

“I stand corrected. But I hadn’t read your résumé’s qualifications.”

“Your reluctance to tell me what you’ve heard about Troy’s murder puzzles me.”

“What makes you so sure I’ve heard something?”

“Our nosiness is the same, except I get compensated for mine. You’d be the first one to know about the rumors that arose after his murder.”

“I can’t share with you something that I’ve never heard. Stevie is a personable young lady, and I enjoyed teaching her in my math classes. If she applied herself, she’d have the smarts to excel at college. She’d do better than to punch a time clock at Walmart, which is the graveyard of ambition.”

“Stevie is content with her lot, and she isn’t resentful. After the trauma of her husband’s murder, she’s putting the pieces of her life back together.”

“Was it a case of mistaken identity?”

“Either way, it’s still murder. Whoever is responsible for it should be arrested and tried. My job is to identify the guilty culprit.”

“Isn’t it a crying shame?”

“I don’t follow you. Isn’t what a crying shame?”

“That Troy Palmer died the barbaric way that he did.”

“Did you know him? Was he your former student?”

“He was never assigned to my classes. As I best recall, he was a loner with a surly attitude, a profane vocabulary, and a hair-trigger temper.”

“Did you have any trouble with him?”

“I never held a conversation with him.”

“Did he scare you?”

Mrs. Crutchfield shrugged. “Every husky farm boy who failed a couple of grades and grew whiskers frightened me. They had their issues,” she replied. “I heard somewhere Troy quit school in the eighth or ninth grade.”
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