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Chapter 1

My old car battery, dead as a turd, rode in the trunk of Dreema’s sedan. She’d told me to take it. I felt embarrassed to drive it, but I had no other way to pick up a new car battery. It held a charge for about a year. Because it was still under warranty, I schlepped it back to Costco for a replacement. Despite my ineptitude as an auto mechanic, I managed to remove it without injuring myself or damaging my hoopty (slang for a crappy car).

The counter lady with the green-streaked mullet asked me to get her a shopping cart to move my dead car battery. She said she’d sprained a chest muscle while setting out their new 40-pound car batteries for display. I offered to carry it for her, but she refused to let me go behind the counter. She rang me up, and I paid her with my Visa credit card. I transported my new car battery home, feeling productive on a Saturday morning.


I’m a licensed private investigator in the Commonwealth of Virginia with over 20 years of experience. I legally carry a Glock 9mm handgun on many of my cases. My earlier books, kicking off with Pelham Fell Here, chronicle 22 of my most badass PI cases. I’ll stop narrating them after I retire and move to the Ponce de León Marina, just outside of Fort Lauderdale, Florida. However, I’m not old enough to leave the rat race just yet. After arriving at my double-wide trailer, I toted the new car battery from Dreema’s sedan to my hoopty and installed it with no mishaps. My hoopty started right up and only backfired once.


Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of a pickup truck from the 1990s stopping at the curb. I recognized the driver as the counter lady with the green-streaked mullet who, 90 minutes earlier, had sold me the new car battery. I wondered if I’d paid her in phony money, and she pursed me home. When she gave me a hangdog smile, I knew she came to hire me as a private investigator. I approached her pickup truck on the driver’s side and smiled back.

If I had to bet, I’d say she wanted me to spy on her unfaithful husband (or wife) and document his (or her) betrayal. The high volume of infidelity cases we took on paid our bills. My guess of her motive for wanting to see me wasn’t even close. Maybe she didn’t know I had an office with posted hours. I hadn’t worked from home in a good while. Nearly everyone who lived in Pelham knew it.

“Long time, no see,” she joked. “My name is Esther Dawkins.”

“Hi, Esther,” I said. “You know who I am, I’m sure.”

“My boss said you’re Frank Johnson, the private investigator.”

“Did you use Google Maps to find me?” I asked.

“She gave me the directions,” Esther replied.

“Well, congratulations. You found me,” I said.

“Do you mind talking to me?” Esther asked.

I shrugged. “I haven’t asked you to leave,” I replied.

“If you asked me, I would go away,” Esther said.

“We’re good,” I said. “How can I help you?”

“Frank, who is your friend?” Dreema asked. She’d exited the double-wide and walked out to the street.

“Esther Dawkins is a potential client,” I replied.

“Hi, Esther,” Dreema said. “I’m Frank’s wife, Dreema.”

Esther nodded. “As I was explaining to Frank, I came to see him about taking my case,” she said.

“What is the nature of your case?” I asked.

“Homicide,” Esther replied.

“We private eyes don’t accept homicide cases,” I said. “Homicide is a crime and a police matter. I’m not a cop.”

“My homicide is a cold case,” Esther said.

“That status makes a difference,” I said. “How long has it been inactive?”

“Last August, my younger sister, Gwen, died in a fatal hit-and-run accident while she was jogging.”

“I remember seeing it in the news,” Dreema said.

“I seldom pay much attention to the news,” I said. “Where did it happen?”

“The driver struck her on Botha Road,” Esther replied. “She rented a cottage in the housing development on the old Coates farm. I cleared her belongings out of it shortly after her death.”

“The paved roadway along there is level and straight, with no major obstructions,” I said.

“It’s no accident,” Esther said. “Somebody killed her.”

“Did Gwen make any enemies?” I asked.

“If she did, she never told me about them,” Esther replied.

“Was she engaged in any criminal activities like narcotics or prostitution?” I asked.

“Gwen was a goody-two-shoes,” Esther replied.

“Did you autopsy Gwen Dawkins?” I asked Dreema.

“My supervisor performed it,” Dreema replied. “I’d taken my two-week vacation when she died.”

“What has the sheriff’s department turned up?” I asked.

“The state police assumed the lead in investigating her case,” Esther replied.

“Did they tell you it wasn’t an accident?” I asked.

“They’ve told me next to nothing,” Esther replied. “That’s why I want my private investigator. It’ll either be you or one of your competitors that I go see next.”

“Do you have a recent photo of Gwen?” I asked.

“Click on her personal Facebook page,” Esther replied. “People say we look almost identical, except I weigh a few more pounds.”

“Let’s take it inside where my neighbors can’t eavesdrop,” I said.

“Hop in my truck cab,” Esther said. “We can talk there.”

“Frank will see you at his office first thing Monday morning,” Dreema replied. “He’s got plenty to keep him busy here.”

“I’ll prepare a service agreement for us to sign,” I said. “It keeps things tidy, neat, and organized.”

Esther shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve waited for a year,” she said. “Monday will be soon enough.”

“If any private eye can get to the bottom of what happened to Gwen, Frank is your man,” Dreema said.

“My boss has only good things to say about him,” Esther said.

“Wait until you see my hourly rates,” I said. “You may have a different opinion.”

“Do you need a hand hooking up your new car battery?” Esther asked.

“I already took care of it, thanks,” I replied. “Besides, I thought you sprained a chest muscle.”

“It feels stronger now,” Esther said.

“Rest it more until you heal up properly,” I said. “Take it from a gumshoe who sprains his muscles all the time.”

“Frank rubs on Voltaren gel,” Dreema said.

“I’ve seen it for sale on the shelves at Rite Aid and CVS,” Esther said. “I’ll give it a try.”

“I can start digging into your case after you give me a sawbuck as your advance,” I said.

“If I pay you two sawbucks, will you be twice as attentive while you’re on my case?” Esther asked.

“You can rely on me to do my best,” I replied, taking her money.

“I’ll finally learn the truth about Gwen’s death,” Esther said. “Won’t that be something?”

The $40 I received from Esther went into our “cookie jar.” We’d saved $477, which was a lot of money to us. Violent crimes (shootings, stabbings, rapes, etc.) didn’t happen on our street, but I didn’t advertise that we kept a wad of money. If the rumor ever got started, an armed punk would break in to steal it. Or so things seemed to go in my noirish world all too often. I’d burn through a Glock 9mm’s magazine and then google how to remove the punk’s fatty cerebellum splattered on my kitchen walls and cabinets. First, I’d need to buy a high-grade industrial disinfectant spray to get started.

I pulled out of the trailer park, heading to Botha Road. When I was a boy, it was safer to walk or jog on the side of public roads since fewer vehicles used them. If I wished to walk or jog now, I wouldn’t do it on public roads unless I had a death wish. Gerald was home when I called him.

He liked hearing I’d signed up a new client. I told him we’d do the paperwork on Monday morning. Right now, we should get busy on the case. He said Sharona, his wife, asked him to go with her to the senior living center to visit her mother, Moe. Gerald couldn’t break his plans with Sharona.

Sharona was one of the few people with whom I didn’t get along, and I had no desire to antagonize her. Moe had dementia, which caused them much pain and strife. Gerald was out, and I’d go alone to Gwen’s death scene. I parked beside the dry, shallow ditch, where I climbed out, slipped on my Ray-Ban sunshades, and studied my surroundings. Botha Road was a gravel road. Gwen Dawkins had died on a flat span as straight as a diving board.

What kind of callous, ruthless motorist runs over a jogger and keeps driving? Did the driver intentionally sideswipe Gwen? Was the driver drunk? Where did the driver conceal the death car? Did any security cameras capture the hit-and-run? These thoughts raced through my mind. I pumped the mental brakes and refocused.


Gwen had correctly jogged against the traffic instead of with it. A roadside memorial marked her death site. The six-inch-tall Styrofoam cross had faded in the sun, as had the laminated cardboard plaque that read, “RIP, Gwen Dawkins. You were loved, girl!” I also noted the deflated balloons, candle stubs, and silk flowers left behind. Nobody had the heart to remove the roadside memorial, and I respected it. VDOT usually left the roadside memorials, like Gwen’s, on the secondary roads alone.


I shifted my Glock 9mm holstered on my belt to ride on my right hip. Yep, I was a Glock man. I first saw a Glock handgun in an episode of Miami Vice (“Cuba Libre”) in 1987, when undercover cop Sonny Crockett picked one up after losing his Smith & Wesson .45 ACP. Right now, my spine tingled with cold fear. Something turbulent, bleak, and unseen loomed in the vicinity. The wary Irish in me registered its spooky presence. Was it Gwen Dawkins’ unsettled spirit? Did the dead haunt us until they saw that we served them justice?


My visceral instincts told me that Gwen had been murdered, rather than killed in a tragic accident. All I had to do was prove it and identify her killer. It was a stroll on the beach, right? I rubbed the kinks in my tense neck. Over my PI career, I’d solved a few homicide cases. My first one was The Dirt-Brown Derby, set in hoity-toity Middleburg, Virginia, and it was a doozy. Homicides were my least favorite type of case. I despised them even more than my spying on the unfaithful spouses.


To my right, I saw a disused field overgrown with sassafras shrubs, cedar saplings, and blackberry brambles. On the opposite roadside, a rusty, four-strand barbed wire fence enclosed a mature pinewoods. No surveillance cameras had recorded how Gwen met her gut-wrenching death. My dashcam hadn’t worked since May. So, I moved around her death scene while recording a video, including her roadside memorial, on my smartphone camera.

I leaned against the rear fender of my hoopty and pretended as if I were Gwen out for a run. An oncoming vehicle approached me. Oddly enough, I didn’t see it increasing speed or drifting over to my side. I continued jogging at my steady pace. At the last possible second, I lunged in front of the vehicle. It rammed me hard enough to crush me. Death was instant. What inspired that scenario?

What was the likelihood that Gwen had committed suicide? Had she been depressed? Had she made any previous suicide attempts? Was she on any medication? If she jumped into the vehicle’s path, why had the driver sped away and left her? I would’ve stuck around and given the authorities my version of events. I got into my hoopty and dialed the number for my favorite state cop, who was at his desk on a Saturday.

“Sergeant Collingsworth, Virginia State Police,” the respondent answered.

“Yeah, it’s Frank, C,” I said.

“Frank, eh? Well, well. Do I know any Franks? Sorry, but I’m certain that I don’t. You must have the wrong number.”

“I’m Frank Johnson.”

“Then do I know any Frank Johnsons? I don’t think so.”

“C, you’re a joke machine. I’m splitting my sides.”

“Now I remember who you are. You’re the Frank Johnson who only hits me up when he needs a favor.”

“I should mention that the opposite is also true.”

“You call me a lot more frequently than I do you.”

“Shall I tick off our latest favors on this unsecured line?”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“I didn’t think so. Has the police brass stuck an old hairbag like you on ‘Special Projects’ until you decide to put in your retirement papers?”

“VSP doesn’t have any Special Projects. I’m training the rookie cops on how to up their game on the streets. My job savvy is a valuable resource, and I don’t mind sharing it with them.”

“I have a question for you.”

“Fire away. All I can spare you is three minutes. I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I’m a busy cop giving the taxpayers their money’s worth.”

“Think back to Gwen Dawkins. She died in a hit-and-run last summer in Pelham. Ring any bells?”

“I know about her case. What’s it to you?”

“Why haven’t your people closed it?”

“I don’t have an answer unless you want me to yank one out of my ass crack and hand it to you.”

“Ugh! I did not need to see that mental image.”

“I pulled up her file from our database. It’s still an open case.”

“Why is that?”

“No reason is given. Maybe it’s a clerical error.”

“The world’s clerks must be a bunch of dumbasses because they’re always making errors.”

“Don’t quit your day job, Frank. You’ll never make it as a stand-up comedian.”

“I’ll level with you. Gwen’s older sister, Esther, is my client. She contends the hit-and-run driver intentionally killed her sister. Care to comment?”

“What’s that? She says it was a homicide?”

“She hired me to look into it. Ergo, I called you.”

“I know as much about it as you do.”

“Can you delve into it and get me an answer?”

“That request is above my pay grade. You need to befriend a captain or a higher-up in the food chain.”

“I don’t know a captain or a higher-up in the food chain. All I have is you. Turn over a few rocks and let me know what you find under them.”

“Buckle up, buttercup. It won’t be pretty.”

“Have you ever seen a homicide that is pretty? I assume you don’t have the resources to look into it. So, I’m taking Esther’s case and running with it. If I trample on some of your people’s toes or bruise their fragile egos, so be it. I’m just doing my job under the authority granted to me by my state PI license.”

“I hear what you’re saying.”

“That’s not all, C. I have more. If you try to interfere with or sandbag my cold case homicide investigation, I’ll spill the beans about you and the pimp who died while in your custody.”

“You’d never go there. Besides, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Uh-huh. You killed him.”

“Why don’t you blab it louder on a megaphone?”

“When I find Gwen’s killer, you can make the arrest.”

“It’ll be the same way as it was the last time.”

“You get the fame and glory and will retire as a lieutenant, drawing a fat pension. You can’t beat that with a billy club.”

“Yeah, that’d be sweet. You know what you can get away with, Frank. Don’t push the boundaries we’ve established.”

“I’ll keep your warning in mind.”

“Smart boy. Now go sodomize yourself with a rusty harpoon.”

“Sounds like a gas. Won’t you join me?”

I shook off the bad vibes that I’d picked up while I parked on Botha Road. Then I went to my office in the strip mall to make sure it hadn’t blown up or burned down within the previous 24 hours. It took me only a few minutes on a Saturday to look things over. Our landlady, Eunice Peabody, had intended to raise the rent.

Eunice and I reached an agreement that I would sign a three-year lease if she deferred any rent increases. She probably regretted it, but I didn’t give a fat rat’s ass. Dreema had offered a few suggestions for improving the look of my workplace, and I was implementing them. I didn’t have enough cash to make them all at once. My latest acquisition was a stuffed desk chair with a headrest and chair arms.

I bought it brand new from a discount furniture warehouse in Burke, near the firehouse. I didn’t take in any used soft furnishings since I didn’t need another bedbug infestation. Man, you haven’t been through the wringer until you’ve had to get rid of those tiny bloodsucking parasites. I must’ve gone through gallons of Lysol and Clorox bleach while I fumigated my office. I eventually eradicated them, but only with half of my sanity left.

My in-basket held three client reports I needed to finish writing so I could invoice the clients. I didn’t become a private investigator so I could write reports. If I got into an inspired groove, I could bang them out in under an hour. The can of ground coffee was empty. “Aw, for fuck’s sake!” I felt my heart skip several beats before the cold waves of panic swept through me. I didn’t want to leave the office, make a special trek to the corner bodega, and pay their inflated price for a packet of ground coffee.

On the other hand, I couldn’t get started on writing my client reports until I’d been properly caffeinated. I had prepared for an unpleasant moment like this. I yanked open the fridge door and rooted around in it until I found my emergency packet of ground coffee where I’d left it. Before you knew it, I had Mr. Coffee perking and me working. Gerald stomping into the office took me by surprise.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I finished going with Sharona to see Moe and drove over,” Gerald replied.

“We ran out of coffee.”

“I just bought us three cans at Costco. Check in my bottom desk drawer.”

“You’re a prince among men. I drove out to Botha Road and surveyed where Gwen Dawkins died.”

“What did you take away from it?”

I shrugged. “There’s nothing left to observe,” I replied. “She died last summer. The weather scoured away any physical evidence.” I suppressed a shudder. “It’s a creepy place.”

“Creepy?”

“How do I put it? An evil aura, like a ghost, inhabits the spot.”

“Is Esther right then? Did the driver sideswipe her sister on purpose? Was it a murder?”

“Murder is one scenario. I picked up on a different feeling.”

“Don’t leave me in suspense.”

“Gwen threw herself in front of the approaching driver. She committed suicide by car.”

“Why did the driver take off and then lay low this past year?”

“I don’t know. We can assume the driver didn’t want the police to detain and question them.”

“Who made the squeal to the state cops?”

“On his drive to work, a man saw her dead body by the roadside, where it had lain all night. He made the 911 call.”

“Is the spot too remote for surveillance cameras to record anything?”

“Gwen perished on a desolate stretch of road. A brushy field and pinewoods surround it.”

“Did the driver select the spot for that reason?”

“I’d sure like to ask him or her your question.”

“What have you got lined up?”

“I’m writing three client reports. If I complete them and bill the customers, we’ll start Monday morning with a clean slate.”

“What does Dreema say about you working here on Saturday?”

“Well, I haven’t asked her about it.”

“She’ll tell you to lock up the office and come home.”

“Now you know why I haven’t asked her.”

Gerald grinned. “I’ll give you a hand,” he said. “You can read them over to proofread.”

“Just run them on the grammar and spelling checker in Word 2003. I also use a few online writing tools to get a cleaner product.”

“Did these clients request the inclusion of our recommendations or opinions?”

“Just stick to reporting the observations given in my field notes.”

“Do you bill the clients at our new labor rates?”

“We have no other choice unless we want to shut down our office and go dig ditches for a living.”

“When I was a kid growing up on a dirt road, I once met a dozen or so road crew prisoners digging out the ditches with shovels, crowbars, and pickaxes. The white pair of uniformed COs guarding them carried semi-automatic 12 gauge shotguns and .38 Special revolvers at the ready. They wore those mantis-green aviator sunshades, covering up half of their pockmarked faces.”

“Did the road crew prisoners don the black-and-white stripes?”

“They dressed in bright orange jumpsuits and brogans, but they had no chains locked around their ankles.”

“‘I’m shaking the bush, boss. Shaking the bush.’”


“Cool Hand Luke got it wrong. The prison bus towing a porta-potty crept along, following them.”


“Did they sing the traditional work songs?”

“They looked too tired and downbeat to sing much of anything.”

“Did any of them speak to you?”

“The old Black trustee who carried the water jugs piped up and told me the COs were the Earp brothers, Morgan and Wyatt. The COs growled at him to shut up, and the old trustee snickered under his breath. The other prisoners did the same thing. One of the sadistic COs swatted the old trustee across the cheek with his gunstock. The old trustee picked up his straw hat, spat out his dislodged teeth, and said nothing further.”

“Did they frighten you?”

Gerald shrugged his slablike shoulders, which could bench press 405 pounds with no problem. “I was a kid watching them while I learned a few brutal truths about the world. At lunchtime, they broke out of formation, sat down in rows, and ate box lunches in the shade of a persimmon tree grove. I can still hear their spoons scrape and scratch against the metal. They left behind empty sardine tins, soda bottles, and a rusty harmonica.”

“Did you hear any gunshots when a prisoner sprinted off and tried to escape into the underbrush?”

“I’m sure they did at every chance they got. But on that day, I just observed them working up a powerful sweat.”

“Nothing is harder manual labor than digging a ditch. I almost broke my spine doing it to lay a drainpipe. The round stones dislodged easier than the angular ones did.”

“Renting a trencher or a backhoe for digging is easier on your back.”

“I learned my lesson and never did it again.”


Chapter 2


On Saturday evening, Dreema and I went out to dinner at our usual Lebanese restaurant. To look “presentable in public,” she fussed at me to put on a polo shirt rather than wear a T-shirt. She had me when she said I resembled Steve McQueen in the polo shirt. I ordered the chicken shawarma on pita with a side of garden salad. Dreema jumped on their lamb kabob. We had bottled water. Relaxing at our corner table, I could observe the pair of entrances.
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