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CHAPTER 1 — “Grassroots Justice”
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"They say a man's lawn is his legacy. His green-flecked, sweat-stained declaration to the heavens that he gave a damn. But in Welvin, Massachusetts, that legacy can vanish faster than a crabgrass bloom in July—and brother, when it does, you better hope to God I'm on the case."

Frank Peniston stood on his front porch, arms crossed, squinting into the golden hour like he expected a Soviet sniper in the azaleas. The wind caught the hem of his slightly wrinkled white button-up, sending it flapping like a battle flag. His neon green crossing guard vest gleamed under the sun’s judgmental glare. To the untrained eye, he looked like a man casually sipping a Full Throttle in his driveway. But to those in the know, he was locked in full tactical surveillance mode. Off the books, of course.

A faint whirring echoed down the block—Chet Loomis’s mower. Frank tensed. Precision-cut patterns. Diagonal pass. Repetition of lines. Too clean. Suspicious.

“That’s not mowing,” Frank muttered. “That’s psychological warfare.”

Just then, the screen door to Frank’s house squealed open like a dying possum and slammed against the siding. Ronald Whitaker emerged, moving at a brisk pace that screamed “emergency,” if you were the kind of guy who regularly performed wind tunnel simulations on dandelions.

“Frank,” Ronald wheezed. “It’s gone.”

Frank didn’t turn. “What’s gone, Ronald?” he said with the calm of a man who’d once disarmed a suspicious sprinkler system using only a paperclip and a packet of Tang.

“My mower,” Ronald said, voice cracking like a teenager on prom night. “It was there this morning. By 2:40 p.m.—gone."

Frank inhaled sharply through his nose. He tasted nitrogen. Fertilizer. Malice. He turned slowly. “Model.”

“GreenTech QuietStorm 500. Electric. Self-propelling. LED display with adjustable height settings. I had it dialed to 3.5 centimeters for optimal summer growth taper—”

Frank held up a hand. “You had a damn beauty, Ronald.”

Ronald looked down, devastated. “Claire’s out visiting her sister in Hyannis. If she comes back and sees I let someone just walk off with my mower—”

Frank walked forward and clapped a firm hand on Ronald’s shoulder. “You didn’t let anything happen. That mower was taken. And whoever did it... just declared war on the American dream.”

***
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INSIDE FRANK’S GARAGE, clutter reigned with purpose. Duct-taped gadgets, exposed circuitry, several "as seen on TV" products repurposed for semi-lethal use, and a wall calendar from 2003 featuring bikini models posing with chainsaws.

In the corner sat a lone angelfish in a bubbling tank. Fitch. Watching. Judging.
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