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Chapter 1

“Ta-da! This is where the magic happens.” Madison Lockridge spoke with a flourish of her hand.

Nodding, I gazed around her one-room lair, popularly called a “studio apartment.” To a seasoned private eye like me, it was simply a “crib.”


“It sounds like woo-woo stuff to me,” I said.


She laughed at me, the witty sage, as she flopped down on the fleece blanket pulled up on her platform bed. Her perfume stirred up impure thoughts in me. Patting the space beside her, she invited me to join her. I remained on my feet. She didn’t wear a gold wedding band on her ring finger shiny enough to stop the traffic on I-66, but I sure as hell did.

“You can breathe again, Mr. Johnson,” Madison said. “I won’t ravish you in my apartment. I promise to behave myself.”


Shucks! My smile was a scratch mark. “Call me Frank,” I said.


“Frank, I only want to know who shot at me and why they did it.”

“As I told you back at the office, it’s possible I’ll never learn the shooter’s name.”

“You also said you have at least a puncher’s chance.”

“Look, I won’t grab your money with no realistic hope of getting you the answers you want. I don’t string along my clients as my disreputable competitors do.”

Madison arose from the bed, stretched her arms overhead, and sauntered across the room. We PIs are visual creatures. I noted every sway of her apple-cheeked ass encased in stonewashed denim. A scarlet chopstick with a black leather clip secured her flirty blonde bun. Tall, expansive windows on each side created a luminous corner. The low-back, barrel-designed armchair she sat down in was her private bower.

She kicked off her sandal wedges and planted her bare feet on the shellacked wood floor, black as a bat’s wing. Her toenails twinkled mint green. Her toned legs distracted me. I took in her ankles, calves, and knees, stopping where her Daisy Dukes began on her thighs. A black crown of thorns tattoo banded her right thigh, four inches south of her snatch. I blinked twice to get my mind out of the gutter. It didn’t help very much.

“I sat here reading my Kindle,” Madison said. “Something went bang, like a lit cherry bomb exploding. I heard an object plink through the glass panes. Then I noticed the compact bullet holes punched in them. At first, I was stunned and then confused. Who relaxes in their apartment, expecting to be used for target practice?”

“When did it happen?”

“It was on Friday night.”

“You said you wanted to read before you hit the sack.”

“That’s right. I’d say the time was at or around 9:30 p.m.”

“Do you make it a habit to sit and read there?”

“I most often read while I’m lying in bed. However, I like to change things. So, I’ll flip on the floor lamp and curl up in the corner chair.”

“Uh-huh.”

“The bullet entered through the first window, zinged by me, and then exited through the second.”

“Investing in opaque curtains or window blinds isn’t the worst idea.”

“My landlord would go nuts if I made any alterations, and he’d have an excuse to keep my security deposit.”

“Who owns the apartment building?”

“Mr. Blackwell signed my lease.”

“Right. Cody Blackwell.”

“Are you friends?”

I shrugged. “I tolerate him‌,” I replied. “Do you like him?”

“I feel about him as you do.”

“You must find it pleasant enough here.”

“I never hear the couples quarreling or the kids wailing through the walls. No homeless men root through my garbage bins. I smell no smokers or vapers in the other apartments. The monthly rent is manageable.”

“Do you make the magic happen on your desktop computer?”

I pointed at the wooden chair and desk she’d positioned in the windowless corner. A computer, keyboard, and screen occupied it. She also invested in a wireless mouse. Manila folders, yellow legal pads, and Sharpies lay on her desktop. Three empty Dr. Pepper cans revealed her go-to soda, but she’d put up no family or boyfriend photos. She’d printed cryptic notes on a dry-erase board, which were Greek to me.

“My coworkers like the more robust, top-of-the-line equipment, but I didn’t want to rack up debt. I’ll get by with my basic assets for now. I’m not the fastest graphic designer, but I meet my project deadlines on time.”

“Are you a hybrid employee?”

“I’m a work-from-home team member. If my supervisor wants me to report to the office, then I go in without complaint.”

“COVID changed how we live and work. Some of it’s good, and some of it’s not-so-good. Where’s your home office?”

“My company is based in Annandale on Braddock Road, past George Mason University and before the Virginia State Police office. My commute isn’t too bad if I only have to do it twice a month. Of course, they’re paying rent on my empty office. I hope they’ll make us permanent work-from-home employees when the lease ends. We’ll see how it pans out.”

“Do any of your coworkers also call Pelham home?”

“I’m the only team member who lives here. Are you thinking one of my coworkers fired at me?”

“You tell me.”

“I’ve made no enemies at work or home.”

“Have you broken up with a boyfriend? Or a girlfriend?”

“I haven’t been seeing anybody.”

“Have you dated a control freak or an obsessive weirdo in recent weeks?”

“I just told you I have no adversaries that I’m aware of.”

“Why are you convinced the shooter had it in for you?”

“What do you mean?”

“An accidental gunshot may have passed through your windows.”

“How often do accidental gunshots happen?”

“With the tsunami of guns flooding the streets, it’s more prevalent now than five years ago. Do you own a handgun?”

“I’ve never laid a finger on a firearm, and I have no plans to start now.”

“You said you didn’t contact law enforcement. Can you tell me why?”

“My family has found the police useless. They type up a report and file it. Nothing else happens. They don’t investigate, and they never follow up. I took matters into my own hands. While I asked around town, somebody gave me your name.”

“Really? Who was it?”

“Or maybe I googled it earlier today.”

“The cops would know if your shooting is part of a pattern of behavior perpetrated by a bad actor. I don’t have access to that information.”

“Nobody I talked to has been shot at, so I’m the only one. I’ve taken it as far as I can, and I’ll hand it off to you. Find out who shot at me. Tell me their story, so I can have some peace of mind while I’m at home.”

“If the shooter saw his first round had missed you, why didn’t he fire a second round to finish the job?”

“Maybe he lost his nerve and gave up. Or maybe something spooked him enough to make him flee before anybody saw him. Maybe his firearm malfunctioned. Are there any other possibilities I’ve missed?”

“Have you had any further incidents since Friday?”

“No bullets have left new holes in my apartment windows or walls. I’ll call Mr. Blackwell to have the two glass panes replaced. Can he contact your office if I need corroboration to back up my story?”

“He should believe you. If he doesn’t, I’ll talk to him.”

“What gun caliber did the shooter fire?”

“Why? I thought you didn’t care about firearms.”

Madison smiled. “Touché,” she replied. “I’m endeavoring in my awkward style to persuade you to take my case. Am I succeeding?”

“All right, you win,” I replied. “I have to charge our clients a five-hour minimum. Some like it, some don’t care. If you’re okay with it, I brought my business contract. We’ll sign it, and I’ll get underway.”

“Can you solve my case within the five-hour window?”

“I’ll work hard to find your mystery shooter.”

“Will your partner also get involved?”

“Gerald Peyton is his name. We work in tandem on fieldwork. The streets have turned a lot meaner and deadlier with every homicidal punk-ass toting an AR-15-assault-style rifle.”

“The TV newscasters harp on them during their coverage of the mass shootings. Aren’t they horrid?”

“They’re the worst of the worst.”

“Do you go armed with them?”

“Put it this way. If somebody fires an AR-15 at us, we’re prepared to give as good as we get.”

“Is Mr. Peyton as profane and violent as you are?”

I had to laugh. “Gerald is a big teddy bear,” I replied. “How much is Blackwell charging you for the rent?”

“Do you want to know if I can afford you?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“I’ll write you a personal check. Is that acceptable?”

“If it isn’t, you know I’ll be back.

“That won’t be necessary. You’ll get your money.”

“Make it out to the Johnson Detective Agency.”

“As you wish.”

“Your handwriting is elegant.”

“Why, thank you for mentioning it.”

“I’m running late. We’ll talk again. Soon.”

“Excellent, Frank. Just don’t go off and forget about me.”

“There’s no chance I’ll do that.”

If you ever have the chance to rent an office in a strip mall, take a pass. I still had my office in an unkept, ramshackle one built in the 1970s, and I regretted it. My bitching and moaning, however, didn’t change my situation. Many neighbors had come and gone during my tenancy.

Some went bankrupt, while a few others switched to home-based businesses. I tried going the home-office route. My clients’ drive through the trailer park depressed them before we even met. Dreema didn’t appreciate my clients tramping through her private living quarters. We had an animated chat. It didn’t take me long to see that I couldn’t make it work out. I had to transfer my operations and rent an office space.

“How did the client’s home visit go?” Gerald asked.

I steered with my left hand and held my smartphone to my ear with my right. Since I only poked along the main drag, I didn’t pull over to the curb to talk.

“Madison paid me for our minimum,” I said.

“Did she flash you the cash?”

“No. She wrote me a personal check.”

“Aw hell fart, Frank. Have you lost your mind? We’ll get screwed again out of our money.”

“No. She’s good for it.”

“Says who?”

“My gut tells me she’s legit.”

“What does she want from us?”

“I’m tracking down who fired a bullet through her apartment windows. It’s a full-metal jacket 9mm slug, which is relatively cheap and plentiful ammo to purchase. The projectile hole matched the other 9mm rounds I’ve seen shot through window glass.”

“Does she fear a sniper is after her?”

“She didn’t say she did.”

“What does your gut tell you?”

“Something scares her. What it is, I can’t tell you.”

“Does she have a PO’d ex-boyfriend or ex-husband?”

“She swears she has no enemies that she knows about.”

“Then snoop around and ask your usual questions to burn the five hours. Type up the client report, and you’ll be finished with it.”

“Ideally, I’d love to do that, but...”

“Okay, what’s your ‘but’ about?”

“Something about her story isn’t kosher.”

“If she’s a lousy client, we’ll refund her money and cut her loose. We don’t need the drama and grief.”

“What’s up at the office? Did we get any new walk-in clients?”

“The clients aren’t beating a path to our door.”

“Why don’t you hit up your bounty hunter buddies for any overflow work they might have?”

“Really? Are you thinking of getting back into the bounty hunter racket?”

“The idea doesn’t thrill me. But we feel the pressure to generate income. We’ve done it before and lived to tell about it.”

“We haven’t worked with them in five years, Frank. I’d say that train has left the station, and it won’t return.”

“Are you saying we can’t swing it any longer?”

Gerald chuckled. “Frank, you’re a beautiful dreamer,” he said. “If you want my opinion, we’re not up to par to perform as bail recovery agents.”

“What the hell, Gerald? I can’t afford to give up on jobs.”

“Let’s stick to the tasks we can handle and let the young bucks do the rugged stuff. They’re able to take more licks than we can, and they heal up a lot quicker, too.”

“Then we’ll need to find a different moneymaker.”

“The nightclubs and bars reopened after the COVID pandemic ended. We’ll line up a few side gigs as door attendants and bouncers. It’s not PI work per se, but the managers pay us in cash at the end of the night.”

“I can’t bounce until late, go home to sleep for two or three hours, and drag my tired ass up the next morning to make it into the office by nine.”

“We’ll discuss it some more when you get back.”

“First, I’m stopping at the house to pick up my laptop.”

“See you then, Frank.”

The trailer park opened the year after I graduated from high school. It had caused a big sensation in Pelham. The promise of affordable housing appealed to young families and single individuals like me. Before I could look into it, Uncle Sam owned my sorry ass for a few years. I had to adjust while I wore the khaki uniform. My duty station was Fort Riley, Kansas, where I served in the Army MPs.

I grew to appreciate Fort Riley’s hilly prairies, its nearby herds of bison, and its teeming stars, like those that I hadn’t seen since I left there. It shaped me into a man. I dated several coeds at the surrounding universities (all were smart, poised, and funny), but I never got any of them pregnant. They didn’t give me any STDs (“Wrap it before you tap it!”). I left the Army with three stripes, MP experience, and a modest savings account. Pelham hadn’t changed all that much when I returned home on the Greyhound bus. The same asshats I’d known before were still asshats.

What’s it like to live in a trailer park? Like it is to live anywhere else, I’d say. We considered the lot fee, which the owner jacked up by a few dollars each year, as the most galling drawback. While it didn’t bust our budget, we couldn’t save for a rainy day. I crept down our neighborhood streets, my eyes scanning each side for any signs of trouble.

I played a game with myself. What’s wrong with this picture, Frank? Can you spot where the vengeful dirtbags lurk? How many armed dirtbags have you killed in total? I was bad with numbers, but 12 had a truthful ring. Our latest property manager, Toad Winesap, rubbed me the wrong way. Of course, I could say the same thing about each of his predecessors.

Winesap had spotted the job opening posted on Craigslist. Since no other candidates applied, he got the position. His “office” was in one of the empty single-wides nearest to the road entrance. He bivouacked in his office because he was a trifling ne’er-do-well. He showed off his old bowling trophies in the glass display cases he set up in an empty bedroom. As I made the turn off the state highway, I saw Winesap puttering along on a riding mower, approaching me.

Each Monday morning, he cut the weedy crabgrass in the small neighborhood park next to his single-wide office. Short, bald, and squat, he resembled a toad in a gimme hat, a discolored wifebeater, and ragged Bermuda shorts. His chunky aviator sunglasses concealed a portion of his florid face. He slipped the PBR can down into his lap between his thighs. I guessed he didn’t think I’d caught it.

Toad raised his hand as if in greeting, but then he signaled me to stop. He wished to kill some time in a bullshit session. I was happy to comply since I had a few questions to ask him. I braked to a halt on the streetside. Runnels of sweat slathered his meaty shoulders.

The trailer park almost emptied on a weekday, leaving no traffic. We cut off our engines at the same time. His grin displayed his stubby teeth, yellowed like the meerschaum bowl on a smoker’s pipe. He wasn’t packing, but I had my Glock 9mm, if that meant anything. I let him get the conversation started.

“Are you working hard or hardly working?” Winesap asked.

“Your wit dazzles me, Winesap.”

“How are the kids?”

“Wrong guy. I have no kids.”

“I know a dick doctor who can treat that problem.”

“Thanks for the tip.” The sarcasm dripped from my words. “I’ll bear it in mind.”

“My daughter, Renée, will hardly speak to me anymore. Can you believe it? My toxic bitch of an ex has poisoned Renée’s mind. She’s my only kid, and I miss her to my bones. I heard she’s a straight-A student and writes sonnets. Next year, when she turns 18, she’ll pry her mother off her back. We’ll visit again and bond like a dad and his daughter should.”

“My ex knows better than to fuck with me. Or I’ll bust a cap in her fat, lazy ass. How’s the job going?”

“I’m still not making the big bucks. Otherwise, I have no beef.”

“It’s a fine day to play hooky. I’d love to go hunt the wild boars on the ridgetops.”

“Anytime is good to go plink a few target rounds.”

“The ammo prices have shot through the roof. Pardon my pun.”

“Tell me about it. They keep me in the poorhouse.”

“I keep 200 rounds in reserve just in case, if you know what I mean, Toad.”

Belching into his fist, Toad looked haggard. “Hell yeah, I know, Frank. Folks can snicker about it all they like,” he said. “But the zombie apocalypse is nigh upon us. The holy verses in the Book of Revelation predict it. I keep my bug-out bag under my desk, where I’ll grab it before I flee to the West Virginia mountains. I carry a Ka-Bar knife, a Charter Arms Bulldog .44 Special, and a radiation kit in it.”

“I didn’t take you for a religious man, Brother Toad.”

“My dear parents raised me in a full-gospel Pentecostal home. May God Almighty rest their souls. I never lost touch with my spirituality. The Holy Spirit infused me with the gift of speaking in tongues nine times. Brother, it drains a man.”

“Don’t let your sharpshooting skills grow stale.”

“Target shooting is a priority. I take advantage of every opportunity I get to pop off a few practice rounds.”

“Smashing out the glass windows of old cars abandoned in the forests and fields is fun. You’ve done it, too.”

Sure, I have. Junked cars and pickup trucks dot the countryside. The farmers didn’t have our recycling centers.”

“Watch out for the punk-ass kids who get off on shooting out the streetlights and windows.”

“I stay vigilant for troublemakers. A baby possum doesn’t fart in the trailer park without me knowing about it.”

“Amazing. Do you own a 9mm, by any chance?”

“Hell, I’d lend it to you if I did, Frank. I aim to purchase a Glock 9mm when I can set aside the cash. It’s a tough choice to make between purchasing guns or PBR.”

“That’s okay. I can borrow a Glock Niner from Peyton. Do you have one of my business cards?”

“The last time we spoke, you gave me several, and I stuck them up on the bulletin board in my office.”

“You’re a good man, Toad. I don’t care what Peyton says.”

“Just between you and me and the light pole, I think Peyton is dumber than a burlap sack of turnips. But then, most of the spearchuckers I’ve come into contact with aren’t mental giants.”

“You’d better not let Gerald hear you say that.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. There isn’t a racist bone in my body. Did you come home to get lunch?”

“I left my laptop at home. You can’t do anything now without a computer.”

“We had a constructive talk, Frank.”

“Sure, we did, Toad. Be safe and well. Don’t go shooting out any people’s windows.”

On a Monday at midday, our double-wide sat silent, deserted, and gloomy like an abandoned tampon factory. My laptop still lay on the kitchen island table where I’d left it. Since I was home, I fixed my lunch. One of the weakest structural features of our double-wide was its flooring. I could tell from my spongy steps that the manufacturer had nailed down half-inch-thick plywood sheets to lay the carpet over.

I ducked out and chilled on the rear patio while I ate. The aroma of tasseling corn mingled with freshly dug soil from an unseen source. I missed having the seclusion and luxury of a backyard full of grass, plants, and hedges. Dreema wanted us to move into a traditional house, and I’d dragged my feet. When I told her it wasn’t the right time, she pointed out that we’d never find the right time. Something would always come up, requiring our attention. She wasn’t wrong. I made it into tomorrow’s problem.

The Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services (DCJS) issued me a private investigator license. I slipped it out of my wallet. My photo looked hideous. Don’t all of our ID photos resemble stark mug shots? However, I was relieved to see my PI license hadn’t expired, and I was a bona fide gumshoe. I might fudge a few rules, but I always strove to keep my PI license current and valid. The little rectangle of plastic had kept my ass out of the sling more than once.

The cops had to respect my investigative authority to get information on crimes, including arson, assault, and theft. Moreover, I could use my information as courtroom evidence. I kept a copy of my PI license tucked inside my smartphone case under my emergency $20. I might leave my wallet and car keys at home, but I always had my smartphone. When I texted Gerald, asking if his PI license had expired, he replied that he still had a year to go before his next renewal date.

“Have you seen my little red dachshund, Frank?” the woman’s quavery voice asked. “Rubella scampered this way after she nosed open the screen door and bolted off before I could grab her. She’s a frisky, mischievous pooch who makes me a basket case.”

I smiled at Mrs. Bell. “No pooches have run this way,” I replied.

Mrs. Bell scowled like a nurse emptying a bedpan. She dressed in a headscarf, a leopard-print housecoat, and beach flip-flops. “Rubella has been nothing but a pain in the drain since I brought her home from the SPCA,” she said. “I should’ve gotten a house cat for company. They don’t sprint away from their mistresses.”

“You could hire me to track down Rubella.”

“That’s right! You’re a private eye!”

“I also have experience with locating missing pets.”

“How much would you charge me?”

“Why don’t you keep searching for Rubella on your own before you pay me to get involved?”

“You’re that expensive, huh?”

“I have to eat and fill up my gas tank the same as you do.”

“How’s Dreema getting along?”

“She’s good. Thanks for asking. Hadn’t you better go chase down Rubella before she gets too far away?”

“Do you think she’ll return home when she gets hungry?”

“Sometimes pets listen to their stomachs and return for their meals.”

“Let me ask you this. We know our tap water contains minerals. The controversy over whether it’s fit to drink has raged on for months. What activities do you use tap water for?”
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