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Chapter 1

I mounted the 4’ x 3’ whiteboard on the office wall between our desks. We tracked our active cases by client name and status. I don’t know what I was thinking. We seldom worked on more than four or five cases at a time. I wrote in fictitious client names to fill the blank spaces. Clients would see our heavy caseload and believe we stayed busy handling our PI business. Optics were everything in Shamus World.

Trisha Dawson’s walnut brunette hair, full top drawer, and beestung lips stood out. “Your business card was thumbtacked to the bulletin board in the karate dojo,” she said.

“It’s a clip joint grabbing your money rather than a traditional dojo teaching karate,” I said.

“I ducked in to catch my breath,” Trisha said. “My car’s air conditioner conked out in July. I drive it with all the windows powered down.”

“If you can’t afford car repairs, maybe you can’t afford us either,” I said.

“I am not made of money, but I have a full-time job that pays a living wage,” Trisha said.

“Why don’t you lay out what you need from us?” I said.

“Who is your silent partner, Frank?” Trisha asked.

“Meet Gerald Peyton. Just like it says on the door,” I replied. “Say hello to Trisha Dawson, Gerald.”

“Hello, Trisha Dawson,” Gerald said. “Frank does most of the talking. I am just a paid sidekick and leg-breaker.”

“He is joshing you,” I said. “I don’t have a sidekick. What is your problem, Trisha?”

“I am searching for my younger sister,” Trisha replied. “Salem Dawson.”

“Salem?” I said.

“Mom named her after the menthol cigarette brand,” Trisha said. “She wasn’t a smoker, but she liked its kitschy name. It could have been tackier. Camel Dawson would be a gnarly name for a woman.”

“Why are you so interested in knowing Salem’s present whereabouts?” I asked.

“Salem owes me $13,000,” Trisha replied. “I think she has vanished to keep from paying me back. Is my dilemma something you can take care of?”

“We routinely run skip traces on people,” I replied. “Why did you lend her the $13,000 if you knew she was a bad risk?”

“Admittedly, I exercised poor judgment,” Trisha replied. “I hope I made a smarter decision by coming to see you.”

“That remains to be seen,” I said. “I assume you’ve exhausted your means to contact Salem.”

“Your assumption is correct,” Trisha replied.

“Why did Salem ask you for the $13,000 loan?” I asked.

“She wanted to buy a more reliable car,” Trisha said. “She nagged me for the loan because she knew I had it in my savings account. So, I finally told her enough and lent her the money.”

“Did you sign a contract with her?” I asked.

“It was a verbal contract between sisters,” Trisha replied.

“Did you write her a personal check?” I asked.

“I withdrew the cash in $20 bills and sealed them in an old Tupperware container,” Trisha replied.

“Did you see the vehicle after she purchased it?” I asked.

“She visited me in her 2010 Toyota Prius,” Trisha replied. “It is a four-door midsize sedan with a plain-Jane white chassis and small tires.”

“Was she happy with it?” I asked.

“She acted cheerful and laughed at my lame jokes,” Trisha replied.

“Today is Monday,” I said. “You must have expected to receive your first monthly payment this past Friday.”

“Exactly,” Trisha said. “But I got nothing. After spending the weekend chasing my tail to find my sister, I still have nothing.”

“How much vig did you charge her?” I asked.

“‘Vig?’ English, please,” Trisha replied.

“What interest rate did you give her?” I asked.

“Big sister didn’t charge any interest, but she expects to receive her monthly payments,” Trisha said.

“I can understand that,” I said.

“Your search might start in her apartment,” Trisha said. “I hope you have better luck with it than I did.”

“Which of the apartments is hers?” I asked.

“She rents a one-bedroom unit at the Crestwood Apartments, one block off Main Street,” Trisha replied.

“Crestwood is a roach-infested firetrap,” I said. “What is her apartment number?”

“Apartment Two is in the front building, which faces the street,” Trisha replied.

“Whose name is on the lease?” I asked.

“Salem pays the rent herself,” Trisha replied. “The door is unlocked. Go on in like I did on Saturday. You have my permission if you need it.”

“I want to avoid getting busted on a breaking-and-entering charge,” I said. “Our PI ticket is at stake.”

“Salem won’t hassle you,” Trisha said. “I’ll rein her in if she does, since she owes me $13,000.”

“I take it that you didn’t see her Toyota Prius parked there,” I said.

“That’s what I’m telling you,” Trisha said. “I have looked everywhere for her to no avail. How much do I owe you?”

“Our first consultation is free of charge,” I replied. “Our service agreement stipulates a five-hour minimum charge at our going rate. I’ll negotiate a fair refund if I can find Salem in less than five hours. I have just started doing it, and our clients seem pleased.”

“You won’t track down Salem before the day is finished,” Trisha said. “She makes herself scarce when she feels the pressure.”

“Has she skipped town?” I asked.

“Well, she has a dependable car, and she loves to travel,” Trisha replied. “Is that a problem?”

“Not at all,” Gerald replied before I could respond. “We can work on a client’s case outside of Pelham. Of course, we’ll ding you for mileage and expenses. Every PI agency does that.”

“It’s cheaper to retain an out-of-town gumshoe,” I said.

“We have accepted Trisha as our client,” Gerald said.

“However, we are based in Pelham,” I said.

“Our office is in Pelham, but we are flexible enough to leave it if our investigation requires travel,” Gerald said, glaring at me. “In fact, we have valid passports for international trips. Don’t we, Frank?”

“But we are based in Pelham,” I replied.

“What Frank means to say is that it’s no problem,” Gerald said. “He gets tongue-tied and flummoxed. Part of my responsibility is to keep him on the right track, which is not an easy task.”

“You seem to be doing okay,” I said.

“Can you write the service agreement while I wait?” Trisha asked. “I’d like you to get started as soon as possible.”

“Frank will print it out,” Gerald replied. “As the head cheese, he prepares them.”

“If I am the head cheese, why are you making the decisions?” I asked.

“I am a very hands-on sidekick,” Gerald replied. “Have you turned on the computer printer?”

“Will that be cash, check, or charge, Trisha?” I asked.

“Do you accept Visa?” Trisha replied.

“Does a camel shit in the desert?” I said.

Trisha laughed as I hoped she would. “I’d like you to call me after you use up the five hours,” she said.

“We already do that, but sure thing,” I said. “Will you renew the contract if it takes more than five hours?”

“I’d be silly to waste a lot of money on it if I never got back my $13,000,” Trisha replied.

“Would your sister stiff you?” I asked.

“Salem might if she thought she could get away with it,” Trisha replied. “My hope is that you will ensure that she doesn’t.”

“Our main task is to find your sister,” I said. “I will provide you with the information. Our business concludes once that is completed. I won’t be caught in the middle of your sister’s feud. I’ll lay out the scope of work in our terms.”

“I didn’t expect you to do anything else,” Trisha said. “Just find Salem, and I’ll take things from there.”

“If you commit a crime against Salem after I find her, you put us in legal jeopardy,” I said.

“You have lost me,” Trisha said.

“If you jerk us around, we’ll come after your pretty ass,” Gerald said. “You have been warned. Is that clear enough?”

“I believe I caught your drift,” Trisha said. “I’m playing it straight with you guys.”

“Then we are off,” I said. “While I print out my service agreement, you can get out your Visa card. I need its expiration date and security number given on the back.”

“Where is your coffeepot?” Trisha asked. “I want a cup to-go.”

“It’s to your right,” Gerald replied. “I just made it. Help yourself.”

“One final thing before you go,” I said.

“Can you keep it brief?” Trisha said.

“Does Salem have a boyfriend?” I asked.

“No boyfriend. Salem is gay,” Trisha replied. “She is an introvert who has never been in a long-term relationship. Sad.”

“Are you also gay?” I asked.

“Nope. Divorced,” Trisha replied. “My ex is incarcerated at Red Onion, if you know where that is.”

“I know it all too well,” I said. “But only from outside its walls.”

“You enter its gates at your peril,” Trisha said. “You may never come back out alive.”

“It’s not Club Med by any stretch,” I said.

“I want nothing more to do with my ex,” Trisha said. “If he ever gets out, he can hop on a jetliner and return to his country. His family can deal with him because we are finished.”

“Sounds like you made the right decision,” I said.

“Thanks for the coffee,” Trisha said.

“Don’t mention it,” I said.

Virginia in August is a searing, sticky hellscape. The days get noticeably shorter. We hadn’t had a drop of rain since the end of July. Our austere office had air conditioning on good days. On bad days, it refused to run, and we sweated like a pair of pimps at a fire-and-brimstone camp meeting. I attended one held in the northern panhandle of West Virginia when I lived there.

So far, our move to a better office had been an aspiration. For the time being, I remained a strip-mall gumshoe, blending in with the gritty surroundings. Our landlady had a paved lot bigger than is typical for a strip mall. She kept the painted lines fresh and bright, so they were easier for our senior clients to see. Another advantage I valued was our PI agency’s prominently placed streetside signage. You’ve really moved up in the PI world when you display your public sign.

Our landlady cleared the storm drains and cleaned out the gutters. In the winter, she did a decent job of having the parking lot snowplowed. When a customer accidentally rammed his SUV into a storefront, she had the unit repaired in short order, and the shop reopened. She kept the common areas picked up and mowed, which I didn’t see happen in the other strip malls. I rented the best strip mall as far as they went here.

If I racked up significant enough profits, I’d upgrade my office accommodations. Until then, we’d continue to make the best of it here and minimize our gripes. It was easier said than done. Just yesterday, I received a 9” x 12” manila envelope in the mail. It was taped shut with no return address, and it stood out from the pile of junk mail. I didn’t notice a white powdery toxin dusting the Kraft brown paper.

I took out my Buck folding knife and slit open the sealed envelope. After I removed its contents, my asshole shrank tighter than Rambo’s headband. The sender had enclosed a folded-up human silhouette target. It displayed a tight cluster of bullet holes puncturing the head, which I admired. “FRANK JOHNSON, RIP” was printed in block letters above the cluster.

My blood, turning cold, drained from my face. Who had me lined up in their sniper crosshairs? I flipped over the paper target and saw no other writing. I stared off into the middle distance, my thoughts racing like a greyhound on the betting track.

“What did you get?” Gerald asked.

“More fan mail,” I replied, holding it up for his inspection.

“I don’t understand it. How come you get all the cool stuff?”

“Luck of the Irish, I guess.”

“Have you ticked off anybody lately?”

“I tick off people every day of the week.”

“Just so you know, I’ve got your back, dawg.”

“Thanks. I appreciate hearing it again.”

“Are you reporting it to Sheriff Gonzalez?”

“Nothing will ever come of it if I do.”

“I’ve never seen a lazier sheriff, and that’s saying something.”

“Did the shooter fire a handgun?”

“The bullet hole diameter is typical for a 9mm.”

“Cool. I’ll add it to my collection.”

“You are becoming a popular guy.”

“Should I sign up with a PR agency?”

“Just keep your BUG close, and your EDC closer.”

“Thank God for the Charter Arms Bulldog .44 Special snubby and the Glock 9mm semiautomatic handgun.”

“She never made two finer shooting irons.”

“How is Chet doing?”

“Lil’ bro managed to break his leg.”

“Ouch. How did he do that?”

“It happened while on the job. That’s all he shared with me.”

“Sorry to hear it. Left or right?”

“He suffered a greenstick fracture to his right fibula. I think he broke it when he jumped from a bulldozer. He landed awkwardly on it. He knows two speeds: fast and stop. Telling him to slow down falls on deaf ears.”

“Chet is as fearless as he is reckless.”

“It’s a wonder he is still alive and kicking it.”

“You are the only person he listens to anymore.”

“What planet have you been living on? Chet hasn’t followed my advice on anything in years. He is like Pops, who is as headstrong as any man I know.”

“How is Chet spending his time?”

“He’s chasing pussy and drinking Night Train like there’s no tomorrow.”

“It must be a challenge when he’s hobbled in an orthopedic boot.”

“So you would think, but he swears it doesn’t interfere with making his moves.”

“Your kid brother is a badass.”

“Yep.”

When I checked my Yahoo email account, I opened a message from a woman who wanted to know if I had any expertise at finding lost pets. While rolling my eyes, I responded that we didn’t accept cases like hers because I had no idea where I’d begin. I wished her the best of luck in tracking down her thoroughbred Pekinese, Dexter (he had no collar or microchip). I sent her a follow-up email, recommending she contact the local SPCA in case Dexter had been nabbed and brought in as a stray.

A girl I dated in high school worked there for a summer job. They paid her minimum wage, but she loved caring for the animals. We took the cheesy haunted prison tour, and I bought us ice cream cones. Her family relocated to a godforsaken burg out west. I never saw or heard from her again. Since I missed her, I believed I liked her. However, I had been too dense, shy, or something else as lame to tell her.

My takeaway was that girlfriends weren’t mind readers. My second opportunity came when I met my wife, Dreema. I had learned my lesson and made damn sure she understood how I felt about her. We know the rest of that story. A second email came from a young woman who had received her bachelor’s degree in criminal justice from a reputable university.

She was inquiring about an entry-level position or a paid internship, neither of which I could offer her. I wasn’t signing up enough new clients and generating enough revenue to justify adding a third PI. She would expect a higher salary if she were paying off her student loans.

I advised her to contact the larger private investigation agencies and gave her a few names, phone numbers, and email addresses. She hadn’t done her due diligence, and she had no clear concept of what today’s PI profession entailed. There were easier jobs earning larger paychecks. However, I didn’t rain on her parade. If she wanted to be the next Veronica Mars, who was I to discourage her?

“Frank, it’s your good old pal, Bernstein.”

“I recognize your snively voice.”

“How are you doing?”

“I had no major complaints until you called.”

“Ha-ha. You are a joke man who cracks everybody up like pumped-in laughing gas does.”

“What do you want?”

“How am I doing? I’m so glad you asked. I have this red, itchy rash all over my—”

“Again, what the hell do you want, Bernstein?”

“Can you spot me, um, $50?”

“Do I look like a bank president?”

“Then, can you ask Peyton for it?”

“That is even a worse idea.”

“Am I still on Peyton’s enemies list?”

“He wrote your name in permanent ink.”

“How can I get back into his good graces?”

“Short of eating your Glock 9mm, nothing comes to mind.”

“Things are slow in the PI biz.”

“Then you need to pick up a side job.”

“Have you got a suggestion?”

“Uber and Lyft are always hiring new drivers.”

“My clunker is too ancient and dilapidated to qualify for either of them.”

“I hear that housekeeping at the airport motels experiences a lot of turnover.”

“I already checked them out. The motel skeleton staff hustle their balls off. Their shifts are nonstop dumpster fires. So, I noped out of that deal, but fast.”

“Try your luck at the insurance call center. A BSer like you would make a big splash there.”

“They are laying off workers.”

“Why don’t you marry a rich widow who is ugly as a horny toad?”

“I could hang drywall, paint homes, or lay carpet. None of those jobs sound like I need a PhD.”

“Hanging drywall gives you a sore back until you build up your stamina.”

“Sorry to interrupt. I have to go, Frank. Talk to you later.”

“Do me a favor and lose my phone number, Bernstein. Ciao.”

I looked at Gerald, slouching in his desk chair. “Bernstein sends his hugs and kisses,” I said.

“Bernstein can go hump a chainsaw,” Gerald said. “Why do you keep in touch with him?”

“Because he is willing to do our bitch work for peanuts. How is he going to screw up hand-delivering our documents?”

“He’ll find a creative way. Nobody is better than he is at dicking up stuff.”

“We’ll hit Crestwood Apartments right after lunch.”

“If Trisha found nothing, we won’t do any better.”

“I realize that is a strong possibility. But I can tell her that we visited Salem’s crib and checked off the box.”

“Have you called the commercial drone salesman?”

“I’m still weighing the pros and cons.”

“He charges nothing to hear his sales pitch.”

“I don’t know if we’d use a drone enough to make it worthwhile to have one.”

“It will pay for itself over the next five years.”

“By next year, the newest model of drones will make it obsolete.”

“We’ll learn how to operate it effectively to run our surveillance.”

“I’ll postpone calling the drone salesman until later.”

“Sharona and I are picking up a bucket of chicken and having lunch with Moe in their dining room.”

“Is she doing any better on her new medication?”

“Sharona says she can notice a difference, but I haven’t seen it. Don’t tell her I said so.”

“Turning 65 is so much fun. I can’t wait until I hit the milestone.”

“Our golden years won’t be so golden for many of us.”

“We might find a business opportunity to locate missing elderly adults with mental challenges.”

“Their families could hire us. I don’t know how much demand exists for it. The staff at Moe’s dementia care facility keeps a close eye on the residents so they don’t go wandering off.”

“Tracking down a missing dementia patient has its own set of unique challenges. We’ll first research it.”

“I’ll mention it to Sharona. As you know, she is never shy about sharing her opinion on anything under the sun.”

“No comment.”

After Gerald left the office, I locked the front door and opened my brown lunch bag. I didn’t expect to get any walk-ins, but I didn’t want to chance it. I liked to keep my lunch break free of interruptions or distractions. Was that a bad practice? If a client approached the glass front door, I’d hop up and let them in. I would never pass up new business. When the air conditioner stopped whirring with a long, feral squeal, I knew that our day had worsened. The office soon heated up like a blast furnace.

While I hunched over my desk, the beads of sweat dripped off my forehead and down onto the paperwork. I wasn’t an HVAC mechanic, but I knew something had malfunctioned in the compressor behind the office. My landlady took my call, and I explained what had happened. She didn’t seem overly concerned. Her brother-in-law was an air conditioner guy who never showed up. I needed the compressor replaced this afternoon. She didn’t share my sense of urgency.

“Can’t you just open your windows, fix a cold drink, and turn on a few electric fans?” she asked. “That is what I would do if I were in your situation.”

“I have a better idea,” I replied. “I’ll skip making this month’s rent payment.”

“You know, I fail to see the humor in that.”

“Who is being funny? I’ve never been more serious in my life.”

“What do you want me to say, Frank?”

“Authorize me to call around until I can find a repairman who will service my air conditioner this afternoon.”

“Are you putting the charge on my account?”

“Don’t you own the building? Isn’t it your responsibility? Does the lease we signed indicate that it is?”

“I tell you what. I’ll split the repair cost 50-50 with you. How does that sound?”

“It sounds fine as long as I can deduct the same amount from next month’s rent payment.”

“You never give an inch in our negotiations.”

“We aren’t negotiating anything. I run a business, and I need the A/C that I pay you for using. I want you to fix it today.”

“All right, I’ll send out my best air conditioner guy this afternoon.”

“That is all I wanted to hear. Was it so hard to say?”

“Actually, it was hard because I am very frugal.”

“You are a lady after my own heart.”

“If I ever require the services of a private investigator, will I get the family rate if I come to your office with my case?”

“I don’t see how. We are not blood relatives.”

“We have known each other for decades. I believe we are almost family, and it should count for something.”

“All right, bring me your case, and we’ll discuss it.”

“You are a loyal tenant, and I would hate to lose you to my competitor on the other side of town.”

“I have no plans to move unless my air conditioner doesn’t get repaired today.”

“It will get done. Have you had any more trouble with the rats?” my landlady asked.

“The four-legged rats vanished after the greasy spoon down the way closed,” I replied. “I may have to use the Glock treatment to get rid of the two-legged rats.”


Chapter 2

Crestwood Apartments were an older complex a softball toss away from the railroad tracks. Each mustard yellow brick building housed four apartments, with two on each floor. I had never gone inside one, but they appeared like one- or two-bedroom units from outside. Each tenant had two allocated parking spaces marked by signs, decorated with spray-painted graffiti. Salem’s pair of spaces had no takers, so I parked there.

At one p.m., the silent, nearly empty complex was like an abandoned village. Things started jumping when the tenants got off work and arrived home. Mostly single people, like Salem Dawson, and married couples without children lived in the apartments. I smelled the ripe dumpsters in the detached brick corral with a sliding steel door. The place depressed me.

Crushed beer cans, hairy tumbleweaves, and splintered chicken bones littered the pavement. I noticed fake stripper fingernails, as well as Mickey D’s paper wrappers. Disposing of the trash in the dumpsters took too much effort. Evidently, apartment dwellers were raised in barns. At the far end of the lot, someone had dumped a pair of damaged truck bumpers. We didn’t see any homeless men loitering or sleeping in the stairwells.

“The hellhole has a certain rough charm,” Gerald said.

“Did you chamber a round?” I asked.

“Need you ask? I always do. Expecting trouble?”

“Hope for the best; expect the worst.”

“It’s just an apartment complex, for Christ’s sake.”

“You just said it was a ‘hellhole.’”

“I was being sarcastic.”

“There are many true things spoken in sarcasm.”
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