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Chapter 1

I was such a klutz. In January, I fell off a stepladder while painting the interior trim work on the double-wide trailer. My clavicle fractured twice, but it was not displaced. Then I went to physical therapy, hoping to accelerate the healing process. I didn’t feel like myself until today, April Fools’ Day, and I could laugh about it.

I was eager to return to work as a private investigator on the mean streets where I belonged. I’d been hanging out at the office, doing paperwork, database searches, and marketing crap, which I found frustrating and tedious. In any case, April had at last come to Pelham, Virginia. Nobody was happier to herald its arrival than yours truly.


My name is Frank Johnson. I’m an Army veteran and have worked as a state-licensed private detective for over 20 years. You can read about my previous major cases in 27 novels, debuting with Pelham Fell Here. I’m hardly a crackerjack writer, but I strive to keep my narratives realistic, insightful, and lively. Not for nothing, I am an Oxford comma fan. My typing elective as a high school senior taught me how to bang away on my laptop keyboard.


My friends took art classes to meet the free-spirited, creative girls. They had figured out what those girls did on dates when parked behind the boarded-up roller skating rink. They’d get laid while I was stuck, tapping on my typewriter keys. However, plenty of young nookie also signed up for typing. I hit a dinger before any of my friends reached first base. Woot! Who knew that typing was sexy? I estimate that I have typed over 3,000,000 words. My sophomore typing class paid a handsome dividend.

I couldn’t say the same thing about my trigonometry and chemistry classes. All I remembered was that the chemical symbol for lead is Pb. I slung a little Pb in my PI vocation. I strapped on a Glock 9mm for my EDC, and I never hesitated to fire it if I felt like my life was in danger. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing I wore, but I had grown accustomed to its heft. I knew it would be there if a thug tried to knock my dick into the dirt.

Dreema, my better half, called me a gun-toting liberal. I didn’t know about that. Politics left me cold. I didn’t earn a lot of money, as any honest PI will tell you. It wasn’t because I didn’t hustle for clients. I charged the same rate the other gumshoes did. My money woes stemmed, in part, from the trickle of new clients we got each week. You might expect things to get easier and simpler by now, but it has never happened.

“Frank, what is this tired-ass rudeness?” Gerald asked. “You drank the last cup and didn’t make us more coffee.”

“We must have guzzled down five pots of coffee this morning,” I said. “How much caffeine do you need?”

“Keep Mr. Coffee plugged in and the red light illuminated. It’s impossible to have too much coffee on hand.”

“All right. I heard you. Quit your bellyaching. Jeez.”

“Watch it, Frank. I have a short fuse on Mondays.”

“Your fuse is short every day.”

“And you’d best remember it.”


Say hello to Gerald Peyton. He was my homeboy, business partner, and deuteragonist (I ate a dictionary for breakfast) in my private investigator narratives. I’d known him all of my life. Our parents were close friends before we were born. When I was seven years old, a drunken motorist broadsided my parents’ car, and they burned up in the fireball. His parents were still alive and well. Three characteristics best defined Gerald.



For starters, he was physically massive enough to burn diesel fuel. Two, he was a licensed bail enforcement agent, colloquially known as a “bounty hunter.” Three, he could be as mean as a Tasmanian tiger. The trick was to avoid pulling his tripwire. Most of the time, we got along. We had no choice but to keep the peace because we used the same office every weekday. We enjoyed ribbing each other, as friends like to do.


“Who is our new client, Frank? Give me a rundown.”

“I’ve told you everything that I know.”

“Tell me again. I have a bad memory.”

“April Stringfellow is her name. That’s everything I know about her.”

“Why does April want to see us?”

“She didn’t say when I spoke to her.”

“Did it occur to you to ask her?”

“We held a cryptic conversation. She’s a lady of few words, and I’m a man of fewer words.”

“What’s the matter with you?”

“I was born with a clothes hanger in my ear. What’s your damn excuse?”

“Huh?”

“Why don’t we ask her our questions when she gets here?”

“Do I have time to drain my dragon?”

“Just don’t leave up the toilet seat, my good man.”

“You sound like my wife.”

“Well, you spend more time with me than with her.”

“Don’t rub it in, Flynn.”

My brick-sized smartphone rang. It was my new client, April Stringfellow, calling. Officially, she wasn’t my new client until I was paid. If she wanted to talk minutes before her appointment time, it couldn’t be good news. I wondered if I should ignore her rings. I wouldn’t give her the opportunity to cancel our meeting. However, I greeted her.

“Mr. Johnson, this is April Stringfellow.”

Her voice was like the whiffs of hickory smoke wafting over a midsummer pork barbecue on a terraced patio. We men are visual creatures. I envisioned April as 5’6”, 38-24-36, and 115 pounds. She tied her blowtorch blonde hair into a ponytail with a pink satin scrunchie. I have a thing for ponytails. Her favorite hobbies were riding horseback, playing tennis, and baking cobbler. My imagined profile of April was fine, but I needed to hear about her case.

“Call me Frank. What can I do for you, April?”

“I can’t see you this morning. I’m sorry, Frank.”

“H’m. What seems to be the problem?”

“I can’t discuss it on the phone.”

“I see. Shall we reschedule our meeting?”

“Not at this time. I’ll call you back.”

“You’re breaking up on me.”

“I’m on a cheapie burner phone I got from Craigslist.”

“Do I have to play a round of 20 questions with you?”

“Huh?”

“Are you driving a vehicle?”

“Yes.”

“Are you fearful that somebody is following you?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to identify who it is?”

“Yes.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m on the—”

April went silent, and I couldn’t connect with her burner phone. My smartphone had a recording app, which I had activated and now turned off. I’d had clients who didn’t show up for their appointments, but she was the first one to call me ahead of time and cancel. The bottom line was that I wasn’t being paid, which hurt me in the worst possible way. I sat in my second-largest expense: my office.

Meeting the payroll was the biggest expense. I could always skip a paycheck if my cash flow got too tight. The landlady demanded her rent monthly. No hard-luck story softened her flinty heart. It never did. I didn’t blame her. I’d do things the same way if I were in her place. How else could I declare a profit?

Who needed a superstar MBA from Stanford or Wharton to learn that money is the molybdenum grease for success? $500,000 sat in a bank account for me to use when I ran short of funds. Robert Gatlin, a self-made billionaire who resided and practiced law in Middleburg, Virginia, had made the deposit. He was my cousin and my criminal attorney. So far, I hadn’t touched a dime.

It irked me to accept his condescending infusion of cash. He said he wanted to prevent me from going bankrupt since he considered me his private detective. I’d only tap into it if, say, my landlady sent me an eviction notice. Until then, I’d stay the course. Dumb, right? We’d moved three units down in the same strip mall to claim the end space. It gave us more room to spread out and run our operations.

My landlady hadn’t increased the rent. So far. I cleaned up and repainted the new rental space. The previous tenant was a Vietnamese jeweler who’d keeled over with a fatal heart attack while playing pickleball on his home court. I had no idea where his diamonds, rubies, and other bling he displayed for sale had gone. The one-access magnetic lock on the front door that he had installed was a handy feature.

Playing the gatekeeper, I screened those who entered my office. If I disliked the cut of your jibe, I wouldn’t let you in. The jeweler had considered getting bullet-resistant glass panes, but it was prohibitively expensive. He moved a used sofa into the backroom and bunked on it a few nights a week. I tossed it out because I took no chances with bedbugs. Eradicating them was a gold-plated pain in the ass. A serious bedbug infection could send you to the ER.

“What happened to April?” Gerald asked. “Did you scare her off already?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “She said she suspected a bad actor was stalking her. Something or somebody cut her off in the middle of our phone conversation.”

“Did her stalker get her?”

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t rule it out,” I replied.

“Where was she?”

“She was driving her car and using a burner phone.”

“How does she know about burner phones?”

“It’s not like a state secret. She watches TV like we do.”

“We’ll get another client before the day ends.”

“Hold on there, hoss. April Stringfellow should be our client.”

“How do you figure? She never signed a service agreement or paid us.”

“I want to know what became of her. If she changed her mind and dropped her intention of seeing us, that’s one thing. But if she’s in trouble, I want to help her.”

“So, we do it for free. Yeah, that makes tons of sense, especially given that we’re nearly broke. I’ll go along with it.”

“All right, put a governor on the sarcasm. She wants to know who her stalker is. We should investigate it and answer her question.”

“At least wait until we see April before we do anything. She can give us the whole picture.”

“April said that she’d call me back, possibly this afternoon.”

“Then it’s settled.”

I laughed. “She could be playing an elaborate April Fools’ Day joke on us,” I said.

“Don’t look at me. If she is, I don’t have any part in it. I just got out of the doghouse with Sharona.”

“There are safer ways of sharing a laugh with Dreema. My last April Fools’ Day joke backfired.”

“Refresh my memory.”

“Dreema gave me the cold shoulder for three days. I had to paint the kitchen and replace the vinyl skirting around the double-wide before she thawed out. Anyway, I learned a hard truth about marriage.”

“If momma ain’t happy, then pappy ain’t happy.”

“I had it tattooed across my frontal lobe, where I’ll always see it.”

“Preach it, Frank.”

During my lunch break, I left to buy Dreema’s birthday gift. I’d gone online to research a possible idea I had in mind. She’d collected 25-30 necklaces over the years and kept them in a narrow cardboard box. They had a higher sentimental value than market value. Two were solid gold chains that I’d purchased in one of the scores of gold shops while I stayed in Ankara. I thought she’d like a jewelry box to organize her necklaces.

While browsing the internet, my eyes spotted a black one with a transparent Plexiglass lid advertised for sale. I disliked that it was made in the PRC, but I couldn’t find a comparable one ,“Made in America.” It featured 20 metal hooks to hold the necklaces on a flannel-lined interior and had two brass latches. It looked snazzy. Next Friday, I’d discover if Dreema liked my gift choice for her. I hit the Hallmark shop to buy the wrapping paper, ribbon bows, and a sappy birthday card.

They were overpriced but looked attractive. The pastoral figurines behind a glass display case attracted my attention. Dreema collected knickknacks and trinkets. She would be annoyed, though, if I spent that much on one of these. The cashier needed to dust off the figurines. When I suggested it to her, she gave me a dour expression and nodded toward the exit. I wrapped my wife’s birthday gift on my office desk, the most practical place.

“Can you finish that up?” Gerald asked.

“Does my doing it embarrass you?”

“My business partner wrapping his wife’s birthday gift isn’t a good look for our reputation.”

“Did I ever tell you about the year when I forgot Dreema’s birthday?”

“No, but you must have survived it.”

“Barely. I have the scars to prove it. To be honest, our wives give us our zest for life. Imagine how bland and lethargic things would be if we had remained bachelors or gotten divorced.”

“Neither of those would satisfy a nookie fiend like me.”

“Preach it, Gerald.”

“Our cold calling the local businesses and attorneys hasn’t yielded promising results.”

“I hoped for a better response, too. Personal marketing is time-consuming. When I go to the farmers’ market on Saturday mornings, I even talk us up while I’m shopping. What if we did a two-man interview broadcast on a local radio station?”

“Most listeners would change the radio station to country music. The talking heads, like us, aren’t lively enough to keep their attention.”

“Millennials with Bluetooth in their cars listen to podcasts or audiobooks.”

“Old-school radio isn’t cool anymore. The FM radio stations remained clear and crisp. We listened to them while cruising at night, waiting to grow up, get married, and work for a living.”

“I’ve been thinking about leaving our business cards at the newest restaurants and steakhouses. If I can get a few minutes with the owners and managers, I’ll give them our sales pitch about awarding them a $10 commission for each client they send our way.”

“How receptive will they be?”

“Who can say? Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

“Bump it up to a $25 commission. Show them how we mean business.”

“Done.”

“How are the newbie PIs doing at their startup agencies?”

“I don’t closely track them. It’s never been clear how many clients they take away from us.”

“They appeal to a younger demographic than we do with our clients.”

“I bet they work out of their home or car and can’t afford a brick-and-mortar office like ours. Their clients don’t expect to meet them in a room with furniture and ceiling fans.”

“Our home offices during the COVID-19 pandemic worked until our wives threw us out of the house.”

“Don’t remind me. Dreema would never go for doing that again.”

“It’s 12:50, Frank. You said you had an AA circle jerk at one o’clock.”

“You are right. I’ll get it out of the way early this week. Keep the bullets flying, baby.”

“Right back at you, Ace.”

Trope alert: I was a private eye who was an alcoholic. The alcoholism genes were embedded in my Irish DNA. Or so I’d come to believe. For most of my adult life, I’d waged my battles against it. I could claim victory for the most part. That isn’t to say I hadn’t had setbacks or relapses. The last one bedeviled me five years ago. I remained vigilant, keeping a clear eye out for my emotional triggers to head them off. I won’t bore you with the issues that spurred me to drink. I’ve beaten them to death.

My home group convened in the community room of the Lutheran Church across the highway from the trailer park. It stood next to the Iglesia Pentecostal Cristo Vive, formerly a charismatic Roman Catholic Church. All of the AAers knew each other, as people are apt to do in a small town. As recovering boozers, our goal was to promote and preserve our sobriety. Everything else was an irrelevant and unconstructive distraction.

We served hot coffee in an urn as part of our AA meeting. Thousands of other AAers followed the same ritual. I never labeled caffeine as a drug because it didn’t goon up my daily existence as booze did. I traded a bottle of Mad Dog 20/20 wine for a pot of French roast coffee. Socializing over coffee was more companionable and satisfying than slugging back watered-down bourbon while perched alone on a wobbly barstool in a nameless, rat-infested tavern.

“¿Yo, Frank, qué pasa, mi amigo?” the man behind me in the coffee line asked.

“Hey there, Aurelio,” I replied. “I’m holding up as well as can be expected, thanks. How are things going at the auto parts warehouse?”

“Perfecto, Frank. Perfecto.”

“Keep it going that way.”

“Are you looking for a sponsor?”

“No, I am not, Aurelio.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“I decided months ago to do it alone. I thought everybody knew.”


“Not me. Does The Big Book allow it?”



“No idea. I very seldom read The Big Book since I gave away my copy of it.”


“We should look it up and see what it says.”

“Or we shouldn’t since my system is working for me. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

“You should recruit a sponsor, Frank. You should today. It’s the right thing to do.”

I frowned. “You should mine your own frigging business,” I said.

Aurelio heeled up his palms. “Whoa. Calm your nuts, mi amigo,” he said. “I’m on your side in this.”

“Sure you are. I have my system, and I prefer to stick to it.”

“Speaking of sponsors, maybe you’d like to mentor a new member.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I’d make a lousy AA sponsor.”

“It might be worth your consideration. We have several new members who need sponsors. You’re amply qualified.”

“Hell, Aurelio. You gave me grief for not having a sponsor. Now, you want me to volunteer to become a new one.”

“Is that a definite no, then?”

“You are very perceptive. I don’t have the time. Besides, I am not AA sponsor material. Don’t add my name to your list.”

“You sit in our meetings, listen to our speakers, and drink our coffee. Giving back is a big part of our program.”

“I’m keenly aware of that.”

“Okay, then, why don’t you give something back?”

“I bought the can of ground roast coffee and paid the rent on our meeting place. I’m not a rich man, but I’m happy to do it for the sake of promoting our group’s mission statement.”

“That’s good, but it’s not good enough, Frank. We need more from you.”

“You’re letting the group chairmanship go to your head, Aurelio. Back off the throttle. Easy does it.”

Aurelio broke into a smile. “Okay, I hear you,” he said. “I just want to do a solid job and not let down any member in our group.”

I gave him a thumbs-up and walked away, holding my cup of coffee. The regulars knew I had no desire to be an AA sponsor, so they discouraged the new members from asking me. I had enough leadership responsibilities as an Army MP Sergeant at Fort Riley, Kansas. I was too old and cranky to teach the newbies how to stay off the sauce. I had a devil of a time doing it myself. Someday, I might feel differently. Looking around me, I noted I had the most seniority in our AA group.


The last old-timers had either died or moved to Florida to live near their kids and grandkids. I’d rather eke out an existence on the rim of hell than live in the Sunshine State. I visited Jacksonville, Daytona Beach, and, yes, Walt Disney World. Ravenous mosquitoes feasted on me. Punishing heat and humidity knocked three years off my life. Everything was muy caro, and I was on a shoestring budget. I ordered lima beans and ham at a couple of budget diners. They tasted worse than the cold, chunky MREs I ate when in the Army. I slathered them in mustard and ketchup to try to improve the taste.


I could buy illegal drugs on any street corner at any hour of the day. I drove over potholed roads, and crime rampaged around the motels where I lodged. The carnivorous gators with serrated teeth lurked in the drainage ponds, canals, and golf hazards. Their beady eyes, never blinking, stayed vigilant for raw meat. I kept my loaded Glock 9mm ready in case one grabbed my foot. The red algae prevented me from frolicking in the Atlantic Ocean. On the night before the Category 4 hurricane screaming up from the Bahamas made landfall, I hauled my ass out of Florida. I’d experienced enough to last me a lifetime. Your mileage could vary, of course.

En route to work, I stopped at 7-Eleven for a packet of Tylenol, a bag of Doritos, and my next slug of java. The cashier was a woman I went to high school with, but her name eluded me. She had a stretchy key wristband but didn’t wear a name tag. My vague recollection was that she was a Jehovah’s Witness. God help her. She didn’t recognize me either, so we avoided any embarrassment. We had no classes together and never spoke to each other. The cashier’s younger sister, Paula, had inherited all the looks. I had no problem remembering her name. Fancy that. Then the cashier surprised me.

“Hi, Frank,” she said. “I am Amy Mercer, in case you’ve forgotten.”

I didn’t try to hide my sheepish grin. “Guilty as charged,” I said.

“It’s okay. I’m not offended.”

“No, it’s not okay. How’s it going, Amy?”

“I’m an overnight retail clerk at a 7-Eleven. The customers throw their money at me as they rush out the door. Others ask if I peddle weed, or if I party after I get off. Draw your conclusion.”

“I don’t make fun of honest work, and it beats having no job.”

“7-Eleven is a good landing pad for me.”

“I see them opening stores everywhere I go now.”

“What is your job?”

“I am a private investigator with a state license.”

“Are you getting my goat?”

“Do you want to see it?”

“I’ll take you at your word. Do they give those away?”

“I hardly think so.”

“Are you married?”

“My wife is Dreema.”

“Is she a local woman?”

“She’s from the mountains in Southwest Virginia. She works at the state morgue. No kids or pets, it’s just the two of us.”

“Who needs the whiny, sticky rug rats underfoot? Just shoot me between the eyes first. Have you ever run into any of the old gang?”

“I do it as seldom as possible, I must confess. High school was a sack of smashed assholes.”

“For you and me both.”

“Are you hitched?”

“Divorced, twice. Unsurprisingly, both of my exes are in prison. I’m taking a break from men. I have high blood pressure, and I am pre-diabetic. My calico tomcat, Oyster Dude, adores me. I take night classes at the community college, studying accounting. I drive a 2001 Chevy Prizm that needs a new muffler and new tires. Six weeks ago, I quit smoking menthol cigarettes, cold turkey. Then I bought a tiger-striped yoga mat from the bargain bin at Dollar General. Exhilarating stuff, huh?”

“It’s no more drabber than mine. Aren’t you a Jehovah’s Witness?”

“I became one a while back when I had an identity crisis. But I soon came to my senses and got kicked out.”

“Wise decision. I’m a longtime AA warrior.”

“I was in therapy until my health insurance stopped covering it. They, not the doctors, proclaimed I was cured of what ails me. I disputed their ruling, but they hold all the aces. I have to abide by their churlish decision. So it goes.”

“For what it’s worth, I think you’re headed in the right direction.”

“Most of it feels like positive energy, so far. I’ll stick with it.”

“Do you mind if I pin up my business card on your community bulletin board?”

“Why not? My boss won’t notice or care. She’s half-stoned when she drags herself into the store. The ganja smell on her stinks.”

“Hang in there, and you’ll grab her job when she self-destructs.”

“I have the same thought. Her pay is better.”

“How is Paula doing?”

“My once breathtakingly gorgeous kid sister is a tweaker. Her teeth have rotted out, and she has lost weight as well as her self-respect. I lost track of how many times she has been in and out of rehab while bankrupting our parents. She hardly sleeps, bathes, or eats. Meth, and only meth, is her all. Sad. Thanks for inquiring about Paula. I’ll tell her that you inquired.”

“I was just making conversation.”

“So you were. Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I took out a local meth lab recently.”

“You are my hero who deserves a gold medal. What happened?”

“They built it on my property, and I wouldn’t have it.”

“You just wait. They’ll be back in all their glory.”

“Then I’ll squash them again.”

“I notice you are carrying—what is that, a Glock 9mm?”

“Yep. It’s not for ornamentation purposes either.”

“I should have self-protection when I work on the overnighters.”

“There’s a process to follow if you decide to get your first handgun.”

“Listen to me. I’ve talked too long. Nice seeing you, Frank.”

“Same here, Amy. I’ll run into you again if I make a pit stop here.”

“Sure, you will. I’m going anywhere.”

“Keep your chin tucked and lead with your right. My old AA sponsor told me that all the time. I think it’s a boxing strategy.”

“Lead with your right,” Amy said. “I think I can do that. Thanks, Frank.”


Chapter 2

One of my pet gripes was that Major League Baseball (MLB) enabled its fans to bet on games while making them sound irresistibly fun. I didn’t gamble, so I wasn’t familiar with the operational details. However, it chapped my ass when MLB blatantly advertised sports betting during televised games. Displaying the 1-800-GAMBLER caption was little more than a hollow joke. Go back to running the TV ads for cell phones, trucks, and beer. Think about it for a minute.

Wasn’t switch-hitting infielder Pete Rose handed a lifetime ban in 1989 for betting on games he played in? Wasn’t Shoeless Joe Jackson barred from the horsehide sport for his tangential role in the infamous Black Sox Scandal of 1919? Rumors (unfounded, I’m sure) about superstar Shohei Ohtani’s gambling activities have surfaced. MLB was cruising for another bruising, all for the sake of raking in larger profits while shredding its integrity. Hadn’t it learned anything?

MLB had already weathered the steroids controversy in the late 1990s. PEDs (“Flintstone Vitamins”) fueled the 1998 home run race between the Chicago Cubs’ Sammy Sosa (66) and the St. Louis Cardinals’ Mark McGwire (70). Fans flocked to ballparks, while legions of others watched televised games. Revenues skyrocketed. Ballplayers who were as skinny as stilts bulked up into muscle-bound thumpers. Commissioner Bud Selig ignored the 600-pound gorilla in the locker room. Souring on MLB, I stopped reading the box scores.

It reached the point where I didn’t give a deep-fried damn how many home runs McGwire clobbered, or how many batters Roger Clemens in his late 30s fanned. Their superhuman feats defied rational explanation. Baseball’s owners and players knew that some were juicing, and we fans knew it, too. Even so, I expected the baseball writers would eventually vote to enshrine the biggest cheaters in Cooperstown without asterisks on their bronze plaques. There. I got my baseball rant off my chest. I feel so much better.
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