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Chapter 1

“Boz Webster carries a handgun,” Sonja Fleming said. “I don’t know what kind it is, but he keeps it loaded for trouble.”

I reached down to my belt holster, drew out my Glock 9mm semiautomatic, and placed it on my desktop, pointing at the wall.

“Likewise,” I said. “Have you spoken to the police?”

“The police are do-nothings,” Sonja replied. “My girlfriend told me that I should discuss my stalker problem with you.”

“She referred you to the right place,” I said. “If you hire us, we’ll determine if Boz is complying with the court-issued protective order. If he chooses to violate it, we’ll record the incriminating video, which sends him to prison.”

“Is it that simple and straightforward?” Sonja asked.

I shrugged. “We are following the law,” I replied. “If Boz wants to break bad, we have the Second Amendment right to defend ourselves while doing our job.”

“We do everything we need to do to stay safe,” Gerald said.

“I don’t want Boz to send me to the ER,” Sonja said.

With a wry smile, I pointed to my Glock 9mm. “You need to procure one of these beauties,” I said. “If Boz assaults you, you put an RIP bullet in his brain. Its stopping power will protect you. He won’t have a chance to lay a finger on you.”

“The bigger handguns have less felt recoil, while the slimmer-frame handguns are easier to handle and aim,” Gerald said. “We can help you decide which handgun is the best one for you.”

“Maybe I’ll look into it,” Sonja said.

“I highly recommend it,” I said. “Do we have a deal?”

“Yes sir,” Sonja replied. “You are now my PI guys.”

“I’ll prepare the service agreement to make it official,” I said. “Then we can begin to work on your case.”

“First, I assume you want me to pay you,” Sonja said.

“Yes ma’am,” the ever-swole Gerald said. “We don’t work for love.”

“Love does many things, but it does not pay the rent or buy the groceries,” I said.

“Do you accept old-fashioned cash?” Sonja asked.

“Is a crawdad’s ass watertight?” I replied.

Sonja laughed. I liked how throaty it sounded.

“Seriously, your money is always good here,” I said.

“Will you hold my banknotes up to the light and check the watermark?” Sonja asked.

“I trust you won’t give me any phony bills,” I replied.

“The cashiers do it at Lidl,” Sonja said. “I want to scream at them, ‘Hey, I am not a common thief, damn it.’”

“Don’t take it personally. They’re just doing their job,” I said.

“Boz never wanted us to shop at Lidl,” Sonja said. “He said only the riffraff use it.”

“I’m not riffraff and shop there all the time,” I said.

We sat in my strip mall office on Monday morning. The wall clock showed 10:05, and the wall calendar was on October. I took a few minutes to fill in the blanks of my service agreement template, burn a copy off the printer, and present it for signatures. My boring, ordinary job took place in this boring, ordinary office.

The gloomy notion stuck with me after I yawned. My bleary eyes focused on my Glock 9mm semiautomatic. Things weren’t so boring and ordinary. There was one more reason for excitement: Sonja Fleming, standing up and stretching. Christ, she also had to make a little moan. 

A real head-turner, she packed more dangerous curves than at a Texas rattlesnake rodeo. I thought her—is statuesque a pulp-fiction cliché?—body trembled with fear until I noticed her piercing gray eyes, where I peered into the depths of her icy blue rage. Leaning over my desk, she signed on the dotted line with a steady hand, bearing down. She smelled of Irish Spring soap, painted her nails wine red, and I had to stop feasting my senses before I went mad and howled at the moon. I signed above her, and Gerald inked his name to seal the deal.

Sonja paid me in cash, and I noted the amount on our service agreements. I charged five hours minimum at our standard rate. Unlike many new clients, she didn’t grimace when I stated my price. She’d also done her homework, and I admired her diligence. I put her cash into a business envelope and tossed it into the office safe. I’d bolted it to the floor behind my desk, out of view of the clients. Sergeant Glock was an effective security guard. 

“Are you also a violent and reckless man?” Sonja asked, nodding at my Glock 9mm. “I’ve checked around Pelham, inquiring about you. People say things.”

“Shouldn’t you have asked me that question before you signed the contract?” I replied.


“Not necessarily,” Sonja said. “I paid you to be my violent and reckless man.”


“Naturally, I’ll remain alert while I work on your behalf,” I said.

“We each have a personal life,” Gerald said. “At the end of the day, we intend to return to it.”

“Where are you staying?” I asked.

“I prefer to keep it confidential,” Sonja replied. “I don’t want Boz to find out and come looking for me.”

“We understand your wary caution,” I said. “However, neither of us will repeat anything we covered.”

“If Boz gives me any trouble, I’ll be sure to call you,” Sonja said.

“Is he actively searching for you?” I asked.

“We haven’t broken up to his way of thinking,” Sonja replied. “He wants to be the one who decides when it is over between us.”

“We’ve had previous clients who had stalkers,” I said. “But you learned that when you looked into using my PI agency.”

“I need you to keep him off my back,” Sonja said.

“Have you permanently severed ties with him?” I asked.

“I did when I took out the protective order,” Sonja replied. “He cannot accept it and refuses to comply until he is forced to do so.”

“We may have to set up a sting operation to record the video of him stalking you,” I said.

“I’m willing to try it,” Sonja said. “Lay out what you need from me.”

“Right now is premature,” I said. “Let me mull over how to set it up if we decide to implement it.”

“I run the office at the lumberyard on the bypass,” Sonja said. “I’m late for work, so we can take this up again when I get off.”

“Will Boz come barging into your workplace?” I asked.

“Not unless he wants to tangle with a half dozen burly lumberyard workers that I call up front,” Sonja replied. “I don’t think he is lamebrained.”

“Do I have your okay to approach Boz if I encounter a situation requiring it?” I asked.

“Knock yourself out for all I care,” Sonja replied. “He can’t get any angrier than he already is. You’d better watch out, or he’ll do you harm.”

“Let me worry about that part,” I said.

“He should be the one who is watching out,” Gerald said.

“If that’s all, guys, I’ll be taking off,” Sonja said. “Thanks.”

“We take our jobs seriously,” I said. “Boz won’t trouble you any further.”

“You can take that guarantee to the bank,” Gerald said.

“I feel better already,” Sonja said. “Let me give you my office phone number.”

“Is your boss cool with you using it for non-work-related business?” I asked.

“He’s hardly ever around the office,” Sonja replied. “Even so, I don’t abuse it.”

“You should think about telling him that you have a stalker problem,” I said.

“Okay,” Sonja said. “I should do that, yes. After I work up my nerve, I’ll have a chat with him.”

“Good for you,” I said.

Los Angeles was all ablaze, it seemed. The LA wildfires dominating the TV news were images straight out of the apocalyptic verses in Revelations. I had never visited LA, and I had no desire to anytime soon. Reincarnated Raymond Chandler would never believe it if he walked through the fire-ravaged neighborhood blocks. He cherished LA and harnessed its grit and grace for his literary muse to spin his iconic detective fiction.

Where did the thousands of climate refugees burned out of their homes go to stay during the rebuild? Dreema and I had no family or friends in LA. However, how could I not feel empathy for the homeless victims impacted by the wildfires? Everyone had a different opinion on what had sparked the wildfires. My theory centered on a serial arsonist.

She came slinking over the dry, grassy knolls, kneeling down, and setting flames to the twiggy tinder. Her wildfires ignited in various spots, and the howling Santa Ana winds whipped them into catastrophic conflagrations. She seemed invisible. Who would guess the serial arsonist wore tampons, butterfly barrettes, and tuberose eau de toilette?

Most pyromaniacs (up to 90%) were men. I didn’t share my far-fetched notion with anyone since I wasn’t asked for it. I was a private eye, not an arson investigator. Just the same, I had the skills to identify who was responsible for setting them. I’d bust my ass on the case like there was no tomorrow, and I’d get concrete results, too. Mercedes Fuego was the femme fatale who I tracked down and confronted.

She came armed with a pink Zippo, a can of lighter fluid, and a pack of Viceroys. A few minutes after sunset, she sauntered up from a Hollywood bungalow in a remote canyon. She powdered her nose before she ascended the hill path. I didn’t know how she did it, but she walked in black stiletto heels. A little black dress, a black felt cloche, and a black clutch purse completed her criminal ensemble. She was hot on several levels.

“Hello, Mercedes,” I said, stepping out onto the path in front of her. “Where are you headed off tonight?”

“Breeze off, shamus. I’m too busy for a little pissant like you.”

“FYI, I’ll be tailing you into the hills.”

“Mind your own business for a change.”

“My business is to track your movements.”

“Then go hump yourself with a lit blowtorch.”

“Your setting the wildfires will stop tonight.”

“What are you babbling about?”

“Why do you have a can of naphtha in your clutch purse?”

“I sniff its fumes to get high. Are you writing a book?”

“Liar. You use it as an accelerant.”

“What do you know? The gumshoe has a few brains.” She lit up a Viceroy, inhaled to jut out her pointy breasts, and breathed out her contrails of smoke at me. “Why are you accosting me?”

“Forget about your return to the hills.”

“Says who?”

“Says my Glock 9mm trained on you.”

“Glock?”

“I mean a gat.”

“Look, is it so wrong? Most firefighters I know are borderline pyros.”

“Fantasizing about it and doing it are two different things.”

“I’ve always been a doer and not a dreamer.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“You want to be the big hero who saves LA.”

“I am no publicity hound. My aim is to stop you.”

“How far are you willing to go?”

“I’ll go as far as it takes me to put a stop to your misdeeds.”

“What bribe will get you off my back? Cognac? Money? Cigars? Caviar? Hookers? State your price. I can pay you.”

“Forget about it. You cannot bribe me. I am one of the untouchables.”

“Everyone can be bought, even you.”

“Why do you savor watching LA go up in flames and left as char?”

“Can’t you see it without my explanation? All I live and breathe for is to feel the burn.”

“You are a pathetic dragon woman.”

“Does calling me vile names make your dick get hard?”

“You have a big decision to make.”

“What is it?”

“Either return to the rock you crawled out from under. Or die here with a bullet lodged in your cranium.”

“How is it a choice? You’ve already made up your mind.”

“What do you know? The femme fatale has a few brains.”

“One favor, darling. Don’t shoot me in the face. I wish to be a lovely corpse, lying in my open casket.”

“Done.”

True to my word, I plugged Mercedes once in the heart. The femme lost her fatale. I felt like a heel. Snorting and grunting, I dragged her dead body down a bone-ridden ravine and up into the fiery hills to dispose of it. I glommed nothing off her for a souvenir to take home in my pocket. The wildfires mauling LA would now retreat, descending back through the hellmouth from which they came below us.

My rejection rate for clients’ unsuitable cases was rising. A not-so-little thing called integrity ruled out my accepting the illegal, immoral, and unethical cases. If I screwed up badly enough to be sent off to the Red Onion Supermax, Dreema wouldn’t travel downstate to visit me. How did I know? She reminded me of it all the time. My better half had done many things, but she had never lied. I believed every word she said.

My references to the Red Onion Supermax are scattered throughout my PI narratives for a good reason. Shrinks call the fear of prison chronophobia. I had a high level of chronophobia. It lurked in the recesses of my brain, erupting like a solar flare. I reminded myself daily that I toed the line to stay out of a barred cell no larger than a foxhole. Any individual with a bit of sense would do the same thing.

Having a seven-digit inmate identification number assigned to me was scary. For starters, Red Onion didn’t show noir films made in the 1940s and 1950s, one of my guilty pleasures. The prison also didn’t issue the inmates with necessities like a pillow or a bar of soap. After we returned from our honeymoon, I wrote a document for Dreema to sign.

It stipulated that if I went to prison, Dreema would visit me four times every month. Furthermore, if conjugal visits were legalized, she’d fully participate in them. Look, if an inmate like serial killer Ted Bundy could make babies, then I felt as if I should also get my ashes hauled while I rotted behind bars. Fair was only fair. After she finished reading my document, she burst out in maniac laughter.

When I asked Dreema what she found so hilarious, she responded that I had much to learn about wives. On the same day I reported to prison, she called a divorce attorney who went for the jugular. I’d be receiving a piece of paper from her to sign on the lines marked with an X. This time, when she didn’t crack a smile, I knew she was serious.

Dreema would not stand by her man if he wore a penal orange jumpsuit. I asked her, “Where did the love go?” She reverted to laughing. Hell, I could have booked a stand-up comedy act for sold-out shows in Branson, Missouri. Long story short, I’d be a smart man to do whatever it took to remain out of state prison. I’d be PI Goody Two-Shoes.


I knew one Red Onion inmate, Cisco Jiménez, who was served with divorce papers (first approved by the prison officials). He’d been married to Opal for 27 years when he moved into his new, barred lodging. The jury convicted him of a nonviolent felony based on overwhelming evidence. That is to say, despite his repeated claims of innocence, he was most likely guilty as charged. He had a duck fit when he received Opal’s divorce papers.


Opal, who was my old client, didn’t consult the prison chaplain prior to lowering the boom. I felt no empathy for Cisco. His crime of distributing fentanyl and methamphetamine, resulting in a death, sickened me. You probably have an idea of how it ended. He finagled a way to poison himself in his prison cell, leaving a suicide note on his bed, blaming her for driving him to do it.


I scoffed when Opal told me. Good riddance to rubbish, I thought, but I didn’t tell her. I suspected that a small part of her still loved Cisco, and she felt guilty for breaking her marital vows. Life gets jagged, and our circumstances often change for the worse. She felt as if she could no longer keep her marriage together.



Opal should forget about Cisco Jiménez and move on with her life. Look, I wasn’t paid for my tact, grace, or patience. In addition, I didn’t have a college degree in either social work or psychology. When she asked me for my opinion, I gave it, shooting from the hip. Dreema said that she would have told Opal the same thing, which made me feel better.


Why should Opal have to put her life on hold for 10 years while Cisco served out his prison sentence? I lost contact with her and never heard what happened after she moved away. Perhaps she remarried and had a family. Before long, she walled off her memory of Cisco. She was relieved that he wouldn’t get out of prison for a long time.

If I pictured my life as a clock, as I increasingly did, I would be at straight-up 6 o’clock, or halfway through my time on this mortal coil. I assumed I’d have an average male life expectancy. Why shortchange myself? I kept expecting my midlife crisis (i.e., male menopause) to strike any day.

I would come unglued and pull insane stunts. Maybe I’d buy a tiger-striped Lamborghini or a satchel bulging with 22-karat gold Krugerrands. Alternatively, I’d climb naked with an AR-15 onto my roof and sing, “Oh, Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling.” While I braced for my midlife crisis to hit me, I watched the sweeping second hand of the clock.

The suspense was eating me up. Each day passed like an eternity. Tick-tock went the clock. However, nothing transpired. I remained the same old, boring Frank Johnson, whom everyone knew and accepted. I was the local private investigator if you needed to avail yourself of my services. Furthermore, I finished my cases, and I didn’t overcharge for them.

“Male menopause is an old wives’ tale, which no one takes seriously,” Dreema said.

“I beg to differ,” I said. “I know for a fact it is true.”

“Is it? Which medical authority did you consult?”

“Dr. Google plainly states it.”

“The internet is not an authoritative medical source. I’m talking about a real doctor, not some cyber-quack you dug up.”

“Obviously, I have different symptoms than yours since my plumbing is different.”

“I don’t need a lecture on Human Anatomy 101. I’m keenly aware that what you have isn’t what I have.”

“Don’t be so snippy. We’re having a husband-wife conversation.”

“Even if you do have this so-called male menopause, what do you expect from me?”

“I expect you to acknowledge how it impacts me.”

“Then tell me, are you having shivering nighttime sweats?”

“Not so far, but you never can tell when they’ll start up.”

“Are you experiencing searing hot flashes?”

“I am certain I will get them any day now.”

“You are full of it, Frank Johnson. Why did you bring this up now?”

“If I have to stay home from work, I want to let you know ahead of time, so you won’t be worried. Gerald is also going through it, and we may have to take off from work at the same time.”

“If you are too sick to be able to work, I don’t want you anywhere near your firearms or ammunition.”

“How else am I supposed to entertain myself?”

“If I am a working stiff, then you’ll be the same thing. Am I crystal clear? I don’t want to hear any more silly stories about male menopause. You made it up, and I am disappointed in you.”

“I should have stuck with the flu. However, Gerald wanted to use an exotic illness and thought male menopause would convince you. I voted against it, but his big ass counted as two votes, so I was overruled.”

“Sharona will also be sending Gerald to work.”

“I guess I’ll need a signed doctor’s excuse to get any sick leave around here.”

“You despise going to the doctor’s office and avoid doing it like the plague.”

“Maybe I will start to like it now.”

“In the meantime, you can take out the garbage and recyclables since you forgot them yesterday.”

“That. Forgetfulness is one of the first symptoms of male menopause.”

“Uh-huh. You heard me.”

“Did you set out my new business cards?”

Dreema frowned. “Dead people are rolled into the morgue. Are you looking to do private-eye tasks for them?” she asked.

“I’ll work for any client who can pay what I have to charge them.”

“As a rule of thumb, my corpses don’t come in with any money to hire private investigators.”

“But don’t you have law enforcement personnel who visit the morgue? One of them could have a reason to employ me on a job they need done.”

“My boss would object to my displaying your business cards on my office desk or autopsy table. Since he is already a jerk, I don’t want to give him a convenient excuse to act like a bigger one.”

“Where else can I leave my business cards without them being trashed or pushed off into a corner?”

“Sharona might put them out at her beauty salon. The majority of your clients are women.”

“Gerald approached her, and she took a handful of them.”

“Doesn’t Lidl have a community wall?”

“I have thumbtacked up my business cards there.”

“Have you gotten any responses from them?”

“Not so far, but I keep my fingers crossed. Do shoppers take time to look at it?”

“I’ve seen shoppers browsing the board when I go on a grocery run to Lidl. Have you approached Aldi, Food Lion, and H Mart? When one does something like that, they have to follow suit.”

“I’ll stop at each of them over the next couple of days.”

“Tonight is movie night. It’s your turn to pick. Have you lined one up?”

“The time got away from me, and I didn’t have a chance to narrow down my choices. Which movie have you got in mind?”


“We’ll rewatch Mary Poppins. The songs and dance routines are clever, vivacious, and fun.”



“We watched Mary Poppins last week, and you slept through the last half of it.”


“You could have nudged me awake when I nodded off.”

“Yeah, that isn’t going to happen in my lifetime.”

“Why don’t we make it a reading night instead?”

“Great idea. I have two books open on my Kindle.”

“Are they crime fiction novels?”

“They are my usual reading fare. What are you reading?”

“It’s a lesbian coming-of-age novel. You wouldn’t enjoy it because no lurid crimes or murders take place.”

“I’d like to give it a try. Who knows? I’ll discover that I like a different genre of fiction.”

“You enjoy reading about lesbians.”

“Sure, but it’s preferable to my enjoyment of reading about gay men.”

“You’ve got me there.”

All right, let’s get it out before I go any further. I lived in a trailer park. Boom. There. I said it. Again. In addition, I wasn’t either ashamed or embarrassed about it. However, I didn’t have any trailer wheels still under its foundation. In addition, I had a frost-free outdoor spigot like a house does. Where I hung my fedora and loaded my Glock 9mm pleased me. However, my beloved wife didn’t share my rosy sentiments. It was a bone of contention.

Our marital quarrels never heated to the stage where either of us said harsh things. Once you say the ugly words, there is no take back. I didn’t know about other wives, but mine heard me out. I reminded her that I was a creature of habit and place. Furthermore, I liked the familiarity of where I ate my meals, relaxed on my sofa, and forked in my bed. I agreed with her about the “bile yellow” exterior. She could always close her eyes when she glanced in its direction.

Or we could buy one of those cute “tiny houses,” but I couldn’t fart in it after we had black beans for dinner. My joke went over like a lead balloon. She stared daggers at me, and my chuckle faded like an echo dying in a canyon. I took her out to our favorite seafood restaurant. The dozen blue crabs I ordered for us smoothed things over, and she was back to her goofy, adorable self. The double-wide was a stepping stone to the next big thing in our marriage.

I used part of the windfall I received from Lawyer Gatlin (more on that later) to purchase it and the property where it stood. I no longer had to pay the monthly lot rent and bullshit fees that increased annually. The trailer park manager disliked it, but I could tell her to piss up a crooked rope. She was trespassing on my property, which I owned. Therefore, I asked her cordially to get the fuck off my property. When she gave me a load of crap, I snarled and flashed my fangs at her.

Then she shut up, stalked off, and left me alone. If she showed up again on my front porch, I’d have to get rough. I was kidding. Or was I? The local sheriff was my friend. She could rule on the matter if the trailer park manager didn’t want to follow the rules. She had oversight of every trailer except mine. I owned it, and I did as I damn well pleased, which chafed her ass to no end.

I loved it.


Chapter 2

On Tuesday morning, I woke up and got ready for work. I could tell you what I did, but you also do it, so what is the use? Do you give a damn about what I scarfed down for breakfast? Dreema left the house before I did for some asinine task her knucklehead boss wanted to be done. I kissed her goodbye and told her that I loved her. If she asked me to kick his ass, I would cheerfully oblige. By now, you can see that I was not a morning person. I hoped my mood improved by the time I got to the office.

Usually, if I downed enough cups of hot, black coffee, I could get my day back on the right track. My SUV turned over on my first try. Yesterday, I installed a cut-to-size carpet remnant on the dashboard to reduce the glare. My raggedy, old hoopty, now a pancake of scrap metal in transit to India or China, took me three or more key cranks to get it running. I missed driving it and coping with its mechanical quirks. The SUV’s broken-in driver’s seat felt as comfortable as sitting in an old saddle.


I had no idea which Mensa genius at the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) was put in charge of designing the S-curve for the new roundabout. The old traffic light worked perfectly fine. I never heard a single motorist criticize its layout. According to what I’d read, the S-curves reduce traffic speed and lessen the chance of vehicular collisions. Oh, really? I cursed every time I maneuvered my way through the serpentine course. Yeah, I know: bitch, bitch, and bitch. It was still a monumental pain in the ass.


My current go-to bodega was on the outskirts of Pelham, a mile out of my usual route. However, they brewed flavorful coffee. I never knew which brand of coffee grounds they used, but their hot, black nectar was addictive. Here I was back for another cup in the largest cup they sold. I glugged down their coffee, even as it burned, sloshing down my throat. The vampy, small-breasted cashier gave me a calculating look, as if she knew something that I didn’t.


But I soon would. Smiling, I asked her for her name. She retorted, Ms. Mickey Finn, no relation to Huck. I laughed because, when I was in the service, I knew a barfly with the same name. “Your coffee is the best perk around,” I said. She offered me a free refill. I couldn’t be an ungrateful cad and turn her down.


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Clock





		

Chapter 1





		

Chapter 2





		

Chapter 3





		

Chapter 4





		

Chapter 5





		

Chapter 6





		

Chapter 7





		

Chapter 8





		

Chapter 9





		

Chapter 10





		

References













