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Chapter 1

“Damn it! He’s gone!” I pounded my fist on the steering wheel. “Wouldn’t you know it? I wasted my evening.”

When the thunderstorm blew in from nowhere, I lost the subject. One minute I cruised along in my hoopty, my eyes on his red taillights, four car lengths away on the two-lane highway. I was just another bone-tired commuter on the road tonight, hanging back at a steady 45 mph. When I prepared to run a surveillance, I checked the latest weather forecast.

However, this evening I’d hurried to leave early so I could get started on this one. My rush explained why I hunched over the steering wheel and squinted to peer through the rain-lashed windshield. The defroster was broken, so I wiped the condensation off the windshield glass with a microfiber cloth. The wipers slapping back and forth revealed that he’d given me the slip. He either sped up to leave me behind. Or he veered off, taking a side road, when the deluge struck and distracted me.

After the next flash of lightning, I bagged it for the night. My trawling around town for the next 30 minutes, attempting to pick up his trail again, had a scant chance at success. I’d filmed him in his vehicle, getting in close enough to his license plate to read its digits and letters. My dashboard-mounted camera captured high-resolution video of the subject while I was driving. I hit the lock button to save and protect the video file by marking it read only.

I hoped I hadn’t blown my cover and spooked him. My client wouldn’t be pleased when I told her. Even if Trey Humphrey suspected I’d been following him, my bet was he wouldn’t stop cheating on Beth, his wife and my client. He’d become cagier by going underground, but he’d never stop banging his affair partner. Trey had the fever to get some strange, but he didn’t want his wife to discover it. Tonight I set out to shadow him to his clandestine tryst, record it, and give the video to Beth. Of course, it was easier said than done, even under ideal meteorological conditions.

While I fended off the rain, wind, and lightning on my return home, I decided to charge Beth for the 90 minutes I spent on her case tonight. Losing Trey was my screw-up, but I didn’t do my fieldwork as a freebie. She understood that I couldn’t get what she wanted on my first try, as I’d explained. I also spelled it out in our service agreement, which both of us had signed.

I wasn’t a shaman who plucked solutions out of my fedora or waved a wand to make them materialize. Beth Humphrey, a proud, shrewd, and mercurial woman, was going through an unsettled period in her life. I remained calm and patient in our dealings. While I couldn’t fix her dilemma, I could find and document the truth for her to handle as she saw fit.

Surely, the philanderers had to suspect that we private investigators would nail them sooner or later. Our exposing them was a matter of when, not if. Just as there was no perfect murder, there was no perfect affair. Believe me. We’d seen it all, and we knew just about every ruse in the Lotharios’ playbook used to conceal their pursuit of illicit passion and gratuitous sex.

I should say how much I disliked accepting infidelity cases. However, I liked getting paid and eating three squares a day, so I took on the clients’ work. Husbands, and less often wives, have the itch to cheat in the numbers that would astound you. Or maybe they wouldn’t. I’d read that up to 25% of married men are unfaithful, while up to 15% of married women break their wedding vows. Their high volume of bed-hopping provided me with a plethora of paying jobs.

Working on infidelity cases had been profitable for my PI agency. The betrayed spouses kept showing up at my office, waving their checkbooks, banknotes, and credit cards to hire me for my snooping expertise. I did a U-turn and returned to Chez Johnson, a double-wide trailer in a mobile home park just outside of Pelham, Virginia. Scoff at us if you must. Then ask me if I give a piss in a pot.

I kept saying we’d move to a stick-built house, perhaps in town on a side street. We still hadn’t budged. Blame it on my indolence or inertia. Someday, maybe we’d get organized and relocate to a bigger and better place. The LED sign beside the snakes-in-a-box church read: 9:45 PM and 87° F. I ignored the electronic message about being “saved” and “born again.” Who wanted to go through a harrowing childbirth for the second time? Just shoot me between the eyes first. Half of the double-wides had dark windows.

Working stiffs hit the rack early on Sunday nights. A retired RN who lived on the next corner still battled the long COVID she’d caught during the pandemic. She had her good days and her bad days. Recently, her only child, a daughter, overdosed on illicit fentanyl at an airport motel. Life can be a real shitshow. I hoped Dreema hadn’t gone to bed. We’d sit at the kitchen table, chatting over our RC Colas and banana-flavored Moon Pies. I had my most profound conversations with my wife and best friend, defying the stereotype of the taciturn, lone-wolf PI.

My headlights illuminated a lanky six-footer running laps on the trailer park’s loop. I never understood why an otherwise sane person felt the compulsion to jog in circles for exercise. My horn alerted him to move closer to the curb, so I could edge by him. As he did, the jogger in a neon green running Speedo flipped me off. I chuckled at his audacious stupidity since I held a loaded Glock 9mm. I didn’t lose my cool this time. The buttery glow coming from our kitchen window indicated Dreema had waited up.

I nosed up into the short driveway and parked by the outdoor post lamp. After I cut off the engine and unbuckled the seat belt, I sat there, relishing the tableau. My life could be so much bloodier and bleaker. I still had my hardboiled days, but nothing like those in my past. Dreema had recovered from her six-week bout with COVID-19. Her Moderna vaccine had given her a leg up. I had the good fortune to have never contracted coronavirus. Knock on wood.

I whisked through the rear patio door. Dreema had fixed her cabbage rolls for dinner and put mine in the fridge. The room’s walls had constricted since I left a few hours earlier. Our double-wide seemed narrower, as if our living quarters had shrunk. Our self-storage rental unit held the overflow of furniture castoffs and assorted debris.

Before the summer ended, I planned to clean it out and cancel its monthly fee. Neither of us had visited the self-storage rental unit in the past six months. There was nothing in it that we couldn’t live without. Playing Wordle on her laptop computer, Dreema turned in the chair to grace me with her smile, which made my nerves crackle.

“How did it go tonight, Spade?” she asked.

“Okay, until I lost the subject in the downpour,” I replied, removing the plate of my cabbage rolls from the fridge and getting out a fork.

“Did you get burned? Did he see you?”

“I don’t think so, but I could be wrong.”

“Did he go see his lover?”

“If he did, I failed to record it.”

“What are you telling Beth?”

“Better luck next time is all I can say.”

“Follow him on a clear evening, and you’ll record his shenanigans. Who’s the other woman?”

“Beth doesn’t know, and, so far, neither do I.”

“She’s his co-worker or a floozy he picked up.”

“Or they could’ve met online at Ashley Madison, Tinder, or OkCupid. They started texting and sexting each other. Their flirting turned hot, so they hooked up. Parking at tennis courts is becoming a popular rendezvous spot. Beth didn’t give me much useful information since she couldn’t get into his smartphone or laptop.”

Ashley Madison is “the No. 1 married dating app with 80 million sign-ups since 2002 and 20K new members daily.” Boom. Ashley’s business thrives thanks to lustful customers, the majority of whom are men who have to pay. Females use the app for free. No wonder I tackled so many infidelity cases. They’d become my meal ticket, with no signs of slowing down or ending anytime soon. The deceptive lovers hooked up for sex, and I documented it for my clients.

“Don’t discount Beth’s suspicions, Frank.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t believe her. I’m frustrated because I’m still stuck at square one.”

“The answer isn’t going to fall into your lap this time. You’ll have to do some actual investigation. You haven’t forgotten how to investigate, have you?”

“I’ll get started on it early tomorrow morning and see if I can make some headway.”

“Attaboy. That sounds more like the Irish bloodhound that I married.”

“Woof-woof. Did you call your mother?”

“Yep, and she asked me to tell you hey.”

“She’s the best. What’s going on up in the mountains?”

“Dad is still laid off. He stays busy harvesting wild ginseng growing on the slopes and selling it by the ounce. Other days, he goes scrapping.”

“Where does he do his scrapping?”

“Mom says he explores old trash pits. He pulls the copper, lead, and aluminum parts out of the junk vehicles. Folks used to tow them to the back of their properties and ditch them. Can you believe he found an old Model T Ford with a white oak growing in the middle of it? He scavenges along the power line corridors for thrown-away aluminum and copper wire cable.”

“Have his unemployment checks run out?”

“His last one arrived in the mail two weeks ago. He’s been scrambling like a fiend to earn a few bucks. He’ll sharpen his chainsaw to cut, haul, and sell his cords of firewood after the first killing frost hits.”

“Gerald and I could go down on the long Labor Day weekend and give him a hand. Meantime, you could visit your mom, sisters, and cousins.”

“Hadn’t you better ask Gerald first before you volunteer him to split up logs into stove wood?”

“The beast loves his physical workouts. Ask Sharona to come with us. Hell, the more, the merrier, I say. We’ll cut and stack enough firewood to last your folks through the winter and into the spring.”

“I’ll keep it in mind. Have you heard anything from Mr. Gatlin this weekend?”

“Lawyer Gatlin left town with his latest playmate to relax and recreate at his seashore bungalow.”

Dreema frowned. “Does his latest playmate have a name?” she asked.

“He didn’t share it with me if she does.”

“When is he returning to Middleburg?”

“He’ll be at his law office tomorrow morning at the usual time.”

“You should go see him. You need to interact with somebody other than Gerald.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“Come on, Frank. You have to agree that Gerald is a little rough around the edges.”

“Is Gatlin any better? They’re two peas in a pod.”

“Mr. Gatlin needs to marry a good-hearted woman who’ll curb his intemperate behavior. When I advised him of it, he guffawed, but he knew I was dead-on serious, and I meant every word of it.”

“I don’t see Gatlin getting remarried. His first wife almost burned him. Thinking about that horrid night still gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

“She was a vile, evil woman. For his next fiancée, you should do a background check on her before he takes the plunge.”

“If he asks me, I’ll gladly look into her past for any red flags. Even if I find a cause for alarm, he’ll ignore my advice and do as he damn well pleases.”

“Oh, I almost forgot. Sergeant Collingsworth dropped by while you were out and wanted to see you.”

I paused for an extra beat. “Was he in uniform? Did he drive a state police cruiser?” I asked.

“Yes and yes.”

“Did he say why he wanted me?”

“He didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask him.”

“What did he say then?”

“I told you everything. He looked gaunt and haggard. Is he in poor health or recovering from COVID-19?”

“It’s just part of his shtick as a world-weary cop.”

“I offered to brew him a cup of coffee, but he didn’t have the time.”

“That sounds like Collingsworth. He’s a busy man.”

“You can get in touch with him tomorrow.”

“He probably wants me to do him a favor.”

“Don’t you owe him one?”

“It so happens that I do, but I don’t like having to fulfill my obligation to him.”

“You treat Sergeant Collingsworth with respect and be fair. You never know when you’ll need to call on him.”

“I know how to stay on his good side, and we’re simpatico.”

“All right, I’m going to bed. Don’t forget to turn off the lights and take your pills. Leave your dirty plate in the sink.”

“I’ll run a patrol around the double-wide before I turn in for the night.”

“Is doing that necessary?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I can skip it tonight,” I said.

“We’ll be safe, Frank. We use deadbolt locks and installed a Charlie bar on the patio door.”

“Famous last words.”

“I heard that.”

The only thing worse than a Monday morning was one when I had a phone conversation with the loquacious Bernstein. If you’ve followed my recent cases, you know he was the sleaziest type of private investigator there is. I don’t know how he got his PI license, but I wouldn’t be stunned to learn he greased the palm of a corrupt bureaucrat at the Richmond office. If I wanted to know, I could delve into it and extract the answer. However, I had better things to do with my time.

Some while back, I outsourced a basic surveillance job to Bernstein, and he botched it. My furious client threatened to rip me a new asshole. I realized I couldn’t depend on him again if I expected to turn a profit. Gerald took it a step further and refused to have anything further to do with Bernstein. I thought I could use him for something like a dumpster dive or a similar grungy task.

“Frank, what’s the good word, my man?” Bernstein asked. “You have the one and only PI Bernstein on the line.”

“I’m on my way to the office,” I replied. “Why are you bugging me?”

“Guess what? Today is my birthday. I’m 38 years young.”

“Whoop-de-damn-do, Bernstein.”

“Maybe you’ll buy me a drink to toast the occasion.”

“Sorry. I don’t drink anymore. You know that.”

“Perhaps Mr. Peyton will treat me to a draft beer.”

“Gerald will give you a lopsided knot on your skull if you bug him.”

“He still dislikes me. I’ve been trying to mend fences, but he’s not been receptive to my overtures.”

“It’s a hopeless cause. Once you go on Gerald’s enemies list, you stay on it until hell freezes over.”

“You haven’t given me any freelance work this year, and it’s August.”

“I haven’t come across anything that’s your speed.”

“Are you still sore?”

“You think? You cost me a major client.”

“I’ll talk to her, explain what happened, and mollify her with my impeccable Yiddish charisma and élan.”

“Leave her alone. She’ll call the cops on you.”

“Okay. Peace. Don’t stir up that nest of vipers.”

“Exactly. Is your PI license still in effect?”

“Of course, it is in effect.”

“Has VDCJ placed you on probation again?”

“It happened only once and never again. I’m in good standing with VDCJ, and I’m a legit gumshoe.”

“Since you’re not making any money working as a PI, how are you paying your bills? Are you robbing ATMs or sticking up bodegas?”

“Oh, I do a little of this and a little of that to stay out of hock. You know how things go during belt-tightening times.”

“Are you selling your blood and plasma?”

“I stopped because I built up too much scar tissue at the injection sites. It’s too bad since I didn’t have to report it as income on my taxes.”

“My turn is coming up. Look, I’ll check what projects I’m currently working on and see if I can throw something your way. How does that sound?”

“It sounds like what you told me the last time I called you. Then you conveniently forget about me.”

“Take it or leave it, Bernstein. I’m doing the best I can. You’re not going to get a better offer.”

“You leave me with no other choice.”

“I have to go. Keep it between the ditches.”

Unlike my place of residence, I moved my office every 12 months, usually when the lease expired. My landlords jacked up the rent, so I searched for cheaper digs. They cried poor mouth when I met with them to discuss a possible lease extension. They could charge as much as they wished, but I wasn’t going to overspend on the rent and contribute to their taking multiple weeklong vacations each year.

My colleagues in the gumshoe racket said that paying the rent was the biggest drain on their profits. Many had closed their physical offices and shifted to using a mobile one in their vehicles. I couldn’t pick up my female clients in my hoopty for conferences because it looked bad. As usual, I made it in before Gerald showed up. He didn’t ride the dawn patrol like I did.

My present office was in—wait for it—a strip mall, one of the newer ones constructed on the bypass highway. Pulling in and out of the spacious parking lot was easier than at my former office in town. Our fellow tenants included a Vietnamese nail salon, an Egyptian dentist, and a Honduran check-cashing service. A franchise coffee-and-doughnut shop anchored the end unit. I heard that the DMV was looking into renting an empty commercial space here.

By midday, the onsite businesses attracted a respectable number of customers, which benefited us. Our office walk-in rate had increased since I opened my doors here. I attributed it to the increased foot traffic from the customers using the strip mall. I unlocked the front door, flipped on the overhead lights, and perked my first pot of coffee. After I rolled my chair up to my desk, I murmured a prayer, asking the Good Lord for a productive day, which included our delinquent clients paying their bills. That in itself often took a miracle. Ten minutes later, when Gerald sauntered in, he thumbed his nose at me as an inelegant greeting.

“Did you get laid this morning, Marlowe?” Gerald asked.

“I settled for a lip-smacking 69, Shaft,” I replied.

“Well, day-um, son. I’m proud of you. Did you remember to floss afterward?”

“Dreema suggested we take a trip up to Middleburg.”

“We haven’t gone there in a while. I dig the green vista where the pedigreed rich bitches live and rut on their thoroughbred horse estates.”

“I’ll call Gatlin to be sure he’s available.”

“He always makes time for you, Frank. You’re family.”

“Don’t rub it in. I’ll go there with my hat in hand, looking for any new PI work he can give us.”

“Remind him that we do a little bit of everything. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

“I’m not too proud to beg. However, I don’t see us as being that desperate.”

Leaning forward, Gerald peered out the glass door. “Look at that line of clients out there, clamoring to get in and see us,” he said, needling me.

“Fine then. You do the begging since I’m all begged out.”

Before we could get away from the office and drive to Gatlin’s law office in Middleburg, we had a client visit us. Beth Humphrey had taken the morning off and wanted to speak to us. We retreated to our respective desks while she selected the most comfortable of the three client’s chairs arranged in front of us.

In her early 40s, Beth was a blonde of medium height and had a top-heavy figure. Her brassy demeanor, wry smile, and acerbic tongue had me liking her from the first moment we met. I concluded Trey, her philandering husband, was a horse’s ass. Why did the husbands with the shapeliest and smartest wives stray afield to get their ashes hauled? Was it about the conquest?

“What happened to you last night?” Beth asked.

“I followed Trey on his drive to rendezvous with his tryst partner,” I replied. “We plowed into a brutal thunderstorm, and I lost track of him in the torrential rain.”

“Are you kidding me?” Beth asked. She looked at Gerald. “Well, is he? Can you tell me?”

“Frank is telling you how it went down,” Gerald replied.

“He had a golden opportunity to get my evidence, and he bungled it,” Beth said.

“I informed you at our initial meeting that I probably couldn’t get what you wanted on my first try,” I said.

“Frank makes a fair point,” Gerald said. “I sat in the meeting.”

“Haven’t you driven through the rain before last night?” Beth asked. “Don’t you have windshield wipers? Doesn’t your GPS work? Can’t you turn on your fog lights?”

I squirmed in the chair. “All right, I won’t charge you for my time last night,” I said. “Does that work for you?”

“No!” Beth stared daggers at me. “You have to nail my cheating husband. I paid you my hard-earned money, and I expect positive results. Your getting disoriented in a thunderstorm is unacceptable.”

“Lady, I’ll refund your money, and you can take a hike,” I said.

“Huh?” Beth gave me a startled expression. “What did you just say?” she asked.

“Frank said he gave it his best effort,” Gerald replied. “If it isn’t satisfactory, he’ll return your money, and you can find a different private investigator.”

“Are you serious?” Beth asked.

“Just tell me what I owe you,” I said. “I’ll pay you off in cash, and we’ll be done.”

“Where am I supposed to find a new PI?” Beth asked. “They don’t grow on trees to pluck off like kumquats or persimmons.”

“I can offer you PI recommendations if you still value my opinion enough to hear them,” I replied.

“I don’t know what to say,” Beth said.

“May I make a suggestion?” Gerald asked.

“Go ahead. I’m listening,” Beth replied.

“How about if you take a deep breath and restart this conversation with a level head?” Gerald said.

“All right, I’ll lower the temperature,” Beth said.

“Frank?” Gerald said.

“Yeah, I’ll continue to work for Beth if she can manage to keep things civil,” I said.

“Then what comes next?” Beth asked.

“Has Trey been spooked?” I replied. “Is he suspicious that he’s under surveillance? Will he cool things with his paramour and stymie my investigation?”

“This morning he was his usual sour, humorless self,” Beth said. “He doesn’t know that you bird-dogged him last night.”

“Does he have to go in early or stay late for work this week?” I asked.

“He’s said nothing to me,” Beth replied. “We don’t communicate. I do all the talking, and he responds with a perfunctory grunt or snort when he bothers to respond.”

“You’re not making this any easier for me,” I said.

“Why do you suspect Trey is womanizing?” Gerald asked.

“A wife uses her spidery senses to tell when something is off-kilter in her marriage,” Beth replied.

“Is it lust, love, or a little of both?” Gerald asked.

“Trey is a bored, abrasive, and discontented man,” Beth replied. “I’d say he’s in it just for casual sex and good times. She must know she’s just his shitty piece of side action. He’ll never marry her, no matter what sweetheart promises he makes her.”

“As a practical matter, I wouldn’t have sex with your husband,” I said.

“We haven’t gone to bed in months,” Beth said. “I don’t know what skank he’s stuck his dick into. I don’t need an STI to complicate my life any further than it already is.”

“I assume a divorce will be your next step,” I said.

“Divorce is the first step,” Beth said. “I’ll cut him out of my life, and we’ll never be friends or speak again. He’ll be dust to me.”

“Hire a shark for a divorce lawyer,” I said.

“We’ve already held our first meeting,” Beth said.

“I’ll have to run another stakeout on Trey,” I said.

“Why don’t you first check the weather forecast?” Beth asked. “I’m not being a smartass and mean it.”

“Thanks for the reminder,” I said.

“Just be sure you bring along an umbrella and galoshes if rain is predicted,” Beth said.

“I know sarcasm when I hear it,” I said. “You have my business card. Alert me when lover boy goes on his next prowl.”


Chapter 2

My late aunt, who raised me after I became an orphan at the age of seven, told me something profoundly unsettling. My father, whom I barely remembered, had spent time in a Virginia prison. She couldn’t give me any more information about his incarceration because her memory was failing. That’s a story for another book. Years after learning my father was an ex-con, it still perplexed me. When I became a private investigator, I thought it would be a breeze to investigate his shady past.
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