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Chapter 1

The puffy-faced woman who answered my door knock revealed that she’d been crying her eyes out. Her mother called with devastating news. Her father suffered a massive heart attack. He was in the intensive care unit, fighting for his life. They resided outside of Terre Haute, and she had to catch the next flight out of Dulles International Airport. She threw in a few tearful sniffs that were as fake as a Chinese-made Rolex. Gerald Peyton, the refrigerator of a Black man standing beside me on the porch, spoke.

“Your boyfriend is in a lot of trouble, Mittie,” Gerald said. “Victor Cruikshank missed his court date. Judges frown on that stupid behavior.”


“Let me be crystal clear. Victor Cruikshank is my ex-boyfriend,” Mittie said. “I need to pack my bags and board a plane to Terre Haute. My poor dad is on his deathbed, and I must be on my way.”


“Your Terre Haute trip is a deception,” Gerald said. “We’re not fooled by it. Where is Cruikshank?”

Mittie shrugged her fleshy shoulders. “Who can say?” she replied. “Time flies by in the blink of an eye, and I lose track of it.”

“Our job is to take Cruikshank into custody,” Gerald said. “Comprende?”

“Yes, I comprende you fine,” Mittie replied. “However, the bottom line is that I cannot help you.”

“Your street address is listed on his failure to appear warrant,” Gerald said, handing a copy of it to her. She also received copies of our bail enforcement licenses. “He signed away most of his civil rights, which he probably didn’t bother to read through first.”

“Well, he isn’t here, as I just told you,” Mittie said. “You wasted your time by banging on my door.”

“I can pay you for information,” I said, trying a new tactic.

“Can you? Maybe we can work something out,” Mittie said with a sly smile. “How much is it worth to you?”

I fished the brass money clip from my jeans pocket. “What do we get for $60?” I asked.

“Victor has one of those rat-a-tat-tat guns,” Mittie replied.

“Does he have an AR-15 tactical rifle?” I asked.

“It looks like the ones I’ve seen on the TV news,” Mittie replied.

“What more can you tell us?” I asked.

“Double it and you’ll get everything else I know about him,” Mittie replied.

“Tell us and we’ll determine if it’s worth $120,” I said.

“Step into my house,” Mittie said, motioning with her doughy hand. “My neighbors have big ears and bigger mouths.”


We shouldn’t enter her shadowy interior. That insight occurred to the wary private investigator in me. However, a bounty hunter seizes every opportunity to locate their prey. Victor Cruikshank could pop up, spraying us with a barrage from his AR-15. I pictured our viscera splattering everywhere, like a gory scene in a brain-dead Tarantino movie. I grabbed Gerald’s shoulder as he stepped through the doorway.


“What’s up?” he asked, stopping.

“We need more firepower if Cruikshank has an AR-15,” I said.

“Wait here. I’ll retrieve the 12 gauge riot guns,” Gerald said.

Gerald left the porch for his Trans Am parked at the curb while I babysat Mittie. I asked her to sit on the porch chair. I slid out my Glock 9mm handgun. Cruikshank might lurk in the back rooms, but my leading theory was that he’d retreated upstairs. Mittie crossed her stout ankles, sighed, and forced a smile. I didn’t trust her if she was willing to sell out her boyfriend.

“Why are you picking on Victor?” Mittie asked.

“Cruikshank blew off his court date,” I replied. “He knows it’s a violation, and somebody will come for him. Don’t give him cover and get sucked into his legal troubles. Think about it.”

“Victor isn’t an evil man. He fell in with the wrong crowd and made a few poor choices. Can’t you give him a break?”

“I don’t give a sorry rat’s ass about his wrong crowd and poor choices. I want to grab him, so I can get paid and return to my normal life.”


A faint scrape of a boot heel grated on the floorboards above us. Looking bored, Mittie pretended to ignore it. Gerald returned, carrying the 12 gauge riot guns, one in each hand. The High Standard K-1200, introduced in 1966, has a top-notch reputation for its butter-smooth pump action, precision craftsmanship, and rugged quality. The old-school firearm is still highly regarded as a self-defense weapon in the gun community. I’d stake my life on firing one if I was in a tight jam.



I manually cycled a #00 buckshot shell into the chamber. It created that signature noise—chur-chunk—scaring the listeners within earshot shitless. While I kept an eye on Mittie in the porch chair, I stooped over and picked up the ejected shell from the porch floor. As I hoped, she couldn’t suppress the shudder of fear running through her shoulders. We entered her foyer and then her disheveled living room. A quadruplet of 1980s Cabbage Patch Kids dolls occupied the entire sofa. I smelled this morning’s burnt incense commingled with last night’s gristly meatloaf.


“Mittie, we can do this the simple way,” I said. “Or we can do it the complicated way.”

“What are you talking about?” Mittie asked.

“Cruikshank is upstairs. I just heard him moving around,” I replied. “You say he’s got an AR-15.”

“The complicated way means heavy gunfire breaks out,” Gerald said. “Someone will get injured or killed.”

“That someone will be Cruikshank,” I said.

“Meanwhile, you’ll sit here hogtied in plastic flex cuffs,” Gerald said.

“Your boyfriend gets trundled out on a death gurney,” I said.

“What is the simple way?” Mittie said.

“Shout up to Cruikshank to toss down his weapon,” I said. “He follows it with his hands in the air. We will arrest him.”

“Everybody stays safe,” Gerald said. “What is it to be?”

“I’ll select the simple way,” Mittie replied.

“Smart choice. Tell Cruikshank to surrender,” I said.

“Two bail agents came with 12 gauge riot guns, Victor,” Mittie said, shouting upstairs. “They’ve got #00 buckshot loads. Do you hear me? Answer me. Now.”

“Who are they?” Cruikshank hollered in a croaky voice.

“Our names are irrelevant,” I replied, amplifying my voice. “Unload your weapon. Nudge it and the ejected magazine downstairs. You follow it.”

“I need to know who I’m dealing with if I give up,” Cruikshank said.

“Cruikshank, you have five seconds,” Gerald said. “After that, we lower the boom.”

“You escalated this to an armed confrontation,” I said.

“One-motherfucker,” Gerald said.

“Guarantee me that you’ll take me back unharmed,” Cruikshank said.

“Two-motherfucker,” Gerald said.

“Address my concern, damn it,” Cruikshank said.

“Three-motherfucker,” Gerald said.

“If you comply, we’ll play fair,” I said. “It’s the best deal you’ll get from us.”

“Who are you?” Cruikshank asked again. “Name names.”

“Four-motherfucker,” Gerald said, lifting his 12 gauge riot gun.

“I’m Johnson,” I replied. “My partner is Peyton.”

“All right, Johnson, I’m sliding my assault rifle down the stairwell,” Cruikshank said. “Got that, Peyton? Stop your countdown. There is no ‘five-motherfucker.’”

“Do it then,” I said.

Cruikshank slid his AR-15 tactical rifle clattering down the wooden steps, where Gerald scooped it up.

“I’m coming down now,” Cruikshank said.

“Hands up high. Slow and easy,” Gerald said.

The steps creaked as Cruikshank descended to the bottom floor with us.

“One last thing, Mittie. You tote a compact, lightweight semiautomatic in your left-side thigh holster,” I said. “I saw it peek out from under your dress.”

“Damn, I missed seeing it,” Gerald said.

“Keep your hands still, Mittie,” I said. “Gerald, you can secure Cruikshank.”

“I’ve got it covered,” Gerald said.

“Are you sticking your hands up my dress?” Mittie asked.

“We strive to stay safe when on the job,” I said while I disarmed her. “Did you plan to shoot us in the back?”

Mittie made a halfhearted shrug. “You came to arrest my boyfriend,” she replied. “Draw your own conclusions.”

“Your so-called boyfriend will stand trial and face prison time,” I said. “You deserve an upgrade. He’ll always be a drag on your life. Trust me.”

“You are so spot-on,” Mittie replied, nodding.

“Aiding and abetting a bail skip is a crime,” I said.

“You captured him, and I’m not standing in your way,” Mittie said.

“Duly noted,” I said.

Mittie let out a groaning sigh. “My life is a train wreck. I’m tired of lying and taking up for Victor,” she said, looking at Cruikshank. “Do you know how much a holster chaffs and bruises large thighs like mine?”

“No, but I’ll take your word for it,” I said.

“I’ll tell you something else. I know where the bodies are buried,” Mittie said. “I mean all of them.”

Cruikshank was glaring daggers at her.

“Then you should tell the sheriff, not us,” I said.

“We’ll have a chat tomorrow morning,” Mittie said.

“Shut up, you fat cunt,” Cruikshank said. “You’re not telling the sheriff anything.”

Mittie said nothing.

“Make yourself useful and call me a lawyer,” Cruikshank said.

“Man up and meet your responsibilities,” Mittie said.

“You have no room to talk,” Cruikshank said. “I overheard you throwing me under the bus for $120.”

“The groceries you’ve been eating aren’t free at Food Lion,” Mittie said. “You’ve never given me one red cent.”

“I gave you the semiautomatic,” Cruikshank said.

“Who did you swipe it from?” Mittie asked.

“Gentlemen, I’m past ready to leave here,” Cruikshank said to us.

“Don’t come back,” Mittie said.

“You’ll cry tonight when it turns cold and your lover-boy isn’t in your bed,” Cruikshank said.

“Don’t flatter yourself, needle dick,” Mittie said.

“Who are you calling a needle dick?” Cruikshank asked.

“I’m looking at you when I say it,” Mittie replied.

“Move it, needle dick,” I said, shoving him. “Time is money.”

“Do I get my $120?” Mittie asked.

“No,” I replied.

“Well, shit,” Mittie said.

“Tip her a double sawbuck, Frank,” Gerald said.

“I can do $20,” I said.

“I’ll gladly take it,” Mittie said. “Thanks.”

Gerald and I were state-licensed private investigators. He persuaded me to get my bail enforcement agent license from the Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services (DCJS) in Richmond. At the same time, he kept his bail enforcement agent license up-to-date. We had the flexibility to work on both sides of the street. When our private eye cases dried up, as they had now, we pursued bounty hunter jobs like this one. I never told Gerald that I preferred to work as a private investigator rather than as a bounty hunter.

I cut my eyeteeth as a PI after returning home from the Army over 20 years ago, and I still considered myself one. I’d had enough cop-related duties as an MP Sergeant stationed at Fort Riley, Kansas. When I was a gumshoe, I enjoyed the challenge of running my investigations and aiding my distressed clients. Many of my PI colleagues fizzled out and left to pursue more sedate careers. However, I soldiered on, while I wondered every day if I should slow down, take a long vacation, or just flat-out quit.

Our apprehension of Victor Cruikshank, the bail skip, made my day. Gerald left at lunchtime to see a man about a dog, which is PI-speak for collecting our debts from deadbeat clients. The hulking Black man scared them into coughing up our money. We charged them vig, but Gerald waived the interest owed if they paid him their debts in full. He didn’t crack any skulls or break any kneecaps. His intimidating scowl worked far better. He usually returned to the office with some cash in hand. Who needed to hire a debt collection agency that charged us up to a 50% commission fee?

While lunching on the sardines I brought in my brown bag, I called a lawyer based in the next county over. He said he was looking for a private investigator agency “to do some legwork for him.” I liked to get his business. However, as I explained to him on the phone, I didn’t work for dog wages. I suspected he was looking for a sucker to perform his static surveillance. I didn’t offer our clients bargain-basement prices, in particular smarmy attorneys who were swimming in dough.

When the lawyer asked how much I charged, I quoted him our hourly rate plus expenses. He screamed that my fee was obscene. During his diatribe, I wondered if his outraged clients threw the same tantrum when they learned how much he charged. He tried to haggle me down, but I didn’t budge. When I suggested he could do his own legwork for nothing, he unleashed a new salvo of invective. I hung up in the tightfisted bastard’s ear.

When he called me back, I ignored his rings, which went on for three minutes. Earning a fancy degree from a flagship law school wasn’t an excuse to act like a jerk. One thing was certain. He didn’t know the first thing about running a stakeout. He’d blow his cover within the first 10 minutes and slink away with nothing to show for it but his wounded ego. Surveillance wasn’t the same thing as curing pancreatic cancer, but conducting it required skills learned on the job.

He would miss his scheduled tee time at the country club’s golf course. Or he would miss playing with his playmate in his McMansion. No lawyer I’d ever known sacrificed his leisure time to practice law. They now use AI chatbots to complete their written legal work. AI can do almost anything, including the generation of female nude models, if that’s your thing. I added the lawyer to my no-go list. I read a story from an online newsfeed about thieves stealing pet owners’ French bulldogs and reselling them for exorbitant prices.

It prompted me to consider how I would track down a purloined French bulldog. I couldn’t envision doing it efficiently enough to make a profit. Furthermore, I doubted if a distraught pet owner could afford my hourly rate to locate their dog. I also needed to uphold a certain image. Pet detective did not strike me as hardboiled in the loosest sense of the word. I ditched the impractical idea.

Gerald and I teamed up as paid bouncers employed at the various Washington, D.C.-area strip clubs. After the sweaty exotic dancers tipped us out, we cleared a tidy sum for a night of security work. As you may expect, our wives didn’t appreciate us accepting the bouncer gigs. My better half, Dreema, said I couldn’t resist the lush enticements of the flesh and the bottle staring me in the face.

I reassured her that it was just a job. Ha. She didn’t buy it, not for one second. Be honest. Would your wife be okay with you working night security at a gentlemen’s cabaret where naked women dance on the stage and tables? Guess what? Neither was mine.

When I trudged in late one night, smelling of sandalwood perfume, she went nuclear, ballistic, and postal all at once. It was the final straw. My nights as a bouncer had ended. As a result, you’re spared the obligatory strip club scene that begins every other private detective’s story in novels, films, and television programs.

Sandalwood perfume infused the gentlemen’s cabaret, along with the redolence of nicotine, flatulence, and alcohol. I hadn’t paid for a lap dance or spent any private boom-boom time in the champagne room. Dreema didn’t care. If I needed more cash in my pocket, I had to scrounge up another moonlighting gig. Henceforth, Frankie Boy could only marvel at the female anatomy while in the privacy of his bedroom with his wife.

Well, shee-it. I plummeted into a blue funk and brooded over it for three days. When I finally saw it from her perspective, everything was smooth sailing again. Gerald said Sharona reacted in the same manner. I’d seen him skulk into the champagne room and then exit it with a salacious smile on more than one night. I said nothing, though. Our wives didn’t need to know everything we did, which included our next bouncer gig if the pay was too good to refuse it.

“Close this office and return to work in our home offices,” Gerald said.

“We’re still on the hook for the monthly rent, according to the terms of the lease we signed,” I said.

“Break the damn lease. Tell her we’re not paying rent if we don’t use the office.”

“Get real. You know it doesn’t work like that.”

“So what if she takes us to court? We have Lawyer Gatlin in our corner. What lawyer does she have?”

“Dreema gets testy when strangers traipse through our home to attend client meetings.”

“Sharona feels the same way. They’re almost in lockstep with each other.”

“We’ll keep this office open for one month longer, and then we’ll reassess our financial situation.”

“Unless our luck drastically changes, we’ll be in the same boat as we are now.”

“Do we stand the prayer of a chance to find more paying work?”

“We got paid this morning for bringing in Victor Cruikshank.”

“Will there be more bail skip jobs tomorrow?”

“We know the knuckleheads duck their court dates every weekday. I heard the judges now take Fridays off to play tennis and golf at swanky country clubs.”

“All right, hit up your old bounty hunter colleagues and offer them our services. Tell them you’re back in the hustle and looking for any work they might have.”

“If the bail skips go on the lam, we have to pursue them. I know how much you dislike taking overnight trips. We might have to leave town at the drop of a hat.”

“I’ll have to get over it. I don’t give a fiddler’s fart if they zigzag all over God’s green earth. We’ll track them like bloodhounds. We’ll apprehend them and bring them back.”

“As a rule of thumb, when they go on the lam, they usually don’t go too far. I’d estimate that 75% of the time, the bail skips make a beeline to the cooze.”

“We’ll head straight for the cooze like we did with our pursuit and capture of Cruikshank at Mittie’s house.”

“Bounty hunters face more danger than private investigators. That’s why you and I go about our work as a well-armed team.”

“Is Chet available?”

Gerald grinned. “Chet is up for anything we do,” he replied. “Should I call him?”

“Wait until the right time comes. Lawyer Gatlin knows about our new venture. I called him right after we returned from this morning’s bail apprehension.”

“We’re both licensed, Frank. Stop worrying about the legal angles. Everything we do is kosher and by the book. It’s a different animal than working as a cop or a private eye. I was a bounty hunter for years without having any run-ins with the authorities. For once in your career, you’ll have to follow my lead and do what I do.”

“That is a scary thought.”

“When I told Sharona we’d become bounty hunters again, she rolled her eyes like tossing a pair of casino dice.”

“Dreema did the same damn thing. Do our wives communicate with each other through implanted brain chips or something as weird?”

“Like you just said, it is a scary thought.”

I nodded. “Let’s not think about it anymore then,” I said.


Chapter 2

On Monday night, Dreema attended a lady’s house party, and she probably told me what it was for, but I wasn’t listening to her. I did a crummy job keeping track of her social functions, which cropped up once or twice a week. To the chagrin of our wives, we husbands can only process so much information at one time. Her absence from the double-wide for a few hours left me as lord of the manor. Other husbands would tune in to a college basketball game or the sportsman channel for hunting and fishing tips.


However, my guilty pleasure, as I’ve previously written, was the films noir produced between the late 1940s and the mid-1950s. Most of them were black-and-white movies, which elevated their sleazy allure, gruff characters, and subversive plots. I have a memory of sitting beside my father on the tatty sofa, watching In a Lonely Place, made in 1950, on television. Movie critics regard it as 50-year-old Humphrey Bogart’s tour-de-force performance. Therefore, I came by my passion for the film noir genre honestly.



Made of Broken Things, released on June 20, 1956, came at the end of Tinsel Town’s heyday of film noir. The reclusive, misanthropic Archie Danko produced and directed it. I’d watched it three times, and each time I noticed something new and distinctive about the characters, settings, or dialogue, which is the hallmark of a timeless movie. Made of Broken Things is one of those celluloid gems that slipped through the cracks, but it has gained a cult following. I stumbled upon it one night while I was channel-surfing in my quest for watchable entertainment.



The movie opens with a burly man in a porkpie hat and a curvaceous lady in a slinky dress. Embracing for a soulful kiss in the drizzle, they stand on the platform at a Luxembourg train depot. I had a weakness for romance, so I gave it a look. I was damn glad I did, too. Suzy De Vries, touted for her willowy physique, sultry voice, and doe eyes, plays the femme fatale. She did a bit of agency modeling in LA and a few movie walk-ons before landing her breakthrough role in Made of Broken Things. I admired the way she comported herself in front of the camera lens: poised, measured, and, most of all, focused. Like her female peers, she smoked unfiltered cigarettes, and she loved ordering highballs on the rocks from the lounge bar after-hours. Bebop jazz played in the background.



Four months after Made of Broken Things hit cinemas, Suzy De Vries vanished like a fart in a valise. No one ever saw her or heard from her again. The newspapers, tabloids, and magazines compared her fate to that of Jean Spangler. Overachieving, striking, and raven-haired, the 26-year-old starlet (she was an uncredited extra in the 1948 Three Stooges comedy short, “Mummy’s Dummies”) vanished without a trace on October 7, 1949.



Unlike Jean Spangler, however, Ms. De Vries had no do-or-die drive to achieve fame and become a prosperous movie celebrity. She stated in her interviews that she acted in films as a way to earn a livelihood. A derelict beachcomber who passed her while she was walking alone at low tide was the last person to see her alive. He didn’t greet her “only because she was preoccupied by something momentous.”



Tired and half-soused, the beachcomber could only remember that she had on a straw hat. LAPD detectives were unable to find any clues to explain what happened to Kathy De Vries. It was eerie and unsettling to watch her in Made of Broken Things, knowing she’d go “poof” shortly after she completed making it.



I played a little parlor game with myself. What became of Suzy De Vries, Frankie Boy? What were the possibilities? Did the public glare she received from her popular movie, Made of Broken Things, unnerve her? Did the demonic voices in her head take charge, forcing her to wade out and drown while caught in the starlit Pacific Ocean’s riptide? I wished I had worked as a private detective in the 1950s Hollywood, specializing in missing-person cases.


Suzy De Vries’ missing-person case would have piqued my interest, and I would have investigated it pro bono to satisfy my curiosity. I packed a Colt M1911 .45 ACP semiautomatic, like the hogleg that PI Mike Hammer used to lethal effect when he defended himself. Gangsters, thieves, and assassins infested seedy Hollywood’s bars, bungalows, and boulevards. I could only survive its mean streets with a Colt .45 ACP in my holster and a chip on my shoulder.

If I had met Suzy De Vries on the beach instead of the derelict beachcomber, I would’ve inquired why she looked so downcast. Any private eye worth his license would have lent her a sympathetic ear. Chivalry and nobility weren’t archaic virtues. They defined what we PIs aspire to be, and no PI felt this more deeply than I did.
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