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Chapter 1

When I was a boy, I was a rambler. Pelham was still rural, dominated by woodlands, fields, and meadows. Neighbors didn’t live crammed along narrow streets in cookie-cutter homes on pocket-handkerchief lawns. I roamed for miles and never saw a human face. I often embarked on my jaunts alone and chose where I explored after leaving my aunt’s house. The property owners never went planetary if I walked on their land.

A lone boy observed on the loose was not deemed a threat. I am sure I benefited from my White privilege, which I didn’t recognize I had until I was an adult. No man yelled or cursed at me. I carried a Remington .243 rifle with a 3-9x, 40mm Bushnell scope for plinking groundhogs, feral hogs, and timber rattlesnakes. I also hung a Marlin .30-30 lever-action rifle and a Winchester .30-’06 bolt-action rifle on my bedroom’s gun rack. If a yahoo took a shot at me, I would retaliate with return fire. It was only fair.

I never killed a man. Yet. Later, I would kill a few, all in self-defense, when my survival mode kicked in. I hadn’t been arrested or sued. My powerhouse defense attorney, Robert Gatlin, had much to do with it. More about him later. While on my treks, I followed the stonewalls erected by the enslaved Blacks, and the military trenches dug by their White enslavers. The Confederate States waged a four-year insurrection to defend America’s original sin: slavery.

“The War of Northern Aggression” is a crock supporting the Lost Cause myth. I was a Southerner by birth with a Confederate heritage. My great-great-grandfather, who survived the bloodbath known as Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg in 1863, fought on the wrong side of history. After the war ended two years later, the old boy hung himself from an iron chain anchored to a splintery beam above inside their disused tobacco barn.

His wife discovered him, twisting in a luminous shaft of sunlight. The blowflies ravaged his face. He left her to raise five hungry kids alone. She never shed a tear. Being a practical-minded new widow, she used what she had on hand. She sawed down his corpse and chopped it up, years before Lizzie Borden rose to fame. Then the new widow fed him to fatten up the 300-pound tusked boar hog, which she later slaughtered for the winter pork to keep starvation at bay.

She swore with each bite she took she had never tasted more delicious or tender meat. Her five kids devoured every slice she cut and placed on their dinner plates. They added a pinch of salt and pepper. Later, she told her eldest son her dark story of feeding his father to the hog while on her deathbed. He passed it on to his son and so forth until I heard it repeated to me.

My Southern ancestors, the White enslavers, brought me galling shame and dishonor. Each year, I felt it more keenly. They could have done better. However, they failed to see the freedom light. No one understood or offered a reason for my great-great-grandfather’s suicide. I have my suspicion about why he could no longer live with himself. Could he have developed a moral conscience? I liked to think he did for both of our sakes.

The junked cars had a mystique similar to the Egyptian pyramids. I discovered the junked cars abandoned in the persimmon thickets, cedar groves, and sumac patches. I never shot out their glass windows or headlights for sport. Their odometers had to have flipped three or more times before they went kaput. They aroused my curiosity, a trait that paved the way for my career as a private investigator.

Each junked car had a personal testimony. They sparked my inquisitive questions like who last drove the junked car? And who left the empty suitcase in its trunk? Finally, who flipped up its car hood? Reining in my curiosity, I leaned in closer, listening. The voices spoke as if they played on the push-button AM radios mounted in the dashboards. I mashed my eyes shut to watch them, traveling on the backcountry roads.

I did not disturb the junked cars and left them alone to rust in peace. They deserved that much dignity. I dreamed about them for the first time in months. What triggered my dream perturbed me. Things had been going so smoothly. The time was ripe for my next personal catastrophe. I didn’t know what would happen or when. The creepy part was waiting for it to hit me. I stayed vigilant and ready.

“A power surge fried the ceiling fan’s motor,” Dreema said.

“I was in the shower for three minutes,” I said.

We sat at the kitchen table feasting on scrabble, hash browns, and scrambled eggs. It was a Monday in mid-August, the hottest, stickiest, and worst stretch of Virginia’s summers. I couldn’t wait until our first frost hit us.

“A few seconds is all it takes.”

“Will our renters’ insurance cover it?”

“We have to satisfy the $1,000 deductible.”

“I’ll call Hogarth. It could be just a blown capacitor.”

“Didn’t the Hogarths retire and move to Savannah?”

“Who retires to that hellhole by the sea?”

“Folks who visit Savannah say it has antebellum charm.”

“Do the diners and coffee shops serve grits?”

“Of course they serve grits. It is in Savannah, Georgia. What is the matter with you?”

“I stayed up late last night reading.”

“Which novel is engrossing you?”


“I’ve got 25 pages left to Dorothy B. Hughes’ final novel, The Expendable Man.”


“Tell me if you like it. I’m always on the lookout for a good read.”

“Gerald can recommend an electrician to repair the ceiling fan.”

“Uh-huh”

“Or I could look at it when I get home from work.”

Dreema laughed before she covered her mouth. “We better get Gerald’s recommendation,” she said.

“Will you make up your mind?”

“You are crankier than usual. There’ll be no more coffee for you.”

“I should get my ass in gear. If Gerald beats me to work, he sneers at me.”

“If you arrive first, do you sneer at him?”

“Hell yeah, I do.”

“It must be a man thing because it’s asinine to me.”

“Don’t you like to arrive before your boss does?”

“You are right. I should also get a move on, too.”

“Just as a heads-up, your bagged lunch is in the fridge. Your keys are in the carnival glass tray beside the newspaper. Don’t leave without your laptop, sunglasses, or coffee thermos.”

“I put them by the door. Thanks for the reminder.”

“Flip on your rear defogger. Stay safe on the roads. Don’t speed.”

“Enough, Frank. Will you leave before I scream and pull out my hair?”

“Can I get a hug and a kiss first?”

“Okay, but no tongue and no ass grab.”

“Aw, shucks darn. You are no fun.”

I signaled my turn into the strip mall’s parking lot. After I cut off the ignition, I sat in my hoopty, listening to Spotify until the song ended. The Seattle-based Bam-Bam rocked out on “Ground Zero” (1984) until its final spiky guitar riff. The charismatic Tina Bell, a Black woman, had a distinctive quicksilver voice. She was a true pioneer in the grunge music scene and prematurely died in 2012. Gerald had opened up the office. He sat hunched over his laptop and chewing gum.

“Where have you been, Shamus?” Gerald asked, looking up.

“Pounding my pud like a jackhammer,” I replied, beelining to Mr. Coffee for my next caffeine infusion. “More questions?”

“I’ve heard more than I ever wanted to know.”

“Are you ogling internet gun porn again?”

“Every chance I get.”

“Glocks?”

“Nope. A Deagle .50 Action Express has caught my eye.”

“A big gun for a big man isn’t dirt cheap.”

“But my looking at it is free.”

“Did anything exciting come in the mail?”

“Junk brochures.”

“Did you see Crockett at the upholstery shop?”

“He said he hasn’t heard any rumors about a rent increase.”

“She increased it last year with the promise that she wouldn’t again this year.”

“I was there when she said it. I didn’t believe her then, and I still think she is a lying bitch.”

“We included it as part of our signed lease.”

“Since when have landlords honored their lease terms? She will say anything to convince us to stay with her.”

“If she reneges, Lawyer Gatlin should step in.”

“Roger that.”

“Did she pay you for moving her furniture?”

“She said that she would give us a credit on the rent.”

“How much credit is she willing to give?”

“We settled on $500.”

“She lowballed you for putting in a full day’s work.”

“I know she did, but I let it ride. If she needs more lifting done, my fee will increase by the same amount that her rent has.”

“It only seems fair.”

“Yep.”

“If I have time this week, I’ll set up a lunch appointment with her. Do you want to be there?”

“I would prefer to let you handle the business stuff.”

“You can sit in on it and listen to what we discuss.”

“Are you telling me that I should go with you?”

“Strength in numbers shows that we are serious about sticking to our lease terms.”

“Are you threatening her with legal action?”

“I’ll first do it as an assertive reminder and not a threat.”

“Hold off on making your lunch appointment for the rest of the week. Wait and see whether she raises our rent.”

“I believe she will. But if she doesn’t, I can avoid a confrontation with her.”

“Offer to run the background checks on her prospective renters.”

“I made her the offer last year, and she was lukewarm to it.”

“Did she think she could do a better job?”

“A dishonest renter hasn’t stiffed her yet. When she gets burned, she’ll take my offer more seriously.”

Sheriff Gonzalez, Pelham’s top law enforcement officer, had worn the badge for a few years. Some men thought female cops in uniform with Glock 9mm handguns and badges were smoking hot. As a married man, I didn’t regard her that way. I had the impression she was gay, but it was none of my business, so I kept my mouth shut.

Even so, it prevented us from feeling sexually attracted to each other. I had no interest in trying to recruit her to switch teams. When she contacted me, I knew something was up. She rarely, if ever, called me at the office. After we exchanged pleasantries, she suggested we meet in a discreet spot to “settle a business matter.” I responded that I had no business with her. She disagreed. By this point, she had me a little worried.

I couldn’t say no and hang up on her, although I was tempted. When I asked if I should bring Gerald, she laughed and said that I would be enough. He had left to run an errand for his wife, Sharona. I disliked closing the office, but I had received my marching orders, so I set the door alarm and drove away from the strip mall.

As a licensed Virginia private investigator, I learned that we did not work together with the police. We live and work in parallel realities. The police handle criminal cases, whereas we gumshoes assist our clients with civil matters. I read online that the LAPD cops who simultaneously held private investigator licenses took flak from their department brass. The protocol requires us to stay in our own lane and never cross the line to the other side.

My meeting with Sheriff Gonzalez had me veering out of my lane and into hers. It gave me an unhinged feeling. She wanted to rendezvous at a park. An affluent do-gooder had left the parcel of land to the county. It offered a picnic area with horseshoe pits, a largemouth bass pond, and a mud bog (not my jam). She and I were the park’s only visitors on this hot-as-balls morning.

When I turned into the hard-packed dirt lot, I saw Sheriff Gonzalez seated at a picnic table. Her dirty cop cruiser needed a trip to the town’s new car wash. The dog-day cicadas’ racket up in the birch, sassafras, and mulberry trees amplified like a jet engine’s howling roar. I copped a squat on the opposite side of the picnic table so it wouldn’t tip over. She removed her black Smokey the Bear hat and placed it on the tabletop.

I had left my imaginary fedora hanging on the coatrack at the office. She was a Glock 9mm lady, which I admired. In the sunlight, her bronze face showed scattered pockmarks that I hadn’t previously noticed. She favored an earthy patchouli fragrance, and I wasn’t a fan. With her raven dark hair in a slicked-back bun, she flashed her inky black eyes at me.

“What is the latest news?” she asked.

“You had better tell me,” I replied. “I am here at your beck and call.”

“Are you wearing a wire?”

“I was set to ask you the same question.”

“How do we proceed? Do we pat each other down? Did you bring a magnetometer or an X-ray machine?”

“We can go by the honor system.”

“It’s a sensible way to start things off. You must know what the topic is for our meeting.”

“I have a rough idea. Spell it out, though.”

“You will destroy all the videos and photos you recorded of me.”

“As you should know, I cannot, in good conscience, do something like that.”

Sheriff Gonzalez sighed. “So, you want to play hardball,” she said. “I can play it that way.”

“I’m playing nothing. I was on static surveillance for my client, and you were the one who slunk out the back door. How could I stop filming it?”

“She is trapped in a loveless and pointless marriage to your client. They are going through the daily motions. She feels lonely and miserable. We share a few laughs when we get together.”

“The right way is to end the marriage and not carry on a lesbian affair with the town sheriff.”

“This will stir up a big stink if it gets out, and I will be fired. All the other sheriffs will laugh.”

“You know them better than I do.”

“But it doesn’t make you feel bad for me.”

“Look, I have my job to do like you. Do you expect me to lie to my client and lose my credibility? They are how I pay the bills.”

“I expect you to forget that you saw me there.”

“So, I should close my eyes, tap my heels, and wish it away.”

Sheriff Gonzalez nodded. “Now you’re getting with the program,” she said.

“What else is going on here?”

“Clarify.”

“You wouldn’t be here without your own ammo. What have you got on me? What kind of deal are you after?”

Sheriff Gonzalez smirked. “You are guarded and wary,” she replied.

“It goes with the territory. Just answer my question.”

“To put it bluntly, I have you by the short hairs.”

“It sounds painful. Spell it out.”

“You own the old phosphate quarry on the road behind the trailer park.”

“I bought it from the town government. So what if I did? What’s it to you?”

“I made the long trek down to the quarry bottom.”

“You expended a lot of effort just to look at stony rubble, rusty equipment, and an alkaline pond.”

Sheriff Gonzalez smirked more as she hooked her thumbs in her duty belt. “The casual observer sees them,” she said. “But I am trained to observe the details more analytically.”

She did have me by the short hairs. I tamped down my waves of fear, clenched my asshole, and kept up my cool exterior, giving away little. My right eyelid twitched. I had only told my secret to Gerald, his kid brother Chet, and Robert Gatlin. One of them had ratted me out. I didn’t have time right now to investigate and find out who the rat was. But I’d get on it after I put out this brushfire.

“Skip the tap dance, Sheriff. Give it to me straight.”

“I took a K-9 bloodhound named Sniffer down with me. When I turned him loose, he zeroed in on the three graves. The dead bodies are your victims. The next step is to exhume and autopsy each of them.”

“What if I say I had nothing to do with them?”

“Then we are back to playing games, and nothing gets settled. Is that what you want?”

“Let’s be clear. I am not a bloodthirsty sociopath or a serial killer. I have never killed a man unless it was in self-defense.”

“I take you at your word.”

“What is your proposal?”

“You destroy the visual evidence of me exiting my lover’s house, and I’ll overlook the three graves. How does my quid pro quo sound?”

“You’ll also end the affair. My client doesn’t like to share her wife.”

“Tell her to take a chill pill. I already did it.”

“Then we have a deal. Do we carve it in stone and get it notarized to make it official?”

“It’s no joke. Neither of us are who we portray to the public.”

“Speak for yourself. I have never denied that I am a son of a bitch who can turn as savage as a black mamba.”

“My eyes are on you. If you trip me up, I will arrest you, send you to trial, and ship you off to Red Onion on the desolate mountaintop. You do not want to grow old while incarcerated there with its mandatory lockdowns and solitary confinements.”

“Touché. Just so you know, I’ll drag you down into the gutter with me. I mean every word of it.”

“Who are the three dead bodies?”

“You are the sheriff. Figure out who they are for yourself. I have talked enough about them.”

“We made a pact, and I will hold up my end.”

I said nothing. As I have grown older, I have gotten quieter. I learned that listening and observing are more useful PI skills than talking.

“Who else has seen your video?”

“No one besides me has watched it.”

“Did you play it for your partner, Mr. Peyton?”

“Gerald has no idea of what happened.”

Okay, so I lied to her. Private investigators lie so often that we have turned it into a high art form. Sam Spade lied as easily and smoothly as he breathed. I’m not suggesting I am Sam Space by any means since he is a fictional character. Nevertheless, I wouldn’t lose any sleep over being less than truthful to the town sheriff, or anybody else I didn’t give a skinny rat’s ass about. They included my ex and most of my neighbors.

“Keeping our conversation private is smart.”

“Let me ask you something. How did you know to search at the quarry bottom? Who snitched? Which of my alleged friends did you strong-arm to get the information?”

“No one snitched. I played a hunch. We sheriffs have a few brains, you know.”

“Something triggered your hunch. They don’t materialize out of thin air like a magic trick.”

“Your purchase of the phosphate quarry that no one else wanted got me thinking. A practical man like you would have something definite in mind to use it for. So, I hiked down with Sniffer to investigate it, which is part of my job.”

“Why did you bring the search canine?”

“My police background is in K-9 investigations.”

“You were trespassing on posted property if you didn’t bring a search warrant.”

“Are you going to make it an issue?”

“Not necessarily.”

“All right then, keep it real.”

“We held a constructive talk.”

“A lot is at stake. Don’t get reckless and mess it up.”

“We should be fine as long as we trust each other.”

“Don’t kid yourself. We are not friends or even colleagues.”

“We should continue to cooperate on cases when it’s judicious. Nothing has changed in that regard.”

“Give it time and see how it pans out.”

“You can leave first. I have to make a phone call.”

“Don’t stab me in the back. Or I’ll make your life a turd of misery.”

“I keep my word, Sheriff. Tell Sniffer I said hi.”

I returned to the office with my own smirk. I transferred the three dead bodies from their original burial sites to a more secluded location. Gerald and Chet helped me move them. Sheriff Gonzalez’s bloodhound, Sniffer, had recognized their old scents. There was nothing there. Who were they you might wonder?

One was the Roman Catholic priest who raped me as a boy. You heard that right. I also have a #MeToo story. There must be thousands, if not millions, of untold #MeToo stories. It is a very sad and very depressing state of affairs. The identities of the other two dead men would remain anonymous for the time being. I hoped I didn’t have to go through another harrowing night like that one anytime soon.

The next morning, Dreema didn’t believe that I had gone catfishing with Gerald and Chet. When she asked me where all the catfish were, I responded that we hadn’t caught even one. When I blamed it on the wrong bait, she looked askance. She didn’t ask me any follow-up questions, however.

Gerald put me in touch with a brother named Preacher Torch who was an electrician. When I asked Gerald if Preacher Torch had his electrician’s license, he shrugged his boulder-like shoulders. With a name like Preacher Torch, I had doubts about his qualifications. I didn’t want him to burn down my double-wide. However, I didn’t want to hear Dreema harp on the broken ceiling fan every night when it was bedtime.

Preacher Torch was the jackleg pastor of a storefront church here on the northern border of the Bible Belt. He slouched, waiting, on the crumbled sidewalk in front of his church. A whipcord-lean runt, he carried his tools in a squat canvas satchel. He wore a white tab collar and held a tattered bible like those found in smutty motel cribs. He liked to douse himself in witch hazel aftershave. I told him I wanted no parts of a sermon after he climbed in with me.

“Okey-dokey-smokey, Brother Frank,” Torch said. “Whatever you say. No religious pitch, I promise you, sir.”

“Just repair my ceiling fan so I can fall asleep at bedtime,” I said.

“Piece of cake. Where do you hang your hat now?”

“We rent a double-wide in the old trailer park across the highway from the Lutheran Church.”

“Oh. I am sorry to hear that. You have my sympathy.”

“Why? Both of us enjoy living there.”

“Brother Frank, thou shalt not lie to thy neighbor. It is the ninth commandment, which God revealed to Moses on the stone tablets of Mount Sinai.”

“My bad. Dreema is less enthused than I am. Happy now?”

“It is not my call to make.”

My abrasive temper heated up a degree. “Why are you tricked out like a priest in a spaghetti western?” I asked.

“My rig is what preachers dress in when they go out and toil in the vineyard.”

“Just so you know, no vineyard grows on my street.”

“Of course I use it as a biblical metaphor.”

“Biblical metaphors frustrate me. I prefer plain-spoken words where no ambiguity exists.”

“Heard and understood.”

“Are you a bona fide electrician?”

“I don’t follow you.”

“Are you toting bibles instead of electrician tools in your canvas satchel?”

“The only bible I possess is the true one that I clutch in my hands along with the postcards, newspaper clippings, and recipes tucked in it.”

“Prove it then.”

Preacher Torch picked up the canvas satchel and gave it a jostle. I heard the metallic clink of presumably his electrician tools. Who else wore a white tab collar to a secular job? Did he also sleep in it? He said nothing more. I didn’t understand what Gerald liked about him. While scratching his thumbnail on his stubbled cheek, he hummed a few bars to “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.”

“You’re veering awfully close to a sermon,” I said.

“I welcome you to join me,” Preacher Torch said. “Well, only if you happen to know the words, that is.”

“What do you mean? Everyone knows the lyrics to the old African-American spiritual.”

“I thought you might be a callous heathen.”

“You thought wrong. I am a spiritual man who prays daily.”

“Then come and pray with me and my flock.”

“What is your church called?”

“God whispered to me to name it the Golden Church of Prophecy. We don’t belong to an organized sect, but I preach from every verse of the full gospel. My flock has grown steadily over the weeks as the word spreads about my fervent and zealous worship.”

“Are you an ordained preacher?”

“An evangelist baptized me in the purifying Rappahannock River under the regal sycamores, where I heard my irresistible summons to take up the holy ministry. How many preachers can make that claim? What a rapturous time and place it was.”

“Did you get ordained at a dot-com on the internet?”

“I did it the cheapest way I could find. My signed certificate of ordination is in my fireproof safe box.”

“Do you speak in any tongues besides English?”

“We do when the Holy Spirit inspires one of us to articulate its heaven-sent messages.”

“Isn’t it a stream of hysterical gibberish and gobbledygook?”
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