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The yellow-hazed dawn brought a gamey smell. I was doing a favor for a PI friend. Nocturnal stakeouts tested the limits of my patience and stamina. After four hours of static surveillance, I had little to report except my grinding fatigue and flaming hemorrhoids. The subject spent the night asleep in her garden apartment, and I wished I had done the same in my bed. 

Juries yawn after watching the footage recorded by surveillance cameras. An eyewitness’ testimony, such as mine, has a more dynamic impact. I would call my PI friend later and report my dismal results. After I climbed out of my SUV, I stretched my legs and raked my fingers through my hair. 

I discreetly emptied my urine container into the storm drain. My bladder thanked me. There had to be easier ways to earn a paycheck. Right? I read about merchants who made big money by selling sports memorabilia. Apart from baseball and basketball, watching professional sports made my eyes glaze over. 

The autographed game-day football and basketball jerseys that I saw hanging on the walls of offices and man caves puzzled me. Following the norm, I congratulated the proud owners with “dope” or a similar fake compliment. Don’t get me started on sneakerheads who went apeshit collecting athletes’ shoes. As I returned home, I counted the headlights of the working stiffs driving to their nine-to-five jobs. They had my sympathy. 

How many of them wished to work for themselves and be their own boss? It sounded grand until you tried it and ran into complications. Clients had no idea how expensive hiring a private investigator was until they received my first invoice, which shocked them. When they asked if I had made a math error, I laughed. The math was accurate. I paid the same price for a loaf of bread, a carton of eggs, and a gallon of gas as they did. 

They owed me exactly what their invoices stated, and I expected full payment. Spare me the sob stories about why they were strapped for cash this month. If they were delinquent, I charged them 10% interest on the balance they owed. My private investigator agency functioned like any other small business. Clients paid me for my competent professional services in the same way they would for an exterminator, roofer, or landscaper. 

If they didn’t understand, I showed them the service agreement we signed and explained what each paragraph meant. Sometimes they still didn’t get it. They clung to the notion that I ran a charity, say, like Goodwill or the Salvation Army. Where did they get that cockeyed notion, because I never suggested it? 

I stopped at Mickey D’s for breakfast: two Big Macs (1,026 calories), a biggie fries (a bit soggy and 510 calories), and a cup of coffee with creamer and Splenda (20 calories). The total amounted to 1,556 calories out of 2,600 daily calories for a man my age and size. Yeah, I overindulged, but I felt entitled after pulling an all-nighter cooped up in my SUV. I had been hooked on the Big Mac special sauce since junior high school. 

Starting tomorrow, I resolved to eat healthier and pump iron with Gerald in his garage gym, where he’d let me blast out my choice of music while I lifted his steel plates. Who was I kidding? When I arrived home, I found Dreema had left for work. I texted her that I’d gotten in and planned to sleep for five or maybe six hours before going to the office. 

I’d leave my smartphone turned on in case she needed to get me. She probably wouldn’t have time to read her text messages until her lunch break, if she got one. I wanted to smash her imperialistic boss in the face. He’d need to get his mouth wired shut, and I’d ice my skinned knuckles. 

I set the wake-up alarm on my smartphone to go off at 2 p.m., but I did not lie down on my bed. Something felt out of whack. A northern flicker drummed on the soffit, staking out its territory and driving me bonkers. I nudged up the venetian blind and peered out through the slit into the rear yard. The gray squirrels played tag under the pair of chinquapins. Aching for sleep, I ignored my apprehension and dropped the venetian blind. My flamed-out brain was playing tricks on me. However, I erred on the side of caution and trusted my gut instincts. 

After picking up my Glock 9mm, I didn’t charge out with it like an action movie hero. The nightstand held my Charter Arms .44 Special Bulldog, which I shoved into my jeans pocket as my backup gun (BUG). It was a solid choice. Would you argue with someone holding a .44 Special? I wouldn’t unless I wanted to die by bullets. If you had a shred of sense, you’d wheel around and haul your stupid ass in the opposite direction. I cracked open the patio door and edged outdoors. 

Peering around, I didn’t notice any neighbor who might be curious about the Glock 9mm I held in my hand. If they asked me why, I’d tell them. As long as I wasn’t hurting them, why did they care? I had had my CCW for decades, so I was legal. An evil presence had defiled my house, making my skin crawl off my bones. I had to identify him before he returned and caused me irreparable harm. 

A wild black cherry tree grew in my side yard. The dead rat hanging by its tail from a waxed cord was stiff. I’ll omit further details. You get the picture. I cut down the dead rat and used a shovel from the shed to bury it under the wild black cherry. You know, like clean-up on aisle 7. Digging the rat’s grave was a chore due to the rocky soil. 

Because I held the deed to my double-wide trailer and the property on which it stood, I could do as I damn well pleased. No landlord had to grant me permission first. When I bought it, I had the seller remove the old in-ground oil tank left after he converted to natural gas heat. I didn’t want the expensive liability of a leak from the corroding oil tank. My closest neighbor in the trailer park was Old Man Grandy. The row of plastic pink flamingos by his front verandah looked funny and kitschy. 

I rapped my knuckles on his patio door as he lay napping in his Barcalounger recliner. He could resume his snooze after we talked since he was retired with little to do. We’d been friends for nearly a decade, and I liked him as much as any neighbor. For one thing, he never applied stinky chicken manure compost to his lawn in the spring. 

He was a busybody and a gossip. If he was asleep, I didn’t expect him to hear me. Why do seniors take daytime naps? Life was too short to waste it on sleep. He didn’t want to hear my opinion unless he asked for it, which he seldom did. Smiling under a grizzled beard with a wave, he shuffled out to the rear patio. We each sat in a wrought iron chair around a wrought iron table. 

“What brings you over, Frank?” Old Man Grandy asked. “Why aren’t you at work? Did you knock off for the day?”

“Whoa, Grandy,” I replied. “I can only answer one question at a time.”

“Just skip it. You brought your questions. I can see you’re bursting at the seams.”

“Some scrote strung up a dead rat by its tail in my wild black cherry. It happened early this morning since rigor had set in.”

“Sick, man. Did you get rid of it?”

“I cut it down and buried it. Did you hear or see anything out of the ordinary?”

“Even though I’m a light sleeper, I can’t say that I did.”

“Is Mrs. Grandy at home?”

“I’m thrilled to report that she left to go pick apples with her older sister, Wilma Lou, before the day became too hot.”

“Did she hear anything weird or abnormal?”

“She always has AirPods lodged in her ears.”

“How can she talk to you if she’s wearing AirPods?”

Old Man Grandy looked smug. “I gave them to her on her birthday. It was a stroke of genius, and I’m still giddy that I thought of it.” 

“I’ve got to hand it to you, Grandy. The cogs and wheels in your headspace are constantly turning. Maybe I’ll take a page from your playbook and give my wife a pair of AirPods.”

“Just keep it in mind. I tell today’s kids not to get married and just shack up together.”

“They should live in sin and never tie the knot.”

“Bingo. If you marry her, then she holds that piece of paper and thinks she owns you like a minivan or a hybrid car. I regret getting hitched every day of my life. I should ditch her, buy an RV, and become a vagabond work camper.”

“Being a vagabond work camper is a hard job, and it doesn’t pay worth shit.”

“About your dead rat, did you tick someone off?”

“I tick off people all the time. It’s a gift. No one in particular stands out in my mind.”

“Hanging a dead rat from a tree branch is the Mafia’s hardcore style. I wouldn’t blow it off as a trivial matter.”

“That’s why I am asking you my questions, Grandy.”

“Whoever did it has a pair of brass cojones. I don’t mean to scare or alarm you, but I wouldn’t want it to happen to me.”

“Um, you are also in it.”

“No, I’m not. I did nothing to provoke anyone.”

“Since we live so close together, you’re drawn into it.”

“That does it. I’m telling the wife to pack her bags when she gets home. We are moving muy pronto.”

“All this time, I thought you were my friend.”

“Friend, my ass. I don’t know you. Who is Frank Johnson? We never met.”

“Did you buy the Glock 9mm from the local gun shop like I told you?”

“It is at the top of my to-do list. Am I in any danger?”

“Remember to lock your doors and latch your windows to keep out the boogeyman.”

“Have you told Gerald? I’d want him to get my back.”

“He’s my next stop after I leave you.”

“If you need anything, just let me know. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Just keep your ears and eyes open for trouble.”

“You got it.”

My adrenaline rush prevented me from getting any sleep. It occurred to me that the older kids might have done it, but I didn’t know any older kids who were so cruel and depraved. I was dealing with an adult. They’d cleverly determined I didn’t have security cameras trained on my side yard. When things calmed down, I’d install them to cover my double-wide’s blind side. 

I walked over to my SUV and tucked my Charter Arms .44 Special Bulldog into the glove compartment. My other one in the gun safe would serve as my BUG at home. I wanted to keep as many high-caliber guns near me as possible. Am I sounding like a “gun nut” you might encounter on Facebook and YouTube? 

Well, I was guilty as charged, especially when things went sideways in my life. I showered and changed into fresh clothes. My stomach churned, digesting the lump of Big Macs and French fries. I brewed a pot of French roast coffee, my personal rocket fuel. Was I overreacting? Quite possibly, so I called my better half. 

“You found what hanging in the wild black cherry?” Dreema asked in her office.

“Rat. R-A-T. Rat,” I replied.

“Rat. Humph. That is very strange. Have you been drinking again? Are you stoned to the bones while tripping on magic mushrooms?”

“No and no.”

“Pictures, or it didn’t happen.”

“It slipped my mind.”

“You should have documented it.”

“Why? If you’ve seen one dead rat, you’ve seen them all.”

“Have you antagonized anyone lately?”

“You sound like Old Man Grandy.”

“Did you tell Gerald or Mr. Gatlin about your dead rat?”

“I always call you first.”

“You make me feel so special and wanted, Frank.”

“Gerald will go ballistic.”

“You’re his boss. Tell him to cool it.”

“I wish it was just that easy.”

“Is the gross event connected to an active case?”

“Good question. I haven’t been able to connect it to one of them.”

“How are you holding up?”

“I’ve had better mornings, to tell you the truth.”

“Can’t sleep, huh?”

“My adrenaline is running off the charts.”

“I’m carrying my Glock 9mm in my purse in case you want to know.”

“Attagirl!”

“What is your next step?”

“Beats me. I’m doing it on the fly and making it up as I go.”

“I have to hang up. My ‘patient’ is waiting.”

“Give him my regards.”

“Her. I record the audio on my autopsies. It helps me later when I write the reports.”

“Are you using artificial intelligence to generate them?”

“I’m not so brain-dead that I need AI to write my reports.”

“Mark my words: AI is humanity’s death knell. Every day, people lose their jobs to AI. It even writes our medical charts now. Who knows what will happen in five years?”

“Not all AI is malicious. I read that it’s used to inspect the tunnel seams in the Pennsylvania coal mines for the miners’ safety.”

“So it is. Who is your new diener?”

“Last week I hired Samantha Wainwright. Do you know the Wainwrights, who live in the old Tandy farmhouse? She graduated with an AS in biology from a community college.”

“You’ll freak her out when you make the first Y-shaped incision on your patient.” 

“She’ll graduate from dissecting frogs to human cadavers. She’s bright and eager to learn the nitty-gritty in the trenches. I salute her spunk and ambition.”

“Better her than me.”

“I have to go sharpen my knives.”

“Sounds exciting. You have all the fun. Don’t forget to hydrate early and often. I’ll keep you posted. Love you.”

“Love you more. Talk to you soon, Frank.”

My next phone call was to Gerald. I’d describe him as a massive and intimidating swarthy man. We grew up together, becoming lifelong friends if not brothers. He worked as a bail recovery agent, colloquially known as a bounty hunter, and earned enough money to live on. When I returned home after my military discharge, I made him a partner in my private detective agency.

Our understanding was that I’d have the final say on matters. I was easy to get along with, and we usually made our decisions together. I was more frugal and picky because my name was stenciled in black Helvetica font letters on the glass window of the office door. I saw the letters every morning when I entered my office, a reminder that I worked for my clients who relied on me. 

“Arrange a sit-down with Maggot Nose,” Gerald said. “Hanging a dead rat is something a Mafioso would do.”

Thinking, I paused. 

“Are you still there, Frank?”

“I’m mulling over your suggestion.”

“Why should we spin our wheels if he can tell us what’s going on?”

“Because I won’t have us dragged into his Mafia turf war.”

“I hate to break the bad news, but you are already in it, whether you like it or not.”

“How do you figure?”

“Don’t be so dense. The dead rat gives it away.”

“Is it a warning from the Mafia?”

“Do you reckon?”

“I don’t believe it. The Mafia is a shell of its former self, and Maggot Nose is more than likely a wannabe mobster. I’ve never taken his claim all that seriously and have gone along with his fantasy cosplay.”

“It’s not fantasy cosplay. Maggot Nose is the real deal. You are viewed as his associate based on your past business deals with him.”

“But we never cut any business deals with Maggot Nose. There were no contracts or handshakes. We exchanged favors. He never paid us a red cent, and we paid him nothing. I insisted on handling things between us in that casual way.”

“The perception is that you transacted business with him. His stink has rubbed off on you, and now you’re a marked man by his Mafia rivals and enemies. They shoot first and ask questions later. I’d hate to be in your shoes right now.” 

“Look, I am in no way affiliated with the Mafia or any of its associates. I never did any favors or side work for a mobster who strong-armed the street merchants for protection money. Hell, I don’t have a drop of Italian blood. My ancestors sailed from Ireland to avoid starvation during the Great Potato Famine in the 1850s.”

“Schedule a sit-down with Maggot Nose. Hold it somewhere remote and private.”

“Leave your smartphone on, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

“Can you meet him alone?”

“No. We’ll go together. Our strength in numbers will pressure Maggot Nose to answer my questions truthfully.”

Gerald laughed. “You’re a funny man, Frank. We don’t stand the ghost of a chance against the Mafia.”

“I’m just asking questions, not declaring war on them. I’ll talk to you soon.”

The Mafia has a penchant for tagging its male members with gaudy nicknames like Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, Joseph “Joe Bananas” Bonanno, and Al “Scarface” Capone. The majority of mobsters detested their given nicknames. However, Maggot Nose, with a lumpy cucumber schnoz, leaned into his sobriquet. I never learned what his given name was outside of the criminal underworld. Somehow, our paths crossed while I investigated a previous case, and we helped each other. 

While I wouldn’t call Maggot Nose a friend or a colleague, I saw how he could be useful. Moreover, I believed he felt the same way about me. Since he and I were pragmatic, goal-oriented men, we formed a wary alliance. If I wanted something from him, I needed to give him something of equal or greater value in return. We maintained a strict quid pro quo relationship, and it worked for us. 

As things presently stood, he owed me a favor, which I was about to cash in on. The once-popular dinosaur roadside attraction was built at the intersection of two highways back during the Cold War. As a child, I went there during a trip to the Shenandoah Valley. My aunt visited a retired friend who lived in nearby Luray, and we lunched at a chrome-and-red-leather diner near the Moose Lodge. 

The blonde waitress wore skin-tight denim jeans and a peasant-style blouse with stunning cleavage. Of course, I couldn’t ignore it and had no shame. She served us grilled pork belly, scrambled eggs, and buttered waffles. My indignant aunt left a standard tip, but she never returned. She told me their eggs were chewy and cold. However, I didn’t believe her excuse. My eggs tasted fine.

Growing up, boys and girls went through the dinosaur phases, and a dinosaur park sparked their fantasies. They pestered their parents until they stopped and paid the admission fee. The static, silent dinosaurs were uninspired, kitschy models fabricated from fiberglass, paper-mâché, and plaster of Paris. Their pistachio green had faded and peeled away. 

The dinosaurs weren’t anywhere close to as dramatic as those on the rampage in Jurassic Park. However, young children didn’t care one whit. Shoddy dinosaurs are still dinosaurs. I couldn’t have been happier as I gawked up at them. I imagined their growls and shrieks as they stalked the mucky terrain. I raced off to escape from the carnivores. 

The gift shop had bins filled with plastic toy dinosaurs of various types, like the ones sold at Dollar Tree now. My aunt bought me a T-shirt tote bag overflowing with plastic toy dinosaurs. She bought a couple of new tchotchkes (classy snow globes made by Disney) to display on the fireplace mantle. I still kept the snow globes on the bookshelves in my double-wide trailer. 

I chose the scariest plastic toy dinosaurs to add to my collection. My aunt was generous to humor me since the gift shop overpriced them. She didn’t object to paying more. I took them home and played with them in my sandbox. They were a distraction since I had no brothers or sisters to play with. We lived in the boonies with no close-by neighbor kids. I hadn’t thought about the plastic toy dinosaurs in years. It’s funny how you remember the small nostalgic things from your childhood. 

God only knew what happened to my plastic toy dinosaurs. I assumed they never left the sandbox where I played my war games with them. Perhaps the next property owner paved over them to create a new storage place for his bass boat, Jet Skis, or other boy toys. Or he poured a concrete slab over them to build a new workshop or a man cave. Pelham was a great place to grow up, and I cherished many fond memories. Maggot Nose selected the abandoned dinosaur park as our meeting location for its privacy. 

He instructed me to park behind the front brick building to shield us from the traffic on the highways. Due to the reduced traffic volume, the stoplight at the crossroads had been removed years ago. It eliminated the nosy parkers who stared at us while waiting for the stoplight to turn green. 

Maggot Nose arrived first, in a sporty Cadillac Escalade, bearing dealer plates. It was eggplant purple, a color I’d never drive. I parked where the weeds grew between the asphalt cracks, and Gerald led us inside the building. I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t have my right hand riding on my holstered Glock 9mm. 

I didn’t expect any problems, but I wouldn’t be caught flat-footed if something bad went down. The barren office reeked of urine and despair. The fluorescent lights flickered down on the tile floor. I stopped at Gerald’s side. He looked at me. Since it was my soirée, I would do the talking. I nodded at Maggot Nose, who’d brought his brawny bodyguards, Guido and Fredo. 

They seldom had much to say but watched me like a hawk. I hadn’t removed my right hand from my Glock 9mm because I didn’t trust them. One provocative move, and Guido and Fredo would have Xs for eyes. Of course, I wouldn’t get out of the gunfight unscathed. I didn’t have a bullet in my body, and I wanted to continue avoiding lead poisoning. 

“Frank, my man, how is the battle going?” Maggot Nose asked, smiling like a gator. 

“I’m still slaying dragons and deflowering maidens,” I replied. “Your snazzy fedora is out of sight.”

“Grazie. I had it imported from Italy, where my cousin Pierre creates them in his private villa,” Maggot Nose said. “I’ve tried to persuade him to join me in the United States, but so far he’s resisted my overtures. He is a wimpy putz.”

“You brought your friendly chatterboxes,” I said. 

“Guido and Fredo are my shadows when I travel outside my data center compound,” Maggot Nose said. “Does Gerald ever talk?”

“Only when he has something to say,” Gerald replied. 

“So he can speak after all,” Maggot Nose said. “Color me impressed.”

“Watch it,” Gerald said. “He also has a violent temper.”

“Why did you call this conference?” Maggot Nose asked. “I normally take off my Monday afternoons, and, no, I don’t play golf.”

“This morning I found a dead rat swaying from my wild black cherry tree,” I replied. 

“Bully for you. How is that my problem?” Maggot Nose asked.

“Did your people have anything to do with it?” I replied.

“You already know they did not,” Maggot Nose said. 

“I didn’t know it until you just now told me,” I said. “Who would do something gross like that?”

“Why are you asking me? How should I know? Am I suddenly a leading expert on rat hangings?” Maggot Nose replied. 

“I’ve been told that mobsters use it to send a statement,” I said. “However, I don’t get it. What is the message?”

“I’d say the sender is warning you to back off something,” Maggot Nose said.

“Who is the sender, and what am I supposed to back off from?” I asked.

“I can’t answer either of those questions,” Maggot Nose replied. 

“You must have an idea in mind of who did it,” I said.

“Let me ask around and get back to you,” Maggot Nose said. 

“How long will it take you?” I asked.

“I’m not as fast and efficient as you are. Give me until COB Friday,” Maggot Nose replied.

“Unfortunately, I don’t have the luxury of waiting that long,” I said. “If a bloodthirsty son of a bitch is gunning for me, I have to go on offense now.”

“Frank is right,” Gerald said. “We can’t afford to sit on our thumbs.”

Maggot Nose shrugged. “Do it then. I cannot stop you.”

“Let me ask you something. Are these punks the bad eggs in the mob?” I asked.

“They don’t work for me,” Maggot Nose replied. “That’s all I know to tell you.”

“All right, that’s something useful to know,” I said. 

“Nevertheless, proceed with caution, my friend. When you grab this tiger’s balls, you might find it too much to handle,” Maggot Nose said.

“Your warning is appreciated,” I said. “Is there any chance you will side with me on this case?”

Again, Maggot Nose shrugged. “If it puts money in my pocket, then we should talk.”

“Why are things transactional between us?” I asked. “Can you explain it?” 

“It’s smart business,” Maggot Nose replied.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Enjoy the dinosaurs. The T. rex is the most fearsome. By the way, you still owe me a favor, since you didn’t really give me anything new.”

“I haven’t forgotten what’s what,” Maggot Nose said. “You know I stick to my hard-and-fast rule of always repaying my debts.”

“Of course you do,” I said. “It’s smart business, as you just said. Arrivederci, Maggot Nose.”

“Yeah, arrivederci yourself,” Maggot Nose said. “Come on, Guido and Fredo. We’ll beat our feet first. Mr. Johnson doesn’t trust me when I’m behind his back.”

“Can you blame him?” Guido asked. “I wouldn’t, either.”
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