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Chapter 1

“Misfit,” Mrs. Barksdale said, shaking her head. “My poor, lovely daughter Lydia was a misfit.”

“I knew her by face, but we never spoke,” I said.

Mrs. Barksdale nodded. “Lydia was a diffident, standoffish young lady,” she said. “She only talked when spoken to, and even that was not certain. At my urging, she quit using social media after she was bullied on Facebook, or whatever they call it now.”

“Laconic isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” I said.

“Frank should know,” Gerald said. “He’s the most laconic guy I know. Am I right, Frank?”

“Yep.”

“What I need is a hard-nosed private investigator to get to the bottom of Lydia’s murder,” Mrs. Barksdale said.

“I can only do my best,” I said. “However, I don’t have a great deal of experience with investigating cold cases like Lydia’s. I investigated homicides while I was in the Army MPs and a few cases during my PI career.”

“Are you saying that you won’t accept my case?” Mrs. Barksdale asked. “I really need your help.”

I looked at Gerald, my business partner and homeboy, who shrugged, meaning it was my decision.

“I can’t promise that we’ll make any more progress than the police have,” I said. “We’ll pile up the hours by plunging down the different rabbit holes, searching for leads. You’ll owe me an assload of money with little or nothing to show for it.”

“How much is an assload of money?” Mrs. Barksdale asked.

“Hundreds of dollars,” I replied. “It’s similar to shooting dice at the roulette table. You pay me to take a shot at solving Lydia’s murder mystery. The odds are greater that I won’t than that I will, which I’ll tell you up front.”

“A monster slaughtered my little girl,” Mrs. Barksdale said. “That monster is getting away with it. I can’t sleep knowing he is still out there.”

“Did you bring the police report?” I asked.

“I gave it to Mr. Peyton,” Mrs. Barksdale replied.

I glanced at Gerald. “Have you read it?” I asked.

Gerald nodded. “It’s straightforward and fairly basic. The autopsy report is attached,” he replied. “One year ago last October, Lydia, 18, was walking down the alley between the old bank and drugstore. Her killer stole up from the Main Street end and shot her from behind. The COD was two .25-caliber rounds to her occipital bone. Death was instant. There were no obvious signs of robbery or assault. That sums it up.”

“So horrid,” Mrs. Barksdale said, shaking her head and sniffing. “So nightmarishly horrid.”

“But of course it is,” I said. “Murder one is never pretty.”

“Let’s move on,” Gerald said.

“Very well then,” Mrs. Barksdale said. “Let’s.”

“Crime scene photos or videotape?” I asked.

“Nothing of that nature is cited in the police report,” Gerald replied.

“Bunch of rank amateurs. Who made the squeal?” I asked.

“Eisenhardt, the pharmacist, found her lying dead and called it in,” Gerald replied.

“Physical evidence?” I asked.

“Nothing was recovered,” Gerald replied.

“Walking through that alley always gave me the heebie-jeebies,” Mrs. Barksdale said.

“Dark alleys are best avoided,” I said. “Did Lydia have any enemies, such as female rivals or ex-boyfriends?”

“Lydia wasn’t competitive enough to have female rivals or gregarious enough to have boyfriends,” Mrs. Barksdale replied.

I sent her a wry smile. “Clearly, someone felt strongly enough to slay your daughter,” I said.

“Are you suggesting she led a double life?” Mrs. Barksdale asked.

“You tell me,” I replied. “Could she have hidden part of her personal life from the world? Did she see boys on the sly?”

“Lydia was not duplicitous or secretive,” Mrs. Barksdale replied. “I knew her better than anyone did.”

“You may not like the unpleasant truths that I unearth about her,” I said. “She wasn’t a goody two-shoes as you prefer to think she was.”

“What are you insinuating about my only child, Mr. Johnson?” Mrs. Barksdale asked.

“Once I embark on my investigation, I follow where it takes me,” I replied. “I assume that is what you are paying me for as I do my job.”

“Lydia was a well-behaved, poised young lady,” Mrs. Barksdale said. “I won’t sit here and let you sully her reputation. I’ll get up and walk straight out that door if need be.”

“Your daughter’s murder in a dark alley bears the hallmarks of a professional assassin, colloquially known as a hit man,” I said.

Paling, Mrs. Barksdale looked aghast. “Is that your take, too, Mr. Peyton?” she asked.

“Honestly, It was my first thought when I read the police report,” Gerald replied.

“But it can’t be true,” Mrs. Barksdale said. “I refuse to accept your implausible hit man theory. They are only found in tawdry movies and sleazy television shows.”

“Frank and I have experience with these crimes, so it is our educated guess,” Gerald said.

“Did the sheriff talk about a hit man?” I asked.

“You are the first to bring it up,” Mrs. Barksdale replied. “A hit man is too sensational for me to wrap my mind around.”

“By your own admission, Lydia was a ‘misfit’ who may have fallen in with the wrong crowd,” I said. “Did she carry a handgun in her purse or on her person?”

“Good Lord, no,” Mrs. Barksdale replied. “Why on earth would she need a handgun? Don’t be so ridiculous.”

“Since they are instruments of death, I would say she felt as if she needed self-protection,” I replied.

“Who threatened her?” Mrs. Barksdale asked.

“If you hire me, I can delve into her case and get the full story,” I replied. “However, I can’t do it for nothing since I am also a professional with living expenses. Shall I draw up a service agreement for our signatures?”

“Not quite yet. I want to mull it over,” Mrs. Barksdale replied. “I may ultimately decide to leave things where they stand and learn to live with it. Why should I shake the hornet’s nest?”

“That’s just your fear talking,” I said. “If you decide to pursue Lydia’s homicide, my office door is always open.”

“Today is Monday,” Mrs. Barksdale said. “I should let you know something by Wednesday, or perhaps as early as tomorrow.”

“I look forward to hearing from you,” I said.

Mrs. Barksdale didn’t shake hands with me and gave a nod when she strode out. I didn’t think she’d hire me. Parents want to see the best in their kids and are reluctant to accept their faults. Now I was supposed to forget about Lydia Barksdale and pivot to resume my workday’s activities.

Who killed Lydia wasn’t relevant or important until her mother paid me. I shouldn’t be intrigued by the mystery of her violent death, even if I was. Every private eye I knew also had irrepressible nose trouble. I’m not talking about the kind that rhinoplasty can repair. Private investigators, by their true nature, are inquisitive souls.

We delight in poking around anywhere and everywhere in our role as truth seekers. Why had a hit man killed Lydia Barksdale in my native small town of Pelham, Virginia? Who had paid the contract killer? Common sense said to run away from such frightening questions. However, taking that safe approach was not in my genes. I was going to snoop until I learned who had snuffed Lydia and why. Gerald was also getting antsy. We would do nothing on it until we received our money.

Mrs. Barksdale was a cigarette smoker. I didn’t need a private investigator license to detect it. During our meeting, the stale tobacco fumes emanating from her clothes and hair pervaded my office like a brownish fog. However, it didn’t leave the premises when she walked out the door. To mask the smell of cigarette smoke, I sprinkled a few drops of Old Spice on my comb and raked it through my hair.

Our investing in an office air purifier might be worth the expense. If she asked whether I had any ashtrays, I would say I threw them away. Smokers we met with used to tap their cigarette ashes onto the carpet, turning it black. She could argue that cigarettes and private eyes went together like peanut butter and strawberry jam. She’d be right about the traditional image of the gumshoe.


For example, during the 1950s American television series Martin Kane, Private Eye, William Gargan, as the central PI character, would visit Happy McMann’s Tobacco Shop. He bought his Lucky Strikes. They chatted about their favorite cigarettes. A perky young lady bounded into the tobacco shop. She was conducting a poll about their cigarette preferences since private eyes have discriminating tastes.


Isn’t it amazing, given today’s anti-smoking laws? The TV mystery show moved on to the next scene, with PI Kane puffing away. Predictably, Gargan (who was of Irish ancestry like me) suffered larynx cancer in 1960 at age 55 and had a breathing stoma installed, effectively ending his acting career. Before his death in 1979, he became an outspoken cancer crusader, speaking through an artificial voice box. One of the first TV private eyes had smoked four packs a day, and it cost him his life in the end.

Even in October, my wall calendar still showed the month of July. I had scribbled a note on it that July 24 is International Private Investigator Day. It is the birthday of Eugène-François Vidocq, the flamboyant Frenchman credited with establishing the first private eye agency in 1833. However, I had growing doubts that Vidocq was the forerunner of modern PIs.

More likely, an enterprising, ambitious Irishman in County Mayo opened his PI firm before 1833, with less fanfare and attention. I hadn’t dug up any evidence to support my pet theory. However, I knew it existed somewhere. All I had to do was keep searching to find it. Since my passport was valid, I could board a plane and fly over the pond to Ireland to conduct a more detailed study.

Besides March 17th, when St. Patrick’s Day is celebrated with green beer, we Irish don’t receive nearly enough popular recognition and love. We deserved more plaudits. Scarfing down my brown bag lunch while I was driving, I went home to meet a tree service crew. I’d hired them to cut down two white pines on my back lot. The pines had grown so spindly and tall that their shallow root system couldn’t withstand the windstorms that were now battering Virginia.

I could thank the climate change skeptics and hope the hurricane-force gales wrecked their homes and families. We’d see how they liked it. The pair of white pines couldn’t blow over and crush my house or my neighbor’s. I had already noticed a ground heave around the base of the trunks in the saturated earth.

The tree service crew consisted of four burly youths and the older supervisor. Ex-cons just out of prison and on probation are hired to learn the trade. Tree work is physically demanding and takes a toll on your body. In your 40s, you’re either feeling half-dead or job-hunting for a less strenuous position. The tree climber used a chainsaw to cut out the top trunk sections of the white pines.

The ground crew members hauled the bushy limbs to the operating woodchipper and raised an infernal racket. Feeding a human corpse through a woodchipper produced a similar clunky noise. Enough said about that. I stood off to the side, well outside of their work zone, and watched their progress—just another day on the job. Their well-coordinated teamwork and rigorous pace impressed me.

After seeing how hard they hustled for three hours, I decided to keep my PI license and not look into becoming an arborist. The only things I’d be good at doing were driving trucks, dragging brush, and raking up debris. I would never be able to keep up with the daily grind required for the job. I would never be careful enough to avoid rupturing a vertebra, pulling a muscle, or tearing a tendon. Getting banged up came with the territory.

The tree service crew sawed down and disposed of my pair of white pine trees, leaving only two ground-level stumps. They’d rot away over the next five years. I could sleep better on windy nights and not worry about one or both trees falling on my bedroom and killing me. My anxieties could focus on different issues now.

Dreema insisted that I call the tree service company, and she volunteered me to oversee their operation. If Mama was happy, our household would be less tense and cranky. You married guys who are nodding your heads know what I am saying. I lived in a trailer park, but with a slight twist.

I owned my trailer and the property it stood on, unlike my neighbors, who continued to rent their double-wides. The trailer park manager disliked it because she could no longer give me a hard time. I didn’t want her trespassing on my place, and her bitching at me from the public street made for a ridiculous scene. My property also included the abandoned phosphate quarry, which was a short walk from the trailer park. Despite my earlier talk, I never put it on the real estate market for sale. Who in the hell would buy a giant man-made pit in the ground?

“You finally cut down those loblolly pines,” my neighbor Old Man Grandy said. “They grow straight and tall, but the soft heartwood snaps in two like breaking a matchstick during a windstorm.”

“Sorry if their noise disturbed you,” I said.

“We retired geezers don’t hear much going on around us. The wife has left for the day.”

“Where did she go?”

“Well, I hope she goes straight to hell on a one-way ticket.”

“So, you have been fighting again.”

“What do you mean by ‘again?’ We stay embroiled in one conflict or another around the clock.”

“Can’t you make peace with your wife, Grandy?”

“It isn’t in the cards. We tried couples therapy for a few sessions. However, she only turned bitchier. I canceled it against the advice of our therapist, who said we were near a critical breakthrough in our relationship. They always tell you that bullshit.”

“Could your therapist have a point? If you had stuck it out, you wouldn’t be in this pickle.”

“My picayune squabbles with her amuse me. Why do I want to curtail them?”

“Have you heard anything about Lydia Barksdale’s murder?”

“Wasn’t she the young woman who got clipped in the alley last year? The killer popped her twice behind her skull. Did the homicide cops ever crack it?”

“No. Her mother came into the office and wants to hire me to look into it.”

“You have all the luck. Isn’t it a little late to be investigating it? Did you reject her case?”

“I have solved previous cold case homicides. Have you heard anything about it?”

“Interest has died off by now, and I haven’t even thought about her in months.”

“We haven’t signed a service agreement, so I am just making casual queries.”

“I can pry around if you like and learn what the latest scuttlebutt is from the folks here and in town.”

“Be discreet. Keep it tight. I don’t want to stir up things and spook her killer into hightailing it out for parts unknown.”

“You could make me an auxiliary senior private eye with my own laminated official license and gold badge.”

“Don’t push it, Grandy. Just ask your closest cronies a couple of questions.”

“No problem. I need something to occupy me while the wife is away.”

“When are you expecting her to return home?”

Old Man Grandy sucked air between his horse-teeth dentures. “Oh, she’ll be pulling in here before sunset,” he replied.

“Why are you so convinced of it?”

“Because I received a new shipment of my little blue pills today. Of course, I texted her with the update as soon as I opened the package.”

“Are you pulling my leg, Grandy?”

“Keep in mind, Frank, that even broads as old as Aesop’s aunt get hot and horny. Sex is sex, no matter your age.”

“I’m obliged for the insight. I’ll bear it in mind if I ever make it to my golden years.”

“The snakehead filets don’t work as your special aphrodisiac anymore, I take it.”

“Correct. I get nothing from them, leaving me heartbroken and dispirited.”

“Things will get better. I have to change the bedsheets, buy some jug wine, and splash on aftershave. ‘Be prepared’ is my motto.”

“It’s not very original, but I take your meaning. I hope Mrs. Grandy arrives home as scheduled. Or all of your preparation will be for naught.”

“All right, I have to get busy. See you tomorrow.”

“Don’t forget to hang the Do Not Disturb sign on your front doorknob.”

“Good idea.”

I called Gerald and told him I was staying home unless he had something going on at work. No clients had come in since Mrs. Barksdale left. We’d reconvene in the morning and resume work on our cases. My next task was to prepare our dinner for when Mrs. Johnson got home from work. While I attended to the mindless task, I thought about AI, of all things. First, let’s get one thing straight.

AI did not generate the words you are reading. They are the product of my brainpower. You may criticize their effectiveness, but every damn letter of it is my own and mine alone. AI is bullshit. Let me repeat that statement in case you missed it. AI is bullshit. So, if AI created these words, would it call itself bullshit not once but twice? The swift rise in the importance of AI rankled and repulsed me.

If you have read my latest books, you’ll understand why. I don’t see the need to regurgitate my reasons. You say that you haven’t been following my stories. Then let’s see if I can dramatize my anti-AI stance. My passionate dark fantasy was to firebomb the data centers sprouting in our backyards like an invasive, noxious weed. Think of the giant hogweed, which burns human skin upon contact and leaves blisters before they scar over.

My industrial sabotage wouldn’t result in the loss of human life. Almost no one needs to work in data centers. Their servers gorge on electric power to keep them running, day and night. The dirty little secret is that data centers do not create new jobs. The politicians have been jerking us off with their blatant lies. You are shocked, right? I could go on for hours about my opposition to AI.

Dreema said I foamed at the mouth and talked crazy when I flew into one of my anti-AI screeds. She was usually right about my worst behavior. It was more than my blowing off steam. I dreamed about blowing up data centers in the same way that my uncle used to light dynamite sticks to blast out tree stumps. My crude technique would be a smashing success. However, the nanny state prohibits the purchase of dynamite for personal use.

A flying chunk of wood hurled from the exploding tree stump struck my uncle in the chest, killing him. His wife, left a widow with six kids, cursed him throughout his funeral service. When the Methodist parson asked her to tone it down, she hissed like a water moccasin and flipped him the double bird. She became my new hero.


Looking back, I believe she had a good reason to swear regardless of where she was or who she was with. She slipped a dynamite stick into each of his gnarly hands to clutch before she screwed down his casket top for the final time. When I drove past the town cemetery, I half-expected to observe a gaping hole where he dynamited his way out of his grave. He rose from the dead like a zombie on the dystopian TV series, The Walking Dead.


Years later, when his wife died, I attended her funeral service. I brought her a long-stemmed, red rose and a seashell I’d picked up from Nags Head. No one criticized her. She left instructions for a cremation. They scattered her cremains on Assateague Island, where the shaggy wild ponies stand in the Atlantic surf. She would never be interred next to her blockhead husband.

“What is for dinner, Frank?” Dreema asked with a smile.

“Baked tilapia, sweet potatoes, and garden salad with avocado chunks and cilantro,” I replied. “Lemon juice mixed with virgin olive oil is the house dressing. I’m warming the cornbread muffins.”

“Sounds yummy. Set a place for me while I put on my jammies and robe.”

“Tea, coffee, or me?”

“I’ll take a sweetened iced tea.”

“You don’t know what you are missing out on.”

“Oh, I think I’ll be getting to the last choice later. Am I right?”

“That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

“You sure are in an upbeat mood. Did something wonderful happen today at the office?”

“Not really. Today was the usual shitshow.”

“Did you take one of Mr. Grandy’s little blue pills?”

“No! The chintzy bastard won’t give me one. He fears there will be a worldwide shortage, and he wants to be prepared for it. I told him that he’s getting worked up over nothing. He won’t change his mind. Can you believe it? See if I do any more favors for the crusty old skinflint.”


“Pobre Frank. Life is a journey of ups and downs, so to speak.”


“Can you put on your job hat? Do you remember working on Lydia Barksdale’s homicide from last October?”

“I didn’t autopsy her, but I recall she died of bullet wounds to her skull. Why do you ask?”

“It remains a cold case homicide. Her mother came into the office today. She wants to hire us to investigate it.”

“Did you accept her case?”

“She said she’d sleep on it after I gave her our standard fee.”

“I don’t blame her. What are your chances of solving her mystery if nothing has surfaced in a year?”

“Cold case homicides stay cold for a reason. I explained how challenging it is to identify the killer. Did you know Lydia Barksdale?”

“I’d heard her name mentioned when I was out shopping. However, I wouldn’t know Lydia if we passed each other in the fish aisle at Food Lion.”

“Mrs. Barksdale described her daughter as a ‘misfit’ who wasn’t like the other girls her age.”

“Does it have anything to do with her murder?”

“It beats the hell out of me. But what kind of mother calls her daughter a misfit?”

“Mrs. Barksdale is just being honest. For instance, I might call you something of a misfit, Frank.”

“Something smells fishy.”

“The tilapia burning in the oven needs to come out.”

“I’m on it. Another thing bugging me is the murder weapon. Her killer fired a .25 ACP mouse gun. If that doesn’t sound like a pro’s modus operandi, then I don’t know what does.”

“You have hit man on the brain, silly man.”

“All right, what other motive did her killer have?”

“Her assassin may have been getting payback for a perceived wrong.”

“I thought of that possibility, but her mother insists that Lydia had no enemies, like ex-boyfriends, coming after her.”

“Everyone under the sun has enemies. Do paid assassins prefer to fire .25 ACP handguns when they strike their target?”

“James Bond’s first weapon was a Beretta 418 .25 ACP handgun.”

“Well, if it was good enough for Agent 007, then say no more. However, James Bond wasn’t a hired gun as far as I know. The tilapia is burning, Frank.”

“Let me get dinner on the table while you get ready to eat.”

“Don’t forget to use potholders when taking the tilapia tray from the oven.”

“Piece of cake.”

After we finished eating and I washed the dishes, I stood at the picture window in the living room, gazing up the street to the intersection. Two police cruisers had pulled over to the curb near the corner house. Their roof light bars flashed blue and red, but no sirens wailed. They caught my eye and piqued my curiosity.


A delivery van stopped next, and the two people getting out wore white hazmat suits with hoodies and booties. I was too far away to tell if they also had on face masks or standard respirators. They tramped over the lawn to the front of the house, where I assumed they entered through its door. Better them than me, I thought.


Meanwhile, the pair of uniformed cops approached the wooden picket fence. They looked over it into the backyard. I concluded that there was no active crime scene because neither of them exhibited a sense of urgency. Arms crossed over their chests, they chatted about the autumn foliage, college football, or something equally trite.

They kept glancing at the corner house. The White Suits hadn’t emerged from it, trundling out the decedent on a gurney. I couldn’t remember the elderly lady’s name, but I waved to her several times. She was polite and friendly. My conjecture was she’d suffered a fatal medical emergency. A widow who lived alone, her dead body lay where she’d collapsed and given up the ghost.

Someone, possibly a concerned friend or a relative, had called the police to request a wellness check. Only then did they discover that she was dead, and the professionals had to remove her decaying corpse from her residence. A biohazard cleanup service would be called in to disinfect it. I said a prayer for her spirit as I closed the curtains to the picture window. I had had enough morbid death for one day.


Chapter 2

On Tuesday morning, while waiting for my coffee to brew, I tuned in to MSNBC news and was disgusted. I surfed over to CNN, which added to my contempt. Next up, I tried Fox News, with the same dismal results. Finally, I put on Music Choice’s classic jazz station playing Dave Brubeck. I smiled. Then I discovered the crumbled coffee filter in the brewer had leaked coffee grounds into the coffee pot. Doesn’t that just annoy you as well?
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