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Chapter 1


The three fired bullets killed Madison Steele while she leaned against the glass panel of a phone booth, talking to me. I couldn’t identify the gun—a 9mm semiautomatic?—shot at point-blank range over the fuzzy connection. There were three muffled pops. I jotted down her location: Babcock Family Campground. Five would get you ten that she was left stone-cold dead.


As a result, I didn’t notify the police or sheriff. I would handle it my way. Her shooter, who had ended our conversation, was living on borrowed time. Primal rage drove me to track him down and give him the same barbaric treatment. I had a new homicide case. It wasn’t a cheery start to a Monday morning in late October. All the same, it gave me a new case.

Madison was not formally my client. However, I treated the matter as if we had signed a service agreement. I still didn’t know how to govern my impulsive nature. If you messed with me by killing my client, I would mess you up by evening the score. What did that mean? We’d have to see when the time came.

“What is up with you?” Gerald asked. “Your scowl worries me.”

Gerald stood jacked and stacked as a bodybuilder. “Swole” is the adjective that occurred to me. The rapper and TV cop star Ice-T coined it in his 1991 protest song, “The Tower.” Gerald pumped iron like it was a religion, and he devoured tons of protein-rich foods. We had been homeboys since we were kids. If he approached you on the sidewalk, you’d cross the street to avoid him. He looked terrifying.

“I always have a scowl,” I replied, driving us to the Babcock Family Campground. “I have some dark shit on my mind.”

“Madison Steele was really nothing to us, Frank.”

“She was my client.”

“The homicide dicks should investigate her homicide case.”

“They don’t give a skinny rat’s dick about a hooker’s monstrous slaying. Have you forgotten the cynical cop acronym NHI? It stands for ‘no humans involved’ and applies to slain prostitutes.”

“How do we get paid? There is no client.”

“Then I will be our client. We aren’t paid. It’s a pro bono case. Is it a problem? Are you with me or not?”

Gerald arched his bristly eyebrows. “The pay is the same,” he replied. “You know I’ve got your back without you asking me.”

“You are right. Sorry.”

“It’s all good. Why did Madison want to hire us?”

“I don’t think we ever got to that.”

“What did she tell you?”

“She identified herself and asked if I took hookers as clients. I responded that we didn’t judge her based on how she made a living.”

“I would have told her the same thing.”

“She disclosed she was staying at the campground.”

“Its phone booth is the last one standing in Virginia.”

“The campground guests who are too broke for smartphones must use it.”

“Bushwhacking her was a chickenshit act.”

My face was taut and pale. I nodded. “Just between you and me, I vow to bust a 9mm slug in her psycho killer’s cranium,” I said. “Now you know why I have a scowl.”

“You must know that is murder.”

“I view it as righteous, justified payback.”

“Uh-huh. How well do you know the campground manager?”

“I know Babcock is a capital ‘A’ asshole.”

“Is he a homicidal asshole who ambushes unarmed women?”

“He is my first homicide suspect.”

“Who is the police investigator?”

“My buddy Sergeant Collingsworth with the Virginia State Police caught the case. He warned me not to interfere. Slim chance, pal.”

“Pull in your horns, Frank. Don’t give Collingsworth a load of your bullshit. We must stay off his enemies list because he’s the only state cop friend we have left.”

“Uh-huh. I hear what you are saying.”

“Madison Steele has a familiar ring. Where did I hear her name? Do any Steeles live in Pelham? Didn’t the Steeles rent the stucco tenant house by the electrical substation? I’ll ask Pops. He is our local archivist who keeps track of people’s comings and goings.”

“Madison Steele was in our graduation class.”

“Now that rings a bell. Didn’t you date her during the football season? Back in those days, she went by Maddie.”

“Yes, I dated Maddie for several weeks in the autumn of our senior year.”

“Did you dump her?”

“No sir. She ended it for reasons that I still can’t fathom.”

“Did you still have feelings for her?”

“Yes sir, I found that I did. I nearly cried when she left me by the high school flagpoles. I thought only guys did breakups, and she taught me a tough lesson. You know I love my wife to the moon and back, but I can’t stop crushing on my old girlfriend.”

“I also crush on a couple of my old girlfriends. Lots of married guys do. Just don’t mention them while you are getting a blowjob. Angry wives have wicked, sharp teeth.”

“Ouch. Madison is not just another client who walked in off the street.”

“How did she get into the skin trade? Did she have no other way to make a living? How did she cope with the stigma attached to prostitutes? Did she have any close friends? Did she have a boyfriend or a pimp?”

“I didn’t have time to interrogate her. All I know is she deserved a better fate, and I aim to see that she gets her measure of justice.”

“Will Dreema go along with it?”

“Who?”

“Dreema Johnson. Your wife. Remember her?”

“Oh, that Dreema. Well. She doesn’t run my detective agency. I do. End of story.”

“So you say. We’ll see what happens later.”

“Everything will be cool. Just leave Dreema to me.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I’ve got her wrapped around my little finger.”

“Since when, Frank? I hadn’t noticed so much.”

“Okay, it’s more of a work in progress, but I’m getting there, slowly but surely.”

“You just overshot the entrance to the Babcock Family Campground.”

“So I did. Blame it on my caffeine buzz.”

“Talking about your old girlfriend has rattled you.”

“Her savage assassination is what rattles me. Who is the sick, depraved son of a bitch who does that?”

“Sorry for your loss, Frank. But stay alert and in the game.”

“I already know it, but getting the reminder is appreciated.”

Babcock Family Campground thrived as a family peach orchard when I attended high school. After the patriarch passed out and drowned in his bathtub, no one in his family stepped up to run the orchard. Peaches did not excite them. The pile of cash from selling the family land tract did. Babcock purchased it with his prize money from a winning state lottery ticket—every blind hog.

Then Babcock trucked in a diesel bulldozer, cleared away the peach trees, and lit the bonfires, disposing of them. His smoldering peach wood smelled like a ripe armpit. The acrid stench hung in the air for weeks. Our animosity had intensified over the years. Decent Christian men are counseled to settle their differences, but I never got over mine with Babcock. I parked my nondescript champagne gray SUV from the 2010s.

I had gotten rid of my “hoopty” after I drove it on more detective cases than I could remember. The old crate wouldn’t crank up one frosty cold morning. My mechanic neighbor told me that I was screwed, and I feared as much. I called a local scrap metal dealer, who paid me $250 for my hoopty. He told me it was too old to salvage and sell the parts. He towed it away down the street and out of the trailer park.

“Get over it, Frankie Boy,” I said, spitting on the gravel. “It’s just an old-as-dirt car with a thrown rod.”

If you have seen one campground, you have seen them all. Babcock’s campground was of poorer quality. He marked off a 10-acre field in a grid of RV parking slots and tent sites. More dirt than gravel covered the one-lane access roads. You stopped at the wrong place if you hoped to camp or stay in a shady spot. Only scrub cedars, pin oaks, and sassafras trees dotted the flat acreage.

Patches of stringy crabgrass and prickly thistles provided the only ground vegetation. Babcock didn’t know Home Depot’s garden department sold 50-pound bags of grass seed. When it rained, his campground turned into a mucky wallow. However, it passed the state inspection, and he received a permit, so he was a legitimate operator. I greeted him seated on an ice chest, smoking a joint. Cat piss smelled better.

Babcock was of Irish stock, giving him carrot red hair and a squat physique. His family had no relation to mine, either here or back in the Old Country. The hair he cultivated for his wispy goatee grew wild on my ass. I forgot the last time I saw a man in bib overalls with the crotch ripped out. I nodded back at him.

“What brings you to my corner of the world, Johnson?” Babcock asked. “Did your old lady boot you out of the house?”

“Nope,” I replied. “Your mother is looking for a stud, so here I am, packing my prime meat.”

Gerald blurted out a laugh. “Zing,” he said.

“What did you just say?” Babcock asked, narrowing his feral yellow eyes at me. “Did you disrespect my mama?”

“Does it matter if I did?” I replied. “You’re doing nothing about it. Shut up and listen for once.”

“You’ve got some nerve to insult me on my property,” Babcock said.

“We are having a conversation,” I said.

“Aw, kiss my dirty Irish ass, boyo,” Babcock said.

Sighing, I delivered a short right jab, planting my knuckles in his cauliflower nose. It felt mushy, like a diaper filled with baby shit. Mucus and blood sprayed from his nostrils like a smashed-open piñata. A dislodged tooth also sailed out. I would be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy it. Babcock lurched sideways but remained upright on the ice chest.

I hoped Babcock would spring up and retaliate with physical force. He only yanked a red paisley bandana from his hip pocket and wiped the gore off his flattened nose. Since I hadn’t felt any bone, only cartilage, crunching under my scarred-up knuckles, I knew I had not broken it. However, I had secured Babcock’s undivided attention.

“I’ll keep it brief for you,” I said. “Earlier this morning, Madison Steele called me. She was using the phone next to your shower facilities. Someone slammed three slugs into her while she was speaking to me.”

“I should know since I called it in to the cops,” Babcock said, nursing his mangled schnozz.

“Did you kill her?” I asked.

“I’d have to be pretty dense to shoot her and then call the police,” Babcock replied.

“Where were you?” I asked.

“I was in bed, fast asleep,” Babcock replied. “Alone.”

“Your half-assed alibi isn’t going to cut it,” I said.

“Why didn’t you call the police if you were on the phone with her?” Babcock asked.

“I am conducting my separate homicide investigation,” I replied. “That’s why I am asking my questions.”

“As I told the state cop, I had no part in it,” Babcock said. “That is my statement, and I stand by it no matter how many times I’m asked.”

“Was she one of your campground guests?” I asked.

“Yep. She rented a budget camper I had towed to the north end of my campground,” Babcock replied, pointing in the right direction. “I bought it at a local auction and refurbished it.”

“Does it have any heat?” I asked.

“She ran a space heater in it,” Babcock replied.

“That’s nuts. Was she planning to winter there?” I asked.

“She never revealed her long-term plans,” Babcock replied. “I imagine she would freeze while she slept inside it on winter nights.”

“Was she turning tricks?” I asked.

“She claimed she had a female health issue, and she had to take a break from it,” Babcock replied.

“What sort of female health issue did she have?” I asked.

“Do I look like an OB-GYN? It was none of my affair, and I never asked her for the squishy details,” Babcock replied.

“Did she mention either a doctor or a clinic by name?” I asked.

“She couldn’t afford either of them,” Babcock replied.

“Did she appear in ill health?” I asked.

“She looked rode hard and put away wet,” Babcock replied. “Or maybe she was on the rag. I don’t know, I tell you.”

“Did you offer to waive her rent for a piece of ass?” I asked.

“I won’t dignify your impertinent question with a response,” Babcock replied.

“Well, I can always pound it out of you,” I said.

“I only accepted cash in payment from her,” Babcock said.

“How much did you charge her for rent?” I asked.

“She paid me $200 on the first Monday of every month,” Babcock replied.

“Did she sign a lease with you?” I asked.

“No,” Babcock replied. “We had an oral contract.”

“How long had she lived here?” I asked.

“Madison showed up around the first of August,” Babcock replied. “She told me little about herself. After she coughed up the $200, why did I give a damn?”

“Where did she get the rent money?” I asked.

“All I can tell you is she unzipped her purse and took it out of her wallet,” Babcock replied.

“Were you fearful it was an ill-gotten gain?” I asked.

“I was only afraid her cash was phony,” Babcock replied.

“Was it counterfeit?” I asked.

“Nope,” Babcock replied. “I fretted for nothing.”

“Did she drive a secondhand car?” I asked.

“She used Uber for transportation,” Babcock replied.

“Did you reminisce with her about our happier times in high school?” I asked.

“Madison wasn’t a nostalgic or sentimental woman,” Babcock replied. “She had changed since her high school days.”

“How so?” I asked.

“She lost her sense of fun and never laughed at my jokes,” Babcock replied.

“Maybe she thought you were a humorless man,” I said.

“I should charge you with assault and battery,” Babcock said. “You broke my nose and gave me a concussion.”

“You are too hardheaded to sustain a concussion, and you just got your bell rung,” I said. “As for charging me, I’d advise against it. Or else, I’ll blow the lid off your illicit dope racket.”

“I am not a narcotics dealer,” Babcock said. “Who told you I was into meth? You got bogus information.”

“At first, I thought the stink was the brick weed you were smoking,” I said. “Then I recognized the exhaust odor from the tweaker labs I’ve encountered in my past cases.”

“Our very own Walter White is cooking meth in the pine barrens,” Gerald said. “Doesn’t that beat all to hell?”

“Who in the hell is Walter White?” Babcock asked.

“You’ve been snorting too much of your product if you don’t know who Walter White is,” I replied. “How long did Collingsworth spend with you?”

“I don’t carry a stopwatch,” Babcock replied. “He probably stuck around for 25 or 30 minutes. The attendants extracted Madison’s corpse from the bullet-riddled phone booth and shoved her into the back of the meat wagon. They carted her off to the morgue with their flashing light and siren turned on.”

“Speaking of the bullet-ridden phone booth, I want you to show it to us,” I said.

“It will be my pleasure,” Babcock said with sarcasm. “I have nothing better to do with my time than to squire you around on a guided tour.”

“We could pry around on our own,” I said. “There is no telling what illegal activities we’ll uncover and report to the authorities.”

“A tweaker lab comes to mind,” Gerald said.

“I wish I hadn’t rented the old budget camper to Madison,” Babcock said. “It has brought me trouble since the day she moved into it.”

“Wish in one palm, shit in the other, and see which one fills up first,” I said. “Now lead us to it and stop wasting our time.”

Babcock’s outdoor shower facility had unpainted 8-foot-high cinder block walls. It stood at the center of the family campground. He added it after his sweaty guests complained, and he lost their business to the better-equipped campgrounds along the I-95 corridor. I could hear the showerheads dribbling on the concrete floor. The meth stench had subsided, and I could breathe more easily.

The glass-paneled phone booth resembled those seen in movies and TV programs from the 1980s. The space within the phone booth was scarcely larger than inside a confessional. I saw no sign of Clark Kent or his black horn-rimmed glasses. The phone booth lacked a corner seat and exhaust fan. A vandal had walked off with the yellow pages taken from the metal rack. The three coin slots for depositing the silver money looked functional.

“Was the folding door open or shut?” I asked.

“Madison had pushed it shut,” Babcock replied.

“She didn’t attempt to flee from the phone booth,” I said.

“Presumably so,” Babcock said.

“Her shooter must have caught her off-guard,” I said.

“Presumably so,” Babcock said.

“Where did you find the old phone booth?” I asked.

“A junkman who owed me a favor installed it,” Babcock replied. “He’d been trying to sell it for years and wanted to get it off his sales yard, so I agreed to his deal.”

“Bullet holes ventilating the glass panels give it a real Corleone vibe,” I said.

“I don’t know if I can get them replaced,” Babcock said. “Many of the old phone booths were destroyed.”

“Who smeared around the blood spatter?” Gerald asked.

“I tried to towel it off since I don’t need the gruesome reminder to freak out my campground guests,” Babcock replied.

“They won’t notice the glass panels resembling Swiss cheese,” I said.

“My junkman might have glass panels to replace them,” Babcock said.

“I see no security cameras,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Babcock said. “What’s it to you?”

“Security cameras are an inexpensive insurance policy,” I said.

“Your concern is duly noted,” Babcock said. “I’ll have them operational for my next phone booth slaying.”

“Listen to Babcock the Joker crack wise,” Gerald said.

“He’ll yuk it up to an 8’ x 10’ prison cell at the Red Onion Supermax,” I said.

“Red Onion offers its guests Michelin-star dining as well as private chambers and room service,” Gerald said. “Some guys have all the luck.”

Babcock didn’t react to our biting sarcasm.

“Did you ever see Madison in the phone booth with the handset off the hook?” I asked.

“This morning was not her first time using the phone,” Babcock replied.

Stepping on the glass fragments on the phone booth floor, I picked up the handset and flashed the switch hook. After I wiped off the earpiece on my jeans, I held it against my ear. The hum of a dial tone I heard is a relief if you’ve ever needed to make an emergency call from a rotary phone. I remounted the handset and found no quarters or dimes left in the coin return. Surprisingly, I saw no traces of brushed-on black fingerprint powder left by the CSI techs.

“Why don’t you charge your guests for making local calls?” I asked.

“Oh, I’m just a golden ray of sunshine,” Babcock replied.

“Do you make or receive calls on it, Sunshine?” I asked. “Do you set up a meth buy or contact one of your ingredient suppliers?”


“Will you quit it? I told you that I do not manufacture, abuse, or peddle methamphetamine,” Babcock replied. “Stop asking me.”


“You didn’t answer my question,” I said. “Do you or not?”

“Every so often, I use the phone to place a personal call,” Babcock replied. “I believe I am entitled since I own the place.”

“Did Madison’s assassin expect you to be in the phone booth instead of her?” I asked. “Was it a case of mistaken identity? Did you antagonize someone?”

“Is there a point to your questions?” Babcock replied.

“If you were the shooter’s intended target, I’ll keep digging until I can prove it,” I said. “Then we shall meet again for a different reason than today.”

“You are way off base,” Babcock said. “The state cop, whatshisname, can verify that I did the right thing.”

“Collingsworth. You are a standup guy,” I said.

“I know I am not the guilty party you are looking for,” Babcock said. “You are wasting your time on me.”

“That remains to be seen,” I said.

“Come on, Frank,” Gerald said. “We have done as much here as we can.”

“Are you coming back?” Babcock asked, itching his eyebrow with his thumbnail.

“Oh, I would definitely be counting on it,” I replied.

“I’m sorry that I asked you now,” Babcock said.

After leaving Babcock seated on his ice chest, I drove away from his campground and headed toward Pelham. Once we had moved out of Babcock’s eyesight, I hung a hard right, maneuvered down a wooded fire trail, and parked behind a spiky bamboo thicket. I couldn’t be seen from the state road. We hoofed it in from the northern flank of Babcock’s campground. I located the old budget camper he mentioned. Madison rented it, and I wanted to give it a toss.

One of the advantages private eyes enjoy is we do not require an approved search warrant. Police norms and department regulations don’t kneecap us from doing our jobs as we see fit. We use technicalities, such as when I stepped up into the budget camper. Since its occupant—Madison Steele—was no longer alive, I wasn’t breaking and entering per se. If Babcock interrupted us, he wouldn’t raise a squawk. Or I’d blow the whistle on his meth lab, which he denied operating.

A camper is a giant soup can with little to no insulation; thus, it may be either hot or cold, depending on the season. Learning how to live in cramped quarters also takes patience. Madison had her camper plugged into the power outlet. She was savvy not to overload the circuits and spark an electrical fire that would burn up her camper with her in it.

There was no Wi-Fi. She couldn’t afford a Starlink internet plan and didn’t have a smartphone. Many folks teeter on the brink of poverty and survival. It is not hard to see them if you keep your eyes open during your travels.

Panhandlers solicited for alms at main intersections. Do you power down your window and slip them $5 or $10 before the traffic light changes? Hell, I didn’t know what the right thing to do was. Lately, I had left my SUV’s window closed and ignored their looking at me for donations. Dreema suggested that I give them bulk socks or granola bars. They only wanted money.

After I unplugged Madison’s space heater, I tugged on the latex gloves that I carried in my wallet. She slept on a two-inch foam mattress covered by a threadbare quilt bought at a thrift shop. The lopsided pillow felt as hard as a cork block. Seeing the ruby red geranium in a yellow coffee can placed in front of a window brought her joy. I pulled the pockets inside out for each article of clothing. Searching further, I didn’t see an inexpensive but classy tote bag she used when making outcalls to her clients.

Had Madison taken her purse, wallet, and key ring with her to the phone booth? Sergeant Collingsworth would know if she did. For some reason, her camper’s interior had a faint citronella smell. The compartments, drawers, and cabinets I looked in revealed nothing of consequence. I observed no rodent droppings or rat nests. Her clean camper’s décor was minimalist and stark, surprising me.

“Did you find anything?” Gerald asked.

“Negative,” I replied. “Are you keeping a sharp lookout?”

“Relax, yo. The coast is clear. Are you finished?”

“Not quite yet. She didn’t have many belongings. There isn’t much to see here. I expected to find more.”

“Hookers don’t draw unemployment or get sick days. They don’t retire on fat portfolios, enjoy close-knit families, and rent timeshares in Miami.”

“True that.”

“Or else she gave her money to her pimp, draped in gold chains and flashing diamond rings. All pimps should be strung up by their balls in a windstorm.”

“Also, true. Question. How did she make the $200 monthly rent?”

“She worked for Babcock as his drug mule or something under-the-radar sleazy like that.”

“Drug mules are too ambitious for Babcock.”

“Are there any prescription medicine bottles?”

“I see nothing of a medical nature.”

“Do you see a male friend’s toothbrush or deodorant?”

“There is barely enough room for her to cuss a cat in.”

“The sewage tank needs emptying.”

“No shit, Sherlock. Madison left no letters or postcards. No one writes anything down now.”

“Digital rules the world.”

“Here I thought it was the deep state.”

“Tap the walls for a hollow compartment to squirrel away cash, a dope bag, or a purse gun.”

“This cramped camper only has a few hiding spots.”

“Did the state cops beat us here?”

“Nothing I see suggests they did.”

“Don’t leave your prints or drop anything.”

“Just keep your eyes peeled for a drone.”

“No spy hovers in the sky watching us.”

“Should we interview the other campground guests?”

“Babcock will growl at them, and they’ll clam up.”

“We could go at him again, but armed with a rubber hose this time.”

“Give him a little more time to stew about our first visit.”

I slowly nodded. “Is there anything else?” I asked.

“Did you shoot a thorough video?”

“I was recording the entire time we spoke.”

“Do you want me to nose around in there?”

“I’d rather leave the camper as we found it and return to town.”

“My search won’t turn up anything you missed.”

“Still, I like your idea. Double-checking our work never hurts.”

“I didn’t bring any latex gloves.”

“My latex gloves won’t stretch enough to fit on your bear paws.”

“I don’t want the state cops to find my prints in a prostitute’s camper.”

“Your wife wouldn’t like it much either.”

“Set up a trail camera and train it on the camper’s door.”
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