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Chapter 1


I was enjoying my first full night’s sleep in days when my smartphone rang on the nightstand. Aw, for sweet Christ’s sake. Why hadn’t I changed its ringer setting? I had been too bushed. It stopped ringing just as I grabbed it to hurl against the bureau mirror and shatter it. Life was good again. It didn’t last very long.


Mere seconds later, the rings started up again. I recognized the caller ID. Yep. I knew it. Who else could it be? If I wished hard enough, could I vaporize him in a column of smoke that blew away on the next breeze?

Dreema stirred on her side of the bed. “Are you answering it, Frank?” she asked.

“It’s not important,” I replied.

“No doubt it is for work.”

“So, I’ll call them back.”

“A smart private eye wouldn’t do that.”

“Then I am a dumb-as-a-post private eye.”

“Who is it?”

“I swear I am going to kill Bernstein, slowly and painfully. I will take immense pleasure in doing it, too.”

“You’d better see what he wants first. He is very persistent.”

“It’s always something asinine with him.”

“Next time, turn off your smartphone before you go to bed.”

“Now you think to tell me.”

“Better late than never, Frank.”

“Grab your shower while I deal with this bozo.”

“Hop to it then.”

Hell yeah, I ogled my wife’s magnificent bare ass as she paraded out of the bedroom. She knew it, too. “Shake it, but don’t break it,” I said. We husbands in love admire our wives’ naked bodies every damn chance we get. It’s what makes us red-blooded American males. Would I have enough time to join her in the shower if I hurried? I barked into my smartphone.

“What do you want, Bernstein?” I asked.

“I hope I am not disturbing anything crucial,” the oily Bernstein replied.

“Talk fast or piss off.”

“I can guess who hasn’t had their morning coffee.”

“What is all that racket? Where are you?”

“I am laying flat on a gurney in the ER’s hallway, awaiting medical care. I’ve been here nearly three hours, and the nurse still can’t tell me when I’ll see a doctor. She said they’ll give me a $25 Panera gift card if I have to wait much longer.”

“What did you do? Shoot yourself in the foot.”

“How do you know that? Are you clairvoyant?”

I laughed with no mirth. “I just know you. Did your SIG Sauer P320 discharge accidentally?”

“My SIG Sauer P320 went off unintentionally, and the round took off the tip of my left big toe.”

“You are not the first one. Why should I give a fat rat’s ass?”

“There could be a payday in it for you. How does that grab you?”

“I haven’t hung up. Yet. Fill me in.”

“The client is a stalking victim who wants me to identify her stalker and obtain the visual evidence for getting a restraining order and possibly an arrest.”

“Why did she decide to bring you her case?”

“You know, it never occurred to me to ask her. Since I am incapacitated with a bum foot, the case is yours if you want it.”

“It intrigues me. Put me in the picture.”

“Jazmine Yescavage is the client’s name. She lives in Annandale on Braddock Road, not too far from the state police barracks.”

“The brick building is the VSP’s administrative office, not their barracks. I don’t think they have any barracks per se.”

“My left foot is throbbing in pain. I’ll text you her contact information.”

“Does she know you shot off your schlong and punted her case to me?”

“The body part is my big toe, not my schlong.”

“Sorry. I must have misheard you. Send me your text. I’ll schedule a sit-down with her.”

“I’ll give her a heads-up.”

“Has she paid you anything?”

“She did for our initial consultation. I’ll spend it on my hospital bill.”

“We never charge our clients for the initial consultation.”

“You run your agency as you see fit, and I’ll do likewise at mine.”

“Your ripping off clients gives all of us a bad reputation.”

“Can we debate this later? I put a bullet through my big toe, and it’s getting my attention right now.”

“You probably did it on purpose to get out of work and collect workers’ compensation.”

“I told you it was an accident.”

“Ask the nurse for a bullet to chew on while you wait.”

“See you in hell, Frank.”

“Wake up and smell the sulfur, Bernstein. We’re already there.”

On my drive to the office, I made a pit stop at a new mom-and-pop coffee shop next door to the long-closed Blockbuster Video. I wished I had a dollar for each of the movies I rented from Blockbuster back when VHS tapes ruled. I would have a fat bank account. My inquisitiveness lured me into the coffee shop because curious minds want to know everything that is worth knowing. For instance, why did a non-chain coffee shop, like this one, set up its operations in a Podunk Hollow like mine?

We had the usual franchises Starbucks and Dunkin’ Donuts. A mom-and-pop coffee shop couldn’t outsell its competitors. My wariness centered on a nefarious reason. Porn sales, meth deals, and money laundering were my guesses. I served as a military cop for several years before I qualified for a private eye license. Once a cop, always a cop was how I summed up my approach to work and life.

The coffee shop was the bolt-hole you only explored in your worst nightmares. A 1980s thrash metal band played discordant music on the throbbing bass speakers mounted in the stucco ceiling. My hand went to my Glock 9mm in my belt holster. My sweaty fingers clutched its Talon rubber grips. I didn’t need a Ph.D. in quantum mechanics to know I was about to run into another chainsaw. People said that I had an unfailing nose for trouble, and I never once denied it.

As little as a decade ago, I would have been all in, letting the scenario unfold and dealing with it. When the gunfire erupted, I would blaze away, shooting my way out of it, as I had done in my past firefights. After all, my Glock 9mm wasn’t a fashion accessory like a porkpie hat, a gold neck chain, or a doo-rag. With my Glock 9mm in a full-hand grip, I probed my way into the coffee shop.

My eyes adjusted to the dimmer interior light. No barista behind the counter wiped up coffee spills. No customers chilled at the counter, tables, and booths. The bass speakers above me fell silent. I smelled no whiffs of brewing coffee; therefore, I really had no business to transact in here. A blowfly landed on my nose, and the short hairs on my neck spiked up. What fresh hell was going on in this den of iniquity?

I did not want to have any part of it. Older and wiser, I shied away from these situations. I made a strategic retreat back into the sunlight. Leaving the coffee shop while I was still unharmed was a smart move. My earlier curiosity had vanished. I would hit Dunkin’ Donuts for my next shot of coffee en route to work. I reholstered my Glock 9mm.

September was my favorite month. The Labor Day weekend had passed without incident at Chez Johnson. Dreema didn’t want to travel and have to fight the crowds, smog, and traffic. Since I was a homebody at heart, I agreed. We lounged around the poor folk’s chateau and barely lifted a finger. The Labor Day weekend was the most tranquil we had spent in years.

Gerald and Sharona Peyton visited us on Saturday evening. He brought his snakehead fish filets in an Igloo ice chest. So I fried those pink suckers in olive oil on my badass gas grill. Snakehead fish is an aphrodisiac more potent than sildenafil or tadalafil. Or it was for us. I can’t offer a medical explanation why. As in everything, your mileage may vary.

We feasted on platefuls of the golden snakehead fish filets. Everyone was talking, laughing, and having a blast. Then, all of a sudden, the snakehead fish kicked in: KABLOOEY! It turbocharged our libido, hitting us like a Mack truck on I-81. Gerald and Sharona said their hasty goodbyes and rushed home. I doubted they made it. Dreema and I made it as far as the washer and dryer before shtupping like two horny gators. Have mercy.

I still worked in the same unglamorous office that I rented in a scratch-ass strip mall on the fringes of Pelham. My efforts to upgrade to a classier office had fizzled out. Our modest revenues could not afford the higher rent. At least our strip mall featured actual brick firewalls that ran above the roofline between the tenant spaces. One of my strip mall neighbors was a heavy smoker who flicked her lit cigarette butts wherever she happened to be standing or sitting.

Keeping our same street address made it simpler for new clients to find us. We didn’t have to pay for printing new business cards. The gaudy street sign advertised our PI services to passing motorists. The strip mall provided free parking for my clients. Our landlady had not jacked up our rent in the past three years.

She had laid Berber carpet, added brighter LED ceiling lights, and paid for a lipstick red neon window sign. Her new touches snazzed up the place. She didn’t want to lose us to one of her competitor landlords. I would stick with her until I could afford a bigger office. I still did a lot of work to keep my office looking presentable. 

I made another nursery trip and bought snake plants, jade pothos, and heartleaf philodendrons in fancy terracotta pots. They added a little greenery to our no-frills office. Now I had to remember to water them every Wednesday afternoon. I set up the reminder app on my smartphone to ding, ensuring that I didn’t forget about them. Having potted plants decorate my office seemed domestic and lame. However, I signed up a lot more female than male clients, so I catered to their preferences.

You see, Mama did not raise a moron. Guess what else I did? Since my maid had taken a sabbatical, I vacuumed the carpet, windexed the windows, and scrubbed the crapper. Using a broom, I swiped away the cobwebs in the ceiling corners. I straightened up the fissured tiles in the drop ceiling. My office had to sparkle enough to induce my lady clients to open their checkbooks and wallets.

Gerald gave me a hard time, but he pitched in and also did housekeeping tasks. I pretended not to notice him. Women adhere to a higher standard of cleanliness than men do. Check with your wife or girlfriend if you are skeptical. They will set you straight while handing you a bucket and mop. I set out a new box of Kleenex on my desk.

My distraught clients plucked out the tissues when things got emotional. I also used them when a dead-broke client stiffed us. We didn’t bust our humps, sleuthing for free. The attorneys call it pro bono, which is Latin for “all-time sucker.” Jazmine Yescavage arrived 10 minutes late for her 10 a.m. meeting. Her tardiness made a negative first impression.

Shite (as the quaint British say) happens. Yeah, I get that. But it would be polite to call on your smartphone and let me know you are running late. Jazmine left me hanging, which bugged me. I didn’t play the petty game of making her wait in the client chair for 10 minutes while I laid a loaf and chuckled at the daily funnies. Flashing her baby blues at me, she saw that I was sore as Job’s boils. She vamped up an excuse when I hadn’t asked her for one.

“A two-car collision on the bypass delayed me,” Jazmine said. “Two ambulances left the scene with their sirens blaring.”

“Did you lose or break your smartphone?” I asked.

“It didn’t occur to me to call you,” Jazmine replied. “Should I have?”

“Just keep it in mind for the next time,” I said.

“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Jazmine said.

“Are you going to be a prickly client?” I asked.

“I pay my bills on time, and I like to think I am a pragmatist,” Jazmine replied. “Are you interested in accepting my case? Is my coming here a waste of time?”

“We can work together,” I said. “Why don’t you lay out what you want from us?”

“I have a stalker problem,” Jazmine replied. “I want to hire you to identify who it is and why they are following me. Is that doable?”

“You want us to stalk your stalker,” I said. “Piece of cake. I don’t anticipate any problems with doing it. You have a deal.”

“Thanks. How much will you charge me?” Jazmine asked.

“I bill a five-hour minimum at our standard hourly rate,” I replied.

“Five hours is too much,” Jazmine said. “Do you have a more budget-minded plan?”

“To make a profit and stay in business, I have to stick to my five-hour minimum,” I said.

“I had to ask the question,” Jazmine said.

“Jazmine, give us the details,” Gerald said, sitting at his desk. “How long has your stalker been active?”

“I first sensed him on Wednesday after the Fourth of July,” Jazmine said. “I wrote it down on my wall calendar.”

“Him?” I asked. “Could your stalker be a female?”

“Anything is possible in an infinite universe, but my female intuition sees my stalker with a penis,” Jazmine replied.

“Have you caught even a fleeting glimpse of him?” I asked.

“Not so far,” Jazmine replied. “I get the eerie feeling that someone is following me while staying out of view. Has that ever happened to you?”

“It does not matter if it has,” I replied. “I don’t have a stalker. You do. Have you recently made any enemies? Could a disgruntled ex-husband or an ex-boyfriend be seeking payback?”

“I never married, and I date sporadically by using dating apps,” Jazmine replied.

“Dating apps have gained an unsavory reputation,” I said.

“Mr. Johnson, I only go out with good-time Charlies for one-night stands,” Jazmine said.

“Could one of your transactional internet hookups be a stone-cold creep who feels entitled to stalk you?” I asked.

“I am a shrewd judge of character,” Jazmine replied.

“Your stalker has a motive to track your movements,” I said. “He is not some rando who woke up one day and thought it would be a lark to follow you.”

“Finding his motive is part of your job,” Jazmine said.

“I know what my job is. Where do you work?” I asked.

“I am a full-time office manager at a veterinarian’s office,” Jazmine replied. “I also Uber late on Saturday nights when the bar denizens pay me to ferry them safely home. Then I get to clean up their vomit in my backseat. Oh, what a joy gig-economy work is.”

“Annandale is an expensive zip code,” I said.

“I rent an English apartment from an elderly lady,” Jazmine said. “Mrs. Quisenberry doesn’t gouge me every month in rent, and she also includes the utilities. I want to quit Uber and try something different. I am not rich, but then I am not down to four flat tires.”

Jazmine, who was in her mid-20s with a trim physique, could be a camgirl, attracting a flood of devoted viewers who paid handsomely to watch her erotic streaming. Or that was the big lie being fed to the public. The majority of the exploited camgirls were making less than the minimum wage. The competition was fierce. They uploaded their nude content to the internet, where it would remain indefinitely. Their pornography could never be scrubbed from all of the world’s servers, where it lurked in “the cloud.” It was like selling your naked soul to the devil for peanuts and a lifetime of shame and remorse.

“Do you work in the porn industry, such as on an OnlyFans account?” I asked.

“I don’t peel off my clothes for losers to gawk at while they beat off in their squalid man caves,” Jazmine replied. “Why do you ask me such a gross question?”

“You said you are looking for other side jobs. OnlyFans stalkers obsess over their favorite models and go to extraordinary lengths to dig up their personal contact information,” I replied. “But I can rule it out since you are not part of the sex worker economy.”

“Last year I saw the news story about the guy who hid in the attic of an OnlyFans model,” Jazmine said. “The police arrested him for trespassing and harassment.”

“I saw the same news story,” I said. “He got what he deserved.”

“Do you look at porn, Mr. Johnson?” Jazmine asked.

“All I ever look at is gun porn,” I replied.

“Frank speaks the truth,” Gerald said. “He drools over the pictures of shiny, new firearms while he wipes his chin off.”

“If I have the cash, I also buy a few,” I said.

“My dad is the same way,” Jazmine said.

“Porn?” I asked.

“What? No. Guns,” Jazmine replied.

“Get your mind out of the gutter, Frank,” Gerald said.

“I have my focus back,” I said.

“That is more like it,” Gerald said.

“Is that all, Mr. Johnson? Do you need anything else from me?” Jazmine asked. “My boss is strict about my missing time from work, and I have to leave for Annandale.”

“Who is your boss?” I asked.

“Dr. Chatterjee hired me six months ago,” Jazmine replied.

“Do you like him as a boss?” I asked.

Jazmine shrugged her shoulders. “A boss is a boss,” she replied. “He pays me a decent wage for my hours, and I don’t work a lot of overtime. I have no major complaints.”

“What if we never get a visual of your stalker?” I replied.

“If you tell me that I have no stalker, I will have little choice but to trust and believe you,” Jazmine said. “Has that ever happened on a stalker case you have investigated?”

“I never discuss my past clients’ cases,” I replied. “I extend the same confidentiality to your case.”

“What is your zodiac sign?” Jazmine asked.

“My birthday is June 20th, so I am a Gemini,” I replied.

“I thought as much when I came into your office,” Jazmine said.

“How is it pertinent to your stalker case?” I asked.

“It has no direct bearing,” Jazmine replied. “I just like to know who I am hiring to work for me.”

“My zodiac sign has nothing to do with my private detective skills,” I said.

“Don’t get so defensive,” Jazmine said. “You mercurial Geminis are all stamped from the same die.”


“Okay, so what is your astrological sign?” I asked.


“I am also a Gemini. What do you know? We have something in common,” Jazmine replied with a dry laugh. “An ominous dark star looms over us.”

“I deal only in cold, hard facts and never superstitions,” I said.

“Spoken like a true Gemini,” Jazmine said.

“Give me a minute to prepare the service agreement,” I said. “After you sign it and pay our retainer, I will commence investigating your mysterious stalker.”

“Do you accept Mastercard?” Jazmine asked.

“Is a pig’s ass 100% pork?” I replied. “Do you need a written receipt?”

“Write down the payment I made on my copy of the service agreement,” Jazmine replied. “Don’t forget to initial and date it.”

“It’s rolling off the printer,” I said.

“Do you sign a service agreement with every client?” Jazmine asked.

“I do one for everything,” I replied. “It takes more time, but I have been reamed in the ass too many times to drop using them.”

“We use them at the veterinarian’s office,” Jazmine said. “I need a new printer, but my recalcitrant boss is difficult to persuade.”

“Is he a tightwad?” I asked.

“Aren’t most bosses tight with their money?” Jazmine replied.

“Why did you drive the long distance from Annandale to see Bernstein here in Pelham?” I asked.

“Mr. Bernstein’s rates are cheaper than what the private investigators charge where I live,” Jazmine replied.

“You get what you pay for in our profession,” I said. “Some private eyes are little more than outright scammers and bungling charlatans.”

“After Mr. Bernstein told me that he’d shot himself in the foot, I had the same dismal thought,” Jazmine said. “Who does that sort of thing? I am glad he recommended you.”

“Give me a day or so to get started on your case,” I said.

“You will probably drive on I-66 to reach Annandale,” Jazmine said. “The rush hour commute can be nerve-racking and frustrating. People drive like they are fiends and love to honk their horns. They seem to hover on the brink of road rage.”

“I have worked for previous clients who live in your zip code,” I said. “Also, we lived in Northern Virginia for several years.”

“Why did you pack up and move away?” Jazmine asked.

“My wife disliked the hectic lifestyle and the street noise,” I replied.

“Call me when you start work on my case,” Jazmine said. “I look forward to it, so I can get my old life back.”

“I’ll do my best working on your behalf,” I said. “You have my word on it.”

“I have faith in you,” Jazmine said.

Gerald took an active role in vetting our clients, and we both had to agree on whether to accept their cases. When Jazmine Yescavage paid us with crisp green C-notes ($100 bills), we found it virtually impossible to pass on her stalker case. Money had a curious way of convincing us that we could do anything but move heaven and earth. She knew she had us when she placed the C-notes on my desktop. I didn’t pant over them, but my eyes bugged out, and my nose flared like a pair of Venus flytraps.

“Do we both travel to Annandale to work on Jazmine’s case?” Gerald asked.

“I cringe at having to shut down the office,” I replied.

“I’ll man the office while you pry around for her.”

“Does she even have a stalker? Doesn’t she need more than a scary feeling to be suspicious?”

“If she isn’t being stalked, then your client report will reflect your findings.”

“What does your gut say? Is she imagining things, or are her concerns well-founded? Is she being stalked?”

“I have to trust her reading. Someone is tailing her, but they are careful to stay hidden. Have you ever felt the tingly sensation of being followed while you were in the woods?”

“The Bigfoot eyewitnesses describe having that experience. First, he isn’t there, and then he is as big as day.”

“However, Bigfoot isn’t stalking Jazmine in Annandale.”

“I realize that, but her sighting would give her stalker claim more credence. Otherwise, she is paying us to go down a rabbit hole that could lead to nowhere.”

“Frank, if you didn’t want to take her stalker case, why did you sign the service agreement? There is no backing out. We are obligated to see it through to the bitter end.”

“It’s too late in the day to drive to Annandale. I’ll leave early tomorrow morning.”

“Take Chet with you. He’s been loafing around our parents’ house with no jobs scheduled this week.”

“I’d rather drag my bare ass through broken glass.”

“He’ll have your back if the stalker is violent. Since we don’t know who we are going up against, it’s smart to be ready for the worst-case scenario.”

“Fine. I’ll take Chet. Can you set it up?”

“Yep. He’ll be thrilled down to his toes. He bought a new Glock 19 Gen5 handgun at the gun show in Chantilly and can’t wait to try it out.”

“Um, Chet needs to understand that we are private detectives and not a heavily armed SWAT team.”

Gerald laughed. “Lil’ Bro is a smooth operative,” he said.

“I know what he is. Our wild and reckless days are in the past.”

“He won’t go unless he gets to bring his new Glock 9mm.”

“You know what? Tell him to stay home. I can’t deal with a wrecking ball. I’ll never get my work done because I’ll be too busy riding herd on him.”

“Aw, c’mon, Frank. He isn’t that brash and impulsive. We’ve used him on past cases for clients with positive outcomes.”

“When did he moderate his personality?”

“Lil’ Bro has grown up and developed a mellower disposition.”

“Are we talking about the same person? Chet is about as mellow as a wet hornet’s nest. It’s the only way he knows how to be.”

“Take him with you. I am telling you because you will need him when things go south.”

“All right, I’ll do it as a favor to you. But if he fouls up the works, I am holding you responsible.”

“You won’t regret it, and you’ll thank me later.”

“I am getting up at 3 a.m. to beat the traffic. Tell Chet I will pick him up at 3:30 a.m. I want to hit I-66 before dawn, and I don’t have time to wait for him to pack his duffel.”

“I will give him your itinerary.”

“Holy motherfuck, I must have rocks in my head for doing this.”

“Stop worrying, Frank. You are giving me ulcers.”

“Tell Chet what we discussed. We are on a serious case for a client. He shouldn’t do anything to torpedo it.”


Chapter 2


On Monday night, I cajoled Dreema into watching a movie with me. I first saw Shock Corridor 10 years ago in my man cave, and I had been wanting to see it again. Sam Fuller (of The Big Red One fame) directed and wrote the harrowing potboiler. It concerns an overachieving, naïve news journalist (Peter Breck) who yearns to snag a Pulitzer Prize and catapult his journalism career to new dizzying heights.


He wheedles his reluctant stripper girlfriend (Constance Towers, born in Montana to Irish parents) to pose as his younger sister. Their fabricated incestuous relationship is his ticket to get committed to the state mental hospital, where a fatal stabbing took place in the kitchen. He investigates the murder, confident that he’ll expose the culprit, become a celebrated hero, and garner splashy headlines. Things go terribly awry.
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