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"The Peeper is a smart, fun thriller full of grit and humor. Bukowski welcomes us to Midlothian Ohio and its population of memorable characters being stalked by a serial killer. The protagonist, Dr Randy Corlane, has heart as well as flaws, which makes him all the more worth rooting for. His self awareness and wit created a character that I wanted to follow and get to know."
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Chapter One
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I was turning to the sports page when the newspaper jumped in my hands.

“He’s struck again.” Cheryl said, flicking the paper a second time for emphasis.

“Pardon dear,” I said, folding the paper and putting it on the table.

“You never listen to me,” scolded my wife of nineteen years, seven months and six days. “I said he’s done it again. Another murder. He’s run his score to three with this Freemantle person.” Her finger stabbed the salacious headline:

Police investigate another bizarre slaying of a suburban housewife.

“How do we know they’re even connected?” I replied, nodding toward the Tribune, Midlothian, Ohio’s one and only daily paper. “The news people say that, but the police haven’t.”

“Oh, please,” Cheryl said. “Don’t be an idiot. I grew up here. We have the occasional killing, drugs and such. But three in a month? All women? And so bizarre? Please. He must be a real sicko.”

I could feel her behind me, shaking her long, silky hair, its streaks of brown and grey replaced by bleach-bottle blond after her latest trip to the spa. I smiled at my buttered toast. “How do we know it’s a he?”

“Don’t be an idiot. You better hurry; you’ll be late for work.”

“I can afford to be late. I have a doctorate in veterinary medicine,” I said, nibbling a crust of bread. “And I work for the county.” I sipped more coffee. “And I’m a unionized supervisor.”

“Any idea when the doctorate unionized supervisor is going to get a promotion? Or maybe a raise? Or maybe a bonus?”

“I better get to work.” I picked up my lunch bag and kissed Cheryl on the cheek. “Why don’t you take some steaks out of the big freezer downstairs? I’ll grill. We can open a bottle of wine, have date night.” I gave her a hug. She didn’t hug me back.

“Oh yeah, I almost forgot. I have a thing tonight, um, a ladies thing. Dinner and a meeting.”

“Didn’t you just have one of those?” I asked.

“That was the monthly meeting. I’m on the board, you know. We meet every week. Might not get back till late. There’s cold chicken in the fridge.”

~ * ~
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Morning traffic wasn’t bad – only used my horn once. The working portion of Midlothian’s citizenry putzed their way to Hokkaido Plastics, Deer Park Medical Center, or The Sunshine Café. I putzed toward the county municipal buildings.

Twenty minutes of breaking, accelerating, and grumbling put me in the county lot. I angled toward a parking space two over from a sheriff’s cruiser, when a darting orange streak forced me to hit the brakes. Heart hammering, I got out and looked around. There, huddled by the police cruiser’s right front wheel, was an orange tabby cat. Almost a kitten really, a scraggly, under-fed teenager. It looked as scared as I felt.

“Hey little guy. You’ve got to be more careful. I almost hit you.” I scanned the parking lot. “Where’s your mom?” The cat shrunk against the tire as I approached. “Don’t worry, little one. I won’t hurt you. You look hungry.” The cat eyed me suspiciously but didn’t move. “Stay right there.” I walked back to the car and got my lunch bag. It contained a ham sandwich, an apple, and a snack-sized bag of Fritos. I lifted a slice of ham slicked with butter off the sandwich and walked back to the cat. Now it was behind the tire, only its head peering out at me.

“Here you go,” I said, tossing the meat to within a foot of the hiding feline. At first it didn’t move, eyeing the ham as if it were poisoned bait. Then it pounced, carrying the treat back under the holding it like it was a trophy mouse. I smiled, watching the cat dash with its prize to the large maple. Then I ambled left to the municipal offices.

The county office building was constructed during the cold war and always reminded me of a bomb shelter; the concrete walkway descending into concrete walls bermed into a mound of industrial fill with grass on it. A few shrubs and trees had been added to break the grey monotony.

I entered through the double glass doors as receptionist Peggy Roberts was having the first in her daily series of heated ‘chats’ with her mother.

I waved and said, “Morning.”

Peggy waved perfunctorily back, her focus still on the maternal curse occupying the other end of the line. Turning right, I walked past licensing toward environmental services, heading for room 138.

My heels clicked thirty-seven paces down linoleum that might once have been brown. The smell of hot macadam gave way to eau de old building, with its bouquet of dust mites, floor wax, and wood seasoned by more than half a century. At my destination, light shone behind the black letters reading ‘Pesticide Control Program.’ Below the frosted glass was a white placard informing one and all that Randall Corlane, DVM was supervisor of this illustrious program consisting of exactly four persons: myself, one administrative assistant, and two inspectors.

What’s a veterinarian doing in pesticide control, you ask? Well, vets and pests go together like, well ... dogs and fleas. We’re the docs who know all about mites and ticks, fleas and lice, mosquitoes and biting flies. We’re also the guys who know about the mange, malaria, and other diseases these creepy critters carry, as well as what kills them but not their hosts (in theory, anyway).

I turned the brass knob that hadn’t been replaced since Nixon occupied the White House and entered to the smell of ground roast rising from the Mr. Coffee in the corner.

“Morning Jan.”

“Morning Randy,” said Janyce Sterling, the aforementioned administrative assistant. Just a couple years out of community college, Jan was every bit the modern young woman, with piercings and multicolored hair proclaiming her individuality as it did for thousands of girls just like her. For Jan, professional attire meant the jeans only had small holes in them and the thong was only visible when she bent over.

“How was your evening?” I asked, pouring coffee into my OSU mug and adding one sugar.

“I spent most of it in bed.”

“Weren’t you feeling well?” I looked around for the cream.

Jan leered a grin. “Oh, I felt fine.”

I shook my head. “Which guy this time?”

“Kyle.”

“The one with all the muscles and tattoos?” There was powdered creamer but not actual cream.

“Uh huh. I spent a few hours exploring both.”

I raised my hand in surrender. “Too much data.”

“You’ll never guess where his snake tattoo is?”

I chuckled. “Have pity on an old married man and spare me the erotic details.”

“I thought you’d enjoy living vicariously?” She raised her pierced eyebrows. “Or if you want, I can introduce you to one of my girlfriends and you could live cariously?”

“You know you’re half my age, don’t you? And that I’ve been married almost as long as you’ve been alive.”

“I notice you didn’t say happily. Her name’s Rochelle Kolodny. She likes older guys. Even semi-happily married ones.”

“This sexual harassment thing works both ways.”

“I know. I just like to see you blush, Randy.”

I obliged.

Those of you who think the above erotica could not happen in a modern-day professional setting have never worked in county government. The limits are pretty much set by the employees, unless they have a strong hand at the tiller. My hand has always been a tad wimpy, eschewing confrontation. Plus, I didn’t see the harm.

“We have any cream?” I asked.

“You don’t take cream.”

“I know. Is there some in the breakroom?”

She shrugged. “Probably some half and half. Why?”

“Um, I have a friend who could use a square meal.” I dumped the chip crumbs from a Styrofoam bowl. “Do me a favor and put a note on my desk – ‘Get Meow Mix’.” Then I left for the breakroom.

~ * ~
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When I returned from my errand of mercy, Jan was deep into People Magazine, so I grabbed my now lukewarm coffee and slipped around the cloth partition that separated boss from employee.

There are few personal offices in unionized county government. Like home fries, we’re cubed. Mine was a semi-private cube (three walls) with a window. I had a beautiful tunnel-like view of a tree and a parking lot. Not bad for government work.

I put down my mug and turned on my computer. Then I heard the office door open.

“Hey, darlin.” The cheerful voice of Nolan Webster, the senior inspector, carried easily over and around my partition. I didn’t need to see him to know he was dressed in threadbare jeans and that he hadn’t shaved. He always sported the same ratty, almost-beard, as if his hair grew out partially then stopped. I wondered if he trimmed it that way.

“Hey Nols,” Jan said.

“Miss me last night?”

Jan sighed heavily. “Yes, but I managed.”

“I’ll bet,” Nolan said. “You’ve got the well-ridden glow. How about me? Does mine show?” I didn’t need to look around the partition to see his leer in my mind’s eye.

“Was it human?” Jan asked.

“And lively. Um, Skipper in?”

Jan must have waved him around.

“Hey Chief.”

“Hey yourself, Nols. Where’s Tweedle Dum this fine morning?”

“Cash may be AWOL today. I left him at the bar around seven. He was already stinko.”

Carter (Cash) McCall was the junior member of my team. Imagine a skinny, male version of Jan, in coveralls with ‘County Inspector’ on the breast pocket.

“You are a bad influence on that young man, sir.”

“Don’t blame me, chief. Said young man was dead set on diving in the tank. Upset about something but wouldn’t tell me what. Just that he saw something that freaked him out. Sounded scared. Hey, did you see the paper?”

“What?” I mumbled, entering my password to unlock the screen.

“The paper. The Peeper’s added to his score.”

“The Peeper?”

“That’s what the press is calling him. From the way he, you know.” Nolan tugged his eyelid and scissored fingers across it.

“That’s disgusting,” I said.

“They say he has some skill with a knife. Single stroke to the heart.” He stabbed fist to sternum. “Knows his way around the anatomy. Like that guy on Ripper Street.”

“They never caught bloody Jack, did they?” I asked.

“Not the season I’m binging. Probably won’t catch the Peeper either.”

I checked my email. “Are you rooting for him?”

“Nah. But it does add spice to Midlothian’s humdrum summer.”

“I prefer humdrum.”

“Any complaints last night?”

One of the chief responsibilities of the PCP was chasing down misapplication complaints. These could range from concerns about routine yard treatments to accusations that someone poisoned the family pet. They all had to be checked out, even the backyard feuds and alleged dog-icides. So, I ran down the messages.

“Two. One out on Parkersburg Road, the other in town—Drury Lane.”

“Let me guess,” Nolan plopped his butt on my grey-metal desk. “Some yuppy accuses Farmer McPeet of spraying insecticide on little junior while he played video games on his Parkersburg-road computer. And a domestic feud – neighbor A killed neighbor B’s prize rosebush because B’s TV plays too loud.”

“You’re ruining the suspense,” I said.

“Which one do you want me to hit first?”

“Are your time sheets finished? They’re due today.”

“I’ll finish them later.”

“That’s what you said last month. And the month before.”

“How about I hit Drury Lane now, then Parkersburg. I can grab lunch afterward at that new place near the freeway.”

“You mean the strip club?”

“Bozo’s is not a strip club. The waitresses just wear casual summertime attire.”

“Like hot pants and halter tops?”

“No one calls them hot pants anymore, pops. They’re booty shorts now.”

“Tell you what, son. Get your booty out to Drury Lane and I’ll hit Parkersburg.”

“You? Inspecting?”

“Hey, I started out doing inspections. Back when this place was just me.”

“Was that the Jurassic or the Mesozoic era?”

“The bronze age. And I want those three months-worth of time sheets as soon as you finish at Drury.”

“Yes, Mein Fuhrer.”

I waved off his sieg heil. “And be careful leaving the lot. There’s a stray cat hanging around.” I sighed. “Poor thing.”
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Chapter Two
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Majestic Knolls was a new development; one of those hummer-house clusters that spring up among the farmland along with the strip malls and fitness clubs. I pulled my county Buick onto the concrete drive at 421 Hummingbird Way. Another McMansion was fifty feet to my right. Parkersburg Road was visible over my left shoulder. Beyond Parkersburg was McPeet’s Orchard, fruit trees lined up neatly past the split-rail fencing.

I’d no more than stepped into the summer heat when I knew that McPeet had recently sprayed for cherry maggot. There was the telltale scent often described to me as ‘that smell in the pest-control aisle at Walmart.’ I’d explained a thousand times that said smell was mainly the solvent carrier-vehicle used to dissolve the active ingredient. The insecticide itself stayed where sprayed, but the solvent odor wafted here and there, so that people thought they were being poisoned by the equivalent of new-car-smell.

As I retrieved my sport jacket and clipboard from the passenger seat, a woman of about forty came out the front door. She was tall, a mile of tanned legs under her shorts, full figure tenting her polo shirt, blond hair tied into a ponytail. I waved to her and prepared for explanation one thousand and one.

“Good morning. Are you Ms. White?”

“Weider-White,” she replied. “With a hyphen.”

“Of course. I’m Randall Corlane from the county Pesticide Control Program.”

“Pleased to meet you.” She held forth a tanned arm. “Call me Suzanne.”

We shook hands. “I’m Randy.” I smiled my ‘I’m here to help’ smile. “What seems to be the problem?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Can’t you smell it.”

I took a moment pretending I couldn’t. “That mildly sweet, chemical odor?”

“The insecticide smell. That, that ... farmer.” Speaking as if McPeet were a disease, she pointed accusingly. “He sprayed his poison yesterday. During my barbeque.” She looked back at me and lowered her voice. “There were children present.”

“I see.” I nodded in understanding. “Was anyone at the barbeque exposed?”

“What do you mean? We all were.”

“No, I mean physically sprayed. Did you or anyone else see the mist cross Parkersburg Road, droplets landing on your property and or person.” It was patter I’d worked out over the years – civil and officious. Sounded a bit like Jack Webb. I added a ‘just the facts’ expression.

“Well ... no. But ...” She wrinkled her nose again and swept her arms wildly. “That smell. It’s everywhere.”

“Well.” I smiled. “What you are smelling is not insecticide.”

“Fine, fungicide or herbicide or what have you. It’s all poison.”

“No, what I mean to say is that the odor by itself does not constitute pesticide exposure. What you’re smelling is ...”

“What do you mean, no exposure? If I can smell it, I’m exposed. My guests could smell it too. And my son, my child. Jason has asthma, you know.”

I didn’t know, but I tried not to raise my voice to match hers. “No, I understand why you’d feel that way. But what you are smelling is not pesticide. It’s like, well, when you’re in the pest-control aisle at Walmart.”

“I wouldn’t be caught dead at Walmart.”

If ‘farmer’ was a disease, then ‘Walmart’ was all seven plagues rolled into one. “Of course not. But what I mean to say is ...”

“It’s even worse in the backyard. Come, I’ll show you.”

I admired her long legs strutting around the side of the house, then hurried after.

A flagstone path led to the gate in an honest-to-goodness white picket fence, albeit a plastic one. The fence surrounded a postage-stamp yard complete with patio, stainless-steel barbeque (no doubt for tofu burgers), and assorted patio furniture. No child’s toys dotted the area, confirming that little Jason spent his leisure hours at the computer. Standing in the center of the crabby lawn, I could spit a loogie into the neighbor’s yard, which was identical sans the fencing.

“Do you smell that?” Ms. Weider-White said.

I did indeed. The smell was most definitely stronger. And the smell was most definitely different, but familiar. It reminded me of the freezer where we placed the euthanasias back in vet practice; a smell I’d grown to know intimately until playing God drove me from clinics into public health. But this backyard odor was stronger, heightened by temperatures in the eighties.

Nodding, I walked toward the rear of the yard. What the novelists call ‘the stink of death’ was more pungent to my left. Looking over the fence in that direction revealed a drainage ditch, the bottom of which I could not see. I looked for a rear gate in the fence – there was none.

“Do you think your neighbors would mind my walking on their property?” I pointed to the fenceless yard on the right and smiled. “I’m a little old for hopping pickets.”

Weider-White shrugged as if she didn’t know what her neighbors would mind, or who they were.

I headed back through the front gate and down the outside of the fence until I’d reached the ditch.

“What are you looking for?” she asked.

“The source of your smell.” I followed the odor like a fly homing on a dog pile. I didn’t have to follow long. Twenty paces put me near the corrugated pipe where the ditch ran under Parkersburg Road. The stench increased with every step, until my breath caught in my throat, and I involuntarily turned away, thanking the lord that I hadn’t just eaten.

On my approach, several crows took flight, leaving their lunch unfinished at the bottom of the ditch. The main course appeared to be a nude body shoved partially into the pipe. A turgid pool dammed up against the rotting head and shoulders, long blond hair floating in the stagnant water. It looked to be a woman, but it was no longer easy to tell. One nipple had been cut off, replaced by a jagged hole from which maggots squirmed. A second hole sat just below the sternum, more maggots dining therein. That’s what I saw in the second before I turned away. But that wasn’t all I saw. The vision imprinted in my mind was of the eyes that were barely visible under the lip of the pipe. One was gone, no doubt curtesy of the crows. The other was open, staring at the sun. The lids had been removed.

~ * ~
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“You okay now?”

I thumbs-upped the paramedic, then sipped more water.

“Need another dose of salts?”

I shook my head. Smelling salts had twice snapped me back from the memory of the sightless eye. My mind could deal with the rest of the ghastly horror show, but that bare, lidless eye kept it reeling. I knew I’d been up close and personal with a grisly headline. And I knew I’d be seeing it again in my nightmares.

A chubby man in a checked jacket left an unmarked (if you don’t count dents) brown sedan and walked toward me. I’d seen this middle-aged gent around the municipal building from time to time. I’d even exchanged pleasantries with this balding, county detective owning the unfortunate name of Milton Garlicki.

“You okay there, Doc?”

I nodded.

“When did you find it?”

Another involuntary shudder hit me as he pointed to the gurney being hauled from the ditch, a blanket blessedly covering the strapped-down form.

I took a sip to wet the burnt cotton in my mouth. “About forty-five minutes ago.”

“How’d you happen to be down by the ditch?”

I tapped my nose. “Followed this.”

His head bobbed in understanding. Taking out a pen and pad, he asked, “What were you doing out here?”

Two burley guys in coveralls trundled the gurney toward a black station wagon with ‘County Morgue’ stenciled in white. The bundled form had once been a person – a woman. The Peeper’s latest victim. No doubt as pretty as the others. Now, so much worm food.

“Doc?”

“Oh, sorry. What did you say, Milt?”

“What were you doing out here?”

“Application complaint. Ms. White, um, Weider-White contacted the office. McPeet sprayed his trees and she wanted to complain.”

The detective smirked and shook his high forehead. “Someone should tell these city folks that they moved next to a farm, not vice-versa. Huh?”

“Well, I don’t know about that. But that’s why I was here.”

Milt seemed satisfied. “Mind coming to my office to make an official statement?”

I stood, my knees wobbling. “No, not at all.” I managed a wan smile. “I’m headed that way anyway.”

He stomped toward his car; I tottered toward mine.

“Just one thing,” I added.

Milt turned, giving me a blank expression that was as close as he got to inquisitive.

“Mind keeping my name out of the paper?”

He smiled; a piece of breakfast sausage was stuck between front teeth. “I’ll do what I can.”

~ * ~
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“Are you just getting home? I thought you were already in bed.”

Cheryl put down her tea. She was still in her dinner clothes, a tight-fitting pants suit with moderate cleavage. I often wondered why straight women dressed up for each other. Cheryl must have wondered as well as she buttoned up as if in embarrassment.

“Mmm, had some work to finish up.”

“Must have been important. It’s after ten.”

“How was dinner? LeeAnn drink too much again?”

Dinner out with lady friends was at least twice per week. Her best friend, LeeAnn Miller, was usually there, along with others from the BFF League, which is kind of a lady’s club with no definable purpose except eating, drinking, and gossiping. They had meetings as well, no doubt to plan eating, drinking, and gossiping. Between my work and her dinners, meetings, lunch dates, health-club sessions (she’d added the latter a few months ago, as if there wasn’t enough on her plate), we saw each other maybe ten hours a week. And still, we didn’t have much to say. C’est la vie.

“Why must you always pick on LeeAnn? What was the big work emergency?”

I took off my jacket and tie. “Catching up. Got delayed down at...” I waved. “I’ll tell you later.”

“Well, I’m going to bed.”

“Me too,” I said. “After I check messages.”

“Don’t forget to turn off the hall light again.” She headed down the hall to her bedroom while I headed up to mine.

You’re probably wondering why I didn’t tell my partner of almost twenty years that I had found a body today. A murder victim. One of the Peeper’s victims no less. The same Peeper we’d discussed over morning coffee. You’re probably thinking that I should be bubbling over with the big news; ‘Guess what happened to me?’ frothing from my lips. But I wasn’t.

I’m not sure why I kept my mouth shut. Something in me just said ‘wait’. Maybe I didn’t want to relive the shock. Or maybe I wanted to hold onto it for a while, hold onto something that I knew but she didn’t. This experience, this memory, was mine, mine alone, not community property. After years of sharing everything, knowing everything, one feels the need to keep a few secrets. At least I did. I couldn’t remember feeling this way when I was thirty, but the longer my wife and I endured, the more I wanted to keep my own council, to expand my private space. Or maybe we’d drifted far enough apart that private space was all I had left. Anyway, I wanted to keep a few secrets. I’m not sure a psychologist would find that healthy, but it was true.

A few of those secrets were on my bedroom computer. Oh, I’m not talking about the occasional porn-site tonic that middle-aged men use to cope with existential fear and the boredom of long-term fidelity in a world of casual sexploration (eg. Jan’s acrobatics). I’m talking about family secrets—my other family. The family that was separate from nineteen years of marriage. The family of which my neighbors and workmates were largely ignorant. My cyber family.

I admit to being none too bright about computers; the word Luddite comes to mind. I can hardly even figure out my cellphone. These machines weren’t around when I was born, and even when they became available, we didn’t waste money on such diabolically newfangled gadgets in the Corlane household. But since my parole from Corlane correctional, I’ve become a bit of a social media addict, with close to five thousand cyber friends. Not real friends in the traditional sense, but, like a drowning man, a lonely man will reach out to any hand, even a virtual one.

Cyber friends are like their photos—two-dimensional. All you really know about them is what they share on their feed: grin-and-shake shots (maybe a sexy one or two), syrupy slogans, political rants, cartoon hearts, happy faces, and restaurant reviews. You flirt a little. You get and give a birthday greeting, maybe a Happy Holidays. You have a stronger emotional connection with your accountant. But the anonymity of it felt comforting (at least to me), and the electronic flirting raised my middle-aged temperature a bit.

As an old married man, casual flirting was as far as I ever took it, lest innocent double entendre descend into something more. You married women may be thinking that the slope twixt the two is a tad slippery. You may also be thinking it’s a bit pathetic. And maybe it is. But it was something I could live with. Because even when the status quo is less than ideal (or even less than less), inertia is strong and the devil you know is at least the devil you know. Change is change for the worse, as my late mother used to say.

I scanned my feed and found myself staring at one of the sexy variety photos, a selfie of someone with the unlikely sobriquet of ‘Krazy Kat’; many cyber people hide behind a double layer of anonymity, cloaking even their true names from online friends they don’t really know. Selfie was perhaps the wrong word for this photo. Selfies was more like it, as cleavage was the star of this particular production. Thing one and thing two were focused in the foreground, with blond hair and powdered face hazed into a background blur.

There were already several dozen salacious replies from male admirers, most of the ‘Beautiful!’ and “You are hot!’ variety. My cyber policy was not to compete with such comments, tooting my version of ‘Hey Baby’ as one more wolf whistle from a crowded construction site. I’d read somewhere that the way to appeal to women, besides buying them stuff, was to make them laugh. So, I relied on a line from Manchurian Candidate, the original with old Blue Eyes. “Always with a little humor, Comrade”.

‘Make sure you have a leash when you take those puppies out,’ I typed. ‘They look like they could hurt somebody.’ I smiled at just the right combination of risqué and funny. I pressed send, watched my comment flash up among the multitude, then moved on.

There was a new post by Nancy Collingwood, one of my online crushes (as with Krazy Kat, what harm could it do?) This twenty-something cop who looked like Charlize Theron had posted ‘Heading to work out – wish me luck’ with a selfie of shorts and police tee shirt stretched over her trim figure. I thought for a moment, looking for that witticism that would set my reply apart from the catcalls and crude remarks. My fingers hovered over the keys for several seconds, then I wrote ‘Don’t overdo. I’d hate to see that lovely property of the police athletic league damaged.’ I pressed send.

At this point, you might be asking why I bothered? Why was a man in a long-term relationship flirting with an online fantasy he was never going to meet? A psychiatrist might say it was a need to sate the middle-aged male ego, to reaffirm, at least in his own mind, that he wasn’t over the hill, could still attract. Or Sigmund might opine on the voyeuristic comfort of dalliance without risk, long-distance infidelity, the vicarious thrill of exchanging a few compliments and risqué remarks with a stranger one will never actually meet. Cheryl’s most risqué remark was “not tonight, I have a headache.” A sociologist might discuss the societal trend toward a sterile, virtual-reality existence, where human contact is limited to text messages, tweets, and FB posts. Maybe that’s all true, maybe it’s all bullshit. But again, I didn’t see the harm; except maybe deep down in the soul, below the layers of inertia and humdrum routine that become our lives.

Moving on, Karl Wolff asked me to like Walker-Wolff insurance. I had never done business with Walker-Wolff insurance, but in my experience one agent was pretty much like the next. What harm could it do? I liked them.

The name Walker-Wolff needled at my brain like a half-remembered song title. Their offices were in Florida, so it was doubtful I’d heard an ad or seen a billboard. But the name was familiar and brought up a vision of long, tanned legs walking in the sunshine. Probably saw that on a Florida Tourist Bureau ad and made an odd, mental connection. I was about to scroll on when a series of associations flashed through my brain.

Walker-Wolff.

Weider-White.

Long legs strutting in shorts and polo.

Hair swirling around a lidless eye.

I shook off a shudder and poised my curser over the next notification in the string. Before clicking down, I paused in indecision. Why not, I thought. What harm could it do? Might even build some healthy PR for the PCP, maybe county government in general.

I moved my cursor to the search field, typing in Weider-White. There were two: one in North Dakota, the other Midlothian County. I paused again, then shrugged and sent a friend request. In the spirit of friendly public relations, I also wrote a casual remark on her timeline.

The next notification was a comment on a reply of some earlier comment to some photo or other. I exed it into cyber nothingness.

Then to my surprise, a new notification binged into my box. Nancy Collingsworth had poked me – seven times in a row. My witty repost had struck pay dirt. I smiled and poked her back. A couple more clicks and I was posting on her page.

‘Hi there. Hope you had a great day!’

Not exactly Dickens, but I’d already used my witty remark quota for the evening. What was left? You look hot? What’s your sign? How about those Reds?

I started to log off when a message notification binged onto the screen. “Speak of the devil,” I muttered. Nancy Collingwood again, fifteen seconds ago. For a moment, I hesitated, feeling a little guilty (and a bit naughty). Then I thought again, what can it hurt? I opened Messenger.

‘Hi yourself. I had a great day, thank you for asking. How about you?’

I started to write, ‘Fine,’ then paused. I wasn’t fine. I hadn’t had a good day. In fact, as days went, it was on the crappy side. Maybe one of the crappiest ever. Goose pimples rose at the memory. I wrote instead, ‘Not so hot, but thanks for asking.’ I sent the message.

Normally, I would have left it there and gone to bed. Cheryl might still be reading. Maybe I’d walk down and tell her about The Peeper. Maybe I’d just wash up and try to sleep, visions of lidless eyes making that impossible. But instead, I stared at the screen, waiting, anticipating. I watched twenty seconds tick off my computer clock, then thirty-five. A new message flashed into view.

‘That’s too bad. Want to talk about it?’

I thought about this. Did I? I hadn’t wanted to talk with the guys at the PCP. I hadn’t wanted to talk with Cheryl. I didn’t want neighbors asking what it was like, or reporters sticking microphones in my face. Did I want to talk with this attractive stranger? I wasn’t sure, so I played it neutral.

‘That’s okay. Don’t want to hold you up.’

The reply was quick and to the point.

‘Nonsense. I’m all ears (and other sensitive parts). Shoot.”

So, I shot. I shot the shit with this mysterious stranger for half an hour. I told her about finding The Peeper’s calling card. I told her about work frustrations. In thirty minutes, I shared more than I had with my wife in the past thirty days.
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Chapter Three
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“Randy? You okay?”

“I’m sorry, Irv. What did you say?”

Irving Zimbauer was head of County Environmental Services. As such, he oversaw Water and Waste-Water Management, Solid-Waste and Recycling Services, and me. Mine was the smallest group under his command, more an afterthought really. Ohio’s smallest county had added a Pesticide Control Program as a nod to local protestors alarmed by a Tribune story on the link between cancer clusters and insecticide applications. Alarmed protestors tend to alarm county commissioners, especially when such protestors are vocal around election time. Like oysters, commissions sometimes produce a pearl when irritated long enough. In this case, said pearl took the shape of a four-person office headed by yours truly.

“I said, have you been getting enough sleep?”

“Sleep?” I replied. “Yes. I slept fine.” And I had. My online conversation with Nancy (probably not her real name) had lanced the boil of my bad day. I left the computer feeling better, then took a drive during which cool jazz and summer breezes blew the cobwebs from my brain. Then I slept like the dead (make that a baby). I woke feeling good, refreshed, ready to start again.

“Then why don’t you report on PCP’s numbers for June.”

“Ahem. Sure. Last month, we chased down fifty-two application complaints, issued ten violations, and sent eighteen samples to the state labs for analysis.” I droned on for another two or three minutes, until I was starting to put even myself to sleep. Irv said thanks, apparently relieved that he had dotted my particular I. He then dismissed us, satisfied that another monthly meeting moved him thirty days closer to his retirement condo in Boca Raton.

I migrated back to my cube, where my great morning headed south.

~ * ~
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When I came in the office, Nolan’s skinny butt was now balanced on Jan’s desk. Today, my admin was wearing a tee shirt that said, ‘If you can read this, stop staring at my tits’. The letters got progressively smaller, like on an eye chart.

‘Come on, darlin,” Nolan said. “I could show you a thing or three.”

“I’m pretty sure there’s nothing of yours I want to see,” Jan replied.

“You do work here, right?” I asked my head inspector.

“You bet, chief. Nothing going on right now.”

“Well go and find some paperwork to do.”

“Okee dokee. See The Peeper struck again? That makes four.”

“Yeah. I heard about it.”

“Out on Parkersburg Road. Speak of the devil, huh?”

I pointed to the door and got a Boy Scout salute in return.

“And after lunch,” I added, “you and Cash make a perimeter application in the conference room. Then take some swab samples for the lab.”

“Cash is out today,” Jan said.

“Again?” I asked.

“What for?” Nolan asked.

“Huh? What for what?”

“The perimeter application in the conference room.”

“Oh. I don’t trust the results the lab’s been giving us and want to see how they do with a known application as a control.”

“I mean, what chemical do you want me to apply?”

The phone rang. I heard Jan say, “Hello, Midlothian County Pesticide Control Program.”

I thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Permethrin. Standard strength. Same as for that positive control sample you sent them last month.”

“That you sent them,” Nolan said. “Against union rules, by the way.”

“Well, let’s stick with the rules and have you do this application. Okay?”

“You got it.” Another BSA salute.

“Only this time, don’t tell the boys in the white coats what we sprayed. I want to see if they can identify it on their own.”

Nolan left as Jan was saying, “Okay. I’ll tell him. Bye.”

Before I could round the corner to my three-walled fortress of solitude, my admin said, “Irving wants to see you.”

“I just saw him at the monthly meeting.”

“I’m assuming he knows that but wants to see you again.

I shrugged and left.

~ * ~
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“Hi Irv. What’s up?”

My boss was plopped behind his institutional desk, which was identical to mine, including the coffee-stained blotter. His forty excess pounds hung over the belt of his polyester slacks. The bottom button of his white, short-sleeve shirt was undone, revealing a tuft of belly hair that his too-short tie failed to cover. He leaned his balding head back in his sprung desk chair as he spoke around a bite of raspberry Danish.

“You investigate a complaint at Majestic Knolls this week?”

My stomach flipped. “Yeah.”

He put down the pastry, wiped fingers on his slacks, then looked at a note. “A Mrs. White?”

“Weider-White,” I corrected. “Ms. What about it?”

Irv retrieved his Danish and looked back at me. “She’s pretty upset.”

Now was the time to mention the body. Now was the time to say, ‘I don’t doubt it. Me too.’ But instead, I said, “Oh?”

“Said you hit on her?”

I was expecting maybe a reference to The Peeper, maybe a reference to McPeet, maybe both. Maybe a reference to the incompetence of county government and its inability to protect taxpayers from harmful chemicals. But this? You could have knocked me over with a sampling swab, and I guess my face showed it.

“Did you?” Irv asked.

“What? No. What?”

“Something about having a bad day, “trying day” is how she put it. And then you tracked her down online and hit on her.”

“Listen, Irv. I don’t know ...”

Irv smiled like the cat that lunched with the canary. “Is she a looker?”

I stammered and I guess I blushed because his grin lechered up a notch.

“Ahem. Listen, Irv. I did not hit on her.”

“Let me guess. Tall, blond, big jugs?”

My face felt hot. “I sent her a friend request, that’s all. You know, social media, the internet.”

“That’s all?” He was obviously enjoying this.

“Ah, practically. I reached out. Thought maybe I could improve department PR.”

He took a bite of Danish and a sip of coffee. I watched chipped porcelain tip up and down. Then the back of his hand wiped the smirk off his face.

“Listen, Randy. I know you’ve hit the married, middle-aged doldrums.” He spread his palms wide. “Haven’t we all. And I know you’re cursed with a twenty-something nymphomaniac for an admin.” I muttered something, but he waved me off. “Just not on business. Okay? Improve your PR with blondes who haven’t made application complaints. Capiche?”

I started to mutter something else, then thought better of it. I nodded.

Irv waved again and went back to his last few bites. I went back to room 138, waiting outside until the heat left my cheeks.

~ * ~
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In my office, Nolan was once more perched on my admin’s desk.

“I like your eye chart, darlin,” he said.

“You’ve been gawking at it long enough,” Jan said.

“I’m trying to decide if I’m nearsighted or far sighted.”

“Far sighted,” Jan said, still looking at her People magazine. “So why don’t you stare at it from the conference room.”

Suddenly, I couldn’t take it anymore. “Nolan!”

They looked up, bemused expressions on both faces.

“Chief?” Nolan said.

A scathing rebuke brewed in my head, a combination ‘get out, get back to work, do what I told you, you’re fired.’ A tirade that would burn three inches off his scrawny tail. But I didn’t say it. Such spleen ventings are useless in unionized government, even counterproductive. The venter may have a stroke, but the ventee complains and is given time off with pay, which would leave me an inspector short. So, I stood there, blood pounding in my ears, face taking on the colors above the fruited plain.

“You okay, boss?” Nolan asked.

I finally managed to breathe. “Yeah. Just a bad couple of days.” Although the last couple of years hadn’t been that great either.

“I heard,” my admin said. “Blondie shot you down. Huh?”

“What? Where did you hear that?”

“Peggy told me. Bummer. I keep telling you—let me fix you up with Rochelle.”

I stammered something, but I doubt it was intelligible. My brain wasn’t at that level yet.

Nolan smirked. “News travels. Small office.” His smirk became a shit-eating, fatherly grin. “Feeling the seven-year itch, skipper? Got that yen to feed the monkey some new peanuts.”

“You have such a way with words,” Jan said. “You should write for Hallmark.”

Nolan’s shit-eater changed to a worldly smile. He patted my shoulder. “I know just what you need. I’m taking you out to lunch.”

“It’s only 10:30.”

He shrugged. “An early lunch. I’ll drive.”

~ * ~
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“No,” I said, looking up at a giant sexy clown cutout with two strategically placed pompoms, a come-hither smile on her two-dimensional face. “Not here.”

“Why not? You gotta eat somewhere. Am I wrong?”

“Not at Bozo’s.”

“Burgers are supposed to be
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