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Vlad Boyko is big, scary ex-con who owns a garage in the shadow of the dump near the outskirts of town. He’s a former member of the Ukrainian army and once stuck a screwdriver in a guy’s forehead during a vodka-infused argument over the Philadelphia Eagles. Vlad’s a big Eagles fan. Someone’s been stealing catalytic converters from his lot full of old junkers, and that’s how Vlad and I became acquainted. He’s my client. The local cops weren’t too concerned with his catalytic converter problem, so he hired me to check into it.

The county has recently issued me, Jessica Byrne, a brand new private investigator’s license. I’m in business with my best friend, Sam DiAngelo, and we rent an office in downtown Pottstown, above Tito’s Tacos Mexican Restaurant. Sam’s not a private investigator. She’s a different kind of PI. The kind that hunts things that go bump in the night. I chase cheating spouses, and Sam hunts ghosts and cryptids. The deal is, we help each other out on cases. For me, that means trying not to swallow my tongue from laughing as Sam attempts to communicate with someone’s dearly departed papaw. Sam’s a true believer and I’m a debunker. Or bunker. Whatever the term is for major nonbeliever.

The temperature was hovering just below freezing on a late January night and my body was covered in black thermals and a heavy winter jacket. Tonight I was conducting surveillance for Vlad. I jumped in my car, picked Sam up at her condo across town, and we headed over to Boyko Motors. Sam’s wavy brown hair was covered by a pink ski hat with a fake fur puff on top of it, and she wore a matching pink puffer jacket. Sam’s curvy and gorgeous. She was briefly employed as a professional belly dancer before she threw her back out and was forced to hang up her bedazzled bikini top. In contrast, I’m what the world refers to as “petite.” I’m barely five foot four, most of which is legs, and my long red hair was currently stuffed under a ratty, old baseball cap. At least once a month, usually at a gas station, some skeevy guy will wink at me and say, “Red in the head, hot in the bed.” Old ladies in the grocery store like to touch my hair. I’ve learned to roll with it.

We arrived at Vlad’s garage in an aging industrial area of West Pottsgrove Township, and I pulled into Doogal’s Lawn and Tree Service parking lot across the street from Vlad’s. I tucked my car behind a low hedgerow and killed the engine. 

“It’s real spooky back here, Jess.” Sam thinks everything is spooky, possessed, or from another dimension. “There’s no cars parked at the other businesses.” 

“Yeah, I noticed that too. No second shifts, I guess.”

Sam opened the Maryanne’s Moist Muffins and More box that she brought with her, and set it on the dashboard. 

I opened the lid and checked the contents. “Four chocolate chip muffins. Excellent.” Quality snacks are a must-have when pulling surveillance. 

Sam took a muffin from the box and peeled off the paper. “You know, we’re only a mile from the old landfill. That deserted old trash mountain has real potential for paranormal activity. Who knows what kind of mutant creatures live out there? If I’m going to expand the paranormal side of our business, I need to become a subject matter expert on cryptids. You and I should go up there sometime and have a look around, you know?”

I gave her the side-eye and selected a muffin from the box. This wasn’t the oddest conversation we’ve had since we started the business. Not even close. “Sure, Sam. Sometime.” 

“We could conduct some real scientific research, and take some videos of my investigation. We can put it up on TikTok and YouTube. I could become a paranormal influencer and make some real bank.”

“How about I just tag along and hold the camera for you?” I drew a hard line at me, the paranormal, and social media exposure.

Sam finished her muffin, settled back in her seat and closed her eyes. A few minutes later, her snores filled the car. Every so often, I started the car up and blasted the heater so we wouldn’t freeze solid. After two hours of watching nothing, my ass was asleep and I’d depleted the remaining muffins. I was ready to call it a night when a pickup truck rolled up to the curb outside Boyko Motors. Sam was still dozing. I poked her awake and pointed to the street. She yawned, picked up her digital camera and began snapping photos. Two guys dressed in all black jumped from the pickup, glanced around, then removed some tools from the back. 

“Those fools are dressed up like ninjas from an old karate movie,” Sam said, adjusting the lens. “Head to toe black, with only their eyes showing. What’s that one guy holding, bolt-cutters?”

I picked up my binoculars and adjusted them. “Looks like it. Do you see any guns on them?”

Sam zoomed in. “No. But you know what assuming does.”

The men approached the eight-foot-high chain-link fence surrounding Vlad’s side lot. One guy took the bolt cutters to the lock, and the other shoved the gate open. A motion light blinked on, illuminating the lot. It didn’t seem to faze them. The men propped up a dented minivan with a scissor jack and slid under it on their backs with their legs sticking out. The sound of saws grinding on metal continued for a minute or two, then they slid back out with the catalytic converter. Sam’s camera clicked away.

“Jeez, Sam. That was quick.”

“Quick way to lose a limb. If that flimsy-ass jack falls, those idiots could be squashed like bugs.” 

“Vlad told me that there’s precious metals inside catalytic converters. That’s why people steal them.” 

“Whatever the hell is in them, they aren’t worth being crushed, arrested, or both.”

“Agreed.”

The thieves moved to a sideswiped SUV and repeated the same process. 

“Just call the cops and let them handle it, Jess. Then we can go home. I’m freezing my ass off. Your heater sucks.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my heater. And Vlad doesn’t want me to call the cops. He said he wants to deal with the thieves himself. Whatever that means.”

“It means a free lobotomy with a rusty screwdriver.”

“Whatever, Sam. When you zoom in, can you see the license plate on their pickup?” 

She shook her head. “No. Not from this angle.” 

By the time the thieves were done boosting the third catalytic converter, I was pissed. I waited until they scooted under the next derelict car, set the binoculars down and shoved my phone into my pocket. “Wait here, Sam.”

She put the camera on her lap. “What are you doing?”

I opened the door and jumped out of the car. I sprinted down Doogal’s driveway, crossed the street to the ninjas’ pickup and hunkered down by the front tire. I pulled my phone from my pocket and texted Sam. Did they see me?

A second later she replied, Not yet! WTF? with an angry face emoji.

I scooted to the back of the pickup truck, snapped a photo, and dashed back toward my car. The men began shouting. Shit. I was busted. A gunshot blasted the pavement a foot away from me. I froze.

Sam stuck her head out the passenger window and screamed, “You bastards are lucky I don’t have my boyfriend’s gun with me! I’d shoot you right in the nards!”

“Yeah, yeah,” one of the men shouted back.

A second shot whizzed past me and blew out the Doogal’s Lawn and Tree Service sign, and I dove for the pavement. 

“Get up! Get up!” Sam yelled. “Run!”

I scrambled up and raced for the car, bent over with my arms covering my head. Another shot ricocheted off Doogal’s driveway and ended up who knows where. Sam shrieked unintelligibly, dashed around the back of my car, and jumped in the driver’s seat. She leaned across and shoved the passenger door open. I slid across the hood of the car Dukes of Hazzard style, turned, and jumped headfirst into the passenger seat as the car began moving. When my ass found the seat, Sam mashed the gas pedal and peeled out of the driveway. I flailed around and pulled the car door shut as Sam floored it down the street. Sirens sounded off in the distance.

Sam punched me in the arm. 

“Ow! What the hell was that for?” 

“Do you have a friggin’ death wish or something?”

Another shot went off. My car took a direct hit to the ass end. We ducked, the car swerved, and we narrowly missed slamming into a fire hydrant. We both felt around to make sure we didn’t have any bullet holes in us.

“Are you good, Sam?” 

“Never better!” She blew a stop sign and yanked my car onto High Street.

I fastened my seatbelt. “Dammit. I hate it when my car gets shot. That’s the second time now.”

“That’s gonna hurt your resale value.”
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It’s not easy falling asleep right after you’ve been shot at. Personally, I need time to decompress and reevaluate my life choices. It took me a few hours to convince myself that I was a normal, well-adjusted person who makes good decisions. I think I got about four hours asleep before Bruce, my super-sized orange tabby cat, woke me up after eighter with his butt in my face. Bleary-eyed, I turned him around to face me and told him what happened the night before. He listened to me, purring. 

“Getting the thieves’ license plate number was a step in the right direction, Bruce, but the new bullet hole in my car is a pain in the ass.”

I acquired the first bullet hole in my car from my very first divorce case a few months ago. The skanky girlfriend I was surveilling pulled a pea shooter out of her fake Marc Jacobs bag and shot a hole in my bumper. Sam tossed her milkshake through the woman’s sunroof as we sped away, so I’d call it even. I’d made a halfhearted attempt to fix the hole with some crap I bought at AutoZone, but the result wasn’t pretty.

Bruce blinked at me. He was only interested in breakfast.

I crawled out of bed, stretched out the knots in my back, eased into the shower and let the hot water pound my shoulders. I dried and fluffed my hair, applied some lip stick, and dressed in my standard winter attire of jeans, boots, and a pullover sweater. One benefit of self-employment is that you can dress however the hell you want, which for me is utilitarian meets comfortable.

I headed downstairs. My mom, Valentina, was in the kitchen making coffee in her pink zip-up robe and Bruce was at his bowl eating his crunchies.

“Hi, Mom.”

Mom moved in with me after she retired from her job as a nurse at St. Agnes Hospital a few years ago and broke her leg learning to snowboard at age sixty-five. I liked the help with the mortgage and she liked the company, so she never moved out. I’m the youngest of three and I think I’m the oops kid, but Mom denies this claim. My sister Margaret, the middle child, lives in upstate New York, and my brother Michael lives in San Diego. She’s an artist and knows a lot of big words, and he’s a tech nerd. It’s possible that I’m the oops kid and the underachiever in the family.

“Good morning, Jess.” She poured herself a cup, stirred in creamer and sugar, and sat down at the kitchen table. 

I crossed my fingers that she hadn’t laid eyes on the bumper bullet hole on her trip down the driveway to get the newspaper, which she reads daily for the yard sale announcements, obituaries and the crossword puzzle. “What are you up to today?” 

“Harry and I are swinging by the Otter Club. The party planning committee is organizing the next benefit dance.”

Harry and Mom have been engaged for over twenty years. Harry wants to marry my mom, but she likes the arrangement the way it is. Harry’s been a member of the Loyal and Vigilant Order of the Otters since forever, and Mom joined the club when they began admitting women as full members five years ago. Right now, she’s head of the party planning committee, a dysfunctional group of postmenopausal women who get in fights about things like the color of streamers and what brand of decaf coffee to serve.

“The theme is the eighties, and it’s going to be a hoot,” she said. “You really should join the club, Jess.”

“Pass.” 

“Come on, Jess. You’d meet people and maybe even pick up some new clients.”

The Otter Club has been part of the downtown social scene since the nineteen forties, probably around the time the last actual otters packed up and vacated Pottstown’s stretch of the Schuylkill River. The Otters started out as a businessmen’s social club but over time has devolved into a coed drinking club for retirees. Besides consuming alcohol, the Otters work on a few charity events throughout the year. The club occupies a stately Victorian home downtown, and sometimes I visit as a guest with Mom and Harry. They have good bar food, cheap drinks, and free entertainment in the form of drunk old people. 

“I don’t have time to make the meetings, Mom. You know my job has weird hours.” The truth is, I’m not joining the Otter Club for at least another thirty years. Maybe not even then.

I grabbed a box of Tastykake Krimpets from the pantry, picked up my bag and shrugged on my coat. “Gotta run, Mom. Love you.”

“Love you, kid. Put a hat on,” Mom shouted as I shut the door.

My only other client is a guy named Daniel Lakeland. He’s a local jeweler, he’s super rich and in the middle of an ugly divorce. Tracy, his slutty soon-to-be ex-wife, is the owner of Tracy’s Day Spa in town. Daniel hired me to dig up dirt on Tracy’s latest side piece so he can look good to the judge. 

I tossed my bag in my car, jumped in, and rolled down High Street, the main drag through town. Tracy’s Day Spa is on the way to my office. Her building is seven blocks from mine, to be exact. I slowed down, checking for Tracy’s car. Her gleaming, white Jaguar F-Type was parked in her reserved space. I hit the gas and headed past the mix of hopeful new businesses and deserted storefronts that make up downtown Pottstown, and parked in front of Tito’s Tacos. I waved to the owner, Manny, through the window. Manny bought the business from his dad a few years ago, and he’s my hot landlord. We also dated briefly when Max and I were in an “off” stretch. I pushed the restaurant door open and warmth, music, and delicious aromas enveloped me. I loved Tito’s.

I sat down at the bar. “Hi, Manny. How are you doing?” 

“I’m well. Yourself?”  

“I’m okay. I stopped by to let you know that I’ll have the rent check to you by the end of the week. I’m having some short-term cash flow problems.” My cash flow problems were more like medium to long-term, but he didn’t need to know that.

“Get it to me when you can. I know you’re good for the money.” Manny was being kind. The truth is, I’m not always good for the money, like right now.

“Thanks.” I waved goodbye and headed out. 

I fumbled around in my bag for the keys to the office. Sam and I recently scraped together enough extra money to have our sign made, and Manny attached it to the door for us. It reads NPI—Normal and Paranormal Investigations. Reasonable Rates. I found my keys, unlocked the door and ran up the stairs to the second floor.

Our office is one medium-sized room outfitted with desks and chairs purchased at the used office furniture outlet’s going out of business sale. Part of the room is used as a reception area, with a second-hand couch and a coffee table Mom and I picked up at a yard sale. Sam painted it to cover the coffee ring stains. We splurged and bought a minifridge from Walmart. We use the bathroom downstairs at Tito’s Tacos. The office has great light, the rent is cheap and sometimes we score free burritos.

Sam left me a note that she was out walking Sparkle, her gigantic English mastiff. She adopted him from the SPCA six months ago. Sparkle was a reject and had lived at the shelter for nearly a year. No one wanted him because he’s slightly cross-eyed, and his tongue is too long for his mouth. When Sam founded him online, she fell in love. She brings Sparkle to the office most days, where he spends his time napping and farting. I sat down at my desk, unwrapped a Krimpet and took a bite. I scrolled through my emails, deleting the spam as I went. My phone rang. I answered it and hit the speaker button. 

“Hey, Max.” 

“Hey, Red. How’s it going?” Max is an ex-Borough police officer, and the current owner of O’Conner Investigation Consultants. We met in criminal justice class in college nearly ten years ago. Max is six feet of all night long, lean but muscular, with dark brown hair that isn’t going to slide off the back of his head when he hits thirty-five. In addition to my ex-boyfriend, Max is also my ex-employer. And sometimes after a few beers, we forget we aren’t a couple anymore, which leads to a night of fantastic sex with minimal regret. 

“What do you need, Max? Our breakup is still on, right?”

“It’s still on. Just a friendly check-in.” Max’s firm is my main competition. Right now, he’s winning.

“That’s sweet. What do you want?”

“Nothing. Tell me about your new client, the one with the junk cars over in West Pottsgrove. What’s his name?”

“That’s confidential.”

“It’s Vlad Boyko, isn’t it?”

Dammit. “How did you know that, Max?” 

“I arrested him a few times. Vlad ran a chop shop when I was in the department, and he dealt with a lot of shady people. He’s a criminal.”

“Ex-criminal. And now that you know his name, put it in the vault.” 

“I will, Jess, but he’s trouble. His street name is Vlad the Impaler. He did a nickel in the joint for stabbing a guy in the forehead with a screwdriver. He was paroled two years ago. Supposedly, he’s gone legit.”

“I’m aware of the screwdriver incident.” 

“Don’t piss him off.”

“I won’t. Besides, I think Vlad likes me. When I first met with him, I told him I’m half Ukrainian and I did a vodka shot with him. We bonded.” I could practically see Max shake his head over the phone. 

“Let me guess. Vlad’s missing some catalytic converters.” 

“Perhaps.” 

“Smitty said that Pottstown PD has been investigating catalytic converter thefts for a few months. They’re happening all over the Borough and the surrounding townships.” Smitty is Detective Joe Smits, Max’s ex-partner and good friend.

“Vlad mentioned their investigation. He told me the police spent a few weeks on his case but didn’t come up with any suspects.”

“Smitty has a few leads, but nothing solid yet. He also mentioned that he talked to a West Pottsgrove officer today who told him a resident called in a complaint last night about shots fired near Vlad Boyko’s garage. I don’t suppose you were in the vicinity last night?”

“Potentially.”

In the background, I could hear Max vigorously tapping a pen on his desk. 

“Red, we’ve talked about you and your risk-taking behaviors.” Despite our breakup. Max was protective of me. “You need to be more careful. Don’t learn you’re not bulletproof the hard way.”

“Max, I was totally careful last night. I wasn’t shot, and I got a license plate number. It was a good night. I should have this Vlad thing wrapped up in no time. Easy peasy. By the way, can you get Smitty to run the pate for me?”

“Do me a favor. Partner with me on the Boyko case.”

“We are partnering, Max. You’re conning Smitty into running the plate for me.”

The pen tapping became aggressive. “You know what I mean.”

“I do, and I’m being careful. It’s important to me that I don’t rely on you all the time. I don’t work for you anymore and I need to handle my cases on my own.”

“You’re prideful.”

“I am not. I’m being independent, and that’s different. Will you ask Smitty to run the plate or what?”

Max sighed. “Sure.”

I gave him the number, and he put me on hold. 

After a few minutes, he came back on the line. “The plate was stolen. It belongs on a Honda with an address in Reading.” 

“Crap. That lead went nowhere fast.”

“Team with me on this one, Jess. Vlad’s a bad guy.”

“You keep saying that. Did you call just to bug me about him? Don’t you have anything else going on?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. I picked up a high-dollar insurance fraud case here in town that I need to get back to. Keep me posted on Vlad.”

“You’re on a need-to-know basis.”

“And Red?” 

“Yes?”

“What color panties have you got on?”

“Not helpful.” I hung up and shoved the impaler business out of my mind.

A moment later, my phone buzzed with a text from Vlad. It read, You come now. I don’t talk on the phone.

I texted back, Be there soon. I locked up the office, jumped in my car and headed through town to Vlad’s garage. Pottstown has the distinction of being wedged between the dump, which thankfully doesn’t smell like hot garbage anymore, a nuclear power plant, and a few superfund sites. The town, referred to as Potts Vegas by some of the locals, is perched on the banks of the beautiful brown Schuylkill River, a former repository for industrial waste. The river is making a comeback for people who like to float around in kayaks, and once in a while you can see a turtle or two. Pottstown has been described as an authentic urban experience, which means you can get a good cheesesteak here, but park under a streetlight and lock your car first.

I pulled up to Vlad’s two-bay garage as James Gang’s “Funk #48” blasted through my speakers. The rusty chain-link fence with the newly-broken lock encircled the shitshow that was the side lot. The lot was crammed full of engine blocks, doors, windshields, and smashed-up cars in need of a new lease on life. A few shined-up beaters were parked by the street with For Sale signs on them. I locked my car, hiked my bag onto my shoulder, and marched into the office to the sounds of hammering, grinding, and what sounded like Ukrainian cursing came from the half-open garage doors. 

I stepped inside the small office. A smartly dressed bleach blond with big blue eyes glanced up from her iPhone and gave me a disapproving up-down look.

“May I help you?” Her accent was the same as Vlad’s. Heavy, but nice.

“I’m Jessica Byrne. Vlad asked me to stop by.” 

She tossed her head to her right. “Through the door. I buzz you in.” She hit a button and yelled, “Vlad, the lady detective is here!” Her eyes dropped back to her phone and I entered his office. 

Vlad Boyko towered over me at about six feet, four inches. His worn, greased-stained Eagles sweatshirt stretched over two hundred pounds of solid work-type muscles and was paired with worn camouflage pants. A Ukrainian flag hung on the wall behind a battered desk, which held a glass ashtray with a lit cigarette, a bottle of vodka, a shot glass and a black rotary phone. Vlad shut the door, sat down, and put his size twelve combat boots up on the desk. He studied me with brilliant blue eyes that looked like they’d seen some shit, then motioned to two beat-up leather chairs opposite his desk.

“Sit, sit.” Vlad’s deep voice matched his imposing stature. 

I took off my down coat and perched on the edge the squishy old chair. 

“You come over right away. That’s good. Most Americans, they’re late. Always running around texting but doing nothing.” 

I didn’t disagree with his observation. 

“I saw on my security camera you watched my lot last night.”

“Yes, my partner Sam and I did.”

Vlad ran a large, calloused hand through his graying hair, took a drag on the cigarette, and blew the smoke out of his nose. “I run a legitimate business here. I pay my taxes. I buy wrecked cars, fix them up, sell them. All my cars have clean titles. I put big lock on the gate, zlodiyi break the lock. I buy a watch dog, he run away. Then the police patrol the neighborhood for two weeks, but they catch no one. I see the police parked outside. They do nothing but eat doughnuts, talk on the phone.” 

I nodded. I thought his assessment of the police was a bit harsh, but I used to date one so I’m biased. And I eat doughnuts and other snack food items when I do surveillance, too. Fortunately, I have my mother’s high metabolism.

“So, lady detective, what happened last night?”

“Sam and I saw two men enter your lot, stealing catalytic converters. They took a few shots at us. I managed to get a plate number from their pickup but it didn’t pan out.”

“Yes. I see on my video camera that zlodiyi bring a gun this time,” Vlad growled. “But I did not see the shooting.”

“So you saw one of them pull a gun?”

“Yes, then he ran out of the camera range.”

“They also broke your new lock.”

“I see that this morning. They cost me a lot money.” Vlad peered at me through the blue-gray smoke cloud. “You keep watching. When you find out who does this, I’ll handle them. I’ll take a screwdriver to their holovy.”

I wasn’t sure what body part a holovy was, but I had a decent guess. “Vlad, when I figure out who’s stealing from you, we’re going to let the police handle it.” 

“Yeah, yeah, the police.” He muttered in Ukrainian under his breath.

I was about to impress Vlad with my new plan to catch the thieves when his phone rang. He answered, yelled something about Putin into the phone, and waved me off, which was a good thing because I really didn’t have much of a plan yet.

I left Vlad’s, cruised back to my office and found a parking space down the street. I power walked up the block, unlocked my door and jogged up the stairs. I stretched out on the couch and took a snooze to make up for the night before. Fifteen minutes later, Sparkle woke me up with a wet nose to the face. I scratched him behind his big, velvety black ears, and he shoved himself under the coffee table. Sam set a takeout bag down, and Sparkle stuck his snout up and sniffed it hopefully.

“I don’t thrive in this cold-ass weather,” Sam said, taking off her coat and tossing it on to the coatrack. It slipped off, fell on the floor and she left it there. “But Sparkle and I made run to Romeo’s Delight, and I picked us up meatballs, garlic knots, and carrot cake. Totally worth the frost bite. Shove over.”

I sat up and stretched. Sam plunked down next to me, smoothing out her dress. Sam takes her fashion ideas from Stevie Nicks. Most days Sam wears long, flowing dresses with drapey sleeves, usually black or white, with matching boots and hats. Today her black dress was accompanied by thick black leggings. You can channel Stevie Nicks but still be practical about it.

We dug into lunch. I recently abandoned my New Year’s “eat healthier” resolution, and I dunked a garlic knot in the meatball sauce and shoved it in my mouth. Sauce dripped onto the edge of the coffee table. Sparkle’s tongue emerged from below and licked it off. After I got a meatball down I said, “Listen, I’m really sorry we got shot at last night.”

“Yeah, about that. I wasn’t expecting you to take off running. That was not in the plan.”

“I know. I needed that plate number, but it’s a bust, anyway. The plate’s from a stolen vehicle.”

“That sucks. Shot at for nothing.” 

“I have a vehicle description, so it wasn’t a totally worthless night.”

Sam bit into a meatball, an orgasmic expression spreading across her face. “Damn, I love Romeo’s meatballs.” She sipped her drink. “So tell me what Vlad’s like. I haven’t gotten to meet him yet.”

“He’s a tall Ukrainian guy. In his fifties. A little scary. In addition to Eagles football, he’s a fan of vodka and Marlboro Lights. A bit of a loud talker, but he’s okay. Supposedly he’s been rehabilitated by the state prison system.”

“Well, don’t get too close to him when he has a sharp tool in his hands. Just saying.” Sam selected a garlic knot from the plastic container. “I’ve got some good news. I have a new client. She called this morning. Her name is Diane Durkle and she has a demon in her attic.”

“That’s too bad.”  

“Not for me. She wants me to come over and investigate. The usual, take a look around, and EMF do some readings. Sage the house and shit. Are you in?”

I stuffed a garlic knot in my mouth to hide the smirk. “Sure, I’m in. Set it up.” 
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I left the office at four and headed to the day spa to spy on Tracy. Max and Sam think surveillance is boring, but I like it. I have a natural inquisitiveness that goes back to when I was a little kid, and on occasion it’s gotten me into trouble, like last night at Vlad’s. When I was in school, knowing the answer to a question wasn’t enough for me, I had to know why. Every day after school, I was glued to the TV watching old detective shows like The Rockford Files and Magnum, P.I., but I didn’t relate to the damsels in distress. I was in it for the car chases, explosions and gun fights. I wanted to be like the guys, sneaking around, driving cool cars and solving mysteries. 

And now, here I was living the dream. Except I don’t live in Malibu or Oahu. It was late winter in southeastern Pennsylvania, and I was slouched down in my bullet-ridden, aging BMW X3, waiting for Daniel Lakeland’s wife to leave for the day. I bought the BMW from my Aunt Joanie when she moved into Breezy Creek Active Adult Living Community and started a moonlight bingo league and a singles’ club. She gave me a good deal on it, but it came with strings attached. When she needs a ride, I have to oblige her, which means a lot of trips to the salon to get her hair set. The benefits of Aunt Joanie’s car are that it has comfortable seats for surveillance and road trips, and it’s fast if I need to lose a tail or escape from a crazed gunman, like last night. Despite the good seats, my ass was falling asleep. The dashboard clock read three forty-five and soon, Tracy would emerge from the spa after putting in a hard day of sitting on her ass doing nothing.

In my rearview mirror, I saw Max’s giant silver Jeep Grand Wagoneer pull up behind me. I turned down “Whole Lotta Love” and cracked my window three inches. The icy wind blasted right through the crack. January sucks.

Max put his hand on the roof of my car, leaned down, and turned his blue-gray eyes loose on me. “I’m going to need to see your license and registration, miss. And turn Zeppelin back up.” 

“You couldn’t ticket a naked jaywalker. You haven’t worn a badge in three years. You’re just a lowly PI, same as me, Max.” 

The truth is, of the two of us, I’m the lowly PI. Max’s company specializes in insurance fraud, which sounds really boring, except he caters to corporate and high-net-worth clients. Max’s cases involve the gamut of what rich people insure: art, jewelry, luxury cars, yachts, horses, businesses, other rich people, you name it. My clients are mainly pissed off spouses in the low-to-medium-net-worth range, with the exception of Daniel Lakeland. Rumor has it, he’s worth about twenty million.

“Are you on an important case, Red? I see you pulled out the big guns.” Barely concealing the amusement in his eyes, Max motioned to the Tastykake box on my passenger seat.

I grabbed the cellophane Krimpet wrappers and stuffed them in my coat pocket.

He cocked his head toward the day spa. “Is it haunted?”

“You never know. It’s an old building. It could be. But for your information, I’m not on one of Sam’s cases. And you’re not my boss anymore, so I’m not telling you anything else. Bite me.”

“I’ll bite you anytime you want. Let me know where and when.”

“Keep dreaming, Max,” I huffed, as I shoved the visual from my mind. “You’re blocking my view and blowing my cover. Why don’t you board your land yacht and sail back to your bougie office?” 

Max has a big, fancy car and a bougie office because three years ago, when Max was a Pottstown police detective, he got shot in the ass by a wealthy personal injury lawyer, Peter Peabody, managing partner of Peabody Lerch and Associates. Peter Peabody got greedy and was caught defrauding his clients. As the investigating detective, Max was a witness for the prosecution. The trial didn’t go Peter’s way, and he was convicted and given a lengthy prison sentence. The night before he reported to prison, he was partying with a bunch of furries and doing a lot of meth. Peter, high as a kite and dressed in a hamster suit, saw Max and shot him outside the Gas n’ Git convenience store. Max was in the hospital for two weeks and had to quit the force. So Max hired his own lawyer and sued Peter for all he was worth. Now Max is loaded. I wish some rich furry would shoot me in my ass, but I don’t have that kind of luck. 

“Have dinner with me on Saturday night, Jess.” 

My expression must have appeared noticeably skeptical. “It’s not a nookie invite, Red. Only dinner, I promise. We’ll catch up.”

I pretended to check the calendar on my cell phone. “I can do Friday, not Saturday.” My schedule was wide open, as far as dates were concerned, but I wasn’t going to let Max know that. On a typical Saturday night, Bruce and I would share a bag of cheese doodles on the couch and be asleep by nine. “Anywhere that serves a good, dry cabernet.”

“Carmelo’s. Eight.”

In my side mirror, I watched him stride back to his SUV. Max’s body makes my toes curl and my unit fire up spontaneously. He drove off, and a few moments later Tracy Lakeland flounced out of her building. She fluffed her chemically enhanced blond hair out from underneath the collar of her shearling coat and strutted down the walk to her Jag. Daniel told me Tracy spent too much time on the Home Shopping Channel and needed a hobby besides overspending and sleeping around, so he bought her the day spa a few years ago to try to keep her occupied. It didn’t work. Now she also sleeps with her clients.

Tracy held a cell phone to her ear and a cigarette in her free hand. Through my binoculars, I observed her flick the cigarette butt to the ground, squish it out with a spike-heeled boot, and get in the Jag. She backed out, turned right onto High Street and headed west. I set the binoculars on the passenger seat, let a car get in between us and eased my car into the travel lane, following her. 

Tracy continued down High Street for a few blocks, then turned right. I followed her at a safe distance as she made a left onto a side street. She stuffed the Jag into an open space on the curb between a Hyundai and a Ford. I cruised on down the street. In my rearview mirror, I watched her cross the street and enter a house. I circled around the block, returned to Earl Street, slipped in behind a sedan, and waited.

Small, historic brick homes in various stages of disrepair made up about three blocks of Earl Street and were in stark contrast to Daniel and Tracy’s own house in Rosemont, a neighborhood on the east end of town. Rosemont’s streets are lined with fifty-year-old sycamore trees which help to conceal the million-dollar stone and brick homes. Properties are professionally landscaped and backyards contain in-ground swimming pools. Range Rovers, Benzes and Porsches occupy many driveways in Rosemont.

I turned on XM radio, tuned to Ozzy’s Boneyard, and devoured a Krimpet. The box was running low. I sipped my water carefully. Overhydration during surveillance is a rookie mistake. 

On a sticky pad, I jotted down the makes, models, and colors of the cars parked on the street near the little brick house. A woman with a white pit bull mix stopped next to the tree by my car as he lifted his leg and took a long leak. I picked up my phone and pretended to have a conversation until he was done and they strolled away. Forty minutes later, well after my back was tight and a crick started in my neck, Tracy left the house, crossed the street, jumped into her Jaguar, and tore off. After a few minutes, I drove past the house she came out of. Just then, a man exited the house and watched me pass. I turned my head, hit the gas, and got out of there.

I took Industrial Parkway to my house in the east end of town. I don’t live in Rosemont, like Tracy and Daniel do. I live on the other side of High Street, in a residential neighborhood built for World War II workers who made the steel that helped build the George Washington Bridge and the IRS building. My neighborhood is near the train tracks, the water treatment plant, and Home Depot.

My house is a smallish red brick colonial built in 1941, with an addition on the back and central air. An enormous maple tree takes up most of the tiny front lawn. I pulled into my driveway and climbed the steps to the front door. I found Mom in the kitchen stirring gravy at the stove. I inhaled deeply and dropped my shoulder bag on the floor. 

“You made meatloaf?” I knew the answer already. I loved my mom’s meatloaf. She doesn’t put revolting stuff in it like leftover green beans or carrots or God forbid, peppers. Mom makes dinner most nights, which I love and appreciate, because cooking is not high up in my skillset. I’m more of an eater and cleaner-upper. I’ll peel potatoes if I’m available, and I handle all takeout orders. That’s our informal arrangement.

“Yes, I made a meatloaf, and there’s some nice baby peas, too. I fixed the mashed potatoes with the lactose-free milk, so you can eat them.” 

Mom is concerned about my new diagnosis of lactose intolerance. I had to reassure her I can lead a fulfilling life. Ice cream is a major food group to her. 

I carried everything to the table and we sat down. Right on schedule, Bruce appeared and sat by my left ankle, waiting for his share of the meatloaf. The vet told us Bruce needs to exercise more and eat diet kitty food so he can lose five pounds. He’s the snuggliest cat I’ve ever met. He loves people and he snores.

“How was work today, Jess?” Mom’s not a big fan of my new vocation as a PI. When I graduated from college with a degree in Criminal Justice and no hard skills, I got a job as a legal secretary at a sleezy mid-size law firm. When I’d finally had enough of the handsy attorneys and oversized egos, I gave the managing partner the finger, threw my mug and a picture of Bruce in a box, drove the five blocks to Max’s new PI firm, and started working for him. At first, I was an administrative assistant. After a year, Max promoted me to an investigator trainee. 

“My day wasn’t bad for a Monday. My rich client needs to prove his wife is cheating on him so he can save millions in the divorce. He wants results yesterday.” 

Bruce tapped his paw on my knee and gave me the big green eyes. I slipped him a cat-sized meatloaf chunk. “Just this once, buddy.”

“I don’t like you following people around and taking photos of them. You’re going to get thrown in jail. And I really don’t like you chasing ghosts around with Sam. You shouldn’t mess around with the paranormal. Your grammy wouldn’t approve of that. May God rest her soul.” 

Mom’s fantasy is for me to return to working as a legal secretary in a cushy law office, typing legal briefs, making regular contributions to a 401(k) account, and eventually marrying a lawyer. I happened to briefly date a lawyer when Max and I were broken up, but it didn’t take. For Mom, an acceptable alternative would be for me to go back to work for Max. She loves Max. In her eyes, he can do no wrong.

“Mom, what Sam and I do is completely legal. I’m licensed by the county, and Sam is a certified paranormal expert by the powers vested in the internet and the community college’s night program. You don’t have to worry about me.” So what if our office is above a Mexican restaurant, my rent is past due, and our lights are about to be shut off? 

“How is Max? Have you two patched things up yet?”

“Nope. We’re in the friend zone for the foreseeable future. He asked me to have dinner Friday night, but it’s not a date, so don’t get all frothy.” 

Mom’s eyes brightened. “Well, it would be nice to see him sometime. You should bring him down to the Otter Club.” She forked in some meatloaf and changed the subject. “I read in The Pottstown Post today that someone is running around town stealing catalytic converters from people’s cars. What is wrong with people?” She shook her
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