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"If you're in trouble, or hurt or need – go to the poor people. They're the only ones that'll help – the only ones."

John Steinbeck
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"Marsh, Grew!"

"I think we are being paged," chuckled Grew getting up from his desk."

"I wonder what's got up Bobby's backside so early in the morning," grumbled Marsh rolling his chair backwards, then taking the walk to Evan's office. "Hey Captain, you bellowed."

"Don't get too comfortable," grunted Captain Evans watching Marsh flop onto the couch opposite his desk.

"Something hot?" asked Sergeant Grewecski.

"You could say so, the media is turning up the flame on the Mayor and city fathers. You know how the dumb-ass has made several despicable remarks about all the homeless people, well he's getting roasted with his own words as fuel. His comparing them to parasites on society ain't sitting too well with various religious leaders and the public as a whole."

"Yeah, didn’t he say that we need to have a 'social hygiene campaign,' which is political speak for let's get rid of all the homeless people," remarked Marsh.

"As well as several other gems like, 'they are a plague, human pests, non-essential things,' real freaking humanitarian he is, love to strip him naked then toss his fat ass into a crowd of homeless," chuckled Evans.

"So what's happening?"

"They found two more bodies of homeless people, Doc Gigner is already on the scene."

"That's what, six this month?" said Grew.

"Alright let's get moving," said Marsh getting to his feet. He and Grew made it to the murder scene in about twelve minutes. They found the assistant coroner examining the bodies.

"Lt. Marsh and his trusty sidekick Grewecski. Didn’t think they'd call you guys out for these non-essentials," smirked Gigner.

"You been donating to our Mayor's homeless campaign?" said Grew.

"Of course not, he's a jerk with no feelings for anyone but himself. These poor folk maybe better off though, one has visible signs of advanced cancer, the other had a family of lice on his body, among other creatures."

"So we should shoot them if they are sick as well as down on their luck," snapped Marsh.

"Certainly not, but what can we as a society do about this problem? They are in every major city of the U.S."

"We ain't here to debate what got them here or how we all owe it to our neighbors to offer some kind of help, just need to find out who put out their lights. What do you have for us?" snapped Marsh.

"One shot to the head in both cases, don’t know at this point but I'm guessing a 9mm or a 45," said Gigner.

"Well get the report to my desk as soon as possible, the media will be turning up the gas to broil on the city leaders over this one."

"Again, why the big deal? The city officials have basically declared war on these poor folks, so why have they sent in the two top honchos from the Homicide Division."

"They are afraid the people will march on city hall with pitchforks and burning torches demanding the Mayor's head. The press is whipping the masses into a frenzy," explained Grew.

"Well we can't have that now can we, although I'd love to get that fat ass prick on one of my autopsy tables," chuckled Dr. Gigner closing up his medical tool bag and getting up from his kneeling position.

"Guess we have to start the canvassing," said Marsh. "Send some officers up and down this street to check with the business owners on eye witnesses or any video footage, from security cameras then join me as we try to get a sensible answer out of one of the dozen or so homeless people that are watching us."

"Hey old timer, what's your name?" asked Marsh to an elderly homeless man wearing a combination of dress slacks, plaid shirt and military field jacket that had seen better days.

"Tipper McGee, but everyone calls me Tip," responded the obviously ailing man.

So Tip, what do you know about the two dead guys?"

"Honest officer, I didn't see them get shot."

"Amazing, how you'd know they were shot?" asked Grew joining up with Marsh.

"Ah, don’t listen to that asshole, he can’t remember what day it is," said a middle-aged woman looming behind Tip."

"And you are?" asked Marsh, turning to his left to face the woman who once must have been quite a looker.

"Brenda, Brenda Starr."

"Oh, like the old comic strip," chuckled Marsh.

"Yeah, mom had a weird sense of humor," snorted Brenda.

"Well you do have the lovely red hair," smiled Marsh as she blushed a bit and instinctively brushed back her shoulder length hair with her chapped and stained right hand. "So who are these two deceased gentlemen?"

"The smaller one is Bobby Kineck, the other I only knew as Chip. They didn’t hurt no one, actually looked out for us, sort of our night security, you could get a good sleep when they were around," said Brenda.

"Did you see anything?"

"I was dozing but woke up a few times, indigestion, always happens when I get fried chicken from that dumpster over on Grave Ave. I was nodding in and out, then I heard a shot, then a second, I sat up and saw two guys with hoodies up on their heads running back up Johnson Street. I heard a car driving away with the tires squealing, then nothing. I saw Bobby and Chip laying there blood pouring out of their heads," explained Brenda with tears in her eyes.

"Sorry," winced Marsh.

They didn’t deserve that shit."

"No one does," remarked Marsh closing his notepad.

_________________________________

"How did you two make out?" asked Evans as Marsh and Grew entered his office several hours later.

"It's really sad talking to all those people, a number of them had really good jobs, houses, the whole bullshit American dream. Then for one reason or another, disaster struck and Bob's your uncle, they were out on the street," said Marsh.

"Yeah, scary, could happen to anyone," commented Grew.

"If the damn city doesn't come up with more budget money, they could lay off a bunch of cops," said Captain Evans.

"There you go Grew, maybe we'd better stay in touch with old Brenda Starr," chuckled Marsh.

"Any leads?"

"No witnesses other than Brenda seeing two hoodies running away right after the gun shots. We are waiting on the lab to get us copies of the video footage from two businesses near the shooting scene, but I don't hold out much hope of it being very helpful. Most likely the video will be grainy black and white footage of the hoodies, that their own mothers couldn't ID," said Marsh.

"So what's your play?" asked Evans.

"I'm guessing either Bobby and Chip were targeted because they did someone wrong or they were taken out because they represented unofficial law enforcement to the homeless community in that area of the city."

"Oh hell, stake out tonight?" groaned Grew.

"Can't see any other way. I'm guessing someone is trying to remove the street people and now that they got rid of their ad hoc security they'll be back to cull out more from the crowd," said Marsh.

"Well if you two want to go home and grab some downtime then an early dinner, I'll check into anything that can be found about proposed development in that section of the city, I smell big money," said Captain Evans.

______________________________________

Later that evening,"Have I told you how much I hate doing night stakeouts?"

"Probably over a million times by now," chuckled Marsh.

"Can you imagine living like those people?"

"No Grew, I cannot imagine how uncomfortable it would be, the cold, heat, rain. No proper bathroom or shower."

"And no kitchen."

"Speaking of food why don’t you reach into the backseat. In my cooler bag you'll find two containers of Ellen's out of this world potato salad."

"Oh you don’t have to ask me twice," laughed Grew reaching his left arm around his seat and snagging the large insulated lunch bag.

"Hold that thought partner, I think we got two bogies on the horizon."

"The dark hoodies like Brenda said. Hands in pockets, shall we wait until we see weapons?" asked Grew.

"I'm thinking it'll be too late by then. Why don't we try and slide around behind them," said Marsh opening the driver's door of his all black sedan parked about thirty yards up the dark street. They hustled quietly but rapidly until they reached the outskirts of shadows along the highway overpass encampment. Keeping the two hooded figures in view, they both pulled out their guns and crept silently towards the suspects fully visible by the Gibbous moon. As one of the men pulled out gun from inside his sweatshirt pocket, Marsh yelled to the man. "Police, put down the gun!"

Marsh remembered seeing his partner diving for cover as the two suspects turned around and opened fire on the detectives. Marsh caught a crease across his right arm and was unable to return fire before hitting the muddy dirt beneath his feet. The taller man who had fired on Grew had made it to the other side of the camp, the man closest to Marsh fired at him again as he lay in the shadow of a garbage pile. This time from his prone position Marsh squeezed off two rounds both hitting center mass, the man fell down to the ground and never moved again.

"Well that wasn't fun," remarked Grew dusting himself off and joining Marsh who had got to his feet, with his knees and elbows caked with mud and some foul smelling liquid. "You had no choice Marty, him or you."

"I know but it still sucks," grunted Marsh moving towards the lifeless body as a small contingent of the homeless gathered to look on, from a safe distance. "Better call it in Grew."

___________________________________________

"Sal Minez, a dozen assaults, two with deadly weapons, did a total of eight years, he's been out for about eighteen months. He was a wife beater and all around scumbag. I know it don’t help much but the world is a bit nicer without him around. Just remember, he invited you to the gun fight," said Captain Evans the next morning as Marsh and Grew sat in his office.

"So where does that leave us?" asked Marsh.

"Well we have a slight lead that tells us there is a plan in the works to develop the land around where the homeless are camped out. My undisclosed source tells me the mayor and friends are in on the deal. You'll have to check out Sigmund Ashford, he's the one behind it all, but tread lightly."

"Friend of the Mayor?" asked Grew.

"No, Governor," winced Evans, reading from a report.

"That it?" asked Marsh getting up off the couch.

"Alistair Comby, Black male, 37, known associate of Sal Minez. I'd guess he's the other shooter who got away. Here is his address, why don’t you go pay him a friendly visit," grinned Evans.

"That bastard is mine," snorted Grew grabbing the slip of paper from the Captain's outstretched hand. Marsh and Grew headed to the locker room for a change of clothing then down the back stairs to the parking garage.

"It looks like that white house over on the left is the residence of this Comby guy," said Marsh turning off the engine of his vehicle.

"Should we sit and observe or just go kick in the front door."

"You're kidding right, half the block already knows two cops just pulled up. So let's try to knock before we do any kicking. You do got it in for this guy don’t you," chucked Marsh getting out of the car.

"Hey, I don’t like getting shot at," bellowed Grew, placing his right hand on the butt of his holstered gun as they walked across the street towards the rundown bungalow.

"Yeah what you want?" said the middle aged woman answering the front door."

"I am Lt. Marsh and this is Sgt Grew, Chicago Homicide. Is Alistair at home?"

"That fool ain't been here for months," said the woman.

"Any ideas?"

"Try that whore he hang with, Bernetta Simms, over on Georgia Road. She's his baby momma, although lord knows he's got more than one," said the woman slamming her front door.

It was a short four block drive to the home of Bernetta Simms. After parking the car the two detectives knocked on the front door. They could hear voices inside, both strained to make out the words leaking out of the weathered wooden front windows. A woman screamed then things got quiet. Instantly four bullets came through the front door as Grew and Marsh jumped off the brick steps to either side. "Call for swat, I ain't shooting another fool this week," snapped Marsh as they retreated across the street to their car. It took almost fifteen minutes before SWAT arrived and surrounded the house. They tried the usual bullhorn and cell phone call to make contact, then the SWAT commander issued a final warning that they were about the breach the house if Comby didn’t immediately come outside.

"Look, the front door is opening," remarked Grew as a dozen officers all clad in military type clothing holding infantry grade automatic weapons shined several red dots that bounced along the front door.

"Can’t believe this guy is going this easy," said Marsh as the door creaked slowly open.

Then a woman in her early twenties appeared with one hand in the air while the other arm cradled an infant. Tugging at her dirty jeans was a small boy of three with his eyes half shut and tears falling across his cheeks as he rubbed his eyes. "Keep coming forward towards me," shouted out the Lieutenant in charge of the SWAT unit. As the woman and two children were placed into the rear of a police cruiser for safety, shouting erupted at the rear of the house then several guns shots could be heard.

Several officers followed by Marsh and Grew rushed to the rear of the house, as they turned the corner they were faced with two police officers, guns drawn and aimed at Alistair Comby lay bleeding on the decaying gray wooden steps adjacent to the rear door. "Comby, you ain't the community action type, who put you up to the shootings?" asked Marsh as he knelt alongside the dying man.

Comby tried to smile as his blood slowly seeped out of one corner of his mouth. "You," he smiled, coughed, gagged on the blood, then passed.

"Something you want to tell me," chuckled Grew.

"Guess he was trying to be a wiseass, even at the very end," grimaced Marsh getting to his feet and shaking his head.

The next morning while Marsh and Grew sat at their desks Captain Evans approached. "Any more leads?"

"No we hit the wall on this one," muttered Marsh.

"Well let it lay for a bit. I need you to look into a case about a missing teenage boy," said Evans.

"Ah, have you forgotten Bobby, it says Homicide on those doors over there," said Marsh straight faced.

"Perhaps he forgot his reading glasses today," chortled Grew.

And perhaps you two forgot I'm the one in charge here," fumed Captain Evans.

"Whoa Bobby, what gives?" asked Marsh. "You never pull rank, besides you know we'd just ignore you anyway."

"Some friends of ours, John and Lisa Hachette lost their daughter last year. She was at a teenage party that got out of hand and sixteen year old Bethany was raped. She brought charges at my insistence. Long story short, the asshole judge who heard the case didn’t think it was any big deal that this poor sweet girl was raped and gave the boy only thirty days."

"This stupid ass country has people doing twenty to life for marijuana possession and this dirtbag violates this poor girl and gets thirty days. Unbelievable," snorted Grew.

"It gets much worse, she took it as the judge's and society's way of saying she was nothing but useless trash and she killed herself a few months later," said Evans.

"Ah hell, so what’s happened?" asked Marsh.

"The offending teenage bastard has gone missing, I'm just afraid that John has done something stupid."

"So you need us to go question your friends John and Lisa and feel them out, you can’t because you and Roberta are too close to them. Got it, let's get moving Grew," said Marsh as he took his keys from the top desk draw and pulled his suit jacket off the back of his leather desk chair.

"Thanks Marty," said Evans.

"Hey like you said, you're the boss," smiled Marsh placing a hand on the Captain's shoulder as he passed by.

"Does he really think he's the boss?" chuckled Grew as they strolled towards the double office doors.

"Shhhh, quiet or else we'll never get any more invites to Roberta's Sunday dinners," laughed Marsh.

"Funny guys, very funny," shouted Evans, as detectives Greymor and Hobbs who were sitting across the office started to chuckle. "Ah, you two need more work?" said Evans staring at the seated men.

_________________________________________

"Mr. Hachette, my name is Lt. Marsh and this is my partner Sgt. Grewecski."

The tall middle-aged man wore sad eyes, you could feel his lingering pain and grief. "I suppose Bobby Evans sent you to probe what we know about the missing asshole."

"Captain Evans is concerned as a friend should be, but he is also responsible for this case being handled within proper parameters, not only to follow the law but to protect you and any future court testimony. Your full and honest cooperation in this matter is paramount," said Marsh with a scowl of authority, but with gentleness.

"Yeah, I get it. It's just that the little shit is responsible for the death of my daughter, so you'll excuse me if I'm hoping the worse for him," said Hachette dropping onto a couch.

"So have you seen James Linden lately?" asked Grew.

"No, occasionally I'd see him around the neighborhood and it would make my stomach turn. He knew who I was and he'd always make an abrupt turn and get out of my sight quickly, which suited me just fine."

"So you know nothing regarding his disappearance?" said Marsh.

"That's correct, nor does any other member of my family," snorted Hachette.

"Very well then, here is my card, should you hear anything, give me a call," said Marsh turning to exit the man's house.

"You believe him?" uttered Grew as they walked back to Marsh's car.

"Let's just say he was rather quick to throw up the wall of protection surrounding his family."

"Anyone come to your mind?"

"Bethany had an older brother, we need to find him and have a chat," said Marsh driving off. 
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[image: image]


"Marty, I found some interesting facts while you were out in the field yesterday," said Greymor as Marsh and Grew entered the Homicide offices.

"Dazzle me son," cracked Marsh taking off his jacket and tossing his keys into his top desk drawer.

"City wide there have been over twenty-seven deaths by gunshot of homeless people throughout the last three months alone. Stats are hard to find, all too often their deaths are treated worse then a stray cat or dog as far as details."

"Tell me something I don't know," mumbled Marsh flopping his burly 5' 11" frame into his desk chair.

"In all but three cases, the victims were part of an underground community living in an area slated for some sort of development," said Greymor.

"Based on the information Evans got me, let me take a wild guess, they are all projects connected to FIN Development, Howard Clubman."

"What is FIN?" asked Grew.

"Future is Now," moaned Marsh.

"I'm starting to smell a rat," said Grew.

"I'm thinking a whole boatload worth, starting with the Mayor."

"Hold that thought," winced Captain Evans as he approached the three detectives.

"What's up Captain," said Marsh looking up from his chair.

"They found two more dead homeless people, they got a woman named Brenda Starr sitting in the back of a police cruiser, she wants to talk to you and only you."

"Let's get moving Grew, my public awaits," grinned Marsh fishing his keys out of his desk drawer, then yanking his suit jacket off the back of his chair.

"Good morning Brenda, what have you got to say to me?" said Marsh as he leaned into the rear seat of a black and white patrol car.

"Not here, you take me for some breakfast."

"This is a police car, a very safe place," replied Marsh.

"Not really too safe, you obviously don't know what happens in these backs seats, like beatings, rapes, drug deals."

"All right, have it your way, that joint on the corner safe enough?"

"No way, they mixed powdered eggs in with the scrambled, taste like paste. Up the block is Georgie's, that'll do," smiled Brenda getting out of the car.

After being served coffee, glasses of water, the waitress took breakfast orders from Brenda, Marsh and Grew.

"Now what do have to say, hurry up before this costs me lunch too," chuckled Marsh.

"When the two men came into camp last night and killed Liz and Izzy I saw something that scared me really bad."

"Like what?" asked Marsh.

One of the men leaned over to put the pistol right to Liz's head, I almost shit myself I was so frightened. I knew I couldn't stop it and there was no time to run so I just stared and watched him murder her."

What did you see?" asked Grew.

Brenda leaned way forward at the table and began to whisper. "When he bent over his jacket slid upwards and I saw his badge clipped onto his belt."

"You mean like a cop's badge?" asked Marsh.

"No his fucking beach badge!" snarled Brenda.

"Damn Marty, if she's right ..."

"I know, her life isn't worth a dime," winced Marsh.

"What the hell do I do?" asked Brenda.

"What if we get you into a safe house on the other side of the city."

"Guess it's better than waiting for my bullet to the head."

"Alright, we'll go back and you get your stuff, then we will take you to a safe place," said Marsh. They drove Brenda to the camp and escorted her to retrieve her meager possessions.

"How come you got bodyguards," jabbed Tip as they passed him in the camp.

"Oh these two are my escorts for this evening. We are going to a posh joint for eats then on to a five star hotel for drinks and sex," chortled Brenda picking up some tattered clothing and a paper sack of memories.

"Tip did you see anything?" asked Grew.

"No, but I did hear the shots, what the hell is going on. Since when did being down on your luck become such a big crime?"

"Since asshole politicians see you as an impediment to progress, since rich heartless slugs only care about gaining more money and the general public has their heads so far up their own arse they only care about their own little worlds," declared Marsh in a huff.

"Sad commentary on American society," came a voice from behind where Marsh and Grew were standing.
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