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This story is dedicated to the
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childhood friends:
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was taken too soon,

and his older brother, Rob,
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The bullet zipped by my head with a sizzling sound that promised a scorching and painful result from the next one, if I didn’t move my ass.

“Hey,” I hollered as I ducked behind a reeking trash dumpster. “All I want is some information!” My voice echoed in the following silence. At either end of the alley, traffic passed busily, with idiotic indifference. Somewhere closer, a dog barked, followed by a loud and grumbling, “Shaddup,” from, presumably, its owner. The dog shut up.

I hoped its owner was even now calling the police to report gunfire.

I chanced a peek over the top of the brown dumpster and glimpsed the top of Morton Reilly’s bald head. He was behind another dumpster, to the left of the doorway from which we’d emerged as he chased me, gun waving in one meaty fist.

His head popped up once, quickly, and I ducked back down. Something slimy and cold seeped through the knees of my pants. Another bullet whizzed by, this time safely overhead.

This is just great, I thought, a shoot-out in the middle of downtown Jonesboro, Arkansas.

At least it might have looked that way if I’d had a gun. Or, more precisely, if he didn’t have my gun.

I moved to the corner of the dumpster and yelled: “Mr. Reilly? Mr. Reilly.”

I suppose he was still squatting behind his own dumpster, because his reply was muffled. “I told you. That’s. Not. My. Name.” Two more shots whined off the dumpster. My dumpster.

“Mr. Reilly. I’m unarmed over here.”

“I don’t care if you’re the fucking president. My name isn’t Reilly.”

Another shot.

I cringed from the blast.

The dog began barking again. The traffic droned on by, their drivers obviously unaware of the madman a mere fifty yards away.

“Goddammit, Fido. I said shaddup.” There was a muffled whack, followed by a high-pitched yelp, and the dog fell silent.

I waited for the sound of police sirens, and kept not hearing them, although the alley was less than six blocks from the precinct.

What was wrong with that mutt’s owner?  It sounded like he and his dog were between Morton Reilly and me. I pictured the dog owner in my mind; overweight, un-employed, in a food-stained wife-beater undershirt. I saw him looking down from his third or fourth floor tenement, eating a Fudge Doodle as he watched events play out in the alley below. When it was gone, he would lick his fingers, then wipe them on his shirt, adding smeared chocolate to the canvas of the fabric.

“Mr. Reilly,” I tried again. “I’m unarmed, here. Please stop shooting at me.”

No answer.

After a moment there came a shuffling sound, and a muffled scrape, followed by a metallic clunk. Then the quick patter of running footsteps.

Oh, oh.

I stood up, low, just in time to see Morton Reilly’s pudgy form running toward the mouth of the alley. He slipped around the corner and was gone. The clunking sound had been him throwing my gun to the pavement.

“Well, shit,” I said. I walked over and picked up the gun. Empty.

“Aren’t you going after him?” A voice said from above me.

I glared up at the dog’s owner, who looked pretty much the way I’d imagined him—or close enough. His hair was dark and stuck up in wild tufts and corkscrews, his shirtless belly hung over his belt, and he was drinking a beer. A mangy brown mutt had its head poked through the slats of the balcony. It whined softly, as though repeating its owner’s brash question.

I brushed garbage and gravel from my pants, then looked up and asked a question of my own. “What do you know about that guy?” I pointed vaguely to the mouth of the alley.

The man took a pull on his beer, belched loudly, and said: “Hey, I don’t know shit. I didn’t see shit, and I don’t know shit.”

“Great,” I muttered. I started out of the alley, tucking my empty six-shooter into the waistband of my pants.

“Except I do know one thing,” this pig of a man called.

I turned around. “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

“That dude’s name ain’t Reilly.”

I sighed. It was going to be one of those days.

# # #
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Thirty minutes later I sat in the reception lounge of the law offices of Morrow, Proctor and Holt, rubbing absently at the stains on my pants and fuming because...well, for several reasons; waiting here for twenty minutes—so far—being only one of them.

“Mr. Holt is busy at the moment, if you would care to wait,” the receptionist had told me. She’d waved toward a row of chairs, wrinkling her pudgy nose. I’m sure it wasn’t on purpose. I had smiled, thinking that she would be in a hurry to get me into Victor’s office and away from her desk.

So far, it hadn’t happened.

After another five minutes—during which I watched two other clients get sent right in to see other attorneys, the receptionist finally sent me back. I could see the relief on her face, and can’t say I blamed her, no matter how much I would have liked to. I smelled pretty ripe.

Victor Holt sat behind a massive oak desk, phone to his ear. He smiled at me when I entered, and motioned me to a chair in front of his desk. He was of average size, in his mid-fifties, with dark hair going gray at the temples, providing a distinguished air that drew attention away from the plain, smooth features of his face. The walls on either side of the desk were lined with shelves of legal books, and behind him was a view, through a wall-length window, of Highland Drive, Indian Mall, and the snarl of traffic that was ever present at its intersection with Caraway Road. The carpeting was gray wall-to-wall low pile plush.

When he hung up the phone, he rose and extended a hand across the desk, and we shook. His grip was smooth and firm.

“Jake. How are you?”

Before I could answer, he sniffed the air delicately. “What—?”

“Yes, it’s me,” I said.

He sat down without probing further, and I told him about my encounter with—and subsequent flee from—Morton Reilly, local night club owner and ardent wife chaser.

“And he claims to be someone other than Morton Reilly?” Victor said.

“In a nutshell, yes. He’s listed as owner of the nightclub in the records at City Hall, and his face matches the guy in the photo with Cynthia Davis.”

“Okay,” Victor said. “Who did he say he was?”

“Uh,” I said. “Actually, all I got from him as far as his name was Mr. That’s-not-my-name.”

“I see.” Victor tented his hands in front of him and rubbed his lower lip. “And what did he say when you showed him the photograph?”

“I never had a chance to.”

“Well,” he said in a kind of huff, and God help me that was all I could take of that.

“Listen, Mr. Holt. You hired me to find out who the man in the photo was. Your last investigator managed to snap the picture, but for some reason couldn’t get a name to go with the face. I was under the impression that all Judge Davis wanted in the first place was to find out who was fooling around with his wife. Now you know.”

“But without substantial proof—”

“If the judge wants to prosecute Morton Reilly, then he should involve the police, not you or me.”

He took a deep breath. His cheeks were flushed a bright pink. Probably caused by anger toward me, but possibly because he was the man who had to report to County Judge Brendan Davis what his law firm—through my efforts—had uncovered. “Jake, please understand. What I am saying is that all I have is your word that the guy in the photo is Morton Reilly.”

“That should be enough,” I said. “As far as I’m concerned, I accomplished what you hired me to do. If you or Judge Davis want to talk to this guy, his address is right here in my notebook.” I pitched the small spiral notebook onto the empty desktop, where it lay between us like some dark accusation.

Victor Holt looked at it for a moment, and then his eyes found my own, which I knew (because they’re mine) were currently cold and fixated. “Jake, I guess you know that I, um, hired you, as you put it, as a favor to a good friend of mine.”

“I know that,” I said slowly. Kevin McCoy was the “good friend” in question, and he was my friend as well. Kevin had thrown this work my way because he was aware of my situation at the factory where I worked. And Kevin and I went back even further. But maybe Victor didn’t know that.

“Then there is the issue of your not being licensed.”

Ah, ha, I thought. I said: “And who, exactly, has an issue with that?”

Victor straightened his tie and flicked an invisible piece of lint from his expensive suit. “I suppose Judge Davis might, if he doesn’t get what he paid for.”

I smiled politely—or at least, tried. “Which is why there is no issue,” I said. The judge hired your firm, and you hired me. Off the books, too, because every one’s caseload here was too heavy to make room for this small...  matter. If I do recall, at this point in time.”

Now Victor’s face flushed beet-red (Lawyers hate when you feed their own language to them). “The deal was—”

“The deal was,” I overrode him, “fifteen hundred dollars, cash, half up front and half when the job was finished. If you’ll pay me the other half of my fee now, I’ll be out of your hair.”

“But that’s ridiculous,” he said. “You could be making up a name, as far as I know.”

I chuckled in an effort to control my growing impatience and anger. “Look, you have my notes, and you have the name of the man in the photo. It’s clear to me that—”

“It’s clear to me,” Victor roared, standing up, “that you are out of line here, Mr. Tupper.”

“I’m out of line?” I said as I stood. “Okay, whatever. Just pay me and I’ll leave.”

Victor Holt laughed, a dry brittle sound that grated like sand on glass.

I felt my anger rise on a tide of its own. My wife Miranda has, over the years, helped me learn to keep a rein on my emotions whenever they turn dark, and I usually am able to manage to do just that.

Usually.

I reached behind me, pulled out my gun, and held it loosely in one hand. “Let’s try this another way, Mr. Holt.”

Five minutes later I walked out of Morrow, Proctor, and Holt, counting the cash one last time before folding the bills and sticking them into their new home—inside my wallet.

That done, I headed to my own home.

# # #
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I got back just in time to help my wife, Miranda, finish packing for a vacation that we both knew would be our last for the foreseeable future. The money I had made on the side from helping Victor Holt was financing the trip. More accurately, the last payment I had received from him was the money for the trip. The first payment had been used to catch up enough on the household bills so we could afford to go at all.

Our anniversary was in a few days, and we were taking a trip to Las Vegas. Our primary agenda was to sight-see (the Hoover Dam was uppermost on our to-do list), but a little extra money would be handy to have before trying out any of the city’s main attractions. Miranda had already dropped the kids off at her parents, and we were able to make the drive to Memphis and catch our flight out with room to spare. We returned five days later—Sunday, April second—to find while checking the messages on the answering machine that a couple of bad things had happened while we were away; the first was expected, and the second was devastating. 

# # #
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I had been expecting more news about the looming loss of my job, and that message had been left just that day, by the group lead in my department at the plant—a co-worker named Sarah Douglas. A large chunk of the work at Blintelph had already been moved to communist China during the past three months, so it was no real surprise that the line I worked on had been added to the ‘outsourcing’ list. It was just our turn, I suppose. 

What I wasn’t expecting was the death of my closest friend. “I guess you’ve already heard about Shawn Baxter,” Sarah had added at the end of her message.

I hadn’t, of course, but I found out by the time I’d listened to the remaining messages on the machine.

Shawn was my closest friend (my wife takes the prize as my best friend—you know how it is, and if you don’t then you’ve never been truly in love). He and I had been childhood friends, growing up together on the poor side of town and all that entailed, and later working at the same place as adults—he helped me get hired on at Blintelph, with both of us also getting involved in the union. He had still been a young man at twenty-seven, and I took the news of his passing much harder than I did the knowledge that I was going to lose my crappy job. 

Shawn had been killed on Thursday, two days after we left for Vegas. His brother, Rob Baxter, had left a message about Shawn’s death on my machine early Friday morning. The visitation would be Saturday evening from seven to nine, the funeral Sunday at one o’clock. I had missed them both, and that caused my frame of mind to deteriorate even further.

Miranda had dropped me off at home with our luggage and then left for her parent’s house to pick up the kids, so she didn’t hear the message. Instead of unpacking our clothes, like I normally would have done, I listened to Rob’s message three times. I just couldn’t quite believe it. Then I picked up the phone and called him. I expressed my deepest sympathies and feelings of loss first, and a heartfelt apology for being out of town second. He seemed grateful for both, although I’m certain he had recently received enough condolences to last him a lifetime. With the funeral only four hours past, he was still understandably busy with relatives from out of town—some of whom had stayed the weekend in his home instead of opting (respectably, one would think) for a hotel—so our conversation was brief.

I told him to come over later if he felt like it, and I could sense a palpable relief in his voice when he accepted. He begged off the call before we could discuss Shawn’s death in any detail, explaining that everyone at his house was hungry and he’d better see about dinner. Rob, like his brother, was an all-around good guy and I could guess—correctly, no doubt—that he was probably preparing dinner himself, because the bounty of food that usually accompanies a funeral event would have by now been depleted, thanks to his weekend company.

The two things he did tell me left an icy feeling in my stomach that I couldn’t describe as anything but unease. I could not even pretend it was jet lag, although the sensation was vaguely similar. Shawn had been killed at Blintelph, but not from an industrial accident. It had occurred sometime during—or shortly after—the shift-change between first and second shifts. It was troubling enough that he’d been killed at our mutual place of employment, and even more troubling that his death had been termed as a homicide by the Jonesboro Police Department. Even worse than that was the fact (according to Rob) that no one—including the JPD—knew who had committed the crime.

I hung up the phone and just sat there, stunned, much as I had when it had taken three times listening to Rob’s recorded message for it to get through to me. Gradually some sense of reality began to creep back in, like a dog which has been scorned, and by the time Miranda returned with the kids I felt a little more in control of my emotions. I was probably aided in this regard by the anticipation of seeing my son Billy, who was six, and his sister, Amber, four. Children will do that to you, and usually you don’t even notice how much they are in control of your emotions—whether you are or not.

“Dadde-e-e!” Amber ran through the front door and into my arms, and I had to turn slightly to keep Billy from running pell-mell into her.

“Hi, honey. Hi, champ.” I hugged them both and they supplanted several kisses all over my face. “Did you two have a good time at Grandma and Grandpa’s?”

“Yeah!” That was Billy.

“It was okay,” Amber said. “but I missed you and Mommy.” So sweet, and precisely what I needed. It ranked right up there with the hug I’d received from Miranda as soon as they arrived, when I’d whispered the news about Shawn in her sympathetic ear.

“Well, we missed you too, kiddo.”

Billy deftly nudged his sister to the side the tiniest bit. “Grandpa took me fishing and we caught a big ‘ol carp. It was ugly.”

I looked at Amber. “What did you catch?”

“Fish,” she said. “Yuckey poo.”

I laughed then, and I can honestly say that it was uninhibited by the evening’s awful slew of news.

The four of us lived in a small two-story home on the west side of town, which is older than most areas of the city but possesses a look and feel of history and charm that is found in only a few other neighborhoods. It’s also within walking distance of downtown, and I love to walk.

“Kids, go wash up for dinner,” Miranda called from the kitchen. Quick preparation of supper? You bet. She’d stop-ped at Captain D’s on the way home.

“Yay!” Amber said as she and Billy scooted down the hall to the downstairs bath. She liked that kind of fish.

After dinner I filled Miranda in on my conversation with Rob. She had taken the message he’d left calmly, and she took this further information in an identical fashion, even though I could sense that it bothered her. A little later I put a movie in the VCR for the kids and made some phone calls while Miranda made buttered popcorn for our two couch potatoes.

# # #
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My first call was to a florist, through which I ordered an arrangement to be sent to Shawn’s family. Then I called a few of my co-workers in order to get a broader sense of what had gone down at the plant, and I made a few notes to myself on the small pad of paper I usually carry.

Does it sound like I did an excessive number of things?  Well, I’ll tell you, I did, and after I’d put away the pen and paper everything seemed to crash down on top of me. I stared at the television (which usually only holds the interest of Miranda and the kids—and, true to form, they didn’t notice when my mouth fell open in resignation) with a blank look that might easily have been mistaken for surprise. That, or shock. At any rate, the cream-colored walls of our small living room seemed to close in on me, squeezing my lungs into incapacity as well, and I knew I had to get outside into open air.

When I stood, it caught Miranda’s attention long enough for her to ask me if I was going for a walk. That woman knows me so well. “Yes. I thought I might,” I said. “I need some air. If Rob gets here before I do, tell him I’ll be back shortly.”

“Space for your thoughts, huh?” she said softly, and smiled up at me. Her dark hair was pulled back in a long fluffy ponytail that always makes her look five years younger than her true age of twenty-seven. I felt some of my tension ease—but not enough to make me stay in the house. I went onto the porch, and saw the overflowing mailbox (The Tupper’s in curly silver letters on the black box) near the front door. We had forgotten to empty it on our way in. I grabbed the bundle, took it in to Miranda, and left.

I walked a block over, onto Matthews, and then headed east toward downtown Jonesboro amidst a golden evening that was stretching toward dusk in that lazy way that late spring evenings often do. The older neighborhood actually had sidewalks, and there were a few other people about, enjoying the pleasant weather.

I had gone four blocks when I heard a vehicle slow on its approach behind me. I turned, curious, and the sinking sun stung my eyes. In its brightness I could not see the occupant of the car. A loud bray from its horn caused me to shield my eyes to get a better look at the driver. As the car, a late model sedan, stopped beside me, I saw that it was Rob Baxter.

“Where you headed, Jake?” he said through the open passenger-side window.

“Hey, Rob.” I opened the door and climbed inside, fastening my seatbelt. “Just taking a walk. Had to get out of the house for a while and see if I can get a grip on what’s happened. I hate that I wasn’t here.”

Rob gave a sympathetic nod of his head as he put the car into gear and we drove off. His tanned face was puffy around his hazel eyes. A lock of dark hair hung down in his face, and he brushed it aside absently. I could only imagine the long four days he’d endured.

“How are you holding up?” I said gently.

His lips formed a tight line and he nodded again. “I’m doing better now, I guess. It was hard at first, once I got... got past the initial shock.” He came to a stop sign and braked. “Any particular place you want to go? I went by your house and Miranda told me which direction you’d gone.”

“I didn’t think you’d come over until later.”

Rob smiled then, but the flat grin produced no real cheer. “Your invitation was more appealing than another evening with my relatives, so I used it as an opportunity to escape. I don’t think I could have sat there one minute longer.” This time we both laughed, and neither the smiles nor the laughter felt forced.

We ended up at the Northside Baseball Complex, where we sat on the bleachers, facing the setting sun, and watched a little league team practice.

“Man, he really loved baseball,” Rob said. It was the first opening he’d provided to talk about his brother, and I suppose he felt comfortable doing so in the friendly atmosphere of a ballpark. Shawn had spent much of his after-work hours here in the summers, coaching the kids.

Rob was just a year and a half older than Shawn and myself, and the three of us—along with some other neighborhood friends—had spent many summers playing baseball in the lot behind a neighbor’s house.

“He did, at that,” I agreed. From there we talked some about our childhood and the adventures and fun that we’d had together.

Thirty minutes later, the sun was well past a purple horizon and the last team was storing its practice gear. Rob and I walked to the car and joined the thinning fleet of traffic as it exited the parking lot.

When we were back on the street, pointed in the direction of town, I asked him who the police suspected in Shawn’s death.

“The police won’t tell me all I want to know,” Rob said.  “but as far as suspects go they’ve got four people at the plant who don’t have alibis for the time of the murder.”

I said: “Not bad considering over two hundred employees are usually involved in a shift change.”

“The police also haven’t ruled out someone from outside the plant.” There was a pained look on Rob’s face. “I just can’t believe anyone would want Shawn dead.”

“Me, either,” I said. “He was a good guy.”

Rob nodded and watched the road ahead, and both of us were quiet for a time. In that silence we were showing and feeling unspoken respect for Shawn Baxter. I was already laden with guilt for having missed the funeral, even though I’d had no control over that. You know how it is, though. I knew I’d have many quiet moments of guilt in the days ahead. I felt lucky that I had Miranda to help me weather those times.

“I want to know who killed Shawn,” Rob said suddenly.  His face was laced with grim determination.

“The police will get him,” I said with what I hoped sounded like confidence.

Rob didn’t buy it, of course. “It would be nice to think that,” he said. “But we both know that if a prime suspect is not found within the first twenty-four hours after a murder it becomes increasingly more difficult to find out who did it.”

He was right. The police called it a 24-24, because the most important time frame in a homicide case was the twenty-four hours preceding the crime, and the twenty-four after. Most cases were solved from information and facts gathered during, or from, that time frame. After that, it got increasingly more difficult. That window had already passed.

We turned onto Johnson Avenue at a stoplight and turned left onto Main two blocks down. Traffic was moderate and only a few pedestrians walked the streets. In this neighborhood I couldn’t blame them. The area itself wasn’t as bad as I’ve implied here. It was another older section of town, but it had lost most of its moneyed older residents over the past decade or so, and most of the homes and businesses were deplete with misuse or neglect. Shutters hung listlessly here and there, but most of the building’s windows were intact. With no room to grow outward, the area seemed like a rough diamond that had somehow collapsed inward upon itself. And like a diamond, there was potential for beauty beneath its rough exterior.

“Did the police give you the four names from the plant?” I asked, although it might pain me to know who they were. I knew virtually every employee on a casual basis, and several on a social level. My duties as union president seemed to demand that of me. I found it difficult to imagine any of my co-workers guilty of murder—and perhaps they weren’t.

I could always hope, anyway.

“They wouldn’t give me the names,” Rob said, “but I’m sure it will be easy for you to find out tomorrow when your shift starts.”

I nodded. The discretion of a police department has nothing on the grapevine of a factory. Just a fact of life. Especially when someone employed by said factory is under investigation.

“One of the employees without an alibi is a woman,” Rob said. “They did tell me that much.”

“You’re kidding.” I had been thinking of the men in the plant, and now I wondered about everyone.

Rob barked a short laugh. “You’re telling me. I couldn’t believe it, either. I know Shawn liked women, but not any more than the next guy. That’s something I can’t figure out.”

“Maybe there isn’t anything along those lines,” I said. “After all, the other three are men.”

“True,” Rob said as he turned onto Matthews. We were getting close to my house now.

I sighed heavily, blowing air out of my mouth in a rush. “If I can’t find out who they are tomorrow at work, I know someone
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