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Fired from the FBI for inadvertently sleeping with the perp in a murder case, Benny James tries to disappear to a houseboat and retirement. Not having what it takes to relax, Benny starts a service offering discreet investigations. That is, until a body is found crucified near his marina.

The local police department requests Benny's help, and he knows if he can catch the killer, redemption is his. The Chief gives Benny and the department ten days to solve the crimes before he requests the help of the FBI.

As the case grows, grabbing national attention, and the murders continue, the media soon fills the normally quiet town. Media goddess, Rachael Martin arrives and adds spice to an already flavorful mix. A few newcomers straggle in as well. An ex-convict fresh out of prison from a 30-year murder rap slinks in unnoticed with revenge on his mind. Days later, a Greyhound bus delivers a strange young man raised by deaf-mute parents from deep within the Ozark Mountains. An old newspaper clipping and a dark secret pulls him to town.

Whatever is going on has something strange to do with birds. At each murder site, dead birds are displayed in disturbing ways—the killer arranging them as an artist might. All the strange occurrences and unexplained visitors to this quiet town press Benny James to his max as he vehemently struggles to solve the most important case of his life.


    


  


Chapter 1
 
  The streetlights flickered with the summer storm. Benny’s umbrella pulled him down the boulevard like a mad dog on a short leash. With each step, water gushed from the soles of his boots. His toes flayed in rhythm with a flip-flop beat. Glad to have an excuse to splash around in the forming puddles, Benny kicked and jumped through the growing pools. A schoolboy grin spread across his face as light divided the charcoal sky. The boom that followed, like God cracking his knuckles, tickled his insides. The night’s endeavors were unsuccessful, with a stakeout resulting in naught. 
  Benny strolled a mile and saw his ride. Michelle waited in his car as coached. She had the engine running, contrary to Benny’s instructions.
  “There’s smoke coming out of the damn pipes,” Benny said, as he slid into the passenger seat next to her. 
  “I was cold,” Michelle drawled, fully equipped with a Georgian drip. “And I wanted to hear the radio.”
  In no mood for a fight, Benny said nothing. His face tightened.
  “Do you want me to drive you home or not?” Michelle asked.
  “Yes, please drive me home, rookie.” Benny relaxed as he decided it wouldn’t have mattered if she had honked the horn to the beat of the radio songs while flashing the high beams on and off. The guy he was looking for didn’t show. Nobody was out in this rain.
  “Do you want to go to your house or the boat?” 
  “The boat.” 
  The beat of the windshield wipers hypnotized Benny. The rain frizzled in his ears. He snapped out of it as they rode over the speed bump that accompanied the thirteen mile an hour sign at the entrance of the marina. “Do you want me to come in tonight?” Michelle asked.
  “Not tonight, I’m beat,” Benny answered. Jesus Christ, I only slept with you once. It was a mistake. Can’t we just forget it?
  Once home, Benny’s eyes found the clock on the microwave as he dropped his umbrella and shoes inside the door. His pupils narrowed in surprise as he realized it was past two o’clock in the morning. The city slept. Benny coveted the sight of his bed. The floor pulled at his eyelids and his head followed lead. 
He tossed his drenched shirt towards the kitchen. It slapped the floor with a startling smack. His pants trailed. Benny lifted his gaze. A blinking red light signaling a message on his answering machine gave him his second wind: A delivery driver had discovered a crucified body in a house under construction. Benny threw on a new set of clothes and just like that he was back in the rain.
  As he parked his Jeep behind a Blazer, Benny saw homicide detective Vernon Kearns leaning over, eying a muddy area along the gravel drive. 
  “What’s going on here?” Benny asked as he climbed out and joined him. 
  “Goddamned if I know,” Vernon answered, wiping his mouth and looking back at the muddy patch once more. 
  Benny James was a retired FBI agent; he was not an official member of the Tilley police force. He was Encyclopedia Brown’s grown-up equivalent, a natural know-it-all crime solver, and the police department’s new best friend. The two men shook hands and locked eyes. Benny recognized the look. Vernon had thrown up. 
  “Where’s the guy who called it in?” Benny asked. 
  “Gone to meet Chief Neighbors. He was delivering and installing a bathtub. Owner left a key under a mat. He wasn’t supposed to be there, let alone dead.” 
  Benny walked toward the house and saw the vomit on the ground where Vernon stood. Making his way into the house, he entered the vast bathroom and observed the staging and positioning of the body.
  “Jesus Christ,” Benny said.
  “Yeah,” Vernon answered, “I think that’s what our killer was getting at.”
  The victim, a young man, hung in a crucifixion pose, tied to a rugged cross made from two-by-fours that leaned on one wall. The killer had attached an odd assortment of items to the right side of the body. Rings from a bubble gum machine adorned all five digits. Benny queried over the pair of binoculars duct taped to the palm of the victim’s hand.
  “What the hell?” Benny looked over and saw Vernon sweating. “Vernon, go outside before you puke again.”
Vernon nodded. “Don’t know how you can look at this without getting queasy.” He left quickly.  
  The victim’s skin had turned purplish. Bracelets made of wire, pipe cleaners, and vines created a spider’s web of lines lacing his arm. Beneath his right foot lay a dead bird. Benny noted a bluish-purple line encircling the victim’s neck and concluded strangulation occurred before the hanging of the body. The victim had a jagged gash just below the ribcage.
  Just then, the newly-minted local reporter popped his head in the door and asked to come in. Jerry Lee was an eager young reporter for the town paper, the Tilley Bee. The small daily usually had a front-page story about a community center activity or something equally exciting. This scene was a Broadway opening night for Jerry Lee.
  “I was listening to the police scanner and came right over.” Jerry Lee didn’t wait for an invitation and entered the bathroom. 
“Holy Jesus and God’s mommy!” he exclaimed upon taking in the ghastly spectacle. “What in the Jim Lewis Larry happened here?” Jerry Lee loved to make up curse words after he found the Lord. These were his personalized “F” words in the greatest strength. 
  “Aren’t you the reporter?” Benny asked, annoyed by his arrival. “This is a crime scene Jerry. I’m going to ask you once and only once to get out before you contaminate the scene with your big-ass clumsy feet.” 
  “If you don’t get to stepping,” Vernon came back slowly into the room, “I’ll arrest ya’ ass for entering a crime scene without proper authority.” 
Vernon peered at the binoculars. “These are Johnsonville binoculars, Benny. Talk to your tech buddy Ned and see if he knows where they’re sold. I’ve never heard of the brand, have you?”
  “Nope.” Benny stared, grimacing, with his eyes about an arm’s length away from the victim’s midsection. “This cut in his side is enormous! Looks like some sort of sword made the incision.” 
Turning to Jerry Lee he said, “Put in tomorrow’s paper that investigators found key evidence at the murder scene. Say we sent it off to the state crime lab. That may put a scare in this asshole. Now do what we both asked of you and get out. And don’t touch a goddamned thing on your way.” 
Jerry Lee nodded sickly and scrawled something in his notebook as he left the house.    “When your boys get here,” Benny advised Vernon, “make sure they note that Jerry Lee entered the crime scene at 3:03 a.m. and exited at 3:06 a.m. through the front door. Where is everybody else?”
  “Slow moving, Benny,” Vernon continued to inspect the body. “When was the last time anything like this happened in Tilley?” he asked rhetorically. “I’m sure those guys think their phones are ringing with wrong numbers. They’ll be here eventually.”
  By the time the official crime team arrived, Benny had seen all he needed to see. He had checked over the entire house and found nothing out of the ordinary. 
In the early morning hours, the next steps proceeded without Benny. Vernon’s boys sealed the scene with a radius wide enough to pick up any shoe prints or tire marks the perpetrator might have left behind. The photographer did his thing, and all aspects of the surrounding outdoor area were carefully and quickly scrutinized in the event wind or any other type of weather might destroy the available evidence. 
They searched the entrance and exit routes as well. A search for artifacts and traces of odd elements that could possibly provide clues also took place. Vernon wanted a minimal number of personnel on the scene to avoid inadvertent contamination of any items that might eventually link a suspect to the crime. The process of recording all of the evidence and the comings and goings of all involved took what was left of the night and a good part of the morning.
  Instead of heading back to the lonesome house with the peculiar brick red picket fence, Benny wrestled his body and mind back to the boat. Once on the boat, the fridge called him. He grabbed a frosty adult beverage, poured a stiff shot of bourbon and plopped down in one of his rocking lounge chairs on the outdoor deck. 
 Benny’s mind creaked and rocked with the boat and his thoughts of murder. In his mind it was one thing to shoot, stab, strangle, or beat a man to death. To hang a body in a crucifixion pose after the fact added a demented element to the grisly murder. 
 
 



 
Chapter 2
 
 Ray Clint Boyd stared through the bars of his cell. His eyes were empty windows. He sat cross-legged, like a Zen master. His vision appeared to see simultaneously all and nothing. Like a wax figure, his body was motionless, yet it seemed to possess the ability to spring to life at any moment. In contrast to a Zen master, however, his mind was not clear and void of all thoughts. 
He was deep into his daily mental exercises that consisted of fantasizing about how he might kill a certain someone. There were so many methods, each painfully unique, that Ray Clint was sorry he could only kill this special someone once. The corner of his mouth twitched. A smile slowly crept across his face as he visualized the technique he doggedly believed would deliver the greatest amount of personal satisfaction—a good old-fashioned baseball bat bludgeoning. 
A rugged face surrounded his mouth that told the tale of countless cigarettes. Long, greasy, braided hair fell down his back. Given a guitar or motorcycle, he’d pass as Willie Nelson’s next of kin or a worn out Harley rider. 
  For nearly three decades he stewed with an anger that bubbled and boiled in him like an evil spirit. He did his time in a nine by twelve cell in the Fairbrook County Penitentiary. He thought it was anything but fair being put away for a crime he swore and never wavered he did not commit. 
He impatiently waited for this day. He was about to receive his walking papers and stroll out of the prison gates. Ray Clint knew there was a high probability of a prompt return following his revenge. 
He told himself again he did not do it as he heard a guard nearing his cell. Inside one of his few books and the only one he decided to take with him, Ray Clint tucked an aged letter.
  “Ray Clint Boyd?” The guard called. “You ready to go out there and see how the world has changed?”
  “Come on Jimmy,” R.C. responded. “You knowed me o’er twenty years and you ain’t never called me that since day one.”
  “Gotta be formal on a day like this R.C.,” Jimmy apologized. “Warden’s here to supervise your release and I don’t want him in my craw.” Jimmy tuned his voice to a whisper, “Now go see my Uncle Sly at his diner. I told him you never caused a lick of trouble in here and you been our best cook. He said he has an old trailer—no electricity, but you’re welcome to stay there and work while you get some sort of plan for yourself worked out.”
  “Does he still got that old Gold Wing for sale?” R.C. asked hopefully.
  “Yeah,” Jimmy nodded. “Nobody wants that old motorcycle. Needs too much work I guess. He told me you could work it off.”
  “I’ll get ’er runnin’ good,” R.C. said with confidence. “It’ll keep me busy at night.”
  “Please, don’t let me down and cause no trouble. I’m really putting my neck out for you.”
  “I told you at least a hundred times,” R.C. snapped, “I ain’t never caused no trouble my whole life.” 
  As Jimmy led him through the prison, R.C. said his farewells to former cellmates and friends with simple nods and a wink or two.
  “There isn’t one guilty man in here is there?” Jimmy grinned, his tobacco-stained teeth dark in his mouth. 
  “There’s at least one innocent man,” R.C. responded, with a heavy look on his face.
  “I actually believe you.” Jimmy ended the conversation and straightened up as they neared the command station to check out. 
  




  The sky was a sloppy Picasso. A graveyard of clouds hung like frozen skeletons above the Fairbrook County Penitentiary. R.C. took a deep breath he felt seep in and out of his eyes. He opened his hands from clinched fists and wiggled his fingers, feeling the blood coursing through his veins, pounding like a heartbeat in his fingernails. 
He scrunched his toes in and out and walked purposely on the grass near the side of the road, feeling the soft green earth that was so foreign in the concrete and steel bar jungle from which he had just departed. 
The desolate landscape was free from homes and businesses. No-one wanted to live or work close to the penitentiary. It was the first time in nearly thirty years Ray Clint Boyd was truly alone. 
  It was about three miles to town. R.C. didn’t bother trying to hitchhike. There were signs warning motorists hitchhikers could be escaped convicts. He didn’t care how long it took. He was content to take in the surreal experience of being on the outside. 
Locked up since the age of twenty-three, R.C. was now fifty-two years old. Vegas boy, soldier in Vietnam, and convicted killer; this was his life. He walked on steadily, as if he had an invisible rope attached to his gut, pulling him towards an unknown destiny. 
His eyes blazed. They were not empty, nor did they seem the least bit meditative. They were cups, running over and spilling vengeance.
 



 
Chapter 3
 
  As the rain pounded harder, Benny got in his car and drove almost blindly back to the houseboat. The Jane Says was his office. He sat down at his desk to make some notes and to check his messages again. 
He’d live on it for a short time after his ex-wife Jane told him to get the hell out. Since then he had bought a small house in town with a red picket fence, but he spent the majority of his time and many nights on the boat. 
Benny had been meaning to paint the fence white, but the curious red symbolized something he could not quite put his finger on. Until he could decipher the meaning of the former owners’ color choice, Benny decided to let it remain the peculiar red. 
  The slip that held his forty-foot houseboat was rent free, since he was the marina’s security guard. The owner of the marina felt comforted by the fact a sign at the front gate warned passersby the area was under guard. 
Benny had the choice of a covered slip, but chose uncovered for nights like this. The rain drumming against the boat’s top was soothing in the early morning. Benny spent many nights stargazing in a rocking lounge chair on top of the boat. It brought him answers to his various puzzling questions. 
  Benny was in the private eye business. His new message was from a Mrs. Clemmons. She was inquiring as to Benny’s progress in the case of her suspected unfaithful husband. Mrs. Clemmons was almost certain her husband had a girlfriend but she wanted some evidence to present in divorce court. She said to call at any hour since she was not getting any sleep. Benny decided he would take her word that she was an insomniac and get the call out of the way. Benny dialed the cell number and before the first ring was complete, she answered. 
“Mr. James?” she garbled.
  “Yes ma’am, this is Benny James. How did you know it was me?” 
  She responded in a slur. “My phone shows who’s calling and I also don’t have any other people who would call me at four in the morning, Mr. James.” 
  “I do apologize Mrs. Clemmons; you said call at any time. Did I wake you?”
  “Hell no,” she said with a saucy laugh. “What’s that asshole been up to? He’s not here again tonight. Surprise, surprise. He told me he was in Seattle this time. I bet he’s at that little slut’s house.”
  “Well,” Benny said cautiously. “I did wrap up the case about twenty-four hours ago, but have been trying to decide how I was going to present my findings to you.”
  “Shit, Benny.” There was a pause as Mrs. Clemmons was obviously taking a drink of something. “Can you hold on a second?”
  “Sure,” Benny said.
  He heard what sounded like the phone being tossed on a table clumsily, ice rattled into a glass, and he heard the glug, glug, glug, of a liquid being poured. She took a drink, sighed, and said, “All right, what’s her name? How young is she? How big are her fake tits? What’s Barbie’s name, Benny?”
  Benny composed himself and said, “Mrs. Clemmons, your husband is having an extramarital affair, but she is actually a he.” There was silence on the other end of the phone, so Benny continued. 
“Remember when I asked you for the places he often frequents?” Silence still. 
“I followed him three times to the Gregarious Gringo Restaurant over on West Peachtree.” Silence still. 
“He left all three times with the flamboyant host Joel,” Each time they went back to Joel’s midtown apartment.” Silence. 
“I do have a few pictures of them making out in Mr. Clemmons’s car.” 
  Finally, Mrs. Clemmons said, “Thank you Mr. James. Please send me my bill and the photos.” The phone went dead. 
Well, Benny thought, another happy customer.
 



 
Chapter 4
 
  R.C. started working for Jimmy’s Uncle Sly at the diner, and the package deal was just as Jimmy had described. The job, the trailer, and the motorcycle were all real. Being a short order cook for country folks was a breeze after cooking for cons. 
The singlewide trailer was more like a camper, but even without electricity, it was the Taj Mahal compared to a dank, tiny jail cell. 
Sly brought the broken down Gold Wing over to the trailer in the back of his pickup truck upon R.C.’s request. The negotiated price was a few dollars shy of a gift. The bike needed a new clutch, carburetor, tires, and the exhaust pipes and seats had holes in them. 
Luckily, the Fairbrook County Penitentiary offered a vocational class to the inmates. After a time, R.C. was more skillfully competent than the instructors were. Outdated police cars, motorcycles, and other government vehicles passed through the prison. They became instructional tools and were repaired, if necessary, before auction. 
  About two weeks into R.C.’s new job at the diner, Jimmy the guard came in one early morning for breakfast. He usually ate there at least twice a week, but he wanted to give R.C. his space. He didn’t want him to feel like he was checking up on him. Jimmy called his Uncle Sly every evening to do that. 
As Jimmy walked into the diner, R.C. immediately made eye contact with him as he looked up from his egg scrambling duties. Both men smiled at each other like old friends and Jimmy greeted him saying, “Hey R.C., how’s it going?”
  “Going good Jimmy,” R.C. glanced back at his eggs. “Going real good, man.”
  “It’s great to see you out here. How does it feel?”
  “Feels good. Real good. Step one, ya know? Do a little time here and on to step two. I been working on that bike.”
  “It’s a real piece of work, huh?”
  “Oh, it ain’t that bad. I seen worse. Some a’ them copper bikes that came into the shop that had been laid down make this one seem brand new. 
 “Your Uncle Sly is a real good fella. Set me up real nice here and even fronted me some cash to buy a couple of parts. Waitress is running late this morning and Sly worked late, so I’m doubling as the wait staff till Sheila gets in. What ya gonna have?”
  “Did Sly teach you how to make his special house breakfast sandwich yet?”
  “Oh yeah. Made at least twenty something of them already. You want coffee or juice?”
  “Coffee.”
  “Back in a jiffy,” R.C. said as he filled out a ticket. When he came back with the coffee he said, “I put the meats on the grill and dropped the hash browns in the fryer, should be a couple minutes till I need to put the eggs on. Timing is everything with this sandwich here. All comes out hot at the same time. You need cream?”
  “Yeah, please,” Jimmy said. “And the container here is out of artificial sweetener. Would you grab me some?” R.C. handed him cream and sweetener. 
“If you don’t mind me asking, what is step two of your plan?”
 “Glad you asked. I was actually going to ask you a favor to help me out with that. Let me get those eggs going and I’ll be right back with your food.” When R.C. came back, he refilled Jimmy’s coffee and set his plate in front of him accompanied by a napkin and utensils. 
  “Whoa!” Jimmy stared at the massive sandwich. “Looks better than when Sly makes it, and he invented it.”
 “Don’t tell him,” R.C. grinned, “but I’ve heard that more than once.” 
Turning serious R.C. continued as Jimmy tore into the meal saying, “When I get the bike fixed and I’m all settled up with Sly, step number two involves finding an old friend of mine.” 
Jimmy was looking into his coffee as the words “old friend” rolled off R.C.’s tongue. As he said the words R.C.’s eyes could not hide his evil intentions. 
“He wrote me my first ten years in the pen, but the letters quit after awhile and I don’t know what happened to him or where he is now,” R.C. lied. “Would it be possible for one of your copper buddies to run his name and find out where he is?”
  “I don’t see why not,” Jimmy said. “I got a friend who owes me a favor. Write his name on a napkin or something and I’ll get him to run it.”
  “I appreciate it, man,” R.C. said as he looked up at the door. “Oh good, Sheila’s here. Enjoy your breakfast Jimmy; I gotta get over to the grill.” 
  “All right R.C. Keep up the good work.”
 



 
Chapter 5
 
 The Sleepy Cove Marina was its normal uneventful self when Benny awoke a little past noon. Seconds after his eyes opened, his coffee pot was put to work producing his wake up juice. While it brewed, he walked over to the marina office, said good morning to the owner Donny, who told him it was actually after noon, and grabbed the day’s edition of the Tilley Bee. There was no mention of the crucifixion.
  Back on the boat, Benny poured a cup of Joe into his favorite mug, picked up the cordless phone, and dialed Jerry Lee’s number. It sounded as if Jerry Lee was on the move as he answered, “Tilley Bee?”
  “Are you brain dead?” Benny asked.
  “I’ve been expecting this call all morning, Benny. It was too late to go in today’s paper,” Jerry Lee retorted. 
  “Don’t even try to play this fucking game with me paperboy. I know, and you know, that the paper does not go to print until 4:20 a.m. What are you playing with here?”
  “Benny,” Jerry Lee sputtered, “I don’t think this town is ready for a front page crucifixion story. Yesterday’s lead story was about a ninety-year-old woman and her award winning squash recipe.”
  “When did you become the town’s conscience or the paper’s editor?” Benny asked.
  “Give me today, Benny. I wanted to give Vernon a day to catch this Louis von Sick Throat. If we don’t have a suspect by tomorrow’s edition, I will disclose it to the town. Until then, can you keep your mouth shut?”
  “All right. God, I love your stupid ass curse conversions.”
  “Thank you,” Jerry Lee said.
  




  Benny drank his coffee more quickly than usual. When the buzz kicked in, he was off. Even though he’d had the short phone call with Jerry Lee, he decided to pay him a personal visit. He strode into the Tilley Bee office and went straight into Jerry’s office. 
  “What’s my favorite news hound doing?” Benny asked, as he made himself at home.
  Jerry looked up from his keyboard. “I knew you’d come down here, Benny. I thought we discussed this earlier?”
  “We did,” Benny spoke quietly. “I just want us both to be clear that I’m not fucking around either with this murder investigation or you.” 
  “Benny, you never shimmy around,” Jerry shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
  “I know I’m not an official part of this investigation, but who do you think is going to crack this case?”
  “You are, Benny,” Jerry sat up straight in his chair.
  Benny stood. “Glad we got that cleared up. I’ll be in touch with any updates on my investigation for your story tomorrow.”
 Jerry swallowed. “I’ll look forward to your call, sir.”
 



 
Chapter 6
 
  Sly strolled in a half-hour before the throng of lunch goers arrived with a smile on his face. He was a white Mr. Miyagi from the Karate Kid and the Quaker Oatmeal man rolled into one tubby little package. He had not felt nearly as rested in years. It was nearly impossible to find a cook that could outdo him. 
Customers don’t frequent diners four and five times a week for mediocre victuals. Sly opened and closed the diner six days a week. It was years since he saw The
Price is Right from the comfort of his La-Z-Boy. There was not a worry in his heart that R.C. would cross him. The motorcycle was still a few parts and two tires away from being ready for the road, and anybody who talked to R.C. for more than three minutes knew he wasn’t going anywhere without the bike. 
Sly knew he itched to get somewhere, and he figured he would move on in a month, give or take a couple of weeks. He also knew ex-cons generally did not like to live in the shadow of the prison that held them for long, if at all. 
  When Sly walked through the doorway, it was as if Norm had just entered Cheers as the patrons bellowed his name in unison. He did a lap around the room, shaking a few hands, engaging in simple banter with customers finishing late breakfasts or beating the oncoming lunch crowd. 
When he made it back to the kitchen, he noticed that R.C. fully prepped for the upcoming rush and the place was spic and span with the dirty breakfast dishes and utensils a distant memory. R.C. was under the sink, tightening a joint in the piping, and did not see Sly behind him.
  “R.C.?” Sly spoke up as he tapped R.C. on the leg. R.C. slid his head and arms out from under the colossal stainless steel sink and stood, unfurling like an ostrich pulling its head out of a hole. 
“You trying to get employee of the month?” Sly laughed.
  “No sir, just fixing a little drip. I think I got her though.”
  “Looks like everything’s set to go for lunch.”
  “Yes sir. I done just as you told me. I memorized that list you made me. Don’t even have to look at it no more.”
  “R.C.,” Sly sighed. “Is it possible for you to stop calling me sir? I’m not that much older than you.”
  “No sir,” R.C. responded. “You been real good to me and I intend to show you respect any way I can while I’m here.”
  “All right. Not a problem. Grab one of your cigarettes there R.C. and let’s have a talk out back real quick before the folks show up for lunch.”
  “Did I do something wrong, Sly?” R.C. asked.
  “No. No. God no. Just the opposite.” Outside, R.C.’s concern dissipated as he lit his cigarette, curious as to what Sly wanted to talk to him about in private. 
“R.C.,” Sly began. “I know we don’t know each other too well—and you haven’t let me down—just like Jimmy said you wouldn’t. 
“I can tell that you’re itching something fierce to get the hell out of Dodge. The way I’ve figured it, you probably need three to four more weeks a’ pay to put that bike back together and leave yourself with a few bucks for gas. Am I right?”
  “Yes sir,” R.C. responded, wondering where this was going.
  Sly continued, “I haven’t been fishing in Montana since I opened this place. Been eleven years. I believe you know my older brother Ted, Jimmy’s daddy?”
  “Yeah, he was a guard up at the prison until about five or so years ago.”
  “Then I imagine you know he’s retired. He has agreed to come help out at the diner if you will agree to my proposal.”
  “Anything Sly,” R.C. said.
  “Now hold on,” Sly cautioned. “You don’t know what you’re signing up for yet. I’m wanting to go for two weeks. Ted can barely make a ham sandwich, so you would have to work open to close every day except Sundays when we’re closed. That’s a lot of fifteen-hour days.”
  “Them hours will get me down the road a whole lot quicker.”
  “Yeah, it certainly will. I calculated twelve, fifteen-hour days, including overtime pay, which I aim to pay you—comes out at right under nineteen hundred dollars. We’ll call it an even two thousand dollars. What do you say?”
  “Go buy yourself a new fishing pole,” R.C. said with a smile.
  “Oh, I almost forgot,” Sly said. “If you can keep Ted from cooking anything, I’ll buy you that set of tires you were talking about with that fella from Earl’s Tires as a thank you and good luck present.”
  “Why you trust me so much?” R.C. asked.
  “I believe in second chances,” Sly said contemplating something.
  “I didn’t do it,” R.C. said in a low voice.
  “We gotta get back in there,” Sly said as he held his hand and index finger up, signaling he had one more thing to say. 
“I’ve heard a few whispers out there saying that you make my breakfast sandwich better than I do. You want to know why you are a better cook than I am?” R.C. didnt say a word or move. 
“You spent three times as long as I did in prison.” Sly gave R.C. a wink and walked back into the diner, leaving R.C. standing there with his mouth open, dumbfounded.
 
  
 Sly took off for Montana a few days later. The days that followed flew by with R.C. working so much, and after waiting nearly thirty years for something, two more weeks was merely a stitch in time. Toward the end of the first week of Sly’s absence, Jimmy came into the diner one late evening shortly before closing.
  “How you holding up, R.C.?” Jimmy asked.
  “I’m a little tired,” R.C. responded. “But it’s a good tired.”
  Jimmy handed R.C. the same napkin he had given him a week before with the name of the person written on it he wished to locate. “My buddy at the police station gave that back to me this morning. He found a record of your friend.” R.C.’s eyes lit up. 
“He wrote the city and state on there for you. Your friend got a speeding ticket last month. When you see him, tell him to slow down,” Jimmy joked.
  R.C. grasped the napkin in the palm of his hand as if it were a precious treasure map that would lead him to hidden booty. He read the words, and he read them again. R.C. continued to read and study them like a fortuneteller deciphering the meaning of the lines in one’s palm. The napkin read: Miles Davenport, Tilley, Georgia.
  Two weeks later R.C. said his goodbyes and expressed his thanks to Jimmy and Sly. He cranked up the motorcycle he brought back from the dead and with his heart pounding like a predator tracking its prey, he made a beeline for Tilley, Georgia.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
  Benny motored over to the post office to mail Ms. Clemmons the incriminating photos of her husband and the disreputable host Joel. He included the bill, hoping for prompt payment. Lisa, the postal attendant, asked in her southern drawl, “Why weren’t there anything in the paper about last night’s murder Benny?”
  Taken aback Benny answered, “What are you talking about Lisa?”
  “Come on Benny, ain’t no secrets in this town.”
  “Don’t know what you mean honey. I haven’t heard anything,” Benny lied stone faced.
  “All right sugar,” Lisa said with obvious disbelief. “Should I call you if I hear anything suspicious? You know we get all kinds of folks in here blabbing their mouths when they think no one’s listening.”
  “You do that honey; you got the number.” Benny winked and strutted out.
  His next stop was the Hair Palace. His hair was starting to curl. Time for a cut. Even though the name of the place was dumb as hell, Michelle was the master of taming Benny’s locks. He walked in just as she was finishing a cigarette.
  “Slow morning, Michelle?” Benny smiled at her.
  “Yeah,” she ground the butt into an overflowing ash tray. “Looks like you’re getting curly again. Sit on down, sweetie. You want the usual?”
  “Give it to me Michelle,” Benny responded. “What’s new with you?”
  “Why don’t you just come out and ask if I heard about the murder?” Michelle said smacking gum. “I know you come here for haircuts, but you also come in here for information.”
  Taken aback once again Benny said, “What murder?”
  Laughing, Michelle said, “Stop it, Benny, I’m no dumb ass. You know and I know that there was a murder last night. You ain’t never been here for just a haircut. You always want a little something else. Remember how I trimmed your side burns and helped you crack that case on the Florida lawyer?”
  “I don’t think you’ll ever let me forget it,” Benny answered. 
  “Well,” Michelle said, “Nicole was in here to get her roots dyed earlier and she said that her husband had to leave real early this morning to go over some paperwork with the Coroner. It’s Saturday Benny, and we figured that there must have been some bad shit that happened last night for her husband to have to meet the Coroner on a Saturday morning.”
  “You’re a real Sherlock Holmes, Michelle,” Benny said. “Have you seen any out-of-towners recently?”
  “No,” she replied. “Just the usual suspects. You know I watch that Forensic Files on Court TV. You want me to start saving hair for some of them DNA samples?”
  “I don’t think that will be necessary, Michelle. You still working at the diner? I haven’t been there in a while.”
  “Yeah. Mondays and Tuesdays—for some reason nobody gets their hair cut on those days.”
  “Interesting. How’s that new beau treating you?”
  “He’s still being sweet. I still can’t figure out why he has to keep talking with his ex though,” Michelle said revving up the clippers.
  “Didn’t you say last time he has two boys?” Benny watched as she expertly clipped his hair.
  “Yeah.”
  “I would guess that’s why,” Benny answered.
  “I suppose so,” Michelle confessed. “She don’t like that he’s dating me.”
  “I would imagine a woman wouldn’t like her ex dating anyone.”
  “Why do you have to always be right?” Michelle asked, chuckling.
  “I don’t know,” Benny responded with a belly laugh. “You might have to ask my ex-wife that one.” 
  “Where is she now?” Michelle probed cautiously.
  “Couldn’t tell ya,” Benny answered. “Don’t have a clue.”
  




  Benny’s final stop before returning home was to Ned’s, the local technology nerd and mad scientist. As he drove down Ned’s long driveway, he spotted him hanging off the limb of a tree in his front yard. Ned was a wiry fellow with patches of hair in odd spots around his head. He invented a hair growing remedy that did not work out quite as he planned that left him with this very unusual look. 
His thick spectacles accentuated his buggy eyes, which always seemed to be searching for something. Ned was a young man but carried himself as if he was nearing a hundred. As Benny parked the car and got out he thought, I just hope he doesn’t fall out of the tree and knock himself out before I can get some answers.
“Ned, what the hell are you doing?”
  Ned answered as though what he was doing was completely normal. “Just getting some bark samples to try and figure out why these trees are growing too slow.”
  “Can you come down for a second?” Benny looked up at him.
  “Sure, Benny. Can you pull that ladder over here?” Ned put some bark pieces in a zip lock bag and slowly made his way down the ladder. Once down he said, “What’s on your mind Benny?”
  “What do you know about Johnsonville Binoculars?”
  “Those are hi-tech Benny. A lot of bird-watchers use them. Their advertisements say you can see a mile with them. Probably cost about eight hundred dollars or so. Why?”
  “Just curious,” Benny said. “Thanks Ned, I gotta run.”
  “OK Benny,” Ned focused on the tree again. “Let me know if you find anything out about the murder.”
 



 
Chapter 8
 
  Benny decided to make a quick pit stop at his house to see if his cat Jezebel was still speaking to him. He hadn’t been by in a couple of days and needed to refresh her food and water and pick up some clothes. 
Jezebel was a bit of a loner. Being a rescued alley cat made her quite different from the cats he had growing up. She was a shorthaired black and white, with stripes resembling a zebra. He recalled only a couple of times she had actually let him pet her. 
With a cat door leading outside, Jezebel could come and go as she pleased. 
The mailbox was full as usual and the grass was so long it would be a real pain in the ass battle with the lawn mower to get it back to a respectable height. Benny checked the inventory of the fridge just in case some groceries magically appeared. The mustard, empty bottle of ketchup, and the jar with one pickle was still there. 
The pantry was worse. There was a bag of cat food, paper plates, and a roll of duct tape. Why did I even buy this house? I’m paying a thousand dollars a month on a mortgage for an oversized cat house.

 
  
 As Red got off the bus in Tilley, the reality of his actions dawned. He traveled half way across the country because of a picture in an old, tattered and torn newspaper clipping. The autopilot that had driven him to this point abruptly shut off, taking with it the adrenaline that had ignited the fire within him. Now, fear surfaced. 
  Back home in the Ozarks, Red felt comfortable in town because he was with his father. Being such a small town, everyone knew of his verbal and social deficiencies. He dropped his head to avoid eye contact with anyone and began walking briskly away from the center of town. 
His belongings were in a large gunnysack draped over his shoulder. He used it on the farm to transport grains. His heart stopped racing as he took a few steadying breaths. Looking up from his feet, he stopped. In front of him stood a quaint little house with a red picket fence. Although it didn’t look like one, Red supposed that it was this town’s version of a fire station. The fire station in his hometown was an insignificant brick building painted red. He wondered where the trucks were. There was only a single vehicle, a Jeep, in the driveway. At any rate, he needed help. He knocked on the door. 
  Benny heard the knock as he gathered the remaining articles of his preferred clothing that were not already on the boat. He thought it must be a salesperson, Girl Scout, or nosey neighbor. When he answered the door, he stood perplexed as he gazed at at someone who looked just as confused as him. After a long, strange and uncomfortable silence, Benny broke the standoff by asking, “Can I help you?”
  “Fire.” Red continued to stare at Benny.
  Benny’s first thought was that he might be a special education student who had wandered away from the nearby high school. He studied him for a moment. Too old to be a
high school student. 
He had dark, inquisitive, worried eyes. Unkempt, long brown hair fell on his muscular shoulders. He was lanky, but firm. His skin tone revealed he spent most of his life under the sun. He was handsome in an odd country way and Benny decided that he looked like a redneck lifeguard. Now even more confused Benny asked hesitantly, “Where?”
  “Fire here,” Red said. His intonation made his inquiry sound like a statement. Red pointed at the red picket fence and said, “Red fence. Fire.”
  “Oh,” Benny said. “You think this is a fire station?”
  “Yeah,” Red answered as his eyebrows rose, displaying glee over his successful communication. “You fire man.” 
  Benny thought about the picket fence and how it drew in the kid. Drawn to bizarre occurrences and the oftentimes deeper meaning accompanying peculiar events, Benny decided not to turn the kid away just yet and asked, “What’s your name?”
  “Red.”
  “I know you saw the red fence, what – is – your – name -?” Benny asked as though he were questioning a non-English speaker.
  “Red. Red Jasper.”
  “This is too much,” Benny said. The red fence that perplexed him and a kid named Red standing on his front porch was just too weird. I have no idea why I’m doing this.. 
“Come inside Red,” Benny waved Red into the house. He gestured the universal sign for drink. “Can I get you a drink? All I have is ice water.” Red shook his head yes. “I’ll be right back. Have a seat there on the couch,” Benny pointed to his couch.
  When Benny walked back into the room with the water, Red sat on the couch with his gunnysack at his feet. Jezebel jumped onto his lap. Red gently scratched her head as she purred and bobbed her head up and down as if to say, “Don’t stop.” Benny stopped mid-stride in disbelief, as the cat had never done this to him or any of his other guests. “Did you pick her up?” Benny asked.
  “No,” Red stated. “You little zebra jump up.”
  Benny cautiously handed Red the glass of water in an attempt to keep from spooking Jezebel and said, “By the way, my name is Benny.”
  “Thank you Bendy,” Red said, taking a drink.
  “You’re not from around here are you?” Benny asked.
  “Red put the dirt on mama and papa and rided bus,” Red simply stated. “Mama sick, tractor crash papa.”
  “Where are you staying?” Benny asked. He could tell Red didn’t understand the question and he tried again saying, “Where are you going to sleep tonight?” Red shrugged his shoulders and the look on his face told Benny he had not thought of this yet. 
He had a feeling if he let Red walk out the door after his drink, he would not be sleeping in a bed. He wanted to know more of Red’s story but decided not to pursue it until later. Being a good judge of character and feeling comfortable and empathetic with Red, Benny made up a quick lie with the hope that Red would accept his offer. 
“Red, I have another place where I live. I rent this house by the day, week, or whatever. It just so happens that nobody is living here right now. If you would like, you can sleep here for a few days until you decide where you want to go.”
  Without speaking Red sat Jezebel on the couch next to him, reached into his pockets and pulled out some money. Red looked at his money, showed it to Benny and said, “Red have this.”
  Benny could see that it was thirty dollars and said, “You can pay me later.” Benny had no intentions of taking his money and wondered what the hell he was doing getting involved with this kid. Benny knew Red probably needed some rest but he needed to talk to Vernon. 
“I have a few things I need to do Red. You stay here and rest. The sheets in the bed are clean, so you can take a nap if you want, and there are towels in the bathroom closet if you want to take a shower. There’s soap and shampoo under the sink. Do you understand?”
  “Some,” Red said hesitantly.
  Benny showed him around and pointed to all the things he previously mentioned making hand gestures as he went along. Before he left, he pointed to his stomach and asked, “Are you hungry?” 
  “Very hunny,” Red answered.
  “I’ll send some food over, and I’ll be back in a few hours. OK?”
  “Yep,” Red petted Jezebel but didn’t make eye contact with Benny. 
  As Benny drove off he dialed his favorite pizza place in town. His friend Slick answered the phone saying, “Alfonzo’s Pizzeria, we’re not open for deliveries yet.”
  “Hey Slick, it’s Benny.”
  “Hey Buddy, you never call this early. I don’t know nothing about the murder so don’t ask.”
  Benny shook his head in exasperation. Definitely no secrets in this town. 
“I need a favor Slick.”
 “Anything for you, sir.”
 “I know you’re not open yet, but do you have the ovens fired up, and is Vinny there?”
 “Yes to both questions, my friend.” 
 “I’ll tell you the details later, but I have a friend staying at my house who just rolled into town from a long bus trip and I don’t have any food in the house for him. He doesn’t speak English well enough to go out and get something.
“I have some important things to take care of right now. Could you throw something together and put it on a tab for me? If Vinny will run it over to him, let him know I’ve got a twenty dollar tip with his name on it.”
  “Gladly Benny. Pizza? Sandwich? Wings?”
  “Yeah, that all sounds good. You’re the best, Slick.”
  “Mama Mia, he must be hungry!”
  “Can the Italian shit, Slick,” Benny joked. “You’re the only Puerto Rican in the world that must say that.”
  “Ciao,” Slick said, laughing. 
 
  
  Benny knew that Vernon would call him at some time during the day but he couldn’t wait. He called him first. 
Vernon answered with a tired voice, “Hey Benny, did you get some sleep last night?”
  “I got enough,” Benny answered. “It doesn’t sound like you did. Can I buy you some coffee or lunch?”
  “How about both,” Vernon said, with relief in his voice. “Where are you?”
  “At my house,” Benny answered.
  “The one on land or water, Benny?”
  “Land.”
  “Why do you keep that place and why did you even buy it?” Vernon joked. “Meet me at The Deck in about half an hour.”
  “See you there.” Benny pulled out of the drive and watched the red picket fence disappear in his rear view mirror.
 
  
  The Deck was a dome, with a series of decks surrounding the central atrium. There were differing sized decks, each having a sole table, so parties no matter the size would be able to have their own semi-private space. For those wishing to dine in the company of others, the inside was decorated with a breathtaking mosaic. 
All of the glass doors leading to the private decks let in ample amounts of sunlight during the day, while cleverly concealed lights aimed at the image in the mosaic reflected light that bathed the patrons in soft pastels at night. 
As Benny walked in, he could see Vernon through one of the glass doors. Everybody excluding his wife and kids referred to him as Vernon. His actual name was William Delapanapolous Junior. Benny always thought it was quite a strange name for a black man.
Benny tried on multiple occasions to uncover the origins of his name unsuccessfully. He could understand Bill or Billy or Willy, but Vernon? Vernon was one of the nine black people in the town of Tilley. He had an athletic body, which was in the beginning stages of softening. He had recently traded in his jogging and weightlifting hobbies for fishing and ball tossing with his twin six-year-old sons. His wife Connie was a stay at home mother. Vernon carried himself like a humble prince. He had a natural gait that gave the illusion he was gliding. 
  Benny and Vernon sat at their preferred spot just outside of the kitchen. An exhaust fan hung off the side of the building separating their deck from the next one. The hum of the motor concealed their conversation.
  “You look like shit,” Benny said as he sat down. “I stopped by the bar and ordered you an espresso and a coffee. You haven’t been to sleep have you?”
  “No, I haven’t and as tired as I am I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep for a while.” The drinks came. Vernon took a sip of the espresso, paused, and finished it like a shot of liquor. “This guy is good, Benny. We’ve got nothing. No prints, hairs, fabrics, shoe or tire prints, or anything that would give us an inside track except the binoculars. 
“Everything he used to hang the body can be bought at any store nationwide. The binoculars however are a specialty item. You can’t pick those up at Wal-Mart.”
  Benny picked up a menu. “I stopped by Ned’s earlier and he said they’re pretty expensive little suckers, mainly marketed to bird watchers. He said a pair runs about eight hundred bucks. This is our lead, Vernon. Whoever did this wants to play a game and this is his first move. We’d better prepare ourselves for more of this cryptic bullshit.”
  “Do you want to know who the dead guy was?” Vernon asked. “We identified the body.”
  “I don’t think it matters, do you?” Benny answered and asked.
  “Nope.”
 



 
Chapter 9
 
 The Bakers were a family of high social standing and wealth passed down through generations. The Bakers believed in hard work and prestigious degrees. The Bakers owned one of the largest and most profitable food service industries in North America. It included farms, factories, trucks by the hundreds, and employees by the thousands. 
Baker Foods supplied restaurants, schools, hospitals and more with food and food-related products. The small company that began with a small farm, and a man unsatisfied with his life, grew. With this growth evolved the need for more than farmers, canners, and transporters. 
  As years passed, the family expanded mightily, as it became the norm for female members to bear six children or more. Rose Baker set the record with fourteen. With the increasing wealth, came the Bakers’ ability to provide the children with the best educational opportunities available. 
The Baker clan took advantage of these prospects that in turn produced and filled its internal needs for financial wits, influential and creative marketers, managers, law-minded individuals, left-brains, right brains, and global thinkers. 
  William James Baker was supposed to grow up to be a businessman, accountant, banker, or prominent lawyer like his father. 
  This was supposed to be the legacy of William James Baker. It was not.
  The day following his birth, like the winning lottery ticket snatched from its owner’s hand, a deaf-mute couple abducted who was soon known to the world as The Baker Baby. The deaf-mute husband and wife, named Mattie and Frederick Jasper, were unable to conceive children of their own. They lived in a three-room shack deep in the Ozark Mountains. Excluding their kidnapping crime, they were good people and loving parents. 
  They decided to name their new baby boy Fred after his new father. Removed from society by their remote location and the fact that neither of them could speak nor hear, they decided that no one would ever suspect or question the new child. 
They had never related to anyone their inability to have children of their own. They made sure that no one saw Mattie for nine months before their planned heist and Frederick made sure upon his trips into town to sell crops and buy supplies to gesture to folks that Mattie was pregnant. 
He had great difficulty communicating with anyone besides Mattie because no one in town knew sign language. But, he somehow managed. Frederick knew his contacts in town understood Mattie was pregnant because when he made the motion with his hand over his stomach like it was fat, and then pretended to rock a baby in his arms, he saw how people’s faces showed their understanding with smiles and nods of their heads. 
  They drove fifteen hours one way in their old truck on the day planned. Arriving on the outskirts of Atlanta, they rented a cheap motel room and removed their license plate, replacing it with a cardboard sign that said “tayg stowd.” Inside the motel room, they both bathed and Frederick shaved. He put on a suit and tie while Mattie put on a dress and some makeup. They pinched every penny for a year to afford their costumes. When they walked out of the room, they looked like a completely different couple. 
  They had planned and repeatedly practiced their routine once inside the hospital and how they would divert the attention of the workers. An hour later, they headed home with their new baby. They were two miles down the road before anybody knew what happened.
Dressed once again in their normal clothes, they were invisible to the police who were looking for a well-dressed man and woman. It took a total of thirty-two hours round trip, during which time neither of them slept. Upon their arrival home, Mattie and Fredrick stayed up an additional four hours until the adrenaline finally left their bodies. 
  Fred’s childhood was anything but normal. He never heard his parents speak, saw a television, or attended a school. He learned sign language from his parents, but their simple lives gave way to a limited signing vocabulary, one partially invented by the two. 
His main language was silence and the sounds of mountains. He could make sounds, but more often than not chose not to, because he had no need for these sounds. His father couldn’t read, but his mother did the best she could to teach him what little she knew.
On his fifth birthday, his father took him to town for the first time and bought him a tape recorder from a thrift store and a handful of tapes out of the fifty-cent bin. Not knowing how to read he had no idea what he was buying. Four of the tapes were music and one was a book on tape. 
Frederick’s intention was to give little Fred the opportunity to hear the English language and learn to speak. He and Mattie had discussed getting him a radio, but living where they did, they didn’t know if they would pick up any signals. Unable to hear themselves, they would not know if they had it on a station or not. 
Fred listened to those tapes hundreds of times apiece. After his first trip to town, he would not let his father leave home without him. Each time they went into town, Fred would beg for more tapes. 
Every so often when money was not too tight, his father would let him pick a few more out of the bin. Fred loved the tapes so much that even when his father said no, he managed to hurry over to the thrift store and steal as many as he could get into his pockets. 
Because of his odd behavior and speech, people tended to ignore him and getting the tapes was easy. By the age of ten, he had nearly a hundred tapes and spoke like a two year old. 
He never excelled in reading past the kindergarten level. He even had difficulty saying his own name, which he pronounced, “Red.” William James Baker, of the Baker family fortune, became Fred Jasper and then simply became Red.
 



 
Chapter 10
 
 Tilley, Georgia had two motel choices. One was for lake visitors and those desiring comfort and cleanliness. These folks were willing to pay three times the fee of the other establishment advertising $34.99, double occupancy. The other establishment was intended for motorists simply passing through town, needing a place to rest road-wearied heads. 
The first choice, The Lakeside Motor Inn was first class. The second choice, The Tuck ‘Em Inn, was a seedy dive, the type some checked out of an hour or so after they checked in. Housekeeping changed the sheets and oftentimes the desk clerk rented these same rooms again later in the day. This is where R.C. made his home for two hundred and ten dollars a week. 
He thought the weekly rate was fair. He chose a room on the bottom floor at the end of the building. He figured he would be back in prison in two weeks tops. He estimated his available funds would cover the room and groceries for that short amount of time. He decided to fund any unexpected expenditures with the sale of the motorcycle.
  R.C. spent his first day in Tilley resting. He slept mostly and unpacked his few belongings. While working at the diner, he had bought a few pairs of plain pants and shirts from a second hand store. He knew he would soon be back in a navy or orange jumpsuit, depending on the prison where he would spend his remaining days. 
He checked, as was his habit daily, to see the ancient letter was still safely between the pages of his lone book. Some days he read it; other days he simply fingered the tissue soft paper. 
Every day, sometimes two and three times a day, depending on his mood, he held the letter and envisioned his vengeance. 
  On his second day in Tilley, well rested and unable to sleep, he began walking late at night. He stuck to the streets. Tilley was still a quiet, post-murder town. There weren’t many cars on the roads after midnight and the few that were didn’t see R.C. as he slid into the woods or heavy brush lining the roadways to avoid raising suspicions of his new habit.
From the shadows, he saw the hidden side of Tilley. Every town, no matter how small has its nocturnes. He saw domestic arguments that spilled outdoors and heard the sounds of fights slip into the night air. 
One lucky morning he heard a female voice screaming to her maker in ecstasy. 
He saw and while seeing he looked for Miles. He decided once he found him he would watch him for a time. He would play the part of the grim reaper, knowing he held Miles’s life in his hands. The moment of death was his for the choosing unless someone or something got to him first. 
R.C. was confident he would be the one to push him across death’s finish line. 
 The moon was full on the fortunate morning he spotted his target. Miles was slinking around after a late night at work. It only took R.C. a day-and-a-half to find him through phone inquiries. 
In such a small town it would have regularly taken about three minutes, but halfway through R.C.’s second day of puzzling, he discovered while trying to connect some seemingly disjointed pieces of information, that Miles had changed his name somewhere along the way. 
Needing a visual to confirm his findings he stalked with a newspaper, sunglasses, two different hats, and forty-seven cigarettes. 
With the sunglasses long put away, his heart leaped as Miles exited the place from which his paycheck originated. It was him. Of course, he had aged, but at half the rate of R.C.’s deteriorating body. R.C. recognized the fact as he stealthily glanced over each shoulder as his feet hit the street. 
Miles got in his car. Before the door shut and locked, R.C. had his license plate memorized. He drove about a block. R.C. followed his tail lights like a hawk. Miles suddenly pulled the car off the road behind a thick piece of brush. 
As R.C. hurriedly walked in the direction of the extinguished lights, he did not hear the car door shut, but he did see his prey cross the road and disappear on the other side. He too disappeared, still following.
 



 
Chapter 11
 
 The next day, the check from Mrs. Clemmons arrived in the mail to Benny’s surprise. He drove to the bank and deposited the funds, keeping fifty dollars cash. He decided to purchase a few items at the local record store. Benny still called them records although they were actually compact discs. Old habits seem to die hard. 
He was tired of the radio’s limited song rotation and he couldn’t stomach another word from the talkers on the a.m. dial. He decided if he wanted to hear bitching and moaning he could always call his ex. 
  A hippy burnout suspended in time named Larry owned and ran the hole-in-the-wall music store. He knew very little about the new music on the scene, but carried it anyway because the sales kept his business afloat. 
Larry looked like a stereotypical comic book conventioneer. He wore a well-worn untucked black tee shirt with a guitar printed on the front, which was fading and crackled. Above the guitar, lettered in white it read, “I have an ax to grind with you.” 
Without discernment for the time of year, seasons, or outdoor temperatures, Larry wore knee low shorts, dark socks, and Converse shoes of some flavor. 
Benny secretly thought he looked like a fat billy goat. Larry’s facial hair was braidable and patchy; one expected to see moles at the bottom of each patch. It was obvious to all they were itchy little buggers because he was always scratching with his ridiculous, hideously long curly fingernails. 
Benny wondered if they would harm his comic books, if he had any. Benny had never asked if he had any comic books and it had yet to come up in conversation. When Benny walked in, he smelled patchouli and heard Jim Morrison’s voice caressing the air. 
He was the only customer in the store and Larry was nowhere in sight. Way to go, Larry. Like I can’t smell the pot out on the street. Just as he thought this, Larry popped his head out of the door leading to the back with his mouth closed tight and gave a hand signal to Benny that translated into, “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
Five or so minutes later, Larry floated into the room saying, “Hey Benny man, I was just in the back doing some paper work.”
  “Sure Larry,” Benny chuckled. “Working with those really tiny papers, huh?”
  “You got me Benny; you should be an investigator or something.” Larry’s habits made him unable to be funny when he wanted to and hysterically funny when he wasn’t trying.
  “What are you looking for today, Benny?”
  “I was thinking about trying something new this go around Larry. What do you think?”
  Larry thought for a moment and said, “You need to add some more Dylan to your collection.”
  “I wouldn’t exactly call that new. What do you suggest?” 
Larry pulled a couple of compact discs out of the fancy milk crate dividers and rung Benny up with an ear-to-ear smile.
  “If you don’t like those,” Larry began, “I’ll give you that money back.”
  Benny took the discs, turned towards the door and said, “How could Bob do me wrong, brother?” He walked out the door and Larry headed towards the back room.
 
  
 With Dylan crooning through his speaker system, Benny headed to the boat to check his messages, mail, and to take a possible nap. No such luck. He played his one message, which was from Vernon that solely said, “Call me now.” 
Benny scrambled for the phone and dialed the number as fast as his fingers would let him. 
  Vernon was in such a rush he couldn’t even get out an entire hello and answered, “Lo.” 
  Sensing the worst, Benny asked cautiously, “What now?”
  “Another body.” There was a pause before he said, “Goddammit all.”
  “Where are you?” 
  “Hank’s Bar and Grill.”
  “Be there in ten,” Benny threw the phone on the couch and ran out the door and down the dock.
 
  
 Officer Andy Mandelino was guarding the front door. He informed Benny that Vernon was waiting for him inside. From the look on the officer’s face, Benny surmised he had been inside. His blood-drained face and empty stare told Benny that something special awaited his viewing. 
Hank’s Bar and Grill was a Jimmy Buffet kind of hangout with more bar than restaurant. Rafts, fishing nets, poles, and fake anchors hung from the ceilings and walls. A large stage for live music took up one side of the restaurant. It was filled with musical and sound equipment. Microphones and stands, speakers, a drum set, endless feet of wires, and a grand piano filled the stage. 
Taking in the scene, Benny thought their silence was deafening. Vernon stood stage left. He examined the scene, frozen with disbelief. 
  “What in the wide world of fuck happened here?” Benny asked as he approached the scene.
  “You can say that again,” Vernon commented.
  “What in the wide world of fuck happened here?”
  “Thanks, smart ass,” Vernon quipped. “Do you have any other cases going Benny?”
  “A couple.”
  “Cancel them and start me a tab, will you?”
  “I’ll do it.”
  The main lights in the bar were turned off. A spotlight threw a circle of brilliant white around the grand piano. Benny’s eyes pierced through the tremendous light. He stood still as his eyes inspected and his mind processed. Vernon remained silent. 
The victim was a male. Benny guessed to himself he was at least ten years older than the first victim. The body sat on the piano bench, slumped over, with the face of the corpse resting, profile revealed, against the piano’s keys. His left hand was glued to the keys. The victim’s right hand hung down towards the floor and had a tambourine stitched into his palm. Drawn on the face of the tambourine was a star. 
  The crime scene at Hank’s Bar and Grill offered few clues. There was not a fingerprint, shoeprint, fiber, or jacksnipe discovered, besides the obvious strangulation. Vernon and Benny pored over the site searching for traces of anything; the search resulted in very little.
 The killer was obviously well versed in crime scene methodology. The middle aged, soft looking male melding with the grand piano reminded Benny of a Salvador Dali painting.
 When the coroner arrived, she and her crew pulled the body away from the piano to put it in a body bag. Luckily, the glue had not fully dried and his hand pried easily from the keys.
With the body removed, the piano revealed a message written across the keys. It read, “Rock & Roll,” with each letter written on a single white key. Vernon and Benny noticed it immediately and without even seeming to think Benny said, “Rock and Roll Star.”
  “What?” Vernon asked.
  “The star on the tambourine,” Benny said, as he pointed to the right palm. “The killer is trying to tell us Rock and Roll Star for some reason.” 
  “What in the wide world of fuck?” Vernon said. 
  “Now you’re catching on,” Benny assured. “What’s that smell?”
  “Maybe he shit his pants.”
  “I think it’s time for us to go.”
  “All right. Benny, you sure you want to go along for the ride on this case?” Vernon reached an arm up and massaged his neck. 
  “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Benny answered, as he winked at Vernon and walked out of the room.
 



 
Chapter 12
 
  At the age of fifteen, Red’s father died. Not able to hear a piece of malfunctioning farm equipment cost him his life. Red buried him as his mother looked on in sorrow. For seven years, Red took on the role of man-of-the-house. He kept their accustomed amount of currency coming into the home. 
He kept the same contacts in town he knew through his father. Red sold crops and took care of his mother the best he could. During Red’s twenty-second year his mother came down with a bout of pneumonia from which she never recovered. On her deathbed, Red felt she struggled from more than just the pneumonia. 
Moments before she succumbed, she relieved herself of her heaviest burden. From under her bed, she directed Red to retrieve a wooden box. With the box in her hands, she took one of her final breaths and unlatched the clasp that held the lid tightly closed. Opening the box, inlaid with a red velvet material, she removed an old newspaper clipping and placed it in Red’s hands. She pointed to the picture in the newspaper with tears falling from her eyes and pointed to Red. Her hands slid away from his, down to her sides, and she passed. 
  Red buried his mother beside his father. He had the newspaper clipping in his jeans pocket and he felt it burning there as he shoveled the last bits of earth to cover his parents for eternity. Red knew there was something special waiting for him in that piece of paper, but laying his mother to rest was his priority. 
  With his task completed, Red retreated to his room, put on his favorite tape, and took out the newspaper article. As the tape player reeled off a familiar song, Red opened the clipping to see a picture of a young woman crying. A young man, face crushed with grief, held her. They sat in the back seat of a black car departing the foyer of a large building.
Red sensed desperation in the photograph. The headline read, “Baker Baby Kidnapped.” Red knew something was amiss. The heading meant very little to him, but the photo of the two tortured souls set off an internal alarm in Red that told him to search and find answers.
Red had little money but knew where his mother hid her cash. She had a small amount and he folded the bills together and gathered all the coins he could find around the house, weighing down his pockets. His head swirled as his body pulled him through the house on a mission that was led by an unexplained force. The farmhouse, truck, and equipment were rented monthly. Abandoning them didn’t really matter. 
Red gathered up his tape collection, tape player, and a few of his personal items. He walked down the dirt road and away from the only home he had ever known. 
  The newspaper clipping mentioned Atlanta. Red had enough money to make it to a town outside of Atlanta, with a little cash left over to knock around for a couple of days, hopefully making a couple of bucks. 
He hopped on a bus with a skinny, running dog on the side and nineteen hours later, exhausted and frightened by the foreign world, he stepped off the bus in the town of Tilley.
 



 
Chapter 13
 
 Benny’s boat was not decorated as though it was a weekender’s paradise. The houseboat contained a gallery of art and furniture exhibiting exquisite taste. A majority of the houseboats on the lake contained foam couches, press wood or plastic tables, and other mismatched flea markets finds. The walls that were not bare in the other boats displayed neon signs and beer banners. 
Benny’s houseboat was well equipped with a leather couch, matching love seat, a single rocker accompanied by an ottoman, and a table that would turn many interior decorators green. Benny purchased the table during an estate sale resulting from one of his homicide cases. There was a small amount of blood on one of the bench seats, which greatly reduced the price. 
To further spruce up the place, Benny replaced the standard putting green carpet with short shag. Sitting anywhere on the boat, the fact that one was on a boat was undetectable, aside from a slight rocking. 
Benny continued to deny this was his home. It was solely his office where he sometimes worked late and spent the night. The queen-sized antique bed with his favorite pillow told a different story. Benny’s “house” with the red picket fence contained a collection of garage sale misfits.
  The town of Tilley was old school. Everybody who considered themselves natives had breakfast at the local drug store, lunch at the country buffet, and dinner at home. The other establishments in town catered to two different groups of people. The fortunate and financially secure folks who inhabited the town fell into the first category. The second contained the weekly migration of out-of-towners who came to visit lake homes and boats in search of relaxation. 
These souls were the ones who usually committed the out of the ordinary crimes. Oftentimes, alcohol was involved. Benny made a living off these two groups and their turbulent lives. They were mostly rich, felt entitled and above the law, bored, and sometimes ignorant when it came to common sense. 
This case was a new one for all involved. Tilley was not accustomed to murders. The town was especially not used to serial killers, or as some may call them, compulsive murderers. The town of Tilley was about to get turned on its backside and spanked with the wrath of a thousand angry Gods.
  Tilley was located in north Georgia, lakeside. It was close enough to the city of Atlanta to attend major sporting events, concerts, and to utilize the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, but far enough away to take deep breaths. 
Benny made a name for himself in the big cities of the country. Tilley was the pot of gold at the end of his escape route. He preferred to call it his getaway town. As much as he liked to imagine himself as retired, the town of Tilley helped him feel he was still in the game. The cases he worked were child’s play. He equated it to searching for stolen lunch money versus missing documents disappearing from fortune 500 companies, or a bully pulling at a ponytail versus decapitation. 
The suburban cities were growing out into Tilley and the big city problems would eventually become Tilley’s problems. Until now, Tilley was still a small town with small town problems. 
All was about to change and put Tilley on the map, as well as on Fox News and CNN.
 



 
Chapter 14
 
 Benny noticed the changes immediately as he turned down his street. His lawn, which earlier in the day resembled an unkempt cow pasture minus the patties looked manicured with the precision of a major league baseball grounds crew. The weeds that were attempting to infiltrate and overthrow the flowerbeds had obviously lost their conquest and were nowhere in view. 
A fresh layer of pine straw was nestled cautiously around the blooms, shrubbery, and island borders. The walkway and driveway were swept free of all debris. Red was on the roof, bending like a gymnast. He looked as comfortable as a mountain goat on a slippery slope as he cleaned out the gutters.
  Red saw Benny pull into the driveway and magically descended the roof, meeting him as he exited the car. Red hung his head as if he had done something wrong and stood before Benny in a submissive pose. 
  “My God, Red,” Benny said. “I think I’m at the wrong house.”
  “No,” Red said straight-faced. “This you house.”
  “It looks great,” Benny responded, still bemused by the new country club look his home on land extruded. “Where did you get the pine straw?”
  “Red scrape up in woods.”
  “How did you get on the roof?” Benny asked. “I don’t have a ladder.”
  “Red good to climb,” Red countered. He once again bowed his head in surrender to Benny. “Red need talk with Bendy.”
  “OK,” Benny answered. “Let’s talk. Why don’t we go inside so you can get out of this heat.”
  Once inside, Red walked over to the coffee table and picked up Benny’s old FBI badge. Benny thought he had hid it well in one of the dresser drawers. He placed it in Benny’s hand. “Red find this when put up clothes. Bendy is police?” Red asked.
  Not knowing how to answer in a way Red would understand, he simply said, “Yes.”
  “Red need help.”
  “OK,” Benny answered, extremely curious as to where this was going. 
  Red handed him the newspaper clipping from his pocket without a word. 
Benny’s expression shifted from curiosity to suspended disbelief. “What’s this? Where did you get this?” 
  “Red mama give to Red before dead. Under Red mama bed in box.”
  “Is this you?” Benny asked. “Are you William James Baker?”
  “Red not know - Who is Red?”
 



 
Chapter 15
 
 Benny grew up in a town smaller than Tilley. He hailed from Horse Knot, Alabama. Story has it the first settlers in the area found a gigantic tree that had a large protruding knot resembling a horse. The tree still stood just outside the main drag, surrounded by ancient, rusted chains attached to rotting posts. A time-scarred plaque tells the story. 
Benny never told anyone, but he thought the knot looked like a sinking ship. He saw the bow of a steamer in the air with the stern dipping towards the bottom of the tree. As a native, such an admission would be treason. 
  Benny’s parents ran the general store, which long ago was run out of town by big business and the inevitable super centers. After the store shut down, his mother cut hair in their kitchen to make a few bucks. She had a steady clientele and the money coming in was just enough for the couple to make ends meet. 
His father smoked cigarettes and tried his hand inventing things in the backyard shed. One afternoon, while mixing some of the leftover cleaning powders from the general store with some of his own invented powders, he stumbled upon a recipe that removed rust. He sold the recipe for 675,000 dollars and never entered the shed again. 
Benny’s mother never cut another head of hair. The two of them sat on the front porch of the same house, hardly spending any of the money, smoking cigarettes and drinking. On most days, the pair started the festivities around ten a.m. and ended them around nine p.m. with a nightcap. They barely made it past Benny’s nineteenth birthday. They died two days apart from one another. 
  The day after the double funeral, a lawyer contacted Benny and his only sibling Douglas to discuss the inheritance. Neither of the boys had any idea of their parents secret fortune because they had never mentioned it and their mother and father never bought anything of any great value. The boys just believed they made enough money from the General Store to survive their simple lifestyle. 
When they discovered they would each receive 225,000 dollars, they were completely dumbfounded. Douglas, being older and wiser, invested his money and started his own company. He always had an interest in flying and earned his pilot’s license, bought a small plane, and slowly built a profitable company ferrying executive types to tropical vacation destinations. 
Benny dropped out of college after his first year, thinking the money would last forever. He traveled all over the world, womanizing, living free, and learning life’s lessons the hard way. His wake-up call came the morning he read a bank statement showing he had 99,000 dollars left. He had blown through 126,000 dollars with nothing to show for it but memories. 
The next flight he took was home, as he realized he would need college after all to sustain his future. He earned a degree in criminal justice and signed on with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Accounting was his double major.
  With a knack for numbers he previously ignored during his playboy stint, he received assignments to investigate dealings with tax matters. After three years of dedication and solid work, he received a requested transfer to homicide, where he thrived as a crime-solving mastermind. He was a legend in Quantico, Virginia. 
He resigned twenty years later after getting mixed up romantically with a young woman during an investigation that eventually found her guilty of murder. 
  After two decades fighting crime and investments involving his remaining 99,000 dollars, Benny decided to call it quits. With his experience, he could have easily signed on with just about any police department in the country as a detective or consultant. His pride quashed any future ambitions in the public realm. 
The job brought him many successes, times of sorrow, times of joy, death threats, and a life that literally consumed him with work. At the age of forty-four, he was retired and at forty-six and one-half years old, he created James Investigations out of boredom. 
Two years later, he found himself back on a government payroll investigating a possible serial killer in his getaway small town.
 



 
Chapter 16
 
 R.C. woke up to the sound of a banging headboard in the room beside his. He looked at the alarm clock on a nightstand unintentionally decorated with burns from forgotten cigarettes. It read 8:24 a.m. He thought it was awfully early for a romp, but decided he would make a ménage à trois of sorts out of the situation. 
He masturbated in rhythm with the pounding, and thanks to the paper-thin walls of the cheap lodging, he was stimulated by a woman’s voice, who was clearly expressing her pleasure. He let his imagination do the rest and finished his business before the two probable cheaters reached exhaustion. 
  As R.C. showered, he noticed more cigarette burns lining the tub. He hadn’t had his morning cigarette and he thought of tobacco and coffee as he washed his hair. Soaping up his arms, he studied the scar on his wrist. It was a self-inflicted wound, acquired during his first week in prison, as a result of a failed suicide attempt. The day the letter he still held in his possession arrived, his anger and desperation erupted. He traded two packs of cigarettes for a shank and did the best he could with the blunt piece of metal to drain his blood.
Above the scar on the innards of his forearm was the tattooed silhouette of a bird. After his recovery, he had another inmate give him this as a reminder that he was not his own enemy. His enemy was the author of the letter that sent him over the edge, Miles Davenport. 
R.C. determined after he finished dressing and fulfilling his need for coffee and a few smokes he would take a motorcycle ride into Atlanta and make a special purchase. The thought of his prospective purchase smothered his rage for the time being.
  As he exited the steamy closet of a bathroom and turned off the fan, which was ineffective in alleviating the clammy air, he couldn’t believe the headboard was still rocking. The clock now read 8:57 a.m. He’d heard about Viagra in prison and wondered if the drug was in use in the room next door.
  R.C. walked to the front desk and decided if someone compiled a list revealing the top ten worst cups of coffee and the places that served them, the Tuck ‘Em Inn lobby would be number one. 
He swore, but couldn’t prove it, that they used the same coffee grounds twice, changing them with new disgusting ones every other day. Every second day the deplorable brew was lighter and tasted like hot water and rust. 
  As he entered the lobby the clerk said, “Sorry bud, I usually don’t put nobody beside or above our guests staying the whole week, but they requested that room. It’s their special room.”
  “It’s special, all right,” R.C. commented, unable to muster any jest.
  Some people called it mud, java, or Joe; R.C. affectionately called this coffee the brown drown. Compared to this liquid disaster, the coffee in the Fairbrook County Penitentiary tasted like Starbucks gold. 
R.C. sat on the curb with his Styrofoam cup, a cigarette, and his map. He feared his two naughty neighbors were still going at it and he didn’t want to hear any more debauchery at the moment. He was certain someone was going to be sore later in the day. 
The course R.C. set would next take him through the city of Roswell. Roswell, Georgia didn’t have an Area 51, but they did have aliens of a different variety. Once through Roswell it looked like he would have to throw some coinage in a tollbooth basket to continue on the most direct route. It appeared the silver would grant him entrance to the biggest and most friendly, it claimed, city in the south: Atlanta, Georgia. 
  Once in the city, R.C. parked the bike amidst some smushed fountain drink cups, forty-four ounces each, and started footing it through the tall buildings. He loved to walk. Wide-open spaces were still a novelty. 
Before long he found what he was looking for. His quest produced a sports store that engraved Louisville Sluggers. He bought a bat he thought was the perfect weight and gleefully stepped to the counter to request engraving.
  “That’s a nice bat,” the pimply geek said behind the counter.
  “Sure is,” R.C. smiled.
  “What do you want it to say, sir?” The pimply geek’s voice cracked and he sprung a new zit as he uttered the words.
  “Make the letters real dark.”
  “OK.” Pop. Pop. Pop. New zits formed on the boy.
  R.C. rubbed the tattoo of the bird through his shirt and the vein that ran through the bird’s neck raced and thrashed like a New Orleans’ tornado. He stood almost at attention and demanded, “Birdsongs!”
 



 
Chapter 17
 
 Red walked all the way around the house twice and back into the woods a fair distance. He just assumed they were somewhere nearby earlier; he could not find Benny’s crops. He stirred at the ground with the tips of his fingers at first. After flirting with the surface, he dug in fingernails first and pulled a handful of dirt to his face for inspection. 
He transferred half of his dig to the other hand, carefully studying its makeup. Following a quick sniff, Red flipped his hands over and brushed them off. It was good soil, he thought. It wasn’t the best, but it wasn’t bad.
  Red was miffed. The soil was decent, Benny had a big enough yard but there were no crops. No wonder he don’t have any food, Red thought. The pizza, wings, and submarine sandwich were delicious, but the trio made him sick. His body was not used to being fed in such a way and his stomach revolted soon after he finished what looked like an audition for a professional eating contest. 
  When Benny passed by the house later in the day for a quick pop-in visit, he had to field some tough and pointed questions from Red.
  “Bendy,” Red began, a bit upset. “Where chicken? Who corn? What the vegables?”
  “I don’t grow stuff, Red. I don’t have time for that. If I was in charge of making stuff grow by watering and paying attention, we’d all be scrawny little bastards.” Wanting to go on with a street corner preacher rant, Benny cut it short, knowing Red was lost.
  “What do I do?” Red begged.
  “What do you do with what?” 
  “My all day!” Red pleaded.
  “Oh,” Benny said, with a sudden understanding of Red’s boredom. “I can get you some seeds, and you can plant a garden to take care of. Will that help? Do you want me to get you some seeds?”
  Reds eyes sparkled like a slot machine that had just emptied its bowels.
  “It comes with a cost,” Benny explained, not knowing what Red would and would not comprehend. “His name is Ned. He’s the only person I know with seeds and I don’t have time to go looking for other seed sources. 
“Let’s go inside and I’ll give Ned a call,” Benny said, motioning to Red. 
  Once inside Benny motioned again, this time for Red to sit on the couch. Jezebel gracefully vaulted onto the cushion next to Red and lightly tiptoed into his lap. Benny just shook his head.
  “Bendy,” Red spoke with the tone and gaze of a person who was about to divulge a well-guarded secret. “Red not can grow vegables in day. Seed sleep in dirt – then climb to sky long time.”
  “Right,” Benny responded, trying not to laugh. “Even though I don’t grow my own plants, I do understand the process.”
  “Whening not rain – give water.”
  “Yes, plants do need water.”
  “Spank bugs.”
  “I’d like to see that.”
  “Pull – eat – yummy.”
  “I guess you’ll have to stick around awhile. You can grow plants and I’ll find out about that picture and article your mama gave you. You can pay me by keeping the place up, and with some of your extra vegetables.” Benny had not donated money to any worthy causes or charities in a while and didn’t mind fostering Red.
  “Have you found the TV and stereo yet?” Red looked back at him, as if the words had just given him a lobotomy. Benny walked over to the entertainment center, whose doors concealed its contents and opened them, to reveal an oversized television, stereo, and a VCR accompanied by a collection of tapes. 
Red’s reaction reminded Benny of a scene in one of the movies that were stacked and stuffed all around the television. He looked like Crocodile Dundee who traveled from the Australian Outback to New York City.
  “You rich!” Red said, eyeing the stereo. “Tapes?” 
  “You can watch those,” Benny answered. “I’ll show you how it all works.”
  “No,” Red responded as he fidgeted with excitement. “Short tape?”
  “I don’t understand,” Benny said.
  Red ran back to the bedroom, grabbed his gunnysack, and dumped its contents at Benny’s feet. Benny figured there were over a hundred tapes.
  “Yeah,” Benny said as he pointed to the tape deck. “They go in here. Give me one.” Benny motioned for one of the cassettes. 
  Red handed him a John Cougar Mellencamp tape and as Benny left the house on his way to pay Jerry Lee another visit, he heard Red singing Little Pink Houses.
 



 
Chapter 18
 
  The front page of the Tilley Bee finally carried the story the following morning, with a front-page caption reading: Serial Killer in Tilley? The story read as follows: 
 
Staff Writer: Jerry Lee
 
 The town of Tilley is filled with nervous tension and chatter as information slowly trickles out of the tight-lipped Tilley Police Department concerning the two murders that occurred during the past three days. Tilley, a town that has previously been a stranger to this type of heinous crime is fluttering with fear, as residents who normally live with unlocked doors batten down the hatches. 
The fear is obvious: no children are playing freely outside and the parks and other public areas are empty. Hardware stores report they are selling out of all heavy-duty locking devices and Tommy’s Bait Shop is nearly sold out of their once plentiful stock of ammunition.  
  The first murder took place early Tuesday morning as a delivery driver discovered a lifeless body in a house under development in Crimson Landing off of Little Pond Road. The body hung in a crucifixion pose. Identification has yet to be released to the public.
Detectives at the scene said the young male was strangled and then attached to a rustic cross found leaning against the wall of the master bathroom. Additional information gathered from the scene revealed a large blade pierced the side of the victim. In an even more peculiar turn, a pair of binoculars was duct taped to the right palm of the victim’s hand. He also had an array of other items attached to the right side of his body.  
  Discovery of the second body came within forty-eight hours of the first. Hank’s Bar and Grill was named as the crime scene, but it is unclear whether the victim was murdered on location, or if this was just the site for dumping the body and the staging of another bizarre scene. An unnamed source confirms that the body was once again positioned in a curious manner but the specifics of this have not been released.  
  Chief of Police Charles “Chuckie” Neighbors is expected to make a statement this afternoon as the national media begins to descend upon Tilley. The “No Vacancy” sign at the Lakeside Motor Inn tells of the increasing media interest in this story as the usually quiet Inn’s parking lot is steadily filling with news vans from across the country. 
Chief Neighbors released a written statement advising all residents of Tilley to be extremely cautious and immediately report anything out of the ordinary. This and any other pertinent information may be reported directly to the Tilley Police Department.
 



 
Chapter 19
 
 Rachael Martin opened the door to room twelve of the Lakeside Motor Inn and expected the worst. She was pleasantly surprised to find a bright, clean, and unordinary room for a small town inn. The room was decorated as a miniature lake cottage. 
As an art lover she was first drawn to the unique wall decorations. Rachael suspected they were original landscape paintings. Upon inspecting the artworks her initial assumptions were confirmed. 
An entertainment center with a large television, stereo, and DVD player centered the wall opposite the bed. Rachael thought the bed looked cozy enough to spend most of the day between its sheets. A small work station was situated next to the front window with an Ethernet connection and a charming stained glass light fixture that hung over the quaint, oblong table. The painted walls were faux finished. A subtle red crackle crept across antique white. Somebody either had a lot of time on his or her hands, or too much money, Rachael thought. 
The nightstand had a small sign welcoming her to Tilley with a list of phone numbers that highlighted the resources a traveler might need. As a frequent inhabitant of motels and hotels, the message at the bottom of the list made her take a step back as she read it three times. 
It read, “For your reassurance to our dedication in providing you the most relaxing stay, we wash the comforters in each of our rooms upon the departure of each guest. Enjoy your stay.” Rachael saw an exposé on television uncovering the filth these comforters sometimes contained, and this information was just too good to believe. After reading the sentence for the third time, her curiosity drove her to pick up the edge of the comforter and pull it towards her face. As she held it against her nose and took a detective sniff, her nose not only told her the message was true, but they also used Downey fabric softener. 
  Rachael took a step into the bathroom. It had a long counter with a sink large enough to wash a baby or small dog. The tub was garden style, with jets and another sign that read, “Feel free to relax, the utmost care was taken to sanitize and clean this area.” Rachael thought, who the hell are these people? Don’t they know that motels are supposed to be suspicious places where people tiptoe around in their flip-flops to avoid touching the ground? 
Rachael looked in the mirror and saw her green eyes staring back at her. Her blonde hair crept down her back a little longer than she liked, but the network informed her viewers liked it that way. She loathed the time it took from her busy schedule to keep it blond. She wore two faces. She had an innocent, sweet, girly face that contradicted her on-air personality as the hard-hitting bulldog reporter, which had gained her national fame. 
When Rachael was off the air, her appearance bordered on plain. A quick study of her revealed a great potential for beauty if she cared to try. The make-up artists and hairdressers from the television crew realized her potential nightly. Her body didn’t hurt her ratings, as it was firm and curved in all the right places. She looked like an aerobics instructor in a suit. 
When she opened her mouth, the fitness façade quickly dissipated. She was a feisty broad who easily fooled her sources into giving her what she wanted with her Southern charm. Born in Sweet Palm, Mississippi and escaping at eighteen, she held fast upon her down south accent and mannerisms when needed. Now at the top, her assignment sent her south once again to investigate and report on the Tilley murders.
  Rachael unpacked her bags, hanging the clothes she did not want to wrinkle and dividing the rest between the drawers of the armoire. It was her usual habit to live out of her suitcase, but the cleanliness of the room led her to feel safe in putting her clothes away.
 Rachael lined up her sundries on the bathroom counter. Everything had to be orderly. She showered and washed the hairspray out of her hair and the makeup off of her face. After towel drying her hair, she put it up in a ponytail, using her favorite scrunchie. She put on a pair of shorts, a tee-shirt with no bra, and once again felt like herself. 
She wished she could have traveled this way, adding back in the bra, which didn’t have too big of a job to do other than concealing her nipples. The network felt she was too visible in airports and discouraged the practice. Rachael was savvy with her career decisions. She complied during times her visibility was high, which increased the possibility of being recognized, even in her down-to-earth state. 
  Comfortable, Rachael unpacked her laptop and connected to the station’s network. Scrolling through her email messages, she also checked her voice mail. Her position demanded the ability to multitask and instances where she needed to only concentrate on a single item were rare. Nothing of immediate importance came across the computer or phone lines. So, Rachael propped herself up with the bounty of pillows in the bed, found an I Love Lucy marathon on the television, and fell asleep, just as her guest host started her nine o’clock show.
 



 
Chapter 20
 
 Benny sat reading the paper on the top deck of his houseboat when the phone rang. He expected the call to be a reporter or Vernon. When he answered, there was a real surprise for him on the other end of the line.
  “Hello?” 
  “Hi Benny,” the voice said with caution. It was Jane, his ex-wife. Over a year passed since the last time he heard her voice and he didn’t know or care where she was or what she was doing. 
  “Well, well,” Benny responded. “Did you run out of money already? I thought I gave you just about everything I owned.”
  “Please don’t be a jackass Benny, I’m worried about you,” Jane said. “I’ve been watching the news and if I know you, you have your nose in that mess going on in Tilley. It’s all over the news here.”
  “Where exactly is here?” Benny asked.
  “Phoenix.”
  “Back with Mom, eh?” Benny asked, not expecting a response.
  “She needs me Benny. She had another stroke.”
  “I’m sorry to hear that. Tell her I send my best,” Benny said, continuing to read the newspaper.
  “I’m sure she’ll find great comfort in your caring words,” Jane said. 
Benny smiled at the flustered sound in her voice. 
“I just called because I was worried about you and I wanted to offer you some advice.”
  “Oh God, please give it to me,” Benny said mocking her. “I’ve barely been able to function for the past year without your words of wisdom.”
  “You haven’t changed a bit have you, Benny James?”
  “No, I haven’t,” Benny said, with blood in his teeth. “And neither has the fact that you fucked Chuckie Neighbors.”
  “Goodbye Benny,” Jane said.
  Benny hung up the phone without a word, picked up the lawn chair he sat in that had belonged to Jane and threw it in the lake. His breathing reached its normal level again as he envisioned it touching the bottom and resting in the muck.
  The marriage to Jane was a short one and Benny’s only venture into this arena of life. He was serious with a few other women, but the marriage to his career would not allow him to commit polygamy. His so-called retirement and move to Tilley led him to believe it would work at this point in his life. 
Jane respected his private eye business and the odd hours he kept, but she had a nomadic heart. She and Chuckie Neighbors grew up in Tilley and were high school sweethearts. They married a month after their high school graduation. During the same week, Chuckie entered the force as a rookie cop. Being such a small town, the Tilley Police Department was desperate for bodies to fill its meek numbers and the requirements for entry were low.
 Chuckie in the beginning years was a loyal, thoughtful, and dedicated husband. As he climbed each rank in the force, however, he became more and more distant as his growing powers led not his heart, but his loins to wander. Once he reached the rank of Chief, he didn’t exert any effort in covering his misdeeds. Power is a mighty corruptor. Although Chuckie ran a spic and span operation in every other sense, his sexual escapades were dirtier than a truck stop bathroom. Jane tried to ignore it for a while, but one can only be slapped in the face so many times before retaliating. One afternoon, she decided to surprise him at work and surprise him she did. 
She walked unannounced into his office against the strong advice of his secretary to find panties just inside the door on the floor and a very young gal doing what looked like a split on his desk. She saw the top of Chuckie’s head and when he looked up, he told her to go home and not to bother him at work. 
  She did go home. She packed her stuff and visited a lawyer. Taking on the Chief of Police in a judicially slanted town was an uphill battle and she luckily took possession of the house, which had a mortgage balance she could handle, and nothing else. 
She thanked God there were no children involved. She got the house, thanks to the services of Benny James and some lascivious photos the judge could not ignore. Benny advised her to use the photos as leverage. As advised, she threatened to show them around the town and county if he did not sign over the house to her. 
He obliged. He was in the midst of a race for Sheriff of Gladdis County and Tilley, Georgia was, after all, still in the Bible Belt. 
  After the case ended, Jane called Benny and asked him to go out for a celebratory dinner. The dinner resulted in a romantic relationship that evolved into a marriage. The marriage lasted two years. Something in Jane’s heart, maybe the high school sweetheart history, or God knows what, could not sever the tie of her feelings for Chuckie. They eventually wound up in bed again. Chuckie and Jane would never know that Vernon was the one who tipped Benny off. This bit of information began the close tie between the two men. 
  One afternoon after Vernon witnessed Jane slithering behind the door of the Chief, Vernon placed a call to Benny. Benny walked in, once again ill-advised by Chuckie’s secretary to find the two practicing what looked like some form of Kama Sutra. 
To Benny’s dismay, Jane did not apologize or feel shame. Jane looked him straight in the eye and said, “Have your stuff out of my house by the end of the day.” Benny did just that, moving his few belongings to the houseboat he used as an office. 
The houseboat had been nameless for a couple of years but the next day, Benny named it the Jane Says. Jane thought that Chuckie would take her back, but even though they had a history, she was just another piece of ass. Upon discovery of this information, she fled town. The relationship between Chief Neighbors and Benny James, to say the least, was a tense one.
 



 
Chapter 21
 
  Benny’s phone rang. It was Chuckie Neighbors. “Benny James here.” 
  “Benny, this is Chief Neighbors. How’s it going, bud?”
  “Can the fucking pleasantries, Chuck. You know I’m not your bud and never will be, so don’t insult me.”
  “I like a straight shooter Benny,” Chief Neighbors responded. “Vernon mentioned that you were hoping to help with this serial killer stuff and he talked me into letting you provide us some assistance.”
  “First of all, Chuck,” Benny said with blood seeping down his gums once again. “Let me begin by saying fuck you. I am not hoping to help. I am not asking for your permission to help. I’m going to help because you need my help. Without me, you’re going to look like a small town, hick Chief of Police on the national news. Like I told Jerry Lee, I’m going to be the one who solves this case. Are we straight?”
 “Yeah,” the Chief said. 
Benny slammed his end down. 
  Wanting to throw the phone in the lake to follow Jane’s chair, Benny resisted. He took a few deep breaths and told himself he shouldn’t expect anything less from Chief Asshole. He and Vernon had plans for the day to investigate the two murder victims. Because of the two phone calls, he was late. The two men knew they might not uncover anything through the investigations, but it was worth a shot to get some sort of lead; and sometimes geese lay golden eggs. 
Benny dialed the phone he had not thrown in the lake to let Vernon know he was running late. Vernon, flexible as usual, told Benny to get there when he could. Benny put on what he called his visiting apparel that he wore any time he wanted to question someone and look professional. He hated this type of clothing, but he knew people responded better to finely dressed interrogators. 
  The first victim was a young construction worker named Ryan Mableton. Vernon went over to his fiancée’s apartment to question her. The two lived together for three years before Ryan’s death.
  The second victim, named Danny Hill, was Benny’s assignment. He was an unwed, struggling musician who lived with his mother. She resided in an antiquated home that looked brand new. Large white columns and a grand front porch accompanied with swings on each end greeted Benny as he parked on the street directly in front of the house. He walked up the sidewalk through the neatly groomed lawn and before he could get to the door, Ms. Hill walked out and greeted him with a glass of iced tea.
  “I’ve been expecting you all day,” she began. “You must be from the Tilley Police Department. I made you some iced tea. Let’s have a seat on the swing and maybe I can be of some help to you.”
  “Thank you ma’am,” Benny said, with a nod and an expression telling of his sorrow and concern. “My name is Benny James and I’m a private investigator helping the Tilley Police Department with this investigation. I appreciate your openness into what I know is a sensitive matter.” As they sat on the swing, Benny sipped his iced tea and said, “Well, if this isn’t some of the best iced tea I’ve ever tasted I don’t know what is.”
  “Danny didn’t like it,” Ms. Hill said.
  “He didn’t know what he was missing. Tell me about Danny if you would.”
  “Well, he was a quiet boy who was unsure of everything except his music. He wasn’t good with women or people in general and I truly think they made him nervous. I think I was the only person he was comfortable with and that’s why he never left. 
“He grew up here and after his father died, I knew he would never leave. He helped me in the yard and besides playing his guitar, I believe he only felt pleasure when he made me happy. He kept all the bushes trimmed perfectly, and if he saw one weed in the yard he pulled it immediately. It wasn’t because he cared about weeds or the appearance of the yard. He was caring about me because he knew how proud I was of this house and yard when his father was alive. He tried so hard to keep me happy after his father passed away.”
  “If you don’t mind me asking, when was that?” Benny questioned.
  “It’s been about four years, I guess. Cigarette smoking took his life. He knew it was bad but just couldn’t break the habit. I quit after he died, but I’ve been thinking about buying a pack since the news of Danny.”
  “Both my parents died from bad habits,” Benny confided. “You do what you need to do to get by Ms. Hill. If I can give you some advice, go pull some weeds when you feel the need or prune those bushes but if that’s what it takes, I wouldn’t blame you.”
  “You seem like a real nice man Mr. James and I’m sorry to hear about your parents,” Ms. Hill said, with true concern and sadness in her voice. 
  “It’s been a long time and time heals all.” Benny paused, took a sip of his iced tea, and said, “Can I ask you a few more questions about Danny?”
  “Of course,” Ms. Hill said sweetly.
  “Did he have any enemies?”
  “No, but he didn’t have any friends either. As I said, he was a strange boy afraid of anybody who wasn’t musical. He slept till about eleven-thirty or so every day, got up and drank a pot of coffee and read USA Today. He said he liked how the paper was so colorful. He showered and then he spent the rest of the day playing his guitar or working in the yard. He had a computer in his room he spent a great deal of time on and he did tell me one time he had some friends in what he called chat rooms. 
“I’ve never heard of such, but personally I don’t think friends you have through computer talking are really friends at all since you never see them or anything.”
  “If the Department would like to see the computer, would you have a problem with that?” Benny asked.
  “Take it today if you want,” Ms. Hill said. “I sure don’t have a use for it.” 
  “I’ll have to send someone over for it Ms. Hill. I can’t just take it without filling out a mound of paperwork. Can you think of anything else that might help us with the investigation?”
  Ms. Hill thought for a moment and said, “I sure can’t Mr. James. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.”
  “You can call me Benny and you have been just wonderful. Thank you so much for the tea,” Benny said getting up. “Once again, Ms. Hill, I am truly sorry for your loss. Here is my card,” Benny said producing a business card from his jacket pocket and handing it to Ms. Hill along with his empty glass. “If you think of anything else or need help pulling weeds or pruning those bushes, please don’t hesitate and give me a call.”
  “I’ll do it, Benny,” Ms. Hill said as she took the business card and glass from Benny. “Thanks for your help.”
  “Thank you Ms. Hill,” Benny said as he stepped down the porch and across the yard to his car. Benny picked up his cell phone and dialed Vernon as he pulled away. Vernon finished his meeting with Ryan Mableton’s fiancée and the two decided to meet for drinks so they could compare notes.
 



 
Chapter 22
 
 Renée’s Coffee Shop was on Tilley’s main strip. It had the air of an European café, with its outdoor tables lining the street. A yellow roof jutted out above the circular tables. The coffee shop reminded Benny of Vincent van Gogh’s Café Terrace at Night. Renée was a transplant from Venice, Italy who came to the United States because of her husband’s job.
When he transferred back, she realized she loved Tilley more than she loved him and  decided to stay. She, like Benny, lived on the lake but spent the majority of her time in the coffee shop. She baked fine pastries and built sandwiches that could bring a man to his knees. 
The interior of the building was brick, decorated with revolving paintings for sale by local and surrounding artists. In the evenings, Renée had a steady clientele that came for her draft beers, jazz music, and tasty desserts. Being the middle of the afternoon, the place was virtually empty, which is why Benny and Vernon decided this would be a good spot to talk in a relatively private setting. They chose a table against the front window and ordered draft beers.
  After their initial greetings and the delivery of the frosty mugs Benny took the lead, “Why don’t you go first, Vernon? Tell me what you found.”
  “Well,” Vernon began as his eyes turned upwards to his brain as it started to churn with the conversation he had with Ryan Mableton’s fiancée. “I surmise that Ryan was basically a loner and a workaholic. His only true friend was Farrah, the fiancée, and she seems to believe his crew of workers respected him, but they didn’t get too friendly with him because he wasn’t just an eight-hour a day worker. She said he oftentimes put in ten and twelve hours a day.” 
  “He was the foreman?” Benny sipped his beer.
  “She described him as the foreman’s assistant. She said the supervisor had many things going on and he trusted Ryan with the job, so he was basically the foreman without the title. Ryan was a former Marine who got out after six years. Farrah said he wanted to have a horse farm one day and wasn’t going to make enough money in the military to accomplish his goal. She said he was working so hard, racking up all those hours with an end in mind. 
“Ryan planned on buying a horse farm within the next ten years. She said the incentive for finishing a house on time or early was incredible and Ryan always finished his houses early. She didn’t think he had any enemies and she believes he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
“She had already heard he was strangled and finds it hard to believe it, because of his military training and the great shape he was in. She thinks the killer must have caught him off guard or something.”
  “Does she think he knew the killer?” Benny spoke quietly, as a restaurant patron passed by.
  “That or the killer was much stronger than him. She described Ryan as short but a very strong person. That’s about all I got out of her. What about you?” Vernon took a long drink of his beer.
  “Danny’s mother, Ms. Hill, was very receptive and she said something you did that struck a chord with me. She described him as a loner. She said he didn’t have any friends or enemies. He lived with her, his father passed away a few years ago, and he would not leave the house unless he was meeting with his musical associates. The only contact he had with the outside world, she thought, was through computer chat rooms. Did Ryan’s fiancée say anything about chat rooms?”
  “No,” Vernon leaned forward. “And, from what I could see they didn’t even own a computer. Do you think Danny might have met our murderer through a chat room?”
  “No, not really—just a thought. Sounds like both of these guys kinda flew under the radar, so to speak. What did the forensics team find?” Benny finished off his beer and signaled for another.
  “Not much. The fingerprints from the house on Little Pond Road will take weeks because of all the traffic through the place and the same with the bar. There are just too many people in and out of those places to put some kind of picture together. We pulled a few fibers from both of the victims’ clothing and did find similar animal hair on both. The specifics and deeper analysis are still being worked on.” Vernon tucked into the popcorn the waitress delivered with Benny’s beer. 
“Our boys did find some dried blood underneath Ryan’s fingernails, so it looks like he put up a fight before he died. Interestingly enough, it looks like our killer knew this and clipped Ryan’s fingernails after his death. We found two tiny clippings our careful killer overlooked. So, we do have something to run with.”
  “I guess there weren’t any computer matches with the samples found underneath the fingernails?”
  “Not yet.You know how that works. Unless you know somebody at the lab and can place a call, you just have to wait in line like everybody else.” 
  “What does Chief Asshole have to say about all of this?” Benny asked, wincing only slightly as he shared his nickname with his friend.
  “He’s playing it pretty close to the vest, but I think he is getting pretty freaked out with all the national media attention we’re starting to get. He’s a big shot here in Tilley but on a grand scale, I think he’s feeling a little overwhelmed. 
“The reporters gathering at the Lakeside Motor Inn are breathing down his neck for a statement. I think he has until tomorrow afternoon to give one before they throw his ass under the bus. I know it’s getting to him because his new honey Michelle came for a visit yesterday and he had his secretary Katrina tell her he was too busy.”
  “Are you talking about Michelle from the Hair Palace?”
  “That would be the one this month,” Vernon said, with a chuckle. 
  “I swear to God,” Benny said with a sigh. “She has a boyfriend! She just told me that he’s a great guy. That man has been through just about every woman in this town. What the hell is it with him that gets these women’s tongues hanging on the ground? He’s not much to look at and he’s no Bill Gates in the financial department.” 
  “Women love a man in uniform, Benny.”
 



 
Chapter 23
 
 Rachael received her wake up call at 5:30 a.m. She showered and dressed for a full day of getting to know the town of Tilley. It was her plan to track down the key players in the search for the town’s serial killer. There was complimentary coffee, bagels, and donuts available inside the Inn’s office. 
Rachael decided to get a cup of coffee and start her research with the attendant on duty, who just happened to be the owner Carlton Davis. Carlton, his wife, four daughters, and son ran the place with the goal of making their guests feel like they were staying in their own home. 
The eastern wing of the Inn was actually Mr. And Mrs. Davis’ residence and they added the Inn on after Mr. Davis retired. The Inn was separated from the residence by an office and thirty rooms built to match the unique style of their house. The Inn and house were built in the fashion of log cabins constructed with true timber. There was nothing about the structure that was closely reminiscent of a cabin. The Lakeside Motor Inn was a majestic oasis. 
  Carlton looked like Santa Clause without the beard. He had the white bushy hair, twinkling eyes, and even a belly like a bowl full of jelly. 
  “Good morning Ms. Martin,” Carlton said, as Rachael walked into the office. “Can I get you a cup of coffee and something to eat?”
  “A cup of coffee would be great but it’s too early for me to be hungry. How do you know my name?” Rachael asked. “I guess you’ve seen me on television?”
  “I saw you walk out of room twelve and the name on the register says Rachael Martin,” Carlton said, with a hint of jest in his voice.
  “How silly of me,” Rachael said.
  Before she even had the chance to feel embarrassed by her assumption, Carlton laughed and said, “Ms. Martin, I’m just kidding you, I watch you almost every night and I am honored to have you staying with us. I am the owner, Carlton Davis and I hope you slept well.” As he extended his hand for a cordial handshake, Carlton said, “Please excuse my attempt at humor. It was never my strong suit. How do you take your coffee?”
  “Black, Mr. Davis.” Rachael smiled. “It’s very nice to meet you.”
  “Here you go young lady,” Carlton said as he handed Rachael the steaming cup of coffee. “I imagine you are in town to cover the serial killer story?”
  “I am. I must compliment you on the room. I can honestly say that I have never stayed in a room quite like it before. What’s the story?”
  “Well,” Carlton launched into his story. “I spent forty years of my life traveling and sleeping in motel rooms and none of them ever quite got it right. Once I retired, the never dying business man inside led me to open an Inn that would have all of the things I would have wanted to find in a place all those years I was traveling. The culmination of that vision is the Lakeside Motor Inn. Did you know the item with the most germs in a motel room is the remote control for the television?”
  “I didn’t know that,” Rachael responded.
  “It is,” Carlton said. “We sanitize it after every guest leaves. We wash the comforter, clean the hell out of the bathroom, and sanitize the phone, just to name a few things. It’s everything I would have wanted as a traveler, but never had.” 
  “I’m impressed Mr. Davis,” Rachael said as she sipped on her coffee with sincere and keen interest. “How long have you had the place?”
  “Fifteen years,” Carlton answered. “I’ll be seventy-six next month.”
  “I’m not one to flatter, but you don’t look anywhere close to seventy-six, Mr. Davis. What’s your secret?”
  “Genetics,” he said. “My mama lived to be ninety-four and never looked a day over fifty-nine. When we moved to Tilley with mama in tow, the bank had a special program for senior citizens and when she applied, they didn’t believe her when she told them how old she was. Before they would give her the discounts she had to show them her papers and prove it.” 
Carlton took her mug and refilled it. Handing the cup back to her, he said, “I know you must be chomping at the bit to get to work. I have lived in this town for quite some time and know just about everyone there is to know. Do you know where you’re going to start your media investigation?”
  “No sir,” Rachael said, applying her Mississippi charm.
  “Have you ever heard of Encyclopedia Brown?” Carlton asked. “My kids and grandkids enjoyed those books growing up.”
  “I have,” Rachael answered. “He’s the kid whose father was on the police force. The father would come home, and at the dinner table he would tell Encyclopedia Brown about the cases going on at work. If I remember correctly, before dinner was over, his son, Encyclopedia Brown, would solve the case. He also had a service for the kids in town instead of a lemonade stand like most other kids.”
  “That’s the one,” Carlton said. “We have a guy in town like that. He’s not part of the force, but if anyone is going to solve this case, my bet is, it will be him. He solves most of the town’s perplexing cases. His name is Benny James.”
  “Where might I find this Mr. James?” 
  “He has a houseboat docked at the Sleepy Cove Marina. That’s your best bet for finding him. He has a house too, but all you’ll find there is a territorial cat.”
 



 
Chapter 24
 
 Rachael drove her rental car through the open front gate of the Sleepy Cove Marina. She noted the sign, which stated there was a security guard on site. She wondered if this was referring to the infamous Benny James. She parked the car directly in front of the office. 
It was a little before 7:00 a.m. There was movement inside the office as she entered. The office was more like a living room, with a high counter dividing the room in two halves. One half had a couch, love seat, coffee and end tables, and a ratty rug. Mounted on a wall, a television was broadcasting her channel. The other half of the room had two desks, a couple of filing cabinets, and three suspicious fridges. 
The overall interior was decorated with a lame and clumsy attempt at creating a country club setting for aquatic lovers. The overall effect came off as a college dorm room dressed in drunken prose for a weekend party. 
Rachael surmised the owners did not make their money off the atmosphere they provided and continued to the desk. Donny, the owner, had his head inside one of the fridges counting the stock of night crawlers. His head smacked the top of the freezer when the door Rachael had entered slammed shut. 
  “Sorry I frightened you,” Rachael said, as she held both hands up. 
  “Ain’t nothing but a thing, ma’am,” Donny said, demonstrating his fine country accent and rubbing his head. “Most folks in here this early is heading out fishing. I don’t reckon you’re needing any bait are you, ma’am?”
  “No sir, not this morning. It has been quite some time since I’ve been trolling in the early morning. I’m just a little busy these days. I do miss it though. My daddy used to take me quite a bit because he never had a boy to take with him.”
  “You want me to guess why you’re here?” Donny winked as a big grin spread across his face.
  “All right,” Rachael said, willing to play the game. “Why am I here?”
  “You’re looking for Benny James,” Donny stated.
  “Well sir,” Rachael said with a laugh, “You are a winner. How do you know that?”
  “Didn’t you see what channel I’m looking at, Ms. Martin?” Donny said, as his voice turned sweeter. “My wife is a big fan and it would make her day if I could get your autograph on something.”
  “I would be honored,” Rachael smiled. “What would you like me to sign?”
  “Well,” Donny scratched his chin. “She’s out fishing with her favorite hat, but if you could sign the bill of her second favorite hat, I know it will soon become her new favorite hat. I’ll go get it.” Donny ran out of the room as if he was stealing a pot of honey with a swarm of bees behind him. 
Rachel smiled as she watched him run off. He reminded her of the folks in her hometown, deep in the heart of Mississippi. They were simple, good hearted, honest, and the epitome of down to earth.
  “Here you go,” Donny returned and handed Rachael a hat that had “Bass Masters” written across the front. The bill was white and Rachael took the marker Donny gave her and signed her name. She handed the cap back to Donny. He beamed like she had just handed him a pot full of golden coins. “Thank you so much, Ms. Martin. She’s gonna just shit her pants when she sees this.”
  “I hope she doesn’t get that excited,” Rachael’s eyes crinkled with mirth as she laughed out loud. “Now, can you tell me a little more about this Benny James?”
  “He’s a character,” Donny said as Rachael studied him. Donny had a face that looked as if it had never touched a drop of sun tan lotion and was burned hundreds of times. It was a screaming red, tight in all the wrong places and loose and wrinkly in all the other wrong places. 
Short, white, stubbly hair was springing out of his jaw and cheek areas in strange places appearing as if he had taken a few strokes here and there with a razor but didn’t complete the job. His hat sat on the top of his head like it would fall off at any moment and Rachael wondered why he didn’t pull it down, wearing it like most normal people. 
The back of the hat was mesh and his sprawling gray hair poked through any space it could find. He wore a red muscle shirt that read “Panama City.” It hung down far enough to reveal a red, scrawny and tight chest. His arms looked as though he had used them every day of his life and his hands looked like they had been run over by a truck. 
He wore jean shorts, no shoes, and his feet looked tough enough to walk across coals or nails. 
  “Let me tell you one thing about Benny, Ms. Martin,” Donny offered. “He don’t like to get up early and he hates to be woke up early. If you want to get off on the right foot with him, you will wait right here until he comes to get the paper. If you go waking him up, the only information you’ll get is a ear full of nasty words and hateful speaking.”
  “I didn’t get your name?” Rachael asked.
  “Donny.”
  “Thank you, Donny. I do believe I will take your advice. Do you mind if I hang out here and make a few calls while I’m waiting?” 
  “Make yourself at home. I gotta go gas up a few boats, so just holler if you need anything. I’ll be down the dock a piece there,” Donny said as he pointed at the sky. He walked out the door and Rachael sat down on the love seat that looked the cleanest of the available seats. She dug her cell phone out of her purse and started punching buttons.
  Nine calls, four cups of coffee, and three and a half hours later, Benny came strolling in as he did every “morning” for the newspaper. Donny was back at the high counter and said, “Good morning Benny, you have a guest who has been patiently waiting for you to wake up.” Donny pointed to Rachael, which was a useless gesture since she was the only other person in the room. 
  Rachael stood up cautiously, trying not to seem too eager and said in her sweetest Mississippi drawl, “Good morning Mr. James. My name is Rachael Martin and it doesn’t have to be now, but I would be forever grateful if I could take a few moments of your time.”
  “You’re not selling insurance are you?” Benny said, shooting a wink in Donny’s direction.
  “No sir, I’m not.”
  “Ms. Martin, I’m just joshing you. Can’t you see?” Benny said as he pointed at the television, “We know who you are.” 
  “Mr. James,” Rachael said laughing, giving Benny the remembrance of the southern acting of Reese Witherspoon, “You are the third person that has pulled that joke on me. I see that I have found a good hearted town.”
  “You have indeed,” Benny said. “Why don’t we get a cup of coffee and head back to my office? I am afraid I won’t be able to tell you much though.”
  “I understand police confidentiality, Mr. James.”
  “It’s not that Ms. Martin,” Benny replied. “We haven’t found anything yet.”
  Once on the boat, Benny invited Rachael to make herself at home while he quickly showered and dressed for the day. 
Rachael tried to hide her admiration for the boat’s interior. She had never been on a houseboat and would have never imagined one to look so homey on the inside. It reminded her of a luxury condo with a view. The kitchen had marble counter tops, a porcelain sink, and custom cabinets. 
The living area she was seated in had leather sofas, an extraordinary coffee table decorated with two oriental sculptures and a spread of Architectural Digest magazines. The room was spotless, as if it was ready to be photographed for a piece in the magazines covering the table. 
Even the ceilings were exquisite. Rachael noted they were wood planked. Her curiosity and imagination dreamt of what was behind the closed doors leading away from the room, as Benny entered freshly showered and dressed.
  “I apologize for making you wait Ms. Martin, but I don’t ever feel completely ready to greet the day without a shower to knock the sleep off of me,” Benny winked. Rachael thought it might be a  twitch.
  “Please don’t apologize and please call me Rachael.” Rachael’s second impression of Benny was quite different from her first. Her first impression registered nothing. When Benny entered the room this time she felt a presence enter with him and she noticed he carried with him an air radiating self-confidence. 
She blushed a bit when he sat close to her on the adjacent love seat. Benny’s blue eyes studied and fixed their gaze upon her. She tried to focus her thoughts. Her mind slipped as her eyes traced his handsome face. Rachael recognized a powerful body as he crossed his legs and gripped his coffee cup. She imagined the mug shattering and pulled her gaze back to meet his eyes. 
  “This is quite some office,” Rachael said, as she tried to get her thoughts to catch up with her eyes and heartbeat.
  “That’s another one of the running jokes in this town,” Benny said, with a boyish laugh. “I guess if I have to be honest, this is my home as much as I would like to believe that it isn’t. This is where I feel comfortable and in turn this is where I lay my head at night Rachael.”
  “I would love to sleep here,” Rachael said, quickly adding, “if I owned a boat like this.”
  “I imagine you’re in town for the serial killer story?”
  “I am.” Rachael’s tone was businesslike. “I hear that you’re the town’s unofficial crime sleuth. Is this true and, if so, how did this come to be?”
  “Well,” Benny said, as he thought about where to begin and what information to impart to Rachael. “Ms. Martin…”
  “Please, call me Rachael,” she interrupted.
  “Rachael, I’m sure with a little bit of investigative work you can find out the specifics about what I’m going to tell you, so I’ll give you the short version. I worked with the FBI for a number of years and before long I found myself as their ace investigator. I eventually climbed my way up to a senior position, mainly dealing with homicides. But, whenever they had a case in any area they couldn’t solve in the appropriately deemed amount of time, they would call me in to look it over. In nine out of ten cases, I solved the mystery. 
“I resigned after a case, once again that you will find on public record, in which I became romantically involved with a woman I met during the investigation who wound up tied to the crime. She was the killer I was searching for. 
“My superiors didn’t want to see me go but the lack of judgment on my part made the decision a no-brainer to clear up the Bureau’s name. Wanting to disappear, I came to Tilley to retire. I bored quickly and started a private investigation business that kept me busy enough to forget I was retired. 
“Not being able to keep my nose out of city police business I was discovered once again as a pretty handy crime solver. I established a friendship with the senior homicide investigator on their staff and the rest is history.”
  “How much in the loop are you with the new investigation?” Rachael asked, already knowing the answer.
  “Completely,” Benny stated.
  “Do you have anything that might tell you where he or she might strike next or what to look for next with clues left at the murder scenes?”
  “I have a feeling that I am going to be seeing a lot of you Rachael,” Benny began. “I’m going to be honest with you for now and if you cross me I will no longer be truthful with you. Are we straight?” Benny asked this as he looked directly into Rachael’s eyes.
  “We’re straight.” 
  “We don’t have much. But I could use your help in the investigation.”
  “What do you mean?” Rachael asked, her eyes sparkling in anticipation.
  “I want you to give your report tonight saying that the Tilley Police Department found some substantial evidence that is not yet being released to the public. Say it was leaked by a confidential source as being crucial evidence in the case.”
  “You want me to lie?” Rachael said.
  “Rachael,” Benny said. “First of all, you are not lying because we do have more than I have told you. For your conscience, I am the leak. Second, you must know our killer will be glued to the television every night to find out what we know. He wants the publicity. If you give him a hint that we know something, even if we don’t, he is going to be put on edge. That is what we want and need to catch this guy. Are you with me?”
  “I’m with you,” Rachael said. “If I do this, can I count on you to get all of the first interviews and information for my network?”
  “I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine.”
  “All right, I’ll do it,” Rachael said. “Who should I talk to next?”
  “Try Jerry Lee with the local paper, the Tilley Bee. But don’t cuss or be crude, which I don’t think you would. He hates that.”
  Benny watched her as she walked down the dock towards her car. His eyes stayed glued to her until she disappeared from his view. She’s even more beautiful than she is on television. She’s pretty when she’s not too made up His heart wanted him to turn on the charm but his head had reigned in his libido, keeping his disposition businesslike and to the point. The last thing I need at this point in my life and this case is a complicated romance that could never work.
She’s New York and I’m not. Benny tried to purge her from his mind as he turned his thoughts to his second cup of coffee.
 



 
Chapter 25
 
 As Rachael drove away from the Sleepy Cove Marina, she could not get Benny’s intense blue eyes and his cool demeanor out of her mind. She knew he was not showing his full hand and was certain he had reigned in his personality as to not give her a true snapshot of who he really was. 
Although she suspected he was holding out, Rachael decided she trusted him anyway. Benny had his reasons for playing poker with his thoughts and information. He didn’t get to where he was and establish the impressive resume he had without learning how to play the game along the way. 
She resolved to play his game until he crossed her, which was the same sentiment Benny had relayed to her. Rachael began to rehearse in her mind the evening broadcast, which would include the information Benny desired. She hoped to get more as she drove towards the Tilley Bee headquarters for an impromptu meeting with Jerry Lee. 
  Jerry Lee’s office door was open. He was staring blankly at his computer monitor. Jerry Lee was a giant of a man with a potato nose that did not fit even his bulbous head. His dirty blonde hair was real but looked like three toupees intertwined in a hairy game of twister. His face was similar to a topographical map that told the tale of severe teenage acne. His eyes were a piercing blue, which diverted the focus from his scarred complexion. He looked more like a farmer than he did a reporter. His country twang matched his overalls. 
  Rachael stopped at his door and waited for him to notice her. There was a window behind him. She thought it curious that he had the blinds down when it was such a gorgeous day outside. The walls were mostly bare and his desk was spotless, which Rachael also found odd. Most reporters she knew lived in a world of clutter, with enough papers on their desks and walls to account for at least a couple of trees. 
After a few seconds she knocked. “Excuse me, Mr. Lee?”
  “Holy Larry Wilson and Jim,” Jerry said as he popped back in surprise. “Well I have been sent straight to Slim Lenny’s basement attic of rainbows and joy.” Jerry Lee stood up with surprise still showing on his face. “Ms. Martin, you have obviously startled me and I apologize for my absurd reaction.” 
  “I’m sorry I frightened you, Mr. Lee. And may I say that this is the first time I have ever heard of a basement attic.”
  “I sometimes use the term basement attic where most would use a curse word, like H, E, double hockey sticks, because it doesn’t make any sense, just like foul language.” Jerry Lee paused, looked at his feet and continued, “I guess you’re here to steal my thunder. I knew I wouldn’t have an exclusive story for long. It’s kind of like when the FBI comes into town and takes over the local police department’s case, leaving them to play second fiddle. That’s why I have the window shades drawn on such a pretty day. I heard you were in town about an hour ago and it gave me a splitting headache.” 
  “Jerry Lee,” Rachael crooked her head to the side, “I don’t want you to feel that way. This is evolving into a big story the nation is becoming interested in. My network will do everything to respect you and the town of Tilley. I’ll tell you what.” Rachael thought of a way to pacify Jerry Lee. “Our website gets thousands upon thousands of hits per day. I’ll call our Webmaster today, and if it’s all right with you, I’ll have him provide a link on our site to all of your articles pertaining to the case.”
  “You would really do that for me?” Jerry Lee asked, as his eyes began to sparkle. “I would have national exposure?”
  “I’ll do that for you if you cooperate with me and form a partnership.”
  “What do you mean a partnership?” Jerry Lee looked a bit confused.
  “You share information with me and I will share my discoveries with you.”
  “It’s a deal, Ms. Martin.” Jerry Lee smiled from ear to ear which was a long way on his gigantic head. “Where are my manners?” Jerry Lee motioned to one of the chairs in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat Ms. Martin.”
  “Thank you Jerry Lee, and please call me Rachael.”
  “What do you know so far, Rachael?” 
  “Basically, all I know is what I have read in your columns.” Rachael knew this flattery would give her additional information.
  “You’ve read my column?” Jerry Lee’s eyebrows rose so high they almost hid under his hairline.
  “Oh yes, Jerry Lee. You’re a very good writer.” Rachael felt a slight pang of guilt as she poured on the flattery in hopes of information.
  “Ms. Martin,” Jerry pulled his eyebrows as low as they would go. “I mean Rachael, there is more to the story than has been told. The binoculars found around victim number one’s neck were Johnsonville Binoculars. 
“His name was just released as Ryan Mableton. I just left the police station and found out a few things. He was in his late twenties. Ryan was single but engaged to be married. He lived with his fiancée and supposedly was a workaholic. I don’t have much else on him other than that.” Jerry Lee paused as he collected his thoughts. 
“Victim number two,” Jerry Lee examined his fingernails even as his hands curled into fists. “Can we be off the record here? I don’t know if all of this information has been confirmed yet.” 
Rachael nodded. 
“His name is Danny Hill and so far I have found out he was a loner, in his late thirties, and he lived with his mother. His poor, poor mama. She must be just heartbroken.”
Jerry Lee described the murder scene, noting “the cause of death has not been released on that one yet. I hear that it will probably be ruled strangulation. I imagine our slow pace of doing business around here will soon get up to speed. We’re just not used to this type of thing around here. 
“Forensic labs haven’t had many dealings with us and quite honestly Rachael, I think our cops are fumbling around trying to remember how to process this rush of evidence.”
  “It’s not your fault,” Rachael scribbled on the back of her business card. “Here is my cell number.” She handed the card to Jerry Lee. “Let’s keep in touch all right?”
  “You got it Rachael. Are you really going to see if you can put a link to my columns on your site?”
  “I’ll make the call right now,” she shook his hand and made her exit.
 



 
Chapter 26
 
 Benny had his second cup of coffee on the top deck of his houseboat. His eyes glazed over as he stared across the lake and he let his thinking cap work its magic. His thoughts searched for an abnormality he and the crime team may have missed. 
His mind’s eye ran across the crucifixion scene. Benny popped out of his intoxicated dream as a vision of the room and a long shot of a clue stuck in his mind. Benny tried to discount the thought as ridiculous but something about it wouldn’t allow him to leave it alone. 
He poured another cup of coffee and another and the thought continued scratching at his brain. From experience, even though the idea seemed an unlikely possibility, he knew he should act upon it. 
  Benny picked up the phone hesitantly and called Vernon. Vernon was the kind of guy who always answered on the first or second ring. When there was no answer, Benny surmised he was tied up with something important. He left a brief message stating he might have a new clue and needed to bounce his idea off of someone. 
  Vernon called back a few minutes later. “Sorry Benny, I was on the other line with Hank.”
  “The Hank from Hank’s Bar and Grill?” 
  “Yeah, he went back over to the bar for the first time this morning. We might have something new over there, but tell me first what’s on your mind.”
  “Over at the first scene,” Benny began, “you may or may not have seen this and I didn’t think it was a big deal until this morning but I remember seeing a dead bird under the victim’s foot, near the corner of the room. It was on the floor behind some of the vines that were draping down. 
“The bird was fairly near the floor length mirror. At the time, I thought the bird probably flew in through an open window since they haven’t put the screens on yet and maybe the bird got confused and flew into the mirror, accidentally killing itself.”
  “Hmm… very curious…” Vernon hesitated. “This makes what Hank had to say all the more interesting.” Vernon let out a nervous chuckle. “Hank said it smells as if there is a dead animal or something in the place and he wants us to check it out before he calls pest control in the off-hand chance the smell might be related to the murder.”
  “Now I have an even better suspicion my bird theory means something. The only thing is, we went over that place with a fine toothed comb. We searched every nook and cranny. If there is a dead bird over there, I would think it would have to be in the ceiling.”
  “Could be. I need to ask you a favor.” Vernon coughed.
  “Sure.”
  “I can’t get over there right now. Chief Asshole is about to lose his shit. He’s going around here this morning like a bloody tyrant. He’s got everybody in the whole office barking up the wrong tree. We’re going through this mound of senseless paperwork looking for clues. When we came in this morning each of us had a stack on our desks at least a foot high. We’re not going to find anything but I can’t tell him that.”
  “What kind of documents does he have you looking at?”
  “Records of past complaints called in to the station, the court room dockets, tickets, you name it. He needs to get laid. I know him. He acts like a complete moron when he hasn’t had any in a while. The other times he’s just a dipshit. 
“Do you mind checking it out without me? I’m sorry I can’t get away from here. It’s probably going to take me two more hours to go through this crap.”
  “Not a problem. Just relax. I’ll try to figure out a way to get him off your back. Who has the key? Do I need to contact Hank to get one?”
  “Hank said there is one under a five gallon paint bucket in the back.”
  “Cool.”
  “Thanks Benny. Let me know if you find anything.”
 



 
Chapter 27
 
 Rachael’s next stop was the Tilley Police Department. She was hoping to meet or at least set up a meeting with Chief Neighbors. She didn’t know what was in store for her. Rachael walked into the station and approached the officer working the desk. They made eye contact with each other and unlike every other soul she had previously met in town, he had no idea who she was. 
  The officer, a stoic man bordering on lifelessness spoke first. “How can I help you ma’am?”
  “Hey,” Rachael drew her greeting into two syllables, rustling up her Mississippi charm once again. “My name is Rachael Martin and I would like, if it is at all possible, to speak with your Chief.”
  The officer looked down and raised his eyes back up to Rachael’s in slow motion. He dug his finger into his ear, pulled it out, studied his finger and gazed back at her. He reminded her of the cartoon character Deputy Dog, slow and moping. “He’s a busy man Ms. …?” He paused, obviously doing a leisurely mental search. “What did you say that name was again?”
  “Martin,” Rachael said in amused disbelief of the man’s cerebral powers.
  “Right,” he nodded. “Ms. Martin, Chief Neighbors probably wouldn’t see the Pope without an appointment. Do you have an appointment?”
  “Yes I do,” she lied. “Would you please tell him Rachael Martin is here to see him?”
  He slowly picked up his phone and stabbed at the buttons with the receiver to his ear. The other end of the phone struck his cheek. It wobbled and reminded Rachael of a bulldog. 
“Your appointment is here Chief.” His brow furrowed as he listened and he crinkled his gaze upon Rachael. “I didn’t think you did.” 
“I’ll tell this Ms. Rachael Martin to make a real appointment… What was that Chief? Yes, I said Rachael Martin. How would I know if she’s on television?” Rachael emphatically nodded her head to the officer. “Chief, she says she is on television. All right. OK.” 
  He hung up the phone, looked at Rachael with his eyes at half-mast and said, “I guess he likes you better than the Pope. He said for you to go right in. His office is right there.” He pointed with an effort that looked as though it took every last bit of energy in his body.
  Rachael knocked twice and walked into Chief Neighbors’s office just as he was popping a breath mint into his mouth and combing his mustache with the index finger of his other hand. He could have been Burt Reynolds’s cousin. 
“Ms. Martin,” he beamed her his best Hollywood smile. “Welcome to my town.” 
Rachael took note of the fact he said “my town” as she also couldn’t help but notice the obvious way he studied her from head to foot, pausing a couple of places during his scan as his eyebrows twitched. 
“How can I service you, Ms. Martin?” he said, with a devilish grin.
  “Chief Neighbors,” Rachael began cautiously before she was interrupted.
  “Call me Chuckie, honey.”
  Rachael sensed she had to be very careful here. If she said what she was really thinking and wanting to say, this would be the last time she would ever be granted an interview with the Chief. If she turned on her Mississippi charm, she was certain he would take it as a green light to make a pass at her. 
She decided to ignore his arrogance and take a business approach with a touch of friendly. Too much friendly would stroke his ego and leave him in the driver seat. She knew from past experience this type of man would give her everything she wanted if she played the hard to get role. 
  “Now Charles, the name Chuckie may be taken well in a quaint town like this but because of your situation here, you are about to enter onto the national stage. Believe me when I tell you, you will be better received by the general public going with your God given, and quite honestly if I may say, distinguished name, Charles. If this thing drags out a while, you will need every little public relations boost you can muster. 
“Some of those press people can be awfully nasty, and you don’t want to give them any unnecessary ammo. Every dilemma needs a scapegoat, and you, Charles, will be sitting in the catbird seat. If I may be so bold and put aside my modesty for a moment, I have covered some big cases and I have seen some good folks get murdered, no pun intended, in the media. 
“I am here to offer my services as a public relations consultant for you if you will give my station the first interviews when any new information arises. Let’s just say that I’ll scratch your back if you’ll scratch mine.” Rachael knew she should not have added the last bit but she also knew as she said it with a wink she had him signed, sealed and delivered. 
  Needing to protect his ego, which was slightly bruised, he said, “I’m going to need to mull this over for a few hours Ms. Martin. I’m not the type to make any snap decisions.”
  “I understand, Charles. Here’s my card.” She leaned directly over his desk in front of him and wrote her cell number on the back. She felt his eyes goggling down her shirt. “I’m going on the air tonight at nine. Let me know if you want to be on with me and we’ll have P.R. 101 a half hour before we air.” 
On her way to the door she dropped her notebook and slowly bent over to pick it up without bending her knees. If she had the deal signed, sealed and delivered before, she now had it overnight, priority, and hand delivered.
 



 
Chapter 28
 
 Benny looked under the five-gallon paint bucket behind Hank’s Bar and Grill. The key was there as Vernon said it would be. Benny didn’t know which door it unlocked but decided to try the back door, which would be the logical choice as it was next to the bucket.
He slipped the key into the lock and the key turned with ease. He opened the door. Immediately, a nauseating smell wafted out and marched directly into Benny’s nostrils. He stepped back, surprised it was so powerful. Benny thought his dead bird theory could not possibly be true unless it was a dead flock of birds. 
The bird he recalled from the first scene could not possibly produce this stench, even if it was hanging in the doorway just above his nose. Still outside, Benny was thankful he brought a bandana in case the smell made him sick. He tied the bandana tightly around his head, under his eyes, and, like a bank robber, cautiously proceeded into the bar. 
  Benny found a strip of light switches just inside the door and flipped them all on. The joint lit up and as he inched forward, examining everything in sight, the intensity of the rotten smell thickened. Examining the ceiling, Benny scratched his theory of a dead carcass hidden among the rafters. Benny decided the killer would have only employed this idea if it was a drop ceiling, which could easily be accessed by removing a single panel from below.
The ceilings were flat painted sheetrock. Benny doubted the killer would take the time to crawl in an attic space to leave such an item. Part of the game was discovery of the hidden item, and this would surpass the level of difficulty Benny believed the killer would want to place on his adversaries. 
  He made his way warily to the precise area where the body of Danny Mableton was found and scanned the room. He pushed the bandana against his nose and tightened the knot on the back of his head as he suspiciously eyed the baby grand piano. The top, which hid the strings, was closed. A fly flew from a crease between the top and lower piece of the piano where it rested. 
Benny hesitated, taking a deep breath before he raised the top. Upon raising the top of the baby grand, the light from the room struck the innards of the piano. As the light poured in and Benny’s eyes gained focus, a horde of flies exited, reminiscent of bats in a mass exodus from a cave. Inside, lying lifeless against the hammers and strings of the piano were a monstrous feathered creature surrounded by smaller birds. In horror, Benny surmised the large bird was a vulture or buzzard. 
He was internally revolted by the discovery, yet simultaneously joyous his instincts were still alive and well. All of this flashed through his brain and happened in an instant, at the end of which he flinched, slipping back ever so slightly, just enough to release his hold of the piano’s top. The force with which the cover dropped shook the baby grand and stirred the air beneath, thrusting the putrid stench and a rush of wind that rustled his shirt.
  Benny’s face contracted as his stomach shuddered. His throat trembled, tightening for an expulsion. He ran for the door. Stumbling out of the building, Benny removed the bandana, threw it in the dumpster, and took deep breaths of fresh air. Leaning against the hood of his car, his legs weakened, he removed his shirt and pitched it over the car. 
On his cell phone, he called Vernon, and on his voice mail he left a message telling him to send out his boys to take photos of the latest discovery. Hanging up the phone, Benny headed home to take a shower. He felt dirtier than he could ever remember.
 



 
Chapter 29
 
 Chuckie Neighbors, who would soon be known to the world as Chief Charles Neighbors thanks to Rachael, called the cell phone number she gave him immediately following the five o’clock news. The broadcast made it abundantly clear the public was ready to hear from the Chief. 
Rachael was in her room at the Lakeside Motor Inn compiling and reviewing the information she had gathered throughout the day when the phone rang. When her caller ID displayed the local area code, she surmised it was Chief Neighbors. She quickly formulated a plan, deciding to continue her one-sided mind game she began in his office, leaning over his desk with her chest inches from his face, followed up by the tempting bend she employed to retrieve her notebook. Rachael knew if she could get him to think with his manhood rather than his brain, she would be able to call the shots in their dealings. She ran to the bathroom, turned on the hot and cold faucets in the tub, and plugged the drain so the sound of running water would be impossible not to hear.
  “Hello,” Rachael smiled as she answered.
  “Ms. Martin,” Chief Neighbors said. “Is everything all right?”
  “Hold on one second Charles,” Rachael commanded. In her mind she counted one, one thousand, two, two thousand, and so on to twenty. When she reached twenty, she turned the water off and said, “I’m so sorry about that Charles. I almost had the tub filled when the phone rang and I like to have the water at least above my knees. I get cold easy.” 
Rachael smiled and reached her free hand down into the water, splashing just a bit as Chief Neighbors searched for something to say. One percent of his brain was working on the language task at hand while the other ninety-nine percent did a spectacular job of creating a mental picture of Rachael soaking nude in the tub. While the one percent continued to struggle, the ninety-nine was turning the still image into a movie. 
Rachael knew she had him. “Are you still there Chief?”
 “I, uh, oh, yes,” Chief Neighbors said, as he snapped back to reality.
 “So,” Rachael began, pausing ever so briefly to make a little splash. “Will you go on the show with me tonight?” She knew the answer before she asked.
  “Absolutely. You mentioned earlier you might be able to give me a few public relations tips. Do you want me to come over to your room and we can take care of that right now? Now is good for me.”
  “I have a six o’clock meeting with my producer and staff. How about I come to your office at 7:30?”
  “That will be fine,” Chief Neighbors said. 
  Rachael could hear the deflation in his voice and ended the conversation saying, “See you there, Charles.”
 
  
 At the meeting in Chief Neighbors’s office, Rachael advised him what to say, what not to say, and how to respond to questions he was unable to answer without using the phrase “no comment.” Confidence didn’t seem to be a weakness, but Rachael reminded him he needed to exude with his mannerisms and body language an assurance to the public that he and his team were doing everything possible to apprehend a suspect.
  Five minutes ahead of the show, Rachael thanked Chief Neighbors and wished him good luck. They were standing in front of the courthouse when the show went live. Chief Neighbors was standing to the side as the camera focused solely on Rachael for her introduction to the show. 
  “This is Break Down with Rachael Martin. I’m coming to you live tonight from Tilley, Georgia. This past week two bizarre murders occurred in the usually quiet town of Tilley. I have the privilege of being joined tonight with the Sheriff of Gladdis county and Chief of Police from the town of Tilley, Georgia, Charles Neighbors.” The camera pulled away from Rachael and Chief Neighbors stood, leaving a comfortable distance between the two. “First of all, thank you for being so kind to join our program this evening.”
  “Thank you,” Chief Neighbors emphasized the two words. “I appreciate this opportunity to speak to my community and to all of your viewers through this unique format.” 
  “Why did you choose this type of forum over a standard press conference?”
  “Well, that’s a great question and I’m glad you asked. My decision was based on the fact that our community does not need that type of excitement. This is already hard enough on our people and I thought a formal press conference might create a spectacle.”
  “Before we get into the events of last week, explain to me how you are a Chief and a Sheriff?” Rachael probed lightly,  loosening up Chief Neighbors.
  “We are the smallest county in Georgia and I ran for Sheriff and won a few years back. We are so small that I can competently fulfill the duties of both offices and it cuts a salary out of our county’s budget.”
  “So should I call you Sheriff Neighbors?”
  “No, I prefer Chief, or Charles.” 
Rachael smiled as he called himself Charles. “Are you going to request the assistance of the Federal Bureau of Investigation? As I understand, the FBI does not have jurisdiction in a crime that has not crossed state lines and will only help if requested by the Sheriff.” 
  “You are correct. The FBI will only get involved in certain criminal activities and those that cross jurisdictional lines. At this point, we feel that our staff is self-sufficient. We know the ins and the outs of the town, the people, and what makes it tick. In addition to our capable staff we have hired a former FBI officer as a consultant.” 
  The interview was a gem. Benny watched from the back of the small group of spectators. As soon as Rachael strategically blew off Chief Neighbors, Benny approached her.
  “You’re even more impressive in person than on television,” he said with a warm, heart-bending smile.
  “Oh,” Rachael blushed slightly. “He was easy.” 
  “Did you uncover anything today in addition to what you exposed on the show tonight?” Benny asked with genuine interest.
  “A little,” Rachael responded. “I know it’s late, but have you had dinner?”
  “No, I haven’t had time to stop for that long.”
  “Do you know a place open in town this late where I can buy you dinner and we can talk?” Rachael asked with a business tone and confidence.
  “Actually, I have two steaks marinating in the fridge on the boat. Would you feel comfortable having dinner at my place? I’ll buy you dinner,” Benny said with a sly smile.
  “That sounds great,” Rachael responded with a purr.
 



 
Chapter 30
 
 Benny and Rachael walked down the dock silently, each feeling a naughty sexual vibe coursing between their bodies. As they reached the boat, Benny jumped aboard first so he could steady Rachael as she adjusted to her sea legs. 
She stumbled unintentionally as her heel found the only slippery spot on the entire boat, and when Benny caught her, he had one-half of her buttocks firmly cupped in one hand and his other firmly around her waist. She looked up and Benny did not move either hand besides slightly squeezing her a bit tighter. She didn’t move. 
Without thinking, Benny pulled her to him and her lips met his hungry mouth. She responded and went limp. They fumbled blindly through the door and onto the couch, which swallowed them whole. When they surfaced from the depths of the couch to take a breath, Rachael’s shirt was nowhere to be found and one of the windows above the couch was beginning to fog. 
Benny’s hands found her breasts as he continued to kiss her. She tugged at his belt and whipped it out flippantly as it fell with an unnoticed thud to the floor. Somehow, they magically pulled each other’s pants off in unison. Their tongues continued to do an unknown sacred dance. Benny disappeared below her waist for a few cosmic moments and caressed his way back up. The two rocked, grinded, and swayed with one another in perfect harmony.
The steaks were still marinating in Benny’s fridge.
 



 
Chapter 31
 
 Another gentle morning graced the Sleepy Cove Marina. Rachael was cozy, wrapped in Benny’s arms. The excitement of a new relationship permeated the room. Benny was awake, staring at the ceiling, lost in his thoughts of her and the case when Rachael stirred.
 Before opening her eyes, her hand traced circles and figure eights down as far as her hand would reach. She found a prize. The boat bobbed against the dock. 
Energized and showered, Benny cooked the steaks, eggs, and his grandmama’s not so secret buttermilk biscuit recipe. The two lovers were famished from the release of pent up passion that had escaped from their bodies the night and moment before. They were an island unto themselves in conversation and admiration for one another as they enjoyed the well-marinated meat and biscuit recipe that once again would soon slip across family borders. 
  As they digested, Rachael addressed the nine hundred pound elephant, which had been standing in the middle of the room all morning. “Benny?” she asked hesitantly. “What was last night?”
  Benny knew exactly where her question was leading. “I believe it was the twentieth of May.” He watched her deadpan and waited for her comeback. 
  “Damn you, Mr. James,” she barked. She adjusted his Peachtree Road Race t-shirt over her knees, stretching it in a way that would never allow it to return to its original state.
  “Ms. Martin,” Benny countered. “I’ll lay it out for you real clear. I don’t play games and I live my life one day at a time. Why don’t we live today and tomorrow will take care of itself?” Benny paused. “You’re worried about tomorrow, right?” 
  “Yes,” she let her head drop as her guard sank towards the lake’s bed to commune with the bottom feeding catfish. 
  “Come here, baby,” Benny motioned for her to join him on the notorious couch, made famous the night before. She joined him and they spooned. Benny smelled her hair and rested his hand under her shirt against her bare stomach. Rachael relaxed and once again melted, feeling at home in Benny’s arms. 
“One day at a time,” Benny stroked her hair with one hand while the other pulsed on her abdomen. “OK?”
  “OK,” Rachael responded. “I’m a little type-A.”
  “Really!” Benny mocked.
  “I could use this,” Rachael sighed. “It’s likely that I will only be in town for a week or two.” She reached back and found what she was looking for. “Do you mind if I bring my toothbrush over?”
  “As long as your suitcase is attached to it,” Benny answered as he responded to her groping in another manner. They killed another thirty minutes. It was noon before they saw the sun that day.
 



 
Chapter 32
 
 Rachael headed out for the day to continue her research and to get her toothbrush. Benny washed the breakfast dishes and tidied up a bit as the thought of her draped over his pulsating brain. His mind reverberated with thoughts of the murder case and his desire to have Rachael back with him regardless of the fact she had just left. 
Her presence and perfume lingered like a ghost. Echoing what she said, he needed this. Since Jane left he had only had sex once, but he had not made love until last night. The emotionless screw resulted in the addition of a cardinal rule he promised himself to never break again. The rule was—never get a haircut when you’re drunk.
  Benny had been drinking with Vernon one slow afternoon at Renée’s and realized he was in no condition to drive home when Vernon’s wife called and summoned him home. Benny took a final shot, finished his beer and decided to go see Michelle for a haircut. Next thing he knew, the door to the Hair Palace was locked, the closed sign was in the window, and the blinds were drawn. He was naked in the barber’s chair and Michelle was doing the spider with him, her breasts in his mouth. Gawking into the mirror-lined room, Benny felt like he was watching a porno inside of a porno and he was the star. He never did get his haircut that day.
  The night before was different. Aside from the animal nature of the deed, there was also emotion, tenderness, and a longing between the two lovers to continue the chase.
 



 
Chapter 33
 
 Once upon a time, Ray Clint, who people called R.C., simply went by Ray. But, that was years ago. His father, who named him, was a stoic man with little or nothing to say. World War II did something irreversible to Mr. Boyd’s soul. A year after his return from the war, Ray was born and Mr. Boyd’s soul attempted to heal. His wife was ill-prepared to be a mother and before reaching the point of going crazy, Mrs. Boyd left a simple note one early morning saying she was sorry and afraid if she stayed any longer she would harm the baby or herself. They never saw her again and Mr. Boyd’s soul ceased its recovery effort. 
  Before the boom their hometown of Las Vegas was the bud on a flower. Soon it became a rose. Mr. Boyd made the perfect blackjack dealer as emotion and words were not his strengths. Ray grew up knowing the ins and outs of the casinos and the power of money. Cards to him were second nature and at a young age he became adept at counting them and instinctively knowing the probability of what cards remained in the deck and how the cards previously dealt affected the odds. His father, being rather uninvolved in his life, never knew he learned some nasty habits. R.C. bet money that he did not have. However, it seemed the contents of his pockets contained a genie in a bottle with unlimited wishes, three rabbit’s feet, a horseshoe he occasionally threw over his shoulder, and a lucky penny. His luck gave the Midas touch a run for its money. 
  One afternoon during his eighteenth year, he played in a card game with a few men in a seedy motel on the outskirts of the blossoming strip. The men were two, three, and four times his age. R.C. usually took his opponents to the cleaners but his luck ran out. He was on a tear that particular day, raking in the money and feeling bullet proof. Hand after hand, Lady Luck dealt the cards. The other men, wanting to get their money back upped the wagers. Feeling like he could not possibly lose, R.C. tossed into the final pot the keys to his Trans Am, which was parked outside. The men had commented earlier on what a beauty she was. He lost the hand and when asked for the title to the car, R.C. sheepishly broke the news that he did not possess the title, as he was only a year into the loan payments. The gentleman to whom he owed the money knew nothing of patience. He gave R.C. two weeks to produce the money. He told R.C. if he was unable to pay up on the allotted date, he was a dead man.
  The next day R.C. joined the marines. He begged for an immediate enlistment. His wish was granted. Running from trouble, he found more. There was a lot of downtime in the barracks in Vietnam and R.C. had a few packs of cards. Once again, at the beginning of his run, his luck was impeccable. He based his bets once again on collateral that was not in his possession. History repeated itself, as it oftentimes does, his luck ran dry. The jarhead Miles, to whom he owed the money, was already suspected of a friendly fire incident. Most considered it not to be an accident and R.C. feared for his life. Near the peak of his worrying he made a deal with Miles.
  One morning, R.C. was on watch working a large perimeter around the temporary barracks when a bullet grazed his arm just below his shoulder. His anger, mixed with fear outweighed and trumped the pain. Blood ran down his arm as the wound pounded and burned. He turned around to see Miles smiling, still pointing the gun, this time at the center of his chest.
  “Pretty good shot, wasn’t it?”
  “You could have killed me!”
  “If I wanted to kill you, I would have.”
  “Why didn’t you?”
  “Because you owe me money. You shouldn’t make bets with money you don’t have.”
  “I’m sorry,” R.C. said holding a bandana tight against the bleeding.
  “Sorry isn’t going to cut it. You’re going to help me with a little plan that I’ve been working on. If you don’t, the next time I will kill you. You with me?”
  “Yes,” R.C. said hesitantly. “I don’t really have a choice, do I?”
  “No, you sure don’t,” Miles laughed. “Now,” he said, pausing for effect, “I want to take some of these chink guns home. I had a guy tell me before I left that he’d pay big money for some of their guns and some of ours. Not the kind of thing you can buy at the store on the corner, y‘know?” 
  “How do you propose we get them home?” R.C. asked.
  “You don’t need to worry about that. I’ll take care of that part. All you need to do is collect. Have you seen the half blown up truck behind my barracks?” R.C. nodded. “I want ten of each. Ten from the gooks and ten from our troops. Put them in the back of the truck under the blue tarp.” R.C. nodded again. “Now go clean up your fucking arm.”
  R.C. played buddy buddy with Miles, until he ratted him out to the military police who threw him in the brig. The last R.C. heard about Miles he was awaiting his trial. Little did R.C. know he would see Miles again.
 



 
Chapter 34
 
 Jerry Lee rifled through his desk in search of Rachael’s number. He found it as his sweat splashed on the desk’s surface. The phone almost rang one complete time when she said, “Hello Jerry Lee.”
  “How in the blue oyster cult did you know it was me?”
  “Did caller ID skip the town of Tilley?” Rachael said, mentally acknowledging the fact this was the second time this situation had arisen since her arrival in town.
  “No, I just didn’t expect you to know my number,” he laughed.
  “I don’t. Since I programmed your number in my database, it said Jerry Lee on the display when it rang.”
  “You big city folks are something else,” Jerry Lee shook his head. “I know you’re probably busy but I just wanted to call real quick and thank you for getting my column linked to your network’s website.”
  “No problem. Your column this morning was brilliant. It was kind of like a journalistic short story. You have a gripping narrative voice.”
  “Wow! That means a lot to me, coming from you. Gee thanks.”
  “Let me ask you Jerry Lee,” Rachael put down the notes she was looking over. “Please don’t take this the wrong way. The Tilley Bee is a good paper and they’re lucky to have you, but your talent exceeds this little town and you could easily land yourself a job with a bigger paper. More money, more exposure…”
  “I have all the money I need,” Jerry Lee said. “A bigger audience would be nice, but I like it here. Living in Tilley is kind of like living on a remote island. The rest of the world we know is out there but we stay over here and they stay over there.”
  “Sounds tempting,” Rachael answered thoughtfully. “Call me if you hear anything and I’ll do the same.”
  “OK, Rachael. Thanks again.” Jerry Lee stared at the phone for a long moment.
 



 
Chapter 35
 
 Benny and Vernon decided to split up for the day. Benny would investigate the claims made by Danny Hill’s mother and Vernon would try to make contact with some of the late Ryan Mableton’s co-workers. 
Vernon hustled on over to Farrah’s apartment, the devastated fiancée, in search of Ryan’s boss’s number. Since the last time he had seen her she had lost weight, developed rings under her eyes, and he swore he could see time ticking in her movements. Farrah’s voice gave away the fact she was done, had mailed it in; the rope’s end was in sight. Her apartment’s appearance gave Vernon a shiver and an ache stabbed at his heart. The windows of the apartment were covered with a grungy, heavy material that reminded Vernon of horses and barns. The room was a strange and eerie dark, like a mid-day thunderstorm. The apocalypse will begin with this color, Vernon thought. 
The quiet, which held the room hostage, was sucking the life out of the air and Vernon felt if he spoke, his voice might echo in the hollowness. From the look in Farrah’s eyes, her soul was much the same, or worse. Two days later the pain was too great for Farrah and she relieved herself from her thoughts and covered the black room a deep red with seemingly infinite pieces of her tortured mind. If she had lived another day and been privy to the information that Vernon was about to uncover, she would have died from shock at any rate.
  Vernon’s inquiries led to his hypothesis that Ryan Mableton was a super lover of the flesh. Sodom and Gomorra, if it were possible, would have asked him for a few pointers. He was a hard worker, no pun intended. Although Ryan did not work twelve-hour days like he had Farrah believe. He worked ten and he was the leader of a club in the other two. It was an underground deal one could find out about through a guy who knew a guy that knew a guy. Similar to fight club, people got hurt. 
  Melding the various stories, none of which Vernon believed to be gospel, he formulated a picture of an easily and usually aroused fellow who had an insatiable sex drive. Ryan had the unlucky fortune of taking to bed a girl who had a jealous admirer. Ryan told her admirer upon confrontation he was just in it for the vertical smile and there wasn’t any emotion attached to the deed. Ryan could tell his answer did not satisfy the man who came from nowhere. The mystery man said he’d be watching, shot him a bird, and disappeared once again into the night. 
  Unbeknownst to Vernon at this early point in the investigation, the jilted coveter arranged for Ryan to be at the house the night of the murder. He left in Ryan’s van a picture, which was not him and a note saying it was. The rock in Ryan’s pants did the rest as expected. The killer’s thought process came from the school of, if I can’t have it, you can’t either. The crucifixion he employed came from Madonna’s school of shock your audience. The binoculars were a game and the bird was icing on the cake. It was a part of the game and just like someone giving you the finger, shooting or flicking you the bird, it meant screw you.
 



 
Chapter 36
 
 Danny’s mom was waiting on the front porch with sweet tea. Nodding and without speaking a word, Benny took the glass meant for him and began to swing next to Ms. Hill, their hips touching, in silence. They swung, each hearing their own private and meaningful music of thoughts. A peaceful chord reverberated between the two. 
  “He knew the killer,” Ms. Hill eventually said.
  “How do you know?” Benny asked.
  “Songs.”
  “Songs?”
  “Songs,” Ms. Hill said. “I was going through his bedroom and reading through some of his notebooks he wrote his songs in, and I listened to a bunch of his recordings. I found one tape and notebook in particular I think you will be quite interested in. Danny had three different songs about becoming famous. In his notebooks he always dated all of his songs and the three were all written within the last month. The song he wrote the night before his death was centered on a midnight meeting in which he would audition and showcase his talents for a mysterious man from a record company. He titled it Poor Man’s Last Midnight.” Ms. Hill sighed. “Little did he know it was his last midnight.”
  “Pretty ironic,” Benny added, sipping his tea and patting Ms. Hill on the knee as he would his own mother were she alive. “Do you mind if I take those notebooks and tapes with me for a couple of days?” 
  “Not at all,” Ms. Hill answered. “I already have them in a bag for you in the kitchen. Do you think you’ll catch this guy, Benny?”
  “I will,” Benny said confidently. “It just takes a little time. Time to put all the pieces together and time for him to make a mistake.”
  “Do you think he’s still in town?”
  “He is. I’m sure of it. Probably looking for his next victim.”
  “You think he’ll kill again?” Ms. Hill’s eyes went wide.
  “Absolutely,” Benny quickly answered. “I see some weeds under your oak there and peeping out of the cracks of the walkway,” Benny pointed towards the yard. He stopped the swing with his foot and put his glass of tea down. “Let’s go take care of those. Danny wouldn’t have that.”
  “OK, Mr. James,” Ms. Hill said with a smile. “Let’s go.”
 



 
Chapter 37
 
 Benny had been wrestling with the idea of bringing up Red with Rachael. For some reason he felt responsible for Red, like a father figure. He felt as if he could trust Rachael as a woman but Benny wondered if Red’s story would be too juicy for her to resist as a journalist. Benny decided his opinion of Rachael teetered on her response to the situation he was going to present to her. 
  As busy as Benny was, he rarely took his boat out of the marina. He invited Rachael for a picnic to his favorite island and Jimmy Buffett filled the background as the two sped through the evening air as fast as the big lug would go. The massive boat bounced in a wake and Benny laughed deeply as he watched Rachael bouncing in all the right ways. 
  Settled on the island, Benny was curt. “Can I talk to you off the record?”
  Insulted, Rachael said, “My personal dealings with you are strictly and completely off the record.”
  “OK,” Benny said shaking off his rough start apologetically. “What I meant was I wanted to tell you a secret.”
  “Oh?” Rachael played with her sweet Mississippi drawl.
  “Do you remember the Baker Foods baby?”
  “Benny,” Rachael sighed. “That story was in just about every journalism textbook I owned in college.”
  “I think the missing Baker baby is living in my house right now.” Benny mused as Rachael’s face melted in misunderstanding and disbelief. 
  Benny explained the tale step by step. Rachael listened and was spellbound by the unlikely events and coincidences. Without hesitation, she asked Benny, “Where was the newspaper from that he showed you?”
  “I didn’t look,” Benny said as he felt a rare embarrassment from the overlooked detail. 
  “We need to find out where the paper comes from and see what the town folks know about a boy named Red.”
  “You’re part detective,” Benny winked with his comment as he digested the new information sluggishly. 
  “I’m mostly detective, Mr. James,” Rachael said with a wink of her own and a sassy smile.
 



 
Chapter 38
 
 Benny had investigated and dealt with sizeable companies in the past but he had never dealt with a giant the likes of Baker Foods. He spent a few minutes shy of an hour looking through all of their various phone numbers in the phone book and on the Internet. They had countless departments, regions, and offices around the country. Benny wrote down six numbers he believed to be possible avenues to the top. A man whose mental capacities Benny thought subpar answered his first call. Benny decided the main headquarters, which would house the senior Baker, would not have such an incompetent boob answering the phone. He crossed it off his list. Defying Murphy’s Law, Benny acquired his lead from his second call.
  The lady’s voice who answered shot a picture of the principal’s secretary in Ferris Bueller’s
Day Off straight to Benny’s brain. She was audibly speed-chewing and smacking her gum. 
  “Baker Foods,” she said as she converted a three-syllable word into five.
  “Good morning ma’am,” Benny said with apprehension. “My name is Benny James. How are you this morning?”
  “I haven’t quit yet,” she quipped with a giggle.
  “I’ve got a weird one for you this morning,” Benny cautioned. 
  “Try me,” she said losing the giggle.
  “Are you still looking for the Baker baby?”
  “We haven’t had one of these calls in a while,” she said, with a here we go again attitude. 
  “I get the feeling that I’m not the first person to claim that he has solved this missing person riddle.”
  “Nope,” she said. “And I am afraid and know too well that you won’t be the last.”
  “Does your company have a procedure in place that will provide me with an opportunity to substantiate my claim?”
  “Thanks to the thousands of calls in the last twenty five years we do. Would you like that number?”
  “Please.”
  She gave him the number that was well memorized and then hung up the phone without giving it another thought.
  Benny dialed the number and another gem of a human answered. She was mailing Benny one half of a paternity test that he would need to collect a sample for and mail back. It was no charge as was the senior Baker’s policy. He had spent a small fortune looking for his son. All Benny had to do now to solve the mystery of Red was to wait for the mail, or so he thought.
 



 
Chapter 39
 
 Chief Asshole summoned Vernon and Benny to a meeting. He was, technically, Benny’s boss at the moment. Chuckie was wearing a sweat suit for some reason and keeping with his outfit’s name, he was sweating rockets. 
  Benny decided to hold his tongue for a few moments and let the other two men set the tone of the meeting. 
Vernon spoke first. “You did a great job in the interview Chuck.”
  “Thanks,” he said gratefully. Chuckie spoke for a moment and expounded upon his virgin media experience, agreeing with Vernon that he was wonderful. When he was finished stroking his ego he asked, “What now?”
  “We’re looking boss,” Vernon said as he cut his eyes at Benny nonverbally asking when he was going to pipe in. 
  “Actually,” Benny began in a deep monotone. “We’re waiting on the crime lab to turn around some results. We have a strong lead Charles. Don’t call the Feds in—please, please. They’ll just play rock star and fuck everything up.”
  “I agree with Benny,” Vernon said cautiously. “We have a lot to go on. If we run out of leads we will let you know and at that point we’ll give you our blessing to call in the Feds.”
  “What about the media?” Chief Neighbors asked. 
  “Do you want me to take care of that?” Benny asked.
  “Please do.” Chief Neighbors stood up. He eyed both men. “You have ten days until I request the help of the FBI.”
 



 
Chapter 40
 
 The home office of Baker Foods was in Atlanta, Georgia. The top three floors of the forty-story building rightly named the Baker Building housed the law offices which Robert Baker occupied. Robert “Bobby” Baker was a slick, near fifties Bill Clinton type. Everybody loved him, especially him. At a glance he was devilishly handsome, charismatic, and happy. As reality would have it, he was not as happy as he falsely put forth. The charisma he exhibited was a cover for his fear of slowing down. If you jump and scream and constantly move nobody can pin you down. And nobody did until Mr. Benny James came along. 
  Bobby Baker made a pocketful of friends in Washington D.C. and they turned him on to power. When Bobby felt it for the first time it tingled through his insides and his veins like a new drug. It gave him a sensation similar to being horny as hell. As events unfolded through his dealings with powerful individuals, his favorite clique decided he should run for the opening Senate seat in Georgia. They figured he was a shoo-in, being a Baker and all. Being named Baker in the south was like being named Kennedy in the north. 
  At his older brother’s request, Bobby took care of all claims that professed to have knowledge of the whereabouts of the Baker baby. He sent out the tests, reviewed the results, and wrote the letters stating there was no match. In some cases, he enlisted a detective by the name of Peter Banks. Peter was currently on Bobby’s secret payroll uncovering dirt on his opponents in the Senate race. When Peter arrived for a scheduled meeting with Bobby, the package being mailed to Benny was sitting on the edge of his desk ready. At the close of the meeting, Bobby asked Peter if he would drop the box in the mailroom on his way out. Peter picked up the box and the addressee’s name jumped out at him.
  “I’m not being nosey and I wasn’t trying to read your package,” Peter began, “but do you know Benny James?”
  “Benny who?” Bobby asked confused.
  “Benny James. You’re sending him a package,” Peter said, playfully waving the box in front of him.
  “No, do you?” Bobby said, piping with interest. 
  “Not personally but he’s kind of a legend in my field. Rumor has it he can solve any case.”
  “He called the main office yesterday saying that he knows the whereabouts of the Baker baby,” Bobby said with his mind reeling. 
  “What?” Peter said stunned.
  “You heard me,” Bobby said, sitting down as his head thumped. “So from what you’ve said, he sounds like a standup guy who wouldn’t just make up stories and try to shake some money out of us?”
  “No,” Peter said, sitting back down again. “From what I’ve heard about him I don’t think he would.”
  “Can you imagine what this would mean to my campaign if we found William James Baker?” he said, selfishly not thinking for a moment of what it would mean to his brother Jack and his wife to find their son after two and a half decades. “It would be the feel good story of the year. We would get more positive publicity than we could ever dream of.” He paused, thinking, and Peter was silent. “Unpack that box Peter and ship it overnight. Put in the box a prepaid envelope that can be shipped back overnight to your address.”
  “Why my address?” Peter asked.
  “When you get it you can take it right over to the lab to see if it’s a match and nobody will see me or get my name mixed up with this until we’re ready. If it is a match we can time the release of the information in a way that will give my campaign the most beneficial coverage. I’ll have to ask my campaign manager what she thinks as soon as we find something out.”
  Peter grabbed the box and quickly exited the room as both men laughed with anticipation and nervousness. Bobby was anticipatory and Peter was nervous.
 



 
Chapter 41
 
 Peter Banks looked like Mario from the Nintendo Super Mario Brothers video games. He had a Rollie Fingers handlebar mustache that was salt and pepper colored and a bushy mess of waxy curls to match. People oftentimes marveled at the amount of hair in his ears. Peter’s belly made him look pregnant as his skin held tight to his potted girth. His eyes were gentle and kind and were the key to his ability to pull any kind of information out of all types of people. He was short and extremely calm which didn’t hurt his cause either. It also appeared as if he had no butt. 
  Peter at one time had been a cutthroat investigator with few to no morals. He worked the better part of his career for a bookie. It was his job to find out who had money, who didn’t, and who could get some, or possibly pay a very large and unique favor of his boss’s choosing. The profession fashioned his taste for unhealthy doses of cynicism splashed with lusty hints of vigilante flavors. He was still effective in his work but after the loss of his wife, he lost his edge when he replaced her with gambling. Unfortunately, he wasn’t very lucky. With his increasing debt came an increasing need to please Robert “Bobby” Baker. Peter continued to work for Bobby despite his growing malcontent for Bobby’s character mutations.
  Peter mailed the package as instructed and was surprised to see it returned from Benny two days later. Peter immediately took the box to the lab and requested to speak to the manager. Peter kindly demanded the results by the end of the day as he casually slid the young manager five, one hundred dollar bills per Bobby’s instructions. The manager promised a result by four o’clock and the two men parted ways.
 



 
Chapter 42
 
 Before the murder madness hit Tilley, Benny worked a case for a few days that he mentally referred to as the case of the wilting tree. There was an ongoing battle between the city and a tree owner and the tree’s owner suspected someone was taking the matter into their own hands, unable to wait for a judicial ruling. The owner, ironically named Ken Green, noticed the tree’s leaves on the side fronting the street beginning to turn brown. Aware of Benny’s discreet inquiries, Mr. Green called Benny.
  Recovered from his previous stakeout, Benny loaded up his coffee carrying carafe and headed out for another lonely night under the stars. He figured there wasn’t much else he could accomplish at this point in the murder investigation after midnight and Rachael was fast asleep. He had previously made a visual inspection of the tree. 
Benny immediately determined foul play was involved in the case of the wilting tree, as near the base of the tree dirt and pine straw lay scattered about as if hurriedly hurled. It had rained two days earlier and Benny surmised by the mud splatter that someone threw handfuls of muddy earth at the tree’s base. Above the resting place of said dirt were the remnants of forcible explosions of mud. It was not long after Benny had settled into himself, mentally glued to his car’s seat that he spotted a man in a raincoat walking towards the tree with the hood of his coat extended above his head. Benny froze. 
He let the seat swallow him halfway until his eyes shot directly over the steering wheel. The gentleman in question stopped in front of the tree and pulled something out of his jacket. He knelt at the base of the tree and brushed his hand over the dirt and mud. Out of the jacket another item appeared. From Benny’s vantage point it looked like a coat hanger, or something of the like being stuck in and out of the ground repeatedly. The man’s magic jacket produced next a funnel. Into the funnel, he poured another item from the seemingly bottomless jacket, redistributed the dirt, and quickly exited the scene. 
  Quietly exiting and closing the car door, Benny pursued on foot. His hot pursuit lasted only about forty steps as two houses down the supposed tree killer entered a home through the opened garage. Benny watched as he unloaded the supplies from his jacket into a wooden trunk in the corner of the garage and locked it with a padlock. Once inside, the home lights began to shine and Benny mentally photographed the man as he shut his front blinds. 
  Back on the boat, after breaking the record for the world’s shortest stakeout, Benny lay down on his couch to rest his eyes for a moment before preparing for bed. When he opened his eyes he saw a hint of the rising sun and noticed his answering machine’s light was flashing. He slept so hard he had not heard the phone ring. He pushed the retrieval button. The message was from Vernon. Benny wanted to sleep a couple more hours but the call stirred even his mind, altered and numbed as it was by heinous crimes. There had been another murder.
  When the call came in to the police station reporting the third murder and requesting help, two people had already vomited. Judy, from down at the Quick Thread Sewing Parlor found a body suspended from the ceiling of her store and lost her breakfast. She had Chuckie Neighbors’s personal cell number from a previous affair and called him directly. Chief Neighbors arrived moments later and spewed all over the floor, contaminating all of the evidence. It didn’t matter though; our Lucifer had left not a clue.
  Simultaneous to the time that Benny and Vernon arrived, Chuckie Neighbors was swallowing the last drop of the bottled water he had been sipping, interspaced with the Sprite that had one remaining sip.
  The body Benny and Vernon viewed was a female. It was immediately apparent the killer had become brave with his murderous art. There was blood covering distinct sections of the walls and she was dressed obscenely precious. 
  They saw the hell of hell. The female body hung from the ceiling on a swivel. It turned, turned, turned. She was dressed like Mary, the Mother of Jesus. The baby blue cloth that should have hid her chest was slit, deliberately revealing her breasts. Blasphemy. There were deep slashes beneath each breast, creating a V entrenched deep in her upper torso. The red blood mixed with the cheap blue material made purple and Benny spotted a stain that looked like a heart. Lifeless, she stayed in motion, somehow continuously turning, and Benny for a moment pondered the possibility of creating perpetual motion. Moving on to the perplexities at hand the two men visually gathered information without words.
  They did not have to wait for an identification of victim number three. Everybody knew her. She cut just about everybody’s hair in town or served them lunch. It was Michelle.
  It was rare for Benny to feel emotion in the midst of dead bodies. This one hurt. He knew of this one’s spirit.
  Vernon broke the long silence asking Benny, “Where’s the bird?”
  “It’s here somewhere,” Benny mumbled. “He thinks he’s being clever. He finally got the balls to spill some blood.” Benny was angry. “She’s wearing a locket,” Benny said as his eyes shot up and he followed immediately with, “do you think there’s a picture in there?”
  “Of course there is,” Vernon said, as his mind erupted with the possibilities of what hid between the clasps of the fake, gold-chipped locket. He approached the locket in slow motion and smelled perfume and the fading scent of woman as it dissipated from the turning body. Vernon stopped the body, unconsciously held his breath and opened the locket doors. He did the unthinkable and laughed. 
  Benny waited, eventually slipping off his pins and needles, interrupting Vernon’s laughter to ask, “What the hell is it, a list of jokes?”
  Getting a hold of his laughter, his face returning to grim, Vernon simply said, “It’s a picture of Big Bird from Sesame Street.”
 



 
Chapter 43
 
  The two men exited the Quick Thread Sewing Parlor. Rachael and Jerry Lee were waiting for them impatiently on the sidewalk. Benny had awakened Rachael before leaving and as promised, Rachael called Jerry Lee with the lead.
  “Jerry Lee,” Vernon said as he stuck his index finger uncomfortably in his face. “Don’t you dare step a foot inside that door. You hear me?”
  “What in the Harry Houdini happened in there?” Jerry Lee asked.
  “What do you think,” Vernon snapped, aggravated with his presence. He told Jerry Lee and Rachael what he could, staying within his professional boundaries. “Put in your story that Chief Neighbors has threatened his staff that if they don’t produce results in an undisclosed amount of time he will request the help of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
  “Rachael,” Benny said, pulling her eyes away from her notebook. “Chief Asshole asked me to be the spokesman for any media requests. He surpassed his potential in his interview with you and I’m fairly certain we won’t be seeing much more of him.”
  “But he’s the Chief,” Rachael said in disbelief.
  “It’s a small town Rachael; he has never had to do anything but look pretty.”
  “Will you go on the air with me tonight?” Rachael asked.
  “Sure,” Benny answered as a light bulb went off in his head. “Let’s go over to my place and you can prep me for your questions.” They left, thinking they had Vernon and Jerry Lee snowed over. This was true for Jerry Lee, but Vernon laughed to himself with a bit of jealousy as the two pulled away in Benny’s Jeep.
 



 
Chapter 44
 
  When R.C. returned from Atlanta to his room at the Tuck ‘Em Inn, he was glad to hear his rambunctious neighbors had departed. With the door double locked and the drapes closed, he slowly pulled the newly-engraved bat from his bag and studied every inch of it with admiration, as he imagined the bloodstains that would soon be soaked into the pine.
 At first he handled it with extreme care as if it was some sort of bomb that could possibly detonate at any moment if touched inappropriately. Gradually his grip tightened until he was grasping the handle with all his might. R.C.’s muscles tightened as he took a right handed batting stance. He imagined his enemy before him and began to swing in a baseball fashion. 
Some of his swings were like that of a player attempting to hit a fastball strike thrown down the middle of the plate and R.C. envisioned himself battering the abdomen and chest of his future victim. Other swats of the bat were high as he pleasured in the thought of repeatedly cracking his skull. R.C. then switched from a baseball swing to a golf swing as he visualized his prey begging for his life on the floor. 
He swung like a long drive champion going for a four hundred yard drive. R.C. repeated this action, working himself into a frenzy, sweating so steadily the droplets falling from his forehead clouded his vision. R.C. wiped his eyes with his shirt and swung with a final style before he reached exhaustion. 
This time, as if he was chopping wood, he pounded the bat into the pillows and mattress as he clearly pictured the bludgeoning he would deliver. He swung so hard at times his feet left the ground. His grunts filled the room with savagery and a wolf-like ferocious anger. Like a crazed, rabid animal, he was salivating uncontrollably and slobber flew from his mouth as he grinded his teeth against one another to near breakage. 
  Physically exhausted and mentally spent, R.C. fell on his back, landing hard on the tousled bed. His breath was heavy for a few moments as his chest rose and fell in an effort to satisfy his oxygen-starved lungs. As sweat continued to seep through his pores, R.C. dazedly smiled with the hope that revenge would somehow sedate the part of him that mourned for the years he would never regain because of imprisonment. 
Although R.C. was comfortable with the person he had become, it still stung to think he had spent the prime of his life in an institution of correction. Even though he had thought the subject through thousands of times, he once again mentally toyed with the idea of letting the whole thing die with the past and begin his life anew from this point forward.
Once again, the cerebral journey ended with R.C. dismissing the idea of forgiveness or forgetting. He did not necessarily want to go back to prison but R.C. also was not willing to live the rest of his life on the outside knowing his adversary had escaped punishment for what he had done; neither did he want to be on the run from the law. Therefore, settled yet again in his mind was the unavoidable task and knowledge of the fact he would even the score. 
Before he did though, there was one more thing he wanted to do before he spent the rest of his life behind steel bars.
 



 
Chapter 45
 
  Leaning against the giant oak tree in Benny’s front yard, Red waited for Ned with a shovel, a hoe, a pickax, and a wheel barrow. Inside, Benny was poring through case documents and looking at crime scene photos for the umpteenth time. Benny transcended the clichés of putting yourself in someone else’s shoes and getting into the mind of the killer. The two hackneyed phrases did not describe his innate gift of imagining every aspect of a violent crime. Most people don’t have the mental guts to visualize and feel gruesome details, which might include physical actions, emotions, motivations, and mindsets before, after, and during crimes. Benny did. 
  When Benny heard Ned’s vehicle pulling into the driveway, he put down his work and went outside to introduce the two fellows to one another. Benny did not want Red to be uncomfortable with Ned and acted once again as Red’s protector. Ned gimped up the walkway, eyes bugging out of his head as usual, with a yellow tackle box in one hand and a bag of homegrown tomatoes in the other. Red smiled as he surmised this was the man with the seeds.
  “Going fishing?” Benny called down to Ned in jest.
  “No, no,” Ned replied, as he shot Benny a grin and nodded to Red. “I quit fishing in our lake after I personally ran some tests on the water. This is my seed box now. I brought you guys some tomatoes,” Ned said as he set the bag and tackle box on the porch and shook Benny’s hand.
  “Now Ned,” Benny began, knowing he would be speaking to unheeding ears. “The Army Corps of Engineers reported last year that our water was in satisfactory condition.”
  “I’m guessing this is the lad you were telling me about, Benny?” Ned said, turning to Red who was still standing with the tools. Ned fulfilled Benny’s prediction by completely ignoring what he had just said. 
  “Yes sir,” Benny stated as he took a few steps, putting him within contact of the two. “This is Red Jasper.” To Red, he followed with, “Red, this is my friend Ned. I think he may have brought you some seeds for your garden.”
  Ned and Red shook hands and Red told him, “Dirt not too bad. Before sun high up, Red stir dirt to try and make happy.”
  Ned shot a look at Benny. Benny informed Ned during his initial call inquiring about seeds of Red’s strange speech. Ned turned around so Red could not see his lips and said, “Red, can you hear me?”
  “Yeah,” Red answered.
  “I thought the same thing at first,” Benny said in a sidebar to Ned. Red didn’t hear the comment as he was still looking off in the distance behind Ned, wondering why he had turned around to ask him a question. Red thought Ned might have seen something and his attention wandered with his eyes.
  “Red, I have one more box of seeds in the car,” Ned said. “Would you mind getting that for me?”
  As Red hustled off to the car, excited about the additional seeds and out of earshot, Ned agreed with Benny that Red spoke like a deaf person. “Does he know sign language?” Ned asked.
  “I haven’t thought to ask,” Benny replied. “Sometimes it’s hard enough just calling him on the phone to check up and ask how he’s doing. He told me he didn’t have a ‘talk machine’ back home. First time it rang I think he soiled his shorts,” Benny joked. “He won’t watch the television or use the washing machine; I came by one day and he was washing some clothes out back with the hose, a bucket, and a bar of soap. I think it would be a safe bet to say he can’t read either. I would love to know his story.”
  “What does he do all day?” Ned asked.
  “He works outside in the yard and listens to his library of tapes,” Benny said.
  “What do you mean by library?” Ned asked.
  “He must have over a hundred audio cassettes he brought with him. The same day I found him washing his clothes in a bucket, he was listening to a book on tape about being a winner in the stock market. It was an odd scene to say the least.”
  When Red came back with the seeds Ned asked, “Red, do you sign?”
  “Mama said it bad to listen to stars. Just Jesus.”
  “No, no,” laughed Ned as Benny gave him an, I told you so look. “Do you know sign language?” Ned said as he asked Red what his name was in sign language. Red signed back. Ned gave Benny a proud glance as Benny’s mouth fell open in disbelief.
  “Ask him how he knows sign language.”
  Ned did just that and Red answered. “He says that both of his parents were deaf and they couldn’t talk. It seems his signing vocabulary is pretty limited, but he is making more sense than he does with the spoken word.” 
Ned and Red carried on a conversation for five or so minutes without Ned translating for Benny. Benny was content to watch in amazement as Red’s face phased through a bevy of expressions. Ned’s face did the same as he heard the condensed version of Red’s life story. Not knowing he was kidnapped, he of course was not able to tell that chapter of his life. Switching gears, the two turned their attention to the seeds and Benny slipped back inside after asking Ned to come in and have a quick chat before leaving.
  Ned stayed with Red for nearly an hour, showing him the variety of seeds and giving freely any Red wanted. Red named the vegetables many of the seeds would eventually produce by sight, impressing Ned with his apparent fluency with gardening. Ned, being a scientist by nature, stayed longer than intended to study Red’s behavior. Imbedded in a passing thought was a question that asked, is Red Tilley’s killer? As he and Red discussed the different varieties of squash, he concluded no one could possibly conjure up an acting job equal to Red’s behavior. Once inside, Ned shared the remorse he felt in questioning Red’s character with Benny. 
  “Don’t feel bad about that Ned,” Benny assured. “The first night I left him here, I was settling in on the boat and the same thought crossed my mind.”
  “I guess it’s just a coincidence he showed up in Tilley right about the time the first murder happened.”
  “I guess you saw, after you were with him even for that short time, that he has an innocence and charm that couldn’t possibly be faked.”
  “He does, doesn’t he?” Ned smiled. After a pause, Ned asked, “What did you want to see me about?”
  “I’m trying to find Red’s parents,” Benny answered.
  “He told me they were dead,” Ned replied confused.
  “They may or may not be. I’ll give you more details later but what do you know about paternity tests?”
  “All you would need is a buccal swab from Red in which you basically take something like a q-tip provided by the lab and rub it inside his mouth against his cheek and send it off to a lab. If they have the same from the father or the mother they would be able to conclude with 99.9 to 100 percent accuracy whether Red is their offspring.”
  “Sounds easy,” Benny responded, not telling Ned that he had done exactly what was described.
 The envelope with the swab should have already reached its destination, he calculated.





Chapter 46
 
 Peter arrived at the lab one minute before four. The manager was standing at the front counter, waiting with an envelope in his hand. Peter walked directly to the counter and there was a silent exchange accompanied with stoic nods. With the envelope screaming to be opened, Peter knew he couldn’t wait to get back to the office or home and pulled his car into a deserted parking lot. He threw the car in park before the wheels came to a complete stop. The vehicle lurched forward and snapped back, bouncing and rocking as he unbuckled like a gunslinger drawing his weapon to fire. 
  With the car still and his body free of the seatbelt, he held the envelope in his hand for an instant, taking a pensive breath. He then dug his index finger into the corner, finding an entrance. He haphazardly ran his finger the length of the envelope, tearing a ragged opening revealing the document. He cautiously removed the tri-folded paper and held it to his chest as he removed the creases with a few quick sweeps of his nervous hands. 
Holding the papers against the steering wheel, he reached into his jacket pocket and supplemented his eyesight with reading glasses. All he wanted was a simple answer but what he found was a sea of words. His adrenaline and excitement led his eyes in laps around the paper, comprehending little of the scientific jargon until he finally found what he was looking for. It was a match. 
  Peter went numb. He felt as if his head was filling up with hot water and his hands, just the opposite, were cold and steely. He reread the lines dictating the verdict again hoping the words would magically rearrange to tell a different tale. A vision of Robert “Bobby” Baker laughed in his mind, sending evil reverberations through his frozen limbs.
  Putting the car in drive, he drove in a crawl towards the direction of Bobby’s office, unwillingly and dazed like a sailor steering a ship towards a siren song. Peter parked his car in the deck attached to Bobby’s high-rise building and as he exited, he could not remember commandeering the vehicle across town. The flickering fluorescent lights that illuminated the deck pulsed as he walked in robot fashion to the elevator. His distaste for Bobby grew with each forced step, as he knew the information delivered would be misused for political gains and not a joyful reunion. 
  Entering Bobby’s office, he made an effort to show no emotion with all of the neutrality he could muster. His ghostlike expression and the pale tone of his skin gave away his news.
  “Is it him?” Bobby asked standing up behind his desk and rubbing his hands together. “It is, isn’t it?” Peter nodded affirmatively. “Holy shit, holy shit, holy Mary the Mother of God,” he said running in place and flinging his arms in the air as if he had just won something grand. “What did the lab say?”
  “It’s one hundred percent boss,” Peter chimed with bogus delight.
  Bobby repeated exactly the string of obscenities he had previously uttered. As he blasphemed the holy virgin, he once again did the forty-yard dash without moving a step. “Do you know what this means?” he asked without expecting or wanting an answer. “Do you know what this means?” Bobby repeated like a motivational speaker ranting to an impassioned crowd. “We won. We won. Cancel the primary. Cancel the election. The ballots are in. We won.”
  “Boss?” Peter asked sheepishly and waited. Against his better judgment he suggested, “Don’t you think we should find out what kind of person this is before we go any further?”
  “What do you mean?” Bobby asked.
  “I mean…” Peter stumbled with a rare lack of confidence. “What if this kid is a criminal or drug addict or gay porn star?” He felt like an idiot for adding his last example, but it was something that popped in his mind and somehow found its way out of his mouth. 
  Bobby laughed at the gay porn star reference. The wisdom in Peter’s suggestion dimmed his mood with questions. He sat down and motioned for Peter to take a seat. “He’s a Baker!” Bobby stated modestly. Peter cringed. “I’m sure he’s an intelligent young man,” Bobby piped. “Our family tree is bursting with talent and brains and beauty.” Bobby held clinched fists in front of him like a scrappy boxer. Peter thought he might throw up. 
 “OK,” Bobby said descending into unpleasant thoughts. “OK, OK.” Peter watched the mental tailspin before him and waited for an SOS. He smiled to himself for the first time in hours, as he knew Bobby’s stress equated to big bucks for his wallet.
  “All right, Peter,” he said moving his hands as if he were calling a traveling violation in basketball. “Find him,” Bobby demanded. “Find out everything you can about him. I want pictures, video, you name it and I want it on this kid. If he doesn’t pan out we trash those papers and send Benny James a letter saying it wasn’t a match.”
  Bobby, as Peter expected, magically produced a large amount of cash from his desk that Peter was beginning to think of as an ATM machine. Peter slithered out of the room fingering the cash in his pocket.
 



 
Chapter 47
 
 Rachael needed a nap. As she entered the parking lot of the Lakeside Motor Inn she saw the owner, Carlton Davis, picking up trash and cigarette butts that were sprinkled around the asphalt. A majority of the trucks and vans belonging to the other media crews were gone for the day and she wondered if Carlton had noticed she had not slept in her room the past two nights. She stopped by for clothes and a shower the day before but she had not seen him.
  “Good afternoon, Ms. Martin,” he said, as he studied a receipt he picked up from the pavement.
  “Hi, Mr. Davis,” Rachael said, thinking hopefully he must not be in the mood to talk since he did not look away from the receipt.
  “Don’t break his heart,” Carlton said still avoiding eye contact as he bent over to pick up a lipstick encrusted cigarette butt.
  “What!” Rachael yipped. 
  Carlton raised his head slowly, with a twinkle in his eye. “We can’t have that boy moping around town for months after you leave here to work on another story.” He said this exempt of any harsh tones or judgments. 
  Comforted by Carlton’s tenor, Rachael said, “What makes you think I’ll break his heart?” She arched her hip and smirked, “Maybe it’s gonna be the other way around.” Her Mississippi drawl had reappeared with her spunk. 
  “Oh no,” Carlton wisely stated. “This is a fishing town and a man knows a catch when he has one on the line.”
  “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Rachael said, lowering her hip.
  “Good,” Carlton nodded. “That is the way it was meant. Now Ms. Martin, go take yourself a nap. You got a big show tonight. I’m sure you need to recharge with the results from the forensics coming back and being released to the media this morning.”
  “Thanks Mr. Davis.” Rachael paused trying to decide if she should ask the question that popped into her head. “Does everybody in town know about Benny and me?”
  “Ms. Martin,” Carlton smiled, “if we had one of those gossipy type papers here in Tilley, it would be front page news. Even though I thought I had it pretty well figured out this morning, Donny’s brother told me when he delivered the morning paper. He doesn’t usually stop so I knew it must have been some pretty exciting news.”
  “Great!” 
  Carlton continued picking up the remaining cigarette butts off the ground as Rachael belly flopped onto the bed, falling soundly asleep with her clothes and shoes on.
 



 
Chapter 48
 
  Benny and Rachael chatted with her producer and cameraman as they waited for the nine o’clock hour to arrive. During Benny’s career, he made guest appearances on numerous television shows and participated in countless interviews. He was not nervous in the least plus he and Rachael discussed earlier the talking points the two thought imperative. Benny wanted the public to be assured, especially the residents of Tilley, he was certain a suspect would soon be apprehended. He was calm with the confidence that no one could live under his nose and hide with the clues he had found. Forensics came back with morsels. He had a bag of intimations. 
  The on-air dialogue began with a succinct discussion revealing Benny’s resume. Rachael didn’t have to act impressed as she realized again Benny’s accomplishments. The conversation transitioned into talk about the decision the Chief had made earlier in the day.
  “So,” Rachael said, slowly gathering her thoughts. “Chief Neighbors has given the department ten days to bring the fugitive to justice before he turns the case over to the FBI.”
  “That is correct.” Benny held up his hand softly and pointed his finger in the air. “I don’t expect it to take ten days, but that is the time frame we have been given.”
  “Mr. James,” Rachael said, tossing her head back. “That’s an extremely confident statement don’t you think?”
  “Yes ma’am, it is,” Benny winked and gave a smile that exposed a glimpse of his personality.
  Rachael cackled internally to hear Benny call her ma’am on national television. “Do you think a statement like that might possibly give the public and especially the residents of Tilley false hope?”
  “No. I’m hoping it does just the opposite; that it gives them genuine hope. If the residents of Tilley will allow their lives to be inconvenienced for another week, give or take a few days, staying ultra aware of their surroundings and being vigilant, we will get this town back to normal.”
  “Now, Mr. James,” Rachael intensified her gaze. “I don’t mean to doubt your proclamation that you will solve this within ten days. You do have an extraordinary record of solving perplexing cases. And I would like to let the viewers know we did speak earlier. You disclosed to me what information the crime lab came back with. What did they find?”
  “They came back with nothing,” Benny stated.
  “Let me get this right,” Rachael said pausing, playing it up for the cameras. “The crime lab states they obtained no leads from the evidence.”
  “Correct.”
  “Mr. James,” Rachael said, still playing. “How do you solve a crime with no evidence?”
  “I never said we didn’t have any evidence,” Benny said wryly. “I guess I did not make myself clear. We did not find any scientific evidence. Big deal. So, we have no help from science. We have plenty of other evidence.”
  “What kind?” Rachael asked, her play ended.
  “Psychological evidence, messages…”
  Rachael cut in, “I don’t recall hearing about any messages.”
  “He didn’t write them with letters, he didn’t speak them with words, he communicates like an artist. Visual images, hints and traces of what he did and what paths he took to create the staged crime scenes. Basically, what he left for us to find. He raises questions and dares us to unravel his secrets.” 
  “So,” Rachael said slowly. “You have some of that?” She could not believe the phrase that she had just spoken.
  “We have plenty and it’s beginning to gel.”
  “Good luck, Mr. James.”
  “Thank you, ma’am.”
 



 
Chapter 49
 
 R.C.’s last task before confronting Miles and exacting his long-awaited revenge was a daytrip to Pascagoula, Mississippi. It was three hundred and sixty-four miles one way. He figured he could make it round trip in twelve to fourteen hours, depending on the amount of time it took him to find the grave, once in town. 
  Pascagoula, Mississippi was once a sleepy fishing village. That was before World War II. The war brought the shipbuilding industry to town and cranes now delineated the water’s edge as they rose and hovered like giant robotic monsters above the passing shrimp boats. R.C. passed several refineries and fish rendering plants. The smells further stimulated his memories of the short span of his life that was planted along the Gulf before being rudely and unjustly uprooted. 
  Upon arriving and stopping to ask for directions twice, he found the cemetery. R.C. smelled like the highway, with a splash of truck stop. The flowers in the graveyard didn’t seem to mind. Myra Robinson’s resting body didn’t mind, either. After such a long haul on the motorcycle, he was worthy of membership in the Iron Butt club. The numbness that the hum and vibration of the engine provided momentarily covered his aching. He could still hear the motorcycle’s drone as he neared the site where she was buried. The aging headstone had a barely legible quote at the bottom. This was R.C.’s first visit to the site so he was not familiar with its message. Whisked away and pronounced immediately guilty, he did not even know who was responsible for her burial. After reading the quote, he knew. It read, “Birdsongs.”
  Miles.
  Ray Clint Boyd cried. He cried like a baby. “I loved you,” he said to the gravestone. “I could have made more of myself, I know.” 
  He placed a dead bird on Myra’s grave and said out loud, in a voice filled with emotion, “I’m coming for you Miles, god dammit.” With the words still in the air, R.C. turned, walked to the Gold Wing, and headed back to Tilley.
 



 
Chapter 50
 
 Benny and Vernon walked into Renée’s for lunch. Jerry Lee and Larry from the music store were sitting at a table just inside the door’s entrance. There was a mass of food on the table. Larry looked directly at Benny and then back to the fork that was about to enter his mouth, without recognizing Benny. He had on a shirt that read, “I’m as baked as fried chicken.” A teriyaki chicken wing distracted Jerry Lee. 
  “The music man and the paper man,” Benny said, stopping in front of their table. 
  Larry popped his head up like a spooked turtle and Jerry Lee said, “God bless America!”
  Vernon laughed and said, “Damn, can’t a black man come in here without scaring folks?” 
  “That was a joke, wasn’t it?” Larry asked sputtering, not sure if it was or not. 
  “Of course man,” Vernon winked. “How’s it going Jerry Lee? Find out anything new today?”
  “Just what you guys released of the lab results. Doesn’t really seem like enough to write two paragraphs worth without a whole bunch of filler and re-tell of the story. And everybody knows the story. Can I ask you guys a few questions?”
  “No,” Benny responded.
  “And don’t be eavesdropping on us either,” Vernon added.
  Benny and Vernon sat down at a table as far away from the two as possible. Their conversation was light and personal, not case related, as they ordered, waited for their food, and waited for Jerry Lee and Larry to leave. Benny got Vernon up to speed on the situations with Rachael and Red. Vernon commented on how boring his life was compared to Benny’s. Their food arrived almost simultaneous to the time Jerry Lee and Larry departed. As they left, Jerry Lee promised Benny a call later in the day. Benny did not promise to answer.
  Larry and Jerry Lee left the café and the lunch hour wound down into its waning moments. Benny and Vernon once again, with Renée dressing the sinful desserts in the kitchen, had the place to themselves. Vernon smiled.
  “What?” Benny asked. “You have something,” he said pointing his finger Vernon’s way and beginning a smile of his own. “I know that look.”
  “I think I do,” Vernon responded. “The last time we were here talking about the case, you asked me if Ryan had a computer.”
  “Yeah. You said you didn’t see one in the apartment.”
  “Well, I started looking into some of his financial records and found he had been paying  for a high speed Internet connection. And the connection was not at his and Farrah’s apartment.”
  “Oh no,” Benny said, wheels turning. “Oh shit!” He gulped as he knew what Vernon was about to say.
  “Yep, the house on Little Pond Road. Crime scene number one.”
  “Oh Jesus,” Benny pushed away what was left of his food.
  “That’s not all.”
  “Something else big?” Benny questioned.
  “I’ll say. Farrah gave me the boss’s number and I got him to round up the crew that was working on the house before the investigation shut it down. I had them meet me down in the unfinished basement. It’s still pretty dark down there and I thought the atmosphere might intimidate the boys a bit. It did. I started acting like I knew all kinds of stuff I didn’t know and they started sweating. Even the ones who didn’t know a thing were wiping their brows. The Mexicans who couldn’t understand a word I was saying were shitting bricks thinking I was the INS or something.”
 Benny leaned forward and listened in silence as Vernon warmed to his report. 
“They looked like they were ready to run so I rested my hand on the gun by my hip and I gave them all one of my cop looks. They didn’t move a muscle. When I brought up the Internet connection, this one skinny washed-out roofer lost it and spilled his guts. He said Ryan used chat rooms to meet girls. He said he also had some sort of weird club.”
Vernon stopped speaking as their dessert and coffee arrived. Benny sipped his coffee and waited patiently for Vernon to continue.
“He said Ryan had found some girls and guys within a minimal driving distance. They would rendezvous at the house after work hours. That accounts for the inflatable mattress we found in the master bedroom closet. 
He went on to say Ryan had recently met this one chick he was wild about. He said Ryan had bragged a time or two about his conquests but was mostly secretive about it. He supposedly talked constantly about this new girl he hadn’t met yet. The only other thing I got out of him was her screen name.”
  “What was it?” Benny asked, almost afraid to hear the answer. 
  “Little red hen.”
  “Little red hen?”
  “Yep.”
  “God damned birds.”
 



 
Chapter 51
 
 Chief Neighbors moped around his house, feeling his ineptitude. The phone rang and he answered hesitantly. It was his and Benny’s ex-wife Jane. 
  “Hi, Chuckie,” she began. “I saw Benny on the news last night,” she continued casually. “When’s this going to stop?”
  “I’m sure Benny will solve it any day now.”
  “But…” Jane croaked, “Benny said on the show you didn’t recover any evidence?”
  “C’mon Jane,” he said. “Didn’t you have enough time to get to know him better than that?”
  “You’re right. You’re right. I’m sure he has something up his sleeve.”
  “He does,” Chuckie stated.
  “What is it?”
  “I don’t know. I just know him.”
  “You feeling pretty low?” Jane asked, concerned.
  “Yeah.”
  “Ah, c’mon Chuckie. Solving crimes just isn’t your thing. Being Sheriff and Chief doesn’t mean you have to be the best at everything in the whole system. If that were the case, you would have to be the best typist, the best driver in high-speed chases, and make the best coffee. You type with two fingers, you drive like an old man, and your coffee tastes like shit. But, Chuckie, you’re the glue that holds it all together. You’re a people person and even though you oftentimes give people plenty of reasons to hate you, they still love you.”
  “You think?” he said, seeing a light out of his downtrodden tunnel. 
  “Yeah. And you’re making the right decision by giving Benny and Vernon ten more days before you call in the feds. I hate to say anything good about him, because he really pissed me off on the phone the other day, but he is better than anyone you could call in there.”
  “He is that,” Chief Neighbors said.
 



 
Chapter 52
 
 Peter sat at his desk with the paper work Benny had filled out for the paternity test. He wondered where to begin. In a covert manner, Peter needed to get an inside track into what became of the found son of Jack Baker. Benny had written his cell phone number on the documents but Peter didn’t want to take the chance of talking to Benny while he was working. 
Peter wanted the exchange to be a casual one in which he might pick up a hint or two about Benny’s client through relaxed conversation. He thought he would ask where the kid worked even though he knew as a professional, Benny probably would not reveal this information. He decided he would lie to Benny and tell him the lab was running behind schedule and the results would be available in the next couple of working days. Being a Friday, this strategy would buy him a few days to conduct his investigation. Peter decided to try the home phone he found listed in the phone book.
  The phone in the house with the red picket fence rang. Red, now accustomed and no longer frightened by its sound, answered. Peter did not understand the greeting and asked for Benny, not using his last name for the sake of his laid back tone. “Bendy trying to jail up bad man,” Red stated.
  “Excuse me?” Peter asked.
  “Bad man hurt bad kill people. Bendy hide and seek him.”
  “OK…” Peter said, trying to get his mental feet under him. Peter looked at the name Benny had written on the documents to make certain one final time that he was reading it correctly. “Do you know where I can find Red Jasper?”
  Red thought the voice on the other end of the phone was looking for his father and he said, “He’s dead.”
  “What!” Peter asked. “He’s dead? When did this happen?”
  “When Red seventeen.”
  “Where is Red now?” Peter asked, attempting to understand the strange conversation he embarked upon.
  “Here.”
  “Can I talk to him?”
  “You do.”
  “All right,” Peter said getting frustrated. “Red is there?”
  “Here Red.”
  “Can you please get him for me?” Peter pleaded.
  “You get,” Red replied. 
  “How the hell am I supposed to get him when I’m not there and you are?” Peter’s frustration turned to anger.
  “You get.”
  Fed up and not wanting to continue the Abbott and Costello routine, he slammed the phone to its holder.
  Peter, having the address, decided to drive over and attempt to find the underlying cause of the bizarre situation. He had a vacuum cleaner in his trunk he used for such occasions. He planned to use his door-to-door salesman routine. On one such enactment, he made his pitch and showed a demonstration to a woman who, to his surprise, wanted to buy one. Thinking fast, Peter promised a delivery the following day and never returned. In his other false sales pitches, Peter never even had the opportunity to plug the vacuum into the wall. 
  Spotting the mailbox displaying the numbers he sought, Peter wondered why the fence was red. Puzzled, he thought of the person he spoke with on the phone. Peter, still thinking about the strange voice, knocked on the door with his vacuum in hand.
  Peter thought the young man who answered the door looked like a real life version of Shaggy from Scooby-Doo. Red stared at Peter and his vacuum without saying a word. Peter waited for a greeting that never came and said, “Hello, my name is Lou Stewartson. I’m with the Handy-Vac Corporation and it would be my pleasure to demonstrate for you our most popular selling vacuum.” 
Red remained silent, as he had never seen a vacuum cleaner. 
Boldly wanting to gain entrance into the home Peter spotted a plug, pointed towards it and in the same motion walked past Red and into the house. A potted plant sat on the coffee table and Peter grabbed a handful of dirt and tossed it on the floor. He plugged in the vacuum, gave Red a cheap smile, and sucked up the dirt. 
  When he turned off the vacuum, Red clapped with enthusiasm and said, “You little machine eat dirt!”
  “Yes, yes,” Peter answered, thankful the boy had a pulse. 
  “Bendy need dirt eater machine. How many monies?”
  “One hundred and nineteen dollars,” Peter said with another gaudy smile.
  “Oh,” Red said deflated. “Red having thirty dollars.”
  “You’re Red?”
  “Red here.”
  “Well Red,” Peter said pulling his camera out of his pocket. “Handy-Vac is having a special promotion to give some of our very special customers a free vacuum cleaner.”
  “Free!”
  “Yes Red, free. All I need for you to do is let me take a few pictures of you with the vacuum and you just might win it!”
  Red took the vacuum in hand and Peter snapped away with his digital camera. Peter then turned the dial on the camera allowing it to take video and said, “All right, one last thing here. What do you think about the vacuum cleaner?”
  “Eat dirt fast like broom not can do.” 
  “And can you please tell me your name?”
  “Red. Red Jasper.”
  Feeling once again like a snake, Peter slithered out the door and back towards the office of Bobby Baker.
 



 
Chapter 53
 
 Birds sang to the evening. Benny and Rachael perched on the boat’s top watching the light’s last energetic flash of the day. Crickets joined in the birdsongs. The water bowed to the shore and the silence of old friends waltzed through a breeze.
  A redneck screamed heehaw to the world and it all ended abruptly.
  “I visited Danny Hill’s mother today,” Benny leaned forward and looked at her. 
  “Oh,” Rachael stretched and wiggled her toes.
  “She gave me some of his recordings and a couple of notebooks. Do you want to go down below, get a couple of beers and pour through this stuff?”
  “Oh wow! Yeah,” she said, using Benny’s arm to vault upwards.
  Rachael still found the fact she was on a boat hard to believe. Benny navigated around the kitchen’s island and opened the oversized fridge. Rachael looked at the fridge, studying its size, and then at the door leading outside. Benny handed her a bottle with a homemade label that read, “Ein-Stein.” 
  “Compliments of Ned,” Benny said.
  Rachael had yet to meet Ned and in jest asked, “Is he a beer scientist?”
  “No,” Benny chuckled. “Just a mad one.”
  “Did he concoct a potion to get that fridge through the door?”
  “No. That’s why I have the skylight,” he looked up.
  “You’re something else, Benny James.”
  “Yeah, yeah,” Benny sat on the couch with the stereo remote. “Come, sit babe. Let’s see what these songs have to offer.”
  After hearing half a song, Benny and Rachael both held a similar bipolar opinion of Danny’s music. The instrumentation was brilliant; his voice and lyrics were atrocious. They listened to both cassettes with hopes of finding a clue. It was painful work. When the second tape clunked, signaling its end, a deep sigh filled the room. Neither tape revealed anything pertinent. Benny unloaded the cassette from the deck and as he slid it back into its case, his eyes gushed. “Wham! Bam!”
  “What is it batman?”
  “Remember the screen name the person used who Ryan was chatting with on the Internet?” Benny asked twitching.
  “Yeah. Little Red Hen,” Rachael retorted, with anticipation.
  “Danny decorated this tape jacket, and at the bottom it says, ‘Made for Little Red Hen Records’.”
  “What?” Rachael looked puzzled. 
  “Look,” Benny handed her the casing. “They both knew him in some way.”
  “He preyed on them,” Rachael gasped. 
  “He was basically a vulture.”
 



 
Chapter 54
 
 As R.C. drove home from Pascagoula, he thought about his future, near and far. He didn’t look as he turned onto roads at a whim. He figured he would find his way back when he was ready. R.C. ached, feeling the prison in his soul. Those walls were cold and made his soul dry. 
  He thought of Myra Robinson. 
  He thought of Miles.
  He thought of Sly. He wanted to go fishing in Montana with Sly and work with him in the diner. Hard, honest work felt good to his soul. R.C. was homesick for the trailer with no electricity. He longed to gaze at the stars and to hear the bug chatter and other strange noises of the night. Even living in the shadow of the prison would not bring him down. It would be an arm around his shoulder, a friendly embrace. R.C. had the ability to forgive chance. He did not possess the ability to forgive Miles. 
  R.C. decided the time was near for the showdown. He grew weary of swinging the bat through the air. His anger began to perk.
  The last time R.C. looked down at the speedometer it had passed a hundred. His teeth gritted like flint about to spark fire. He trembled with the vibrations of the bike and with his anger.
 



 
Chapter 55
 
 Benny borrowed Donny’s speedboat. He needed a wind in the hair jaunt around the lake. As he steered the boat across the water, gently breaking its surface, he thought of his houseboat and its current name, the Jane Says. He decided it was time to change the name. Benny thought Casually Late would be a good name for a boat, although personally he was always on time. As he pondered additional names he thought of racehorses. His favorite racehorse name of all time was Captain Steve. Playing off this thought he settled on the fact that his racehorse, if he ever owned one would be named Lucky Steve. Benny laughed as the wind tickled his ears.
  He felt trickles of sweat bead on his forehead and the wind pushed some of the beads into his hair and others down between his eyes. He was under the gun once again and the stress felt good. His heart was beating wildly. He had more to do than one ordinary man could accomplish or mentally cope with, without cracking. 
Benny was not an ordinary man when it came to this business. He knew he needed to take the endeavors in front of him in stride and it would all fall into place. One step at a time he thought. A wise friend once told him to “chip away” when dealing with large problems or tasks and he decided, as he saw a skier take a nasty fall, to do just that.
  He pulled the boat’s throttle back and settled the boat into his favorite cove, tossing the anchor into the mirrored water, shattering its stillness. He packed two beers in a cooler and popped one of them into his favorite coozy. It was blue with a picture of Mount Rushmore on the front. He swiftly drank the first beer and as he sipped the second in deep thought he snapped out of his thinking as he saw a man rowing a boat towards a small island, the closest one to the shore. 
Benny didn’t think it was odd until he saw the man quickly get out of the boat and run ashore with a bag. He disappeared behind the trees and emerged a few minutes later without the bag. From Benny’s vantage point he decided the bag didn’t look big enough to carry a body and the man had carried it with such ease, that it was not a body. 
  With curiosity he waited until the man was back to the other shore. When he disappeared, Benny waited another five minutes until he drove the boat over to search the island. It took him nearly fifteen minutes to find what the man had hidden and upon finding it Benny filled with more curiosity and confusion. He found a hole, filled with canned goods and a six-pack of beer.
 



 
Chapter 56
 
 Peter downloaded the pictures and video from his camera to his laptop as he sat in the Baker Building parking garage. He dreaded Bobby’s forthcoming disappointment that had nothing to do with his brother’s plight. It was all about the golden calf, which was his campaign. Bobby had already banked on the fact this revelation would provide a priceless boost to his popularity. Peter walked as if he was a death row inmate to the chair in front of Bobby’s desk. 
  Bobby was in a fantastic mood. He was high as a kite tasting power that was not yet his. Peter fired up his laptop again as Bobby poured himself a drink. Already celebrating, imagining the front-page news stories that would tell of his overwhelming victory, he had not read the outcome in Peter’s eyes. When Bobby sat down at his desk, he took a long drink and looked Peter in the eyes for the first time since he had entered the room.
  “You’re not going to like this boss,” Peter confessed.
  “What? Is he a homo, a burnout loser, a convict? What?”
  “I think he’s retarded or something. He’s not right.” Peter shook his head, still confused by Red.
  “Did you get video?” Bobby drained his drink with exasperation.
  “Yeah, watch this.” Peter played the file.
  Bobby watched. His eyes had never been so wide. “Holy fucking shit. He’s a deaf retard. He is, isn’t he?”
  “I don’t know, boss. In person, he is even stranger than he seems on the video. Talking to him is like talking to a drunk three year old.”
  “This really bites my ass.” Bobby opened the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a healthy stack of bills. He laid them on the table in front of Peter. “This should more than cover the price for your silence.”
  “Yes sir, it certainly does,” Peter swallowed his pride as he pocketed the money.
  “Send them the standard letter we send everyone saying the test produced negative results.” 
  “Yes, sir.”
  Bobby poured another drink as Peter hurried away. He had a shark to visit.
 



 
Chapter 57
 
 Rachael decided to have lunch at the diner where Michelle previously worked part-time. Jerry Lee was just sitting down as she entered. 
  Making eye contact with Rachael he said, “Well, golly!” Rachael thought of Gomer Pyle. “If you’re not going to be busy working while you wait on your food and eat, you are more than welcome to join me Ms. Martin.”
  “Well, thank you,” Rachael said smiling. She sat her notebooks down on the seat across from Jerry Lee and pushed them in as she slid beside them.
  “I imagine we’re here for the same reason,” Jerry whispered secretively. 
  Rachael knew what he meant, but joked with him saying, “You’re hungry too!” 
  “Ms. Martin!” Jerry spit a dribble of coffee on his shirt. Wiping clumsily at the new forming stain, he laughed. “I’ll be a monkey’s kitty cat,” he said continuing to laugh at himself. More Gomer Pyle flew through Rachael’s mind.
  “I knew what you meant,” she winked at him. “Yeah, I had to get a feel for this place. I would die, excuse the expression, to go into her home or the Hair Palace but those are now sealed with yellow tape.”
  “Yep. I snuck my way into the first crime scene but that won’t happen again.”
  “Once again I must ask you to excuse the expression, but you’ve got the balls of a big city reporter Jerry Lee.”
  “Not really,” he finished his unsuccessful cleanup job of the coffee incident. “You can only pretend to not know protocol once. I used up my once.”
  “Hey—at least you used it and didn’t let it go to waste. What did you know about Michelle?” Rachael asked abruptly.
  “Well…” Jerry Lee hesitated as if he were about to give away a family secret. “She slept around.”
  “With who?”
  “Chief Neighbors.”
  “I could have guessed that one, who else?”
  “I’ll tell you in a minute—let me first tell you a little bit about her so you’ll understand.”
  “All right,” Rachael said, trying to follow his logic. 
  “Michelle was a sweetheart. Look up sweetheart in the dictionary—there’s a picture of Michelle. She’s had bad luck trying to get serious with someone. It seems that she attracts the running around type. She’s always getting cheated on. In some warped psychological way she gets back at those that done her wrong with her loose ways. I guess in her own way it shows them that she don’t care and she can do it too.”
  “Wow. OK. Now who else did she sleep with?”
  “You’re not going to like it.”
  “What?” Rachael said catching on.
  “Yep. Benny too.”
 



 
Chapter 58
 
 Benny decided to check the two motels in town for strangers. His first stop was the Lakeside Motor Inn. He and Carlton Davis were friends and Benny knew he would know who was staying in what room and what kind of person they probably were. Benny discovered media types inhabited a majority of the Inn. Carlton reported his knowledge of newspapers, radio stations, television crews, and a blogger. Carlton gave Benny the blogger’s room number, as she was the only one he felt might be shifty. 
  Benny knocked on room twelve’s door, the room next to Rachael’s, and saw a young woman spring from the bed like a deer. The drapes were open as she kept an eye out for any commotion in the parking lot. Hurried movements meant something new happened in the case. 
  She swung the door open and said, “Damn!” She paused. “Benny James.”
  “I guess you watch a lot of TV,” Benny said. 
  “Well, I guess I do.”
  “Since I don’t have to introduce myself, why don’t you?” 
  “Lola.”
  “Is that like Madonna or something, no last name?”
  “I guess, if that’s how you want to think about it.”
  “What brings you to town?”
  “You,” Lola said coolly.
  “Me?”
  “Yeah, you. I write a blog about you.”
  “Isn’t that some sort of Internet diary slash chat room?”
  “I guess if that’s how you want to think about it.”
  “Why me?”
  “Come in,” Lola said and walked into the room. Benny took a seat in a chair by the window and Lola sprung back onto the bed. “When I was in middle school, you were working the case where the college dean was killed in his office.”
  “Oh God,” Benny mumbled.
  “You were the media’s darling. I felt the same. Then you met Lizzy Clark and fell from grace. I’ve followed your career ever since.”
  “I really screwed up on that one, didn’t I?” Benny said lightheartedly. 
  “Hell, who would have thought that his daughter did it? How old was she anyway?”
  “Too young for me.”
  “You like them that way, don’t you?”
  “I do have a history.” Benny gazed out the window and turned back to Lola. “So you think you know a lot about me?”
  Lola reeled off a collection of information, imparting only a fraction of what she knew about him. Benny stopped her.
  “Whoa!” The flattery of a stranger knowing so much about him ignited a spark that flared his modesty. “You know enough to write a book about me,” Benny joked.
  “I am.”
  “Are you messing with me?” Benny asked, standing up.
  Lola continued reeling. Benny stopped her.
  Lola grinned confidently. “I wouldn’t do that, Benny.”
  He noticed her informality.
  “Your story has just begun,” she said. “The other stuff that’s happened in your life is your preface. You’re getting to the meat now.”
  “The meat?” Benny was perplexed with Lola.
  “Yes, the meat—of you. Get this,” she said, “man rises to hero, and hero falls from grace and rises again from the ashes, like a phoenix.”
  Benny noted the bird reference and somehow cordially ended the interrogation telling her it was too cliché. He was not sure who interrogated whom. As he dazedly opened his car door, Carlton emerged from the office.
  “Did she tell you that she is writing a book about you?” he called.
  “Yeah,” Benny shook his head. Yelling back across the parking lot he said, “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
  “I figured she’d tell you. It was her news, not mine.” Carlton walked back into the office.
 



 
Chapter 59
 
 R.C. stumbled through the door of his room at the Tuck ‘Em Inn and tossed his motorcycle helmet on the bed. Exhausted from the road, he fell next to the helmet and closed his eyes. Involuntarily, R.C. fell asleep. He dreamt of his bride to be who never was, Myra. After returning home from Vietnam, he chased a dream. He met Myra at a gas station in Alabama. As she checked her oil, R.C. offered his help. Offended by his assumption that a woman did not know how to put oil in a car, she coarsely told him thanks, but no thanks. R.C. for some reason liked women to scold him, as he did not have a mother to do that for him as a child. Myra liked to yell; they hit it off and made the perfect couple. 
  R.C. and Myra had been living together for three weeks when Miles found him. Miles’s uncle was a palm-pushing lobbyist who knew important people and had a lot of money. It was easy springing Miles from the brig. R.C. had told everybody he knew that once back in the United States of America, he would find work on a shrimp boat. Growing up in the Nevada desert made him curious about what it would be like to live by water.
  Miles was a host of people. He was howl at the moon crazy, or calm to the point of anesthetized. He kept everybody guessing with his ability to play any role. With an Oscar worthy performance, he casually strolled onto R.C. and Myra’s porch one evening as they swung, enjoying their homemade happy hour. Miles did not mention the gun incident and neither did R.C. Having the gift of conversation and bullshit, he had an immediate in with Myra.
  “Hey, soldier boy,” Miles said, as he slunk up the three stairs on the porch.
  R.C. tried his best for cool, saying, “Miles, oh my God. How are you? This is Myra, my girl.”
  Myra came to love her verbal battles with Miles; R.C. rarely talked back. Growing weary of R.C.’s emotional wall that only grew after Mile’s appearance, Myra’s heart wandered. She wanted to leave R.C. for Miles, but Miles convinced her to stay. Miles concocted stories that led Myra to believe he stole a previous girlfriend from R.C. and repeating the act might destroy him. Forty days after Miles arrived in town, Myra was murdered.
  R.C. came home one evening to find Miles sitting on his porch swing. R.C. thought something was awry as Miles had never, to his knowledge been to the house when he was not home to solely visit Myra. In his next thought, he wondered about her whereabouts. R.C. next noticed, by his appearance alone that Miles was a different person. His personalities had once again altered. On the porch, R.C. stood before him silently, waiting for the new character to emerge.
  “You ever heard a jail bird sing?” Miles asked.
  “No.”
  “You’re about to,” Miles chuckled.
  “What does that mean?”
  “You’re about to sing a birdsong,” he said rotating the toothpick in his mouth a hundred and eighty degrees.
  “I’m not following you.”
  “I’ve made it all possible.” Miles flipped the toothpick in his mouth again and rose from the swing. “Sing pretty birdsongs,” he said patting R.C. on the shoulder as he walked past him and off the porch.
  R.C. watched him walk down the road and out of sight. It was the last time he would see him for thirty years. R.C. replayed the conversation again in his mind.
  His first step in the house landed his boot on a bloodied dress. Looking up he saw “Birdsongs” written on the wall in blood. There was a crudely drawn bird and a musical note as well. R.C. ran to the bedroom to find nothing amiss or astray. The bathroom was the same. The kitchen was a den of havoc. 
  In the midst of broken dishes, shards of glass, and the contents of emptied cabinets and drawers, Myra laid face up, dead, with a note stabbed into her heart. R.C. entered a frame of mind he later thought of as the twilight zone stage of shock. Shaking uncontrollably, he held both hands to his head to steady it in order to read the note. Written and signed by Miles, it read: 
 
  
  Myra,
  I got your note. I’m sorry he found out about us. Please don’t be scared of him. I don’t think he would do anything crazy. Make it one more day and I will be back in town tomorrow with money and we can leave this town forever. Think of the bird that comes to my window and sings when we are in bed. Remember the birdsong.
 
     I love you,
 
 Miles
 
    R.C. opened his eyes and noticed that light no longer peeked around the drapery. He wondered what time it was and how long he slept. His eyes, contaminated with the goop of sleep and the dust and dirt from the road, needed cleansing. He took two steps toward the sink and noticed it immediately. On the bathroom counter laid a single bird feather. 
  Miles knew that R.C. was in town. Little did R.C. know, Miles basically knew when he crossed into the city limits. Miles had planned this for years. Game on.
 



 
Chapter 60
 
 It was Benny’s habit to attend the funerals of the victims in his cases. The obituary Ms. Hill prepared was printed in the Tilley Bee the preceding morning, complete with prose expressing love, farewell, and the underlying message of, until we meet again. The obituary also stated the funeral arrangements. Benny placed a call to Ms. Hill, inquiring if she had a family member who would be able to accompany her during the proceedings. She said she did not. Benny offered his hand and shoulder and Ms. Hill accepted. 
  Wearing his only black suit bought for these exact occasions, Benny picked her up an hour and a half before the funeral began. He suggested they get coffee and chat before the observance. Benny found it helped grieving parties ease their emotions if they were allowed the chance to reminisce and talk without interruption to a willful and interested ear before the ceremony. Over cups of black coffee, Ms. Hill created for Benny vivid pictures of Danny’s childhood. Some of her tales were funny while others were somber stories, revealing the shy boy whose spirit fermented and settled into reclusiveness.
  Before leaving, Ms. Hill warned Benny they would probably be the only people in attendance. Danny didn’t have any friends. She relayed to Benny she was prepared for this and it would not offend or further sadden her. She also warned him that it was not going to be an ordinary funeral. 
  “Danny and I were sitting at the kitchen table one night after his father’s death,” Ms. Hill said, as she paused to think of the timetable involved. “I think it was about two weeks after my husband’s funeral on a night when neither of us could sleep. We were both coming around mentally and we got to talking and laughing—however strange that sounds—about how the service was so stuffy and quite honestly dreadful. We both decided that neither of us wanted that kind of funeral for ourselves or for those who might attend. Maybe it was too late that night and we were punch-drunk from our weariness but we made a pact that whoever survived the other would carry out the desired memorial services of the other party. We spelled out our wishes to each other. Does this sound pretty weird to you, Benny?”
  “Not at all. I think it actually sounds like a great idea. So what were Danny’s wishes?”
  “Well,” she began, with a smile. “I’m going to tell his favorite childhood story. One I haven’t told you yet. I’ve been saving it. Next, I’m going to read the lyrics from a song he wrote, and finally I will play the song In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida over the church’s sound system. It’s seventeen minutes long. When the song is over, I’m supposed to walk out of the room, without speaking, waving my hand as I exit, signaling all others to follow. Danny said he wanted me to get in my car, drive home, and get on with my life. I’m sure when he was saying all this he never imagined he would actually die before me though.”
  “I hope you will follow through with all of his wishes,” Benny looked directly into her eyes.
  “I will.”
  “Did Danny tell you the story behind the song he chose?”
  “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida?” 
  “Yeah.”
  “No, he did not,” Ms. Hill looked interested.
  “There are a couple versions of this story, neither of which anyone seems to know if they are true or not. One version, and my favorite, spins the yarn that the lead singer of the band was so drunk that he slurred the original title, In the Garden of Eden into this new concoction of sounds.”
  “Wow! I can’t believe he never told me that—well, yes I can. He was such a cryptic boy. Thank you, Benny. That made my day. We better get over to the church and hear that song.”
  “Did you find a recording of it in Danny’s room?” Benny asked, the detective in him emerging. 
  “He didn’t have it,” Ms. Hill answered. “I bought it yesterday from some guy named Larry at that tiny music store in town.”
 



 
Chapter 61
 
 Miles knew he was a target. He liked it. Miles decided to let R.C. be the hunter and he would play the role of the hunted. Eyes to the back peeked constantly over his shoulder with a prepared counter-attack.
  During R.C.’s incarceration, Miles was a student of parole board policy and procedure. He compiled a portfolio of R.C.’s state data, complete with anything he could get his hands on. Miles made fake phone calls, composed phony letters, and posed as a host of personalities. Miles surmised he probably knew before R.C. the exact date of his release.
  Miles lived in Tilley for nearly eight years before R.C. rolled into town. He was an insider. Miles knew the ebb and flow of the town. When the tide pulled R.C. onto its shores, he knew. The problem was, it also pulled in a kid named Red. Red was the monkey wrench in his thirty year plan. The kid, Miles thought, was such an enigma of seeming retardation, he would surely slant suspicions in his direction.
  Miles made his first kill during each of their first days in town. The plans were already in the works and Miles resisted hitting the panic button and canceling the operation. One of Mile’s personalities seduced Ryan Mableton. He was easy – such a horny little bugger. With a search engine and knowledge of a few sites that males on the prowl frequented, he digitally baited the field and waited. Miles used the screen name Little Red Hen to add yet another feather to the pile he hoped would eventually break the camel’s back. Taking the bait, sinker and all, Ryan frothed at the mouth, and elsewhere. 
  Luckily, Ryan was an incredibly trusting soul; wayward penises will do that to a man. Miles arrived at the house on Little Pond Road first. He parked his car out front where it would not be missed. He rolled the windows down and intentionally left the interior lights on so Ryan could view the contents of the car. Miles sprayed 12 shots of perfume through the opened windows, praying the smell would linger long enough to further entice Ryan. He put a purse on the front seat with lipstick, mascara, and packs of breath freshening gum encircled the still life. On the front door he left a note written in a well-practiced girly cursive, the lower case i’s were dotted with hearts.
  Following the written instructions, Ryan entered the house, disrobed, and lay down, eyes covered on the mattress surrounded by blue candles. Miles pushed play on his boom box and sounds of the 70’s filled the air. Taken slightly aback by the musical selection, Ryan soon forgot his concerns as blood rushed away from his brain to other areas of his body. Miles used a piece of wire to conduct an invisible orchestra of sounds before wrapping it around Ryan’s neck. Ryan flopped like a fish out of water. Miles pranced with the music as he tied Ryan’s lifeless body to a pre-constructed cross. He didn’t have the stomach at this point of the game for nails. From his bag of tricks, Miles retrieved and added a half-crown of thorns. He felt Ryan’s blood that was still warm as it trickled down Ryan’s forehead and dripped onto his own forehead. With the music narrating Mile’s actions in seemingly perfect synchronization, Miles wound odd morsels of differing materials around Ryan’s right arm. He carefully placed rings on his four fingers and thumb. Miles viewed his art, pondering its last piece. 
  From his bag, he produced a dead bird. Miles smiled as he cupped the limp creature. Miles continued smiling as he sat the lifeless bird under Ryan’s right foot. The bird’s head fell to one side and Miles straightened it, pushing it down into the bird’s torso; the bird’s neck snapped and stood still in a way that pleased Miles.
 



 
Chapter 62
 
 Benny received the letter from Bobby Baker’s office claiming the paternity test results proved negative. He expected the opposite. Benny’s gut beaconed with a message that something was amiss. Red came in the back door and Benny stuck the letter in his pocket. He set a folder of crime scene photos on the coffee table. 
  “Hey, Bendy.”
  “What’s going on Red?”
  “Red helping plants and listen tapes.”
  “What are you helping them do?”
  “Grow,” Red said, incredulously. 
  “Oh,” Benny laughed. “Can I see them?”
  “Oh sure. Pleasure Red.”
  They looked at the plants and Red waxed poetic about the greenery. He told Benny things that were obvious to everyone, he told him some things he did not know, and he talked about many things that did not translate with his odd verbiage. Red handled and stroked the plants with a genuine care and love that touched Benny. 
He admired Red’s simplicity and his happiness with such a state of existence. Red’s eyes glimmered with each piece of information he doled out to Benny. Red smiled like a child and Benny did the same, in the fashion of an amused parent. 
  Strolling about the yard, Red told Benny about the vacuum cleaner salesman. He called him the dirt eater machine showing man. Benny understood what he meant and the beacon that began as a glow radiated further. When Red completed his lumbering description of how the man took his picture, Benny’s gut roared. 
  “He did what?” Benny protested. 
  “Yeah. Little picture maker machine. Snap, snap, snap.” Red acted as if he was taking a photo. 
  Benny was furious and Red was confused.
  “I’m not mad at you, Red. Keep up the good work with the plants. I have to have a talk with that man.”
  Leaving in a rush to find answers, Benny left the folder with the crime scene photos on the coffee table.
 



 
Chapter 63
 
 It took Benny an hour to realize he left the crime scene photos on the coffee table. It only took Red a dozen seconds to find them. They were a nasty lot. Benny had additional prints of other angles and items back on the houseboat. The forgotten folder contained about ten shots of each victim. Benny felt they were images of particular importance. Upon remembering the glossy depictions, Benny almost flipped his Jeep reversing directions and heading back to the house. 
  When he burst through the door, Red was still visually buried in the photographs. Benny stood still, knowing that it didn’t matter now—it was too late. Red looked up and said, “birds.”
  “Yeah Red, I saw the birds.”
  “No. Birdsongs.”
  “What?” Benny asked confused. 
  Red ran to his room, grabbed his gunnysack full of tapes and dumped them once again at Benny’s feet. Quickly finding what he was looking for, Red held up four cassettes that were held together with rubber bands.
  “Byrds,” Red said again holding the tapes in front of Benny’s face. Benny read the tape jacket, which read, “The Byrds 20 Essential Tracks.”
  “The Byrds!” Benny said, clueing in as a warm wave of revelation sloshed against the piers of his brain. 
  “Yes!” Red replied, relieved as he held a picture of victim number two in Benny’s scope. “Tambourine Man.”
  “That’s a Bob Dylan song. I bought the record two days ago!” Red removed the rubber bands and handed the tapes to Benny. The second tape Benny looked at had it—Tambourine Man—a Bob Dylan cover. “What else you got Red?” Benny said in the same tone and manner he would to any partner. 
  Red held out his right arm to Benny and asked, “This Red right arm?”
  “Yes.”
  Red handed Benny a photo of victim number one and said, “Jesus all right.”
  Not being exceedingly familiar with the Byrds’s library of songs, Benny scanned the tapes. He found it. There was a song titled Jesus Is Just All right. “Jesus Is Just All right,” Benny said out loud as he read it for the fourth time. He did not say it as a question and it wasn’t a statement. Benny continued to look at song titles and found Turn, Turn, Turn. Looking up at Red and holding up three fingers he said, “Turn, turn, turn.”
  Red said, “Yep. Dead person three is Turn, Turn, Turn.” 
  “Holy shit—what the hell?” Benny said exasperated.
  “What is holy shit—what the hell?” Red questioned.
  “Umm… It means I don’t know what to do Red,” Benny confessed. 
  “You need find next song bad man kill to.”
  “Red, you’re a genius.”
  “What is genius?”
 



 
Chapter 64
 
 Miles thought it was easier to pull Danny Hill into his web than it was to snare Ryan Mableton. Danny was aching to make it big. He wanted so much to believe he was on the threshold of stardom—he had MTV dreams. He easily fell into the trap Miles set. 
  Miles, being on the verge of what was considered a Tilley native, had witnessed Danny pouring his heart out with other musicians after hours at Hanks Bar and Grill. Finding his address was easy, so was writing him a letter as a phony record label executive. As expressed—it was all too simple.
  Danny was willing to do anything. He was even willing to meet someone at midnight claiming to have the ability to sign him to a record contract. These beliefs led him to his death.
  When Danny arrived at Hanks Bar and Grill a few minutes before midnight the front door was wide open. He walked in and saw the spotlight, the only light lit in the room. It was beaming over the grand piano. He did not see or hear anything or anyone else and decided this was his cue to have a seat. He sat on the piano’s bench and stared into the ivory keys.
  As soon as he sat down, the bright white spotlight turned to red and the Byrd’s cover song of Bob Dylan’s Tambourine Man played over the sound system. Before Danny had a chance to ponder the meaning of the light change and the music coming from the ceiling, Miles was upon him. Miles rammed his knee into Danny’s back and wrapped a wire around his neck. The shooting pain in his back accompanied by the wire taking his breath and tearing into his flesh caused his entire body to convulse and slide beneath the piano’s bench. 
  Miles held on until his giddy was gone. He dropped him and watched his head bounce on the floor. Miles chuckled. Sucker.
  Miles headed to the car—the trunk was full of dead birds.
 



 
Chapter 65
 
 Benny listened to Bob Dylan’s version of Tambourine Man as he drove toward Larry’s hole-in-the-wall record store. 
  Larry actually noticed Benny come in the door and greeted him with bleary eye contact and a salutation. “Hey Larry, I mean hey Benny, how do you do, bro?” He said the words as if he were hearing himself speak for the first time. Larry laughed with his eyes and they brightened.
  Benny winced. “Give me all your Byrds.” Larry laughed. “What’s funny about that?” Benny asked.
  “Is that some new robber term that means give me all your money?”
  “Not one that I’ve heard, Larry. I’m talking about the music group the Byrds.”
  “Oh—there’s a guy in the Super Savior comic book series that I could totally, majorly hear say that.”
  Benny’s suspicions were no longer suspicious. Larry did like comic books. Benny decided nobody had used totally and majorly in the same sentence since the late 80’s. He waited for Larry to continue but Larry was busy staring at something on his forehead. Benny cryptically wiped his brow and Larry returned to the third dimension.
  “No. Not here,” Larry answered. “I do at my house—we can go get them if you want and you can borrow them.”
  “Right now?” Benny questioned.
  “Yeah man, you drive,” Larry said, walking past Benny and out the door. 
  Benny quickly followed saying in a loud voice to catch Larry’s attention, “Hey Larry—don’t you want to lock the door?”
  “Oh, right man. My keys are on my desk. I’ll be right back.”
  It took Larry five minutes to return. When he entered the car Benny sensed a sweet smoky aroma. Benny had pulled the Jeep up to the curb in front of the record store door and the windows were down. As Larry neared the car with his hand reaching to open the door Benny said, “Lock the door.” Larry turned with a snap and locked the door like a robot completing a command. When Larry plopped into the seat, the Jeep bounced and Benny’s head bobbed. 
  They rode in silence as Benny knew where Larry lived. Benny figured Larry was unable to participate in a lucid conversation. Not a word was said during the seven-minute drive. As they came to a stop in Larry’s driveway, Larry exited the car without his keys.
  “Don’t you need your keys?” Benny asked, in a fatherly manner. 
  “Not locked,” Larry wrestled the words out of his throat. 
  The inside of Larry’s house had pathways leading to the various rooms and areas of the home. Boxes of records and comic books created the pathways. The boxes were numbered, lettered, and otherwise coded in an undecipherable manner. Larry walked directly to a stack of boxes adjacent to a monstrous box filled neatly with comic books. Solid proof Benny thought. Larry moved and shuffled a few boxes and grabbed two full handfuls of records. 
  “Do you have a record player?” Larry asked. 
  “No.”
  “You wanna listen to some of them now? If you like them I can order you the CD’s.”
  “You don’t mind? Don’t you have to get back to the store?” 
  “Nah. It’s Tuesday. Nobody seems to buy records on Mondays and Tuesdays.”
  “OK. Please play Jesus is Just All right.”
  Larry never asked Benny about his sudden interest in the Byrds. Benny did not think he would. He did though have a prepared statement to hide the truth in case he did.
  Larry played deejay for a shade past an hour. Needing to get going, Benny asked, “Can I borrow these?”
  “I thought you didn’t have a record player?”
  “I don’t—I just want to read the titles.”
  Once again Larry did not ask any further questions.
 



 
Chapter 66
 
 Benny scanned the records quickly before starting the car. A couple of titles caught his eye and his curious ears led him to Ned’s. Benny was certain Ned would own a record player—he thought he might even have an antique phonograph in his Ripley’s Believe it or Not collection. Benny had some computer business for Ned as well. Being on the state payroll, Benny was granted unrestricted access to the state and national search engines and databases the department utilized. Through Benny’s private practice and the discovery of Ned, he believed Ned could find more than both combined.
  Benny dialed his number. When Ned answered, he said, “Hey Ned, it’s Benny. Do you have time to do some computer work for me? I’m sorry this is short notice.”
  “Sure—and you don’t have to pay me this time, Benny. You overpaid me last time.”
  “We’ll see about that,” Benny stated. “Is it ok if I come now? I just left Larry’s.”
  “Sure, come on over.”
  “Do you have a record player by chance?”
  “I have a couple of them.”
  “Thought so—see you in a jiff.” Benny hung up and dialed Rachael’s number. “Hi babe,” Benny said, as she answered, excitement in her voice. He tingled.
  “Hey lover boy,” she teased. “What’s up?”
  “Do you have somebody that helps you with research?” 
  “The network has an entire research department.”
  “Wonderful. Could you get them to dig around on a couple of guys if I give you their names? This has to do with Red. My research department is having trouble digging up anything.”
  “My pleasure.”
  “The first is Peter Banks. The second is Robert Baker.”
  “Well, I know one of them already.”
  “I just pulled into Ned’s—my research team,” Benny said, making Rachael laugh. “I am planning to be back on the boat around six-thirty. Vernon is going to meet me there so we can discuss what each of us found. Do you want to come by?”
  “Sounds great—good luck at Ned’s.”
  “Thanks babe, have a great day and I can’t wait to see you tonight.”
  Ned always had a sign on the door accompanied with instructions. Never had he answered the door on any of Benny’s previous visits. He was either in the yard, the sunroom, or the kitchen. This time he taped a piece of cardboard torn from a diet coke box that read, “C’mon.”
  Benny knew he would find him in the sunroom. Ned’s solarium was part techno-genius land, mixed with a slice of Ripley’s Believe it or Not, with an outdoor aviary hovering above it all. With each subsequent visit, Benny was surprised that with the number of birds flittering about there were never any bird droppings on the massive glass formation. In Ned’s Ripley’s Believe it or Not collection there was a gun on display he claimed was the gun used to shoot Ronald Regan. Benny didn’t believe him, but he pretended he did. Ned believed it.
  “Did you take a look at those birds that were in the baby grand?” Benny asked, as he entered the room, startling Ned. “I left the photos in your mailbox yesterday. I’m sorry I didn’t have time to come inside. The spook those birds gave me, along with the stench, sent me running without getting a good look at them. Hell, I probably could have stared at them all day and I still wouldn’t have been able to tell you what they were.”
  “They were crows. Dime a dozen around here. That’s why it was easy for him to get so many of them. The big one was a buzzard. Your killer could have waited in the bushes by some road kill and picked one of those off pretty quick.”
  “That’s disgusting.”
  “They really aren’t disgusting right after they’re dead, to use your term. They’re still warm. A little twitchy though, with nerves firing their last shots. The way you saw them though—that’s revolting. What do you have for me today?”
  Sitting down, Benny said, “I met this gal. All I know as far as her name is concerned is her first—Lola. She told me she writes a blog about me and she is in the process of writing a book about me.”
  “Wow! I’m in the presence of a famous man,” Ned grinned.
  “Get to work, boy,” Benny countered. “Where’s that record player?” 
  “It’s in the cabinet under the gun that shot Ronald Regan.”
  Benny thought about saying something about the gun, but he didn’t. “Do you have any headphones?” Benny asked, before he opened the cabinet door. 
  “They’re in there.”
  Benny didn’t feel like letting him in on the secret just yet. He didn’t want to overload Ned. Ned was one of those people who operated poorly with too much on his mind. Benny knew the Byrd’s records would skew his focus. Benny loaded the first record onto the deck and lowered the needle. The needle crackled and the music began with the melodic skip of the record, so subtle and sweet. Benny placed the records next to the player and eased the door closed so the album covers were out of view. 
  Ned’s eyes bugged toward his computer screen as he sent documents to his printer that whirled and spit pages from Lola’s blog. This one was easy. Ned walked the still warm papers to Benny and returned to his desk to begin a new search, as Benny listened to the records and read:
 
  
 Genesis 1:1
 
  Former bureau investigator and homicide detective Benny James took an open-ended sabbatical from his government duties a few years ago (this is a polite way of saying what I will describe in further detail in a post to follow). Currently, he is unsuccessfully trying to regain anonymity working as a private investigator in the town of Tilley, Georgia. Unable to keep his nose out of police business, he recently resurfaced, as he is offering his expertise in a case that is gaining momentum and national attention. 
  During elementary school, I read all of the Encyclopedia Brown books. He was my hero. Strange idol, I know, for a girl. In junior high, I decided that I wanted to be an FBI agent after I saw Benny James on television. I thought of him as a real life Encyclopedia Brown. From that day forward, I wanted to know everything I possibly could about him. Without his knowledge, he became my mentor. Everybody needs someone to put on a pedestal; Benny James sits on mine.
  




 Lonerville – Population: 1
 
  Before I go on and on about Benny, which I will, my interests include murder, smart cops, and writing. I live alone. I always will. You cannot write with other people around. People are fun, sure, but when the talking, loving or whatever is over—I will bid you a sweet adieu.
  I have a poodle named LP, or Lola’s Poodle. He is one lazy son of a bitch. He thinks I’m God. I guess I am the closest thing he has. We seem to manage.
  My sister is my best friend. She lives in Dallas. Without fail, we talk on the phone every day. She sells real estate, and a lot of it. Her purse overflows and she sends me an allowance. I live in the suburb of a Baltimore suburb. It’s not as small as it may sound. It takes about an hour to drive into the heart of the city. Other people say it takes about an hour and thirty minutes. I drive like a first class bank robber. If the writing career doesn’t pan out I might try out for NASCAR.
  I know, you don’t try out for NASCAR.
  As for my career, I am writing a book. It is about…
  My father used to say, “I’ll give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count.”
  Nobody has written a book about Benny James. At the height of his career he was the media’s darling. He always said the right things on camera; he was cool, calm, and yes, you guessed it, collected. Benny was devilishly handsome. At forty-eight years old, he still turns heads. Mine too. I bet you already guessed that. 
  It all tumbled down during a case the country watched unfold. It was everybody’s favorite soap opera for a time. People were glued to their television sets like they were during the O.J. and Laci Peterson cases. A college dean was murdered in his office. A letter opener was stabbed into his heart. As usual, when everybody else was in panic mode, Benny was cucumber cool. During the investigation Benny led, he assigned himself to the dean’s daughter. He got to the bottom of her story all right—let me make one point very clear about Benny—he is not a womanizer. He is more like a magnet. Turns out, the daughter of the dean gave her father the letter opener for Father’s Day. Oops. Yeah—she did it.
  When you are in the crime business it looks bad to your boss when you have sex with the perpetrator.
  Fired, Benny disappeared for a while.
  




 Tomorrow’s Update: A Surprise Visit to Chief Charles Neighbors.
 
 
“Did you read this shit?” Benny asked Ned, whom he once again startled.
  “No.”
  “Don’t.” Benny was angry. He took the records and headed for the door. He crushed the papers and tossed them into a trashcan sitting next to Ned’s desk on the way out.
  Benny could not decide whether or not to have Ned search the Byrds’s angle. He sat in the car for a moment, his head spinning too fast to think. He slowly pulled to the end of Ned’s driveway and stopped the car. He knew from experience, when he went too fast he more often than not ended up nowhere. He closed his eyes, relaxed his hands, and tried not to think but to listen and trust what he heard. 
After fifteen minutes devoid of controlled thought, letting the images and feelings come on their own, Benny knew he needed to go back to Ned’s. Frustrated, he put the Jeep in reverse, stomped on the gas and sent gravel flying as he spun the car around. 
Benny pulled down Ned’s long driveway again hoping he would find something to spark the investigation. Ten days, he thought was not a lot of time to solve a murder case, especially when the killer was careful enough to cover all of his tracks. He called Ned so he wouldn’t frighten him and told him about Red’s theory with the Byrds and asked him to start looking. Ned replied that unbeknownst to Benny, he saw one of the records he previously brought over and tried to hide from view. Ned said he was already deep into his new search. 
  Knowing he would come back soon, not thinking it would be this soon, Ned left the front door propped open. Benny entered silently but Ned, without looking away from his computer sensed him in the room and solemnly said, “I think you better sit down.” 
  “Find something?”
  “I’m double checking all my facts now. If they are what I think they are, I didn’t just find something—I found a goldmine thanks to Red.”
  There were two chairs across from Ned’s desk. There was also one next to him. Benny knew it made him nervous when he watched him work so he sat across the table. Ned’s eyes were buggier than ever as he double-checked his research. 
  “This is wild-ass shit.” It was the first time Benny had heard Ned curse. “Wild-ass shit,” he repeated.
  “What?”
  “Two seconds,” Ned asked with a statement. “All right,” he finally said. 
  “Do you want to see the crime scene photos?” Benny asked.
  “I don’t need to,” Ned answered confidently. “I searched the computer for past murders dealing with song titles and related themes along that line—I found nothing that was pertinent to your case with that approach. Next, I searched birds—nothing again. As luck would have it, I was double-checking my search for Byrd’s songs and accidentally typed birdsongs. I spelled it B-I-R-D. I hit the enter key and a case popped up from 1976. A gal named Myra Robinson was murdered in her home. On the wall the killer wrote the word Birdsongs. A note was also found at the murder scene, which contained the word. A month ago the guy convicted for the murder made parole and he’s out. His name is Ray Clint Boyd.”
  “Oh, my God. Did you find him? Do you think it’s him?”
  “That’s all I’m finding. Do you think he’s in town?”
  “I know he’s not at the Lakeside Motor Inn. I’ve been meaning to check the Tuck ‘Em Inn. God, I hope he’s there.” Benny rushed out the door for the second time within the hour.
 



 
Chapter 67
 
 Rachael parked her car in front of Michelle’s house. The yellow crime scene tape flapped in the breeze. There was a car in the driveway that belonged to Vernon. Rachael recognized it and proceeded. Rachael ducked under the yellow tape and rang the bell. Vernon answered the door. 
  “Hey, Rachael. Big city reporters like you should know you’re not supposed to cross that yellow line out there.”
  “Jerry Lee got to cross it once—it’s my turn.” She walked past Vernon through the foyer and into Michelle’s living room. It was clean. She saw candles, draperies, doilies, and magazines. The lines from the vacuum cleaner were still visible on the carpet. 
  “It’s too clean,” Rachael commented to Vernon.
  “Thank you. That’s just what I was thinking. The only thing out of place is the piece of torn spiral notebook paper on the coffee table.”
  “Does it have writing on it?”
  “Yeah, it does.”
  “Did you read it?”
  “Yes.”
  “And?”
  “Read it yourself.”
  Rachael walked over, picked it up and read, “A bird does not sing because it has an answer. It sings because it has a song—Chinese Proverb.”
  “What’s with all this bird stuff?” Rachael asked.
  “You got me. Benny called me a few minutes ago and said Red figured something out about the bird angle.”
  “Excuse me, what? Red figured something out?”
  “Yeah, I’m as interested as you. Benny said he had to tell me in person though. I’m meeting him on his boat at six-thirty. You want to come?”
  “Yeah. I can’t wait to hear this.” Rachael did not tell Vernon that Benny had already asked her to meet him on the boat.
  “Hey,” Vernon cautioned. “That note,” he said, pointing to the piece of notebook paper Rachael had placed back on the coffee table, “that’s off the record. I could get in a lot of trouble for letting you in here.”
  “No problem.”
  “Since you’re already breaking the law with me do you want to come over to the Hair Palace?”
  “Yeah,” she laughed. “I love small towns.”
 



 
Chapter 68
 
 Vernon told Rachael where she could park and how to sneak over to the Hair Palace without notice. Not caring to wait for a locksmith and forgetting to get Michelle’s keys from the evidence locker, Vernon smashed out one of the square pieces of glass on the back door. Reaching his arm in and around carefully through the zigzags of broken glass still clinging to the window casing, he unlocked the door. 
  The air was warm, stale, and smelled of chemicals and cigarette smoke. Without talking, Vernon and Rachael took a casual look around before opening any drawers, cabinets, or touching anything. It was a small place containing only two barber type chairs, a sink just large enough to wash one head of hair, a bathroom, a couch that served as the waiting area, and a small closet.
  The only thing out of place was a stubbed out cigarette on the floor next to one of the barber chairs. There was a revealing tape in the cassette deck of a stereo that both Rachael and Vernon overlooked.
  “Did you know that Michelle and Benny slept together?” Rachael asked Vernon.
  “Yeah,” Vernon said and sighed. “I assure you it was an aberration of character.” Vernon sat in one of the barber chairs. Before he sat down he pushed off with one foot and spun around a time and a half. He gestured for Rachael to join him in the other chair. She spun around two times.
  “He screwed up. He’s done it a lot lately—not sleep around, screw up—in his mind anyway. When he slept with Michelle, I think he was going through a period where he was once again realizing he was human like the rest of us. You’re a journalist, a young one, but you’ve got to remember or have at least heard tales of his heyday. He was superman. Imagine what it would feel like to be fired from the FBI. Top that off with a quick first marriage and a divorce that wasn’t his fault. Don’t judge him with that piece of information. Please.”
  “I won’t,” Rachael said. “Do you not see what I don’t see?” she asked.
  “You mean scissors?” Vernon asked.
  “Yeah.”
  “This isn’t good. What’s he going to do with a bunch of scissors?”
  “I don’t want to know,” Rachael replied.
 



 
Chapter 69
 
 As a member of the late night TV business, Rachael was accustomed to taking an afternoon nap. She found it difficult to be a peppy, hounding on-air news journalist at nine o’clock at night without her afternoon slumber. Rachael was a fastidious and energetic worker until lunch and after dusk. Her downtime in the afternoon hours and her daily nap  reset her brain, giving her bravado to battle opponents appearing on her show. The brief escape from reality provided her the means to wring every last drop from her intellectual nectar. 
  She parked the car directly in front of her room. There was a girl standing close to her door smoking a cigarette. The fuming female was looking directly at her. Rachael did not divert her gaze from the stranger; the intensity she shot back doubled the incoming waves. It was Lola.
  As Rachael exited her vehicle, Lola deposited her cigarette in the soda can she held. She set it on a concrete wall’s ledge next to her room’s door. She smiled.
  “I hope that cigarette smoke doesn’t bother you Ms. Martin. I apologize.”
  “No problem,” Rachael said, surprised by her faithful smile. 
  “I know you must be real busy but can I ask you two and only two questions, I promise, about the case? I’m staying in the room next to yours,” Lola said pointing at her room’s door. “But I promise this will be the only time I will bother you.”
  “Sure,” Rachael answered. “Come on in and let me get out of these heels.”
  They walked into the room and Rachael removed her on-air stilettos. She utilized the kick-style shoe removal method, flipping the footwear with a triple-lindy into the wall. Lola was surprised, expecting a high-maintenance bitch.
  “Have a seat,” Rachael offered. “What’s question number one,” Rachael said cutting to the chase, thinking about her nap. 
  “OK. I’ll preface the question by telling you that I am in town to study Benny, not particularly the murder case. I’m writing a book about him. The way he interacts with the murder investigation is what I’m interested in. So, my question to you,” Lola paused. She wanted to be tactful. “I’ve been kind of Benny’s invisible paparazzi lately, so I have witnessed you working with him a great deal in the past few days. I know in the spotlight he’s James Dean, cool as ice. But deep down and behind closed doors, what is he like?”
  “The same. He has a gentle tamed ferocity about him. He is one of those people who enters a room and you know they are there. You feel him. A definite presence. He’s a nice guy with an edge. What’s question number two?” Rachael asked kindly. “Dream world calls.”
  “Do you love him?”
  “I think I might.”
 



 
Chapter 70
 
  Lola was peering out the window from the bed, the same way she was the first time Benny visited her. Benny recognized Rachael’s rental car in front of her room next door and surmised she was taking her daily nap. He wished he could climb in next to her for some needed sleep followed by a rousing awakening. He decided there was too much to do for midday shenanigans. Added to that fact there was no way Benny could slip in the bed beside her without knocking on the door and waking her first. Lola met him at her door.
  “Are you here to see your lady?” she teased.
  “No Sherlock Holmes, I’m here to see you. I read a few pages of your blog.”
  “Oh?” she asked. “I can see you are in a serious mood.”
  “You can say that. First of all, let me say that I hate your blog.”
  “Thanks,” Lola laughed. “I didn’t expect you to ever read it, for one. I also knew that if you ever did, you would feel just the way you so eloquently expressed.”
  “Why do you think that?” Benny walked into the room, taking a seat in the same chair where he sat on his last visit. 
  “Well, for one, and tell me if I’m wrong—you don’t have a computer.”
  “How do you know that?”
  “I have tried for years to find an email address for you. I’m pretty computer savvy and I would have found one if one existed. So, I have just assumed that a man without an email address doesn’t have a computer. Fits your bill. You’re more of a newspaper, pen and paper kind of guy. I knew you wouldn’t like it because of the fact you never liked publicity, even when all was well and you were at the top of the world. Yeah, you did the interviews and stuff, but you never craved the camera and the spotlight. You were just doing your job. Am I right?”
  “Pretty dead on, although I do own a typewriter. I’m not all pen and paper.”
  “How many inches of dust does it have on it?”
  “One,” Benny joked. He visualized the typewriter in his mind and the last time he saw it, it was covered with a heavy layer of dust. 
“I’m here for two reasons,” Benny said, returning to serious. “I’ve seen you around in the shadows. Do you think you’ve seen, heard, or uncovered anything that I may have overlooked?”
  “I don’t think so. As I told you before, I’m not here to solve a crime. I’m here to write a story about the man solving the crime. I have had the pleasure of interviewing a lot of people who know you. They all say good things. I have yet to find someone who trashes you.”
  “Who have you talked to?”
  “Vernon, Andy Mandolino, Donny, Jerry Lee, and Rachael next door. And I’m going over to see Chief Neighbors later today.”
  “Well, you’ll definitely hear some trash talking there. We aren’t the best of friends.”
  “So I hear. People say he respects you, though.”
  “Maybe. Who knows with that man? That leads me to the second reason for my visit. I had a feeling you might try to interview him. Have you heard that he’s a dog?”
  “Yeah—woof.” 
  “I’m not kidding with you Lola. Chief Asshole as I call him has had just about every woman in this town in his bed, across his desk, in the back of his squad car, use your imagination and fill in the rest of the blanks. He’s going to use what you want to know to get what he wants. Trust me. I don’t want to read an X-rated update on the blog. Not that I would read it again but I just thought you should be aware.”
  “Thanks,” Lola said, with a wink that Benny was not quite sure how to interpret. “I think I heard your lady stirring next door. You better go make sure she’s waking up on the right side of the bed. Woof.”
  “You’re not right,” Benny laughed and headed for the door.
  “Woof-woof.”
 



 
Chapter 71
 
 Before Benny mailed the paternity test back to Peter Banks, he made a record of the address. Benny decided it would be a good idea to pay him a visit. Thanks to some information Rachael’s team had uncovered, he had a pocket full of aces.
  Peter lived in a duplex surrounded by a sea of other units. Benny parked his Jeep behind a car matching the description Red offered. Benny laughed as he purposely slammed the car door shut. He was going to play games with Peter while not playing games. 
Benny opened the hind end of the Jeep and pulled out his vacuum cleaner. He slammed the trunk shut using at least twice the necessary force causing an echo to rifle and bounce through the complex. He knocked, once again twice as hard as necessary on the front door. The blinds on the window flipped shut and Benny heard footsteps nearing the door. Peter slowly opened the door.
  “Good afternoon, sir,” Benny said revealing with his eyes, the slant of his mouth, and the vacuum, sarcasm. “My name is Ronny Goldstone, and it would be my pleasure to demonstrate for you this sleek dirt eating machine.” Benny gave Peter an eat shit and die look and waited for a response. 
  “Let me guess,” Peter said. “Benny James?”
  “Yes, sir.”
  “Nice touch with the vacuum.”
  “I thought so.” Benny was not smiling.
  “I’m guessing you’re not here to question me about the murder case or to sell me a vacuum?”
  “No, I’m not.”
  “The test was negative, Mr. James.”
  “Was it?”
  “Yes,” Peter confirmed. “It was.”
  “Could we sit down somewhere?”
  Peter led him to the slab of concrete behind his apartment he called the porch. Passing through the building, Benny observed copies of the local paper’s sports section scattered about the living area adding confirmation to the information Rachael found.
  “Mind if I smoke?” Peter lit his cigarette without waiting for an answer.
  As smoke blew by his face Benny answered, “No.”
  “You think the Braves have a chance against the Phillies tonight?” Benny asked.
  “I think they’ll win by at least three and a half.”
  “How much you got riding on it?”
  “That’s none of your business, Mr. James. Can you please tell me why you’re here? Do you have official business with me or are you fishing?”
  “I know you understand what it feels like to have a hunch. You’re a gambling man. Not a very successful one from what I have gathered, but a gambling man nonetheless. I have a hunch and unlike you Mr. Banks, my hunches are usually correct. If you could play my hunches in Vegas, they’d have to turn some of the lights off. My hunch tells me that Red is the Baker baby.”
  “You’re wrong.” Peter listened without making eye contact. 
  “Oh, but wait, Mr. Banks,” Benny said with a malevolent grin. “I haven’t given you the odds and the payouts yet.” Benny paused for effect.
He tapped the glass tabletop saying, “If I win the hard way I will make a personal guarantee to you right here and now that you will go down for more than just the cover-up. I will have it leaked on the streets that you gave up your shark to the feds. You think he’s mad when you can’t make a payment—you ain’t seen nothing yet.”
  “If I owed a shark money or anybody for that matter,” Peter pursed his lips condescendingly, “you would never figure out who that was in a million years.”
 “Does the name Tommy Rodriguez mean anything to you?” 
Peter’s shocked look betrayed him. 
“Your eyes tell me you two have met. I may not be in the FBI anymore Mr. Banks but I still have friends who are. I made a call this morning to a friend who has worked his way into Rodriguez’s inner circle. Just so happens he is about to go down—sure would be a shame if the word got passed to him in prison that Peter Banks ratted him out. How long do you think you would last?”
  Rachael’s team made the tie between Tommy Rodriguez and Peter Banks; the rest was bullshit. One of Benny’s fabulous creations and he still had one more card up his sleeve. 
  “You wouldn’t do that to me. You would basically be signing my death certificate.”
  “Mr. Banks, do you think I made my way to the top of the FBI by being a nice guy? Let me answer that for you—no. I’m a ruthless son of a bitch. So before I ask for your final answer, let me throw one more proverbial card on the table.” Benny made the gesture of dealing a card on the table that separated the two men. 
“Oh!” Benny said pretending to be surprised. “It’s the Bobby Baker card! Imagine that.”
  Peter choked on the smoke he was inhaling.
  “So—let me just summarize this little situation for you, Mr. Banks. Of course, this all hinges on the way in which I uncover the truth. If you lie to me and I find out that Red is indeed the Baker baby, Tommy Rodriguez will have you to blame for his incarceration. You will probably get one of those Italian or should I say in this case, Mexican neckties. You tell me the truth and Bobby Baker might catch a westward wind of slight embarrassment. I’ll do everything in my power to keep your name out of the discovery. But even if he does find out you revealed his secret, you need to decide who you would rather have on your bad side—Tommy Rodriguez or Bobby Baker.”
  “You’re an asshole.”
  “Thank you. It’s not the first time I’ve been called that.”
  “You’re a real prick.”
  “I’ve heard that too—one of my ex-wife’s favorites. So what’s it gonna be? Tommy or Bobby?”
  “Red is the Baker baby,” Peter confessed. “Go screw yourself.”
  “Thank you,” Benny said standing up. “I’m going to need a copy of the test results.”
  “OK, and screw yourself again.”
  “Thank you again.”
 



 
Chapter 72
 
 Jerry Lee felt a need for intimacy—a tingling in the pit of his stomach itched with a void that needed to be filled. He felt like killing too. Michelle was the only girl he knew he could pay to innocently touch him—so she won his affection. With her haircuts, with the shampoo, she gave her customers the most wonderful head and neck massages. Jerry Lee made sure he arrived at the Hair Palace just before closing. He had a fresh pack of smokes and a bottle of booze. He didn’t smoke but he did enjoy getting drunk in private from time to time. His practice was to drive two towns over to buy his liquor where no one knew him.
 Jerry Lee walked in, shook his head like a movie star, and cracked the seal on the bottle of Knob’s Creek whiskey. He took a good long swig that shocked Michelle. The two had been acquaintances for many years and she, as well as everybody else in town, had never seen him drink any alcohol whatsoever. The way he carried himself and the personality of the man who walked through the door was not the man she knew. He handed her the bottle without a word. Being the lush she was she took a pull from the bottle. Jerry Lee smiled as she took another pull and backing up to the door, he locked it behind his back. 
  Before washing his hair they both took another couple of drinks straight from the bottle. Michelle stumbled with a head rush, laughing and commenting on how out of character he was acting. As she massaged his scalp, Jerry Lee closed his eyes enjoying the touch of another human. He felt each finger masterfully dancing through the curly mess atop his head. He breathed in and out through his nose, inhaling the aroma of what he thought of as a feminine shampoo and the masculine smell of whiskey. 
Finishing what he wished would go on forever, she wrapped a towel around his head and asked if he minded if she had a quick smoke. He agreed as she sat in one of the barber chairs with the mirror at her back. 
  Jerry Lee got up from the chair in front of the sink and disappeared into the tiny closet where she kept her boom box. He inserted a tape cued to a particular song and pushed play. He reentered the main room silently as the words “To everything turn, turn, turn,” filled the air. 
  Michelle laughed, exhaling smoke, thinking once again what a strange man he was. The last time he came to get his hair cut she remembered he brought a James Brown tape with the small stereo as her tip, which he gave her in advance of the cut. 
  Facing opposite the mirror she did not see him approach her from behind. She took another drag from her cigarette and his massive paws clamped down around her throat, trapping the smoke and blocking any further air. Her legs kicked as he compressed his grip tighter, swiveling the chair around so she could watch herself die in the mirror. They locked eyes for a moment in the mirror, hers filled with terror and his filled with madness.
A drop from his wet hair hit her forehead and instinctively her eyes looked upward, where they remained. Jerry Lee released his clutch as her body fell limp. He stepped on her still burning cigarette, which was now on the floor as he rounded the chair. As if he were picking up a small animal he scooped her up and sat back in the chair with her on his lap. Looking in the mirror he pulled her shirt over her shoulders and released her bra. He massaged her warm breasts with his palms tracing circles around her nipples. He stuck his hand down her pants intending to go all the way. As his fingers crossed her pubic line he came, his body jerking and thrusting as he trembled with pleasure. He shoveled her up again, grabbing her shirt and bra. He pulled his car to the back of the building, which backed up to nothing, and covertly deposited her in the trunk hurriedly to get her home. His pocket was full of scissors.
 



 
Chapter 73
 
 Benny found Red asleep in the garden between the plants. At first Benny thought he was dead but he was twitching, with one of those dreams in which the dreamer is falling. Red dreamt he was falling off the back of his father’s truck as he left for town without him. One of Red’s only goals in life was to acquire as many cassettes as he could in town and this was a chronic nightmare for him. The possibility of adding more tapes to his collection seemed to be slipping away after his parents died. 
 The dream was ironic, as Benny stood over him with a gift bag full of tapes from Ned. His shadow casting over Red stirred him from his slumber and Red opened his eyes, sleepily looking up at Benny.
 “Hey Bendy,” Red goggled. 
 “What the hell are you doing?” Benny asked.
 “Plants need friends and get fast big.”
 “OK,” Benny said, feeling stoned. “Can we go inside and talk?”
 “Sure, Bendy,” Red said rising from the dirt.
 As they sat, Jezebel jumped into Red’s lap. Benny shook his head, as it was still odd for him to see his cat, who never let him pet her, act so friendly with Red. Red noticed Benny’s bewilderment and commented, “She not liking you.”
 “That’s obvious. Why?”
 “She said you not ever come here much.”
 “She said that, huh?”
 “Bendy,” Red said, seriously. “Plant and animal talk with not words.”
 “Oh,” Benny answered. Changing the subject he said, “I found your real parents.”
 “Mama and papa dead.”
 “I know those parents are but these are your biological parents. The parents who you were born to,” Benny tried. 
 “Red only has one mama and papa.”
 The newspaper article was on the coffee table and Benny picked it up and pointed to the picture of the couple crying in the back of the car leaving the hospital from which he was kidnapped. “I found them. Your mama gave this to you because she wanted you to find them.”
 “That lady and man be sad.”
 “Yes, they were very sad and they probably still are because they lost you. They deserve to know what happened to you. Your mama gave this newspaper to you because she wanted you to find them.”
 “No.”
 “What do you mean no?”
 “Mama not want me to find them,” Red said pointing at the picture. “Mama want me to find you,” he said pointing at Benny.
 Benny was taken aback. “Me?”
 “Yeah, Bendy need my help to finding bad man and growing plants. Red help Bendy doing both. Mama happy.”
 “Oh,” Benny was taken aback. “Do you want to meet these people?”
 “No.”
 “What do you want?”
 “Red want stay here with plants and you little zebra,” he said looking down at Jezebel and scratching her ears with both hands. 
 “All right Red. I want you to think about this a few days and decide if that’s what you really want. These are your real parents,” Benny tried one more time.
 “Red decide—no, they not.”
 



 
Chapter 74
 
 Benny enlisted Rachael’s help to confront Bobby Baker. She pretended to be doing a story on him, the rising Georgia politician, during her downtime during the murder case. Bobby of course knew who she was and was thrilled to invite her into his office, excited with the possibility of national coverage. Rachael introduced Benny as her cameraman and he stood to the side with a camera sans film. In case Bobby had happened to see him on television with Rachael he wore an Aussie bush hat and an Izod with the collar up. When Rachael laughed at Benny’s disguise and questioned him about the current decade, Benny, hiding a smile, informed her that Izod was still very popular in Europe and his hat was of the Jacaru Kangaroo style. Very expensive and sought after by collectors, he assured her.
 She began by asking for Bobby’s permission to record the conversation. He agreed and Rachael mashed a button on her digital device. She made up a few questions on the spot and acted as though she listened with interest to his long-winded verbal pats on his own back. Having loosened him up, she attacked.
 “I remember,” Rachael began, “when I was in school working towards my journalism degree, we studied the heavy coverage the Baker baby received and how it pulled the country’s interests to media outlets, especially the daily papers. I remember it boosting sales and ad revenues for longer than most big stories.” 
 “Yes, that was quite a story and a trying time for my poor brother,” Bobby replied stone-faced. He had no idea how his life was about to change with his erroneous answers and threats stemming from Rachael’s next set of questions. 
 “One of the people I have come in contact with during my investigation of the Tilley murders is a man named Benny James. Are you familiar with that name?”
 “Yes,” Bobby answered, although he wanted to lie. He felt that the chances were pretty high she already knew the answer to the question before she asked it.
 “Did you happen to see my interview with him the other night?” Rachael asked. 
 “No, I’m sorry I missed it. I haven’t been able to watch a whole lot of television with the campaign gaining steam. I seem to be busy, pretty much around the clock lately. I have seen your show before. You do nice work. I would hate to be on your bad side.”
 Both Benny and Rachael held back the laughter wanting to explode from within each of their bellies. With this said, Benny relaxed and folded the collar of his shirt down where his chin and lower cheek bones were previously hiding.
 “After the interview, I had an opportunity to have dinner with Mr. James. “We were talking about some of his other cases…”
 “Wait,” Bobby interrupted. He started to sense the onslaught and wanted to derail Rachael before it began. “What does this have to do with my campaign? I thought this interview was about a piece you were doing about my campaign. This line of questioning has nothing to do with that.”
 Just for the hell of it, for some reason wanting to torture the flailing Bobby Baker, Benny held the camera to his face and pretended to snap a couple photos of his anger.
 “Put that goddamned camera away,” Bobby querulously demanded.
 “I assure you,” Rachael interjected, “This has quite a bit to do with your campaign.” Rachael cut her eyes at Benny, signaling her readiness for him to intervene.
 “In what way?” Bobby questioned, still fuming.
 Benny decided it was time for him to step in. Rachael did her part getting him in the door and now it was time for him to close the deal. “The main issue in many campaigns has to do with character,” Benny said, as he stepped out of the background and in front of Rachael. 
“Benny James,” he said, with the beginning of a bow. He didn’t even bother extending his hand to shake, knowing Bobby probably was not in the mood at this point for a gentleman’s greeting.
 “This is bullshit,” Bobby rose to his feet, shaking his finger at Benny and Rachael. “I’ll have both of your asses. You tricked me, Ms. Martin,” he shook his fist in Rachael’s face.
 “And you,” Bobby said turning on Benny, “I don’t know who the hell you think you are or where you think you’re going with this, but I sent you a letter with the test results, if this is what this whole charade is about. And the letter states, if you forgot, the test results were negative. That boy, that freaking retard, or whoever he is, is not my brother’s son. So stop trying to make something out of nothing to save your miserable failed career. And you, Ms. Martin can take your sleazy, muckraking journalistic sham of an investigation and stick it up your…”
 “Sit down,” Benny commanded. Benny was furious. When Bobby did not he grabbed his necktie and pulled him across the desk so the two men were face to face. Benny’s grip was choking Bobby and his eyes glazed with fear as Benny guided him forcefully, pulling down on his tie and settling him into his chair. 
Bobby started to speak and Benny flinched as though he was coming around the desk for him. “Shut your goddamned mouth and listen.” Benny turned to Rachael. “I think you can turn off the recorder now. I think we have all the sound bites we need.” Bobby’s eyes once again grew with dread as he had forgotten about the recording device. 
Rachael switched it off. 
“Now,” Benny said calmly. “Ms. Martin and I are going to have a seat and I am going to give you a set of options, just like I gave Peter Banks earlier.” Bobby swallowed hard at the mention of Peter’s name. Benny suddenly remembered promising Peter he would try to keep his name out of the discussion. Oh well, he thought. 
“I believe a man should have choices,” Benny said, toying with him. “My client, Red Jasper, or for the sake of today’s argument we can call him William James Baker. His desires give me the ability to offer you two options. I think you are going to like the second of these two scenarios.” 
Benny pulled a piece of paper out of his back pocket and slowly unfolded it for effect. It was a copy of the paternity test results that Peter Banks had hesitantly given to him. Benny laid the document in front of Bobby. “Choice number one,” Benny said, as he paused long enough for Bobby to scan the paper laid before him. “I turn the original documentation over to Ms. Martin. She, along with the very compelling audio we recorded today, takes the two elements and puts them together to create a riveting piece of, what did you call it? ‘Muckraking journalism?’ Sounds like the perfect recipe for a campaign disaster to me.” 
 “You’re a real son of a bitch,” Bobby seethed.
  “That’s funny. I think that is the same thing Peter Banks said. No,” Benny said correcting himself. “No, I think he called me a prick. Maybe it was an asshole. Nevertheless, let me preface choice number two by declaring this is not blackmail in case you begin to feel that way. Blackmail is a threat and I in no way want you to feel threatened since you do have choices here.”
  “Get on with it, Mr. James. I have a feeling, despite your semantics, that I am still going to feel blackmailed.”
  “You may be right,” Benny replied. “We are in a bit of a grey area here. Anyway, choice number two. My client has expressed he does not necessarily desire to be reunited with his biological mother and father. He has stated that in his mind the pair who kidnapped him are the only mother and father he wishes to ever know.”
  Bobby took a breath and slumped down in his chair as his shoulders relaxed. 
  “I have taken a real liking to the boy, but I am in no position to support him financially. Right now he is staying at my house, which I believe he has become quite fond of. It just so happens I have another place where I spend the majority of my time. I have been meaning to officially call it home for some time. I would be willing to sell the house to Red, or excuse me, William James Baker, and officially call my other residence home if it will bring closure to this issue.”
  “How much do you want for it?” Bobby sneered.
  “Market value,” Benny answered. “This isn’t highway robbery; I’m a fair man. Two hundred thousand dollars for the house. He is also going to need a monthly allowance. The kid will need to eat and pay utility bills you know.”
  “If I agree to this, what happens to the original documents and the information you two know?”
  “The document will go into a safe deposit box in case the monthly payments stop, and Ms. Martin and I will forget this situation ever arose.”
  “How about this?” Bobby countered. “I give you a lump sum, say five hundred thousand dollars, and you give me the document and I never see or hear of you again?”
  Benny made a split second decision. “Deal.”
 



 
Chapter 75
 
 There was a knock at R.C.’s motel room door. It was Benny.
  “How you doin’?” Benny asked, with a slice of Sicilian embedded in his intonation. 
  R.C. nodded hello, holding the feather chest-high with a clinched fist. When he realized what he was doing, he tried to casually drop his hand behind his back. 
  “After I ask your name,” Benny began, “I’m gonna ask you why you’re holding a feather behind your back. Please, don’t tell me you don’t have one.” Benny paused as R.C. held a frozen pose. “So, what’s your name, kid?”
  Benny loved this approach. He was about the same age as R.C. but he found it sometimes effective to play the role of a father who was scolding his son. Benny knew it rattled some personality types. R.C.’s forehead beaded up with sweat.
  “Kent,” R.C. said. “Name’s Kent.”
  “The desk jockey with the shitty coffee told me you call yourself R.C.?” Benny stared. “What’s with the Clark Kent bullshit? Are you using different names to hide anything in particular, Chief Hidden Feather?” 
  “Who are you?” R.C. asked. “You only seem vaguely like a cop.”
  “I only vaguely am.”
  “Why don’t you come inside? I have nothing to hide,” R.C. said. 
  There was a round table nearly falling apart near the draped window, bracketed by two rickety and well-abused chairs. The two men sat.
  “Do you happen to know the current events of this town?” 
  “I do.”
  “So, you understand why I am concerned that you are a stranger in Tilley using fake names and holding a bird feather?”
  “It doesn’t look good, does it?”
  “No, it doesn’t.”
  “Would you believe me if I told you it was a long, long story?”
  “I will believe you for a few minutes,” Benny promised. “That is, until I have a reason not to.”
  “OK.”
  R.C. told Benny two sentences about his childhood. The detailed revelations that followed dealt with his crisis in Vietnam. R.C. told Benny about Miles, the guns, the betrayal, and Myra. 
Benny held his cards close to his chest, concealing the information Ned previously uncovered. The name Miles was new information. Benny asked for his last name and R.C. told him, thinking he would be unable to find him with the name change, and even if he did it would be too late; he would be dead.
  R.C. held up the feather and waved it in Benny’s face. “When he killed Myra—he wrote ‘Birdsongs’ on the wall. He’s fucking with me!” R.C. entered into the beginning stages of working himself into a rant. 
  “Relax,” Benny said. “Do you mean that Miles is doing this to you?”
  “Relax?” R.C. clenched both fists on either side of his forehead. “Relax? Yes, Miles is the person doing this to me. Could you relax, if you were me? Let me answer that for you—Mr.?—I’m sorry, but I didn’t get your name?”
  “Benny. Benny James.” 
  “Mr. James—no—you couldn’t relax.”
  “Relax Ray Clint.”
  “You need to leave.” R.C. stood.
  Benny did as requested. R.C. watched, pulling the heavy drapery back, giving himself an opening to see the taillights of Benny’s Jeep disappear around the corner. As soon as the automobile was out of sight, R.C. cranked up his motorcycle and parked it in the back of the Tuck ‘Em Inn. He gathered his few belongings and placed them together under the window in the bathroom. Opening the window he knocked out the screen that was screwed in place. Peeking his head out to ensure no one was watching, he made sure he would fit out the window. After multiple attempts, R.C. discovered the best method for making a quick exit.
 



 
Chapter 76
 
 Benny sat at his desk in a haze of mental computations. There was a rapping at the door. Benny answered the door and as Rachael entered, she spotted Vernon sitting on the couch with his hands on his forehead, seemingly not noticing she had entered the room. 
Just as she was about to look away from him he looked up. “Hey Rachael.” His voice was heavy. Benny’s face, she thought, held more weight.
  “What’s happened?” she asked.
  “Nothing,” Vernon answered. “It’s what Benny and Red uncovered.”
  “Red?” Rachael asked confused.
  “Yeah,” Vernon answered. With Benny’s nod of approval, he told her about the birdsongs, the Byrds, Ray Clint Boyd, and Miles.
  After her initial shock wore off, Rachael asked, “Where the hell is Ray Clint now? Why aren’t you arresting him?”
  “As far as we know,” Benny said, “Ray Clint hasn’t done anything wrong. We only have our suspicions, a thirty year old murder, and an odd theory. And now we have a new name, Miles. We don’t have any evidence we can hold him on. If we take the chance of arresting him and he gets out after the judge finds out we don’t have anything substantial, he walks.
“We can’t take him in on a hunch and risk him leaving town when he gets out. Same thing if we bring him in to the station to further question him about this Miles character. Vernon has a man on him.” Benny was reassuring himself as much as the others. 
“Officer Mandolino is in the room next door at The Tuck ‘Em Inn. Last we heard, Ray Clint was in his room flipping through all of the news channels. Thank God for the paper thin walls. He’s trying to find out what the media knows. Officer Mandolino reported he can smell cigarette smoke and it sounds as though Ray Clint is beating something against the bed. He’s obviously nervous. Officer Mandolino said the motorcycle that was out front when I visited is now parked out back.”
  “The meeting the Chief called with us, is in an hour,” Vernon reminded Benny.
  “What does he want with you two?” Rachael asked. 
  “He’s worried.”
  “It hasn’t been ten days,” Rachael protested. “He said you guys had ten days!”
  “He’s got ants in his pants,” Benny quipped. “He thinks the whole world is looking at him. He can’t stand thinking people think he’s a dope.”
  “Are you going to tell him what you know?”
  “I don’t know,” Vernon repled. “Are we Benny?”
  “I think we have to—to some degree. We have to let him know we’re on to something.” Benny scratched his head. “We’ll tell him about Ray Clint but we’ll leave out all of the other stuff.”
  “Connie needs me to help her move a dresser,” Vernon lied. “Sorry,” he winked to Benny. “Gotta run. I’ll see you there.”
 



 
Chapter 77
 
 Chief Neighbors was in a different sweat suit, sitting behind his desk, when Benny and Vernon arrived. He was fidgeting and tugging on his moustache. His eyes were crazy machines. As they entered, Neighbors tried to stand up and banged his knees on the underside of the desk; he plopped back down into his swiveling seat. 
  “Well, well,” he stuttered, relinquishing all niceties with nervousness. “Should I ask the FBI for their help?” His eyes flitted back and forth like a mad tennis rally.
  “Chief,” Benny said. “Relax. Have you had any sleep lately? You look like shit. Looks to me like you haven’t slept in two days and you’ve had way too much coffee.” 
  “Yeah boss,” Vernon piped. “You look like death warmed over.”
  “Do you two know what they are saying about me out there?” Chief Neighbors looked scared.
  “I do,” Benny lied. “They’re heralding you as an unflinching head of operations. Just this morning, channel six referred to you as a chess mastermind waiting to announce checkmate.”
  “Really?” Chief Neighbors sat up and squared his shoulders.
  “Yes,” Benny lied again. 
  Chief Neighbors stood up and bobbed his head with new confidence. “I got ‘em all fooled,” he said pointing his finger at Benny and then at Vernon. “Some of them goddamn idiots think I’m just some backwoods hick cop and they’re finding out that I’m not. You guys really got something? Am I doing the right thing?” Chief Neighbors asked raising his eyebrows and pointing hopefully again at Benny and Vernon. 
  “Yeah Chief, we do,” Vernon answered. “I’ll let Benny tell you about it.”
  Benny did just that. Chief Neighbors listened like a kid being told Santa was his mommy and daddy. He was already planning something before Benny was halfway through his sugary fairy tale explanation of the preceding events. Chief Neighbors’s eyes flashed in a way neither Benny nor Vernon liked.
 



 
Chapter 78
 
  As soon as the men left, Chief Neighbors dialed digits. He was going to be the hero. He wished he had a Trans Am with a phoenix painted on the hood to hightail it over there like Burt Reynolds in Smokey and the Bandit. Little did he know he had half-ass information. He called in the cavalry. He, of course, was at its lead as it descended upon the Tuck ‘Em Inn.
 R.C. heard them coming and he was ready. He threw his bag that waited under the window out onto the outside ground below. The engraved baseball bat was of course included. He pushed the bike down the street a ways, fired it up and drove to his pre-planned hideout.
 Chief Neighbors called Rachael’s cell phone before leaving, imagining his star rising and his name in lights.
 Her crew arrived on the Chief’s coattails. As the crew coasted into a makeshift parking space, the cameraman hopped out on the run as Rachael did the same. Lights. Camera. Action. 
  Chief Neighbors had his gun drawn. His unscarred boot kicked the door to room 114 of the Tuck ‘Em Inn open and he entered, holding his gun with a straight arm outwards, sideways, like a gangster. He was ready to pop off a few rounds like Billy the Kid or John Wayne as he flew into the room. It was empty. He signaled for Rachael to kill the taping.
 Chief Neighbors looked at Rachael with his best puppy dog eyes. He was lost. All dressed up with nowhere to go, Rachael thought.
 “What do I have to do to get you to lose that tape?” Chief Neighbors asked pointing to her cameraman.
 “Let Benny and Vernon have the ten days you promised them and I will destroy the tape.” Rachael realized his jittering hand still had a firm grip on his gun.
 “All right,” Chief Neighbors sighed and holstered the weapon. 
 “What I was trying to tell you on the phone when you disconnected me is there is more to the story, Chief,” Rachael offered. 
 “What?” he looked at her quizzically. 
 “Yeah! I advised you on the phone not to do it, but you hung up on me and wouldn’t answer when I tried repeatedly to call you back. This guy here,” Rachael said pointing fingers and waving arms as she motioned her limbs about the room. “Ray Clint Boyd is his name,” she stated. “He’s kind of like a decoy,” she said trying to calmly spell it out for the Chief.
 “He’s a what?”
 “A decoy. He’s not who you’re looking for. He’s being set up.”
 “By who?”
 “Miles Davenport.”
 



 
Chapter 79
 
 R.C. wrestled the bike through the sand. Driving a motorcycle through sand was tricky business. As he made his way to the heart of the cove, he looked for footprints. Finding none, he traveled on in peace. His boat waited for him right where he left it. He loaded his bag and pushed off for the island in the distance. He rowed like a Harvard tryout. Before he knew it, he was saying “Land Ho.”
 R.C. had made the trip to the island on a previous occasion as sort of a test run. He knew his time at the Tuck ‘Em Inn was limited. He also knew after reading the papers and watching the news coverage, someone would eventually make connections to the murder thirty years earlier. 
 At two different pawnshops the week before, he bought a one-man tent, a sleeping bag, a battery operated lantern, and a camp stove. He didn’t want to risk starting a fire and raising suspicions with plumes of smoke emanating from the small island so close to shore. He brushed away a pile of cleverly laid leaves and sticks to reveal his stash of canned foods and drinks in a hole, hand dug in the soft earth. 
R.C. opened a can of beef stew and heated it directly in the can over his camp stove. He wasn’t much of a drinker but he cracked open one of the six beers he stored in his hole. As he sipped the suds, he knew it probably was one of the last beers of his life. He glanced at his bag and saw the butt of the baseball bat sticking out through the unzipped end of the satchel. R.C. decided he would see the sun set and rise a couple more times before he finalized his revenge. Going back to town immediately would be too dangerous he decided, and he hoped a two-day disappearance would lead the police to believe he left town. 
 After his hobo dinner, he stripped naked and ran down into the lake like a child. Reaching waist deep level he dove, flipping and thrusting his body through the water like a dolphin. Surfacing, he floated on his back, peering up at the stars and crescent moon. R.C. thought of Sly, the diner, and the little trailer with no electricity. The solitude and peace of his time working there filtered through his veins, calming his mind. 
He wished with all of his heart he could just forget this whole ordeal and return to work the rest of his days amidst the tranquil walls of Sly’s Diner. Mentally, he already traveled this way to the crossroads. Already headed down a one-way path with no exit or return, his decision cemented, R.C. blocked the oncoming thoughts that wished to dream further about other possibilities. His next thoughts turned to crashing the baseball bat into Miles’s skull.
 



 
Chapter 80
 
 Vernon sat at his desk, staring at his cell phone and waiting for it to ring. He was rapping his fingers on his forehead, the desk, his leg, and everywhere else his arm took it, seemingly out of his control. He was reminiscent of a crack addict in need of a fix. Both his legs moved and jittered, as if he were about to wet his pants. He looked like a man desperately waiting for a place to relieve himself. Vernon had not dealt with this sort of stress before and it was crawling under his skin and nesting. He turned his computer on and off and back on again. He stood up, walked around his desk, and sat back down again. His brain was moving so fast he could not think at all. He needed some reassurance from Benny.
 Vernon heard the door slam and Chief Neighbors walked in equally as nervous. Like a drunk sobering up to a cold bucket of water Vernon straightened up, held his body still, and tried to act as if he was under control. Chief Neighbors looked dreadful. His facial expression told of a man who had just been caught with his pants down. 
 “Who the hell is this Miles Davenport character?” Chief Neighbors asked.
 “I’m putting the finishing touches on that now, Chief,” Vernon lied. 
 “You two have two more days,” he barked.
 “You’ll have your man,” Vernon answered, with a forced confidence.
 Chief Neighbors went into his office and slammed the door. Vernon heard his office chair squeak loudly as he apparently fell into it with an emphatic freefall. 
 Chief Neighbors, still uniformed, sat in his office staring at his gun, which lay in the middle of his desk. A fleeting thought crossed his mind with imagery of the gun in his mouth and his bloody defeated self, arms outstretched, face down on the fake mahogany surface. He was better than that, he thought. His two-track mind turned to sex. He hadn’t been laid in a couple of weeks and he was more depressed about that than anything.
 An angel knocked at his door. It was Lola.
 “Come in,” he invited.
 Lola strutted in and accidentally slammed the door behind her with a confidence that stemmed from an undisclosed well of aspirations hiding behind her shirt. Chief Neighbors’s eyes lit up. 
 “How can I help you, honey?” he sucked in his stomach and straightened up. 
 “I’m looking for the man in charge,” Lola purred. 
 “Look no further.” Chuckie dusted off his desk.
 



 
Chapter 81
 
 Rachael called Benny to tell him the bad and good news. Benny was angry but not surprised Chief Neighbors tried to be the hero. Benny thanked her for securing the remainder of the ten days Chief Asshole originally promised. Remembering the man he saw rowing to the island, and the food he found hidden there, Benny was fairly certain he knew R.C.’s whereabouts. He decided he would pay him a middle of the night visit. 
 Instead of borrowing Donny’s speedboat, this time Benny borrowed a canoe from the marina so he could dock the little boat on the other side of the small island and approach R.C. in stealth mode. Something about a surprise attack always affected the way information was divulged. A suspect’s vulnerability, Benny thought, always seemed to give him the upper hand. 
 Since leaving the FBI, Benny was not in the habit of carrying a gun, but thought it would be wise to saddle up with his holster and 9mm Glock for the impromptu meeting with R.C. Knowing little about the man, Benny had no idea how he might react to a midnight awakening. If he was sleeping with a gun under his pillow, Benny didn’t want him sticking it in his face without having one to point back, returning the favor. In the least, it would make a good prop, adding another ingredient to his recipe for a flavorful interrogation. 
 After pushing off from the Sleepy Cove Marina, it took Benny a shade over an hour to paddle to the island. The absence of a breeze, matched with the infamous Georgia humidity, was stifling. Benny’s sweat soaked through his shirt within the first one hundred yards. The moon was in hiding. Benny’s eyes and ears searched for other boats, as they would not be able to see him without the running lights required for operating a boat at night. Guiding the boat in horizontal to the water’s edge, Benny momentarily laid the paddle on the sandy beach. Performing a balancing act, he stepped out of the canoe, picked up the bow and dragged it onto the shoreline, trying to keep the noise to a minimum. Benny picked up the paddle. If a situation arose in which he had to use a weapon, his first choice and line of defense would be the paddle.
 Benny crept into the dense interior of the island created by the towering pines and brush. After ten steps, feeling the ground for sticks with his toes before transferring his weight, Benny stopped and kneeled. He listened for movement and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. With his vision fine-tuned and hearing not a single movement, Benny sniffed the air knowing from visiting R.C.’s motel room that he was a smoker. There was not a hint of cigarette smoke in the air. Benny skulked ahead, hoping he was asleep.
 Thinking the safest, most concealed location on an island would be its center Benny’s target was its heart. His assumption was confirmed as he saw the silhouette of a domed tent against a backdrop of clothing strung in between two trees. Inching closer, Benny heard deep breathing, the sound of sleep. With another few steps around a cluster of pines, Benny viewed R.C. asleep on the ground, outside the tent. The Georgia heat, driving R.C. from the sultry interior of the tent, had provided Benny a great favor. 
 Benny silently set the paddle on the ground and removed his gun from its holster. Squatting, toes flexed and prepared to dig in for leverage, Benny readied for his surprise awakening. R.C. was asleep on his stomach. Benny held the gun a few inches away from the base of his neck. His other hand hovered above his back, ready to plant the base of his palm forcefully above R.C.’s buttocks with a painful suggestion to discourage any movement. 
 Thinking his wildly beating heart would stir him from his slumber Benny took a deep breath and stuck the barrel of his gun against the back of R.C.’s neck. The contact startled him and his body involuntarily began an attempt to roll over to see who was at his back.
 “Don’t move,” Benny commanded, pushing the barrel of the pistol deeper as he increased the pressure and jammed his palm into R.C.’s lower back, knowing it would send pain shooting up his spine. “Do you have any weapons?”
 “No.” R.C. lay still. 
 Benny patted him down. Assured he was telling the truth, Benny instructed him to turn over and sit on his hands. He considered bringing handcuffs, but thought cuffing him might further the negative feelings R.C. would already be experiencing and cause him to clam up. Benny wanted to set him on edge but not push him over. In his haste to confront R.C., Benny had not foreseen his need for a better light once in control. He questioned R.C. about a flashlight and as he continued to sit on his hands he bobbed his head in the direction of the tent telling Benny he had a battery-operated lantern just outside of the tent’s door. Benny positioned the lantern in between them and flipped the switch. He was impressed with the amount of light the unit emitted as he could clearly see R.C., the tent, and the surrounding area for a short distance.
 “I didn’t do it,” R.C. said, feeling like he had uttered these same words a thousand times in the past thirty years. 
 Benny felt compelled to be sympathetic but knew he needed to begin with a hard-nosed approach. “You didn’t do what?” he asked emphasizing the what. “You didn’t kill Myra? Or Danny? Or Ryan? Or Michelle? Please be a little more specific with what you didn’t do.”
 “I didn’t kill any of those people,” R.C. pleaded. 
 “Give me one reason why I should believe you.”
 “I can’t. You probably shouldn’t. And you obviously don’t.”
 “You can stop sitting on your hands,” Benny said. R.C. pulled his hands out and thanked Benny. He shook the blood back into them and rubbed each one in silence as Benny contemplated his next statement. 
“I’ve been in this business a long time R.C. and my judgment has only failed me once. Got me fired. She was pretty and made me think of everything but business. You’re a far cry from pretty, so I trust my instincts, which tell me you are telling the truth. Now, for the million dollar questions,” Benny said looking dead into his eyes. “What are you doing in Tilley, Georgia? And what is the deal with birds and songs?”
 “Well, to answer your first question,” R.C. said with a wry smile. “I’m here to kill your killer. I have spent thirty years of my life in prison because of him and I’m going to spend the rest of whatever is left back in prison after I even the score. As for the birdsong shit, I’m still trying to figure it out. I’ve got my theories though and a letter your killer sent me thirty years ago that I don’t think I’ll ever decipher.” R.C. relayed to Benny again a further detailed account of Miles. He told him more about Vietnam, the card game, and the bullet that grazed his arm included with a showing of the scar. He told Benny about the guns, the deal, his betrayal, and Miles’s appearance in Pascagoula, Mississippi. 
 Benny listened to all R.C. had to say. He swished the information around in his brain for a moment and asked, “Do you still have the letter he sent you?”
 “Yep.”
 “Can I see it?”
 “It’s in the tent inside a book.”
 “Get it.” 
 As R.C. crawled into the tent, Benny reached to the ground where he previously placed his gun. He fingered the trigger in the off-hand chance R.C. emerged from the tent with a gun of his own. As he exited with only a ratty piece of paper, Benny once again laid the gun to rest. R.C. unfolded the paper and handed it to Benny. It read:
 
  
Birds singing outside my window
Whistling in my head
All the daylong
Is it me?
You ask if birds sing at night?
I bet you will…
Get ready to sing bird
Hear it in your head
Sing a song that nobody is going to believe.
Betrayal is a bird’s song
So simple
Yet so misunderstood
Goodbye birdsong
Waiting for the encore.
 
  
 “What the does that mean?” Benny asked.
 “I’ve been wondering that for thirty years,” R.C. responded. 
 Benny picked up his gun, looked at it intently, looked R.C. in the eyes, and holstered the weapon.
 



 
Chapter 82
 
 The canoe Benny was commandeering back to the Sleepy Cove Marina flitted astray. Eyes closed, he had been paddling off course when his cell phone rang. Stopping to answer he noticed the lights from shore and realized his indirection. It was Vernon. 
Benny had called Vernon earlier in the day with the name Miles Davenport and told him of his intentions of making a midnight visit to the island where he believed R.C. was hiding out. Vernon informed Benny of his search throughout all of the avenues in the department’s arsenal for the name Miles Davenport. Vernon reported he found a speeding ticket, given to a Miles Davenport, two counties over, and two months earlier. 
 “Does the ticket have any information we can use?” Benny asked, all of a sudden wide awake.
 “The description of the car is there, a brown Ford F-150. But it looks as though when the officer gave him the ticket to sign, without the officer noticing, he struck a few lines through the address.”
 “That son of a bitch,” Benny commented. “What about the tag number? Was that legible?”
 “Yeah. I ran it and it leads to a little shack at the end of Burke’s Mill Road. Someone had cut down a pine tree that was lying across the dirt road to discourage anyone from continuing to the end. I left the car and walked the rest of the way down to the end. The place is unlivable. Roof falling in, no electricity or water but it definitely belongs to our killer.”
 “Why, what’s there?” Benny questioned trying to paddle and simultaneously hold the cell phone to his ear. 
 “I found Michelle’s scissors he took from the Hair Palace. It was dark, and the wood floor is full of dark spots and rot, but I think some of the darker spots are blood. I also found a picture, stabbed into the floor with one of the pairs of scissors.”
 “Who is it?”
 “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her before, but I would bet it’s his next victim.”
 “Did you find pictures of Danny, Ryan, or Michelle?”
 “No but there was a fire pit out back. It appears that it was used recently. If he took photos of them, maybe he burned them. He must have more than twenty bird feeders out there too. All recently filled with seed. There are bags of birdseed inside the shack covered with plastic sheets, so they won’t get wet.”
 “Did you tell Chief Asshole?”
 “No.”
 “Don’t. We’ll meet there at sun-up and go over the place again in the light.”
 “Oh, there was one other weird thing about the ticket.”
 “What?”
 “He didn’t sign the ticket with his name. He signed it Myra Gale.”
 



 
Chapter 83
 
 After tying the canoe to the dock, Benny checked his messages on the houseboat and changed. All the while, he kept repeating the name Myra Gale over and over again in his head, wondering why Miles Davenport would sign the speeding ticket this way. Benny decided he could not wait until the morning to begin searching for the answer. 
 Ned was a night owl. Benny knew his habit of working on his odd projects into the early hours of the morning. From their conversations, Ned related to Benny he usually cooked and ate dinner somewhere around 3:00 a.m. After dinner, he watched an hour of television, the Discovery or History channel, and slept until eleven or twelve the next day. Ned stated his muse awakened when the rest of the world slept. Benny hated to interrupt his special time with his muse but placed the call anyway.
 Ned switched the knob on the oven as the phone rang. Before looking at the caller identification display, he was fairly certain he knew who it was. His assumption was correct and he answered saying, “Don’t apologize, I’m still awake making supper.”
 “I’m sorry, Ned.”
 “I said don’t be. I know you’re pressed for time and things are starting to roll with the case. If you’re hungry, I just put a pizza in the oven—homemade dough recipe and I grew the mushrooms myself in an aquarium.”
 Benny declined, his hunger turning to nausea with the thought of Ned’s homegrown mushrooms. Benny apologized again and professed his need to purchase a computer of his own. He gave Ned the two new names, Miles Davenport and Myra Gale, asking him to start with the latter. Ned declared he would start looking while the pizza cooked.
 As Benny drove down the driveway he was cognitive of the fact it was the third time he had done so in the past twenty-four hours. For the first time in the history of their friendship, Ned met Benny at the door. His eyes were about to bust out of his head with amazement.
  “Remember when I said the stuff I found before was wild?”
  “Yeah, you actually said it was wild-ass shit.”
  “Well, this is actually where the wild starts,” Ned gushed. “I decided to do a Google search for Myra Gale. Turns out it’s a famous name. She was a famous musician’s thirteen-year-old wife.” 
  “I don’t remember who that was.” Benny tried to think what the name meant and drew a blank.
  “Jerry Lee Lewis.”
  “Jerry Lee?” Benny asked as Ned nodded.
  “Get this,” Ned said rubbing his hands together. “Jerry Lee Lewis had a nickname.”
  “What was it?” Benny asked hesitantly.
 “The Killer.”
 



 
Chapter 84
 
 Jerry Lee, known to a few now as Miles, did not have daddy issues or mommy issues to blame for the beginnings of his derangement. Nor would the tracing of his personal history back to childhood reveal a troubling era of unhappiness. His derailing began in his middle to late teenage years with the first occurrence of many in a destructive history of betrayals. A classmate and best friend’s disloyalty began his downward spiral. Before Miles had time for his emotional and mental health to recover, he lost the love his heart desired due to what he perceived to be another betrayal. The second event increased the tailspin’s rotational velocity to the point of him being out of control. His soul was screaming. Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. 
  Miles grew up on a commune in a coastal California town. Unlike the hippy, free love and psychedelic drug using communes of the 1960’s and 1970’s, the particular commune where he and his family lived was rather tame. Its founder, Paul Brown, who changed his name to Apostle Paul, created the Brothers and Sisters of the Sun commune in 1949. Miles’s family sold their possessions and joined the growing membership during its fourth year when he was five years old in 1953. 
Frustrated with materialism and the lack of spirituality in society his parents retreated to the sanctum of Apostle Paul’s world, which he described in recruitment brochures as heaven on earth. Communes exist in many different forms and the operating details concerning spirituality, relationships among members, jobs, and leadership differ with each commune. Some communes have a group of decision makers. Apostle Paul was the sole decision maker of the Brothers and Sisters of the Sun. He dictated what was right and wrong. He crafted their belief system and there was no room for personal interpretation. He handed down all jobs and responsibilities through his minions. 
Those who entered the commune before marriage were assigned partners when they reached the age of seventeen. He allowed no input in his decision making process. His verdicts, decided by a jury of one, he said were for the betterment of the entire community, not to please individual hearts. Apostle Paul was the only member allowed to have multiple partners. He had many, many children, including a daughter who Miles loved dearly. 
  At the age of thirteen, Miles was assigned to work with the construction crew because of his size and strength. During times in which nothing was built or repaired he worked the farm. While working the farm, he became close friends with a boy about his age named Randall. Randall’s family was of the original membership and Randall was born within the commune walls. 
In Randall he found a kindred spirit. Both boys were curious about the outside world, enjoyed writing, and kept secret diaries. The pages of Randall’s diary were filled with imaginings of life beyond the commune’s walls. Miles’s journal entries were filled with thoughts and poems about Lily, Apostle Paul’s daughter. As their relationship matured and they trusted one another to protect one another’s secret thoughts, they exchanged diaries. Apostle Paul did not like secrets and the prospect of being caught with such an item would surely result in corporal punishment. Miles was shocked to read Randall’s pages. Miles was curious about life outside but the act of leaving had never crossed his mind, mainly because of Lily. It was obvious to Miles that Randall planned on leaving before his arranged marriage, and he did a few years later.
  When Miles and Randall returned each other’s diaries, Miles immediately noticed that Randall had numbered the pages. When Miles questioned Randall about the numbering he advised Miles to give Lily certain pages. The page numbers were retained in his memory. Upon questioning his judgment, Randall confessed a conversation he had with Lily revealing Miles’s affection for her. He said she was blushing with flattery. Randall thought the poems would woo and win her heart, motivating her to persuade her father, Apostle Paul, that Miles was the one who she wanted to be paired with when the time came for her marriage. Miles did as he was advised, tearing the pages directly from the book and a distant and careful love affair saw its beginnings. 
 When the time came for Randall to leave, he did not say goodbye to his parents, brothers and sisters, or Miles. He left his diary on his pillow as a slap in the face to Apostle Paul. Although Miles anticipated him leaving, he also expected a goodbye. Without closure and left with the feeling that Randall didn’t trust him enough to divulge his secret plans, Miles was crushed. He felt empty and lost without his friend, the only intimate relationship he had ever known in his life outside of his immediate family. The only thing that kept him going was the thought of his seventeenth birthday and a life with Lily.
 Lily responded to his poems with her own verses. She returned his feelings with poems of longing and anticipation for a shared future. With each page she secretly passed to him, the pain Miles attributed to Randall’s midnight disappearance dissipated. Their seventeenth birthdays were only a couple of months apart and weeks before the celebrations a new family joined the Brothers and Sisters of the Sun. The family, which had a seventeen-year-old son amongst their many offspring, was in search of spiritual meaning, meaning they could not find in all of the wealth they acquired in the outside world. The bank accounts of the newly joined family were transferred into the account of Apostle Paul and he felt a favor of great proportion was due to give thanks. To their seventeen-year-old son, he gave his daughter Lily’s hand in marriage. Miles, crushed by Randall’s leaving, was now  devastated.
 The night of the announcement he climbed the fence, not looking back and swearing he would never let another betray him again, as long as he lived, without severe consequences.
 



 
Chapter 85
 
 Vernon was able to get a couple hours of sleep. Before daybreak, he pulled his car down the dirt road leading to the shack he had discovered the day before. With the aid of the car’s headlights and a chainsaw belonging to the department he readied himself to remove the tree. As he was about to crank the saw, the lights from Benny’s Jeep came around a bend in the road. Vernon dropped the cord and stood, disappointed he was not able to clear the path before Benny’s arrival. 
 “I was hoping to get this tree out of the way before you got here,” Vernon announced, as Benny exited his vehicle. 
 “I’m glad you didn’t,” Benny answered. “When he comes back, we don’t want him to know we’ve been here. Same reason I asked you not to tell Chief Asshole or the boys from the crime lab. I don’t think we’re going to need either of them to finish this thing up.”
 As they walked towards the shack, Benny told Vernon the entirety of what he had learned since their last conversation. When he got to the point that named Jerry Lee as the suspect, he stopped walking and looked Vernon directly in the eyes. 
 “Jerry Lee?” Vernon said in shock. “No possible way.”
 “Think about it, man. Who was the first person on the scene besides us at the first murder? And what do we really know about him? All he ever tells us about his past is that at some point he found the Lord and stopped cursing? Do you know where he’s from?”
 “No.”
 “All he ever says when you ask is something vague about the west coast. He’s never named a city or even a state for that matter. You know of any family that has ever come to visit him?”
 “No.”
 “So, what do we know about him? Basically nothing. All we’ve had are our assumptions. He always made us feel so safe around him, like he was a kid, all innocent, with that bullshit goofy façade he puts on—nobody would have ever dreamed he would be a wolf. He wore one hell of a sheep’s costume.”
 It took them less than five minutes to walk to the old shack. Benny stopped before entering to take it all in. Benny thought it had the look of a set straight out of a movie. Everything was grey or darker. It seemed as though every piece of paint was in some stage of peeling. The few windows that weren’t boarded up were broken. The front door hung crooked above a porch that was missing more than a few boards. Benny felt if he stomped his foot on the ground all of the shingles would slide right off the roof. Benny was not one to feel auras, but as the sun rose he felt darkness. 
 The interior of the shack was in shambles. It was a murderer’s clubhouse. Liquor and beer bottles were scattered around the perimeter of the room as if the owner cared enough to keep them out of his footpath but not enough to throw them away, or even stack or toss them in one general area. It was a cave of defiance. An old, stained love seat sat against one wall. Next to it on the floor was a pile of pornographic magazines including both male and female models. Words, short phrases, and poems were written directly on the walls in what looked mostly like permanent marker. As Benny scanned the room he saw the word “bird” in many of the phrases and poems. Crude pictures were also drawn on the walls with the same marker. Jackson Pollack meets Francisco de Goya. Newspaper clippings following the murders were the last things Benny saw on the wall. They were lined up horizontally, in sequential order. Noticing them before but choosing to look at them last, Benny studied the pile of scissors. One of the pairs was stuck into a piece of photographic paper turned face down. Written on the back in angry, sharp letters it read, “Have You Seen Her Face.”
 Watching Benny reading and processing the phrase Vernon said, “I hate to think what that might mean.” 
 Remembering the title to one of the Byrd’s songs, Benny said, “It’s the title to one of the songs in the Byrd’s box set. Did you put this back just like you found it?” Benny asked Vernon, who had been intently watching him take in the wicked scenery.
 “Yeah,” Vernon answered, handing Benny a handkerchief. “I used this to pull the scissors out so I wouldn’t get my prints on them.”
 “Did you happen to think about who this girl was last night?”
 “No. I know I’ve never seen her in my life. Not that I remember anyway. She’s not from around here.”
 Using the handkerchief, Benny dislodged the scissors from the floor and turned the photo over. “Oh my God!” he said. 
 “What, you know her?”
 It was Lola.
 



 
Chapter 86
 
 Vernon watched as Benny ran to the door. He heard him yelling a trail of expletives on his way down the drive. When Vernon looked out the front door of the shack Benny was already out of sight.
 Benny completed a perfect three-point turn, spraying sand and grit all over the left side of Vernon’s car. He headed to the Lakeside Motor Inn to take Lola out of harm’s way. Whether she liked it or not she was going to come with him. Benny pulled his car into an open space in front of Lola and Rachael’s rooms. He noticed Lola’s drapes were drawn. On every other visit they were open. Benny thought it was because of the fact he had never visited her so early in the day. He jumped out of the car and banged his fist on her door. He didn’t care if he spooked her. He was trying to save her life. There was no answer. He knocked again with a force powerful enough to awake a sleeping giant. Still, there was no answer. 
 Benny sprinted to the office. Carlton was casually sitting behind the desk and jumped as Benny entered, flustered and obviously bent out of shape. 
 “Where’s Lola?” Benny asked. He was desperate for an answer.
 “Calm down Benny,” Carlton answered. “Relax. Jerry Lee picked her up this morning. He must have a lead. I think those two must have hit it off yesterday when he was here. They spent a great deal of time talking in her room. Why are you sweating?”
 “Which way did they go?”
 Carlton pointed. Benny said, “shit” under his breath. Carlton pointed in the direction from which he just came, the shack. 
 “What’s going on?” Carlton asked. “Does this have anything to do with the guy on the motorcycle? I thought he might have been following them.”
 



 
Chapter 87
 
 Sprinting once again, Benny made his way back to Rachael’s door. She had a late night meeting with producers and had slept in her motel room. He knocked hard, with a determined rapping just shy of pounding. Already dressed and ready for the day, Rachael swung the door open ready for a fire drill. She was surprised to see Benny at such an early hour. His face showed his distress.
 “What is it?” Rachael asked.
 “Lola!” It was all Benny could muster at the moment.
 “Yeah. I heard her leave about ten minutes ago.”
 “I didn’t know killers killed in the morning. I thought killing was a late evening or nighttime thing.” Benny muttered the words and stood there, frozen with his thoughts. 
 Not usually accustomed to raising her voice, Rachael screamed, “What are you talking about?”
 “Jerry Lee picked her up here this morning. I just left the shack that Vernon found—Jerry Lee’s hideout. There was a picture of Lola stabbed into the floor with a pair of scissors. Michelle’s scissors. Lola is next.”
 “Oh my God!”
 “Yeah, Oh my God,” Benny mimicked. Benny pulled the neck of his tee shirt out to give himself breathing room. “Carlton said that there was a guy on a motorcycle following them.”
 “Ray Clint Boyd?” Rachael said painfully.
 “Has to be.”
 “Where do you think Jerry Lee took her?”
 “I’m guessing back to the shack.”
 “Let’s go.”
 “I’ll call Vernon on the way to see where he is.”
 



 
Chapter 88
 
 Benny rushed back towards the shack on Burkes Mill Road with Rachael in tow. In the car Benny dialed Vernon’s number to see where he was. He found Vernon had already returned to the police station. He told him to motor back to the shack. With half the update, Vernon dropped the phone and ran for his car.
 Benny traveled at a necessary but reckless speed down the dirt road. He applied the brakes a good thirty yards before the fallen pine tree. The Jeep not only nudged the pine tree but also rolled halfway over it, leaving the back tires of the Jeep off the ground. Jerry Lee’s vehicle was parked there and behind it sat R.C.’s motorcycle.
 Benny opened and shut his door without regard for Rachael and took off as though he was a track star. As he neared the shack he heard screaming. Angry accusations filled the air laced with passion. He stopped just outside the front entry. 
 “I hate you,” he heard. “You left me for dead. If it wasn’t for my uncle, I would have been in that shit-hole for years.”
 “My apologies.” 
 Benny recognized the voice as Jerry Lee’s. The tone registered to Benny as mocking. Benny pushed the front door open an inch to see Lola cuffed to an ancient furnace. She was hunched over, her face full of fear. R.C. had his bat on his shoulder and Jerry Lee was gripping three pairs of scissors.
  “You have no idea what you have done to my head,” Jerry Lee said to R.C.
 “And do you have any idea what you have done to mine? I have spent the last thirty years in a tiny cell. There is no way you have any idea how those walls can make a man feel. I got used to it—yeah, I did. But I hated you every second of the way.” R.C. waved the bat, as if he were waiting for a pitch. “And your letter…”
 “Liked it, did you?” Jerry Lee’s voice dripped sarcasm. “Every day I was in that hole the military police put me in, I heard those goddamned birds sing. I thought it was sweet at first. Later those little birds sent me over the edge. I was so unhappy, yet every day, they were filled with joy. I couldn’t understand how the world could be so unbalanced.”
 Benny pushed the door halfway open. His eyes met the eyes of Jerry Lee. Jerry Lee flinched as Benny stood still. 
 “Fuck you!” Jerry Lee directed at Benny.
 “Nice mouth. I thought you didn’t curse?”
 “And I thought you were a has-been.” 
 “Oh Jerry,” Benny said. “It may hide, but it doesn’t disappear… ”
 Jerry Lee screamed at him. “Why did you have to bring it out now?”
 “It comes out for pricks like you.”
 Benny pushed the door the rest of the way open and Jerry Lee saw Rachael and Vernon standing behind him. Their eyes were opened wide. Lola’s sweat dripped to the floor. R.C. rested the bat once again on his shoulder and took the floor.
 “You all just freeze a minute.” R.C. was now the furious one and the others followed his instructions. “This is my party. I don’t care if I have to kill all of you. I’ve waited thirty years to kill that son of a bitch,” he said pointing the bat at Jerry Lee. “If I have to kill every goddamned one of you to get to him, I will.”
 Jerry Lee piped in. “Well, me and him agree on something. If I have to kill all of you to get to him, I will. I can make it look like he did it all.” Jerry Lee pointed the scissors at R.C. “I’ll start with him.” Jerry Lee, clutching the scissors fiercely in one hand stuck them under his chin. He locked his eyes with R.C.’s. “I’ll start by gutting that pig.”
 Holding Jerry Lee’s gaze, R.C. dropped the bat off his shoulder. He dipped his shoulder to the floor and swung upward. R.C. and Jerry Lee’s eyes remained locked. The bat hit the fist gripping the scissors squarely on the bottom and the scissors protruded through Jerry Lee’s open mouth. 
Jerry Lee fell backwards to the floor, gasping for air. R.C. charged him with the bat. Springing catlike through the door, Benny tackled R.C. 
Vernon was a step behind and dove towards the two men. He was on top as they wrestled him to the ground. R.C. frothed. Jerry Lee sucked for air. Lola and Rachael watched as Benny and Vernon calmed R.C. 
 “Relax,” Benny said releasing R.C. “If you hit him again the crime team will figure out you killed him. Let him die, it was suicide. We all saw it that way,” Benny said speaking for the group. 
 They sat up and watched Jerry Lee die. 
 After his passing, Benny retrieved a key from his pocket to release Lola. She cried in Rachael’s arms for a moment as the men were still. 
 Benny took the floor. “Rachael,” he stated. He was a drill sergeant and he had her attention. “What did you see?”
 “Jerry Lee killed himself.”
 “Lola?” Benny asked.
 “Jerry Lee killed himself.”
 “Vernon?”
 “Jerry Lee killed himself.”
 “I’m glad we all agree.” Benny paused and turned his gaze to R.C. “I forgot to ask you.” Benny paused again and looked at R.C. R.C. knew not to interrupt; Benny was not finished speaking. “You know, you don’t have to take credit for this to feel vindicated. He’s dead. You killed him. You win.” Benny searched R.C.’s eyes and asked, “What did you see here?”
 “Jerry Lee killed himself.”
 “He did indeed.” Benny smiled. “Now, we have promises to keep. Rachael, call your network and give them our location. Tell them we solved the case. We’ll give you a five-minute start over Chief Asshole. “In five minutes,” Benny said looking at Vernon “Call Chief Asshole and tell him to get the posse over here to clean up this mess and take photos.”
 



 
Chapter 89
 
 Benny’s boat was rocking. Everybody was there. Benny, Red, Rachael, Vernon, Chief Neighbors, Lola, Ned and R.C. Cheers rang through the air. Smiles were on the house. Ned brought a keg of his newest home brew. 
  Red was content. Half of his mind was with the party, the other half dreamt of his plants and his new house, complete with red picket fence. Rachael’s network was king of the mountain and she was the queen. She was in love. She knew it was stupid and she didn’t care. 
Vernon was a star. James Dean with a tan. Benny assured him he was essential. R.C. envisioned the grill at Sly’s Diner and the trailer with no electricity. Benny instructed him where to burn the bat. R.C. bought an urn and would keep the ashes forever. Chief Neighbors was drunk, sliding his hand up Lola’s shirt. Lola giggled with pleasure. She was his for the taking. She knew she had a best seller waiting to be written. Ned thought about glue, he listed in his head the pros and cons of each type and brand as he also critiqued his lager. 
  Benny gathered it all in. He sighed. He scanned the room and decided he had never been happier in his entire life. He caught Red’s eyes and winked. Red smiled, childlike. Benny thought of Red as a son. A godsend. Benny was getting all the press as the hero but Benny knew where the real credit belonged. 
Benny turned his gaze to Rachael. His heart rode a roller coaster as his stomach shuddered. The feeling he had for Jane could not compare to what shot through his veins. Benny knew she would have to move on, in search of the next big story. It was her job. As Benny eyed her, he decided he would be a part of the next big story. His phone had already been ringing off the hook. Benny knew he would be welcomed and paid handsomely to be a consultant on any case. Benny deemed his retirement officially over. 
  Looking Rachael’s way again, he felt the sway of the houseboat. Benny’s thoughts turned to the boat’s name, the Jane Says. Benny thought there was no better time to change the name. He had consumed one too many pints of Ned’s homebrew and addressed Red.
  “Red my boy,” Benny boomed, commanding the attention of the room. 
  “Yes Bendy?” Red was halfway through his first beer. He was drunk. 
  “The boat needs a new name,” Benny announced.
  “Boat have names?”
  “Yep.”
  “That funny, Bendy.”
  “It is funny, Red. I want you to name my boat. Please.”
  Red didn’t have to think about it. He held his beer in the air and announced, “Birdsongs.”
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