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To Alice

One
4:00 AM
The silence was deafening. Only miniscule shuffles and chirps of the nocturnal
broke the quiet darkness. The whole world slept – save one. Jackson Fitzgerald
passed the time huddled deep in a huge,leather armchair before his fireplace. The
roaring blaze had long died out,leaving the logs as cold,tired ashes. A dim candle
sat on the table before him, the eager flame swaying back and forth in response
to the forced heat pumping through the vents in the floor. The yellow flame
flickered about with random precision,mocking him. Eerie shadows danced with
wild abandon across the walls of the room, where the light could not reach. A
tall, antique, walnut clock stood in the corner by the fireplace. The timepiece was
inlaid with pearl and had Roman numerals etched in ebony. Inside its glass
casing, a brass pendulum swung back and forth with monotonous effort –
uncaring – counting away the seconds of time.
He vaguely heard the tolling chime, pounding out the hour. He did not need
to hear or see it. He knew. He felt he had been watching the clock, watching the
passing minutes fall to void, since the call. His head throbbed, and through his
tear-stained eyes he gazed at the empty liquor bottles scattered about the living
room. It had only been a few days. Jackson shifted his sight to the dead coals of
the fire that still seemed to burn from the light of the candle.
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It was all he could do to breathe. Remaining stifled by thought of the words
spoken to him earlier that week, he only took in short breaths, gasps and
whimpers. His tears fell slow now, his eyes all but dried up. His body was spent,
completely exhausted from utter shock,and his mind was not too far behind,still
focusing on the sadness and angst that plagued him. The effort it took to merely
sit and stare at the dead logs in the fireplace was almost as tiring as the events that
led him here. But try as it might, sleep could not overtake him. With whatever
effort he maintained his broken and worn frame; he pushed from it and the
dreams he feared and concentrated on those ashes, which still seemed to burn in
the yellow light of the candle. Wiping one hand across his weary face, he drifted
back to that horrid night when he learned of the accident.

Rain was pouring, spraying the windows of his tenth-story office in the town
of Charity, North Carolina. Jackson was working late, discussing a merger
proposal from a neighboring firm with his long-time friend, Bailey Coffman.
Jackson always consulted Bailey in such matters, as he was the only man Jackson
trusted, and he knew he could rely on his advice.
It was 9:05 PM when the phone rang.
“Yeah?”
“Jack, this is Sheriff Walter Lee,” the voice on the other end said. The tone of
his voice was serious,direct,and shook Jack. But for a moment there was nothing.
Hesitation. “Jack,there’s been an accident,” he said finally. “Marie has been shot.
I’m… I’m sorry Jack, but she’s dead.”
He was dumbfounded, glazed, shocked by the absolute fierceness of those
words, like a brand searing him to his very soul. A scream of horror emanated
from the look in his eyes, though no sound could escape past his lips. His heart
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wrenched at the sound of what he heard. No,he thought. Please,not her. This can’t
be happening. It can’t be… But he knew.
“Jack? Jack, you there?”
“Yeah, I’m here, Walter,” he answered, his voice numb.
“Jack, your wife has been murdered. You’d better come to the house.”
Those words sank in and buried themselves deep inside of him. As much as he
did not want to believe them, they permeated the thickness of his skin and
descended into his heart like a dead weight through the depths of an ocean. The
receiver slid from his grip and dropped to the floor with a clatter. He covered his
face with his hands as tears streamed down his cheeks and dripped into a puddle
on the floor. The rain outside fell harder against the windows, almost
sympathizing with Jack’s pain. As he sat motionless upon the desk, countless
questions formed over and over again in his mind. Marie, dead? How could this
have happened?
“Jack, what is it?” Bailey asked, rising from his chair. “Jack!” he repeated.
“What’s wrong?”
“She’s dead,” was all he could say through his tear soaked grip. Losing his
balance,he held the edge of the desk,bracing himself from a potential fall. Simply
put, and agonizing to his heart, Jack acknowledged the words that were spoken
from the other end of the phone line. Marie was dead. No reason, no point. She
did nothing. Why? No reason.
“What? What are you talking about, Jack?”
He barely pulled himself from the shock he was feeling. “Marie has been
shot…” His voice trailed off. He stared distantly into the rain that thrashed
against the windows of his office.
“My God.” Bailey stepped to his friend and embraced him, trying, he knew in
vain, to comfort him in this time of loss and desperation. After some time, Bailey

8

Philip B. Corley

stepped back and lowered his head. “I’m sorry, Jack.” He reached out to put one
hand on Jack’s shoulder, then pulled him close once again in consolation. “Come
on, I’ll drive.”
Bailey sat behind the wheel of Jack’s beat-up 1965 Mustang, steering them to
the Hell they both dreadfully wanted to believe was not real. The trip through
downtown Charity seemed to take forever,and as the rain pounded harder against
the car with each passing mile, fear and horror throbbed at Jack’s body, straining
to release their wretched tyranny upon him at any moment. What had happened?
He pictured Marie safe at home, probably reading a book, waiting for him to
return from work. Nothing in the world had ever made Jack worry about the safety
of their well being, the security of where they lived or that anything could ever
happen there. How? Why? Jack rubbed a weary hand across his face and wiped a
tear from his eye. Though a thousand thoughts were passing through his mind
at any one given time,he could only stare out of the window at the passing streets
of Charity as, block after block, they neared the house.
They sped through the quiet town,and Jack could not think straight. His mind
raced as quickly as the car. He vaguely remembered fleeting glimpses of the
passing buildings and houses. His thoughts flitted this way and that, settling
more times than not on the dread that was about to descend upon him when he
reached his home. Jack was still in shock. He did not want to believe what Sheriff
Lee had told him.
Marie Holden Fitzgerald lay stretched out upon her bed, reading a romance
novel; engrossed in its pages as she waited for her husband to return to her. She
was wearing a sheer nightgown Jack had given her on their third anniversary. Her
bare legs were stretched out before her, rubbing back and forth sensuously as she
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perused the pages of her book. Her long, auburn hair was tossed carelessly over
her left shoulder, in a way that always drove Jack wild. She hoped that he would
come home from work and, noticing her lying there, take her in a passionate
embrace and make fiery love to her. She was to give him a night he would not
soon forget. She smiled to herself at that thought. Marie was,in truth,feeling very
spirited that night.
The time passed slowly as she lay there alone. It was 8:45 PM. She turned the
pages of her novel, her eyes studying each one thoroughly until moving on to the
next. The night was quiet enough for the wind to cause a ruckus with a single
sweet breath,but it was the loud click from somewhere in the house that made her
look up. Jack is home from the office, she thought with excitement. She smiled to
herself, waiting.
Another sound – a loud crash – made her sit up with a start. She held her
breath. Nothing. She relaxed a bit when she thought again of her husband. A
moment passed, and she creased her brow, deep in thought. She smiled again as
a new fantasy overran her mind. She rose from the bed, strode down the hallway
and skirted quietly down the stairs,in hope of catching her lover by surprise. He’ll
drop dead when he sees me standing here looking like this. He never could resist.
Near the bottom of the staircase, she slowed and skipped over the third stair
from the floor,which squeaked loudly when stepped upon. There was no way she
was going to spoil this moment by rushing into the room or making any unnecessary noise. Quiet as a mouse,she entered the den,and moving like a temptress,
she displayed her sexuality with obvious and lavish intent against any outright moral
standing. A figure stood over a broken lamp by the doorway to the kitchen. The
shadow had not noticed the beautiful, young woman sashaying into the room.
“Jack,darling. Finally. I was waiting for you,” she said,her voice dripping with
seduction.
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The figure turned with a start. He hid from the light of a nearby street lamp
that streamed through a window into the house. He was scared and faltering. He
looked again at the shattered lamp upon the floor. How could I have been so fucking
stupid? he thought. Turning back to the woman who had just entered the room,
the light caught the intruder’s eyes.
Marie shrank back as she looked fearfully at the man standing in her den. It
was not Jack. Scared,she stepped back from the intruder. “Who… who are you?”
she asked with a shaking voice.
The intruder said nothing. He looked about quickly, reached his hand around
his back and produced a .38 snub-nose pistol. Marie’s scream echoed through
the house as she realized her destiny.
A shot rang out; then another; then another. Marie fell with yet one, final,
piercing scream, as she hit the floor, dead. Still. Bloody. Dead. One arm was
stretched out toward her killer, as if asking “Why?”
The intruder stared at the limp figure sprawled out upon the floor, her blood
running freely onto the carpet. “Shit!” he cried. He looked around, panicked,
helpless,and then back at the limp body of the unsuspecting woman he just killed.
“Oh, my God. What have I done?”
With as much speed as he could muster, he ran from the house, looking back
only once as he shambled down the street, clutching at his right leg. He always
rued the street brawl he was in some years back, when that leg was broken by an
enormous brute of a man with a crowbar.
From the house next door, a light shone from one window, and a figure stood
searching the night from the blinds.In the overwhelming darkness,the light from
the portal looked all too bright to the intruder. Looking ahead of him, searching
the night for a way out,thoughts spread darkly across his mind. Stupidly,he only
followed the road.
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And he ran. He ran with all of his might. He ran until he could not run any
longer. Maybe I’m out of danger. Maybe I’m safe. He stopped after about two miles
and bent over,his hands upon his knees. Over his own sobs and violent retching,
he could still hear the scream – the ear-piercing shriek of the poor woman as she
fell. Dark. Cold. Dead. Dead… He did not know her. It did not have to happen.
There was no reason. No reason. He dropped to the ground and raised his hands
to the sky, surrendering himself to his own undoing. For a time he kneeled there,
in the middle of the paved road, his breath clouding in the cool night air then
disappearing like the slim shadow of a foul specter falling even deeper into the
depths of Hell.

As the beat-up black Mustang pulled onto Cole Street, Jack saw his house. It
stood like a castle in his eyes; his castle – his refuge from the harshness of the
outside and the overbearing dealings of the corporate world – a place where he and
his queen could live in love and in peace for the rest of their days. But as they
neared the house,something struck Jack as not quite right. Darkness surrounded
it like a foreboding gloom hangs over a cemetery during a new moon, where one
would expect the dead to rise and walk the earth until morning’s light.
Located on the outskirts of town, the house was one of the oldest and largest
in the county. Jack and Marie had bought it some years back from an older couple
that decided to venture to the warmer climate of Florida. They gave Jack and
Marie a good deal,telling them that a younger couple with the potential for a large
family should have it. Besides,Jack and Marie reminded the couple of themselves
forty years ago.
It dated to the roots of the town,built of brick,with huge,cascading Corinthian
columns covered in ivy that rose from the porch to meet the eaves. It had three
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stories and more windows than one could count. From the porch hung a swing,
where Jack and Marie spent their evenings sipping iced tea and watching the
sunset. That was, when Jack wasn’t busy at the office.
The inside was modest, not showing the wealth they had. Marie always
thought the inside of a home, no matter how large, should reflect on the people
living there. They were a modest couple anyway. Many of the rooms were plainly
decorated with flowered curtains and hardwood furniture,most of which was left
by the older couple from whom they had bought the house.
A few rooms, however, displayed the wealth Jack and Marie had acquired over
the years. Those rooms were marked by antique furniture, deeply stained and
remaining forever stunning through the passing of time. Despite her modesty,
Marie had a passion for ornately carved vintage pieces. She took great pleasure
in seeking out age-old shops in the smaller towns of the surrounding countryside,
to hunt for lost and forgotten treasures. She also welcomed the heirlooms, given
to them after Jack’s parents’ deaths, which had been passed down through the
family for two hundred years or more, though she mourned the reason for their
appearance in her home.
Jack and Bailey pulled to the side of the road, amidst the police cars parked on
the street and in the grass with their blue lights flashing at regular intervals.
During the drive to the house, Jack was deep in despair, drifting in and out of a
deep depression. But as the engine of the beat-up black Mustang idled in the
dark night,and he stared up at his castle,the reality of the situation at hand began
to creep further into his body, its icy grip clutching at both his heart and mind.
Moments passed before they exited the car in search of Sheriff Walter Lee.
The rain had slackened, though a thick mist still permeated the air. They
walked slowly to the house,passing an officer it seemed at every step;each looking
sadly at Jack, nodding in sorrow like somehow they understood the pain and
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confusion that still slithered into his entire being. Jack and Bailey found Sheriff
Lee standing on the front porch near the steps, watching the rain.
“Hi, Jack,” the Sheriff said as they approached. “I’m sorry we have to meet
again under these circumstances. Bailey,” he acknowledged, extending his hand.
“Hello, Walter,” Bailey replied, shaking the man’s hand.
“Hey, Walter,” Jack said,wiping a tear from his eye. He was too dumbfounded
to be hysterical right now. He only stared blankly and occasionally blew his nose
on a handkerchief he pulled from his coat pocket. “How? How did it happen?”
he asked finally.
“We got a call from your neighbor, Mrs. Johnston.” Walter pointed to the
house next door, where the light from the window still called out like a beacon in
the night. “She heard the shot and thought it best to give us a call.” He took in
a deep breath of the cool night air. “Sadly to say, she was right in doing so. Our
guess is that someone broke into the house and,startled to find anyone here,shot
her in a panic. We found her in the den.”
Jack wept.
Why her? She never hurt anyone!
“Do you want to see her?” Walter asked quietly.
“No. I don’t think I could take it.” Jack wiped his bloodshot eyes again. He
wanted to remember her the way she was when he last saw her – standing in the
kitchen,her slim body caressed by the sheer nightgown he had given her,the mass
of auburn hair tumbled down over her left shoulder. She almost always wore her
hair this way, because she knew it drove him wild. He tolerated, and really rather
enjoyed, her sometimes seductive attitudes. Really, he never had one complaint.
He just couldn’t bear the thought of remembering Marie’s body sprawled lifelessly
in a pool of maroon on the den floor, blood splattered across the walls and
furniture. Shuddering at that, his tears rose anew.
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“Did you find him, Walter? You have any idea who this guy is?” Bailey asked.
A look of concern brushed his face as he glanced at Jack.
“We have some clues. It seems there have been a few break-ins around this
neighborhood,” the Sheriff explained. “It seems to be the same person every time.
Whoever it is makes the same mistakes. Muddy footprints, things knocked over,
stuff like that. He’s an amateur,whoever he is. That’s probably why he shot Marie.
He didn’t know what else to do. That’s the way I see it. The burglar knocked over
the lamp we found in the den. Marie came down the stairs, found him in the den.
He panicked and shot her.”
Hearing those words, Jack fell to the ground and wept uncontrollably.
Wrapping his arms around his knees, he simply rocked back and forth. He tried
to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. All he could do was mourn.
Walter looked at the withered figure of his friend. “Bailey, can you get Jack
some coffee, or something?”
“Sure, no problem,” Bailey replied. He glanced at Jack briefly and went in
search of the kitchen. Walter sat next to Jack on the porch, his eyes watching the
red and blue lights flashing across the trees and houses lining the street. A young
officer made his way toward the porch from a patrol car.
“Sheriff, we just got a call from dispatch. A man has been spotted not two
miles east of here, heading toward the river.”
“Thanks, Frank. Take Smith and Cartwell with you and follow that lead, but
be careful. This guy’s jittery. There’s no telling what he’ll do.”
“Right,” the rookie said. He turned and headed back toward the car.
Bailey returned with three cups of coffee, each steaming in the chill night air.
It was early March,and the temperature had not yet risen to embrace the comforts
of the coming spring. Bailey handed the cups to Walter and Jack, who still sat on
the damp step, wiping both tears and rain from his face.
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Jack tried calming a bit. He needed to think rationally. It was hard, but he
needed to have control of his emotions and actions. Taking a long breath,he drew
himself up.
“What now, Walter?” he asked finally.
“There’s a report of a potential suspect,” Walter replied. “Frank is going to
check him out. We’ll know soon. Right now, though, all we can do is wait.”
Jack breathed deeply and gritted his teeth. “Okay. We’ll wait.” He spoke
almost too quickly. Both Bailey and Walter noticed the subtle change in Jack’s
behavior. Bailey spoke first.
“Maybe we should get in out of the rain.” He knew Jack, and he knew that
Jack wouldn’t so readily resign to waiting. He also knew that Jack wanted to be
in control right now. Jack never really felt comfortable in any situation unless he
was in control., Eexcept when it concerned his wife. He never minded losing
control to her.
Walter agreed, but Jack wouldn’t move.
“No,” he said, “I want to be here when Frank gets back.” Though he was
grieving, Jack’s voice was stern, unfaltering. Bailey shrugged, but eyed Jack
carefully, knowing he could break at any moment. Jack was very vulnerable right
now. Bailey knew he should stay close to him.
Thirty minutes later Frank’s cruiser pulled into the drive. Jack, Walter and
Bailey all started for it. Frank got out and looked at them, his face unsure of
nothing. Jack couldn’t hold back.
“What did you find?” he asked sternly. He wasn’t in the mood for cop games
or run-arounds. He needed to know something. Anything. The anticipation was
just about unbearable.
“The only suspect,” Frank replied bluntly.
“You found him?” Jack asked breathlessly. “The one who shot Marie?”
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The rookie nodded, and Bailey and Walter eyed Jack very carefully. They both
knew Jack had a mean streak in him, which surfaced whenever needed. All three
went to Charity High, and Walter and Bailey once watched Jack win a brutal
fistfight with the captain of the football team. The guy was picking on a smaller
student and, though Jack was only barely half his size, it was no contest. Jack
knew how to hit all of the sensitive spots, as well as how to attack with swift
agility, while the bully knew only brute force. The bully fell under Jack’s quick and
surprisingly strong assaults.
This situation, however, was personal. They knew Jack was a greater threat
now than he had been twenty years ago. Bailey and Walter looked at one another,
nodded and moved closer to Jack, in case he made any sudden movement toward
the car. But Jack looked calm. Perhaps he felt better, knowing that the murderer
had been caught.
“Yeah. We found him limping down the road,right there in plain sight,” Frank
said. “He didn’t even try to run. He was so scared, when we stopped him. He
pissed his pants. We knew he’d done something. He confessed almost before we
started the questioning. There is no doubt in my mind that this is the guy we
want.”
The criminal, who sat in that back of the cruiser, was shaking. He knew what
lay in store for him. Prison. Not so bad. I’ve been there before. Some of my friends are still
there. He tried not to look, but something pulled his gaze to Jack. He saw the
sorrow and the hurt and the hate, the burning hate, in Jack’s eyes. But he also saw
something else which startled him. Jack stepped closer to the cruiser and stared
down at Marie’s killer. Slowly, a devious grin crossed Jack’s lips. The murderer
pissed again.
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