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I was in my office, leaning back in my chair, with my feet up on the desk.  I had 
Paul Brown’s album The City dialed up on my iPod.  From the desk I could look out 
the windows and see people walking along the sidewalk on the street below, bundled 
up in heavy coats with their collars turned up against the cold.  The heavy bass and 
percussions of the song Food for the Moon matched the scene perfectly.  There was a 
light rain falling.  The weather forecast called for freezing rain and perhaps snow later.  
It was the first week of February and Birmingham was caught in an arctic cold snap 
that was setting record temperatures.  Today was the first time the temperature had 
been above freezing in three days. 

I glanced at my watch.  4:45pm.  It didn’t look like Braxton was going to make it 
by today.  No big surprise there.  Braxton owed me money.  Nobody ever paid up on 
Friday. 

I turned off the iPod and set it on the desk, then got up and stretched.  I was a 
little sore from a hard workout a couple of days ago.  In my profession it pays to keep 
in shape.  You never know when you might have to chase someone down.  Or run 
away from someone, for that matter.  My black hair was beginning to show a touch of 
gray on the sides, which made me look a little older than my forty-five years.  But I 
was keeping the middle-aged spread in check.  At just over six feet tall and just under 
two hundred pounds, I was still lean and muscular even though it was getting tougher 
each year to maintain. 

My office was one of several on the second floor of a downtown building that 
had retail shops on the ground floor, office space on the second, and loft condos in the 
remaining four floors.  The office furnishings consisted of an old wooden desk, a file 
cabinet, two straight-backed wooden chairs which sat in front of the desk, a leather 
sofa against the wall opposite the desk, and a coat rack next to the door.  In the corner 
there was a little kitchenette I’d set up with a microwave, a compact refrigerator I got 
at a garage sale for ten bucks, and a coffee pot.  There was a shared break room and 
bathrooms down the hall.  I had intended to put up some pictures three years ago 
when I moved in, but I hadn’t gotten around to it yet.  The lettering on the frosted 
glass in the top half of the office door read: Alec Stover – Private Investigator. 

I poured myself a cup of coffee and stood looking at a big orange tabby that was 
curled up in a tight ball on the sofa.  Roscoe was a tomcat that lived in the building.  
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He often came by to visit when I was in my office, sometimes through the front door, 
sometimes down the fire escape.  Luckily for Roscoe, no one seemed to mind having 
him around and he had free roam of the place. 

He appeared to be sound asleep but his head suddenly popped up and he stared 
at the door.  A moment later a man came down the hallway.  I could see his silhouette 
through the frosted glass as he stopped in front of the door.  He raised his hand as if 
he was going to knock, but decided against it.  He opened the door and came inside. 

“Alec Stover?” the man asked. 
“That’s me.  What can I do for you?” 
The man was dressed in a dark suit and a gray wool topcoat.  He had on a snap 

brim cap to protect against the rain.  He removed the cap but kept his coat on.  He 
approached the desk and dropped the cap on one of the chairs.  He extended his hand 
and I shook it as he said, “Brad Johnson.  I’m a Marshal with the Federal Witness 
Security Program.  Albuquerque office.”  He showed me his badge, then slipped it 
back into his coat pocket.  “I have reason to believe one of my witnesses is here in the 
Birmingham area and I’m trying to track him down.  I contacted a couple of private 
detective agencies listed in the phone book and everyone said I should talk to you.” 

“Most of the other detectives concentrate on divorce and child custody cases.”  I 
motioned at a chair and he sat down.  “Care for a cup of coffee?  I made a fresh pot 
about half an hour ago.  It’s not too scorched.” 

“That sounds good,” he said.  “Is it always this cold here this time of year?” 
“No.  It’s usually about twenty degrees warmer.”  I poured coffee into a spare 

mug.  “Cream and sugar?” 
He shook his head.  “Just black.” 
I handed him the cup then sat down behind my desk.  I studied him as he took a 

sip of coffee.  He was a big guy, slightly taller than me and maybe thirty pounds 
heavier.  His brown hair was thinning on top.  He had a big nose that drooped over a 
shaggy mustache.  He looked soft except for his eyes.  They were hard and cold. 

“Think you can help me find my guy?” he asked. 
“Depends on what you can tell me about him.  How long he’s been in town.  

What he’s doing here.  What he looks like.” 
“I’ve got his file back at the hotel.  I can bring it by first thing in the morning.” 
“He lives in Albuquerque?” I asked. 
He nodded. 
“What’s he doing here in Birmingham?” I asked. 
“Visiting his daughter.” 
“That’s not typically allowed for someone in WITSEC, is it?  When you go in the 

program don’t you have to break all ties with your past?” 
“Didn’t know he had a daughter.” 
“You didn’t know or he didn’t know?” 
“We didn’t know.  Not sure if he did or not.  This is the first time he’s made any 

attempt to see her.” 
“How urgent is it that you find him?  Is he in danger?” 
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“I’m not sure about that, either.  I’ll have a better idea once I locate him and find 
out what he’s been up to and where he’s been since our last contact.” 

I thought about it for a minute.  Johnson sat and waited. 
“His daughter lives in Birmingham?” I asked. 
“In this area, yeah.” 
“What’s her name?” 
“I’m not at liberty to say.  Unless you take the job, of course.” 
“As much as I’d love to be of service to the Witness Security Program, I don’t 

work for free.  I’ll have to charge you for my time and efforts.” 
“How much?” 
I told him and he nodded. 
“Sounds reasonable.  When can you get started?  I know it’s Friday but I’d rather 

not wait until Monday.” 
“I can start in the morning.” 
“I’ll be here at eight.” 
“I’ll be here at nine,” I said. 
He smiled slightly even though it was an old joke.  “I’ll bring the file…and some 

donuts.” 
“I’ll provide the coffee,” I said. 
He got up and took one of my business cards out of the cardholder on the desk, 

then walked to the door.  He stopped with his hand on the knob and looked at the cat 
lying on the sofa.  Roscoe was doing a fine job of ignoring him. 

“I like your cat,” he said. 
“It’s not my cat.” 
He nodded as if he understood, then walked out. 
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When I got to my office the next morning it was a little after 8:00am.  Two people 
were waiting in the hallway – a young guy in a policeman’s uniform and an attractive 
woman.  She had on a cream-colored turtleneck sweater, jeans, hiking boots and a 
navy down jacket.  Her dark hair just reached the collar of her coat.  It was parted 
slightly off center and combed back away from her face.  She had a widow’s peak and 
dark eyebrows over bright green eyes.  She looked like she might be in her mid 
thirties. 

“Alec Stover?” she asked. 
“Yes.  And you are?” 
“Detective Emma Radcliffe, Metropolitan Homicide Division.” 
The Birmingham Metropolitan Homicide Division, commonly referred to as 

simply Metro, was something that had been in place for a couple of years.  It was the 
brainchild of a couple of city mayors in the Birmingham area.  In light of budget cuts 
and hard economic times, Metro had been created as a resource pool for homicide 
investigations for the entire area rather than each city having to staff their own 
homicide departments. 

Detective Radcliffe showed me her badge. 
“This is Officer Michaels with the Homewood Police,” she said. 
Neither of them smiled. 
She pulled a business card out of her coat pocket and handed it to me.  “Is this 

your card?” 
I glanced at it and gave it back to her.  “Yeah, but it’s damp.  I’ve got a whole 

stack of them inside.  I can give you a dry one if you need it.” 
Officer Michaels snickered and she silenced him with a quick glance.  She put the 

card back in her pocket. 
“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Stover.  But I would like for you to come with us.  

There’s an apparent homicide victim near Homewood High School.  No ID.  Only 
your business card.  Maybe you can identify him for us.” 

 
 
We drove to the back of the parking lot behind 600 University Park Place, an 

office building just off Lakeshore Drive across from Samford University.  Homewood 
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High School was about a quarter of a mile to the left and what appeared to be an 
apartment complex named Brookdale Place was about the same distance to the right.  
There was also a trailer and a garage which served as an emergency fire station not too 
far from the office building.  A row of nice homes lined the ridge above. 

The body was about thirty feet from the back of the parking lot in an overgrown 
grassy area at the base of the ridge.  The man was lying face down in the weeds with 
his head turned to the left.  I recognized him immediately.  It was the man who’d 
come by my office the previous evening, Marshal Brad Johnson. 

They had blocked off a large area around the body with yellow crime scene tape.  
The Medical Examiner was squatting beside the body scribbling on a notepad.  Several 
investigators were spaced out searching the area roped off by the police tape.  A small 
grouping of onlookers were standing just outside the perimeter, talking quietly and 
watching what was going on.  The cold temperature – it was twenty-eight degrees – 
had no doubt kept a larger crowd from gathering. 

“A lady from Brookdale Place was walking her dog and discovered the body,” 
Radcliffe said. 

“Have you talked with anyone else at the apartments?” 
“It’s a retirement facility, actually,” she said.  “I’ve got a guy over there now.  Of 

course with this weather everything was shut up tight as a drum so it’s doubtful 
anyone heard anything.  I also talked with the firemen over there at the emergency 
station.  Nobody saw or heard anything out of the ordinary.”  She turned to the ME.  
“Okay if we come over?” she called out. 

He looked up and nodded, then went back to his note taking. 
“I can ID the guy from here,” I said.  “No need to further contaminate the crime 

scene.  His name is Brad Johnson.  He’s a Marshal for WITSEC.  Assigned to their 
Albuquerque office.  He came by my office yesterday afternoon just before five.” 

“What did he want?” 
“He said he thought one of his witnesses was in the Birmingham area and 

wanted me to help find him.” 
“How did he identify himself?” 
“Showed me his badge.” 
“Are you sure it was real?” 
I shrugged.  “Looked real to me.” 
“Have you ever seen a Marshal’s badge before?” 
“No.  You?” 
She ignored the question. 
“I think we should discuss this at Headquarters,” she said. 
 
 
When we got to Metro Headquarters Detective Radcliffe escorted me to an 

interrogation room then excused herself.  She was back in a few minutes with two 
steaming cups of coffee and several packets of non-dairy creamer and sugar.  She 
dropped them on the table with a couple of stirring straws. 
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“I wasn’t sure how you take it,” she said. 
“Black is fine.  Thanks.”  I took a sip and grimaced.  It tasted like it had been on 

the burner for a while. 
She sat in the chair on the opposite side of the table and stared at me as she 

sipped her coffee.  I wasn’t sure if she was trying to play it tough or if it was just her 
nature, but it worked pretty well for her.  She seemed at ease and kind of intense at the 
same time.  It was an interesting contrast. 

“No donuts?” I asked, hoping to lighten the mood a little. 
“No.  But I do have a few more questions.”  She set her cup on the table.  “What 

else can you tell me about your meeting with Johnson yesterday?” 
“Not much more than I’ve already told you.  He said he was looking for a 

witness.  He said the guy had a daughter in the area.  He didn’t disclose the name of 
either the witness or the daughter.  But he did say he had his file at the hotel and he’d 
bring it by this morning.” 

“Did he say what hotel he was staying at?” 
“No.” 
“Did he say how long he’d been in town?” 
“No, but he said he had contacted a couple of other detective agencies and they 

referred him to me.  So he’s probably been here a couple of days.” 
“Did he say which agencies?” 
“No.” 
“Did you see what kind of car he was driving?” 
“No.” 
“We’ll check with the rental companies.  If he flew in from Albuquerque he’ll 

have a rental.  Did he say anything else about who he had talked with?  Did he say 
anything more about his witness’s daughter or where she lived?” 

I shook my head. 
“Well, okay then,” she said.  “I guess that’s it for now.  If I think of anything else 

I’ll be in touch.” 
“That’s it?” I asked.  “You brought me over here for that?  We could’ve had this 

discussion at the scene.” 
“My boss, Captain Collier, said he wanted to see you.  He should be here in a few 

minutes.” 
“In the mean time are you at liberty to share with me what you know?” 
“I am but I don’t have much to add.  Johnson was shot in the chest, at close range.  

There’s very little blood.  We figure he was shot somewhere else and his body 
dumped there.  The weeds were trampled down a little where someone walked from 
the parking lot to where the body was left.  With all the cold weather the ground’s 
hard as a rock.  No footprints or impressions that are helpful. 

“The ME says he’s been dead about eight to ten hours.  Of course that’s a swag 
because of the cold.  But if that’s accurate then the shooting took place between ten 
and midnight.  So far in talking to people in the neighborhood no one heard anything 
or saw anything unusual during that time.” 
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“You said there wasn’t any ID on the body,” I said. 
“He was picked clean.  No wallet.  No cell phone.  No personal items whatsoever.  

No badge or gun, either.  Just your card in the breast pocket of his coat.  Whoever did 
this probably patted him down so they found anything bulky.  They probably went 
through his pockets.  But they missed your card.” 

She paused to take a sip of coffee, made a face, and set it aside. 
“You like Johnson’s witness for this?” I asked. 
“He’s the most logical suspect at this point but it’s hard to say.  That’s next on my 

list.  Call the Albuquerque office and see what they can tell me.  See if we can establish 
some kind of motive.” 

I took a card from my wallet.  “I probably won’t be at my office again until 
Monday.  Let me give you my cell number in case you want to get in touch with me 
for some reason in the mean time.  I’d love to know what you find out from the folks 
in Albuquerque.” 

“We’ll see,” she said as I scribbled my number on the back of the card.  “But I 
wouldn’t hold my breath.  If WITSEC is involved there probably won’t be much I can 
tell you.” 

Just then Captain Collier came into the room.  He was a small man with short 
gray hair and a weathered face.  He was dressed in jeans and running shoes and a 
green sweatshirt with METRO printed on the front. 

“Hey, Mickey,” I said as we shook hands.  “Long time.” 
“Too long.  I came in to find out what was going on with this homicide and 

instructed Detective Radcliffe to drag your sorry butt over here so I could see you.” 
“I’ll get on the phone to Albuquerque,” Radcliffe said.  She glanced at her boss.  

“Excuse me, sir.” 
I watched her walk out of the room.  Her jeans fit well.  When I looked at Collier 

he was grinning. 
“Have you had breakfast?” he asked. 
“No, actually, I haven’t.  Your vic was supposed to bring donuts to the office this 

morning.” 
“How rude of him to get himself shot before he could feed you.” 
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We went to Bogue’s in Southside. 
“Best breakfast in town,” Collier said as he mopped up the remaining sausage 

gravy with the last bite of his biscuit. 
“So how are things working out with Metro?” I asked. 
“Well, we got off to a little bit of a rocky start, as you can imagine.  Way too much 

politics and bureaucratic bullshit for my taste.  But I guess that’s to be expected when 
you have a bunch of mayors and police chiefs trying to reach an agreement over how 
something like this should be run.  It makes sense to do it when you consider how 
many cities make up the metropolitan area.  You got some places that have a small 
number of homicides a year.  But when they do they need someone investigating who 
knows what he’s doing.  It’s hard for those places to keep a decent staff of detectives.  
Homicide guys want to work homicides, not the other junk they have to do on the 
smaller forces.” 

“I can see the advantages.  But I bet there were a lot of turf wars while they were 
trying to get this all hashed out.” 

“Oh, you bet.  Especially at the supervisory levels.  The selection process was 
pretty damn competitive.  To be honest I’m surprised I made it.” 

“Where do you go from here with this case?” I asked. 
The waitress came over and topped off our coffee and scooped up the empty 

plates. 
“Thanks, Hon,” Collier said to the waitress, then looked at me.  “We’ll investigate 

the homicide.  And we’ll see what we can learn from the people in Albuquerque.  But 
if their guy is the shooter we may hit a wall.  I don’t know how much they’ll share 
with us.” 

“Wouldn’t you have jurisdiction?  They can’t withhold evidence.” 
“Therein lies the problem.  Since he killed a US Marshal, they have a stake in this, 

too.  It could get complicated.  And with the shooter being a ghost, so to speak…”  He 
took a sip of coffee.  “That’s why I put Radcliffe on the case.  She’s a little bulldog and 
won’t back down just because some federal Marshal waves a badge in her face.” 

“What can you tell me about her?” I asked. 
“Let’s just say she doesn’t take any crap off any of the guys at Metro.” 
“Who’s her partner?” 
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“Doesn’t have one right now.  I had her with a young detective but had to split 
them up.  She’s solo right now until I figure out who to put with her.” 

“What happened with her partner?” 
“Depends on who you ask,” he said.  “She said he made advances.  Then, after 

she turned him down, he started making rude comments and insinuating she was a 
lesbian.  He said she misunderstood his intentions and that he never said anything 
offensive or acted unprofessionally in any way.  Regardless, I let it go on longer than I 
should have and it eventually boiled over.  She decked him.” 

“You’re kidding?” 
“Nope.  Right there in the squad room.  In front of three other officers.  Of course, 

none of them were willing to own up to knowing what led up to the smack down so it 
was all a case of he said, she said.” 

“I bet it embarrassed the hell out of the guy she decked.” 
Collier nodded.  “You got that right.  He’s still hearing about it.  You know how 

cops can be about something like that.” 
“So where did she come from?  I haven’t seen her before.  Of course, I haven’t 

been over to your shop in a while, but I’d remember her.” 
“She transferred down from Chattanooga but she’s originally from Homewood.  

Still has family in the area.  As a matter of fact, her father and brother are both in law 
enforcement.  Her dad’s retired now but he worked for years for the Jefferson County 
Sheriff’s department.  Her brother’s a Sergeant over in Atlanta.” 

“Is she any good?” 
“Yeah, she is.  She’s tough, smart, and works hard.  She respects the law and 

plays by the book.  And she’s not afraid to mix it up if she has to.” 
“What about the other part?” I asked. 
“What?  You mean about her being a lesbian?” 
“Yeah.  Any truth to the rumor?” 
“Nah, I don’t think it’s a rumor so much as a backlash from her ex-partner.  He 

probably wishes it would become a rumor but it hasn’t really caught on.  I suspect his 
ego was bruised a little when she turned him down.  She was married for a while, if 
that means anything.” 

“Weren’t we all.  How long?” 
“Hell, Stover, I don’t know.  You want to know that kind of stuff you’re gonna 

have to ask her.”  He paused and a grin pulled at the corners of his mouth.  “But don’t 
make her mad.  I hear she’s got a pretty good right cross.” 

 
 
Later that afternoon I was at home eating a late lunch and watching a basketball 

game on the TV.  Florida was putting a thumping on Georgia.  My cell phone chirped 
and I looked at the display.  It said “Metro HQ.”  I flipped it open to answer the call. 

“Stover.” 
“Hey, this is Detective Radcliffe.  I spoke with a Marshal Davis at the WITSEC 

office in Albuquerque earlier today.  I told her what was going on over here and she 
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said she’d come see us.  She just called back with her travel arrangements.  She’s 
catching an early flight and will be here in the morning at nine-fifteen.  She also said 
she wants to talk to you.” 

“Sure.  Where do you want to get together and what time?” 
“I’m picking her up at the airport and we’re going to the morgue.  After that we 

can swing by your office.” 
“Okay.  Or I can meet you at the morgue.” 
“I guess that’s okay if you don’t mind.  The body’s at UAB hospital.” 
“I’ll be there around nine-thirty.” 
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I don’t know what I thought Marshal Diana Davis would look like, but what I 

saw when she and Detective Radcliffe came down the hallway to the morgue was 
definitely not what I expected.  She was stunning.  Reddish-blonde hair down over her 
shoulders, pale blue eyes, and high cheekbones with a sprinkling of freckles.  She had 
on a loose-fitting sweater, jeans that weren’t loose-fitting, and designer cowboy boots 
that probably cost several hundred dollars.  With her coat casually draped over her 
arm she looked like she’d just stepped out of a women’s clothing catalog, not off a pre-
dawn flight from New Mexico. 

“Alec Stover, Marshal Diana Davis,” Radcliffe said, making the introductions. 
She smiled as she shook my hand.  “Detective Radcliffe tells me that Marshal 

Johnson came to see you Friday evening.” 
“Yes.  He came by just before five.  Said he was looking for one of his witnesses 

who he thought might be in town.” 
“That would be Lenny Sutton,” she said. 
“I guess.  He didn’t tell me his name.  He said the guy had a daughter in the area 

but he didn’t tell me her name, either.  I’m presuming it’s not Sutton.” 
“No.  Lenny Sutton is the ID we set him up with.  As a matter of fact, we didn’t 

know he had a daughter.  Evidently he didn’t know about her, either, until a month 
ago.  We advised against contacting her, naturally.  Then he dropped out of sight.” 

“How long ago was that?” Radcliffe asked. 
Davis looked up and down the hall.  “Perhaps we could go somewhere a little 

more private?” 
“There’s a waiting room just down the hall,” Radcliffe said.  “Let’s go in there.” 
Once we were situated Davis continued.  “Sutton was assigned to Marshal 

Johnson.  The only problem is that Johnson went on inactive status three weeks ago.  
No one’s heard from Sutton since then.” 

“Inactive status?” Radcliffe asked.  “What’s that mean?” 
“He was basically put on probation until his status could be reviewed.  All his 

witnesses were reassigned.” 
“Why was he put on probation?” Radcliffe asked. 
“There had been problems with several of his witnesses over the last six months.  

Two had to be reprocessed and another was killed in a hit-and-run accident.” 
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“What do you mean by reprocessed?” Radcliffe asked. 
“Moved to new locations.  Set up with new identities.  We had reason to believe 

they had been compromised.” 
“I’m guessing the hit-and-run accident was somewhat suspicious,” I said. 
Davis nodded.  “Johnson also had inappropriate contact with two of his female 

witnesses.” 
“Great,” Radcliffe said.  “Sounds like he deserved to be on probation.” 
“So,” Davis said, “I was surprised when you called to tell me he was in 

Birmingham.  He was prohibited from contacting his witnesses.  And our office 
certainly didn’t send him here to find Sutton.” 

“When Johnson came by my office he showed me his badge,” I said.  “Would he 
still have his badge while on inactive status?” 

“No.  He had to surrender his badge and gun.  But that doesn’t mean he didn’t 
have another.  Apparently he did.” 

“Do you know if he was armed when he came to see you?” Radcliffe asked me. 
“No, I don’t.” 
“Well, if he was, whoever shot him now has his badge and his gun,” Radcliffe said. 
“He also said he had Sutton’s case file,” I said.  “He was going to bring it to my 

office Saturday morning.” 
Davis pursed her lips and shook her head.  She took a deep breath and let it out 

slowly. 
“We’ve got to find that file.”  She turned to Radcliffe.  “Do you know where he was 

staying?” 
“Yes.  We found out yesterday afternoon.  He had a room at the Holiday Inn near 

the airport.  There were a few clothes and toiletries there but nothing else.  No 
personal effects and no WITSEC files.  We haven’t released the room yet.  I can take 
you there after we leave here.  He also had a rental car that he picked up at the airport 
but we haven’t located it yet.” 

“I guess we need to get busy,” Davis said.  “First thing is to ID the body.  He didn’t 
have any immediate family so my office will handle the transportation to 
Albuquerque as soon as you release it.” 

We went into the morgue and an attendant led us to a refrigeration unit along one 
wall where the bodies were kept.  It had three rows of individual horizontal lockers 
with rolling shelves that pull out. 

“After we go by Johnson’s hotel room you want to go talk to Sutton’s daughter?” 
Radcliffe asked. 

“That’s going to be a problem,” Davis said.  “We don’t know her name.  Sutton 
may have told Johnson who she is, but no one else at the office knows.” 

We stood back as the attendant opened the door to one of the lockers and pulled 
out the shelf until the head and shoulders of the body were exposed. 

“We’ve got another problem,” Davis said.  “That’s not Brad Johnson.” 
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We were back at Metro Headquarters.  Radcliffe was briefing Captain Collier on 
what we knew. 

“Once we realized that our victim was not Brad Johnson, Marshal Davis got in 
touch with someone at her office and had him email her pictures of Johnson and the 
missing witness, Lenny Sutton. 

“At the hotel we talked with the desk clerk who was working when Johnson 
checked in on Wednesday.  She ID’ed him from the photo so we know he is indeed 
here in town, somewhere.  The maid said the room hadn’t been used since she cleaned 
it on Thursday.  We’ve been over the room thoroughly but didn’t find anything useful.  
Since Johnson’s not the guy in the morgue and may be alive and well I left a couple of 
guys at the hotel.  They’re instructed to notify me immediately if anyone comes to his 
room.  We also showed the pictures of Sutton and our victim to the hotel employees 
but no one there has seen either of them. 

“We don’t know who the guy in the morgue is.  We’re running his prints.  Maybe 
we’ll get lucky and he’ll be in the system.  What we do know is that he had a US 
Marshal’s badge when he talked with Stover on Friday and identified himself as 
Johnson, which does not bode well for the real Marshal Johnson, especially since he 
hasn’t been back to his hotel room in three days.  Of course, whoever killed our victim 
took his ID and everything else he had on his person…except for Stover’s business 
card. 

“We’ve canvassed the neighborhood around the location where the body was 
found and no one saw or heard anything out of the ordinary Friday night.  At this 
point we don’t know if the man was killed at the site or somewhere else and his body 
dumped there but we’re leaning toward the latter. 

“We have reason to believe Sutton came here to see his daughter.  But we don’t 
know her name so there’s not much we can do there.” 

Captain Collier thought it over for a minute.  “Then the only thing on your plate,” 
he said to Radcliff, “is to identify our John Doe and find out who killed him.”  He 
turned to address Davis.  “Of course we’ll share anything that we learn about your 
case in the process.  And we’ll be happy to inquire about your guys as we investigate 
our homicide.” 

“That would be appreciated,” Davis said. 
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Collier looked at me.  “I guess you’re free to go unless either of these ladies has any 
more questions about your brief encounter with our John Doe.” 

“Actually,” Davis said, smiling at me.  “I may want to employ your services in 
helping me find Johnson and Sutton.  I need someone who’s familiar with the area and 
I’m sure you have contacts that would be useful.” 

“I’ll be happy to assist,” I said. 
“Why don’t we go somewhere for some lunch and discuss how we want to 

proceed.”  She smiled at Radcliffe.  “Before you get too busy, I need to get my bags out 
of your car.” 

Radcliffe dug a set of keys out of her pocket and tossed them to me.  “I’m sure you 
wouldn’t mind getting her bags for her.” 

“Not at all,” I said.  “I was a bellhop in a previous life.” 
“While he’s doing that I need to step into the little girl’s room,” Davis said. 
Radcliffe pointed the way.  “Down the hall on the right.” 
When I came back a few minutes later they were waiting for me in the hallway. 
“I just got a call from the Mountain Brook PD,” Radcliffe said.  “They found 

Johnson’s car behind an office building over on Highway 280.” 
 
 
The car was in a parking deck behind the Mountain Brook Center.  There were 

only two levels to the deck.  Two uniformed officers were sitting in their squad car 
next to a beige Taurus that was parked in the back corner of the first level.  One of the 
officers got out of the squad car as we approached.  When we got within about ten feet 
of the car we could smell the odor.  It wasn’t overpowering, but it was noticeable. 

“When we found the car it was locked and the keys were in it,” the officer said.  
“We went ahead and opened it up so we could check it out.” 

He opened the trunk.  There was a body inside.  It looked like it might have been 
there for a couple of days.  The cold weather had slowed the rate of decomp, but it was 
starting to get a little ripe. 

“That’s Marshal Johnson,” Davis said. 
“Looks like your plate just got fuller,” I said to Radcliffe. 


