Chapter 4
Date: 7th of June

Time: 1.30 p.m.

     “ Hey,” a soft voice called, shaking John lightly. When he did not react, John felt a smack across his face.

     “ What’s the big idea?” John cried, opening one of his eyes.

     “ I just came to see how you were doing. Is there any crime in that?” Deidre asked him.

     John yawned and stretched himself. Today’s trial on Max Reaver was half done. Earlier, John had been called upon to testify for the case on his investigation. It always bored him when it was required for him to attend any court cases.

     He said what was required and what was ‘only’ required. He had not indulged the jury with his finding of Max’s statement of his vision. Problems will crop up and John was sure he would not be able to convince half the jury that Max was sane, let alone to convince any them not to put him in an insane asylum, although it did cross John’s mind on sending this poor fellow there. He might be safer in that place where he would be under watchful surveillance, so he would not attempt to ‘kill’ himself.

     He looked around. He had fallen asleep on the bench somewhere outside the courtroom. It was the lunch break and everyone was busy filling their stomachs before the continuation of the trial.

     As John had expected, there was a whole load of reporters and photographers all over, surrounding the entire perimeter of the courthouse. They had been barred from entering the premises to mob Max, although they almost went berserk after just catching a glimpse of Max. Ever since the trial started about three days ago, they had been all over the place, giving the police force a hell of a headache. Even if they were not allowed to meet Max, it did not stop them from trying.

     John  could see the whole load of them being held back by a barricade that was maintained by the police. John disliked all the fuss about Max. After all he was just a millionaire’s son who when missing for eight years and returned for a man-slaughter trial. If only they knew the real thing about Max like John did would he then understand their fanatical interest on this subject.

     “ What brings you here?” John asked. 
     “ I’m having my lunch break. I’ll be heading to several areas to meet my clients later, so I’d thought I see you here. It has been a long time since you came to the courtroom. I just had to see you in action. Not to my expectation, though,” Deidre said.

     “ If this is not to your expectation, then you’ve been married to the wrong person for the last 10 years,” John laughed out loud. Deidre scowled slightly.

     “ Hmm, someone seems to be coming to you,” Deidre mentioned. John turned to where Deidre was looking. Beatrix was heading this way.

     “ Hey, John…” Beatrix started, but she stopped and turned to Deidre.

     “ I don’t think any of you met,” John said. “ Deidre, this is my good friend, Beatrix Beckenstile. Beatrix, this is Deidre.”

     “ Oh, you must be John’s wife. Can’t call you ex yet, both of you aren’t divorced yet,” Beatrix said, shaking Deidre’s hand warmly.

     “ Beatrix…oh, wait, John, is this woman the first person you had sex with before me?” Deidre asked excitedly.

     “ Yes, that would be me,” Beatrix answered quickly on John’s behalf. Deidre turned to John for his confirmation. John merely shrugged, almost in resignation.

     “ Really? Tell me, Beatrix. Was he very good when he was young? He’s rather slacking lately. Must be the old age,” Deidre remarked.
     “ Please, enough about my sleazy past life. I have already put that behind,” John said. “ Beatrix was better than you, so stop commenting on what you have. At least I’m still sticking around.”

     That got him a hard smack on his forehead. It always hurt when she hit.

     “ Well, I need to be going. See you all around. Maybe we should get out sometime, Bea,” Deidre suggested.

     “ Yeah, why not?” Beatrix said. John noted on how fast they were warming up to one another. Beatrix had never allowed John to call her Bea, let alone any other name.

     Deidre took her suitcase and left the both of them. “ You both seem like a very affectionate couple. I don’t see the problem,” Beatrix noted after Deidre was out of earshot.

     “ Yeah, neither do I,” John sighed. 

     “ John, I need to ask you  a question,” Beatrix said.

     “ Well then, fire away,” John replied.

     “ They are calling me to the darn ‘witness box’ to testify. The lawyer has found out that you had asked me to interview Max upon the subject. Knowing my profession, they would know what it was all about. So, the thing is should I tell the darn members of the jury on what happened?” Beatrix asked.

     “ What happened?” John asked, perplexed.

     “ On his statement of his death, damn it,” Beatrix cried, sounding frustrated John could not understand her fast enough.

     John sighed. He started to think. Was it really needed? Max statement on his death was very significant upon the subject, but John was unsure how things would turn out when the public know about it. It would certainly cause problems, and John was very keen to avoid problems.

     “ No, don’t tell them. Just say your diagnosis on the guy was normal, nothing else,” John said.

     “ You are asking me to lie, eh?” Beatrix asked, raising her eyebrows in a sly manner.

     “ I did not ask you to lie. You are just…omitting certain truths. It’s more of a white lie. It will cause more harm than good if this comes out, trust me,” John answered.

     “ Why do you want it so?” 

     “ Because I’m interested in this person. The world doesn’t need to know his trouble. I want to investigate on this person’s background, why this is happening and how it is happening. It’s just so vague that I need to find out,” John replied.
     “ I’ve never seen you put so much passion into your work before, even crossing the line,” Beatrix said with a tone of surprise.

     “ Well, I’m not sure what is really motivating me, really. And I’m in no way crossing any line,” John said.

     “ Whatever you say. Gotta go. They’ll be calling for me soon. Can’t keep those bastards waiting, can’t we?” Beatrix asked. She trotted off in the opposite direction, heading to the courtroom. The session would start any time now.

     John started to feel sleepy. Without any company, he was feeling rather drowsy. Must be my lazy nature, John thought. He wondered if some strong coffee would do the trick. He got up and stretched himself, willing himself not to sleep again so soon.

     John started wandering around, wondering where the cafeteria is. Hopefully by munching something he could keep his senses awake.

Time: 6.00 p.m.

     The door of the courtroom burst open and out walked Max Reaver, alongside his lawyer. Both of them were surrounded by policemen who would escort them away. From the outside, the reporters were already making a clamorous cry as they saw Max emerge.

     Acquitted, John thought. He knew it was coming all along. There was no doubt in that, just a matter of time. He observed from afar as Max was escorted away. He could hear the clicking of cameras catching photos of Max as he was moved away.

     The courtroom started to empty out as John moved along with the people. He could clearly see Beatrix trying to squeeze her way through the large crowd of people gathered at the entrance to leave quickly. John guessed she must be hurrying to one of her wild parties with her friends.

     He slowly moved out of the courtroom. The crowd was moving slower than usual and John surprisingly found himself feeling very impatient. As he edged towards the door, he bumped into a person.

     “ Sorry, detective,” a voice said.

     It was Roy. John narrowed his eyes when he saw the man. He was not appropriately dressed for the occasion: thick cotton short and large cargo pants. They had to let his in as he was a witness to the crime involved, even though it was much to the judge’s displeasure.

     “ Hmm, hello,” John said after a while, unable to give any other greeting.

     “ How’s the case?” Roy asked.

     “ It’s already done,” John answered untruthfully.

     “ To you, it isn’t,” Roy said. John looked at him with his eyes narrowing further. Who is this guy?

     “ Hmm, you can’t fool me detective,” Roy said warmly.

     “ Indeed,” John said.

     “ What is making you interested in such a person?” Roy enquired.

     “ Maybe the same reason you are enquiring me about him,” John suggested. Both of them walked out of the courtroom. John felt the warm air heat up his body comfortably. He was not used to very cold places, especially air-conditioned rooms. He always wondered what was wrong with using a fan.
     “ Well then, detective. See you around,” Roy said, smiling as he left.
     John continued on his way along to the car park where he had left his vehicle this morning. A distance away he saw Max being escorted away in a private car. Another decoy had been prepared to divert the attention of the reporters from Max. John walked to his car and opened the door, suddenly realizing he did not lock the door again.

     Getting in his car, he started the engine. The car’s engine revved up noisily. It was an old model made in the year 2020 and he did not made any upgrades on the old vehicle. He liked it the way it is, but it was very obvious he needed a new one.

     As he started to move the car away, he suddenly noticed a woman standing at the corner of the car park. Initially, he thought it was someone who worked here, or a member of the jury. But after careful inspection, he was positive she was neither.

     She looked like an outsider. John had not seen her in the courtroom, as that would mean that she was not involved anyway in the court case. However, she seemed to be avidly at the direction of where the crowd was surrounding Max. A friend?
     John felt weird as he moved his vehicle away, leaving the woman standing at the corner.

Time: 6.10 p.m.

     A lone woman stood at the corner of the car park. She did not take notice of the driver in the car that had just passed by, who was looking avidly at her. She seemed more interested in the crowd where Max was in, or rather, Max himself.

     She could not catch a glimpse of him, but she dared not go any closer to him. She was unsure what his reaction would be. She silently stood at her place, not moving, just hoping somehow to catch a glimpse of him and, if she was lucky, him seeing her here.

     She had been here since the start of the case. As she was uninvolved in the case, she had no permission to enter the courtroom, so she had to be content with waiting outside. 

     She had no idea why she came. When she first heard it on the news, she was rather stunned to even hear his name. After a couple of hours, she packed her stuff and drove all the way here. She felt weird, yet ecstatic, at being here. She wondered what could be in store for her.
     It felt so strange that she was here to see him, after disappearing for 8 years. She felt she was desperate to see him again, even though he left her.

     Her heart skipped a beat as she finally saw him. He looked exactly the same as he was years ago. His face still had that youngish look. Besides having grown slightly, it looked as if he had not aged one bit.

     Does he still think he will die some day? Wasn’t it time already? She thought.

     He was being ushered to a car. She watched him get into the car, other people quickly acting to get him out of this place. He did not see her. She drew a deep breath, feeling relief. Or was it sorrow?

     The decoy car headed out first to led the reporters away. Soon afterwards, the real one left. It drove right next to where the woman was standing. As the car passed her by, she could get a close up look on Max.

     He was leaning back on his seat, looking forward impassively as always. His features were the same: the sharp face, large eyes and forever messy brown hair. He folded his arms and glanced to his left. The woman looked at him and thought, at first, that he could not recognize her.

     No surprise, she thought. I’ve just changed a lot over the years, unlike you.
     So, it came to her surprise when he suddenly spun around and gawked at her, his jaw dropping open. She looked at him in bewilderment as the car turned around the corner, leaving her sight. What that surprise, or shock?

     “ Is something the matter?” the driver asked Max. He had suddenly turned around in a flash after spotting something.

     “ It can’t be…” Max murmured to himself. He wondered if he really was mad. He had just seen what looked like her, or so he thought. Were his eyes playing tricks with him? They had to be, he thought. Why would ‘she’ even come here?
     “ Sir?” the driver asked again.

     “ No…it’s nothing,” Max said, trying to reassure himself. He wondered why wanted to do so.

     The woman looked on as the car drove out of view. Everybody was dispersing from the area. Within seconds, she was abruptly alone in the car park. Even the clamorous noises from all the reporters were getting distant, leaving the area now that it no longer contained their item of interest.

     She, too, decided to leave. There was nothing else to do here. She had come to see what she wanted to see and saw it, nothing else. She thought it would be unwise to try to look for him. After all, he had wanted their relationship to end. Eight years of absence would not make a difference.

     She thought of what to do next. She had achieved her main objective already, which was to see Max again. Was there any other reason for her to stay here?

     “ You seem lost in thought. Is there a problem, Erica?” a voice asked softly.

     She almost jumped in fright. A bespectacled man was standing right next to her. It somehow scared her that she had not noticed this man approach her. Erica wondered what was he up to. Certainly, he did not look in any way dangerous, but Erica was wary on how he even knew her name.

     “ Who are you?” she demanded, trying to make her voice commanding, though it was not convincingly commanding enough.

     “ You can not recognize me? Haven’t you read my works?” he asked again.

     Then it came to her. She looked at him quizzically, but she was certainly amused. She was lost for words, for a while.

     “ You…you are Roy, right? Roy Hayes, the writer…” she gasped.

     “ That is right, Erica. You don’t mind me calling you Erica,” Roy asked.

     “ Um…not at all,” Erica replied. She stood there staring at him, transfixed on her spot.

     “ We can talk while we walk to your car while we talk,” Roy suggested. Erica thought it wasn’t a bad idea. She slowly walked to her vehicle parked at the end of the car park as Roy followed her closely.

     “ That still doesn’t explain how you know my name,” Erica said.

     “ Certainly, you have e-mailed me saying you liked my works and you have read every one of them,” Roy answered.

     “ I did, but how would you recognize me?” Erica asked, still perplexed.

     “ I do a lot of research using the internet. I especially love to browse through all the old newspaper articles, news and reports. I’ve seen you on one of the articles before, recently actually, and you look so strikingly like her. Besides, your name matches hers, so I deduced it had to be you,” Roy explained. Erica felt this was really far-fetched, but what was she to know.

     “ What brings you here?” Roy asked.

     “ What brings YOU here?” Erica asked.

     “ I asked the question first,” Roy insisted.

     “ I’m just a busybody, that is all,” Erica insisted.

     “ Well, I guess so I am,” Roy answered.

     “ Please, why are you bothering me?” Erica asked, slightly irritated, by Roy’s behavior.

     “ I beg your pardon. I just saw you and I thought we could talk a little. Forgive me if I’m disturbing you in any way, I didn’t mean it. I will take my leave then,” Roy said. He bowed slightly then walked away swiftly.

     Erica watched him until she saw that he was really out of sight before she breathed a sigh of relief. She quickly turned around and walked into another direction to another car. She felt it was imprudent to allow a stranger to know what car she rode in. Besides knowing he was a writer and having read his books, she knew nothing else.

     Why was he being so inquisitive?

     She got into her car swiftly and drove out of the area. Little did she know Roy was carefully observing her by a secluded corner of a wall.

Time: 9.05 p.m.

     John entered his house and sighed. He felt slightly cold as the rain had started to pour heavily, splattering all over the place. He closed the door quickly to not allow any further splashes into his house. 
     “ Oh boy,” he sighed once more. A small leak had sprung from the top of the ceiling. Drops of water were slowly dripping into his abode. Quickly, he dashed to the bathroom to grab a pail. Running out, he placed the pail under the leak so that the water would not ruin his carpet.

     “ Why is this roof leaking of all times?” John grumbled. He would need to fix the roof, if his technical skills were enough to do so. He threw his coat on the sofa and walked to the back of the house where the storeroom was located.

     John came down from the attic, all dirty and dusty. He tried to make a mental note that he needed to clean his attic sometime as it looked like it had been collecting dirt for the past century. He later crossed that out of his mind. Taking out his notebook, he wrote it down. He told himself he could not remember such trivial things so easily like Deidre could. That was why he had her.

     He looked at the spot where the leak had sprung. The water had stopped trickling down now. He took the pail back to his bathroom and emptied the water into the toilet bowl.

     He took of his clothes and dumped them aside as he took a shower. He felt refreshed as the hot steamy water hit his skin. He started lathering himself when his hand phone rang.

     Groping around for the towel, he jumped out of the shower and rummaged though his pants. Wiping his hands and face dry, he answered the call.

     “ John here,” he replied.

     “ John, it is Karen. The coroner says she has something interesting about the Max Reaver case,” his boss said.

     “ The case is over. Why are we bothering?” John asked. This was totally untrue, he told himself. He hoped his boss would not find out about it. But, he was curious about this new information. What had the coroner found? Was it something that could bring up another trial for Max?

     “ Because it is…rather intriguing, I should say,” Karen replied.

     “ What  is it about?” John asked.

     “ The dead guy, of course. Why would the coroner be involved? Who made you a detective anyway with such lousy intellectual and deducing skills?” Karen asked mockingly before she hung up.

     John moved his phone form his ear and looked at it weirdly, as if he was looking at his boss directly. “ You did, Karen,” John said to the phone.

Time: 9.21 p.m. 

     Roy took his seat in front of his computer and switched the stand-by button off. The screen lighted up and it showed a newspaper clipping with the picture of Erica in it.

     Roy took a sip of orange juice. He drank juices to keep him going, especially when he wanted to stay awake. Coffee was not a healthy choice, even though the caffeine could work wonders. But why risk it when orange juice works the same, he always thought.

     He looked at the headline of the clipping: Teenage Millionaire Goes Missing

     This was taken eight years ago, the day after Max decided to do his disappearing act. There was a picture of his house and policemen surrounding the place. At a distant corner, Erica could be seen.

     He clicked his mouse a few times and waited. Another window popped out. This showed another newspaper clipping about a new generator being created that is able to reduce consumption of energy by almost half of what conventional generators could. The person who had headed the project for this generator making was none other than Erica Newstead. This newspaper article was 3 years old.

     Returning to the previous article, Roy avidly read what the reporter had written. The reporter had written that Max had suddenly disappeared from his mansion somewhere around midnight. He had left a note saying he would be fine and everything would be better this way. Initially, the police thought it was a suicide note.

     He had left abruptly for no apparent reason. His butler and servants in the mansion could not answer to their master’s weird act, and neither could the old time family friend, who currently is in charge of the company ‘Reavers’. They had also interviewed Erica, who was said to be his closest friend, but she was too disturbed or distracted to answer any questions. Another article stated that even though after a few days have passed, she did not want to answer for the actions of Max Reaver.

     Roy started reading another report. It said that Max had been drawing money from his bank accounts. The butler has said that Max had contacted him and told him of the transaction, but still did not tell where he was. He was wandering around somewhere, taking money bit by bit to finance his travels.

     Roy took another sip from his cup of orange juice.       

Time: 9.28 p.m.
     John pushed open the doors of the operation room. It was really the morgue, but there was an operation table where the coroner could examine the dead bodies that were brought in here, but John always considered this as the operation room, even though the patients that come in always come out dead.
     “ Good, you are here,” Melanie said.
     Melanie Griffon was the coroner working for the police force. Her initial ambition was to be a police officer as she loved to be in the middle of all the action. But after finding that real action was hard to come by, she decided she could be a coroner where she could see the damage of all the action. He grades were fantastic enough to put her through university to get a medical degree, even after 2 years working as a police woman.

     Melanie was a serious, no-nonsense person with an attitude. She was one tough chick. John had seen her in action before, and she was tougher than all the fierce brutish police dogs they have, combined. Even at the young age of 24, she was fiercer than anybody John had ever encountered, including hardcore criminals. She could not care less about hierarchy, and will readily fight anyone, even her seniors. There are only few people whom she really respects, and one of them was Karen. She respected John was well, but to a slightly lesser degree, but John was quite content with that.
     “ Well, what is wrong with Mr. Barry?” John asked. The dead man was lying on the table. The blanched and pale colour of the dead guy’s skin showed clearly he was long dead. But the chemicals used to preserve his body worked very well. He was as good as he was when John last saw him.

     “ Weird stuff, I tell you,” Melanie remarked.

     “ What so weird about a dead guy?” John asked. Karen frowned at him.

     “ I know that the case on Max Reaver is over, but I had found out something new on it,” Melanie said in a serious tone.

     “ Serious? You mean serious enough to open up the case again?” John enquired.

     “ I’m not sure about that. But, first, tell me John. Have you taken a good look at this body?” Melanie asked.

     “ Take a good look? What do you mean? Isn’t that your job?” John asked. Melanie raised her eyebrows in irritation as Karen tried to stifle a laugh.

     “ Yes, I know. I did the autopsy on this guy. Well, the standard one, that is. I thought there was nothing out of the ordinary about this guy’s death. But, John, you are a detective, right? Tell me, is there anything out of the ordinary, of this person’s body?” Melanie asked.

     John glanced at the body swiftly. He could not spot anything abnormal with the corpse, but they would not have called him here if there were none. He carefully scanned the body, first from the head, then the neck, followed by the chest, his arms and hands…

     John paused, then looked at the guys hands again.

     “ His hand…the right one…it is out of shape…” John noted after making sure it was out of shape.

     “ Yes, it is out of shape,” Melanie said. She turned to a computer and clicked a few buttons on the mouse. She turned the screen around to allow Karen and John to see what was on it.

     It was an X-ray picture of a right hand, presumably the dead man’s. John observed the area in which all the eight small bones that connected the radius and ulna with the metacarpals. A few of them, John could not remember the names of all eight, were out of place.

     “ He broke his hand? Before or after died?” John asked, perplexed.

     “ Right before, or during. According to my autopsy, this happened before he died, close to this death,” Melanie said. It took a while before he could register the full meaning of this information.

     “ No way…” John gasped.

     “ Hmm?” Karen mused.

     “ According to all the witnesses, they said Barry wielded the knife with his right hand. If that is so, his bones weren’t broken when he fought Max. In such a state, he would be unable to wield the knife. If it was broken during or after his death, it could be only…no, it doesn’t make sense,” John said, frowning. He rubbed his chin as he pondered.

     “ Doesn’t make sense?” Karen asked.

     “ Melanie, how much force or pressure is needed to break his bones in such a fashion?” John enquired.

     “ At an estimate, even punching your fist against a wall wouldn’t amount to this amount of damage. Well, not in this way. They way the bones were broken, it looks as if the force was applied all around his hand,” Melanie answered.
     “ How is that possible?” John asked.

     “ Beats me. I can’t think of a way on how he could have broken it in such a way. Max did not do anything else to Barry after he killed him, did he?” Melanie asked.

     “ Max did not do anything else other than punching the guy in the face and stabbing him in the heart. There were witnesses there to testify for it. Other than that, all he did was dodging the guy’s attacks and obtain possession of the person’s knife…” John said, suddenly slowing down as if he had realized something.

     “ What is it?” Melanie asked.

     “ Before Max killed Barry, he grabbed Barry’s wrist to wrench the knife from his grasp,” John said.

     “ John, are you suggesting that Max broke the bones in Barry’s hand by grasping his hand over him?” Karen asked, sounding skeptical.

     “ Well, do you have a better suggestion other that that? Oh, maybe he broke his bones because they were brittle due to calcium deficiency,” John suggested sarcastically. 

     “ Well, what are we going to do about this, boss?” Melanie asked.

     “ Frankly, I have no idea,” Karen said.

     “ Why don’t you allow me to investigate him?” John suggested. He had already intended to do an investigation on Max, but this gave him an opportunity to perform one with his boss’s permission. But if she refused, it would cause more trouble if he continued an investigation.

     “ Is there something about Max you did not tell me?” Karen asked tentatively.

     “ Lets just say I think there is more to Max than meets the eye,” John said. Karen thought for a while. Meanwhile, Melanie was looking back and forth between John and Karen, observing their reactions.

     “ Very well, but you have to do this yourself. I don’t want anyone else to know about this. Melanie?” Karen said.

     “ Mums the word,” Melanie promised.

     “ Alright, keep me informed on what you have,” Karen said, leaving the morgue. John and Melanie looked at her as she left the place. John drew in a long, deep breath. How was he going to manage with only himself?     

