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A Sort of Justice

by Albert Loren
When hate and fate team up, it’s a good idea to run in the opposite direction


Bent Fredricks’ idea of investigation work didn’t include walking on muddy paths in remote forests wearing his city shoes. He cursed a root that nearly made him stumble and a moment later a slippery rockslide that caused dangerous staggering. Staying in upright position seemed to demand all his concentration.


The reason for this involuntary trekking was an annoying phone call an hour ago. A very nervous woman had stressed urgency. Bent didn’t agree. The simple mission - to follow a man in a distance and look for tracks around his house could easily have been achieved in a more dignified way. He turned over his shoulder to state his opinion about stupid whims that force private investigators out in the wild for no obvious reason.


“Are we getting paid for this?”


He took for granted Willie Milton was walking behind him and awaited a gruff answer. There was nothing but silence, massive forest silence. He stopped and turned around. Not a soul in sight. He shook his head and craned his neck. The path was lost among huge trees fifty yards down the hill. His own stumbling exercise had drowned the sound of other steps. He didn’t venture to call out his friend’s name. The stillness could carry his voice a long way. The man they were following was certainly out of sight but he could be within earshot; he wasn’t supposed to know he was tailed.


He decided to take a break and wait for his boss. He chose a thick tree and leant his back against the trunk. He couldn’t see the path from there but the soft crunching sound of Willie’s shoes should be heard as he passed by. He filled his lungs. The air felt refreshingly clean in his polluted city lungs.


Suddenly, the unmistakable odor of tobacco smoke hit his organ of smell. He sharpened his senses and tried to figure out the wind direction. There was no wind. His eyes drifted among the trees in his field of vision. It couldn’t be Willie; he didn’t smoke.


The smell disappeared within seconds. He wondered if his nerves were playing tricks on him. Perhaps there were mushrooms that smelled like cigarette smoke. He dismissed the idea as it struck him that such smell wouldn’t disappear if he had his nose near the source.


A feeling of being observed increased his agitation. He jerked his head in various directions. The stillness seemed to be pulsating in the air. He would have preferred a rabbit or a woodpecker looking at him to explain the feeling. He felt the need of Willie’s support and pressed his voice as he called his friend’s name.


“Willie!” Tense listening. “Where are you?”


He kept looking around. The hilly terrain didn’t allow more than fifty yards of visibility in any direction. He was just about to curse all forests in the world when he noticed thin smoke curling out from behind another huge tree only twenty yards from his own. His heart missed a beat. He realized the smoker must have heard him calling Willie’s name, perhaps seen him when he staggered along the path. And right now this individual was looking forward to a chat with Bent Fredricks on the subject of undue snooping in remote forests.


He didn’t doubt it was the man he was supposed to keep an eye on. Among instructions were to keep safety distance to this dangerous person. He was not only a suspect of murder - the woman had described him as big as a house and strong as a bear. And where the hell was Willie? Perhaps the killer had sneaked up behind his friend and strangled him.


Bent realized his only option would be to double for the car. It was parked three hundred yards from the spot. It struck him that a three hundred yards rush in this kind of terrain might serve as another cause of death. His fitness wasn’t in accordance with the expected fitness of a man of thirty-seven.


Still, he couldn’t come up with another plan and had just made up his mind to start the escape when a hand on his shoulder almost gave him a heart attack. He was positive it was the big man who had sneaked around in some mysterious way. He assumed an air that pleaded for mercy and turned his face to the owner of the arm.


It wasn’t the killer. Bent Fredricks had never been as happy to stare into Willie Milton’s dark eyes. The sigh that left his chest added a proper amount of oxygen to the already oxygenous air around them.


He nodded nervously to the tree that hid the smoker and held a silencing finger against his mouth. His whisper was so low he could hardly hear it himself.


“He’s over there. Hiding behind that tree.”


Willie’s eyes narrowed. He jumped to the same conclusion concerning their safety; run for your life. The guy was probably armed; he and Bent were not. Their pistols were safely stashed in drawers at the detective office. They hadn’t been on mission when the woman called.


Still, he didn’t have that intrusive feeling of undesired presence that should have caused shivers down his back. He scrutinized the tree and decided it wasn’t big enough to completely hide a giant like David Brown. He twisted his upper body for better vision. No sign of the man. He turned to Bent and formed his words with his lips rather than spoke them.


“Did you see him?”


Bent replied in a similar manner.


“No. What shall we do?”


“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”


“Where were you?”


“I followed another path. They met here.”


“He might have seen you too.”


There was another moment of ruminating silence. Second thought suggested that even if they ran off it would be a piece of cake for the fellow to step out and take two quick shots. Bang-bang! No more Bent Fredricks and Willie Miller. They could sneak away of course and zigzag between the trees until they were out of shooting range. The soft ground would muffle the sound of their steps. Still, if the man looked in that direction in that moment he would see them and make use of his gun.


It surprised Willie that he hadn’t stepped out in the open already. Perhaps he feared pistols aimed at him if he did.


Another cloud of smoke curled out from behind the tree. Perhaps the guy only wanted to finish his cigarette before he took his action.


Willie looked around. The glint in his eyes reflected the desperation that pumped in his head. A piece of a branch lay on the ground near their feet. He picked it up and weighed it in his hand. It was perfect for brutal smacking on someone’s head. He leant to Bent’s ear.


“Listen, I’ll sneak up and hit him with this one. I must do it in the moment I step around the tree. I won’t see him and he won’t see me until I strike. It’s all chance. You’ll approach from the other side to distract him.”


“Suppose he takes a shot at me.”


“He won’t find the time for that. Come on!”


He walked very cautiously up to the tree. He knew that David Brown was almost seven feet tall and decided to aim at a point ten inches above a normal man’s height. He signaled to Bent when they approached the spot. They stopped for a second to co-ordinate the action.


Willie took his jump and swung the branch fast and hard towards the point where he estimated David Brown’s head to be. The branch broke in two with a sharp cracking noise, though not against human flesh.


He froze in the awkward position – like a baseball batsman following the ball after a successful hit - and stared with horror at a crouching young girl who stared back with wide-open eyes that fluttered between his face and the broken piece of wood in his hand. She looked as if she thought he would strike again.


“Please, don’t…”


Willie composed him with a deep breath. The picture of the innocent, strikingly pretty girl’s face demolished by his blow made his stomach cramp.


“I’m sorry, I was expecting someone else…”


He realized it was David Brown’s height that had saved the girl. She was medium height for a girl of her age. He had hit the tree a good foot above her head. He noticed a mobile phone in the hand that wasn’t busy with the cigarette.


“What are you doing here?”


“I’m out picking mushrooms with my mother.” She pointed to a small basket at her feet. It was empty. “I just sneaked away to have a smoke. Mother doesn’t want me to smoke.” She nervously ground the remains of the cigarette against the tree trunk. “Please, don’t tell her.”


Willie nodded. He rattled of an explanation for their presence and an excuse for his aggressive behavior. Bent remained silent. He seemed to be in shock but nodded mechanically as the facts trickled in through his ears. Willie ended the account with a sweeping gesture.


“I don’t recommend you move around in this forest right now.”


She shook her head energetically.


“I know David Brown. He lives in a cottage a quarter of a mile from here. He’s a nice person.”


She spoke so fast that the phrases gave impression of being rehearsed. Willie shrugged.


“He’s a suspect of murder. He killed a woman after he had raped her.” He nodded to Bent. “We are commissioned to look for tracks around his cottage.”


“What kind of tracks?”


“You never know until you find what you’re looking for.”


“Who commissioned you?”


“The murdered girl’s mother.”


“Do you know her?”


“I haven’t met her, only talked to her on the phone. Do you know her?”


The girl hesitated before she shook her head. She kept glancing nervously at her watch. Willie couldn’t keep back a feeling she was timing something. She nodded up the path.


“David Brown is probably up at his house. Just follow the path. He’s not dangerous at all.”


Willie didn’t really want to face David Brown. But not to contradict his statement that he was on the hunt for the guy he realized he had to play his part.


“Okay, we’ll pay him a visit. We have a few questions.”


He started pacing along the path. Bent followed like a trained dog. They didn’t notice that the girl turned her back to them and hysterically pounded keys on her mobile.


Ten minutes later the little cottage came in sight. The site was so secluded it was scary for that reason alone. Willie decided he would never trust a man who picked such a spot for his residence.


It was a tiny building, probably not more than a kitchen and two small rooms inside. They scouted the surroundings before they hesitatingly approached the porch. Willie knocked hard on the door. There was no answer or any sound from inside. He knocked again with the same result. Bent tried the door handle. The door wasn’t locked. The hinges squeaked loudly as he pressed it up. They entered a very little hall. Another door led to the kitchen. They opened it and stopped dead in the doorway.


A huge body lay on its back and seemed to fill the entire floor area. The face was properly demolished and covered with blood. The nose was hit so hard it seemed to be turned inwards. The light blue eyes were wide open and stared stiffly up to the ceiling. Willie realized a closer examination would be quite superfluous. The man was stone dead. He felt sick. It crossed his mind that the fellow would have looked something like this if he had been the smoker behind the tree, hit on his face by private detective Milton.


Bent kneeled beside the corpse with an air full of disgust. He wasn’t very sensitive about dead bodies but the sight of this example squeezed his heart. The blood was still dripping on the floor.


“He must have been beaten twenty times.” He looked around for a murder weapon. Under the kitchen table he saw a steel tube, about three feet and stained with blood. They agreed not to touch it.


Willie tried to sort things out. It didn’t make sense that they had arrived minutes after the man had been killed. It was too much of a coincidence. Who had killed him? Had the killer known that the strangers would show up at this very moment? If so, how did he know?


The girl’s statement that her mother was around stirred his mind for a moment. She had kept her mobile ready. Could a woman have done it? His head shook slowly while he worked on the option. No matter how big and powerful you are; an unexpected blow with a steel tube in your face will knock you down. Any grown up man – or woman – is strong enough for a swing like that. And when the victim is down and out it should be easy to keep beating until the face looks ground through a mincing-machine. The person who had done this had really hated the fellow. He recalled that the girl had claimed - though in a hectic voice - that David Brown was a nice person.


It also struck him that the threats against Bent and him had been all imagination. Their nerves had messed things up. His head felt thick. Bent interrupted the rumination.


“What now? Our mission was to keep an eye on this guy. As it seems there is nothing left to keep an eye on, so let’s bugger off.”


“We must call the police.”


He had barely finished the suggestion when a huge male body emerged in the door opening. The blue uniform with the well-known emblem on the arm caught his attention along with the pistol that pointed towards him. Another officer – older and probably higher in rank entered with grave air. He looked at the man on the floor with an expression that reminded of Bent’s from a minute ago. Bent got up and nodded.


“I’m glad you dropped by…”


The younger policeman’s motion with his pistol was an order to keep still.


“You’re under arrest. Anything you say can be used against you.”


“What?”


“You heard me. We know that you tried to kill this man fifteen minutes ago. There is a witness. You almost killed her instead.”


Willie Milton stared at the policemen. He could almost hear the nickel spin around inside his head before it dropped. In the eyes of the law it was no doubt what had taken place in this room the last few minutes.


As he and Bent were led out, handcuffed and all, he spotted the girl and a woman, probably her mother, watching from among the huge trees. He dimly suspected involvement but he couldn’t make out their parts in the mess. Besides, the police wouldn’t care whether they had a part or not. All the law needed was the corpse and the witness report that Willie Milton had banged the piece of branch on what he had believed was David Brown’s head. He nodded towards the women.


”Who are they?”


The older policeman made an offhand gesture.


”It’s the mother and the sister of a girl who was raped and murdered in this forest a couple of months ago. They live alone in a house not far from here. The fellow you just killed was a suspect of the deed.”


Willie looked at the women again. This time suspiciously.

”If he were a suspect of a serious crime, why was he at large?”


”No evidence, only suspicion. His lawyer got him out of custody today.”


Willie’s head shook hard as to help the last nickel to drop. He realized the police wouldn’t find any fingerprints on the steel tube. Someone had done own justice.
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