




[image: ]










[image: ]









To Ginny and Bill Colwell,
two very special people,
for all you have done for so many
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FBI Agent Profile


Name: Amos Decker


Date of Birth: Early forties, looks at least ten years older but feels at least a century older than that.


Place of Birth: Burlington, Ohio


Marital Status: Widowed – his wife and daughter were brutally murdered.


Physical characteristics: A big man, six-five, and about halfway between three and four hundred pounds – the exact number depends on how much he eats at a particular meal. He was a college football player with a truncated stint in the NFL, where a vicious blindside hit altered his mind and gave him pretty much a perfect memory.


Relatives: Cassandra Decker (wife), Molly Decker (daughter), Johnny Sacks (brother-in-law) – Amos discovered all three murdered in his family home.


Career: College football star, then NFL with Cleveland Browns, where he met his wife Cassie. Destined to be a professional football player, his career was cut short following a devastating injury that permanently damaged his brain. Used to be a cop and then a detective and now works as an FBI Special Agent.


Notable abilities: His football injury gave him one of the most exceptional brains in the world. His cognitive sensory pathways got melded from the hit resulting in an infallible, photographic memory also known as hyperthymesia. Also has synesthesia, the ability to see colours where others don’t. In numbers, in places and objects. Extraordinary strength and speed for such a big man. Possesses a turbocharged brain that has somehow unlocked what we all have but never use.


Favourite film: The Usual Suspects. With his prodigious memory he would have caught Keyser Söze in the first act.


Favourite song: ‘I Will Remember You’, by Sarah McLachlan. A close second would be ‘Thanks for the Memory’ by Frank Sinatra.


Dislikes: Doesn’t like being touched. Jokes; they don’t really register with him anymore. People who waste his time, which seems to be most people he runs in to. Exercise. Head injuries.


Likes: The truth. Large portions of food. Substantial legroom in a moving vehicle.
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“Who the hell is this?” barked Amos Decker.


He had been awoken from a sleep far deeper than he usually achieved. The insomnia had been getting worse, and it was adding nothing positive to his already unpredictable temperament. He hadn’t looked at the phone number on the screen before answering it. In his line of work, calls came at all times of the day or night and not always from those on his contact list.


“Amos, it’s Mary Lancaster.” Her voice was low, tenuous. “Do you remember me?”


Amos Decker sat up stiffly in his bed and rubbed his unshaven face. He saw on his phone screen that it was nearly three in the morning.


“Since I pretty much can’t forget anything, it’s not likely I’d forget you, is it, Mary?” He patted himself on both cheeks, working to remove the fuzziness from his mind. Then his thoughts settled on the timing of the call, which was in itself a warning.


In a tense voice he added, “Mary, is something wrong? Why are you even up now?”


Mary Lancaster was Decker’s former partner in the Burlington Police Department in Ohio. A while back she’d been diagnosed with early onset dementia. The disease had spiraled continually downward, as her brain deteriorated and dragged the rest of her along with it.


“I’m fine. Couldn’t sleep.”


To Decker, she didn’t sound fine at all. But he hadn’t spoken to her in a while, and this might just be how she was now.


“I have trouble with that too.”


“I just wanted to hear your voice. It just seemed so important to me right now. I’ve been working up the courage to call you.”


“You don’t ever have to worry about calling me, even in the middle of the night.”


“It’s so difficult to understand time, Amos, night and then day. But then, everything is very difficult for me to understand right now. And . . . it’s so very frightening because . . . every day there seems to . . . be less and less of me . . . th-there.”


He sighed as the tragic sincerity of her words hit him especially hard. “I know, Mary. I understand why you feel that way.”


“Yes. I believed that you would.”


Her tone had firmed up a bit. Decker hoped it was a positive sign.


He leaned against the creaky headboard, as though using the wood to fortify his own spine in dealing with this unexpected development. Decker surveyed the dark confines of his small bedroom. He had lived here for years, but it looked like he was just moving in, or else was simply passing through.


He was a consultant with the FBI. Long before that he had suffered a near-fatal brain injury while playing professional football. His altered brain held two new attributes which, up to that point, he hadn’t even known about and had no reason to: hyperthymesia, or perfect recall; and synesthesia, which caused him to pair certain things with unlikely colors. In his case it was dead bodies linked with a shade of electric blue. After his football career ended he had become a policeman and then a detective in his hometown; thus, seeing dead bodies was not all that unusual.


He and Lancaster had successfully partnered on many cases. Having a perfect memory was a godsend for a detective, but a thousand-pound ball-and-chain for a human being. Time did not heal any of his past miseries. If anything, they were more intensified.


He lived in an apartment in Washington, DC, in a building owned by a friend of his, Melvin Mars. Decker had first met Mars while the man was on death row in Texas. He had proved Mars’s innocence, and Mars had received a substantial financial windfall for his wrongful incarceration. He’d used some of it to buy the apartment building. Mars had recently married and moved to California.


Decker’s longtime FBI partner, Alex Jamison, had been transferred to New York and found what looked to be love with a Wall Street investment banker. His old boss at the FBI, Ross Bogart, had retired and was learning to play golf—badly, he had heard—in Arizona.


That meant Decker was now alone, which he knew he would be one day. The phone call from his old partner was thus welcome, even at this hour.


“How are you, Mary? I mean, really, how are you?”


“So-so,” she said. “Every day is a . . . challenge.”


“But you sound good.”


“You mean I can put sentences together. The . . . me-medications help me with that, sometimes. This is one of those times. I’m . . . not usually like this. I’m usually . . . not good.”


He decided to reroute the conversation. “How are Earl and Sandy? Sleeping, I suppose.” That was Mary’s husband and their daughter.


“They went to visit Earl’s mother in Cleveland. She’s not doing well. Probably won’t be long for this world. She’s old, and gaga like me, actually.”


“You don’t sound gaga to me, Mary.”


“Yes, well . . .”


“Wait, if they’re in Cleveland, who’s staying with you?” The last time he had visited her, there had been an aide helping out.


“I’m okay right now, Amos. It’s all right for me to be here.”


“I don’t know, Mary. I don’t have a good feeling about this.”


“You don’t have to worry about me.”


She sounded almost like the old Mary. Almost.


But there was something else going on here that he didn’t like.
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Decker put his large bare feet on the cold wood of the floor. “I’ve been meaning to come to visit you. It’s been too long. But you sound better . . . than last time.”


“Yes, it has been too long. Far too long. But not you. Me.”


Decker straightened up and eyed the window, where the city lights winked lazily at him in the darkness. “I, uh, I don’t understand,” he replied. “I guess I’m still half-asleep,” he added by way of explanation, but she wasn’t making much sense.


“This . . . is a terrible thing I have . . . in my head. It’s . . . awful.”


“I know, Mary. And I wish you didn’t have to deal with it.” He stopped and struggled to come up with more sympathetic words; it was a task that would have been easy for his old self, and nearly impossible for his current one. “I . . . I wish there was a cure.”


“For you, too,” she said. “There is no cure for you, either.” In these words he could sense her seeking some level of solidarity with him in diseases of the mind that would end up doing them both in.


“We’re a lot alike in that regard,” he agreed.


“But also not alike,” she retorted in a tone she hadn’t used before. It was an escalation of sorts, at least he took it that way.


Decker didn’t know how to respond to that, so he didn’t. He sat there listening to her breathing over the phone. In the ensuing silence he could also feel something building, like thrust did on an airplane about to take off. He was about to break the silence when she did.


“Does it keep changing?” she asked in a small, measured tone.


He knew exactly what she was referring to. “It seems to,” he answered. “But everyone’s mind changes, Mary, healthy or not. Nothing is static. Normal or not, whatever normal is.”


“But you’re the only one I know who truly . . . who could maybe understand what I’m going through.”


He heard a sound over the line and thought she might be slapping herself in the head, as though trying to dislodge in there what was slowly killing her. He tried to think of something to say, to draw her back to the conversation.


“But I thought you were getting counseling. It helped me. It can help you.”


“I did get counseling. But then I stopped getting it.”


“But why?” he said as his anxiety rose higher.


“They told me all I needed to know. After that, it was a waste of time. And I don’t have any time to waste, Amos, not one fucking second.” She let the blunt epithet hang there in the ether like smoke from a discharged gun.


“Mary, please let me know what’s wrong. I can tell something’s happened.”


Sharp as a pistol shot she barked, “I forgot Sandy today. Right before they left to go to Cleveland. I forgot her.”


“People forget names all the time, Mary,” said Decker, sounding a bit relieved. He sensed this was where the conversation was intended to go when all was said and done. He didn’t think this when next she spoke.


“I didn’t forget her name. I . . . I forgot who she was.” There came another lengthy pause where all Decker could hear was the woman’s breaths and then a sob that was so dry and drawn out it sounded like she was strangling.


“Mary, are you—”


She continued as though he hadn’t spoken. She said, “I just remembered her before I called you. And only because I looked at a photo with her name on it. I forgot I had a daughter, Amos. For a time there was no Sandy Lancaster in existence for me. Can you understand how . . . terrible that is?”


He could almost sense the tears tumbling down her sallow cheeks.


“I was this close to . . . to not. Ever again. Forgetting my own child. My flesh and blood.”


“You shouldn’t be alone, Mary. I know what you said but I can’t believe that Earl—”


She cut in. “Earl doesn’t know that I am alone. He wouldn’t want that. He’s normally very careful about that.”


Decker stood, rigid in hushed anxiety. Her response was stealthy and, far worse, coolly victorious. He could feel clammy sweat forming all over him.


“Then who’s with you? The aide?”


“She was, but I made her leave.”


In a bewildered tone he said, “How exactly did you manage that? She shouldn’t have—”


“I have a gun, Amos. My old service automatic. I haven’t held it in years. But it fits my hand so fine. I remembered the gun safe combination, can you believe that? After I forgot pretty much everything else, I remembered that. I suppose it was . . . an omen of sorts,” she added offhandedly.


Every muscle that Decker had tightened. “Wait a minute, Mary. Hold on now.”


“I pointed the gun at her. And she left, very quickly. Right before I called you. I woke her up, you see. With the gun. It makes you wake up fast, you know that.”


Decker was now more awake than perhaps he’d ever been in his life. He glanced wildly around trying to think of something, anything. “Look, Mary, put the gun away right now, just put it down. And then go and sit as far away from it as you can, and just close your eyes and take deep breaths. I’ll have someone there in two minutes. No, one minute. Just one minute and help will be there. I won’t disconnect from you. Stay on the line. I’m going to put you on hold for just a sec—”


She wasn’t listening to any of this. “I forgot my daughter. I forgot S-Sandy.”


“Yes, but then you remembered her. That’s the point. That’s . . . You have to keep . . .”


Decker clutched his chest. His breathing was ragged, his heartbeat gonging in his ears, flailing pistons of disruptive sound. He felt a stitch in his side, as though he’d run a long distance when he hadn’t taken a single step. He felt nauseous and unsteady and . . . helpless.


He thought fast. Surely the aide would have called the police. Surely, they were already on their way there.


“What about tomorrow?” she said, interrupting these thoughts. “Will I remember her tomorrow? Or Earl? Or you? Or . . . me? So what does it matter? Can you tell me that?”


“Mary, listen to me—”


“She was crying so hard, my little girl was. ‘Mommy doesn’t know who I am.’ She said it over and over and over. She was so sad, so unhappy. I did that to her. To my own little girl. How can you hurt someone you love so much?” Her tone was now rigid, unforgiving, and it froze the surging blood in Decker’s body.


“Listen to me, Mary, listen closely, okay? You’re going to get through this, okay? I’ll help you get through it. But first you have to put the gun down. Right now.” Decker put a hand against the wall to steady himself. He imagined the gun in her hand. She might be staring at it, considering things. The floor under his bare feet felt fluid, rocky, a ship’s deck in pitchy seas. He searched his mind for the right words that would draw her back from the edge she was on, that would make her put down the little automatic that he knew she had killed at least one man with during her professional career. If he could just come up with the right words that would let this episode end well when it could so very easily go the other way.


He was about to speak again, to convince her to wait for help. He had his lines ready. He was about to deliver them. They would make her put the gun down, he was sure of it.


Then he heard what he had prayed he would not hear.


A single shot, which he believed—because he knew Lancaster—had been delivered with deliberate care and competent accuracy. She would have chosen the temple, the chin, or the open mouth as her entry point. Any one of those would get the job done.


And then came the oppressive thud of Mary Lancaster’s body hitting the floor. He was certain she was dead. Lancaster had always been a good planner, results oriented. Such people excelled at killing themselves.


“Mary? Mary!” he shouted into the phone. When no response came, his energy wilted. Why are you screaming? She’s gone. You know she is.


He leaned back against the wall and let gravity transport his big body down to the floor, similar to the one on which Lancaster’s corpse was now lying.


He was alive. She was not. Right now it was a difference without significant distinction for him. He sat there as his little room was lit by the electric blue of a death that had touched him from nearly a thousand miles distant.


Years ago Amos Decker had once come within a centimeter’s width of a trigger pull of shooting himself in the mouth and ending his life.


But right now, part of him was as dead as Mary Lancaster.
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Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. And other assorted bullshit, thought Decker.


That was the way it always ended. That and a deep, unforgiving hole closed up with dirt. A suited Decker, usually comfortable only in jeans or wrinkled khakis and a loose sweatshirt, stared down at the eternal berth-to-be in the ground. It would soon be filled with Mary Lancaster’s boxed remains.


It was a chilly, drizzly day in Ohio. For this area it was very normal weather in spring, the vestiges of winter clinging like a dewy spider’s web to a frosted windowpane. The crowd here was large; Earl and Mary Lancaster were well-known and well-liked, and Sandy had made many friends at her school. Decker eyed numerous former colleagues from the local police force, who all stared dourly at the ground.


Alex Jamison had been on assignment and unable to come, but had sent a card and her condolences. Ross Bogart had done the same, along with flowers. They hadn’t known Lancaster that well, but Decker still wished they could have been here with him. He usually eschewed company, but not today.


The casket had been closed. The gunshot had been fired upward through the mouth, leaving Mary Lancaster beyond the magic of the mortician’s cosmetics, and thus unviewable.


Decker looked over at Earl Lancaster, ashen faced and lost and old looking, as he clutched the hand of his teenage daughter, Sandy, who was learning disabled. The girl’s eyes darted here and there, processing the world in her unique way. She might not understand death the way others did, Decker knew, and that might be a good thing, at least right now. But, at some point soon, she would realize her mother was gone. And she would wonder when her mother would be back. And Decker did not relish being in Earl’s position to have to explain what had really taken place when that gun had fired. There would be no good way to do so, he thought. But it still had to be done, because Sandy deserved an explanation.


Sandy suddenly caught sight of Decker, broke free from her startled father’s grip, and ran over to him. She stared up at the giant man, her face sparkling in a sea of gloom.


“You’re Amos Decker,” she declared brightly.


This was a game that they played; well, she did. And Decker always answered as he was about to now, though it was not easy to form the words this time.


“I know I am. And you’re Sandy Lancaster.”


She grinned and cracked, “I know I am.”


As soon as she finished speaking, Decker’s features crumpled.


I forgot who she was. For a time there was no Sandy Lancaster in existence for me.


Mary Lancaster, at least in her mind, could not have committed a graver sin than not remembering that her daughter existed. He was certain that was what had placed the finger on the trigger and given her the strength to pull it.


He felt a nudge on his hand and opened his eyes to see Sandy’s small, slender fingers curling around his long, thick ones.


“Amos Decker?” she said again, watching him carefully, perhaps too carefully. For some reason he knew what she was going to ask, and it panicked him beyond all reason. “Where’s my mommy? There are so many people. Do you see her somewhere? I need to talk to her.”


Decker had never lied to Sandy, not once. He couldn’t lie to her now, so he said nothing.


“Sandy!” Earl came running over and took his daughter’s hand. “Sorry, Amos.”


Decker waved this apology off, turning to the side to wipe his eyes. Then he leaned close to the other man and spoke into his ear so Sandy wouldn’t hear.


“I’m so sorry, Earl.”


Earl gripped Decker’s arm. “Thank you. Um, we’re having a little gathering at the house right after the service. I hope you can come. Mary . . . would have wanted that.”


Decker nodded, though he had no intention of going. Earl seemed to read this in his features and said, “Well, it was good to see you.”


Decker glanced at Sandy to see her gaze riveted on him. He saw betrayal in her features, but that might have been due to his own sense of guilt placing it there.


Earl said softly, “The police told me . . . that she called you. Thank you . . . for trying.”


“I wish I had been more—”


“I know.”


He watched them walk off to the car provided by the funeral home. The rest of those in attendance began straggling away, some flicking nods and glances and sad smiles his way. No one approached him, though. They all knew the man too well.


And then Decker was alone because he preferred it that way.


As the cemetery workers started to lower the coffin into the hole precisely dug for it, Decker turned and walked mechanically along through the graves until he reached a certain spot beside a certain tree. He did not need a perfect memory to find this place. He simply needed a bereaved heart. This was a difficult pilgrimage for him. There was probably no other kind.


Cassandra Decker. Molly Decker. Mother and daughter. His wife, their child. The love of his life, his flesh and blood, taken from him by a murderer’s hand. The flowers he had laid here on his last visit had long since disintegrated, much like the bodies lying below. He brushed these fragments away and knelt down next to the twin graves.


Once, when he had been here visiting his dead family, a dying man named Meryl Hawkins had wandered out of the woods and demanded justice from Decker, in connection with the first case Decker had worked as a homicide detective. Decker had accepted the challenge, and in doing so had proved his younger self wrong and his older self correct. And Hawkins had been given justice, however belatedly, and posthumously.


Decker had also tracked down his own family’s killer.


He had served justice in both cases, but it was, without doubt, a hollow outcome, marred by the fact that the justice was delivered too late for the victims. No amount of justice could return the dead to the living; the satisfaction gained from learning the truth was dwarfed by the loss.


He said the words he needed to say to his wife and child, and then rose from the cold ground and glanced to the left. There was an empty plot there.


Mine. He had come close to filling it on several occasions, once by his own hand, while staring at his murdered child as she sat, in death, in her own house.


Will my perfect memory fail one day and I’ll forget I had a daughter?


He had still been on the line when the police had arrived at Lancaster’s house. He had talked first to the officer, and then the detective, a man he knew from the old days. There had been sadness exchanged on the loss of a life well known to them, a grudging acceptance of the choice made, and of the motive behind it.


He walked back to his rental car. His flight to DC was scheduled for the next morning. He had no idea what would await him when he got there.


And Amos Decker wasn’t sure he cared anymore.
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The letter waiting for Decker was from the Cognitive Institute in Chicago, or CI as Decker and everyone else there referred to it.


He had gone there the month before for some routine tests, which they had done on him annually ever since he had been there as a patient after his football injury.


He put his suitcase down inside the door of his apartment, and tore open the letter with his thick finger.


It was several pages long, which surprised him. Usually, they were much shorter. But usually there was nothing really to tell him. This time was different.


He sat down and read it through twice, though his perfect memory had already imprinted all of the contents in his mind forever.


He slowly tore the pages into strips and threw them into the trash can.


Well . . . okay.


His phone buzzed. He looked at the text and groaned.


He was to come to the Washington Field Office immediately, or so commanded his superior at the Bureau. He glanced once at the trash can where the destroyed letter rested and then grabbed his car keys and walked out the door.


“Amos Decker, meet your new partner, Special Agent Frederica White,” said John Talbott in a voice that sounded like a game show host introducing a new prize.


The massive Decker looked all the way down at the five-foot-three-inch Black woman, and she looked back up the mountain at him. It was unclear which one was more surprised by this announcement.


“New partner?” said Decker, glancing at Talbott, who had taken over for Ross Bogart. “I didn’t ask for a new partner. Alex—”


“Special Agent Jamison is not coming back, or at least not anytime soon. And so we have transferred in Agent White from Baltimore to work with you.”


White had never taken her eyes off Decker. Her expression was unreadable. She was in her midthirties, lean and wiry, packing about 105 pounds on her petite frame. Her caramel-colored hair was cut to FBI regulation length and held in place with a pair of tortoiseshell barrettes.


Decker noted the small hole in her left nostril for a stud, although FBI regulations forbade the wearing of any such item while on duty. At the end of her right jacket cuff he could just make out a greenish mark protruding from under the cloth.


A tat.


She had on two-inch zipper boots that lifted her within a foot of his height. No stilettos for FBI agents, despite what the TV cop shows had their female actors wear. Black jacket and slacks, white shirt, buttoned to the top. No cleavage—ditto on the TV shows. Thin lips, green flinty eyes, slender dark eyebrows atop them, a sharp-edged nose, high cheekbones, jutting chin—the woman was all sharp edges.


“You can shake hands, you two,” said Talbott encouragingly.


The two did not shake hands. They just stood there like they were afraid one was trying to get the jump on the other.


Talbott, a man waiting for the full pension and the exit door that came with it, smiled deeply, and said in a fake cheery voice, “I’ll just leave you two to get to know each other better.”


The door closed behind him.


“I didn’t ask for this either, just so you know,” said White.


“Then why are you here?”


She gave him the full hiked-eyebrows treatment. The hole in the side of her nostril quivered with something, maybe suppressed energy or rage.


“I was unaware I had a choice since the Bureau signs my paycheck. But I didn’t know I would be partnering with you until thirty seconds ago.”


“Then we have that in common,” said Decker. “But I don’t want to work with a new partner.”


“So you have a choice?” she said.


“Apparently not.”


“I know Alex Jamison. She’s a good agent. She told me things about you.”


“Why? You said you didn’t know you were partnering with me until just now.”


“Word gets around, Decker. Don’t think there’s another one like you in the Bureau.”


“What did she tell you?”


“Between me and her. By the way, I go by Freddie, just in case you were wondering.”


“Is this enough getting to know each other? Because I’ve had my fill,” he said.


“Good enough for me, but if we walk out of here now Talbott will just make us have lunch together or something, and I doubt you want that.”


Decker edged over to the window and looked out on a cloudy day, his thoughts just as muddled. He detested change, and here he was being hit by it on all sides. He could either leave the Bureau or endure a new partner named Frederica/Freddie. Which scenario would be worse? He didn’t know.


“I heard about your old partner back in Ohio. That was a real tragedy. My sympathies,” added White. She sounded sincere.


Decker didn’t turn around. “She was a good cop. She didn’t deserve to go out that way.”


“Does anybody?”


“I can think of a few.”


“Anything you want to know about me?”


He turned to her, mildly intrigued, and said, “What do you think is important?”


“I’m divorced. Got two kids. My mother lives with us, helps to take care of them. I grew up in Philly. I had three brothers, and I have one sister.”


“Had?”


“One brother died by gunshot during a shootout with another gang, and one’s in prison until he’s an old man. My oldest brother is an attorney and works for the Public Defender’s Office in Boston. My sister has her own tech business and lives in Palo Alto in a house worth more than I will ever make in my life.”


“You always this open with strangers?”


“You’re my partner. You have to have my back and I yours. Okay, to finish my personal highlight reel, I went to Howard University for my undergrad. Got my master’s from Georgetown. Joined the Bureau thirteen years ago. I’ve fired my gun twice in the line of duty. I’m small but I hit above my weight and I bite really hard. Got a double black belt in karate not because I love martial arts, but because I hate getting my ass kicked, both physically and symbolically. I do not tolerate idiots or laziness or bullshit, and I encounter way more of all three than I need to right here at the Bureau. I like to know where I stand at all times. As a person of color and a woman on top of that, I find it a necessity to my future well-being, and that of my family. And nothing is more important to me than that.”


“How old are your kids?”


“Nine and twelve. Daughter and son, respectively. Calvin, named after my father. And Jacqueline, but she goes by Jacky.”


“Do you share custody with your ex?”


“I was still carrying Jacky when my ex decided marriage and fatherhood were not for him. I have full and permanent custody. Calvin doesn’t even remember his father and that’s a damn good thing.”


“You still live in Baltimore?”


“I was working in Baltimore until this morning.”


“Plan to move here?”


“If I can afford anything down here, which I doubt unless I want to live in the nosebleed seats. And I’ll wait and see. Sometimes new assignments don’t stick.”


“Yeah, sometimes they don’t.” Decker said a silent prayer on that one.


“What about you?”


“What about me what?” he said.


“Anything to share?”


“If you spoke to Alex, you know all you need to know about me.”


“But nobody tells it as good as the person himself.”


“I don’t tell anything remotely good about myself or anybody else.”


White took this shot and fired off one of her own. “You know, you’re smaller than I would have thought.”


He looked down at her. “I’m a wall, only not one you lean on.”


“It’s just that Alex made you out to be nine feet tall and eight hundred pounds. Compared to that description, you’re sort of shrimpy. I can’t help feeling disappointed. But nevertheless, are we good to go, partner?”


Decker said with all due candidness, “At this point, I don’t really give a shit.”


“You always this way with the people you work with?”


“Initially, yeah.”


“Well, let’s work quickly through initially then.”


Decker looked her over. “I’m sure you’re a fine agent. I have nothing against you. But change like this is not my thing. And I’ve had more of it in my life than most people.”


She glanced up at his head. “Football player? Cleveland Browns? I hate the Browns. I’m an Eagles girl through and through. Hate the Baltimore Ravens, too, and that’s all I see now.”


“I don’t really follow football anymore.”


She glanced at his head once more. “Yeah, I guess I can understand that.”


The door opened and there stood Talbott. His features grim, he did not seem remotely like the cheerful man from a few minutes ago.


“You two have your first case. You’re heading to Florida. Right now.”


“What happened?” said Decker.


“A federal judge and her bodyguard. They’re both dead.”
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“Thank God for mothers,” said White as she settled in her plane seat next to Decker. “Especially on short notice.”


“She takes care of the kids while you’re traveling?”


“Yep. Otherwise, I couldn’t do it. Childcare is outrageously expensive, even when you can find it. Lucky she was a young mother. Still got a lot of energy.”


“Five kids will age you fast.”


“She worked, too, as the assistant principal at the school where we all went. My dad was a cop in Philly. Never made that much money.”


“Is he retired?”


“He died in the line of duty.”


“Sorry to hear that.”


“My mother got a big settlement from the city.”


“Why was that?” he said curiously.


“Because the dude that shot my father was also a cop, who didn’t like the color of my dad’s skin. And then the department tried to cover it up and make it look like an accident. This was twenty years ago, I was still in high school.”


“Civilizations don’t always progress, they sometimes regress.”


“Didn’t expect that from you.”


“Why not?” he asked.


“I don’t know, to tell the truth.”


After the jet lifted into the air, White said, “You read the email they sent about what happened in Florida?”


Decker nodded.


“What do you think?”


“I don’t think anything. Somebody else’s version of the facts in an email doesn’t mean anything to me. I need to see it for myself.”


“Well, what I got from it was this was an inside job, or at least the killer knew things he shouldn’t have.”


“You’re making assumptions that aren’t justified yet.”


“Like what?” she asked.


“That it was only one killer. And that it was male.”


“I was just speaking generally.”


“I like specifics much better. So explain why you think that,” he said.


“The person or persons knew the judge’s routine. No forced entry. Her personal security was killed without him fighting back. That tells me that he didn’t perceive what was happening as a threat. The judge was killed and there was no sign of a struggle. She didn’t try to call for help.”


“So she might have known whoever it was who killed her. The guard too.”


“But why let someone in if they just killed your protection?” White asked.


“She either didn’t know that had happened, or something even more devious was going on. She’s divorced. Ex lives in the area.”


“Right. So the ex-hubby’s a possible suspect.”


“Spouses, and particularly exes, always are.”


“Don’t I know it,” replied White.


The plane started shedding altitude an hour and a half later, and they landed at the Southwest Florida International Airport near Fort Myers. A rental car was waiting for them.


White drove while Decker wedged himself into the passenger seat of the midsize four-door.


White glanced over at him as they pulled into traffic. “Sorry, it’s all they had. Shortage of rental cars these days.”


“I’ve never ridden in one that was remotely comfortable, so my expectations are nonexistent.”


“Agent from the local RA is on the scene,” she said, referring to an FBI Resident Agency.


“I know.”


“The bodies are still there, too. They’re apparently holding them for us.”


He glanced at her. “Are you trying to screw with me?”


“No, I’m trying to be informative.”


“Don’t.”


“Alex said you could get testy.”


“You haven’t even seen mildly annoyed, much less the other side of the Rubicon.”


“Thanks for the information,” she replied. “I like to know where I stand.”


He recited from memory, “ ‘As a person of color and a woman on top of that, I find it a necessity to my future well-being, and that of my family.’ ”


“Alex also said your memory could be frustrating at times, but she worked around it.”


Decker looked out the window at the bright sky and said, “I never liked Florida. When I played ball at Ohio State, we would come down to play Florida and Florida State and Miami. Hated every second of it, and not only because their players were so much faster and athletic than we were.”


“Why? Too much heat or too many old people? Or both?”


“No, it’s because I’m just a lunch pail guy from the Midwest.”


“Meaning?”


“I hate sand.”
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They drove up to a gated community in the town of Ocean View, which was situated about half an hour north of Naples. The roar of the breakers from the nearby Gulf shared the ride with them.


“This place looks like a postcard,” noted White as she stopped the rental at the guard hut.


“Not where we’re going it doesn’t,” replied Decker.


The guard came out of the little shack. He was in his forties and walked with a swagger more befitting a Navy SEAL than a luxury community rental cop gatekeeper.


“Can I help you?” he said as White rolled down her window.


She flashed her FBI ID pack.


“White and Decker. We’re here regarding the murder of Judge Julia Cummins.”


“Right, right,” said the man as he eyed Decker. While White was still in her black suit with the white shirt, Decker had on khakis and a faded dark blue sweatshirt.


“You must have come from up north,” said the guard. “It’s almost never sweatshirt weather here.”


“Have you provided the list of guests and residents who entered here over the last twenty-four hours?” said Decker.


“Provided to who?”


“The cops,” said White.


“They haven’t asked for it.”


“Okay, we’re asking for it now,” said Decker.


“I’ll have to check with my supervisor.”


“Then go ahead and make the call while we’re waiting, because we need that info now.”


“Don’t you need a warrant for that sort of stuff?”


“Did you kill the judge and her guard?” said White.


The man took a step back. “What! Hey, no way.”


“Then we don’t need a warrant. People coming through this gate have no expectation of privacy. And this is a murder investigation. So we need to know who came through here and when during the last twenty-four hours at least.”


“So make the call to your supervisor,” said Decker. “And bring the information to the judge’s house. We’ll be waiting for it.”


“Uh, okay.”


“And open the gate,” said White.


“Oh, right.” The man quickly did so, and they drove through.


“If that’s the quality of the security here, I’m surprised only two people are dead,” noted White.


“Well, there might be more that we don’t know about yet,” said Decker.


Cummins’s home was large and of Mediterranean design with white stucco siding and a red tile roof. It was situated on a shady, quiet cul-de-sac. The plantings were mature and well tended. This tranquility was marred by police and unmarked cars parked all over, and yellow crime-scene tape vibrating across the front yard in the brisk breeze.


Decker noted a blue sedan parked in the driveway. “Might be the dead security guard’s ride.”


“How do you figure that?”


“Every other ride here is either a police cruiser, or has Florida government or federal plates.”


“Could be Judge Cummins’s car.”


“A woman who owns what looks to be a two- or three-million-dollar home is not driving a dented-up ten-year-old Mazda. And she would have pulled it into one of those three garage bays, not left it in the driveway. And check out the bumper sticker.”


White read it off: “The Feds are watching you.”


“Not something you’d typically see on a federal judge’s car.”


They parked at the curb, cleared the security at the front door, put on booties and vinyl gloves helpfully provided by a member of the forensics team, and stepped inside.


Decker was immediately hit by a searing vision of overpowering electric blue. This was his synesthesia working overtime. His whole life, in fact, was represented by an overactive memory plus sensory pathways that had crossed streams like a clover exit off a highway.


He put a hand against the wall to steady himself because when the electric blue hit him, it made his balance momentarily say bye-bye.


Deep breaths, in and out.


When White looked at him she didn’t say a word, which made Decker instantly suspicious. He would have to deal with that later. His new partner was getting on his nerves by just being silent.


The short, stocky man marched into the foyer of the house like he was a CEO entering a boardroom for a meeting. He was in his late forties and dressed in pressed slacks and a navy blue jacket. His tie and shirt were immaculate. His hair looked like it had been pressed with an iron. His features were sharp, his expression sharper still.


And he was just the sort of stuffed-shirt official prick that Decker detested.


He flashed his cred pack. “FBI Special Agent Doug Andrews out of the Fort Myers RA.”


Of course you are, thought Decker.


“And you are?” Andrews said.


White produced her cred pack. Decker just stared at the doorway.


“And this is Amos Decker,” said White. “We just flew in from DC.”


Andrews’s expression soured. “I wasn’t told they were sending in agents from out of town. I was just told to hold the bodies here. I wasn’t given a reason.”


“Well, we’re the reason,” said White.


Andrews looked at Decker’s casual dress and said, “I didn’t see your ID, what was the name again, Decker?”


Decker looked around the grand foyer. Delicately furnished with expensive items arranged just so. Custom paint and wallpaper. Antique grandfather clock ticking away in one corner. Rugs were thick and colorful and no doubt expensive. He could smell death in every corner of the place. This was not his imagination. Dead bodies were decomposing in the near vicinity and the foul smell was unmistakable.


He saw a bloody palm print on a wall leading to the stairs. On the stair runner were other blood marks. They had number cones next to them, the mark of the forensics team’s doing its processing. He saw chalky fingerprint powder everywhere. He could hear the clicks of cameras and the murmurs of conversation. Everything was going as it should. Now he had to deal with this asshole, which he didn’t want to do.


Without looking at the man Decker said, “We were sent down to assist in the investigation.”


“We have the matter well in hand. And I—”


Decker walked past him and into the next room.


“Hey!” barked Andrews as Decker disappeared around the corner.


He looked back at White. “What the hell is with that guy?”


“Like me, he’s just here doing his job. And if you have a problem with us being here, you’re going to have to take it up with HQ. But right now, we’re going to work, just like you.”


She followed Decker into the next room.


Andrews hurried after her.
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Decker had experienced crime scenes galore during his time in law enforcement. And he remembered every detail of each one. This one looked both routine and also unique in certain respects.


This was the judge’s study or home office. Bookshelves, a desk, a small leather couch, a wooden file cabinet, a sleek desktop computer, and a tabletop copier. One window looked out onto the rear grounds. Paintings on the wall, nice knickknacks, a colorful Oriental rug over wooden floorboards. Nothing looked disturbed, no evidence of a frantic search for something, or a robbery or struggle having taken place. Everything neat, tidy, in its place.


Then, on the floor, a body. But not the judge. A man. Obviously, the security guard. Private, not a U.S. marshal as was usually the case with a federal judge. He was in his thirties, lean, six feet, close-cut brown hair that rode like a soft cap on his skull. He was not wearing a security guard’s uniform, but rather a dark tailored suit and a white shirt with a red blotch in the center and two holes as the cause of the blood, and his death. Someone was taking no chances.


The edge of his holstered gun poked out from his jacket. Decker knelt down and checked the suit label: Armani. He looked at the watch on his wrist: Cartier. The shoes: Ferragamo.


Interesting.


The dead man was spread-eagled on the floor, sightless eyes looking up at the small chandelier hanging from the ceiling. He had a couple days’ worth of beard stubble. Even in death, his features were handsome, if now very pale. His expression was one of surprise, if a dead person could hold such an emotion. And some could, Decker knew.


He eyed the forensics team doing their thing. He approached one, a woman in her forties dressed in blue scrubs and masked as she entered some information on an iPad. White followed.


“You the ME? Got a preliminary cause and time of death?”


She glanced at him in surprise and then looked around until she saw Andrews standing in the doorway. He grudgingly nodded at her as he walked up to stand next to Decker.


“I am the ME, Helen Jacobs. We’re looking at a pair of GSWs to the chest, looks like they pierced the heart. Death instantaneous. TOD is between midnight and two a.m. last night.”


White said, “Any signs of forced entry?”


“None,” replied Andrews. “And who called you guys down here, Agent White?”


“SAC John Talbott out of the WFO. Give me your number and I’ll text you his contact info. I thought you had been informed.”


Andrews did so and White sent him the info.


“Anything taken?” asked White.


“Still checking. Nothing readily apparent.”


“Name of the deceased?” asked White.


“Alan Draymont,” replied Jacobs.


“We understand he was private security,” said Decker. “Who with?”


“Gamma Protection Services,” answered Andrews. “We contacted them and will set up an interview.”


“Wearing a suit and not a uniform?”


“Gamma has a number of levels of protection. They do mall, warehouse, and office security, assignments like that. For protection at this level, they have higher-skilled operatives.”


“Higher skilled? Like the dead guy?” said Decker, eyeing him closely.


“Like the dead guy,” Andrews shot back. “Nobody’s perfect.”


White said, “Why a bodyguard? Was she getting threats?”


“Checking on that with Gamma,” said Andrews a bit petulantly.


“And if so, why not a U.S. marshal?” said White. “That’s the way it usually works with federal judges, right?”


“Again, checking on that,” said Andrews, now huffily. “But the judge could hire private security if she wanted to. She could afford it.”


Decker looked at him. “You knew her?”


“Acquaintances. I live in Ocean View. It’s sort of a small-town vibe here.”


“Did Draymont fire his weapon?” asked White.


“It’s still in its holster,” replied Andrews.


“And the killer or killers could have put it back there after he fired it,” noted Decker.


Andrews stiffened and said, “We’ll check.”


“Any trace of the killer?” White asked.


Jacobs answered, “Most of the prints we’ve found so far belong to the judge, and a few to Draymont. There are some others, though, that we haven’t identified yet. No footprints that we could find. There’s a low-pile carpet runner on the stairs that didn’t show any trace. And hardwood floors here in the study, upstairs hall, and the deceased’s bedroom. Tough to get anything from that. It hadn’t rained or anything, either, so no shoe impressions that we could find.”


“And the judge’s body?” asked Decker. “How did she manage to do the stairs after she was wounded?”


Jacobs looked at him curiously, then said, “You saw the blood trail on the stair runner when you came in, and on the hardwood floor leading out of here.”


“Hard to miss with your little cones set out. But it was really the bloody palm print on the wall next to the stairs. I assume that must be the judge’s, since two shots to the chest means Draymont wouldn’t have made it out of this room under his own power.”


Jacobs said, “I think she was stabbed once down here and the killing took place upstairs in her bedroom.”


“Let’s go,” said Decker, not liking the two words I think.


They avoided the evidentiary trail on the carpeted steps and reached the second-floor landing, where Andrews led them into the bedroom.


“Killer didn’t step in the blood from downstairs?” asked White.


“No, he was careful about that,” said Jacobs.


Judge Julia Cummins was lying on her bed wearing a short white terrycloth robe. The robe was open, revealing the woman’s black underpants and a white camisole. Someone had put a blindfold over her eyes, but then cut out holes in the cloth where the eyes were. There was blood all over her clothing, and on the bedspread and also on her hands, the bottoms of her feet, and her knees.


“She’s been stabbed repeatedly,” said Jacobs. “Ten times by my unofficial count, not counting defensive wounds. COD was blood loss due to the stabbings.”


“So she was downstairs where she was attacked, ran up here, and the intruder came up and finished her off,” said White.


“Appears to be that way,” said Jacobs cautiously.


“Stabbing someone that many times is personal,” noted Decker.


Andrews interjected, “But we have a ways to go. It’s a complicated crime scene.”


Decker eyed the twisted covers and took in the fact that the mattress was out of alignment with the box springs.


White must have been reading his mind. “Looks like a struggle took place there.”


“You mentioned defensive wounds?” asked Decker, noting the cuts on the woman’s forearms.


Jacobs said, “Yes. It’s natural for a person getting attacked with a knife or blunt instrument to use their arms to block the blows. Multiple slashes. However, the wound to her lower sternum was probably the fatal one. From the location and depth, it likely cut right through her aorta. I’ll know for certain when I do the post.”


“Any trace under her fingernails?” asked White.


“None that I could find on a preliminary exam. I’ll look closer when I do the post.”


“Blood on her hands, knees, the bottoms of her feet?” noted Decker.


Andrews said, “Explained by the fact that she was attacked downstairs, stepped in her own blood, maybe fell, and got blood on her knees. Ran up here. Mark on the wall by the stairs where she no doubt put her hand to steady herself, and spatter on the stair runner.”


“Any signs of sexual assault?” asked Decker, who did not look convinced by this theory as the blood spatter images from the stairs and the study marched across his mind’s eye.


Jacobs replied, “I did a prelim. No signs of that. I’ll know more once I get her on the slab. But I don’t think she’s been sexually assaulted.”


Decker looked at the blindfold. “Nice of the killers to leave us this little symbol.”


Andrews stepped forward. “Why blindfold her but then cut the holes so her eyes are showing?”


“The blindfold was most likely put on postmortem,” noted Jacobs.


“Of course it was,” said Decker abruptly.


“You said symbolic?” said White, looking at the blindfold.


Decker said, “The lady was a judge. Justice is supposed to be blind. Only with her, I guess it wasn’t, or at least in the opinion of her killer, since they made sure she was seeing clearly, or as clearly as the dead can.”


Andrews sucked in a sharp breath. “Shit, that could be true.”


“Where did the blindfold come from?” asked Decker.


“From the judge’s closet,” answered Jacobs. “It was taken from a set of handkerchiefs she had.”


“Any trace of the killer left in the closet or here? Footprints, residue of blood spatter from stabbing the judge?” asked White.


“We’ve found nothing so far. We’re still dusting for prints, and we’ll take the prints of family and friends for elimination purposes, of course.”


Decker said, “So this might have been heat of the moment. The killing certainly seemed to be. And the killer used the judge’s handkerchief instead of bringing one already fashioned as a mask. What’d the killer use to cut the holes?”


“We’ve found nothing that had blood on it that would have been used.”


“The killer might have used the knife to do it and then took it with him or her,” said White, who then noted the card in an evidence bag next to the dead woman. “The card was found here?” she asked.


Jacobs nodded. “It was actually placed on her body.”


White looked at the card in the clear plastic bag. “ ‘Res ipsa loquitor.’ ”


She glanced over at Decker, who was watching her.


“Any paper or pen here match the card and the ink?” asked Decker.


“The pen is generic, but we’ve found no match here on the card so far,” said Andrews. “The killer might have brought it.”


“Any prints on the card?” asked White.


“No.”


“If the killer brought the card, that does smack of premeditation,” noted White.


“Yes, it does,” said Decker. “But that coupled with the mask and the frenetic stabbing makes this a very contrarian crime scene.”


Decker looked around the space and noted a photo on the nightstand.


In the picture was the deceased, and on either side of her a man and a teenage boy.


Andrews picked up the photo with his gloved hand and said, “That’s Judge Cummins, of course. And that’s her ex-husband, Barry Davidson, and their son, Tyler. Looks like this was taken at the club, judging by the background.”


“The club?” asked White.


“Harbor Club. It’s right down the coast, about five minutes. They were members. Well, the judge was.”


“And her ex and her son? Where are they?”


“We contacted Barry Davidson. He lives nearby.”


“Alibi?”


“He was with his son. It was the week he had him.”


“So his son is his alibi?” said Decker.


“Yes. I understand the boy is devastated.”


“How old is he?”


“Seventeen.”


“Do you know the ex and the son?” asked Decker.


“I’ve met Barry Davidson.”


“And you know this club, obviously, since you recognized it in the photo.”


“Yes. I belong to the Harbor Club, too.”


Decker eyed the man’s costly suit and shoes. “Is that your Lexus outside?”


“Yes, it is. What about it?”


“Nothing. Is the Mazda Draymont’s ride?”


“Yes,” answered Jacobs, looking anxiously between the two men.


Decker said, “So, what’s your theory on what happened here last night, Agent Andrews?”


Andrews glanced at White and then took a moment to compose his thoughts. “I think it seems reasonably clear. Since there was no forced entry, either one of the doors was unlocked or the person or persons was let in. The fact that the judge was in her underwear leads me to believe that Draymont was shot first. The judge, on hearing something from her bedroom, put on a robe, came downstairs, and was attacked. She ran back to her room, probably to lock herself in, but wasn’t able to. They killed her here. Then they left the card and put the blindfold on her.”


“If Draymont let the person in he must have known them. Either on his own, or because they knew the judge,” said White.


“But if the murders occurred between midnight and two, that would be pretty late for a visitor,” observed Decker.


“Could Draymont have been in on it, let the person in, and then had a change of heart, or the killer intended on leaving no witnesses behind?” said White.


Andrews said, “That’s certainly possible.”


“Who called the police about the bodies?” asked Decker.


“They got a call from the neighbor next door, Doris Kline. She went out on her rear deck this morning to drink her coffee and read her iPad, and saw the back door of Cummins’s house open. She went over to make sure everything was okay. It was after nine at that point. And the judge was normally on her way to court before then. Kline walked in the rear door, went into the kitchen and then through to the study, where she saw Draymont’s body. She ran back to her house and called the cops. They found the judge’s body, too, and called us in because of her federal status. I’ve already contacted the U.S. Marshals Service to loop them in. I’ve been busy here, but I plan to interview Kline next.”


Decker nodded absently and surveyed the room once more, imprinting every detail onto his memory cloud, as he liked to refer to it now. When he’d first learned he had perfect recall he’d named it his “hard drive,” but times changed and he had to change with them.


His hyperthymesia was an amazing tool for a detective, but it was also overwhelming at times. He had been told that there were fewer than a hundred people in the world who had been diagnosed with the condition, and Decker would have preferred not to have been one of them.


Most people with hyperthymesia concentrated their recall on personal events, memories from the past, mostly autobiographical in nature. Because of that, Decker had learned that they often tended to live in the past as well because the stream of recollections was unrelenting. While Decker certainly had some of that, too, his memory recall was different. Pretty much everything he heard or saw or read in the present was permanently encoded in his mind and could be pulled out at will.


He turned to Jacobs. “TOD on the judge?”


“Approximately the same range as Draymont. Midnight to two a.m. I might be able to get a little tighter on the parameters, but that time box is looking pretty solid.”


He handed her his business card. “Let me know about Draymont’s gun and the possible sexual assault.”


“All right.”


He looked at Andrews. “We told the guard at the entrance gate to get us the list of people who came through over the last twenty-four hours. He was going to bring it here.”


“I had planned to do that,” said Andrews.


“Good, we’re operating on the same wavelength. While we’re waiting for him, let’s go talk to Mrs. Kline.”


He walked out of the room.


Andrews whirled on White. “How long have you and Decker been partners?”


White checked her watch. “Oh, about six hours.”









8


Doris Kline ushered them into her home after they knocked, and led them to the rear lanai. She was in her late fifties with permed hair and too much makeup, at least to Decker’s mind.


But what the hell do I know?


Kline had on a pair of white slacks and an orange shirt with the sleeves half rolled up, revealing taut, tanned forearms, mottled over with coppery sunspots. She was skinny for her five-foot-eight height, and the woman was a smoker, which might have been a factor in her thinness. A pack of Camels and a purple Zippo lighter sat on the table on the screened-in lanai, which overlooked the backyard. Beyond that were some slender palm trees and compact shrubbery. A pool was situated in front of them. From the smell it was apparently filled with saltwater. Through the screens enclosing the space, Decker noted a well-trod path down to the beach, with the dull gray stretch of the Gulf just beyond that. Seagulls swooped and dove across the clear sky looking for things no human could see.


The house was smaller than Julia Cummins’s place and hadn’t been kept up as well. The stucco was damaged in several areas, and the outdoor heat pumps heavily rusted from the heavy salt air had drawn Decker’s notice. The lawn and landscaping hadn’t seen much attention, either. He didn’t know if that was simply the result of indifference or a lighter wallet than the judge had had.


“Were you the only one in your house last night?” asked Decker.


Kline blew smoke from her nose and nodded as she reached for a glass of what looked like orange juice, but Decker smelled the alcohol in it.


“I was. I’m divorced, my kids grown and off. I don’t go out much because my ex left me with lots of bills and not enough alimony. He had the better lawyer, unfortunately.”


“Can you take us through this morning?” asked White, her eyes widening, apparently at the woman so casually revealing this personal info.


“I came out here around nine, saw the rear door was open, and that seemed strange. At that hour of the morning Julia had usually long since left for court, and she really never used that door. She just went right from the house to the garage.”


“Did you know her well?” asked Decker.


“We were neighbors and good friends for years.”


“I’m sure you’re upset about what happened,” interjected White.


Kline tapped ash into a crystal bowl, her lips firmly set. “I’m not a crier. But I’m very distraught that Julia is dead. I cared for her. A lot. We were good friends. We would vent to each other. But I’ve seen a ton of shit in my life. The best defense is just to keep it at arm’s length, at least that’s my take.”


“So, you investigated and found the body of the man in the study?” said Decker.


“Scared the crap out of me. I ran right out and called the police. They were here in maybe three minutes. There’s a station not that far from here.”


“You knew the dead man?” said White.


“I’d seen him at Julia’s. I never spoke with him.”


“Did the judge discuss with you why she needed security?”


“Not really, no. I guess all judges get threats and stuff. Hell, these days, who doesn’t? Look at social media. I could post something about saving orphans and I’d be attacked as a sex-trafficking pedophile. People are such animals online.”


“But did she actually say it was because she had received threats that she had the bodyguard?” asked Decker.


“No, I don’t believe she did. I guess I just assumed.”


“Last night, did you hear or see anything?” asked White. “Say between midnight and two, or even before or after that? Flash of headlights turning into the drive next door? Gunshot? Screams or raised voices? Sounds of a fight?”


She shook her head and sharply cleared her throat. “I use a CPAP machine at night, and I take an Ambien. I wasn’t going to hear anything.”


“Do you have an alarm system?” asked Decker.


“Oh sure. But I don’t usually turn it on.”


“Why not?” asked White curiously.


“Well, we have a gate and twenty-four-hour security.”


Decker said, “So did the judge. Plus her own private bodyguard. Clearly wasn’t enough.”


Kline looked less sure of herself and tapped ash into the bowl. “I guess I see your point.”


“How about the neighbor on the other side of the judge?” asked Decker.


“The Perlmans? They’re in New York. They left last week and will be back tomorrow.”


“They knew Cummins?” asked Andrews.


“Sure, we were all friends. Maya, that’s Mrs. Perlman, was a retired lawyer, so she and Julia had that connection. Trevor is her husband; it’s her second marriage. Oh and I think they were the ones who told Julia about the protection service she ended up using.”


“Why was that?” asked White.


“I’m not entirely sure, but I think the Perlmans had used them in the past. I don’t know why. You’d have to ask them.”


Decker and White exchanged a glance.


“Do you know the judge’s ex and their son, Tyler?” asked Decker.


“Yes. Barry and Tyler Davidson. Cummins was Julia’s maiden name. She kept it after they were married. Saved her some paperwork after the divorce since she didn’t have to change it back. They all lived next door until the breakup. Barry still lives nearby. When I was married, we would all go out together. After our divorces Julia and I would still go out, or else have a girls’ night in. We’d either cook, or do takeout with white wine and Hallmark movies. Although lately she seemed a bit different.”


“How so?” asked White.


“Over the last year or so she wanted to go out more. Dinner, dancing. Hitting the club scene. She was dressing, well, how shall I say, a little younger than she had been. Don’t get me wrong, she looked fabulous. She was a decade younger than me. She seemed to be having fun. Why not?”


Her lips started to twitch and tears suddenly clustered at the corners of her eyes.


“And they had shared custody of Tyler?” said White quietly.


She dabbed at her eyes with her hand. “Yes, one week on and off. But Tyler will be going to college in about a year and a half, so it would have ended then. With Julia gone I guess it ends right now . . .” Kline set her drink down and stubbed out her Camel. She put a hand to her face and let out a sob. “I’m . . . I’m sorry, I th-think it just h-hit me that she’s really g-gone.”


White produced some Kleenex from a pack in her pocket and passed them across.


Kline wiped her eyes. “Thank you.” She collected herself and continued in a husky voice, “Julia was very nice. Very caring. After my divorce she was so supportive.”


“She talk to you about any problems lately? You ever see any strange cars around or people you didn’t recognize loitering?” asked Decker.


Kline shook her head and finished her drink in one gulp. “No, nothing like that. Again, this is a gated community so they keep the riffraff out, or at least they’re supposed to.”


“You never really talked about the bodyguard? Seems strange between close friends.”


She lit another Camel and blew fresh smoke out. “Look, I tried to ask her about that a couple of times, but she shut it down. I respected that, so I didn’t push it. I just figured it was crap someone in her position had to put up with.”


“To confirm, she actually told you about the guard, but didn’t say why he was there?” asked Decker.


“That’s right.”


“When was the last time you saw Barry or Tyler?” asked Andrews.


“Tyler was here last week when he was staying with his mom. Barry, I saw about three weeks ago. He had come by for some reason. Maybe to pick up Tyler.”


“How does Tyler usually get here from his dad’s place?” asked White. “Did his parents drive him back and forth?”


“He has his own car, a BMW convertible, and a gate pass, so he usually drives himself. But sometimes his father brings him, or Julia would drive him back to Barry’s condo. A couple times I’ve seen an Uber drop him off. And he has a bike, too. It’s not far, a couple of miles.”


“So that’s the last time you saw Barry? About three weeks ago?” asked Decker.


“No, now that I think about it, I saw him at the clubhouse. Oh, about a week or so ago.”


“The Harbor Club?” asked Decker.


“No, we have a clubhouse here and a golf course. Very challenging. Do you play?”


“No. Why was he there?”


“Well, he was playing golf, nine holes, and then he had lunch. I said hello to him.”


“So he’s still a member?” asked White.


“Oh, yes. He retained all of that even after the divorce. In fact, it might have been part of the divorce for all I know.”


“What does he do for a living?”


“He runs his own company. Investments, that sort of thing. Does quite well. And Julia’s house is beautiful. Pool and big lanai. I have that, too, on a smaller scale, but I don’t have the money to really keep it up anymore,” she added bitterly. “I’m going to have to downsize at some point.”


“Was he the major breadwinner in the marriage?” asked White.


“I wouldn’t say that. Before she was a judge, Julia was a high-powered lawyer, made a ton of money. And she also came from serious New York money. Trust funds and all that. Her father was a Wall Street bigwig. She got millions from him in inheritance. She was an only child. She wasn’t even fifty yet and now she’s dead.” Kline shook her head, her expression one of misery.


“Do you know who the beneficiary is of her estate?” asked Andrews.


Kline refocused. “I would guess Tyler, but I don’t know for certain. He’s their only child. I can’t believe she’d leave a dime to Barry. You’d have to check with her lawyer to be certain.”


“Do you know who that is?” asked White.


“Duncan Trotter. I know because he handles my stuff, too. Julia recommended him, in fact. His office is on Pelican Way, off the main street in town. He can tell you everything about that.” She sat back. “Anything else?”


White exchanged glances with Andrews, who shook his head. Then she looked at Decker, who was staring at the sky through the screened roof.


“Decker, you got anything else for Ms. Kline?”


“Why the divorce?” asked Decker.


“Mine?”


“No, Julia and Barry.”


Kline shrugged. “Why does anyone get divorced?”


“That’s what I’m asking.”


“There were issues, just like any marriage. Barry could tell you more, but it would just be from his perspective.”


“And what was your perspective? You said you were good friends. When married, you all socialized as couples. You shared very personal information. You must have an opinion,” said Decker.


“Why do you care about that?”


“Not to be too blunt, but most wives who are murdered are killed by their husbands. Same holds true for ex-wives and ex-husbands.”


Kline pursed her lips. Her look was clear: She did not want to go there. “Julia was as straight as they come. Barry, well, he cut corners.”
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