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To Lindsey Rose,
who made all the trains run on time and handled so much with grace and efficiency.
Congrats on the new gig!
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On a refreshingly brisk, beautifully clear fall evening, Amos Decker was surrounded by dead bodies. Yet he wasn’t experiencing the electric blue light sensation that he usually did when confronted by the departed.


There was a perfectly good reason for this: None of these were recent deaths.


He was back in his hometown of Burlington, Ohio, an old factory city that had seen better days. He had recently been in another Rust Belt town, Baronville, Pennsylvania, where he had narrowly escaped death. If he had his druthers, he would have avoided such minefields for the foreseeable future, maybe the rest of his life.


Only right now he didn’t have a choice.


Decker was in Burlington because today was his daughter Molly’s fourteenth birthday. Under normal circumstances, this would have been a happy occasion, a cause for joy. But Molly had been murdered, along with his wife, Cassie, and his brother-in-law, Johnny Sacks. This devastating event had happened shortly before her tenth birthday, when Decker found them all dead in their home.


Gone forever. Taken from life in the most outrageous manner possible by a deranged mind hell-bent on violence. Their killer was no longer among the living, but that was of absolutely no solace to Decker, though he’d been instrumental in ending that life.


That was why his birthday visit was at a cemetery. No cake, and no presents. Just fresh flowers on a grave to replace ones long dead from a previous visit.


He figured he would be here for every one of Molly’s birthdays until he joined his family six feet under. That was his long-term plan. He had never contemplated any other.


He shifted his weight on the wood and wrought-iron bench next to the twin graves, for daughter lay next to mother. The bench had been gifted by the Burlington Police Department where Decker had once toiled, first as a beat cop and later as a homicide detective. On it, tarnished by weather, was a brass plaque that read: In memory of Cassie and Molly Decker.


There was no one else in the small cemetery other than Decker’s partner at the FBI, Alex Jamison. More than a dozen years younger than the mid-fortyish Decker, Jamison stood a respectful distance away, allowing her partner to visit his family in solitude.


Once a journalist, Jamison was now a fully fledged, duly sworn-in FBI special agent, having graduated from the Bureau’s Training Academy in Quantico, Virginia. Under a prior arrangement, she had been sent immediately back to the task force where she and Decker were members, along with two other veteran agents, Ross Bogart and Todd Milligan.


Sitting next to the graves, Decker cursed his condition of hyperthymesia. The perfect recall had been initiated by a wicked blindside hit on an NFL playing field that triggered a traumatic brain injury. Decker awoke from a coma with the ability to remember everything and the inability to forget anything. It seemed like a wonderful attribute, but there was a distinct downside to the condition.


For him, the passage of time would never deaden the details of painful memories. Like the one he was confronted with presently. For the overwhelmingly intense manner in which he recalled their deaths, Cassie and Molly might as well have been laid to rest today instead of four years ago.


He read the names and inscriptions on the tombstones, though he knew by heart what they said. He had come here with many things he wanted to say to his family, but now he inexplicably suffered from a complete failure to articulate any of them.


Well, maybe not so inexplicably. The brain injury that had given him perfect recall had also changed his personality. His social skills had gone from high to quite low. He had trouble voicing his emotions and difficulty dealing with people.


In his mind’s eye he conjured first the image of his daughter. It was sharply in focus—the curly hair, the smile, the cheeks that rode so high. Then the image of his wife, Cassie, appeared—the anchor of their family, the one who had kept Decker from succumbing to his condition, forcing him to interact with others, compelling him to come as close as possible to the man he used to be.


He winced in pain because it actually physically hurt to be so close to them, because they were dead and he was not. There were many days, perhaps most, when he simply could not accept that state of affairs.


He glanced in the direction of Jamison, who was leaning against a broad oak about a hundred feet away. She was a good friend, an excellent colleague, but absolutely powerless to help him through what he was facing now.


He turned back to the graves, knelt, and placed the bundles of flowers he had brought on each of the sunken plots.


“Amos Decker?”


Decker looked up to see an older man walking slowly toward him. He had materialized out of the dusk of elongating shadows. As he drew closer, the man almost seemed a ghost himself, so very painfully thin, his features deeply jaundiced.


Jamison had seen the man coming before Decker did, and had started striding toward them. It could simply be someone from the town whom Decker knew. Or it might be something else. Jamison knew that crazy things tended to happen around Amos Decker. Her hand went to the butt of the pistol riding in a holster on her right hip. Just in case.


Decker eyed the man. Aside from his unhealthy appearance, the fellow was shuffling along in a way that Decker had seen before. It wasn’t solely due to age or infirmity. It was the walk of someone accustomed to wearing shackles when moving from point A to point B.


He’s a former prisoner, speculated Decker.


And there was another thing. As he sometimes did, Decker was seeing a color associated with the man. This was due to his also having synesthesia, which caused him to pair colors with unusual things, like death and numbers.


The color tag for this gent was burgundy. That was a new one for Decker.


What the hell does burgundy mean?


“Who are you?” he asked, rising to his feet and brushing the dirt from his knees.


“Not surprised you don’t recognize me. Prison takes it outta you. Guess I have you to thank for that.”


So he was incarcerated.


Jamison also heard this and picked up her pace. She actually half drew her pistol, afraid that the old man was there to exact some sort of revenge on Decker. Her partner had put many people behind bars in his career. And this fellow was apparently one of them.


Decker looked the man up and down as he came to a stop about five feet away. Decker was a mountain of a man, standing six-five and tipping the scale at just about three hundred pounds. With Jamison’s encouragement and help in getting him to exercise and eat a healthier diet, he had lost over a hundred pounds in the last two years. This was about as “lean” as he was ever going to be.


The old man was about six feet tall, but Decker figured he barely weighed a hundred and forty pounds. His torso was about as wide as one of Decker’s thighs. Up close, his skin looked brittle, like aged parchment about to disintegrate.


Hacking up some phlegm, the man turned to the side and spit it into the consecrated ground. “You sure you don’t recognize me? Don’t you got some kind of weird-ass memory thing?”


Decker said, “Who told you that?”


“Your old partner.”


“Mary Lancaster?”


The man nodded. “She was the one who told me you might be here.”


“Why would she do that?”


“My name’s Meryl Hawkins,” said the man, in a way that seemed also to carry an explanation as to why he was here.


Decker’s jaw fell slightly.


Hawkins smiled at this reaction, but it didn’t reach his eyes. They were pale and still, with perhaps just a bit of life left inside them.


“Now you remember me, right?”


“Why are you out of prison? You got life, no parole.”


Jamison reached them and put herself between Decker and Hawkins.


Hawkins nodded at her. “You’re his new partner, Alex Jamison. Lancaster told me about you too.” He glanced back at Decker. “To answer your question, I’m no longer in prison ’cause I’m terminal with cancer. One of the worst. Pancreatic. Survival rate past five years is for shit, they tell me, and that’s with chemo and radiation and all that crap, none of which I can afford.” He touched his face. “Jaundice. You get this, it’s way too late to kick it. And it’s metastasized. Big word, means the cancer’s eating me up everywhere. Brain too now. It’s the last inning for me. No doubt about it, I’m done. Hell, maybe a week at best.”


“Why is that a reason to release you?” asked Jamison.


Hawkins shrugged. “They call it compassionate release. Inmate usually has to file for it, but they came to my cell with the paperwork. I filled it out, they got doctors to okay it, and there you go. See, the state didn’t want to foot the bill for my treatments. I was in one of those private prisons. They mark the bill up to the state, but it doesn’t all get reimbursed. Gets expensive. Hurts their bottom line. They figure I’m harmless now. I went into prison when I was fifty-eight. Now I’m seventy. Look like I’m a hundred, I know. I’m all jacked up with drugs just to walk and talk. After I leave here, I’m going to be throwing up for a few hours and then take enough pills to sleep a bit.”


Jamison said, “If you’re on prescription painkillers, somebody’s helping you.”


“Didn’t say they were prescription, did I? As a matter of fact, they’re not. But it’s what I need. Not like they’re putting me back in prison because I’m buying street drugs. I cost too much.” He chuckled. “If I’d known that, I woulda got sick years ago.”


“Do you mean they don’t provide any help for you on the outside?” asked Jamison incredulously.


“They said a hospice place would take me, but I got no way to get there. And I don’t want to go there. I want to be here.” Hawkins stared at Decker.


“What do you want from me?” asked Decker.


Hawkins pointed his finger at him. “You put me in prison. But you were wrong. I’m innocent.”


“Don’t they all say that?” noted Jamison skeptically.


Hawkins shrugged again. “I don’t know about anybody else but me.” He glanced back at Decker. “Lancaster thinks I’m innocent.”


“I don’t believe that,” said Decker.


“Ask her. It’s why she told me where you were.” He paused and looked at the dark sky. “You got another chance to get it right. Maybe you can do it while I’m still alive and kicking. If not, that’s okay, so long as you get there. It’ll be my legacy,” he added with a weak grin.


“He’s with the FBI now,” interjected Jamison. “Burlington and your case are no longer his jurisdiction.”


Hawkins looked nonplussed. “Heard you cared about the truth, Decker. Did I hear wrong? Come a long way for nothing if that’s so.”


When Decker didn’t answer, Hawkins pulled out a slip of paper. “I’ll be in town the next couple of nights. Here’s the address. Maybe I’ll see you, maybe I won’t. But if you don’t come, well, fuck you from the hereafter.”


Decker took the paper but still said nothing.


Hawkins glanced at the twin graves. “Lancaster told me about your family. Glad you found out who killed ’em. But I suppose you still felt guilt, though you were innocent. I can damn well relate.”


Hawkins turned and walked slowly back between the graves until the darkness swallowed him whole.


Jamison turned to Decker. “Okay, I know nothing about this, but it’s still nuts. He’s just taunting you, making you feel guilty. And I can’t believe the guy would come here and butt in while you’re trying to . . . trying to spend time with your family.”


Decker looked down at the slip of paper. It was clear from his features that something akin to doubt had just now crept into his mind.


Jamison watched him, resignation spreading over her features. “You’re going to see him, aren’t you?”


“Not until I see someone else first.”
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Decker stood alone on the porch. He had asked Jamison to not accompany him here. He preferred to conduct this visit alone, for a number of reasons.


He remembered every inch of the more than four-decades-old split-level ranch. This was not simply due to his perfect recall, but also because this house was nearly an exact copy of the one in which he and his family had once lived.


Mary Lancaster and her husband, Earl, and their daughter, Sandy, had resided here for as long as Lancaster had been on the Burlington police force, which matched Decker’s tenure there as well. Earl was a general contractor who worked sporadically owing to the fact that Sandy was a special needs child who would always require a great deal of time and attention. Mary had been the family’s primary breadwinner for a long time.


Decker stepped up to the door. He was about to knock when it opened.


Mary stood there dressed in faded jeans, a blood-red sweatshirt, and dark blue sneakers. Her hair had once been a pasty blonde. It was now full of gray and hung limply to her shoulders. A cigarette was perched in one hand, its coil of smoke drifting up her slender thigh. Her face was as lined as a thumbprint. Lancaster was the same age as Decker yet looked about ten years older.


“Thought I might see you tonight,” she said in a smoker’s gravelly voice. “Come on in.”


He checked for the tremor that used to be in her left hand, her gun grip hand. He didn’t see it.


Okay, that’s a good thing.


She turned, and he followed the far shorter woman into the house, shutting the door behind him, a tugboat guiding a cargo ship safely into port. Or maybe onto the rocks, he didn’t know which. Yet.


Decker also noted that Lancaster, always thin to begin with, was even more gaunt. Her bones seemed to jut out at odd angles within her loose clothing, as though she had left multiple hangers in them.


“Did the gum stop working?” he asked, glancing at her lit cigarette.


They sat in the living room, a small space littered with toys, stacks of newspapers, open cardboard boxes, and a layer of chaos that was palpable. Her home had always been like this, he knew. They’d started using a maid service before Decker left town, but that had come with its own set of problems. They’d probably decided terminally junky was preferable.


She took a drag on her Camel and let the smoke trail out her nostrils.


“I allow myself one a day, about this time, and only when Earl and Sandy are out. Then I Febreze the hell out of the place.”


Decker took a whiff and coughed. “Then use more Febreze.”


“Meryl Hawkins found you, I take it?”


Decker nodded. “He said you told him where I was.”


“I did.”


“That was taking a liberty. You knew why I was in town. I gave you a heads-up.”


She sat back and scraped away at a spot on her skin with her fingernail. “Well, I sure as hell didn’t do it lightly. But I thought you’d want to know.”


“Hawkins also said you believed him.”


“Then he went too far. I told him I could see his point.”


“Which is what, exactly?”


“Why would he come back here, dying, to ask us to clear his name if he’s not innocent?”


“I can think of one reason, benefiting him.”


She took another puff and shook her head. “I don’t see it that way. You get to the end of the line, you start to think differently. Not a moment to waste.”


Decker looked at the open cardboard boxes. “You guys moving?”


“Maybe.”


“Maybe? How can you not be sure?”


Lancaster shrugged. “What about life is guaranteed?”


“How’re things in Burlington?”


“Town’s hanging in there.”


“Unemployment’s down around the country.”


“Yeah, we have lots of ten-dollar-an-hour jobs. If you can live on twenty grand a year, even in Burlington, more power to you.”


“Where are Earl and Sandy?”


“School function. Earl handles those more than me. Work’s been a bitch lately. Bad times make for bad crimes. Lots of drug-related stuff.”


“Yeah, I’ve seen that. Why did Hawkins come to see you?”


“We worked that case together, Decker. It was our first homicide investigation.”


“When did he get out? And is he really terminal? He definitely looks it.”


“He wandered into the station two days ago. Shocked the hell out of me. At first I thought he’d escaped or something. I didn’t accept his story but straight away checked with the prison. He’s telling the truth about his cancer. And his release.”


“So they can just kick out terminally ill prisoners to die on their own?”


“Apparently some see it as a good cost-cutting tactic.”


“He told me he’s staying in town a couple more days. He’s at the Residence Inn.”


“Where you used to live.”


“He could use some fattening up with the buffet, but I doubt he has much appetite. He says he gets by on street drugs, basically.”


“Sad state of affairs.”


“He wants to meet with me again.”


She took another puff. “I’m sure.”


“He came to see me at the cemetery.”


Lancaster took one more luxurious drag on her smoke and then crushed it out in an ashtray set on a table next to her chair. She eyed the remnants with longing.


“I’m sorry about that. I didn’t tell him exactly why you were in town when he came back to the station earlier today and asked, though I did tell him about your family. And I didn’t actually tell him to go to the cemetery.” She studied Decker, her pale eyes finally focusing on his. “I presume you’ve gone over the case in immaculate detail in your head?”


“I have. And I don’t see any issues with what we did. We went over the crime scene, collected evidence. That evidence pointed like a laser to Hawkins. He was arrested and put on trial. We testified. Hawkins’s lawyer put on a defense and cross-examined the crap out of us both. And the jury convicted him. He got life without parole when he could have gotten the death penalty. It all made sense to me.”


Lancaster sat back in her chair.


Decker ran his gaze over her. “You don’t look so good, Mary.”


“I haven’t looked good for at least ten years, Amos. You above all should know that.”


“But still.”


“You’ve lost a lot of weight since you left here, Amos.”


“Jamison’s doing, mostly. She’s got me working out and watching my diet. She cooks a lot of the meals. All salads and vegetables, and tofu. And she got her FBI badge and creds. Worked hard for them. Really proud of her.”


“So you two are living together, then?” said Lancaster with hiked eyebrows.


“We are in the sense that we’re residing in the same condo in D.C.”


“Okay, then are you two more than work partners?”


“Mary, I’m a lot older than she is.”


“You didn’t answer my question. And, news flash, lots of older men date much younger women.”


“No, we’re not more than work partners.”


“Okay.” She sat forward. “So, Hawkins?”


“Why are you having doubts? It was a clear-cut case.”


“Maybe too clear-cut.”


“That doesn’t make sense. And what’s your evidence?”


“I don’t have any. And I don’t know if he’s telling the truth or not. But I just think since the guy’s dying and he came back here to clear his name, maybe it’s worth a second look.”


Decker did not look convinced but said, “Okay, how about now?”


“What?” she said, looking startled.


“Let’s go over to where the murders took place. I’m sure no one’s moved in there after all this time, not after what happened.” He paused. “Just like my old home.”


“Well, you’re wrong there. Someone did move into your old place.”


Decker’s jaw slackened. “Who?”


“A young couple with a little girl. The Hendersons.”


“You know them?”


“Not really. But I know they moved in about six months ago.”


“And the other place? Is there someone there too?”


“Somebody moved in there about five years ago. But they left about a year ago when the plastics manufacturing facility closed down and went overseas to join all the other factories that used to be in the Midwest. It’s been abandoned since then.”


Decker rose. “Okay, you coming? It’ll be like old times.”


“I’m not sure I need any more ‘old times.’ ” But Lancaster rose too and grabbed a coat that was hanging on a wall peg. “And what if it turns out Hawkins was telling the truth?” she asked as they headed to the door.


“Then we need to find out who really did it. But we’re not there yet. In fact, we’re not even close.”


“You don’t work here anymore, Decker. Finding a murderer here after all this time isn’t your job.”


“Finding killers is my only job. Wherever they might be.”
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The Richardses’ home. The scene of the crime thirteen years ago.


It was down a rutted crushed-gravel road. Two houses on the left and two on the right, with the Richardses’ now-dilapidated dwelling smack at the end of the cul-de-sac on an acre lot of dead grass crammed with fat, overgrown bushes.


It had been lonely and creepy back then, and it was more so over a decade later.


They pulled to a stop in front of the house and climbed out of Decker’s car. Lancaster shivered slightly, and it was not entirely due to the coolness of the night.


“Hasn’t changed all that much,” said Decker.


“Well, the family that was living here fixed it up some before they left. It needed it. Mostly on the interior. Paint and carpet, things like that. The place had been abandoned for a long time. Nobody wanted to live here after what happened.”


“You’d think a banker would have lived in something nicer.”


“He was a loan officer. They make squat, especially in a town like this. And this house is a lot bigger than mine, Decker, with a lot more land.”


They walked up to the front porch of the home. Decker tried the door.


“Locked.”


“Well, why don’t you unlock it?” said Lancaster.


“Are you giving me permission to break and enter?”


“Wouldn’t be the first time. And it’s not like we’re screwing up a crime scene.”


Decker broke the side glass, reached through, and unlocked the door. He switched on his Maglite and led her inside.


“Do you remember?” said Lancaster. “That’s a rhetorical question, of course.”


Decker didn’t appear to be listening. In his mind’s eye, he was a recently minted homicide investigator after riding a beat for ten years and then working robbery, burglary, and drugs for several years as a detective. He and Lancaster had been called to the Richardses’ house after the report of a disturbance and the discovery of bodies inside by the first responders. This being their maiden homicide investigation, neither wanted to screw it up.


As a rookie uniformed cop, Lancaster had worn no makeup, as though to make herself less conspicuously female. She was the only woman on the entire force who didn’t sit behind a desk and type or go make coffee for the guys. The only one authorized to carry a gun, arrest people, and read them their rights. And to take their lives if it was absolutely necessary.


She hadn’t taken up her smoking habit yet. That would come when she began working as a detective with Decker, and spent more and more of her time with dead bodies and trying to catch the killers who had violently snatched away those lives. She was also heavier back then. But it was a healthy weight. Lancaster had gained the rep of a calm, methodical cop who went into every situation with three or four different plans on how to manage it. Nothing rattled her. As a beat cop she’d earned numerous commendations for how she handled herself. And everyone had come out of those situations alive. She’d conducted herself the same way while working as a detective.


Decker, on the other hand, had a reputation as the quirkiest son of a bitch who’d ever worn the Burlington police uniform. Yet no one could deny his vast potential in law enforcement. And that potential had been fully realized when he became a detective and partnered with Mary Lancaster. They’d never failed to solve a case to which they’d been assigned. It was a record of which any other police department, large or small, would have been envious.


They had known each other previously, having come up in the same rookie class, but hadn’t had much interaction professionally until they exchanged their uniforms for the civilian clothes of a detective.


Now Decker went step by step in his memory from that night as Lancaster watched him from a corner of the living room.


“Cops were radioed in about a disturbance here. Call came in at nine-thirty-five. Two squad cars arrived in five minutes. They entered the house a minute later after checking the perimeter. The front door was unlocked.”


He moved over to another part of the room.


“Vic number one, David Katz, was found here,” he said, pointing to a spot at the doorway into the kitchen. “Age thirty-five. Two taps. First gunshot to the left temple. Second to the back of the head. Instant death with either shot.” He pointed to another spot right next to the door. “Beer bottle found here. His prints on it. Didn’t break, but the beer was all over the floor.”


“Katz owned a local restaurant, the American Grill,” added Lancaster. “He was over here visiting.”


“And no evidence that he could have been the target,” stated Decker.


“None,” confirmed Lancaster. “Wrong place, wrong time. Like Ron Goldman in the O. J. Simpson case. Really shitty luck on his part.”


They moved into the kitchen. It was all dirty linoleum, scarred cabinets, and a rust-stained sink.


“Victim number two, Donald Richards—everyone called him Don. Forty-four. Bank loan officer. Single GSW through the heart and fell here. Again, dead when he dropped.”


Lancaster nodded. “He knew Katz because the bank had previously approved a loan to Katz for the American Grill project.”


Decker walked back out into the living room and eyed the stairs leading up to the second floor.


“Now the last two vics.”


They climbed the stairs until they reached the second-floor landing.


“These two bedrooms.” He indicated two doors across from each other. He pushed open the door on the left side and went in. Lancaster followed.


“Victim number three,” said Decker. “Abigail ‘Abby’ Richards. Age twelve.”


“She was strangled. Found on the bed. Ligature marks showed that some sort of rope was used. Killer took it with him.”


“Her death wasn’t instantaneous,” Decker pointed out.


“No. But she fought hard.”


“And got Meryl Hawkins’s DNA under her fingernails,” Decker said pointedly. “So, in a way, she beat him.”


Decker moved past her out of the room, across the hall and into the bedroom there. Lancaster followed.


Decker paced over to a point against the wall and said, “Victim number four. Frankie Richards. Age fourteen. Just started at Burlington High School. Found on the floor right here. Single GSW to the heart.”


“We found some drug paraphernalia and enough cash hidden in his room to suggest that he wasn’t just a user but a dealer. But we could never tie any of that to the murders. We tracked down the man supplying him, it was Karl Stevens. He was a small fry. There was no way that was the motivation to kill four people. And Stevens had an ironclad alibi.”


Decker nodded. “Okay, we were called in at ten-twenty-one. We came by car and arrived here fourteen minutes later.”


He leaned against the wall and glanced out the window that overlooked the street. “Four neighboring homes. Two were occupied that night. No one in those houses saw or heard anything. Killer came and left unseen, unheard.”


“But then you found something when we went through the house that changed all that.”


Decker led her back down the stairs and into the living room. “A thumbprint on that wall switch plate along with a blood trace from Katz.”


“And the perp’s skin, blood, and resultant DNA under Abby’s fingernails. In the struggle with her attacker.”


“He’s strangling her with a ligature and she grips his arms to make him stop and the material gets transferred. Anybody who’s ever watched an episode of CSI knows that.”


Lancaster’s hand flicked to her pocket and she pulled out her pack of smokes.


Decker eyed this movement as she lit up. “You cashing in on tomorrow’s allotment?”


“It’s getting close enough to midnight. And I’m stressed. So excuse the hell out of me.” She flicked ash on the floor. “Hawkins’s prints were in the database because the company he had worked for previously did some defense contracting. They fingerprinted and ran a background check on everyone who worked there. When the print matched Hawkins in the database, we executed the search warrant on his house.”


Decker took up the story. “Based on the print, he was arrested and brought to the station, where a cheek swab was taken. The DNA on it matched the DNA found under Abby’s fingernails. And he had no alibi for that entire night. And during the search of his home they found a forty-five-caliber pistol hidden in a box behind a wall in his closet. The ballistics match was spot on, so it was without a doubt the murder weapon. He said it wasn’t his and he didn’t know how it got there. He said he didn’t even know about that secret space. We traced the pistol. It had been stolen from a gun shop about two years before. Serial numbers filed off. Probably used in a string of crimes since that time. And then it ended up in Hawkins’s closet.” He glanced at his old partner. “Which raises the question of why you think we might have gotten it wrong. Looks rock solid to me.”


Lancaster rolled the lit cigarette between her fingers. “I keep coming back to a dying guy taking the time to come here to clear his name. He has to know the odds are stacked against him. Why waste what little time he has left?”


“Well, what else does he have to do?” countered Decker. “I’m not saying he came to this house to murder four people. Hawkins probably picked this house to commit a lesser crime of burglary and it snowballed from there. You know that happens, Mary. Criminals lose it when they’re under stress.”


“But you know his motive for the crime,” said Lancaster. “That came out in the trial. Without really admitting his guilt, the defense tried to score some sympathetic points on that. It might have been why he didn’t get the death penalty.”


Decker nodded. “His wife was terminal. He needed money for her pain meds. He’d been laid off from his job and lost his insurance. His grown daughter had a drug problem and he was trying to get her into rehab. Again. So he stole credit cards, jewelry, a laptop computer, a DVD player, a small TV, some watches, and other miscellaneous things from this house and the vics. It all fits. His motivation might have been pure, but how he went about it sure as hell wasn’t.”


“But none of those items ever turned up. Not at his house. Not in some pawnshop. So he never realized any money from it.”


Decker said, “But he had money in his pocket when he was arrested. We could never prove it was from fencing the stolen goods, and he might well have been scared to try to move it after the murders. That’s what the prosecutor postulated at trial, although, reading the jury, it seemed to me that they thought the money he had was from selling the stuff. It’s just a cleaner conclusion.”


“But none of the neighbors saw a car drive up or leave other than David Katz’s,” retorted Lancaster.


“You know it was storming like hell that night, Mary. Raining buckets. You could barely see anything. And if Hawkins didn’t have his car lights on, maybe no one would have noticed it.”


“But no one heard it?” said Lancaster.


“Again, the noise of the storm. But I see you really have doubts about the case now.”


“I wouldn’t go that far. I’m just saying that I believe it deserves a second look.”


“I don’t see it that way.”


“Despite your words, I can tell that you’re at least intrigued.” She paused and took another puff of her smoke. “And then there’s the matter of Susan Richards.”


“The wife. Left around five that day, ran some errands, attended a PTA meeting, and then had drinks and dinner with a couple of friends. All verified. She got home at eleven. When she found us here and learned what had happened, she became hysterical.”


“You had to hold her down or I think she would have tried to hurt herself.”


“Not exactly the actions of a guilty person. And there was only a fifty-thousand-dollar life insurance policy on Don Richards, from his job at the bank.”


“I’ve known people who have killed for a lot less. And so do you.”


Decker said, “So let’s go.”


“Where?”


“Where else? To see Meryl Hawkins.”


As they pulled to a stop in front of the Residence Inn, Decker had a moment of déjà vu. He had lived here for a while after being evicted from the home where he found his family murdered. The place hadn’t changed much. It had been crappy to begin with. Now it was just crappier still. He was surprised it was still standing.


They walked inside, and Decker looked to his left, where the small dining area was located. He had used that as his unofficial office when meeting potential clients who wanted to hire him as a private detective. He had come a long way in a relatively short period of time. Yet it could have easily gone the other way. He could have eaten himself into a stroke and died inside a cardboard box in a Walmart parking lot, which had briefly been his home before he’d moved to the “fancier” Residence Inn.


When she stepped out into the lobby Decker didn’t look surprised.


Jamison nodded at Lancaster and said to Decker after reading his features, “I guess you expected me to turn up here?”


“I didn’t not expect it,” he replied. “I showed you the paper with this address on it.”


“I looked up the basic facts of the murder online,” she said. “Seemed pretty ironclad.”


“We were just discussing that,” said Lancaster. “But maybe the iron is rusty.” She eyed the badge riding on Jamison’s hip. “Hear you’re the real deal FBI agent now. Congratulations.”


“Thanks. Seemed the logical next step, if only to manage Decker a little better.”


“Good luck on that. I was never able to, despite my badge.”


“He’s in room fourteen,” interjected Decker. “Up the stairs.”


They trudged single file up to the second floor and halfway down the hall to the door. Decker knocked. And knocked again.


“Mr. Hawkins? It’s Amos Decker.”


No sound came from inside the room.


“Maybe he went out,” said Jamison.


“Where would he go?” asked Decker.


“Let me check something,” said Lancaster. She hurried back down the stairs. A minute later she was back.


“The front desk clerk said he came in about two hours ago and hasn’t left.”


Decker knocked harder. “Mr. Hawkins? You okay?” He looked at the other two. “Maybe he’s in distress.”


“Maybe he died,” said Lancaster. “The guy’s terminal.”


“He might have just passed out,” suggested Jamison. “Or overdosed. He told us he was taking street drugs for the pain. They can be unpredictable.”


Decker tried the door. It was locked. He put his shoulder to the door and pushed once, then again. It bent under his considerable weight and then popped open.


They entered the room and looked around.


Sitting up in a chair across from the bed was Hawkins.


He was clearly dead.


But the cancer hadn’t taken him.


The bullet wound in the center of the man’s forehead had done the trick quite effectively.
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So anyway, a dead guy gets murdered.


It sounded like the opening line of an abysmally poor joke. A man terminal with cancer, who would probably be dead within a few days or weeks, gets hurried along to the end by a bullet.


Decker thought this as he leaned against the wall of Meryl Hawkins’s room while the two-person forensic team carried out its professional tasks.


The EMTs had already come and pronounced death. The medical examiner had then made his way over and told them the obvious: death by a single GSW to the brain. There was no exit wound. Small-caliber probably, but no less lethal than a big-ass Magnum with that relatively soft target lined up in its iron sights.


Death was instantaneous, the ME had said. And painless.


But how does anyone really know that? thought Decker. It wasn’t like they could go back and debrief the victim.


Excuse me, did it hurt when someone blew your brains out?


What was significant were the burn marks around the forehead. The muzzle of the gun had to either have been in contact with or within inches of the skin to make that imprint. It was like touching a hot iron. It left a mark that would be impossible if the iron was six feet away. Here, the gun’s released gases would have done the work when the trigger was pulled.


Decker eyed Lancaster, who was overseeing the forensic team. Two uniformed officers were posted outside the door looking bored and tired. Jamison, leaning against another wall, watched the proceedings with interest.


Lancaster finally came over to Decker, and Jamison quickly joined them.


“We’ve taken statements. No one heard anything, and no one saw anything.”


“Just like when Hawkins went to the Richardses’ home and murdered them,” said Decker.


“The rooms on either side of this one are unoccupied. And if the perp used a suppressor can on the gun?”


“When I lived here there was a rear door that never properly locked,” said Decker. “The killer could have come and gone that way and the front-desk person wouldn’t have seen them.”


“I’ll have that checked out. Hawkins’s door was locked until you popped it.”


“Presumably he let in the person who killed him,” said Jamison. “And these doors automatically lock on the way out. Time of death?”


“ME’s prelim is between eleven and midnight.”


Decker checked his watch. “Which means we didn’t miss them by much. If we had come here first instead of the Richardses’ place?”


“Hindsight is absolutely perfect,” noted Lancaster.


“Decker?”


He turned to look down at the woman in blue scrubs and booties. She was one of the crime scene techs. She was in her midthirties, red-haired and lanky, with sprinkles of freckles over the bridge of her nose.


“Kelly Fairweather,” he said.


She smiled. “Hey, you remembered me.”


“That’s pretty much a given,” said Decker, without a trace of irony.


Fairweather looked over at the dead man. “Well, I remember him,” she said.


Lancaster joined them. “That’s right, you worked the Richards crime scene.”


“My first year doing this. Four homicides and two of them kids. It was quite an introduction to the job. So, what are you doing here, Decker?”


“Just trying to figure things out.”


“Good luck with that. But I always thought Hawkins should’ve gotten the needle for what he did. I know that doesn’t excuse what happened here.”


“No, it doesn’t,” said Lancaster firmly.


Fairweather took that as a not-so-subtle nudge to move on. “Well, good seeing you, Decker.”


As she moved away, Decker walked over to stand directly in front of the dead man, who still sat there like a statue. Lancaster and Jamison joined him.


Decker said, “So the shooter walks up to Hawkins, who’s sitting in this chair, presses the gun against his forehead, and pulls the trigger.” He looked around. “And no sign of a struggle?”


“Maybe he was asleep,” suggested Lancaster.


“After letting the person in, the guy sits down in a chair and dozes off?” said Jamison.


Decker said, “He told us he was taking drugs. Did you find any?”


Lancaster shook her head. “Nothing in here or the bathroom. No discarded wrappers or empty pill bottles. Just a small duffel of clothes, a few bucks in his wallet. The post will show if he had anything in his system.”


Decker looked around the room again, taking in every detail and imprinting it on his memory. He had already done this, but decided to do it again. His memory had been having a few hiccups of late and he didn’t want to take a chance that he had missed something. It was like printing out a second copy of a photo.


Hawkins’s yellowing skin had given way to a translucent paleness. Death did that to you, what with the stoppage of blood flow. At least the cancer was no longer a factor for the man. With death it had immediately stopped eating away at Hawkins’s innards. Decker figured a fast bullet was preferable to a slow, painful death. But it was still murder.


“So, motives and possible suspects?” said Lancaster.


“Not to state the obvious, but does Susan Richards still live in the area?” asked Decker.


“Yes, she does.”


“That would be my starting point,” said Decker.


Lancaster checked her watch. “I’ll have her picked up and taken to the station. We can interview her there.”


“So, you want us involved?” said a surprised Jamison.


“In for a dime,” replied Lancaster.


“The thing is, we have a day job,” said Jamison. “Which often extends into nights.”


“I can call Bogart,” said Decker. Ross Bogart was the veteran FBI agent who headed up the task force of which Decker and Jamison were members.


“So, you really want to stay and dive into this?” asked Jamison warily.


“Do I have a choice?” asked Decker.


“You always have a choice,” said Lancaster, gazing knowingly at Decker. “But I think I know what that choice will be.”


Jamison said, “Decker, have you really thought this through?”


He indicated the corpse and said forcefully, “This is significant. The guy comes to town saying he’s innocent and approaches me and Lancaster to prove him right. Now somebody just killed him.”


“Well, like you just suggested, it might be Susan Richards, the widow of the man Hawkins was convicted of murdering.”


“It might, and it might not.”


Decker turned and walked out.


Lancaster looked at Jamison. “Well, some things never change. Like him.”


“Tell me about it,” replied Jamison wearily.
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Ross Bogart said, “This is unacceptable, Decker. And I mean totally unacceptable.”


Decker was on his phone, heading to the Burlington police station.


“I understand how you could think that, Ross.”


“There’s no understanding anything. I let you go rogue once before with the Melvin Mars case. And then when you wanted to stay back in Baronville and work the case there because it was connected to Alex’s family. But I can’t let you go off willy-nilly whenever you feel like it.”


“This is different,” said Decker.


“You say that every time,” barked Bogart. “You’ve not only blown up the exception to the rule, you’ve blown up the rule. The bottom line is you work for the FBI.”


“I’m sorry, Ross. This is my hometown. I can’t turn my back on it.”


“You’ve made your choice, then?”


“Yes.”


“Then you force me to make mine.”


“This is all me. Alex has nothing to do with it.”


“I’ll deal with Special Agent Jamison separately.”


The line went dead.


Decker slowly put the phone away. It seemed that his days at the FBI were numbered.


He looked over at Lancaster, who was in the car with him.


“Problems?” she said.


“There are always problems.”


They drove on.


Susan Richards was not pleased. “You’re shitting me, right? You think I killed that son of a bitch? I wish I had.”


Decker and Lancaster had just walked into the interrogation room at police headquarters. Jamison had gone back to her hotel because Decker had not received authorization from Bogart to work on the case. And that permission obviously would not be forthcoming. Bogart had probably already contacted her.


They had had to wait for a few hours while the paperwork was drawn up to bring Richards in after she angrily refused to voluntarily comply with their request. And the fuming woman had apparently taken her time getting ready while the uniforms impatiently waited.


Thus it was now nearly five in the morning.


Lancaster looked ready to fall asleep.


Decker looked ready to question the woman for the next ten years.


The interrogation room’s cinderblock walls were still painted mustard yellow. Decker had never known why, other than maybe that was the color of some old paint the custodians had found somewhere in the basement. Leaving the cinder blocks their original gray would have been nicer, he thought. But maybe no one wanted “nicer” in an interrogation room.


Richards had been forty-two when her family was wiped out. She was in her midfifties now. She had aged remarkably well, Decker thought. He remembered her as tall, but plump and mousy-looking, her light brown hair hanging limply around her face.


Now she was much thinner, and her hair was cut in a chic manner, with the tresses grazing her shoulder. She had colored her hair and blonde highlights predominated. Her mousy personality had been replaced by an assertive manner that had made itself known with her outburst the moment the two detectives walked into the room.


Richards looked from Lancaster to Decker as they sat down across from her. “Wait a minute, you’re the two from that night. I recognize you now. You know what he did.” She sat forward, her sharp elbows pressed against the tabletop. Her face full of fury, she snapped, “You know what that bastard did.”


Lancaster said calmly, “Which is why, when he was found dead, we thought we needed to talk to you. So that you could tell us where you were between around eleven and midnight.”


“Where in the hell do you think I was at that hour? I was in my bed asleep.”


“Can anyone verify that?” asked Decker.


“I live alone. I never remarried. That’s what having your family wiped out will do to you!” she added fiercely.


“What time did you get home last night?” asked Decker.


Richards took a moment to compose herself and sat back. “I got off work at six. Three days a week, I volunteer at the homeless shelter on Dawson Square. I was there until around eight last night. There are people who can vouch for me.”


“And after that?” said Lancaster.


Richards sat back and spread her hands. “I drove home, cooked some dinner.”


“What’d you have?” asked Lancaster.


“Oh, the usual. Smoked salmon on crusty bread with cream cheese and capers to warm up my appetite, then a Waldorf salad, some linguine with fresh clams, and a nice little tiramisu for dessert. And I paired that with a wonderful glass of my favorite chilled Prosecco.”


“Seriously?” said Lancaster.


Richards made a face. “Of course not. I made a tuna sandwich with a pickle and some corn chips. And I skipped the Prosecco and had iced tea instead.”


“Then what did you do?”


“I ordered something from Bed, Bath & Beyond online. You can probably check that. Then I watched some TV.”


“What program?” asked Decker.


“I was streaming. Outlander. I’m really getting into it. Season two. Jamie and Claire in France.”


“What was the episode about?”


“Lots of political skullduggery. And some pretty intense sex.” She added sarcastically, “Want me to describe it in graphic detail for you?”


“And then?” said Decker.


“I finished watching that. Then I took a shower and called it a night. I woke up when the police knocked on my door. Pounded, more precisely,” she added, frowning.


“You drive a dark green Honda Civic?” said Lancaster.


“Yes. It’s the only car I have.”


“And you live on Primrose, on the north side?”


“Yes. I have for about five years now.”


“You have neighbors?”


“On both sides of me and across the street.” She sat up. “One of them might be able to tell you that I was home last night. Or at least that I didn’t leave once I got there.”


“We’ll check that out,” said Lancaster. “Did you know Meryl Hawkins was back in town?”


“I had no idea. What, do you think he’d knock on my door and ask for a handout? I thought he was in prison for life. And I still don’t know why he wasn’t.”


“He was terminal with cancer, so they cut him loose.”


“Well, that seems shitty,” said Richards. “Don’t get me wrong, I hated the asshole. But they just kicked him to the curb because he was dying?”


“Apparently so. And he never tried to contact you?”


“Never. If he had, I might have tried to kill him. But he didn’t and so I didn’t.”


Decker said, “You opened a florist shop, didn’t you? With the proceeds from your husband’s insurance policy? I remember seeing it. Over on Ash Place?”


She eyed him warily. “I buried my family with a chunk of the insurance money. And then I went on living. I’m not sure how.”


“And the florist shop?” persisted Decker.


“There wasn’t that much left after the funeral expenses. But, yes, I opened a florist shop. I’ve always loved gardening and flowers. It did okay. Provided a decent living. Even did some holiday events for the police department. I sold it a few years back. Now I run the place for the new owners. When my Social Security kicks in, I’m going to retire and just work on my own garden.”


Lancaster looked at Decker. “Anything else?”


He shook his head.


“How was he killed?” asked Richards.


“We’re holding that back for now,” said Lancaster.


“Am I free to go?”


“Yes.”


She rose and looked at the pair. “I didn’t kill him,” she said quietly. “Years ago, I probably would have, no problem. But I guess time does help to heal you.”


She walked out.


Lancaster looked at him. “You believe her?”


“I don’t disbelieve her.”


“There were no usable prints or other trace in Hawkins’s room.”


“I didn’t expect there would be.”


“So what now?”


“We do what we always did. We keep digging.”


Lancaster checked her watch. “Well, right now I’ve got to get home and get some sleep or I’m going to keel over. I’ll give you a call later. You should get some sleep too.”


He rose and followed her out of the room.


Outside, Lancaster said, “I can drop you off where you’re staying.”


“I’d rather walk, thanks. It’s not that far.”


She smiled. “Nice to be working with you again.”


“You might not think that much longer.”


“I’ve gotten used to your ways.”


“So you say.”


He turned and walked off into the breaking dawn.
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A gentle rain kicked in as Decker trudged along the pavement.


It felt very odd to once more be investigating a crime in his hometown. The last time had involved the murder of his family. This one was different, but it still affected Decker personally.


If I was part of convicting an innocent man?


He looked around as he walked. He had decided not to come back for Cassie’s birthday, or their wedding anniversary. That simply would have been too much for him to handle. Yet he would keep returning for their daughter’s birthday. He had to be here for that milestone, though each visit was emotionally crippling for him.


His long feet carried him past where he was staying, and after a few miles he reached the long-established neighborhood. It was light now. He stopped walking and stood on the corner staring up at the place he used to call home.


The last time he’d been here was two years ago. It looked remarkably unchanged, as though time had stood still since his last visit. Although there were two unfamiliar cars in the driveway, a Ford pickup and a Nissan Sentra.


As he stood there, a man in his early thirties and a girl around seven came out of the side door. The girl was carrying a school backpack and the man was dressed in khakis and a white collared shirt with a windbreaker over it. He carried a slim briefcase in one hand. The girl yawned and rubbed her eyes.


They climbed into the pickup truck and backed out of the driveway. That’s when the man spotted Decker standing there watching the house.


He rolled down his window. “Can I help you, buddy?”


Decker studied him more closely. “You must be Henderson.”


The man eyed him suspiciously. “How do you know that?”


“A friend told me.” He pointed at the house. “I used to live there a few years ago.”


Henderson ran his gaze over Decker. “Okay. Did you leave something behind?”


“No, I, uh . . .” Decker’s voice trailed off, and he looked confused.


Henderson said, “Look, don’t get me wrong, but it’s a little odd that you’re standing out here this early in the morning watching my house.”


Decker pulled his FBI creds out of his pocket and showed them to Henderson. “My friend on the police force told me you’d bought the house.”


“Wait a minute,” said Henderson, staring at the ID card. “Amos Decker?”


“Yeah.”


Henderson nodded and looked anxious. “I heard about—” He snatched a glance at his daughter, who was paying close attention to this exchange.


“Right. Anyway, have a good day. Hope you enjoy the house and the neighborhood. Nice place to raise a family.”


Decker turned and walked off as Henderson drove away.


It had been stupid coming back here. He’d rattled the guy unnecessarily. And for what? He didn’t need to come here for a walk down memory lane. It was all in his head. Pristine. Forever.


And painfully so.


He retraced his steps and got to the hotel where he and Jamison were staying in time to see her exit the elevator and walk into the lobby.


“Christ, Decker, are you just getting in?” she said, eyeing his grungy, wet clothes.


“Good morning to you too. Would you like to get some breakfast?”


She followed him into the dining area off the lobby. They sat, ordered some food, and sipped their coffees.


“So?” said Jamison. “Was Susan Richards any help?”


“She didn’t cop to the murder if that’s what you’re asking. She doesn’t have a solid alibi. She was home asleep, she says.”


“Well, considering the hour, that makes sense.”


“We may be able to tighten the parameters on that by talking to her neighbors. But I don’t think she’s good for it. She says she didn’t even know he was back in town. And that seems perfectly logical.”


“Unless she saw him on the street.”


“I saw him and didn’t recognize him,” said Decker. “And I spent a lot of time with the guy all those years ago.”


“Have you called Bogart and gotten his permission to work on this?”


He said quietly, “We’ve, uh, talked. I’m surprised he hasn’t called you.”


“No, he didn’t. So what did he say?”


At that moment their food arrived.


Decker said, “I’ll fill you in later.”


“Thank you for ordering a veggie omelet, by the way,” said Jamison. “And avoiding the bacon.”


“You must be growing on me.”


“Well, I’m just happy that you’re not growing anymore. You look good, Decker.”


“That’s a stretch, but thanks.”


He put his knife and fork down and finished his coffee.


“What are you thinking?” asked Jamison.


“I’m thinking that there’s a killer walking around town this morning thinking he or she got away with murder, and it’s really pissing me off.”


“Is that all?”


He looked at her curiously. “Isn’t that enough?”


“I mean, do you feel guilty about what happened to Meryl Hawkins?”


“I didn’t pull the trigger on the guy. I didn’t ask him to come here and ignite this case again.”


“But you think that the fact that someone killed him is evidence that he might have been innocent? I mean, you basically said that earlier.”


“Meaning that I made a mistake?” said Decker slowly.


“I wouldn’t look at it that way. You investigated the case and all the evidence pointed to that guy. I would have seen it the same way.”


“Regardless, if he was innocent, I have to make it right.”


Jamison hiked her eyebrows. “Because the weight of the world’s problems always falls on your admittedly broad shoulders?”


“Not the weight of the world. The weight of one case that I handled. Responsibility comes with the territory. My actions took a guy’s freedom away.”


“No, I’d say his actions took his freedom away.”


“Only if he did it,” countered Decker. “If he didn’t commit the crimes, it’s a whole other ball game.”


Jamison fingered her coffee cup. “If he was set up, whoever did it knew what they were doing. Who would have a beef against the guy that badly?”


Decker nodded. “Good point. And I have no idea. Hawkins was a skilled machinist but lost his job when the factory he worked at had layoffs. Then he went on the odd-job road. Doing what he could to make ends meet.”


“Sounds like a lot of people these days.”


He eyed the FBI badge that was clipped to her lapel. “How does it feel?”


She looked down at the badge and smiled. “Pretty damn good, actually. Did you ever think of taking the plunge?”


“I’m too old now. Age thirty-seven is the cutoff and I’m not a military veteran, so I can’t seek that waiver. And even if I could still apply, I doubt I’d pass the physical.”


“Don’t underestimate yourself. And since you know the requirements, I take it you looked into it?”


Decker shrugged. “I can do my job without the federal badge. I’m still a sworn police officer. I can arrest people.” He paused and added, “And you always have my back.”


“Yes, I do.”


“I went by my old house early this morning.”


She looked startled by this admission. “Why?”


“I don’t know. My feet pointed that way and suddenly I was there. Met the dad who lives there and saw his little girl. Lancaster had told me about them. I spooked them a little showing up like that, but the dad had heard about what had happened . . . there. It turned out okay.”


Jamison leaned forward. “I know that you don’t want to hear this, Decker, but I’m going to say it anyway.” She paused, seeming to choose her words with great care. “At some point, you’re going to have to let this go. I mean, I get coming back here to visit their graves and all. But you have your life left to live. That means you have to move forward and stop dwelling in the past so much. Cassie and Molly wouldn’t want you to do that, you know that.”


“Do I?” said Decker abruptly.


She sat back, looking saddened by this comment.


“They shouldn’t be dead, Alex. If anyone should be dead, it should be me.”


“But you’re not. You’re alive and you have to spend every day living for them and yourself. Otherwise, it’s all wasted.”


Decker rose. “I’m going to take a shower and change my clothes. And then we’re going to go catch a killer. I’ll meet you back down here in half an hour.”


“Decker, you need to get some sleep!”


“No, that would just be wasting time, wouldn’t it?”


As he walked off, Jamison just stared after him, the look on her face one of heartbreak.
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Decker let the hot water run off his head for a full minute before soaping up. The next moment he had a brief panic attack because he couldn’t recall Cassie’s favorite color. Then his memory righted itself and the proper shade kicked out of his brain.


He rested his head against the shower tile. Shit, more hiccups. No, more malfunctions because I’m a machine, after all. Right?


Was his memory going to keep misfiring? Right when he needed it to work precisely? Or would there be a time when it simply stopped functioning altogether? Then a dreaded thought sprouted up: Was he developing complications from his brain injury all those years ago? Like CTE?


He finished in the shower, dried off, and put on fresh clothes. Mentally he still felt like crap, and physically he was tired, but at least he was clean.


Jamison was waiting for him in the lobby. They got into the car and from the driver’s seat Jamison said, “Where to?”


“Our only viable suspect right now, Susan Richards.”


On the way he phoned Lancaster and told her what they were going to do. He had to leave a message because the call went to voicemail. She was probably still sleeping, surmised Decker.


Richards’s home on Primrose Avenue was a small single-story brick bungalow with old-fashioned green-and-white-striped metal awnings over the windows. The patch of yard was neatly laid out, with mature trees and well-shaped bushes and planting beds. An abundance of colorful fall flowers was displayed in pots on the covered front stoop.


“Nice landscaping,” commented Jamison.


“She was a florist for years,” explained Decker. “Into gardening. Runs the floral shop she sold to new owners a while back.”


“Do you actually think she could have murdered Hawkins last night?”


“She could have. But I don’t know if she did. That’s what we have to find out.”


They got out, but Decker didn’t head up to the front door. He instead walked over to the house across the street.


“Verifying alibis?” said Jamison as she caught up to him.


He nodded and knocked on the door of the bungalow that was a twin of Richards’s home, only with a screened-in porch on one end.


Answering the door was a tiny elderly woman with white hair so thin they could see her reddened scalp underneath.


“Yes?” she said, staring at them from behind thick glasses.


Jamison held out her FBI badge, which the woman scrutinized.


“FBI?” she said. “Have I done something wrong?”


“No,” said Jamison hastily. “We were checking on a neighbor of yours, Ms . . . ?”


“Agatha Bates.” She looked up at the towering Decker. “Are you FBI? You didn’t show me a badge.” She ran her gaze over him. “You look too big to be FBI. I watch a lot of TV. No FBI agent is as big as you.”


Jamison said hastily, “He works as a consultant for us.”


Bates slowly drew her gaze from Decker and settled it on Jamison. “Which neighbor?”


“Susan Richards.”


“Oh, Susan, sure. Nice lady. Lived here a while. Not nearly so long as me. I’ve been here fifty-seven years.” She looked at Decker again. “Don’t I know you?”


“I worked here on the police force for twenty years.”


“Oh, well, I don’t have much contact with the police. I pay my taxes and I’ve never robbed anybody.”


“I’m sure,” said Jamison. “We were wondering if you could tell us when you last saw Ms. Richards.”


“Well, I saw her this morning when the police came to get her. We don’t usually have the police around here.”


“That was pretty early,” noted Jamison.


“Well, I get up pretty early. Only sleep maybe four hours a night. You get old, you don’t sleep. I’ll be sleeping all the time pretty soon.”


“Excuse me?” said Jamison.


“When I die, honey. I’m ninety-three, how much longer do you expect me to be around?” She paused and adjusted her glasses. “So why did the police take her in the first place?”


“For some questions. Did you see her yesterday, in the evening, maybe?”


“I saw her come home. It was around quarter past eight.”


“How can you be so certain?” asked Decker. “And have you spoken to her this morning?”


“No, I haven’t talked to her. If she’s home now she hasn’t come out of her house, least that I saw. Usually takes a walk in the morning. I have my coffee on the screen porch. I wave, she waves back. I guess the police coming messed that up.”


“So you didn’t see her come back from the police station this morning?” asked Decker.


“No. I was probably in the kitchen making breakfast, or out in the backyard puttering. I like to putter. People my age, we putter, and we do it slow. I don’t need a broken hip.”


“So last night?” prompted Jamison.


“Quarter past eight,” she said again, staring at Decker. “She volunteers at the homeless shelter. She always gets in around that time. And I know the time because Jeopardy! had been over about fifteen minutes. I got the Final Jeopardy question. The answer was Harry Truman. I remember Truman. Hell, I voted for him. All three of the contestants got it wrong. Not a single one was over thirty. What do they know about Harry Truman? I would have won enough to take a vacation somewhere.”


“So, you saw her come home last night? Did she leave again? Would you have seen her if she did?”


“She didn’t drive in her car if she did,” said Bates. “That car of hers sounds like a bomb going off when she starts it up. It’s an old Honda. Darn muffler’s shot. Told her to get it fixed. Almost makes me wet my pants every time I hear it. My hearing’s still good. I can hear pretty much everything and especially that damn car.”


“But she could have left another way. Walked or called a cab?”


“Well, I was out on the screen porch doing the crosswords and reading until about ten-thirty or so. I would have seen her leave. After that, I went inside. Hit the hay about eleven or so.”


“Okay, to be clear, at least until ten-thirty or so she hadn’t left her house?” said Decker. “And you never heard the car start up, at least until you went to bed around eleven?”


“I thought I just said that. Are you slow?”


“That’s great,” said Jamison quickly. “Mrs. Bates, you’ve been very helpful.”


“Okay, glad to do my civic duty.” She jerked her thumb at Decker and said in a low voice to Jamison, “I think the FBI needs better consultants. But you keep doing what you’re doing, honey. Nice to see a gal agent.”


“Thanks,” said Jamison, trying hard to suppress a smile.


They left Bates and headed back to the street.


Decker said, “If Richards walked, she could have gotten to the Residence Inn in time to kill Hawkins. And she clearly could have if she took a cab.”


“If she took a cab, we’ll be able to find any record of it. I suppose they don’t have Uber here?”


“No, I don’t think so.”


They tried the other two homes, but no one answered their knocks.


“Bottom line is we haven’t eliminated Richards as a suspect for Hawkins’s murder,” noted Decker.


“But do you really think she might have done it?”


“She has the most direct motive, but there are a lot of obstacles in the way. How she would know he was back in town being foremost among them.”


“You don’t think he would have gone to see her?”


“How would Hawkins even know where she lived? Lancaster didn’t tell him, I know that. And if he was innocent of the murders he wouldn’t have gone there to apologize.”


“You can Google someone’s address easily enough,” said Jamison.


“He just got out of prison and was terminally ill. I’m not sure I see the guy walking around with a computer and an Internet connection. Or finding one all that easily.”


“But he might have gone to get some info from her, especially if he thought she did it.”


Decker shook his head. “No, Hawkins knew from the trial that she had a firm alibi.” He paused and added thoughtfully, “Theoretically, she could have hired someone to do it for her, though there was absolutely no evidence of that. But we still arrive back at the problem with motive. With her husband around, she could stay home and raise the kids. She never got remarried, there was no boyfriend waiting in the wings. She didn’t get rich off her family’s murders. I just don’t see it. And no way she was going to kill her own kids.”


“I agree,” admitted Jamison.


“There’s one guy we can talk to who might be able to tell us more.”


“Who’s that?”


“Ken Finger.”


“Ken Finger? How does he figure into this?”


“He was Hawkins’s public defender.”


“Is he still around?”


“Let’s go find out.”
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Ken Finger was indeed still around.


Decker had finally reached Lancaster, and she arranged to meet them at Finger’s office, which was located a block over from the downtown courthouse.


His secretary, Christine Burlin, a woman in her midforties, met their request with a stern look. “Mr. Finger is very busy at present,” she said when confronted with Decker, Jamison, and Lancaster.


Lancaster took out her badge. “I think Ken can make some time for this.”


Burlin stared at the badge far longer than was needed.


“Come on, Christine,” said an exasperated Lancaster. “It’s not like you don’t know who I am. Some of your kids go to the same school as Sandy. And you know Decker as well from working with Ken.”


“Well, I try to maintain a professional atmosphere at work, Detective Lancaster.”


“I’m all for professional,” said Decker. “So where’s Ken?”


Burlin looked up at him. “I heard you were back in town for a few days,” she said. “You still working for the FBI?” Decker nodded and she looked at Jamison. “I remember you too. I take it you’re still consulting with the Bureau?”


“I’m actually a special agent now,” said Jamison.


“That’s a strange career change, from journalist to FBI agent.”


“Not that strange,” replied Jamison.


“Why?”


“An FBI agent looks to find the truth and make sure the right people are punished. A journalist digs to find the truth and makes sure the public knows about it, and that sometimes leads to bad people being punished.”


“Hmmm,” said Burlin, looking skeptical of this. “I guess that could be.”


“Where’s Ken?” said Decker impatiently. “We’re wasting crucial time here.”
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FBI Agent Profile

Nameé‘Amoé 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-lIaw) = Amos discovered all three
murdered in his family home.

Career: Collegefootball-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
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permanently damaged his brain. Used to be
Scop:and sthen ia 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 S6ze 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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FBI agent Amos Decker must right a wrong
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