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PROLOGUE


ONE OF THE TWO men would die within the hour: the one who should have known better.


They sat in a small office, identifiable as such only by the cheap desk in the middle of the room. There was no sign outside to indicate what purpose this anonymous space served. Bob Palmetto sat behind the desk. Unruly wisps of sparse blond hair fell down his forehead, but received no attention. An occasional toss of his head kept the errant strands out of his eyes. He was extremely thin, as if eating were a routine largely ignored. His closely set eyes darted from the man sitting across from him to the tinted floor-to-ceiling glass wall, all that separated the room from the sidewalk and parking lot of a dingy strip mall. A frayed pea-green shag carpet sported coffee stains. In an old wooden chair across from the desk, lawyer Dexter Jessup sat in sport coat and tie, the tie loosened, a Windsor knot hanging at his throat.


“Why’d you set that damn meeting for tomorrow afternoon? I need you in court with me,” Palmetto said.


“An attorney from my office will meet you in front of the Federal Building,” Jessup said. “Her name is Ruth Kalin. Don’t worry, she knows what to do.”


“I’m supposed to produce more documents,” Palmetto told him. “Last time the judge said he’d throw me in jail if I didn’t turn them over. He had two federal marshals just standing—”


“I was there, Bob, remember?”


“Sorry.” Bob Palmetto looked down, studying the bony fingers splayed across his desktop as if seeing them for the first time. “I wish I’d never started fighting this thing. They’re too powerful.” He looked up. “And what you’re doing scares the hell out of me. What good is a dead lawyer to me?”


“I’m going to talk to the FBI, Bob, not the Mafia. I have proof of a federal judge accepting bribes, stealing your intellectual property. The bastard belongs in jail, not on the bench. I’m going to see he gets what he deserves, and you can finish what you’ve started. You’re going to be a rich man.”


Palmetto waved away this last remark.


“My discovery is dangerous. If it gets in the wrong hands, the damage could be irreversible. I’ve got to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


Dexter looked away from his client to the parking area outside. The afternoon sun hung low in the sky and was reflected in the windshields of less than a dozen cars, one of them his, casting blinding flashes of light. It was so incongruous. In a two-room office in a failed strip mall sat a man who had invented a process that could double the world’s available fossil fuel deposits by withdrawing methane gas from the frozen subsea surface. A leading energy company was stealing from him, and using a federal court to do it. There was no doubt. Photos of surreptitious meetings with the judge, documents stolen from court files; Dexter had found this and more. Tomorrow he would share his findings with the only people who could do something about it, the FBI.


“I’ve got to go,” Dexter said. He stood and extended a hand over the desk. “I might be late, but I’ll see you in court tomorrow.”


Palmetto clasped the lawyer’s hand, staring at it, speaking to it, not raising his eyes. “Be careful,” he said. “Be damned careful.”


The lawyer’s route from Palmetto’s office took him due east, toward downtown New Orleans. He knew the direction he was traveling because the sunset was in his rearview mirror. He adjusted it, rendering it useless for its intended purpose, but at least keeping the reflected sun from blinding him. Five minutes later, the sun had dropped and he readjusted his mirror. That’s when he spotted the car behind him, a black Jeep Cherokee. He knew that car and its driver. What did he want now? Dexter slowed down. There was no other traffic on this little-used secondary road. The Jeep flashed its lights. It pulled up right on his tail and flashed again. He could see the driver waving one arm out the window, motioning him to pull over. He pulled over onto the shoulder and got out of his car, leaving the door open and the motor running. The driver of the Jeep also got out and moved toward him, a little too fast. There were less than ten feet separating them.


“What do you . . .”


Dexter saw the gun in the man’s hand. He turned and jumped toward his car’s open door but slipped on the loose gravel of the shoulder, falling painfully to one knee. His pursuer was on him in an instant. He felt the metal against the back of his head. He did not feel the bullet that blew out his brain.


The body was left next to the car with the motor running, the radio playing the nation’s number one pop single, “Ice Ice Baby.”


It was October 1990.


For more than two decades, Dexter Jessup’s death would be all but forgotten. Not by Bob Palmetto.





CHAPTER 1


JOCK BOUCHER SANG “ORANGE Colored Sky” in the shower. For a federal district judge, he could do a pretty good imitation of Nat King Cole, his father’s favorite singer. He’d done a fair share of singing, humming, even whistling over the past two weeks since his swearing-in. It had been a long year with the congressional vetting process, but now it was over. His life’s work lay ahead of him, and it was his dream job. He smiled at the recollection that his first act as a member of the federal judiciary had probably been illegal as hell. He had recorded the President calling him at home to extend his congratulations. He’d been informed of the call in advance, of course. You don’t want the leader of the free world calling and getting a busy signal or no one at home. The President had pronounced his name correctly: boo-SHAY. Most people seeing before hearing it mispronounced it butcher. The President said he knew that the judge’s nickname, Jock, was bestowed after lettering in basketball, football, and track in college. The two spoke as if they knew each other, which in many ways they did: two men whose love of country could not be challenged. Judge Boucher did not correct the President’s error. He would have loved to have told him the true origins of his name: that his father, a black Cajun from the bayous of Louisiana, had named his son Jacques. The French pronunciation sounded almost like shock, but with accents of the Deep South and demonstration of athletic ability at an early age, Jock it became and Jock it was to this day.


The Senate confirmation process had gone smoothly; his credentials were lauded and deemed more than adequate to assume the lifetime post of federal district judge, one of the most powerful positions in the land. “Slam, bam, alakazam,” he sang. He stopped and listened. Had he ever taken a shower and not thought he’d heard the phone ringing? No, there it was. Who could be calling him at this hour of the morning? He cursed, turned off the water, and dried himself in the shower stall. He was not about to track water from the bathroom across his polished hardwood bedroom floor or his mid-nineteenth-century Oriental rugs. The phone rang and rang as he toweled himself dry. I’m a federal judge and you’d better have a damn good reason for getting me out of the shower, he felt like saying as he walked to the phone, but instead answered simply, “Judge Boucher.” He listened and his frown of annoyance became one of concern.


“Oh, no,” he said. “When? . . . Of course. I’ll be there within the hour.”


He dressed and went downstairs to the kitchen, made himself a cup of instant coffee, and pondered the news he’d just received. District Judge Epson had suffered a heart attack. He was expected to recover, but as the new kid on the block, Jock Boucher was being asked to take over his docket in the interim. Had anyone given a thought to the fact that his own docket was already full? No matter. It had just gotten fuller. Boucher gulped down his coffee. He would have bolted from his house, but it was one of the most historic homes in the French Quarter, filled with period antique furniture he’d spent much of his adult life collecting. From such a majestic presence, one did not bolt.


The judge was granted admission to the underground parking lot of the Hale Boggs Federal Building without having to show his ID; he was recognized by security after only a short time on the bench. His vehicle had a lot to do with it. Of all the members of the federal judiciary of the Eastern District of Louisiana, Jock Boucher was the only one who drove a Ford F-150 pickup truck. No one knew he was also the only one who made weekly visits to neighborhoods decimated by Hurricane Katrina, where he would pick up and carry off refuse. After the oil spill, he had scoured beaches and wetlands to help with cleanup activities in any way he could, including the heartbreaking task of rescuing oil-soaked wildlife.


On this eventful morning he took the elevator up to his floor and walked the deserted hallway to his office. His administrative assistant was already at her desk, also having received an early call. She followed him into his chambers. About as good as government offices got, his private quarters were spacious but stark: thick gray wall-to-wall carpet, a large oak desk stained dark, a ponderous suite of sofa, chairs, and tables, and built-in bookshelves, so far largely empty.


“I’ve already spoken with Judge Epson’s office,” his assistant said. “He has a trial starting Wednesday, motion hearings today and tomorrow. Here’s your copy of his calendar. You have docket call at nine, and it’s a long one. I thought maybe we could just post a sign outside Judge Epson’s court moving his cases here, unless you know how to be in two places at one time.”


“Give me a minute to study his calendar.” She started to leave, but he motioned her to stay. After a couple of minutes, he said, “We’ll do this. Have Judge Epson’s law clerk ask the lawyers appearing if anyone wants to reschedule. If both parties agree, have them prepare the orders for my signature. I’ll move my docket call along as fast as I can, then I’ll go to his courtroom and deal with whatever’s remaining.”


“Yes, sir.”


He moved his own docket along at lightning speed and was ushered to Judge Epson’s bench barely an hour late. The courtroom was empty.


“Where’d everybody go?” he asked.


Judge Epson’s law clerk sat beside the idle court reporter. “Sir, everybody asked to reschedule. We’ve received dozens of calls from other attorneys asking the same thing. They prefer to wait and see when Judge Epson will be back.”


“They got something against me?”


“It’s not that, sir.”


“Okay. Well, I guess I’ll head back to my own territory.” He rose from the bench to leave just as two federal marshals burst through the door next to the jury box, a prisoner held tightly between them, his hands manacled. They saw the judge and looked at each other curiously.


“Sorry, Your Honor. I thought we were in Judge Epson’s court.”


“You are. Judge Epson is in the hospital. I’m Judge Boucher. I’ve been assigned his cases till he returns.”


“I think we’d better wait till Judge Epson gets back,” the marshal said, and began to turn away.


“Stop right there,” the judge ordered. “Bring that man here.”


With obvious reluctance, the two federal marshals approached the bench, their prisoner shuffling between them. The man was as emaciated as a human being could be, with a thick gray beard hanging down his chest. He wore raggedy street clothes, not an inmate’s jumpsuit.


“What’s this man charged with?” the judge asked.


“Contempt, Your Honor. He was brought in this morning.”


“Let me see the file.”


Again the reluctance of the marshals was obvious, but one stepped forward and passed a couple of sheets of paper to the clerk, who handed them up to the judge.


“This warrant’s twenty years old,” Judge Boucher said. “Is it still good?”


“Well, Your Honor—”


“What I mean is, is the underlying judgment still valid? After this length of time, if it hasn’t been revived, it’s probably unenforceable. Is the contempt civil or criminal?”


The two marshals looked at each other.


“You don’t have to answer that,” Judge Boucher said, reading the file. “Most judges don’t know the difference. I’m going to give this man the benefit of the doubt. Undo his handcuffs.”


There was movement under the man’s bushy gray beard. It was a smile. Rather than hold his hand out for the cuffs to be unlocked, the prisoner dropped his arms, and the cuffs fell and clanked to the floor.


The judge cracked a smile himself. “What’s your name, sir?”


“Bob Palmetto, Your Honor.”


“Have you eaten lately, Mr. Palmetto?”


“I had something yesterday, sir.”


“Are you hungry?”


“I wouldn’t mind a bite.”


“Good. Tell you what I’m going to do. One of these two gentlemen is going to my office to get on the computer and check the records to see if there are any other warrants or outstanding enforceable judgments against you. The other marshal is going to stay here while you tell me about this contempt order Judge Epson entered against you all those years ago.”


“I’d be happy to, Your Honor.”


“Good. Sandwich and a Coke all right? I’ll have someone bring them here.”


“Could you make that a Diet Coke, Your Honor?”


Disposition of the matter took about as long as it took to eat the sandwich. Palmetto had been held in contempt for failure to appear and produce documents in a case that was later dismissed on plaintiff’s motion about a year after the contempt was ordered. He stated that his business had been burned to the ground about that same time and any documents he might have had were long since destroyed, thus rendering moot any basis for contempt. The marshal returned and admitted that he could find no other judgments against him. The two marshals and court reporter were dismissed. Only the judge and the former fugitive were in the courtroom, the judge escorting the frail man to the exit.


“Off the record,” Judge Boucher asked, “why didn’t you appear in court that day?”


“I’d have been killed, just like my lawyer was,” Palmetto said.


“Oh? And just who might have killed you?”


Bob Palmetto turned and pointed his bony finger toward the now empty bench where, for the last twenty-five years until this morning, District Judge Epson had presided.





CHAPTER 2


EARLY THAT EVENING, JOCK Boucher sat in the hallway outside Judge Epson’s hospital room. There was a small army of people there, mostly lawyers. There were one or two people from city hall, and a man he recognized but couldn’t name.


“Who is that?” he asked a man standing near him. “I’ve seen him somewhere.”


“John Perry,” the man said, “CEO of Rexcon Energy.”


A doctor came off the elevator and saw the crowd. He shook his head.


“Folks, I’m sure Judge Epson appreciates you all being here, but he’s recovering from a heart attack. I’m going to have to ask you all to leave.”


He began herding the group toward the elevator. Jock approached him.


“Doctor, I’m Judge Boucher. I’ve taken over Judge Epson’s responsibilities. I just wanted to assure him everything’s—”


“Thank you, but you’re the last person I want him talking to, at least now. I want him to forget he’s a judge, if that’s possible. Please, I don’t mean to be rude.”


“I understand,” Boucher said.


“Now,” the doctor said to the group, “I’m afraid you’ll all have to leave.”


As he got on the elevator, Boucher noticed John Perry speaking to the doctor. The CEO was allowed admission to the judge’s hospital room.


A widower, Judge Jock Boucher lived alone, which meant that despite his judicial stature, he still had to take out the garbage. He was engaged in that task after returning from the hospital later that evening. Foot traffic was common on Chartres Street and he had not yet equated his new position with the need for enhanced security. He did not notice the man who approached him from behind in the dark until the man reached out and tapped him on the shoulder as he bent over the massive plastic refuse bin he had wrestled to the curb. Boucher spun around, fists clenched, ready to defend himself with his bare hands.


“It’s me, Judge.”


He could barely make out the figure in the dark, but the man was close enough for him to notice how skinny he was. “Palmetto?”


“I shaved my beard. Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”


“What do you want?”


“A favor.”


“Let’s go in the house.”


“No, sir, I’d rather not. This will just take a minute. My lawyer was murdered twenty years ago and they never found who did it. He had prepared a report he was going to deliver to the FBI the next day, but he was shot. The report was about Judge Epson.”


“What about Judge Epson?”


Palmetto looked around. “I don’t want to go inside your house. Do you have someplace we could sit down outside?”


“I have a courtyard around back. Come on.”


They walked up the drive to the back of the house. The courtyard of the old home was dense with foliage, some plants the off-spring of two-hundred-year-old bushes and trees, part of what the earliest residents of the French Quarter had called, with disdain, “the jungle.” Palmetto took a seat on a bench facing a stone statuette. He looked up at the star-filled sky and said, “Energy. It’s all around us, everywhere in the universe. Someday . . .” He sighed. “But we’re addicted to oil.”


“Mr. Palmetto . . .”


“Have you ever heard of methane hydrate?” Palmetto asked.


“Methane is a gas, sometimes called natural gas. It’s a relatively clean-burning fuel, but can be dangerous. It has caused explosions in coal mines and offshore wells. A hydrate is when a gas combines with water and freezes.”


“I’m impressed, Judge. Methane hydrate is the gas trapped in ice under the seabed and formed under high pressure and low temperatures. It could be the largest source of energy on earth. There’s at least twice as much of it as all the other fossil fuels combined. It could replace oil and make offshore drilling a relic of the past, and could meet all our energy needs for the next two hundred years, maybe more. But extraction is complicated.” He looked to make sure his audience of one was listening. The judge wasn’t missing a word. He continued. “It’s volatile and a greenhouse gas. If it escapes in quantities, it could cause climate change beyond any scale yet imagined. I invented a way to exploit it safely. Then people got killed. They died trying to protect me and my discovery. I’m a geophysicist. I invented a way to get the gas up to the surface safely. You understand?”


“I’m not a scientist, I’m a jurist,” Judge Boucher said.


“Well, you’ll understand this next part. In a lawsuit the judge can force parties to produce testimony, documents; right?”


The judge looked at his watch. “It’s getting late, Mr. Palmetto.”


“Here’s what happened. Rexcon Energy learned of my discovery. They brought a groundless lawsuit against me claiming what I discovered about methane hydrate extraction, I’d stolen from them. They got the court to make me produce evidence of my own discoveries, and the judge just turned it over to them. They stole it. They had the judge in their pocket. My lawyer—his name was Dexter Jessup—got tired of losing every time he went to court to fight their demands. He discovered the judge was being paid a lot of money. Dexter was going to go to the FBI. He was with me the day before the meeting. He left my office and was never seen alive again. No killer was ever found. The case was never solved.”


“This happened twenty years ago,” the judge said.


“Yes.”


“Is Rexcon, or any energy company, extracting methane hydrate today? I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of it as an energy source.”


“I’ve been waiting twenty years for this and the time has finally come. The Mideast is a mess, we can’t do a damn thing about it. We lose the Suez Canal and we’ve got to take our tankers around Africa—through pirate-infested waters. Our biggest Mideast supplier, Saudi Arabia, may not have as much oil as it wants us to believe. They refuse to publish estimates of their provable reserves, and their major field is now pumping out more salt water than oil. The demand for natural gas keeps rising. There are new industrial and commercial uses, but demand is going to explode when we start using it as a transportation fuel. There already are truck and bus fleets that run on natural gas, and the big automakers say they will have cars that will run on this fuel in the next few years. Then watch demand outstrip supply. Also, new methods of onshore drilling may present a threat to our most valuable—and most vulnerable—natural resource, fresh water. An abundant clean-burning fuel off our own shore starts to look pretty good—especially when it won’t cause oil spills. Political instability of our foreign suppliers, ecological dangers of offshore oil drilling—it’s the perfect storm. There’s going to be a lot of attention paid to methane hydrate now, just you wait and see.”


“You said it was a greenhouse gas.”


“That’s if too much of it escapes into the atmosphere. I also said I knew how to extract it safely. My process for the extraction of methane hydrate will be much more like mining than drilling, more ecologically friendly. No oil spills. Now it’s economically viable. It’s taken twenty years to get to this point.”


“And you think Rexcon is going to use the information they stole from you with Judge Epson’s help.”


“I know they are. The problem is, they don’t know everything. Remember, I didn’t produce certain documents.”


“Which you swore under oath were destroyed in a fire.”


Palmetto said nothing. He leaned forward and tapped his temple with his index finger. “Nobody ever asked me to produce what was in my head. I stopped putting anything on paper a long time ago. I’ve also done a lot of work on this over the past twenty years.”


Jock Boucher sighed and leaned back in his chair. “This has all been very interesting. But you asked me for a favor. What is it?”


“The FBI looked into Dexter’s allegations of Judge Epson taking bribes. They wrote their findings in a report. Guess what they did with that report? They gave it to Judge Epson, that’s what, and it never saw the light of day. Now that you’re running his court, I thought maybe you could find out what he did with it.”


“And just why do you think I should look for this report—if it exists?”


“Because a good man lost his life when he saw wrong and tried to right it. I want to believe that you have the same values.”


Judge Boucher sat shaking his head.


“Okay.” Palmetto stood. “Just do this one thing for me. Look at the background, the family of Dexter Jessup. That’s all I ask. Will you do that for me?”


“I’m handling the dockets of two federal courts,” Boucher said.


“Ask your law clerk to do it. It won’t take half an hour. If you don’t feel like going further after that, I won’t bother you again.”


“I’ll think about it,” the judge said. “Now you’d better be going. You take care of yourself, Mr. Palmetto.” Boucher extended his hand.


“And you, Judge,” Palmetto said, grasping Boucher’s hand with both of his.


Then he was gone.





CHAPTER 3


THE NEXT MORNING ROLLED over Judge Boucher like thunder. He had a stack of motions from Judge Epson’s court to review and sign, and an emergency hearing in his own court: a plaintiff seeking a temporary restraining order. He didn’t have time to catch his breath till noon, and it was then he recalled his previous night’s visitor. He called for his law clerk.


“Julie, see what you can find out about an attorney by the name of Dexter Jessup. He was murdered about twenty years ago. And see if you can find out anything about his family. I know you’re busy, but I’d like to get this off my mind.”


“Of course, Your Honor.”


She returned in two hours.


“Dexter Jessup was shot in a roadside killing twenty years ago,” she said. “He was a prominent and respected attorney, from a long line of lawyers. His father wrote Jessup on Evidence. It’s still the leading textbook on the subject.”


“That’s why that name sounded so familiar to me,” the judge said. “I used that book in law school.”


“Dexter’s grandfather was prominent as well. He was a member of the state supreme court back in the fifties. I couldn’t find much about the man’s murder. There was an investigation by the FBI, and his death did apparently lead to some kind of an inquiry of the district court, but I could not find any record of it. That’s about all I could find. I could dig deeper.”


“That’s all right. Thanks for your help.”


He jogged, he lifted weights, but the favorite exercise of Judge Jock Boucher at the end of a demanding day was the punching bag. He’d done some boxing in the army and had been a pretty fair pugilist, but he’d put all that behind him when he became a state judge more than a decade ago. Practice bouts sometimes left cuts and bruises and it just didn’t do for a jurist to appear in court with a lacerated face. It distracted the jury. But the punching bag, that was a great outlet for frustration and aggression, and still one of the most complete workouts there was. A judge’s day utilized one body part only. Even vocal cords were rarely used. The lawyers did the arguing, his response was limited to one or two words. At the end of a full day, the mind was numb. Many judges anesthetized the brain with the liquor bottle kept in their desks. That wasn’t his way—not that he didn’t enjoy a sip of bourbon or a glass of wine when the occasion merited. But to wind down from the pressures of work at day’s end, his choice was a seedy gym in a black neighborhood where nobody knew or cared about position, because none there could claim one. Except for those working out in the ring, no one ever even bothered to look at anyone else, each in his own private world. He had a crummy old locker with a cheap combination lock. He stripped and changed into his gym shorts, T-shirt, and boxing shoes, put on his gloves, and for the next hour he whaled.


After this brutal session, the bag shown no mercy, he returned to his locker for his shower flip-flops and a towel. There was an envelope at the bottom. He picked it up and looked around. Intent on the bag, he hadn’t seen anyone near his locker. He opened the envelope and took out the single page. The handwriting was illegible, but he knew the author. Like doctors, scientists had horrible handwriting, as if it were a part of their training. In this case it was a geophysicist. He read:


 


They want me dead. I have to go. Marcia Whitcomb was also killed, just a poor legal assistant. Ruth Kalin disappeared, lawyer in his office. The Jessups are a pretty impressive family, right? Where’s the justice, Judge?


P.S. If I were you, I’d stay out of places like this.


B.P.


The old man had spunk. Boucher was sure that he’d gotten himself picked up yesterday after learning of Judge Epson’s heart attack and had followed him home last night, and followed him to the gym this evening. Timid men didn’t go around tailing federal judges. But Palmetto was scared enough now; scared enough to run. He put the letter in his pocket. Looking around the gym, Jock Boucher realized the scientist was right. If a stranger off the street could walk in and access his funky old locker with no one noticing—or caring—maybe this was no longer the best place for him. Anonymity minimized security concerns, but federal judges were not exactly anonymous. He emptied his locker for the last time.


Arriving home, he didn’t even make it ten feet before the phone rang; Judge Epson was calling.


“Hello,” Boucher said. “How are you feeling? I tried to stop by yesterday evening, but your doctor said you couldn’t have any visitors. He said he especially didn’t want you discussing any court business. . . . Well, I’ve got to get something to eat first. . . . Eight o’clock? You sure that’s not too late? . . . Okay, see you then.”


The hallway outside of Judge Epson’s hospital room was deserted when Boucher arrived. He knocked on the closed door.


“Jock, that you?”


“It’s me, Judge.”


“Come on in.”


The patient was sitting up in bed. He was clean-shaven and his gray hair was neatly combed. He looked like he could get up, put on street clothes, and walk right out. He motioned his visitor to take a seat in a recliner next to the window. “Thanks for coming,” he said.


“You’re looking really good, Judge,” Boucher said, “but is this okay with your doctor? He sure didn’t want me talking to you last night.”


“He worries too much. How are things going?”


“Better than I expected, at least for me. I’m afraid you’ll have a plateful when you get back. Just about every lawyer has rescheduled pending your return. At least the newly filed cases are being split evenly with the other judges.”


“I heard you handled one of my bench warrants, an old contempt case.”


“I did. The judgment was void. I dismissed it and let the fellow go.”


Epson frowned and looked straight ahead. “Wish you hadn’t done that. You know where this fellow is now?”


Boucher wondered if he’d made himself clear. He’d dismissed the matter. Epson’s court no longer had jurisdiction over the man. He studied the judge’s face and answered simply, “No.” He decided not to tell of his subsequent run-in with Palmetto. The interest in this single matter, with everything else the senior judge had going on, not the least of which was his heart attack, was unsettling. He didn’t like the feeling. Judge Epson seemed to sense this and forced a smile.


“Well, it’s water under the bridge,” Epson said. “Probably best to get that ancient history off the books. How did the old guy look? I have a vague memory of him being an odd sort.”


“He was skinny as a stick, with a beard halfway down his chest. Looked like he’d been living in a cave. After he shaved the beard, he looked almost normal.”


“I expect to get out of here day after tomorrow,” the judge said, changing the subject. “I’ll convalesce at home. Get some work done from there. My situation shouldn’t be too much of a burden on the rest of you.”


“The important thing is for you to get well. Like I said, everything is under control. Maybe you should think about taking some time off.”


“I might,” Epson said.


Boucher knew the meeting was at an end. Epson was beginning to tire. He stood. “If there’s anything you need, just call.”


“Thanks, Jock. And thanks for coming by.” A tepid handshake was offered, the judge staring into space. Maybe it was just fatigue.


In the hallway, waiting for the elevator, Jock Boucher slapped himself on the forehead. “I’m an idiot!” he muttered. He knew why Epson had suddenly had such a vacant look on his face. Palmetto’s damned beard. He’d mentioned how he looked clean-shaven. He’d admitted seeing the man after the hearing—apparently not something Judge Epson wanted to hear.


Alone in his room, Epson made a call from his cell phone. When the party answered, he said, “We might have a problem.” Then he hung up.


Jock Boucher slipped out of bed late that night. He went to his study and turned on his laptop. He went online and confirmed that Marcia Whitcomb, assistant of the assassinated lawyer Dexter Jessup, was deceased. Oddly enough, she had died within days of her employer. He could find nothing on the other lawyer Palmetto had mentioned, Ruth Kalin. She seemed to have vanished without a trace.


He turned off his computer and the desk lamp and sat there in the dark. Everything Palmetto had told him so far had checked out. He thought about the FBI report allegedly given to Judge Epson. Could it still be in his records? The question stayed with him as he returned to bed and, finally, to sleep.





CHAPTER 4


BOB PALMETTO LAY IN the dark on the lumpy mattress of the cheap motel, hands folded behind his head, skinny bare legs crossed at the ankles, reminiscing. How many dumps like this had there been? Twenty years times three hundred and sixty-five was over seven thousand, and at least a third of that number had been spent in one fleabag or another. Cheap hotels and motels preferred cash and didn’t give a damn about driver’s licenses or credit cards. Their accounting was as ghostlike as their patrons, and that suited him fine. In fact, it had kept him alive.


He had prepaid for the night and as usual was awake before the dawn. A metabolism like his didn’t require a lot of sleep. There was no checkout in this kind of a joint; you grabbed your stuff and walked out. He would do some walking today, making about four miles per hour, maybe eight hours, maybe more. He would walk to a smaller town and if it took him a day to find one, it didn’t matter. Small-town bus stops, like cheap motels, weren’t too curious about a cash customer either. He wanted to put a good walk, then a good bus ride between him and the town where there were people who wished him harm.


For the last twenty years, Bob Palmetto had spent his nights in cheap dives, but he lived his days in public libraries and Internet cafés. There was a time when he traveled with a pack of diskettes, then disks, then flash drives. Now he carried nothing. He’d discovered cloud computing and his whole life’s work was—at least at this moment—in the ether, waiting for him no matter where the long and winding road took him. And no documents, at least not in paper form. He was not the only one who lived in a paperless world. Some of the world’s greatest scientists made their work available for their own use and others’ via the Internet. Infinite galaxies of information were now available anywhere in the world. Now a cyber-discovery he had recently made determined his direction and his next destination.


Palmetto was impatient to get going, but knew it was best to wait till the sun was full in the sky. Not many men hiked the open road as in days past, and those who did might arouse the curiosity of a passing patrol car—especially in the dark. When he judged the time to be about eight o’clock both by the sun and the amount of traffic on the road he would travel today, he left the motel. He carried a backpack and wore hiking boots, aiming for a woodsy look that also helped to avoid unwanted attention from the local constabulary. If you looked like you were passing through, they tended to leave you alone, and a hiker by definition was on his way somewhere else. He crossed the highway in order to walk against the oncoming traffic. It was safer and he had an understandable aversion to things moving up on him from behind. He started getting hungry about ten, but kept pushing until the sun shone straight-up noon.


Palmetto realized that with the old contempt charge expunged, he wouldn’t have the same worry as before about checking into places, but caution was still his companion. It was still best not to leave a trail for the wolf pack to follow. As he hiked the highway, he talked to himself. It was a habit he’d developed as his walks had gotten longer and longer. It was a comfort to him and made the loneliness a little more bearable. It was a one-way conversation. He’d promised that if he started answering himself, he’d stop.


Palmetto checked the position of the sun in the sky. He was heading northeast. He had a long way to go, but he’d be closer to his destination by the end of the day, and even the slightest progress gave him peace of mind. It was a paradox. He was excited, he was eager, but he was not hurried. A good day’s walk, a good night’s sleep, maybe tomorrow he’d continue his overland journey by bus, maybe even by rail. Watching the country pass during the next several days, he’d have time to think and to plan his strategy for his next objective. He knew what he needed and he knew where to find it. The challenge was to obtain it for his particular use, and in this he knew he must not fail.


There was a new spring in his step as he thought about his destination. He was going to a place where like-minded people shared his respect for earth’s final frontier, the ocean. Bob Palmetto was headed to the Marblehead Oceanographic Institute, Marblehead, Massachusetts. He needed a submarine.


“Can’t find him anywhere,” the caller said. “A photo taken twenty years ago and the description of a skinny old man in dirty clothes is not a lot to go on. We know he did not take any public transportation out of New Orleans. We don’t think he has a credit card or a driver’s license. This guy’s a needle in a haystack.”


“Keep looking,” John Perry said. He hung up, then called Judge Epson in his hospital room. “You up for a visitor?”


“You’ve been blacklisted,” Epson said. “Nurse took my blood pressure just after you left last time. Your visiting privileges have been revoked. Can it wait till tomorrow? The doctor said he might release me if there are no more ‘surprises.’ It will be better at home anyway, more private.”


“Fine. I wanted to tell you that the judge who’s taken over your court was asking about me when he was at the hospital the other night.”


“He hasn’t taken over my court!” Epson said. “He was appointed to assist with my caseload because he’s the new kid on the block. Just about every case is being continued till I get back.”


“You know him well?” Perry asked.


“Nobody does.”


“Let’s talk about him next time we get together.”


“We can if you want, but he’s not getting close to my business.”


“Good. We’ll talk soon.” Perry hung up.


Jock Boucher couldn’t keep his mind on his work, not good for a federal judge. He’d done a little more research and learned that Marcia Whitcomb died of natural causes in her home. No autopsy. She was twenty-eight. What natural cause took a young woman in her prime? Ruth Kalin had graduated magna cum laude from Loyola University College of Law. She could have had her pick of top law firms in New Orleans, yet went to work for a sole practitioner, then just disappeared. Why’d she pick Dexter Jessup as her first employer—because he was a crusader? A crusader who ended up a martyr? Were those other lives sacrificed as well in whatever was going on then? He turned off his laptop, stood, and paced around his desk.
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