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Chapter One


Unbelievable was the word for her. Samantha Vine was unbelievably beautiful. It was unbelievable that she’d married me. Even more unbelievable that she was gone.

It was also pretty unbelievable that I’d fallen in love again and remarried. But resilience is more the rule than the exception, isn’t it? People fall in love. People die. People somehow pick up the pieces and move on, accepting or not the soothing spiritual song that death is nothing more than a major change of address. But the most unbelievable thing about Samantha had nothing to do with us. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t even about her. It was about her father. Luther Vine was once an African-American slave.

Bullshit, you say, and not because you think I’m just a crazy white guy trying to insinuate himself into black history through marriage. Or maybe that is part of your thinking. But mostly, it’s the generational disconnect.

I totally get the skepticism. Slavery was outlawed in 1865 with the adoption of the Thirteenth Amendment to the US Constitution. Samantha wasn’t even conceived until then president Jimmy Carter pulled on a cardigan sweater in a chilly White House and asked all Americans to be like him, conserve energy, and turn down the thermostat to fifty-five degrees at night. All winter long, Luther and Carlotta Vine had crawled into bed and heated things up the old-fashioned way. The point is that racism persists, but Samantha was so far removed from the end of slavery as an institution that she had never known a US Supreme Court without a black justice. She had no memory of the NFL without a starting black quarterback. She couldn’t even name a hit song by Prince until he was officially the artist formerly known as Prince, and she wasn’t old enough to party like it’s 1999 until it actually was 1999.

So, back to that troublesome timeline. Even if Samantha’s old man was literally an old man at her birth, it doesn’t add up. In fact, it flies in the face of history. The last American slave died in 1971. Not one of Sylvester Magee’s children was alive to see the headstone finally laid in his honor in Mississippi more than four decades after his death—coincidentally, the same year I lost my wife.

Samantha Vine, the daughter of a slave?

“No way,” people tell me. “Not unless I’m missing something.”

“You’re missing something.”

“What?”

“You don’t know sugar.”

“Fuck you, Abe. It’s you who doesn’t know shit.”

“No,” I say. “You don’t know sugar.”

I mean Big Sugar.

In the fall of 1941 a group of men traveled across the Deep South and visited the black part of towns like Memphis and Biloxi, offering “steady employment” to “colored farm workers” eighteen years or older. It didn’t matter that Luther Vine was only sixteen. Nothing about the offer was legit. “Enjoy Florida Sunshine during the Winter Months,” the ads promised, “while harvesting Sugar Cane on the plantations of the National Sugar Corporation.” Luther wasn’t stupid. Swinging a machete all day, cutting down twelve-foot stalks of sugarcane as thick as a man’s wrist, and loading tons of cane onto a truck wasn’t for college boys. “Any way you slice it,” Luther often said, pun intended, “you’re talkin’ stoop labor.” But the company promised good wages, as much as thirty dollars a week. Good living conditions, free rent, free meals, free transportation to Florida, free medical attention, and recreation were all part of the package. He signed up and got on the truck with the other recruits.

Their destination had been Clewiston, the “world’s sweetest town,” where thousands of acres of sugarcane butted up against the south shore of Lake Okeechobee in the Florida Everglades. The ride took two days. The men were fed twice, bologna and a slice of bread. Upon arrival, each recruit was handed a bill for eleven dollars—the cost of the “free” ride from Memphis. More charges quickly piled up. Seventy-five cents for a blanket. Fifty for a machete. Another thirty for a file to sharpen the blade. A dollar for a badge that identified a worker as a company employee. Fifty cents for water that wasn’t too dirty to drink. Recruits were up to their eyeballs in debt before the first workday, which started with breakfast at 3:30 a.m. They were in the field by 4:30, broke for a short lunch, and cut more cane until dark. Wages for the first day were a dollar eighty, four bucks short of the amount promised. Superintendents patrolled the fields, armed with blackjacks and pistols, threatening anyone who wasn’t working hard enough or who grumbled about wanting to go home. The best chance to escape was at night. After three weeks—twenty-one straight workdays, rain or shine, sunup to sundown—nine workers ran off from the barracks at the company camp. Luther was one of them. The plan was to hitchhike back to Memphis. They were arrested eighteen miles from Clewiston, fined forty dollars for “vagrancy,” and returned to the field. The only way to pay off the fine was to cut more cane. Naively, Luther asked for permission to convert the fine to prison time, preferring jail. The superintendent cracked him with a blackjack and told him sure thing, as soon as he paid off what he owed the company, a debt that was getting bigger every day because he drank too much water in the field and needed medical attention for a snakebite.

There were enough runaways for word to trickle back home, and from there to the Department of Justice in Washington, DC. Herbert Hoover himself approved the FBI’s sixty-page investigative report. A federal grand jury in Florida indicted National Sugar and several employees for “conspiracy to violate the right and privilege of citizens to be free from slavery under the Thirteenth Amendment.”

So, in my book, calling Luther Vine a former slave was no stretch, even if the indictment had technically been dismissed. “The grand jury was tainted,” the sugar lawyers argued, “because there weren’t any farmers on it.” Right. And Timothy McVeigh should have complained about the lack of terrorists on the grand jury that indicted him for the Oklahoma City bombing.

Anyway, Samantha’s father was coming up on his ninetieth birthday. The old man and I were still close, or as close as we could be. Luther was showing signs of dementia, and even though he had good days, he still told folks at the skilled nursing facility that his son-in-law was Abraham Lincoln. A stretch, to be sure, even if I was a tall white lawyer with four score and seven murder trials under my belt. I just went along with whatever Luther said. It only confused him to hear that I was senior trial counsel at the Office of the State Attorney for Miami-Dade County, the go-to guy in capital cases.

“I’m looking for FBI agent Victoria Santos,” I said to the state trooper.

Her black-and-tan vehicle, beacons flashing, was one of six Florida Highway Patrol cars blocking the entrance to a mile-long bridge across the heart of the Everglades. The Tamiami Trail was the main route connecting east and west Florida below Lake Okeechobee, the second largest lake in the continental United States.

“And you are?” she asked.

“Abe Beckham, state attorney’s office,” I said as I flashed my badge.

It wasn’t my job to visit every crime scene in Miami-Dade County, even when there was a possible homicide. But when the FBI was tracking a serial killer, it was critical for someone more senior from the state attorney’s office to stay on top of the investigation. The chief assistant to the state attorney had personally asked me to follow up on the report of a body in the Everglades that had all the markings of a fifth victim in south Florida.

“That way,” the trooper said, pointing toward a gathering of law enforcement agents beside the bridge. They were standing on the old two-lane stretch of highway that ran parallel to the new bridge, and which was no longer in use.

I thanked her, ducked under the yellow crime scene tape.

“Abe, hey, what’s going on?”

I stopped at the sound of the familiar voice. It was the crime-beat reporter from Action News. We were two miles from the western frontier of urban sprawl, too far from downtown Miami to discern even the tallest skyscrapers, but I could see the microwave towers of media vans in the long line of traffic that stretched toward the morning sun. Helicopters were sure to follow. It wouldn’t have surprised me to see a camera crew or two arrive by airboat—anything to be first.

“Nothing to say, Susan.”

“Oh, come on, Abe.”

Susan Brown had covered at least a dozen of my murder trials, and I usually gave her what I could. But I truly had nothing. I turned and continued down the embankment.

The old road had undergone many improvements since Model Ts first rolled across it in 1928, and to many folks a new elevated bridge seemed a waste of money. But it was part of a multibillion-dollar Everglades restoration project, much of which was geared toward undoing the negative impact of the well-intended but catastrophic work of the Army Corps of Engineers in the twentieth century. Levees and canals built by the corps opened the saw-grass plains to sugarcane growers and other farmers, and roads like the 275-mile-long Tamiami Trail made the watery sloughs passable by motorists. The casualty in all the construction was the water flow essential for a healthy Everglades. The new bridge was raised on pilings, adjacent to the old road, to alleviate the damming effect.

I hopped from the embankment onto the old road but came up short. I was halfway up to my knees in muck.

“Ah, shit.” It wasn’t just the wet shoes and pant legs. It takes a thousand years of decomposition to create a foot of peat, and I’d just unleashed the rotten stink of nine hundred and ninety-nine.

“Let me help you out there, pardner,” said one of the troopers. He tugged me by the arm, and the muck puckered like a suction cup as my foot emerged from the Everglades version of quicksand. I considered rinsing off the black mess in the standing water near a culvert, but the nine-foot alligator sunning itself on the bank changed my mind.

“Welcome to Shark Valley,” said the trooper.

I assumed that it was just a name, that there weren’t actually any sharks around, but I was nonetheless glad to be on dry land. Not that there was much of anything dry around me. From the southern lip of Lake Okeechobee, tea-colored water flowed for a hundred miles, south to the tip of mainland Florida and west to the Gulf of Mexico, much as spilled milk spreads across the kitchen table. Covering these millions of watery acres, flat as a Kansas wheat field, were endless waves of saw grass, a rare species of swamp sedge that has flourished for over four thousand years. This legendary “river of grass” divided the east coast of Florida from the west, an environmental marvel where visitors found exotic reptiles, manatees, and rainbow-colored tree snails, roseate spoonbills and ghost orchids, towering royal palms and gumbo limbos. Here, biblical clouds of mosquitoes could blacken a white canoe within seconds, and oceans of stars filled a night sky untouched by city lights. There was no other place on earth like it. I rarely went there, except when passing through at sixty miles per hour on the drive to Naples.

Or, on a day like today, recovering a body.

“Freakin’ cold out here,” I muttered, but my trooper friend had already moved on to pull some other moron out of the muck.

Fifty-one degrees in February is downright frigid by Miami standards, and the FBI agents were readily identifiable in their dark blue windbreakers with yellow lettering. The feds were part of a much larger, multijurisdictional task force. Miami-Dade police were at the scene, including two homicide detectives I knew well and a team from the South Florida Homicide Clearing House, which played a key role in any investigation involving interagency cooperation. The medical examiner’s van was parked alongside the road. I saw only one woman who was marked FBI, and even though she probably had no memory of our previous meeting, I recognized Victoria Santos. I went toward her. She was talking to a member of the road-striping crew who had been repainting the markings on the new bridge. His sharp eyes had spotted the body in the saw grass alongside the old road.

“Didn’t really look human at first,” the worker told her.

I was standing off to one side, close enough to hear. Santos was a good-looking woman with short, dark hair that reflected hints of crimson in the Florida sun. As the coordinator in residence for the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crimes, she was on the front line as primary liaison between the FBI and local law enforcement. She was new to Miami, however, and I’d met her only once before, as an FBI instructor in an invitation-only course for prosecutors presented at the national academy in Quantico. Santos was a twenty-year veteran and a bit of a legend at the FBI, not just because she was good, but also because she wasn’t afraid to buck the system, which didn’t always win friends at FBI headquarters. I had to wonder if that was the reason she’d been reassigned from the prestigious Behavioral Analysis Unit, a nationwide responsibility, to the field office in Miami, where her first case landed her neck deep, so to speak, in Everglades muck.

“What I noticed first was the ring,” the witness told Santos. “The diamond caught the sun and gave off this sparkle that you really couldn’t miss. I was riding in the bed of the pickup truck, passing traffic cones down to the road crew. But when this sparkle down in the saw grass catches my eye, I squint to take a closer look, and I think to myself, What the hell? I’m pretty sure the ring was still attached to a hand, so I bang on the roof and says ‘Charlie, stop the truck!’ And then both Charlie and me walk over to the guardrail along the bridge, and we’re still a good twenty yards away, looking down into the swamp. And Charlie agrees with me. It’s definitely a ring on someone’s hand. And so I throws a rock in the general direction, and this monster bull gator scurries off thataway.” He pointed to a mound about twenty feet away. “That’s when we saw the rest of the body come floating to the surface.”

Santos was a professional and showed little reaction, but the crime scene photographer was already doing his job, and I knew that someday—soon, if we all did our jobs—I would have to show a jury some pretty gruesome exhibits. I eavesdropped for another ten minutes and let Santos finish with the witness before introducing myself. She replied by telling me that she was leading the task force investigation of a serial killer known as Cutter. It was pretty much SOP for the FBI to remind local law enforcement that the bureau was in charge, but in this instance Santos wasn’t just posturing. Cutter’s four previous victims had been residents of Palm Beach County, seventy miles to the north, their bodies found in the sugarcane fields just outside Clewiston. Like everyone else from Miami-Dade County, I was an outsider to the larger investigation and not yet an official member of the task force.

“Can we talk a minute?” I asked.

Santos nodded, and we found a place away from the crowd. Behind us, beyond a copper-brown stretch of saw grass, a flock of egrets found a place to rest above the tangled roots of mangroves. The reflection of the white birds on the flat, black water was straight out of a Clyde Butcher exhibition.

“You think this is victim number five?” I asked.

“Hard to know just yet,” said Santos. “So far we have some common indicators. Young woman. Unclothed body. I count at least one grievous blade wound already, probably a machete. But it would be Cutter’s first strike outside Palm Beach County.”

“Or it could be a Palm Beach County victim and the first disposal of a body in Miami-Dade,” I said. “Which would make some sense, wouldn’t it? After four victims dumped in Palm Beach County cane fields, it must be pretty risky to dispose of another body there. He has to believe that law enforcement is on heightened alert in that area.”

“Totally with you on that,” she said. “But at this point, we’re very preliminary on whether it’s the same killer. Definite similarities, but we’ll have to wait for confirmation on sexual assault and some other indicators.”

“What are the other indicators?”

She paused, knowing what I was asking for: the signature. Much had been reported in the media about Cutter, the killer who mutilated his victims with a cane cutter’s machete and dumped their bodies in the cane fields. But law enforcement always held back something in serial killer investigations, a key characteristic of the crimes that was so unique that it served as the killer’s signature.

“Facial markings,” she said. “But we are going to have to do some serious searching to confirm that.”

“Searching for what?”

Santos glanced in the direction of the medical examiner’s van, where the remains of the victim lay beneath a white sheet on a gurney. Then her gaze swept the acres of saw grass along the roadside, as if to measure the daunting task before them.

“We’re still looking for the victim’s head.”

I breathed in and out. Those trial exhibits for my jury just got more gruesome.

The assistant medical examiner called Santos over. I followed her to the van. The FBI might have been in charge of coordinating the Cutter investigation from an administrative standpoint, but homicides were generally local matters, and the Miami-Dade County medical examiner’s office was my territory.

“I wanted to point out one major deviation from the Cutter profile,” the assistant ME said.

“Tell me,” said Santos.

“We’re a long way from a positive ID, and the accelerated decomposition we get in the Everglades can make it more difficult than you might think to determine a victim’s race. But I can say this much with confidence: If this was Cutter, it would be his first victim who isn’t Caucasian.”

I glanced at the gurney, then up at the cloudless blue sky, my eyes drawn by the whirring sound of a helicopter. The first media helicopter was over the crime scene, and I could feel the pointed questions about to rain down on us.

“A victim’s race is usually a key component of the killer’s psychological profile,” I said, knowing that I wasn’t telling Santos anything she didn’t already know. “Does that change your thinking about whether this was Cutter?”

She thought for a moment before answering. “Do you have time to take a ride up to Palm Beach County with me?”

I had just plea-bargained a death penalty case down to life without parole, so my trial calendar was unusually clear. “Sure. What for?”

“I’m a big believer in a fresh set of eyes on the evidence,” she said. “Would love to hear you answer your own question.”

“You got it,” I said.

“But do me just one favor before we go.”

“What?”

She glanced at my muck-covered shoes. “Lose the Gator Man from Okefenokee look.”

“Yeah. I can do that.”




Chapter Two


We drove toward the smoke, thick clouds that rose from the fields and blackened the crisp blue sky. I closed the AC vent on the passenger side of Agent Santos’ car.

“I can smell the smoke,” I said.

“A little like roasted corn, isn’t it?”

“Too roasted.”

“Be glad you don’t live around here,” said Santos.

Smoke from controlled fires was a familiar part of the winter landscape in the vast and privately managed sugarcane fields of the Florida Everglades. Only after the leaves and thick undergrowth had been burned away could the blades of men or machine get at the base of the twelve-foot sugarcane stalks.

Nobody was quite sure how it was discovered that burning a cane field would facilitate the harvest without reducing the yield. But I knew from my father-in-law that National Sugar Corporation had been doing it since at least 1941, when Luther and the other “recruits” had shipped down from Memphis. After beating the Justice Department’s criminal indictment for slavery, National and the other growers gave up on Americans and hired only foreigners for seasonal labor under the H-2 visa program. Jamaicans, Haitians, and Dominicans perfected the burns—and the cutting. Each season for the next fifty years, ten thousand men would leave their families in the islands, live on top of each other in cheerless barracks, ride buses to fields before dawn, pull on protective caps and boots, and fasten aluminum safety guards on their shins, knees, and hands. Armed with machetes, they’d march onto the soot-covered fields like black gladiators. One in every three would cut himself or be cut by another worker, puncture an eye or an eardrum on the sharp spear of a cane top, or lose a day’s pay to heat stroke, snakebite, or an attack of angry fire ants. They raced to cut a ton of cane per hour, and with a proper burn, they were expected to cut it low. “No stubble, mon,” the better-paid Jamaicans, the ones who had curried favor with the company, would tell the newbies. “You leave a inch o’ stubble, National lose a ton o’ cane. Bend yo’ bok, mon.”

By the mid-1990s, machines had taken over. But the fires endured.

“It’s a pretty amazing sight,” said Santos, her gaze fixed on the road. “Forty acres will go up in fifteen minutes.”

I was staring out the passenger-side window, transfixed by the fire’s intensity. The orange wall of flames reached thirty feet or more above the cane tops. Bursts of heat pushed the ashes even higher into the sky. Thousands of birds took flight, escaping with their lives. It was like a scene out of Bambi, and I wondered about the rabbits, raccoons, and other critters that had made the thick cover of cane their home.

“Victim number one was burned pretty badly,” said Victoria.

“You don’t mean burned alive, do you?”

“No,” said Santos. “I’ll show you. It’s just ahead.”

We were suddenly beyond the burn zone. Long tongues of fire and blinding orange heat gave way to leafy waves of sugarcane. The reeds were taller than the saw grass fifty miles to the south, but they were similarly beautiful, which made sense: sugarcane is a grass.

Santos steered onto the shoulder of the road and parked. The thick brown field outside my door looked impenetrable. The other side of the road, however, was a postharvest wasteland. Machines had taken all that the land could offer. Tons of cane had been cut and hauled away. All that remained was the blackened stubble of a burned and harvested field.

“This way,” said Santos.

I followed her across the deserted two-lane road and into the field. I could still see the fire in the distance, but a cool breeze carried the smoke in the other direction. The ground was soft, but it wasn’t the thick soup that had nearly swallowed me whole in Shark Valley. Mostly it was covered with shredded brown debris left by machines, but occasionally a puff of ash and gray dust rose up from my footfalls, the remnants of the preharvest burn. It was easy to see where long, orderly rows of cane had once stood, and beyond it was another field, yet to be cut. I thought of Samantha’s father, sixteen years old, standing out in this field with a machete in his hand and wanting to go home to Memphis, waves of sugarcane as far as the eye could see. It was a little like handing a kid a teaspoon and telling him to empty the ocean.

Santos stopped and pointed to a clearing several rows over. “Victim one was there.”

“Who found her?”

“One of the burners. They spray the perimeter with water to prevent jump fires and then go into the field with firepots to light it up. There is a standard walk-through before the burn, but they don’t find everything. They do another walk-through after the burn to clear away things that might clog the machines, which could be anything from a cooked alligator to an old washing machine dumped by one of the neighbors. That’s when they found the body.”

Santos squatted, sifted through the debris on the ground, and gathered a small amount of ash. She worked it into her fingertips as she rose, blackening the skin.

“This is Cutter’s signature,” she said.

“Ash?”

“White female victims, their faces blackened with ash.”

I glanced again toward the clearing, where victim number one had been found. “How were you able to ascertain that with a charred body?”

“We have an ID on the victim. Charlotte Hansen. We know she’s white.”

“I understand that much. But if the body was burned, how were you able to tell she had ash smeared on her face?”

“We weren’t. Cutter put her too deep into the cane field. I believe that’s why victims two, three, and four were so much easier to find. Cutter left them on the perimeter, where the cane is watered to contain the burn. He learned from the first drop and corrected his mistake. He wanted us to see his signature.”

I reached down and gathered some ash. I was already into the mind of the killer, already had my own theory, but I wanted to hear it from Santos. “What does it mean, his signature?”

“All four women dated black men.”

The Cutter profile was writing itself in my head. White female victims. Black boyfriends. Angry sexual assault. Brutally violent death. You want to be black? Okay, bitch, I’ll make you black.

“So we have a definite aberration in Miami-Dade,” I said. “A black victim.”

“Yes, we do.”

“My guess is you didn’t see that coming.”

“Nope.”

“And if it turns out that the black victim had ash smeared on her face, what does that tell you?”

“The ash on the face was something the task force never shared with the media. So if it’s there, we’ll need to rethink our profile of the angry white racist killing white women who date black guys.”

“And if there’s no ash on the black victim’s face?”

Santos brushed the ash from her fingers. “Then we may have two killers.”

“A copycat?”

She didn’t answer my question, but she didn’t have to. She dug her car keys from her jacket. “Let’s wait to hear what the medical examiner has to say.”




Chapter Three


At 3:00 p.m. I was on my third pair of pants for the day. Pinstripes. It was the oldest suit in my closet that still fit, and I wore it to court whenever I needed luck. Lots of luck.

“State of Florida versus Jayden Tayshawn Vine,” said the bailiff, calling the case.

Criminal Courtroom 9 of the Richard E. Gerstein Justice Building was familiar territory to me. It was where I’d cut my teeth as a “pit assistant,” a C-level prosecutor in my first year of adult felonies, working sixty-hour weeks under my supervising attorneys, earning the astronomical sum of forty thousand dollars a year. But this was the first time I’d stood on the defendant’s side of the courtroom.

Jayden Tayshawn Vine was Samantha’s older brother.

“What do we do now?” J.T. asked, whispering.

“Have a seat,” I said in a soft voice. “It’s going to be fine.”

Every family has baggage. In Samantha’s family that baggage was J.T. Another widower might have walked away after Samantha’s death, but I was J.T.’s rock. He had no one else. And I didn’t want to see him end up homeless. Again.

“Mr. Beckham, it’s good to see you,” the judge said. “A familiar face in an unfamiliar place.”

“Yes, Your Honor,” I said, rising.

“What did she mean by that?” J.T. asked me, some urgency in his whisper.

“The judge is just being polite,” I whispered back. “It’s going to be okay.”

The prosecutor on J.T.’s case was Leslie Highsmith, a young pit assistant who was getting the opportunity to serve as first chair on what was a fairly routine sentencing. Simple assault normally would have landed J.T. in misdemeanor court with a slap on the wrist. Unfortunately, the victim was a transit worker, a bus driver, which was right up there with taking a swing at a police officer. A prior conviction from J.T.’s days of living on the street didn’t help.

Highsmith rose from her chair—my chair, once upon a time—and addressed the court. “Your Honor, the state is willing to accept a plea of no contest with thirty days’ house arrest.”

The judge checked the case file before her. “Refresh me, Counsel. This is all over a passenger wanting to get off a bus?”

“That’s correct,” I said.

The question had been directed at the prosecutor, but I intercepted it. Not that I didn’t trust Highsmith; in an office of three hundred plus attorneys, I hardly knew her. But J.T. had his own version of everything he’d ever done in his life, and he didn’t react well to strangers who mischaracterized one step of reality as he knew it.

“Abe, you’re not the prosecution this time,” the judge said, smiling at me. “Let’s hear from Ms. Highsmith first.”

The prosecutor thanked the judge and continued. “Mr. Vine was reportedly walking up and down the aisle of the bus and bumping into other passengers. When the driver asked him to take a seat, he refused and continued pacing. The walking intensified, and eventually he started skipping.”

“Skipping?” asked the judge.

J.T. grabbed my sleeve. “Not true!” he said, angry, but managing to keep his voice low.

“Yes,” said Highsmith. “Mr. Vine then demanded to get off the bus. The driver told him that he would have to wait until the bus came to a stop. Mr. Vine then raised his voice, saying that he needed to get off immediately, and he ignored the driver’s repeated requests to take a seat. When the bus stopped at a red light, Mr. Vine ran to the door. The driver explained that it was not a bus stop. Mr. Vine started to pound on the door. The driver got up to stop him from breaking the glass and injuring himself. Mr. Vine then pushed him, and several passengers came forward to restrain him.”

“Abe, she’s a liar!” said J.T., his voice just above a whisper. But it was too loud for a courtroom.

“Alcohol or drugs involved here?” asked the judge.

“We don’t believe so,” said Highsmith.

“They were not involved,” I said.

The judge glanced in my direction. “Something you’d like to add, Mr. Beckham?”

“Mr. Vine does not drink alcohol or take drugs. He went off his prescribed medication, and what the prosecution just described is what happens when he doesn’t follow his course of treatment.”

“That’s why we are accepting the plea of no contest on the condition of house arrest for thirty days,” said the prosecutor. “That will allow time for the medication to restore Mr. Vine to a less agitated state. Mr. Beckham has agreed to monitor the defendant and take him to his regular doctor visits during that time period.”

“Fine,” said the judge. “But I do see several prior arrests for public intoxication.”

She was referring to J.T.’s homeless period. “That was years ago,” I said.

“That may be,” said the judge. “But I want Mr. Vine’s monitoring to be done through a SCRAM bracelet.”

SCRAM—Secure Continuous Remote Alcohol Monitor—was an ankle bracelet that detected the wearer’s alcohol intake through perspiration. The judge was talking about the two-in-one device that included traditional house-arrest radio-frequency monitoring.

“The state has no objection,” said Highsmith.

J.T.’s eyes were like saucers. SCRAM wasn’t the end of the world, but it was a deviation from what I had laid out for J.T. before the hearing. “It’s okay,” I told him. “Really, it will be okay.”

“No objection,” I told the court.

“Very well,” the judge said. “Thirty days, house arrest. The court is extending you a very generous second chance, Mr. Vine. Don’t blow it.”

The transcript wouldn’t reflect it, but the judge had been looking straight at me as she spoke.

The state attorney’s office was right across the street from the criminal courthouse, but it took me two hours to get there.

The fitting for the ankle bracelet had gone as expected. Too tight, too loose, do you have another color? I drove J.T. home, laid out his medications in the daily pill dispenser, and made him promise me on Samantha’s grave that he would take them. I was seated behind my desk, reviewing a transcript from a suppression hearing in a murder case set for trial in two weeks, when my phone rang. It was Victoria Santos.

“You sound stressed,” she said, thirty seconds into our conversation.

My desk phone rang. Caller ID told me it was J.T. I let it go to voice mail, though it was probably full from the six previous messages he’d left, each one longer than the last.

“Me? Stressed? Nah.”

“I just wanted to touch base,” said Santos.

“Thanks. How close are we to an ID on Jane Doe?”

“Search is ongoing to recover the victim’s head. Decomposition is complicating the fingerprint analysis. Forensic team is working around the clock, so hopefully soon.”

I grabbed a pencil to take notes. “What do you have so far?”

“Not much more than you already know. African-American female. Early thirties. Five feet, six inches tall. Factoring in the average weight for a human head, total body weight is estimated at one hundred twenty pounds. Red nail polish on fingers and toes.”

My pencil point snapped. It was a total overreaction on my part, but I missed Santos’ next question.

“Abe, you still there?”

“Sorry. I had . . . a little distraction.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, fine.”

“Can you meet me at the medical examiner’s office tomorrow at seven? Doc Hernandez is going to do wound comparisons on the victims for me, and I’d like you to be there.”

“Sure. I know Doc well.”

“He’s the best, and it gives me a good feeling that he’s on it. We are going to catch this guy.”

“I know.”

“One other thing,” she said. “I’m pushing the Miami-Dade investigation hard and fast. No offense to Palm Beach County, but I like the team we’re putting together here. If this latest victim is another Cutter killing, my preference is to prosecute in Miami first. And I want you to take the case to trial.”

“That’ll be the state attorney’s call.”

“I understand. I’m asking for your permission to request you by name.”

I didn’t need to think long. “Permission granted.”

“Thanks, Abe. I’ll see you tomorrow at seven.”

“You bet.”

I hung up, breathing in the silence of my office. The broken pencil lead lay on my yellow notepad, tiny gray shavings sprayed across the last word I had written: red.

Santos had provided only basic and generic information, and it could have fit thousands of women. But every now and then, sometimes out of the blue, and even after the passage of nineteen months, I still got little reminders of how raw and recent my own loss could feel, which made it disconcerting to hear a homicide victim described in such a familiar way, down to the race, age, height, weight, and choice of nail polish.

It could have been Samantha.




Chapter Four


I headed home around nine thirty, the end of a fifteen-hour Monday. I called my wife from the car to let her know I was on my way. Angelina sounded as tired as I felt.

“Okay, see you soon,” she said.

We were newlyweds, technically speaking, married just seven months. But Angelina and I had met pre-Samantha, having dated a year before we moved in together and shared an apartment for eighteen months. No breakup was easy, but sometimes it was best to move on. I fell in love with Samantha and got married; Angelina dated a couple of different guys, nothing serious. When Samantha died, Angelina reached out on Facebook. The friendship rebuilt itself, and with time, it became a relationship renewed. All told, pre- and post-Samantha, I’d been romantically involved with Angelina longer than with any other woman in my life. Still, it’s weird when you’re white and everyone, black and white, finds it a little strange that you married a white woman. Some folks were more discreet about it than others. J.T.’s toast at the wedding reception, an awkward attempt at humor, hadn’t exactly endeared him to my new wife: “Damn, Abe. From black to blond. Now you’s just like a brotha.”

Angelina was on the couch watching The Bachelor when I got home.

“I made dinner for you,” she said, staring at the TV.

“Thank you.” I leaned over from behind the couch to kiss her, but got only her cheek.

“Two hours ago,” she said. “It’s cold now.”

I laid my suit jacket on the chair and went to the kitchen. Angelina was a great cook, and her spaghetti Bolognese was awesome, even if microwaved. I brought my plate out and sat beside her on the couch.

“This is delicious,” I said.

“Glad you like it. How did it go with J.T. today?”

I drank some water, then breathed a sigh. “Poor guy. He’s kind of a mess. But he’s back on his meds, so hopefully—”

“This is what I mean,” she said, stopping me.

“What?”

She hit the mute button on the TV, then sat up straight, squaring her shoulders toward me. “You give so much to him, and then you come home all worked up.”

“I’m not worked up.”

“Yes, you are. Listen to yourself. You’re home less than five minutes, and all I hear about is J.T.”

“You asked me about J.T. So I answered.”

“Of course I asked. I have to ask. I need to know if I’m going to have all of my husband, half of my husband, a quarter of him—what part of Abe are you going to give to your wife this week?”

This was becoming her M.O. Angelina prepared her words in advance, and no matter how our conversation developed, no matter how forced the route to the trigger point, Angelina would unload the speech on me.

“I’m really tired, Angelina. Can we talk about something else?”

She got up and went into the kitchen.

“Shit,” I muttered, but there was no one to hear me. I grabbed the remote and found the Heat game. They were up by thirty-five in the fourth period, so at ten o’clock I switched to the local news.

“Serial Killer in Miami?” was the lead story, the question mark reflecting the lack of confirmation that the most recent victim was connected to the Palm Beach murders.

Angelina came out of the kitchen and stood behind the couch, watching from over my shoulder.

“Are you working this case?” she asked.

“Yup. Sure am.”

“A machete,” she said, wincing. “Horrible.”

“Yeah. It is.”

“Why are they being so cagey about whether the murders are connected? Five women all hacked with a machete, all found in the Everglades.”

“It’s the first one found in Miami-Dade. And it’s the first black victim.”

“Yeah, and I suppose it could also be the first body recovered on a Monday with the wind blowing out of the northwest at thirteen miles per hour. I swear, sometimes I think you guys overanalyze these things. Do you really believe this is a coincidence?”

“It’s more complicated than you might think.”

“If you say so.”

Our landline rang. Angelina answered it. The serial killer coverage was wrapping up on television when she handed me the phone.

“It’s J.T.,” she said, her tone colder than the dinner she’d left me in the kitchen.

“Tell him I’ll call him first thing in the morning.”

“No, take it.”

“I don’t want to take it.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I really don’t.”

“Don’t put him off just because you think I’m mad. He sounds a little wired. Last thing I need is you blaming me if J.T. goes off and hangs himself.”

“That’s not funny, Angelina.”

I took the phone. “Wired” was an understatement.

“Abe, I gotta get this thing off me!”

He was so loud that I had to hold the phone away from my ear. “Calm down,” I said. “What thing?”

“The thing! The fucking bracelet!”

“Listen to me, J.T. This is very important. You cannot take off the bracelet. If you do, the judge will put you in jail.”

“They’re listening to me.”

“What?”

“That’s what this thing is for. They can hear everything I say.”

I wondered who might be on the other end of a conversation with a guy who lived alone, but that was another issue. “It’s just a bracelet,” I said. “No one is listening.”

“Yes. Yes, they are. They can hear me, and they can see me, too. I gotta get it off, Abe!”

“J.T., no one can—”

“I gotta get it off right now!”

“J.T., please. I want you to breathe for me. Nice and deep. In and out, in and out, all right?”

I listened, but I didn’t like what I was hearing. J.T. was practically panting.

“Slower, J.T. Much slower.” I gave him a moment. “That’s better. I’m going to hang up and—”

“No, don’t!”

“Listen to what I’m saying, J.T. I’m going to call you right back on my cell phone, and then I’ll drive over. Promise me you won’t touch the bracelet till I get there. Will you promise me that?”

I could hear him breathing. It sounded like such a chore.

“J.T.? Will you promise me that?”

More breathing on the line. “Still too fast, J.T. Slower. Breathe slowly, and I’ll be there in just a few minutes.”

“Okay,” he said. “But hurry.”

I hung up, grabbed my cell phone and car keys, and went to Angelina. “Sorry, honey. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

She just shook her head, more resignation than anger. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“No, I’m not staying over this time.”

She just looked at me, both of us knowing the truth.

“Go, Abe,” she said in a flat, detached voice. “Go take care of your family.”

I went out the door and closed it, but before I was even halfway down the front steps I heard Angelina lock it with the chain. I was about to turn around, try to find the right thing to say to her, when my cell rang. It was J.T.

“Abe, where are you, man? I gotta get this thing—”

“Okay, okay, I’m on my way.”

He kept talking, and I kept listening and telling him that it was going to be okay as I got in my car and drove to his apartment. Again.




Chapter Five


My meeting with Agent Santos was set for 7:00 a.m. at the medical center. Fifteen minutes before the hour I was still crawling along in traffic on the 836 expressway. Miami’s rush hour seemed to peak earlier every time I got in the car.

“Gonna be a little late,” was the message I left on Santos’ voice mail.

My sleepover with J.T. had involved very little sleep. No fault of my brother-in-law—he got plenty of rest. I was the problem. The way Angelina had locked the door with the chain, telling me to stay with my “family,” hit me like a message not to come home. That alone was enough to keep me awake all night. The complicating factor was that any visit to J.T.’s apartment was a trip to my past. Samantha and I had once lived there. The furniture had been ours. The draperies, rugs, wallpaper, and every other touch had been Samantha’s. It had been Samantha’s wish that J.T. have a place to live, and I was doing my best to make it happen. A nice thing, if good intentions counted for anything; but I still felt guilty about it, the kind of guilt that kept a man up all night. It had set in long after J.T. had gone to sleep, when I’d headed upstairs to the guest room. I’d ended up sleeping on the couch. No way I could sleep in the bed that had been our bed, where I had lain next to Samantha, whispered in the dark, listened to her breathe, felt her heartbeat, discovered and rediscovered those legs of silk. She had killer legs. So firm, so strong, the way they squeezed my head in a vise grip as she reached climax. One night stood out for me.

“I love doing that to you,” I’d told her.

“I’m glad you love it.”

“I mean, I really love it.”

“I’m just happy to have a man who wants to do something other than hit it from behind.”

It was a joke, but she would have done better to save it for her girlfriends. “TMI, Samantha. Way too much information.”

“Sorry.”

“You kind of killed the mood.”

She kissed me, and I saw that look in her eye that every man wants to see, a look that made the past irrelevant, because going forward, no man but me would get it from this beautiful woman who had promised to be forever my wife.

She threw her leg over my waist, mounting me, the fullness of her breasts staring me in the face, the smell of her hair drawing me in.

“I’ll fix that,” she said as she slid beneath the sheets. “I’ll fix it real good.”

The Miami-Dade County medical examiner’s office is in the Joseph H. Davis Center for Forensic Pathology, a three-building complex on the perimeter of the University of Miami Medical Center campus and Jackson Memorial Hospital. Mornings were always busy around Jackson. Medical breakthroughs in everything from spinal injuries to cancer were woven into the institutional fabric here, and every day patients flooded in from across the country and beyond to see some of the most respected doctors in the world. In a way, that had made it even tougher to accept Samantha’s prognosis.

I parked as close as I could to the examiner’s office and ended up being just five minutes late for the meeting.

“Dr. Hernandez is ready for us,” said Santos.

I knew Doc Hernandez, and I knew well enough to leave my jacket on when entering his examination room. Frigid air gushed from the air-conditioning vents like the north wind from Canada. Bright lights glistened off the white sterile walls and buffed tile floors. Doc Hernandez waited for us behind the stainless steel table, a white sheet covering the mound before him. Doc adjusted the spotlight overhead before lifting the sheet.

“Now, be forewarned,” he told us. “Nothing that comes straight from the Everglades to the medical examiner’s office is ever a pretty sight.”

“I understand,” said Santos.

I wondered if she really did. Even though Santos was an experienced agent with forensics training from Quantico, nothing had really prepared me for that first autopsy of a victim recovered in the Everglades.

Doc pulled back the lower corner of the sheet. I braced myself, but the body was in much better condition than I had expected. Bloated, to be sure. The victim had been properly bagged while still in the water, and we were seeing firsthand how the organism-rich Everglades enhanced the usual release of acids and gases during putrefaction. I had to look away as my gaze drifted to where the head should have been.

“If this was July,” Doc said, “and if we were talking about days instead of hours in the Everglades, we’d see highly accelerated decomposition, not to mention evidence of predators. But with the lower winter water temperatures and relatively quick recovery, we have much more to work with.”

“When you say ‘relatively quick recovery,’ what timeline are you estimating?” I asked.

“Twenty-four hours,” said Doc. “Perhaps a little longer. I’d say we’re looking at a late Saturday night homicide.”

“Any evidence of sexual assault?” I asked.

“Not vaginally or anally,” Doc said.

Santos chimed in with the unspoken variable. “There was evidence of forcible oral sodomy in all of Cutter’s previous victims.”

Doc shone the spotlight on the very place my eyes did not want to go. “Obviously that’s something we can’t determine, given the incomplete condition of the cadaver.”

“It also prevents us from confirming Cutter’s signature,” said Santos. “Unless your examination has found traces of sugarcane ash elsewhere on the body.”

“Negative,” said Doc. “But let’s talk about the wounds.”

The doctor brought his laptop computer to the table. He scrolled through dozens of forensic photographs, searching for the right one. “Here we go,” he said, freezing the image.

It was an autopsy of a young woman, her naked body on the steel table, positioned much the same way as victim number five before me. “This is Elizabeth Gowan,” said Doc, “victim number three. Her body presented much the same as all of the Palm Beach victims. We see multiple strikes against the victim with a machete or similar blade,” he said, using the cursor to point out each one.

“Lots of anger,” said Santos.

I glanced at the body on the table. “We don’t see that on this victim.”

“Exactly. And there’s something else.”

He clicked forward to the next image on the screen. It was a close-up shot of the side of the victim’s neck, a horrendous gaping wound. Some law enforcement officers could remain clinical about these things, as if the autopsy were a medical textbook. Even after dozens of murder trials, thousands of gruesome exhibits, it still pained me to look.

“Here’s what I find interesting,” said Doc. “In the Gowan case, like all the Palm Beach cases, the fatal blow was probably a strike to the side of the neck, which severed the carotid artery. This is a gaping wound with exsanguination, massive blood loss.”

“But there was no beheading in any of the Palm Beach cases,” said Santos.

“That’s correct. Truth is, unless you are a skilled executioner, it requires several strong blows to take off someone’s head with a machete or a sword.”

“But we have a beheading here,” I said.

“In fact, we don’t,” said Doc.

Both Santos and I glanced at the body, the obvious contradiction.

Doc shook his head. “Predator. Alligators have razor-sharp teeth. They don’t do well with large prey, so it’s no surprise that one might happen by the body, bite off what it could, and then move on. Look here,” he said, shining his light on the wound. “These are alligator teeth marks. And here,” he said, pointing, “the flesh is torn. This is not a cutting or chopping motion with a machete. This is the typical alligator ripping and tearing, which from the standpoint of the average five-foot-long alligator is way too much work for a meal. That’s why even though Florida Fish and Game gets twelve thousand complaints about alligators every year, we see only four or five actual attacks on humans. And in the last seventy-five years, only a couple dozen fatalities. They like birds and turtles that they can swallow whole.”

“So this is not a dismemberment case,” said Santos.

“Correct.”

“Which brings it in line with the Palm Beach cases, where there was no dismemberment.”

“That’s true,” Doc said. “But again, we don’t have the multiple blows to the torso that we had in Palm Beach. We see no defensive wounds on the hands or arms, which we would expect if the victim were fighting off her attacker. And there are no ligature marks on the wrists or ankles, which would indicate that she was bound and restrained.”

“Those are all significant differences,” said Santos.

“And I may be able to explain them,” said Doc.

“Please do,” said Santos.

“As I mentioned, while we see multiple blows in the Palm Beach cases, the fatal blow was probably the neck wound. My initial fear was that the alligator attack would make it impossible to determine whether this victim had a neck wound like the Palm Beach victims.”

“Are you saying you can make that comparison?” asked Santos.

“Not definitively. But I have a preliminary leaning,” said Doc.

He shone the spotlight on the cadaver, focusing on the neck wound. “It’s hard to see from this angle, with the cadaver on its back. Let me show you the photos I took earlier.” He went to his laptop again, brought up the image, and then zoomed in. “Do you see this laceration at the base of the neck?”

“I see it.”

“Again, we have the confounding effect of the predator. But focus in particular on that smooth edge right there.”

I leaned closer. It was surrounded by the ripping and tearing of the alligator’s teeth, but an inch-long section of the wound did have a smooth quality. “It does look different,” I said.

“I’m reasonably certain that this was a knife wound,” Doc said.

“So this case is like the Palm Beach cases?” I asked.

“Ah, that’s where this gets interesting,” said Doc. “The wound suffered by each of the victims in Palm Beach was to the sternocleidomastoid muscle. That’s the same muscle that football players bulk up to get that no-neck look. If you’re a Trekkie, like me, it’s the muscle that good aliens always have and bad aliens never have, because this particular muscle is a uniquely mammalian feature that makes creatures appealing to the human eye.”

Doc had a tendency to digress. I brought him back, as I had done several times before on the witness stand. “The blow was to the side of the neck, is that what you’re saying?”

“Yes. Sorry. My point is that here we have an anterior blow to the cervical spine, between the C1 and C2 vertebrae. And if I’m correct, the cause of death here may have been a single strike to the back of the neck, which severed the spinal cord.”

“Like a stalk of sugarcane,” said Santos.

“Your term, not mine,” said Doc. “The important point is that it’s a single blow.”

“So death would be instantaneous?” I asked.

“Not even a guillotine is instantaneous death,” said Doc. “The French Revolution is replete with historical accounts of blinking eyes, gnashing teeth, and blushing cheeks after execution. But certainly there would be instantaneous loss of consciousness and awareness, and death within seconds. Which explains why we see no defensive wounds with this victim, no evidence that she fought back. That’s very different from what we see in the Palm Beach cases.”

Santos and I exchanged glances, and she said exactly what I was thinking.

“So, the technique in this instance seems— . . . well, this may not be the right word—but it seems almost merciful, compared to the previous victims.”

Doc paused, considering his words. “We can hypothesize with some degree of confidence that this victim did not see the blow coming and that she instantly lost all conscious awareness. The same cannot be said with any reasonable degree of medical certainty for Palm Beach. Whether it’s ‘merciful’ is a question for a forensic psychologist.”

He switched off the spotlight and closed his laptop.

“But the pathology of the wounds is very different,” said Santos. “Which makes me ask: Are they so different that you think we have two killers?”

He hesitated.

“Or one killer,” I said, “who has different feelings toward victims of a different race.”

Doc glanced at me, then at Santos, as if it were a toss-up. “We need more.”

I thought of the ongoing search for Cutter’s signature in Shark Valley, the missing body part that may have been lost forever to a hungry alligator.

“Do we keep looking for the ashes?” I asked.

“We have to,” said Santos, her gaze drifting back to the cadaver. “But I wouldn’t hold out much hope.”
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