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ONE

At 9:15 p.m. Saturday, a partially clothed woman fell from the seventh floor of the Overlook Hotel. She reached forty-five miles per hour before striking the ground face-first, dying instantly from massive blunt-force trauma. A heavy, visceral thud—followed by a wet crackle—cut through the night, then the blood-curdling screams of bystanders.

Earlier that evening, retired FBI agent Alexander Christian sat on the balcony of the Fort Lauderdale condominium he shared with his significant other, Jana Wilson. He scanned the hotels to the east as he sipped a twelve-year-old scotch. It was his evening routine. A routine Jana wasn’t thrilled with, but tolerated.

Sunset in South Florida. The golden hour. A bird-watcher’s dream. Even among the dense cluster of high-rise condos, hotels, restaurants, and constant traffic, vibrant wading birds, raptors, and coastal species filled the skies above Fort Lauderdale. Roseate Spoonbills, White Ibises, Great Egrets, and Black Skimmers drifted on the warm air currents.

On rare occasions, Alexander would spot an American Bushtit, a species more common in the West, or some exotic import—perhaps illegally introduced—like a Fluffy-backed Tit-babbler or a Blue-footed Booby.

Sunset also brought out what Alexander privately called the double-breasted swallow. Scantily clad young women appeared on hotel balconies—some clutching towels or robes, others already bare—stepping into the amber light. A few hesitated at the railing before turning, arching, and posing. Waiting to be photographed in front of the setting Florida sun.

Unlike Jana, who found his habit unsettling, Alexander didn’t consider himself a voyeur. He preferred to think of it as appreciating composition—light, color, motion. The binoculars resting on the wrought-iron table beside his scotch weakened his argument. Still, he rarely used them, only for something truly rare.

Even with Daylight Saving Time, darkness settled in by the time Alexander started his second drink—at least as dark as Central Beach ever became. The birds disappeared. Traffic noise softened. The Atlantic, a block to the east, whispered against the shore. The cooler air made it difficult to leave his fourth-floor perch.

When he lowered the glass and glanced toward the hotel, something moved—fast—dropping from a balcony. For a fraction of a second, his mind refused to interpret it. Not a bird. Too large. Not debris. Too regular. He froze.

Was that a…person?

The lower floors of smaller buildings blocked his view of the pavement. He leaned forward, scanning upward, tracing the vertical line where the shape had fallen. Balcony after balcony. Sliding doors. Curtains. Shadows. He caught a glimpse of someone stepping inside a room, but couldn’t tell from which level.

Then the screams came. Sharp. High. Multiple voices overlapping. The unmistakable sound of people reacting to a catastrophic event.

The screams confirmed it. It was a person he’d seen fall.

Alexander bolted from his chair, grabbed a pair of boat shoes, and hurried to the door.

Jana glanced up from her iPad. “What the…?”

“A person fell off a balcony.”

“What?”

Alexander didn’t hear her question. He was already out the door and waiting impatiently for the elevator. He managed to put one shoe on while he waited, the other on the ride down. When the door opened, he ran through the lobby, down the block, and arrived on the scene slightly out of breath.

A small crowd gathered around the body. Stunned silence had replaced the initial screams. Each bystander had their phone out, taking pictures of the partially clothed woman whose face was splattered on the parking lot. Alexander hoped at least one had had the decency to call 9‑1‑1.

“Back off,” Alexander ordered the growing crowd. He knew it was useless, but he knelt next to the body and checked for a pulse. There was none. He stepped back and again told the people to back off. Reluctantly, Alexander used his phone to take pictures of the body, the gawkers, and the backside of the hotel from where the woman had fallen.

The first uniformed police officer arrived moments later. A second officer arrived soon after the first. They moved the crowd to a safe distance, then slowly approached the body. One of the officers checked for a pulse, shook his head, and looked up at the high-rise hotel. He turned his attention to the crowd. “Did anyone see her fall?”

No one answered. A few shook their heads without taking their eyes off the girl’s body.

Alexander stepped forward. “I did. I saw a little of the fall.”

“What do you mean by ‘little’?”

“I live in the building with the orange roof.” Alexander pointed to the eight-story condo unit in the distance. “I was sitting on the balcony and caught a glimpse of what I thought was a person falling. When I heard the screams, I knew I’d seen a body fall, so I came running.”

“Did you see where she fell from?”

“No, unfortunately, I didn’t. When she was out of sight, I looked at the balconies where she might have fallen from. I caught a glimpse of a person leaving one of the balconies, but now I’m not sure which floor that was.”

The officer looked at the few people who remained at the scene, then back at Alexander. “You said you saw someone leave the balcony she fell from?”

“I saw someone leave a balcony. I’m not sure it’s the one she fell from.”

“How long from the time she fell until you arrived?”

“A matter of minutes.”

“Did you see anyone who seemed particularly upset? Like they’d lost a friend or loved one?”

“No. It didn’t seem like anyone knew who she was.”

The officer made a few notes in a small notebook. “Do you mind waiting for a detective? One’s on the way.”

“Not at all.” Alexander moved away and sat on a metal bench outside the hotel’s back door. He watched as the officers cordoned off the area around the body with yellow police tape. Several more officers and an ambulance arrived. EMTs performed a quick check on the body, shook their heads, and told an officer to call the coroner’s office.

Alexander pulled out his cell phone and called Jana. “Alex, what the hell happened?”

“It’s a young woman. She either fell, jumped, or was pushed off the balcony.”

Jana’s gasp was loud and clear through the phone.

“I didn’t see much, but I’m going to hang around and talk to the detective.” Alexander paused and watched a middle-aged, heavyset man in a suit approach the body. “I think he’s here now. I should be home shortly.”

“Okay. See you soon.”

Alexander put the phone back in his pocket and watched as the uniformed officer talked to the detective. The detective nodded intently and took notes. Both men alternated their gazes between the body and the building’s balconies. After several minutes, they looked at Alexander, then back at the body. The detective then made his way to where Alexander was waiting.

“Sorry it took so long,” the detective said. “I’m Detective Amos. I understand you saw the victim fall?”

Detective Rick Amos was in his mid-forties. He sported a bushy mustache that went out of style in the 1980s, a suit he’d purchased when he was fifteen pounds lighter, and a haircut that only accentuated his receding hairline.

“No problem. I’m Alex. I guess you could say I saw her fall. I was sitting on the balcony of my condo when I happened to look up and see what I thought was a person falling. I got over here as soon as I could.”

“Why?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’m curious, why would you come to the scene? To gawk or did you think you could help?”

Alexander scratched the back of his head. The first question was legitimate; the second, he thought, was condescending. He didn’t appreciate the comment—or the tone. “I witnessed a body falling. I thought someone might be interested.”

The sarcasm in Alexander’s voice didn’t go unnoticed by Detective Amos. “I apologize. The victim is a young female. It appears she landed face-first. It’s not a pretty sight, and all those assholes standing around taking pictures really pissed me off.”

“Apology accepted. I get it. I have a confession. I took a few pictures too. A couple of the dead girl, but mostly of the crowd.”

The detective looked over his shoulder at the few people still standing next to the yellow police tape. Most of the onlookers had left the scene, already busy posting images of the body on social media. Those who remained watched the coroner load the black body bag into the rear of his van.

The detective studied Alex, who stood 6 feet 4 inches tall, had broad shoulders, and looked to be in good shape. Not muscular, like a gym rat, but fit. “You a cop?”

“No. FBI. Retired.”

“And you think if someone had something to do with the girl’s death, they might have hung around to photograph their handiwork?”

“It’s been known to happen.”

“More often than we know, I’m sure. Did you see anything else?”

“As soon as the body disappeared, I scanned the balconies. I couldn’t tell which floor she fell from, but it had to be near the top. I spotted her about four or five floors down. Just a glimpse—but on one of the upper floors, I’m pretty sure I saw someone duck back into a room.”

“You’re pretty sure?”

Alexander pinched the bridge of his nose. “Our condo is lower. It’s a fairly steep angle, so all I could see was a head and shoulders. Again, it was only a glance. It could have been someone who heard a scream and ran out to see what the commotion was, and when they saw the body below, they ran back inside to call 9-1-1. They may not have even been on the same floor. As I said, I don’t know which balcony she fell from.”

“My partner’s inside the hotel, trying to get an ID and find out which room she was in. We can’t do much without an ID, and I have a feeling she’s going to be hard to identify.”

“Why?”

“Most likely, she’s a prostitute and a junkie as well. I’d bet she was high and either fell or jumped.”

“Could she have been pushed?”

“It’s possible there was a fight, and she was thrown off. Not likely. Guys who take hookers to hotel rooms only want sex. The last thing they want is to get involved in a death. If it was a messed-up hooker and she jumped, whoever rented the room is long gone.”

“He won’t be hard to find.”

Detective Amos laughed. “No. No doubt he left a credit card when he checked in. We’ll give him a few days to stew. Gather more evidence and then go have a little chat with him.”

“Discreetly?”

The detective laughed again, louder this time. “In case he’s a family man? It all depends. I’d hate to ruin his life if he was only getting a little strange while on an out-of-town business trip or vacation.”

Alexander nodded. “I like the attitude. I know a lot of cops who would go in with guns blazing.”

“I’m homicide. I couldn’t care less what people do—as long as they don’t kill anyone. Before you say anything, I know, I’m sworn to uphold all laws. Well, we’re too short-handed to care about people having sex. As long as they’re adults and it’s consensual.”

“I understand. We could talk about ethics all night. For now, I should let you get back to work.”

Amos reached into his suit jacket. “Here’s my card. If you think of anything else, give me a call. Do you have any ID?”

“I don’t. I left the condo in such a hurry that I forgot my wallet. I can run back and get it.”

Alexander’s attire—boat shoes, khaki shorts, and a Hawaiian shirt—had not gone unnoticed by Detective Amos. “No, it’s fine. Give me your name, address, email, and phone number.”

Amos wrote down Alexander’s information. “To refresh my memory, where were you when you saw the body fall?”

“On my balcony. There.” Once again, Alexander pointed to the eight-story condominium building in the distance. Its orange roof glowed brightly against the evening sky. “We’re on the fourth floor.”

“We?”

“I live with my girlfriend.”

“Was she there when you saw the victim fall?”

“Yes, but she was inside. I ran past her on the way out.”

“That’s all I have. I appreciate you waiting around and talking to me. I’ll be in touch if I have anything further.”

“I’ll be around. Would you mind keeping me updated on the case? I’m curious what happened to her.”

“Not likely. You’re retired, right?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah, I’m not at liberty to share any details about an ongoing investigation.”

“I didn’t think so, but I had to ask. Thanks.”

Detective Amos gave him a sly grin. “Tell you what. Send me all the pictures you took at the scene, and I’ll see what I can do about giving you an update.”

“Deal.” Alexander glanced at his watch. “It’s getting late. I’ll send you the images in the morning.”

The men shook hands. Alexander strolled toward the street as a uniformed officer rolled up the yellow caution tape. Firefighters washed the pavement where the girl had landed. By morning, there would be nothing to indicate that a young woman had died there. No sign of the blood, bone, or brain fragments on the concrete.


TWO

Jerry Kurtz sat on the end of his brown leather sofa with a bottle of beer in one hand and a Smith & Wesson Model 19 357 magnum in the other. He set the beer bottle on the end table, double-checked that the cylinder was empty, aimed the gun at the muted television, and squeezed the trigger.

The heavyset man, dancing like a fool on the LED screen, kept dancing. The sixty-five-inch TV was still intact. There was no ringing in Jerry’s ears. But, for a split second, the feeling of euphoria reduced the anxiety that had been building since he was given the news earlier in the day.

Jerry was still pointing the revolver in the general direction of the television when he heard the knock on the front door of his condo. Before he could react, the door swung open. He instinctively pointed the gun in the direction of the door.

Sam stepped through the door, saw the gun pointed at her, and impulsively turned sideways and dropped to her knees. “What the hell, Jerry?”

After he lowered his weapon and Sam’s heartbeat slowed, Jerry said, “I’m sorry. I just put a round through that big son-of-a-bitch’s head.”

Sam—Samantha Barnes—stood and stared at her friend. She was sure he was speaking metaphorically, but he was a trained killer. Sam’s primary mission, like most CIA agents, was intelligence gathering and analysis. Jerry was Staff D. Kill Squad. Trained in lethal techniques and weaponry for covert operations.

“So, other than killing the president, how are you doing?”

“Much better, thanks.”

“Maybe I should try it,” Sam said.

Jerry spun the cylinder one more time to make sure it was empty, then handed her the 357. “It’s empty. Go ahead.”

Sam raised the gun and pointed it at the TV. The image on the TV changed to an attractive woman touting a cream that would significantly reduce itch…fast.

“You missed your opportunity,” Jerry said. “You hesitated. Never hesitate.”

“There’ll be other chances. You mind if I grab a beer?” Sam headed to the refrigerator. If Jerry answered her, she didn’t hear him. She returned a few seconds later with two beers and set one next to his near-empty bottle on the end table.

She took a swig from her bottle and sat on the couch. “What are you going to do?”

“I haven’t given it much thought. I’ve only been unemployed for a few hours. What about you?”

Sam glanced at the TV. The local weather came on. She had missed her opportunity to take her imaginary shot at the president. “Same. I might not do anything for a few weeks and see if this gets reversed. I’ll update my resume, but I doubt I’ll do any serious job hunting. I’m not sure what I could do. How many job openings are there for a person with a psych degree and a tad over two years with the CIA?”

Jerry laughed. “I bet more than for a guy who’s trained to kill people.”

“I don’t know. You might be in high demand. Seriously, you have other skills.”

“I was a math major. Joined the CIA right out of college and went to the Farm after CIA 101. I’m sure I can become an analyst somewhere, but I’ll be starting at the bottom.”

Sam noticed the president was back on the TV. She grabbed the Smith from the couch, cocked, aimed, and squeezed the trigger. She smiled when the hammer slammed down on an empty chamber. “That does feel good.” She repeated the process six or seven times until a commercial came on.

“You know, one shot would likely do the trick. A double-tap for good measure. What you did was overkill. Besides, it’s a Smith & Wesson. You only get six.”

“I know, but it was fun. I’m sorry, dry firing probably isn’t great for the gun either.”

“It’s fine. Smiths can handle it, but don’t make a habit out of it.”

Sam put the gun on the couch. “We should get pictures of him and go to a range and actually put a few holes in his head. I haven’t shot much, but I did qualify. I bet I can hit him every time from twenty feet.”

“I bet you could. Unfortunately, neither the owners of the range nor the other shooters—especially the other shooters—would appreciate you putting holes in the president’s head. They’re liable to shoot you.”

“Oh, yeah. Good point. It was a thought.”

“It was. But we need to stick with pretend shooting and do it in the privacy of my living room.”

“Maybe not,” Sam said.

Jerry waited for her to continue the next line, but she went to the kitchen for another beer instead.

When she returned, she turned off the TV and hovered over her friend. “The CIA killed one president, why can’t they…or we…kill another?”

Jerry chuckled, but then realized she was serious.

Sam sat on the couch and faced Jerry. “There’s a bunch of us that lost our jobs today because of that jerk. We’d have to approach them delicately, but I’d bet several would be on board.”

Jerry was trying to wrap his head around what he’d heard. “Let’s back up a bit. You said the CIA killed one president. I assume you mean Kennedy.”

“Yes, of course.”

“There’s no proof.”

“No. The CIA did its job. But there are clues.”

“Clues? Or conspiracy theories?”

“Facts. Facts that tell the story. You can call them what you want, but when you put it together, it’s obvious Oswald didn’t act alone. I’m sure he was involved, but I’m not convinced he was the shooter.”

Jerry took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Okay, let’s hear the facts.”

Sam squinted at him.

Jerry recognized her disdain and could tell she thought he was patronizing her. “Please, tell me. I’m interested in your thoughts.”

“Well, what jumps out at me is when Oswald was arrested, a reporter asked him if he killed the president. He said he was a patsy. Who says that? Had he killed Kennedy, he would have said, ‘No,’ or ‘It wasn’t me.’ He’d deny it. If he hadn’t shot Kennedy, he would have been confused and said something along the lines of, ‘I have no idea what they’re talking about.’ But, instead, he said, ‘I’m a patsy.’ He knew he was being framed and, most likely, who was framing him.”

Jerry crossed his arms and wrinkled his forehead. “Oswald’s claim that he was a patsy is compelling. In fact, those words became fodder for conspiracy theorists. But it doesn’t mean the CIA was involved.”

“No, of course not. But that’s only one item. There’s the limo driver—”

“William Greer.”

“Right. I’m surprised you knew who it was.”

Jerry smirked. “I know a bit about the assassination. Most agents have done a little research into it at some point.”

“So, you’re aware that the first shot, the one right after the limo made the turn, most likely hit the traffic light.”

“I’ve heard that, yes.”

“There’s a gunshot. Mr. Greer was with the Secret Service. He would know the sound of a gunshot. But he didn’t speed up. He kept the car at the same pace. Then the second shot. He still didn’t accelerate. It’s only after the third shot, the kill shot, that he turns around, sees JFK with his head blown apart, and speeds up.”

Jerry nodded, agreeing with Sam’s assessment.

“There’s more, but those two examples should prove that there was a conspiracy. Oswald was a loner with ties to Russia. Greer was with the Secret Service. Someone had to put them together, and who better to orchestrate it than the CIA?”

“My money’s on the Mafia.”

“The Mafia? You’re kidding.”

“I’m not. Sure, the CIA could arrange an assassination, but there wouldn’t be a patsy. No one would ever know who did it. The Mafia, on the other hand, haphazardly recruited Oswald, Greer, and a few others to do the job. Then, they recruited Jack Ruby to kill Oswald to shut him up and to send a message to all the others involved—keep quiet or die.”

“Ruby knew he’d be caught. Do you think he’d willingly shoot Oswald, knowing he’d go to prison for the rest of his life, for the Mafia?”

“If they told him it was either him or Oswald. Give him a choice—life in prison or a slow, painful death now.”

Sam took a long pull from the beer bottle. “You make a valid argument for Mafia involvement. Does that mean you actually believe they were involved?”

“Not sure. Whether Oswald was the shooter or, as he claimed, a patsy, I don’t know. If I’m being honest, the CIA could have been involved. The Warren Commission investigated and came up with an eight-hundred-plus page report saying Oswald acted alone. Lee Harvey Oswald didn’t act alone. The only way they could have come to that conclusion is if the evidence was tampered with.”

“And who better to hinder an investigation than the CIA?”

“Exactly.”

Sam ran her fingers through her brown hair. “Wait. So now you’re saying the CIA was involved?”

“Yeah, I guess I am…to some extent…I don’t know. Having said all that, it’s possible Oswald took a rifle to work, waited at the window for the motorcade, shot three times, which hit the president twice, got caught, knew they had him, and said he was a patsy to throw the detectives off.”

Sam threw her hands in the air. “You’ve come full circle! What do you believe?”

Jerry stood and looked at the woman on his couch. “I believe we will never know. It’s been over sixty years. Everyone who may have had even the least amount of involvement is dead. There’s not going to be any new evidence. Unless someone wrote a true confession—a documented confession—and buried it in a time capsule, we’ll never know what happened on that day in 1963. I need to water my horse. I’ll be right back.”

Jerry disappeared down the hall toward the bathroom, leaving Sam to think about what he’d said. She put her head in her hands, trying to make sense of what she and Jerry were contemplating.

A few minutes later, Jerry returned from the bathroom. “I can tell you’re thinking about it.”

Sam leaned back and rubbed her eyes. “I have. I can’t believe we discussed the idea of assassinating the president.”

“I had a few seconds to mull it over, too. It was an interesting topic of conversation, but I’d never do it.”

“Right. No matter how much he deserves it, it’s not in me.” Sam paused for a moment, then cocked her head. “Having said that, the idea that the CIA was behind the Kennedy assassination intrigues me. Could they have pulled it off?”

“It would be a hell of an op if they did.”

“It would. Could we do it?”

Jerry raised an eyebrow. “I thought—”

“I don’t mean do it—just plan it. Work out the details. Figure out the how, the where, and the players.”

“You want to plan an assassination down to the smallest details, but not go through with it?”

“Yes. Exactly.”

“You realize if we get caught, no one would believe we’re only planning the assassination. That’s conspiracy. Conspiracy to murder. The penalties for conspiracy are damn near as harsh as for murder.”

“We’ll have to be extremely careful.”


THREE

Alexander was breathing hard when he reached the condo door. He pressed his thumb to the sensor. A green flash—then the bolt clicked open. Jana was waiting inside the door.

“Are you okay? You’re winded.”

“I’m fine. Maybe a bit upset by what I saw. I took the steps instead of the elevator, trying to clear my head.”

“Would a scotch help?”

“Tremendously. Do you mind making it?”

“Not at all,” Jana said, heading for the kitchen.

“I’ll be on the balcony.”

Instead of sitting in his usual chair, Alexander leaned against the metal rail and stared at the hotel he had just come from. He held his hand in a “thumbs-up” position and eyeballed the column of rooms directly above the point where he believed the girl had landed.

“I can tell you’re in deep thought. Care to share?” Jana said, handing him a scotch on the rocks in a stemless wine glass. She had a glass of white wine.

“It was a young girl. Hard to tell her age, but I’d bet she was barely eighteen.” Alexander took a sip of the whiskey. “Nude, except for panties. If you call them that.”

“A nude young girl. What did she look like?”

“Don’t know. She landed face-first on the concrete driveway.”

Jana gasped. “Do you think…it was…an accident?”

“I’d say no. I’ve been staring at that building, trying to reconstruct exactly what I saw. It was brief. A body falling. I don’t recall any movement, except for her dropping. If she had fallen, been pushed, or thrown off, I feel she would have been kicking her legs, waving her arms, and probably screaming. She just fell. Either already dead, unconscious, or drugged.”

Jana put her arm around Alexander’s waist and hugged him. “I’m sorry you saw her fall. I’m sure the police will find out what happened.”

“I hope so. I’ve been studying the building. I know where she landed, so I know about where she fell from. I don’t know which floor. Best I can recall, I noticed her around the fifth or sixth floor. While I was at the scene, I counted the floors with balconies. There are ten. She had to fall from the top four or five floors. I’m sure the detective got CCTV footage from the hotel. They should know exactly which room. I’ll let him know my thoughts in the morning.” Alexander continued to stare at the hotel.

“Alex.”

“Yeah?”

“Look at me.”

Alexander slowly turned his head.

“Let the cops handle it.”

“Don’t worry, I will.” After a few moments of silence, he sighed. “I want to share what I know with them while it’s fresh. As I said, once they see the video, they’ll know exactly which room she was in and who was with her. It won’t be hard to track down whoever was with her—if they haven’t already. Finding evidence that it was murder and not an accident will be more difficult. That’s why they need to know what I saw. Of course, the tox report will tell them if she’d been drugged and, if she was, to what extent. That still doesn’t prove it was murder. Whoever was with her could say she was high and fell. With no witnesses…”

Jana slapped the railing. “That sucks. Are you saying if you want to kill a person, all you have to do is take them to a high-rise building, throw them off, and claim it was an accident?”

“There’s a little more to it. Computer models can simulate how a body would fall under different circumstances. The pathologists can analyze the injuries, looking for inconsistencies that might suggest foul play preceding the fall. If there are no witnesses or other conclusive evidence, it’s not always possible to determine with a hundred percent certainty whether the person was pushed or fell. The fact that I saw what appeared to be a limp body falling should be enough for them to give it a thorough investigation.”

Jana swirled the wine in her glass. “I’m sure the detectives know, but it seems to me, if I’m falling from a building, even if I’m committing suicide, I wouldn’t go face-first. Maybe on my back, if I could. I don’t know. Now that I think about it, I wouldn’t go feet first. It would be quick, but shattering my legs right before I die doesn’t sound like the way to go.”

Alexander laughed. “You make an interesting point. I never investigated a jumper. I wonder if they consider the landing. Head first would be the way to go, but not face first. People are vain. They don’t want to mess up their faces. If they were falling and couldn’t roll to their back, they’d use their arms to cover their face, or at least turn their head.”

Jana shivered. “Jeez, Alex. Let’s change the subject. This one gives me the willies.”

“The willies? I haven’t heard that saying in a long time.”

“I haven’t had them in a long time.”

“Do you know what they are?”

“Huh? The willies? Something that kinda makes your skin crawl. Or gives you goose bumps.”

“Close enough.” The origin of the term was, in Alexander’s opinion, interesting. Still, he wasn’t particularly in the mood to tell it, and he had a good idea Jana couldn’t care less. He decided to save it for another time. Instead, he said, “I could use another drink. Shall we go in?”

Jana agreed, and they went inside where Jana refilled their glasses and joined Alexander on the long sofa.

Jana watched him for several seconds. “Alex, are you okay?”

“Sorry, it just dawned on me that the top four or five rooms in line with where the body fell were dark.”

“They could be unoccupied. Or the blackout curtains were drawn.”

“At least one room was occupied. The one the girl was in before she fell. Someone was in the room with the girl. It hasn’t been that long since I left. The detective hadn’t even gone inside yet. There should be a forensics team going over every inch of that room.”

“Maybe the forensics hadn’t arrived. Or they don’t know for sure which room it is.”

“Excuse me a sec.” Alexander walked back onto the balcony, picked up his binoculars, and focused on the hotel's top rooms in line with where the body fell. He could see that the curtains were open and all the rooms were dark. He lowered the binoculars, let out a harrumph, and went back inside. He added ice and scotch to his glass and joined Jana on the couch.

“The rooms that she could have possibly fallen from are dark. I don’t like it.”

*****

Sam paced throughout her one-bedroom apartment in McLean, Virginia. She loved her apartment, which was only about fifteen minutes from Langley. The bedroom was small, but it had plenty of room for her. Because the bedroom was small, the kitchen and living room were spacious for a 750-square-foot apartment. The view was amazing.

Most mornings, Sam would either be at the office or sitting on her couch, enjoying a cup of coffee. Being unemployed, she felt she should be sitting on the porch with her coffee, enjoying the view. Instead, she paced, thinking about her conversation the night before with Jerry Kurtz.

In her heart, she knew there was no way she’d ever attempt an assassination of the president, no matter how corrupt and incompetent he was. But she couldn’t help smiling when she thought about it. But it would be fun to see if they could pull it off.

To get her mind off murder, Sam tried to remember when her lease was up. Now unemployed, with her job prospects in McLean and DC limited, she would have to move from her three-thousand-dollar-a-month apartment. The thought depressed her.

Her phone buzzed. She opened the message.

Jerry: I bet I know what you’re thinking.

Sam: You’d probably be right.

Jerry: Can I come by?

Sam: Sure.

Jerry: Be there in ten.

Sam wondered if his coming by was a good idea. She glanced around the apartment. It was clean enough for Jerry. She wasn’t a slob, but cleaning wasn’t her forte. If she cleaned the bathroom once a month, she was happy. After paying rent, her salary as a CIA analyst didn’t leave enough money for a housekeeper. At least not monthly.

Jerry arrived exactly ten minutes after his last text. Once inside, he glanced around the apartment. “Oh, man, I’ve always loved this place.”

Sam sighed. “Me too. I’m sure I’ll have to move when the lease is up.”

“When’s that? You might find a new job close by.”

“Not likely. Even if I did, I couldn’t afford this place. I’d already reached a GS-11 pay grade. I’ll be starting over. Entry level.”

“Maybe so, but you’re still better off than me. I have no idea what I’m going to do. Luckily, I’ve got a decent nest egg. Because I traveled the world for my job, I didn’t spend money on travel or food. I have a beater car, and I rent a small, dirt-cheap garage apartment. Cheap for McLean and DC standards anyway.”

“Any idea what you’ll do when you have to find a job?” Sam wasn’t sure if she should ask.

“I’ll probably end up with a police department as an intelligence analyst. Same as you, most likely.”

Sam hadn’t considered her future. Too soon. “I hope there’s plenty of those jobs available. Every out-of-work agent is going to be applying.” She stared out the window and said, “I don’t know. I may look for a totally different line of work. Move to Florida and become a skipper on the Jungle Cruise.”

Jerry laughed. “That’s funny. I can’t see you spending your day telling dad jokes. Especially for fifteen bucks an hour.”

“They make that much? Sign me up.”

Jerry laughed again, then turned serious. “Speaking of Florida, you want to take a ride down there with me?”

“To Disney World? Are you serious?”

“More like Fort Lauderdale.”

“Fort Lauderdale? Why? Oh, I know. Shit!”

“Yep. You know why. I thought we could find an extended-stay hotel and set up shop. Do a little reconnaissance while we take in the sights. Would you mind sharing a room?”

Jerry Kurtz stood five-nine, two inches taller than Sam. He was attractive with a firm jaw, brown eyes, and a full head of sandy-blonde hair. Sam considered him a good friend but was never romantically attracted to him.

“Uh, share a room? Jerry, I—”

“Sam! Have I ever been inappropriate with you?”

“No, now that you mention it, you haven’t.”

“Have you ever wondered why?”

Sam squirmed in her chair and didn’t make eye contact with him. “No. We work together. I always thought we were friends.”

“We are. But, also, you’re not my cup of tea.”

The comment surprised Sam. She had shoulder-length brown hair, blue eyes, and an average but well-toned body—compliments of the apartment gym where she worked out five days a week. Most men found her attractive.

Her head snapped toward Jerry. “What exactly is your type?”

Jerry stared at her, head cocked. An awkward lull ensued.

“You like bigger boobs?”

He smirked. “No. Actually, I prefer smaller. Much smaller.”

Sam tilted her head.

“Samantha, seriously, you don’t know? I’m gay.”


FOUR

When Jana awoke the following morning, she knew something was amiss when Alexander wasn’t beside her. She was the early bird, normally getting up around six. He would usually sleep until eight or eight-thirty.

There was only one thing that would get him up this hour…that girl.

She wondered if he’d slept at all or if every time he closed his eyes, he would see the image of the girl’s face planted into the parking lot of the hotel.

Knowing Alexander would prefer to be alone with his thoughts, Jana lounged in bed until a full bladder and a parched mouth forced her out. After using the bathroom, she went into the kitchen. Alexander was sitting on the balcony.

Jana filled a cup with coffee and joined him. “You been up long?”

“Not too long. Awake, yes. Up, no. I didn’t sleep well last night.”

Jana took a sip of coffee and looked at the hotel. “I figured. So you’ve been sitting here staring at the hotel?”

“Basically, yes.”

“Anything happening?”

“Nope. The rooms of interest are all dark.”

“Rooms of interest?”

“Those are the rooms that are three windows over from the left side of the hotel. Then, from the top floor and the four below it. The more I stare at that damn building, the surer I am that I spotted the girl falling when she was even with the fifth balcony from the top. She had to come from the top five floors, three balconies from the left.”

“And nothing is going on in any of those rooms?” Jana asked.

“I can’t see the top floor all that well, but the four rooms below it are dark.”

Jana put her hand on Alexander’s shoulder. “I know it was traumatizing seeing that girl lying in the street like that. Are you going to be all right? Do you want to talk to a professional?”

“Like a shrink?”

“Yeah. It wouldn’t hurt.”

“I’ll be fine. What I want to do is talk to that detective. I’ve got a few questions for him.”

“What kind of questions?”

Alexander took a drink of his now lukewarm coffee. He wiped his chin on the top of his sleeve. “I want to ask if he has the girl’s name and if he knows anything about her. If they figured out which room she was in, and of course, if they know what happened.”

“He’ll share the information with you if he has it?”

“It’s an ongoing investigation, so he won’t tell me much, but he should give me the basics. He seemed to be a seasoned detective. He’ll be forthcoming.”

Jana sat next to Alexander and put her hand on his thigh. “What do you plan to do with this information once you have it?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Alexander replied. “Knowing who she was, if she had any family, and most importantly, what happened—was it an accident, murder, or suicide—will give me closure. Then I’ll be able to get her out of my head.”

Jana studied his cold blue eyes. She could tell he was only telling half the truth. He’d be satisfied only if the case were simple and clean. If the girl had been high and fallen, or suicidal and jumped. Even if someone had thrown her off the balcony, an arrest would at least give Alexander answers he could live with.

But any unanswered questions would eat away at him like buzzards pecking away at roadkill. Jana hoped he’d get closure quickly, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t.

“I glanced at the pictures I took at the scene. No smoking gun. No one standing around stood out.”

“Except you. Taking pictures.”

“Everyone was taking pictures. Most so they could post on Instagram or Facebook. I took pictures as evidence. I planned to give them to the police.”

“Have you?”

“Not yet. I’m going to send them to the detective this morning along with my questions. Since I’m sending the pictures, he’ll be more likely to answer me.”

“I hope so. I’m going in for coffee and to do Wordle. You want coffee?”

Alexander didn’t answer. Jana watched him swipe through a couple of pictures on his phone, then she went inside.

The images were as clear in Alexander’s mind as they were on his phone. He zoomed in on each photo and studied the faces of the people who had encircled the graphic and grotesque splattering of biological matter.

From his limited experience with physiognomy, no one stood out to him as being involved in the incident. Most of them were expressionless. A few appeared physically upset by what they were seeing, yet were unable to turn away. The images revealed nothing new.

As much as he didn’t want to, Alexander zoomed in on the girl. From her back, it was impossible to tell her age. Still, he estimated she was young, between seventeen and twenty-one. Her hair was black, and her skin was light brown. She was likely Hispanic. Given that this is South Florida, Cuban would be a good guess.

Beginning at her feet, Alexander inspected the lifeless body inch by inch. He was looking for any soft-tissue damage inconsistent with a fall from a tall building. Since the girl landed face-first, any lacerations, bruises, or contusions on her back would indicate foul play.

Alexander’s stomach tightened at how the young girl’s limbs were unnaturally splayed. The feeling worsened as he inched upward along her torso. Her skull was split open like a coconut. The coir fibers were replaced by a matted wad of jet-black hair. Her brain matter was propelled mainly forward, forming a carpet of goo on the hotel parking lot.

Seeing corpses wasn’t a new experience for Alexander, but this corpse was particularly gruesome. He put his phone down, took a deep breath, and swallowed hard. His focus turned back to the hotel where she had fallen. He shook his head to clear the images from his mind, then checked his phone. 6:47 AM.

“Way too early for alcohol,” he whispered.

*****

Jerry Kurtz’s revelation lingered in Sam’s mind the next morning. She’d always thought he was attractive, if a little diminutive, but after two years of friendship, she’d had no idea he was gay. She found herself wondering why he’d never told her. Had he not been ready to come out? She tried not to dwell on it, but she couldn’t help but feel a bit hurt that he hadn’t trusted her enough to confide in her.

After finishing the last of her morning protein shake, Sam headed to the apartment gym. She wanted one final workout before she and Jerry drove south. As she warmed up on the treadmill, her thoughts drifted back to their conversation from the night before.

Then it dawned on her.

Jerry had been with the agency for ten years. As far as Sam knew, his record was impeccable. On the other hand, she had also joined the CIA immediately after college. She’d only been with them for two and a half years. It made sense that she was let go. But why Jerry?

In Sam’s mind, there was only one reason. He’d been outed. The current administration was purging the government of gays. It didn’t matter if they were a CIA agent or a four-star general. If they were gay, they were gone. Even being a supporter of gay rights or DEI was grounds for termination.

“Assholes!” Sam said much louder than she intended due to the music level of her earbuds. She glanced around the gym. She was alone. “Fucking assholes.”

She cranked the treadmill faster to channel her anger into her workout. Her Apple Watch flashed an incoming call notification just as her leg muscles began to burn. It was Jerry. Sam slowed the machine to a walk and answered her phone.

“Did I get you at a bad time?”

“Uh, no. Why?”

“You’re breathing heavily. I thought you were—”

“No, I’m in the gym. Working out.” Sam could tell by Jerry’s tone what he was thinking.

“That’s what I was going to say,” Jerry said sarcastically.

“Sure, you were. What’s up?”

“Are you ready for a road trip?”

“A road trip? Seriously?”

“Yes, we talked about going to Florida.”

“I know, but I didn’t expect it would be so soon.” Sam stopped walking.

“I talked to a friend of mine who was also fired. He wants in. He’s got a condo in Fort Lauderdale. We can stay with him.”

Sam wiped her face with a towel. “Jerry, are you kidding? I’m not sure you should be telling people what we’re doing.”

“I agree, but you are the one who said we should recruit others. His name is Willie. He’s a good friend, and he’s in the same boat.”

Sam wanted to ask how close they were. She had never been comfortable with public displays of affection between men. Other than occasional bouts of jealousy when she saw a particularly good-looking gay man, she had no feelings one way or the other towards them. She did wonder if her discomfort was from an internalized homophobia. She decided against asking.

“So he is ex-CIA?”

“Yes. He spent a lot of time in the Caribbean. Mostly Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Martinique, and Trinidad and Tobago. That’s why he lives in South Florida. It was a short hop to the islands.”

“He was recently fired as well?”

“Yep. Another casualty of the current administration.”

Sam felt her face flush. “I assume he’s Black.”

“Very. Most likely a victim of the DEI purge.”

“He was a DEI hire?”

“Not hardly. Willie’s got a Master’s in Political Science from Tulane. Smart guy. But he’s from deep Cajun country. He can dumb it down and talk coon-ass with the best of ‘em. I shouldn’t say this, but he looks dumber than a stump, too. You know how there are people who just look dumb?”

Sam laughed. “I do. I bet he was a good agent.”

“Top notch. He’s excited about our ‘experiment’.”

“I’m glad someone is.” Sam’s voice trembled.

“Are you getting cold feet? Do you want to call it off?”

“I know we aren’t going through with an assassination attempt, but…I don’t know…I keep thinking about what might happen if what we’re doing gets out. The authorities might not believe it’s an ‘experiment’. We could end up in serious trouble.”

Neither of them spoke for several seconds.

“I know. Other than Willie, no one will know,” Jerry finally said. “We’ll discuss it only in person or on the phone. No texts or emails. No trail.”

“That should be safe. Perhaps we should get burner phones and use them when we’re discussing. You know as well as I how easy it is to bug a cell phone.”

Jerry didn’t feel burner phones were necessary. Yes, what they were planning could get them in hot water. Still, nothing they were going to do should put them on the radar of any intelligence organization. He decided to appease Sam.

“Let’s wait until we get a little further along. If we decide it would be better or necessary, we’ll get the phones.”

“I guess that makes sense.” Sam took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Her diaphragmatic breath didn’t go unnoticed.

“We’ll be fine,” Jerry reassured. “What time can you be ready? Pack for a couple of weeks.”

“Uh, I need to shower and pack. Give me a couple of hours.”

“Perfect. I don’t know if my old car will make it to Florida, so I’m renting one. A rep from the car rental company is picking me up in an hour. I’ll come back, load my stuff, and pick you up. We’re getting a late start, but I figure we can drive for five or six hours before we stop for the night.”

“Sounds good,” Sam said, hoping her reluctance wasn’t apparent.

“Oh, Willie said we use a code name for the president. He suggested ‘Cockwomble’.”


FIVE

At 9:30, Alexander sent the photos from the scene to Detective Amos.

Ten minutes later, a reply landed in his inbox. After reading the email, Alexander reread it. “Is he kidding?”

“What?” Jana asked.

“What?” Alexander echoed. “Oh, I got an email from the detective. He said, ‘Thanks for the photos. The case is closed.’’’

“That was fast,” Jana said.

Alexander crossed his arms and stared at the laptop on his lap. “Too fast. I doubt they even have the toxicology reports.”

“Could they have had a compelling reason to close the case? Like a confession? Did he mention the outcome?”

“No. He said the case was closed. I’m going to text him with a few questions.”

“Alex, why don’t you forget about it. Let’s go to your place in Texas. You haven’t been fishing in forever. That would take your mind off that girl.”

Alexander leaned back. His eyes darted around the condo. “Going fishing does sound good. But I wouldn’t be able to enjoy it until I know what happened to the girl.”

“I get it,” Jana said. “Once a detective…you do what you have to do. An old friend is in town and asked if I wanted to meet for lunch later.”

“An old friend?”

“Yeah, from way back. She’s in town for a few days.”

“Enjoy,” Alexander said. Another time, he might have asked for details. At the moment, his mind was on the girl and Detective Amos.

Should he email or text? He chose to text. The text would be long, but he could confirm whether Amos received it. It would be harder for the detective to ignore his request.

Diana Krall crooned softly from the high-end audio system while Alexander stared at his phone. What he thought would be a simple text was anything but. He had so many questions. It was likely that the detective would only answer one or two, maybe three, but not the dozens Alexander had swirling in his head.

“Why was the case closed?” was the question Alexander most wanted to ask…and get an answer to. But he had a feeling the direct approach might not be the best. In an attempt to organize his thoughts, he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He sat quietly, listening to Diana. His mind wandered to an unrelated question: What did Diana see in Elvis Costello?

A slight smile crossed Alexander’s lips. Wondering why Diana Krall married Elvis Costello was the first time since he witnessed the girl fall from the building that he hadn’t thought about her. After a deep breath, he went back to the text he had been trying to compose for the past twenty minutes.

“What the hell?” he said aloud. “I’m not writing a novel. Ask the damn question.”

After writing, deleting, and rewriting several times, Alexander decided to keep his text to Detective Amos simple:

Detective, you said the case was closed. I have questions—lots of questions—for my own peace of mind. Did you identify the girl? Did you figure out what happened…why she ended up on the pavement in front of the hotel? Were any arrests made?

If Detective Amos replied and answered any of the questions, Alexander would press for details unless it happened to be an open-and-shut case. If the girl was tossed off the balcony, and the person who threw her off was waiting in the hotel room and confessed. That would make it a closed case. Alexander didn’t believe that was what happened. He pressed the blue arrow on his phone’s display to send the text.

Scott Hamilton’s tenor sax was streaming through Pandora. The music was so clean and pure that it gave him goose bumps. He closed his eyes and let the soft jazz carry his mind far away from the dead girl who had infiltrated his head and refused to leave.

He had just begun to relax when his phone rang.

*****

Sam was pacing in her condo when Jerry pulled up and parked a newer model Ford Edge. Before he could get out, she was halfway to the car, pushing her twenty-four-inch, aqua blue, hard-sided suitcase.

“What took you so long?” she asked when she reached Jerry, standing outside the car.

“I wanted an SUV. The rental company said they had one. Then they had to wait for one. They finally showed up with it. Late. Since it’s going to be a long trip, I thought a SUV would be more comfortable than a little sedan.”

“That makes sense. I thought you might have changed your mind about the trip.”

“Were you hoping I had?”

“It’s hard to say. I’m still not sold on the idea of plotting to assassinate the president of the United States, but I can’t sit around the condo all day and mope. A road trip will be fun. I’ll worry about the operation another…uh, what did you call it?”

“I didn’t name the operation. We have a code name for the president: Cockwomble.”

“What the hell is ‘cockwomble’?”

“I’m glad you asked. I had to Google it.” Jerry walked to the rear of the SUV and opened the hatch. He tossed Sam’s bright blue bag next to his plain black bag. “Hop in. I’ll explain on the road.”

When Sam got in the passenger side, Jerry was already seated, typing on his phone. “Fort Lauderdale is roughly fifteen hours from here. One thousand miles straight down I-95.”

“Oh, that sounds fun.”

Jerry ignored her sarcastic tone. “Is there any place you’d like to see on the way down?”

“What’s there to see between here and Florida?”

Jerry didn’t need his phone to get from Sam’s condo to I-95. Once they were out of her neighborhood, he said, “I’m sure there’s lots to see. Beaches, theme parks, golf, and NASA. Probably a lot more.”

“Disney World!”

“Yeah, there is that. When we get to Florida. Do you want to go?”

“I don’t know. I was there once when I was little. It would be fun to go again. I bet it’s changed a lot in the last fifteen years.”

Jerry shrugged. “I’ve never been. I did see the Jungle Cruise movie. We should stop on the way back.”

“A celebration stop. Or it would be, if what we were planning was going to happen.” Sam watched as Jerry made his way to the freeway. “Jerry, I’ve got two questions. Why didn’t we fly to Florida, and when are you going to tell me what a cockwomble is?”

*****

“This is Alex.”

“Alex, this is Detective Amos. I got your text. I thought I’d give you a call.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it. What can you tell me?”

There was a hesitation before the reply. “Nothing.”

“Nothing? You—”

“Not over the phone. You said you lived near the hotel, right?”

“Yes, about a block west.”

There was another hesitation from Amos, much longer than the first. “There’s a Starbucks on Beach Road, close to where you were last night.”

“I know it.”

“Can you meet me there in half an hour?”

Alexander knew the place well. It was a four-minute walk from his condo. “I can. It’s close. I can be there anytime.”

“Thirty minutes.” Detective Amos hung up.

*****

Jerry followed Dolly Maddison Boulevard to the Capital Beltway Outer Loop. Traffic wasn’t overly heavy, so he stayed in the main lanes instead of jumping into the express lane. He drove at the posted speed limit, even as cars flew past him.

Fifteen minutes later, he took the exit toward Richmond and merged onto Interstate 95. It hadn’t been a difficult drive, but Sam noticed Jerry’s intense focus, punctuated by his deathlike grip on the steering wheel.

Once on I-95, Jerry seemed to relax. His breathing had steadied. Sam was now more interested in the answer to her first question.

“Jerry, why didn’t we fly to Florida?”

“I don’t drive a lot—”

“No shit.”

Jerry gave her a sideways glance. “I grew up in New York City. We didn’t own a car. I was in college before I learned to drive. In DC, I usually take public transportation or Uber. I have my old junker, but I only drive it short distances or when I’m going to the store and will have groceries. For work, I was usually in a foreign country where I didn’t drive. To answer your question, since I’ll be getting a new job, I felt I needed to get more comfortable driving. What better way than a thousand-mile road trip?”

Sam had already kicked off her sneakers. She stretched her legs out as far as they would go. “I guess I’ll get comfortable. You’ll be doing all the driving. I don’t suppose you’d like any driving tips?”

“I’d prefer not.”

After thirty minutes of silence, Jerry asked, “What kind of tips?”

“For one, if you go the speed limit, we’ll never get to Florida. If you’re worried about a ticket, go ten over the limit. Cops rarely stop you for ten over. If you aren’t worried, go twenty over.”

Jerry kept his eyes on the road, occasionally glancing at the speedometer. The section of I-95 they were on had a speed limit of fifty-five miles per hour. Jerry slowly accelerated to sixty-five. “Better?”

“A little. I have a feeling that by the time we get to North Carolina, you’ll be doing fine.”

Sam watched Jerry as he drove. He seemed to relax more and more with each mile. She had to wonder how a man who was a trained killer could be terrified of driving a car. “They didn’t give you pursuit driving classes at spy school?”

“No, they didn’t. They also didn’t give me an Aston Martin DB5 with a machine gun, flame thrower, or ejection seat.”

“Probably because they knew you didn’t know how to drive.”

Jerry gave Sam another side-eye. “How long have we known each other?”

“Uh? Oh. I guess about two years. Why?”

“In all that time, we never talked about much other than the case we were on. Even if we weren’t on a case, we talked about a case…or cases. We never got too personal in our conversations.”

“That’s true. Like you never told me you were gay.”

“No, I didn’t. But it wasn’t you. I pretty much stayed in the closet. Not many people knew.”

She sat quietly, hoping Jerry would divulge more “tea.”

“We’re about thirty minutes into a fifteen-hour road trip,” Jerry said. “I’m already seeing a side of you I didn’t know. I hope we’re still friends by the time we get to Florida.”

“Me too, considering your profession. I mean, ex-profession,” Sam said with a smirk. Jerry gave her a glance but said nothing. She wondered if she had crossed the line.

“Obviously, I’ve never driven this direction. I checked the map. There are lots of places to hide a body between Richmond and Jacksonville.”

Sam leaned forward and glared at Jerry.

He burst out laughing. “Hey, you said it, not me.”

“But you sounded serious. Too serious.”

“Spy school.”

“Touché,” Sam said, leaning back in the seat.
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