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he call came through the office landline, through a system that was
at least twenty years old and had fought off all technological advances. It
was taken by a tattooed receptionist named Felicity, a new girl who would
be gone before she fully understood the phones. They were all leaving, it
seemed, especially the clerical help. Turnover was ridiculous. Morale was
low. The Board on Judicial Conduct had just seen its budget chopped for
the fourth straight year by a legislature that hardly knew it existed.

Felicity managed to route the call down the hall to the cluttered desk
of Lacy Stoltz. “There’s a call on line three,” she announced.

“Who is it?” Lacy asked.

“She wouldn’t say.”

There were so many ways to respond. At that moment, though, Lacy
was bored, and she did not wish to waste the emotional energy necessary
to properly chastise the kid and set her straight. Routines and protocols
were crumbling. Office discipline was waning as BJC spiraled into a
leaderless mess.

As a veteran, the veteran, it was important to set an example.
“Thanks,” she said and punched the blinking light. “Lacy Stoltz.”

“Good afternoon, Ms. Stoltz. Do you have a moment?”

Female, educated, no hint of an accent, mid-forties, give or take three
years. Lacy always played the voice game. “And to whom do I have the
pleasure?”

“My name is Margie for now, but I use other ones.”

Lacy was amused and almost chuckled. “Well, at least you’re up front
about it. It normally takes me some time to work through the aliases.”

Anonymous callers were routine. People with gripes about judges
were always cautious and hesitant to come forward and take on the system.
Almost all feared retaliation from the powers on high.



Margie said, “I’d like to talk to you, somewhere private.”

“My office is private, if you’d like.”

“Oh no,” she snapped, apparently frightened at the thought. “That
won’t work. You know the Siler Building, next door?”

“Of course,” Lacy said as she stood and looked out her window at the
Siler Building, one of several nondescript government addresses in
downtown Tallahassee.

Margie said, “There’s a coffee bar on the ground floor. Can we meet
there?”

“I suppose. When?”

“Now. I’'m on my second latte.”

“Slow down. Give me a few minutes. And you’ll recognize me?”

“Yes. You’re on the website. I’m in the rear, left side.”

Lacy’s office was indeed private. The one to her left was empty,
vacated by an ex-colleague who’d moved on to a bigger agency. Across
the hall an office had been converted into a makeshift storage closet. She
walked toward Felicity and ducked into the office of Darren Trope, a two-
year man already prowling for another job.

“You busy?” she asked as she interrupted whatever he was doing.

“Not really.” It didn’t matter what he was or was not doing. If Lacy
needed anything, Darren belonged to her.

“Need a favor. I’'m stepping over to Siler to meet a stranger who just
admitted that she is using a fake name.”

“Oh, I love the cloak-and-dagger. Sure beats sitting here reading about
some judge who made lewd comments to a witness.”

“How lewd?”

“Pretty graphic.”

“Any photos, videos?”

“Not yet.”

“Let me know if you get them. So, mind stepping over in fifteen
minutes and taking a picture?”

“Sure. No problem. No idea who she is?”

“None whatsoever.”

Lacy left the building, took her time walking around the block,
enjoyed a moment of cool air, and strolled into the lobby of the Siler



Building. It was almost 4:00 p.m. and there were no other customers
drinking coffee at that hour. Margie was at a small table in the rear, to the
left. She waved quickly as though someone might notice and she didn’t
want to get caught. Lacy smiled and walked toward her.

African American, mid-forties, professional, attractive, educated,
slacks and heels and dressed nicer than Lacy, though around BJC these
days any and all attire was allowed. The old boss wanted coats and ties and
hated jeans, but he had retired two years ago and took most of the rules
with him.

Lacy passed the counter where the barista was loafing with both
elbows stuck on the Formica, hands cradling her pink phone that had her
thoroughly fascinated. She did not look up, never thought about greeting a
customer, and Lacy decided to pass on more caffeine anyway.

Without standing, Margie stuck out a hand and said, “Nice to meet
you. Would you like some coffee?”

Lacy smiled, shook her hand, and sat across the square table. “No
thanks. And it’s Margie, right?”

“For now.”

“Okay, we’re off to a bad start. Why are you using an alias?”

“My story will take hours to tell and I’m not sure you want to hear it.”

“Then why bother?”

“Please, Ms. Stoltz.”

“Lacy.”

“Please, Lacy. You have no idea the emotional trauma I’ve been
through trying to get to this point in my life. I'm a wreck right now,
okay?”

She seemed fine, though a bit on edge. Perhaps it was the second latte.
Her eyes darted right and left. They were pretty and surrounded by large
purple frames. The lenses were probably not needed. The glasses were part
of the outfit, a subtle disguise.

Lacy said, “I’m not sure what to say. Why don’t you start talking and
maybe we’ll get somewhere?”

“I’ve read about you.” She reached down into a backpack and deftly
pulled out a file. “The Indian casino case, not long ago. You caught a
judge skimming and put her away. One reporter described it as the largest



bribery scandal in the history of American jurisprudence.” The file was
two inches thick and gave every impression of being immaculately
organized.

Lacy noted the use of the word “jurisprudence.” Odd for a layperson.

“It was a big case,” she said, feigning modesty.

Margie smiled and said, “Big? You broke up a crime syndicate, nailed
the judge, and sent a bunch of people to prison. All are still there, I
believe.”

“True, but it was far from a one-girl takedown. The FBI was heavily
involved. It was a complicated case and some people were killed.”

“Including your colleague, Mr. Hugo Hatch.”

“Yes, including Hugo. Curious. Why all of this research about me?”

Margie folded her hands and rested them on top of the file, which she
had not opened. Her index fingers were shaking slightly. She looked at the
entrance and glanced around again, though no one had entered, no one had
left, no one had moved, not even the barista who was lost in the clouds.
She took a sip from her straw. If it really was her second latte, it had barely
been touched. She had used the word “trauma.” Admitted to being a
“wreck.” Lacy realized the woman was frightened.

Margie said, “Oh, I’m not sure it’s research. Just some stuff off the
Internet. Everything’s out there, you know.”

Lacy smiled and tried to be patient. “I’'m not sure we’re getting
anywhere.”

“Your job is to investigate judges who are accused of wrongdoing,
right?”

“That’s correct.”

“And you’ve been doing it for how long?”

“I’m sorry. Why is this relevant?”

“Please.”

“Twelve years.” Giving that number was like admitting defeat. It
sounded so long.

“How do you get involved in a case?” Margie asked, bouncing
around.

Lacy took a deep breath and reminded herself to be patient. People
with complaints who got this far were often rattled. She smiled and said,



“Well, typically a person with a complaint against a judge will contact us
and we’ll have a meeting. If the gripe appears to have some merit, then the
person will file a formal complaint, which we keep locked up for forty-five
days while we take a look. We call it an assessment. Nine times out of ten
that’s as far as it gets and the complaint is dismissed. If we find possible
wrongdoing, then we notify the judge and he or she has thirty days to
respond. Usually, everybody lawyers up. We investigate, have hearings,
bring in witnesses, the works.”

As she spoke, Darren strolled in alone, disturbed the barista by
ordering decaf, waited on it while ignoring the two women, then took it to
a table on the other side of the room where he opened a laptop and began
what appeared to be some serious work. Without giving the slightest hint,
he aimed the laptop’s camera at Lacy’s back and Margie’s face, zoomed in
for a close shot, and began filming. He took a video and some still shots.

If Margie noticed him it was not apparent.

She listened intently to Lacy and asked, “How often is a judge
removed from office?”

Again, why is this relevant? “Not very often, fortunately. We have
jurisdiction over one thousand judges and the vast majority are honest,
hardworking professionals. Most of the complaints we see are just not that
serious. Disgruntled litigants who didn’t get what they wanted. A lot of
divorce cases. A lot of lawyers mad because they lost. We stay busy, but
for the most part the conflicts are resolved.”

She made the job sound boring, and, after twelve years, it rather felt
that way.

Margie listened carefully, her fingertips tapping the file. She took a
deep breath and asked, “The person who files the complaint, is he or she
always identified?”

Lacy thought for a second and said, “Eventually, yes. It’s quite rare
for the complaining party to remain anonymous.”

“Why?”

“Because the complainant usually knows the facts of the case and
needs to testify against the judge. It’s hard to nail a judge when the people
he ticked off are afraid to come forward. Are you afraid?”



The very word seemed to frighten her. “Yes, you could say that,” she
admitted.

Lacy frowned and appeared bored. “Look, let’s cut to the chase here.
How serious is the behavior that you’re talking about?”

Margie closed her eyes and managed to say, “Murder.”

She immediately opened them and glanced around to see if anyone
had overheard. There was no one close enough to hear anything except
Lacy, who absorbed this with the hard-boiled skepticism she had
developed after so many years on the job. She reminded herself again to be
patient. When she looked at Margie’s eyes again they were wet.

Lacy leaned in a bit closer and softly asked, “Are you suggesting that
one of our sitting judges has committed a murder?”

Margie bit her lip and shook her head. “I know he has.”

“May I ask how you know this?”

“My father was one of his victims.”

Lacy inhaled this and glanced around herself. “Victims? As in more
than one?”

“Yes. I believe my father was his second victim. I’m not sure which
number, but I’'m certain of his guilt.”

“Interesting.”

“That’s an understatement. How many complaints have you had about
judges killing people?”

“Well, none.”

“Exactly. In the history of America, how many judges have been
convicted of murder while on the bench?”

“I’ve never heard of one.”

“Exactly. Zero. So don’t dismiss this as something ‘interesting.

“Didn’t mean to offend.”

Across the way, Darren finished his important business and left.
Neither woman acknowledged his departure.

Margie said, “No offense taken. I'm not going any further in this
coffee bar. I have a lot of information that I would like to share with you
and no one else, but not here.”

Lacy had encountered her share of nuts and unbalanced souls with
boxes and paper sacks filled with documents that clearly proved that some
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sleazeball up on the bench was thoroughly corrupt. Almost always, after a
few minutes of face-to-face interaction, she could reach her verdict and
began making plans to route the complaint to the dismissal drawer. Over
the years she had learned to read people, though with many of the wackos
that came her way a quick evaluation wasn’t much of a challenge.

Margie, or whoever, was neither a nut nor a wacko, nor an unbalanced
soul. She was onto something and she was frightened.

Lacy said, “Okay. Where do we go next?”

“What is next?”

“Look, you contacted me. Do you want to talk or not? I don’t play
games and I don’t have time to pry information out of you or any other
person who wants to complain about a judge. I waste a lot of time cajoling
information out of people who call me in the first place. I go down a dead-
end trail once a month. Are you talking or not?”

Margie was crying again and wiping her cheeks. Lacy studied her with
as much compassion as possible, but she was also willing to leave the table
and never come back.

However, she was intrigued by the idea of murder. Part of her daily
grind around BJC was suffering through the mundane and frivolous gripes
of unhappy people with small problems and little to lose. A murder by a
sitting judge seemed too sensational to believe.

Finally, Margie said, “I have a room at the Ramada on East Gaines.
We could meet there after hours. But you have to come alone.”

Lacy nodded as if she’d anticipated this. “With precautions. We have
a rule that prohibits me from conducting an initial meeting with a
complaining party off premises and alone. I would have to bring another
investigator, one of my colleagues.”

“Like Mr. Trope over there?” Margie asked, nodding at Darren’s
empty chair.

Lacy slowly turned around to see what in the world she was talking
about as she tried desperately to think of a response.

Margie continued, “It’s your website, okay? Smiling faces of all
staff.” From her briefcase she removed an 8x10 color photo of herself and
slid it across the table. “Here, with best wishes, a current color mug of
myself that’s far better than the ones Mr. Trope just stole.”



“What are you talking about?”

“I’'m sure he’s already run my pic through your facial recognition
software and he’s found nothing. I’m in nobody’s data bank.”

“What are you talking about?” Margie was dead-on but Lacy was
rattled and not ready to come clean.

“Oh, I think you know. You come alone or you’ll never see me again.
You’re the most experienced investigator in your office and at this
moment your boss is only a temp. You can probably do whatever you
want.”

“I wish it were that easy.”

“Let’s call it an after-work drink, that’s all. We’ll meet in the bar and
if it goes well we can go upstairs to my room and talk with even more
privacy.”

“I cannot go to your room. It’s against our procedures. If a complaint
is filed and it becomes necessary to meet in private, then I can do so.
Someone has to know where I am, at least initially.”

“Fair enough. What time?”

“How about six?”

“I’ll be in the back corner, right-hand side, and I’ll be alone, same as
you. No wires, recorders, secret cameras, no colleagues pretending to drink
as they film away. And say hello to Darren. Maybe one day I'll have the
pleasure. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Okay. You can go now.”

As Lacy walked around the block and drifted back to her office, she
had to admit that she could not remember ever getting her butt so
thoroughly kicked at the first interview.

She slid the color photo across Darren’s desk and said, “Nice work.
Busted big-time. She knows our names, ranks, and serial numbers. She
gave me this photo and said it was far better than the ones you were taking
with your laptop.”

Darren held the photo and said, “Well, she’s right.”

“Any idea who she is?”



“Nope. I’ve run her face through our laundry and got nothing. Which,
as you know, means little.”

“Means she has not been arrested in Florida in the past six years. Can
you punch it through the FBI?”

“Probably not. They require a reason, and since I know nothing I can’t
give them one. Can I ask an obvious question?”

“Please do.”

“BJC is an investigative agency, right?”

“Supposed to be.”

“Then why do we post our photos and bios on a rather stupid
website?”

“Ask the boss.”

“We don’t have a boss. We have a career paper-pusher who’ll be gone
before we miss her.”

“Probably. Look, Darren, we’ve had this conversation a dozen times.
We don’t want our lovely faces on any BJC page. That’s why I haven’t
updated mine in five years. I still look thirty-four.”

“I’d say thirty-one, but then I’m biased.”

“Thank you.”

“I guess there’s no real harm. It’s not like we’re going after murderers
and drug dealers.”

“Right.”

“So what’s her complaint, whoever she is?”

“Don’t know yet. Thanks for the backup.”

“A lot of good it did.”



he Ramada lounge covered one large corner of the hotel’s soaring
glass atrium. By six, its chrome bar was crowded with well-dressed
lobbyists trolling for attractive secretaries from the agencies, and most of
the tables were taken. The Florida legislature was in session five blocks
away at the Capitol, and all the downtown lounges were busy with
important people talking politics and angling for money and sex.

Lacy entered, got her share of looks from the male crowd, and walked
toward the right rear where she found Margie alone at a small table in a
corner with a glass of water in front of her. “Thanks for coming,” she said
as Lacy took a seat.

“Sure. You know this place?”

“No. First time. Pretty popular, huh?”

“This time of the year, yes. Things settle down when the carnival is
over.”

“The carnival?”

“The legislative session. January through March. Lock the liquor
cabinet. Hide the women and children. You know the routine.”

“I’'m sorry.”

“I take it you don’t live here.”

“No, I don’t.”

A harried waitress rushed to a stop and asked if they wanted
something to drink as she frowned at the glass of water. Her message was
pretty clear: Hey gals, we’re busy and I can give your table to somebody
who’ll pay for booze.

“A glass of pinot grigio,” Lacy said.

“Same,” Margie quickly agreed, and the waitress was gone.

Lacy glanced right and left to make sure whatever they said could not
be overheard. It could not. The tables were spaced far enough apart, and a



steady roar emanated from the bar and drowned out everything else.

Lacy said, “Okay. So you don’t live here and I don’t know your real
name. I’d say we’re off to a slow start, which I’'m accustomed to.
However, as I think I told you, I waste a lot of time with people who
contact me then clam up when it’s time to tell their stories.”

“What would you like to know first?”

“How about your name?”

“I can do that.”

“Great.”

“But I’d like to know what you’ll do with my name. Do you open a
file? Is it a digital file or an old-fashioned pen-on-paper file? If it’s digital
where is it stored? Who else will know my name?”

Lacy swallowed hard and studied her eyes. Margie could not hold the
stare and glanced away.

Lacy asked, “You’re nervous and act as though you’re being
followed.”

“I’m not being followed, Lacy, but everything leaves a trail.”

“A trail for someone else to follow. Is this someone the judge you
suspect of murder? Help me here, Margie. Give me something.”

“Everything leaves a trail.”

“You’ve said that.”

The waitress hustled by, pausing just long enough to set down two
glasses of wine and a bowl of nuts.

Margie appeared not to notice the wine but Lacy took a sip. She said,
“So, we’re still stuck on the name thing. I’ll write it down somewhere and
keep it off our network, initially.”

Margie nodded and became someone else. “Jeri Crosby, age forty-six,
professor of political science at the University of South Alabama in
Mobile. One marriage, one divorce, one child, a daughter.”

“Thank you. And you believe your father was murdered by a judge
who’s now on the bench. Correct?”

“Yes, a Florida judge.”

“That narrows it down to about a thousand.”

“A circuit judge in the Twenty-Second District.”



“Impressive. Now we’re down to about forty. When do I get the name
of your suspect?”

“Real soon. Can we slow down a bit? Right now it doesn’t take much
to rattle me.”

“You haven’t touched your wine. It might help.”

Jeri took a sip and a deep breath and said, “I’'m guessing you’re
around forty years old.”

“Almost. Thirty-nine, so I’ll turn forty soon enough. Traumatic?”

“Well, sort of, I guess. But life goes on. So, twenty-two years ago you
were still in high school, right?”

“I suppose. Why is this relevant?”

“Relax, Lacy, I’m talking now, okay? We’re getting somewhere. You
were just a kid and you probably never read about the murder of Bryan
Burke, a retired professor of law.”

“Never heard of it. Your father?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. For almost thirty years my father taught at Stetson Law
School in Gulfport, Florida. In the Tampa area.”

“I’m familiar with the school.”

“He retired at the age of sixty, for family reasons, and returned to his
hometown in South Carolina. I have a thorough file on my father which
I’ll give you at some point. He was quite a man. Needless to say, his
murder rocked our world and, frankly, I’m still reeling. Losing a parent too
young is bad enough, but when it’s murder, and an unsolved murder, it’s
even more devastating. Twenty-two years later the case is even colder and
the police have all but given up. Once we realized that they were getting
nowhere, I vowed to try everything to find his killer.”

“The police gave up?”

She drank some wine. “Over time, yes. The file is still open and I talk
to them occasionally. I’'m not knocking the cops, you understand? They
did the best they could under the circumstances, but it was a perfect
murder. All of them are.”

Lacy drank some wine. “A perfect murder?”



“Yes. No witnesses. No forensics, or least none that can be traced to
the killer. No apparent motive.”

Lacy almost asked: And so what am I supposed to do?

But she took another sip and said, “I’m not sure the Board on Judicial
Conduct is equipped to investigate an old murder case in South Carolina.”

“I’m not asking for that. Your jurisdiction is over Florida judges who
might be involved in wrongdoing, right?”

“Right.”

“And that includes murder?”

“I suppose, but we’ve never been involved in that. That’s heavier
work for the state boys, maybe the FBI.”

“The state boys have tried. The FBI has no interest for two reasons.
First, there is no federal issue. Second, there is no evidence linking the
murders, thus the FBI doesn’t know, no one knows but me I guess, that
we’re dealing with a potential serial killer.”

“You’ve contacted the FBI?”

“Years ago. As the family of the victim we were desperate for help.
Got nowhere.”

Lacy drank some more wine. “Okay, you’re making me nervous, so
let’s walk through this real slow. You believe a sitting judge murdered
your father twenty-two years ago. Was that judge on the bench when the
murder occurred?”

“No. He was elected in 2004.”

Lacy absorbed this and looked around. What appeared to be a lobbyist
was now sitting at the next table, gawking at her with a sort of leering
vulgarity that was not uncommon around the Capitol. She glared at him
until he looked away, then leaned in closer. “I’d feel more comfortable if
we could talk somewhere else. This place is getting crowded.”

Jeri said, “I have a small conference room on the first floor. I promise
it’s safe and secure. If I try to assault you, you can scream and get away.”

“I’m sure it’s okay.”

Jeri paid for the wine and they left the bar and the atrium and rode the
escalator up one flight to the business mezzanine, where Jeri unlocked a
small conference room, one of many. On the table were several files.



