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Wolf Mallory already has his share of problems—including a congressional investigation and trying to figure out what to do with his life in southwest Florida after his forced retirement from military intelligence. When a friend asks him to talk to a young woman suspected of murder but claiming her innocence, Wolf has no idea what will happen.

Vicky Agincourt is smart, beautiful, and Wolf quickly finds she’s likely guilty of nothing more than trusting the wrong people. Someone murdered her lover, but Wolf is convinced Vicky didn’t pull the trigger. Unfortunately, well-connected people hiding along the fringes of the investigation have a lot to lose if Wolf succeeds in his mission to clear Vicky’s name. They’ll stop at nothing, including calling in favors from people in high places, to force Wolf off the scent.

But Wolf has friends of his own in low places. While he’s dancing on a tightrope to stay ahead of the killer, can he clear Vicky’s name in time before someone takes her—and him—out for good?
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Chapter One

The girl appeared to be in her mid-twenties. “You see, I have this problem.”

I nodded. My reflection in her mirrored sunglasses nodded back at me. “That’s what Vinnie told me.”

She removed a cigarette from the pack by her elbow and tapped it on the table three times before lifting it to her lavender-shaded lips. An untouched shrimp salad lay before her.

“You sure you want to do that in here?” I asked, indicating the cigarette.

“Damn. I keep forgetting you can’t smoke inside anymore.” She waved the cigarette. “These help me when I’m nervous.” She raised her gold-rimmed crystal glass with her other hand, gazed at the melting ice inside, and asked, “Can I have another drink?”

I nodded and signaled our waiter.

Her name was Vicky Agincourt. Strands of strawberry blonde hair peeked from beneath a wide-brimmed straw hat. Sunlight reflected off her crystal earrings, and a rainbow danced across her cheek. A matching crystal pendant hung from a thin gold chain around her neck. Her fingernails, long and manicured, had miniature shells painted on each red lacquered surface.

I had agreed to a late lunch at Fletcher’s Landing on this sweltering, humid Saturday in late July as a favor to my friend, Vinnie Spano. He had phoned me in the early morning hours, explaining that a friend was in trouble and needed some help. Mostly to get Vinnie off the phone so I could go back to sleep, I’d told him I would meet her and named the time and place. She was already there when I arrived, seated on the outside patio and smoking a cigarette.

In the past fifteen minutes, she’d drunk two Canadian Club and colas, and I still didn’t know what her problem was. I already knew she had some sort of legal difficulty. She was supposedly not guilty of whatever had happened, but Vinnie had been uncharacteristically vague on the details.

When her fresh drink arrived, she stirred it with a plastic swizzle stick bearing the Fletcher’s Landing logo in a circular globe at the top. “That table over there,” she said, pointing to a spot over my shoulder. “That’s where we sat the last time we were here.”

I looked. When I turned back to face her, tears ran down her cheeks. A quarter of her drink was gone.

“It was my birthday,” she said. “Bri brought me here and I had the same thing to eat.” She indicated the shrimp salad with her glass.

“Who’s Bri?” I asked.

She ignored the question, lost in her apparently painful memories. “After dinner, we walked along the beach. It was a beautiful night, and we had the whole beach to ourselves. The stars were out and the moon was shining. Have you ever seen it dance along the waves? It was just like a romantic movie.”

She sipped at the drink and stared at the table she’d mentioned. I took another bite of my seafood linguini and waited. If there was a point, I hoped she’d get to it soon.

“Bri found us a private place among the dunes and sea oats. We drank some more and talked. I watched those moonbeams dance and listened to Bri. He made me feel like I was the most special woman in the whole world.”

She took another sip of her drink. “We went back to my condo,” she said. “Bri stayed over that night. He didn’t get to do that very often.” She turned and stared at the spot across the room. When she spoke again, her words were barely audible. “A few days later, he was gone.”

What little was left of her façade crumbled like a sandcastle in the surf. She grasped for composure and failed. Her face reddened. More tears flowed. The muscles in her long, elegant neck swelled and receded with her sobs. She grabbed her purse and pushed away from the table, mumbled an apology, and rushed toward the restrooms.

Two older women a couple of tables away frowned before returning to their meal. I couldn’t guess if it was the emotional display or Vicky’s attire—a midriff-revealing T-shirt, short-shorts, and high-heeled sandals.

She was attractive. Watching her retreat, I felt myself respond as her hips rolled with a seductive sway under the snug material of her shorts and her long, firm legs carried her out of sight.

And not a moment too soon. I’d been celibate for over a year, not so much by choice as from preoccupation with my own problems.

But I wasn’t dead.

The thought occurred to me that I’d have to watch myself. I had enough common sense to avoid an emotional entanglement. It was too easy to fall for a damsel in distress.

Especially one as beautiful as this girl.




* * * *




“I’m sorry,” she said upon returning to the table. “I thought I could hold myself together better than that.” Her face looked red and puffy, but she’d apparently washed it and reapplied her makeup.

I ate my last bite of seafood linguini and aligned the fork, knife, and spoon on the plate. I wiped my mouth with the linen napkin, folded it into a square, and placed it on the other side of the plate. “Look, Miss Agincourt,” I said, tired of her dancing around the point. “I don’t know what Vinnie told you, but I’m not a therapist.”

“That’s not my problem.” Her voice quavered. She fiddled with her necklace before palming the half-empty glass. When she leaned forward, the crystal around her neck dangled like a large teardrop. “They’ve accused me of killing Bri.”

“Who is Bri?” I asked again, my growing irritation bubbling to the surface.

“Brian Clausen. I was his executive assistant and we were lovers. I didn’t do it, Mr. Mallory. I loved him.”

Finally, we were getting to the root of the problem. I remembered reading about the murder. It had occurred last December, three months after I had moved to Porto Cielo, a retirement town between Sarasota and Fort Myers on the Gulf coast of southwest Florida. Clausen was a powerful real estate developer in Sarasota, with connections throughout the southern portion of the state.

Early one morning in late December, two fishermen out to test their luck had discovered Clausen’s body in his car in an overgrown, undeveloped area of Sarasota County. The press had reported it as a crime of passion.

“What does your lawyer say?” 

“He’s got some sort of a deal worked out. Tells me I’ll get out in five years if I plead guilty. Why should I do that? I didn’t kill him.”

The girl removed her sunglasses to dab at her intense, dark grayish-green eyes with a tissue. “Please, Mr. Mallory. Nobody else believes me. I need your help.”

This sounded like a scene from an old movie. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, since she seemed sincere in her distress. “People usually aren’t released after serving only five years for murder. I don’t know how he did it, but it sounds like your lawyer got you a good deal.” 

The girl finally lifted her fork and poked through the salad. “I told you—I didn’t kill him.”

“You should give his advice serious consideration.”

“Please. Vinnie said you could help. He said sometimes you do favors for friends…” She hesitated. “Kinda help them out, like, when they’re in trouble.”

I sighed. Damn Vinnie and the way he’d raised this girl’s hopes. “What do you want me to do, Miss Agincourt?”

“Prove I didn’t do it. My attorney’s investigator, he thinks I did it. He’s not even trying to prove I didn’t.”

She directed the full power of those unsettling eyes at me. They were almost the shade of the Gulf during a tropical storm. I gazed into them, studied them, drowned in them.

Outside, the unrelenting sun beat down from a cloudless blue, postcard-perfect sky. It glinted off the breakers rolling onto the beach. To the tourists, this was the Florida from travel brochures—sun and water, water and sun. Prime tanning conditions. From my second-story perch, it appeared that our county had garnered its fair share of all the state’s tourists.

Gaily striped umbrellas in blues, reds and whites dotted the beach. Scantily clad men and women—some needing more cover than they chose to wear—lay on blankets and towels on the white sand. Children built sandcastles, looked for sharks’ teeth, splashed in the surf, or swam in the breakers. Two elderly women with bent heads walked along the shore, searching for shells while the surf curled around their ankles. Long-billed sandpipers trailed behind, their beaks darting into the sand after a lagging meal.

 I’d been a hermit for the past twelve months, sheltered from the world and its difficulties and troubles and problems.

My difficulties and troubles and problems.

Even hiding down here, near the end of the country, they still followed me. Not that I had any choice in the matter.

The FedEx parcel I’d received the day before proved that.

Maybe it was time to exit my shell. Unless Washington DC disappeared, the congressional hearing would not vanish. The process could continue for years.

Did I intend to remain in seclusion all that time?

The girl watched me with moist eyes as her fingers played with the crystal pendant hanging from her neck. She would be about the age of the child Gwen and I never had.

What the hell? I’d chased more forlorn causes than this.

“I knew you’d do it,” she said. “My crystal told me so. It’s got a warm glow. Here, feel it.” She leaned over the table, extending the pendant toward me.

I declined. I wasn’t interested in her New Age rosary, which was all it amounted to. I wanted facts I could use. “Tell me about the murder.” 

She eased back into her chair. “Does this mean you’ll help me?”

“I want to hear your side first.”

“There’s not much to tell. Bri and me, we’d been seeing each other for over a year. It was difficult with Bri being married. We tried to keep it secret.” When tears cascaded down her face again, she grabbed her linen napkin and pressed it to her eyes.

“I’m sorry. I loved him so much and now he’s gone, and, and…” She bowed her head so I couldn’t witness her misery. “I feel like my life’s a disaster,” she said to her salad.

“Did his wife know about your affair?”

Vicky shook her head. “I didn’t think so at the time, but I found out later that she did.” 

“Where were you when—”

“At home. We’d been together that evening. Sort of an early Christmas celebration.” 

“How long did he stay?”

“I don’t know. Four, maybe five hours. Then Bri checked the messages on the answering machine, made a telephone call, and left. When he didn’t come back, I figured he’d gone home. Like I said, he didn’t spend the night very often.”

The waiter approached and inquired about our drinks. Vicky ordered another Canadian Club and cola and I said he could refill my coffee.

Alone again, Vicky continued. “The next morning, Bri didn’t come to the office. I got worried and called his house. The cleaning lady answered. She sounded funny when I asked for Bri. She told me Mrs. Clausen was busy at the moment, and asked if she could take a message. I told her why I was calling and asked her to have Bri call.”

“She didn’t tell you about the murder?”

 “No. Right after lunch, two detectives came to the office and asked to see me. We went into Bri’s office for privacy. They told me about the murder. They wanted to know where I’d been the previous night. I didn’t know they knew about us. I was in shock and I lied and told them I’d gone to the movies with a friend.”

Her voice caught. She stopped and finished what was left of the drink. “One of them accused me of lying. Said they knew I’d been out with Bri. Then he asked if I owned a gun. I told them I didn’t. The other one asked if I knew that Bri owned a gun. When I said I did, they arrested me and put handcuffs on me and took me out of the office in front of everyone, just like in the movies. They kept me in jail until the next day. Then my lawyer got me out on bail.”

“Who is your attorney?”

“Paul Del Verona. He’s a public defender. I have his card.” She reached for her purse and searched inside.

The waiter brought her drink and my coffee and asked if we needed anything else. I told him we were fine.

“You mentioned that Clausen made a phone call,” I said after our waiter departed with the used dishes. “Do you know who he called?”

She extracted the business card from her purse and handed it to me. “No. He didn’t tell me and I didn’t ask. I figured if he wanted me to know, he’d tell me. I never pushed him for information. That’s one of the reasons we got along so well.”

I glanced at the card. It listed Del Verona’s name, phone number, and the public defender’s office address in Sarasota. Tucking it into my shirt pocket, I said, “I suppose I could talk to your lawyer. See how strong he thinks the evidence is against you.”

“That’d be great, Mr. Mallory.” A small smile curved her lavender-coated lips. “But we don’t have much time.”

“Why?”

“My trial starts in almost two weeks. August sixteenth.”

I sipped my coffee and wondered why there always had to be a catch once you’d made a commitment. The girl was asking me to find a shark’s tooth in a pile of shells with high tide coming in fast.

“This might help you.” She dug into her purse again and handed me a thick, heavy manila envelope.

“What’s this?” I undid the clasp and found the envelope stuffed with papers.

“Records from Bri’s computer. I was angry when he fired me. I thought if I had copies of the records, I could use them to get back at him somehow, or at least protect myself. I don’t know. I was so upset at the time, I wasn’t thinking straight.”

I tried to digest this information, holding my irritation in check again. “What’s this about you being fired?”

“It happened about two weeks before he—before Bri died.” She lifted the linen napkin to her eyes again. “We had a fight at work and he broke up with me. Fired me. Told me to pack my things. A couple of hours later, a deliveryman brought two dozen red roses for me. There was no card, but Bri came in right behind him. He had the card.”

She smiled at the memory while sipping her drink. “We made up and I unpacked. Two weeks later, he was dead, and Sheila—Mrs. Clausen—fired me.”

I didn’t know if it was her grief, agitation, or the drinks, but making sense of her conversation was like trying to understand an Escher painting after an all-night bender. I didn’t think she deliberately tried to hold anything back, but she wasn’t giving me the information I needed.

“I don’t understand. How did you come into possession of his records?”

“Like I told you. I was angry. I was packing up my stuff and the thought hit me. So I printed a copy in case they tried to say I took some money or something. That way I could prove when I left everything was in order. That was before Bri apologized. I’d stuck the copies in my bag and forgot all about them. I just threw them in a drawer later on because then I didn’t need them.” The green-gray eyes gazed at me. “This morning, I remembered making the copies, and I dug them out. I tried to give them to my attorney before, right after everything happened, but he didn’t seem interested in them.”

“Do you know anybody who’d want to kill Mr. Clausen?”

She shook her head.

“Is there anybody else who knew Mr. Clausen well? Who would know his friends and business associates?”

“Nate Wilhelm. He’s the company’s environmental engineer. He and Bri were close. Bri treated him like a son almost.” She dug into her purse again, retrieved a small notebook, and gave me Wilhelm’s address and telephone number.

“I’ll see what I can do, Miss Agincourt.”

“Call me Vicky, please, Mr. Mallory.”

“You can call me Wolf. That’s what my friends call me.”

“Vinnie called you Wolf last night. I thought I’d misunderstood him.”

She gazed at me with those remarkable eyes while her fingers played with the pendant again. “I talked with my palmist this morning. She told me she had an image of a dog-like creature walking in front of me, snapping at people in my way.”

She dropped the crystal and sat straight back in her seat. “That short haircut and those blue eyes give you a sort of wild look.” A thoughtful expression crossed her face. “Vinnie was right. I think you will be able to get me out of this.”

I tried to keep the impression of her being an air-headed bimbo from cementing in my mind. “Don’t get your hopes up. I’m just going to talk to your lawyer. Get an idea of the lay of the land. I’m not a professional investigator, you know.”

She nodded. “I know. But it would be more than anyone else has done.” She extended her hand across the table. Her grip felt soft and warm and dainty.

While we shook, her eyes mesmerized me again.

“Thank you,” she said.


Chapter Two

Despite the slight breeze off the Gulf Sunday morning, the sun beat through the muggy air onto the white sand as I began my usual jog. My feet thudded against the harder, packed surface near the tide line. I veered to the right to pass a white-haired, elderly couple walking in the surf.

As I ran, I again considered what I had learned about Clausen’s murder yesterday afternoon. After I left the girl at the restaurant and went home, I’d checked the late-year editions of the newspapers using an electronic database service I subscribed to. Both the local fish wrapper and the Sarasota Times Recorder provided extensive details about the killing.

Brian Clausen, forty-six years old, had been found in his car by a couple of fishermen in the early morning hours a few days before Christmas. Shot to death. The murder happened in an isolated area near the bay, in a clearing at the end of a dirt track popular with local anglers. A 9mm Smith & Wesson semi-automatic handgun lay on the ground near the car. It appeared that after the victim was shot, he had dragged himself to his car and driven it into the trees, seemingly attempting to escape or get help.

He still had his wallet and cell phone on him, as well as a watch, and his wedding ring. Robbery apparently wasn’t the motive.

From what I could tell, the evidence against the girl consisted of her prints on the gun and the lack of an alibi for the approximate time of death between midnight and two o’clock in the morning. There wasn’t much reported about her apparent motive, but the local paper, the Porto Cielo News, quoted Clausen’s widow as saying she knew about her husband’s affair, and he had intended to end it for yet another woman.

My client had been tried, convicted, and sentenced in the press.




* * * *




I was sweating from every pore of my body when I returned to my condo forty-five minutes later. After a quick shower, I made some toast and poured a cup of coffee. Patton, my black Lab, waited expectantly by my side.

While I ate, I studied the material Vicky had given me, which appeared to be a detailed QuickBooks report. I had a little expertise in accounting from my years in intelligence, but even though most of my projects were “black”—off the official roster—two constants in bureaucracy are paper trails and accountability. The problem was that, most of the time, the higher brass used those axioms to pass blame on to the minions and keep themselves clean.

I had learned that lesson to my detriment.

Among other things, the information Vicky gave me included payroll, deposits, expenses, and project tracking. I knew the basics about the building business, and, on the surface, Clausen’s bookkeeping appeared meticulous. Payroll was met each week, invoices were paid when due, and projects appeared to be financial successes.

I pored through the endless parade of numbers, like watching the screen credits at the end of a movie, when something else caught my eye—a miscellaneous expense for two thousand dollars. The expenditure appeared every month, drawn from the company’s operating account. No notation of whom the recipient was or what it was for.

I don’t want to say I’d read too many mystery or spy novels—not that I hadn’t practiced the craft long enough—but the idea of possible blackmail formed in my mind.

Is my initial estimate of her innocence wrong? Could something have been going on with one of Clausen’s projects that she knew about? Had she been paid for her silence?

 I crunched the numbers for almost an hour before my vision had enough. I pushed back from the table and rubbed my eyes. It was well past time I got glasses, but I’d put it off. I returned the calculator to my desk and the papers to the envelope, putting it up out of the way on top of the entertainment center. I checked my e-mail and, finding nothing of interest, parked myself in front of the TV to channel surf.




* * * *




Patton’s bark alerted me to my visitor later that afternoon before the doorbell rang. He beat me into the hallway and growled at the door.

“Hotter than a whore on Saturday night,” Vinnie Spano said when I opened it. Patton’s barking ceased and he wagged his tail as Vinnie limped past me into the condo. He stopped to pet the Lab’s massive head before resuming his slow progress down the short hall. Patton bounded ahead of him into the living room.

“Ain’t seen weather like this the whole twenty years I’ve lived here,” he said. “Hell, even the damn palm trees are dying cause we ain’t had any rain. You got any beer?”

“In the fridge.”

He limped across the pale green carpet to kitchen, Patton at his heels. I heard the refrigerator door open, then close. Cabinet doors opened and closed, followed by the rustle of cellophane as Vinnie found a snack. When he returned to the living room, he held a can of Bud Light in one hand, and a bag of Doritos in the other.

Shorter than me at about five five, Vinnie looked like a walking advertisement for Goodwill. He wore neon orange shorts and a plaid short-sleeved shirt. A pale blue baseball cap bearing the legend Gary’s Garage perched atop his long, black curly hair. Torn, dirty sneakers covered his sockless feet. As he crossed the room, a small rip in his right sneaker winked at me with each step.

I’d known Vinnie for over twenty years. We met in Qatar, when I was a freshly minted second lieutenant out of NROTC at Ohio State. He was a bearded, grizzled veteran of various operations in the Middle East, and other places he wasn’t at liberty to discuss, and the staff sergeant of my new squad. Vinnie taught me the realities of war and watched me become an effective leader.

Then, some months after successfully recapturing a hijacked freighter and its mostly American crew from Somali pirates, we were deployed to a town in the Libyan Desert near the Tropic of Cancer. Intelligence reports indicated a terrorist leader had been spotted in the area. Our mission was to conduct surveillance and apprehend him if the sighting was confirmed.

Like a cancer, our operation was diseased. Terrorist forces ambushed us, and during the ensuing melee, Vinnie caught fragments from a grenade on his left side. They medivac’ed him to a base in Saudi Arabia, where the MASH unit patched up the bleeding and sent him on to the Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany. He remained there for three months, until his discharge. Vinnie departed the Marine Corps with a Silver Star, a Purple Heart, a limp in his left leg, and the inability to raise his left arm higher than his shoulder.

And that was the minor damage.

Fragments from the grenade had torn open the left side of his face. Surgery and skin grafts followed at a VA hospital back in the States. When it was completed, pale scar tissue remained and his mouth canted down at an angle. He looked like a gangster from one of those black-and-white movies from the 1940s.

He had spent the years since in Porto Cielo, living off his military pension and whatever odd jobs he could find. As I became more involved in covert ops, I’d employed him in minor capacities whenever I could. The money I’d diverted to him had never been questioned.

After my forced retirement, Vinnie had invited me down to Porto Cielo for some much needed R and R. As I explored the area and enjoyed his camaraderie, settling in Porto Cielo seemed the logical choice. I had no family, and most of my friends couldn’t afford to be seen with me.

And it beat the hell out of nasty Washington winters.

Vinnie stopped at a lemon-colored armchair by the sliders leading out to one of the unit’s two balcony lanais. Sunlight streamed through the window. He shifted the chair’s position with his good right leg to put his back to the sun, sat down, and glanced at the TV. It was the top of the third, Padres leading the Cubs 2-1.

“When’d you start watching baseball?” he asked.

“I’m not. Almost a hundred damn channels and nothing good on, so I left it there.”

“Football preseason starts next weekend. The Bengals are in the Hall of Fame game. If you’re interested, I know a guy. I can get you some action.”

“No thanks. I don’t gamble.” Other than the occasional scratch-off Lotto ticket, which I had won money on from time to time, I felt my money was more secure in a bank than in a bookie’s pocket.

“Doesn’t hurt to ask.” He took another drink and set the can on the floor beside the chair. When Patton perked up and went to nose the can, I stilled him with a firm no. He looked up at me with guilty eyes and rested his head back on his paws near Vinnie’s leg.

“What’d ya think of Vicky? Quite a looker, ain’t she?”

I ignored his question. It was too close to the thoughts I’d had about her, especially last night. “Why did you ask me to help her?”

His skewed mouth shaped itself into the façade of a grin. He would have been better off without the effort. Backlit by the sun, he resembled a grisly Death head. “Because you needed something to do, and she needed something done,” he said.

“How can I help her when I have no idea how to help her? And what do you mean I need something to do?”

“Shit, I ain’t never seen you like this. You’ve always known where you were going and how you’re gonna get there. Now you’re like a fucking armadillo in the middle of the Tamiami Trail during tourist season. You don’t know which way to go. All you’ve done since you got here is go to the beach, go to the mall, or go to the library. And all the time you mope about that hearing—”

“You don’t think I have a reason to be worried about it? I hear from that damn Schindler almost every day.”

His bushy eyebrows knitted. “Who?”

“One of the special counsel appointed by the congressional committee chairman. Now he wants me to review all the statements I gave them. Damn package looks like the size of War and Peace.” I waved toward the FedEx package on my kitchen table. I hadn’t got past the cover letter.

“What for?”

“I don’t know. His note mentioned something about refreshing my memory. Only thing I know is, it’s refreshing a lot of bad memories.”

“When’s the hearing?”

“Middle of September. Schindler hasn’t said anything, but I heard through some buddies there might be a continuance. National security problems with CIA documents Osborne’s attorney requested. More than just a Freedom of Information Act problem, from what I hear.”

“And you’re going to testify?”

“I don’t have much of a choice. Schindler laid it on the line to us. We either agreed to cooperate with the probe, or we wouldn’t get immunity and they’d cut off our pensions. They threatened to prosecute us along with the others. At least this way I got to take my retirement instead of a court martial.”

“But Osborne’s a Marine. Marines always stick up for their own. You remember those times where we were on R and R in Manila, and some jackass would screw with us? Didn’t matter who the Marine was getting screwed with, we’d stick together. Shit, we never let anyone mess with another Marine.”

I didn’t let Vinnie’s naiveté upset me. “It’s not that simple. You think I like having to do this? The Corps’ upset with Osborne, but they won’t say that to the press. The brass realizes the position he’s put us in. Most guys I talk to are sympathetic. Maybe if I was rich, or a Kennedy or something, I could fight it. But I’m not. They’ve got me by the short-hairs.”

I normally didn’t talk about this, and not to this extent. But Vinnie was just about the only person I could talk to.

That said a lot.

He finished his beer and tilted the empty can toward me. “So you got the hearing to go through. After that, it’s all over. You got to start thinking about tomorrow. You ain’t in the Marines any more. You need a life.”

Eying his can, I rose from my seat. “I need some coffee. You want another beer?”

Changing careers midlife was not as easy as Vinnie thought. At least not for me. While I waited in the kitchen for the coffee to brew, I considered his comment.

I’d been a Marine all of my adult life, a twenty-four-year career. During that time, I’d seen hard duty in Panama, Afghanistan, and the Middle East. I’d seen softer duty on tours in the Philippines and Saudi. Promotions came over the years, and I’d risen to the rank of major. After those tours, my aptitudes and experience had led me to Marine Corps Intelligence. I’d been a “spook.”

I got snared in the BSG scandal by being a good Marine. I was following orders and got caught up in it like a snowball rolling downhill. I didn’t stop to ask questions. Marines didn’t need lawyers to interpret the legality or morality of orders. An order was an order and our duty lay in executing them.

Blind obedience to the Corps had led to my sudden dilemma that I, and several of my friends now faced. Needing our assistance to make their case against Osborne and others at the Department of Defense, the congressional committee’s special counsel had offered us a deal. Cooperate, and we could retire and receive immunity and our pensions.

I saw no options. I cooperated.

And had felt guilty ever since.

Semper Fi, do or die. I’d betrayed the oath I’d lived by for twenty-four years when I betrayed a fellow Marine. I’d had no choice, but that hadn’t made my decision any easier to live with.

Just what would I do with the remainder of my life? Somehow, despite Vinnie’s concern, that question seemed of minor consequence at the moment.




* * * *




“What do you know about this girl?” I asked, handing Vinnie another beer when I reentered the room. I sat on the couch opposite him.

“Not much. Vicky seems like a nice kid, but she’s been quiet about her private life. Outside of her being from Ohio and sleeping with her boss, I don’t know much at all.” He drank from the can then said, “You ain’t seriously gonna help her, are you?”

“Why not? That’s what you wanted me to do.”

He looked embarrassed, quite a feat for a man dressed like a DayGlo dervish. “Hell, I didn’t intend for you to get all wrapped up in this thing of hers. She’s a good kid ’n all, but I just thought you could talk to her. Ease her through her fears. Hold her hand through the trial. You know, what with the troubles you’ve had. Give her some advice and a shoulder to cry on.”

I stared at him a moment. “Thanks for the information. It’s kind of late to tell me that now. I’ve already told her I’d see what I could do to investigate it.”

“Shit. I’m sorry. Tell you what. I’ll go see her tonight and tell her we had some miscommunication here. That you’re not a private detective—”

“She knows I’m not. But she still wants my help.”

He looked surprised. “No shit? Well, okay. Anyway, I’ll just tell her what I told you. That I didn’t mean for you to become that involved, that I thought—”

“Never mind. I want to do this for her.”

“Why?”

How could I answer his question when I didn’t even know?

I shrugged. “Guilt, I suppose.” It was as good an answer as any.

“What’d ya got to feel guilty about?”

I glanced at the TV and watched the Cubs’ pitcher throw a strike. “Everything. All the shit that’s come down since last summer. I’m tired of sitting here being everyone’s punching bag.”

“I understand how you feel ’bout that. But what’s that got to do with helping Vicky?”

“Because if she’s innocent and goes to jail and I could have helped her, I won’t be able to live with myself.”

“You sound like you believe her.”

I drank some coffee from my mug and watched as the Padres’ batter hit a grounder to the third baseman, who threw him out at first. “I want to believe her. She has the most remarkable eyes, you know. I watched her while she told me her story. I didn’t feel she was lying.”

Vinnie took another swig of beer. “Well, you always were good ’bout that. Never could play poker with you, dammit.”




* * * *




The game was entering the home stretch of the seventh inning when I finished telling Vinnie the girl’s story.

“Man, she’s got her tits in a gator’s jaws,” he said. “Not only did she lie, but her alibi’s as weak as a mobile home in a hurricane. How the hell do you plan to help her?”

“I’ll talk to her attorney tomorrow.” I drank some more coffee then indicated the manila envelope on top of the home entertainment center. “Yesterday she gave me the spreadsheets from Clausen’s business. I went through them this morning.”

“They tell you anything?”

“Yes and no. She made a copy in case there were any accusations later about the accounts, so she could prove what the books looked like when she left.”

“Like theft?”

“Right. But she wasn’t the bookkeeper, so I wanted to go over them to see if there was anything she might not have noticed.”

“What’d you find?” One of the Cubs hit a fly ball to deep left field. The outfielder raced to the fence, leaping at the last moment to snare the ball.

“For the most part they appeared to be all in order, very detailed and meticulous. Clausen probably could have come out of an IRS audit unscathed, from what I saw.”

Vinnie shook his head. “Man must’ve had himself one hell of an accountant.”

“There was one thing that bothered me, though.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s a two-thousand-dollar expense that appears every month in the company’s account. No notes about whom it’s to or what it’s for.”

 “So what’s that got to do with Clausen’s murder?”

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. I’m just looking for anything that might be useful in her defense.”

“Why don’t you ask Vicky?”

“I intend to, but I doubt that she can tell me anything since she wasn’t the bookkeeper.”

“Sure wish there was some way I could help you on this.”

“There is.”

“What?”

“You’re the one who suggested she talk to me. So if I’m in, you’re in.”

On the TV, the crowd roared. One of the Cubs had hit a home run to take the lead. The announcer babbled, his voice several octaves higher with excitement while the replay ran.

“Sure,” Vinnie said when the hubbub died. “Anything. What’d ya want me to do?”

“What you’re best at. Nose around. See what you can learn about Sheila Clausen, the widow. Follow her. See what she does, who she meets. Here’s her address.” I passed him a slip of paper.

Vinnie glanced at it then slipped it into his frayed shirt pocket. “Why her?”

“Suppose Vicky’s telling us the truth. Apparently, Clausen had no enemies, at least none she knows about. I understand the police have no suspects other than Vicky. Someone knew about their affair—”

“I see what you’re thinking. I’ll pick her up this evening. How do you want me to keep in touch?”

“Call me tomorrow. I don’t know how long I’ll be in Sarasota, so leave a message on my cell phone.” I lifted the cup and drained the remaining coffee.

“That’s where her attorney’s at?”

“Yeah. He’s a public defender. I want to see what he has to say, find out what her chances are if she goes to trial. He has some sort of plea negotiation he recommended. She refused it.”

“Vicky told me about that.”

“Tonight, I’m going to check Clausen out.”

“How?”

I stared at him for a moment. “That’s something you don’t need to know, and I prefer not to tell you.”

Vinnie trusted me. He knew me well enough to know when to back off. He nodded. “Okay. I’m trackin’.”


Chapter Three

The first tendrils of pink were caressing the clouds on the western horizon near sunset when Patrice Zinnea called me back.

“I got that number you wanted, Wolf.” Her voice reminded me of Kathleen Turner.

I had met Patrice at a Washington cocktail party where we schmoozed members of the Senate and House defense committees for additional funds to buy more toys for the military machine.

Patrice was a performance data analyst employed by TRX Avionics. Her job was to analyze the computer data of tests on developmental aircraft to gauge the plane’s performance in accordance with the engineering specifications.

She lived on Long Island with her husband, two daughters, and a cat of unknown pedigree named Tomcat. Patrice’s husband was an investment manager for a firm on Wall Street. I had assumed he would know someone who could give him the information I needed, so two hours earlier, I had phoned her with my request.

“Ready,” I told her.

She recited a string of numbers and a word. When she finished, I repeated them.

“You intelligence boys always were quick,” she said. “Or do old habits die hard?”

“That’s possible.”

“Frank raised his eyebrows when I told him what you wanted. So what’s going on?”

“Did he have any trouble getting it?”

“It wasn’t easy. Those numbers aren’t given out to just anyone. You still haven’t answered my question.”

“Just doing a favor for a friend.”

“It’s nothing illegal, is it?”

I reassured her. “I’m just looking for some information. Anything I can do for Frank?”

“Not a thing. Oh, hell, send him a bottle of bourbon. What he really wants to know is what kind of relationship we have. He says he believes me, but I know he thinks we’ve slept together and he won’t come right out and ask me.”

Mixed emotions, guilt being one of them, tried to swirl through me.

I shoved them back. “I’m sorry I had to bother you with this.”

“Hey, no problem. Just the same old story all these years we’ve known each other.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “Besides, I’d been wondering how you were.” Her voice shifted to a softer tone that conveyed her concern and caring. “Hang in there. This whole mess will come out all right for you.”

“I hope so.”

“Believe me, it will.” She had more confidence in me than I did.

It seemed everyone had more confidence in me than I did.

After we said our good-byes, I brewed a mug of decaf coffee and carried it to the corner bedroom I used as my den. The pale ghost-light of dusk, illuminating the room through the glass sliders along the outside wall, cast eerie shadows. I shivered when a cool breeze from the overhead AC vent struck the back of my neck as I stepped into the room. The quiet hum of the central air conditioner was the only sound inside the unit.

Patton slipped into the room, his tail beating a silent rhythm against my leg as I stared out the sliders.

The dark, obsidian waters of the Intracoastal Waterway floated along four stories below my aerie. Shadowy brown pelicans and spectral white herons perched in the black mass of mangroves on the shore opposite my lanai. I saw the telltale ripples as mullet jumped, sometimes more than one at once, like primitive synchronized swimmers. The muted drunken revels of some late-day boaters echoed along the artificial canyon created by the condos on one side and the mangroves on the other, drifting to me through the insulating glass.
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