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Wolf Mallory’s life isn’t settling down following his forced early retirement from military intelligence. Not only is he now a private investigator, he’s about to go up against the most dangerous foe yet–a billionaire megalomaniac with dreams of seeing the South rise again. Confederate gold, electrical grid hacking, and murder aren’t things Wolf was trained to deal with during his previous career…but he’s about to get some pretty intense on-the-job experience.
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Chapter One

“Wolf, come here, please.”

Although it had been six months since Vicky’s “accident,” and her injuries had mostly healed, she found it easier that I come to her rather than vice versa given that she still moved awkwardly with her crutches. That, and it was another way to remind me that it was my own stupidity that had caused her injuries.

But that was another story.

I left my computer where I had been checking the latest intelligence from Iraq and walked into the great room of our condo. Vicky was still holding the phone. She’d been talking with her mom in Ohio, probably updating Iris Agincourt on our progress toward reconciliation, a step I’m sure her mother highly disapproved of. Through the sliders that led to our balcony, the waters of the Intracoastal Waterway gleamed in the mid-morning Florida sun.

“My grandmother is in trouble. We need your help.”

No room for negotiation here, her tone implied. Whatever the trouble, it was expected that I would drop everything and assist the family. Another drop of penance on my part. On the other hand, I considered, it must be serious if Iris Agincourt sought my help, given her antipathy toward me.

“What’s wrong?”

“Grammy was arrested last night.”

I laughed. “What’d she do? Cheat at bingo?”

The stern expression on Vicky’s face brought me up short as I was about to issue another cynical quip.

“Just stop right there, mister. It’s murder. They’ve accused Grammy of hitting someone while she was driving last night.”

I’d met Eloise Miller, Grammy to Vicky, once when Vicky and I had stopped to see her on our way to a day trip to St. Petersburg. Eighty years old, she was short, less than five feet, with a pronounced stoop to her shoulders. She resembled a turtle peering up from its shell as she talked with us, but the fiery blue in her eyes told me the spark of life still burned strong. She’d rebuffed any efforts by Iris or Vicky, concerned about her age, to leave her little house in Sarasota.

“What happened?”

Vicky set her cell phone on the table. “Mom said she doesn’t know much. Just that Grammy had been out playing bingo. She was on her way home when she hit a pedestrian crossing the street.”

I reached out to Vicky, wrapped my arms around her. I felt the shudders as she fought to hold back tears to tell me the story.

“Grammy told Mom she didn’t know he was there. How could she have missed him, Wolf? How could Grammy not know what’s going on? We’ve got to get up there.”

“Let’s get moving, then. I’ll shut down the computer and give Patton another run outside.”

At the sound of his name, Patton’s ears perked up from his spot by the couch. A confirmed neurotic couch potato—he would have been on the couch but for Vicky’s presence—the goofy black Lab has been my constant companion for seven years.

“C’mon Patton, let’s go for a walk.”

Naturally, he beat me to the front door.

* * * *

Our condo sits on a twenty-acre spit of sand known as Piper’s Key. I’ve been told that it got the name when some guy showed up every night near dusk when the Army Corps of Engineers was dredging the Intracoastal through Porto Cielo and creating the Key. The old-timers I’ve talked to said his tunes were mournful dirges, played in memory of the destruction that was taking place. Others said the old guy was just plain crazy. Either way, the Key became known as Piper’s Key.

Depending upon his mood, Patton is either fast or slow when it comes to taking care of business. This time was slow, as we meandered toward the two-lane road at the edge of the condo property that connected the Key to the mainland on the east and the beach to the west.

Vicky had been back in Porto Cielo for a couple of months now, staying with a friend, after a long sojourn with her parents. It was only a couple of weeks ago that we had resumed our joint living arrangement. Resumed, that is, with conditions. Those being that we had separate bedrooms. That she had a fairly good accounting of my time. Finally, that I begin seeing a therapist to address my overall inability to communicate, and specifically, my lack of fidelity toward her. As she perceived the situation regarding the latter.

Seeing a therapist, she’d explained to me when we had our little chat—her word, not mine—would demonstrate my commitment to her, and go far toward restoring her faith in me. I’d agreed to her conditions, but it was not until I’d shown her the card with my appointment that she’d decided to return to the condo we now shared.

Apparently, my conditions of penance were going to be decided on a day-by-day basis, given the sudden demand that I drop any plans I had for the day to attend to the family emergency. 

“C’mon Patton,” I said, pulling on his leash. “I don’t have any time for this.” Engrossed in sniffing the shrubbery for whatever he smelled, he planted his paws in the Bermuda grass. I tugged harder and dragged him away.

* * * *

We made the drive to Sarasota in forty minutes, going slightly faster than the posted speed limit on I-75. The Sarasota County Jail was located on Ringling Boulevard close to downtown. Before we’d left Porto Cielo, Vicky had contacted a bail bondsman who’d agreed to meet us at the jail around noon to post the bond for Eloise’s release. Once we’d parked the Ford Edge in an adjacent parking lot, we hurried inside. Well hurried as fast as a woman on crutches could hurry.

Arthur Gilman, the bondsman Vicky had contacted, did not meet my expectations of what he would look like. About six-seven, he had a hangdog face topped with a balding pallet on top with a thin icing of gray hair to the sides. He wore a green polo shirt open at the neck, revealing a mass of gray hair on this chest, khaki shorts, and open toed sandals.

If he’s a bondsman, then I’m Jesus Christ.

“Ms. Agincourt,” he said, sticking out a paw of a hand, shaking first Vicky’s, then mine. “Art Gilman. I’ve got everything arranged for you. I reached one of the public defenders I’m on good terms with, and he got the judge to set bail a while ago. So, they’re in the process of getting your grandmother released, but before that actually happens, we have some paperwork to complete and file with the clerk’s office.”

“Can I see Grammy—I’m sorry, my grandmother now? I’m so worried about her.”

“No, they don’t allow personal visits here, only by remote monitors, and you have to arrange your visit in advance. But don’t worry about that now. Let’s get this paperwork completed and filed, and we’ll have her out of here in a couple of hours. Did you bring your checkbook?”

This was my department. “Yes, we did,” I said.

“Good. Good. Let’s have a seat over here.”

Gilman led us to a pair of institutional-looking sofas flanking an end table in the corner of the reception room. Gilman took a seat on one side of the table and Vicky opted for a seat on the other side, placing her crutches alongside the arm. He’d been carrying a manila folder in his left hand, and now, he placed it on the table between them and opened it.

“Now, considering your grandmother’s age, the judge was very considerate,” he told Vicky. “He only set her bail at five hundred thousand dollars. Typically, in a case like this, I’d say you would have been expecting something around a couple of million. 

“But that’s neither here nor there,” he said lifting the top sheet of paper from the folder. “To meet your grandmother’s bail, the court requires that it be in the form of cash, bonds, or other property. I believe we discussed a cash bond on the phone?” He looked up at Vicky. “That means we must deposit ten percent of the bail which is $50,000 with the clerk to assure your grandmother’s future appearance.”

“I understand,” Vicky said.

She was no stranger to the process, because she herself had been accused of murder. I’d met her then through my best friend, Vinnie Spano, who convinced me to look into the matter and I succeeded in proving her innocence. If I’d been a cynic, I would’ve wondered if third-party deaths were common in her family.

“Did you reach Paul Del Verona or Art Trasker?” I asked. Del Verona was an assistant public defender in Sarasota County, and Art Trasker was his chief investigator. Del Verona had represented Vicky in her case, and both he and Trasker had worked with me on the case. Since then, I had worked with their office on other matters in an outside capacity. I had called both earlier this morning and asked them to vouch for me to Gilman.

“Yes, I did. Both gentlemen spoke highly of you, Mr. Mallory. We’ll have no trouble accepting your check.”

He told me who to make it out to and proceeded to guide Vicky through the forms.

* * * *

An hour or so later, a brown-suited jailer brought Eloise Miller to where we waited in a no-frills reception area. Gray hair unkempt and her appearance slightly flushed, Eloise had apparently taken her night in prison in stride.

“Goddammit, you two sprung me before I had my three squares,” she announced upon entering the room. “Life in the pokey ain’t half bad, is it buster?” She poked her guard in the ribs. The man gave us a weak grin.

“Grammy, how are you?” Vicky shouted as she hobbled to her grandmother’s side.

Eloise’s face broke into a huge grin. “I’m fine, dear, just fine. But I could use some breakfast. You got me out before they came around with it.”

“What happened, Miss Miller?” I asked. “They said you struck a man.”

“Shut up, Wolf. Let’s get Grammy something to eat first, then we’ll talk about last night.” 

“Sure,” I muttered. But I really wanted to hear those details while they were still somewhat fresh in Eloise’s mind.

“Come on, Grammy. Our car’s downstairs. We’ll go find a McDonalds or something and get you some food. Do you have everything you came with?”

Eloise held up her purse. “This is the only thing they let me bring, then they took it away from me. I don’t know where my car is though.” She turned back to the jailer. “Do you know?”

“Probably in the impound lot. You’ll have to ask your attorney about that.”

“Wolf will take care of that later, Grammy. Let’s go find a restaurant.”

* * * *

There was a McDonald’s a couple of blocks south of the jail on US 41, otherwise known as the Tamiami Trail, and that’s where I drove us. Once inside and with food procured, we took a table away from the hustle and bustle at the front of the restaurant.

“I’ll bet this grub isn’t nearly as good as what they would’ve given me in the pokey.”

I grinned at Eloise’s deprecating sense of humor, earning a poke in the ribs from Vicky.

“You’re not helping matters. And Grammy, you’ve got to quit joking about this. You’re in serious trouble.”

“Vicky’s right,” I said. “You’re looking at a charge of aggravated vehicular assault, and while the judge will take your age into account, the prosecutor will probably seek some jail time. I don’t know for sure, but that would be my guess.”

“I didn’t hit the man intentionally. He was pushed.” Eloise lifted a hefty size portion of eggs into her mouth.

“What?” Vicky asked.

“Yes, please start from the beginning,” I added.

“I was down at the senior center for bingo. I left there but I wanted to see what was shaking in downtown so I went on up to Main Street. There was a light turning yellow and I gassed it to beat the red. That’s when this fellow stumbled out in front of me.”

Vicky’s hand flew to the crystal around her neck. “Omigod.”

“How fast were you going, Eloise?”

“I don’t know. Like I said, I gassed it to beat the red.”

“Something doesn’t sound right,” I said. “Even if you sped up, in that area, you couldn’t have been going fast enough to cause serious injury.”

“I’m sorry. I just wasn’t paying attention.”

“Was there anyone with the man?” Vicky asked.

“I don’t know. There were people at the intersection waiting for the light to change. They all came running when the accident happened.”

“We’ll need to get the autopsy report. I just can’t buy that Eloise hitting this man caused his death.”

“What about security cameras?” Vicky asked. “Surely they would show what happened.”

“If there’s any in the vicinity. The cops will check on that as part of their investigation. If there are any, your attorney can get them through discovery.”

Vicky patted her grandmother’s arm. “Don’t worry, Grammy. Wolf is going to get you out of this.” She shot me a pointed look, the one that said don’t fuck this up buster.

“I know he will but I gotta tell you, this is the most fun I’ve had in years. Now let’s finish our breakfast, and you kids can get me home.”




















Chapter Two

The victim’s name was Albert Finley, a professor of history at the University of Richmond, in Richmond, Virginia, according to the incident report filed by the responding officers. Statements obtained by the police detectives from his colleagues at the college indicated Finley was researching Judah Benjamin and his flight from Richmond after the fall of the Confederacy at the conclusion of the Civil War. Benjamin had served as secretary of state for the doomed nation.

“So what was Finley doing in Sarasota?” I asked Gary Petrosian, the attorney I had retained to represent Eloise. We were waiting outside the courtroom almost a week later for Eloise’s first appearance to enter a plea and request a continuation of her bond. As I had predicted, the state had filed aggravated vehicular homicide charges against Vicky’s grandmother.

“Don’t worry about that now,” Vicky snapped. “You’ll be able to get these charges dropped, right?” she asked the attorney.

“Well that depends,” he said. “If we can find some evidence showing that he stumbled into the path of her car as your grandmother says, then we might be able to convince the state attorney that this was just an unfortunate accident and get the charge dropped. If we can’t, then the next option is to see what kind of deal they’re offering. I expect I’ll be hearing from them soon about that.”

“My grandmother isn’t guilty of anything.”

“Now, dear, let the nice young man do what he needs to do,” Eloise said.

The door to the courtroom opened. “Eloise Miller,” the bailiff called.

“We’re up,” Petrosian said, rising from the bench. “Let’s go take care of business.”

We all followed him into the courtroom. The look on Vicky’s face told me Eloise hadn’t placated her.

* * * *

Fifteen minutes later, we all trouped out the same door and huddled in the hallway. “All right, I’ve submitted my request for discovery, and I suspect they’ll have that to me next week,” Petrosian said.

He looked at me. “Now this is the tricky part, since Miss Agincourt has insisted that you investigate her grandmother’s case to find evidence on her behalf. I can’t discuss the case with you directly, but I can supply you with any discovery documents that I receive. Is that satisfactory?”

I agreed that it would be.

“Now you all heard what the state attorney said in there. I doubt if anything they turn over to me is going to be exculpatory in nature. We’ve got Eloise saying she was trying to beat a yellow light, which you all know is a signal to start coming to a stop, and the man in the intersection. On the surface, I think they can make their case.” 

The frown on Vicky’s face could scorch a city block. “What about surveillance video? Wouldn’t it show what Grammy’s saying is true?”

“We’ll have to see if the police turned up any video from that night,” the lawyer replied. “We already know that there are no red light cameras at that intersection, so if there’s any video, it’d have to be on nearby buildings. In any event, I expect we’ll have an offer for a plea bargain to consider within a couple of weeks.”

“Forget it. Grammy’s not pleading guilty to anything.” Vicky left in a huff. Eloise and I turned to leave as well. 

“Let me know if you find anything,” Petrosian said.

* * * *

“So what do you plan to do?” Vicky asked after we’d dropped Eloise off at her place and headed back to Porto Cielo. She was still fuming at the lawyer’s implied suggestion that her grandmother would plead guilty to the charge.

“Start with Finley, I guess. Find out what he was doing in Sarasota while we wait to see if there’s any video of that night.”

“Wait!” She screamed the word. “That’s all you want to do is wait?”

“Look, there’s not a lot I can do until we see what the police turn up.”

“This is Grammy we’re talking about, and let me remind you that you owe me.”

I sighed. “Look, I didn’t create this mess—”

“No, you didn’t, but you’re acting all la-de-la about helping Grammy. Maybe you’d be more interested if there was some young tramp you could sleep with.”

“I didn’t sleep with that girl and you know it.”

Vicky turned her back to me.

“I’m going to do what I can for your grandmother. You know that. But you have to let me approach it my own way.”

She didn’t respond and we rode the remainder of the trip to Porto Cielo in silence.

* * * *

I had been captivated by the cover-model beauty of Solana Aristedes, had almost succumbed to her seductive charms as she had helped me in my search for a missing boy a few months earlier. That was neither here, nor there to Vicky. The fact that I had felt a romantic tingle for the woman was enough to convict me in the court of Vicky’s opinion, and I would continue to pay penance for as long as she felt like extracting it. Or maybe till hell froze over, whichever came first.

That was the driving force behind her anger, not my response—or lack thereof in her opinion—to her grandmother’s situation. I had received the silent treatment ever since we returned home, and finally tiring of the tension, retreated with Patton to my office with the reports Petrosian had given me.

Start with the obvious, I told myself. 

Eloise had not intentionally struck and killed the man. 

So, how had he gotten into the intersection in the path of Eloise’s car? And what was he doing in Sarasota?

According to the incident report, several people were waiting at the intersection to cross the street when the light turned red. So, obviously, Finley didn’t try to cross against the light. None of the witnesses interviewed said that. Was he pushed? Or somehow forced into the street? Obviously, something had happened to put him in the street just as Eloise decided to run the yellow light.

Surveillance video, as Vicky hoped, might answer those questions, but I suspected the police would not turn up anything of an exculpatory measure.

So how do I prove this was nothing more than a terrible accident?




















Chapter Three

The next day, I decided to go about answering the question I had asked at the courthouse yesterday. What was Finley doing in Sarasota?

A few minutes with Great God Google gave me the website for the college, which I pulled up on my browser. It took a few more moments of searching before I found the Department of History and its chair, Professor David Kline. Better yet, I also found his phone number. I placed the call and three rings later, he answered.

I told him who I was and why I was calling, then asked, “Do you know why Professor Finley was in Sarasota?”

“Yes, I do. As his department head, I have to approve his travel when it’s academically related.”

“I assume then he was doing research?”

“For some time now, Professor Finley has been interested in the fate of the lost Confederate gold. I assume you’ve heard about it?”

I professed ignorance about this particular myth.

“So why did he come to Sarasota?”

“Have you heard of the Gamble Plantation?”

“Yes.” 

The property, a historic state park in the Ellenton area, north of Sarasota, was the remaining plantation house in southern Florida. The property was owned by Major Robert Gamble, who conducted an extensive sugarcane operation, typical for this area of Florida at that time. In 1925, the United Daughters of the Confederacy acquired the property, and donated it to the state as a historic site. Today, visitors to the property could see what life was like on a pre-Civil War plantation in Florida.

“When the Confederate government collapsed,” Kline continued, “President Davis and the other leaders fled Richmond. Judah Benjamin, the secretary of state, traveled with Davis but separated from the presidential party at some point. He made his way to Florida and the Gamble estate where he arranged his escape to England.”

“But what does that have to do with Finley’s research into the lost gold?”

“Well, rumor has it that Benjamin had the gold with him. It’s not known if he hid it somewhere along the way or took it with him. Professor Finley believed that Benjamin and the gold both ended up in Florida, but not necessarily together.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, there’s also the story that a Confederate captain by the name of John Riley had some of the gold, worth about half a million dollars according to the legend. He buried it somewhere in western Broward County.”

“That’s clear across the state from the Gamble Plantation.”

“I’m aware of that. Professor Finley mentioned that he’d been trying to trace Benjamin’s route in Florida. He believed that the story about Riley was true, but wanted to see if he and Benjamin might have met somewhere along the way and transferred possession of the gold.”

“That’s all interesting but did you stay in touch with Finley?”

“Unfortunately, no, but that’s not unusual in academic research. Other than approving his travel request, Professor Finley was under no obligation to share his discoveries with me.”

“So, you have no idea if he was able to corroborate these rumors?”

“That is correct.”

So that’s the why but looks like it’s a dead end. 

I heard Kline clear his throat, then he said, “I should mention that there’s another part of the story. I don’t know if Professor Finley was looking into this as part of his research.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s reportedly a secret group that formed sometime after the war called the Knights of the Golden Circle. Their sole purpose was to guard the location of the gold and prevent its discovery until the appropriate time.”

“And when might that be?”

There was a long pause, long enough that I wondered if I might have dropped the call. Then Kline said, “Why, when the South was prepared to rise again, sir.”

Interesting choice of words.

I couldn’t think of anything else to ask him, thanked him, and ended the call. No progress toward establishing Eloise’s innocence, but the mention of a search for hidden gold, and some secret group bent on preventing its discovery had my inner antennae on full readiness.

* * * *

Twenty minutes or so later, I knew more about the Knights of the Golden Circle than I had before, courtesy of Google. According to Wikipedia, the group formed prior to the Civil War, not afterward as Kline had said, with the purpose of extending the pro-slavery movement into the southwest and Mexico. With the outbreak of the war, the group’s purpose changed to achieving recognition of the Confederacy by Mexico.

No mention of the Confederate gold until the end of the article. A theory of some fringe historians held that the group became a secret society after the collapse of the Confederacy with the avowed purpose of supporting another uprising against the federal government. Along those lines, the article referenced something called the Saddle Ridge Hoard, a treasure of gold coins found in the Sierra Nevada mountains of California. Allegedly, the origin of this treasure came from the Confederacy with the Knights hiding it in this remote location to finance their planned uprising.

Interesting history, but why had Kline mentioned it if all signs pointed to the group operating in the western part of the country, not Florida? 

* * * *

“Okay, the only time you ever call me anymore is when you’ve gotten yourself into something, and you don’t know the way out. What is it this time?”

“And hello to you, BB. And that’s not true. Why I—”

“Let’s just cut the bacon, Wolf. What is it this time?”

Man must be busy to be this abrupt. Totally unlike him.

I told him about Vicky and me resuming some sort of relationship, and the accident involving her grandmother, and Vicky’s expectation that I would make the world safe from terrorists, falling meteors, and asshole Republicans, besides proving her grandmother’s innocence.

“Sounds like a tall order,” he said.

“Sorry, BB. Just a bit exhausted from walking on eggshells. Anyway, the man her grandmother hit is a history professor at a university in Virginia. I talked to his department chairman who said he was down here researching the lost gold of the Confederacy. He mentioned this secret group in connection with the gold, the Knights of the Golden Circle. Ever hear of them?”

“Can’t say that I have. What are they? Some sort of fringe lunatic group?”

“Could be. What I found online indicated that they’re waiting for the rise of the Confederacy again, and will reveal the location of the gold then to finance the new government.”

“Sure some of them aren’t in Congress? There’s a bunch of wackos there. Be a perfect place to hide.”

I chuckled, then said, “Can you ask around? See if there’s anything serious to them?”

“Can do, old buddy. Might be two, three days before I can get to it.”

“No rush. Thanks.”

* * * *

That night, as Vicky and I sat on the couch—she at one end, I the other—watching TV, I told her what I had learned about Finley and why he was in Sarasota.

“That’s nice,” she said when I finished and returned her attention to the TV.

“Is that all you have to say?”

She turned, her glare frostier than the ice queen in the movie Frozen. “Oh my god. You think this group, the knights of whatever, you think they had something to do with Grammy’s accident. I don’t care about whatever paranoid, delusional fantasy is pinging around in your head. That doesn’t get Grammy out of this. And that,” she said, leaning toward me and poking a finger in my chest, “is what you’d better be concentrating on.”

That said, she rose from the couch and hobbled—stalked if she could have—toward her bedroom. What used to be our bedroom. Patton, the traitor, rose and followed her.

I sighed.

I’d better find a magician’s top hat and pull some flowers out of the air.




















Chapter Four

The next morning, upon completing my run along the beach and returning to the condo, I called Grammy’s attorney, Gary Petrosian.

After I identified myself and that I was calling about Eloise Agincourt, I asked him about the discovery request he’d filed with the state attorney.

“They’re still assembling the material, although they did provide me with all the witness statements taken by the police.”

“Did they locate any surveillance video of the accident?”

“Yes, they did.” Petrosian sounded surprised. “I don’t have it yet, but there were a couple of cameras that caught the intersection. But I understand that it doesn’t show much.”

“How soon before you get it?”

“Sometime this afternoon, I was told.”

“I found out why Finley was in Sarasota.” I told him about the research Finley was conducting into the lost gold of the Confederacy and his supposition that Benjamin might have fled the country with it. I didn’t go into the Knights of the Golden Circle. Despite Vicky’s comments, I didn’t think that information was relevant to Eloise’s defense. And, I wanted BB’s input as a precaution.

* * * *

Petrosian called me back three hours later.

“I have the surveillance video you were asking about this morning,” he said. “Like I told you, it really doesn’t show us much. Just my client’s car entering the intersection and hitting the victim. Frankly, I think it’s in Miss Miller’s best interest to accept a plea bargain and put this behind her. I’m sure that given her age, she’ll be treated leniently. Probably have to give up her drivers license and do some community service. I really don’t think they’d look for jail time.”

“That might be difficult. My girlfriend is pretty adamant about her grandmother’s innocence.”

“Well, the surveillance doesn’t lie. Plus, there’s the witness statements.”

“Can I have a copy of the video? I’d like to review it myself.”

“I thought you might want one, so I asked for two copies. I think if you show this to Mrs. Miller’s granddaughter, she’ll change her mind about making a deal.” 

I told him I’d be up that afternoon to pick up my copy and he said he’d leave it with his receptionist. After I hung up, I went to tell Vicky about my conversation with the lawyer.

* * * *

That night, Vicky joined me in my office as I booted up the DVD I’d gotten from Petrosian. The clip started, showing an image of Main Street with traffic flowing and pedestrians moving. “There’s Grammy’s car.” Vicky pointed at the vehicle coming up the street. The light changed to yellow as her grandmother appeared to speed up as she approached the intersection.

Sudden movement from the right caught my eye as a man, Finley presumably, appeared to stumble into the intersection just as Eloise entered. Vicky gasped as we watched her car strike the man, tossing him to the side like a rag doll. Eloise rolled through the intersection before her vehicle stopped and she exited. Meanwhile, a crowd had gathered around the fallen man.

Vicky fell back in her seat, her body shaking, her mouth forming a small O.

“Shit,” she muttered. “She hit him. What are we going to do, Wolf? I can’t have Grammy going to jail for this.”

Tears began to flow and, instinctively, her hands flew to the crystal pendant around her neck. As if sensing her discomfort, Patton rose and stood beside her, pry-bar nose pushing at her arm to be petted.

“It looks that way,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “I want to see that part again, where Finley came into the intersection.”

“Go ahead. I can’t watch it again.” She rose and left the room, Patton trailing after her.

I started the DVD playing again, leaned forward at the point just before Finley stumbled into the intersection. I spotted him waiting at the curb to cross the street. The light was turning yellow. No one else in the crowd with him moved. Then he stumbled into the intersection and Eloise hit him.

I restarted the DVD and watched again. There was no doubt. He did stumble. But how? The police reports hadn’t mentioned any obstructions at the curb. Did he trip on something as he waited to cross? Could one of the other bystanders have bumped him as they all waited for the light to change? Impossible to tell without an enhanced image and that was beyond my capabilities. But I knew someone who could. Now, how could I contact him without revealing my secret life to Vicky?

I decided to sleep on it.




















Chapter Five

The next morning, I found Vicky on the lanai and staring out at the Intracoastal Waterway. I took the chair next to hers, putting my coffee on the small table between us.

“I want to go see Grammy this morning,” she said, her tone resigned. She fingered the crystal pendant hanging from her neck. “You’ll need to drive me.” She nodded at her crutches. “It’d help if you explained the circumstances.”

“Don’t do it yet.”

She turned to face me. “Why not? You saw what was on that DVD. She hit the man. There’s no way around that. We might as well have her attorney make the best deal he can.”

“I watched again, a couple more times. It looked like the man stumbled, sweetie, and if that’s the case, then it was just an unfortunate accident. I want to go look at the scene, see if there’s anything that might have tripped him, anything that might show that it wasn’t entirely your grandmother’s fault.”

