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Wolf Mallory thinks life is going to settle down now that he’s proven Vicky wasn’t guilty of murder. Unfortunately, Wolf’s friend Vinnie volunteers him yet again to take a look at a case. And with the holidays approaching, Wolf gives in, hoping to bring a little closure to a murder victim’s family. But when even the police don’t have any leads, Wolf wonders how he’s going to pull a Christmas miracle out of his bag of tricks.
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Dancing Under the Mistletoe

“We had some bad news this morning in the group,” said Vinnie.

“What’s that?” I asked, taking a sip of my sweetened ice tea. It was a late Tuesday afternoon in November, and we were at Kicks, our favorite beach-front restaurant on Calusa Key, for an early dinner. Vicky, my girlfriend of just over three months now, was still in Ohio where she’d gone to spend Thanksgiving with her folks. She was flying back to Tampa tomorrow.

“One of our members was murdered about a month ago, after our last meeting. Counselor told us about it first thing today before we started. He said he’d heard about it on the news.”

Vinnie Spano and I had been friends since our days in the Marine Corps. I was a freshly minted second lieutenant out of NROTC at Ohio State, and he was the bearded, grizzled veteran of various operations in the Middle East, and staff sergeant of my new squad when we met in Qatar. Vinnie taught me the realities of war and watched me become an effective leader.

“Did they capture his killer?”

Vinnie shook his head. “I looked up the story in the newspaper. Apparently, it happened in the parking lot of the place he was staying up in Sarasota, but robbery didn’t appear to be the motive.” Vinnie took a drink of the ice-cold Bud he’d ordered. “I was looking forward to seeing Ben this month. I had some questions I wanted to ask him.”

“About what?”

Each fourth Tuesday of the month, Vinnie drove to the VA center in Tampa for the meeting of his substance abuse support group. Because of his combat-related injuries, Vinnie was no stranger to pharmaceuticals and other chemicals of various natures to ease his pain.

I knew him well enough to know that he was an addict, but he kept his intake under control.

“Well, Ben’s new to the group. Last month was his first meeting and he was bragging about all these medals he’d gotten. I mean, he’s talking Silver Heart, Distinguished Service Medal, Purple Heart. I got suspicious, did some checking at the library. Doubted he’d done all he said he did.”

I glanced around the dining room. Christmas garland hung from the ceiling around the room. A six-foot Christmas tree reposed in one corner, a thousand miniature lights lending gaiety to the atmosphere. Muted seasonal music played in the background.

“There’s a lot of guys who say shit like that,” I ventured. “Makes them feel important.”

“Wolf, this guy’s talking to a bunch of vets who’ve seen combat. Looking around the group, I knew his shit wasn’t sticking to the wall.”

“That’s the way it goes sometimes,” I replied as our meals arrived.

* * * *

Two days later, Vinnie called my cell mid-morning. “Remember t’other day, I was telling you ’bout Ben, the guy in our group who was murdered?”

“Yep. What about him?”

“I tracked down his brother, found his name from Ben’s obituary.”

Why is Vinnie obsessing about this?

“Yeah?”

“Well, the family’s upset that the police haven’t arrested anyone yet. They get the impression the cops just don’t care.”

I think I know where this is going.

“So anyways,” Vinnie said, “I told them I knew this guy—”

“Vinnie, we’ve been over this before.”

“Yeah, but you helped Vicky out when she was in trouble.”

True.

I’d met Vicky through Vinnie almost three months ago. She’d been accused of murdering her boss and lover, Brian Clausen, a wealthy developer in Sarasota. With all the cards stacked against her, my persistence and belief in her innocence uncovered the truth on the eve of her trial. Consequently, Nate Wilhelm, an environmental engineer with Clausen’s company, was under indictment for his murder. Clausen’s wife and the company’s accountant faced a bevy of charges as well for their roles as accessories to the murder and helping with the cover-up.

