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I felt a light tapping on my shoulder.

“Excuse me. Could you spare a few minutes to speak with me when you’re finished?”

There were always a few folks who waited to ask their questions until after I had concluded my presentations and prepared to leave. I smiled. “Sure.”

The face returning my smile surprised me. She was more my age, late forties, and attractive enough that I should have noticed her when I was speaking. Most of my audience at the libraries, museums, and historical societies that host my programs are in the gray hair brigade, sixties, and. . . .

“How can I help you?” I asked. 

“Actually, this might take more than a minute or two? It has to do with my family’s history. I think you’d be interested.” She extended her hand. “I’m Helen Sumner. The Sumners you were discussing in your talk are my ancestors.”

I saw her holding one of my business cards in her hand. “I’m sorry, but my business doesn’t include doing genealogical searches. I do know a person who can help you.” I reached for my card case and information on Val Foxx.

“No, no, Mr. Harrell. I’m very familiar with what your company does.” I smiled, nodded, and said, “Okay, but Mr. Harrell is my pap.”

“Do you prefer Slydell or Jerome?” she asked. “Neither. Call me Sly or SJ. I answer to both.”

“What I’d like to discuss is finding some family property. It’s quite valuable. The problem is that it has been missing for over one hundred years, and the most important physical clue we have to locate it is gone. Time erased it.”

The woman was dressed more like a junior business executive than the typical retirees or housewives attending one of my historical presentations. I remained silent. Experience had told me that only people serious about using my company’s services pressed forward.

The smile disappeared from the lady’s face. As if she read my mind, she said, “I am serious.” Her tone reflected that.

I nodded. “Since it appears you’ve checked my business out, you must be aware that what I do is expensive.”

“I’m totally aware of that. I can offer. . . .” The woman clamped her mouth shut as one of my hosts from the St. Cloud Historical Society, Hilda, approached us.

“Do you need any help, SJ?” Hilda asked. 

“No, I’m fine.”

“I see I’m creating a problem here,” Helen said. “Could you meet me when you’re done? There is a restaurant close. It’s on US 192, the main drag. The name is The Catfish Place. They have great Florida Cracker food there.”

The woman looked anxious; I wasn’t sure why. “My treat.”

“That’s not necessary. I know The Catfish Place. . .eat there whenever I get a chance. Meet you in thirty minutes, give or take a few. That okay?” I paused, “Helen, correct?”

She smiled, “Yes. See you in a half hour.” Helen bowed her head to Hilda, mumbled, “Goodbye,” and left the building as though her feet were resting on hot coals.

“Sorry, Hilda. I’ll get outta your hair directly. Fifteen minutes tops,” I said.

“I thought she might be a problem. She was here a full hour before you started.” Hilda’s eyes narrowed. “She drove all the way up here from Bartow to hear you speak. Or that’s what she claimed. She knew all about your company. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, but her finger is white, and there’s an indent where one has been worn.”

“You know, you’re pretty damned good at sleuthing. I might call you up to help me out sometime.” Hilda giggled good-naturedly. I added, “I will be careful, but don’t worry about the old swamp panther. It isn’t my first hunt out in the oaks and cypress.”
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At two-thirty in the afternoon, only five cars were parked in the restaurant parking lot. Two belonged to the Municipality of St. Cloud. One was a beat-up, dirty pickup that only an out-of-work construction worker would drive. That left two possibilities: a white van and a Cuban gray BMW. As I entered The Catfish Place, I decided it had to be the BMW. The lady wasn’t the van type.

As I walked across the floor to her table, I noted that she had selected one tucked in the restaurant's back corner. I took inventory of what possible knowledge I had about her. She looked and acted affluent. Her speech patterns and reactions indicated she was intelligent. She was a multigenerational Floridian, if she wasn’t lying about the Sumner connection. The historic Sumner family were cattle barons, wealthy, and part of their empire had been based in Bartow. Bartow wasn’t a destination for relocating Northerners.

What was she looking for? A missing deed to property? An antique? That was my best guess. I reached the table. . . . I was about to find out.

“I don’t know how to say this without sounding like the stereotypical greedy relative.” Helen Sumner’s face was grim. “I want you to help my aunt recover a fortune that was promised to the Sumner women 125 years ago. Before you ask, I do stand to profit from its recovery.” She hesitated. “But, then, so do you.” The woman’s features were almost defiant. “What do you know about the Sumner family, beyond what’s in the local histories and lore?”

My caution flags went to half-mast. Anyone asking for your help, but was belligerent in their approach, warrants caution. I tapped my fingers on the table. Maybe I would let her buy my lunch.

I answered slowly, evaluating the impact of my words on the lady sitting in front of me. “I know about your family’s importance in the development of the cattle business for two hundred years.” No reaction. “I know that your family was heavily involved in Florida politics from the Civil War to the Second World War.” Ditto. “I know that portions of your family had huge property holdings and were involved in some questionable land developments in the early 1900s.” A small grimace. “Your family was exceedingly rich and seemingly squandered it.” Bingo! Reaction!

“Not the Sumner family, the Sumner men!” Helen’s eyes flashed, and her face flushed.

I immediately knew she considered me the enemy based on by my gender alone. My expression must have communicated my thought to her, and she quickly sought to address the hurdle she’d erected. “You’re not a Sumner man.” Her face softened, and she forced a smile.

“I’m happy I’m not.” I didn’t vocalize the rest of my thought, in your presence. “I’m afraid that exhausts my knowledge of your family, so if that doesn’t fit what you were thinking . . . of what I could do for you—” I was looking for a way out; she saw that and cut me off.

“SJ, that’s what you prefer?” 

“I come to dinner when I hear it,” I smiled and stiffened to get up from the table.

“Please, SJ, hear me out,” she said.

My general impression . . . she was a bit of an actress. Despite my instinct’s rebellion, I said, “I’ll listen, but I can’t promise I’ll do anything.”

There was a confident glint in her eyes when she answered, “I believe you will.” She took a deep breath, collected and controlled her emotions, and made a noticeable effort to refrain from any show of hostility.

“You mentioned that my family lost a great deal of its wealth. They have lost the use of it for generations, that’s true, but it is in a safe place. The problem is, we don’t know where that place is.” Helen paused; I nodded for her to go on.

“This goes back to the 1890s. The Sumner men were like the other men of their time, only more so. Wives did housework, kept the garden, pumped out children, kept their mouths shut, and did what their husbands told them out of and in bed. They were supposed to smile through it all, even when they received a figurative or literal kick. My Aunt Ellen’s great-great-grandfather, Samuel Sumner, was a good man for those times but had seven worthless, spoiled sons. The Sumner tradition was to leave the oldest son the land and any other property holdings. Each of the other male children was to receive an equal share of the money accumulated by the father. The oldest was to administer the funds for all. The girls were given ten acres and a dowry of fifty dollars. Great-Great-Grandmother Sally was to be kept in her home and cared for by the eldest son. Her oldest son, Samuel Jr., was the worst of the bad lot.”

Helen paused, so I prompted her, “Go on.” 

“Grandma Sally knew the shortcomings of her boys, and particularly those of Sam Jr., all too well. All seven of her sons gambled, drank, and chased every woman that showed any indication they might . . . bed them. The oldest kept five women in several small towns around the state where he traveled. Her daughters were the opposite. Smart. Responsible. Moral! It wasn’t fair for them to receive practically nothing and the undeserving boys a fortune. That fortune was considerable.”

I asked, “And . . . you know that how?” 

“Sally confided the amount to her daughter, Mildred, long before the events I’ll tell you about took place. It has been passed down.”

“And that amount was?”

She smiled at me, confidence oozing from her, “Three boxes each containing gold coins that weighed more than sixty pounds each. Maybe more.” Her oozing was justified. Her eyebrows lifted, and I responded by nodding for her to continue. 

“Grandpa Samuel didn’t believe in banks. He’d seen his friends lose everything in crashes in the years after the Civil War. His friend and mentor, Jacob Summerlin, didn’t trust banks, bankers, or paper money. Sam Sr. emulated his idol, Jacob, and kept his funds at home, in gold. Sam must have had concerns about his oldest and his other boys, because he only shared the secret of where the money was hidden with Sally. When her husband died, something happened that infuriated her and convinced her to take drastic action.”

Helen paused, waiting for me to say something. I obliged, “What caused her to do something?”

“Her slime-bag son hauled a bitch into the house the day after his father was buried. She was a real porcupine woman.” She paused to see if I understood. I nodded. Helen Sumner was a real Cracker. She continued, “That was too much for her to stomach. Sally had a shouting match with her son, telling him she wanted his girlfriend gone . . . immediately. Sam Jr.’s reaction? He told his mother that if she didn’t like it, get out. That’s when she did whatever she did. No one knows for sure what that was. We know that Sam Jr. disappeared that night and was never seen again. We know that the treasure disappeared. Sally claimed that Sam Jr. took it and ran off with the girlfriend that night. No one believed that then. No one believes that now. No one could or can prove otherwise.”

I smiled and asked, “I assume you want me to find three boxes of gold coins, not two skeletons hid somewhere . . . unless they happen to be resting together?”

“That’s it exactly.” 

“That’s not even a starting point, Mrs. Sumner.” It was intriguing but a definite mission impossible.

“Two things, Mr. Harrell. First, yes, I’m a Sumner by marriage. That doesn’t make my Sumner allegiance any less intense than if Sally’s blood ran through my veins. My husband is a nephew of the person I hope you’ll help. Second, women haven’t received fair treatment in Sumner family affairs. When Grandmother Sally died some years after the coins and her son disappeared, she elected to pass on a clue to where the Sumner women might reclaim the money. I want to fulfill her wishes. She wrote her letter on her deathbed, and she handed it to her oldest daughter, Mildred, a few hours before she died. She did so with the instruction that the letter wasn’t to be opened until John, her last surviving son, was hanged. Her boys didn’t do well.”

I started to talk, but Helen’s raised eyebrows silenced me. “In that letter were clues to where the treasure is hidden. Aunt Ellen is the fourth person that the letter has been passed down to. Each has tried and failed to find the gold. My reason for being here is to ask you to help find the treasure for my aunt with the help of the clues in that letter. In return, she is willing to give you twenty-five percent of what you find.”

I didn’t have to do mental calculations. Three boxes, times sixty pounds, times sixteen ounces, times $1,700 per ounce . . . that equaled a shit-pot full of money. Was it worth taking it to the next level? What if there wasn’t gold at the rainbow’s end? I’d discuss that with her after I made a decision on viability. If the treasure existed, I didn’t want to discourage her.

I maintained hard eye contact with her as I said, “Okay, it is worth pursuing, but there are some things that need doing before I, we, get started on this. First, I have to meet your aunt. . . . Ellen, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. That might be a problem.” Her eye contact wilted a tad, so I pressed. “That’s a non-starter. If I don’t meet her, I’m out.”

Helen stiffened, “I’ll arrange it.” 

“Okay. I need her last name.” I wanted to see if she hesitated and possibly made something up.

“O’Neal.” Her name was out of Helen’s mouth before I’d finished my sentence. I nodded, “Fine. It might take a few months for me to get on it.” I saw discomfort in her eyes. “If the treasure is still wherever, it’s been there 125 years. It isn’t going anywhere in a couple months.”

“That isn’t my concern. There is a timing element in this . . . in the clue. My aunt is getting old. If we miss the date, we’ll miss a year.” She leaned forward. Helen had the look of a person hatching an idea as we spoke. “When could you start?”

The whole idea of a timing element intrigued and challenged me. “When do I have to be available?”

“June 1. You have to be at a place and be ready to interpret the clue at that time.” It was the middle of March. My other projects had lost a lot of importance in the last thirty minutes. “I can do that. Here is the rest of what we need to do. You have my card; if you still want to pursue this, contact my assistant, Clareen Simmons. She’ll set up a date for us all to meet. It’s important that we formalize what we’ve discussed for both of our protection. Bring a lawyer if you like. I’ll have mine there. Bring the clue with you.”

“Good. I don’t think Ellen would part with it . . . early.” Helen seemed relieved. “Believe me, if you have a lawyer, he isn’t going to want me anywhere near that letter until everything we discussed is documented.” 

“Do you need to talk to Ellen or see her picture prior to the meeting? So you know she’s interested?”

The importance of the question escaped me, but I answered anyway, “No, the fact she shows or doesn’t at the meeting we set is all I need.”

“Good.”

We both were satisfied.
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One of the advantages of living far away from the center of things is that it provides you with precious solitude as you drive the added distance required to get home. And, in that solitude, time to think. Turn off the cell phone, and you transport yourself back in time. It is the essence of who I am, yesterday’s man.

The forty-minute drive from St. Cloud to my ranch outside of Kenansville gave me an opportunity to reflect on the flurry of events that had just occurred. Taking Florida 523 meant fewer traffic distractions. I was in rural Florida, more likely to have a collision with a wayward deer or a feral pig than an SUV or a semi. The pastures and prairies passed by with no notice from me. My mind focused on the unexpected meeting with the descendant of a branch of one of the state’s true pioneer families. The Sumners. The family was only a notch behind the Summerlins when it came to importance in shaping Florida’s early history. It was an opportunity to pull a curtain aside and look into one of the many hidden family histories residing within, I hoped.

If the woman’s heritage wasn’t a fabrication, getting to delve into her ancestry and the happenings surrounding them would be fascinating. That alone was a delicious tidbit that was too tempting to resist. The thought of recovering the fortune, a huge fortune, and getting my percentage . . . that was more than tempting.

Even if the three boxes turned to one, I did a quick calculation: Sixty times sixteen times $1,700 . . . that was over $1,630,000. My share would work out to $408,000. That wasn’t bad for something that looked to have no significant danger attached and should not take long to resolve. If she was telling the truth and there were three boxes, great.

With the decision made, I thought about what I could do in advance of the meeting I’m sure the Sumner woman would set up. The obvious things were to authenticate those who were to be my “business partners.” I wanted at least basic information on both. Helen Sumner would be easy. I knew what she looked like, her relative age, and I took the opportunity to write her license plate down as I exited The Catfish Place. If she lived in Bartow, we had a great place to start. Ellen O’Neal? There were probably a hundred living in Florida, and there was no guarantee she lived in the state. That was a lot of records to search. I knew just the team for the task.

Russ and Val Foxx are fascinating folks. They travel the country in an RV, true vagabonds who live for the spirit of adventure. When I asked how they could afford to travel continually, Russ grinned and said, “We’re computer security consultants . . . and sometimes lack-of-security experts.”

They are true masters of the monitor, unexcelled at what they did and do. Valerie has a master’s degree in administrative services. Her ability to find the most deeply submerged record or the most obscure fact—impressive! Russ is a computer genius. A master of special effects and illusion, he can make computers do unbelievable things. And though it’s not spoken of. . . . Russ Foxx is a hacker’s hacker!

We became friends. Since then, we have done a few favors for each other, and I procure their services occasionally. I also provide them a concrete pad fitted with a utility pole, located on my ranch, for their use whenever. The last two winters, they’ve been my guests. It has been a mutually beneficial relationship.

I was reasonably certain I could obtain enough information on the two ladies who were still alive to help me, but I also needed to probe and expand my knowledge of the Sumners. Sumner had been a magic name for a century. I had some knowledge of them because of their importance in Florida’s history, so I had a starting place. But the general knowledge had to be supplemented by learning who these family members really were, where they lived, what they owned, what their politics were . . . everything right down to who they were screwing, if I could find out.

There were sources that would help on the Net, but a lot of the info that would help would come from visiting where they’d lived, scrounging newspaper morgues, and getting names of “old-timers” from historical societies for oral history or gossip, take your choice. I knew where the family had most of their 1800 holdings. It meant trips to Hernando, Arcadia, Sebring, Lake Wales, Webster, LaBelle, Ortona, and Bartow. I had contacts in four of those cities, and those people could furnish me connections in the towns I lacked. It would keep me busy for a week, but I’d learn a lot in that time.

As I crossed a canal that flowed into Lake Cypress, a black HUMV passed me on a double yellow line. Time to stop thinking about the case and start concentrating on my driving.

The HUMV slowed rapidly, almost coming to a stop in front of me. I couldn’t see inside. The rear window had something placed over it to keep anyone from seeing its occupants. My speedometer had dropped to 15 mph. The vehicle made no effort to pull off the highway. Were the occupants having a problem or harassing me?

I decided to pass the HUMV. When I swung into the left lane, the vehicle immediately stayed in front of me. When I returned to the right side of the road, the HUMV cut me off. While the black SUV was still returning to my front, I gunned my engine and tried passing again. This time the HUMV accelerated, racing ahead at high speed. The car quickly disappeared as I slowed to 50 mph. “It takes all kinds,” I muttered. I chalked it up to some sort of road rage and dismissed the incident. Freak incidents happen, and that’s what I hoped.

As I was figuring the most efficient way to visit the towns where I’d have to seine for information on the Sumners, a motion in my rearview mirror caught my attention. The same black HUMV that had breezed past me at the bridge had entered the road behind me. It had been in a farm lane screened from view by brush on either side, one that could have been picked to conceal its presence.

Having worked in jobs where ignoring unlikely coincidences could cost you your life, I immediately tried to determine if I was being followed. I slowed down. So did the HUMV. I sped up. So did the HUMV. It was obvious he was trying to maintain a constant space between us. I watched the vehicle closely. The driver was matching my speed perfectly. I never slowed down or speeded up so much that it was obvious I was concerned with my tail. The HUMV stayed a thousand feet behind me.

If someone was following me, why? The only plausible reason was to find out where I lived. When I was a few miles from the road leading to my ranch, I decided to cut off my tail. A vast wildlife preserve bordered both sides of the road. I made a high-speed turn onto an access road entering the Three Lakes Wildlife Area. I drove a short distance up the road, parked, removed a twelve-gauge shotgun from the rack behind my head, and waited.

Watching in my rearview mirror, I saw the black vehicle ease into the rectangular glass. Its driver came to a full stop on the highway then slowly pulled away. After waiting for fifteen minutes, I traveled the remaining distance to my home. This time, I was exceedingly aware of vehicles both in front and behind. No black HUMV appeared. I didn’t relax until I made a right turn onto Lake Marian Road and reached the familiar gate to my ranch.
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I thought you might like eggs Benedict this morning,” Cindy Stallings knew how to start my day off right. She’s the do-it-all domestic at my ranch. You can describe Cindy with one word: pleasant. She’s pleasant to talk to, pleasant to work with, pleasant to look at; she’s just plain pleasant. However, like the lionfish, there are some poisonous spines under an attractive appearance and sedate, friendly behavior. Like a black belt.

“That sounds good.” I looked away from the emails on my laptop screen. Her uniform of the day, every day, is white Bermuda’s and a white tee . . . no graffiti. No need for attention getters on her clothes, the curves under them are more than enough. Her presence in my household caused local tongues to wag when I first hired the twenty-nine-year-old. But there is absolutely nothing romantic between the lady and me. Something in her demeanor is close to a cold shower. She looks like a movie star and acts like a nun.

“They’ll be done in five minutes.” She leaned over my desk and filled my half-empty coffee cup. “I relayed the message to the Foxxes that you had something to talk to them about. They asked if nine o’clock would be okay.”

I nodded. “I’m going over to the office to talk to Clareen about the lady I met at the St. Cloud Historical Society. She’s supposed to call to set up a meeting.”

Cindy nodded in a very pronounced manner. “Clareen already called asking about you. The Foxxes will be here in an hour.”

As she left, I looked out the windows surrounding half of the house. A great blue heron speared a fish from the pond outside as I watched. Just another day in what I considered paradise. It justified having my office an hour plus away. 

Russ and Val Foxx studied the papers I’d handed them seconds ago. Those papers had questions I wanted answered. The other information they contained was all I knew about Helen Sumner and Ellen O’Neal.

I asked, “What do you think?” 

Russ smiled, “As long as we have a starting point, it should be a piece of cake.” He shook one of the notes I’d given them. “Two days, three at most.”

I smiled and looked at Valerie. She was the one that would do most of the work on this project. She hadn’t said a thing, and her face remained in its usual neutral mask. “What’s your opinion, Val?” I asked.

“It’s impossible to tell until I peek at the first threads and see what unravels. If they’ve lived in Florida all their lives, haven’t been married several times, I can do it in a day. If they’ve lived out of state, had name changes, done time . . . a week.” She waved the sheet of paper at me. “This is all you want?”

“For right now,” I answered. 

She shrugged her shoulders, “He’s right.” Val nodded at her husband. “Two days, probably. A week at most.”

Russ grinned, “Are these two ladies some of the missing members of the Brinks heist? They sound like a desperate duo.”

“Would you believe me if I told you that they found the real treasure map mentioned in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island?” I tried to keep a serious face.

Val snorted, and Russ doubled up with laughter.

After a few seconds, Val asked, “If you can tell me why you want this information, I can watch for something that might connect as I go through my searches.”

“Sure. I’m helping them find valuables that were lost 125 years ago,” I replied. Russ snickered. “Talk about your wild goose chase. I hope you’re getting paid upfront.”

Valerie simply nodded.
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There are few absolutes in life. Two of them are Kenansville institutions. One is The Barking Dog Bar, and the other is Herman Wilson’s General Store and Garage. Everyone within twenty miles knows where you get “watered” and where you get “gassed.” Ten-thirty in the morning is too early for me to bend an elbow, so I passed the Barking Dog’s parking lot and pulled under the canopy covering the gas pumps in front of Wilson’s.

Henrietta Wilson’s grinning face appeared in the driver’s window of my CJ5. The weather was good, so I was driving my Jeep, with the top off, always my first driving choice. “Fill ’er up, Mr. Harrell?” her cheery voice inquired. Service was alive and well at Wilson’s and in Kenansville.

“Yep. . . . Henrietta, just call me Sly.” I knew what would come next.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Harrell.” Herman Wilson would tell you very quickly that he raised his “rug rats right.” All fifteen of them. The girl who was pumping gas, washing my windshield, and would soon be checking my oil was right out of the middle of Herman’s brood. Wilson’s kids all had their father’s strawberry blonde hair (Herman’s was gone), his ruddy complexion, and a physical build perfect for setting fence posts and tossing bales of hay.

“That’ll be $29.48, Mr. Harrell.” Her smile was genuine, and I asked the fifteen-year-old a question as I placed my credit card in her oily hand, “Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

“This is my day to skip. There are seven of us working here. We take turns missing a day. Old Mr. Parsons, he’s my principal, he says, as long as we maintain a high average, he doesn’t care. We’re about the only ones in school that add a column of figures without a calculator or can make change.” A car pulled up at the pump behind me. “Be right back,” ended our conversation.

Within a couple of minutes, Henrietta ran up to my Jeep. “Sorry, it took so long. The Internet is loaded up like an Army mule.” She returned my card after she wiped it off on her shirt. “Mr. Harrell, my Pa, wants to have a word. He’s in the garage. If you wouldn’t mind pullin’ up there. . . .”

I said, “Sure,” and started up my Jeep.

“Sly, you know I don’t get meddling into other folks affairs, but I thought you should know about this, leastways.” Herman Wilson stretched his 6’4” frametoitsfull extension. He folded his arms and leaned against one of his garage door openings. “Yesterday afternoon, two men come in here asking questions about you and such. Irene was pumpin’ gas, didn’t much care for their look, so she turned them over to me. They was real big guys. First thing they asked was where you lived. You know me. I asked why they needed to know. They said they was friends of yours.” Herman lifted one barely visible eyebrow. “You got any friends that drive a black HUMV?” Herman had my complete attention. “No friends,” I said.

“Didn’t reckon that. These men didn’t look to be your kind. I told them I knew you. I said I wasn’t sure where you lived. One of them flashed a badge real quick like and said he knew you from when you worked for his agency. I asked to see the badge, and he wouldn’t hand it to me. He just held it up. The man doing the talking had one of them heavy fake southern accents. Anyway, about that time, I leaned over to look at the badge. Couldn’t see dick about it, but I sure got a gander at what they had piled on the back seat. They had one of those AK-47s and some handguns. They sure as shit weren’t turkey hunters, know what I’m saying?”

I nodded.

“One of them didn’t talk much, but I think he was the boss. He said they knew you lived somewhere toward the lake.” Herman grinned. “I said I wasn’t sure, but I’d give them a guess. I sent them down Peavine Creek Road. Told them to look for two pig skulls mounted on a fence post six miles down. You know that cut off road that runs back to the old, flooded peat mine?”

I smiled and said, “You didn’t! You sent them back there? That road looks like it just runs into a flooded field instead of a twenty-foot-deep pit.”

Herman shrugged his shoulders. “If they ain’t smart enough to not drive into water they don’t know, I hope that HUMV has some submarine blood in it.” Herman looked happy. “If them folk show around here again, all the boys are lookin’ for them. We’ll get you word.”

“I can tell you three things. They aren’t friends. They aren’t anybody I’ve worked with. They aren’t the law. As for who they are, you’ll be the first I tell when I find out.”

When I pulled out of Herman’s place, I made a detour before heading to the office. I returned to the ranch. My concealed carry permit and my Springfield Armory 9mm Hellcat accompanied me to Wabasso. It would be my constant companion until the unexplained became explained. Yes, I had a round in the chamber.
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CHAPTER 6
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Wabasso. Why did I decide to locate my office there? The name has a certain ring. There’s plenty of the romantic in me to self-justify that choice. I have a friend that lives in a place called Bokeelia. Names like those make you wonder about them.

But there were practical reasons I decided on the location on Old Dixie Highway. It is just an hour from my ranch. There’s minimal traffic for most of the way. As pricing goes on the east coast of Florida, it’s a reasonable area. Most importantly, I found the perfect building.

The business of finding things—that’s basically what I do—requires some specialized equipment, most of it very expensive or dangerous or both. My lawyer, Riaffort Owens Richards, lives in Vero Beach, a few miles south, and knew of the building. It had been a small local bank . . . with a vault.

Clareen Simmons parked her car in the lot. The lot was huge, and the most vehicles I can remember being there for my business was six. Its primary use now was an overnight stop for semi-drivers and a free one-hour motel for lovers. Clareen complained about both.

The solutions available were to tear up most of the lot and landscape it or put a chain-link fence around the grounds. I’d have preferred the landscape solution, the fencing was more economical, and it offered another layer of protection for Clareen. I was going to sign the contract with the fencing company that day.

I reached the front door. The door is always locked, so I pushed the buzzer button, one short buzz, followed by two longs and ended by three shorts. It was my identification code. Clareen let me in. I entered the old lobby and saw her sitting at the desk.

When she looked up, she said, “You’re late. You said you’d be here forty minutes ago.”

“I forgot something and had to go back to the ranch to pick it up.”

Some people have an expression frozen on their faces that informs you that you’ve done something wrong . . . even when you haven’t. The expression was there.

“Did you bring a peace offering?” I shrugged my shoulders.

“No donuts?” “Sorry.”

“Oh, you have a diamond necklace in your pocket. Just for little old me?” “Little old” did not describe Clareen. If she chose to stand, her five-inch heels

would have elevated her head seven inches over my 5’11.” Now, at twenty-seven, she could have been a model. Her afro added another six inches to the towering effect.

“The plane’s flight from Amsterdam was canceled.”

Her dark brown eyes smiled even if her features didn’t. “You’re going to tell me you’re giving me another raise.”

“Clareen, you’ve got to stop puffing on weed.” I smiled. She hated drugs of any variety because of the havoc they’d played on her family.

“You are stubborn even for a white man,” she concluded.

“I have one good bit of news for you. Today, I’ll sign the contract for fencing the parking lot and grounds.” The smile and some expression of thanks didn’t come.

“That isn’t news. There have been contractors measuring everything they could measure around here for three weeks. One even tried to measure my ass, but we’ll discuss that another time. You don’t have to sign any contract. Mr. Wiess from Indian County Fencing, Barriers, and Walls dropped the contract here two days ago. Told me all about it. I forged your name, and he came back and picked it yesterday. They will start putting it up Monday.” She had a half-smile as she added, “I hope I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You know, Clareen, you can take the fun out of the circus,” I said and shook my head.

“Somebody beat me to it. There isn’t any more circus,” she said.

There was no use trying to get the last word. The woman excelled in that. I changed the subject. “Cindy told you about the woman from my talk yesterday?”

“Yes, but I haven’t heard from her.” Clareen looked down at her desk. “I have eleven letters you need to sign. The mail’s on your desk. Most of it is stuff I know you’d turn down. Here is one—”

I interrupted her. “Have you had any strange visitors in the last two days?” “Strange? No. A couple of contractors following up their bids on the fence, a

security system salesman, and a Jehovah’s Witness. That’s all.” She thrust the letters at me. “Look at these and sign them . . . please.”

As I took the letters, I asked, “What about strange calls?”

“We get too many of those to count. Probably ten hang-ups a day. There are a few calls each from banks where we don’t have accounts, credit companies that want to reduce our interest rate, and fake IRS people telling us that we owe money. Ditto state and fake local agencies, and ditto Apple and Microsoft frauds that have some scam going.”

“Do any of the calls stand out?” I asked.

“In the last couple days? No. Last week, or maybe longer, I remember one call that was different. This lady called and asked not to talk to you. Said her name was Sue Smith. When I asked why she didn’t want to talk to you, there was a pause, and I heard someone else, a man, talking in the background. Then her answer was that she didn’t want to waste your time if you couldn’t help her. She said she wanted to find out what kind of items you would recover. That’s normal. But she asked something different, something no one has asked me before: was it true you had ways to get access to archaeological sites and could get exhumation permits? I told her you had in some circumstances in the past. She asked if you were the professor that did historical seminars all over the state. I told her you weren’t a professor, but you did conduct seminars. Then she asked, I remember this because of the call we’re expecting, if you were scheduled to do a talk in St. Cloud in a week or so. I said, ‘Yes.’ She hung up. No goodbye. She just hung up.”

“Sounds like our lady,” I said. “Did you get a phone number?” “I remember it was an 863 area code.”

“That’s interesting, it would—” The office phone rang.
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The Finder, Inc., this is Clareen Simmons.”

There was no response. She repeated, “The Finder, may I help you?” Clareen paused again. The speaker remained silent. “Hello . . . goodbye.” She hung up.

“Garbage?” I asked.

“Yes, I guess. It wasn’t an 863 area code, and that’s what it would be if the call came from Bartow. At least, if it’s a landline or a cell issued there.” She shrugged her shoulders. “It’s hard to tell anymore.”

“What area code was it?” I asked. “813.”

“That’s the Tampa area.” I shook my head. “Probably just a random call.”

The phone rang again, and Clareen answered, “The Finder, Inc., this is Clareen Simmons.”

There was an immediate response. “I’d like to talk to Mr. Harrell.” I recognized the voice as Helen Sumner’s.

“I’ll take it in my office,” I told Clareen.

I pushed the speaker button on my office phone. “Hello, SJ Harrell.”

There was a brief pause, and then the voice replied, “Hi, I’m Helen Sumner. We spoke in St. Cloud, remember?”

“Sure. May I have your phone number before I forget to ask for it?” “My phone is 863-555-1667.”

“Mrs. Sumner, we talked about setting up a meeting. Are you ready to do that? If so, when would you be available, and would you like to meet here or at a place you choose?”

There was a pause, longer this time. “I’d prefer to meet in your office. Can we set it for this coming Tuesday?”

“Let me check my schedule.” I looked over my calendar as I wrote. I insisted, “Ellen O’Neal must come, and your lawyers should too. What time would you like to be here?”

“Where is your office?”

“It’s located in Wabasso; that’s near Vero Beach. Would you like me to send you a map? If you’d like, I can email it to you. Or I could send it by mail if you give me your address.”

The answer was sharp and instantaneous, “No! I can find it. I’ll probably come over the night before. What street is it located on?”

“Old Dixie Highway. It’s near the beach road; that’s Florida 510.” “Fine.”

“Mrs. Sumner, I’d like your lawyer’s name so my lawyer can get together with him and take care of any preliminaries necessary.”

The pause was long. Finally, the woman spoke, “I was hoping we could avoid that. At least, at this first meeting.”

“I want you to understand my lawyer will be at the meeting. If you don’t wish to bring yours, that’s up to you. Be sure that Ellen O’Neal will be present at the meeting. That is a condition.”

The disgust was evident in her voice when she answered, “She’ll be there if you insist. It’s a long trip for an old lady. I was hoping I could bring the note. Ellen won’t be able to provide any information past the letter and what she’s told me.”

“I’m afraid I insist without any exception.”

“Okay, Mrs. O’Neal and I will be there Tuesday. How is 10:30 AM?” “Fine,” I said.

Helen Sumner hung up without the courtesy of “Goodbye.”

Clareen stood in the door and asked, “Why in the world doesn’t she want a lawyer to protect her interests?”

“She’s either cheap, or there’s a hell of a lot more to this than I was led to believe.” My caution flags went from half to three-quarter mast.
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I watched him move slowly through the reeds and along the grass line. His dawn patrol was as reliable as Big Ben in London. The big bull gator perused the shoreline by my dock every morning as the sun rose, exposing a minimum of the reptile’s top. He was watching for any unwary animal that might happen in his path. A duck, turtle, gar, raccoon, it didn’t matter—he’s looking for breakfast. His passionless patrol was as impartial and deadly as some humans I knew. They looked for a victim and could care less about anything except their financial digestion.

I tossed the black Johnson Spoon with a yellow “hula skirt” riding on the weedless hook. It was my favorite bass bait. Standing on my dock, fishing rod in hand, and trying to induce a bass to strike was almost as sacrosanct as the “bull gator patrol.” The spoon skittered across weeds as it made its way back to the dock. Water exploded, and a large bass attacked the bait as it dropped off a weed into the water.

I fought with the five-pounder until he conceded defeat twenty-feet from the dock. Looking toward the open water of Lake Marian, I saw what I expected. My gator friend had his curiosity stirred. He was slowly swimming toward the fish thrashing on the surface. He stopped when he saw me. We had an unsigned contract to respect each other. It reminded me of the relationship many of my clients and I shared.
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