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Chapter One

			It was late; well past midnight.

			The iPhone’s ringtone indicated a text message had been received. Stirred, Raul rolled over. He fluffed the pillow and scooted a bent elbow underneath it. The cozier position would help him fall back asleep.

			Two minutes elapsed when the tone sounded again. Raul sighed and flipped to his other side, but it was too late. He was awake and his curiosity piqued.

			R u going to do it or will it be me?

			Raul shook the cobwebs out of his head and replied.

			Who is this?

			A minute elapsed.

			Don’t play stupid

			The naked man stood in the darkness. He rubbed his hand over facial stubble and brushed it through his thick, dark hair.

			I’ve got no idea

			Silence.

			Shari. R u thinking with that tool between ur legs?

			A smiley face followed.

			If u weren’t so good in bed I’d swear u didn’t have a brain

			A slight grin creased his lips.

			Ah, my hot stuff. How are you?

			A quick reply followed.

			Hot

			I want u

			Raul shifted the goods below his waistline.

			Have you been drinking?

			Another smiley face lit up the screen.

			Maybe

			Go back to sleep. I can’t help you now

			I need u!

			Later this week, hot stuff

			Raul hooked the phone back to its charger and slid into bed. Before he could pull the covers up the phone sounded again. He jumped to answer.

			R u?

			Am I what?

			Going to get rid of her?

			What are you talking abt?

			U know exactly what I’m talking abt

			Raul did not respond.

			R u?

			The Latino closed his eyes.

			Don’t be such a chicken shit. Just do it before I do

			


	

Chapter Two

			Shari Daniels-Donnelly had kept her maiden name connected to that of her spouse. That was because she was well known in amateur golf events throughout the Midwest following a nice career at the University of Missouri.

			A cigarette burned in the ash tray on the marble bathroom counter top. One bath towel was wrapped around her torso, another around the wet hair on her head.

			Next to the Marlboro Lights sat a collection of aromatherapy jar candles that reminded her of her family. The multi-colored grouping had been personally formulated and delivered from a specialty manufacturer in the Northeast. The set was a gift Shari gave herself after her first child turned ten. She associated a fragrance with each family member.

			To honor her eldest child, Kara was custom carved on the first jar. The selection, Heirloom Lavender, was relaxing and refreshing and Shari could count on it to put her in an uplifting mood. After its use as a candle the jar became a jewelry catcher. The silver pink blend of Sweet Satsuma was found in the jar that had Del etched into the glass. It’s scent was rejuvenating, a light citrus that included mandarin. Once the wax was spent, this glass jar would hold loose change and find a place on her dresser.

			The Just Dream mixture was a starlight blue soy wax blend that emitted the soft scent of an English garden. Lighting this candle produced a therapeutic, calming effect on Shari. Her monogram, SDD, was etched on the glass. Chocolate covered almonds and assorted candies would ultimately find their way to this container.

			Sadly, the Celadon colored jar with its aromatic combination of sweet grapes, peaches, and plums, had been used only once. The slight fruity scent had an awakening and romantic effect. In aromatherapy terms the Garden’s Walk selection was meant to be emotionally healing. Tyler Cy was hand carved into the glass. No alternate use was scheduled for this personalized jar. Shari did not intend to burn the wax. She hated it.

			Barefoot and dripping slightly, Shari grabbed her lighter with one hand as she reached for her pack of cigarettes with the other. Before lighting up she paused and glanced at a larger aromatherapy jar that did not go with the set. Jayla was hand carved on the container. She was the youngest daughter who burst upon the scene unplanned and unexpected when Kara and Del were approaching their teens. The scent was lemongrass and orange for inspiration. If there was anything that put a smile on her face it was thoughts of Jayla.

			“Isn’t the wedding at five?” Tyler Cyrus Donnelly called as he walked into the master bedroom and noticed the door to the bathroom was closed.

			“I went to Nieman Marcus to get a gift but ran into Lola. It’s been forever since we’ve seen each other. We chatted for a while and then she suggested we grab a drink at Luau Cove. That’s the new trendy café at the mall. I didn’t want to be rude. I got a glass of 1998 La Grande Dame, which was only seventy nine bucks. She ordered the chickpea and orzo salad. The dressing was Piquillo pepper vinaigrette and it was to die for! I ordered Freekeh, that’s the smoked wheat from the Middle East, and we split the dishes.”

			“It was just a yes or no question.”

			“I thought the crystal I wanted was at Nieman Marcus so I bought it. But after lunch we walked to Saks to see if they had the same quality. Of course they did and it was a little less. I thought I probably should get the lower priced one because I splurged a little on the wine. So I bought a serving bowl but had to take the other one back to Nieman Marcus. Then as we were walking out Lola asked if I had been to the McLaughlin Irish Crystal company by the Galleria. I never heard of it. She said she’d help, so we hopped into her car since she knew the way. Thank goodness. I would have never been able to find it. But they had what I wanted. A Heritage Crystal Trellis bowl – exactly what I wanted to get in the first place. So we bought that one and drove back to Saks to return the one we got after lunch.”

			“It’s 4:30, Woobie.”

			“Stop calling me that! I just got out of the tub. I needed to soak. And shave my legs.” Shari leaned closer to the mirror and used a pair of tweezers to pluck an errant hair from her brow. “I still have to get ready. And I’ve got no idea what I’m going to wear.” She reached for her monogrammed Hartmann Wings cosmetics case. With tweed pattern, leather trim, brass fittings and matching lock, the bag looked like it could comfortably house a litter of kittens.

			She emptied the contents onto the counter. Spilled into a pile were two smaller silk-screened pouches along with a variety of designer lipsticks from the Rouge G de Guerlain line along with waterproof lip liner from Revlon in a collection that included lip balm, lip gloss, lip plumper, and a lip pencil. Scattered in the mix was an eye lift crème by Estee Lauder, an anti-wrinkle eye crème from Lancome Rinergie, and, in a gold-plated case, various shades of eye shadow from a French company called Ed Pinaud.

			L’OREAL had the new Feria Wild Ombre collection represented. Giorgio Armani found its way to the party. Foundation and bronzer came from that company. Nail lacquer from OPI, an eyelash curler and an eyebrow razor occupied counter space next to a case of tinted contact lenses. There was a hairbrush, a comb, some cotton balls, and a case of sponge puffs alongside a facial mist revitalizer. An LED lighted compact mirror, two hair pins, and three neon hair bands could be seen. A checkbook, a Gucci wallet, six credit cards and driver’s license, as well as four prescription drug bottles were also strewn in the pile.

			In addition to a package of over-the-counter diet pills, Shari apparently went old-school to keep her weight under control. Four packs of Marlboro Lights were scattered in the heap along with three lighters.

			That was before the side pouches were opened. An Oakley pair of sunglasses and a designer pair from Louis Vuitton were there along with a leopard skin jewelry pouch with drawstring. After an inventory list the bag and its contents might fetch 10K on eBay.

			She reached for her rings in a porcelain soap dish and eased her 4-carat wedding ring onto the ring finger of her left hand. A vintage onyx ring covered with rhinestones went on her index finger. A simple copper band occupied the first joint of her middle finger. To complete the look a black agate cocktail ring encircled with small diamonds went onto her pinky finger.

			Fingernails tapped annoyingly on the marble as thoughts wrinkled her brow. To complete the look Shari placed a gold band on her right thumb. A tiny blue gemstone ring went on her right index finger. Some sort of green stone band was placed on her middle finger. Her pride and joy, a ring with a stunning large sapphire went onto her right ring finger. She left the right pinky unoccupied.

			“If we’re late, it’s not my fault.” She reached for the ashtray, grabbed the lit cigarette, took a drag, tilted her head back, and blew a trail of smoke toward the ceiling.

			


	

Chapter Three

			Tyler Cy was polite. The years had jaded him somewhat when questions concerning the actions of his wife arose. His mind was pre-occupied on making a buck in the real estate circles around St. Louis. Shari’s behavior wasn’t going to change. Instead of pacing the floor and doing a slow burn he merely went downstairs and flicked on the TV. At five he would pull the car around to the front of the house. Shari would show. Her MO was to run fashionably late; a wedding was no different. Even though he was punctual he had grown used to her tardiness.

			At five foot eight, bald, with a bit of a paunch, he put up with a lot to have a show piece on his arm. The pair had met at the University of Missouri in Columbia. Tyler Cy was from Kirkwood, a St. Louis suburb about 15 minutes west of downtown. He was a product of the parochial school system and had gone to an all-boys Catholic high school. Shari grew up in St. Charles County, a suburb farther to the west and across the Missouri River, before real estate development in the county exploded to place it perennially in the Top 10 fastest growing counties in the nation.

			The romance raised eyebrows from the start. A pudgy, non-athletic, baby faced, Catholic boy and an athletic, statuesque brunette two inches taller always will. Tyler Cy hit the books, knew all of the right kiss-ass things to say, and had an intense will to succeed. Shari dominated conversations and got her way with a model’s smile. Add some suggestive body language and a chic wardrobe and Shari had more than coon dogs chasing her scent. She was in demand at Mizzou and even entered the Miss Missouri pageant.

			Their senior year approached. It was time to get married. Tyler Cy wasn’t going to let his Cinderella miss the ball. He popped the question. Surprisingly, Shari said yes. Many folks shook their heads. Others agreed that the liaison wouldn’t last. And now, twenty-four years later, Tyler Cy had the last laugh.

			The young newlyweds moved to St. Louis. After working in used home sales for a couple of years, Tyler Cy opened his own real estate company. Shari was a supportive partner and successful real estate agent. Together they worked endless hours on the job. Both wrote contracts, showed property, and recruited agents to join their firm. Weekends were full of open houses. Billboards dotted the town with a catchy slogan. HAVE REAL ESTATE TO SELL OR BUY? YOUR MAN IN TOWN IS TYLER CY. Agents flocked to be a part of the real property rush. One office became two. Two became four. The company grew to 26 real estate offices in suburban St. Louis. The family Ford became a brand new Cadillac that was traded in each year. Tyler Cy, with Shari’s help, had hit it big.

			The duo’s union quickly produced a baby girl. Three years later came a son. That responsibility provided plenty of incentive for the real estate tycoon. Shari’s contribution to the business waned and she became a stay-at-home mom. Then a surprise, a baby girl, came upon the scene. Or was it an accident? The mother of two teens and an infant ran for Mrs. Missouri and won going away. As the bucks rolled in, the head-turner with a bit of country swagger became part of the nouveau riche. And boy could she flaunt it.

			Tyler Cy pulled the pearl white Cadillac Sedan de Ville around the circle drive in front of their home and parked near the front door. After exiting the car, he stopped to admire his dream home. The custom designed two-story home had a wing to the right which housed a four-car garage. To the left was a wing that was part of the home. It opened to a breezeway, a pool area, and a guest home that was situated on the opposite side of the breezeway. The home itself would not rival the $10 – 15 million mansions, but with a value of $3.6 it was a showpiece located in a fashionable zip code in the St. Louis suburbs and sat on 3 acres of well positioned, but secluded real estate.

			Dressed in a grey suit with red power tie, Tyler Cy re-entered the house and waited in the foyer. A glance at his watch indicated the obvious. What would remain unknown was whether or not their late entrance would be a distraction to the ceremony.

			There was clamor, and then commotion; after that, an expected apology. Tyler Cy had heard it many times before. “I’m sorry.”

			But there was no mistake. He was proud of what was going to be on his arm. Shari was breathtakingly beautiful as she rounded the staircase and headed toward her husband. “I tried on Oscar de la Renta but after getting all the accessories on it just didn’t feel right. So I changed into Versace.” Shari turned around. “Do you like?” The floral print exploded with splashy exotic colors. The silk fabric clung to every curve of her body. With tan legs, white hoop earrings, gold necklace, three bracelets, and seasonal yellow strap shoes it was simply impossible for Tyler Cy to be upset. His wife was well-preserved and her body would rival that of a fitness instructor. She looked stunning.

			“Glad I waited.” He gave her a peck on the lips. “You’re beautiful.”

			“Dammit, Tyler Cy! You just messed up my lipstick!” As quickly as she had entered the foyer Shari turned and headed to the nearest mirror. “You can’t do anything right.”

			Tyler Cy rolled his eyes and took a deep breath. It was useless to issue a challenge. He learned that lesson quickly when their relationship first blossomed. If he wanted to keep her around he had to acquiesce to her whims. Either that or stay at the office for hours on end. At least that way he wouldn’t have to be around anymore than necessary.

			After marching down the foyer and out of the house, Shari slid into the leather seats after Tyler Cy, ever the gentleman, opened the car door on the passenger side. Before he could walk around the rear of the Cadillac Shari had already lit a Marlboro Light, lowered the visor, and inched to the mirror. She wasted no time ripping into her purse and finding the pouch labeled Chanel. It carried coral-peach blush with a soft, golden shimmer. An extra coat of mascara to her lashes was the next chore.

			Tyler Cy eased out of the driveway and hadn’t traveled a block when he ran over a seam in the roadway that had buckled. The jolt sent Shari sliding slightly across the slick leather. “Dammit! What’s wrong with you? Can’t you see I’m touching up my make-up?”

			Tyler Cy placed his lips in a circular form and blew slight air out of the opening. He didn’t dare say a word. Not even a simple “sorry” would suffice.

			“Now, do you know where you’re going?”

			“The Little Chapel of the Fountains.” He knew a simple answer to a simple question was better than trying to find out what crawled up her ass. It was way too early in the late afternoon to start counting the minutes to the end of the night.

			“If you hurry we’ll get there on time.”

			Tyler Cy glanced at the clock on the console. It read 5:08. “The service started at five.”

			“You know these things never start on time. Get a move on it. We don’t want to be too late.” A drag, an inhale, a slight turn of the head, and then a steady stream of smoke toward the closed passenger window followed. Shari returned her attention to the mirror.

			Tyler Cy made a left at a stop sign.

			“Where are you going?”

			“To the church.”

			“This isn’t the way.”

			“It’s the way I’ve always gone.”

			“If you go straight at that intersection you take a left about a mile down the road. It’s quicker.”

			He couldn’t help himself. “Like one minute is going to get us there on time.”

			“Dammit, Tyler Cy! We’re in a hurry aren’t we?”

			He couldn’t hold it any longer. “I’ve only been on every road in this city at one time or another.”

			Shari stewed. She knew who paid the bills. She clenched her teeth and then returned to the mirror. The shimmer went to work. “Well, if we’re late, it’s your fault.”

			


	

Chapter Four

			Cars lined the street as Tyler Cy approached the Little Chapel of the Fountains. Parking was impossible at the small cathedral. He pulled onto the asphalt pavement and traveled down every aisle.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Trying to find a place to park.”

			“Can’t you see the lot is full?”

			“I was hoping against hope.”

			“Why don’t you drop me off by the door?”

			After a sideways glance to the passenger seat he rounded a corner just as the church bells clamored. The double doors to the front of the cathedral flew open. A smiling bride and groom burst into the late afternoon sunshine.

			“Is this where you want me to drop you off, Woobie?”

			“Don’t be such a smart ass.” Shari looked as the wedding party and guests followed out the door. “If you hadn’t of taken the wrong way,” she sighed. “It’s just as well. We wouldn’t have been able to find a seat. I didn’t want to go anyway.”

			“Mrs. Hedrick will be disappointed.”

			“Who gives a shit about her and her precious daughter? It’s just a missed opportunity to be seen.”

			


	

Chapter Five

			The drive to Olde Blueblood Country Club was less than ten minutes. The wealth in the western suburbs of St. Louis was evident as Tyler Cy wound his way delicately over two-lane blacktop roads with no shoulder. He knew not to go over 35 miles per hour. The municipality cops were notorious for sticking it to the drivers of the luxury sedans.

			Two brick pillars marked the entrance to Olde Blueblood. The insignia on the sign reminded one of the history of golf. It had a European flavor—Scottish in particular. Absolute royalty. A shield was divided into quadrants. An O was in the top left. In the upper right, a B made its home. The letter C was placed in each lower quadrant. Leaves from a wreath trailed along the left side. An old wooden driver stood on the right.

			Definitely blue blood. The place reeked of old-time St. Louis wealth. The entry road onto the property ran 1.3 miles. Older model homes that had been constructed during the 1904 World’s Fair lined the street. Some of the dilapidated ones had been purchased as tear-downs; the remaining acreage now the site of more up-to-date multi-million dollar mansions.

			Driving down the road, Tyler Cy wondered when hunters in royal attire would gallop by on horseback in hot pursuit of a fox. He smiled to himself. They had made it. His hard work had paid dividends. A member sponsored him after many of the older members had died. The club had been looking for a younger membership. They sought the self-made entrepreneur that could bring new money to the club. His real estate success had qualified him for elite status.

			It didn’t matter that he was predominantly bald. A two inch strip of hair grew above his ears and in back. The belly fat jiggled too; a result of too many power lunches and little exercise. What really counted was the fact that he had assets—real property assets—along with high-rent tenants, excellent credit, favorable relationships with bankers, and a likeable personality. Plus he was born with the salesman’s perseverance. And, of course, the piece of eye candy on his arm would rival any in town. It was just a shame that he hadn’t aged as well as she had. Usually it was the other way around.

			He had the opportunity to daydream. Shari was busy texting Lord only knew. He glanced at the ashes ready to fall off of her Marlboro Light. The ashtray was open with butts and ashes spilling out onto the carpet below. If he looked hard enough he could see a film of tar and nicotine on the inside of the windows. What a filthy habit. He wondered if she was aware of how nasty her presence became when she lit up. Her rationale was that it kept food out of her mouth and her waistline slim. Now if that wasn’t a twist of fate. Pollute your lungs so that your waist could stay in shape.

			Tyler Cy rounded a bend in the road. He passed underneath an ancient oak with a perfect shape, half of its branches sprawling well over the center line. He made a mental note to thank the grounds crew for their perfect maintenance of that legendary landmark.

			Then there it was. The majestic county club that looked like a medieval castle situated in a grove of trees and surrounded by swaying oaks. To their complement, membership kept the front unimpeded. A circle drive and parking lot took up that space. The trees were more to the sides and rear of the structure. In an attempt to modernize the landscaping, islands in the parking lot grew large lots of pampas grass. There wasn’t a weed on the property. The trimming was flawless, the maintenance impeccable.

			“What are you doing?” The voice from the passenger seat asked as Tyler Cy pulled into a parking spot. “I’m not walking from here.” She glared at him. “Drop me off at the door.”

			The car backed out of the space. Tyler Cy drove less than thirty yards and pulled up next to the curb. Shari lowered the visor, opened the mirror, and primped for the third time since she got into the car. When done she reached over, grabbed her cigarette, took a heavy drag, and ground the butt into the ash tray. Next she turned her attention to her purse. “Where did it go?”

			“What?”

			“The card I got for them.”

			“Don’t worry about it. We’ll put my business card on the package.”

			“That’s so tacky.”

			“It will work in a pinch.”

			Shari shook her head with frustration. “I don’t understand how men think.” She opened the door, got out, straightened her dress, and then opened the back door. She bent over and scooted the wedding present toward her. “There it is! It was underneath the package.”

			“Good. Now we’ll have some class.”

			“One of us will anyway.” As she backed out of the back seat she raised her head too quickly and bumped the edge of the steel frame where the door closed. “Dammit, Tyler Cy! Why didn’t you get it for me instead of watching me struggle?”

			He had no answer. A few guys at the door were enjoying the view of Shari’s rear. He had an inner chuckle at their reaction.

			“Is that all you have to say?” She reached back, grabbed the top of her head and winced. “How’s my hair look?”

			“It’s just fine, Woobie.”

			“Stop that!” She sighed as she put the package on the top of the roof. After closing the rear door Shari opened the front door and peered in. She yanked down the visor, flipped open the mirror, examined her hair, and then slammed everything back into place. As she backed out of the front seat she raised her head too quickly and banged her head on the ceiling of the car. “Ouch! Dammit!” She slammed the door.

			Tyler Cy started to inch away. “Wait!” The car stopped. Shari reached for the wedding present that was on top of the car. “That’s all we need, a thousand chunks of crystal scattered on the lot. What kind of a dumb shit are you?” She raised the wrapped crystal in the air and turned to the front door.

			Sheer elegance is the only way to describe the interior of Olde Blueblood Country Club. Shari felt it the minute she stepped into the foyer. Even though the exterior was dated with the original stonework, the interior had been gutted several years prior. The best furnishings and most up-to-date decorating that money could buy took center stage.

			Rather than wait for Tyler Cy, Shari noticed that the Hedrick wedding party was gathering in the Ben Hogan Room. She quickly made her way to that wing of the club and placed the wedding gift and card on a table covered by a white cloth. In no time she worked her way to the bar and ordered her favorite: vodka tonic with a splash of Grand Marnier and a double twist. A Marlboro Light occupied her mouth.

			Soon thereafter Tyler Cy made his entrance. He was popular. His personality worked the room. As Shari sipped on her second drink, Tyler Cy shook hands and shared one-liners while Shari chain-smoked.

			Each table was numbered. A list of names informed who sat at what table. “That’s a good idea,” Shari whispered to her husband. “I’m here to see what works and what doesn’t. We have Kara’s wedding coming up.”

			The bride and groom arrived several minutes after the wedding party. They had taken time before the ceremony for pictures. A party pic man snapped informal shots as the two-man combo played mood music for the dinner crowd.

			By the time the announcer called for table 10 Shari had finished her third drink. She knew what Tyler Cy expected. Her drink limit had been reached. The cigarette was mashed into the ashtray.

			“I love the buffet line concept,” Shari cooed to Tyler Cy as they assumed their place in line. “Nina said that was the best way to please everyone. Serve sirloin, chicken, fish or pork. Let the guests decide on the spot.

			Tyler Cy nodded. His daughter’s wedding, over a year away, wasn’t a priority yet.

			Shari reached for a plate, examined it, discovered a pinhead sized scrap and placed it off to the side. “I can’t believe they don’t do a better job, especially for something like this. The Hedrick’s are members you know.” She picked up a set of tongs and picked at the lettuce. “There’s brown on some of it,” she whispered to her husband as she examined six leaves of lettuce and settled on one. Then she started the routine again before settling on five pieces of perfect lettuce.

			The people in line behind them grew restless.

			Shari attacked the broccoli next. One floret after another was discarded as she picked her way through the serving dish. Twice she selected a floret and placed it on her plate only to remove it seconds later when a more perfect floret became her choice.

			“Come on, lady,” a voice behind her grunted.

			She picked her way through the roasted asparagus, new potatoes, grilled sesame Parmesan zucchini, and baked squash chips. If one spear was good the next one was better. She searched each hot plate for the single most perfect zucchini cut and seasoned chip.

			For the main course, Shari had to choose between the Cajun seasoned pork tenderloin, grilled salmon with toasted pine nuts, chicken Marsala topped with sautéed mushrooms or sliced peppercorn sirloin with a side of horseradish. Pick. Pick. Pick. Select a piece. Look at both sides. Place it back. Finally, she settled on the salmon. “Isn’t this beautiful?” She held it up to Tyler Cy’s face. “See how the grille marks are perfectly placed on each side?”

			“Woobie, you know how to pick em.”

			She held her plate up for Tyler Cy to see. “Everything looks so perfect.”

			“Are they taking pictures at the end of the line for Menu Beautiful?”

			Another voice followed. “Does it matter? In a few minutes it will be chewed, mixed together, and look like crap tomorrow.” The youngsters had grown impatient. The selected veggies were cold and people behind her were eating by hand. The line had grown to over thirty guests.

			“Lady, do you mind?”

			“Mind what?”

			“Moving along a little faster.”

			“Everything looks so good.”

			“Lord knows you looked at every piece.”

			And so it was the rest of the night. Shari shook her assets with the younger strangers and enjoyed flirting and dancing. Tyler Cy approved, watched her moves out of one eye and talked business.

			Much later Shari picked through the strawberries one by one as the dessert line grew. She would have moved to coffee after that but it wasn’t to her liking. She wanted a White Chocolate Mocha Latte. Tyler Cy promised to stop at Starbucks on the way home.

			


	

Chapter Six

			Monday mornings at Olde Blueblood were reserved for the ladies—for bridge, not golf that is. They met weekly at ten o’clock in the Babe Didrikson Zaharis room. From Texas, Babe originally played baseball and then switched to golf at a later age. During the post-World War II years she won 41 tournaments and dominated the ladies’ professional tour.

			So while the greens keepers and maintenance staff toiled on the course, the women enjoyed coffee and brunch. Shari Daniels-Donnelly was one of twenty-four that made the club a weekly social stop. Their ages ranged from the late thirties to the mid-eighties, and the elder participants were razor sharp.

			“Where is Agnes today?” Gertie Moore began. The gossip started.

			“She hurt her back planting tulips.”

			“How can that be?”

			“She was on her hands and knees for a long time and it locked up.”

			“That can happen.” Shari was anxious to jump into the conversation. “I hurt mine swinging a golf club. The pain shot up my back. I could barely move for two weeks.”

			“When will she be back out?”

			“It will be a while.”

			“She can’t sit up very long.”

			“When I hurt mine I had to go to the doctor. He sent me to a massage therapist. He couldn’t fix the problem. Then they sent me to Boston. The weather sucked. It was already warm here and they had a late snow storm. I got snowed in and the…”

			“Not even to play bridge?”

			“No. If she gets two hands in that’s all she can take.”

			“Poor thing. We know how she looks forward to playing.”

			“The guy up there couldn’t do a thing for me either,” Shari interrupted. The lack of attention in her direction was agonizing. “I came back here and they ran an MRI and more tests. I think the final diagnosis was a pinched nerve. They had to give me muscle relaxers.” She rolled her eyes. “Ooooooh they were heaven. I got hooked on them. But they finally solved the problem.”

			“Is anyone helping her?”

			“I call to check on her every day.”

			“She’s on her back.”

			“That was all I could do it seemed like,” Shari added. “I needed help to get up. I couldn’t walk. It hurt to slip on shoes and getting dressed was an all-day adventure. And then Tyler Cy was nagging at me all the time to quit whining. He’s such an ass. If he ever got hurt as bad as I was he would have been more sympathetic.”

			The ladies had heard Shari’s self-centered voice before. It was time to change the subject. “Did you go to April Hedrick’s wedding on Saturday?” Mona Johnson asked Shari. “I think that Winifred aged a decade planning for it.”

			“Tyler Cy didn’t get to the church on time so we missed the wedding,” Shari said. “I told him where it was but he wouldn’t listen to me. He went a different way and we pulled into the lot just as the bride and groom were walking out.”

			“The church was beautiful,” Nora Wilkes replied.

			“Oh, did you make it?”

			“Yes. It was so quaint. A young boy played an acoustic guitar and a girl sang a duet with him.” Nora sipped her coffee. “It was kinda folksy.” She placed the cup in a saucer. “The bride was beautiful and the groom was so handsome.”

			“I saw them both at the reception. I wanted to see the church so bad. I can’t believe Tyler Cy. Sometimes he just doesn’t think. He was watching the golf tournament on TV and didn’t get ready in time. Then when he was running late he tried to take a shortcut and, well, I didn’t get to even go inside. I wanted to get in to see the interior. I have to help Kara plan her wedding, you know.”

			“It’s a small sanctuary. I bet it didn’t seat over about 150 people.”

			“That won’t be big enough for Kara’s wedding. I think that we’re going to invite at least three hundred on each side.” Shari reached into her purse, dug around, found a pack of cigarettes and lit up a smoke. “It’s a charming site but we’d have to set up a circus tent to accommodate all of our guests.”

			“It’s not for you. It has a personal feel to it—very private and intimate.”

			Mona chimed in. “It sounds like you want an extravaganza that is going to make the society pages and have a list of Who’s Who.”

			Shari smiled. “I believe that bigger is better.” She smiled as Raul walked into the room carrying specialty menus. Dressed in black tuxedo trousers, a long white dress shirt, cumber bun and suspenders, he got the attention of the room. And when he flashed a flawless smile a few of the ladies almost fainted.

			At age thirty-five, Raul Mendez was in the prime of his life. With jet black hair combed straight back, bronze skin, a 32-inch waist, and a killer smile he could schmooze his way into most any female bedroom in the suburbs of St. Louis. “Oh my gawd,” Mona whispered to the other three at her table. “Why couldn’t I be forty years younger?”

			“We’d be bitter enemies,” Nora replied covering her mouth with her napkin. “We’d be in a fierce battle for his attention. Look at him.” She let out a sigh. The older ladies giggled like grade school girls.

			Raul stopped at the first table, shared conversation and hearty belly laughs. “How are my bombons today?”

			“You mean these?” Nora cupped her hands under her bra and pushed up. Laughter roared.

			“No, senorita. A bombon is a beautiful woman. A real cutie pie.” The island accent added magnetism.

			The women blushed. They loved the attention.

			Raul bent over at the waist. Shari’s table was glued to his behind. “Besame.” He snuggled close to an older club member.

			“What does that mean?”

			“Kiss me.” Raul paused. He broke into a broad smile with perfect teeth against the tan background. “Bombon.” He leaned closer.

			More giggles exploded. The older lady puckered up and pecked him on the cheek. No cards in the room were being shuffled.

			“Only Raul can get away with that at Olde Blueblood,” Nora whispered while Shari ogled. Shari was careful not to tip her hand as her eyes followed his every move. She had set her sight on him a few months earlier.

			“He’s getting kissed by the wife of every power icon in town.” The ladies cherished every minute of it.

			After working the room, Raul thanked the women and informed them that he would be back in ten minutes for their orders.

			“I suppose Nikki Schubert is free now to go after him.”

			“Why, what happened?”

			“Her divorce is final.”

			“Really? When did that happen?”

			“It was finalized last Friday.”

			Shari was surprised. “I didn’t hear anything about it at the reception Saturday night.”

			“Could you believe her settlement?”

			“No, what was it?”

			“In excess of a hundred million I heard.”

			“That Clayton bitch got a hold of Frank’s balls and wouldn’t let go. He had the best lawyer in town too. She worked them both over the coals.”

			“I can’t believe that Frank would let that happen.” They gossiped like they were best friends with the Schuberts. “I mean he is so used to getting his way in everything that he does.”

			Shari feigned interest but she listened intently. “Yeah, I read an article on her recently. What is her name?”

			“Leslie. Leslie Potter.”

			


	

Chapter Seven

			It didn’t take long. Within a week Shari entered a high-rise office building in Clayton, a midtown suburb of St. Louis. Phencomm Bank occupied much of the first floor. She had been there many times in the past. Tyler Cy had financed several of his real estate projects through that institution.

			She nodded to the security guard on duty in the main hallway of the high-rise, but kept moving. Even though she didn’t know him by name his face was recognizable. She had seen him on several occasions. Her focus was on the office directory posted on a wall near the elevators.

			Under the letter P, Shari located Leslie Potter, Family Law in Suite 2214, just two stops from the top. The Phencomm Bank Building had 24 floors. Glass windows gave the high-rise a modern look. A helicopter pad was on the rooftop. Foot traffic was moderate on the ground level. Approximately 1,500 people worked in the building. The elevator shaft was centrally located.

			Shari, dressed in a dark blue business suit, white hoop earrings, and navy mid-rise heels looked like any occupant going to work. She wore a gold chain with diamond pendant around her neck and a collection of rings occupied the fingers of both hands. A cigarette butt found its way into a round cylinder ashtray. She pressed the up button, waited until a car arrived and people stepped out, and then entered with six others.

			A state-of-the-art lobby welcomed her as she stepped onto the 22nd floor. Glass panels were extended from floor to ceiling. A blonde hardwood floor magnified the open look. Canton, Mayfield, Buchanon, Potter and Payne in frosted lettering were stenciled on the glass. A receptionist was visible inside taking the guesswork out of where to turn. After pleasantries were exchanged, Shari was handed a form to fill out disclosing personal information.

			It was less than five minutes before Leslie Potter appeared. She oozed class and affluence. Dressed in a red business suit with jacket open, the brunette lit up the room with her energetic smile. Immediately Shari felt at home. After taking a seat in a leather chair in Leslie’s office, she looked around the room.

			On the wall was a framed diploma from the University of Missouri in Columbia. A neighboring frame showed that she had her law degree from the same institution. A plaque recognized Leslie as the “Best Woman Lawyer in St. Louis for Family Law.” A journal for lawyers recognized Leslie as one of the Ten Best Attorneys in the State of Missouri. The STL Modern Times awarded her “The Most Dynamic Woman in STL” designation. Politics and Such named her one of the “50 Most Dynamic Female Lawyers in the USA.” An outstanding young lawyer award came from the St. Louis Metropolitan Bar Association in her first year of practicing. Another plaque recognized her “Distinguished Service to the STL Bar Association.”

			And it didn’t stop. Leslie was an active lady. She was a member of the St. Louis Bar Association as well as the bar association for the State of Missouri. She served on various committees around the St. Louis area and the state. Leslie Potter was also a published author. She had written many articles on the subject of divorce in local and national publications and a book titled Want A Divorce? What You Should Know Before Filing. She was on a Who’s Who list in STL society circles and named one of the most successful female businesswomen in the area.

			Shari took a deep breath and shifted her view to the outside. The corner office with two sides of floor-to-ceiling glass offered a view of the Gateway Arch about twelve miles away. Forest Park, home of the 1904 World’s Fair and famed St. Louis Zoo, was much closer. Next to it was the campus of Washington University. She looked down on the mid-rise buildings of Clayton which created a bit of a rivalry with the downtown office district.

			After looking at the surroundings Shari wondered about Leslie’s past, and present for that matter. Leslie was from a small town in central Missouri, just south of the Lake of the Ozarks. She married the love of her life who she had met in Columbia, graduated from law school in the top 10 percent of her class, landed a job immediately with Canton, Mayfield, et al., waited a few years to start a family, and then tragically lost her husband in a boating accident near Bagnell Dam.

			Between sporting events for her two sons, family law responsibilities, community gatherings and speaking engagements, her plate was full. Standing five foot eight, she attracted men, but had no interest in re-marrying and preferred congregating with girlfriends, mainly wives of prominent businessmen.

			“If first impressions mean anything, I feel like I’m in good hands with you.” Shari savored the words as Leslie suppressed satisfaction. “Even the smell is refreshing.” She enjoyed the predominant scent of holiday spice.

			“What brings you in here today?” Leslie was astute enough to not ask a question unless she knew the answer.

			“I think you know.” The quick look around the room confirmed that she was sitting in front of a female ball buster.

			Leslie shuffled papers. She studied the form on the clipboard that had been filled out. “What happened?” She started the information gathering process. “My first appointment with a client lasts thirty minutes. I want you to tell me everything from the time you met.”

			“Obviously I want a divorce.”

			“Lots of people want that. Why?”

			“That’s will take up the full thirty minutes.”

			“Get started. You’re on the clock.”

			“I’m from St. Charles and he’s from Kirkwood. We met at Mizzou a little over twenty-five years ago. From the beginning Tyler Cy liked me a lot more than I liked him. I don’t know why I accepted to have a date with him, but he seemed like a nice enough guy. Personable and persistent. Physically I wasn’t that attracted to him though.”

			“Did alcohol persuade you? I went to school in Columbia. It can be a party town.”

			“Not really. Tyler Cy doesn’t drink that much. He was simply a fair-haired Catholic boy. We went out. It was okay. I had a lot of guys I was seeing at the time and wasn’t overly committed to anyone.”

			Leslie was busy scribbling on a notepad.

			“After our first date he called me the next day. I hadn’t had a guy do that before. From there we talked on the phone for quite a while. He seemed to do all of the little stuff that I like.”

			“Like what?”

			“Flowers at the right time. He helped me with some of the courses I was struggling with. When we’d go out he was polite and always opened the door for me. We’d never go Dutch like some of the other guys wanted to do. He always bought whatever I wanted and paid for the date with his own money. Things like that.”

			“Isn’t love grand?”

			“It all seemed right. He was just a nice guy and we became friends. He could kiss okay. In fact we probably did that as much as anything. One thing led to another. We finally did it. It was nothing spectacular, but he kept pursuing me. I didn’t have anything better to do so I went with the flow.”

			Leslie looked at her watch.

			“So anyway we were about a semester a way from graduating and he asked me to get married. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings so I said yes. We got married that June and by the time Labor Day rolled around I was pregnant. Tyler Cy started his own real estate company and I worked hard and helped him get started.”

			“Did you work when you were pregnant?”

			“Yes all the way until two weeks before I delivered. After I gave birth to a beautiful baby girl I started working again. A couple of years later I got pregnant and had a boy the next time.”

			“So what are they, 23 and 20 right now?”

			“Yes. Kara is getting married within the year.”

			“What else would you like to add?”

			“We grew apart. I don’t like him anymore.”

			“It doesn’t sound like you ever did.”

			“Maybe some, but not now. I can’t stand him. I want a divorce.”

			Leslie shuffled some papers. “Lots of people want that. Hating someone is not a very good reason. I hate spinach. I hate lacrosse. I may hate a judge or two. You might want to have a reason.”

			Shari was forced to think and really didn’t have any plausible idea of what to say. “Can you give me an example?”

			Leslie scooted her chair closer to her desk. She reached out, placed her arms in front of her on the desk, and clasped her hands. “Generally speaking a reason would be he was cheating on you.”

			“Are you kidding? No, no, no. Nothing like that. Tyler Cy isn’t capable of that.”

			“Has he hit you?”

			Shari shook her head back and forth. “No, he’d never do that.”

			“Has he abused you mentally?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Does he refer to you in a demeaning way?”

			“Not at all. He’s a polite gentleman.”

			“Does he abuse alcohol and drugs?”

			“No way. He’s never smoked a joint, not even in college. He doesn’t drink other than the obligatory one for a business lunch.” Shari paused. “If there is anything he could be guilty of then it would be that he is a workaholic.”

			Leslie continued to take notes. “I know of his success. Several of the lawyers in our firm are attorneys specializing in real estate.” Leslie stopped and cleaned the creases of her mouth with her forefinger and thumb. “Being addicted to work is not the same as being addicted to drugs or alcohol in family law court.”

			“Do I have to have a reason?”

			“No. Missouri is a no-fault state. I was just curious.” Leslie tried to figure out why such a beautiful woman who was married to the largest real estate developer in St. Louis all of a sudden wanted out of her marriage. “If I’m going to represent you I need to know everything about your marriage. If I catch you not telling me the truth then I will recuse myself. Conversely, if you lie to me and that is proved in court then you can be guilty of perjury.”

			“I just don’t like him anymore.”

			“Does he gamble or shop excessively or play too much golf?”

			“He doesn’t have time for any of that, including me.”

			“So you feel neglected and need more attention.”

			“Well, sure, sometimes.”

			“Does he overeat?”

			“He could lose some weight.”

			“Do the in-laws interfere in your relationship?”

			“We’ve been married too long for that to be an issue.”

			“You said you have three children. Do you have differences in how you raise them?”

			“Nothing that we can’t discuss and resolve.”

			“Does his business cause him to spend time in another location away from home?”

			“No, Tyler Cy works here and lives here.”

			“Meaning St. Louis?”

			“Yes. I just want out of my marriage.”

			Leslie shrugged her shoulders. “Hey, it happens. People change a lot from their college days to mid-life. Is he having a mid-life crisis?”

			“Tyler Cy seems very content and happy.”

			“Are you?” Leslie suspected denial.

			“Not that I’m aware of.”

			“Are you having an affair?” Leslie asked the home run question.

			Shari paused. “How dare you?”

			“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want. I don’t want you to lie to me if you are.”

			“Then why did you ask the question?”

			“To see how you’d handle it.” It was Leslie’s turn to take a breather. “Are you thinking about it?”

			“We all fantasize, don’t we?” Shari’s look could have burned the bark off a tree. “Mind if I have a smoke?”

			Leslie shook her head negatively. “We’re in a building where smoking is not allowed. Clayton passed the ordinance a few years ago.”

			“Isn’t that just peachy?”

			“At some point in time I will need to know.”

			“What?”

			“If you’re having an affair,” Leslie answered. “I don’t want any surprises in court.”

			“Scratch it off your list for right now.”

			“Done.”

			“Not yet anyway.”

			


	

Chapter Eight

			“What do you mean, ‘not yet’?” Leslie looked suspiciously at her client-to-be. “Do you have anyone listed as a possibility?”

			“If I file for divorce I’ll be legally separated, won’t I?”

			“No, there is no such thing. Where will you be living?”

			“I’m going to stay right in my house.”

			“Where is your husband going to go?”

			“I don’t care. He can stay in the basement.”

			“You’re going to file for divorce, but still live together?”

			“When I say the basement it’s really the lower level. It’s very nice. We can share the kitchen and the garage. It seems like we are roommates more than husband and wife anyway.”

			“Have you discussed any of this with your spouse?”

			Shari repeated a familiar motion of the head. “Yes, he knows that’s all he’s getting.”

			Leslie leaned back in her chair. “How long have you been thinking about getting a divorce?”

			“A while.”

			“How long?”

			“A few months.”

			“Do you have a separate checking and savings account?”

			“Why? We run a lot of our expenses through the business.”

			“Getting a divorce costs a little money. You’ll need some for the preliminary filings, attorney fees, and court costs.”

			“How much are we talking about?”

			“That depends. I don’t pretend to know everything that there is to know about your situation, but I have a feeling that whatever we do on our end is going to be contested by your spouse.”

			“I imagine so. He’s accumulated a lot.”

			Leslie changed the direction of the conversation. “What’s your motivation at this stage of your life? Do you want to take the money and run?”

			“I want to be happy!” Shari feigned tears and buried her head into her hands. “How much is it going to cost? I want out! I can’t stand him!”

			At this point Leslie thought Shari might be borderline bi-polar. She figured that this was shaping up to be a difficult and costly matter. “First off, I want a retainer of $5,000.”

			“What?”

			Leslie picked up the clipboard and looked at the statement of assets. “No, I take that back. I want an initial retainer of $10,000.”

			“That’s highway robbery.”

			“If you feel that way then the door’s behind you. I’m sorry that I couldn’t be of more help.”

			“No. No. No. It’s just that we haven’t split up our cash yet. I think that you can help me.”

			“Thank you. I try to be as helpful as possible to all of my clients. One of the first items I will need to prepare is a settlement offer.”

			Shari backed off a bit. “I’ll pay you. It’s just that I don’t have that much money in my account right now, but give me some time. I have some stocks that I can sell. Just tell me what to expect.”

			“First off, and I’ll do this the minute that you leave, I have to run your name and your husband’s name through our firm to see if there is a conflict of interest. Do either of you have any dealings with Canton, Mayfield?”

			“No, not that I’m aware of.”

			“If that clears then I’ll expect a retainer of $10,000. You can pay me as much as you can right now and we can make arrangements for the rest as soon as the stocks sell.”

			“How is it spent?”

			“I charge $300 an hour. If we are able to settle then I can simply draft settlement documents and the cost is reasonable. If we can’t settle then I’ll have to prepare for a trial and consequently the cost of the divorce is more.”

			“Can’t you use a blanket form?”

			“I could but that wouldn’t be in my client’s best interest. There is work that needs to be done on this one.”

			“Why is it going to be different?”

			“Simply put, you have a lot of real estate. It is all going to have to be valued by an appraiser. A lot of it appears to be income-producing property. Those appraisals are more expensive. If you’ve made your living in real estate then you already know that.”

			Shari sighed.

			“Appraisals on homes will average in the $300 range. Office buildings, strip malls, bowling alleys, theaters, and all of the other properties will run anywhere from $1,200 to $3,000 I would guestimate.”

			“Anything else?”

			“Sure there is. It will be $175 to file the divorce petition in St. Louis County. We’ll have to serve the papers. The Sheriff’s department will want $30 for that.” Leslie still had mixed feelings on this one. Even though it meant a sizeable chunk of change in her pocket she wasn’t wild about taking on a case that had so little reason behind it. “We can file a motion for attorney’s fees. He’s the one with all of the income, isn’t he?”

			Shari nodded her head. “I’d like to ask for that. Tyler Cy knows the appraisers and all the real estate people that can do those things at a reduced rate.”

			“But that opens up another potential trouble spot. His contacts might purposely devalue property and skew assets in his favor. We may not elect to go with people that he knows. We may decide to go with unbiased third parties.”

			“Is there anything good that can happen for me? I want out.”

			Leslie nodded her head favorably. “Look, as I said before, Missouri is a no-fault divorce state.”

			“Huh?”

			“When dissolving a marriage, the Missouri courts simply do not consider fault. That is good for you. You can say that you have irreconcilable differences, the marriage is irretrievably broken, and there is no likelihood that it can be preserved. You can go each other’s way.”

			“That’s what I want.”

			“Even though the court doesn’t determine fault, it may come into play when the judge awards spousal maintenance and division of assets. But it appears that two of your children are old enough to care for themselves, so that won’t be much of an issue with the judge.”

			“They’ll be out of the house.”

			“Where you’re going to need my services is in the division of property. The courts will try to make it an equitable division if the spouses cannot come to a meeting of the minds. Missouri is a common law state.”

			“Meaning?”

			“You should know. You own half of each other’s property.”

			“That’s right. I knew that.”

			“The courts will take into consideration the income of each spouse to determine the economic circumstances going forward. The judge will examine the contributions of each spouse. The judge will also examine the value of non-marital property.”

			“I don’t have anything and I want alimony. Tyler Cy made it all.”

			“You have to understand that the court does not have to award alimony. In Missouri it is called spousal maintenance. Since he makes it then the chances are good that he’ll have to support you. That can be temporary or permanent depending on the decisions of the courts. The judge will look at your earning capacity, income producing assets that you receive, and he may consider spousal maintenance if your reasonable monthly needs are not met. What do you plan on doing with the rest of your life?”

			“I want to play bridge, golf, and shop.”

			“Aren’t you a little bitch?” Leslie laughed. “We all wish that we could do that.”

			Shari smiled. “I’ve earned it. I had to put up with a lot.”

			“You never answered my question.”

			“Which one?”

			“You said ‘not yet’.”

			“Yeah, not yet.”

			“As your attorney my advice to you is to not have an affair while you are still married.”

			“Even if I’m separated?”

			“Get it straight. There is no such thing.”

			“Any particular reason why? My sex life is pretty much non-existent.”

			“Why is that?”

			“I’ve given him a nickname for a reason.”

			“You’ve confused me.”

			“Flaccid. I call him Flaccid for a reason.”

			Leslie had a tight lipped grin. “It happens. There are pills for that nowadays. Maybe he is in the middle of a mid-life crisis after all.”

			“Maybe I am. I want to get laid while I can still enjoy it.” They laughed.

			“As your attorney, whatever you do, don’t do something stupid. Wait until this ordeal is over.”

			“How long will it take?”

			“If he denies that the marriage is irretrievably broken then it could drag out. I expect that his lawyer would advise him to say that. The Statute has four ways to prove that a marriage is irretrievably broken.”

			“I’m not going to wait that long to get some.”

			“My advice is to wait. If the court finds out that your conduct inside the marriage is poor then it could affect the spousal maintenance that you could receive.”

			“Dammit. Why do things have to be so difficult?”

			Leslie got up from her seat, showed Shari to the door, shook her hand and said, “Look, my first bit of advice is to consider counseling.”

			“I’m not about to go through that.”

			“A divorce is a nasty split if one person doesn’t want it.”

			Shari fumbled around in her purse for a pack of Marlboro Lights. “I want out.”

			Reluctantly, Leslie said, “Then don’t jeopardize your spousal maintenance by doing something stupid.”

			“Like getting laid?”

			“Yeah, like getting laid.” Leslie opened the door. “For now, your time is up.”

			


	

Chapter Nine

			Are you ready?

			Raul Mendez had unlocked the door to his office only a few moments before the text message zipped across the screen. Aside from his work at the country club Raul was an independent businessman, specifically an unlicensed massage therapist and personal trainer. He had rented a bay in a second tier strip mall to legitimize his activity. His daily routine consisted of showing up at Olde Blueblood at nine-thirty, prepping for lunch, turning on the charm for the ladies, and then wrapping up around two-thirty. From there he would run errands and get to his other job between four and five o’clock and sometimes work past nine or ten depending on which client wanted what.

			He stared at the message wondering whether or not he should reply. Raul had given out so many business cards with his cell number the caller could have been any of a number of people. His conclusion was someone wanted to get to his business to honor an appointment that he had forgotten about. So he answered.

			Ready for what

			A couple of minutes elapsed. Raul went about tidying up the waiting area. Magazines that had been strewn around the room were returned to the rack. He moistened a cloth and wiped down a table. It wasn’t a professional cleaning job. After all, he was a guy who had come from an island many miles south of the US. A quick wipe here and a well-placed wipe there was all he needed. Raul’s Sports Therapy wasn’t going to be in great demand this evening.

			He continued to the all-purpose closet and grabbed a vacuum. The lobby was small. A quick once-over would get anything visible to the naked eye off the indoor/outdoor carpet.

			It’s time for the next step

			Raul hadn’t heard the message come in. He finished the cleaning chores and turned his attention to the radio to listen to the St. Louis Cardinal pre-game show. He had come to the States seventeen years earlier with two friends, Basilio Vasquez and Rico Avila. They were members of an All-Caribbean All-Star team. The trio had established themselves as complete baseball players, meaning that they could run, throw, hit, and catch with the best of them. They wanted to come to America for more exposure and greater money. All fudged their age and entered high school looking like adults. Raul tore up a knee early in his career while Rico’s talents were not appreciated by scouts. However, after high school and junior college, Basilio signed with the Cardinals. A trip to the minor leagues was brief. He quickly made it to the Big Leagues. Success on the field was rapid. Basilio made his mark at the major league level. Cardinal fans fell in love with their Latin hero. He became known only as Basilio. The chants were repeated nightly.

			Through it all, Raul, Rico, and Basilio remained deepest of friends. With Basilio’s financial support and marketing help, Raul’s sports therapy business had a very famous client. With that came lucrative opportunities. Raul built his client base. He stayed busy. And when times got a little tough he would flash his smile and line the women up outside his door.

			The message alert signaled a second text.

			R u there

			Yeah – sorry por favor

			R u ready for the next step

			Raul still was not sure who was sending the text message.

			Do you have an appointment

			Do I need one

			Raul had a store front and was open to walk-in traffic, but that was generally not the accepted practice. Virtually all of his clientele scheduled a session in advance. Once in a while he left openings in his appointment book for last minute call-ins.

			Let me check my book

			Raul proceeded to the chest high counter that served as his reception desk, main desk, and office. He grabbed the tan leather book with a cross on the front and thumbed to the date. He knew beforehand that his schedule tonight was light.

			What time would you like

			No immediate reply was forthcoming. Raul lost himself in the broadcast of the pre-game show. He reached down to the mini-refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water then glanced at his watch. He still had 15 minutes before his first appointment would arrive.

			U don’t know who this is do u

			Raul suspected who the culprit was. He had received a few scattered texts in the past. Mostly they came later at night after alcohol had kicked in. One in the early evening was out of character.

			I can offer a guess

			He waited ten seconds before texting a follow up message.

			Hot stuff?

			The reply was immediate.

			:)

			Well r u ready for the next step

			Raul’s life was going along smoothly. He had settled into a little pattern. There was no need to get in a hurry about anything. He had brought that passive attitude over from the islands.

			What did you have in mind

			If it meant getting a little on the side he had gotten adept at charming his way out of it if he got caught. The message that he got back wasn’t exactly what he was expecting.

			Moving to the next stage of my life

			Raul hated to be pressured. Conversations that turned to the future always made him run, and especially when it came from a woman wanting more than just sex.

			What is that

			He sort of knew what the response was going to be but threw out the bait hoping that maybe somehow he could wiggle his way into a new topic.

			Why do u always play stooooooopid!!!

			Pop. Pop. Pop. The texts came in rapid fire succession.

			U know what I want

			Get rid of the effing bitch

			She’s in the way

			Raul threw his head back and stared at the ceiling. He took a deep breath and released it slowly, literally saved by the bell attached to the front door.

			My appointment just walked thru the door

			Don’t give me that BS

			She’s in the way

			I want you to do something

			Raul stared at the screen trying to think as fast as he could.

			We can talk later

			Gotta go

			He put the phone down.

			Ur such an asshole!

			U can do it

			I can’t

			U got the balls to take the bitch out

			Let’s move on

			TOGETHER!!!

			


	

Chapter Ten

			The “effing bitch” in question was Tindra Svahnstrom, a young bombshell from Bastad, Sweden. Her angelic face, porcelain-like skin, drop-dead baby blues, natural blonde hair, athletic legs, and non-stop party spirit had captured Raul’s attention long before any of the society ladies at Olde Blueblood entered the picture.

			Much of her attitude and look was established in her early years. Her father, Hjalmar, was one of the original hoteliers in what is known as the Swedish Riviera. Located in Sweden’s southernmost province of Skane (SKO-nah) on the southwest coast of Sweden, Bastad is the first area in the Nordic country to thaw after the frozen winter. It is tucked away in a sheltered bay with the Hallandian mountain ridge rising behind it. Because of its locale, Bastad became a popular spot for sea bathing. Swedes flock to it when the weather breaks.

			Originally the town was known as a popular shipping port. Then the fishing industry came. The ship building industry thrived. Clog building followed. But the wonderful summer weather that typically saw temperatures soar into the 70s turned the town into the hot spot for Sweden’s elite for a few months each year. Malmo is the nearest large city and is only an hour away. Copenhagen, Denmark is a little farther across the Oresund Fixed Link, the main road and rail system that connects the two countries. When the Mediterranean resorts overflowed, the number one alternative for Europeans was Bastad.

			The tiny town is unassuming. Red and white houses, like strawberry chunks in vanilla yogurt, dot the ridge. But down below, seaside is where the action is. Hotels, bars, and restaurants sprang up near the white sand beach only paces from kids building sand castles in the pristine conditions. Discos thump the beat until the wee morning hours. Lobster pizza is served in the chic eateries. Marinas house the newest seaworthy vessels. Golf courses are only a few miles away and are located across the road from ferries that transport visitors to the small island of Hallands Vadero. The sheer beauty of the peaceful blue sea is breathtaking. But in Bastad, tennis prevails and courts abound. Sweden’s in-crowd flocks to the popular resort for a month-long festival each July to party and watch the Swedish Open tennis tournament.

			Hjalmar Svahnstrom was a pioneer in hotel and restaurant development. With the money, location, and ideal weather, his baby girl became a bad-ass tennis player on the world stage.

			Tindra’s penchant for partying was well known. It was second nature considering where she came from. What followed from the free-spirited upbringing was a tennis scholarship in the United States and non-stop play in south Florida. From there a chance meeting changed her circumstances.

			The sun was bright, the temperature hot, and the breeze soothing. Raul Mendez was sitting in the stands in Jupiter, Florida watching his buddy play a preseason game for the Cardinals. He had noticed the blonde one section over, but the third beer was kicking in. It was easy to doze like a cat sitting on a window sill.

			It was instinctive. The crack of the bat was sharp. He jerked up. The foul ball came straight back barely clearing the screen. His reflexes allowed him to move quickly to his right and out into the aisle. Raul made a one handed stab at the ball and snagged it in the palm of his hand. His momentum carried him into the section across the aisle. As fortune would have it, his fall put him at the feet of Tindra Svahnstrom.

			From a vulnerable position Raul smiled. It was irresistible. He reached up and placed the ball in her hand and cooed, “Solo para usted, Bombon.” Surprised, she matched his pearly whites with a set of her own.

			The connection had been made.

			Ten days later, her attention sidetracked, Tindra blew out her knee sliding on the clay tennis surface. Raul was there for help and support. Sports therapy rehabilitation took on a whole new meaning. Goodbye tennis career and hello St. Louis suburbs. Their new home was Kirkwood, Missouri, home town of Tyler Cy Donnelly.

			Kirkwood was maybe 15 minutes west of downtown and a sister community of Webster Groves. The two municipalities were bedroom hamlets within a larger metro area; tree-lined streets, older model homes, great family values. A trip back in time to Leave It to Beaver.

			Raul and Tindra settled. They didn’t see the need to get married. Perhaps it was cultural or just a sign of the times. They found a one-story frame home that fit within their limited means. It was brick in the front with grey vinyl siding on the sides and back. White trim was on the fascia and soffit and columns on the front porch. A porch swing swayed in the wind. Twin seventy-year-old oaks burst toward the skies.

			First there was a boy; two years later a little sister. Both were gorgeous with dark hair, blue eyes, and angelic smiles. For a while Raul bought into the family plan. But he was just so damn good looking. Women threw themselves at him. It was difficult to resist temptation. He tried hard, but opportunity was always on his doorstep. He paid the bills and was a good provider, but found invitations daily.

			Justification came: he wasn’t married. Non-existent vows wouldn’t be violated. After that came mistrust. Tindra suspected, but could never prove. She would fly into a rage and would fume. Resentment followed. She was a party girl in her own right, but now tied to home and motherhood while Raul stayed away. Friction and stress in the relationship escalated.

			It was a shame—in a way. Theirs was a union made in heaven from a physical beauty standpoint. The bond worked much of the time, but insecurities would get the best of Tindra. She couldn’t stop Raul’s philandering. The slightest look from the opposite sex infuriated her. Even if he didn’t do anything, her mind convinced her that he did.

			


	

Chapter Eleven

			Tyler Cy was at home on Saturday afternoon minding his own business. Shari was out doing one of her favorite things: shopping.

			Actually there was a tiny asterisk next to the minding his own business thing. He was watching golf on TV and snoozing on the couch. He didn’t hear the car pull up in the front of the house, but the knock on the door was loud and clear.

			He rattled his head about, wiped the hair down over his ears and headed for the front door. Two uniformed policemen stood outside. “We’re looking for Tyler Cyrus Donnelly. Would that be you?”

			“You’ve got him. Is there anything I can do for you? Any trouble?”

			“This package is for you. Please sign this statement acknowledging that you received it.” The head cop shoved a voucher in the direction of the real estate magnate. Tyler Cy signed off.

			He watched as they pulled around the driveway and off his property. He had been sued before and served papers in the past, but those deliveries had always been made to his office address. He turned back inside, curious about who was after what.

			Real estate had taught him patience. There was no need to frantically tear into the package. Tyler Cy sauntered into his home office and with a letter opener sliced the package open at the seam.

			Never in his wildest dreams did he expect to read the words before him. The Petitioner was Shari C. Daniels-Donnelly. The Respondent was Tyler Cyrus Donnelly. Tyler Cy felt acid creeping up his esophagus. Nausea gripped him.

			He read further. The petition said that the marriage was irretrievably broken and had no reasonable likelihood of being preserved. A statement indicating when and where the marriage took place was listed. The place of work for each was revealed. In addition to maintenance, Shari asked the court for a division of property and child support for twelve-year-old Jayla.

			The more Tyler Cy read, the more sick to his stomach he felt. What a mess this was going to be. It was the last thing he wanted at this stage of his life. He called his attorney, Truman Stewart, and left a voice message requesting an appointment on an urgent matter the first thing Monday morning.

			Tyler Cy wrestled the petition back into the manila envelope and placed it in his briefcase. It was only Saturday. He wasn’t going to give Shari the satisfaction of knowing what he received. He and Truman would come up with a game plan and respond sometime next week.

			


	

Chapter Twelve

			The law offices of Moreland, Stewart, Ebringer and Thomas were located in a downtown sky rise that overlooked Busch Stadium on one side and the Old Courthouse and Gateway Arch on the other. Beyond that was a solid view of the Mississippi River, the blighted areas of East St. Louis, farm fields on black gumbo, and the bluffs in the distance.

			Tyler Cy cut short the formalities. He had been doing business with Truman for a number of years and had retained his services for civil purposes since his early years in business. There wasn’t any need to discuss the politics of the US, world events, or the Cardinals. They could do that on a three-day getaway they normally enjoyed with a group sometime in the winter. He handed over the manila envelope.

			“I can’t believe it.”

			Truman started to read the petition. He looked over the top of his reading glasses after a brief moment. “What’s she doing?” He chuckled at the absurdity of the comment. “Sorry. That’s obvious.” He placed the paper on his desk. “Isn’t she happy?”

			“Apparently not.” Tyler Cy showed little emotion. “You’re going to have to help me with this one. I didn’t see this coming. I’ve got no idea what to do.”

			“I take it that this is something you do not want.”

			Tyler Cy agreed with the understatement. “I’m Catholic and believe in my marriage vows. At that time I said ‘until death do us part’.”

			“Obviously you’ve been served.” It was a typical lawyer response. The billable-hours ticker was running. He might as well keep the client in front of him as long as possible. “We’ve got thirty days to respond. There’s no need to hurry the action. I’ll file the response on the thirtieth day.”

			“What will that say?”

			“I’ll need a statement from you under oath stating you disagree with the statement from the petitioner that the marriage is irretrievably broken and that you believe there is a reasonable belief the marriage can be preserved.”

			“Good. That’s what I believe.”

			“We’ll buy time.”

			“I get scared when you mention that word.”

			“Which one?”

			“Buy.” They laughed. “I’ve got a feeling that this is going to cost me a pretty penny before everything is said and done.”

			“Let’s not try to view it that way.” Truman reassured his client. “Where it is really going to get costly is when the property is divided by the courts. That’s where hopefully I can help most.”

			“It will be a living nightmare.” Tyler Cy closed his eyes and shook his head. “There’s so much property.”

			Now it was Truman’s turn to agree. “There are certain things we can do. I can start negotiations with her attorney, you know, make contact. Feel them out. Let’s see exactly what she wants.”

			“Who is she using?” Tyler Cy read the petition and answered his own question. “It says here Leslie Potter. Do you know anything about her?”

			Truman grimaced. “She’s a formidable adversary, a real nut cracker. She’ll stick her arm all the way up your ass.”

			Tyler Cy scowled. “Dammit! Why is she doing this to me?”

			“We have to get past that,” Truman advised, “in a hurry too.” He shifted his gaze out the window. “It’s going to take a lot of effort to keep what you’ve worked all your life for.”

			The nausea came back.

			Truman sensed that Tyler Cy was close to losing it. “Look, we’ll wait thirty days to respond. After that I’ll file for discovery. The two of you can make statements under oath. Financial statements can be supplied. We’re going to have to have time to get property appraised.” He reached up to wet his fingers then picked up the petition and flipped to another page. “I can file for extensions. We can drag this out.”

			“Let’s do just that. My excitement to lose a lot of what I’ve worked for is not too keen right now.”

			Truman threw out the line. “There is a cheaper way to save your estate.”

			“Oh?”

			“I can contact some people.”

			“What are you suggesting?”

			“You know.” Truman took his reading glasses off, folded them and placed them on his desk. “If you want to save a lot of your possessions there are cheaper ways to do that than a costly divorce. Accidents happen, you know.”

			Tyler Cy was appalled. Then he came to his senses. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. She’s the mother of my kids. I know you’re kidding.”

			“Of course I am,” Truman admitted. “We have to play within the rules established by the state and the courts. There is no way out. Some people think that sort of thing solves problems. Their minds get off track. We can’t stoop to the methods that others have used.” Truman turned his gaze to the Arch. He watched the river inching its way to the Gulf. “It’s going to take the court quite a while to determine if the marriage is irretrievably broken. Let’s get a private investigator and follow her. That will let us know what she’s up to. In the meantime why don’t you take her on a little vacation? Is there anywhere she wants to go?”

			“Mexico,” Tyler Cy said. “She loves it down there.”

			“Good. Suggest it and book it. Give me time to file this response. She doesn’t need to know what we’re up to. I’ll put a tail on her.”

			“Not until we get back.”

			Truman made an overture with his left hand. “Of course, that gives me time to make contact with my guy. While you’re gone we’ll make sure we get a GPS device on the frame of her Jaguar. In the meantime we’ll make them spend a little money. I’m good at dragging my feet asking for extensions and such.”

			“Be gentle. That’s my money she’s going to be spending.”

			“Maybe we can make that tougher for her to get access to.” Truman paused. “I mean what is she going to do?” Truman flashed a wry grin. “What is going to pay her bills? Where is she going to go?”

			“I have no idea other than we have joint accounts.”

			“Where are you going to live?”

			“Under the same roof I have for quite a while.”

			Truman took a pen and scribbled a note. “We’ll put that in our settlement agreement request.” He put the pen down. “Now surprise her. Schedule that trip.”

			


	

Chapter Thirteen

			It had been one of those days for Leslie Potter. When one call ended another was funneled through. She had just hung up when her new client reached her.

			“Leslie, its Shari.”

			“What can I do for you?”

			“Did you serve the papers?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “I have a pool party to go to. I need to know. I went to lunch the other day with a younger friend and she has some new people for me to meet. I can’t wait!”

			“Wait a minute. Slow down,” Leslie said. “First things first.”

			“But I can’t wait. I’m so excited. I think the bartender wants to go out with me too. We were at the bar at The Breeze havin’ martinis; I like mine up with a twist, and after the third one he gave me a wink. I think he likes me.”

			Leslie rolled her eyes. She had heard it before: another client starved for attention. “Yes.”

			“Yes? What?”

			“He’s been served.”

			“Oh. Good.” Shari paused. “He doesn’t act like it.”

			“How much contact have you had with him?”

			“None. I can’t stand the prick.”

			“Don’t let that be your motivation.”

			Shari found the answer puzzling. “It’s all of my motivation! I hate him. I want out! He can’t do me any good anymore.”

			“Have you thought about your next step in life?”

			“Yeah. I want to have some fun. Do you know what it’s like to not ever be able to do anything good enough? Have you ever worn a muzzle?” Shari didn’t want an answer. She recited what she imagined. “Well I have. He belittles me. He thinks I’m stupid. I’m not a good enough mother for his children. I don’t look good enough when we leave home. I don’t know how to pick my friends good enough. I’m sick of it. He’s an asshole.”

			“We got a response.”

			“I’m sure he wants everything for himself. Tyler Cy is such a money hungry bastard. I’m sure he doesn’t want me to have anything. He probably wants the house. He wants all of our investments. He’ll give me the Jag. That piece of crap is always in the shop. It’ll cost me a fortune to keep it runnin’. I always wanted the Mercedes and he knows it.”

			“His lawyer, Truman Stewart, has made some requests.”

			“He probably wants me to move out of the house. He won’t give me any money to live on. He’ll want to disrupt the kid’s lives. I’ll starve and won’t be able to go shoppin’ and he’ll stick me with that damn Jaguar.”

			“It’s much too early for that.”

			“Too early for what?”

			“The division of assets.”

			“I don’t care! I want out!”

			Leslie pulled the receiver away from her ear and thought how frequently she felt like a psychologist or marital counselor. “Shari, calm down. I’m on your side. You’ve made yourself clear.”

			“You have to understand what a control freak he is! Tyler Cy is very charming when he wants to be. He’ll manipulate you! When it comes to money, he wants to hold the trump card. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard that over and over and over again.” Her voice deepened. “‘For you to win in any negotiation you’ve got to hold the trump card.’ I can hear him now. That’s the only way he operates. His trump card is money. So I’m sure that he wants to starve me down to nothin’. I seen it so many times before. That’s the way he gets his way.”

			“That’s duly noted. I assure you that I’ll remember.” Leslie turned to some papers on her desk. She picked up an affidavit. “You have to remember that what we’re going to go through is a process.”

			“You can call it whatever you want. I want out. I hate the guy! The sooner, the better.”

			“I can speed things up for you.”

			“Do it!”

			“You won’t get anything.”

			“I want what I deserve after twenty-four years of marriage! It’s been a living hell for those twenty-four years too! That’s a third of my life! I want what I deserve!”

			“Then you’re going to have to get a grip on things. The next step in the process is discovery.”

			“Discovery? What’s that?” The words were flying. “And why do you keep calling this a process? This is a divorce and I want to get away from the S-O-B as quick as I can!”

			“Shari, you’re going to have to put your emotions aside. Nothing is going to happen too quickly. Divorce court is clogged with a lot of cases like this.”

			“I don’t care! Move it along.”

			“I expect the next order from the judge will send this into the discovery phase.”

			“What is that anyway? You never did answer my question.”

			Leslie forced a grin and laughed into the receiver. “You didn’t…”

			“What are you laughing about?”

			“You didn’t give…”

			“Everybody always thinks everything is so funny! This is my life that we’re messin’ around with! There’s nothin’ funny about it!”

			“We’ll have written discovery.”

			“You still haven’t told me what it is.”

			“Each party will serve a set of questions on the other party.”

			“Yeah, I’ve got a lot of questions for the A-hole!”

			“These are referred to as interrogatories.”

			“You lawyers always like to throw around those big words to make you feel like you’re smarter than the rest of us.”

			“We’ll have to answer those questions under oath.” Leslie got in what she needed and then asked, “Did you get your retainer in?”

			“Where the heck am I going to get money for that?”

			“I trust you’ll find a way. The process is going to cost some money. We need to pay for the services.”

			“I’ll have to get it to you when I get back.”

			“Back? Where are you going?”

			“Tyler Cy wants to take me to the Mayan Riviera.”

			Leslie was taken aback. “As your lawyer I would advise you not to go.”

			“Are you crazy or somethin’?”

			“The courts consider me of sound mind.”

			“You must not know how much I love it down there. Have you ever seen the place? It’s beautiful.”

			“You’ll be leaving the country with someone that I would consider an adversary.”

			“Tyler Cy?” Shari found the statement incredulous. “We’re best friends and have known each other for almost all of our adult life.”

			“But in court you’re going to be asking for half of his net worth.”

			“So?”

			“Many men would consider that an infringement.”

			“There you go with those big words again. What are you trying to say?”

			Leslie paused, wondering if her client was bi-polar, naïve, or just plain stupid. “Look, you’ve been spouses and business partners; now the relationship is ending. Someone might be upset about that. Accidents can easily be arranged, especially out of the confines of the USA.”

			“Are you saying that Tyler Cy might hurt me?”

			“Stranger things have happened in domestic disputes.”

			“He wouldn’t hurt a tick. Did I ever tell you about the time that one of his clients took him on a huntin’ trip?” Shari was set to go off on another tangent. Leslie glanced at her watch. Being a good listener was part of her job description, and it was billable. “A client took him to one of the duck clubs north of St. Peters. They had planned it for quite a while. The guy didn’t know that Tyler Cy had never shot a rifle or gun. They were up at three thirty. It was cool, overcast, and very misty. In fact, if I remember right, there was a steady rain and Tyler Cy—he’s such a pussy—didn’t want to go at the last minute because he thought he might catch a cold and be away from work for a couple of weeks.”

			Leslie grinned. As pretentious as Shari was, she was kind of likeable.

			“Tyler Cy went anyway. He didn’t want to damage the relationship. He had worked to get the guy’s business for a decade or more. And he looked so silly. I watched him go out the door. He had on brand new waterproof camouflage clothing and waders damn near up to his ass. I know because he made me go shopping for him! It was at one of those sporting goods shops at the Galleria. I got the whole outfit for him. Insulated gloves that were camouflaged! He even had on a waterproof flotation vest in case he fell in the river or somethin’.” Shari gasped for air. “Ha! How stupid do you think that would be? Fallin’ in the river?”

			Leslie chuckled. Listening to Shari’s version of the events was amusing.

			“They got out somewhere up in the flood plain where the Mississippi runs due east right before that crook in it where it flows to the north, and the first thing they did was go in the little cabin and fire up the skillet for a ham and egg breakfast. Then he said they polished off a fifth of Jack before the sun came up. Didn’t even pour it; they just passed the bottle around and everyone took a swig until the bottle was empty.”

			Leslie’s snickered.

			“Oh, you think that’s funny? He had never fired a rifle, let alone loaded one. He said they had to walk about forty yards to the blind and he got stuck in the mud. The dogs knew somethin’ good was gonna happen. They were bouncin’ off one another. Things got quiet as they sat and waited for the ducks.”

			“You mean geese?”

			“Ducks. Geese. Whatever. They were flyin’. It was foggy. Barely light as he tells the story. Then pow. Pow! Pow! All hell broke loose. The dogs took off. He never fired a shot. The dogs returned with the birds in their mouth. The guys were half drunk and tellin’ jokes and laughin’ and havin’ a good time. Tyler Cy hated it! He came home later in the day with tears in his eyes and said he’d never do that again.”

			“The relevance being?”

			“If you think that he’s plannin’ on doin’ somethin’ to me you’re nuts. I seen the way he acts around guns. Like I said, he wouldn’t hurt a tick if it was suckin’ all the blood out of his pecker. That is if he can find the damn thing. And he hasn’t used that on me in a long, long time which is why we’re here in the first place.” There was a slight pause as she came up for air. “I’m goin’ to Mexico.”

			“I can’t tell you what to do.”

			“Then don’t. I’m goin’.”

			“Be careful, Shari. You don’t need to be shot to die.”

			


	

Chapter Fourteen

			Raul was back at it. His little business was thriving. With it came benefits that dollars could not buy. He got to pick his own hours, make his own appointments, and he didn’t have to take the job home with him. Those luxuries were priceless. He could lock the door at eleven p.m. or knock off before lunch. Tips from the elderly ladies at Olde Blueblood put cash in his pocket and he could always demand to be paid in greenbacks for his work as a massage therapist.

			His assets were his hands and whatever else it took to keep the women coming through his door, whether tight-fitting black dress pants, an infectious smile, or outgoing personality. But one innocent, playful moment was starting to become a distraction. The reminders were becoming more frequent. He changed the text message ring tone setting on his cell phone to vibration mode.

			It was late. His last client had gone. The muffled tone gently pushed the phone across the countertop/receptionist’s desk. An incoming text message had been received.

			Now is as good a time as any

			Raul looked at the screen. Should I or shouldn’t I? He was like a cat sneaking around in the dark. His ego pulled at his virility. An admirer wanted him and he had a very, very good idea who it was. His fingers responded.

			For what

			It didn’t take long for the muffled response.

			You know

			Raul sighed. The same topic was going to be revisited. His response tipped his hand. He was up late. Alone. Leaving work. And opportunistic. He typed a return message.

			Do we have to go there again

			He changed the sheets on the massage bed fully realizing that a text was forthcoming. It was simply a matter of when it would come and what it would say.

			U know what I want

			Snuffing someone out was out of the question. He had made that clear in the past.

			I’m not the guy for that

			He returned to the task at hand. The sheets got tucked, the pillow fluffed, and a new blanket covered the table. Scents from the candles made him close his eyes and take in a deep breath through his nose. His phone vibrated again.

			U stand to gain

			There was a second vibration.

			I’ll be gone for a few days

			Raul read the message and shook his head back and forth. A third vibration rattled across the palm of his hand.

			Get rid of the effing bitch

			There it was again, the same old request. Tindra was the mother of his children. Even though he wasn’t the most faithful man in the world, he couldn’t imagine life without her. There had to be a better way to deal with this. Should I reply or drop it?

			Several minutes elapsed. The vibration went off again. Then again. And again. Raul didn’t bother looking at the screen. He’d save it for another day.

			


	

Chapter Fifteen

			It was a picture perfect day in St. Louis. A cold front had moved through and knocked the humidity out of the air. Fresh blue skies replaced the thinly disguised layer of smog. The metro area didn’t have it too bad compared to other cities, but according to the EPA St. Louis was one of the worst culprits in the nation. It’s always an adventure trying to figure out where the federal government gets their statistics. If the feds were to visit St. Louis on this day they’d never put the area on their watch list.

			Tyler Cy booked the vacation. He was a skillful event planner. Nothing would go unnoticed. Two round trip tickets to Cancun started the journey. Upon arrival, a personalized taxi would transport the couple to Playa del Carmen. It was costly but well worth it in his opinion. Thirty miles on a bus might have gotten his other half worked up before they got checked in.

			Those concerns were several hours away. His first order of business had already backfired. He had told Shari that the plane was leaving 45 minutes earlier than it actually was. That was intentional with hopes that she would not be late. It was well past the time that they should have left for the airport.

			The upper level of the Donnelly home was where the master bedroom suite was located. A sitting room occupied one side of the suite and at one time served as a reading area for late night culture. A personal computer also sat on a stand. The area was now exclusively Shari’s room. Tyler Cy had been banished to the lower level. The pair agreed to share the premises but reside in separate areas of the house as part of the separation agreement that was being worked out. Tyler Cy knocked on the door. He peeked through the opening.

			The room was in disarray. Clothes were strewn on the bed, floor, and chairs. Drawers in the dresser were pulled open. The ceiling fan twirled. Assorted items were draped over a mirror. Shari was still fidgeting in the bathroom. Her suitcase was open with more clothes scattered outside than packed neatly inside.

			“Come on, Woobie. We’re late.”

			“Tyler Cy! There’s no need for that Woobie, sweet-talkin’ crap! Stop pressuring me!” Each of her rings was sitting in a solution of jewelry cleaner as Sweet Satsuma permeated the room. Shari was bent at the waist with a bath towel wrapped around her torso. She applied liner. One lit cigarette smoldered in an ashtray. Another cigarette was parked between her lips. Smoke curled its way past her cheeks and beyond her eyes on its way to the ceiling. After examining her look in the mirror she removed the cigarette from her mouth and placed it next to its predecessor in the ashtray. Then a fresh coat of lipstick was applied.

			“We’re going out of the country. We have to allow for inspections and security and…”

			Shari coughed. “You standing here is not helping. If we’re late we’ll take another flight.” Her gravelly voice was a clear indicator that she was a longtime smoker.

			“They’re all booked and…”

			Her quick retort cut him off. “That’s just what they tell you. How stupid can you be?” She tightened the towel. “Now shush!” Shari fetched a ring out of the cleaning solution, wiped it off and used the blow drier to remove the remaining moisture. One by one the ritual was completed. Tyler Cy glanced at his watch as eight of the rings were placed on her digits.

			“Security will have you remove all of them to get past the metal detector.”

			“What’s wrong with you? These won’t set off any alarms.” She glanced at him in the mirror and noticed over her shoulder that he was standing in the suite. “Now get out of here! You know you’re not supposed to be in this part of the house.” She reached for the bathroom door and pulled it shut. A muffled voice shouted. “That was part of our agreement!”

			Tyler Cy stared at the closed door and wondered what he had gotten himself into. The watch on his wrist reminded him of the time constraint. His vision scanned the room once again. It was easy to see how their relationship had deteriorated. The breeze from the overhead fan calmed him somewhat, but the fuse was on slow burn. He wasn’t concerned about the immediate consequences. One last barb came blurting out of his mouth. “Did a tornado blow through here when you were in the shower?”

			“What are you trying to say?” Shari patted blush onto her cheeks. “Vanny will clean up when we’re gone. I seen where she scheduled an extra day to catch up on some things she’s been wantin’ to get done.”

			How did I ever allow myself to fall in love with someone that has such poor command of the English language? Tyler Cy wondered. For such a high-class look she can be such an effing Hoosier. “By the look of things, she’ll need it.” He turned to exit. On his way through the door he continued, “I’ll be leaving soon. I hope you’re with me.” He retreated to the main level of the home.

			Between drags on the cigarette Shari utilized a curling iron, applied hair spray, and brushed her mane into perfect place. The auburn tint gleamed. Light blue eye shadow highlighted her irises. Liner accentuated her eyes. The manicure and pedicure were impeccable. The tanned legs fresh from a couple of visits to the electric beach appeared ready for some serious Mexican sunshine.

			When she dropped the towel and wiggled into a thong, her preparation was nearing the end. A chic, bright emerald green skirt followed. After that, a sleeveless blouse with floral patterns set an island mood. Louis Vuitton white denim and calf designer sandals completed the look with lime-green neon toenail polish suggesting a trendy, playful attitude. When she placed a Callaway golf visor on her head, another five minutes was wasted as every hair was fluffed into place.

			Into the suitcase went an outfit for each day along with beach attire. The evening wear went into a hang-up travel bag. Hair and makeup accessories occupied a smaller bag—each monogrammed and distinctly matching.

			“Tyler Cy! Get someone to load my luggage!”

			He was at her beck and call in an instant. The bags went into the trunk of the Cadillac. They were running late. Tyler Cy stood by the driver’s door. Shari had yet to appear in the doorway. He glanced nervously at his watch. Come on. Come on. After a very long minute she appeared with purse in hand and ready to go.

			“Do you have everything?”

			“Yes.”

			“Passport? ID?”

			“Do you think I’m an idiot?” Tyler Cy respectfully reserved comment. He opened the door, entered, and started the car. “Do you have the tickets?” Shari asked as she slid into the front seat.

			Tyler Cy smiled to himself. He prided himself on being punctual and exact to every detail. “Of course; you wouldn’t expect otherwise.”

			The car barely reached the curb and Shari had lowered the sun visor and opened the mirror. She inched her face to her image and plucked at her brows. An instant later her right hand brushed her hair back over her right ear. Her tongue roamed over her lipstick. Then her lips smacked together. Her left hand retrieved a cigarette from her purse. She lit up and a puff of smoke followed. Then a cough. She inched her face closer to the mirror and looked for what felt like a loose lash that had fallen into her eye. Her eyes watered. She blinked content that the eye was free of further irritation. The sun visor was returned to its customary spot.

			“I can’t believe you.”

			Tyler Cy had a puzzled look not knowing what was wrong. “What did I do this time?”

			“You didn’t say anything about my outfit.”

			He smiled. “You look nice, kind of like you’re going on a vacation.”

			Shari fumed. She took an angry drag off of her cigarette. “That’s what is so screwed up about men. They just don’t appreciate anything.”

			Tyler Cy didn’t know whether to shut up or exasperate the problem by commenting. Something told him that either way wouldn’t seem to be the answer to the problem. I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.

			“See, you just sit there and act like nothin’ ever happened.”

			Tyler Cy stayed focused on the road. Internally he was seething. He took a deep breath. “I said you looked nice.”

			“Yeah, after I said somethin’ about it.”

			Tyler Cy gnawed at his lower lip. “You look fabulous, Woobie.” He slid his hand over and placed it on her knee. “You always do.”

			Her hand quickly brushed his hand off of her leg. “Do you think you can pet me like a dog or somethin’? Who gave you the authority to touch me?” The response was delivered through a gravelly voice. Another drag on the cigarette trailed the comment. “Considering our situation, that is totally out of line.”

			Had he not been forced to focus on the road Tyler Cy could have easily closed his eyes and counted to ten. “We’re going to be in paradise for a few days. Can we agree to get along?”

			“I’m sure that would suit you just fine. You can treat me like crap and then you expect me to put up with it and not give you anything back.”

			“I wouldn’t necessarily consider taking you to the Mayan Riviera is treating you like crap.”

			“Tyler Cy, get off your high horse! You know and I know that you have an ulterior motive in all of this.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“You’re either tryin’ to get on the good side of my lawyer or make yourself look better in the eyes of the judge.” Shari ground the cigarette butt into the ashtray. “Or you’re gonna have me killed and make it look like an accident.”

			The comment caught Tyler Cy off guard. He wondered if she was menopausal or manic depressive. “What are you talking about?”

			“You know exactly what I’m talking about, Tyler Cy.” He could feel her glare hitting the side of his face. “For a brilliant guy you don’t have a clue.” Tyler Cy tried to understand the comment. “Just get us to the airport. Every time you’re in charge of somethin’ it always seems like we’re runnin’ late. Hurry up. We’ve got a flight to catch.”

			


	

Chapter Sixteen

			The area around Lambert-St. Louis International airport was ever changing. Ozark Airlines and TWA had merged decades before. In the ’80s, deregulation hit the industry and spelled the beginning of the end of the company. Corporate raiders/financiers/swindlers sold off all of the profitable assets such as gates at other airports and overseas routes. The pension fund was looted to raise capital.

			Eventually the company merged with American Airlines and virtually became a commuter airport overnight. Roaring 727s and 737s were replaced by puddle jumpers shuttling passengers to the American Airline hubs in Chicago and Dallas. Years later the company declared bankruptcy and St. Louis, with an aggressive runway and airport expansion, suffered greatly for air traffic. Southwest Airlines saw an opportunity and turned St. Louis into a major Midwestern hub.

			Long term parking lots and garages sprang up around the perimeter. Tyler Cy pulled into one with intent to leave his car for several nights.

			“What are you doing?” Shari’s question came amid slight coughs and another puff.

			“Parking the car so that we can…”

			“Why didn’t you call a taxi to drop us off at the gate?”

			“The shuttle buses can…”

			“I don’t want to get on some shuttle bus and be carted around like a piece of cattle. You seen how they treat people, haven’t you?”

			Tyler Cy took his right hand off of the wheel and placed it on the gear shift. He looked into his rear view mirror and moved the arm into reverse. “Would you like for me to drop you off at the baggage drop?”

			“Then where will you go?”

			“I’ll come back over here and park the car?”

			“And make me stand by myself at the door?” Shari grabbed her purse and searched for a lighter. “What’s wrong with you?” A cigarette was lit. Smoke curled upward. A cough followed. “I thought you said you had all of this planned out.”

			“Shari we have to…”

			“Pull the damn car in here!” She lowered the sun visor, raised the protector and inched close to the mirror to primp. Tyler Cy pulled the car forward, grabbed a parking ticket, and slowly rolled the car forward into the garage. “Dammit! What are you doing now?”

			“Parking the car.”

			“I can’t see!” Shadows from the roof eliminated sunlight. “Turn on the light or somethin’ so I can fix my hair!”

			Tyler Cy reached up and flipped on the dome light. He directed the car into a spot, placed the Cadillac in park, and popped open the trunk.

			“Now what are you doing?”

			“Getting ready to get the luggage…”

			“And then what?”

			“Take it over to the bus stop and catch…”

			“What?! You expect me to walk that far in the condition that I’m in?”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I hurt my ankle two days ago. I can’t stand on it and can barely walk.”

			“You never told me anything.”

			“I did to! You’ve known about my foot ever since I did it.”

			Tyler Cy stifled any sign of frustration. Shari had not mentioned having a sore ankle to him. “We have to catch the shuttle. What do you want…”

			“Get out and flag the guy down! Don’t you have any common sense?” Shari used a makeup brush to smooth out some blush on her cheek. “Have him come over here and load our bags out of the trunk. I’m not walkin’ anywhere.”

			Tyler Cy gestured with his left hand. “What’s wrong with me? I wasn’t thinking.”

			“No you weren’t. Sometimes I wonder what ever goes on in your mind.”

			A few minutes later a shuttle bus arrived and the driver loaded the luggage. Tyler Cy helped his wife into the van and the pair took a seat in the middle of the vehicle.

			“Now did you tell him what airline we’re flying on?” Tyler Cy nodded. “And do you have enough money to tip him?” Another nod. “I hope we don’t have to ride on one of these in Mexico.”

			Tyler Cy wore a smirk. “I’ve got that covered.”

			“I bet. Just like you had this all taken care of too.”

			A tire to a pothole sent Shari skyward. She shot a disgusted look at her husband. A quick yellow light and abrupt stop caused the pair to lurch forward, and then a sudden hard left turn caused Shari’s purse to slide off the seat and onto the floor. Contents were scattered.

			“Tyler Cy! Get us off this Six Flags roller coaster ride!” He scurried to retrieve the items and was still on his hands and knees when the van pulled to a stop at the check-in area. As other passengers departed Tyler Cy scrambled to his feet. He forked over the recovered trinkets. “I can’t believe you found this!” Shari was delighted. “That was grandmother’s scare bracelet.” She admired a strand with multi-colored gems before dropping it into her purse. After standing she leaned over and pecked Tyler Cy on the forehead.

			The driver had placed their luggage on the curb and waited patiently as Shari navigated the few remaining steps. Tyler Cy reached into his pocket and peeled off a ten dollar bill while Shari stood on the bottom step of the mini-bus. “Are you?”

			Tyler Cy reached up to offer his hand for assistance.

			“What is the matter with you?” Shari yelled. “I can get off the bus.” She looked at the skycaps and the hordes of passengers checking in their luggage. Her eyes caught a glimpse of what she was looking for inside the electronic doors that opened into the airport lobby. “I’m not about to walk through Lambert!”

			Tyler Cy wondered what was next on Shari’s agenda. One look provided the answer. Her vision was locked. She glanced back at Tyler Cy. Their eyes met. A jerk of the head directed him. His sightline shifted inside the door. “The wheelchair?”

			“What is wrong with you?” She didn’t wait for his reaction. “Of course! My ankle is killing me.”

			


	

Chapter Seventeen

			A cigarette was lit before Tyler Cy could get to the door. Once inside he peeled off a twenty to rent a wheelchair for two hours. Upon his return Shari’s cigarette spewed ashes onto the seat. Her scathing look could have sent an innocent man to the electric chair. She waited impatiently as Tyler Cy wiped off the cushion. Then she took a seat and firmly planted a pair of Ralph Lauren sunglasses on her nose.

			“I’m sure that the terminal is a no smoking area,” Tyler Cy said.

			“We’ll see soon enough.” Shari tilted her head back, took a drag, and blew a trail of carcinogenic waste into the air as the skycap scurried off with their luggage. She noticed a NO SMOKING sign, flicked the butt with her middle finger, and sent the remains end over end across the asphalt.

			Walking into the terminal at St. Louis Lambert International airport was akin to stepping inside a greenhouse. Sunshine poured through panes of glass. Those inside basked in the light and saw their images in the highly buffed floors. It was hospital clean—maybe cleaner.

			Tyler Cy wheeled his wife down a hallway into the terminal. One look at the crowd clearly indicated the pair was going to have to hurry to make their flight. “I didn’t anticipate this kind of wait.”

			“There you go again, Tyler Cy.” The whine jabbed. “Your lack of planning is going to cause us to miss our flight. I seen it before and it doesn’t surprise me.”

			“If you would have been ready…”

			“Don’t throw the mess on me. I was packed and set to go on time.”

			Tyler Cy sighed as he wheeled the chair to the rear of the traversing line that wound back and forth. He surveyed the situation. “You know, Woobie…”

			“Cut the crap.”

			“I think this line is for the commercial flights. We’re on a charter.” After asking an attendant, he was redirected to an area off to the side. The space was considerably more open and free of traffic.

			“You should know all of this before we get here. We wouldn’t have had to waste time over there with all the peons.” Shari reached for her purse and grabbed her compact. She flipped open the mirror and dabbed more blush on her cheeks using a circular motion. Then a left hand pushed a strand of hair into position. A hacking cough producing phlegm from parts unknown followed as she placed the items into her handbag.

			Tyler Cy fetched the flight information out of his pocket and examined his itinerary. “I got our boarding passes online.”

			“We’re in first class, aren’t we?”

			Tyler Cy gave her a look suggesting that he knew that she wouldn’t stand for anything less. “You must think that…”

			“I can’t assume anything with you. You’re just like a little kid that has to be taken care of by his mommy. You’d think that you’d grow out of that stage once you got older. But all of you guys are the same. You all need to be taken care of. I seen it with your brother Petey Frank and I seen it with you from the very start. It has to be somethin’ that your mother did.” Shari reached into her purse for her lighter. She fidgeted with it and nervously rotated it over and over in her fingers.

			“There’s no need to bring my mother into this,” Tyler Cy said as he positioned the wheelchair in line.

			Only one couple was ahead of them at the airport security checkpoint. TSA personnel administered the identification process and metal screening.

			Shari looked over her shoulder and whispered to her husband. “Maybe this buggy will get us preferential treatment.” She giggled at her own statement. The smiles turned to frowns a minute later when she was asked to present ID and passport. Producing her driver’s license was no big deal. That was readily available in her wallet. But soon thereafter she rifled through the contents of her purse trying to locate her passport. “I know it’s in here.”

			“I asked you several times if you had it.”

			“I did. It was on the dresser. I grabbed it and put it in my bag.”

			“Which bag?” Tyler didn’t wait for an answer. “Was it one that we checked in at the curb?”

			“No, it was my purse.” She hurried through the items. “I know it’s here.” Her handbag was emptied on the table. No passport. All the side compartments were examined. Still no passport. “I don’t know where it went.” The frustration mounted. It was time to shift blame. “Quit screwin’ with this Tyler Cy! I know you have it!”

			Tyler Cy stepped away, reached for his cell phone and placed a call to home. Vanny, their maid immediately recognized that something was amiss as the call came through on Tyler Cy’s private line. With a distinct accent she answered the phone, “Donnelly residence.”

			“Vanny, we’re at the airport and it looks like Shari may have left her passport on the dresser in her bedroom. Can you check to see if it’s there?”

			A minute later Vanny confirmed Tyler Cy’s suspicion.

			After glancing at his watch he gave instructions. “Okay, we use Metro Roundabout Cab Service for all of our daily deliveries. I’ll put a rush on it so they’ll be by soon. Have it ready for them when they arrive.”

			“Si, Senor.”

			After ending the call Tyler Cy turned to see Shari primping. She was busy inspecting her manicure. Bracelets clanged and rings glittered. “It wasn’t at home, was it?”

			Tyler Cy was coy. “We figured out where it was.” He turned to the flight reservationist. “Our flight leaves in less than a half hour and we’ve got a passport on the way. What should we do?”

			“None of the flights leave until all of the chartered passengers are on board.” The reservationist looked at his itinerary. “You’re in first class. Any idea when it will get here?”

			“It’s being delivered via a cab service, hopefully within 45 minutes or so.”

			“I’ll tell the pilot. He can explain to the rest of the passengers that we have some sort of delay.”

			“I can’t believe they don’t have a hospitality area around here. What sort of charter is this?” Shari griped. She noticed a coffee shop fifty yards away. “I’d love to have a caramel macchiato. Lenora turned me on to that a month ago when we went shopping at Saks.”

			“It’s too hot out for coffee.”

			“What’s that mean? Are you trying to force a frappe on me?”

			“I thought that was your favorite.”

			“Where have you been? You don’t listen to a thing I say, do you?” Shari gave Tyler Cy a look that would have popped corn. “Ever since Lenora and I had that caramel macchiato I’ve got a new favorite. I told you that three weeks ago.” She wheeled her chair around. “Come on. Let’s see if they’ll sprinkle hazelnuts on it like they did at the mall.”

			“We probably shouldn’t go too far away. The passport is on its way.”

			“Tyler Cy, quit being so cheap!” Her screech turned heads. She placed both hands on the wheels and pushed away. “Do I have to get it myself?”

			An agreeable partner, Tyler Cy quickly caught up and pushed the wheelchair. “They’re serving food and drink on the flight.”

			“I want some now!” Shari opened her purse and searched for a pack of cigarettes. “Besides, whatever they give us on the plane will just be that bland, generic crap. I seen what they serve. I want a specialty coffee.”

			The sight of short, bald, pudgy Tyler Cy dressed in a floral island shirt, shorts, and calf-high dark socks pushing a tan, gorgeous, decked-out babe in a wheelchair caused the reservationist and TSA guard to chuckle. “That looks like a second honeymoon that is doomed to fail before it gets started.”

			A sheepish grin followed as the reservationist rubbed her forefinger and thumb together.

			The specialty coffee shop couldn’t have occupied more than a hundred square feet, but in that tiny space was an impressive assortment of flavored coffees, brewed coffees, lattes, espressos, mochas, macchiato, iced coffees, spiced teas, Frappuccino, and smoothies. In addition, an assortment of salads, sandwiches, muffins, scones, yogurt, fruit, and ice cream made one salivate.

			“I want one of those too,” Shari said as the drink was being made. She pointed to a blueberry muffin.

			As Tyler Cy picked up the pastry he noticed a $7.95 price tag on the wrapper. “We’ll be eating on the plane in less than an hour.”

			“I want it with my macchiato.”

			“Did Lenora introduce you to that too?”

			“Stop being a smart-ass.” Her attention had shifted to the magazine rack at the nearby book store. Shari couldn’t resist the cover article that indicated a hot Hollywood starlet was pregnant with triplets that had been fathered by an Oman native that she had encountered on a world peace keeping mission.

			Tyler Cy took care of the tab which totaled nearly twenty bucks and snatched the drink and muffin from the counter. He turned to give the items to Shari.

			“What am I supposed to do with this?” Her comment caught him off-guard.

			“It’s what you wanted.”

			“No, you idiot. You didn’t get it in a to-go cup. We can’t leave the area with this. I want to go to the bathroom.”

			“What do you want me to do?”

			“Have them put it in a cup that we can leave with.” She shook her head as she looked at the beverage. “They’ll have to make another one. All of the shaved hazelnuts have to stay on top. If she flips it over and pours it into another cup it will ruin the look of the drink.”

			Tyler Cy let out an exasperated sigh. “She’s not going to do that for free.”

			“Then you’ll have to buy another one.” Shari flipped her wheelchair around and rolled the wheels. “I need to go potty.”

			Tyler Cy returned to wait in line, ordered another macchiato in a different container, and wondered why he bothered to get married in the first place, let alone schedule a vacation with the woman who had filed to divorce him.

			Shari rolled up just as he was settling the bill. “Those bathrooms are filthy.” She was livid. “The floor was sticky. I had to get one of those paper seat liners to sit on. The toilet paper was the cheap kind and uncomfortable to use.”

			Tyler Cy detected smoke on her breath. “I see the trip wasn’t totally wasted.” He put two fingers to his mouth and mimicked taking a drag.

			“Screw you.” Shari took her right hand and winced as she rubbed her left bicep. “Where’s my drink?” Shari eyed the beverage. “Give it to me. Give it to me.” Her husband delivered the treat. “Now push me. My arms hurt.”

			Obediently Tyler Cy pushed the wheelchair toward the check-in area. The pair only traveled twenty feet when fireworks erupted.

			“Where’s my magazine?”

			“What magazine?”

			“The one I was looking at.”

			“I’m sure it’s back on the rack.”

			“I told you to get it for me.”

			“No you didn’t.”

			“Yes I did!”

			Tyler Cy looked skyward.

			“Get it for me. I need something to read on the plane.” Shari took a sip of her drink. “I can’t stand the thought of trying to make conversation with you for two hours.”

			


	

Chapter Eighteen

			As the pair approached the check-in area, the aggravated looks on the faces of the reservationist and TSA guard told the story. Standing nearby was the driver for Metro Roundabout Cab Service.

			The reservationist was theatrical. “Where have you been? We’ve held the flight for over fifteen minutes.”

			Tyler Cy fumbled for an excuse. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think that the driver would get here that quickly.”

			The personnel jumped into motion. “Empty the contents of your pockets in the container. Put all carry-on items on the conveyor. We’ve got a pilot that’s fuming.”

			Tyler Cy obeyed the instructions. Shari fumbled.

			“Dammit, Tyler Cy! Hold this.” She handed her drink to her husband. She pointed to her bracelets, eyed her rings and tugged at an earring. “Will these pass your inspection?”

			“It’s hard to say.”

			Shari snapped her fingers and motioned for Tyler Cy to push her forward.

			“You’ll have to walk through. The wheelchair will definitely set off the alarm.”

			A frustrated look followed. Eyes rolled to the heavens. Shari’s shoulders shrugged as she rolled her head from left to right. “Don’t you think the government is overdoing all of this security?”

			“It’s for passenger safety.”

			“Yeah, right. All they want is our tax dollars. They think they can spend it better than we can.” She reached forward expecting Tyler Cy to help her to her feet. “Come on Tyler Cy, help me up.” He scrambled to place the items that he was holding into a tray. “Don’t spill my drink!”

			Once on her feet Shari inched through the metal detector. To everyone’s surprise the sensors stayed silent. “See how our government wastes our money.” She motioned for Tyler Cy to get the wheelchair through security. “Now how safe does that make you feel, Tyler Cy? I have enough heavy metal on me to start a band.” She chuckled at her own humor. Then she tapped her fingernails systematically on the aluminum facing. “Now give me my drink. I’m thirsty.”

			After passing through the metal detector Tyler Cy hurried. He cordially thanked the attendants before grabbing the carry-on luggage, slinging one bag over his shoulder, and holding the other one in his right hand. Before pushing the wheelchair he quickly handed the macchiato to Shari. She cradled it like a hand warmer and off they rolled to the gate.

			Showing up late was not in Tyler Cy’s constitution. He was always punctual. It was a habit that he had possessed since elementary school. Not only was he miffed, but he could only imagine the embarrassment he would feel upon stepping onto the plane. They were cleared and Tyler Cy sped up the pace as they exited the terminal and entered the ramp.

			“Dammit! Tyler Cy! Look what you did now!” The macchiato went airborne—or at least the contents of the cup did. The final destination was Shari’s floral print blouse. “Stop! Dammit!” She pulled the wet fabric off of her thighs. “What kind of idiot are you?”

			“I was hurrying. We’re late, Woobie.”

			“I don’t give a crap.” Her hands brushed across her lap. “Grab my hair dryer out of my bag. I’m not going anywhere looking like this.”

			“Can’t we board? You can change in the restroom on the plane.”

			“I’ve got no idea what goes through a man’s mind. Wheel me back to the ladies room. I intend to look fresh.”

			Airline personnel scrambled. “The pilot is not going to like that.”

			“He’ll get over it.” Shari turned her head and yapped over her shoulder. “I’m sure his girlfriend can wait an extra hour for his arrival.” She disappeared into restroom only to be heard five seconds later. “While you’re waiting go get me another macchiato!”

			Twenty minutes later with a fresh drink in hand, Tyler Cy helped the love of his life onto the airline. The daggers from the passengers soon hit their mark.

			“Our mechanical problem just boarded.”

			“How much did you tip the pilot?”

			“At least two people out of a hundred and forty are happy.”

			Shari had a tight-lipped smirk. The charter wasn’t in the air five minutes when she fell asleep. At least she didn’t have to entertain her husband with conversation about the world according to Shari.

			


	

Chapter Nineteen

			The pilot of the charter opened the throttle. The normal three-hour flight arrived at Cancun International Airport in two hours and forty minutes. The temperature was eighty-one degrees at touchdown. A warm blast of tropical air greeted the pair as they stepped outside.

			“Now do you have everything under control?”

			Tyler Cy took it like a heavyweight champ. “Why should there be a concern?”

			“Because I seen you in action before. You’ve already screwed up my new blouse.”

			There it was again: that little bit of country that crawled under Tyler Cy’s skin. If he talked like that in negotiations he’d never close a deal. “And look how beautiful it turned out. You made it work, Woobie.” He made a move to put his arm around her to give her a squeeze.

			“Get away from me! I don’t need no condescending sympathy.”

			Tyler Cy cringed but tolerated the misuse. He still loved her. “Can we put the gloves down and enjoy a few days in paradise? It’s our anniversary.”

			“Yeah, our last together. If you brought me down here thinking that you were going to get some love and affection then you’re mistaken. I came down here for the weather and atmosphere.” Shari searched her purse for a cigarette and quickly lit up. She looked away from him and tapped her foot, then glanced down, admired her pedicure, and glowed with satisfaction knowing that the shade of polish perfectly matched the color of her sandals. But the mood quickly turned venomous. “I hope you didn’t put us on one of those tourist buses that shuttle cattle.”

			“Don’t you worry, Woobie. I got you a limousine.”

			“Probably with one of those crazy Mexican drivers that throws us all around the inside.”

			“Would you have preferred a helicopter?” Tyler Cy could tell that the suggestion planted a seed.

			“I don’t know why you didn’t call ahead and get me a wheelchair. My foot is killing me. Making me stand here in this hot sun has taken a lot of fun out of the afternoon.”

			“I thought you loved it in Mexico. What else would you rather be doing?”

			“My idea of Mexican sun is lying around the pool with a breeze off the water, a Grand Marnier and tonic with a twist, and a cabana boy running over when I snap my fingers.” Shari reached down and rubbed her foot then glanced at Tyler Cy. “How much longer?”

			Luckily he was spared an answer. The limo driver arrived at that very instant, frantically waving a sign out the window with D-O-N-N-E-L-L-Y scribbled on it.

			But nothing happens too fast in Mexico. The driver pulled to a stop after seeing the signal from Tyler Cy, then sauntered over. He loaded the luggage into the trunk and reached for Shari’s purse.

			“No! Not that!” She reached for her purse, nine rings glittering in the afternoon sun. “I need that!” She fumbled and then dug into the contents.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Documenting.” Shari pulled her cell phone from her purse, walked to the back of the car and took a picture of the license plate. Then she took a picture of the driver.

			“What’s all that for?”

			Her eyes never left the screen. Shari worked her thumbs while the cigarette burned between her lips. She added the attachments then hit the SEND button. “My lawyer wanted evidence in case something happens.”

			“For God’s sake,” Tyler Cy said as the driver opened the door for the pair of tourists to enter.

			The drive south from the airport was a real estate developer’s dream. Tyler Cy took it all in. From the Cancun airport, Highway 307 paralleled the Gulf and travelled southward on the Yucatan peninsula through Playa del Carmen to points well past Tulum. That drive could take over two hours, but today’s trip would be much less than that.

			One all-inclusive resort dwarfed the next. Tourism thrived. Sun bathing, jet skiing, snorkeling, and scuba diving on the Belize Barrier Reef, as well as guided jungle tours inland attracted hordes of vacationers. Yacht charters were available. So, too, were archeology expeditions. The Mexican authorities had their act together. Planned comprehensive thought called for orderly, upscale development, and Tyler Cy was like a kid waking up on Christmas morning.

			As the limo pulled into the valet area at the Mayakoba Macaw, attendants scurried around the vehicle while Tyler Cy informed Shari. “We’ve got dinner plans at 8:30.”

			“I’m going to the pool.”

			“That’s fine. Just be ready to go out. We need to talk.”

			“I was going dancing.”

			“I thought your ankle was hurting.”

			Shari looked at her husband dumbfounded. “My ankle doesn’t hurt.”

			“You needed a wheelchair.”

			“How stupid are you, Tyler Cy? The wheelchair trick is just like the handicap tag that I hang from the mirror.” She paused. “I’m special. I deserve to be spoiled.”

			The valet attendant opened the rear door. Shari’s eyes examined his bronze tan as a flawless smile spread across his face. She forced her right leg to the curb and in the process her skirt hiked up her thigh. His smile widened. He nodded approval. She was coy, but the smirk told the story. She was proud of the service her esthetician had provided. The bikini area was groomed perfectly. Someone had to witness the results of the Brazilian wax she had paid over a hundred bucks for.

			“Dinner is at 8:30.”

			She glanced at her husband. “We’ll see.”

			


	

Chapter Twenty

			Tyler Cy wasted no expense on their surrey to the upscale resort. Their tri-level private townhome oozed elegance. The third floor terrace offered a breathtaking view of the Gulf as well as the white sand beach and eighteen-hole championship golf course. Visible to the distant horizon were shades of aqua dotted with pleasure boats and private yachts.

			He shook his scotch, ice clattering against the edges of the glass. The warm breeze at dusk soothed his mood. But even after twenty-four years of marriage it was difficult for him to remain patient. He loathed being late. A glance at his wristwatch indicated that dinner reservations were a mere five minutes away.

			After a final glimpse at heaven he turned and entered the upper living room. Hardwood floors gleaned. A high definition plasma TV spouted local music. Modern furniture, trendy light fixtures, Mayan art relics, and exotic floral arrangements seemed appropriate for the staggering price. A double clap of the hands gently closed the curtains until a similar action stopped the movement.

			He continued down the spiral staircase to the mid-level where his bedroom and private bathroom was located. That was the pre-arranged rule of the rendezvous. Tyler Cy footed the entire bill and got the guest room accommodations. As a consolation prize he got a pull-out sofa bed in the living quarters as if he would find the occasion to put it to good use. An adjoining butler pantry no doubt saw more use from a partying group on an active weekend than it would see on this trip. He ducked into the bathroom to splash on Acqua Di Gio. Seeing the bottle caused him to chuckle. It matched the color of the water a mere twenty yards away; it was her favorite.

			The queen’s treatment was reserved for Shari one level below. As he continued negotiating the turns on the staircase he gently asked, “Ready?”

			No response followed.

			Tyler Cy stopped and admired the surroundings. The ambience caused him to reflect on his success yet shed sadness at the changes that were about to happen in his life. On the sun deck were two lounge chairs that bordered a heated plunge pool. At a different time in their life they would laugh until way after midnight and frolic in the water. Bottles of liquor were strategically placed on the bar to be sensed by a motion detector. Anything disturbed padded the fee. They would not be moved on this night—at least not by him.

			All of the luxuries of the world were there—waves breaking on the shore, satellite TV, a bowl of fresh fruit, bottled water, WiFi, a state of the art sound system with CD player, DVD system and docking station for iPod users, Internet service, and a safe with private combination. The amenities of a top tier hotel on the Vegas Strip or the Chinese gambling mecca of Macau or Dubai or Monte Carlo were at the Mayakoba Macaw. It was elegant. If Shari wanted to be pampered and spoiled, then Tyler Cy picked the right spot.

			“Shari?” No answer. “Shari, are you okay?”

			The music behind the bedroom doors blared. Then the sound was muffled.

			“Shari?”

			An annoying response followed. “What do you want now?”

			“It’s 8:30. We’ve got to be at the restaurant.”

			“I’m still in the tub.”

			Tyler Cy moaned to himself. “Should I call and cancel?”

			“No. You go ahead. Order for me. I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

			Thirty minutes to Shari could be three to four hours. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

			“Why?”

			“I’m not so sure you’ll get there by then.”

			“Are you saying I’m irresponsible?”

			“No, it’s just that it’s been a long day. Maybe we ought to make it another night.”

			“I’m hungry.”

			Tyler Cy knew that it was fruitless to continue the banter. “What would you like for me to order for you?”

			“What restaurant were we going to?”

			“Sumo Hibachi.”

			“That’s my favorite.” Her past experience at the resort had provided excellent Japanese cuisine at that eatery.

			“Which is why I booked it,” Tyler Cy replied. “I thought it would be a great place to sit and talk.”

			“So you would rather talk than eat?” After toweling off Shari, began her makeup. “A lecture?”

			Frustration followed, then another deep breath. Why was it always such a production? “Let’s not talk. Let’s just get something to eat.”

			“I can’t imagine anything more boring than sitting across the table and looking at you for an hour.”

			“Maybe we can sit side by side at the bar.”

			“How tacky!”

			Then I suppose the seating arrangements will be a surprise. Our reservations are now and I’m going to honor them. We’ll have to see where they seat us.”

			“Go ahead and order for me. I’m hungry. You haven’t fed me all day except for that lousy muffin that you bought at the airport.”

			“Very well.” Tyler Cy turned and went out the door. The short walk across the resort property was an adventure in fantasy land. The pool with concrete islands, caves, tunnels, and waterfalls was well known as was the area with clay courts for world-class tennis matches. Cabanas with thatched roofs dotted the pool deck. An outdoor tiki bar attracted those that wanted to enjoy the soothing breeze off the Gulf. Live island music was heard amid raucous laughter. Honeymooners enjoyed a romantic trip through a manicured jungle setting while boats powered by foot pedals allowed couples to enjoy a moonlit excursion.

			Tyler Cy opened the door and stepped into Sumo Hibachi. A local greeted him with a handshake. “Donnelly, party of two.”

			A glance at his watch told the story. With a Mexican accent the response was curt. “You’re late.”

			“Yeah, my wife fell asleep. I guess the sun wore her out.” He was used to covering for Shari.

			“We stop taking orders at nine.”

			Tyler Cy found that a little odd. He was under the impression that a resort property would take the money when they could get it. But his thought process backtracked. He was in Mexico. They did things their own way. “That’s fine. I’ll order for her.”

			“The doors close at ten.”

			Tyler Cy nodded and was promptly seated at the rectangular bar that surrounded a Hibachi grille. “No tables?”

			“Not after 8:30.”

			An understanding nod followed. Tyler Cy remembered that he was told that when he made the original reservation. “This will do.”

			Menus were placed in front of him. “Drink?”

			“Walker Red and water.”

			“We’ll need your order when I return.” The chef smiled as he chopped up onions and peppers and scraped them across the hot plate.

			Confusion followed. Would it be scallops, crab, lobster, swordfish, red snapper, or tuna? Or shrimp, chicken, or calamari? Tyler Cy played it safe. He ordered the filet mignon with snow crab. It was late. One order would do. They could split it. “Cook it medium well.” He hated to cook all of the juices out of the meat. His preference was charred rare to let the meat melt in his mouth. But Shari liked it cooked (meaning overcooked) so she wouldn’t get a queasy stomach.

			The first drink went down quickly with a second ordered. The meal was prepared. It was 9:20. No Shari. The food was served. Fragrances went straight to his nose as the food simmered on his plate. It looked delicious. But Tyler Cy picked awaiting the arrival of his wife as the chef tore down the grille and turned off the burners.

			His half was gone by the time Shari walked through the door. Before apologizing for being late she demanded a wine list and quickly blurted, “Pinot Noir, Au Bon Climat, 2011.” She placed the cloth napkin on her lap. “It has to be Santa Barbara. Wendy turned me onto it.”

			“Sonoma Valley and Willamette Valley aren’t good enough for your palate?”

			Shari reflexively reached into her purse and groped for a cigarette. After placing it between her lips she waited for Tyler Cy to produce the flame. The gentleman complied. A long drag wasn’t far behind. Smoke billowed skyward. “I’ve tried them all. That’s my preference. I’m glad it was on their list.”

			“We have to be out at ten.”

			“Are you hurrying me along?”

			“You’ve got twenty minutes. A smoke takes seven.”

			Shari took another drag. For the first time on the trip it seemed as if she actually listened. Her head tilted back. Smoke was exhaled slowly. She picked up her fork, stabbed a slice of beef and put it in her mouth. “This is cold.”

			“It wasn’t thirty minutes ago.”

			Shari moved some food around on the plate. “This looks like a half order.”

			“It’s late; I thought we could split it.”

			“Why are you so cheap?” Tyler Cy bit his lower lip. “I want it heated up.”

			Tyler Cy motioned to the kitchen. Through the serving window the chefs could be seen enjoying Dos Equis longnecks. “We’re in Mexico. They quit when it’s time to quit.”

			“Flash a twenty at them. That will get some results.”

			“Afraid not. They want to leave. At least half of my anniversary dinner was enjoyed.”

			“So that is what all of this is about.” She acted like the snow crab was to her satisfaction. “You wanted a date for your anniversary.” She put her fork down, fetched the half cigarette out of the ash tray and placed it in her mouth. “You flew me all the way down here for this?”

			“No, not really. The dates just turned out that way. Actually I wanted to have a talk.” Tyler Cy provided a light. “I don’t want this.”

			“Want what?” Shari was indignant.

			“A divorce.”

			“For gawd sake, Tyler Cy! Quit your whining. We’re history. I don’t love you anymore.”

			“Relationships take on different stages.”

			“And the stage I’m in is I want out! I can’t get what I crave from you.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You know what it is. We’ve been through this before.”

			“I can take some pills.”

			“That’s got nothing to do with it! You’re fat.”

			“A little pudgy maybe.”

			“Fat. You’re out of shape.”

			“The bills are paid as a result of that. We’ve accumulated a nice nest egg.”

			“And you’re bald.”

			“We can fix that. I can get a weave or a rug.”

			“I’m not interested.”

			“Well I don’t want a divorce. You’re my wife and the mother of our children.”

			Shari pondered what to say next. “Do you really want me to hurt your feelings?”

			“I’m a big boy. I can take the heat.”

			“You’re too small.”

			“You just told me that I was fat.”

			“No, you idiot!” She pointed to his crotch. “Down there! It’s not big enough or hard enough. I need it four to five times a day!”

			A guffaw. Tyler Cy gasped. “Four to five times a day?! Since when?”

			“It’s been like that for a long time.”

			“You never told me anything about that.”

			“You’ve been too busy working to know anything about it. You’re clueless around a woman’s body. There are more skillful lovers out there.”

			“Have you enjoyed them?”

			Shari took a sip of wine. She actually stopped to think before responding. This was a moment that Leslie had warned her about. She didn’t want to cause any suspicion or grounds for him to claim in his divorce response. “Well,” Shari stammered, “no.”

			“Then how do you know?”

			“Some of my girlfriends told me.” The response was quick and was followed by a nervous puff on the cigarette followed by a healthy gulp of Pinot. “Plus I read about some of it on the Internet.”

			“Like the Internet is going to solve your problems.”

			“I hope not! But a tasty hunk of a Latin lover might do me wonders!”

			Whoops!

			“So that was why you were so anxious to hop on this trip? You were hoping to grab a cabana boy?”

			Shari sensed she had hit a vein. She backpedaled. Her persuasive intuition kicked in. She softly continued. “Look, Tyler Cy. I haven’t had an orgasm from you in well over a decade. It’s not there for me anymore. I want to go out and explore. I’m in my sexual prime. I want out.”

			Tyler Cy had nothing to say. His pragmatic sense reminded him not to talk. Not only were his feelings hurt, but he had been hit figuratively below the belt. He turned to the waiter and scribbled his name in the air signaling for the check. As they continued out the door, Tyler Cy reiterated the main point of the evening. “I still don’t want a divorce.” There was a pause as he reached out and grabbed Shari’s hand. “Nobody but the lawyers will win if we both lawyer up.”

			“There you go again, always thinking about money. That’s more important than what I want.”

			“It wasn’t meant that way.” He took a step toward their home away from home. Shari stood pat. “Aren’t you coming?”

			“No. You have a nice evening. I’m going to the disco.” She turned and walked off. “Don’t wait up for me.”

			


	

Chapter Twenty-One

			Tyler Cy was up before dawn the next morning. Just because his ego was a little bruised from the night before didn’t mean that he was going to scrap things he wanted to do on the trip. Wearing Bermuda shorts, mid-calf dark socks, sneakers, and a t-shirt, he set out to enjoy the trade winds and get some exercise in the process.

			A few puffy cumulus clouds dotted the horizon and framed the rising sun that resembled a hot charcoal briquette in the hibachi grill the night before. The aqua colored waves broke on the shore; the rhythmic pattern soothing. Light caramel colored sand was soft and made walking cumbersome and good traction difficult to attain. It was somewhere near 6 a.m. and the forecast was for the type of day the Mayan Riviera was famous for.

			The morning offered Tyler Cy the serenity to plan his next course of action. Obviously his wife was serious about getting a divorce. He wanted to prevent that. It didn’t appear that anything would cause her to change her mind. He was already sick of writing checks to lawyers. This was going to be an expensive transaction if it went the full term. Right now the best thing he could do was to draw it out as long as he could in the courts and hope for some unforeseen miracle to occur in the future. Those were odds that weren’t too promising. He loathed not having control of the situation.

			It took a couple of hours. Tyler Cy walked an hour out from the townhouse and an hour back. As he approached the lower level he noticed his wife sleeping on a lounge chair on the deck surrounding the plunge pool. She wore a skimpy bikini. Women her age would love to have her figure—one that easily passed for a lady in her twenties. Tyler Cy admired her beauty.

			That was about to change. Shari could be in a foul mood when suddenly awakened. He raised his leg and planted his foot on the end of the lounge chair. Then he nudged it gently three times. Shari didn’t move. Tyler Cy applied more force. Shari’s body slid.

			“Dammit, Tyler Cy! What do you want?”

			“Just a reminder that we leave on the ferry to Cozumel at ten.”

			“I wanted to work on my tan for an hour.”

			“The sun isn’t too hot now.”

			“No, but I’d like to sleep out here until nine.”

			“That won’t give you much time to get ready. The shuttle bus leaves the resort at 9:15.”

			“Then wake me in forty-five minutes. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

			“I don’t dare ask why.”

			“There’s nothing to worry about. I was a good girl.”

			Tyler Cy grabbed a mango out of the fruit bowl. “I’ll be back.” He ascended the spiral staircase to his upstairs quarters.

			Surprisingly Shari was ready to go on time. She wore a chic sundress complete with matching sandals and Prada sunglasses. She had pulled her dark brown hair into a ponytail that hung out the back of a golf visor. Rings adorned nearly every finger and a cigarette hung out of her mouth.

			As the pair stood in the resort lobby Shari found the opportunity hard to resist. She looked at her watch. “So where is it, Tyler Cy?”

			“What?”

			“The shuttle bus. It’s 9:15. Where is it?”

			“Maybe your watch is a little fast. I’m sure it will be here.”

			“Knowing you, you’ve got the days mixed up.”

			Tyler Cy pulled out the itinerary and looked carefully. “No, this is the right date, time, and place.”

			“I seen and heard that before.” She nervously tapped her foot, ground her cigarette in a nearby receptacle, and frantically searched her purse for another smoke. “Now you know why I run late. I don’t wait on anybody! They can wait on me!”

			As promised the shuttle arrived within seconds. “Does that make you happy?”

			“I have to ride on that piece of crap?” The shuttle was a converted school bus. “I feel like a piece of cattle.” A puff went in Tyler Cy’s face. “Why didn’t you get a taxi or limo or something?”

			“We’re not going much more than a mile. The pier isn’t far away.” Tyler Cy waved his hand in front of his face to clear the smoke. “We could have walked.”

			“As cheap as you are I’m surprised you didn’t insist on that.”

			The pair sauntered over to the line that had been forming. When Shari was about to step onto the bus the driver started waving his arms frantically. Obviously his English was broken. “No smoke! No smoke!” He flew out of his chair, jumped onto the stairs, and blocked her entrance.

			“Relax, Chico.” She took a final drag then sent the butt flying through the air with a flick of her middle finger. “Feel better?”

			The ferry to Cozumel was a tri-level catamaran. A couple of hundred passengers could easily make the trip and not exceed the maximum load. Depending on the dollar/peso exchange rate the trip typically cost between $25-30. The ferries left every hour on the hour and the smooth trip took 45 minutes. Tyler Cy tried to make his wife as comfortable as possible.

			“You mean I can’t have a cigarette for forty-five minutes?” Shari’s seething look could have fried an egg. “Next time book a flight and we’ll fly.”

			Obviously he had a difficult task ahead of him.

			Supposedly, longevity in a marriage teaches an individual patience. While the barbs and bitches continued, Tyler Cy watched the seagulls buzz-bomb anything that resembled food. He was entertained by their antics and let the gripes of his wife go in one ear and out the other. He could at least find a little bit of enjoyment in the day while she continually bitched about anything and everything. He wondered if anything would make her happy.

			Shari watched as the coast of the Yucatan faded in the distance. “This reminds me of the trip we took with Richie and Becca down here seven or eight years ago.”

			“We had a lifetime of fun with them.”

			“Now I can’t get him to stop bothering me.”

			“Things change.”

			“I’d wish he’d realize that. Ever since he found out I filed he’s been pestering me.”

			“I’ve always thought that he was in love with you.”

			“I think he thought that when you and I went kaput he’d snatch me off my feet and marry me.”

			“We all understood our relationship. We’d go out as a foursome, the two of you could dance, but when the feelings got serious that was where the line was drawn.”

			“But now that you and I are calling it quits those rules don’t exist anymore. I think that he wants me all to himself.”

			“What’s he doing?”

			“Following me. Stalking me. You’ve been around for all the phones calls.”

			“Those are from him?”

			“Sure. He hangs up if you answer.”

			“Tell him to call your cell.”

			“Tyler Cy! You’re missin’ the point. I don’t want him calling me period. The caller ID shows up on my cell and I don’t answer that either.” Shari turned to look directly at Tyler Cy. “Why are all of you men assholes?”

			“I think that is how you perceive us.”

			“He’s being more of one than you. I don’t know how to get him to stop. Can you do something? Can you tell him? I need someone to tell him that I’m not going to end up with him.”

			“What do you want me to say?” Tyler Cy paused. “Don’t date my ex-wife?”

			“Tyler Cy! You just don’t get it, do you?”

			“If you’re available, what can I say to him?”

			“He’s a married man! I don’t want to be a home wrecker. Becca wouldn’t appreciate that.”

			“We’re getting into uncharted territory. I don’t really know what is acceptable or not. I never imagined I’d be in this situation.”

			The ferry closed in on the Cozumel shore. Once docked it didn’t take long for Shari to discover what she wanted to do. “Tyler Cy! Look.”

			Holding a sign was an island boy, probably a barker for his old man, enticing vacationers to go on an excursion. The hook? A glass bottom boat. Along with some snorkeling.

			“Let’s go! I’ve never been on a glass bottom boat. We were planning on going snorkeling too.” Shari tugged at Tyler Cy’s arm. Her excitement pushed her in the direction of the lad. “Besides he’s so cute!”

			After the fee was paid, the couple was led to the launch site. Eight others had been buffaloed. They were herded onto a twenty-foot long aluminum Jon boat with bench seats, two paddles, and life jackets for eleven. Once seated, the outboard motor roared to life.

			“Hey, where’s the glass bottom boat?” Shari wanted to know.

			“Maybe he’s taking us to it,” Tyler Cy said.

			The Mexican captain then motioned to a spot on the hull between two of the benches. The flat bottom boat had been altered. A welder’s torch had cut out a four foot square hole. Over that a sheet of Plexiglas had been laid in place.

			“Is this thing safe?” one of the passengers asked.

			The money had been collected. They were a hundred yards off shore. The captain’s nod followed an infectious smile with three missing teeth.

			Tyler Cy put a hand to his brow as the boat made a ninety-degree right turn to parallel the shoreline. The water was calm and a wonderful turquoise color. It couldn’t have been more than four or five feet deep. “I guess he knows what he’s doing. He’s not going out very far.”

			Abruptly, the motor stopped. The captain wobbled a few feet, reached down, and threw an anchor overboard. He uttered one word in broken English. “Snorkel.”

			“I don’t have my suit on!” Shari yelled.

			The captain wobbled back to a trunk situated by the motor. He fetched a key, unlocked the trunk, and grabbed a ten foot square blanket. With sea legs he made it to the front of the boat and motioned for Tyler Cy to grab one end of the blanket. The captain held his end up. “Curtain.”

			“I’m not going to change on the end of this boat,” Shari exclaimed.

			“No snorkel then.”

			Tyler Cy chuckled to himself. “You wanted a glass bottom boat and some snorkeling.”

			“Leave in one hour.”

			The other couples had grabbed snorkeling gear and jumped into the water. Shari was left to ponder her situation. “I don’t want either of you two peeking!” The next action didn’t take long. After fetching a bikini out of her satchel the sundress went over her head. Shari was done in less than a minute.

			A thumbs-up sign from the captain caused Tyler Cy to smile. And the Mexican grin caused him to laugh. Within minutes Shari and Tyler Cy were in the water. The captain fetched his sombrero and napped.

			It was early afternoon when the vessel returned to the pier. Shari wasted no time. “Give me some money for shopping.”

			“You don’t want anything to eat?”

			“Not here. Every time I eat out my stomach acts up. It’s better to just shop.”

			“Then I’ll tag along so you don’t get ripped off.”

			“You don’t trust me to find a bargain.”

			“Oh, I know that you’ll find plenty of things to buy. I’m just not so sure on the authenticity of it.”

			“There you go using those big words again. You must have to do that to make yourself feel important.”

			And shop she did. Shari went into every jewelry store, clothing store, and handicraft store in the San Miguel mega mall.

			“I didn’t know this,” Tyler Cy said as he perused a trivia book while he waited at one stop. “Cozumel is the home of Ixchel.”

			“Who cares about that?”

			“She’s the Mayan goddess of love and fertility.”

			“Let’s get out of here before you get any crazy ideas.”

			“When the religious temples were dedicated to her she sent her favorite bird as a sign of gratitude.”

			“What’s that?”

			“The swallow. That’s how this island was named. Cozumel is Mayan for the land of the swallows.”

			“I always thought this place was known for its margaritas. At least that’s what it said on Pepe’s Back Alley a couple of blocks away.” By this time Shari’s bags numbered four. She had a hammock, jewelry, poncho, handicrafts, and some leather goods. Tyler Cy was a good sport. He always peeled off the money when she asked for it. “Since all of this is duty-free, we need to get some tequila to take home.”

			“Make it quick. We’ve got to get back to the ferry.”

			Shari was in and out of the liquor store quickly—at least for Shari. The pair headed down the street. They were exiting the main shopping mall, just blocks from the pier, when a Mexican teenage girl threw herself at Shari’s feet insisting that she get her hair done in proper Cozumel fashion.

			The young hands stroked her hair. Compliments about beauty spilled from the teenager’s mouth. She actually started pulling Shari into the salon.

			“Tyler Cy,” Shari begged, “let me get my hair done.”

			“No, no, no. We don’t have time,” Tyler Cy pleaded. “We can’t risk not getting on the last ferry.”

			“Pleeeeease.” It was obvious that Shari was going to get her way.

			“If I can’t get this return ticket activated for the last boat out of here I’m coming back to get you.” Shari disappeared into the salon. “Tell them to make it quick!”

			Tyler Cy had an hour to kill. Luckily the last ferry was not filled to capacity. However he had to be there on time or it would leave the dock without him. The last thing Tyler Cy wanted was to spend a night locally, or, heaven forbid, charter a flight back to Cancun. The trip to Cozumel had already set him back $1,500.

			He enjoyed a margarita that went well with chips and salsa but he kept a close eye on the clock. With fifteen minutes remaining he walked into the salon. It was obvious that Shari was their last tourist for the day. The ladies were cleaning up their work stations but Shari was not to be found. Communication was rough but the gals indicated that the last client was in the back room getting special treatment.

			Tyler Cy grabbed a note pad and wrote HURRY on a slip of paper. He handed it to a gal and sent her scampering to the back room. A few minutes later Shari appeared.

			“What in the Lord’s name have you done with your hair?” Tyler Cy gasped.

			Shari stood before him with a new auburn tint and corn rows with beads on the end of the strands as well as a matching headband across her forehead. “Don’t you love it? Everybody will want this when we get home.” Tyler Cy stammered as he searched for words. “Give them two fifty for a job well done.”

			There was no time to argue. Tyler Cy paid. “Come on. The ferry leaves in two minutes and we can’t be late.”

			


	

Chapter Twenty-Two

			There’s something to be said about having a unique appearance that is memorable. Shari’s new look was met with mixed reviews at Olde Blueblood CC when she showed up to play golf. The males loved the originality and suggestive free-spirited look, while the females whispered behind her back. The conservative and traditional viewpoint was en vogue for the wives. Shari’s new doo was not popular at Monday’s bridge club.

			The next day offered a different sort of surprise. Shari showed up early for the Tuesday morning women’s league. Olde Blueblood CC had an arrangement for golf. The carts were kept in the lower level basement of a section of the clubhouse. The cart attendants could easily pull the battery-operated vehicles out of nightly storage and park them outside the pro shop.

			The pro shop itself was housed in a separate building. It had easy access to the massive putting green as well as the first and tenth tees. Toward the ninth green, another free-standing building with a screened-in area served as a halfway house with restrooms, snacks, and a limited menu for golfers that wanted a sandwich at the turn. Farther down the ninth fairway was the Olympic-sized swimming pool and tennis courts.

			Shari came in as usual to play golf with the ladies. Her normal routine would take her from one rack of blouses to a carousel of shorts. It was important for her to stay up to date with the most fashionable and trendy golf attire. If the item carried a recognizable brand, she would snatch it up and put it on display for all to see as quickly as possible.

			She found a chic golf shirt with matching sleeveless sweater in her size and quickly took it off the rack and up to the counter. An assistant pro was working the register that morning. He went to ring up the sale but had difficulties with the computer. He promptly excused himself and walked into the adjoining office which was where head pro Jeffery Free was working on paperwork.

			Jeffery Free was a story all to himself. His parents played a cruel joke on him at birth. Of all the first names they could have given their son, they chose the one that would cause the most ridicule. All through elementary school the kids teased him by calling him Jeffery Free over and over and over again. Jeffery Free. Jeffery Free. Jeffery Free. He despised his parents for doing that to him.

			But Jeffery Free migrated to the golf course at an early age. He honed his skills and as a freshman in high school he shot even par in a match by scoring 18 consecutive pars. His round, recorded in a sanctioned match, included no bogies. The guys on the team recognized that by giving him the nickname of Bogey since his round was bogey-free. And that nickname stuck all through high school and college.

			After trying the mini-tour in Florida and missing tournament cuts, reality set in. He wasn’t going to make the grade as a touring pro so Bogey-Free made the decision to go to golf school and become a licensed club professional. It was Plan B of the dream and it gave him the opportunity to remain involved with the sport.

			Jeffery Free bounced around several of the courses in the St. Louis area. He was great with the customers—polite and well-spoken. He earned the reputation of being punctual and conscientious as well as running a profitable operation. In local circles he was given yet another nickname: Nothins. And with Jeffery, nothin’s free.

			A handshake here and a recommendation there and before you know it Jeffery Free’s name came up when Olde Blueblood CC was looking for a new head golf professional. A strong referral helped land the job, and Nothins Free made the club membership quite happy.

			So Nothins answers to a lot of names. He came through the door and looked the part: early 30s, six foot three, lean and lanky. Add pressed golf slacks and a stylish golf shirt, and the Tuesday morning women would obey every word out of his mouth.

			Being forewarned of the situation helped his cause. He wouldn’t get caught off-guard. And he certainly wasn’t going to have his next conversation out in front of others. “Hi, Mrs. Daniels-Donnelly. Steve told me that you were having some difficulty making your purchase.”

			“I’d like to charge this to our account if I can,” Shari said while she held up the blouse and sweater.

			“I bet that would look great on you,” Nothins continued. “Why don’t you step back into the office so that we can figure out the problem?”

			Shari followed him for a few steps. “Nothing’s wrong is it?”

			“No,” Nothins said with a grin, “It should be nothin’s free.”

			“Your reputation wouldn’t allow that.”

			“Actually I wanted to bring you back here to escape wandering ears. We do have a problem.”

			“What could that be? Did Tyler Cy not pay the bill?”

			“Oh no, that’s not it all. Mr. Donnelly is one of our best paying members or should I say was one of our best playing members.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Mr. Donnelly resigned from the club, effective immediately.”

			Shari was stunned. “We just returned from vacation. He didn’t say a thing about that.”

			“What’s been done has been done. The general manager and membership committee asked me to give you the news if you were to show up to play golf.”

			“I was here yesterday playing bridge and having lunch.”

			“Evidently the resignation had not been finalized.”

			Shari was still in disbelief. “So what does all of this mean? Can I play golf with the girls this morning?”

			Nothins shook his head from side to side. “I’m afraid not.”

			“That’s absolute total BS!” Shari screamed. “I’m here and I want to play my home course of which I am a member!”

			“You were a member Mrs. Daniels-Donnelly. For reasons that I’m not privy to, you are no longer members.” Nothins paused to let the certainty of that set in. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave the grounds.”

			“I’m not going anywhere!”

			“I can understand your dilemma. However I want to caution you that I have been instructed to call the police and have you arrested for trespassing if you choose to stay.”

			“What the hell is going on around here? I come out to play bridge and have lunch, go home and come back the next day to buy an outfit and play golf and now you tell me I’m going to be arrested! I’ve never been in trouble with the law one single day in my life!” Shari clutched her outfit to her breast. “I seen it all now.”

			“I’m sorry that it has turned out this way.”

			“So am I!”

			“Mrs. Daniels-Donnelly I’m going to have to ask you to leave. I hope that you see the reasoning behind this.”

			“And if I don’t?”

			“The police will be called and in all likelihood you’ll be handcuffed, arrested, and taken to jail.”

			“If that isn’t a fine farewell!” Within ten minutes Shari was in her car and headed for Leslie Potter’s office in Clayton.

			


	

Chapter Twenty-Three

			Someone was terribly disgruntled in the lobby of Canton, Mayfield, Buchanon, Potter and Payne. There was an unwelcome intruder. Whoever it was needed immediate attention. When the intercom blasted in Leslie’s office she suspected that Shari’s trip to Mexico didn’t go as expected.

			When Leslie arrived at the receptionist’s desk, Shari was livid and on the attack. “I can’t believe what that son-of-a-bitch did!” Tears formed in her eyes. “He totally humiliated me!”

			“Who?”

			“Flaccid.”

			“Tyler Cy? What did he do?” Leslie turned and led her client down the hall and into her office.

			“He wasn’t even there.”

			“Then how could he humiliate you?”

			“That bastard resigned from Olde Blueblood. I went in to play golf and the head pro told me to leave or I would be arrested for trespassing. All the ladies saw me leave in a hurry.” Shari grabbed a cigarette out of her purse.

			“That’s a no-no.”

			“I thought so too.”

			“No.” Leslie pointed to the cigarette. “That.” Shari reluctantly threw the Marlboro Light into her purse. “A country club membership can be construed as marital property. We’ll have to petition the court.”

			“You’re going to wear me out with all of these legal phrases.” A laugh ensued followed by a hacking cough.

			Leslie was humored. “I’ll try to be as simple as I can.” She took a moment to think of an easy solution to the problem. “The membership had value. What is it to join?”

			“Heck if I know. I think it was a corporate membership. Tyler Cy ran it through the real estate company and several guys in the office could play.”

			Leslie furrowed her brow. “I was hoping you wouldn’t say that. That’s problem number one.”

			“All I want to do is go to the club and play.”

			“I understand Shari, but your life is going to change. You may have to go play somewhere else this summer.”

			“But I want to stay at Olde Blueblood.”

			“That’s understandable. Who wouldn’t?”

			“Don’t I have rights? That’s what I’m used to.”

			“Sure you do and I’ll try to get a quick ruling from the court, but for now you better plan on playing somewhere else.”

			“Isn’t that cruel punishment?”

			“The court won’t look at it that way. The judge will only look at the value of the membership. You’ll get paid half of that when the divorce becomes final, but if it is a corporate membership that he dropped then that’s a different issue.”

			“That doesn’t do me any good now.”

			Leslie shook her head. “No decision will come quickly. Even if the judge rules that Tyler Cy has to return your membership to you, the members of the club may elect to deny your application. You won’t be able to apply for a new membership at Olde Blueblood and get sponsored. The good ol’ boys will shut you out.”

			“I’d be blackballed?”

			“I’m sure it wouldn’t be called that, but if they vote to not allow you into the club you can’t become a member.”

			“Then sue him for taking that away from me!”

			“Be patient. Let me petition the court.”

			The more Shari listened the more infuriated she became. “Damn him!” She paused for a second to think. That was always a better idea than reacting emotionally. “I’m used to that lifestyle. Can’t the court make him pay for it?”

			“Maybe. Maybe not. That’s what the judge will have to decide after all the valuations come in.”

			Shari simmered and stewed. “I’ll get his ass for doing this to me.”

			“How?”

			“He’s trying to buy some property and build a golf course on it.”

			“Good for him.”

			“It’s his signature deal. He plans to build a championship golf course and put home sites around the property to pay for it and then retire.”

			“That could be a ten-year project.”

			“Of course. Anyway that was one of the reasons he wanted to go to Mexico. He was down there getting ideas so he could write the trip off on his taxes.”

			“You want to turn him in for tax fraud?”

			“No, no, no. Nothing like that.”

			“Explain to me how you plan on getting back at him”

			“He needs favors. I know what to do to screw him up.”

			Leslie thought for a minute. “Why would you want to do that? You’d only be hurting yourself.”

			“It’s his prized lifetime achievement and I’d love to get even with him for doing this to me.”

			“What kind of favors does he need?”

			“There are environmental issues and an oil pipeline on the property.”

			“You should have said that in the first place. Now you’re talking to the right person.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’m an environmentalist. There are influential politicians that I know.” As an activist for women’s rights, environmental causes, as well as animal rights she was extremely active in the STL community. On the national level she was a proponent of nuclear disarmament and abortion rights as well as education reform. “Let me do some research on the division of marital property issue and country club membership.” Leslie rubbed her hands together. “And I may be able to help you from the political end too.” She got up from her chair. “In the meantime find another place to play golf. You’re not wanted at Olde Blueblood anymore.”

			


	

Chapter Twenty-Four

			The great room in the Donnelly residence was twice the size of a studio apartment in a New York City skyrise. A circular see-through fireplace sat in one corner with enough room on the window side of it for a card table that always had a jigsaw puzzle in progress. On each side of the card table was a leather recliner with accompanying reading lamp, neither of which ever received Shari’s presence.

			There were assorted antiques, various pieces of art, and a large screen TV. Bookshelves mostly filled with real estate oriented material, an L-shaped sofa, coffee table, end tables, ottoman, and bouquet of flowers completed the look. A stylish throw was always available for chilly nights. The space was Midwestern—practical and livable—and with Shari’s good taste, trendy as well.

			A corner of the couch was occupied by Shari that evening when Tyler Cy walked into the kitchen from the laundry room which adjoined the four-car garage. She sat coolly reading the latest Hollywood supermarket rag and enjoying her favorite Chardonnay. She waited for Tyler Cy to open the refrigerator, peruse the offerings and settle on a soft drink and an oatmeal raisin cookie from a jar on the counter.

			“You didn’t put poison in this, did you?” Tyler Cy said as he savored the first bite.

			“Maybe.” Shari fumed. Immediately noticeable to Tyler Cy was the one word answer. Shari always had something to say.

			“How was your day?”

			“Embarrassing.”

			“Really? What happened?”

			“Who cares?”

			“Me.” Tyler Cy took a sip of his beverage and waited. He had seen it before and braced himself for the wordy onslaught that was coming. “I’m concerned about the direction each of us is headed during stage two of our lives.”

			“Bullshit.” Shari brought two fingers of her left hand to her mouth, wet them, and turned a page in the magazine. “I thought we had a nice trip to Mexico. It was cordial. I want to thank you for taking me.”

			“You’re welcome. You got some sun and a neat hairstyle and I got to view some golf course developments.” He finished his cookie. “That hair style is growing on me. It looks better and better each time I look at it.”

			“Hmmmph!” Shari turned another page. “Cut the crap Tyler Cy! You didn’t have to do that.”

			“What?”

			“You know. Don’t play stupid.”

			“No, really. What happened?”

			“You totally humiliated me today.”

			Tyler Cy threw his hands up. “What are you talking about? I was at the office all day.”

			Shari sprang off the couch and chucked the paper through the air. “Cut the crap! I was escorted out of the club today!” She took four steps in his direction and abruptly stopped. “You knew all along!”

			“Know what?”

			“Oh, you son-of-a….” Shari stopped as a thought popped into her head. “Now I get it. You took me to Mexico to butter me up because you knew all along that you were pulling the membership at the club.”

			“Did that go in effect today?”

			Shari mimicked, “Did that go in effect today?” She shook her finger in his face. “You knew the whole time it was to go in effect today!”

			“No, I didn’t. We had discussed it at the office a few months ago. Cash flow has been getting a little tight. We talked about ways to cut costs. I didn’t know the guys were going to chop the country club membership. Especially now; the summer season is starting.”

			“Well they chopped it!” Shari placed both hands on her hips. “And in the process they totally embarrassed me in front of all the women in the Tuesday morning ladies league!”

			“I’m sorry, Woobie.”

			“Don’t try to sweet talk me you effing asshole!”

			“I thought we agreed to be affable.”

			“There you go trying to make yourself feel important!” Tears streamed down Shari’s face. She reached out to Tyler Cy. “Hug me.”

			Where did this come from? Is she manic depressive? Tyler Cy embraced his wife. “I’ll talk to the guys at the office. They should have given us some advance notice.”

			“Now what am I going to do?” Shari sobbed. “I’ve played with the girls for years.” She pulled herself together. “And we’ve had bridge club for what seems like forever.”

			“Life is going to change for both of us.”

			She broke away. “I want you out of my house.”

			“I’m not going anywhere.” Tyler Cy’s lawyer was adamant about not moving out of the house for legal reasons. He had instructed him to stay in the home.

			Shari was well aware of that. “Then you make sure you stay in the basement.”

			That news was welcomed. Tyler Cy liked the completely furnished lower level of their residence. He would have his own private condo and would be able to come and go as he pleased. “I’ve already assumed that would be the case.”

			“My lawyer is going to have a lot more demands for you.”

			“Bring them on. I’ve already told you that I don’t want the divorce. I suppose we’ll talk through our lawyers.” Tyler Cy walked into the kitchen, disposed of his soft drink can, and walked down a flight of stairs.

			


	

Chapter Twenty-Five

			It was later the next afternoon. The bells attached to the front door of Raul’s Sports Therapy jingled as Shari made her entrance. She loved the ever-present fragrance that graced the massage therapy store. It was becoming commonplace for her to arrive, enter, close her eyes, and take a deep breath through her nose. It was invigorating. Sexual. Stimulating. The scents made her want to get on her hands and knees, crawl over an exotic rug and purr into her lover’s arms.

			Raul appeared from a back room. “Shari!” The infectious smile quickly became inquisitive. “What did you do to your hair?”

			Shari beamed inside, grateful that he noticed. “Do you like?”

			Raul inched closer. He reached out and felt the beads on the end of the corn rows. “Sexy.” The smile reappeared and seemed to melt any inhibition she had. “How was Mexico?”

			“Better than I thought.” She reached up and fingered the corn rows. “This is my self-expression all the way from Cozumel.”

			Raul spread his arms and gave her a prolonged hug. “Nice.”

			“It was our anniversary so we celebrated that. He wants to get back together.”

			“What did you tell him?”

			“There was no way. I don’t love him anymore.”

			“How did he take that?”

			“He’s hurt, but he’ll get over it. His business will replace me as the main attraction.” Shari searched through her purse. “Enough of that. Let’s get to what we can do.” She produced a bundle of hundred dollar bills.

			“What the….”

			“This should make it easy. Go to Cosmo Lofts and get a one bedroom apartment in your name. I’ll give you the rent money every month.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“You can’t come over to my house and I can’t go to yours.” Shari stroked her hand through his jet black hair. “A motel room cheapens it a little. This gives us a place to get comfortable and get away from things.”

			“I don’t know about…”

			“Don’t worry. I can pay for it. I just have to be careful and not have anything in my name while the divorce is going through.” She counted out $2,500. “This should secure the deposit and one month in advance. Once I get more of my cash advance I’ll give you enough to pay for the whole year.”

			“Shari, that’s not…”

			“It gives you an opportunity to get away from your significant other and kids,” she said as she hugged him, placed both of her hands on his buttocks and playfully squeezed, “and takes care of my needs when I need them satisfied.” Shari snickered. “Lord knows that never comes from home.”

			Like any hot-blooded male Raul was tempted by the exciting offer, but he was concerned that what was once frisky activity was turning a bit too serious and complicated. He wore a tight-lipped grin and kept to himself as he broke away and sauntered to his appointment book at the front desk.

			The cell phone in Shari’s purse rang. She looked at the caller ID and shook her head in dismay before answering. “I can’t talk right now. This isn’t a good time.”

			A voice on the other end rambled for thirty seconds.

			“It’s just not going to work anymore. I told you. It’s over.”

			Shari listened again as the caller went into a diatribe.

			“Look, it was fun while it lasted. But things are changing for me. I don’t know what you think, but you and I are history.”

			Shari pulled the phone away from her ear as the voice on the other end went off on a tangent. She smiled at Raul.

			When the voice stopped Shari said, “I’ve told you several times I don’t want you to call me anymore. I can’t afford for you to be calling me with the divorce going through. That’s on the advice of my lawyer.”

			More chatter came from the other voice.

			“We’ll address that later. For now I can’t have you calling me. We’re through.” Shari hung up and walked to Raul, shaking her head. “Sorry.”

			“Who was that?” Raul could only hear one end of the conversation.

			“Richie,” Shari replied.

			“Who’s Richie?”

			“It’s a long story, Raul.” Shari tugged at his arm. “Take me into the room and give me a massage.”

			“Only if you tell me who Richie is.”

			“Let’s just say that he’s been a boyfriend.”

			“I thought I was.”

			“Yeah, but you’re different.” She clutched his hand. “He’s bothering me right now. I’ve told him to leave me alone. He thinks that we’re going to get together after the divorce is final.”

			


	

Chapter Twenty-Six

			Shari didn’t waste any time. It was Tuesday morning and her golfing pal, Ashlyn, was in the passenger seat of the Jaguar as the car headed across the bridge into Illinois. It wasn’t going to be a round of golf at the country club, but it was going to be an opportunity to play in the Illinois Metro Women’s League and meet some new faces on the other side of the river.

			Crossing the Mississippi and entering Illinois always invigorated Shari. The metro sprawl of St. Louis, Missouri; the downtown high-rises; and the national park identified by the Gateway Arch were all in the rear view mirror. Ahead were farm fields, individual towns, and the politics of the State of Illinois—perhaps the most corrupt in the nation. It was hard to believe that the innocence of America’s Corn Belt could be swayed so mightily by the Chicago corruption. The money grab extended over 400 miles from south of the Windy City all the way to the union of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers. The crooked politicians across the river from St. Louis could not help but be a part of it.

			Shari reached for her purse and positioned it between her legs. She unzipped a pouch and lowered the visor. She adjusted it so that her image could be viewed in the mirror.

			“What are you doing?” Ashlyn asked.

			“A little touch up,” Shari replied. “There might be some men at the course.”

			“There are a lot of them.”

			“Then it doesn’t hurt to look fresh.” Shari heightened the color of her cheeks.

			“Watch the road!” Ashlyn yelled as Shari hit the shoulder of the interstate.

			“It’s okay. I do this all the time.” Some eye liner was applied followed by lip gloss.

			“That’s worse than texting.” Ashlyn was upset. “Stop it. The guys at Prairie Winds don’t care about all that makeup.”

			The drive into Illinois wasn’t more than five minutes across the river. After crossing the fertile river bottom soil, the trek up the bluffs was a formality. The gentle roll of the land and scenic view of the STL skyline was the perfect setting for a golf course. Shari and Ashlyn were running a bit late (normal routine for the driver), and the parking lot was full as they pulled into the heavily-played public facility.

			“Prairie Winds? I’ve never played it,” Shari said as she noticed the sign at the entrance to the parking lot.

			“You’ll love it,” Ashlyn replied. The pair drove past the old two-story house that served as the pro shop and clubhouse. Immediately a bag boy greeted them and loaded their bags onto an electric cart. They were soon greeted by the head pro who instructed them to a starting hole. The format this morning was a shotgun start.

			“He’s a hunk,” Shari said as she stared at him.

			“That’s J Dub,” Ashlyn shared. “Keep your hands off of him. He’s married and quite the family man.” She tugged a golf glove onto her left hand. “His brother, Curt, is a different story though. The two of them own the place and Curt is a bachelor and a golf junkie.”

			Shari smiled. “I’m not even single and I already enjoy this lifestyle.”

			Ashlyn had been divorced for several years. “There are men everywhere.”

			“And it’s real clear to me that we’ve got what they want.” The girls giggled.

			The round of golf was fun for those that played to their handicap. The ones that didn’t cussed like sailors. When it was over one thing was certain: Shari would be back. She loved the newer generation of women who were in the Illinois league, and she was ready and willing to branch out and meet some new people. As she stood outside the door of the clubhouse and looked out over the Mississippi and the distant shore of Missouri, she came to the conclusion that an Illinois playground might fit well into her new regiment.

			“Let’s go in and see who happens to be inside,” Ashlyn said. “It’s not the business community and the country club crowd, but I’ve become friends with a lot of the regulars here.”

			The pair entered the clubhouse and the moment was similar to a Norman Rockwell painting. Nothing had changed over the years. J Dub worked the counter. His right hand, number-one assistant, and bookkeeper at the register was a chic brunette named Julie. Curt, athletic in his own right, was sitting at the back table with the guys.

			There was Fred with a red-headed flat top and as portly as a whale out of water. Light freckled skin complemented crystal blue eyes. Pork Chop was Fred’s sidekick, the two of them like obese twins. His real name was Andrew; half the world called him Andy and the others called him Drew. The boys nicknamed him on a golf trip after he made a U-turn on an Alabama interstate to take advantage of a pork chop and eggs breakfast buffet. Thanks to a penny stock killing, he played golf every day.

			Paul was in early retirement from the Army; a silver-haired perfectionist and ex-recruitment officer. The youngest, blondest, and best golfer in the group was Scotty P who lived with his lover, Father Alphonso Blair, the local Catholic priest. YouWho was a Japanese businessman whose real name was Yuuto Chikuda. After the guys had had a few too many drinks Yuuto became YouWho because it was a lot easier to pronounce. BT was a smooth-talking crooner who retired from a career in public education after he had risen in baseball’s minor leagues earlier in life. Paco came by way of Chihuahua, Mexico; wading the Rio Grande, migrating to St. Louis, and establishing a successful landscaping business. His cousins, brothers, and nephews all cut grass in the area.

			A barber from Beirut, Elia had found the game of golf and a second home at Prairie Winds. The boys loved him and could always count on a quick haircut in the cart barn. Doc was the tall, elderly veterinarian that had established himself around St. Louis after growing up near the Wyoming-Nebraska border. The guys never wanted to argue with him about Cornhusker football. He was the designated driver for his good friend Captain Jerry Stafford. Ever tan and a silver fox, Captain Jer was a retired airline pilot and Prairie Wind’s resident drunk. His good drinking buddy was Lemuel Trot. Trot, as he was known around the clubhouse, was short and had a nose that commandeered much of his face. He was an older vaudeville comedian and still did some stand-up in the newer comedy clubs.

			The clubhouse wouldn’t be complete without BowTye sitting in his adjacent corner. The diminutive black man from New Orleans was a Hurricane Katrina disaster victim. The brothers took him in, housed him, and gave him a job as a clubhouse attendant which means he did the laundry and shined everyone’s golf shoes as well as a host of other odd jobs. To everyone’s surprise, the tiny man with the booming voice went by the stage name of Peel It Backe and was the king of the rock-a-billy blues. He was often seen wearing a long-sleeved white dress shirt with burgundy bow tie and matching burgundy beret.

			B2 napped at BowTye’s feet. He was the second generation bull terrier that lived the country club life spawned by his namesake, Bogey.

			“Don’t let these guys intimidate you,” Ashlyn cautioned, “they’re more bark than bite.” She moved to the register. “Let me introduce you to Julie.”

			Julie had come to Prairie Winds right out of junior college. She needed a job to help pay for her schooling and got on well with the regulars. Her quick wit and pleasant demeanor with the customers earned her a permanent stay, and she was as much of a fixture at the course as J Dub and Curt. After cordials were shared Julie asked, “So what brings you to Prairie Winds?”

			Shari described her situation and succinctly wrapped it up by saying, “And then the bastard yanked my membership at Olde Blueblood. There went the Tuesday morning ladies league and everything that went with it. Now I need to find a place to play on a regular basis.”

			“We don’t pretend to be a country club,” Julie said, “but I would think that you will like a lot of the people that hang out here.”

			“Hey Jules!” Captain Jer yelled from the corner. “Get those two fillies a drink on me.” The retired pilot raised his drink into the air.

			The girls exchanged glances. “I can’t start drinking and kill the rest of the day,” Shari whispered to Ashlyn and Julie.

			“Me either.”

			“How about some bottled water?” Shari asked.

			“Make mine flavored tea,” Ashlyn followed.

			The girls raised their beverages in the air after Julie had served them. Shari opened her bottled water and either out of habit or curiosity she checked the inside of the bottle cap. GRAND PRIZE WINNER was stamped on the inside. “I won! I won!”

			“You won what?” Captain Jer asked as he got up from the table and joined the trio of women.

			“I don’t know,” Shari answered. “It says Grand Prize Winner. I don’t know what that means.”

			“Let me get on their website and see what they are giving away,” Julie said. Her fingers were on the keyboard pounding out SPRITZ. After a few clicks of the mouse the answer was clear. “SPRITZ is having a promotional contest like sinking a basketball from half court or throwing footballs through a clown’s mouth at the Super Bowl. They are trying to bring publicity to their brand. Instead of spending a ton of advertising dollars on a Super Bowl ad they decided to offer a million dollars to a contestant that could shoot their handicap on the par-3 executive course at The Classic.”

			“Where’s that?”

			“It’s played the first weekend in May in Muscle Shoals, Alabama. All the players roll into town for practice rounds early in the week. You get an opportunity to play on Tuesday. If you beat your handicap index you stand to win one million dollars. I guess they figure they will be getting a million dollars’ worth of publicity out of the giveaway.”

			“Give me that!” Captain Jer yelled. He reached for the bottle cap. “I paid for it!”

			Shari yanked her hand away. “It’s mine!”

			“It is not! I bought it!” Captain Jer had already consumed a twelve-pack and his voice was elevated.

			“What’s going on?” J Dub butted in.

			“Captain Jer bought this bottle of water for Shari,” Julie explained. “She twisted off the cap and won a chance to win a million dollars during The Classic week in Muscle Shoals. Now he wants the bottle cap.”

			“Jer, it’s her bottle of water. You bought it as a gift,” the pro mediated.

			“We’ll just have to see about that,” Captain Jer whined. “I’m contacting my attorney.”

			“Go calm down,” J Dub said as he chastised his friend.

			Julie continued to read the website. “It says that the business that sold the winning bottle has a chance to win ten percent of the winnings if the contestant shoots their handicap.”

			“That’s one hundred thousand dollars for us,” J Dub said. He turned to Shari. “This must be your lucky day. Do you need lessons? Between Curt and me, we can make sure your game is on fire.”

			By that time Curt had made his way to the bar. Shari took a good look at J Dub and gave Curt the once over. “I bet you can.” She turned back to Julie. “Find out what else we need to do within the rules to get registered for this. I need to turn this bottle cap in.”

			


	

Chapter Twenty-Seven

			The real estate offices of Tyler Cy were located on the I-270 loop encircling Metro St. Louis. On the Missouri side the interstate was called I-270. As the road crossed the river, the same highway became I-255 on the Illinois side. Anyone located on the outer loop around town was considered suburban. That loop could easily be distinguished from the cosmopolitan, old-money types that set up shop downtown or the preppie types that operated in the midtown city of Clayton.

			All of the main highways in the interstate system hooked up in downtown. Interstate 55 running between New Orleans and Chicago goes through, as well as I-44 which runs to tornado alley and points to the Southwest. Interstate 70 is perhaps the heaviest traveled east-west highway in the country. All three highways intersect about 100 yards from the Gateway Arch and cause a major traffic jam every rush hour.

			Tyler Cy wanted no part of that. The outer loop served him and his agents well. The conference room in his mid-level office building had hosted many power meetings over the years. Today’s meeting concerned a pet project that Tyler Cy wanted to put his stamp on. It was to be his final endeavor, and then he was going to retire.

			Over the years Tyler Cy had numerous opportunities to shake hands with the real estate movers and shakers since he was the main player in the area. Whether they bought or sold or obtained property through an exchange, his company or one of his agents was likely to be involved. On one such meeting he became friends with the heirs to the Langdon Estate who were large property owners around St. Louis. Over their years of association, he had made it clear that he wanted to be the buyer of their property should they decide to sell. That day came, and the opportunity was his to put over 2,000 acres of highly sought-after real estate under an option contract to develop the property subject to zoning.

			Since the Langdon family was very philanthropic, they wanted to have a voice in what went on their property. With that came some restrictions. And within those restrictions Tyler Cy needed to make the purchase profitable for his own company.

			A major problem hindered the development. An oil pipeline company—TexArOkLa—acronym for Texas, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana, carried an easement through the center of the property. Under the surface were massive oil pipelines that distributed oil around the country and delivered jet fuel from the Illinois refineries on the east side of St. Louis to Lambert-St. Louis International Airport.

			Anything that was to be done on the 2,000 acres of ground was to undergo massive scrutiny and come with political influences. Even though Tyler Cy was a successful businessman, he was nothing but a thorn in the side to a mega-player like an oil pipeline company. Asking them to modify the easement that they carried on the property was going on deaf ears. TexArOkLa held the easement that gave them rights to transport oil all over the country. They had no interest in modifying that easement to suit the needs of a new landowner unless it came with a hefty convenience fee. So there were problems that needed to be addressed and Tyler Cy needed a progress report.

			Tyler Cy and four of his cronies sat around the table. Leading was Hank Whitman. Over the years he had earned Tyler Cy’s trust and had risen to CEO. Hank had the floor as the meeting started.

			“I’m glad to report that our first and second round of talks with the city has been favorable,” Hank started. “They love our idea of 400 acres devoted to a 36-hole golf course development and protected green space for the environmentalists.”

			“Will TexArOkLa give us a special use permit over their easement?” Tyler Cy asked.

			“They are not cooperating in our attempts to modify the terms of the easement.”

			“Then don’t you think before we go much further we should have a sit-down with someone from their company?”

			“Definitely. I’m sure the fee will be exorbitant, but they have not responded to our phone calls, correspondence, or e-mails,” Hank replied.

			“That’s a little irresponsible on their part, don’t you think?”

			“No doubt,” said a new voice at the table.

			“They’ve got a helicopter that flies over it daily. Maybe we could take a drill and fracture their line. That would get their asses up here,” a third voice added.

			“No! No! No!” Tyler Cy fired off in rapid succession. “I can appreciate a little humor, but if we have oil spewing in all directions, the environmentalists would try to prevent any development on the property.”

			Hank went in a different direction. “The golf course architect did a masterful job routing the design and utilizing the ground over the pipeline. We have areas that get off the easement and pick up wooded areas, creeks, and water retention areas where lakes can be built.”

			“How much did that set us back?”

			“It’s a cool million right now for the architect’s work.”

			“Championship quality?”

			Hank nodded his head. “It will rival any country club in town.”

			“Including Olde Blueblood?”

			“Including Olde Blueblood. Any player in town will want to step onto these grounds and carry a membership to this club.”

			“So how quickly do you think we will be able to recoup the fees?”

			“Within three years our membership should have a waiting list.”

			Tyler Cy nodded his approval. “How about the municipality?”

			“They want us to reserve some space for an elementary school, middle school, and high school. The development alone will bring in enough kids to fill all three.”

			“How much land for that?”

			“With parking and athletic fields and green space we’ll need approximately 80 acres to accommodate the school district.”

			Another voice spoke up. “They want us to reserve three church sites for different denominations, protect 30 acres for shopping center and strip mall development, and have a movie theater site. We can have 18 acres for high density multi-family apartments and another 40 acres for attached multi-family condominium and townhouse living.”

			“If we take out 15 percent for streets, how much will we have left for single family housing?” Tyler Cy questioned. His frustration was obvious. “I hate putting a deal together like this. It takes too much up-front money for the uncertainty.”

			“I understand. It’s hard to say just yet how many home sites we can get because we don’t know how much green space over and above the golf course the city is going to require.”

			Tyler Cy tugged at his lower lip. “It’s your typical PUD. What do the housing studies say? What is the absorption rate?”

			“We can spin off the commercial and multi-family areas to local developers if you don’t want that land. The school district is self-explanatory, as are the church sites.”

			Another voice added, “As far as the home sites go, we’re looking for at least a half dozen major home builders in town taking down sizeable chunks of lots and several custom home builders buying a few lots at a time for the larger high-end homes. The prediction is 8-10 years for completion on all of the home building.”

			“We’re talking four stages of development with the golf course being the first.”

			Tyler Cy turned to Hank. “Get a handle on how much more money we have to spend up front for due diligence.” His tongue went around his lips. “I really want this project. Find out what it takes to get the pipeline people on board. Just tell me what it’s going to take to deal with them. If we can’t get a handle on TexArOkLa we might as well have flushed a few million down the toilet already.”

			


	

Chapter Twenty-Eight

			If Raul Mendez had any misgivings or second thoughts about the accommodations he had set up for Shari, they were quickly dashed soon after he walked into the quaint house he shared with Tindra Svahnstrom. Guilty conscience or not, the wrath from his live-in lover and mother of his children could turn life upside down quicker than a tornado ravaging an American town.

			Tindra had the sixth sense. Whether she knew or suspected Raul had stepped out of line, she wasn’t saying. But there’s something about female intuition that made for murky waters. And Raul found out all about it soon after entering their home.

			“When are you going to help me?!” the Swedish beauty demanded. When in a fit she could hurl as well as a Major League relief pitcher. An apple bounced off the kitchen wall, just missing a head that ducked quickly.

			“Whoa, Bombon. Settle down. What’s wrong?”

			“That’s just it. You’re not around here enough to know what’s going wrong!” She turned her back to him and gazed out the window above the kitchen sink. Tears rolled down her cheek. Raul could see the redness build in the back of her neck. She turned with a knife in her hand and then took a deep breath. In a soft and controlled tone she added, “I have to shuttle little Pedro to and from soccer practice. Elena has gymnastics. There’s no time left for me.” She turned and placed the knife on the counter.

			“I’m trying to work, Bombon, to pay the bills.” Raul knew that he had to feed off of her current mood. He replied gently and then advanced to her backside to give her a hug. It had happened before. If he raised his voice and yelled back the conflict would escalate. Nothing would be settled. Anger and resentment would prevail.

			If she calmed down, even for a few seconds, Raul knew he could take advantage of the moment and soothe over the damage before she had a chance to fly off again. He wrapped his arms around her stomach, clutched her tightly, and nibbled at the back of her neck.

			“Do you think that is going to work?” Tindra asked as the tears rolled off her cheek. She shut her eyes and savored the closeness. Her lips softened and turned slightly upward.

			Raul could feel the tension leave her shoulders. He breathed freely. That situation changed in a hurry. It hadn’t always been that way. “It’s my fault, Bombon. I’ve been busy at the office.” He paused and then made an offer. “I can quit at the country club.”

			Tindra reflected and then turned to gaze into his eyes. “No. We can use the extra cash.” She pecked him on the lips. “I’m sorry. I guess I get a little overwhelmed at times. Pedro wants someone to play with and Elena cries if she gets hurt. When they both tug at me at the same time I can’t be a mom and dad.” She wrapped her arms around him and laid her head on his chest.

			“I’ll try to be around more, Bombon.”

			Tindra reached behind her body and groped for the knife. When she got a grip on the handle she pushed away and quickly held it between the two of them. It was inches from his stomach. “I worry about you.”

			“Put that down.” A tense second or two existed.

			She smiled and dropped her hands to her side.

			“Why do you worry?”

			“Because I want you for myself.” She lowered her chin and looked up at him sheepishly. “I worry that someone else is going to come along and sweep you off your feet and take you away from me.”

			Raul did his best to ease the situation. “That’s not going to happen,” he said before pausing and adding, “Bombon.”

			“Because if you did I think that I would cut off your manslem.”

			Raul grabbed his crotch. “Ouch. Don’t even think about that.” The mood turned serious. “Are you loco?”

			“No, but I am serious. If I caught you messing around I might.”

			The words rang loud and clear for Raul. He had better cover his tracks. Sleepless nights did not sound appealing. “When I walked in here you said you needed help with the kids. That’s not the problem, is it Bombon?” Shari’s apartment started to appear a lot more lucrative. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to stay up all night to make sure I don’t lose my pene.”

			“I’m not going to do that.”

			But the seed had been planted. Raul didn’t want to close his eyes and take the chance that some crazy woman would cut up his crotch.

			


	

Chapter Twenty-Nine

			She was late. Shari was always late. Raul paced back and forth across the carpeted front room. There was no cable TV hooked up. They didn’t want the extra expense. The refrigerator was empty. Only the bare necessities were in the furnished one bedroom apartment at the Cosmo Lofts apartment complex: sheets, duvet, and a few towels in the bathroom.

			What had been done had been done. The rules had been laid out. She would provide the cash. Raul would pay the rent. Two payment plans were considered. One plan that Cosmo Lofts offered was to take an apartment option with utilities included and the second was prepayment for one year at a slashed rate. Shari considered both before choosing the one-time yearly payment with all utilities paid. That was easier for her to cover her tracks.

			It was meant to be quick, convenient, and very secretive. Either could come and go as they pleased and sneak in and out of each other’s lives stealthily. She finally had her freedom and he wanted fun and diversion. She didn’t mind the friends with benefits scenario and he craved variety. In theory it was ideal.

			But, not everything goes as planned. A simple thing like an agreed-upon time cannot always be honored. So Raul waited and waited. Then he dozed. Finally Shari bounded through the door.

			“I thought you said this was to be secret,” Raul said after being awakened.

			Shari leaned over and gave him a peck on the lips. “It is.”

			“Dressed like that?” She wore a chic pair of tennis shoes with trendy neon highlights. They stood out against her long, tan legs. A short tennis skirt and bright yellow leotard pullover top completed the look. “If you were trying to hide, you couldn’t in that. A yellow jacket may want to mate with you.”

			“Hmm. Just so you do.” Shari brushed her hand through Raul’s hair.

			“I suppose you drove up in the Jaguar so the world could see too.”

			“I never knew you to be one to pry.”

			“It’s not every day that I get threatened to have my pene cut off. If we’re going to do this, we have to be careful.”

			“That works from my end too. I’ve got more to lose by doing this than you.”

			“You don’t have a pene. I’ve got…”

			“A lot to lose.” Shari playfully giggled. “I misspoke.” Then she groped. “Hmm. You do have a lot to lose, don’t you?” She nuzzled closer to him.

			“If Tindra finds out about us, I may be sleeping over here. I’ll be afraid to close my eyes around her. She’ll cut it off in my sleep.”

			“She wouldn’t do that.”

			“She waved the knife in front of me. When she gets angry it’s hard to say what she’s capable of doing.”

			“If she did the chop-chop thing then it would be her loss too.” The talk about Raul’s asset got Shari hot and bothered. She unbuttoned the top button on his shirt and rubbed her hand across his chest.

			“What would your husband do if he found out you were playing around?”

			“Tyler Cy!” Shari gasped. “I’m not worried about him. He loves me. He’d do anything for me. It’s my lawyer that I’m scared of.”

			“Huh?”

			“Look, I’ve had a boyfriend for over fifteen years. That stupid SOB…”

			“Your husband?”

			“Yeah. That stupid SOB thinks that we’re just friends. I’d go out with Richie three to four nights a week. We’ve been an item all around town at a lot of the social events. Everyone thinks that we’re just friends including Tyler Cy.”

			“How can that be?”

			“I like to dance. Tyler Cy doesn’t.”

			“So what’s that?”

			“Richie is a great dancer. When I won the Mrs. Missouri contest I was on the ballroom floor dancing with Richie while Tyler Cy sat at the table and watched. You should have seen how many heads that turned.” Shari laughed. “They almost yanked my crown the very night they gave it to me.”

			“How did you…”

			“Look, Tyler Cy worked all the time. Lots of times I told him I was out with my girlfriends. He knows I don’t like to sit at home. I would meet a girlfriend for a drink and Richie would conveniently show up. I could disappear easily. What Richie and I did in private was our own business.”

			“You slept with him?”

			“All the time. We’ve been lovers forever it seems like. Tyler Cy wasn’t paying any attention to me. Hell, Richie and I would go away on three and four day weekends and stay at a resort or a bed and breakfast somewhere. Tyler Cy never asked. He never even acted like he cared. The only thing that he wanted was to make money.”

			“Why are you telling me all of this?”

			“Because I like you.” Shari stroked his one-day stubble with the back of her hand and then leaned closer to kiss him. “And I may need you to help me.”

			Raul was puzzled. “How?”

			“I don’t know, but I’m scared,” Shari purred. “You talk about how scared you are of Tindra. Well I’m really scared of Richie.”

			“Why? What would he do to you?”

			“It’s hard to say.” She paused to think about what to say next. “He loves me. He always thought that if and when I divorced Tyler Cy, he and I would be together.” Shari nuzzled Raul’s neck and nibbled on his ear lobe. “But I told him that I didn’t want to see him anymore.”

			“Why?”

			Shari whispered ever so slightly. “Because I found you.” She kissed him passionately, but Raul cut the kiss short.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I may be getting in way over my head with you, Bombon.”

			Shari brushed her hand through his hair once again. “It’s okay, Raul.” She tugged at his belt.

			Now it was Raul’s turn to interrupt. “What’s Richie going to do?”

			“Right now I don’t know and I don’t care.” Shari sat up and undid Raul’s belt and a button on his pants. “All I know is that he is history and he doesn’t like it one bit.”

			“Does he know about me?’

			Shari was non-committal. “I don’t know.” She paused then giggled playfully. “But he knows me.”

			“And you don’t want to see him.”

			“That’s right, and he knows that I can’t go too long without it.” Shari grinned sheepishly. “So I imagine he suspects that I’m seeing someone.” Shari unbuttoned all of the buttons on Raul’s shirt. “But that’s his problem.”

			“Well, I don’t want his problem to be my problem.”

			“It won’t because we’re keeping it a secret.” Shari snickered again. “I’m not going to say a word about this to anyone.” She leaned forward, kissed Raul on the lips, then the neck and on his chest. “The last thing I want this to do is ruin my settlement with Tyler Cy.”

			Raul squirmed. “Bombon, maybe we better not…”

			“It’s okay. We’re a perfect fit together. I just need Richie to quit whining and leave me alone. The last thing I need for him to do is get drawn into my divorce, and he’s threatening to do that.”

			The cell phone in her purse rang. Shari scrambled to see who was calling. The caller ID indicated it was Richie. She mouthed it to Raul.

			“Go ahead and talk to him.”

			“But I don’t want to. He’ll carry on and on and want to know what I’m doing. Then he’ll threaten me.”

			“Answer it.”

			Shari shook her head. Raul nodded. Shari thought for a second and then answered the call. “I asked you not to call me anymore, Richie.”

			“Who are you with?”

			“I’m shopping.”

			“That’s a lie.”

			“I’ve been at the Galleria.”

			“I saw you driving, Shari. I followed you, but fell behind you when you ran through the yellow light off of Clayton Road,” Richie said. Shari shook her head at Raul. “Now tell me who you’re with.”

			“Nobody now. I’m home.”

			“Quit lying.”

			Shari started to cry. “Richie! Stop it! I’m home.”

			“If you don’t stop the crap I’m going to get in the middle of something that you don’t want.”

			“Quit threatening me, Richie! Dammit! I’m home!”

			“Then why is your car parked in the Cosmo Lofts parking lot?”

			


	

Chapter Thirty

			Shari was back in Leslie Potter’s office two days later. The lawyer had mixed news to relay.

			“I hate to use a cliché,” Leslie began, “but I’ve got the proverbial good news, bad news.”

			“What could that be?” Shari surmised. “Tyler Cy agreed to the divorce but he didn’t give me anything?”

			“No, no, no,” Leslie laughed, “we’re nowhere close to that.”

			“Then I’m out of guesses.”

			“The bad news is that I don’t have an answer yet for you on some of the divorce items I needed to research.”

			“That keeps your fee growing.”

			Leslie forced a grin but didn’t appreciate the cheap shot. “The good news is that I got a job lined up for you that I think will help your situation.”

			“Really? I don’t want to work too hard. I’m allergic to it.”

			“This might keep you in front of the people that you like to mingle with but the pay is next to nothing.”

			“Then why on earth would I want to waste my time?”

			“You can work for Congresswoman Lisa Boudreau. She’s a lawyer and before being elected she was a partner here.”

			“At Canton, Mayfield?”

			Leslie nodded. “It was several years before I got here. Some of our senior associates know her well.”

			“I can’t do it.”

			“What do you mean? This is an opportunity of a lifetime.” Leslie was surprised as Shari’s matter-of-fact answer and lack of enthusiasm. “Why?”

			“I’m a Republican.”

			Leslie was caught off guard. She hadn’t expected that response. “With what she plans for you to do, I don’t think that it will make any difference. You won’t be working in politics.”

			“Then what will I be doing for her?”

			“It will be managing her social calendar and travel plans—more personal things.”

			Shari thought for a moment. “You know what? That might be the perfect job after all.”

			“Why the quick change of heart?”

			“I can’t think of a better way to piss Tyler Cy off.” The women chuckled. “Tell me about her. I know that she’s been in office for what seems like forever.”

			“That’s because she runs unopposed in maybe the most Democratic district in the country.”

			“Why is she unopposed?”

			“The Republicans only have about 10 percent of the voters in her district. They can’t muster a challenge,” Leslie explained.

			“So she’s there until she dies?”

			“Or gets tired of politics and wants to retire.”

			“How did she fall into that?”

			“She’s a Missouri gal. Went to school here and was a college classmate of Bethany Boudreau. You might know her by her married name, Bethany Mueller.”

			“The Congresswoman?”

			“Yeah, Bethany was the sister of Elvis Boudreau, Lisa’s husband. She married Davis Mueller and became Bethany Mueller, obviously, and then went on to win the Democratic seat here in St. Louis. After she got breast cancer, and right before she died, she picked her sister-in-law to fill her seat. So Lisa Boudreau fell into good fortune and has been a Congresswoman for over two decades.”

			“Some people are so lucky. Something like that would never happen to me.”

			Leslie thought that was a self-serving answer. Shari had a heckuva lot more than a lot of people and had done well for herself financially in her own right in the sense that she had married Tyler Cy. “But it gets better.”

			“How could it get any better than that?”

			“Elvis Boudreau. Have you heard the name?”

			Shari shook her head negatively. “Only five seconds ago.”

			“He’s from a prominent oil family in Louisiana and is on the Board of Directors of TexArOkLa.”

			“So. What’s that mean?” Shari could play dumb when she wanted to. She knew that Tyler Cy needed to get the pipeline easement with TexArOkLa settled before he could go further with his golf course development.

			Leslie was flabbergasted. She couldn’t get a read on the lady across the table from her. Was she a smart, well-versed woman or a space cadet? Or did some things just not matter? “TexArOkLa has property rights all over the country to transport oil via pipelines. They just so happen to have the pipeline easement on the ground that your husband has under contract.”

			“Ooh.” The light bulb went on for Leslie’s benefit. Shari decided to admit that she was aware of more than Leslie knew that she knew. “Now I get it. Congresswoman Boudreau has oil connections.”

			Leslie did a double take. “First off, you can call her Lisa. She’s very approachable and informal. Secondly, she’s married to one of the main guys calling the shots for TexArOkLa. You can’t get any closer than that.”

			“So you think that if I get tight with Lisa then I can mess up Tyler Cy’s plans for the golf course development?”

			“Sure.” Leslie wanted to make certain she drove a point home. “But you may want to rethink your motive. I can understand you being ticked off at your husband and not making his dream come true, but if he can get the zoning decision that he needs, then the value of the property may skyrocket and of course that might be more lucrative for you financially.”

			Shari thought for a minute. “I can’t stand the bastard. He wants to control everything that I do.”

			“But that bastard is soon to be on every eligible woman’s hot list once he becomes available.”

			“Then I’d like to screw him.” Shari paused and then laughed. “Not literally of course. He’s flaccid anyway.” She laughed some more. “That’s something money can’t buy.”

			“Nevertheless, you need to think about your motivation. If his net worth increases before your divorce is final, you’re obviously going to benefit from it.”

			“So what should I do?”

			“Get to know Lisa. See where the relationship takes you. She might be a contact that you can utilize.”

			Shari shrugged. “Are we done?” Leslie nodded. Shari got up and walked toward the door. “Call me when you find out the other stuff.” She exited and sneaked a quick smoke in the restroom before getting on the elevator.

			“Stuff,” Leslie mumbled. “And by the way, you’re welcome…you ungrateful bitch.”

			


	

Chapter Thirty-One

			From Shari’s point of view life couldn’t be better, and, of course, the world revolved around her. But for the others, let’s just say the list of people who wanted to avoid her was growing.

			Such was the case late one night when Tyler Cy parked in the garage, traversed the breezeway, entered the laundry room, opened the door to the kitchen, and noticed his wife dozing on the couch in the great room. He found it odd that she wasn’t gallivanting all over town at night spots. He tiptoed over to the stairway that led to the lower level.

			When he reached the first step a voice erupted. “We need to talk.”

			Tyler Cy froze in his steps. Talk, talk to her, was the last thing he wanted to do. “I thought that we agreed to do that through our lawyers.”

			“Oh, cut the crap, Tyler Cy.” Shari’s back was to him. A moment elapsed. “Are you?”

			“Am I what?”

			“Going to come in here and talk to me?”

			It was useless for him to resist. She was going to get her way. It might as well be sooner than later. He strolled toward the great room. “Sure, Woobie, what do you need?”

			“It’s about Kara and Del and Jayla.”

			“What about them?” Then he noticed it. A glass of wine was on the end table. This could become volatile.

			Shari reached for her cigarettes, grabbed one, hacked up some phlegm, and lit another. The ashtray was so full of ashes and butts it seemed lucky she hadn’t passed out and burned the house down. “I was thinking.”

			Tyler Cy had been around long enough to know that when she said that, something off the wall was about to happen. “About what?”

			“Their future.” Another prolonged cough distracted the topic.

			“If you’re worried about what is down the road for them, you can rest assured they are taken care of in trusts set up for them. They have also found a lucrative place in my will.”

			“There you go again! It’s all about money with you, isn’t it?”

			“Isn’t that what you wanted to talk about?”

			“Why is it men always think women always think about money?”

			“You like this house and a new car and shopping for the latest in clothes. That all takes money, doesn’t it?” Tyler Cy let a moment of silence calm the room. “Somebody has to earn it so that you and they can enjoy the things that money can buy.”

			Shari broke into tears. Her fragile psyche was influenced by the alcohol and nicotine. “You don’t get it, do you?”

			Tyler Cy listened. He could tell that she was ready to babble.

			“You haven’t given them any of your love! That’s what they want. You’re never around for them.”

			“When they want money I am. Then their gripe is that I’m not giving them enough.”

			“Forget it. You don’t have a clue, do you?”

			Tyler Cy turned to head down the stairs to the lower level. “I’ve always wanted to discipline them. But no, you wanted to give them everything. You wanted to buy their love. Guess what?” He paused to let the comment soak in. “They’re spoiled. That’s the real problem. They’ve never had to work a day in their life. Everything they’ve gotten has been given to them. Is there any wonder they’ve turned out the way they have?” He took another step.

			“Where do you think you’re going?”

			“To bed. I’ve heard it all before.”

			“It just proves you don’t care,” Shari slurred. “Kara wants to know if you’re planning on walking her down the aisle.”

			“That’s a year away. I was planning on it. I’m her father.” It was late. Tyler Cy was tired. The last thing he wanted was to get into a lengthy debate with a drunk. His solitude was the basement. He hit the first stair.

			“Is that it?”

			“You asked a simple question and I answered it.” He took another step. “In case you didn’t understand, the answer was yes.”

			“I’m not done.” Shari took another sip of wine and then a drag on her cigarette. “What are we going to do about Del?”

			“You know my feelings about Del,” Tyler Cy said. He looked through the spindles. Shari could only see the top half of his body. “He’s been to rehab twice. I’ve tried to get him clean. He’s either a talented musician or delusional. We’ll let him do what he wants and hopefully I won’t have to bail him out of jail again.”

			“He’s chasing his dream.”

			“And it is different from mine. He’s got tattoos from his ankles to his ears, an eyebrow piercing, a half dozen diamond studs in his ear, and a ring in his nose that makes him look like a prized bull at 4H Club. He’s going to have to find the answers on his own.”

			“He’s a talented musician.”

			“Maybe, maybe not; we’ll see. To me he’s a heroin junkie on the prowl for groupies and using a band gig as the lure.”

			“If he invited you to a concert, you wouldn’t go?”

			“Maybe if it was a plush private box and they provided ear plugs.”

			“Look who the real spoiled kid is.”

			Tyler Cy took another step. “I’ll support him by paying for it.”

			Shari was infuriated. She took another long drag before Tyler Cy disappeared. “Jayla wanted to know when we would be coming to visit her at boarding school.”

			The mention of her name froze Tyler Cy in his tracks. The innocent one of the bunch had not been tainted so far. At twelve years old she had not yet become spoiled. “That poses a little bit of a problem, doesn’t it?”

			“Visiting your youngest daughter?”

			“We have proven that we can’t travel together anymore. If she wants to see us together we’ll have to drive separate cars.”

			“It’s three hours!”

			“If you don’t want to drive, there is the train,” Tyler Cy suggested, “or the bus.”

			“I’m talking to my lawyer about this!”

			“Remind her that I have no intention of sitting in the car with you for three hours.”

			Shari scampered across the room to the top of the stairs and flung a pillow toward Tyler Cy. “What kind of a husband and father are you?”

			Tyler Cy ducked, but lost his balance. An errant step caused him to tumble. There was a bounce, a twist, a contortion, and finally a heap. At the bottom of the stairs Tyler Cy groaned. “Shari, help me.”

			“What kind of a moron are you, Tyler Cy?” She looked down with her hands on her hips.

			“Call 911. I’m hurt.”

			“Now I seen everything. It doesn’t look like your neck is broken.”

			Tyler Cy whimpered. “It’s my leg. It’s all torn up.”

			“You only fell six steps.”

			The pain was excruciating. He cried to himself. “Please call for help, Shari. My leg is killing me.”

			“Just get up and I’ll get the ice bag.”

			“No, no, no, Shari. It’s worse than that. Call emergency.” Tyler Cy laid in a fetal position. He clutched his knee. “Please.”

			Shari turned. “For gawd’s sake, Tyler Cy. Some of the things I have to do for you.” She picked up her iPhone and dialed 911. “You can’t even go to your room right.”

			


	

Chapter Thirty-Two

			It could not have been a more pleasant morning overlooking the Mississippi. Broken clouds were highlighted against a bright blue sky. The revitalizing and distinct smell of fresh cut grass blended beautifully with honeysuckle and lilac. Spores from cottonwood trees floated like butterflies in the wind. The water’s current moved barges downstream while tugboats pushed cargo upstream. Robins chirped and purple martins flew stealthily a foot or two off the ground looking for breakfast.

			The customers at Prairie Winds enjoyed it all.

			For J Dub, it was work as usual. Golfers filed through the door around the clock. Shari Daniels-Donnelly was overdue for her first lesson. They had agreed that she would have to practice and take command of all of her shots in the attempt to win a million bucks. Even though the prize seemed exorbitant it was a good advertising and publicity stunt for SPRITZ. They simply bought an insurance policy to pay the prize in the event someone was to actually win it. J Dub had a vested interest in seeing Shari win the prize. Ten percent went to the business that sold the winning twist-off cap. He would love Prairie Winds to pocket a hundred grand.

			Shari popped into the pro shop with a cigarette hanging out of her mouth. White hoop earrings, fingers bejeweled, form-fitting dark blue culottes, a sleeveless white blouse, and a golf visor instantly lit up the clubhouse.

			“Hey, hey, hey,” Captain Jer said in her direction. Shari turned to see him place two fingers to his lips and shake his head negatively.

			J Dub came to the rescue. “Illinois passed a no smoking law a few years ago. We can’t have that in here,” he advised.

			Shari acknowledged the rule and extinguished the smoke. “Sorry. It’s a habit I can’t seem to break.”

			“Have you ever tried?” Captain Jer said sounding like a smartass. “It takes some effort.” If he was trying to make an impression he was succeeding.

			“Jer, when are you going to show some tact?” Julie yelled from behind the counter. “She’s been here twice. Why don’t you show Shari some respect?”

			“I treat them all the same,” Captain Jer mumbled under his breath before shouting back. “I guess your old man won’t have a home-cooked meal tonight.”

			“Not every woman belongs in the kitchen, Jer.”

			The ex-pilot was still miffed that he didn’t get the benefit of the twist-off cap. He raised his beer can in the air. That was the signal for Julie to serve him another. “I’ll take a new frosted mug this time too.”

			J Dub shot Jer a look and turned to Shari. “Are you ready to hit the range?”

			Shari nodded. She was strangely quiet due in large part to her compact mirror being opened and lip gloss being applied. “I suppose it would be appropriate to take a couple bottles of SPRITZ out there with me,” she said with a grin as Julie retrieved two bottles from the cooler.

			“I’m anxious to see what sort of game you have,” J Dub said as he opened the door. The pair continued to the John Deere Gator that J Dub used to navigate the course. After loading the clubs, the trip to the range wasn’t more than thirty yards. B2 followed.

			“I feel like royalty,” Shari said. “This is the same treatment I would get at Olde Blueblood.”

			“We’ll go to the far end. That area is reserved for me and the lessons.” J Dub pulled to a stop, took Shari’s clubs off the Gator, and unloaded a bucket of balls. “I’ve done some research on the promotion.”

			“What did you find out?”

			“We have ten months to get ready for this. The golf media and players will be pouring into Muscle Shoals on Sunday night and Monday. The players arrive and play a practice round on Monday. The big shots at SPRITZ have the executive course at The Classic reserved on Tuesday afternoon for the promotion.”

			“So the website was right. We really do get to play the par-3 course at The Classic.”

			“You do. Yes. Eighteen par threes,” J Dub replied. “There are a few changes from what we had planned though.”

			“What are they?”

			“I cannot caddie for you because I’m a licensed club pro. They don’t want you to have an unfair advantage.”

			“Can I choose who I want?”

			“I suppose, but I talked it over with my brother, Curt. He’s not licensed to teach but he does a lot of instruction around here. He’d be a good person to have on your bag. He can probably beat me. That’s how good of a player he is, and very knowledgeable too.”

			“I want somebody that I’ll feel comfortable with.”

			“We’re going to start off with me today watching what you bring to the table. Curt will be out later. I’ll introduce you and he’ll be working with you from here on out.”

			“That’s fair.” When it came to golf Shari was all business. She seriously wanted to be an accomplished player. At one time on the amateur level she did play very well and her name had been bandied about as a serious contender to win events. “Are there any other surprises from the sponsors?”

			“We have to turn in your GHIN handicap index right now when we turn in the paperwork. Do you have that established at Olde Blueblood?”

			“Sure.”

			“They will monitor your index every thirty days from now until the time you play the executive course. Then they apply some sort of algorithm model to that and come up with a fair index for you. After that they apply an 80 percent of index rule and factor in the slope of the executive course.”

			“They can’t do that.”

			“The officials can do what they want. It is their promotion. If you don’t like it, you can bow out.”

			“That doesn’t seem right.”

			“Right or not, it’s an opportunity for you to win a million dollars. I’m sure they had to do what they are doing to have an insurance company underwrite the promo.”

			“So what do I need to shoot?”

			“What’s your index now?”

			“I think that it’s 10.7 at Olde Blueblood.”

			“What’s eighty percent of that, maybe eight or so?”

			“That sounds about right.” Shari wasn’t half as ignorant about numbers as she made out sometimes.

			“Eighteen par 3s means that the executive course at The Classic is a par 54. They add your handicap of ten strokes to that and adjust it so that you have to shoot better than 62.”

			“I can’t tie it?”

			“No. You’ve got to beat it.”

			“When do we get to play a practice round?”

			“You don’t get that opportunity. You show up and play the course. Your score will be what you get the first time you see it.”

			“That’s next to impossible!”

			“Yeah, but if you do it, you win a million big ones.”

			“In a way, that’s kind of exciting.”

			“Kind of exciting? That’s the chance of a lifetime! If you can’t get pumped up about that then you’ve got the pulse of a corpse.” J Dub smiled. “Are you ready to do some hard work?”

			Shari was excited at the opportunity even though she wasn’t totally in agreement with the rules. But it was SPRITZ’s million dollars. They could make it is as difficult to attain as they wanted. “Yeah, I am ready. Nobody else in the country gets that chance.”

			“Good. Let’s see where you’re at with your swing and try to determine what is going to help you the most.”

			“Do you know Jeffrey Free?”

			“Bogey?”

			Shari nodded.

			“I’ve known him for years.”

			“He’s been my teacher ever since we’ve been members at Olde Blueblood.”

			“Then you’ve learned from one of the best.”

			“But I can’t consult with him?”

			“Sure you can if he has the time for you. But you won’t be able to have him on your bag during the promo. He’s licensed too.”

			“Okay. That’s good to know, just in case I don’t get along with your brother.” Shari put on her golf glove and reached out with her club to scoot a ball onto a nice plush piece of zoysia turf. She assumed her stance and took a few practice swings. Next was the real deal. She lofted a ball into the air with a comfortable little right to left ball flight.

			“That’s a nice draw,” J Dub said. “You can tell that you’ve had a club in your hands before.”

			Shari continued to hit shots. B2 jumped on J Dub’s legs while the pro observed Shari’s grip, stance, ball position, takeaway, posture, and distance control. She stopped twice: once for a cigarette and once for a drink from the SPRITZ bottle. When she finished she turned to J Dub. “What did you think?”

			“I’m going to be honest.”

			“I want you to be.”

			“I’m hard on my students.”

			“Go ahead. Give me a truthful assessment.”

			“I think that you’re going to need to start jogging.”

			“What! What’s that got to do with golf?”

			“You’re going to have to be in shape to walk eighteen holes. Either that or cut back on your smoking.”

			Shari pinned him with a hateful stare. “I’m not giving those up.”

			J Dub shrugged. “I’d lose some of the jewelry. I can’t imagine having too good of a grip with all of those rings on your fingers.”

			“What is this? Self-improvement commentary?”

			“I think that we need to get some sort of a band and put your hair in a ponytail so that is doesn’t affect your eyesight.”

			Shari was dumbfounded.

			“I’m not so sure you’re at peace with yourself right now.”

			“What’s that got to do with playing golf?”

			“It’s a level of relaxation that you need to attain.”

			“Whatever.” Shari felt cornered. She reached for another cigarette out of her purse, lit it, and inhaled deeply. “How was my swing?”

			“Not bad. You’re athletic.” Shari finally felt as if she was getting a pat on the back just as Curt walked into the conversation. “Hi, Curt. I’d like for you to meet Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			Curt, dressed in shorts and a stylish golf shirt, extended his hand. “How did it go?”

			Shari matched his smile with one of her own. Her eyes locked into his then shifted to his left hand. It had been 48 hours since she had seen Raul. Her heart fluttered.

			


	

Chapter Thirty-Three

			Tyler Cy was back at home after spending two days in the hospital. He was in a foul mood. What Shari described as a sprained knee turned out to be a lot worse. The final diagnosis was a torn patellar tendon, a severe tear of the meniscus, a torn posterior cruciate ligament, a torn anterior cruciate ligament, and a torn medial collateral ligament. In other words he totally blew out his knee and everything connected to it.

			How that could happen on a fall down six steps on a staircase is freaky. Obviously the knee at one time was caught between two steps and the weight and awkwardness of the fall caused the damage.

			It would take several weeks for the swelling to go down and then he would be able to get a total knee replacement. Ouch! Tyler Cy was in pain and taking prescription drugs to alleviate it. Having the knee packed in ice did not help his mood. Being immobile was one thing, but the pain and ice was another. Having to listen to Shari took him over the edge.

			“Do you need more ice?” Shari hollered down the stairs.

			Tyler Cy was groggy. He had been dosing. “I’m fine.”

			“You didn’t refreeze the ice packs right the last time.”

			Tyler Cy wondered how you could not properly refreeze ice. “Really? What’s the right way to do it?”

			“You let too much water accumulate in one end of the pack and it didn’t freeze evenly.”

			“Oh is that so? Why does it have to be even to work?”

			“It makes better contact with the swelled area.”

			“Oh, I didn’t know that I had to have even ice to take the swelling down effectively,” Tyler Cy said facetiously.

			“Yeah, if you ice it down properly the swelling will go down faster.”

			“Since when did you learn so much about ice?”

			“My friend at the sports therapy shop told me.”

			“I didn’t know you went to a sports therapist.”

			Shari realized she was close to opening up information about a relationship she wanted to keep hidden so she told a white lie. “It was just once when I hurt my ankle playing tennis.” She felt the need to quickly change the topic when the phone rang.

			The phone was a mere eight feet away, but Shari waited until the fourth ring to answer. Tyler Cy could only hear Shari’s voice and almost all of it was inaudible. Her tone turned from cordial and friendly to frustrating and combative. The call ended abruptly.

			“What do you do if a friend isn’t doing what you ask?” Shari asked as she returned to the top of the stairs.

			“Are we done talking about the complexities of even ice?”

			“Why do all men have to be jerks?”

			Tyler Cy was confined to a recliner. “We won’t talk about me. Who was that on the phone?”

			“Richie. He won’t leave me alone.”

			“His feelings are hurt. How long have we been friends?”

			“Jeez, it’s got to be over fifteen years.” It’s not every day that a married couple has a discussion about a male friend that a wife has. However that wasn’t the case in the Donnelly household. Richie and his wife often double-dated with Tyler Cy and Shari. “He’s calling me over twenty times a day now.”

			“We’ve done a lot with Richie and Becca: dinners, card games, trips, vacations. I’m sure he doesn’t want that to end.”

			“Yeah, but since all of this divorce stuff started he’s been persistent about seeing me. I told him that you and I are not available to do things. He wants to meet for drinks. He wants to go dancing. He wants us to join them for dinner.” The frustration was evident. “He won’t stop calling. Now is not the time to get together and act like old times.”

			“Everything changes, doesn’t it, Woobie?”

			“Including our relationship with Richie and Becca. It’s over and he doesn’t get it.”

			The pain medicine was making Tyler Cy drowsy. His eyelids were heavy. The last thing that he wanted to keep harping on was an evolving relationship Shari was involved in. He had his own problems: a twenty-four year old relationship that was ending, rehab of a severely injured knee, and a golf course development that was dragging along. “We can change our number or see if we can block his calls.”

			“I don’t want to do that. Too many people know our number. He’s bothering me too much. I see his car when I’m out. He’s following me. It’s like he has turned into a stalker.”

			“It all will work out.” Tyler Cy could barely move his head. “Can you bring me some more of that uneven ice?”

			


	

Chapter Thirty-Four

			Raul was having his own relationship difficulties. It was tough enough for him to eke out a living and keep his family in suburbia. Juggling women was something that he had always managed in the past; however, living under the same roof with one of them put a crimp in his style.

			Whatever he had been doing did not go unnoticed by Tindra. She felt some alienation. No matter what he did to perk up her mood it seemed like every good deed was met with consequences that backfired. A bouquet of flowers indicated guilt. An evening with the kids did not provide enough attention. A meal out meant that fast food wasn’t as nice as a seven course dinner. Her minivan needed to be serviced, or better yet, replaced.

			The arguing had gotten so bad that the pair stayed in different rooms and yelled through the doorway. At least that was the case one night after the kids had gone to bed. Raul wondered how it all could have happened. Once he was in her lap with a foul ball and their eyes were fixed on one another. Then after two kids Tindra changed. Her mood was sour, her disposition skeptical. He couldn’t do anything right. Of course, his philandering added to her mistrust.

			But the doorway didn’t provide enough distance. He got a text message alert. The sound was loud enough for Tindra to hear. She snuck to the edge of the opening and observed.

			What did u decide? R u gonna kill her?

			Raul looked to see if he had privacy. As far as he could tell he was alone. However he decided not to take a chance. He got up from the couch and walked down the hall and into the bathroom, locking the door behind him.

			I’m not doing anything

			He prepared himself for an irate response.

			The bitch is evil

			Rotten

			Doesn’t deserve to live

			Raul winced at the thought and wondered how he had gotten himself in the middle of this mess.

			Ur on your own. I’m out of it

			He knew that reply was not going to be popular.

			She needs to be beaten, raped and cut into pieces

			The suggestion was making Raul ill. He wanted no part of whatever was to take place.

			I’m done with this

			He vowed to not reply to any more of the messages.

			I knew u were a wussie

			Raul ignored the comment. He looked into the mirror and brushed a hand through his hair. He opened the door.

			“What were you doing?” Tindra surprised him. She was standing outside the door.

			“Going to the bathroom.”

			Tindra barged into the bathroom and looked into the toilet. “I didn’t hear it flush. There’s nothing in the bowl. Raul did not have a response. “I heard you texting.” Her jealousy was getting scary. “Give me your phone.”

			Raul protested, “I’m not doing anything.” But he was caught red-handed and turned over his mobile phone.

			“Who were you texting?” Raul remained quiet. Tindra viewed the recent texts. “Who is this person?”

			Raul shrugged. “I don’t know.”

			“Don’t give me that skitsnack, Raul!” Tindra was livid. “What are you involved in?”

			Raul looked down at the floor. “Nothing,” he mumbled weakly.

			“What do you mean ‘nothing’?” Tindra pressed. “Someone wants somebody killed!”

			Raul looked up. He looked at the beautiful mother of his two children. Her angelic face was showing the stress of his behavior. “We need to talk.”

			“I would guess so!”

			Raul headed down the hallway to the kitchen and grabbed a seat at the table. Tindra wasn’t far behind.

			“I don’t know where to start,” Raul confessed.

			“Try the beginning.”

			“I thought it was a joke or wrong number at first.”

			“When did it start?”

			“A few months ago. It was late at night. I got a text and played along,” Raul admitted, “but they kept coming.”

			“Who is sending them?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Don’t give me that.”

			Raul looked down at the table. It was obvious that his charm wasn’t going to buy him leniency. He decided not to press his luck. “I think it is Mrs. Daniels-Donnelly.”

			“What do you mean ‘you think’? Who is this person?”

			“She’s a member at Olde Blueblood.” He paused then came clean. “Or at least she was a member.”

			“And how do you know her?”

			“From waiting tables. She always ate lunch there and played in the bridge club.”

			Tindra flew into a rage. “I knew it! You have been seeing someone else!”

			“No, no, no. It’s not what you think,” Raul stammered trying to become an innocent victim. “She was just a member’s wife that…”

			“Took a liking to you,” Tindra finished. “I know all about how those things happen.” She got up and reached for a knife. “I’m done with your skitsnack!”

			Raul intercepted her. There was a brief power struggle. “Calm down.” He physically placed her back into the chair and took the knife out of her hand.

			“You tell me what’s going on! I want the truth now!”

			“No more knives.” Raul got the entire set and placed it on his lap. “These are leaving the house.”

			Tindra realized that throwing her temper around was not going to get the results she wanted. “Tell me what happened.”

			“Mrs. Daniels-Donnelly hurt her back. She needed some therapy.”

			“And you treated her the same way you treated me.”

			Raul flashed his gorgeous Latino smile. “It’s part of my business, Bombon.” He reached over and grabbed her hand. “She was a paying customer.”

			“And couldn’t resist your charm.” Tindra was quick to forgive. She loved her guy.

			“I can’t help that she fell for me. She’s getting a divorce and needed somebody to talk to.”

			Tindra’s emotions changed on one word. “So much so that she wants me killed.” She started crying.

			“I didn’t know what she was talking about at first so I played along. Now it’s gotten so that she’s obsessed with it. I’m stopping it.” Raul brushed back Tindra’s hair and kissed her cheek. “Besides, she has a boyfriend.”

			“I thought you said she was married.”

			“She is, but she’s getting out of it.”

			“Then how come she has a boyfriend?”

			“I guess her husband wasn’t giving her enough attention.”

			“Are you sleeping with her?”

			“Bombon, of course not.” Lie number one was delivered. Raul looked Tindra in the eye and used persuasive words to assure her before giving her a peck on the lips. “I love you.” Lie number two followed close behind.

			“Will you quit seeing her?”

			“Of course.” The first two lies went over well. It was time to deliver the third.

			“She’s threatened to kill me.” Tindra sobered quickly. “I think we need to tell the police.”

			“Let’s see if she stops. I told her that I wanted no part of what she’s talking about.” Raul petted Tindra’s hand.

			“If it happens again, I’m calling the police.”

			“It won’t.” Raul got up and took the set of knives to the back door. “I’m hiding these from you.” He walked outside and was gone for a few minutes. Tindra was doing the dishes upon his return. “Is all forgiven, Bombon?”

			Tindra wrapped her arms around Raul’s waist. “I suppose so.”

			An alert signaled that another text message had been received. Raul froze.

			“Give it to me!”

			Raul grabbed his phone and looked at the screen. It read:

			She’s history 2 make room for u and me

			Tindra yanked it out of his hand and read the text. “No, she’s history. I’m going to the police.” Raul went to the door, opened it and took a step. “Where do you think you’re going?”

			“Knife or no knife I’m afraid I might not wake up with a pene.”

			“If you leave, don’t expect to come back.”

			


	

Chapter Thirty-Five

			The offices of Congresswoman Lisa Boudreau were located in a mid-rise building in Brentwood, a suburb of St. Louis and a few minutes south of Leslie Potter’s Clayton office. Shari had mixed feelings as she parked her Jag, rode the elevator, and walked down the third floor hallway to Lisa’s hometown office. One side of her thought process encouraged her to get something productive to do and meet new people while the other side wanted to shop, go to lunch, and satisfy the hot spot in her panties.

			Inside, everything seemed so modest. The wall color was a pale green. The carpeting was extremely worn and needed an upgrade from the landlord. The smell in the hallway was stale. The lighting was weak.

			Shari arrived at Lisa’s office and entered. Her first impression of the interior matched what she experienced earlier in the building. A cheap, portable receptionist desk appeared to roll to a convenient spot on the linoleum floor depending on the day. A few staffers sat at a folded out library table. Two more aides occupied open cubicles with built-in L-shaped desks. A greeter/receptionist approached Shari and identified herself as Mona. An awkward moment followed as the hired help continued their tasks while they extended a lukewarm welcome.

			First impressions stick and Shari wasn’t overly fond of what she had seen up to this point. There was no place comfortable to sit so she asked for a cup of coffee and was directed to a makeshift kitchen area to pour her own. Conveniently there was stack of Styrofoam cups next to a box of swizzle and a used spoon sitting on a coffee-stained napkin.

			Congresswoman Boudreau’s schedule must have been tight. Once she received word that Shari had arrived she stepped out of her office. Shari had just finished her first sip. “Hi, Shari.” A hand was extended. “I’m Lisa Boudreau. Come on in.”

			It was weird and so fake. The wooden six panel door didn’t fit on the moveable wall. The banner that read CONGRESSWOMAN LISA BOUDREAU appeared out of place above it. Plush carpeting with a deluxe pad stretched from wall to wall. Wood paneling covered the walls. Six inch crown molding was fitted between the walls and drop-down ceiling. Cheap award plaques, letters of commendation, certifications, and staged pictures decorated the walls. An American flag hung from a pole in the corner. Two chairs that appeared as if they were stolen from a Victorian movie set were in front of Lisa’s desk with a coffee table between them.

			It was all so out-of-place. It looked like someone with a limited budget tried to funnel all of the funds into Lisa’s designated office area. But the taste was awful. Shari had seen it often in some of the homes that Tyler Cy had listed. Home owners would live in a modest neighborhood and try to increase home value by upgrading the interior of the home with expensive fixtures only to learn later that they would not recoup their expense. Tacky. That was the word that stuck in Shari’s mind.

			Lisa Boudreau’s best years were behind her as well. Porcelain fittings—or maybe they were dentures—occupied the upper teeth. At least one face job had tightened the skin down to the neckline of her blouse. A dark tint hid the gray in her hair. Colored contact lenses magnified the blue hue in somewhat crazy-looking eyes. Rhinoplasty made that feature smaller on her face. It was all meant to work together, but what most struck Shari was the smile—one that was put-on like a flip of the switch. They had never met, but Lisa was excited to meet her. It was a crock of crap and Shari noticed it immediately.

			“Pardon the mess,” Lisa started, “I’m in for two days then it’s back to Washington.”

			Shari dug into her purse and then put a cigarette in her mouth. “Mind if I smoke?”

			“It’ against the ordinance, but you’re with me. We can do what we want.” The pair laughed. They went on to gab about whatever ladies find interesting as Shari puffed away. They searched for common ground. Lisa was older than Shari by a dozen years. Her politics and causes were opposite. She was married with grown children. Shari wanted to be unmarried. Both had money and wealth.

			The topic changed to the purpose of the meeting. Lisa didn’t waste much time. “I want to thank Leslie for making this meeting possible,” Lisa started. “My situation is unique in that when I’m back in town I have a public life and a private life. Many of my friends have raised families and have other responsibilities. They can’t be available socially. Essentially we’ve grown apart. Leslie thought that you and I might be a compatible pair.”

			Is this broad hitting on me? Shari’s reaction was a tad surprised. “What do you mean?”

			“It’s as if I lead a double life. I have social affairs that I can attend with my husband, but there are times when I want to go out,” Lisa said before stopping to search for words, “incognito so to speak.”

			Shari nodded.

			“Once in a while I’d like to go out under the radar.”

			“In a disguise?”

			“Not really that. I just want to go out as a private citizen where no one will recognize me.” Lisa stood up and directed Shari’s eyes to her business suit, heels and perfectly coiffed hair. “Look at this nonsense. Do you know what I’d do to put on a pair of jeans or a sweat suit and a ball cap?” She shrugged with disgust. “I don’t want to put on this public persona all the time.”

			“Sure…I can help with that,” Shari stammered. She was caught off guard and really didn’t know what to say. She certainly wasn’t going to turn down an opportunity to rub noses with the politically connected. “What did you have in mind?”

			“Maybe a lunch here and there. A concert sometime. Shopping at the mall away from all of the security,” Lisa suggested. “Money isn’t a problem. I can pay for anything. I need a social connection.”

			“You’re talking to the right gal for that!”

			“That’s the same thing that Leslie thought,” Lisa said with a smile. “That’s why we’re here today.”

			“Is that it?”

			“Yeah, for now. We can exchange cell numbers. I’ll give you advance notice of what I want to do; where and what time. Things like that.”

			“Sure.” For one of the first times in her life Shari didn’t have a lot to say.

			“But before you go there is one other thing I’d like to know if you can help with.”

			Shari was no dummy even though she often acted like one. Now is the time for the real purpose of the meeting. “What is that?”

			“You’re a member at Olde Blueblood, right?”

			“I was. Leslie didn’t tell you?”

			“Tell me what?”

			“My ex-to-be yanked our membership a few weeks ago.”

			Lisa waved her hands as if to blow off the very thought. “I’m not concerned about that. I have an open invitation to every club in town. I can get you in.”

			“For golf?”

			“Well, maybe not that, but for the social events. I may need you to make some introductions for me. A lot of the members there aren’t my constituents, but I’m still going to have to rub elbows with them.”

			“You need a favor, right?”

			Lisa smiled. “You get it.” She got up. “You never know when, but I may need a connection.”

			“I know everyone at Olde Blueblood.”

			“That was what Leslie said.”

			“I may need a favor too.”

			“I’m a politician and learned long ago that if you want something you have to give something in return.” Lisa smiled broadly. “We might get along better than Leslie imagined.”

			


	

Chapter Thirty-Six

			Shari beamed when she walked out of Lisa’s office. And the next task was going to keep the smile on her face for the rest of the day. She was headed to Cosmo Lofts for a rendezvous with Raul.

			“What is so urgent?” she asked as soon as the door closed. He had called her earlier in the day.

			“I have to stay here for a while.”

			“What happened?”

			“I’m afraid Tindra is going to cut off my pene.”

			“No. No. No! We can’t have that to happen.” Shari grinned and then kissed him on the cheek.

			“We got in another fight and I hid all of the knives.” Raul was exasperated. “I’m afraid of what she might do once I fall asleep.”

			“What did you get in a fight about?” Raul was cautious with his answer, and his hesitancy threw up a red flag. “Did she find out about me?”

			Raul wasn’t about to give himself up. “No.” He had found the cougar that could take care of him and didn’t want to spoil the real fun before it went to the next level. “But she’s so insecure she suspects that I’ve slept with everyone in town.”

			“Well, you almost have, haven’t you?” Shari giggled.

			“Bombon,” Raul cooed, “the answer is no.”

			“I thought practice made perfect. You know that I can take care of you.” She reached into her purse and retrieved $15,000 bundled in three packets of hundred dollar bills. “My lawyer is good. I got part of my pre-divorce settlement. Pay for a year’s rent in advance. If you need to stay here then you are welcome.” Shari blew a warm breath into his ear. Her heartbeat went up a notch. He let her hands roam across his chest. Just as quickly as the passion started Shari backed off and abruptly changed topics. “Hey! I seen where Basilio hit a home run in the bottom of the ninth and won the game for the Cardinals last night.”

			“There’s nothing that he can’t do,” Raul crowed. “I’ve never seen a better baseball player.”

			“See if he can get us tickets.” Shari suddenly turned inquisitive. “How do you know each other so well?”

			“We grew up together.”

			“Where?”

			“Puerto Rico.”

			“How did you get here?”

			“Didn’t I tell you before?”

			Shari shook her head negatively. “Not that I remember.”

			“Basilio and I played baseball together. Day and night. We were pretty good. He got signed.”

			“By the Cardinals?”

			Raul nodded. “Yep. They told him to come to Florida but he didn’t want to go to a strange country all by himself.”

			“I can’t blame him.”

			“We didn’t know the language and we had no dinero.” Raul rubbed his index finger and thumb together. “So Rico and me came along with him.”

			“How?”

			“We hopped a boat.”

			“And came in illegally?”

			Raul smiled and then put his index fingers to his lips. “Some things you never tell. Shhhh.”

			“Basilio too?”

			“No, he’s legit.” Raul paused. “Thanks to baseball anyway.” Raul flashed a smile. “You know I’m a good amigo with Basilio. We go back together to three years old.”

			Shari stopped to think (something she didn’t do too much before her mouth opened.) “I thought you were thirty-seven.”

			Raul was confused. “I am.”

			A puzzled look crossed Shari’s face. “We was talking about that the other day.”

			“Who? What?”

			“Me and the girls at the golf course.” Shari stopped. “Because it’s in the news.”

			“What are you talking about, Bombon?”

			“Basilio. It’s everywhere.”

			“What’s everywhere?”

			“About how he’s going to become the highest priced free agent in baseball history.” Shari stopped. “One of the girls said that he’s only thirty-two. She goes down to the games and looks at his tush every night.” She laughed. “She salivates all over him. I think she wants to be the next home wrecker.”

			“Basilio gets all the women.”

			“I thought he was married.”

			“He is. He’s got five muchachos.”

			“He shouldn’t be doing that if he’s married.”

			“Doing what?”

			“Sleeping with other women.”

			Raul was puzzled. “You’re married, Bombon.”

			Shari laughed. “That’s different.”

			Raul roared heartily. “We love you Americanos. You have a true double standard.”

			“I guess we do,” Shari said with a chuckle. “I’m even Catholic!”

			“And so am I.”

			“I guess that means we’re going to rot in hell.” Shari brushed her hand through Raul’s hair and then kissed him on the lips. “So how does he get all of these women?”

			“He’s a professional baseball player!” Raul howled. “They have their groupies in every town, just like a rock star.”

			“How does he get away with it?”

			Raul grinned. “That’s where Rico comes in.” Shari turned her palms toward the ceiling and shook her head as if she didn’t understand. “He lines up the dates.”

			Shari thought for a second. Then a thought hit her. “Oh, I get it. He’s his pimp.”

			“Yep. For Basilio and the whole team.” Raul backed off that statement. “Or at least whoever wants a date.”

			“Now I understand.” Shari let her hand brush across Raul’s crotch. “I bet you don’t need to use Rico’s services.”

			“No way,” Raul said. “Rico’s turned into a little whore for the dinero. He’ll do anything for it. I try not to do too much with him anymore.”

			Shari went off on another tangent. “That’s interesting.”

			“What is, Bombon?”

			“That you grew up with Basilio since you were three and now you’re thirty-seven and he’s thirty-two.”

			“Well…”

			“Well what?”

			“He fudged his age to be younger for the Cardinals.”

			Shari stopped. “By five years?”

			Raul grinned. “Shhh. There’s no need for you to tell. I guess he’ll do anything for some dinero too.”

			“The news says he wants a ten-year contract to stay with the Cardinals, doesn’t he?”

			Raul nodded.

			“That will make him forty-seven when the contract expires. That’s old for a baseball player, isn’t it?” Shari knew her baseball, her golf, her fellow Catholics, and her men.

			“You can’t look at it like that. It’s all about de guitas with him now.”

			“But if he lied about his age and misrepresented himself then that is fraud.”

			“How do you know all about this stuff?”

			“I’ve been hanging around lawyers a lot lately.”

			Raul understood. He had lived in the US long enough to form an opinion. “That’s not good.”

			“But I do know what is.”

			“What’s that?”

			“That thirty-seven year old pene of yours. There’s no need for you to lie about your age.” Shari patted the stack of bills, grabbed his hand, and led him back to the bedroom. “You can stay as long as you’d like.”

			


	

Chapter Thirty-Seven

			Tyler Cy hobbled into the offices of Truman Stewart. It was time to act on their game plan or at least progress further along to satisfy the divorce judge. Some would classify it as a necessary evil while others would claim that it was time for him to start saving his backside from an overzealous opponent.

			“What the heck happened to you?” Truman asked as Tyler Cy appeared wrapped from mid-thigh to his ankle.

			“My wife thought it was a sprain.”

			“Obviously that was misdiagnosed.”

			“I had a total knee replacement—ligaments, cartilage, and a titanium knee.”

			“How did it happen?” Truman was exploring an angle. “Was it domestic abuse?”

			“She threw a pillow; I ducked and fell down half of a flight of stairs.”

			“Is that documented?”

			Tyler Cy nodded. “She made a statement to the emergency paramedics as to the cause.”

			“Get me the paperwork. The judge needs to see that.” Truman shook his head. “So the living arrangement isn’t working out?”

			“Just the opposite,” Tyler Cy answered. “I like it in the lower level. We can come and go as we please. We’re still friends with each other. She just doesn’t want to be married to me anymore.”

			“So we protect you.” Truman handed him a list of items. Tyler Cy looked it over. “Let’s go through this one by one.”

			“I’ve taken care of most of these.”

			Truman started with the first item. “You separated your accounts?”

			“Yes. We no longer have joint checking and savings accounts.” He handed over several statements that detailed all of their liquid cash. “She got fifty percent of the checking and savings. She has to have some cash to spend.”

			“Great.”

			“I’ll pay the mortgage and all utilities since I’m still living in the house.” Tyler Cy winced as pain shot up his leg. “The only item that she’s going to be responsible for is her cell phone. The home phone, cable bill, and computer charges will be mine.”

			“Good job.” Truman was relieved that he had a very responsible client that adequately followed his directions.

			“I called the stockbroker and put half of the stocks in her name and the other half in mine. She’s free to do what she wants with hers.”

			Truman checked off another line item. “This is great. The judge will be happy to see that you’re cooperating.”

			“I haven’t done anything with the insurance yet. The cars are still titled jointly so I figured that I better continue with the policies to protect all of us from liability. I can give her the Jaguar and make her pay her own insurance and maintenance, but what’s the hurry?”

			“You’re fine. You’ve done enough of the other things up to now. We don’t want the judge to get spoiled. Otherwise this thing will go too quickly. That’s not in your best interests.”

			“No. I’m in no hurry.” Tyler Cy looked at the next item on the list. “I’ve called all of the credit card agencies and have reduced my limits and requested that she be taken off the account. Not all agreed, so I cancelled those cards.” Tyler Cy grimaced again. “This injury has given me plenty of time to get things done. I’ve requested that she fill out an application and establish her own credit. Those have been coming in the mail and as far as I’m concerned she can do what she wants about that.”

			“Got it. I’ll explain that to the judge. You can’t be responsible for her establishing her own credit. We simply have to make sure that she has a line of credit open somewhere so she has at least one card to use. The main thing is that we do not want to be responsible for the expenses that she incurs from this point forward.”

			Tyler Cy agreed and then went to the next item on the list. “I’m self-employed so I don’t have a pension. The only thing that we had was an IRA and that has been split and she got her half. Then we have the property issue.”

			“Of course,” Truman said as he shook his head, “and that is what we can drag out. The judge is going to hold you in good graces since you’ve done all of this. He should rule favorably and give us plenty of time for the appraisals. That’s what we want, right?”

			“Absolutely. Drag the rest of this out.” Tyler Cy was satisfied with his decision. “As far as I’m concerned she can have her jewelry, artwork, furniture, and household and personal property items. I could care less about it.”

			“I understand,” Truman agreed, “but I think that we need to itemize it, put a value on it and use it for a bargaining chip down the road. The way I look at it is that nothing comes free. If you don’t want it then that’s fine, but let’s get something in return for giving it to her.”

			“That’s fine. I understand the rationale.”

			“So prepare a list of items.”

			“I was hoping you wouldn’t say that.”

			“Somebody has to do it.”

			“Her shoes alone will take a full weekend.”

			Truman laughed. “What is it with women and shoes? Take a picture of the stuff that is hers. We’ll try to itemize off a snapshot.” He got up from his chair and walked to the window. The view was all that St. Louis could offer. It included the Gateway Arch, the Mississippi River, the slums of East St. Louis, and a look into the new Cardinal baseball stadium. “Are you ready for the rest?”

			“Give it to me,” Tyler Cy said. “I have to have my own insurance policy.”

			Truman continued looking out the window. “This is what my guy has found out. She got a place at Cosmo Lofts.”

			“To see Richie? They’ve been friends forever.”

			Truman shook his head. “A guy by the name of Raul Mendez.”

			“Huh?”

			“He’s a waiter at Olde Blueblood. That’s how they met. He owns Raul’s Sports Therapy and works in it as a personal trainer. It’s basically a massage parlor.”

			“For hookers?”

			“No, no. Nothing like that. He’s legit. It’s a physical therapy shop.”

			Tyler Cy nodded. “Whenever she had an injury she would hurry off for a rubdown. That makes sense.”

			“She still has her girlfriends. She’s playing golf in Illinois at Prairie Winds Golf Course.”

			“She told me about that.” Tyler Cy laughed. “Did you hear about what she won?”

			Truman shook his head.

			“She twisted off a bottle cap and won a round of golf at The Classic. If she wins, she stands to win a million bucks.”

			Truman took note. “Really?” He walked to his desk and jotted something down. “I’m sure the judge will be interested to hear that.” He laughed. “More bargaining power.”

			“She can have it. I hope she wins. That would be a positive start for her.”

			“We’ll worry about it later.” Truman sat back down. “How’s the development coming along?”

			“Politics.” Tyler Cy sounded disgusted. “Having to deal with TexArOkLa is like ice fishing.”

			“The bigger the risk the better the reward.”

			“I’m used to it. That’s my business.” Tyler Cy made a move to get up out of his chair. “Raul Mendez, huh? Anything else about him I need to know?”

			“His live-in is a Swedish ex-tennis player named Tindra Svahnstrom. They live in Kirkwood and have two kids together—a boy and girl.”

			“That’s innocent. I hope she doesn’t ruin their relationship.” Tyler Cy scratched his chin as he rose and looked out the window. “I always thought she would go after Richie, but she has put a kibosh on that.”

			“Maybe she’s trying to make him jealous.”

			“Nah. She’s going after what she can’t get from me.” Tyler Cy laughed at his own inadequacy. “She’s always had a weakness for the abs of steel.” He jiggled some flab around his waist. “Anything else?”

			“Raul is good friends with Basilio.”

			“You’re kidding? With the Cardinals?” Truman shook his head up and down as Tyler Cy shuffled to the door. “Now that’s interesting. Maybe she’s going to rebound with a professional athlete.”

			“Nah. They have all the good looking young ones they can handle.”

			“She’s in her prime. Her sex drive will rival any of them.”

			


	

Chapter Thirty-Eight

			It was just one day later.

			The morning started off innocently enough. The sun was up a little after five and the eastern sky showed pastels of pink and orange. The temperature was already in the low 70s and it was humid and smothering. A person could practically chew the air.

			Shari took a walk, showered, and dressed in a fashionable dark blue golf skirt with a sleeveless, cranberry top. After applying makeup she slipped on her visor and made sure every strand of hair was perfectly in place.

			The rings had been polished. The bracelets glistened. White hoop earrings—her favorites—completed the look. She literally sparkled after spraying gold flakes on her face and neck. The golf clubs were in the trunk of the Jaguar. Soon thereafter Ashlyn was riding shotgun and the girls were laughing on their way to Prairie Winds.

			Crossing the Mississippi early in the morning is usually a visual treat. And it was for Shari and Ashlyn on this morning. From two miles away a layer of fog was visible above the water. A light blue, sun-soaked sky glistened above, but as drivers approach the water at interstate level, the fog intensified, headlights popped on, and visibility deteriorated.

			The anxiety lasted for only a few seconds at seventy miles per hour. Then the eastern banks appeared, basking in all their glory. Corn crops on the fertile river bottom promised another bumper crop, and the sunglasses dropped into place.

			Shari and Ashlyn were only a few minutes from the river bluffs and Prairie Winds Golf Course.

			Shari was excited as the pair pulled into the parking lot. The girls had arrived early for the women’s league play. That was a first. Shari never arrived early for anything. The reason? Shari was going to get a 30-minute lesson from Curt before league play started. She couldn’t forget the moment their eyes locked in place on her last visit.

			When Curt appeared on the practice range he didn’t disappoint. He was as attractive and athletic as his brother. His shoulders were developed from weight training. His chest bulged. The trendy golf shirt appeared to be painted on. Up-to-date golf slacks magnified an athletic derriere and runners’ thighs. The beltline promised a tapered waist. Polished golf shoes, compliments of BowTye, completed his impeccable look.

			But it was Curt’s crystal blue eyes that Shari was really attracted to. He smiled with them, and she was instantly smitten.

			“Are you ready to go to work?” It was a business-like approach and an opening line that Shari could have done without.

			“I’m better at playing.” Shari’s smile and eyes suggested that more followed.

			“My job is to make sure that you make a million bucks.”

			Shari grinned and wished that it included more. “That wouldn’t be a bad return on four hours’ work.”

			“At least there is one thing we don’t have to worry about.”

			“What’s that?”

			“The driver. It’s an executive course and we’ll be playing par threes. We’ll work on fine tuning your short game and spend a lot of time on the practice green.”

			Curt pulled out a map of the executive golf course located on the grounds of The Classic in Muscle Shoals, Alabama. “I’m going to have to get a feel for how far you hit your shots. There are several holes that are over 200 yards long but most are between 100 and 175 yards.” He opened it for Shari to view. “There are four lakes and a creek and a couple of well-placed trees that might come into play.”

			Golf wasn’t on Shari’s mind. As she had gotten close to view the layout of the course she had picked up his scent. The after-shave made her tingle. She closed her eyes and savored the smell and then shifted her legs and squirmed. As she craned her neck forward she conveniently allowed for her breasts to rub across his forearm.

			Curt acted as if nothing had happened. He had charmed the panties off many women in the past. She was just making it obvious that she was interested. He knew his opportunity would come, but right now his main interest was making sure Shari got her golf game in shape and Prairie Winds got a 10 percent cut. A hundred thousand dollar payday all made possible by hefty cable TV dollars and advertising interested him more than what she was flaunting.

			“I hear that it is beautiful,” Shari commented.

			“There is not a weed on the property. Every blade of grass is manicured to perfection.”

			“Have you been there?”

			“Once. And I can’t wait to go back.”

			Shari looked at the desire in his eyes and could tell that he was all-about golf at the moment. She backed away with a glimmer in her eye. “Let’s hope that we can make it a memorable return trip.”

			“It will be. I guarantee you.”

			“That’s a strong word. Life doesn’t always go as planned.”

			“With my help, I can assure you that it will.”

			Something in his voice signaled a quiet confidence to Shari. She had fallen in love with that feeling earlier in life when Tyler Cy spoke about his dreams.

			“Then let’s get on with it.”

			“Glad that you feel that way, ma’am. Let’s develop a routine that we can depend on.” Curt walked a few paces away. “I want you to stretch and warm up. There’s no need to go into a practice session tight.” He continued to an old oak tree that provided plenty of shade from the morning sun. “Spend at least eight to ten minutes stretching. I won’t be far away.” He located a folding lounge chair and plopped his butt comfortably into the cushion.

			What a jerk. He’s going to make me sweat in this hot sun while he relaxes in the shade. Shari stood there dumbfounded with her hands on her hips. Curt glanced at his watch and then motioned with his hands for her to get on with it. “Can I have some water?”

			“Do you want some?” Curt got up. “From now on ask for a SPRITZ. We better get in the habit of requesting the right beverage. They’re going to be our meal ticket.” Curt headed into the clubhouse.

			Shari’s eyes followed his movement. She wasn’t used to being treated like that. After a moment to simmer she decided to take the opportunity to heed his word. Shari was finishing her stretching when Curt returned with a cooler filled with bottled SPRITZ. “I’m done.” She continued to the cooler and reached in for bottled water. After twisting off the cap she checked the inside.

			“Do you think you’re going to win a second opportunity for a million?”

			Shari blushed. “Habit I guess. I’ve never won anything before.”

			“Someone said you were Mrs. Missouri.”

			Shari blushed some more. “Well, that’s different. I meant a promotion like this.”

			Curt smirked. He had her guessing as to what he was going to say next. “I can see why.”

			“Why, what?”

			“You won the Mrs. Missouri contest.”

			The comment made Shari tingle again. I’m glad he noticed. “Well, thank you.” She smiled, took a sip of SPRITZ, and was ready to listen to every word out of his mouth.

			“Now let’s take some swings with your wedge and then we’ll work up to the longer clubs.”

			The practice progressed well and after another twenty minutes the teacher and student wrapped up their session together.

			“Same time next Tuesday?” Shari asked.

			“Yes ma’am. We’ll make it a weekly thing.” Curt glanced at the other women assembling in the parking lot and loading golf bags onto golf carts. “It’s time for you to put your practice to work. Have fun out there.” Curt threw her bag over his shoulder, walked to a golf cart, and strapped her bag in place.

			Shari stood there and watched not exactly sure what to think.

			


	

Chapter Thirty-Nine

			After the round Shari chatted in the clubhouse with several of the ladies, shared conversation with Captain Jer, Trot, Fred, and Pork Chop, visited with Julie and made sure that Ashlyn got home.

			She was tired. The humidity had drained her. She was looking forward to her air-conditioned home and a nap long into the afternoon.

			The TV was blaring financial news from the lower level when she walked into the great room. Tyler Cy was downstairs. He was busy doing the physical therapy exercises prescribed for his rehabilitation. Shari watched from her perch at the top of the stairs.

			After a few minutes she decided to join him. Tyler Cy was lying on his back as she towered above him. “Hi, Woobie.” He reached for the remote and turned off the television. “How was golf?”

			“Not like Olde Blueblood.” She was back. What would Tyler Cy do without the all-too-familiar attitude?

			“All of the money has been transferred. You can let your attorney know that the accounts have been split. I’m sure that Truman has let her know by now.”

			“Do you think that is what is going to make me happy?”

			Tyler Cy kept his exercise routine. His right knee traveled to meet his left hand. One. Two. Pause. And back. One. Two. Pause. And back. He worked up a sweat. His breathing intensified. “Who knows the answer to that question? At least the transfer of funds will account for the lifestyle you want to maintain.”

			Shari shrugged as she watched his movements. “You’re not doing your exercises right.”

			“How would you know?”

			“I’ve been around physical therapists.”

			Tyler Cy wanted to say something about Raul but chose to stay silent.

			“You’re supposed to keep your left leg straight when you bend your right knee and take it to your left hand.” Shari straddled above Tyler Cy then squatted down and grabbed his left foot. She leaned over to place her weight on his left knee. “Now move your right knee toward your left hand.”

			“Agh ! I can’t! That’s killing my back and butt!”

			“It’s supposed to hurt. That’s the only way the therapy will work.”

			“Let go! Let go! I’m not ready for that yet.”

			Shari shifted her weight so that his left knee would come off of the floor. Tyler Cy writhed in pain. “You need some help. You haven’t been doing your repetitions right.”

			“Maybe this can be our daily activity together.”

			“Ha! I’ve got more to do than help your recuperation process.” Shari got up. “Now you know how to do it properly.”

			Tyler Cy grabbed his back. After wincing he rolled onto his side and slowly got into a sitting position, favoring his knee in the process. He tied a cord to his ankle. The objective was to bend the knee and pull the foot back far enough to touch the back of the thigh. He could barely get his leg to a ninety-degree angle.

			“You’re supposed to pull the foot back more.”

			“Yeah, I know but everything is sore. The muscles don’t have flexibility yet.”

			“That’s the only way to get it. You have to work it harder and pull harder.”

			“It will come with time. I need to ease into it.”

			“It wouldn’t hurt if you lost some weight.”

			“Okay, Woobie. I get the picture. The doctor has outlined out a procedure. It is going to take some time for me to get full range of motion.”

			“If you did the exercises right you’d progress faster.”

			The doorbell rang. “Did you hear that?”

			“What?”

			“The doorbell. Go and see who it is.”

			Shari walked to the wall. “How about I try the intercom instead? That’s what it is here for.” Shari pushed a button and asked, “Who is it?”

			There was no reply on the other end.

			Shari tried again. “Who is it?”

			Still no reply.

			She turned to Tyler Cy. “I’m not going up there to check it out. There are too many crackpots in the world today.”

			“Maybe it is a package being delivered.”

			“I’ll try again.” She pressed the talk button on the intercom. “Who is it?”

			“The police.”

			


	

Chapter Forty

			Shari glanced at Tyler Cy. “I wonder what it’s all about.”

			Tyler Cy remembered the last time that happened. “You’re not serving me with more papers, are you?”

			“Leslie didn’t say anything.” Shari walked to the bottom of the staircase. “I’ll see what they want.” She scaled the steps.

			Before opening the door Shari peeked out the window and noticed two men, dressed casually, standing outside the front door. A newer model Chevy sedan was parked in the circular driveway. Shari pressed the talk button on the intercom. “Can I help you?”

			“I’m Detective Lester J. Mullen, St. Louis County Police Department with my partner M.T. Basnahan. We’re looking for a Ms. Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			Shari was afraid to open the door despite the detectives identifying themselves. She scurried back to the top of the stairs and yelled down to Tyler Cy. “It’s the St. Louis County cops. They want to talk to me.”

			“Open the door and see what they want,” Tyler Cy replied.

			Shari ran to the mirror in the hall bathroom and gave herself a quick makeover before returning to the front door. She opened it and flashed the smile of a beauty queen. “Hi! I’m Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			Lester J. Mullen simply went by Lester J. He was around thirty and wore a closely cropped crew cut. In another life he could pass for a Marine drill sergeant. His partner, M.T. Basnahan, known as Bazz, was standing behind his shoulder. Both were taken aback by the top two buttons. It wasn’t so much that they weren’t buttoned. It was what was fully visible behind them. Between the smile and the cleavage they were puzzled as to why they had to make a delivery in the affluent part of town.

			“It’s my job Ms. Daniels-Donnelly to deliver this to you.” Lester J reached out with a notice.

			“What is this?” Shari had no idea who would want to have the police give her something.

			“It’s an order of protection,” Lester J said matter-of-factly.

			“What for?” Shari was bewildered.

			“We received a complaint.” Lester J said.

			“Yeah, it’s one of the things we do,” Bazz added. “We obviously investigate crimes but we also serve warrants and court-issued documents.”

			Shari glanced at the order and asked, “Who is Tindra Svahnstrom?”

			Bazz rocked back and forth with a smirk on his face. “We think that you know.” He glanced at his partner.

			“No, really. This has to be a mistake. I have no idea,” Shari said as she looked back at the order. “Who is Tindra Svahnstrom?”

			“A judge wouldn’t have granted a protective order if there wasn’t a problem between the two of you,” Bazz replied. The pair had discussed it. If they had an opportunity to ask a few questions and catch an unsuspecting party off guard they would do it. “We’d simply like to ask a few questions in an attempt to find out how this situation has escalated to this point.”

			“Go ahead. Ask them.”

			“How do you know this Tindra Svahnstrom?”

			“I don’t.”

			“We’re not going to get too far if you continue to evade the line of questioning.”

			“If I knew what you were talking about maybe I could be more helpful.”

			Bazz looked at Lester J. “Typically what happens Ms. Daniels-Donnelly…”

			“You can call me Shari.”

			“Shari…okay, Shari it is… what typically happens in situations like this is a person comes into the police department with a complaint. We have them fill out the paperwork. Eventually they work their way through the system until a judge looks at the complaint and makes a decision. He then issues a court order.”

			Bazz couldn’t stay quiet. “In this case Ms. Svahnstrom has been to the police office six times. The judge looked at her story—er, stories—and decided that you would be harmful to her. Right now you are not being investigated. It has been determined that this is a civil matter between two private parties.”

			“So this order of protection keeps you away from her,” Lester J added.

			“I don’t have a problem with that. I don’t know who she is. I guess that means that I’ll be staying away from her.”

			“I find that hard to believe,” Bazz chimed back.

			“What?”

			“That you don’t know her. The judge thinks that you will hurt her.”

			“Based on what?” Shari asked.

			“What she has told the judge,” Lester J answered. “She’s filed many complaints in civil court claiming that you have threatened her life on numerous occasions.”

			Now it was Shari’s turn to ask a question. “What did she tell the judge?”

			“We’re not at liberty to say,” Bazz said. “That’s why we’re trying to find out why the two of you are at odds with each other.” He looked back at Lester J.

			Shari laughed at her predicament. “You’ve got the wrong lady. The only person that I’m upset with now is my husband.”

			“Have you ever sent a text message?” Bazz blurted.

			“I do all the time,” Shari replied.

			“Have any of them been threatening?”

			“No! Of course not.”

			Bazz looked at Lester J, put his hand up to hide his mouth and mumbled slightly, “Denial.” He shook his head affirmatively. He turned back to Shari. “It’s not going to do any good for you to withhold information.”

			“I don’t have any information to withhold.”

			“That’s not a good way for you to get the order of protection lifted.”

			“Who said I wanted to have it lifted?” Shari wadded up the paper and threw it on the ground. “This means nothing to me because I have no idea who this person is!”

			Bazz backed up two steps and placed both palms in the air. “You don’t have to get hostile, lady.”

			Shari was about ready to order the detectives off of her property. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

			Lester J retrieved the wadded up ball of paper and read the fine print. “If you would look at this it says that you have threatened the life of Tindra Svahnstrom. The judge has reason to believe that you have the capacity to cause injury and death to her. Therefore he issued this order of protection.”

			“With it there is a summons to appear in court,” Bazz added as he read over Lester J’s shoulder. “It looks like your arraignment is scheduled for a Monday two weeks from yesterday.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Shari snatched the order out of Lester J’s hand. “I don’t know a Tindra Svahnstrom. Now get off of my property!”

			


	

Chapter Forty-One

			Shari stormed down the steps to the safe haven of Tyler Cy. One side of her couldn’t stand her husband. The other side knew that he would take care of her. “Friggin’ cops.”

			“What did they want?”

			“They gave me a court order to stay away from someone I don’t even know.” Tyler Cy stopped flexing his knee. He let the cord that was tied around his ankle go limp. “It’s just as well. That’s the smartest move you made all day. You weren’t doing the exercises right.”

			Tyler Cy gave her a mild look of disgust as he grabbed the wrinkled protection order. If he recognized the name of Tindra Svahnstrom he didn’t indicate it one way or the other, but as sharp as he was he had to remember that was the name of the Swedish live-in of Raul Mendez. “It says here that you have to make an appearance in court.”

			“Yeah. That’s what the cops told me.” Shari was nearly in tears. “I don’t even know why.”

			As a successful businessman, Tyler Cy knew that it wouldn’t be wise to ignore the complaint. “I would suggest you show up at the police department, hear what the judge has to say, and tell him your side of the story.”

			“There’s nothing to tell. I haven’t threatened anyone like the cops said. I don’t know who this person is.”

			Tyler Cy continued reading. “She is claiming that you have threatened her life.”

			“How?”

			“It looks like you have been sending threatening text messages.”

			“What!? Why would I do something like that?”

			“I have no idea. Has she done something that made you angry?”

			“Dammit, Tyler Cy. You’re not listening to me. I don’t know who she is!”

			“After looking at this, it is obvious the judge thinks you know who she is. He wants you to stop what you’re doing and answer to him in his courtroom.”

			Shari was furious. “I’m going to go down to the police station right now.”

			“That’s not going to do any good. It’s late in the afternoon. The judge has probably left for the day. He wouldn’t see you anyway.” Tyler Cy grimaced as he inadvertently shifted the weight onto his sore knee. “Just show up when they want to see you.” He made it into his easy chair.

			“If you’d lose some damn weight, moving around wouldn’t be so difficult for you.”

			Tyler Cy gave her a look and bit his lip. “You might want to get a lawyer too.”

			“I’ll get Leslie.”

			“She’s a divorce attorney. She won’t take on something like this.”

			“There you go again telling me what I can and cannot do!”

			Tyler Cy brought his hands up to eye level. “Can you do me a favor?”

			“What do you want now? You never did do the things I tell you to.”

			“There are some ice packs in the freezer section of the refrigerator at the bar. Could you get one for me?”

			Shari walked to the bar, opened the freezer door and grabbed an ice pack and then returned to Tyler Cy’s chair. “Here. It looks the same as yesterday. You can’t even refreeze an ice pack properly. All the water drained out of this corner.” She threw it into his lap, kicked his cane, and headed upstairs.

			


	

Chapter Forty-Two

			It didn’t take long for Shari to visit Raul’s Physical Therapy. She was there the next day. Once inside the door she didn’t waste any time. Her clothes were off and a robe was on within seconds of Raul closing the door to the massage room.

			There was something about it that Shari enjoyed immensely. The fragrance in the store was soothing. The candlelight was relaxing. Raul’s strong hands were stimulating. His accent was intoxicating. The pillows were fluffy. The warm towels and blankets were comforting. The play by play of the Cardinals game was in the background. It didn’t really add to the sexiness of the situation but it seemed sooooo like St. Louis.

			She was naked and lying on her stomach with only the loose robe between her body and Raul’s hands. He gingerly pulled the top of the robe down to her waist. Oil with an exotic aroma reminded her of an island paradise. The systemic whirring of the ceiling fan helped. Shari anticipated the next move.

			Raul slowly squirted the lubricant onto her back. Shari didn’t squirm a bit. He had heated it so that the oil was warmer than body temperature. She purred as his firm hands rubbed her shoulders and upper back.

			“Bombon, what’s wrong?”

			“What?”

			“You’re tight and tense. I can feel it in your neck and shoulders.”

			“Stress I guess. I’ve been under a lot of pressure.”

			“It’s not worth it, Bombon.”

			“It’s the divorce. It’s dragging out. I want to move on with my life.” Shari savored the feel of his hands. “And Tyler Cy is such an ass.” She playfully shook her bottom. “But Richie won’t leave me alone. He’s been following me more and more.”

			“You don’t have it bad, Bombon. Many people out there envy what you have.”

			“I can’t wait to get rid of it. The way I feel right now Tyler Cy can have it all and Richie is going to have to understand he is history.”

			“Careful what you wish for.”

			Raul slowly applied pressure to her spine and tapped her back with a series of forceful but controlled chops. “This is to die for.” She took a deep breath. “Maybe I wrenched it taking my golf lesson. My instructor changed my posture and my stance and the ball position.”

			“I don’t understand. Golf is not physical.”

			“I guess it is kind of like those baseball players that get hurt when they sneeze or towel off after a shower. The muscles are so fine-tuned that a little variance can cause a nagging injury.” Shari rolled her neck from side to side after Raul applied pressure on her upper shoulder. “I seen where Basilio got hurt once walking to first base.”

			Raul laughed heartily. “We kidded him about tripping over the chalk.”

			“What happened?”

			“He stepped on the edge of the grass where it met the dirt baseline and turned his ankle. He had to go on the 15-day disabled list.”

			“And he wants how much money?”

			“Millions. He wants to break the baseball bank and be the highest paid ball player in history.”

			“Goodbye St. Louis. The Cardinals can’t afford that. They don’t have the TV market.”

			“That’s what he wants.”

			“He’s got it made here. What was it you said a few minutes ago?”

			“What?”

			“Be careful what you wish for. If he goes to an east or west coast team he won’t like it as much as he does here. Ow!” Shari yelped after Raul applied pressure to her upper back and hit a nerve. “There it is. That must be the source of the problem.”

			Raul concentrated on that area as Shari moaned in part because she hurt and in part because it felt good. “Give it 48 to 72 hours, Bombon. You’ll feel better by the weekend.”

			“Mmm,” she purred. “I needed this.” Shari’s eyelids were heavy. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to drive. This feels so good.”

			Raul scooted the robe up to her neck and playfully chopped on her back. “That’s it, Bombon. I’m tired too.”

			“Are you sleeping at the apartment tonight?”

			“Of course. But I have to go home first and get a few things. I’m going to wait until she’s asleep and sneak in, get what I need and go to the apartment.”

			“I’d come over but I’m too tired for sex.”

			“That’s fine. There’s another day for that.”

			Shari got dressed, gave Raul a gentle peck on the lips and headed for her car. He watched as she drove off the lot. He locked the door and returned to the massage room to clean up.

			It was a few minutes later. He noted the time because it was just after Basilio knocked a home run in the bottom of the ninth to win the game for the Cardinals. The message alert on his iPhone called him to the front desk.

			I’ll help you get rid of the bitch

			Raul didn’t know whether or not to respond. He was tired and wanted to get a decent night’s sleep. Running out of his own home had not been easy for him either. He picked up the phone and put his fingers to work.

			Let’s not do this tonight. I’m tired. It’s late

			He knew that answering the text was going to lead to more problems. All he wanted to do was end the nonsense.

			BS! Screw her! She’s getting in the way

			Raul stared at the screen then reluctantly continued the texting.

			Not tonight

			The screen blinked immediately.

			I’m ready to go on w my life

			Raul put the phone down. That was it.

			The bitch has to go

			He read the message but didn’t send a return text.

			If u don’t have the balls I’ll end it for her

			Another alert sounded.

			She doesn’t deserve to live

			If u won’t stab her I will

			We’ll butcher her

			


	

Chapter Forty-Three

			Wednesday night was no picnic for Shari. She tossed and turned all night. Being accused of something that she did not do did not sit well with her. She arrived at the Clayton office of Detectives Mullen and Basnahan and wanted to find out more about the paperwork that had been turned over to the judge.

			Lester J was five foot eleven with broad shoulders that carried a well-developed chest and biceps. His smile was cordial. It reflected his mid-Missouri roots. His early life existed in and around Mexico, Missouri straight up State Highway 54 about 45 miles north of the state capitol in Jefferson City. He attended a military prep school, played by the rules and was as straight-laced as a tenor in the Vienna choir. Lester J chose a career in law enforcement, finished his schooling at the University of Missouri in Columbia with honors, and accepted an apprenticeship with the St. Louis County PD. No one could ever remember hearing a swear word come out of his mouth. He was the perfect “good cop.”

			If there was a detective that could look the part, gain the trust of a suspect, and have the temperament to switch a hostile line of questioning to friendly then Lester J was the man. His partner M T Basnahan, known as Bazz, was the classic “bad cop.” He was an inch and a half shorter and weighed 145. His look was as clean as a Boy Scout’s and he had a smart-aleck mouth that could get under the skin of the accused.

			Under the protection of a badge Bazz could run his mouth with the best of them. With heat packed in his belt his talk was brave and tough. And he could be as annoying as a buzzing gnat. If Lester J was like Andy Taylor then Bazz was like Barney Fife of fictional Mayberry.

			He grew up 20 miles south of Lester J in Fulton, Missouri. His career path was similar, as was his background. There was something about mid-Missouri folk that the public admired. They both had common sense, a passion for church and family, as well as a solid work ethic. They cared. Each wanted to make the world a better place.

			“Did your memory get better after a couple of nights’ sleep?” Bazz asked Shari as she took a seat.

			“I didn’t sleep at all last night. And I don’t have anything new to offer today,” Shari said.

			“She has been back several times,” Lester J offered.

			“Who?”

			“Ms. Svahnstrom. There have been five more complaints filed. We expect the judge to issue more orders of protection,” Bazz said. “We’ll be back again someday to serve you.”

			“You have to believe me, officers. I have had nothing to do with this.” Her theatrics produced tearful eyes.

			Bazz and Lester J shared a glance. Their minds mirrored each other’s thoughts. They all say that.

			“There is no way that I could have sent her threatening texts.” Shari opened her purse, fetched her cell phone and laid it on the table. “You can have this. There aren’t any texts to that person on here.”

			“It’s a little more complicated than that,” Bazz replied.

			“How much more complicated can it be?”

			Bazz and Lester J couldn’t share the information that they had. The texts actually weren’t being received by Tindra. They were being received by Raul. They knew that Shari’s phone would have no texts directly to Tindra. “We can’t provide you with the evidence that we have,” Lester J followed.

			Shari exploded. “What do you mean you can’t provide the evidence?”

			“That’s not our job,” Lester J answered. “We can’t provide evidence to an accused.”

			“The evidence is provided to the court. It is their decision,” Bazz added.

			“Then take my phone as evidence. There is not one threatening text message on this.” Shari scooted the phone across the table to Bazz.

			Bazz challenged her. “Anybody can delete messages on a cell phone.”

			“Then have your tech experts go back in the history and retrieve the trash,” Shari blurted. “This phone is my phone. It is clean. It will prove that I have had nothing to do with this. I want this order of protection dropped.”

			“We can’t challenge what the courts have directed us to do,” Lester J said. “We can take your statement and provide it to the court, but we cannot do anything about what they have issued.”

			“Right now it is a civil matter between you and Ms. Svahnstrom,” Bazz said. “There is going to be a day where you’re going to have to face the facts, change your behavior, and knock it off. You’ve already been presented with a summons to appear in court. That is the day that you’ll be able to present your side of the story to the judge.”

			“And I’ll be there! I’m meeting my attorney for lunch and he may damn well decide that we’ll be back this afternoon.”

			


	

Chapter Forty-Four

			Tyler Cy was right. Shari’s divorce attorney wanted nothing to do with the order of protection. As much as they were adversaries in the divorce, Tyler Cy wanted to give his wife a chance in a very embarrassing situation. One of his real estate attorneys referred him to a low-key lawyer named Seth Montgomery who had connections in the jurisdiction of St. Louis County.

			At lunch Seth assured Shari that the matters in the court would go smoothly. There was an order of business. Formalities would take place. She could present her side of the story and so on and so forth. He expected the judge to continue the case and assign a new date for a trial.

			Shari was anxious. She looked forward to meeting Tindra Svahnstrom and wanted to come face to face with her accuser. She was hopeful that Detectives Mullen and Basnahan had given her statement to the judge and she looked forward to proving her innocence.

			Two weeks later, as most often is the case, Tindra did not show up in court. Her attorney, David Saunders, made a presentation instead. He produced all of the complaints that Tindra had filed. The judge had no choice but to issue more orders of protection, just as Bazz and Lester J had predicted.

			Saunders was not quite finished. “Your honor, I’d like to also submit this to the court.”

			“What is it?” the Honorable Mark D. White asked.

			Tindra’s attorney waved a paper. “This is a warrant for the arrest of Ms. Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			“On what grounds?” Judge White asked.

			“Mrs. Daniels-Donnelly has committed a violation of the first order of protection that was served to her two weeks ago.”

			Unpredictable events can always occur. This bombshell was unexpected. “The court will take a ten minute recess. Please meet me in my chambers.” Tindra’s attorney, as well as Seth Montgomery, followed the Honorable Mark D. White out of the courtroom. The judge was perturbed. “What happened now?”

			“She violated the first order of protection.”

			“I know that!” the judge barked. “How?”

			“More texts have been sent to my client’s live-in threatening her life. When my client filed her complaints she brought in his cell phone as proof. You’ve seen the manuscript of what was texted. They include a date and time stamp. They’ve come after the first order of protection was served. That’s why you issued five more orders of protection. You have no choice. You have to arrest her.”

			The Honorable Mark D. White read the warrant and turned to Seth. “Is your client not aware of what she is doing?”

			“She’s assured me that she is not sending the text messages. In fact she has met with Detectives Mullen and Basnahan and has turned over her phone as evidence.”

			The judge shook his head and glanced at the arrest warrant. “This piece of paper leaves me no choice.” Seth understood. The trio left the chambers and returned to the courtroom.

			Shari sat in a daze unable to fathom what had transpired over the last five minutes. When she saw the solemn face of her attorney she suspected that something unforeseen was going to come down.

			The Honorable Mark D. White had the stage. “Due to a recent circumstance, which has been a violation of the first order of protection, this court has no choice but to allow for the arrest of Ms. Shari Daniels-Donnelly. Bailiff.” He nodded. “Court dismissed.” The gavel exploded on the bench.

			Shari stood and yelled, “What! You can’t do this! Don’t you know who I am?”

			Shari was dressed, bejeweled, and coiffed to perfection, but none of it could help her now. The bailiff ordered her to place her hands behind her back and cuffed her. She was led out the door and sent to jail.

			


	

Chapter Forty-Five

			Shari was livid. Spending a Monday night in jail wearing an orange jumpsuit was not her idea of a fun evening. She took advantage of her free call and contacted Tyler Cy. That and some quick work by Seth expedited the process. She went into a cell around four in the afternoon. By the time the paperwork was processed and Tyler Cy had put up four thousand dollars cash as bail, she was to be released from the county jail around six-thirty the next morning.

			It was fourteen and a half hours she never wanted to relive.

			It was Tuesday morning. Tyler Cy had arranged for the courier service that he used for real estate services to shuttle him down to the police station. He had taken a change of clothes for Shari and even though she looked quite attractive checking out of jail she was as grumpy as ever.

			“Do you have time for breakfast?” Tyler Cy offered.

			“What are you talking about? You know I don’t eat anything in the morning.”

			“I thought you might like an opportunity to get some decent food. I wouldn’t think that they would serve anything of high quality in that place.”

			“No! I don’t want anything to eat. I don’t have an appetite. I need to get going.”

			“What’s the hurry?”

			“Today is ladies day at the golf course. We tee off at nine. Get me home so I can pick up Ashlyn and get to Prairie Winds.” She was racing to the cab while Tyler Cy limped behind. “Hurry up!” The pair got situated; Tyler Cy in the back and Shari in front. “You know, we wouldn’t be in this mess if you hadn’t cancelled the membership at Olde Blueblood.”

			It was just as well the conversation stalled on the way back to their residence. Anything out of Shari’s mouth was going to sting. It started back up though after the driver helped Tyler Cy to the doorstep and pulled out of the driveway.

			“I’m going to find out who this bitch is and never let her forget about what she has done to me. How humiliating!”

			“It just goes to show you that anything can happen in a courtroom.”

			“Somebody has framed me and I don’t have a clue as to who it is. You can bet I’ll get everything in motion when I get back later this afternoon. I’ll get Seth to track down the paperwork. I’ll hire a private investigator. We’ll locate whoever it is and file our own stuff.” The barrage continued. Out of habit she grabbed her purse and lit up a cigarette and then she rummaged through her purse. “Dammit! I don’t have a cell phone. The cops have it.”

			“Would you like mine?”

			“Is it safe for me to use it?” Shari forced a slight grin as she chuckled at her own humor. “Oh, Tyler Cy I didn’t mean it. You’re so innocent about everything.” She snatched it out of his hand and headed for the garage. “I need to call Ashlyn and tell Seth what to do.” She paused for a minute and retracted an earlier statement. “I don’t even know if I’ll come back here after all. I may not be home for a while. Those damn detectives might be back looking for me. The judge issued five more court orders for protection and I’m sure the paperwork will be done sometime soon.” She backed out of the driveway in the Jag. “Throw some clothes in a suitcase for me. I may have to have them delivered somewhere. I’ll call you later.”

			Shari inhaled a large puff and blew the smoke into the air. She looked into the mirror on the visor and primped her hair. Then she backed onto the street and disappeared around the corner as Tyler Cy stood stranded on the front porch.

			


	

Chapter Forty-Six

			The rest of the morning flew by. Shari and Ashlyn were running late. Her lesson with Curt was more of a ‘Hi-how-are-you?-Sorry-I’m-late.-We’ll-catch-up-next-time’ sort of affair. She went out on the course, played with the ladies, and kept her mouth shut about the affairs of the previous night.

			After golf, most of the ladies put their clubs into their car trunk and pulled out of the lot. Shari and Ashlyn chose to go into the clubhouse and have a bite to eat. The regulars were sitting in their familiar corner. It was understood by all that those seats were reserved for them.

			Captain Jer was his usual cantankerous self. It was lunchtime. He had to have at least nine to ten beers in his belly. Fred, Pork Chop, Trot, YouWho, and Paco were milling around playing gin and backgammon. Julie was hustling the drinks and serving sandwiches while Curt and J Dub relaxed in the office.

			The TV blared in the corner. Usually it was tuned into ESPN and the sports highlights from the night before kept everyone up-to-date on the results of every game played. However at lunchtime Julie wanted to catch the local news at noon. Most people in the clubhouse never paid any attention. It merely served as background chatter.

			But today was different.

			Local newscaster Paula Stewart (no relation to Tyler Cy’s attorney) was reaching the end of the noon news when she announced, “And once again in the lead story for today, St. Louis County police are asking the public for help in the shooting this morning of Richard W. Richards who was gunned down before daybreak in a commuter parking lot off Interstate 270.”

			A picture of Richard W. Richards was placed on the screen.

			“I just caught a quick glance of the photo. Was that 2 Dix?” Fred barked from the far corner.

			“According to people that arrived at the scene Richards was waiting to car pool with golfing buddies when someone gunned him down execution-style,” Paula continued. A graphic flashed across the screen with a telephone number for a news tip hotline. “Anyone with information about this horrendous act is asked to call St. Louis County police at the displayed number. All calls and tips will be confidential.”

			J Dub walked out of the office after hearing the newscast and answered Fred’s question indirectly. “That’s 2Dix. He and his buddies play here every Sunday morning. They tee off about an hour before you guys go. You’ve seen him. Lots of times they are in here when you guys get done.”

			“He was just in here a couple of days ago,” Fred replied. “He and his buddies are always hanging around in here when we get finished.”

			“Of course,” J Dub said. “I know all of them well. They play here on Sunday and take Monday off. They play at River Bend on Tuesday, Shenandoah on Wednesday, take Thursday off and play at Swopeland Valley on Friday and Havencrest on Saturday. They were just in here two days ago.”

			As Paula wrapped up the news coverage Shari shrieked. “That’s Richie! No! No! It can’t be!”

			“You know 2Dix?” Captain Jer mumbled.

			“Yes, yes! That’s my Richie.”

			“We call him 2Dix in here,” Captain Jer said. “I don’t think anyone called him Richie.”

			“That’s his name,” Shari answered. “My husband and I have known him and his wife for years.”

			“He have two first names,” YouWho said. “Dick and Dick so we call him 2Dix.”

			“He liked it too,” Pork Chop added. “It made it sound like he was a womanizer.”

			“No, no, no,” Shari sobbed. “He was a good friend.” She hugged Ashlyn and wept.

			The picture of Richard W. Richards faded off the TV as the newscast moved to a commercial.

			“Did it say who he was with?” J Dub asked.

			“No, only that he was meeting some of his golf buddies to carpool,” Fred answered.

			“Then he was meeting Knuckles, Fatboy and the Jeffco Echo. I know they were going to play River Bend today like they do every Tuesday,” J Dub said. “They had their standard time here with us on Sunday morning and then they would travel around on the other days.”

			Shari reached into her purse and frantically looked for a pack of cigarettes. She found one and with shaking hands lit up.

			“There’s no smoking in here,” Captain Jer yelled. “If we can’t then she can’t either.” He looked at J Dub.

			“That’s right,” the pro informed Shari. “Do you remember me telling you about Illinois passing the law several years ago? You’ll have to take it outside.”

			Shari gave a disgusted look and ground the cigarette in the ash tray. “Maybe I’ll just go. I don’t feel like staying here right now anyway.”

			Curt sauntered in from the office and walked up to Shari. He had been eavesdropping. “How well did you know him?”

			Shari stared into Curt’s blue eyes. “Tyler Cy and I double dated with Richie and his wife a lot. We took vacations together. He liked to dance and so did I. We were a lot tighter several years ago, but we still stayed in touch.”

			“Tell him the truth,” Ashlyn encouraged.

			Shari lamented the setting. “Now may not be the time and place.” She looked over her shoulder. “There are too many ears in here.”

			Ashlyn whispered. “Then I’ll tell him.”

			“No. No. No,” Shari chastised her friend. She continued in a whisper. “He wanted to get married to me.”

			“I thought you were married.”

			“I am,” Shari replied in a hushed tone, “after my divorce was final.” She fidgeted with her hands. “He wanted to divorce his wife and get together with me.”

			“Now I can see why you’re so upset.”

			“But I couldn’t do that. His wife would be pissed.”

			“Tell him the real reason,” Ashlyn prodded.

			“I didn’t love him,” Shari confessed. “He was a good friend and a dance partner and a drinking buddy, but I’d never marry Richie for the world.” She cried softly. “He doesn’t deserve to be dead though.”

			“I’m sorry about your loss,” Curt consoled.

			Shari wept some more. “He knew everything about me.”

			


	

Chapter Forty-Seven

			Detectives Mullen and Basnahan were assigned to the Richards murder case. They arrived at the scene, a commuter parking lot, shortly after being assigned in the early morning hours that Tuesday. The 911 emergency call center had received an urgent request for paramedics and an ambulance and the police from one of the victim’s golfing buddies who arrived at the scene apparently just moments after the shooting.

			Lester J and Bazz secured whatever they could at the scene. There were a half dozen parked vehicles in the lot and four cop cars with lights flashing. Two were parked at the entrance to the lot and two were near the victim’s vehicle. The paramedics had arrived in an EMS vehicle. Its lights were flashing.

			The victim, a male appearing to be in his mid-40s was slumped at the wheel of his car. Lester J and Bazz had arrived at the scene early. A cup of hot coffee rested in a cup holder and a bag with four breakfast sandwiches sat in the passenger seat. There was one bullet wound to the side of the head. Blood was splattered across the car’s seat and windshield. It oozed from the hole in the temple and pooled in the seat and floorboard.

			The driver’s door was open as was the trunk. Golf shoes and clubs were waiting to be tossed into another vehicle. Apparently it wasn’t his turn to drive. Robbery didn’t appear to be a motive. His wallet, money, and valuables were intact.

			The crime scene was photographed. Richie’s golfing buddies milled around nearby and were at a total loss for anything to say. It was noted that there was only one way in and out of the parking lot. The body was bagged and tagged and sent to the medical examiner’s office for an autopsy.

			That was it. Lester J and Bazz had their work cut out for them.

			


	

Chapter Forty-Eight

			Richard W. Richards. Who was he? Lester J and Bazz were about to find out.

			Cops realize that the most crucial time in a murder investigation is the first couple of days. The pair knew they had to contact the victim’s wife but wanted to break the news to her in person. In the meantime they decided that a good place to start was with one of the golfers the victim was going to meet. They began the interview process on the spot.

			The pair approached a middle aged guy that appeared to be Irish. He was the one that indicated he placed the call to 911 and was the first to arrive on the scene.

			“You said that you were the first to arrive on the scene. You’re name?”

			“Joe O’Laughlin.”

			“Mr. O’Laughlin, could you shed some light on….”

			“There’s no need to be that formal. You can call me what everyone else calls me.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Knuckles.”

			“I dare ask why,” Bazz said. Knuckles held out a closed fist and nodded. “What?”

			“I’ve got hair on them. Nobody else does.”

			The detectives chuckled at the sight of the black curly hairs sprouting.

			“Okay, Knuckles, can you tell us about your buddy? Why would somebody want him killed?”

			“I’d say that could be a lot of people.”

			The answer was mildly surprising to the detectives. “A lot?”

			“Don’t get me wrong, Richie was a fun guy to be around. We had many good times. He was… what’s the best way to say it?” After a few seconds Knuckles answered his own question. “Competitive. Headstrong. Persistent. Things like that. That type of behavior can rub people the wrong way and piss people off. Richie had the ability to do that.”

			“That’s not a good enough reason to get killed,” Lester J said.

			“Personality conflicts happen every day,” Bazz added. “You were the first on the scene. This was a planned hit. Nothing was taken. Somebody sent a message.”

			Knuckles shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not a cop.”

			Lester J thought he would go in a different direction. “We don’t know the guy from Adam. Why don’t you tell us about his life or family or work?”

			“I can tell you what I know. Richie had a nice life. His father was a university professor. He grew up in a college town.”

			“Which one?”

			“I think it was in Champaign.”

			“The University of Illinois?”

			“Yeah, I think so.” Knuckles paused. “When he was little his mom and dad went through a divorce and his dad took up with a Mexican gal that was also a teacher with the university. Richie was fluent in Spanish. He said they would go down to Mexico every summer and spend the summer with his stepmom’s family.”

			“Where?”

			“Guadalajara I think. Why?”

			“We’ll ask the questions,” Bazz snapped.

			Knuckles glared. “Can I get a cup of coffee? I know that’s another question but I’m thirsty.”

			Lester J replied, “If we were back at the office it would be no problem but we’re not near a coffee pot right now.”

			Knuckles turned to Lester J. “Look, I’m trying to cooperate. I don’t need smart-ass comments from your partner. You guys don’t need to crawl up my tailpipe and go into your good cop, bad cop routine. I want to know who did this just as much as you guys do.”

			Bazz acknowledged the request. “So he spent his summers in Mexico, right?”

			“Yeah,” Knuckles agreed as Lester J wrote down notes on a legal pad. “But there was a by-product of that.”

			“Oh yeah, what’s that?”

			“Being bilingual helped him get a job.”

			“Doing what?”

			“The military, or at least the border patrol.”

			“Really?” Bazz acknowledged. “That’s no easy task.”

			“He was good at it because his Spanish was excellent, but Richie had a temper and that was the wrong part of the world to go off on somebody. Too much was at risk.”

			“Like his life?” Lester J asked.

			“Yeah, at least from what I could gather. That job hardened him. He developed an attitude and then moved on.”

			“Where to?”

			“He bounced around, did a lot of different stuff. Richie was no angel. He ran book for a while. I think he was a pimp; at least the women were always at his disposal. He had a charm about him. Very persuasive. The ladies liked him. He could schmooze with the best of them and did.”

			“What did he do for a living?”

			“He was a financial advisor.”

			“You don’t need any qualifications for that. Just a knack for smelling out money and having the gift of gab,” Bazz alluded.

			Knuckles laughed again. “Pretty much. Richie had both.”

			Lester J pried some on this topic. “Did he screw someone out of their life’s savings?”

			“Hey, he wouldn’t talk to me about that if he did. Richie seemed to make a decent living. He always wanted to play golf around his seminars.”

			“Seminars? What kind?”

			“He’d send invites out to people and get them to show up and then talk about annuities and tax free investments and things like that. Some people bit while others weren’t impressed.”

			Bazz jotted down more notes on his legal pad. Knuckles had a wide stance and crossed his arms over his chest. “You don’t know if he screwed somebody?”

			“I really don’t know. It’s possible. Richie wasn’t the straightest shooter. He was hungry for a buck and would go after it any way he could.”

			Bazz put a star on his legal pad. That was a possible motive. Lester J took over. “You said he had a temper.”

			“Oh, did he,” Knuckles confirmed. “He couldn’t stand to lose or have anyone get the best of him. He always had an angle.”

			“Did he have any ongoing feuds?” Bazz asked.

			“He fought with his neighbors all of the time.”

			“What over?”

			“Anything. Yard work, noise, parties, and cars. You name it. If the sky was blue one of them would think it was green.”

			“Does anything stick out?”

			“The guy two doors down…”

			“Which side?”

			“I think as you look at his house it was the guy two doors down on the left. Richie made a pass at his wife and the guy really got pissed. They had an ongoing hard-on for each other.”

			More notes went on the legal pad.

			“How about his buddies? Did any of them want him dead?” Bazz was reaching.

			“Come on. Not that I knew. Nobody would tell me anyway if they did want him snuffed out.”

			Lester J looked at his watch. They knew if they wanted to solve the crime they would have to get on the move. “Okay. We know he was married. Did he have a girlfriend?”

			“Oh, did he.”

			“Why do you say it that way?”

			“Well, what’s the best way to put it?” Knuckles relented to his conscience. “Richie was one of those guys that had a wife at home but girlfriends all over town. He did not have any morals when it came to that.”

			“Before we get into his girlfriends,” Bazz butted in, “How many wives has he had?”

			“This was his third. He has been divorced twice.”

			“Any kids?”

			Knuckles shook his head up and down. “It was always a problem with him.”

			“What was?”

			“Paying child support. They were always bitching for the money on time.”

			“And I assume Richie was always late with it,” Lester J put words into Knuckle’s mouth.

			“Oh yeah. It was a problem.”

			“But it didn’t seem to douse his dating habits?” Bazz asked.

			“Nope. He always had other women he was seeing.”

			“Any favorites?”

			“You bet.”

			“Who?”

			“Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			Lester J and Bazz glanced at each other. “Who?”

			“Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			Lester J took over. “Can you tell us about that relationship?”

			“Sure. Lots of people know about the two of them. I think they’ve dated for about fifteen years.”

			“What? Isn’t she married?”

			“Very much so. How do you know her?”

			“We have our sources,” Lester J stated. “She’s married.”

			“Yeah and that didn’t stop the two of them from seeing each other.”

			“Can you expand on that?” Lester J asked.

			“Yeah, fill us in on their relationship,” Bazz added.

			“Look, all I know is that Shari wasn’t getting the attention she needed at home. She liked to get around town and socialize. So did Richie. They’ve been seeing each other for a long time.” Knuckles reached up and scratched the side of his eye. “She’s getting a divorce. I think that he wanted to take their relationship to another level once she finalized things.”

			Lester J shifted his weight to his right leg as Bazz took notes. “So he wanted to get married to her and supposedly latch on to her half of the divorce settlement, presumably?”

			“I don’t know about that. He never mentioned it.” Knuckles gnawed at his lower lip. “I do know that she was making him upset lately.”

			“Really?” Bazz asked. “How so?”

			“She didn’t want him to contact her anymore. That was pissing him off. You know, he was one of those type of guys that couldn’t take no for an answer.”

			The detectives shared looks. “Anything else you’d like to add?”

			Knuckles laughed. “Richie was one of those guys that probably should have stayed single. If he had he might still be alive.” Knuckles opened his hands as if to say that he didn’t have much more to add. “If I were you I’d talk to his wife.”

			“We will.” Bazz said. “She’s our next stop.”

			


	

Chapter Forty-Nine

			Becca Richards was still in her housecoat when Detectives Mullen and Basnahan arrived at her front door. She was average in looks and a little bit overweight for her five foot eight frame. Maybe the toughest part of the job is breaking news about the loss of next to kin. She was hysterical and distraught after being notified. After that she was anxious to assist the investigation into the murder of her husband.

			“We’d like to offer our deepest sympathies,” Lester J began. “We know that it is tough to go through this process so soon after receiving the news.”

			“Thank you.”

			“We cannot tell you how sorry we are to put you through this right now. After having said that, would you know of anyone that might want your husband dead?”

			Becca reached for her purse and grabbed a handkerchief. She fought back tears and dabbed at her nose. “Trouble seemed to follow Richie.”

			“In what way?”

			“Lots of people didn’t understand him. He could rub you the wrong way if you didn’t know him.” Becca sniffed. “He wasn’t one to stay at home. Richie needed to be out running around town. He liked to be the center of attention.”

			“Did he have any business dealings that could have gone wrong?” Bazz asked.

			“He was always digging to make a living and provide for his family. I don’t know of any one instance that could have made someone angry enough to do this.” Becca cried softly.

			“Speaking of your family,” Lester J began, “can you tell us about yours?”

			“Richie and I have one child together, but he had two from his previous wives.”

			“Have they caused any problems in your relationship?”

			“No, not at all. I’m not the jealous type. Life is too short for that. Richie got along fine with his ex-wives and his kids. They only got upset when the child support checks were late.”

			“What about your neighbors?”

			“What about them?”

			“How did he get along with them?”

			“I’d say that we kept our distance. He didn’t care for the people that live around us and most of them, especially the guys, didn’t care for him.”

			“What would you say is the reason for that?”

			“Knowing Richie the way that I know him they probably caught him making a pass at their wife,” Becca explained.

			Bazz was curious to learn more about their relationship. “Is it safe to assume that you had a non-traditional marriage?”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“It sounds like you let him do whatever he wanted to do.”

			“You mean as far as other women go?” Becca asked.

			“Yes. He was married but could come and go as he pleased and even see other women.”

			“Sure. Like I said, I’m not the jealous type. He played around all the time. I let him do what he wanted.”

			“Did he have another girlfriend?”

			“Yes. He always had girlfriends. The way I see it dating other women was better than gambling in the casinos or doing drugs. I really didn’t care as long as our bills were paid.”

			“Did he have a special girlfriend?”

			“It was Shari Daniels-Donnelly. A lot of people know that. He knew her before we got married. I couldn’t put a stop to it so I let him continue to see her.”

			Lester J and Bazz were busy writing notes. “How was their relationship?” Lester J asked.

			“Strained.”

			“How so?”

			“At one time we, as a couple, did a lot of things with the Donnellys. We double dated with them, took vacations with them, and often went to each other’s homes for barbeques and other social events,” Becca clarified.

			“I’m a little naïve I suppose,” Bazz said. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

			“Of course.”

			“Was it a sexual relationship?”

			For the first time since she entered the interrogation room Becca laughed. “Me and Tyler Cy?”

			“We can start there.”

			“Of course not. I have no romantic interest in him. We were friends. That’s it.”

			“How about the other part of the foursome?” Bazz asked.

			“Richie and Shari,” Lester J simplified.

			“Did they have an affair? Is that what you’re asking?” Becca was trying to be a little more specific while the detectives beat around the bush.

			“Yeah, did they?”

			“I don’t know and I don’t care. Maybe at one time they did, but who cares? It wasn’t worth all the negative energy to worry about it. I am happy and Richie made me happy.” She brought the handkerchief to her nose. “But today is a sad day.”

			“I find that odd,” Bazz said.

			“What’s odd?”

			“Your relationship.”

			“Maybe that is why we got along. I think that everyone needs to figure out how to make a relationship work. If more men and women did, there would be fewer divorces.”

			Bazz had pen in hand. “So you didn’t care if he slept around with other women. Is that right?”

			“Yes. I could care less.”

			Lester J wanted to explore another area. “How would you describe your relationship with the Donnellys as of late?”

			“It hasn’t been as tight as it once was,” Becca started. “We kind of grew apart for various reasons. Our kids have gotten older. Our interests changed. The schedules conflicted. Things like that.”

			“What about Richie and Shari’s relationship?’

			“Richie has been mad lately.”

			“Why?”

			“Because Shari told him that she didn’t want him calling her anymore.”

			Bazz had a question. “Was there any particular reason?”

			“She was getting a divorce and didn’t want him interfering with her business of getting a lucrative settlement.” Becca was frank and very believable. “Richie was losing a friend and it was very, very upsetting to him. She was ready to move on with her life and it was in a direction where he wasn’t welcome. He was angry about that.”

			Bazz had to ask another question. “Don’t be upset, but I have to ask.”

			“What?”

			“Did you kill your husband?”

			“Screw you,” Becca said as Bazz winced. “No.” She blew her nose. “And I’m done answering questions for today.”

			Lester J put his left hand to his brow, closed his eyes, opened his right one and looked sideways at Bazz. “He’s just doing his job. We want to find the killer of your husband and we don’t have a lot to work with. Be patient and we’ll be in touch.”

			Becca preferred Lester J’s low key approach. She shook his hand then went inside.

			Lester J turned, walked back to his car, and waited for Bazz to jump into the passenger seat. “What do you think? Did she do it?”

			Bazz shook his head negatively. “Nah. I don’t think so. My mind is telling me that we need to get to the Donnelly home ASAP.”

			


	

Chapter Fifty

			Shari hadn’t been home from the golf course for more than thirty minutes. She had already been to court, spent a night in jail with little to no sleep, hustled to a golf league event, and learned that a good friend had been murdered.

			When Detectives Mullen and Basnahan drove to the Donnelly residence they noticed something that was different from the many times they had traveled by the home. The ten foot high iron gate across the circle driveway was closed and locked. An eight foot high hedge blocked anyone’s entrance and only made the top of the upper level of the home and the gables on the roof visible from the shoulder of the road.

			“Now what?” Bazz asked as the pair pulled to a stop.

			“Let’s look for an intercom. There was one by the front door when we served her the order of protection,” Lester J replied.

			“Obviously they do not want visitors today.”

			“Or any day.”

			“You don’t think they’re in mourning, do you?”

			Lester J smirked. “Let’s not read anything into this yet.” The pair exited the car and searched the front boundary line of the property.

			It only took a matter of seconds. “Here it is!” Bazz yelled. An intercom had been placed in a brick column that housed the mailbox near the driveway entrance. Rust had accumulated around the aluminum that housed the speaker. It was also present around the white button that needed to be pressed to request a conversation.

			Bazz did not waste any time.

			The buzzer went off in the Donnelly residence. Tyler Cy was in the lower level doing exercises for his knee. Shari ran to the top of the stairs and yelled down to her husband. “Those two detectives are here again! They’re on the intercom.”

			Tyler Cy stopped his motion and replied. “Do you want me to answer or do you?” He knew what her answer would be.

			“I don’t want to talk with them.” Shari had changed into her housecoat. “And I definitely don’t want to see anyone looking like this.” Without makeup and a stylish outfit her appearance was average at best.

			“They can’t get past the gate. I’ll take care of it.” Tyler Cy limped to the intercom and replied. “Can I help you?”

			“This is Detective Mullen and Detective Basnahan. We’re conducting a criminal investigation. We’d like to ask Shari some additional questions.”

			“Is she a suspect?

			“We can’t comment on that.”

			“Is she under investigation?”

			“We can’t comment on that. She is someone we’d like to ask some questions of.”

			“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Tyler Cy said. Silence was on the other end. “Any communication with my wife will go through our attorney.”

			Lester J and Bazz silently mouthed profanities. After calming down Lester J asked, “Who would that be?”

			“Frankie Shivetta.”

			Lester J was a gentleman but he couldn’t help mouthing the F word. Shivetta was the most connected attorney in town. “Thank you. We’ll be in touch.”

			The duo took a few short steps and re-entered the car. “That might as well implicate her in Richie’s murder,” Bazz said as they pulled away. “She has now officially become a person of interest.”

			“Not so fast. We don’t have a lot of evidence. If no one talks it is going to be tough to build a case against her. We’re going to have to pay attention to every little detail.”

			“It’s no different than any other capital murder case.”

			“But you know how circumstantial evidence is in those. The prosecutor wants solid factual evidence. Right now we don’t have a damn thing to go on. Even Shadow in the canine division ran around in a tight circle. There wasn’t a scent to pick up.”

			“That’s true, but we can open the book on Ms. Shari Daniels-Donnelly and move her to the top of the suspect list. Up to now she’s the only one that has hired a lawyer.”

			Lester J was deep in thought. “Are we sure that she hired the lawyer?”

			“What are you getting at?”

			“Didn’t Mr. Donnelly say that Shivetta was our attorney?”

			“Do you think that he might be involved?”

			“I don’t think that we can dismiss the thought. If he found out that his wife was sleeping around with the victim he might have probable cause to have Richards wasted.”

			“He’s a very successful businessman. He wouldn’t jeopardize his standing in the community.”

			“Stranger things have happened. We have a lot of work to do.” Lester J sighed. “It doesn’t look like this one is going to get solved anytime soon.”

			“I know we don’t have much evidence and we’re going to have to go against the best criminal defense attorney in town, but we might catch some luck,” Bazz said optimistically.

			“We’re going to need it.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Shari Daniels-Donnelly was in the county jail when Richards was murdered.”

			


	

Chapter Fifty-One

			Frankie Shivetta was synonymous with good old-fashioned hard work; working the streets, that is. He was often seen on the sidewalks and in the courts and visiting the jails and prisons. Frankie schmoozed with prosecutors. He got to know defendants and witnesses. He networked in the world of crime and liked nothing more than to defend a suspect wrongly accused, especially those with no visible options left to them within the scope of the law.

			What made his blood percolate were clients that came via referral from Congresswoman Lisa Boudreau. He loved clients that could pay for the best defense money could buy. So when Shari Daniels-Donnelly was delivered to his doorstep he felt he’d won the grand prize in the Powerball jackpot.

			A high percentage of criminal cases don’t make it to trial. Frankie only had to argue in front of a judge and jury a half dozen times in the prior decade. There was posturing, maybe a plea deal, or a dismissal altogether. Frankie knew bullshit. He could sniff out the good evidence and see through the bogus posturing to call a prosecutor’s bluff. If the facts of the case lay in the shady area of the law Frankie could get focused and complete his due diligence. However if the facts of the case were foolproof then he could recognize the inevitable and try for leniency for his client.

			It was not his job to find out if his client was guilty or not. His job was to defend his client against a prosecutor in a courtroom. He wondered why Tyler Cy and Shari Daniels-Donnelly employed his services. They had explained simply that their relationship with Richie and Becca Richards had turned distant as of late. It didn’t help that Shari’s phone records would indicate communication with the deceased. So the couple stayed on the safe side and became pro-active. They thought having the best criminal defense lawyer in town would provide a nice insurance policy for nosy investigators.

			At six foot three Frankie struck an imposing chord with most people he met. His affable personality easily won over jurors. He actually took the time to care about them, or so it seemed in the courtroom. Men liked his no-nonsense approach that seemed genuine while females appreciated what came across as honesty when arguing a case. All he had to do was cast a seed of doubt in an obvious first degree murder case and get a plea bargain at the eleventh hour for a client. Death by lethal injection or life imprisonment could be avoided with a deal before the jurors would have an opportunity to cast their vote. Frankie was good. His services had been sought by a host of scumbags and the referral system couldn’t be stronger than it was in the holdover cell. He was excited to move the new deep-pocketed client to the top of his list.

			Tyler Cy and Shari knew what they were getting themselves into when they paid a visit to Frankie’s modest office—together. Privately, Tyler Cy had lowered the boom on his wife. He made it perfectly clear that he, and only he, would be doing the talking. After being dropped off by the courier, Tyler Cy limped to the street-level front door of Frankie Shivetta. Shari had already entered. Upset about being silenced, she let the door close and watched Tyler Cy struggle.

			After sharing customary first-meeting pleasantries, the business began.

			“Have either one of you been charged with a crime?” Frankie asked.

			“No,” Tyler Cy answered, “but my wife was a good friend of the deceased.” He paused. “Actually both of us were.”

			Shari shifted her weight in the chair so that her hem line would rise up her thigh. The movement did not go unnoticed by Frankie.

			“Why do you feel the need for a lawyer?” He wasn’t trying to imply that he wasn’t interested. He was prying for information so that he could answer their questions in a meaningful way.

			“Given our present and past relationship with the couple, the police may want to ask us questions. They have stopped by our home and we informed them that we had hired you as our lawyer. We think that our interests would be better served with an attorney present.”

			“I can do better than that.” Frankie was not brash. “I’ll keep them away from you.”

			“Good. We have a lot of changes in our life right now and we don’t want to be drawn into a murder investigation. We don’t want the distraction.”

			“That does not pose a problem.” Frankie acknowledged Shari’s smile as she re-crossed her legs. “Here’s the way I work. I require a retainer of ten thousand dollars up front. With that, I’ll make a call to the investigators and inform them that you are my clients. They won’t bother you. Do not under any circumstances mention this investigation or event to anyone. Are we clear on that?”

			“The retainer will be delivered to your office later today by courier,” Tyler Cy confirmed. He looked at Shari who was busy checking out the size of Frankie’s hands. “Do you understand to keep your mouth totally shut about all of this?”

			Shari simply nodded because of the orders given prior to arrival.

			“Don’t talk to anyone—friends, cops, investigators—about anything. Let me handle that. You two can go ahead and live your lives as if nothing has happened. The cops won’t jeopardize any potential action by compromising the case.”

			Tyler Cy nodded and flashed the lawyer a thumbs up. Shari gave Frankie a wink and a suggestive view as she rose to her feet.

			


	

Chapter Fifty-Two

			Investigators Mullen and Basnahan were in constant, and often subconscious, communication. They had to hit the trail while it was still hot.

			This case, however, had a major problem.

			The crime scene provided no clues.

			Ballistics determined that the bullet that killed Richards was from a .357 Magnum. One shot. One shell casing. The only blood at the scene was from the victim. There were no tire tracks on the asphalt parking lot and no footprints. The crime scene was sterile.

			“What are we going to do?” Bazz asked.

			Lester J thought before answering. The question had occupied his mind since he had arrived on the scene. “We have to find out the motive. Somebody wanted this guy whacked.”

			“We talked to the guy who was meeting him and Richie’s wife. I think we have a pretty good idea who might be involved,” Bazz said.

			“Yeah, but Shivetta won’t let us talk to her.” Lester J scratched his chin. “There’s more to it. We have to find out why.”

			“Money? Passion?”

			“Why did this gal all of a sudden appear on our radar? She’s married to a real estate magnate and lives a pampered life. We served her with an order of protection a few weeks ago and now she turns up as a suspect in a murder. What’s going on?” Lester J thought he might be on to something.

			Bazz stated the obvious. “Whatever we find out isn’t going to come from her.”

			“Of course,” Lester J replied. “We have to start somewhere. Why did she come to our attention in the first place?”

			“The goofy blonde that keeps coming down here filing the complaints.”

			“That’s right. Let’s take a look at the lady that shows her face around here screaming and demanding protection from Mrs. Donnelly.”

			“What’s that got to do with Richard W. Richards?”

			“I don’t know that it does,” Lester J replied.

			“She filed an order of protection for her own well-being.”

			“Yeah, but somehow she has established a connection to this gal. We need to talk to her. Maybe she’ll throw some light onto what is going on or at least give us some insight into Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			“Tindra Svahnstrom?” Bazz asked after flipping through his notes.

			“If that’s her name,” Lester J said before pausing, “but let’s do our homework before we meet with her.”

			


	

Chapter Fifty-Three

			Shari Daniels-Donnelly was lawyered-up. She had gone from lunching with girlfriends, playing bridge, shopping, and golfing in leagues at the most prestigious venue in St. Louis to paying fees to a divorce attorney, retaining a second to keep her out of jail on a court order, and hiring a third to prevent nosy investigators from questioning her in a murder investigation.

			None of it was of great concern. Her lifestyle continued. In spite of what was going on behind the scenes she remained visible around town.

			Her bond with Congresswoman Lisa Boudreau was tightening. It was all laughs and giggles.

			When in town, which had become more frequent, Lisa Boudreau stayed at her upscale townhome in midtown St. Louis. At one time in her career she sought the publicity that TV cameras and press conferences brought. But now she was more laid back and liked to be low-key and do things under the radar. She did not seek the fame that came with her position. Lisa wanted to live life like Mary Q. Public.

			There was a reason for that, and Shari was about to find out.

			The customary way Lisa did things was in the process of being discarded. The old Lisa had a few cocktails and ate at home, and then had her limo driver shuttle her to be seen with the in crowd. It was different now. Lisa still enjoyed happy hour at home as her well-stocked bar gave testimony; however, the meal at home had been scrapped. She was more health conscious now. That was somewhat due—actuality, totally due to—Maggie, a late-in-life addition to her social calendar.

			Maggie DiCarlo was a local plumber.

			She was tall and weighed in at 165, so she was no runway model. She looked plain. There were no distinguishing physical features other than her being braless in sleeveless tank tops with a tuft of visible underarm hair. She wore too much product in her short hair and too few accessories: none, in fact. Her face was Ivory soap clean and advertised no makeup. Maggie tended toward skepticism, and the flat line of her lips resembled a heart monitor signifying death. There were too few smiles in her life.

			Maggie had managed to squeeze into Lisa Boudreau’s social circle through a leaky toilet. It was a weekend service call when Lisa was in from Washington, D.C. The service van remained parked outside for three hours after the toilet was repaired. Their liaison would be kept quiet but it went a long way to explaining why Lisa got back to St. Louis more frequently.

			The pair was enjoying a cocktail at Lisa’s bar when the intercom was activated. Enter Shari Daniels-Donnelly. She came with the look that would attract men and was a perfect cover for the Congresswoman and her plumber lover. Shari also had enough social standing to get the trio a stage-side table at The Robin’s Nest, a chic, off-the-beaten-path, alternative night spot that was known for attracting trendy new performers.

			That was strange in itself. Why would Lisa come to St. Louis for that sort of music when hot spots existed all around Georgetown?

			The answer was on stage. With a folk guitar and throaty, sultry Southern accent, Meredith (from Meridian, Mississippi) captivated the crowd. When out one night, Maggie discovered Meredith’s fascinating voice. The word was delivered to Washington via Lisa’s private line. On her next visit to town Lisa instructed her limo driver to pick up Maggie. The twosome fell in love with Meredith’s suggestive body language and hot performance. They became regulars at her show. Now it was time to include Shari, who was a magnet for men, for no other reason but to provide a cover for their sexuality.

			As Meredith drew the crowd in with her mix of Southern folk and pop in her ballads, the trio of Shari, Lisa and Maggie chatted and schmoosed. Lisa looked like an aging Cardinal sports fan with her hair pulled back and her identity sufficiently hidden under a red ball cap. Dressed in jeans and a redbird t-shirt she could easily blend in with any one of a thousand baseball fans that followed the Cardinals. Maggie let her dark roots dominate the blonde highlights. There was no need for augmentation. Her sufficient chest was tucked snuggly behind a baby blue tank top. Shari stood out in that the men in the crowd craved her attention.

			“It’s the words,” Maggie said as a waitress delivered another round of drinks.

			“I love her lyrics,” Lisa followed as the crowd recognized Meredith’s latest effort. She gave an “opera clap” and nodded as Meredith glanced in her direction with a subtle smile.

			“It’s such an intimate setting,” Shari said as thoughts of Raul danced through her mind. She took a final puff off of a cigarette and ground it into an ashtray that was nearly full of butts. “How did you find this place?”

			Maggie’s flat line facial expression challenged Shari’s naïveté. “We’re in the alternative lifestyle part of town. This is where a lot of artists hang.”

			“I’ve never been here. I’ve only read about it.” Shari sipped her Chardonnay. “I’ll have to make it a point to get here more often.”

			“When I’m in town you can count on it,” Lisa added.

			The night continued. The alcohol flowed. Meredith’s ballads entertained. When the lights came on the trio turned quartet headed back to Lisa’s townhome. Meredith accepted the invite to join an after-hours party.

			


	

Chapter Fifty-Four

			Shari was back at Prairie Winds the following Tuesday. She and Ashlyn found a spot in the clubhouse for a sandwich after their round of golf.

			“Where have I been?” Shari confided to her girlfriend as Julie brought sandwiches to the table. “I never knew The Robin’s Nest could be so fun. Meredith was outstanding.”

			“I’ve played Laughs, Gaffes & More across the street and down a few doors,” Trot, the resident vaudeville performer revealed. “It’s a cool part of town.”

			BowTye aka Peel It Backe overheard the chatter from his perch in the far corner. He played the casino circuit all around the Midwest. “The Robin’s Nest is happenin’.” His rich, baritone voice boomed. “I played it before it got as popular as it is now.”

			“Maybe BowTye an’ Meredith play dere as a duet some night,” YouWho suggested.

			“Good thought, but not gonna happen,” BowTye confirmed. He was busy buffing a pair of shoes.

			J Dub and Curt were standing behind the counter. “So what is the latest on 2Dix?” Fred barked from the far corner.

			“Unsolved murder to this point,” J Dub said. “Once they figure out why it happened they might be able to figure out who did it.”

			“Have you talked to the other guys he plays with?”

			“Yeah, they were in on Sunday, but didn’t play. You guys were out on the course.”

			“What did they say?”

			“It was just like any other golfing day. They always carpooled and met in the commuter parking lot. 2Dix was supposed to buy breakfast sandwiches. It was his turn so he ran through a fast food joint and picked up sandwiches for the rest of them,” J Dub said. “With the sun the way it is now he got to the lot before it came up. It was still dark out but starting to lighten up. Knuckles was the first one to get there. He said the driver’s door was open and Richie was slumped over. He used his cell phone to call 911 right away.”

			“Did he see anybody getting away?” Captain Jer asked.

			“No, but he had talked to 2Dix maybe ten minutes before he got there. Whoever snuck up on him got there, did their business, and moved out.”

			“Did they take anything?”

			“Evidently robbery wasn’t a motive. All his money was in his wallet. His golf clubs and shoes were outside the trunk.”

			“What are the cops doing?”

			“Trying to figure out who shot him and why I guess. Knuckles said that he was interviewed and was at the scene answering questions for a while that morning. I’m sure they talked to other people that 2Dix knew too.”

			“Did he screw somebody over in a business deal?” The guys were cackling like women at a bridge table.

			“That’s always a possibility with 2Dix,” J Dub answered, “but Knuckles didn’t say that 2Dix had talked about a bad business deal.”

			“Maybe he pissed somebody off driving to the commuter lot,” Fred said.

			“You never know,” J Dub replied. “We all knew he had a temper. Maybe he flipped somebody off in a road rage moment and the guy followed him to the lot and pulled the trigger.”

			“Nah,” Captain Jer disagreed. “Somebody was waiting for him or knew that he’d be there. Everything that I’ve read in the papers sounds like a hit.” The ex-pilot turned to Shari. “Have you had a chance to talk to his wife?”

			Shari took a bite of her sandwich. She waved her hand in his direction as she chewed her food. More importantly she heeded the advice of her lawyer. She did not utter a word. She simply shook her head from side to side.

			“Evidently the cops don’t have any clues,” Fred said. “How do you solve something like that?”

			“I’m glad I’m not a cop,” Curt said. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”

			“Where do you start?” Pork Chop asked.

			“I guess all you can do is start interviewing people to find out about the guy,” Fred volunteered.

			“You would have to if you don’t have any evidence,” Curt agreed. “You watch those television shows and all the detectives take a look at the hard evidence, but if you don’t have that they have to get somebody to talk and squeeze their you-know-what a little.”

			Shari finished her sandwich and wiped her mouth. Immediately she started fingering through her purse. She turned to Ashlyn, “I’ve got to get outside and have a smoke.” She got up abruptly, not waiting for Ashlyn to finish.

			“Go ahead. I’ve got a few bites left.”

			Shari turned to Julie. “Figure my tab. I’ll pay you after I finish smoking.” A cigarette went into her mouth and she was out the door.

			“I guess she didn’t want to talk about her friend,” Fred said.

			“It’s been a stressful week for her,” Ashlyn said in Shari’s defense.

			The guys continued their chatter. A deck of cards was shuffled. A game of gin began as did a game of backgammon. Julie wiped down the counter and served Captain Jer and Trot another round.

			Shari stood alone outside, puffing away. After six or seven minutes she returned and walked to Julie. “Do you have my check?”

			Julie produced the tab and Shari examined it. “Mine is $11.47,” Shari said as she turned to Ashlyn, “and yours is $13.61.”

			“Why don’t you split it down the middle?” Captain Jer blurted.

			“Because I don’t owe as much as she does,” Shari answered.

			“Who cares?” the retired pilot argued. “Make it easy on your girlfriend and Julie.”

			“No,” Shari said indignantly, “I’m not going to pay for something that I didn’t buy.” She reached into her purse, grabbed her pocketbook, pulled out some bills and counted out the exact change.

			“How are you going to handle the tip?” Captain Jer said.

			“Why does it matter so much to you?”

			“Because Jules is my favorite bartender. I want to make sure she is well taken care of.”

			“Mind your own business,” Shari said as she placed a one dollar bill on the counter. “Let’s go Ashlyn. I’ll get the car.” Shari hurried out the door.

			“I think it’s true,” Captain Jer said.

			“What’s true?” Julie asked.

			“I heard that the more rings you have on your fingers is inversely proportionate to the brain cells in your head.”

			“Meaning please,” Julie asked.

			“That broad is a borderline idiot.”

			


	

Chapter Fifty-Five

			It was Tindra Svahnstrom’s turn to meet Lester J and Bazz. The pair of detectives drove to her home in Kirkwood. It was located in an area that stood for strong family values and healthy, stable relationships. The old oaks provided plenty of shade. Kids on bicycles roamed the sidewalks. White picket fences identified property lines. The duo had been to far worse places in search of criminal information.

			The bubbly blonde answered the door after a series of knocks. Dressed in cutoff jean shorts and a blouse that was tied in a knot several ribs above the navel she made a memorable first impression. Any hot blooded male would have an urge to make a play for her.

			The good cop opened the conversation. “Good morning, I’m Lester Mullen with the St. Louis County Police Department and this is my partner, M. T. Basnahan. If you don’t mind we’d like to ask you some questions.”

			“What about?” Tindra’s mood went from friendly and outgoing to quizzical and skeptical.

			“Do you mind if we come in?”

			She was caught with her guard down, a wonderful trick from a nosy sleuth. “Ah, well, the house is a mess you know. I haven’t picked up after the kids yet today.”

			Bazz pulled out his notepad. “Then do you mind if we ask you some questions here?”

			“I suppose I can help, but I have to take the kids swimming in ten minutes or so.”

			“That’s fine,” Lester J said.

			“We’ll make it quick,” Bazz added.

			“We haven’t met before,” Lester J started, “but we know that you have been to the department and seeking protection. Can you tell us about that?”

			“Someone has been threatening my life,” Tindra said bluntly.

			“Who is that person?” Bazz asked.

			“I think that you know. It is well documented.”

			Bazz flipped through his notes. “It seems as if you’ve been in to file over twenty complaints against a Ms. Shari Daniels-Donnelly. Is that correct?”

			“Yes. If you say it is over twenty then I guess that it is,” Tindra smiled.

			“We are here trying to find out how she is making these threats.”

			Tindra took a second before answering. “She’s been sending the threats to my boyfriend.”

			“How?”

			“Through text messages to his phone.”

			Bazz had done his homework. He had found out the day before the information was true, but he scribbled notes in his notepad anyway. “And what do these threats claim?”

			“That she hates me and wants me done away with and that I’m a bitch and that she wants him to kill me and that if he doesn’t do it then she will and things like that.” She gasped for air.

			“So you don’t receive these threats directly. Is that correct?” A wise cop knows the answer to a question before he asks it. Bazz had turned up something new.

			Tindra took a while and then nodded. “Yes.”

			“So your boyfriend gets these messages.” Bazz wrote some more notes. “When does he receive these threatening texts?”

			“At all hours of the day, but usually at night.” Tindra was hasty in volunteering the information. “He’s told me what she says and has showed all of them to me.” She quickly glanced over their shoulder to check on her kids who were playing in the front yard.

			Lester J stepped in. “We’re the officers who served the order of protection to Ms. Daniels-Donnelly and, as you may or may not know, she has been arrested and jailed.”

			“My attorney mentioned that to me.”

			“However, we’d like to get some more information from you about her,” Bazz followed. “Can you tell us how you know her? Why does she want you killed?”

			“I knew it!” Tindra exclaimed. “I shouldn’t have answered the door!” The detectives shared a look. “I don’t have time for this! It’s a long story.”

			“We’ve got time,” Bazz declared.

			“But I don’t! I have to get the kids to the pool!” Tindra had soured in an instant.

			“We’re just trying to connect the dots,” Bazz said as he pressed for more information. “How do you know her?”

			“I told you! It’s a long story!”

			“Tell us.”

			“She knows my boyfriend!” After the outburst Tindra retracted somewhat. “She’s been dating him.”

			Lester J and Bazz took a second to digest that. They had learned a few days ago that Shari Daniels-Donnelly had been dating Richard W. Richards. “How do you know that?” Bazz asked.

			“I may be a blonde and I may be from another country, but I’m not stupid! Women can tell these kinds of things!”

			“Okay. Let’s stop and backtrack a little,” Bazz said, knowing that no boyfriend had been mentioned in any of the complaints that Tindra had filed. “Who is your boyfriend?” Both the detectives wondered if Richard W. Richards had been dating Tindra Svahnstrom too. If he had, then the guy was doing a pretty good job of getting around town.

			“Raul!” Tindra barked.

			“Who is Raul?”

			“I just told you!” Tindra noticed her kids. “I’ve got to get going.”

			“Okay. Okay. Just another question or two,” Lester J said as he tried to diffuse the situation. “What is Raul’s last name?”

			“Where does he live?” Bazz followed.

			“Where does he work?” Lester J added.

			Tindra sighed. “Raul’s last name is Mendez. He lives here. He owns Raul’s Massage Therapy. He met her at the country club.”

			Bazz was writing as fast as he could. “Good. Good. Good. That’s the information we needed to hear.”

			“Then why didn’t you just come out and ask for it?” Tindra was out of patience. “Are you done?”

			“We’d like to ask you more.”

			“Some other day. I’ve got to go.”

			


	

Chapter Fifty-Six

			The detectives retreated to their car. Before they had reached the first stop sign Bazz yapped. “Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!”

			“What?”

			“For every question she answered two more questions popped up.” Bazz flipped through his notes. “I thought for sure she was going to say that she had been dating Richard W. Richards.”

			“You and me both.”

			“So who is this Raul character?”

			“The guy that is sleeping with one of the nicest pieces of….”

			“Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. I agree, but we need to find this guy.” Bazz was busy on his cell phone finding the address for Raul’s Massage Therapy. “It looks like his store is toward Webster Groves. It can’t be more than six to eight minutes away.”

			Lester J pointed the car in that direction. “We need to get his cell phone.”

			The detectives sped toward Webster Groves and pulled into the strip mall where Raul’s Massage Therapy was located. There weren’t many businesses there. Several of the storefronts had FOR LEASE signs in the window and the parking lot was virtually empty.

			Hanging from the interior of the front door of Raul’s business was a smiley face that indicated when he was to return. The big hand was on 12. The small hand was on 4.

			“Any bets that Shari shows up sometime after four?” Bazz asked.

			“Not sure about her, but if we want to get his phone I would say that one of us ought to be back here around then.”

			“Should I stake out the place, see what he drives, get his license plate number and look for her?”

			“It wouldn’t be a bad idea to get over here a little early.” Lester J eased the car past the store front. “There’s nothing we can do here now. We might as well head back to the office and see if a tip has come in.”

			


	

Chapter Fifty-Seven

			Raul was at Cosmo Lofts napping before seeing clients at his store.

			Shari was at home doing what her lawyer had suggested. It was her nature to check on Tyler Cy in the lower level and tell him how to properly perform the rehab exercises for his knee. “How do you expect to get any better if you don’t do the stretches right?” she asked as Tyler Cy used the cord around his ankle to bend his knee and extend it back so that the heel of his foot would reach the hamstring.

			“I’m doing the best I can, Woobie.” Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. A grimace indicated he was moving the leg in a foreign motion.

			“Your range of motion isn’t going to improve until you start exercising more. You need to be putting in at least six hours a day.”

			Tyler Cy winced. “I never want to go through this again.” He took a deep breath. “See what throwing a pillow caused?”

			“Hey, don’t blame it on me. You were the one that fell down the steps.” Shari grabbed the remote and changed the television channel.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Switching the channel to watch something else.” She flipped through twenty programs in thirty seconds settling on a ladies political gossip show. The topic being discussed was corruption in the government.

			“Do we have to listen to them?” Tyler Cy complained.

			Shari gave him a nasty look. “What do you think?’

			“About what they’re talking about?”

			“No! About these workout pants.” She turned so that her derriere was in his line of sight. “Do these make me look fat?”

			Tyler Cy was in a damned-if-you-do-and-damned-if-you-don’t position. The Spandex wasn’t necessarily flattering but he had always thought that his wife’s appearance was better than any other woman her age. “You wear it well.”

			“Damn you, Tyler Cy! You’re just saying that.” Shari looked over her right shoulder and admired her butt in the mirror. “I didn’t think it would make me look like I don’t have an ass, but it does.”

			“What’s that have to do with making you look fat?”

			“That’s what I was talking about. You didn’t notice. You just made a comment for my benefit. I wanted an honest opinion.”

			“For someone your age the pants look great on you.”

			“What do you mean for someone my age? Are you saying that I’m getting old?”

			“Come on, Woobie. You know what I mean. You’re a middle aged woman that has aged gracefully. How is that? The clothes look good on you.” Tyler Cy unwrapped the cord that was around his ankle. “Why is it such a concern of yours?”

			Shari did some toe lifts and watched her butt cheeks in the mirror. “We live in a health conscious world. I want to make sure that I look physically fit. It’s tough to maintain a nice figure.”

			“Why do you need that sort of look?” Tyler Cy felt a little feisty. “Are you getting ready to hit the singles’ circuit?”

			“Screw you, Tyler Cy.”

			“Richie’s gone.” Now he played dumb. “Are you going to find someone new to replace him?” Now that their divorce proceedings were moving along Tyler Cy felt as if he could take a jab at her for having a long-lasting affair.

			“Maybe I already have.”

			Tyler Cy climbed onto an exercise bike. He set the timer and the difficulty level and started pedaling. “Who is Raul?”

			Shari stopped admiring herself in the mirror. She turned to face him directly. “How do you know about Raul?”

			“I know you, Woobie. You’ve always had men in your life.”

			“How do you know about him?”

			“Is that why Richie had been calling so much?”

			“Let’s not go there. I told you what was going on.”

			“But you didn’t say a thing about this Raul character.”

			Shari got defensive. “It was none of your business. His feelings got hurt. He didn’t want to let it go. He threatened me. He said he was going to run to you and tell you about Raul.”

			Tyler pumped away on the stationary bike. “So he knew that you had another boyfriend and he couldn’t handle it.”

			“I guess! Do we have to talk about this right now?”

			Beads of sweat formed on Tyler Cy’s forehead. Their relationship was out of the ordinary; a product of what had developed over the years. “Look, I said my vows and I am still committed to them. I don’t want this silly divorce.” He threw another nugget her way. “How many men would allow you to have a boyfriend and run around all over town rubbing it in his face?”

			Shari absorbed what he said and didn’t back down. “You know that you can’t satisfy me! It was either that or you would have been gone a long time ago.”

			Tyler Cy took the slam and pedaled harder, his face reddening. “I’ve bent over backwards to please you and nothing seems to be enough.” He grabbed a towel, wiped his face, and in a demanding tone said, “Hand me the remote.”

			“Why?”

			“So I can turn down the volume on the TV. I’m tired of listening to those women babble incessantly about corruption in politics. We all know that every representative is on the take.”

			“Not the females.”

			“Oh, come on, Woobie. It doesn’t make any difference if the rep is a male or a female. Anybody in a position of authority has their hand out.”

			“Lisa doesn’t.”

			Tyler Cy wiped the sweat out of his eyes. “That’s BS. If we could get some cooperation out of her we could go forward with the golf course development.”

			“I’m sure she would help you.”

			“You would think, but so far that hasn’t been the case. She’s a tougher nut to crack than any guy I’ve ever had to deal with. We can’t get anywhere with the politicians. Our contracts are about to expire. We have to put up more hard money to extend the options and I can’t get a read on the situation.”

			“Do you need me to help?”

			“You do what the lawyers tell you to do. I don’t know what you can do over and above what we’ve already done at the office.” Tyler Cy slowed his pedaling and began his cool down.

			Shari turned her attention back to the mirror. “I still want to know how you know about Raul?”

			“You must play me for an absolute fool. I know people all over town.”

			Shari flexed her butt. “I think I’ll get cleaned up and see if Ashlyn wants to meet me at the mall. I seen where Saks had a sale on some outfits I want.” She looked at his worn out workout clothes. “Maybe I’ll get you a designer sweat suit. The one you have on looks like crap.” Tyler Cy looked out of the side of his eye as she bounded up the steps. It was getting close to four.

			


	

Chapter Fifty-Eight

			Detective Basnahan was trained to notice details. What was surprising was that he did not see Shari’s Jaguar inch through the sparsely filled parking lot in front of Raul’s Massage Therapy. But he had reason for that. A conversation had just begun with Raul Mendez. Shari was observant enough to see the detective through the window and kept the car rolling.

			Lester J and Bazz were good. They hurriedly prepared a search warrant and got a judge to sign off. Of course the item of chief concern was Raul’s cell phone. It wasn’t going to yield any clues into the murder of Richard W. Richards but they expected the phone would provide evidence that suggested some sort of relationship between Raul and Shari that endangered the life of Tindra.

			Bazz was a stranger to Raul. That alone caused Raul to fidget. Bazz noticed it too. The conversation started in a similar fashion. “Are you Mr. Mendez?” The proprietor nodded. “I’m Detective M.T. Basnahan. I’m here today conducting a criminal investigation.”

			“I haven’t done anything wrong.”

			“I never said you did.”

			Raul took a deep breath. “Good.” His eyes darted past and through the detective. He focused on the front desk. “Sorry. I have some clients coming in soon and I need to get the place ready.” He straightened up a stack of magazines on an end table and headed to the front desk.

			“One wouldn’t be Shari Daniels-Donnelly, would it?”

			Raul stopped momentarily. He looked into space for a brief second before answering. “No.”

			The pleasant looking heartthrob effectively dodged the first bait that was thrown into the water. Bazz tried a more direct approach. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

			“Go ahead, but you’ll have to make it quick. My first appointment will be here soon.” Raul had moved to the front desk.

			Bazz got a little concerned when Raul stepped behind the counter. “You don’t have any weapons, do you?”

			Raul laughed. “Of course not.” His smile stretched across the front of his face. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

			“So I’ve heard,” Bazz mumbled.

			“Who have you talked to?”

			“Tindra,” Bazz paused to gauge Raul’s reaction, “but I’ll ask the questions if it’s alright with you.”

			Raul relented but he wasn’t too pleased. “It’s my place of business, you know.”

			“Would you like for me to make it quick?”

			“Yeah. If you have a bunch of questions about Tindra I’d rather not answer them.”

			“What would you rather talk about?” Bazz did a good job of alienating himself.

			“Nothing.” Raul did not like the guy all of a sudden.

			Bazz fumbled around in his pocket. “We have reason to believe that an item that you have in your possession might be a critical piece of evidence in an investigation that we are conducting.”

			“What is that?”

			“I’ve got a search warrant for your cell phone.”

			“What do you want that for?”

			“I think you know.”

			Raul was unfazed. He had deleted all of the messages out of memory. “Is that all you want?” He reached into his pocket and handed over his mobile phone. “When can I get it back? A lot of my clients reach me through it.”

			“You may want to make arrangements for some sort of a backup. We may have it for a while.”

			“What do you want it for?”

			“Court documents and your wife…”

			“We’re not married.”

			“Sorry. Court documents and your live-in indicated that it was the source of the complaints that she has been filing.”

			“From Shari?”

			Bazz smiled. “You’re good. Maybe you should take up a career in law enforcement.”

			Raul wanted to smack the detective. “That’s what she gets for prying into my business.”

			“I’ve got to hand it to you.” Bazz placed the phone into a Ziploc bag. “You’ve got good taste in women.” He turned to leave. “I just hope that you’re not in over your head. They can be volatile, you know.”

			


	

Chapter Fifty-Nine

			Bazz was barely out of the lot. Shari had pulled her car around back, placed a scarf over her hair and waited. She didn’t want to have anything to do with the detective. It was easier to avoid than confront. Within minutes she was face-to-face with Raul.

			“What did he want?”

			“My cell phone.”

			“Did you give it to him?”

			“I had to.”

			Shari paced back and forth across the reception area concerned that the depth of their affair would somehow get back to Tyler Cy. “Why did you do something stupid like that?”

			“I had to. He had a search warrant for it.”

			“I seen stupid…”

			“Don’t worry, Bombon. There wasn’t anything on it. All the messages have been deleted.” Raul wasn’t about to tell her that Tindra had found his phone, discovered a few messages, and had been monitoring the texts he had been receiving. If Shari found out that he knew Tindra had taken his phone and had gone to the cops, his weekday perks would dry up, and so would his sleeping arrangement. “Everything will be fine.”

			“What do you mean everything will be fine? I’ve already spent a night in jail. I don’t want to ever do that again.”

			“It’s over and done with. I don’t think that it will do them any good,” Raul said. “I just hope they don’t keep it very long. I want it back.”

			“How am I supposed to stay in touch with you?”

			“I’ll get a temporary one tomorrow.”

			“Are you staying at the apartment tonight?”

			Raul flashed the golden smile and shook his head from side to side. “Tindra promised not to slash me up.”

			“Do you believe her?” Shari said as she nuzzled up to his chest. She couldn’t keep her hands off of him. She wrapped her arms around his waist. “I mean when you fall asleep anything can happen, especially if you don’t trust her.”

			“We’re getting along better.”

			“Even after she found out about me?”

			“She made me promise not to see you anymore.”

			Shari pressed her torso against his. “And what did you tell her?”

			Raul chuckled. “I told her I wouldn’t.” He laughed some more. “And she believed me.”

			“What are you going to do if she finds out?”

			Raul laughed heartily. “I guess I’ll sleep over at the apartment more. I don’t want my you-know-what to go bye-bye.”

			“Me and you both.” Shari purred and rocked her pelvis. She whispered, “How will you know if she finds out?”

			The question was perplexing. “I never thought of that. I figured I’d be real careful.” Then an idea popped into his head. “Maybe we shouldn’t call each other or talk to each other.”

			“Then how will I know when you’ll be at the apartment?”

			“I can leave a note for you,” Raul suggested.

			“That means I’ll have to run over there every day to see when you’ll be there.”

			“Do you know of another way to do it?”

			“This place is closer to home. Maybe I can come over here to talk.”

			Raul thought for a second. “That’s not a good idea, but hey, maybe I can leave a green flag in the window with a number on it indicating when I’ll be there. Then you can drive by here and find out when I’ll be over there.”

			“You’re thinking clearly, aren’t you?”

			“I’ve got customers and now the cops know where they can reach me. They may be watching.”

			Shari sighed and looked up at him, saddened. A kiss followed. “When will you be there next?”

			“I can go by there the day after tomorrow.”

			“What time?”

			“After lunch. It will be mid-afternoon.”

			“I need to see you. I’ll be waiting.”

			


	

Chapter Sixty

			As badly as Shari wanted to see Raul she was a no-show for their tryst. She had nearly forgotten that Kara and Del had been invited home to celebrate a self-proclaimed Father’s Day for Tyler Cy and Jayla was coming from boarding school.

			She had told Ashlyn earlier in the summer that Tyler Cy could mess up her social calendar even as she was trying to permanently exit his life. This was a perfect example of what she was referring to. You would think seeing her kids would trigger a different response.

			The cigarette was lit. The Chardonnay poured. The jewelry—especially the rings—and makeup was in place. Tyler Cy was in the lower level as Kara and Shari caught up on the latest happenings.

			“What’s for dinner?” Kara asked.

			“We’re having it catered,” Shari answered. “You know how I hate to cook.” She took a sip of wine and puffed on her cigarette. “You can choose from chicken cordon bleu, crab-stuffed flounder, or a six ounce filet. Your dad picked out the vegetables.”

			“What did he get?”

			“You know your father and his vegetables. He ordered Orecchiette with Rapini and goat cheese and roasted asparagus. You’d think that he could lose some weight eating that.”

			“I don’t know about the first one but I should like the asparagus. What did you get for dessert?”

			“Believe it or not we compromised.”

			“I didn’t think the two of you could agree on anything.”

			“We decided to be civil since the family was all together again. The two of us agreed on something that we noticed in Cozumel. It’s an exotic fruit and spice cake. It’s something healthy but still in the spirit of a special occasion cake.”

			“Yummy. What’s in it?”

			“I don’t really know how they make it. I believe the crust is made of crushed almonds and then there is orange marmalade and icing. The caterer said that it had raisins, apricots, figs, dates, kiwis, pineapple, strawberries, blueberries, cherries, cinnamon and nutmeg. I seen the picture and knew we should try it.” Shari fetched the photo off of the counter top and handed it to Kara.

			“How good does that look! Can I have that at the wedding?” Even though it was nine months away the time was ticking.

			“That’s what I was thinking. We’ll give it a test drive tonight.” Shari sipped some more Chardonnay. “We have to start planning.”

			“I found my dress and the ones for the bridesmaids.”

			“Good! We can scratch the bridesmaid dresses off the things-to-do list. I’ve already got one picked out for you.”

			“I like the one I picked out. I don’t know if dad will agree. It costs like six thousand dollars.”

			“You only get married once. The one I want for you will cost fifteen thousand dollars. We’re going to have a good party.” Shari laughed and drank more wine.

			“Did he put a ceiling on how much we can spend?”

			“He doesn’t have a choice. You’ll get what I want. You’re his oldest girl and he’ll have to pay for it.”

			“Why are you so sure?”

			“I have the best divorce lawyer in town. We’ll figure up the cost and have her put it in the divorce settlement.”

			Kara smiled at her mother but also knew that she would have to tone down all of the extravagant items to keep her father in an affable mood. It sounded good to have the biggest-and-best wedding ever, but she wanted to at least check with her dad before she started spending his money. It was more out of respect for his position in life than love. She was hopeful that he would agree to her requests.

			A new face appeared in the kitchen. “Whassup, Mom?” Del reached into the refrigerator and popped open a beer. Shari did a quick survey of the four crosses in his ear, shoulder-length hair, and tattoos on his neck and forearms. Del’s eyes suggested a lack of sleep and chronic drug use.

			“Have you been drinking again?” Shari asked undaunted by the drink in her own hand.

			Del laughed. “Of course.” He raised the beer in salute.

			“When did you start today?”

			“Who said I ever stopped?” A hearty laugh followed.

			“Del, have you mixed anything else with it?” Shari suspected more than a beer buzz kicking in.

			“Maybe. What business is it of yours?”

			“You know how we feel about that in this house.”

			“Do you want me to leave?”

			“We had planned an evening together as a family.”

			“You didn’t answer my question.”

			“You can stay but you know our position on overuse. If you can’t handle it, you’re walking a fine line.”

			“You’ve got a lot of room to talk.”

			Kara couldn’t stand it. “Del, cut it out. Can’t we all have one last night together free from all the sniping?”

			As opposite as they were, Kara and Del liked—even loved—each other. When their parents were busy building the real estate company they had to fend for themselves with the primary guidance coming from their nanny and their teachers especially when Shari was running all over town during their teen years. That closeness formed a bond. They looked after each other. It was a survival instinct to cope with parental dysfunction.

			“Yeah, yeah, okay Sis.”

			Shari chain-smoked and finished her Chardonnay. She made her way to the refrigerator to refill her glass.

			Del was right back at Kara. “See what I mean?”

			Kara defended her mom. “Come on, Del. Knock it off.”

			“She’s the one that started it.”

			“Started what?”

			“The divorce.” His bitterness surfaced. “She’s the one jumping all over town going to all the young clubs.”

			“I like your music!” Shari rallied.

			“And the young guys. I see you hanging all over them. Sometimes it gets embarrassing.” Del fired down the remains in the beer can in one gulp and opened the refrigerator door for another.

			“Del!”

			He left for the great room, over his shoulder saying, “I’d rather have a mom that’s not a cougar.”

			Shari refrained from extending the argument. She turned to Kara, “We’ll do more planning for the wedding after dinner.”

			In the lower level Tyler Cy’s healing process was almost complete. He was putting in some miles at a brisk pace on the treadmill. Jayla, the love of his life, had come downstairs and was now an inquisitive spectator. At twelve years old she was still an impressionable child.

			“How did you hurt it?”

			“It was an accident. I fell down the stairs.”

			“Were you in a lot of pain?”

			Tyler Cy looked at her as sweat rolled off of his forehead. “You wouldn’t believe how bad it was.”

			“What part of your knee was it?”

			Tyler Cy hit some buttons on the control panel of the treadmill. The belt slowed and then came to a stop. He stepped off the device and gingerly made his way to his easy chair. Once seated, he rolled the pants leg of his sweat pants up and showed her the scar on his knee.

			“Oooh!” Jayla shrieked.

			“It’s a mess, isn’t it? They had to replace my whole knee.”

			“With what?”

			He put his right hand in a fist and opened his left palm. “The knee is a ball and socket joint.” He ground his right fist back and forth in the palm. “If this is the ball it rotates back and forth like this and that’s how it bends. Now it’s all metal. They had to take my bone out.”

			“Now it’s all metal? How does it stay in there?”

			“There is a metal plate in my knee. Screws attach it to my thigh bone and my shin bone.”

			The idea was foreign to Jayla. “That had to hurt.”

			“You wouldn’t believe how much it hurt, Jayla.” Tyler Cy rubbed his hand over the top of her hair. “They had to put a plastic spacer in there to act like cartilage and…”

			“What’s that?”

			“That’s sort of a sponge that acts like a cushion between the bones,” he continued. “Then they had to sew my ligaments and attach them to the muscles.” He showed her the scars on the inside and outside of his knee.

			“That’s disgusting.”

			“The scars won’t look as bad in time.” He bent the knee back and forth. “But you know what?”

			“What?”

			“It works fine right now.” Tyler Cy smiled.

			“If it works why do you have to do the exercises?”

			“The doctors want me to get a full range of motion.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Total use of my knee.” He flexed the knee some more. “They want me to build up the strength in my muscles and get full use of it. I’ll be as good as new in a couple of months.” He sighed. “At least I hope so.”

			“Good.” Jayla said before changing subjects. “Are you and Mom still going to get a divorce?”

			The question caught Tyler Cy by surprise. He slowly nodded his head up and down. “It looks that way.”

			“Why?”

			He didn’t want to tell Jayla that her mother like to party and didn’t love him anymore so he diplomatically commented. “Sometimes when you grow older two adults grow apart.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You develop different interests and want to do things that the other one doesn’t want to do.”

			“You’re still doing the things that you always did, aren’t you?”

			Tyler Cy nodded. “Pretty much.”

			“Then is it Mom that wants to do other things?”

			“That’s a tough question, Jayla. Maybe you can ask her sometime between now and when you go back to school.”

			“If it’s up to me I don’t want you to get a divorce.”

			Tyler Cy hugged his youngest daughter. “There are two of us that feel that way, Sweetie.”

			


	

Chapter Sixty-One

			It was back to Prairie Winds Golf Course for Shari and Ashlyn the following Tuesday. Shari didn’t have a match scheduled. Her opponent that day had an injury and forfeited, so she scheduled an extensive practice session with Curt. As soon as Ashlyn and the rest of the ladies teed off Shari headed for the practice range.

			Even on a day deemed for just practice Shari looked the part of a country-clubber. She was decked out in white golf shorts and a sleeveless lime green blouse with matching white shoes and visor. A thin lime green anklet and lime green hoops in her ears contrasted nicely with her tan. She was a stand-out to both warm-blooded males and jealous females.

			“We haven’t spent any quality time hitting balls for a few weeks, have we?” Curt said as the pair greeted each other.

			“I’ve been so busy,” Shari answered, taking the cigarette out of her mouth to speak.

			Curt wondered if that meant shopping, lunching, and chasing men. “The older we get the quicker time evaporates.”

			“I don’t know where the days go.”

			Curt wasn’t in the best of moods and thought that he’d cover some old topics before they got too far along. “I see that you didn’t think too much of the suggestions that J Dub and I made.”

			Shari shrugged. “What?”

			“The cigarettes and the jewelry,” Curt said. “The smokes won’t do you any good on the golf course. Especially if we have to walk eighteen holes and all of those rings will only hinder your grip.”

			Shari was a little perturbed. “Well, good morning to you too. We haven’t seen each other in a few weeks and you already crawl up my ass.”

			“Are you serious about winning a million bucks?”

			“Wouldn’t anybody?”

			“Heck, we’re excited to have an opportunity to win ten percent of that for selling the winning bottle of SPRITZ. If you want to win then you need to carry yourself like a winner.”

			“You sound like a boss.”

			“If I’m your coach for this event then I guess I am your boss at least until it is over.”

			Shari was headstrong. “If we can’t get along I can always go back to Jeffrey Free.”

			“Bogey?” Curt answered. “I thought you weren’t a member of Olde Blueblood anymore.”

			The thought had passed Shari by. “Well, that’s true, but I seen good results from him in the past. I’m sure he’d meet me at a driving range.”

			Curt was apologetic. “Look, there’s no use for us to get at each other’s throat. We’re both better off if we agree to get along and take something positive away from these practice sessions. I was just a little surprised that you ignored the advice I gave you when we first started.”

			“You’re too pleasant to look at for me to get very angry at you.” Shari threw out a little tease. She grinned at him. The cigarette was stomped out. She walked to her golf bag and took a pouch out of a storage area. One by one the rings came off. “If you’d like to know, there is history behind every single one of these.”

			“I can only imagine,” Curt replied.

			“I can tell you some stories, but I’ll save them for a time when we’re having cocktails.” Shari teased. “I bet your blue eyes shine brighter in a bar than out here in the sun.”

			Curt smiled. “We’ll take the doubt out of your mind.” He lowered a pair of sunglasses onto his nose. “Now you won’t have anything to compare them to.”

			“You’re a party pooper.”

			“Not really, but when we’re out here we’ve got work to do.” He got a bucket of balls and laid it on its side so that several balls rolled onto the grass. “Are you warmed up?”

			Shari nodded as she pulled the last ring off of her little finger and placed the golf glove on her left hand. “I stretched and took some practice swings before you got out here.”

			“Fire away. Let’s see what you’ve got today.”

			Shari took a stance over a ball and wiggled her butt. She glanced over her shoulder to see if Curt caught the move.

			“Have you met Trot?” Curt asked.

			“I think. Isn’t he Captain Jer’s friend?”

			“Yeah. He’s the comedian. Maybe you can join his act at the comedy club.”

			Shari felt good that Curt caught a nice glimpse of her backside. She thought that he might have some potential if he’d just loosen up a bit. She hit balls for at least an hour and then they practiced on the putting green before heading into the clubhouse.

			


	

Chapter Sixty-Two

			Pork Chop, YouWho, Captain Jer, and Trot were in the back corner of the clubhouse when Curt and Shari walked in a few minutes ahead of the rest of the ladies. Julie and J Dub worked the counter while Curt continued into the office. A window air conditioning unit cooled that portion of the clubhouse. After time outside on a hot summer day the proprietors would retreat to the office, flop on an old couch, and relax for a few minutes.

			Ashlyn joined Shari at one of the tables when the ladies finished. Conversations from varying groups of golfers bounced off the walls. The TV added to the noise. By lunchtime the guys had tired of the baseball game highlights of the night before. Julie had switched the channel to the local news at noon just like she did every day around this time.

			Local newscaster Paula Stewart provided the stories. Before heading into a commercial she said, “And as a follow-up to a story that we first reported several weeks ago St. Louis County police are reaching out to the public for information in the execution-style death of local businessman Richard W. Richards.” Richie’s photo as well as a hotline phone number accompanied the report.

			“2Dix must have really ticked someone off,” Captain Jer said. He had poured his beer into a frosty mug and was swirling it around.

			“Dey still haven’t caught da guy?” YouWho asked.

			“I don’t know if they ever will,” Trot followed. “If they don’t get some hot leads right away, finding the killer gets tough.”

			“Maybe we’ll turn on the TV in a decade and see that this murder is one of those cold case files that finally gets solved,” Pork Chop said.

			“Hey, Shari!” Captain Jer yelled. “Have you heard anything about your buddy?”

			Julie yelled back. “Jer, how tacky can you be? There’s no need to holler in here.”

			“You just did.”

			“In an attempt to quiet you down.”

			“Well, did she?”

			All eyes were focused directly on Shari. She simply shrugged her shoulders and shook her head negatively. Her interest returned to her nutrition bar.

			The guys played detectives. “Okay. Let’s look at what happened,” Captain Jer started. “This guy gets up early in the morning to play golf at River Bend.”

			“Dat’s a nice place,” YouWho said.

			“A fun place to play,” Pork Chop added.

			Captain Jer surged onward. “He drives to his car pool spot, arrives before anyone else, sits in his car, and gets whacked. What’s the first thing that comes to your mind?”

			“Somebody had to know he was going to be there.”

			“Right. Who would know that?”

			“It had to be someone that knew what he did five mornings a week,” Trot theorized.

			“Correct,” Captain Jer said. “So someone set up an appointment for him to meet his killer. Do you follow my thinking?”

			“So who would do dat?” YouWho asked.

			“It had to be a family member or friend or business partner or…”

			“Do you tink it was one of da guys dat he played golf wit’?”

			“I would hope not!” Pork Chop replied.

			The retired pilot looked across the room and spotted J Dub behind the counter. “Hey, J Dub, who did 2Dix play golf with every day?” Captain Jer thought he was onto something.

			The head pro rattled off three names. “It was Knuckles, Fatboy, and the Jeffco Echo.”

			“That does us a lot of good,” Captain Jer whined. “Do they have names?”

			“I’m sure they do,” J Dub replied, “but I’ll have to look them up. I don’t know their real names off the top of my head. That’s what they go by.”

			Captain Jer continued. “Anyway, it really doesn’t matter to us. I would think that those three guys were at the top of the list for the cops to question.”

			“I can’t believe that a guy’s golfing buddy would have him killed,” Pork Chop said.

			“Stranger things have happened,” Captain Jer said. “Maybe he owed one of them money and they all agreed to show up a few minutes late for the designated time so that the killer would have time to do the deed.”

			“Then that would implicate all of them,” Trot said. “That’s not going to happen.”

			“Especially over a golf bet,” Pork Chop added.

			“Okay, then you cross those guys off the list,” Captain Jer said. “Who is next?”

			“Wife.”

			“Business partner.”

			“Somebody he screwed on a business deal.”

			“And I’m sure that is the same way that the cops are thinking,” Captain Jer said. He raised his mug in the air. That was the signal for Julie to bring him another. “Come on, Jules. This stuff wakes up my brain cells. Hurry up.”

			“What do you tink happened, Captain Jer?” YouWho respected the retired pilot.

			“I won’t know until I have some more to drink. Beer makes me smarter.”

			“Aren’t we the lucky ones?” Julie said as she approached the table. “Think of what’s going to flow out of his mouth the rest of the day.”

			Captain Jer smiled. “Where would we be without it?” He raised his can for a toast.

			“Responsible,” Julie replied before retreating.

			“Okay. So where were we?” Captain Jer asked.

			“It was eitha da wife or da bizness partna or da guy he skude.” YouWho never could pronounce an r.

			“I don’t think the wife would do it,” Trot guessed. “I’m sure she was one of the first people they talked to.”

			“So we’ll throw her out,” Captain Jer agreed.

			“Den it was somebody he skude in bizness.”

			“Maybe so. It makes sense,” Captain Jer said. “But who would that be?”

			“The cops would have to go through his computer and all of his business files,” Pork Chop said, “until they find a dirty deal or somebody with an axe to grind.”

			“So that’s probably where the cops are at with this thing,” Captain Jer predicted, “and nothing has turned up yet.” He raised the beer to his lips and took a healthy sip. “Damn, this is too much work trying to figure something like this out.”

			“Den we solved it,” YouWho replied. “Who else could it be?”

			“I don’t know,” Captain Jer said. “I’m sure the cops have thought about all kinds of scenarios.” He thought some more. “There’s only one other person that could have done something like this, and we failed to mention it.”

			“Who dat be?”

			“You nicknamed him YouWho. What was it?”

			“2Dix.”

			“Why?”

			“Because wit’ two dicks in his name he thought he was a lubber.”

			“We have to add one more suspect to the list then.”

			“Who dat be?” YouWho repeated.

			“With his reputation, maybe it was a jilted lover,” Captain Jer said loudly. He took another healthy swig and let his sapphire eyes stare directly at Shari Daniels-Donnelly.

			


	

Chapter Sixty-Three

			Leslie Potter’s month was booked well in advance with client meetings, Go Green Ecology pro bono work, animal safe haven seminars, WOFO (Women Organize for Opportunity) conferences, and a book signing. For her affluent divorce clients, however, she was available on short notice. It was Shari Daniels-Donnelly’s turn for an update.

			Shari arrived looking impeccable in a fashionable pants suit with the top three buttons undone. Leslie wondered if she had a happy hour date or was going on the prowl after their appointment.

			“We haven’t seen each other in a while,” Leslie said. “Would you like an update on what is taking place?”

			“Yeah. I want this over! Why is it dragging so much?”

			“Welcome to our court system,” Leslie answered. “Truman informed me that many of the appraisals have been ordered. They are gathering audited financial statements and tax returns on the various corporations.”

			“Can’t they speed things up?”

			“You could agree to his offer.”

			“I’m not about to take the crumbs he’s throwin’ out. We’ve worked hard to accumulate all of this together. I want this over as soon as possible!”

			“You have to remember that nothing happens fast in real estate or the courts or with accountants.” Leslie clasped her hands. “Lots of times, and I’ll borrow a cliché, good things come to those who wait.” Leslie got up and walked to the coffee pot on the credenza. “How is the living arrangement? Is he being abusive in any way?”

			“No, it’s all good. He has his area and I have mine. We respect that. I just don’t want to be married to him anymore. I want my freedom to come and go and do what I want.”

			“Lisa told me that you met Maggie.”

			“And Meredith,” Shari added. “I guess alcohol has a way of releasing inhibitions and making fantasies come true.” She laughed.

			“Oh, really. The report I got from Lisa wasn’t that detailed.”

			“I had no idea.” Shari couldn’t believe what she had done. “It was just a one-time thing.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“I like men too much.” Shari dug into her purse. The conversation was a little awkward for her. “This makes me want to have a cigarette.”

			Leslie cautioned. “It’s a no-smoking building.”

			Shari acknowledged such. She popped a piece of gum into her mouth. “I must admit the soft touch of a woman and that first kiss ….” Her voice trailed off as she remembered how she felt that first night.

			“You’ve made a valuable contact.” Leslie paused. “Lisa can help you.”

			“I never knew.”

			“The masses don’t. Private lives of public figures do not need to be news. She’s welcomed you into her inner circle. Run with it.” Leslie smiled.

			“How can I?”

			“She needs a travel partner for one. For obvious reasons Maggie can’t be that.”

			Shari thought about the opportunities that might exist. Her mind wandered to exotic islands and sun-drenched beaches. “But I really enjoy the touch of a man too.”

			“Nobody is asking you to stop that. Just make yourself available when the call comes.”

			An all-expense paid trip sounded alluring. Shari changed the direction of the conversation. “Are you?”

			Leslie had a puzzled look. “Do I like the touch of a woman? Is that what you’re asking?”

			Shari nodded.

			“First off, I don’t discuss that with clients. But you’re welcome to look around and see the causes that are important to me in my life. Lisa and I have a lot of common ground.” Leslie took a calculated breath and wondered if she should say what was truly on her mind. “Let’s just say I prefer something that lasts more than ten minutes and I like to cuddle.”

			Shari caught the drift and laughed out loud. “You don’t like the touch and feel of a hairy ass!” The pair laughed heartily.

			“Nor do I want to deal with performance anxiety.” The laughter continued.

			Shari pulled a tissue out of her purse to wipe away the tears before the mascara ran down her face. “Let me give all of it some thought. I know that my first reaction surprised me.”

			“That you liked it?”

			“It was different, but it was enjoyable too.”

			Leslie returned to her chair behind her desk and the tone of the conversation turned serious. “Right now I am your attorney. I am going to give you the best advice I can.”

			Shari chuckled. “You may have already.”

			Leslie had her game face on. “No, in all seriousness I want you to utilize what Lisa can do for you.”

			“What now?”

			“The Langdon Estate has been the most desirable piece of property in town. Your husband has control of it. Lisa’s family has influence at TexArOkLa. She can get that property rezoned.” Leslie stopped to let the comment sink in. “With that you’ll become very wealthy and, of course, that will become a part of the divorce settlement.”

			What Leslie just said went in one ear and out the other. Shari was pre-occupied. “Oh, that reminds me. I almost forgot why I came in to see you today.”

			Leslie was taken aback as to what could be more important than what she just indicated. She sat back in her chair. “What?”

			“We’ve been planning Kara’s wedding.”

			“Who is Kara?”

			“My oldest daughter.”

			“That’s right. Now I remember her name.”

			“Anyway we’ve figured up a rough estimate of the cost of her wedding. It’s going to run somewhere in the neighborhood of $150,000. I want you to put that in the settlement too. I want Tyler Cy to pay for that.”

			Leslie was dumbfounded. She just described a way for Shari to make millions of dollars and her client was worried about the cost of a wedding. “Sure. We can do that. Is that it?”

			“Yeah. Make the bastard pay for it.”

			


	

Chapter Sixty-Four

			Bazz and Lester J were busy brainstorming in their cubicle at the St. Louis County Police Department. The investigation into the murder of Richard W. Richards had gone cold. Days and weeks had passed. They were no further along than on the morning of the execution.

			“I don’t know what to use or where to go or who to talk to,” Lester J complained. “We have nothing.”

			Bazz opened up his notepad. “We’ve gone through this I don’t know how many times, but there has to be something obvious that we’re missing. Let’s go through it again.”

			“A guy goes to meet his golfing buddies. They’re carpooling.” Lester J had a map spread out. “Here is where they met.” He pointed to an X that was scribbled on the parking lot. “The guy arrives first after stopping for some breakfast sandwiches.”

			“Do you think somebody followed him from the fast food joint?”

			“It’s possible.” Lester J said as he looked at the map. “The drive-thru was right here.” He circled a location on the map. “It was an all-night joint.”

			“Meaning?”

			“They served all night, but nobody was allowed inside. Only the drive-thru was open.”

			“Okay, so he didn’t go inside.”

			“Right, he wouldn’t have been allowed. The receipt says that he made the purchase at 5:28 a.m.” Lester J placed the receipt on the desk. “He pays at the drive-thru window, pulls up and grabs his food, and then exits the lot.”

			“Okay, I follow you,” Bazz said in total agreement.

			“I assume he made a right out of the lot.”

			“Sure. His meeting place with the guys was a mile and a half down the road.”

			“One point seven miles to be exact,” Lester J corrected.

			“How long do you think it took him to get his food once he paid for it?” Bazz asked.

			“Why is that important?” Lester J wondered.

			“I’m trying to establish an exact time he pulled into the commuter lot to meet his golfing buddies.”

			“No more than three minutes. Maybe five at the most,” Lester J guessed.

			“Got it.” Bazz scribbled some numbers. “That means he pulled out of the lot at around 5:31 or 5:33 at the latest.”

			“Probably.”

			“At that time in the morning what are the street lights doing?”

			“They are flashing yellow,” Lester J answered.

			“All of them?” Bazz asked.

			Lester J nodded. “All but the last one that turns onto the road where the commuter lot is located.”

			“Fine. How long would that one stay red if he happened to come up on a red light?”

			“Thirty seconds. Max.”

			“Good,” Bazz conceded. “You’ve driven that, right?”

			“Yep. Several times.”

			“How long did it take you?”

			“From the food joint through the flashing yellow lights, assuming he was driving the speed limit, it takes two minutes. If he had to stop at the red light, it would take him three minutes to pull into the lot.”

			“So that puts him in the commuter lot at between 5:34 to 5:36 in the morning.”

			“Right.”

			“What time does the sun come up?”

			“It’s still dark at that time of the morning if that is what you’re getting at.”

			“Yeah.” Bazz scribbles some more. “When does dawn start to break?”

			“You mean when does it start to get light?”

			“Yeah.”

			“About 5:55.”

			“And he was meeting his buddies at 5:45, right?”

			“Yeah,” Lester J verified. “5:45.”

			“So it is still dark. He pulls into the lot, pops the trunk, gets out, and places his bag and shoes on the outside of the vehicle and returns to the driver’s seat.” Bazz jumped up and enacted the movement. “What’s that take? Maybe 30 seconds? A minute at most?”

			“I follow.”

			“So now it is 5:35 or maybe 5:37 at the latest. Bazz scribbles more numbers on his notepad. “His buddies are on the road getting close. No one has gotten there yet.”

			“Right.”

			“The shooter’s window of opportunity is closing rapidly. Do you think the guy was there waiting for him?”

			“He could have been.”

			“Let’s assume he wasn’t.”

			“You mean you don’t think the guy was waiting for him?”

			“I’m just making an assumption. There’s only one way into that commuter lot, right?”

			“Yeah, anybody going there has to travel through the same intersection that Richards went through.”

			“Bingo!” Bazz shouted. “There’s our answer.”

			“What?” Lester J pried for an explanation.

			“We don’t have an effing thing to go on. Not one clue.”

			“You’ve got that nailed.”

			“Except now we have a time frame and the killer came to us through that intersection and left through that intersection in a time frame that couldn’t have lasted more than eight to ten minutes. The shooter was gone before the golf buddies got there.”

			“How is that going to help us?” Lester J wasn’t putting two and two together.

			“There are cameras at that intersection.”

			“That’s Investigating Technique 101.” Lester J raised his hands to the ceiling. “Why didn’t we think of that first?”

			Bazz jumped to his feet. “I need to get the camera that shoots that intersection. We might at least find out what the guy was driving.”

			“Good job,” Lester J replied, “and see if you can zoom in on the license plate number.”

			Bazz headed off to his next stop content that he had just solved the murder of Richard W. Richards. “Maybe I’ll have some answers for us real soon.”

			“Wait a second. What did that cell phone turn up?”

			“Shari’s or Raul’s?”

			“Both.”

			“The IT guys told me we should have some information on that within the next day.”

			“I know it is unrelated to this guy’s murder but I would like to know what was going on between those two.”

			“Stay tuned. We should know something shortly.”

			


	

Chapter Sixty-Five

			It was another slow day at the Donnelly residence. No one was home but Tyler Cy. He was busy doing his knee exercises in the lower level and thankful that nobody was looking over his shoulder telling him how to do them.

			The surround sound music system was playing songs from an iPod that he had plugged into the computer. It was peaceful. He went about his business, slowly stretching farther and farther. In due time his knee would gain back all of its strength and range of motion. An added benefit was that the time he had been putting in caused him to lose some weight. He was down twelve pounds and one notch on his belt. His face had gotten thinner. His boyish look was beginning to return, except for the fact that he had no hair.

			Life was good. It was really, really good except for this minor distraction with his wife and the lawyers. But that would pass. And he knew it was temporary. Then he could return to the biggest and most important project of his real estate career. It would define his life. He wanted to build a town with thousands of home sites, put his name on his own golf course despite being a lousy player, and call it a career.

			A buzz came from the intercom.

			Tyler Cy scrambled to answer.

			It was his courier. “We have a package for Mr. and Mrs. Tyler Donnelly.”

			“I’ll be right there.” Tyler Cy was still hurting. He winced a few times as he climbed the stairs and made it to the front door. He signed for the delivery. It was certified with a return receipt requested. His immediate reaction was that he thought that it was odd for a delivery to come to his home instead of the real estate office. He noticed that the return address was from Intercontinental Enterprises.

			It looked more like a letter than a package. After taking possession he broke the seal on the envelope and unfolded the letter. A minute elapsed. And then two. Tyler Cy stood stunned trying to totally understand what he had just read.

			He reread the letter. Then he searched the envelope for more contents. The insurance company sent a notification explaining that a check would be sent to the guardians of Jayla Donnelly in the amount of $1,500,000 and was to be placed in a trust by her guardians, Tyler Cy Donnelly and Shari Daniels-Donnelly, until her 21st birthday. The proceeds represented the amount on a life insurance policy to be paid to the benefactor, Jayla Donnelly, for the untimely death of Richard W. Richards, her biological father.

			


	

Chapter Sixty-Six

			It took Tyler Cy all of a minute to pick up the phone and call his attorney, Truman Stewart. Overnight he gathered his thoughts. Within a day he was in to see Truman.

			“Hey, we haven’t talked in a while,” Truman began. “Is everything okay?”

			“You knew I tore up my knee and I’ve been at home rehabbing it.”

			“Yes.”

			“Other than that I’m just fine except I’m in minor shock right now.”

			“What happened?”

			“I don’t know where to begin,” Tyler Cy responded. “I’ll try to make it quick and concise.” He took a deep breath. “One of our family friends, Richie Richards was murdered several weeks ago. The cops came around asking questions so I hired Frankie Shivetta.”

			“That’s a good move.”

			“I thought so too. He’s kept the heat out of our home.” Tyler Cy took a breath. “Anyway he told us to live life like nothing happened and we’ve been doing that. Yesterday I got a delivery from an insurance company.”

			“What was that for?”

			“It was a notification indicating that they would be sending a check for one and a half million to be placed in trust for our youngest daughter, Jayla. The proceeds came from an insurance policy placed on the life of Richard W. Richards.” Tyler Cy paused. “And in case you were wondering why, the letter went on to say that he is or was her biological father.”

			“Holy shit. You’ve got to be kidding?”

			“No, I’m holding the letter right now.” He reached in his coat pocket and produced the letter. “I mean, I never knew that…” Tyler Cy teared up then composed himself. “We were doing a lot of things socially with him and Becca way back then, but I never knew that…” Tyler Cy was sobbing now, the conversation was cut off.

			“Okay. Okay. Calm down,” Truman urged. “Obviously there has to be some truth as to who the father is. Do you dispute the possibility?”

			“Knowing my wife the way I know her, it doesn’t surprise me.”

			“I mean, if you want to challenge the very fact of who the father is then we can order a DNA check.” He opened the envelope and started reading the letter.

			Tyler Cy thought for a second. “No, Shari and I are both going to have to sign the check when it arrives and set up a trust. We’ll have to have a talk about this and I’m sure that it will be very difficult for her to admit what has happened.”

			Truman’s mind was on overdrive too. “It strengthens your case in the divorce proceedings.” He took a moment to let the comment sink in. “I’ll have to give Leslie a call and let her know that some of her demands are out of line and in light of this information we’re going to have to insist that all parties have a meeting.”

			“Truman, I want to make one thing perfectly clear. I love that little girl. I’ve raised her as if she was my own. I do not under any circumstances want to drag her through a messy divorce, or, for that matter, let this information leak to her at this delicate time in her life.”

			“We’ll take care of it,” Truman concluded. Thanks to Shari’s promiscuity, the attorney’s fees increased exponentially.

			


	

Chapter Sixty-Seven

			At the police department Lester J and Bazz had received valuable information from not one, but two sources. Some of what they had was good news but other information muddied up a muddy situation further. It was time to go back to the think tank.

			“What did the cameras show?” Lester J asked as he finished off a breakfast sandwich.

			Bazz inserted the tape into a video player and let it run. “We may have found our man.” Coming from the opposite direction was a guy on a motorcycle. After Richards made a left the guy turned in behind him.

			“We can see by the timer in the lower right corner that Richards went through the intersection at 5:35:42.” Bazz said as he stopped the tape. “You were on the money with your estimate.”

			Bazz restarted the tape and fast forwarded it. “Now look. The motorcycle comes from the opposite direction at 5:36:28.”

			“It’s almost as if he was waiting out of frame looking for a specific make and model car,” Lester J added.

			“Yeah, it’s 46 seconds later.” The camera stays focused on the intersection. No cars are seen. “Nothing travels through the intersection.” One minute passes, then another. “Now look.” The motorcycle reappears at 5:39:11, stops quickly, makes a right and heads in the direction Richards originally came from.

			“How quick was that?”

			“Two minutes and forty-three seconds,” Bazz answered. “It’s the same motorcycle. “What do you suppose he did in that time?”

			“Whack somebody,” Lester J said emphatically. “I’ll go there and time it, but I presume it took another 20 seconds or so to get into the lot. Then he pulled up to Richards, made sure it was the right guy, fired a shot, checked to confirm the guy was dead, and was out of there and back through the intersection. That’s the only way in and out, correct?”

			Bazz nodded.

			“Did you check the type of cycle?”

			“It’s a late model Honda from Japan.”

			“With a, what color is that stripe? Purple maybe?”

			“Yeah, I’d say purple, violet. Something like that.”

			“Run that tape back.”

			Bazz hit the rewind button and started the playback.

			“Temporary plates. It had to be purchased in the last thirty days.” Lester J slipped his reading glasses in place. “I can’t read what’s on the tag. Can you blow the damn thing up? Make it larger!”

			“We’ve already tried. He’s got tape or something over it.”

			“Find that vehicle! Check every dealership that carries that brand. We’ll nab this guy! When we do find him, get the duct tape or whatever he covered the plate with,” Lester J was content that this information would lead them to the murderer. “Get an APB out. Contact all the media outlets. Blow that picture up. Let’s find this guy.” He went to the coffee pot and poured a cup, black.

			In the meantime Bazz had learned that the IT guys had wrapped up their work and he had no idea the cell phone would produce that bonanza that it did or how it would confusingly take the two detectives in a completely different direction.

			“What about the other stuff?” Lester J asked.

			“That’s another story and I can’t figure out what’s going on.”

			“The cell phones?”

			“Yeah. What I think is going on is so far out there that it can’t be, I don’t think.”

			“What did the IT guys say?”

			“The good news is that we can retrieve everything that has been on the cell phone.”

			“Even the messages that have been deleted?”

			“Yes. Everything. A cell phone is a mini-computer and there is a record of everything that has taken place on it.”

			“So what has you buffaloed?”

			“You’re not going to believe it. Raul deleted all of the texts that Tindra said he had received from Shari that put her life in danger.”

			“Okay. That’s pretty stupid. He tried to destroy the evidence. It makes it tougher for her to build her case.”

			“Yeah, but here’s the wrinkle.”

			“What is?”

			“We went back into all of his deleted messages and retrieved all of the texts he has received. They’re transcribed on paper now.”

			“So she’ll be able to use that as proof.”

			“But I’m afraid she won’t want to do that.”

			“Why?”

			“Those texts came from a phone registered to Tindra Svahnstrom.”

			“What?” Lester J took a sip of coffee. “Did Shari take Tindra’s phone?”

			“Or did Raul send them to himself? Or even worse, did Tindra send them?”

			“Huh? None of that makes any sense.”

			“I know. It’s nuts. So we got the IT guys to determine where they came from.”

			“You just told me they came from Tindra’s phone.”

			“No, I meant what tower they came from. Each cell tower sets off a ping that identifies itself. All the texts messages were sent from a cell tower that is near the house where Raul and Tindra live. Those IT guys are amazing. They triangulated every text message.”

			“Where was he?”

			“Mostly one of two places,” Bazz replied. “He was either near his home or he was near his massage therapy business when he received the texts.”

			Lester J put his hand to his nose. “Okay, let’s think this through. What tower does Shari ping off of?”

			“We’ve already thought of that. She bounces off a tower that is different from the one by Raul’s house and business.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“We’ve got her phone. She gave it to us to verify that she wasn’t sending the texts, remember?”

			“Oh, yeah. She threw it on the table before she stormed out.”

			“It was easy to see where she was when she used it. Her phone was not used at the same time that Raul’s phone said that he received a text message.”

			“So what do you think is going on?”

			“I’m not for sure,” Bazz answered, “but it gets better. About halfway through the deleted text messages that were on Raul’s phone the ID number dried up.”

			“Huh?”

			“Initially we could see that they were coming from Tindra’s phone but then he started receiving them from a phone number that we couldn’t trace.”

			“A prepaid phone?” Lester J theorized.

			“Exactly,” Bazz agreed. “Whoever was sending the messages off of Tindra’s phone changed phones halfway through the threats.”

			“Who do you think it was?”

			“Tindra said that Shari was sending the texts. Raul thought that he was receiving them from Shari.” Bazz flipped through his notes. “Shari has repeatedly said that she wasn’t sending anything and her phone verifies that even though she has spent a night in jail for doing so.”

			“Do we have the wrong person?”

			Bazz cocked his head to the side and looked skeptically at his partner. “It sure does look that way.”

			“What do you think?” Lester J paused. “Was Raul sending them to himself from Tindra’s phone to put heat on Shari for some unknown reason? Or was Tindra sending them all along?”

			“I don’t know. We need to have another talk with Tindra. She’s the one that has been coming down here and filing complaints every other day.”

			“We need to pay her another visit.”

			


	

Chapter Sixty-Eight

			Tyler Cy was miffed and he had every reason to be. Jayla, the daughter that he had been raising was not his. Shari had kept a huge secret for a dozen years. After returning from Truman Stewart’s office he went back to work exercising his knee in the lower level.

			Shari was still living the good life that included lunch with girlfriends, golf, shopping, a boyfriend (and whoever else she wanted to get close to in bed), a Jaguar convertible, the luxuries of a million-dollar mansion with a desirable zip code, rubbing elbows with the politically connected, and a small fortune promised as soon as the divorce became final. What more could anyone want?

			She descended to the lower level, not particularly to see Tyler Cy, but more to pry into what was going on beneath the main level of their home. She was bored.

			With drink in hand and a cigarette lit, she asked, “Do you need some help?” Before waiting for an answer she followed the first query with a second. “Have you figured out how to do the exercises right.”

			“Everything is fine, Woobie.”

			“When are you going to quit calling me by that silly nickname? It was cute when we were back in college but it’s not necessary now.”

			“Habit, I guess.” Tyler Cy had the cord tied around his ankle and was bringing his heel to his hamstring. The flexibility had improved remarkably. “You remember how you got it, don’t you?”

			“Of course. What a mistake. I’d rather forget.” She couldn’t puff on the cigarette fast enough.

			“I’d like to remind you how you got it.”

			“I know how. Don’t bother.”

			“Yeah, but it leads into a discussion that we’re going to have to have.”

			“Maybe I’ll go back upstairs.” She made a move to the steps.

			“You were pretty drunk that night; actually, we both were.” Tyler Cy was pressing to get to the heart of the matter. “I think at the time I liked you a lot more than you liked me. Back then you were the hot stuff on campus and all the guys were after you. I was just an afterthought.”

			“Come on, Tyler Cy. That was years ago.”

			Tyler Cy was on a mission. “We were playing Truth or Dare and you asked the question.” He laughed as he reminisced.

			“Yeah, I remember. I asked you if you will be honest with me for the rest of my life if I were to only go out with you.”

			“And it came out as woobie honest with me. We laughed until we had tears in our eyes and then I told you that I would be.”

			Shari lit up another cigarette. “Okay, so what’s the point?”

			Tyler Cy waited before the reveal. “I don’t think that you’ve been totally honest with me.”

			“What are you talking about? I’ve told you that I don’t love you anymore.”

			“No, I get that. It’s about something else.”

			“What?”

			“It concerns Jayla.”

			“I know that she was down here with you for a long time when we got together for our little Father’s Day dinner. What did she tell you?”

			“It has nothing to do with that.” Tyler Cy stopped. He had gone too far. At first he was going to let Truman and Leslie break the news to his wife, but after thinking about it he decided to inform her himself.

			“What then?” Shari’s interest piqued.

			“We got a package in the mail the other day.”

			“So? What was in it?”

			“A check for one and a half million dollars.” He thought he would let her stew on that. “I’ve met with my lawyer and it is part of the divorce resolution now.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding.”

			“See how honest I am with you.”

			“Where did that come from?”

			“Actually it wasn’t to you and me directly.”

			“Then how can it be a part of the settlement?”

			“It has to go into a trust for Jayla.”

			“How did she get that kind of money?”

			“It was the proceeds of a life insurance policy.”

			“Huh? Who died?”

			“The letter from the insurance company said that it was from her biological father. Richard W. Richards.”

			That was the quietest the Donnelly home had been in a decade or more. Shari sipped her wine and puffed on her cigarette. She started to say something and then stopped. She looked Tyler Cy straight in the eye, shaped her lips in the form of an o and brought the cigarette back to her lips. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“That’s unlike you.” Tyler Cy unwrapped the cord that was wound around his ankle. He stepped onto the treadmill, programmed the speed, and began walking when the belt activated. “What else have you lied to me about?”

			Shari was like a cat stalking prey. She didn’t utter a sound.

			“In talking with Truman, this news is certainly going to affect any child support agreement that we had been discussing.” The businessman was coming out. His words were biting. “We were thinking that the judge may not be too pleased to hear that news. We thought that the disclosure might affect custody.”

			“I can explain.”

			Tyler Cy held his hand in the air signaling for her to stop. “Of course, with this new information we can amend the grounds for divorce. I don’t think that the courts would think too highly about an unfaithful spouse.” His walking pace quickened. “Of course, I’m not a judge. We can wait and see what he has to say.”

			Shari saw the house, Jag, child support, spousal maintenance, and huge settlement slipping away.

			“When was it?” Tyler Cy asked.

			“When was what?” Shari knew exactly what he was getting to but in all honesty she could not pinpoint the specific night in question. She and Richie had been going at it for quite a while.

			“You know what I’m asking.”

			Shari bowed her head. She was like a little kid caught skipping school, only this was a thousand times worse. “Do you remember that weekend we spent with Richie and Becca at our house at the Lake of the Ozarks?” Tyler Cy nodded. “We had been drinking all day. Becca was tired and you wanted to go to bed too.” Shari knew that she had his attention. “After both of you crashed Richie and I went to the cabin cruiser at the dock and drank some more.”

			“What happened?”

			“How graphic do you want me to get?”

			Tyler Cy pushed some buttons on the control panel and the treadmill stopped. He placed his hands on his hips. “Why didn’t you tell me all of this back then?”

			Shari shrugged. “It was sort of like don’t ask, don’t tell.”

			“And you’ve made me believe all of these years that Jayla was my daughter.”

			“I could have told you and gone ahead and given birth and we could have adopted her. What difference does it make?” Shari puffed away some more. “We could afford to raise her and we have. Richie couldn’t.” Shari drained her wine glass.

			Tyler Cy stared at her and studied the person he had married. “Don’t lie to me.”

			“I’m not.”

			“The cops were here to ask some questions.” Tyler Cy said as Shari nervously tapped her foot. “Did you kill him?”

			“Oh, screw you, Tyler Cy. You bailed me out of jail the morning that he was murdered.” Shari ground her cigarette out in the bottom of the empty wine glass. “I’m leaving for the night.” She ascended the stairs. “Keep using that treadmill. You need to lose some more weight.” Three minutes later Tyler Cy heard the door to the garage shut.

			


	

Chapter Sixty-Nine

			Shari hadn’t given any thought to where she was going to go. Her immediate situation called for her to simply get out of the house. She did not want to listen to Tyler Cy anymore. After she got out of the driveway and got on the road her instincts told her to drive to Raul’s Massage Therapy. She pointed the car in that direction.

			The drive to Webster Groves didn’t take long. It was less than ten minutes; however, the destination did not produce the results she wanted. Raul had closed his business for the night. She was all alone and had no way to get in touch with him. Her gut told her that he might be at the apartment even though there was no green sign in the window. She redirected the car.

			After scanning her identification card to open the security gate, Shari parked the car and made her way to the unit she had rented. Once inside she went to the kitchen counter. There was no note. He had failed to mention when he would be there next. The unit smelled stale, like the HVAC system had not been on for a while. She walked down the hall and peeked into the master bedroom. The bed was made. There was no sign of Raul. She checked the bathroom. Nothing. The place was empty.

			It was reasonably early. She could have stayed at home and been lonely. There was no reason to stay in the apartment. Shari retraced her steps, got back into the Jag and pointed the car in another direction. Her next stop would include people—a lot of people.

			The Aqua Mermaid had come to St. Louis years before. When it first docked on the Mississippi, it was a double deck boat used for riverboat gambling. After the Vegas thugs got their foot in the door, the Corps of Engineers decided that casinos on the river created too much confusion on the waterways. Surprise. Surprise. State politics went to work. The riverboat gambling industry became land-based casinos on waterways. Shari intended to make an appearance and see what the night might offer.

			After flipping her keys to the valet attendant she entered the property, got a player’s card, and headed straight for the tables. Her past experience told her to stay away from the one-armed bandits. All the casinos in town advertised loose slots, but one night on those money grabbers could cure an inquisitive gambler. Shari was in the mood to play Pai Gow. It was simple. If the game got too confusing the dealer would set the cards. It was also slow enough to allow for conversation between players. She grabbed a seat and reached into her purse for a pack of cigarettes.

			After lighting up she looked around the table. To her utter surprise Pork Chop, YouWho, Scottie P, and Captain Jer were staring straight at her.

			“Oh my Lord,” Captain Jer cooed. “What brings you here tonight?”

			“I’m bored.”

			“Aren’t we all?” Pork Chop asked.

			“Not me,” YouWho replied. “I’m here to listen to BowTye.” He nodded to the stage where the clubhouse attendant at Prairie Winds was warming up. “He’s the king of the rockabilly blues.” BowTye had played all of the honky-tonk river bars for years before making it big. Now he played the casino circuit and was a frequent guest musician at the St. Louis establishments.

			“I can’t seem to get away from you guys,” Shari remarked. “I didn’t know public play golfers went out.”

			“Did you think only the country clubbers could afford nights on the town?”

			“Well I didn’t….” They cut her off.

			“There are guys with bucks at the public courses too,” Pork Chop added.

			Shari immediately puffed on her cigarette. With the smoke funneling out of one end she dug into her purse for $500. The dealer spread it on the table and converted it to chips.

			“Her name is Pui,” YouWho said. “She been tough on us.”

			“Be careful,” Pork Chop added as Shari put chips on the table. She eased into the game.

			Captain Jer was conspicuous by his silence. He was busy observing.

			“After what you said the last time we were in the presence of each other I don’t want to talk to you,” Shari said to Jer.

			“My apologies. Sorry to offend you. It must have been the alcohol talking.” He raised a bottle of beer in the air. “I’ve had a few tonight too.”

			“He have to do that to us ev’wee day,” YouWho said. He looked at his cards then set them down on the table. “I need Pui to have Pai Gow.”

			“You and me too,” Scottie P said.

			“Make it three of us,” Pork Chop added. “I’ve got nothing.”

			After the cards were set Pui turned over her hand. The guys could spot what she had immediately. “Pai Gow!” they shouted in unison.

			YouWho tapped his fingers on the table as BowTye started up the music on stage. “Maybe Shari be our good luck charm.”

			Captain Jer’s thoughts went to his lost opportunity in the SPRITZ promotion. “That’s doubtful.” He took a healthy swig. “We were lucky.” He grinned as his stack of chips grew.

			“Dat Pui can give us some winners. She jus’ do dis fo’ fun. She doesn’t need dis job. Her husband owns Poh Thang Chinese restaurant. We’ve eaten dere befo’.” The dealer smiled. She was small and very cute with jet black hair, beautifully polished nails, and a perfect smile. “He has two more besides dat one.”

			“Which other ones does he own?”

			“He also own Wong House and Chao Ching.” Pui finished paying off the winners.

			“Those are Father Blair’s favorites,” Scottie P said. “We go there all the time. He loves the Emperor Chao Pork with bamboo shoots and pea pods.”

			“Dat be numba 65 I tink,” YouWho said.

			Pui flashed her smile as the cards came out of the electronic shoot. “Now come on Pui, deal yourself another Pai Gow so we can afford to go to Chao Ching,” Pork Chop said.

			The guys and Shari looked at their cards. Captain Jer put his cards on the table quickly and ducked his head.

			“What are you doing?” Pork Chop asked.

			“Hiding.”

			“From who?”

			“Fat Peggy.”

			“Fat Peggy? Who is that?”

			“A flight attendant I dated thirty years ago. I don’t want her to see me.”

			“I thought you were a ladies’ man,” Scottie P said. “Get her over here.”

			Captain Jer smiled. “Not now. Back then she was good looking. She must live at Poh Thang now. I bet she’s put on eighty pounds.”

			“Chinese women stay thin,” Pui said. “She not be living at Poh Thang.”

			Shari puffed away. Her rings sparkled in the lights from the ceiling. She placed her cards on the table and turned to Captain Jer, “Don’t you have anything nice to say about anything?”

			“Sure I do,” the ex-pilot replied.

			“Like what?”

			He stared at Shari. “You’ve got a nice rack.” The guys burst out laughing.

			“You’re a pig.”

			“No, Fat Peggy is.” He slammed down some more beer. “Listen, Sweetheart…”

			“Don’t call me that.”

			“I’ll call you what I want.” His face flushed with color. “Listen, Sweetheart,” Captain Jer let the syllables roll out of his mouth. “I’ve been all over the world. I’ll tell you a little Chinese proverb.”

			“Enlighten me.”

			“Do you know why girls get big boobs?”

			“I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”

			“According to the Chinese it’s because they let boys touch them.” The guys chuckled. Pui blushed.

			Shari was flustered. She reached for her drink and knocked it over, the contents soaking the felt covering, the cards, and chips. “I’m sorry.”

			As she reached to pick up her glass a news alert flashed across the TV screen above the table. The sound muted. A picture of a motorcycle with a purple stripe was posted on the screen. A hotline number flashed across the bottom of the screen. Shari and the guys noticed the graphic.

			“There’s the first clue,” Captain Jer said.

			The pit boss and cocktail waitress scurried to help the clean-up. “Cash me out. I’m not in the mood.” She gathered her chips and left the table.

			“Things must be getting hot for her,” Captain Jer said as he watched Shari walk away.

			“Why do you say that?”

			He nodded toward the TV. “There’s been a break in the 2Dix murder investigation.”

			Shari left her car parked in the valet area. She continued to the front desk and got a complimentary room for the night in the hotel. Alone.

			


	

Chapter Seventy

			It didn’t take long for Detectives Mullen and Basnahan to land on the front porch of Tindra’s home. They rapped on the door and waited. No one answered.

			Bazz double-checked the driveway that ran along the side of the home. A car was parked in front of the detached single-car garage in the rear of the home. “Somebody is home. The kids are playing outside.”

			“I hear them.”

			Lester J knocked again. Still no answer. The pair turned to leave. The door creaked open. “Can I help you?” A disheveled Raul appeared wearing gym shorts and a tank top. He was barefoot and looked as if he just got out of bed. “Oh, it’s you two.”

			“Sorry to bother you. We’re looking for Tindra. Is she here?”

			“Yes, but she’s busy.”

			The detectives’ first thought was that Raul and Tindra had been jostled out of an afternoon liaison. “We’ve only got a few questions for her,” Bazz said.

			“Do you have my phone?”

			“Yes, we do,” Lester J admitted.

			“Can I have it back?”

			“Right now, no,” Bazz replied. “After we talk to Tindra we might be able to release it back to you. It depends on what she has to say.”

			Raul ran his hand through ruffled hair. His three day beard was filling in. “Let me see if she’s available.” He disappeared leaving the door open by two inches.

			“Who is it?” Tindra asked when he entered the bedroom.

			“The two detectives. They want to ask you some questions.”

			“Did you tell them we were busy?”

			Raul nodded. “They said they had a few questions for you.” He leaned against the door jamb. “I don’t know if you should talk to them.”

			“I can tell them I have an attorney,” Tindra said as she slipped on a pair of panties.”

			“I’ll tell them for you. Don’t talk to them.”

			“A few questions aren’t going to hurt anything.” Tindra put on a pair of cutoffs.

			“I don’t like them. They’re too nosy.” Raul paused. “The only good that can come out of this is that I can get my phone back.”

			Tindra pulled a t-shirt over the top of her torso and looked in the mirror. “I look a mess.” She grabbed a brush. “Do I have the come-F-me-look?”

			Raul smiled. “You certainly do.”

			Tindra pecked him on the lips. “Let me see if I can say the right things and get your phone back.”

			“Get rid of them so we can pick up where we left off. I’ll be waiting.”

			She went to the front door and peeked through the opening, partially hiding her body behind it. “Can I help you?”

			“Sorry to disturb you this afternoon,” Lester J began.

			“We have a couple of questions for you,” Bazz added, “to see if we can get a clarification on some information.”

			“I’ll try to help.” Tindra fluffed her hair. “Sorry, I look awful.”

			Oh no you don’t, Bazz thought. He shuffled through his notes. “You said that Raul was receiving the threats on your life on his cell phone, is that right?”

			“Yes.”

			“Where was he when he received those threats?

			“As far as I know he was everywhere.”

			Bazz took notes. “Were you with him when he received those threats?”

			“Never.”

			Bazz turned a few pages in his notepad. “Hmmmm. How did you discover that he was getting those threats?”

			“I’ve already told you.” Tindra got indignant.

			“I just want to hear it again.”

			“He left his cell phone on the kitchen counter one day and I went through his text messages after an alert sounded. There were a lot of messages from Shari asking him if he would kill me.” Tindra opened the door further. “I asked him about the texts and he confessed that this lady had been texting him at all hours of the day wanting me killed. I reported every one of them to the police.”

			“Yes,” Lester J confessed. “You did. So many times that the judge issued orders of protection and Shari spent a night in jail.”

			“That’s what confuses us,” Bazz added. “We’ve received all of those texts and examined each one.”

			“How could you?” Tindra said in a surprised tone. “Raul told me that he deleted all of them.”

			“He did, but we retrieved them from his trash.”

			“How could you do that? Isn’t that an invasion of privacy?”

			“His cell phone has been entered into evidence. We obtained a search warrant to take it from him.”

			“I know that he wants it back.”

			“We’d like to give it back to him, but some of the information on it conflicts with what you have been telling us.”

			“Like what?” Tindra challenged.

			“That’s why we are here,” Lester J explained. “We’re trying to find out from you what happened.”

			“I told you.”

			Bazz came back at her. “But what you’ve been telling us for several months is different from what we have found on his cell phone.”

			“I don’t know how that could be,” Tindra snapped.

			“Every time a message is sent, a computerized memory is stored in the recipient’s cell phone,” Bazz explained. “Raul’s cell phone indicated that many of the earlier messages were sent to him by a cell phone registered to you.”

			Tindra’s jaw dropped. She didn’t immediately answer. Then a light bulb went on. “Oh, I bet that was when my purse was stolen. I bet that bitch took my purse to steal my phone. I looked all over for it.”

			Lester J soothed through the issue. “That very well could be.”

			“Then that explains it,” Tindra concluded.

			“Not exactly,” Bazz interrupted. “If your purse was stolen, why didn’t you report that before filing all of your complaints?”

			“I didn’t think I had to.”

			“Don’t you think that would have affected the decision the judge was forced to make in issuing the orders of protection?”

			“I didn’t…”

			“On top of that, can you give us a good explanation of why all of the messages that were received by Raul came from a location that is either this house or near this house?”

			Tindra’s bowed her head. “Coincidental, I guess.” She shrugged her shoulders.

			“Can you explain how the texts from your cell phone suddenly stopped?”

			“Maybe the battery went dead.”

			“But Raul continued to receive threatening texts from what appears to be several prepaid cell phones.”

			Tindra kept offering suggestions. “Maybe she had to find another way to send them when the battery went out.”

			“But they came from the same location as the others,” Bazz replied.

			“How do you know?” Tindra argued.

			“The cell phone tower that was sending messages to Raul’s cell phone indicates that all of the texts were being sent from this house regardless of which phone was sending them. All of the texts came from here.” Bazz stopped to gauge her reaction.

			“You were impersonating Shari and sending the text messages, weren’t you, Tindra?” Lester J asked softly.

			Tindra stood still, looking past them and trying to envision the future.

			“We can prove that your credit card purchased the prepaid cell phones and the minutes,” Bazz said as the final nail went into the coffin.

			“I was only trying to save my man.” Tears rolled down Tindra’s cheek. “That bitch was taking him away from me and my kids.”

			“We’re going to have to place you under arrest,” Lester J said.

			Tindra sobbed. “No, please.”

			“I’m afraid so. Why don’t you come down to the station with us and issue a statement?”

			“Now?”

			Both cops nodded.

			


	

Chapter Seventy-One

			“I told you I didn’t send those texts!” Shari yelled when she received the phone call from her attorney. “What did they tell you?”

			On one hand, Seth Montgomery was glad to put this matter behind him. On the other, he saw an opportunity to profit. “They got a confession.”

			“Who was it?” Shari asked.

			“Tindra Svahnstrom,” Seth answered. “Do you know her?”

			“She’s Raul’s live-in.” Shari was confused. “What was she doing?” She paused and answered her own question. “Sending texts to Raul?”

			“That was what the cops said. Evidently after they confronted her with their results of an investigation, she admitted sending the texts.”

			“How did they find out?”

			“They have their ways.” Seth changed the topic. “The good news is that I’ve got your cell phone and you can pick it up.”

			“Thank goodness. I’ve felt naked without it.”

			“Now we can discuss your options,” Seth said.

			“Like what?”

			“A civil lawsuit.”

			It didn’t take Shari long to get on board. “Let’s go for it. I want to sue the cops for a poor investigation. Let’s sue the county for false imprisonment. Let’s sue Tindra for harassment.”

			“Whoa, not so fast. Let me investigate things a little further before we act.”

			“What exactly did they get her for?”

			“According to the investigators Tindra sent 739 texts over a 5 week period of time to Raul. They recovered each one. Some came from her phone and the others came from two prepaid phones that she had bought and purchased minutes for.”

			“Why did she do that?”

			“Probably so she wouldn’t be traced,” Seth replied. “They traced the throwaway phones through credit card purchases. On some of the credit card purchases there she was, clear as a cloudless day, on the camera memory bank.”

			“They have their ways of finding out everything, don’t they?”

			“The texts were vicious. They were evil. They were sexually explicit. They were nasty. No wonder the judge issued an order for protection.”

			“Why didn’t they check all of that out before they hauled me into jail?”

			“Sloppy police work.”

			“Sue them!”

			“The prosecutor said that they were simply doing what the judge ordered.”

			“Then sue the judge too!”

			“Let’s keep a close eye on her case,” Seth advised. “They arrested her.”

			“On what charges?”

			“She filed nine false police reports. They got her for a multitude of harassment charges with you being the person that was harassed.”

			“Sue her!” Shari took a breath. “I want someone to pay me for that night I had to spend in jail and all of this pain and suffering that they have caused me!”

			


	

Chapter Seventy-Two

			“That’s one down and one to go,” Bazz said as he and Lester J met for coffee the next day. “Pics of the motorcycle have been broadcast all over the local news.”

			“Somebody has to have seen that bike,” Lester J said. “We’ll start getting calls on the hotline today.”

			“They’ve already fielded some calls,” Bazz said. “It’s going to be impossible to track all of them down. Most are bogus. People are reporting every suspicious motorcycle with a purple stripe on it.”

			Lester J played devil’s advocate. “What happens if our person of interest has an excuse or an alibi?”

			Bazz agreed. “We still have a ton of work to do.” He blew into the cup of coffee to cool it. “Where’s the weapon? What’s the motive?” He stared at the wall. “None of Richards’ business files turned up anything major. The only thing we’ve been able to find is that he was a hothead with a temper. Lots of guys are like that.”

			“That was having an extramarital affair.”

			“Like I said…”

			“Lots of guys are like that,” Lester J finished.

			“Shivetta won’t let us talk to his client.”

			“Why did she get an attorney?”

			“Flexing her wealth muscle?” Bazz conjectured.

			“She stated all along that she wasn’t involved in sending those texts.”

			“And she was right.” Bazz grabbed a leftover doughnut from the day before. “Maybe she was pissed off when she found out it was us snooping around again.”

			“But why Shivetta? He handles scumbags that commit violent crimes.” Lester J winced. It was true.

			“You have to wonder about the connection.”

			Lester J theorized out loud. “Okay, we had her cell phone.”

			“Correct.”

			“It was analyzed.”

			“Correct.”

			“What showed up in the text conversations?”

			“I assume you want information about Richards.”

			“And Raul. They’re the ones that have a common thread in this.”

			Bazz thought before replying. “Let’s start with Raul first. It was clear that they were having an affair. It was as if they spoke in code so no one would discover what they were doing.”

			“That makes sense,” Lester J admitted. “If she’s getting a divorce she wanted to hide the fact that she was sleeping around.”

			“Somewhere along the line I think we found that out and Tyler Cy didn’t care.”

			“Or maybe he couldn’t do anything about it.”

			“So why would she want to keep it quiet?”

			The pair stopped their conversation and racked their brains for more ideas. “Let’s go to the text conversations that she was having with Richards,” Lester J proposed. “What was there?”

			“The vibe was that she wanted him to leave her alone.”

			“And what did the texts indicate?”

			“He wasn’t too happy about that.”

			“And what was he going to do?”

			“For obvious reasons none of that showed up on the texts that she received from him,” Bazz said. “He wasn’t going to tell her what he was going to do.”

			“He probably reacted like any jealous male. He’s a hothead with a temper, remember?”

			“So he threatened her. But why and how?”

			The pair stopped again to think. A couple of minutes elapsed. Lester J snapped his fingers. “Okay, how does this sound?” He sipped his coffee. “She was having an affair with Richards for what, fifteen years or more?”

			“Correct.”

			“They obviously had a thing for each other. What do you think he was thinking?”

			Bazz thought for a second. “He probably thought that after she got divorced they would run off together and live happily ever after.”

			“You got it. That’s what I’m thinking.” The two had solved so many crimes together that they could almost read each other’s mind. “Then what?”

			“Along comes Raul.”

			“You better believe it. He was somebody younger that could give it to her better,” Lester J surmised. “So she gave Richards the boot and he was livid.” Lester J smiled at his brilliant theory. “Then what?”

			“Richards went ballistic. He threatens her.”

			“How?” Lester J asked to see if Bazz had developed a theory the same as his.

			“He knows something that could wreck her divorce settlement.”

			“Bingo!” Lester J followed. “Then what?”

			“She’s furious.”

			“You better believe she is,” Lester J replied. “And what is Raul thinking?”

			“It started out that she was his cougar.”

			“You bet. He had the best of both worlds. He’s got the gorgeous blonde at home and the older milf giving him some strange stuff on the side.”

			“And funneling him some money,” Bazz added.

			“So now what is Raul thinking?” Lester J asked.

			“He just came to America a few years ago and thinks this is the best country in the world. He met his rich old lady that is going to take care of him the rest of his life.”

			“You got it. But guess what?”

			“Richards is getting in the way of his gravy train.”

			“We’re on the same page.” Lester J said with a smile. “Now they both want him out of their hair.”

			“Murder for hire?”

			“It might be,” Lester J guessed. “What else came up on his cell phone?”

			“Nothing between the two of them.”

			“You mean Raul and Shari?”

			“Yep. Basically all of their conversations dealt with getting laid.”

			“Some guys have all the luck.”

			“Unless he got in over his head.”

			“Yeah,” Lester J said. “We have to find that bike.”

			


	

Chapter Seventy-Three

			Back at the Donnelly house Shari bounced around like a hen in search of a rooster. She was excited about the news that Seth Montgomery had broken. Finally she could publically be vindicated after being embarrassed and humiliated by the police. She was ready to file a lawsuit as soon as the research was finalized and the paperwork was completed.

			Downstairs it was business as usual for Tyler Cy. There was no need for him to go into the office. His hired personnel made sure everything ran smoothly. It was a waiting game on his development proposal. The ball was in TexArOkLa’s court. It was like driving down the road and having a yellow light flash before turning red. Getting the PUD proposal through the powers-to-be at City Hall was like slowing down to a stop and waiting some more.

			His daily routine had turned into daytime TV, iPod tunes, and rehab. If he was lucky his wife would stay on her turf upstairs. But today was not a lucky day.

			“Isn’t your knee better yet?” Shari yelled from the top of the stairs.

			“It’s getting there.”

			“If you would have done the exercises right from the beginning you would have been out and about by now.” Shari inched her way down two steps. She puffed on a cigarette. “I guess you heard.”

			“What?”

			“I was cleared of any involvement in those text messages. The cops screwed up and went after the wrong person. Seth says we have a case. He’s going to file a lawsuit.”

			“Oh, that’s just beautiful,” Tyler Cy said facetiously, “that’s exactly what we need, another lawyer.” He stepped up the pace on the treadmill. The thought of another bill from a lawyer made his pulse race.

			“Calm down. He’s going to take it on a contingent basis. Just like the people that buy a house before they sell the one they are in. He’s trying to figure out what court to file it in. If it goes into federal court he thinks we could get a big settlement.”

			“There goes a decade of billings. Make sure your lawyer accounts for all of that. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

			“Leslie is on my list of people to talk to. In fact I may see her tonight. I’m meeting Lisa later on.”

			“What’s on tap for you folks?”

			“Meredith is playing at Stub’s Missing Digit on the River Road. Lisa and Maggie wanted to watch her play and I think that Leslie may tag along.”

			“That’s an hour away. It’s over in Illinois.”

			“Lisa can cross the river and not be recognized.”

			“Be smart about things.”

			“I don’t need you to tell me what to do!”

			“You know what you’re after.”

			“Or how to do it! What’s wrong with you Tyler Cy?” The cigarette went quickly to Shari’s mouth. “If you really wanted to understand why I don’t want to be around you it’s because you constantly tell me what to do! I hate that!”

			“I’m simply concerned about you. I care about your welfare and your safety.”

			“Who cares? We live and then we die!” Shari puffed away.

			“You don’t want anyone to care about you?”

			“You’re starting to sound like a damn woman! Quit your whining!” Shari retreated to her area of the house. “I’m going to take a nap. Talking to you is like carrying on a conversation with my father, who I despise.”

			“So that is what this all about. You hate men, don’t you?”

			“Hardly! Just the ones that try to tell me what to do.”

			“Have fun tonight.”

			“Why are you so concerned about whether I have a good time or not?”

			“I guess I misspoke. I really don’t care if you have a nice night or not.”

			Shari lit another cigarette. “See, I knew it all along! You don’t care about what I do, who I do it with, or whether or not I have fun or not!”

			Tyler Cy figured he better shut up before it got worse. He continued his business on the treadmill.

			“What’s wrong, don’t you have anything to say for yourself?”

			Tyler Cy silently stewed, but kept his mouth shut.

			Shari walked to the top of the stairs. She listened to see if the treadmill was operating. “Tyler Cy.” There was no answer. “Tyler Cy.” Still no answer.

			She inched her way down the stairs. Shari saw Tyler Cy was slumped over the control panel. He was trying to catch his breath. “Tyler Cy, are you alright?”

			He nodded. “I was a little short of breath.”

			Shari grabbed the towel and wiped his brow. “You know, as much as I can’t stand you I can’t imagine my life without you being there for me.”

			Tyler Cy could only look at her.

			


	

Chapter Seventy-Four

			Lisa Boudreau was back in town from Washington, D.C. Her private jet arrived back in St. Louis the night before and landed at Spirit of St. Louis Airport in Chesterfield Valley, a short twenty minutes from her midtown luxury townhouse. A big night was planned. Leslie Potter, Maggie, Lisa, and Shari were traveling via a limousine from Gateway Coach and Carriage to Stub’s along the River Road in Illinois to watch Meredith perform.

			Shari arrived with trepidation. Her Jag, albeit nice, was dwarfed in the parking lot by Leslie’s sleek dark blue BMW convertible and Lisa’s maroon Mercedes Sedan. Only the van owned by Maggie made her feel like she was worthy. Maggie’s logotype, The Crack Attack – Keeping Your Pipes Flowing, was stenciled on the side. It was parked on the street and not allowed in a guest spot.

			In Shari’s world, arriving five minutes late was early. It was fashionable yet respectful to the caliber of femmes that were expecting her. What she didn’t expect was that she was going to be the object of missionary work by the others at the hen party.

			“I didn’t think that you mixed business with pleasure,” Shari said as Leslie greeted her with a hug.

			“Against my better judgment I’m making an exception,” Leslie said. “Lisa wanted us all here.”

			Shari didn’t care. She enjoyed their company. Although her preference was men, with the right amount of alcohol and social drugs (complements of the influential Congresswoman) the other side of the fence had been intoxicating as far as it had gone. She was curious. Something told her that this impromptu event would offer the perfect conditions to take things further. She was all about going with the flow, like Maggie’s van suggested; and who would ever know? Besides, any liaison might be valuable down the road.

			“Tonight is a surprise party for you,” Leslie whispered off to the side of the bar as Lisa and Maggie chatted in the kitchen.

			“What’s the occasion?” Shari asked.

			“We like you and want to welcome you into our little club.” Leslie had interest in Shari the minute she walked into her office months before. Once she mentioned it to Lisa, the wheels started to go around and around. Before the night was out Shari would learn that Leslie was the head of the Lipstick Mafia.

			“You know my stance.”

			“And before the night is over, you’ll know ours,” Leslie said as she brought a glass of champagne to her lips. “Lisa is in a position to help you with TexArOkLa and she wants to.”

			“I guess that would help the divorce settlement.”

			Leslie smiled knowing her fee would multiply. “Favors beget favors.”

			“You’re working for me, aren’t you?”

			“Sure I am, and it’s a done deal.” The champagne was delightful. “You don’t need me to remind you, but sometimes when money doesn’t matter other things happen.”

			Shari knew exactly the point being driven home.

			The foursome piled into the limo for the ride across the river into Illinois. The trip to Stub’s Missing Digit took nearly an hour. The unique bar was a story in itself. Two brothers had robbed a bank. In the ensuing cop chase, one of them got their finger shot off. Years later Blue and Stub Howe opened a bar on the banks of the Mississippi after serving time for the armed robbery.

			The pair bought an old two-story home a little way up the bluffs and out of the flood plain. After making money selling cheap food and ice cold beer they parlayed the profits into the neighboring car dealership that was going out of business. As the crowd spilled over, a door went up and the bar expanded. An outdoor beer garden was built when the no smoking ban went into effect in Illinois. A stage backed to the river. Patrons could view barge and tugboat traffic on the river as well as pleasure boats and excursion vessels as the band played on.

			It was a Thursday night. The crowd was behaved and intimate as opposed to out of control and rowdy. The clientele was a mixture of suits and ties, bikers, straights and gays. Country folk mixed with the metro sexes. A bachelorette party blended with a girls’ softball team.

			The hope was that Meredith would pack the place, and she did. Lisa went incognito and sat with Leslie, Shari, and Maggie near the stage. The night was pleasant. The stars above twinkled. Meredith rocked. Her sultry voice and shapely body packed into skin-tight blue jeans seduced the crowd.

			At the conclusion of the gig Meredith joined the foursome for the ride home.

			By the time Shari left Lisa’s place the next morning she had gotten a cram course. She realized the difference between a diesel dyke, a baby dyke, and a molly dyke. It was clear to her what a muffer was, and she liked that a lot. She learned how to hold a bowling ball or make scissors. She could daddle, go bumper to bumper, and was asked out to funch.

			Lisa hugged her at the door and gave her a peck on the cheek. She whispered, “I want you to know that the TexArOkLa executives will be issuing a special use permit in perpetuity on the property that is proposed to be a country club development.”

			“You didn’t have to.”

			“I wanted to.” Another hug followed.

			After Shari started up her Jag and pointed it toward home, a smile of contentment swept across her face. She was relaxed and comfortable in becoming a Gillette blade. Just so she wouldn’t have to give up men completely.

			


	

Chapter Seventy-Five

			The next Tuesday was Ladies Day at Prairie Winds. Ashlyn and Shari enjoyed the morning trip over the river. Driving into a sunrise through a layer of fog covering the river was always one of Mother Nature’s treats. Corn fields were in full display of the fruits of seasonal rain. Double ear stalks were plentiful.

			Shari had a short lesson scheduled with Curt on the putting green and then she planned to play a match with the rest of the gals. Curt was on time; in fact he was on the putting green practicing his stroke when she arrived. The greens keeper had mowed the surface and the putts were rolling true and fast.

			After exchanging cordial greetings, Curt threw a few balls onto the green and instructed Shari to practice stroking putts that were approximately four feet in length. “These are the ones that are going to make you or break you,” he encouraged.

			“The green is as slick as the ice on a hockey rink,” Shari said after attempting a couple of putts.

			“We’re trying to simulate the speed at The Classic. J Dub said that they will run over thirteen on the Stimpmeter.”

			“I hate fast greens.”

			“It takes special practice to master putting on them. That’s why the public golf courses keep the greens at around a nine or ten. That gives the average golfer a chance.”

			“What’s the best way to learn to putt on them?”

			“I’d say primarily two things,” Curt answered. “Deaden the putt by hitting the ball with the end of the putter and practice putting on a pure concrete surface like the floor of your basement or garage.”

			Shari groaned as another putt missed the hole and rolled three feet past the cup. “This is ridiculous.”

			“We’re sure that it will be like that when you play for the million. We need to keep practicing, especially the short ones. We’ll need to make all of them to keep the three-putts to a minimum.”

			Shari tried four short putts and made three of them. “Almost perfect.”

			“Keep practicing. We have to get to the point where you don’t decelerate at impact.” Curt watched as she rolled two more putts into the cup. “That’s it. Put a good stroke on it. Keep your head down and watch the club make impact.”

			Shari kept practicing from three, four, and five feet. Some broke to the left. When she changed the starting spot, others broke to the right. As she circled the cup some were uphill while others were downhill. “You’ll have me playing scratch golf soon.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Curt said, “but if we can putt well during the SPRITZ event, we’ll have a better chance.” He looked at all of the rings on both hands. “I wish that you would take all of those darn things off of your fingers.”

			“Habit.”

			“It’s gaudy. It can’t help your grip.” Curt had to drive home a point and decided to forget worrying about being polite.

			“I’ll make that determination. I like them.”

			“You got my two cents once again about it hurting your grip. You need every advantage you can get if you want to win.” He lined the balls up so that she would have a sequence of downhill putts and then changed the topic. “Have you been walking?”

			“Nope.”

			“Better start. You won’t be able to ride in a cart when we play down there. There’s going to be hills. The way you smoke it could affect your energy level.”

			“Aren’t we being critical today?” Shari sniped.

			“I’m just making you aware. The real deal is quickly approaching. We’re coming up to the end of the summer. The weather will cool. The elements of winter will hit. Then the weather will break and before you know it we will be in Muscle Shoals for the SPRITZ Challenge. We’ll only get one chance to win a million. I don’t want you to blow it because of some little thing.”

			“Tyler Cy has a treadmill hooked up in the lower level. I’ll get on it.”

			“Good. The golf season is winding down. We won’t have an opportunity to work together much more until the spring.”

			“I’ll be ready to go.”

			“J Dub and I will put together a winter training program for you. You’re not going south for a few months, are you?”

			“We used to, but Tyler Cy cut that out this year because of the divorce.” Shari hit a few more putts. “Maybe I can get my divorce lawyer to put that in the settlement agreement.” Shari smiled. “If he agrees to it, do you want to go as my instructor?”

			“You keep your mind on golf.” Curt grinned. “Win the million first then maybe I’ll join you.”

			


	

Chapter Seventy-Six

			Lester J and Bazz were back at trying to solve the murder of Richard W. Richards. Their efforts to find the motorcycle with a purple stripe had come up empty. Pictures of the bike had been broadcast on television news reports and posted in the newspaper. That information did not produce any new leads.

			Bazz checked all the motorcycle dealerships in the area for recent sales. Nothing new or used fit the description. He checked dealerships in a 200-mile radius to no avail. The bike had disappeared. No paperwork had been registered in the State of Missouri.

			“Can you check with every state in the country?”

			“I’ll do whatever it takes. There has to be some sort of registration somewhere on a new Honda motorcycle.”

			“We’ll keep working on it.”

			Bazz picked up a sticky note that had been placed on his desk. “Here’s something that is interesting,” Bazz said.

			“What?”

			“I got a call from Intercontinental Enterprises.”

			“Insurance?”

			“Yeah. Evidently they are prepared to pay out a million and a half dollars to a 12-year old girl. One of their local agents has been watching the news. He alerted the home office that the beneficiary on the policy was a guardian that has been mentioned as an intimate friend of the victim.”

			“I don’t follow.”

			“It gets better. They have second thoughts about whether or not they should pay the money to a guardian who might be a possible suspect. They want to know who we are investigating. Of course I wasn’t about to give them that information.”

			“We can’t comment on active investigations.”

			“Right. So they have petitioned the court to have the money put into an escrow account that is to be held by the court.”

			“That comes under the slayer statute.”

			“Exactly. They know that the 12-year old beneficiary is not the killer. However they feel that at least one of the persons that had to endorse the check may be a suspect according to news reports. That’s why they petitioned the court.”

			“We haven’t released anything to the news people,” Lester J emphasized. “Who is the beneficiary?”

			“Jayla Donnelly, daughter of Richard W. Richards. And, get this, Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			“Holy sh…” Lester J was stunned.

			“Yeah and Shari Daniels-Donnelly has to endorse the check. They want the courts to immediately block disbursement of the proceeds until all active investigations are concluded.”

			“We haven’t named her as a suspect, have we?”

			“No, of course not. Not formally anyway. I don’t know where they got their information.”

			“Maybe since the child is a product of an illegitimate union the insurance company wants to make sure that the surviving guardian is clear of any criminal wrongdoing.” Lester J pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’s an outrageous claim to be paid out.”

			“The insurance company has petitioned the civil court. We need to follow the court action.”

			“What we really need to do is talk to her.”

			Bazz shook his head in agreement. “And that is where the problem is. Shivetta is not allowing us to question his client.”

			


	

Chapter Seventy-Seven

			Labor Day weekend came and went. The Cardinals put on a late season surge to make the playoffs. Basilio led the team into the World Series. The Rams struggled in the NFL. The Missouri Tiger football team won more than they lost while the Fighting Illini football team struggled in a tough conference.

			Golf season wound down as the temperature cooled. Multi-colored leaves covered the ground after basking in idyllic, sun-drenched, humidity-free weather. Gray clouds replaced blue skies while snow, ice, and wind adversely affected the mood of the locals. Winter had arrived.

			Basilio did as Raul predicted after the Cardinals won the World Series: he turned his back on St. Louis and took big money from an East Coast team that had cable television dollars to burn. Lisa Boudreau won another election running unopposed and garnering hordes of votes from those that received entitlements. Shari Daniels-Donnelly made headlines too. Her pending divorce to Tyler Cy was the most newsworthy item in the societal section of the local papers.

			The news media kept pressure on the St. Louis County Police Department for information on the execution-style killing of Richard W. Richards. The cold trail collected ice as the temperatures dropped. Becca, Richie’s wife, called constantly. There were no new clues. Nobody was talking. No gun was found. No motorcycle was seen. No bike was bought or sold.

			Bazz and Lester J brainstormed daily. Their suspicions led them back to the same conclusion. The lover’s triangle of Richie, Raul, and Shari was somehow connected.

			“Did Tyler Cy have him killed after he found out they were having an affair?” Bazz wondered out loud.

			“Maybe he found out that Richards fathered his youngest daughter and had the guy wasted,” Lester J suggested.

			“Was she involved? Did she order a hit?”

			“She certainly had the money.”

			“For that matter so did he,” Bazz added.

			“Let’s face it; they were the first ones to hire a lawyer.”

			“They must have something to hide.”

			“Who is benefitting from the life insurance policy?” Lester J asked.

			“It’s not them directly, but the family will certainly prosper because of it.”

			“Do you think her lover got pissed at the guy and did away with him?”

			“Raul?”

			“Yeah, her lover.”

			“He had an alibi that checked out. Now he’s not talking.”

			“Has he hired a lawyer?”

			“I haven’t heard but he might feel that he doesn’t need one at this point.”

			“What did the court say about the money on the life insurance policy?” Lester J asked.

			“It’s being withheld pending the results of the investigation. The judge said that since the cause of death was murder…”

			“Duh…”

			“…it will be held in escrow until the situation is resolved to the court’s satisfaction.”

			“Both of them had alibis, didn’t they?”

			“Yeah. She was in jail and he was picking her up.”

			“What about his golfing buddy?” Lester J asked. “What was his name?”

			“Knuckles.”

			Lester J slapped his forehead. “How could I forget?”

			“He passed the polygraph and the paraffin test concluded that he had no residue on his body.”

			Lester J sighed. “He didn’t have a motive anyway.” He shook his head back and forth. “I’m baffled. Why can’t we find that bike?”

			The phone rang at Bazz’s desk. He scrambled to pick up before the second ring and listened to the voice on the other end. “Really? Is that so?” More chatter caused him to acknowledge new information. “Thanks. I’ll be right over.”

			“What was that all about?”

			“Somebody just called the hotline.” Bazz scurried out the door. “I’ll be right back.”

			


	

Chapter Seventy-Eight

			The winter months brought another kind of excitement to the St. Louis County courts. Tindra pled guilty to several misdemeanor offenses to save the expense of a lengthy trial. She had impersonated Shari in hundreds of text messages and admitted it. The cell phone history and the traces from the cell phone towers caught her red-handed.

			Raul put up a $3,000 cash bond to free Tindra until sentencing because he needed a mother’s influence to supervise his children. The popular thought was that the judge would slap her wrists by giving her a fine and a suspended sentence.

			But Tindra didn’t feel that the sentencing date with the judge was an important date. She had developed carpal tunnel syndrome in her wrist. It was undetermined if the cause was due to too many overhand volleys on the tennis court or from serial texting activities. Her doctor’s appointment conflicted with the court date for sentencing. She chose to take care of her wrist.

			The sentencing judge was none too happy. Raul was out $3,000. Bond was forfeited. An arrest warrant was issued. When Tindra was picked up and hauled in, she appeared in front of the judge and promptly slapped with a $10,000 fine and sentenced to two years in jail. The handcuffs were placed on her wrists (the right one heavily braced) and she was hauled off to the slammer. Raul was left to care for the kids.

			On a different side of the law concerning another matter, Seth Montgomery, the attorney who Shari was hurriedly referred to by Tyler Cy’s real estate attorney, went for the jugular. He filed a civil lawsuit on behalf of Shari Daniels-Donnelly specifically naming St. Louis County and Tindra Svahnstrom as defendants. Unspecified damages were sought due to a botched investigation, false imprisonment, and harassment.

			In a nutshell, Shari had a case. Lester J and Bazz followed the instructions that the court had given to them concerning the order of protection that a judge had issued. However, the subsequent investigation and confession by Tindra actually absolved Shari of wrongdoing. She and Seth Montgomery were using the results of the investigation by St. Louis County against all parties. Of course, in Tindra’s case, the confession was means enough to award civil damages to Shari. The paper alone that was used to file the false reports of harassment could have wallpapered Shari’s bedroom. It was cut and dried for a jury.

			


	

Chapter Seventy-Nine

			When Bazz returned from his meeting with the tipster hotline, the smile on his face was as wide as the Mississippi.

			“We got lucky?” Lester J asked.

			“It’s the proverbial good news, bad news,” Bazz responded.

			“Did someone see the bike?”

			“No.”

			“Then what is so good?”

			“Somebody called in and said that they had a bike like that and it had been stolen,” Bazz explained.

			“When? Where?”

			“A while back. It had been stolen two days before Richards was shot.”

			“That should have been one of the first things that we checked.”

			“We did,” Bazz said, “but we checked St. Louis and St. Louis County as well as Jefferson and St. Charles Counties.”

			“Where was it stolen from?”

			“Illinois. Macoupin County.”

			“Farm country. It could be in any barn on either side of the Mississippi by now.”

			“Yep,” Bazz agreed, “or anywhere else for that matter.”

			“I take it that is the bad news.”

			Bazz nodded. “Slow paperwork and a slower effort to find it. It wasn’t a priority item. It slipped through the cracks.”

			“Does the owner check out?”

			“Farm family. College kid went back to school. That was his means of transportation around campus. Nothing sent out any alarms.”

			Lester J stewed for a few minutes. “That’s like looking for an ant in a beach full of sand.”

			“Or in a thousand pieces.”

			The comment triggered an immediate response from Lester J. “That’s it! We have to hit the junkyards, especially the ones that have a metal shredder; you know, those commercial grinders that tear a car to slivers.”

			“What good is that going to do for us?” Bazz answered his own question. “If it is ground up it’s not going to do us any good. We won’t find it.”

			“A ticket,” Lester J said. “Paperwork. A receipt.”

			“The guy wouldn’t be dumb enough to use his own name.”

			“No, maybe not.” Lester J thought. “But there might be a piece of paper identifying the item that was shredded. You know, like motorcycle tire and rim, handlebars, fuel tank, anything.”

			Bazz saw the point. “It can’t hurt.”

			“Get the guys on the street. Let’s identify who in town has a grinder with those capabilities.”

			“What happens if the guy simply fenced the parts?”

			Lester J looked at Bazz in astonishment. “Didn’t you hear what I just said?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Paperwork. If the guy chopped it up then he might have sold off various parts. If he’s stupid enough to whack somebody for money then he might be stupid enough to make a couple extra bucks on two lousy tires.”

			“Got it. We’ll see what we can turn over.”

			“In the meantime we need to give that Raul guy another visit,” Lester J said.

			“What do you have up your sleeve?”

			“He put up $3,000 cash bond for that cute little blonde girlfriend of his. We need to find out where he got the money.”

			“I bet he says tips.”

			“Yeah, well, he just lost it.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“She didn’t show for her court date and it was forfeited. For a guy living off of tips he just took a big hit.”

			


	

Chapter Eighty

			Raul was not in a good mood when Detectives Mullen and Basnahan knocked on his door. The weather was chilly and clouds cast a gray pall over the city.

			A Cardinal pre-season game from Florida was on TV. Temperatures were in the 80s in the Sunshine State and Raul longed for the days when he had been at spring training with his good buddy. Basilio was now long gone and nearly a billionaire as a member of an East Coast contender. Raul’s mind wandered often to days past when he had sat in the stands soaking up the rays, enjoying a beer, the game, and Tindra’s pleasant company.

			Now he had the heat cranked up in their frame bungalow, two crying kids, a live-in lover in jail, and a very scarce source of income. Olde Blueblood CC only offered limited services and his weren’t needed at this time of the year. He answered the door, barefoot, dressed only in a white tank top and short black stretch shorts that magnified a bulging package.

			“Got a few minutes?” Lester J asked.

			“Maybe one or two.” The kids cried louder.

			“Sorry to hear about your misfortune.”

			“You could care less about me.”

			Bazz butted in. “You should thank us. We were the ones that solved your case of the harassing text messages.”

			“At the expense of putting my girlfriend in jail,” Raul replied sharply.

			“We can’t figure out why she would impersonate someone,” Lester J said.

			“It must have had something to do with what you were doing,” Bazz followed. “Don’t blame us for your predicament.”

			Raul was impatient and he didn’t like the two cops anyway. “What can I do for you?”

			“We want to ask you a question about the bond money that you forfeited.”

			“What’s that got to do with Tindra sending text messages to me?”

			Lester J said, “We’re always investigating cases.”

			“Yeah, just keeping our nose on the sidewalk,” Bazz added.

			“You know, I don’t like you guys nosing around in my business.” The toothy smile that was normally plastered across his face was gone.

			“We were wondering where a guy like you comes up with that kind of cash so quickly,” Lester J said.

			“That’s none of your business.”

			“Was it drugs or from something you stole or …”

			“Tips,” Raul replied.

			Bazz laughed and turned to Lester J. “See?”

			“What’s so funny?” Raul asked. The cops quieted down. “I think that I’m done answering your questions today.” He stepped back and inched the door toward the jamb. The kids screamed some more. “I’ve got to go. There are more pressing things for me to do right now.”

			“We were just wondering if…”

			“Save it for another day. I’m done with you two.”

			“Can you tell us…”

			“Ask my attorney.”

			Disappointed, the detectives asked in unison, “Who is that?”

			“I don’t have one yet but if you two keep asking me questions I’ll get one.”

			Lester J clarified a point. “We may ask you a few more questions until you identify who you’ve hired as counsel.”

			Raul inched the door closed. Through an inch-wide opening he said, “I’ll have him call you when I retain his services.”

			The door was closed. The detectives raised the collars on their overcoats and braved the wind.

			


	

Chapter Eighty-One

			As miserable as Raul was, Tindra was ten times more so. The cell which was to be her home until the judge decided she would be released measured six foot by eight. It was dank. The lower five feet of the cinder block wall was painted a drab green and grey paint covered the remaining portion of the wall to the ceiling. A single metal bed was anchored to the wall as was a stainless steel sink. A toilet was bolted to the floor.

			A mattress that resembled a floor mat in a high school wrestling room was used in the single bed. Warmth was provided by a thin flannel blanket. The combination of physical discomfort and a yearning to see her children made sleep nearly impossible. Prison food was horrible—oatmeal and milk for breakfast; cold soup and stale bread for lunch; lunch meat, refried beans and a few peas for dinner.

			It didn’t take long. Tindra had been in jail for less than a month. In the common pod at her prison she saw the graphic on TV. The police were looking for a white Honda motorcycle with a purple stripe on it. She knew she had seen it. She informed the guards that she had information about the motorcycle that the police were looking for. She wanted to talk to Detectives Mullen and Basnahan and give them the specific details.

			A jailhouse informant? The idea was not novel. What did she want? Tindra wanted a reduced sentence so she could get out of jail.

			


	

Chapter Eighty-Two

			It didn’t take long for the message to reach the two detectives who were responsible for putting Tindra in jail.

			“Guess who found religion?” Bazz asked after Lester J approached his desk.

			“It wouldn’t be anybody running the federal government, would it?”

			“Thirty to sixty days in a six by eight converts a lot of them.”

			“Ah, a jailhouse snitch. Who is it?”

			“Tindra.”

			“Raul’s ex live-in?”

			Bazz nodded. “It seems like she all of a sudden remembers seeing a white motorcycle with a purple stripe on it.”

			“That’s what we needed! I knew something like this would happen!” Lester J was ecstatic. “When? Where? Whose is it?” He sipped out of his coffee mug.

			“I don’t know the details. She wants to talk to us.”

			“I knew Raul was involved!”

			“Who said anything about him? Let’s not get our hopes up. We don’t know how credible she is.” Bazz took a jump shot and fired a crumpled up piece of paper into a trash can. “She’s lied to us before.”

			“What are we waiting on?” Lester J asked. “Let’s pay her a visit.”

			The pair was investigating a homicide and suspected that she might have the information that they needed. They fast-tracked their way into jail to see Tindra. The St. Louis County jail in Clayton may be nicer than the facilities at Olde Blueblood. It was certainly nicer than the bungalow that Raul and Tindra shared in Kirkwood. Evidently it was not as nice as Tindra wanted since she was used to the resort life she enjoyed in Bastad and the clay tennis courts in South Florida. She was compelled to get out immediately.

			After she was led into the interview room they got to see a third side of Ms. Svahnstrom. Her prison look and demeanor was totally different than the first few times they had met. On the first meeting she was striking, perky, and athletic. The second found her tussled but stunning after being disturbed in the middle of a nooner. Now Tindra looked worn and haggard. She wore no makeup. Being incarcerated for the short period of time had aged her and given her a rougher, hardened look.

			The small talk was minimal. Tindra did not want to be friendly with the two detectives. Her purpose was to get out of the hellhole that she had been placed in.

			“We got word that you wanted to talk to us,” Lester J started.

			“Yeah. I want out of here.”

			“Everybody does,” Bazz snorted. “What’s new?”

			“I saw the tipster message on TV. I’ve seen that motorcycle that you’ve been looking for.”

			“Do you know who drives it?” Bazz thought that he would try the direct approach.

			“Yes I do.”

			“Who?”

			“No way I’m falling that easy,” Tindra replied. “I want an agreement.”

			Bazz played dumb. “What are you talking about?”

			“You make me a deal. I give you the information you’re looking for. You talk to the judge and get me out of here.”

			“We don’t do things like that.”

			“Stop the crap, Detective. I want to leave here. You can get me out if you want. Talk to who you need to talk to so I can go home.”

			Lester J folded his hands and placed them on the table. “I don’t know who you’ve been talking to but things don’t go the way that you think.”

			“Yes they do,” Tindra replied. “Snitches get preferential treatment. You know it and I know it.”

			“Cops and prosecutors have gotten tips from friendlies in the past. Crossing that line can present benefits and dangers,” Lester J shrugged. “A lot of what you’re talking about depends on how valuable the prosecutor values the information.”

			“How reliable is the inside scoop?” Bazz asked.

			“It’s good.”

			“Are you willing to testify in court?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is the information accurate? Will it lead to an arrest? Things like that determine what sort of arrangement can be made.”

			“I have what you need and I want to go home.”

			Lester J jumped back in. “We can talk to the prosecutor and see if he is willing to be lenient with the rest of your sentence. However your situation is a bit different. Your sentence is short. The murder case probably won’t go to court before you are eligible to be released.”

			Bazz tried a quick one. “Now what do you have for us?”

			Tindra gave him a nasty look. “Get the paperwork done. Once you make me an offer I can live with then I’ll tell you who was driving that motorcycle.”

			“Everything from a prosecutor that I have seen refers to information that leads to an arrest and conviction,” Lester J explained.

			Tindra got up from her chair. She had a domineering, hard edge—abrupt and firm. Mullen and Basnahan felt it. “I’m not kidding. I want out of here.” She called for the guard and held out her hands to be cuffed. “See if he’ll release me if the information leads to an arrest. If it leads to prosecution then maybe he’ll drop my ten thousand dollar fine.” She headed for the door.

			


	

Chapter Eighty-Three

			Lester J and Bazz left the jail and headed to a nearby gas station. It was a combination truck stop, Taco Bell, fried chicken place. Bazz could eat any item on the Taco Bell menu while Lester J went after the fried livers and gizzards next door. Each grabbed a mega-sized soft drink at the self-serve fountain area.

			Once back in the car Bazz asked, “What did you make of that?”

			“Every snitch is different, wouldn’t you say?” Lester J fetched a fried gizzard and chewed like a dog on a rubber bone. “She’s ready to go home and based on what she told us she has a damn good idea who that bike belongs to.” Lester J washed down the gizzard with a healthy sip through the straw.

			“Do you really think so?”

			“Yep. She’s seen that bike before and it sounds like it is in her inner circle.” Lester J was to the point. He drove ahead in silence with his free hand searching for a liver.

			“What are you thinking? Raul?”

			“Nope. She wouldn’t turn him in. She’s been looking for ways to keep him around.”

			“You read the texts that she was sending. They were vicious. She’s no angel.”

			Lester J grinned and glanced at Bazz. “I’m thinking she will say anything in court that we want her to say.”

			“You think she’ll go that far?”

			“She can’t stand Shari; hates her. We’ll need to get her on the stand to eventually convict. Covington won’t stand much of a chance to prosecute the case and win a capital murder conviction based on the evidence we have.” The soda helped wash down a dry liver. “She’ll have to get up there and say what we need her to say.” Lester J shook his head up and down as he played the scenario out in his head. “Can you imagine how valuable she’ll be as a witness if we clean her up, apply some makeup, and dress her properly?”

			“A jury would love her.”

			“Now you’re thinking,” Lester J said. “Look, we don’t have a damn thing to go on. There’s no gun, no motive, no motorcycle. Nothing. We’re going to need a cooperating witness that can tie everything together. She’ll be perfect.”

			“That’s fine if Covington agrees, but a snitch is a snitch. Her credibility won’t win any model citizen awards.”

			“There’s too much pressure on us to get this case solved. He’ll agree, especially if we can get a written confession.”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa. You lost me there.” Bazz mumbled to himself as a glob of sour cream oozed out of the back side of his burrito and dropped on his crotch. “What’s a written confession from her going to do? She’s only leading us to the bike.”

			“My thinking is that the guy on the bike is the shooter. He has no connection to the victim.”

			“Richards?”

			“Yeah, Richards,” Lester J replied as he worked his jaws on another gizzard. “She can hook us up with the bike and…”

			“The shooter.”

			“You got it.”

			“Once we get that then we find out who put the shooter up to it. That’s where we get the written confession.”

			“Do you think that will be good enough to get a conviction for Covington?”

			“It’s going to have to be. We can’t seem to get shit for evidence.”

			“Those guys hate to try capital murder cases on circumstantial evidence.”

			“Anything can happen in a courtroom. Let’s get what we can get and let those guys decide what they want to do.”

			“Where to now?”

			“We’re going to have to get in to see Covington.”

			


	

Chapter Eighty-Four

			It didn’t take long for Khalid Gandapur to get in touch with Detectives Mullen and Basnahan. In a distinct Pakistani accent, he informed the pair that he was representing Tindra Svahnstrom. He scheduled an immediate meeting with the detectives and prosecutor for the sole purpose of striking a deal for leniency.

			It was not an “all-win” situation for Tindra. In exchange for her information about the motorcycle she would be released from prison if it led to an arrest. Her $10,000 fine would be waived only if it led to a conviction. If she would provide information on the motorcycle and testimony in court that led to the conviction of the murderer of Richard W. Richards then she would get the deal that she was seeking. All charges and convictions would be wiped off the slate and her criminal record would be clean.

			Afterward Lester J and Bazz had an opportunity to talk about the recent turn of events.

			“Were you surprised that Covington let her have what she wanted?” Bazz asked.

			“No, not really,” Lester J replied. “We need a break to solve this murder. If she can identify the owner of that bike and where it is and who was on it, then that will go a long way to helping us.”

			“But we’re still going to have problems.”

			“A multitude of them. Even with a confession, it is not a slam dunk case. Our evidence is so thin a good defense attorney can appeal to a jury.”

			“We’re going to have a lot of work to do.”

			“The bottom line is that she struck a decent deal for herself,” Lester J said.

			“If she can give us the tip we need that leads us to the killer, then I’m all for it,” Bazz added.

			


	

Chapter Eighty-Five

			Detectives Mullen and Basnahan were in the interview room when Tindra and Khalid arrived with the guard. With Khalid at her side she was ready to talk. It was her opportunity to be truthful. Even though she got the deal that she wanted her disposition was as cranky as a hungry female bear.

			“You know why we’re here,” Lester J began. “You got what you wanted.”

			Tindra appeared nervous. Ratting out an acquaintance was not an everyday occurrence. She looked at her attorney and asked, “Is it okay?” Khalid nodded.

			“The agreement called for the total truth,” Bazz said.

			“You know what we want. Whose motorcycle was it?” Lester J asked.

			Tindra tapped her fingers on the table. “I can get out of here?”

			“Yes, if the information leads to an arrest. Your fine will be waived if the information leads to a conviction.” Khalid smiled when he heard that. The detectives assumed that was how he was to collect his fee.

			“How long will that take?”

			“It depends on what comes out of the lead.”

			Tindra glanced at her lawyer. With reservation she blurted a name. “Rico.”

			“Rico? Who is Rico?”

			“I don’t know his last name.”

			“Dammit!” Bazz exploded. “You’ve got to do better than that!”

			Lester J raised both of his hands signaling for Bazz to calm down. “How do you know Rico?”

			“He’s a friend of Raul’s.”

			The detectives exchanged glances. “How do they know each other?”

			“They came to the country together.”

			“What does this Rico character do?”

			“I don’t really know. Odd jobs I think.”

			“Come on, Tindra,” Bazz urged. “Your memory is going to have to get better.”

			“I don’t really know him.”

			“Where did you see this motorcycle?”

			“In our driveway.”

			“At your house in Kirkwood?” Lester J asked.

			Tindra nodded. “Uh-huh.”

			“When did you see this motorcycle?”

			“It’s been a long time ago. Way back in the summer.”

			Bazz was astonished. He was hoping that it was recently. “Nine months ago?”

			“Maybe longer,” Tindra replied.

			Lester J and Bazz looked at each other. They were disappointed but at least they had a name. “Does Raul know that you are giving us his friend’s name?”

			Tindra shook her head back and forth. “No.” Her eyes were lowered to the table. The hardened appearance turned meek.

			“Does he know Rico’s last name?”

			“I think.”

			“Where can we find this Rico guy?”

			“I don’t know where he lives.”

			“Quit lying to us,” Bazz said.

			“I’m not. I don’t know.”

			“How often does Raul talk to him?”

			“I don’t know that he does right now.”

			“Wait a minute,” Bazz interrupted, “you’re telling us that your boyfriend came over here with this guy, they’re friends, and now they don’t talk to each other?”

			Tindra nodded yes.

			“Quit the bull crap, Tindra!” Bazz snapped. “If you want this agreement to stick, you’ve got to get a lot better with your memory.”

			She started crying. “That’s all I know.”

			“Why should we believe you?” Bazz persisted. “You’ve lied to us every time we’ve talked to you.”

			“That’s all I know,” Tindra cried.

			“Can you get his last name and his address from your boyfriend?”

			“He doesn’t know I’m talking to you.”

			Bazz turned to the lawyer. “Well, Mr. Khalid, it looks like you are about to earn your fee. We want Rico’s last name and where we can reach him. Get it to us by the end of the day or the deal is off.”

			


	

Chapter Eighty-Six

			Rico Avila was at one time a talented baseball player. He, along with Basilio Vasquez and Raul Mendez, formed the nucleus of a Caribbean All-Star baseball team that traveled to locations north of the equator. Those spots included the United States.

			That is where the version of the story changes. Raul claimed to Shari that the trio hopped a boat and came to the country together after Basilio signed with the Cardinals. In actuality the three baseball players skipped out on their team and stayed in the United States. Some say they defected from their country, but Puerto Rico is a United States territory so it is hard to say they actually committed an action that severe. A Puerto Rican born in Puerto Rico is a US citizen, at least after the Jones-Shafrot Act of 1917 was passed into law. The only distinction is that they are not born-in-the-US citizens.

			Raul played centerfield. Rico played second base. Basilio played first base. They stayed in the continental United States. Only Basilio made it to major league baseball stardom. The other two struggled. Raul became a waiter and physical therapy masseur while Rico struggled from odd job to odd job with significant stints as a pimp and bookie.

			Tindra lied to the detectives when the question arose. She provided Rico’s last name to Khalid after Mullen and Basnahan left the jail. She told Khalid after the pair left that she didn’t want to be intimidated by them. She wanted Khalid to make the call.

			After contacting the detectives Khalid, in broken English, said “Avila” and gave an address in Lemay, Missouri. The town borders the southern St. Louis City limits and was off of I-55 in St. Louis County.

			Once Lester J and Bazz had a name and address they looked for background information on their subject. A stroke of luck followed. Rico Avila had an outstanding warrant for his arrest on a bad check charge in St. Louis County. Lester J and Bazz ordered around the clock surveillance from officers on patrol and undercover cops on the street. It took less than 24 hours to locate Rico. They followed him around the clock until the warrant for his arrest was issued by St. Louis County authorities. Late one night Rico parked his used Ford Pinto on the street outside his aged two-story row house and entered. A patrol officer placed a call to Lester J and Bazz.

			It was just after midnight when the detectives arrived to apprehend Rico. The warrant was served and he was placed into custody. A few minutes later he was on his way to an interrogation room at police headquarters in Clayton. Rico dozed in an interrogation room while the detectives purposely made him wait and wonder. He was sound asleep when Mullen and Basnahan entered the room 45 minutes later. Bazz banged a recorder on the table to awaken Rico. Lester J sat across from him while Bazz grabbed a chair and sat off to the side to observe Rico’s reactions.

			Bazz turned on the recorder. Rico eyed it suspiciously. “Can I get you anything?” Lester J asked. “Would you like coffee or a soda; maybe a trip to the john?”

			“Nah, just tell me what this is about.” Rico reached into his pocket to grab a pack of cigarettes. “Mind if I smoke?”

			“Go ahead. Need a light?” Bazz had a flame in front of Rico’s face before he could put the cigarette in his mouth.

			“We picked you up on the bad check charges,” Lester J said. “We’re homicide detectives. What we are doing is routine. We’re in the middle of an investigation and we have reason to believe you could be a helpful witness.”

			The mention of homicide got Rico’s attention. “I haven’t killed nobody.”

			Bazz spoke next. “We didn’t say you did.” He pointed to the recorder. “We tape all interviews. It really doesn’t mean anything other than to protect you and serve as a reminder in case we miss something.”

			Lester J disclosed the date, time, and place of the interview and who was present. Lester J clearly read the Miranda rights. It was 1:22 a.m. Rico was told that he had the right to remain silent and that anything he said could and would be used against him in a court of law. “Do you understand that?”

			“Yes.”

			“You have the right to an attorney. Do you understand?”

			“Yes.”

			“If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand that?”

			“Yes.”

			“You can stop answering questions at any time. Do you understand that?”

			“Yes.”

			“You can request a lawyer at any time. Do you understand that?”

			“Yes.”

			“Are you willing to give us a statement about an incident that we are investigating?”

			“Yes.” Rico yawned and rubbed his eyes. “If it is about bad checks I can explain, but I’d still like to know what this is about.”

			“That will become clear in a few minutes,” Bazz replied.

			“Is your name Rico Pascual Avila?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you live at 392 C Avenue in Lemay, Missouri?”

			“Yes.”

			“You are 38 years old?”

			“Yes.”

			Lester J wanted Rico to answer affirmatively to as many questions as he could to get him to relax. He wanted him to feel comfortable before Bazz lowered the boom.

			Bazz flipped through the notes on his legal pad. “Can you tell us what you were doing on the morning of June 12 last year?”

			“Sleeping, I hope. That was nine months ago. I’m sure I wasn’t writing a check.”

			“That date doesn’t ring a bell for you?”

			“Of course not. Why should it?”

			“We’ll ask the questions if you don’t mind,” Bazz shot back.

			Lester J took the lead. “I can understand why you can’t remember things that happened on that specific date. Sometimes it’s difficult to remember what happened yesterday, let alone nine months ago. Some of these questions won’t make any sense to you. We’re simply trying to rule out some things that we are investigating.” Lester J stopped for a second. He reached over to the notepad that Bazz was holding and grabbed an 8 X 10 glossy picture of a white Honda motorcycle with a purple stripe. “Have you ever owned a motorcycle like this?”

			Rico squirmed ever so slightly. He grabbed the photo and looked at it closely. He shook his head. “No.”

			“Have you ever driven one like that?” Bazz asked.

			“I could have. I’ve driven motorcycles before.”

			“Hmm,” Bazz groaned. “Have you stolen one like this?”

			The tension in the room grew. “Hey, I’ve done some lousy things in my life, but I’m not a thief.”

			It was time for Lester J to ask another question. “Have you ever hurt anyone?”

			“What kind of a question is that?” Rico asked sounding agitated. “Where? On an athletic field? If that’s what you want, then yes. I used to box. I hurt some people in the ring.” Bazz looked at his biceps and tattoos on his forearms and did not doubt his word.

			“You have to understand that some of the questions we are going to ask might make you feel uncomfortable.” The questions with the yes answer were coming to an end yet they still wanted rapport with Rico to keep him talking.

			“Have you ever fired a gun?”

			“Yes, but what does that have to do with writing some bad checks?”

			“Within the last year?”

			“Yes.”

			Bazz sprung the next question. “Did you hear about Richard W. Richards getting shot and killed?”

			“Who?”

			“Richard W. Richards.”

			“No.”

			“Did you fire a gun that day when you killed him?”

			“Are you fuckin’ nuts?”

			“Look! You’re lying and we know it! We’re going to get another search warrant and get every shirt, pair of pants, jacket, and pair of shoes out of your house. If we find as little as one speck of blood on anything that matches the blood of Richard W. Richards your ass is going to die from the biggest damn needle you’ve ever seen.” Bazz flipped open a folder with 8 X 10 photos of a guy riding on a motorcycle. The driver wore jeans, boots, a plaid shirt and windbreaker. “We’ll be looking for that clothing in particular.”

			“You’re loco, man. I want a lawyer.”

			Lester J jumped back in to calm the situation. “Look, you are entitled to a lawyer, but once he arrives we cannot help you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Look, we know someone hired you to kill Richard W. Richards. We want a name and we want you to agree to testify against them. If you do that we can take the death penalty off the table. You would get a lesser charge and maybe be out of prison in 10-12 years. If you’d rather take your chances then you might get life in prison or the death penalty.”

			Bazz was back at it. “I’ve seen three executions, Rico. It’s a real long needle that they shoot into you. It’s maybe ten inches long. After they strap you down they show it to you. All the people that are there to witness the execution get to see the needle too. All the other guys that I’ve seen die started crying and begging for their life. But by then it’s too late. Once that drug gets into your veins your eyes pop out. That’s why they put that blindfold over your face.”

			“However if you choose to cooperate,” Lester J said in an attempt to soothe the moment, “we can go to the prosecutor and tell him that you agreed to help us out. Trust me, that will go a long way to getting you some leniency. We have enough evidence on you to prove that you’re guilty. You’ve seen the motorcycle. You’ve seen the clothing on the driver. We know what you did. Now you can go save everybody some time and tell us what happened, where the gun is, and who paid you.”

			“Or you can get a lawyer and take your chances. Are you sure you want a lawyer right now?” Bazz added.

			Rico sat in silence and pondered his situation. He rubbed his hands together. “Can I have a soda and a cigarette?” His shoulders slumped as Bazz produced the flame and Lester J left the room to fetch a soft drink.

			After Lester J returned Rico had a change of heart and decided that he didn’t need a lawyer after all.

			However, Lester J and Bazz couldn’t break him. The questions continued into the morning. The detectives took turns. Sometimes one would be in the room and at other times the other. Once in a while both would be present. The room had no windows. No sense of time could be comprehended. Rico yawned. He grew tired. The monotonous voices, the passing hours, and lack of sleep were wearing him down.

			Finally at 6:42 a.m. Lester J said, “Rico, man, I really want to thank you for helping us out and answering all of these questions. I know it’s been a long night for you and we really appreciate what you’ve done for us.”

			“Make yourself comfortable for a few more minutes,” Bazz said. “We have to check in with our boss and then we’ll be back in to see you.”

			“Will I be able to leave?” Rico asked as he broke into a long yawn.

			“Sure, pretty soon. Are you sure you don’t want some more coffee or a soda?”

			After shaking his head Rico laid it down on the table seconds after they departed and drifted into a deep sleep.

			


	

Chapter Eighty-Seven

			When the door slammed shut a startled Rico jerked his head up off the table. A puddle of drool occupied the space where his head had been. There had been a few reasons why Lester J and Bazz wanted to pick Rico up after midnight. One was surprise. Two, they wanted to keep him all night with questioning. And three, they wanted to administer a polygraph test after the day crew got to work early in the morning. Outside the sun was on the horizon.

			“I’m Detective Ron Hawthorne.” A yawn escaped Rico’s mouth. “This is my partner, Detective Kenneth Jacobs. We’d like to apologize to you. Detectives Mullen and Basnahan had to leave. Their shift was over.”

			“Fine,” Rico responded. “They said I could leave.”

			“Yes, and we’re here to accommodate you on that,” Hawthorne said.

			“But we’d like to go over some of the details that you provided to them before we release you,” Jacobs followed. “We’ll make another tape.”

			“Am I going to have to answer questions again for the next five hours?”

			“Oh, no. It won’t be anything like that. We won’t keep you anywhere near that long,” Hawthorne explained.

			“We just want to confirm some of the statements that you made, you know, to clarify some details,” Jacobs said. “We weren’t here when you spoke with them.”

			“Do we have to now?”

			The tape recorder was turned on and the Miranda rights were read to Rico. The questions followed. Many were the same or a different version. Between yawns Rico provided little additional information. He was beat. Three hours later the interrogation stopped. It was now late morning, not too far from lunch time. Rico was operating on a minimum amount of sleep. His stomach rumbled for food.

			“Thanks again for helping.” Hawthorne got up and headed for the door. “Let’s go upstairs.”

			“So I can go home?”

			“We’ve got a few more things to do from a processing standpoint. We’re almost done with you.” The detectives led Rico upstairs, letting him use the restroom on the way. As a formality, Rico was fingerprinted after that. Then he was taken up another flight of stairs, down a hallway, and into a newer room that was brighter and more comfortable than where he had been.

			“Now what are we doing?”

			“I want you to meet Detective Barrett Anderson,” Hawthorne answered. “He’s going to administer a polygraph test.”

			“A lie detector?” Rico asked.

			“Yes,” Anderson replied as Hawthorne and Jacobs exited the room. He was dressed casually in Dockers and a golf shirt, looking clean-cut and affable. “This is for your benefit. It will verify that what you’ve told us is the truth.”

			Rico was tired and wanted to go home. He dropped into an easy chair after Anderson gestured with his hand. The chair was relaxing compared to the metal one he had been sitting on for what seemed like half a day. It didn’t take long for his eyelids to get heavy.

			Anderson told him to take several deep breaths and relax. He explained that one cord would monitor his breathing and that another one would be placed on his finger to record perspiration. “The last one is a cuff that goes around your arm to measure blood pressure and heart rate,” he added.

			“You guys go to every extent on a bad check charge, don’t you?”

			Anderson smiled. “The guys downstairs are conducting an investigation. They want to cover all bases before they let you go. That way you won’t have to come back.” He went to the polygraph machine that was sitting on the table and made some adjustments. “Now, look, we don’t want any questions to be a shock to you so we’ll go over them first. There’s only going to be maybe a dozen of them. Some are going to be simple to establish a baseline. I want you to close your eyes during the exam, relax, and breathe slowly.” Anderson went to his desk and grabbed a deck of cards. He counted out ten cards and told Rico to grab one. “Now look at it.” Rico followed directions. “I’m going to show each card to you and ask if that is your card. I want you to answer no each time and I’ll be able to tell whether or not you’re lying.”

			Rico nodded. He was too relaxed to dispute the directions. However he was surprised a few minutes later when Anderson correctly identified the card that he had drawn out of the deck. He didn’t feel like he had tipped the card, but he was too tired to care. He simply wanted to get done with the questions and go home.

			“Okay, here we go,” Anderson said. Rico closed his eyes. The questions were basic. He was asked his name. He was asked his address and so on and so forth. Then Anderson asked, “Have you murdered anyone?”

			“No.” Rico continued with his deep breaths.

			“Have you received money for killing someone?”

			“No.” Rico yawned after this response.

			An abnormally long period of time elapsed. Rico snored and immediately awoke. “Did you get away on a motorcycle?”

			“No.”

			The questioning was over. The monotone voice of Anderson coupled with the heavy breathing and the long amount of time between questions had virtually rocked Rico to sleep. The detective turned off the machine and confronted Rico face to face. His friendly demeanor was suddenly transformed to that of a lunatic. “You are a true piece of shit!”

			Rico started to respond.

			“You can lie all you want to those other guys, but you can’t lie to me and this machine!” Anderson got to within two inches of Rico’s face. “Now tell me the truth you lying son-of-a-bitch!”

			Rico shrugged. He was too tired to care.

			“You’re disgusting!” Anderson backed off. He grabbed the polygraph machine and the print out. “Let’s go. You’ve got some explaining to do.”

			


	

Chapter Eighty-Eight

			Mullen and Basnahan were back in another interrogation room. If they had gone home, they didn’t stay away too long. The room was different from the first one that Rico had been in. This one had a window with reflective glass on one wall so others could watch his reaction as more questioning continued.

			Lester J started off amicably. “You’re still here?” he asked.

			“I should have left a long time ago,” Rico replied.

			“What happened?” Of course Lester J knew all along what had taken place.

			Rico went on to explain that he had been questioned some more and fingerprinted and hooked up to a lie detector. “Aren’t you guys going overboard on bad check charges?”

			Bazz exploded. “We’re conducting an investigation! We’ve got reason to believe that you have some information that can be valuable to us.” He put his hands on the table and leaned forward across the table so that his face was less than a foot from Rico’s. “Quit giving us you’re bullshit!”

			“I’m not.”

			“You’re doing a good job of not telling us the full truth,” Bazz yelled. “Have you ever been to Gateway Salvage?”

			Rico shook his head back and forth. “No.”

			Bazz threw some photos onto the table. “These are from their security camera.”

			Lester J went next. “Did you chop up the bike and sell parts?”

			Rico shook his head.

			“I can’t hear you!”

			“No.”

			Bazz threw a picture on the table that showed Rico walking into the junk yard carrying two tires. “What’s this?”

			“Can’t a guy sell tires?”

			Bazz produced a receipt. “Two Honda motorcycle tires? Where did they come from?”

			“Where did you hide it?” Lester J asked.

			The questions were coming so fast that Rico could not answer them.

			“Do you know Raul Mendez?” Bazz asked.

			There was no response from Rico. He grabbed a cigarette and Bazz was there to light it. “Yes, I know Raul Mendez.”

			“He’s already told us what happened,” Lester J added.

			“He wouldn’t do that,” Rico replied.

			“Do you see that mirror?” Bazz asked as Rico acknowledged. “Raul is on the other side of it. We already know what role you played,” Bazz responded.

			“You were the triggerman. First degree murder. Death by lethal injection. You’ve got no way out,” Lester J followed, “unless of course you can fill in some of the blanks that we’re missing.”

			“You guys are guessing. I didn’t kill nobody.”

			“We can talk to the prosecutor and tell him that we’ve got a friendly participant in the crime and maybe give you some leniency. We went through that last night.”

			Rico listened.

			Bazz jumped in. “Second degree murder and twenty years sounds a helluva lot better than the biggest needle you’ve ever seen.” He paused. “Your eyes pop out.”

			“I didn’t kill nobody.”

			Lester J persevered. “Look again at that mirror. Raul is on the other side watching.”

			“Bullshit.”

			“The mother of his children wanted out of jail. She wanted out and she griped at him every day to make it happen,” Lester J paused to let the statement sink in. “We know your bike was at their home.”

			“Raul has told us everything,” Bazz followed. “Now get your ass up.” Rico stood, his heart thumping fast and hard. “Now walk over to that mirror and see if you can see through to the other side.”

			Rico followed instructions. He couldn’t see anything except his reflection. The mirror wouldn’t allow him to see through it anyway. Rico trembled and inched back to his seat.

			“Now are you ready to tell us what happened?” Bazz asked.

			“I didn’t kill nobody.”

			“I guess you’re not scared of needles.” Bazz mouthed with a smile. “From what I saw it only hurts for fifteen seconds.”

			“I didn’t kill nobody.” Rico’s breathing had become rapid.

			“Now is the time to save yourself,” Lester J urged. “Tell us what happened or you could be an accessory to murder.”

			“What do you want me to say?” As planned, the process had worn him down. He was dead tired.

			


	

Chapter Eighty-Nine

			Bazz and Lester J were satisfied with their psychological victory. The former exited the interrogation room only to re-enter a minute later with a tray full of coffee and soda.

			“We’re going to do this for the last time,” Lester J started as he settled in directly across from Rico. “This is what happened.”

			Rico nodded. He was too tired to care; his eyelids practically shut.

			“You and Raul go way back.”

			Rico nodded. “We played baseball together since we were little kids.”

			“You two bailed on your team to stay in the States.”

			“Basilio too.”

			“Okay, Basilio too. All your paths went in different directions but you and Raul especially stayed in touch.”

			Rico listened.

			“Years ticked by. Raul gets a girlfriend, but he has a weakness for women.”

			“He’s a nice lookin’ guy. She went after him.”

			“Then tell me.”

			“He said this rich cougar was getting divorced and liked to… you know.” Rico clasped his hands together at the fingers and pounded the palms of his hands together. “She couldn’t get enough. She wouldn’t leave him alone.”

			“That’s right, she was a real nympho. But she had a problem, didn’t she?”

			“That she liked to….?” Rico clasped his hands again and pounded his palms together. He looked at Lester J.

			“Not that. She had a husband,” Lester J offered, “and a boyfriend.”

			“The husband wasn’t the problem,” Rico said. “The boyfriend was the problem. He wouldn’t leave her alone.” Rico sipped on soda. “Raul said the boyfriend was going to cause problems in her divorce settlement. He would call her all the time, even when her and Raul were busy going at it.”

			“And she wanted him killed, didn’t she?”

			Rico nodded.

			“Say it!” Bazz yelled.

			Rico looked at him skeptically. He took another sip. “That’s what Raul said.”

			“Raul said that Shari Daniels-Donnelly wanted Richard W. Richards killed?” Bazz asked.

			Rico nodded again.

			“Say it!”

			“You’re going to believe what you want to believe,” Rico replied.

			Lester J and Bazz exchanged glances. “So what happened next was that she gave Raul some money.”

			“That’s what Raul said.”

			“And he didn’t have the cojones to do it himself so he recruited you. Isn’t that right?”

			Rico’s head slumped again. He nodded subtlety.

			“Say it!” Bazz screamed.

			“Yeah.”

			Lester J theorized. “So after you were contracted to kill the guy you had to plan it out. Several plans were considered but the one that you decided on was the one that had you steal the motorcycle from the farmer in Illinois. Isn’t that right?”

			Rico once again nodded.

			“But that created another problem, didn’t it?”

			“You had to hide it somewhere, didn’t you?” Bazz asked. “Where did you hide it?”

			Rico bit his lower lip. “Did Raul tell you?”

			“Of course he did,” Lester J bluffed. “And he told us how you chopped it up and disposed of the pieces.”

			“He got a storage bin in her name and I put it there.”

			Lester J and Bazz smiled at each other. “Where?”

			“Lock-it and Go. It’s out a ways.”

			“So when it came time to shoot him you got on the bike, waited for Richards to go through the intersection, and followed him into the commuter lot,” Lester J proposed.

			“You shot him and were gone in less than a minute,” Bazz added. “Isn’t that right?”

			Rico nodded.

			“Say it!”

			“Yeah.”

			“How much did Raul pay you?”

			“If he told you then you know how much?”

			“Five thousand?” Lester J guessed.

			Rico nodded and looked at Bazz. Not wanting to hear the shrill again he said, “Yeah.”

			“So that’s it,” Lester J said.

			Rico replied, “Yeah.”

			Bazz got up abruptly. “They’re waiting on us.”

			“Who?”

			Bazz responded, “The guys in the video recording studio. They want to record the statement.” He continued to the door. “Let’s go. We’ll record the confession and get it to the prosecutor. My guess is that he’ll charge you with second degree murder so you can escape the needle and maybe he’ll drop the conspiracy to commit murder charge since you’re cooperating.”

			After fourteen hours of intense interrogation Rico Avila was arrested and charged with second degree murder. His role in the murder-for-hire scheme? The triggerman. With testimony he would avoid death by lethal injection in the State of Missouri. He could expect a sentence of twenty-four years once he formally agreed to testify for the state.

			Not once did Rico ask for the questioning to stop. Not once did Rico refuse to take the polygraph. The one time he suggested he wanted a lawyer he was persuaded into reconsidering.

			


	

Chapter Ninety

			In the well-to-do part of town, Shari Daniels-Donnelly was oblivious to what was going on at the St. Louis County Police Department. She was finishing preparations for Kara’s wedding that was a couple weeks away and packing for her trip to Muscle Shoals, Alabama. The executive par-3 course at The Classic was the site of the SPRITZ Challenge.

			Tyler Cy had regained his mobility. It had been almost a year since he had been placed under the knife, and thanks to his faithful rehab regiment he was getting around fine, albeit a little gingerly. He still occupied the lower level.

			Upstairs, Shari and Kara faced off across the breakfast island. With a glass of Chardonnay in her left hand and a lit cigarette in her right Shari’s opinionated voice could be heard all the way downstairs. “No, we’re not going to get the band that you want for the reception,” Shari yelled at Kara. “Del’s band is going to play.”

			“But, Mom, that’s not the type of music we want to have.”

			“I don’t care. I want to give him the opportunity to play for all of my guests.”

			“Why does it have to be all about you?”

			“Because I’m paying for it.”

			“I thought Dad was.”

			“Who do you think put the pressure on him to foot the bill? I was the one that had to have the lawyers put it in the settlement.”

			“He always told me that I could do what I want.”

			“You don’t know what you’re doing. You’ve never done anything like this before.”

			“What makes you the expert?”

			“I have a lot of friends that I’ve invited. I’ve gone to all of the weddings that they have planned for their kids. I seen what they done. Your mother knows best.”

			Kara stomped into the great room. “You’ve picked out my dress. It wasn’t the one I wanted.”

			“Yes and your dad paid $15,000 for it.” Shari walked after her. “You’ll look beautiful in it.”

			“You’ve picked all of the food for the reception.”

			“Like I said, I seen what they do at other weddings and know what is best. I’ve stolen all of the good ideas from the others and got rid of the things that don’t work.”

			“You insisted on a buffet line.”

			“It offers variety and is more efficient.”

			“I thought we were going to have the reception at Olde Blueblood.”

			“Don’t blame me. That’s not my fault. Blame your father for that. He was the one that cancelled the membership. If I could have my way, we’d go back there.”

			“I’m worried that some of my friends will be too drunk to drive home from that different country club.”

			“We had to switch the party there because we’re not allowed on Olde Blueblood’s property. I’ve gotten taxis to take them home if they get too drunk. If they don’t like that then they can stay the night at the hotel. I’ve reserved a lot of rooms.”

			“Jake and I didn’t get a chance to pick where we wanted to go on our honeymoon.”

			“That’s because I’ve traveled to many places and I know what you’ll like.” Shari patted her daughter’s shoulders in an attempt to pacify her. “You’ll love the resorts at Los Cabos. Being on the Baja peninsula is romantic. You’ll have a view of the Pacific and Sea of Cortez.” Shari smiled at her daughter. “Besides, I want a granddaughter.”

			“That’s not the reason we’re going, Mom. We want to have fun.”

			“Believe me, you will. When I went there with the girls we had the time of our lives.”

			“Sometimes I think this is more about you than it is for me.”

			“Trust me. I’m taking care of my baby.” After the faceoff Shari reached out to hug Kara. The two embraced before she turned to leave.

			“You’re only going to be gone for three days, right?”

			“Yes, but I’ve got to pack. I’m going to The Classic tomorrow to play the SPRITZ Challenge. Hopefully I’ll win a million and that would give you a nice wedding present.” Shari stopped. “Don’t worry about anything for the wedding. I’ve got it all planned out. Besides, it’s too late to change anything anyway. I’ll be gone this weekend and back on Tuesday night.” Shari headed up the stairs. “Ten days from now you’ll be married and off to the Baja.”

			


	

Chapter Ninety-One

			Drive time to Muscle Shoals from St. Louis was about six hours. Shari didn’t want to travel that way so she arranged for Tyler Cy to charter a flight. Since he was paying for it, Tyler Cy decided that he would go and watch. Curt was invited to fly as well since he was going to be Shari’s caddie.

			Even though Shari wasn’t excited to be traveling with her husband she was jubilant to have the chance to win a million dollars. She assured Tyler Cy that she would compensate him for the flight if she happened to win. Flight time was about an hour, and it sure beat sitting in the car for half of a day.

			The Classic was the greatest event in the history of golf. It was held during the first weekend in May each year. Players would arrive on Sunday night and enjoy a few days of practice rounds. Spectators would arrive from all over the country just to watch the best golfers in the world practice. RV parks were packed. Hotel room rates quadrupled. Private jets occupied the available tarmac at the airport.

			On Monday, the pros would participate in a long-drive contest. On Tuesday the SPRITZ challenge was to be played on the executive course. On Wednesday the pros would play the executive course in a par-3 competition and use it as a final warm-up. On Thursday the tournament would begin and last through the weekend. The winner would win the prized fedora with a blue plume, a sizeable monetary prize, and endorsements from almost every golf equipment manufacturer in the world.

			Just to be on the grounds was special. Tickets sold for $1,000 per day—even for the practice rounds. The property was pristine. Every grain of sand, every blade of grass, and every drop of water were perfectly placed as if brushed on by an artist. The best golfers in the world would compete. A worldwide audience would demand a commercial-free presentation from the broadcast media.

			Shari dug into her purse and took out her makeup kit. She heightened her cheek color, perfected the eyeliner, and added a touch of eye shadow. MAC, Revlon, Clinique and L’OREAL were glad to have her as a customer.

			While in flight Curt produced a layout of the par-3 course. Shari’s handicap index was converted to the slope of the course which measured the difficulty. She was to get 8 strokes which meant she would have to shoot at least a 62 on the par-54 course. If the greens were anything like the greens on the course that the pros would play, then the Stimpmeter would be in the 14 range.

			“Have you been practicing on the garage floor?” Curt asked.

			“I’ve put a lot of time in,” Shari responded. “When it was cold out I took advantage of the time inside.”

			“Not as much as you could have,” Tyler Cy said.

			“If we wanted your input we would have asked you,” Shari barked. “This is a conversation between me and my caddie and coach,” Shari said. “Move on up to the front so we can talk.” The cabin was small. Any movement meant that Tyler Cy could only move a few feet. Curt gave him a helpless look.

			“You should be able to reach all of these greens. We’ve gone through all of this before,” Curt said. “There are two of them that will play over 200 yards from the up tees, but all the rest of them will be between 100 and 175 yards.” He rolled out the layout for Shari to see. “There is some water.” He gestured with his hand. “It looks like four of them border lakes and three of them have a creek nearby.”

			“I’ll have to stay out of those or I could shoot myself out of the million.”

			“I echo those words,” Curt agreed, “but just as important, you will have to keep the ball below the pin. J Dub has been on the course before and he said that if you have a downhill putt it is almost impossible to stop. It’s like rolling the ball down a wall. Three putts on a green will kill your score just as quickly.”

			“Remind me about the greens and give me the right yardage to the hole.” Shari got up abruptly, moved carefully around the cramped space, and retrieved her carry-on luggage. She flipped through some garments and settled on a short black golf and tennis skort – a hybrid of skirt and shorts. “Do you like this? I got it shipped in from London.”

			The men nodded. “That’s fashionable.”

			“I thought a lighter color would make my ass look big. I seen where the TV puts on weight. That’s why I chose this.”

			“Let’s win a million bucks,” Curt urged, “and worry about appearances later.”

			“But I want to look nice on TV.” Shari returned to her luggage and pulled out several ladies golf shirts in various styles. “I settled on Polo, but I can’t decide which one to wear.” She showed the guys her selections. “What do you like best, Curt? We’re going to be side by side.” Before he could answer she held them in front of her torso. “Do you like the neon green or hot pink?” She grabbed another blouse. “Or how about this canary yellow sleeveless look?” Before the guys could offer an opinion it was discarded for an electric blue blouse with a plunging V-shaped neckline. “I kind of like this one. With the right bra I can leave a button or two undone.”

			Curt nodded approval.

			“It’s all about image, isn’t it?” Shari gave Curt an alluring smile. “I want the whole world pulling for me.”

			


	

Chapter Ninety-Two

			The weather was perfect for the Tuesday SPRITZ Challenge. Temperatures promised to be in the mid-80s for the golf match. Only a few clouds dotted the sky. The humidity was low, as was the wind.

			Shari stayed in one of the bed and breakfast cottages that were provided on site. She was up early to make sure her hair was perfectly coiffed. A great deal of time was given to her makeup as a cigarette constantly burned in a nearby ashtray. She slipped on silver-dollar sized white earrings and her customary nine rings. Curt would not be pleased.

			After wriggling her bottom into the black skort, she slipped on a bra that magnified her already augmented breasts. The electric blue golf blouse was unbuttoned enough to offer an ample peek. After slipping on a pair of pom pom socks, Shari slipped into her fashionable new golf shoes. Next came the visor and mirror.

			Out the door she went.

			Spectators who had come for the practice round flooded the grounds. A special area had been roped off for her to warm up on the driving range. The bank of bleachers packed with golf addicts was intimidating, but at the same time fueled her ego. Stepping onto the tee with the golfing greats that were on the professional tour was exciting. Curt was waiting for her in the roped off area.

			“You look spectacular,” he commented.

			“I just threw something together.” Curt knew better of course.

			“I like the shoes.”

			“Do you like? They’re Sesto Meucci from Italy. I like the low cut under the ankle.”

			Curt’s immediate thought was that they must have set her back close to a thousand bucks. His eyes traveled quickly up her tanning-booth-tanned legs to her athletic butt, obvious cleavage, and finally settled on her face.

			When their eyes met, Shari smiled. “Do you approve?”

			“If your game doesn’t dazzle the crowd at least your appearance will.” He rolled some practice balls onto the turf. “Okay. Let’s practice like you want to win a million today.”

			Shari stretched to the delight of the nearby crowd of onlookers. She was doing her part to attract a large gallery to the SPRITZ Challenge. Subtle whistles and catcalls ripped through the warm air.

			Twenty minutes on the range was enough. Shari, with Curt in tow, walked to the practice green. “We need to get a feel for the speed of these greens,” Curt stressed. Shari started with putts of three feet. Curt squatted behind the cup and rolled the balls back to her after they dropped into the hole. Gradually the length increased. After Shari mastered the lag putting stroke the duo moved to the first tee on the executive course.

			Jack Cramer, President and CEO of SPRITZ, was there to meet the contestant. His toupee tipped his age. He was sixty trying to look forty. His sidekick was Gary Linton who was VP of Marketing for SPRITZ. The bald, rotund executive was gregarious. The promotion was his idea and for all outward appearances it had been successfully received. Many in the gallery held bottled water with the SPRITZ label.

			On hand to broadcast the event were Trent Tee, the voice of American golf, and his color commentator and two-time winner of The Classic, Englishman Callum Foss. The pair had broadcast the golfing action for years on TV and agreed to do the SPRITZ event as a warm-up to the main action.

			“We declare a day like this back home as summer,” Callum started.

			“Who would have ever thought that putting water in a bottle would have become so popular?” Trent continued.

			“It looks like the sponsor has found a nice piece of advertising,” Callum said. “If she doesn’t win the pot today maybe they’ll give her a million bucks to be their spokesperson.”

			“Of course, for those that aren’t familiar with what Callum is talking about, he is referring to Shari Daniels-Donnelly from suburban St. Louis who is the contestant in the SPRITZ Challenge. All she has to do is play to her handicap index today on the par-3 executive course here at The Classic.”

			“The course plays to a par 54. That is eighteen par three holes. The young lady has to shoot at least a 62 which is an eight handicap.”

			“She’s a good player in her own right,” Trent added.

			“And if her game holds up under this pressure, she’ll take home a million dollars.”

			“That will be something to see, Callum.”

			“And taking a look at her, I’m looking forward to watching.”

			After meeting the executives and getting introduced, Shari prepared to hit off of the first tee. If she was nervous it didn’t look like it. She took a ball from Curt, placed it on a tee, relaxed with a couple of practice swings and smoothly hit the ball onto the middle of the green.

			“This is a gentle start to the round,” Trent said.

			“It’s an easy 160-yard shot that plays downhill. You can tell that she has had a club in her hand before. That shot was jolly good. It appears that she has left herself about a twenty foot putt for birdie.”

			Shari lagged the first putt to within a foot of the cup and easily tapped in for a par to start the round.

			“That’s like having a Horlicks.”

			“What in the world are you referring to, Callum?”

			“Oh, that’s been around for years, Trent. It’s a malted milk drink to relax. A par on the first hole will keep her loose.”

			Evidently the good fortune on the first hole did the trick. Shari made it through the first nine holes on pace. She shot a four-over par 31 and needed to match that score on the back to win a million.

			


	

Chapter Ninety-Three

			“This bint has some goolies, Trent. If her conker doesn’t break up she’ll take home the prize,” Callum said as Shari walked off the ninth green.

			“What in the world is a conker?” Trent asked.

			“Oh, it’s too much to explain to you Yanks,” the Englishman said. “It’s a game that we play back home as kids.”

			Shari made her way to the 10th tee as Tyler Cy drove by on a cart equipped with a handicap flag. He flashed a thumbs-up. “Look how silly he looks,” Shari said to Curt. “Everybody else out here is walking and he’s riding around like he’s somebody important.”

			“There’s no need to focus your energy on him,” Curt instructed. “You’ve got nine holes left.”

			“How can I not notice him? He’s got that loud shirt on that’s screaming for attention. Doesn’t he know the gallery isn’t interested in him? I seen some people that need to steal the show, but today is my day, not his.”

			“Just try to control the things that you can control,” Curt said as he pulled the yardage book out of his back pocket. “We’ve got 187 yards here with a creek on the right. Anything right of the pin will drift that way.”

			Shari looked at the green complex. “Are you thinking a 5 wood?”

			“Yes, that’s the club.”

			Shari took the head cover off the wood, placed her tee in the ground, and took two practice swings. She addressed the ball and took a smooth swing.”

			“Oh no!” Callum screamed. “She’s left it right.”

			“It didn’t look like she got all the way through the ball,” Trent added.

			“She didn’t,” Callum concurred.

			“We haven’t seen that from her all day. I wonder if the pressure is getting to her.”

			The pair watched as the ball hit right of the green, took a vicious bounce, and settled in the bottom of the creek. “She dropped a clanger there. She’ll be jammy if she gets it up and down from there. That grass in the drop area is as thick as black pudding.” The pair looked on as Shari shot a hateful glance at Tyler Cy. “She looks to be cheesed off about something.”

			With a national television audience looking on, Shari dropped the ball for a one stroke penalty and chipped the ball onto the green only to see it run twenty feet past the hole. She two-putted for a double bogey.

			“Now she’s six over par and only has two shots left to give away,” Trent announced.

			“With eight holes to play and no birdies thus far it’s going to be tough for her to do that. Some of the tougher holes are still on the course.”

			Shari fired her ball to Curt as the pair continued to the 11th tee. “That asshole. Why did he have to come around?”

			“Get it together,” Curt urged. “There is always adversity on the golf course. How you deal with it is the difference between winning and losing.”

			Shari missed the green on number 11 and failed to get the ball up and down to take another bogey.

			“Now she has to play the final seven holes at one over par to win a million,” Trent broadcast.

			“It might be time to call the RAC.”

			“What in heaven’s name is that?” Trent asked.

			“The Royal Automobile Club. The wheels are coming off and she needs some assistance.”

			Despite the bad luck to start the back nine, Curt was doing everything in his might to settle Shari down. “Just relax. You’ve got the shots to win this thing. Settle down, make a smooth swing, and hit the middle of the green.”

			Something clicked. Shari salvaged a par on number 12 and remained three over on the back with six holes to play. “That’s it,” Curt encouraged. “Hit the middle of the green and two putt. You can do it.”

			The pep talk helped for two more holes but Shari bogeyed holes 15 and 17 to go five over par on the back and nine over par for the day. She and Curt strolled to the 18th tee.

			“It comes down to this,” Trent Tee said.

			“She hasn’t had a birdie all day but that is what it is going to take to win the SPRITZ Challenge,” Callum reminded the viewing public.

			“Can she do it?”

			“Whenever you have a swing anything can happen,” Callum answered. “If you play enough golf you will see it all.”

			“Tell us about this hole, Callum.”

			“You can see the danger,” said the Englishman.

			“The lake.”

			“Absolutely. The first thing she has to do is make it over the water.”

			“That won’t be an easy task. How long is this hole?”

			“It measures 194 yards, but she will be making the shot from an elevated tee. The hole won’t play quite that long.”

			“What’s the strategy?”

			“The green slopes from back to front and the sponsors have tucked the pin on the front of the green barely over the water,” Callum explained. “The green is two-tiered. What she has to do is hit the ball into the slope, have it bounce forward ten or twelve feet and spin backwards. Once the ball starts rolling down the slope it should filter to the cup.”

			“Daunting to say the least.”

			“If she can pull it off, that would be the Mutt’s.”

			“And she’d pocket a million bucks.”

			“With a one-putt that would be true.”

			The pair quieted down as Shari conferred with Curt. She shook her head as he explained to her what she needed to do. He held the bag out for her to select a club.

			“I like that club choice,” Callum said immediately as Shari slipped the head cover off.

			“If that is her 5-wood then I would agree. With the exception of number 10 she’s been hitting it well all day.”

			“What I like about the club choice is that it will take her deep enough on the green. If she can get some backspin with it the ball might get close.”

			The gallery quieted as the cameras rolled. Shari swung and made fabulous contact. “Be right,” she murmured as she followed the flight of the ball.

			“Get down and spin back,” Curt coaxed.

			The ball hit halfway up the slope jumped forward and spun backward after losing its forward momentum.

			“Watch this,” Callum said. The ball inched back toward the downward slope. “It should pick up speed.” The ball reached the top tier of the green, crept over the edge, gathered some speed and eased to within two feet from the cup as the crowd erupted.

			Shari jumped three feet off the ground. She gave Curt a high-five.

			“I guess we could say that was Shari’s shot to win a million bucks,” Trent exclaimed.

			“It’s a mere formality now,” Callum followed. “She’ll go down, tap it in, and collect a few shillings. That’s like hitting the fruit machine at the casino.”

			It was Shari’s moment. She easily tapped in the birdie putt to shoot an 8-over par 62 – just enough to win the pot. Jack Cramer and Gary Linton were all smiles. The SPRITZ publicity stunt had paid off. They had taken out an insurance policy to pay the bounty. The advertising ploy would pay off handsomely to the company and the highlight footage would play on TV at a lot of sporting events. Under a crisp blue sky they formally awarded a 3 foot by 5 foot check made to Shari Daniels-Donnelly for $1,000,000. The cameras clicked as the SPRITZ executives smiled from ear to ear.

			As the crowd dispersed, Shari was jubilant as she signed autographs. After the commotion, but before she could leave the property, two men approached. The faces were familiar.

			“Remember us?” Lester J asked. “Could you please step over here for a moment?”

			“Sure. What’s this about?”

			“You’re under arrest for first degree murder,” Bazz informed as Shari looked confused. “In a murder-for-hire scheme.”

			“You must be mistaken I haven’t done anything.” That was the last comment they heard from Shari. She remembered the advice from her attorney.

			“Could you put your hands forward?” Lester J asked. Shari complied.

			Two Alabama law enforcement officers placed handcuffs on her wrists. The St. Louis detectives had gotten cooperation from the state. Papers had been filed to extradite Shari back to St. Louis for a formal indictment. Thank goodness they were out of the media spotlight.

			


	

Chapter Ninety-Four

			For Tyler Cy there was no reason to celebrate. The charter plane trip back home did not include his wife. As for Curt? He was as perplexed as anyone. Neither fully understood the events of the last few hours.

			For District Attorney Joel Sheffield and Prosecutor David Covington the legal road was going to be challenging. There was no evidence: no eyewitness, gun, phone records, and no bank records. The only item they could hang their hat on was what many would consider a coerced confession. Trying a “he said – she said” case on a limited or no amount of circumstantial evidence could damage a professional career.

			The investigative duties for Lester J and Bazz would intensify.

			The media in St. Louis became infatuated with the murder-for-hire theory. Newspapers, radio, and TV had a story worthy of top billing. The society pages loved the buzz about the socialite involved in a lover’s triangle.

			Legal wrangling took a month. Shari missed Kara’s wedding, but Tyler Cy walked his daughter down the aisle. There were heated discussions about bond for Shari’s release. Frankie Shivetta had an opinion that he argued in front of Judge Colton Young. It was agreed that she was not a flight risk. The judge demanded a one million dollar cash bond. Her after-tax winnings from the SPRITZ challenge covered a lot of the fee and Tyler Cy put up the rest. As for the retainer, Tyler Cy had to fork over another half million bucks.

			Shari’s release from jail drew a throng of reporters and cameramen. Tyler Cy’s limo driver shielded her with a blanket thrown over her head. Shari abruptly flung it out of the way and smiled for the cameras as she was whisked into the back seat. Chants of “killer” and “murderer” and “skank” rang out from the onlookers. As the driver sped to the Daniels residence, Shari quickly lit up a cigarette and began a heated diatribe against law enforcement and the courts and the jail only to be silenced quickly by Tyler Cy. “Save it for home.”

			Once they got inside she let loose. “We’re going to sue them on this just like we did on the text message arrest.” Her civil suit against the police department and Tindra was still pending. “I’m ticked! Kara got married and I wasn’t there! I want to be compensated for missing that.”

			“This is totally a different matter,” Tyler Cy replied. “Evidently they have enough evidence or they wouldn’t have arrested you.”

			“How can they have that? I haven’t done anything.”

			“Right now it is going to be a legal battle. We’ll let Frankie take care of it. Listen to what he has to say and don’t say a thing to anyone about this.” He gave her a reassuring hug. Tyler Cy could always think rationally and calmly while in the middle of a stressful situation. “I think that we need to meet with the divorce attorneys and put a freeze on our personal differences.”

			“The divorce?”

			“Yes. It is not going to do any good to be in the middle of a divorce while we prove your innocence.”

			“Prove my innocence! I haven’t done anything!” A glass of Chardonnay was in her free hand now while another cigarette burned in the other.

			“Like I said, calm down. Frankie will work on it. Don’t talk to anyone about this.” All he could do was repeat what he had said moments earlier and be reassuring.

			Tyler Cy placed a call to Truman Stewart and Shari called Leslie Potter. Under the circumstances the parties agreed to a truce. The lawyers would slow down the process.

			“I’m still divorcing you,” Shari assured her husband.

			“You’ve got a mind of your own. You can do what you want. My focus right now is to keep you out of prison. I’m calling Frankie.”

			


	

Chapter Ninety-Five

			Frankie Shivetta had the pulse for this sort of dilemma. His experience was on the streets and in jails talking to the dredges of society. They came in all shapes and sizes and various backgrounds. However this was the first case that dealt with self-made wealth from an affluent neighborhood that was highly publicized and included one of the country club community’s socialites.

			He went to work. The time frame to trial was a little over a year. There was to be plenty of squabbling in court.

			One suspect sat in jail. Rico couldn’t afford an attorney. A public defender was appointed. His bond was set too high for him to be released from the lockup. He was pissed. That wasn’t part of the deal. It was his impression that the rich cougar was to pay for his legal expenses. That was not going to happen.

			Raul Mendez was sitting in jail only because Rico Avila had ratted him out. Tindra, on the other hand, cared for the home and the kids. Her attorney, Khalid Gandapur, could not help Raul because of a conflict of interest. In fact he advised Tindra not to have any communication with Raul while all of the legal maneuvering was being sorted out. His hormones raged while he sat in a cell. A fiery temper flared daily. Any contact with Shari was suppressed. Her supposed promise to handle his legal expenses was not honored.

			Shari, on the other hand, put up the million bucks to get out of jail, wore an ankle bracelet, lived in luxury, drove around town in her Jag, didn’t miss a tee time, and continued an alternative lifestyle with newfound friends. When Congresswoman Lisa Boudreau was questioned about her association with Shari Daniels-Donnelly her response was, “You’re innocent until proven guilty.” In reality she was infatuated by her new acquaintance. And Shari knew how to play her cards.

			Frankie loved the juice that came with his sudden celebrity and issued an ultimatum to Shari. She was to cease all communication with Raul. She followed orders. It would only be a year and the duo could make up for lost time once this minor inconvenience, as Shari put it, was over.

			Frankie’s next act was to separate the three suspects in court. He argued that Rico, Raul, and Shari had three unique circumstances and could not be tried together. The judge ruled that all would be granted a separate court date.

			Since Rico was the admitted triggerman, he was to go first. The public defender was successful getting the written confession suppressed in court. Rico had been kept awake for an extended period of time even after his Miranda rights had been read to him. Whether or not they were still in effect after they were read to him a second time as he was led in and out of the interrogation room and in for a polygraph was the sticky point that the judge had to rule on.

			Lester J and Bazz weren’t that concerned about the final decision because the information that Rico provided put them on the right path in their investigation. They gathered enough circumstantial evidence that was admissible in court. Rather than go through a lengthy trial that might give Rico the death penalty, the parties settled out of court. The prosecutor honored the deal that had been agreed upon at the time of the confession. Rico accepted a second degree murder charge for his role in the murder-for-hire scheme and he agreed to testify at Raul’s trial as well as Shari’s. He received a twenty-two year sentence.

			Rico’s mouth ultimately sealed his fate. Twenty-two years wasn’t such a bad deal for the triggerman. However he often wondered what would have happened had he gone to trial and not admitted his involvement to Lester J and Bazz. Before he got done talking, he implicated Raul Mendez as the person who had recruited him and paid him in the scheme. Had Tindra known that Raul was the courier in the plot she may have thought twice about turning Rico’s name over to authorities.

			One trial down. Two to go.

			A year had passed. It was Raul’s turn. He, too, had a public defender. The jury was seated, but another problem existed. Even though the confession was suppressed, Rico was called to testify and he identified everyone’s role in the scheme. Testimony from a jailhouse snitch could be taken two ways by a jury. Lester J and Bazz, led by the information they had gathered from Rico, produced bank records and phone records for the prosecutor. They also found a security camera at the storage facility that showed Raul renting the unit in Shari’s name.

			The evidence was circumstantial, but at the end of the day Raul had to have a gut reaction as to what the jury would decide. The facts of the trial went to the jury. In a few hours they would determine his fate. He was nervous. There was a very real possibility that he would be sentenced to a lengthy stay in prison on a second degree murder charge. His anxiety prompted a call from his lawyer to the prosecutor. A plea bargain had been placed on the table. The parties agreed to it. A lengthy stay in prison was off the table for Raul and the uncertainty of a jury decision was off the table for the prosecutor. A guilty plea to a second degree murder charge with 16 years behind bars was accepted. Raul’s time was less because he was not the triggerman.

			Raul also agreed to testify at Shari’s trial. Tindra wept.

			


	

Chapter Ninety-Six

			All the regulars were together at Prairie Winds. “Can you believe what’s going on in that murder-for-hire trial?” Fred asked to no one in particular.

			“You were with her, Curt. You walked 18 holes with her. Is she capable of orchestrating that plan?”

			“I don’t see how. Not once did she indicate that she was involved with anything but winning the million bucks.”

			“She’s a selfish bitch,” Captain Jer stated. He was on his second six-pack.

			“Oh, cut it out,” Julie said. “You’re still mad that she twisted off the bottle cap and you didn’t get a chance to win the money.”

			“I am not.”

			“It really doesn’t matter,” Pork Chop said. “He wouldn’t have been able to shoot his handicap anyway.”

			“Yeah,” Elias followed. “You haven’t done it all season.”

			“At least I would have had the opportunity to try,” Captain Jer followed.

			“You wouldn’t have been able to play eighteen holes without a beer,” BT chided.

			“Yeah, can you imagine Jer only drinking that SPRITZ water on the course?” Paco said.

			“I’ve known him forever,” Trot said. “He would have had to sneak some vodka into it to make it through the round.”

			“Hey, Jer. When was the last time you walked eighteen holes?” Julie asked.

			“Years ago on the miniature golf course,” Paul said as the guys laughed.

			“He can barely make it from the green to the tee box without staggering,” Pork Chop added.

			“Let’s get back to the point,” Captain Jer said as he downed half a beer and got things back to the original topic. “Did she do it?”

			“It sounds like she fronted the money. At least that is what the one guy is saying.”

			“It isn’t going to bring 2Dix back. Hadn’t she already twisted off the bottle cap? She was over here practicing when he was shot, wasn’t she?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Where did she get the money?”

			“I don’t think that has ever been a problem. She and her husband were members at Olde Blueblood.”

			“She’s an uppity, rich bitch,” Captain Jer said, “and narcissistic to boot. I guarantee you she did it.”

			“I can’t believe that she would jeopardize her future by having someone killed.”

			“She was having an affair with 2Dix. We all know what he was like.”

			“That lucky bastard. He was getting a piece of that for all those years and never leaked a word about it,” Fred said.

			“And look what happened to him. I wouldn’t call that lucky,” Pork Chop replied.

			“Yeah, she wanted him dead,” Captain Jer said, “and didn’t have the guts to pull the trigger herself. She’s a bitch.”

			“Back off, Jerry,” Julie said. “We all know how you feel about her.”

			“I’m sure the detectives feel the same way,” the ex-pilot followed. “They know what happened.”

			“Heck,” J Dub said, “she’s been over here playing with the ladies on Tuesday mornings and acting like nothing has taken place.”

			“She had to put up her SPRITZ winnings plus more for the privilege,” Captain Jer commented.

			“Regardless of whether or not she did it, her trial is coming up. It ought to be an interesting few weeks,” J Dub said. “We should have a daily recap on the news.”

			


	

Chapter Ninety-Seven

			The trial was expected to last a little over a week. Frankie was successful in having Rico’s confession suppressed as well. Lester J and Bazz had gathered circumstantial evidence which, in his opinion, was weak. The strongest part of the prosecution’s case was going to be the testimony of Rico and Raul. Clearly the case was going to boil down to their word against Shari’s.

			However, Frankie’s plan all along was to keep Shari off the stand. When she was called for the trials of Rico and Raul she pled the Fifth Amendment, didn’t say a word, and was excused. It was evident that Frankie would have to discredit the testimony of Rico and Raul to create reasonable doubt.

			Each day Shari sat prim and proper in the first row. The rings were gone. The makeup was minimal. Frankie wanted her dressed down so she wore Puritanical-looking attire with a high neckline and skirt that fell below her knee. Her hair was natural but worn in a bun. Those that knew her almost puked. It was a far cry from the look she had taken in her romps around town.

			Could it be that Shari was a victim? That was the angle Frankie was going to take. Two American citizens of Hispanic origin, neither born on the mainland, were to be made out as runaways that abandoned their teammates. They had an axe to grind against the privileged.

			Circumstantial evidence was presented and implied that Shari was involved in the murder of Richard W. Richards. Frankie did his best to provide reasonable doubt on cross-examination. Testimony from Rico and Raul was challenged. Both were caught lying and fudging the truth.

			When it was time for the defense to present its case, Shari stayed in the first row. She would not go to the stand. Frankie did not want to subject his client to cross-examination and lose the jury. He appeared before the judge and jury and simply said, “The defense rests its case.” Clearly it was going to be whether or not the jury was going to believe what Rico and Raul said.

			The prosecution had no one to cross-exam. They wrapped up their case.

			


	

Chapter Ninety-Eight

			Now the spotlight was on Frankie Shivetta. It was his turn to be on center stage. The closing arguments were due. His job was to keep Shari Daniels-Donnelly out of prison and far away from the death penalty.

			The courthouse was packed. Many in the public were turned away. Fire marshals told those outside that the maximum capacity had been reached. Newscasters and TV crews from the local media were in attendance and also those representing cable stations, all with cameras rolling.

			Frankie looked very professional, but he didn’t want to overdo it. His mission was to connect with the common man—the members of the jury. They had been watching him in action and were well aware of his strategy. On cross examination, he had ripped Rico and Raul. The evidence that had been presented by the state was flimsy. No gun was produced. No money transfer was documented. No confession from Shari was coerced. No taped admission had been recorded. Any evidence produced was at best circumstantial.

			He began politely. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you have a formidable task. From the beginning of this trial you’ve heard from a dozen witnesses and seen maybe twenty pieces of evidence. But let’s not dwell on the result which was the death of Richard W. Richards. Your job is to decide if the burden of proof has been met.”

			“The evidence is what this case is about. Doctors, medical examiners, forensic experts, family members, and jailhouse snitches have been paraded to the witness chair. Did any of them prove without a shadow of doubt that Shari Daniels-Donnelly is guilty? The prosecution wanted to overwhelm you with the horrific facts of this crime. It will be difficult for you to keep an open mind after looking at the shocking images of Richard W. Richards slumped over the wheel and the excessive amount of blood pooled near the body. However that is what you must do.” He walked to the rail, looked at the jurors and paused.

			“You have received directions from the judge. The first one is the presumption of innocence. Your job is to not believe every piece of evidence as truth. You cannot accept every piece of it as fact. You have to look at the evidence dubiously. It is your job to determine if the conclusion that the state has reached is supported by the evidence.”

			Frankie strolled to his table and looked at his notepad. “Let’s say that you believe that the evidence makes sense. That’s the feeling that you have in your head, your gut, and your heart. But then you start thinking rationally and reasonably about it and you tell yourself to hold on a second; that can’t be true. And you question what the prosecution says. Then you’ll have to truthfully admit to yourself that Shari Daniels-Donnelly is innocent. That’s the presumption of innocence.”

			“Now your role in this process becomes more defined. You’ve got a moral responsibility to Shari Daniels-Donnelly to decide if the prosecution has presented evidence that has proved beyond a reasonable doubt that she has committed the crime as charged.” Frankie paused. “And you know exactly what that means. You have that burden placed upon you.”

			Frankie walked closer to the jurors. “This first instruction from the judge is very, very important. You must understand it. The state has presented a case to you that has been built exclusively on circumstantial evidence. It is up to you to decide whether or not the circumstances have led you to decide without a doubt the guilt or innocence of Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			He turned and walked to the middle of the courtroom. “The next instruction the judge has given to you revolves around the type of offense that either has or has not been committed. Is it capital murder in the first degree? Is it not guilty? You will have to come to that conclusion based on the facts of the evidence which either do not exist or are largely circumstantial.”

			Shari, sitting at Frankie’s defense table, looked as pure as a virgin on her wedding night. “That instruction is self-explanatory. It is also a burden that you must bear.”

			“The final instruction the judge has given you is to establish the credibility of the evidence. That, too, is a major difference maker. Your gut will play a part in that. Are the jailhouse snitches, Rico Avila, and Raul Mendez telling the truth? Or have they added some untruthful information that may benefit their situations?” Frankie reiterated his point. “This case is based primarily on circumstantial evidence which is flimsy at best. Is the testimony provided by the prosecution’s witnesses credible? Is it believable?” Frankie paused. “You must listen to your inner voice and determine that. That is another burden that you, the members of the jury, must bear.”

			And then Frankie worked the floor for a little over an hour. He attacked the evidence. He criticized the investigation techniques of Detectives Mullen and Basnahan. He critiqued the efforts of District Attorney Joel Sheffield and Prosecutor David Covington.

			Frankie was on a mission to produce reasonable doubt. “On cross examination you heard what Rico Avila had to say. At first he denied ever driving a Honda motorcycle. Upon further questioning, he admitted going to Illinois with Raul Mendez, canvassing a college campus, identifying a motorcycle to use as the getaway vehicle, following the college student home, biding time by getting something to eat, and finally vandalizing his parents’ garage and stealing the vehicle.” Frankie paused to let that information sink in. “Shari Daniels-Donnelly did not provide any money for the purchase of that motorcycle. It was stolen by Rico Avila and Raul Mendez.”

			“Shari Daniels-Donnelly is guilty of being unfaithful to her husband. That crime is adultery and handled in a different venue. According to the testimony of Raul Mendez she cheated with Richard W. Richards and Raul Mendez. That is not first degree murder or murder-for-hire.” Frankie stopped for a moment. “She is not proud of her infidelity. In fact she wanted to hide that information from her husband because of their impending divorce. Shari Daniels-Donnelly gave $15,000 to Raul Mendez in $100 bills and left it for him in the apartment at Cosmo Lofts. She told him to prepay the rent at the Cosmo Lofts apartment complex for a period of one year and to prepay for a storage bin for one year so that she could move some of her personal property there during the divorce. Raul Mendez placed the storage bin in her name to throw any suspicions away from him and Rico Avila and then used the storage bin as a hiding place for the Honda motorcycle until the two of them could dispose of it.”

			He turned abruptly and looked at the jury. “What did Raul Mendez do with the money? The records show that the entire amount did not go to the managers of the Cosmo Lofts apartment complex. I suggest that it went to Rico Avila to take care of the life of Richard W. Richards. Why? Accordingly to the testimony of Raul Mendez he was upset that the phone calls and text messages disturbed the afternoon trysts that he and the defendant shared. He was mad about that. Was he so mad that he decided to pay to have someone killed? The evidence from the Cosmo Lofts records shows that money paid to them in advance covered six months of the rent. What did Raul Mendez do with the rest of the money? Maybe he took the remaining $7500 and used it to pay for the hit instead of the intended prepaid rent.” Frankie took a deep breath. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury that is something for you to decide.”

			“Because money was being transferred from Tyler Cy’s bank account to Shari’s bank account due to a court order concerning the impending divorce, it is too difficult to determine what the actual intent of the money was. Did Tyler Cy become so incensed after finding out about his wife’s affair that he paid for Rico Avila’s duties in this crime?”

			Gasps went up in the courtroom.

			“To this day, no weapon has been found. On cross examination Rico Avila indicated that under duress and fatigue he admitted to killing Richard W. Richards so he could end the interrogation from Detectives Mullen and Basnahan. That original confession was, according to Rico Avila’s cross examination testimony, not to be used as admissible evidence. Did Rico Avila really shoot Richard W. Richards? Outside of his saying that he shot him, there is no evidence that validates that.”

			Frankie walked to the defense table and took a drink of water.

			“The prosecution wants you to believe that Shari Daniels-Donnelly profited to the tune of $1.5 million dollars due to the death of Richard W. Richards. We learned through testimony that the money actually came from an insurance policy that Shari Daniels-Donnelly did not know existed. It was taken out by Richard W. Richards on the life of Richard W. Richards with the proceeds of the policy paid to Jayla Donnelly, the daughter that he fathered during his union with Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			Hushed whispers in the courtroom caused The Honorable Colton Young to bang his gavel and call for order in the court.

			“Why on earth would Shari Daniels-Donnelly want the father of her child executed?”

			More commotion in the courtroom caused Judge Young to silence the crowd.

			“I suggest, based on cross examination testimony from Raul Mendez and Rico Avila, the pair acted together. They admitted that they abandoned their teammates that played on a Caribbean All-Star baseball squad when the team was making a tour of the United States. Cardinal star Basilio Vasquez defected with them. One made it to the big leagues, and we know who that is. The other two struggled.”

			“In an effort to make ends meet, Raul Mendez became a personal trainer and provided massage therapy services to Cardinal ballplayers. Rico Avila, on the other hand, provided a different set of services to Cardinal ballplayers. What sort of services were those? You heard his admission during cross examination. He was the team pimp as well as a bookie. When they went out of town Rico Avila lined up the women. He escorted the escorts; I guess that is the proper way of putting it, to the hotel door. He and Richard W. Richards had a turf war many years ago, not only for a form of prostitution but illegal gambling. They were both hot heads. Rico Avila privately admitted that he would get even one day. Would that be cause for Rico Avila to pull the trigger?”

			The Honorable Colton Young banged the gavel loudly after noise in the courtroom erupted again.

			“So now, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, the time has come for me to shut up. These are only a few of the situations that could have existed. More will come to my mind later this evening. A few more thoughts will come in future days. Did the state prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Shari Daniels-Donnelly financed the shot that took the life of Richard W. Richards? I think not.”

			Frankie Shivetta walked to a point that was ten feet in front of the jurors. He clasped his hands and stood erect.

			“The state has not proven beyond a reasonable doubt the case against Shari Daniels-Donnelly based on the evidence and testimony that has been presented.” Frankie nodded and peered into the eyes of each juror. “I want to thank you for your attentiveness during this trial. I want to thank you for devoting your time to this process. I do not envy the task that you have at hand.”

			Frankie sighed.

			“You have an enormous responsibility.” Frankie paused again for effect. “I am thankful that it is not my job to do what you have been called to do. If you follow the instructions that Judge Colton Young has issued then it is your moral responsibility to determine that reasonable doubt exists and there is only one verdict that can come to pass: that is a not-guilty verdict for Shari Daniels-Donnelly.”

			With that Frankie walked to the defense table, sat down, poured a glass of water, downed it, and glanced at Shari. For the first time in the entire process she was petrified. Her fate was now in the hands of the jurors.

			


	

Chapter Ninety-Nine

			Shari was escorted to a conference room adjacent to the courtroom. There she was joined by her husband and Frankie Shivetta. It was staid. There was a conference table, chairs on rollers, and a round table with an office lamp, telephone and plastic cups with a pitcher of water sitting on it.

			“What now?”

			“We wait,” Frankie replied.

			“How do you feel about it?” Shari asked as she searched for reassurance.

			“You never can tell what a jury is going to do. In all of my years I try to get these matters solved out of court. I bet I’ve only had a half-dozen trials in the last decade.”

			“What does the prosecutor want now?” Tyler Cy probed.

			“I haven’t talked to him yet,” Frankie replied.

			“Before we went to trial they would have settled out of court,” Tyler Cy said.

			“Yeah, for life in prison!” Shari yelled loud enough for a bystander outside the door to hear. “I didn’t take that deal then and I don’t intend to now either.”

			Frankie understood where the district attorney and lead prosecutor were coming from. It was a capital murder case. “I’m sure they’re not going to sweeten the deal much more than that.”

			“How do you feel about the trial?”

			“I don’t think that they proved their case without a shadow of a doubt. We knew going in that all of the evidence was circumstantial. I tried my best to shoot holes in it.” Frankie got up and poured himself another cup of water. “But like I said, you never know what a jury is going to decide.”

			“Let’s say we don’t get the verdict that we desire,” Tyler Cy surmised. “Are there grounds for an appeal?”

			“Sure. There are several items,” Frankie assured the pair. “We can most definitely do that.”

			“But I’ll be in jail,” Shari barked. “I don’t want that.”

			“How about the jury?” Tyler Cy asked. “Could you get a read on them?”

			“We got a good cross-section of jurors,” Frankie confirmed as he uplifted the spirits in the room. “I was happy about it before trial. We got four women seated. Typically they don’t like to put anyone to death.”

			“Don’t mention that!”

			“One is a commissioned pharmaceutical sales rep. Another works the courtesy counter at Froggie’s Supermarket. The African-American works as a maid in West County. The fourth is a younger high school English teacher.” He addressed Shari. “Do you think your actions or your past ticked any of them off?”

			“I seen the teacher looking at me several times. I think she feels sorry for me.”

			“That’s the stuff we have to get a read on,” Frankie replied. “Your guess is as good as mine. You know, do they feel sorry for you or do they hate your guts? If they envy you and want to get even because of your station in life then that could work against us.”

			“I seen her good. She doesn’t have the heart to convict me.”

			“Let’s hope that is the case. Of the eight guys one is African-American and one is Hispanic.”

			“I saw them checking me out.”

			“The others complete the pie chart. Two are blue-collar laborers.”

			“They were lookin’ too.”

			“One is white collar, another is self-employed, and two are retired.”

			“The older guy with the grey hair didn’t look like he approved of me too much, but I caught the other one smiling at me.”

			The phone rang. Frankie answered. After an exchange he hung up and turned to Shari and Tyler Cy. “Covington wants to talk. He might have another offer for us.”

			Frankie took a step toward the door.

			“Tell him the only thing I’m interested in is for him to drop charges.”

			Tyler Cy gasped. “But, Shari…”

			“Oh, shut up. It’s my life that is on the line. I’ll make this decision.”

			


	

Chapter One Hundred

			It was morning at Prairie Winds Golf Course. The guys were sitting around shooting the breeze before drawing names and heading out to play. Fred had purchased his usual box of doughnuts. Julie had already served one pot of coffee and the second was being brewed. Captain Jer was hung over from the night before. Instead of starting with beer he had instructed his favorite bartender to start him off with a Bloody Mary. He was on his second. “I can’t believe the verdict.”

			“What did I miss?”

			“Maybe the biggest murder trial in St. Louis in the last century.”

			“Was that Shari’s trial?”

			“Duh. Where have you been?”

			“Well, what happened? What did I miss?”

			Captain Jer picked up his Bloody Mary and finished it in one gulp. “The jury was out for three days and returned a verdict.”

			“That usually is good news for the accused.”

			“It was. They acquitted her.”

			“Not guilty?”

			“Yeah, that’s the definition of the word.” Captain Jer snapped his fingers and put his drink in the air.

			“Would you slow down, Jer?” Julie griped. “If you don’t, you’ll never see the first tee.”

			“I couldn’t sleep a wink last night.”

			“Even with a snoot full?”

			“No! That bitch got away with it,” the retired pilot moaned. “I tossed and turned all night.”

			“It upset you that much?”

			“Look,” Captain Jer continued, “2Dix is dead. He told Sperm Whale that if…”

			“Whoa, who is Sperm Whale?” Pork Chop asked.

			“Sperm Whale?” Captain Jer asked. “That’s Jimmy G. You know him.”

			“No kidding. I didn’t know that was him. Anyway, what did 2 Dix tell Sperm Whale?”

			“He told him if he comes up dead the broad did it.”

			“Really? Why?”

			“She found a new boyfriend. 2Dix was pissed. The plan all along was for her to get a divorce. She was going to get half the money from her ex. They were going to wait a year.” Captain Jer raised a third Bloody Mary to his lips. “Then 2Dix was going to divorce his wife and the two of them were going to get married.”

			Julie was listening intently behind the bar. “Why didn’t you volunteer this information to the cops?”

			“I figured they would figure it out,” Captain Jer answered. He took his next drink and stirred it with a celery stalk. “Anyway, Sperm Whale said that 2Dix kept calling her and she insisted that he stop. She was ready to move on with her Latin heartthrob who she couldn’t keep her hands off of.”

			“Lot of good she did him. Didn’t he get like 15 to 20?”

			“Yeah, he pled guilty to second degree. His lawyer wasn’t so sure the jury would acquit him so he took a deal to stay away from a possible long stay in the big house.” Captain Jer was thirsty. Half of the Bloody Mary went down the hatch. “2Dix told her that if she didn’t get back together with him he would run to her husband and tell him about the affair and the child. He had done DNA testing to provide proof that the kid was his in case her husband balked.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding.”

			“No.” Captain Jer shook the ice. “He figured he had her over a barrel. Her husband could use the leverage against her and work a better divorce settlement. She was furious.”

			“That makes sense. I would be too,” Julie said.

			“Anyway, 2Dix told Sperm Whale that she might whack him so he couldn’t run to her husband and spill the beans.”

			“It’s a moot point now,” Pork Chop said.

			“Why do you say that?” Julie asked.

			“The jury found her not guilty.”

			Captain Jer finished his drink and raised his glass in the air. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

			“What do you mean? She can’t be tried twice, can she?” Julie wondered.

			“It’s possible,” Captain Jer explained. “It depends on how bad the government wants to get her.”

			“How so?”

			“Murder-for-hire is a federal crime. If the FBI wants to investigate they can bring federal charges against her.”

			“Do you think they will?”

			“That’s a good question. I guess a lot of it depends on how much evidence they can get.”

			“She must have covered her tracks pretty well.”

			“It looks like it,” Captain Jer agreed. “I think that she paid for one helluva an attorney.”

			“Did you know him before this?”

			“His reputation was to make the prosecutors squirm and work for an attractive plea deal at the eleventh hour.”

			“Why didn’t he do that this time?”

			“That’s another good question. What I heard is that the judge told the jury it was either to be first-degree murder or a not guilty verdict. No deal from the prosecutor could really go on the table. She just had to sweat out the deliberation. I guess her attorney put it all on the line and tore the Mexicali boys up on cross examination and there was no way the jury could come back with a guilty verdict. They didn’t buy a word of their testimony.”

			“That had to piss off the prosecutor, but it worked.”

			“Big time,” Captain Jer said. “Now you know why I said what I said.”

			“What was that?”

			“The bitch got away with it.”

			


	

Chapter One Hundred One

			There was one more piece of business that deserved attention. Shari and Tyler Cy had an appointment to sign the paperwork for the divorce. It was agreed that Tyler Cy and Truman Stewart would travel to Leslie Potter’s office in Clayton. She had wanted the divorce agreement to be finalized on her turf.

			An opulent office with an agreeable ambience was the perfect setting for a high-powered settlement. The couple could bury the hatchet. The attorneys would bank a sizeable fee. All could have the proper refreshments and life would go on. The paperwork was prepared. The parties only had to look over the terms, sign the agreement, and the dissolution of marriage would be filed with the county clerk.

			The lawyers and their clients sat around the conference table with papers strewn about. Tyler Cy had his reading glasses situated on his nose and was reading the fine print in one of the documents. He took his glasses off, placed them on the table, and asked, “Would it be okay if I had a moment with Shari alone?”

			Truman and Leslie looked at each other. It was an odd request at such a late hour of the process, but Truman gestured with his hand signaling that he had no problem with it. He nodded approval. Leslie agreed. The two lawyers got up, walked to the door, and exited. After closing it they had gotten ten steps down the hallway and…

			Bang!

			“Aw, shit! What were we thinking?” Truman said. The pair turned and hurried back to the door.

			“Especially with what has taken place in court lately.”

			“We should have checked them for weapons.”

			When they reached the door…

			Bang!

			Leslie threw the door open. Tyler Cy was lying on the floor. Eight feet away Shari was flat on her back. The lawyers were frozen in disbelief.

			Shari started laughing. Tyler Cy joined her.

			“What happened?” Leslie asked.

			“I went to change seats and my knee gave out,” Tyler Cy said. “I knocked over the chair and tripped over it.”

			“I hurried to help him and tripped over a different chair. It turned over and I hit the floor too.”

			Husband and wife laughed about their foibles.

			“Is everyone alright?”

			Both had pulled themselves up. “Yes, I am okay.”

			“Me too.”

			“Let us have a few minutes. We’re fine.”

			Truman and Leslie took a sigh of relief. They backed out the door and left Tyler Cy and Shari alone.

			“I really wanted to take the time to thank you,” Tyler Cy began. “Getting Congresswoman Boudreau to be instrumental in putting the special use permit on the property is something that I’ll never be able to make up to you.”

			“Leslie helped to make it happen,” Shari replied. She reached into her purse, grabbed her cigarettes and lit one up. “I compromised the few ethics I have, met some new people, discovered a side of me I didn’t know existed, and have had a good time doing it.” Shari smiled. “I knew how much the project meant to you.”

			“I wouldn’t have had a chance against TexArOkLa had you not done what you did.” He shuffled some papers. “You know, I’m still not ready for this.”

			“What? The divorce?”

			“Yeah. I’m Catholic. I still take the vows seriously. You know, the death-do-us-part thing.” He clasped his hands and placed them on the table. “I want to give you another chance at this thing.”

			“What? The marriage?”

			Tyler Cy nodded. “I want you to drop the divorce proceedings. If you want this to get ugly I want you to know that I have a mountain of evidence against you. You have had affairs. You gave birth to another man’s child. I can take custody of Jayla away from you and present you with some other surprises too.”

			Shari puffed away, content that she was smoking in a building that had banned the action. She looked down, raised her head, and let out a slow, deliberate breath of smoke. It was followed by a nasty cough. In a raspy voice she said, “Things really haven’t gone the way I thought they would after I filed.”

			“It’s been a tough three years.”

			“Will you name the golf course after me?”

			“The plans say Sharibrook Country Club.”

			Shari had a wry grin. She was thinking. “Anything else?”

			“You’ll be a vice president in charge of the new memberships.”

			“I don’t know if I want to work that hard.”

			“Then you can consult.”

			“I like the sound of that especially if it allows me to play golf five times a week.” Shari flipped the butt of her cigarette into an empty glass that was on the table. “Will you stay in the lower level?”

			Tyler Cy nodded. “Sure. I like it down there.”

			“Can I still come and go like I have been?”

			“You always have. That never has bothered me.”

			Shari lit another cigarette. “You’re really not as bad as I make you out to be.”

			“We’ll pay the lawyers their fee. They’ve worked hard.” Tyler Cy paused. “What do you say? This is your last shot.”

			Shari got up, walked across the room, and opened the door. She walked down the hall and invited the lawyers back into the conference room.

			“Are we ready to proceed?” Leslie asked after she and Truman were seated at the table.

			Shari looked at Tyler Cy. “Something has come up,” she began.

			“What’s that?”

			“After everything that has happened over the last few years it’s probably in my best interest to stay married to Tyler Cy.” Shari reached into her purse, fetched another smoke, and lit it.

			“What?” Truman and Leslie were shocked.

			Shari turned to Leslie. “Look, it was cheaper for us to do it this way. Tyler Cy was getting nowhere with TexArOkLa. We needed a favor.”

			“I may have overstepped my bounds when I proposed the development on the Langdon estate. As connected as I am I didn’t have the clout to do anything with TexArOkLa,” Tyler Cy added.

			Shari turned to Leslie. “So I filed for divorce with you knowing that Lisa was an old partner in the firm. I was hoping that you would open a door and introduce me to her. Lord, I tried everything I could to get you interested in me.” Shari took a long drag.

			Tyler Cy faced Truman. “Rather than pay TexArOkLa what they wanted we figured the risk to try things this way would pay off in the long run.”

			“Just tell the nosy folks out there that I changed my mind about dumping Tyler Cy. Nothing is going to change in my relationship with Lisa.” Shari blew smoke to the ceiling. “Or ours either.” She smiled at Leslie.

			Leslie looked at the trail of smoke. “You’re not supposed to do that here.”

			“It’s a stress release. We both know all about that.”

			“But you…”

			“What I didn’t figure on was all of the other commotion that came with it. Jeez, if I would have known I’d be up for murder in the first degree then…”

			Tyler Cy mumbled to himself and looked toward the heavens. “Prepare the bill. I’ll pay you the fees.” He got up. It wasn’t the time to go into a conversation as to why. The attorneys understood. “I want to thank you for your patience. We’ve decided to end this fiasco.”

			“You owe Lisa for the special use permit,” Leslie said.

			“She’ll be compensated.” Tyler Cy pushed his chair in. “I’ll make sure Shari takes care of her.” The parties shared cordial handshakes. “Let’s go, Shari.”

			The pair walked through the door and down the hall. They continued past the receptionist and waited on the elevator. “I did the right thing, Tyler Cy. Ever since I filed, a lot of bad stuff has happened to me.” Nine rings glistened from the overhead lighting. “Now I want something better than that crappy little Jag.”

			“I think that you did the right thing too for both of us.” The elevator door opened and they entered. As the door closed, Tyler Cy continued. “Would you like to go to dinner tonight, Woobie?”

			“How many times have I told you to quit calling me that?” She coughed.

			“Can we can still go out?”

			“I can’t.”

			“Why? We have good reason to.”

			“I have a date.”

			“Huh?”

			“Yeah, with Humberto.”

			“Who is that?”

			“He’s my new personal trainer.” Shari smiled as the elevator door opened and the two walked into the lobby of the Phencomm Bank building. Shari dug into her purse for another cigarette and stopped at the front door. She coughed again. “Well.”

			“Well what?”

			“After everything I’ve just done for you, aren’t you going to open the door for me?”
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			Lifetime Loser by James Ross Published in 2007

			 

			 

			For fifteen years on the outskirts of St. Louis J. W. Schroeder (J Dub) ran a worn out golf course that sat high atop the Illinois bluffs of the Mississippi River. Then he learns…

			 

			That his partner had been skimming profits the entire time. But even worse, J Dub discovers that he was an unknowing participant in the swindle of an estate and that he was a victim of fraud. J Dub is thrown into a civil justice system that is lengthy as well as costly to protect his family and correct an evil and sinister secret that had been withheld from him for years. The controlling partner, Lewferd E. Zerrmann, aligns himself with a dishonest attorney, a deceitful accountant, and a corrupt politician to derail a government investigation and an IRS audit. He survives title improprieties and outlasts an overzealous U. S. Attorney. No one seems to be able to penetrate the isolated walls of Lew’s fortress until J Dub steps up and risks it all to fight for what is his.

			 

			Who said real life was anything like “The Gentleman’s Game?”
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			Finish Line by James Ross Published in 2008

			 

			After getting caught committing a petty act of vandalism two teenage boys land summer jobs at Prairie Winds Golf Course on the east side of St. Louis. Follow the adventures of Justin Ventimiglia and Keith Puccio as they explore a slice of life that they never knew existed. Observe the special relationship between adolescent boys, a cast of grown golfing misfits and a young man battling the demons of cancer.

			 

			Explore the heart-wrenching relationship between an impressionable child and a pseudo Big Brother. Witness the summertime ride of the two youths in a poignant story about life and death. See them as they develop a love for the game of golf and apply those lessons to the challenges of life.

			 

			Experience the reactions of Justin and Keith to the vices of the world such as drinking, smoking, and gambling and watch how their knowledge molds their character. Take the journey with them as they battle a dysfunctional family situation, exposure to a life-threatening disease and the vices of the world as they live a summer to remember.
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			Tuey’s Course by James Ross Published in 2009

			 

			Racial tension had been building for years near Prairie Winds Golf Course on the east side of St. Louis. In 2007, black businessman, Tuey O’Tweety faced the brunt of the discrimination. Can the game of golf resolve the issue?

			 

			Life becomes even more difficult for Tuey when the frustrations of harassment become a daily nuisance. Corrupt politicians, manipulated city hall employees, and hypocritical community leaders add to the unrelenting aggravation. Through an odd connection Tuey lands with an eclectic group of goldwing misfits. Daily visits to the golf course expose him to an unfamiliar slice of life. An unlikely player leads him down a seemingly innocent path. The world of black and the world of white become intertwined in a world of intricate fantasy. 

			 

			Join head golf pro J Dub Schroeder and his brother Curt, as they open the clubhouse doors of Prairie Winds Golf Course to a man trying to find his way out of an impoverished situation. One by one a Catholic priest, greedy banker, local farmer, retired luxury car dealer, Japanese businessman, evangelistic preacher and college football referee weave their lives into Tuey’s plight. Explore the convoluted path through the fairways of Prairie Winds Golf Course that has become “Tuey’s Course.”
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			Opur’s Blade by James Ross Published in 2013

			 

			A night of teenage passion leads to an unplanned pregnancy followed by a lower-middle-class struggle to make ends meet.

			 

			Like most mothers, Rayelene Purler envisions great things for her child. In an attempt to introduce her stuttering son to a slice of life the family can ill afford, she arranges for free summer instructional lessons at Prairie Winds Golf Course on the east side of St. Louis.

			 

			After the first ball is struck, head pro J Dub Schroeder senses a child prodigy in his midst. The lad soon becomes known as Opur for his propensity to sink putts with an old, worn-out putter that was gathering dust in the lost-and-found barrel.

			 

			Tragedy at home, a future without aim and an unexpected sudden love interest color Opur’s journey. J Dub mentors the young man and encourages him to use the principles in the game of golf and apply them to everyday life.

			 

			Follow the action as a young underdog perseveres and fights for his dream on the hallowed grounds of America’s greatest golfing event—The Classic.
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			Pabby’s Score by James Ross Published in 2013

			 

			Pabby and Shae, teens with special needs, hoping to expand their experience outside Footprints of Hope foster care center arrive at Prarie Winds Golf Course on the east side of St. Louis.

			 

			Innocence and youthful enthusiasm get caught in an undercurrent of sinister events. Civil injustice prompted by an unethical attorney arrives in the form of a bogus insurance claim. Alcohol and greed taint a dishonest judge. An Internet dating site feeds an affair. Shady police work attempts to stain the reputation of head pro, J Dub Schroeder. As the court spins out of control an ethics board investigation and an edgy game of instant messaging tempt the hands of fate.

			 

			Savant-like tendencies, dementia and flying falcons intertwine with Native American customs, thoroughbred racing and a trip up the river road to Lighthouse Point. A retired barrister hints about a corrupt underground society. Can revealing a dark secret settle PABBY’S SCORE? 
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