
FIVE MORE MINUTES

a Todd Jones comic thriller

J.R. Ripley

––––––––

[image: Description: Description: umbrella2]

BEACHFRONT ENTERTAINMENT

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblances to actual places or events, or persons, living, dead, or even zombiefied, is purely coincidental, liberally twisted to suit my needs, or a figment of your imagination or mine.

Copyright © 2019 J.R. Ripley

All rights reserved under international and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Beachfront Entertainment.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without our written consent, with the exception of brief passages contained in critical articles or reviews.

First edition 2019

ISBN-13:  978-1-892339744



  	
	    
	      Also by J.R. Ripley

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Bird Lover's Mystery

          
        
          
	          Wedding Thrashers

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Detective School Mystery

          
        
          
	          Detective School 101

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gendarme Trenet Novel

          
        
          
	          Murder in St. Barts

          
        
          
	          Death of A Cheat

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Myrtle Beach Mystery

          
        
          
	          Booking A Killer Vacation

          
        
          
	          Booking A Killer Band

          
        
          
	          Booking A Killer Wave

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Todd Jones Comic Thrillers

          
        
          
	          Five Minutes

          
        
          
	          Five More Minutes

          
        
          
	          Nailed It

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tony Kozol Mystery Series

          
        
          
	          Stiff in the Freezer

          
        
          
	          Skulls of Sedona

          
        
          
	          Lost in Austin

          
        
          
	          Bum Rap in Branson

          
        
          
	          Gunfight in Gatlinburg

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Death Gets Cozy

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at J.R. Ripley’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By J.R. Ripley

Five More Minutes (Todd Jones Comic Thrillers, #2)

Five More Minutes

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

THIRTY-FIVE

Sign up for J.R. Ripley's Mailing List

Further Reading: Five Minutes

Also By J.R. Ripley

About the Author

One last thing before the beginning thing. If you have not yet read FIVE MINUTES, the first of Todd Jones’ adventures, that’s okay, it is not a requirement. That said, you might want to read it first. 

After all, what could it hurt?
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“Come on, baby.” Todd Jones ran his fingers through his hair. “Don’t be like that.” 

He looked at his professionally manicured fingertips. Short strands of fine blond hair stuck to damp skin. 

Jesus, was his hair beginning to fall out? Shit.

“Forget it, Todd. We’re over, just like this lousy real estate business of yours.” 

Todd cringed as Holly angrily yanked open the top drawer of the high-end mahogany receptionist’s desk, the spot she’d occupied since they’d opened the office two years ago. “I should never have let you talk me into quitting my job.”

Todd always insisted on the best of everything. He had shelled out six grand plus shipping for that European-made curved teak desk with carbon fiber trim and raised tempered glass top. 

“You hated your job.”

“I was a senior loan officer, Todd. I made good money at the bank. I had benefits.” She grabbed her keys then slammed the desk drawer shut. “A 401k.” 

Pale blue-grey eyes with a tinge of lavender, clair de lune she liked to call them, just like Chinese porcelain, flared at him under perfect lashes.

Todd frowned. That was a clear shot at the fact that he hadn’t paid her in several weeks. Months maybe. He’d have to check. “C’mon, Hol. Things will get better.” 

He took a step toward her, arms extended. “Trust me.” Flash million dollar close that sale smile, Todd.

“Ha! Fat chance! You are a liar, a cheater and...” She gaped at him and all he could see were those luscious lips. “And I don’t know what else. I don’t even want to know!” 

Her usually liquid and sensual voice rose a few notches tighter and squeakier than usual. That was always a bad sign.

Holly wrenched open the desk drawer on the opposite side, practically tearing it off the rails. Thank god for quality German craftsmanship. 

She pulled out a supple red leather Gucci handbag with gold-tone trim and slung it angrily over her left shoulder. “I’m out of here.” 

She flung her long black hair like a final slap in Todd’s face. Spinning like a pinwheel on her spiky red heels, she marched out the front door without another word.

Expensive pink charmeuse stretch fabric clung to her Barbie doll figure. Todd couldn’t help but admire her. Holly still had a great ass despite the secretary’s spread she was constantly complaining that she was developing from sitting behind a desk all day for him when she could be out showing houses and getting some much-needed exercise. 

From the window, Todd watched her march down the street to the black Mercedes two-seater at the curb that he had paid for—was still paying for—throw open the door, oblivious to the well-dressed woman being led down the sidewalk by a white toy poodle with a two hundred dollar haircut, a diamond-studded leather collar, and manicured paws, and speed off. 

Cutting across oncoming traffic, Holly ran the red light but remained oblivious to the ensuing commotion she had created.

Yeah, she was mad all right. 

Todd twisted the lock, then slumped back behind his desk. 

Shit shit shit.

The South Florida real estate business had tanked some time ago and though the market had hit rock bottom a couple years’ back, according to economists, things hadn’t bounced back for Todd yet. 

Economists didn’t know a damn thing. They sat in ivory towers holding tenured jobs. They were a bunch of wimps. They weren’t out there in the real world like he was.

Todd Jones Realty was on the skids. The last of his associates had bailed and gone to work for a competitor weeks ago. 

And now Holly was taking a hike. 

The custom turquoise Hugo Boss suit that normally made him look and feel so good now felt like a lead suit duct taped to his flesh.

Thirty-two years old and his life was a shambles. He hadn’t even had a new car in over two years. He was driving a three year old BMW, for crying out loud.

How had everything gone so wrong?

Todd sat, loosened his tie, and thumbed through the mess of papers on his desk, searching for a listing that he might be able to sell ASAP to some sucker from South America or maybe even Russia. 

Like always, a lot of the money flowing into South Florida came from overseas. Some of it from questionable sources and a lot of it from ill-gotten gains, but so what? One man’s ill-gotten gains were another man’s real estate commission.

The bright red letters on the East Broward National Bank’s letterhead caught his eye. Crumpling the Notice of Final Eviction in his fist, he threw it across the room.

Todd loved his downtown Las Olas Boulevard office and everything about it. This was the perfect location with world-class shopping, dining and entertaining all within a few easy steps. This was the boulevard where the rich and the beautiful loved to strut their stuff and buy their over-priced bling.

The more over-priced the better. They didn’t care, in fact, many of them seemed to prefer it. 

Todd preferred Fort Lauderdale to Miami to the south with its over the top glitz and glamour and Palm Beach to the north with its pomposity and ostentation.

Fort Lauderdale was the place to be.

And Las Olas Boulevard was also the place to be when it came to selling high-end homes but the pickings had gotten slimmer and the competition stiffer of late. 

The office was near enough to his condo that he could conveniently bike or even water taxi to work if he wanted to. Not that he had ever wanted to. 

Why bike when you’ve got a car?

Who wants to get all hot and sweaty? 

A rattling of the front door drew Todd’s attention. Had Holly had a change of heart? Had she come back? 

Todd looked up hopefully then frowned. Nope. A stranger. A strange woman no less. She made eye contact and rapped again, her brilliant ring cracking loudly against the glass.

“Jesus,” Todd grumbled. “Don’t break the fucking window.” 

Climbing reluctantly to his feet, Todd shooed the woman off. But she simply stood there looking perplexed. “That’s all I need. To pay for a fucking broken window.” 

His landlord, Richard C. Lester, was a real pain in the ass. Not only did he own a chunk of property on Las Olas and serve as president of East Broward National Bank, he was a personal injury attorney. The sleaziest of the sleaze. 

Fastidious to a fault, Richard Lester didn’t have a sense of humor when it came to his tenants damaging or altering in any way, shape or form one of his precious properties without his explicit permission. 

Lester showed more concern for his property than he did his kids. He’d shipped them off to boarding school in Maryland. His properties he kept squarely under his thumb.

Todd had paid a local artist six hundred bucks per letter to have his initials, TJ, gold-leafed on the wall behind his desk in four foot letters and Rick, as he liked to be called, thinking it made him seem one of the guys but was anything but unless those guys included smug-ass losers, had thrown a tantrum when he’d barged in one day for no particular reason—other than his obsessive need to snoop—and spotted it there. 

Rick had jabbed his chubby thumb at the wall and cursed up a storm of invective and spittle, the stains of which still marred the bottoms of both letters, much to Todd’s constant annoyance.

Todd thought his landlord was more of a Dick than a Rick but so far he managed to keep that opinion to himself.

The woman smiled. Her hand fluttered a wave. 

Why wouldn’t she go away?

Todd approached. The unfamiliar woman backed away from the door, clutching a textured crocodilian Louis Vuitton bag by its strap. 

Bloomingdale’s sold those LV signature hatbox-shaped purses for over four grand a pop. Todd always noticed such things.

Always know your customer, was one of his mottos. And, know how much you can bilk them for, was another.

“Sorry.” Todd pointed to the sign. “Closed.”

“All I need is five minutes of your time,” she pleaded.

Todd shook his head vigorously. As much as he needed a paying client, he needed a drink more. And it was Happy Hour at Danny Boy’s. 

“Look, lady, I’m running late as it is,” he shouted through the glass door, then made a show of looking at his Rolex. “I should have closed half an hour ago.” It was an outright lie but so what? He lied all the time. Hard to get through the day without a little lie or two. Or three.

“Please.” There was a look of desperation in her penetrating eyes. “Just five more minutes.”

Studying her more closely, he was struck by her beauty. But his life was a shambles. He didn’t need woman trouble now. He had enough of that and then some.

He needed cash. And lots of it.

“I’ll make it worth your while,” she said with tantalizing coolness.

“Crap,” he muttered.

She’d found his Achilles’ heel. 

Turning the key in the lock, he waved her inside.

Silently, mental wheels turning, he led her over to his desk. “Have a seat, Ms—?” 

He pointed to one of two matching rich brown Natuzzi leather chairs.

She smiled and sat, crossing those to-die-for legs and resting her purse in her lap. “Kadlec.” She extended a cool, elegant hand across the desk. “Caterina Kadlec.”

Todd smiled as he took her hand. “I’m Todd Jones. Call me Todd.” Painted green with small blue stars in the middle, he felt her fingernails dig softly into his flesh. 

He recognized the subtle scent of Clive Christian X perfume. He’d bought Holly a bottle once for her birthday back when he was flush with cash. Crazy expensive. 

So the opportunity for money here wasn’t wholly unreasonable.

“Yes, I will call you Todd. And maybe more, yes?” Her eyes flashed with a touch of something—what was it? Mischief?

Todd tugged at his yellow silk tie. “What can I do for you, Ms. Cadillac?”

“Kad-lec,” she corrected.

“Sorry.” Todd pulled his brows together. The name was unfamiliar to him. “What can I help you with, Ms. Kadlec?”

She wriggled her bottom against the leather seat. Todd found himself staring at a pair of well-toned tan legs. A skintight indigo dress clung to her body like she’d been dipped in blue paint. 

The woman was exceptionally beautiful, he’d give her that. Then again, so were a lot of the women in South Florida. The area attracted eye-catching women the way it attracted con artists, hustlers and the just plain crazy. Case in point: his mother. 

Not to mention alligators. And mosquitoes with the appetites of alligators.

And a certain pot-bellied pig that caused a sharp, stabbing pain between Todd’s eyeballs whenever he thought of the beast—not unlike he imagined it would feel if a demented Tolkien dwarf was jabbing him with a cold, hard icepick.

If the women of South Florida weren’t drop-dead gorgeous to begin with, they were by the time they left their dermatologist’s and/or plastic surgeon’s office.

Caterina Kadlec was definitely foreign, with a touch of the exotic about her blue eyes and coffee-colored hair, but Todd couldn’t definitively place her look or her slight accent. 

And the name, Kadlec. What sort of name was that? Surely not Russian, Brazilian or Arabic. 

How could she possibly save his sinking business now? He crushed an inward sigh. If she was looking for a job, she was out of luck. Because, the way things were going, before long he’d be looking for one too.

This might be a total waste of his time. 

“I need a property,” she said.

Todd leaned back, dreaming of his first drink of the day. Maybe he’d call Holly, see if she’d cooled down. They could go out to dinner. He’d buy her a lobster. She would forgive and forget.

“Okay, you need a property. How about if you come back tomorrow and I show you a few?” Assuming the locks hadn’t been changed on the door and he had an office to come back to. His landlord seemed to mean business this time.

Ms. Kadlec started shaking her head before he’d even managed to complete the sentence. “The thing is,” she uncrossed her legs and leaned closer. “I’m in a hurry.”

Todd’s brow went up. “A hurry?” He glanced at his watch. If he didn’t wrap things up, he’d miss Happy Hour. The price of drinks would double. “You realize these things take time, Ms. Kadlec.” 

Sizing her up, he took her to be a year or two younger than himself. While she dressed like she had money, so did a lot of people who didn’t have squat. That was the game around here. 

Aspirational shoppers, forever losers. 

Still, she could have some money and a decent credit rating. Maybe he could flip a quick condo sale. Even a couple of grand commission couldn’t hurt at this point. Keep the lights on in his condo a few more months.

She smiled indulgently. “Caterina, please.”

He nodded and continued. “We’ll have to look at a number of properties. First, of course, we’ll have to discuss your wish list.”

“Wish list?”

“Your must haves and your don’t wants.” Todd tugged at his fingers. “How many bedrooms, number of baths. Location,” he added, falling comfortably into agent mode. “By the beach, on the beach. In a high-rise. Single family.” 

Todd steepled his fingers, resting them lightly against his chin. “Of course, there’s always the most important thing.” The one and only thing that mattered to him. Now more than ever.

“What’s that?” Catarina fished in her purse, extracting a slender gold lip gloss tube. Twisting the tube open, she lazily played it around her moist lips before returning it to Louis Vuitton land.

“Why, your budget, of course.” Todd rose. That whole lip glossing thing had left him oddly aroused. Man, he was really losing it. 

“I suggest you think about what I’ve said. Come back tomorrow after you’ve had a chance to make a list of what sort of properties you’re interested in viewing, figure out a budget and we’ll take it from there.”

Caterina nodded, remaining firmly in her chair. “Those are important considerations. As for budget, there is none.”

Todd smiled as he circled the desk hoping she’d get the hint to rise and follow him out the door. “There’s always a budget,” he paused. “Caterina.”

“You’re right, of course. My client has told me that if the price is above fifteen million that I should check with him first.”

“You see, like I said—” Todd froze. The hairs on the back of his neck did their little happy dance. “Did you say fifteen million?”

The lady in the blue dress nodded briefly. “And I don’t think he’d settle for anything less than ten million.” Her impeccable brow rose nearly imperceptibly. “He is quite discerning in his tastes.”

“Dollars?” Todd’s mouth had gone dry. He crossed to Caterina Kadlec’s side of the desk. Hell, she could have meant drachmas or what was that Japanese money? Yen, that was it. Fifteen million yen would be nothing. Maybe one hundred or one hundred fifty grand. Hell, that wouldn’t buy this lady and her client a one-bedroom condo in a retirement jungle. 

“Yes, Todd.” Catarina rose finally and made a show of smoothing her dress, running a hand along the curve of her hip to her knee. “Though, as I said, my client is in a hurry. If you don’t have the time, I suppose I could find someone else—”

Todd’s fingers graced her elbow. “As a matter of fact,” he pulled his cellphone from his front pants’ pocket, careful to keep it aimed at himself, “it seems my client has cancelled his appointment. I have some free time after all.”

“How lucky for me,” Caterina replied, allowing Todd to take her arm.

And how lucky for me, thought Todd, as he led her out to his car.
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Todd looked both ways up and down the boulevard in case Holly was watching. He glimpsed no sign of her or the Mercedes.

“Is everything all right, Todd?” Caterina inquired.

A bus driver blaring his horn startled Todd as turned toward his prospective client. An old woman, dressed way too warm in a gray wool coat from which a flowery dress protruded and chunk white shoes, had wandered into traffic.

Grabbing the old woman’s sleeve, Todd yanked her to the curb, the bus barely missing them both. 

“Geez, lady, watch it!” Todd straightened her buttoned up coat around her narrow shoulders. Her hair was frazzled—as if her hair dresser had used Albert Einstein as her model—and white. 

Her face held more lines than an Elmore Leonard novel. 

“Mercy,” exclaimed the woman, looking dazed and confused as the bus rumbled on up the boulevard and rounded the corner at speed.

“You okay?”

The old woman bobbed her head and wheezed. A purse big enough for a pair of twelve pound bowling balls dangled from her elbow. 

“I've got better things to do than to help old ladies cross the street.” 

“Thank you, young man.” Her hand went to her purse. She pulled out a crumpled dollar bill. She proceeded to smooth it against her coat then extended it to him.

Todd shook his hand at her. “Don’t mention it.” 

“Please.” The bill bent against his chest as she pushed it at him.

Todd gently pushed her hand away. What the hell was he going to do with a dollar? Besides, that single probably meant more to her than it did to him. “Like I said, don't mention it.” 

He stiffened as the old lady planted a wet kiss on his jawline, thanked him again then shuffled along up the street.

Batty old woman.

Nonetheless, Todd was rattled. He could have been killed. And for what? Dead might get him out of his troubles. But there had to be a better way out than death. Too bad he couldn’t fake his death and collect on his life insurance policy. A half a million bucks. Wouldn’t that be nice right about now? 

Wait. Insurance. Holly. Both he and Holly had half million dollar policies. They’d taken them out together. They were each the other’s beneficiary. But no, Holly was young and healthy. She went to the gym every day. Fat chance anything would happen to her, right? 

It wasn’t like he could help her along. Could he?

Besides, he loved Holly. He’d been mad about her from the day they had met. They were meant for each other. Why couldn’t she see that?

Caterina Kadlec interrupted his thoughts. “Ready, Todd?”

He glanced sideways at his prospective client. He had almost forgotten about her. 

If this real estate deal worked out, everything should end up nicely. He wouldn’t be forced to resort to extreme measures. Besides, he could never murder anyone and could only condone such action in extreme circumstances. 

If Holly happened to drop dead, however...

Todd plucked his key fob from his pocket and unlocked his prized BMW with a push of the button. “I know a nice spot for dinner near New River Sound.” It was early enough that they could probably get in without a reservation. 

Pulling open the passenger side door, his eyes locked hungrily once again on Caterina’s legs as she slid lithely onto the black leather seat.

“Wonderful,” she replied. “I could use a glass of wine.”

Minutes later, Todd was handing his car over to a young, white-jacketed valet with an orange tan and a line of sweat beading along his hairline. 

They were greeted by a Latin maître d’ who knew Todd by name although Todd could never remember his. Todd insisted on a table indoors. No point sweating outdoors though the view of the Intracoastal was killer. 

He ordered a bottle of Napa Valley white wine and a dish of mango and shrimp appetizers with Caterina’s approval.

Todd shooed the waiter away after taking a sip of wine and filled the young woman’s glass for her. “Are you a real estate agent yourself, Caterina?” 

Often, well-heeled clients had real estate agents of their own who were unlicensed to work in Florida but were sent along to lend their expertise since they knew their clients’ personal tastes so well. Todd hoped he wouldn’t be asked to share a commission with this woman.

Caterina fondled her wine glass. “No, I am simply assisting my client.”

“Might I ask who that is?”

A small smile formed on her face. “He is from the Middle East and prefers to remain anonymous.”

“Of course.” Todd fished around in his brain for possibilities but came up empty. Occasionally, real estate brokers caught wind of expensive buyers showing up in town all too eager to purchase a house or a penthouse condo to impress their friends and associates with. 

He’d heard of no one like that of late—at least not that anybody was sharing news of. The real estate business was cutthroat.

Todd set his smartphone on the table between them and pulled up a page of listings from the Internet. He put in a parameter of ten to fifteen million dollars. If her client could go up to fifteen on her say-so, there was no point looking below ten. He’d start off at the high end. 

Besides, Caterina had already told him her client wasn’t likely to settle for less than ten. He probably had some cash, perhaps of dubious origin, that he was looking to park.

Plenty of luxury properties appeared. No surprise there. South Florida boasted some of the most expensive real estate in the world. That was one of the things he loved about it. 

“Would your client be willing to consider a condo as well as a single family?” His finger played across the screen. “There are several really nice units on the water, even a couple of beachfront penthouses that we could consider.”

“I think not.”

“Are you sure? Condominiums offer maximum privacy and security.”

Caterina was shaking her head. “Water is a must but so is a single-family property.”

“Understood.” Todd checked a box and half the listings disappeared but there were still dozens of great homes to choose from. Fort Lauderdale had more than its fair share of the rich and super rich.

“As a matter of fact,” Caterina extracted a folded piece of paper from her purse, “I have a list of requirements here. It was drawn up by my client.” 

She slid it across the table. “Why don’t you look it over and line up some properties for us to look at tomorrow morning?” 

Caterina raised her glass and sipped. She helped herself to a single bite of mango shrimp nestled on a leaf of endive.

Todd picked up the typed sheet and read it over slowly. Her client had very particular taste, very specific requirements.

And fifteen million bucks to spend. Maybe more.

“No problem.”

“Excellent.” Caterina abruptly stood. “Shall we say nine o’clock, at your office?”

Todd jumped to his feet, bringing a foot of the table cloth with him. “You’re leaving?”

A smile formed on her lips. “I’m afraid I must.”

“But we haven’t had our dinner. We haven’t even ordered.” 

“Sorry.”

“We’ve barely begun to discuss your client’s needs.” He struggled for reasons to convince her to stay, partly out of fear she’d never keep their appointment and he’d lose the sale, partly because she was so damned attractive. 

Either way, he didn’t want to let her out of his sight.

“My client wants to buy a house. A big house,” she said suggestively in that exotic accent of hers. “Everything else is on the list.”

Todd felt a tingle in a corner of his brain. A big house. Fifteen million bucks. Yes. He needed to relax. If Caterina realized how desperate he was, she might bolt to a competitor. 

He need to exude professionalism, confidence, not desperation and hunger.

This sale could be the answer to his prayers. He could settle his debts. Start fresh. 

Todd raised his eyes to the ceiling and mumbled a thanks to whatever gods were looking out for him—Christian, Hindu, Olmec, what did it matter?

This woman and her client were going to be his salvation. He smiled and extended his hand in offer of a firm handshake. “Don’t worry, Caterina, Todd Jones is at your service.” 

He smiled. She smiled. 

Oh yeah. This was going to be good.

“You’re right. Business can wait until morning.” Todd snapped his fingers to get the attention of their waiter slow-moving waiter. “Let me take care of the check and I’ll give you a ride back to the office. I assume your car is there?”

“No. I took a taxi. I’ll take one again.” She grabbed his arm and kissed his cheek in nearly the exact spot where the grandma with a death wish had kissed it earlier. “Tomorrow, Todd.”

Todd enjoyed the way her hips swayed as she strode out the door with her dress clinging to her like a second skin. Maybe when the deal was over he’d get the opportunity to see a little more of that skin.

He fell back into his seat and ordered lobster for one.

Things were definitely looking up.

Afterward, having satisfied his hunger and his thirst with a rich dinner and the remainder of the wine, Todd called for his car and slipped the valet a five spot. 

Loosening his tie, he drove spiritedly, with new-found enthusiasm, covering the short distance from the restaurant to his home, a luxury condo in the vicinity of Port Everglades. 

Todd slid up to the entrance of Port Lauderdale Condominium Towers, Building 1—there were two towers—bringing his car to a stop under the portico. The doorman rushed to open his door. 

“Good evening, Mr. Jones.”

Todd smiled broadly. “Evening, Carlos.” He dropped the key fob on the seat, knowing his car was in good hands. 

Moving gracefully, Carlos scurried to the building’s main door leading to the grandiose, Italian marbled entry and held it open for Todd. 

“Have a pleasant evening, Mr. Jones.” Carlos was practically bowing.

“Thanks, Carlos. I intend to.” Todd’s chance encounter with Caterina Kadlec, with its promise of a quick and hefty commission, had done wonders for his mood. Soon it would do wonders for his dwindling bank balance.

He couldn’t wait to tell Holly. He knew things would work out. They always did.

When was she going to learn to trust him?

Riding the elevator to the twenty-second floor, he realized he hadn’t gotten Ms. Kadlec’s contact info. It was a minor annoyance but nothing more. 

He liked to research his clients—or in cases like this, their representatives—as much as possible. An hour spent on the Internet could go a long way towards inveigling himself into his client’s life. The more he knew about his clients—their likes, dislikes, lifestyle and tastes—the more likely he was to quickly find them a suitable property. 

A happy customer, quite often, became a repeat customer.

But if one wasn’t careful, rich buyers grew bored or frustrated and took their business elsewhere.

The elevator stopped and Todd got off. No matter. He’d get Ms. Kadlec’s contact info in the morning.

At the time Todd had bought in, at preconstruction prices, the Port Lauderdale Condominium Towers had been touted as one of Ft. Lauderdale’s newest and ritziest condominiums. 

Todd occupied a two bedroom, two and a half bath unit with the bedrooms opposite each other, separated by the expansive living area. His small office sat between his room and the main living area. Imported limestone tiles covered the floors. Dark granite slabs from Spain surfaced the kitchen and wet bar counters. 

The view of the Intracoastal was to die for. 

Todd carefully removed his shoes in the foyer, setting them against the white baseboard carefully so they wouldn’t leave any scuffmarks. He found his mother ensconced on the sofa with her feet up on the glass coffee table watching an old movie. 

The no-nonsense housekeeper, Maite Orantes, was constantly complaining about having to clean up after Todd’s mother. Not that she was complaining any longer. 

She’d stopped showing up a month ago. Todd had ceased paying her two months before that and she had run out of patience one day, leaving Todd and his mother in the lurch housekeeping-wise. 

The Guatemalan housekeeper had been a real jewel, too—up until she took off with half his liquor collection and a pair of eighteen-carat gold cufflinks in compensation for lost wages, according to the handwritten note she had left behind in mangled English.

“Hi, Mom.” Todd’s mother was hunched forward on the sofa wearing a canary yellow housecoat and blue slippers. Her hair was in curlers. Purple bags hung under her eyes. Her irises were seagrape green, same as his.

A cigarette stuck to her lower lip like an appendage. Todd’s spare room was now her bedroom. She’d been living with him for a couple of years now and he’d given up all hope of getting her to leave. She had painted the room purple of all ungodly colors. Todd avoided entering her room in the daytime because it made him feel like he’d been swallowed by a giant purple dinosaur.

Todd’s mom reminded him of an aged Stevie Nicks wannabe gone bad. When she laughed, her raspy, cigarette-ravaged bursts drilled into his delicate ear bones. 

She smelled of Camel cigarettes and White Shoulders perfume, a not-unpleasant concoction of gardenia, neroli oil, jasmine and musk on most women. It still reminded him of his childhood. 

But lately, maybe it was all the meds she was taking for one thing or another mixed with her natural body oils, his mother seemed to exist in a self-made pungent cloud of spewing toxins. 

She’d been smoking and perfuming practically her whole life. She was a rabid fan of Fleetwood Mac, the Talking Heads, the Go-Gos and all Eighties New Wave music. She had been married just long enough, she liked to say, to know that the institution was not for her.

If Todd had to watch her aerobicize in that skintight orange leotard of hers to the tune of We’ve Got The Beat one more time, he was going to scratch his eyes out.

Rosalind Jones turned her neck away from John Wayne just long enough to say hello and flick the remains of her cigarette into one of his good soup bowls. The pricey Lalique Art Deco-inspired crystal ash tray he’d bought her for the job sat on the kitchen floor, serving as Mr. Squeals’ water dish.

He kept his opinions to himself.

“Is Holly here?” Todd shot a look toward his bedroom. The door was wide open.

He preferred to keep it shut when he wasn’t home—discourage his mother and her pet from entering.

“Came and went.” Mrs. Jones snatched up a pack of cigarettes and lit another, pressing it between her red lipstick coated lips.

Todd had asked her to quit smoking a hundred times or more. He had finally given up. His mother would never change—not even after burning down the condo he’d been covering the rent on for her in Naples, Florida and then setting fire to his condo a couple of years back. The condo association had kicked her out of her place and he’d been stuck with her since.

Rapid gunfire came bursting loudly from the professionally-installed surround sound speakers. Christ, it sounded like a freaking World War II reenactment was being held in the condo. What would his neighbors think? What would the condo Nazis say? 

Snatching the receiver’s remote control from the leather sofa, riddled with cigarette burn holes and hoof marks, he lowered the volume a couple of notches.

“Hey!” Mrs. Jones sat up.

“Sorry, Mom but it’s too loud. We don’t want the neighbors complaining again, do we?” His mother’s hearing was shot from standing next to mountains of booming speakers at rock concerts in her younger days.

If there was a band she hadn’t seen or a drummer she hadn’t slept with, he had yet to hear her speak of them.

Mrs. Jones waved his concern away with a shake of her bony hand. Grabbing the remote back from her son, she boosted the volume even higher than it had been when he walked in. John Wayne and Kirk Douglas filled the room, their deep, authoritarian voices echoing off the walls.

“Did Holly say anything before she went?”

Without taking her eyes from the widescreen, Mrs. Jones replied, “She said plenty. None of it complimentary, Todd.”

He could imagine.

Todd rolled back on his heels. 

His mother gave him a quick glance. “I don’t think she’s coming back.”

“She’ll be back.” Todd crossed to the bar and poured himself a generous glass of Irish single malt, no ice. “She always comes back.”

“Not this time. She packed up all her things and then some judging by the number of suitcases her and the doorman hauled out of here.”

A frown appeared on Todd’s face. He carried his glass to the bedroom and took a look around, first pulling open each dresser drawer then looking inside the walk-in closet. Yep, Holly had come and gone.

His lips curled as he gazed at the bed. He pulled back the comforter to check out the lump toward the middle. Holly had slashed the mattress and half his suits, which lay in a tangled heap in the center of the king-sized bed.

Todd stepped back out into the living area. “By the way, where’s Stinky?”

Mrs. Todd pulled a face. “You know Mr. Squeals doesn’t like it when you call him that, son.” She sucked on her cigarette. “It’s offensive.”

“He’s a pig, Mom.”

“That doesn’t mean he doesn’t have feelings.” Mrs. Jones had grown quite attached to the pig. If Todd had had his way, the beast would be history, or one hundred forty pounds of pork sausage. 

In Todd’s opinion, his mom doted on Mr. Squeals more than she had ever doted on him. The pig had been a gift from Holly, and not a well-meaning one. She had left it tied to the front door of his condo with a note around its neck after learning about his indiscretion with the wife of a certain now-deceased friend of his. 

Holly had since forgiven Todd and moved in with him. Now she had moved out and the pig remained.

Lovely.

Todd felt a headache coming on and grabbed a couple of aspirin from a bottle in the pantry.

Sure, Broward County wants to ban pit bulls but a chain-smoking, half-blind, heavy-drinking sixty-seven year old woman can keep a potbellied pig in her condo—correction: in his condo.

“To answer your question, Mr. Squeals is snoozing on the balcony. You know he likes to sleep out-of-doors when the weather is warm and moist.”

Which, being South Florida, it nearly always was.

Todd groaned. “Nothing like the smell of sweaty, warm pig to come home to.” And get the neighbors on the nearest surrounding patios complaining to management. 

Not that he could blame them.

Todd crossed to the sliding glass door. Mr. Squeals was laid out on one of his good teak chaise lounges, ignoring the perfectly fine Navajo blanket on the ground in the corner that he’d bought just for the beast. 

Todd thought about the money he could save if the pig was out of the picture. Each day, his mother fed it a diet consisting of a pound of pig chow and a fresh vegetable salad that included an entire head of lettuce, a one-pound bag of organic baby carrots and anything else that caught her fancy. 

Todd couldn’t help but make comparisons.

As a boy, his mother had sometimes let him go an entire week with no more vegetable than a french fry.

The swayed-back brute was shiny and black with a fuzzy muzzle and eyes like a devil’s—two black stones of death and fury. He ran about the condo on short legs as if he owned the joint and had an equally short tail. Despite the pig’s girth, his skin hung loose. Todd had never seen a more hideous creature. 

Thankfully, the beast had been neutered. The thought of Mr. Squeals’ offspring running around the condo was too much to bear.

Mr. Squeals was constantly rooting around in the kitchen cabinets, pushing them open with that pig’s nose of his. At least taking care of him was his mother’s job, not his. She was the one living with the plastic kiddie wading pool filled with pine shavings in her bathroom that Mr. Squeals used as his litterbox.

Remembering Caterina Kadlec and the big payday ahead, Todd decided to count his blessings. At least his mother wasn’t sunbathing topless as often as she used to. That really riled the neighbors, except for that freak, Mr. Litchfield. 

He occupied a unit to the right, one floor up and craned his neck so hard to gawk at his mother when she got the urge to expose herself that Todd feared the man would tumble headlong into the pool twenty-three floors below him one day—exposing him to a lawsuit from Litchfield’s widow.

Todd grabbed a cold beer and sat on the chair across from his mother. 

“So what did you do to her this time?” Mrs. Jones inquired, eyes on the Duke.

Todd shrugged, massaging his stockinged feet with his free hand. “Not a damn thing. You know how she gets.”

Without taking her eyes from the television screen, Mrs. Jones said, “You want her to stay, you ought to marry her.”

Todd did not want to get into a marriage discussion with his mom again. Her own marriage had ended decades ago. Todd’s dad was dead or at least had the good sense to pretend to be. “What are you watching?”

“The War Wagon.”

“Never heard of it.” Todd slugged back his beer and ran his tongue over his lips. 

“Shush.” Mrs. Jones leaned closer to the big screen, clutching a throw pillow to her chest. The pillow was covered in cigarette ash. “Mr. Wayne’s trying to get his gold back. Mr. Douglas is gonna help him.”

Todd rolled his eyes and stood. He had better things to do than watch old movies on television with his mother. He pulled the sheet of paper Caterina Kadlec had given him from his trouser pocket. 

Grabbing another beer from the fridge, he retreated to his bedroom, closing the door behind him to the sound of gunshots.

He popped open his laptop and carried it to the bed, carefully extracting the carving knife Holly had left embedded in the center of the mattress and laying it on the night table. On second thought, he opened the drawer and placed it inside under a stack of her glossy fashion magazines. 

“In case you change your mind and come home in the middle of the night.” Todd shut the drawer. “No point tempting you.” 

Holly had a temper and she could be impulsive. If she planted a knife in his chest, it wouldn’t do him any good if she regretted it afterward.

On impulse, he set down the laptop and returned to the dresser. He found what he was looking for in the bottom right-hand drawer. Just like he
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