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Now sit back with a drink and a snack and enjoy Predictable Consequences the sixth Carter A. Johnson and Kate Menke novel,
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Prologue
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The spring night was cool, and sounds were barely heard from the two-lane highway in the near distance. In deep thought Gina Ogden left her car and walked toward the entrance to her apartment building. She was irritated that the lightbulbs on either side of the glass entrance door were burnt out leaving the concrete walkway in deep shadows under dim moonlight. Issues concerning the recent murder of her brother and his girlfriend kept her mind always occupied as did the death threats she routinely received. Glancing at the concrete walkway in the dark, she failed to notice two bearded, muscular men, dressed in black, step from the shadows of tall twin sentinel like evergreens to intercept her. When the men stepped apart for one to pass on either side of her, fright set in when she suddenly glanced up. The men’s features looked fake, and fear consumed her. She had seen that look before. Without speaking, the man on her right gripped her right wrist as he threw a hard right fist to her stomach. As planned and rehearsed, the gloved man to her left gripped her hair with his right hand and her left wrist with his left hand. She was immobilized by the large, strong men. She couldn’t breathe, and as she was held upright and defenseless, two more harsh, powerful blows jammed into her midsection. She tried to double over but wasn’t allowed to. She feared for her life. Were they going to beat her to death and fulfill their death threats? The assailant on her right leaned close to her ear as she groaned and wretched in pain while struggling not to vomit. Through a garlicy, rotten breath he hissed “Publish that book and you’re dead, Bitch. This is just a sample of the pain you’ll get.” He tore her purse strap from her shoulder as she was released to topple forward onto her face on the concrete walkway. Her forehead hit the concrete with a thump as she gagged and gasped for air and curled into a protective fetal position and waited to be kicked. It was her first physical attack of the many promised, and she cried and shook in fear and pain. The numerous threats had finally become painfully real. 

The two men passed unnoticed forty feet from an overweight old woman struggling to get out of her midsize Buick sedan before putting on a lightweight jacket against the cool evening air. The assailants jogged to their dark blue Jeep parked at the far edge of the asphalt lot. The contents of the purse were dumped into a plastic bag before the imitation leather purse was flung sideways to slide under a nearby car. A group of keys and a clutch purse with credit cards and currency were the main items visible. Their loss would be more of a headache to replace than a financial loss.

In the car, they glanced at each other grimly as they removed the wigs and false beards and moustaches; the engine started, and they disappeared into the darkness unnoticed. Neither of the brutal men spoke of the cowardly act just committed. It was just another violent assignment that paid well.
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Chapter One
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Four days later, her GPS took Gina to a mixed residential/small business neighborhood near the Italian section of St. Louis, Missouri, known as The Hill. The rising sun shone brightly, and the temperature was already warming. She parked off-street in an asphalt lot beside a two-story brick building where she had an appointment. The narrow side of the building faced the street, and the long side ran with the blacktopped parking lot to near a three-car garage at the edge of an alley behind it. Before leaving the safety of the car, she again questioned if the visit was the best course of action. Could it solve her problem, or simply make things worse. Short of death it couldn’t get much worse. She hoped she hadn’t been followed and wouldn’t be punished for reaching out for help.

She entered the office of J & M Investigations at ten minutes before nine Tuesday for a scheduled meeting. An electronic buzzer sounded as the wood door with a full-length glass panel opened. She felt dark blue slacks under a white button front shirt and black flats were appropriate casual attire for the initial meeting. She approached the receptionist’s desk; a name tag on the desk identified the neatly groomed, mature lady as Mrs. Janice Erthal. Her dark green below the knee skirt complemented a light green, short sleeved shell. Gina glanced around the reception area and was impressed by the stunningly subdued earth tone décor as she waited for the receptionist to finish a phone call. After being warmly greeted, she was escorted to a meeting room and offered refreshments. Janice left to let the meeting attendees know their potential client was ten minutes early and waiting in the small meeting room. 

Gina had time to observe the beautifully appointed space as she sipped hot gourmet, hazelnut coffee and bit into a fresh French spinach and feta cheese pastry. She sat on a hunter-green leather couch facing across a glass-topped, dark oak coffee table to a matching couch. Vertically striped wallpaper below the beige chair rail contained five shades of green from light to dark. The ceiling and the wall surfaces above the rail were coated with mauve semigloss enamel. Twelve can lights in the ceiling and six wall sconces could provide unobtrusive and selective lighting for intimate consultations or full-room meetings. A rectangular oak table and six-green leather chairs on rollers sat on earth tone beige carpet and filled the opposite end of the room.

She heard voices before the door opened, and four people entered the room. Unsure of the proper protocol, she stood to her 5’ 4” height and waited attentively for introductions. 

Carter A. Johnson introduced himself, partner Kate Menke, partner’s assistant Deline Durand, and office manager Janice Erthal. Carter wore a fitted black blazer over a charcoal silk T shirt and blue Levi’s above black and white snakeskin cowboy boots. He stood six feet tall, stocky, with a square jaw under short brown hair.

Gina followed as the group moved toward the table where manila folders lay under name placards. She was seated across from Kate; Deline sat to Gina’s right at the end of the table, and Janice sat beside Gina on her left. Carter refilled his coffee cup at the credenza, then sat beside Kate.

Gina judged Kate Menke to be about five feet, six inches tall and slender at one hundred twenty pounds. The blue-eyed blonde was beautiful and immaculately groomed in a black business skirt suit with a lemon-yellow blouse. Gina was embarrassed to have let her weight increase to one hundred forty-two pounds due to the stress the routine threats and her brother’s death had wrought.

Kate studied Gina, then spoke softly, “How are your injuries healing?”

“They’re fine. Just a bump under a skinned area. It looks much worse than it feels. My stomach still hurts to touch; it’s badly bruised and sore. Luckily there was no internal damage, and it’s not life threatening.” 

Carter nodded, then spoke, “Based on the information you provided when you called yesterday, Deline gathered available preliminary data. We have a copy of the police incident report of your attack by two men late last Friday evening and the threatening statement one made about you publishing a book. Additionally, there is an earlier report from last month about a break-in at your apartment where a laptop computer containing a digital book manuscript was reported stolen.” He hesitated to take a long drink of coffee. “Deline also procured the police incident reports on the deaths of your brother, Ross Ogden, and his friend, Cathy Dugan; she made copies of the several newspaper articles, and those are in the folder before you. Please explain in detail why you believe the owners of St. Louis Building Materials, your brother and Cathy’s employer, are responsible for the deaths of your brother and his girlfriend and your harassment.”

Carter leaned forward to listen intently.

“Ross collected evidence about crimes being committed by his employer; it was in a reddish-brown expanding file wallet with a flap and a rubber closure around it. The files were more than one inch thick. He showed me several of the most incriminating documents he and Cathy had copied. They mostly included the illegal actions he had personally been involved with over the past three years, but he and Cathy strongly felt something more sinister had slowly crept into the workplace starting about four years after Ross was hired. But they couldn’t name what it was. Except for him and Cathy, all other existing employees had been replaced two years ago, and the new people were furtive and distant; they felt excluded from any comradery. 

“Frequently, most of the employees, except him and Cathy and a few select others, would leave for the weekend, leaving the Saturday store hours understaffed, but they were never invited to whatever was planned; there was no hint of where the group went or what the agenda was. It was all hush, hush. Snide comments simply indicated some vague, unethical activity was planned. Most of the employees seemed to really look forward to whatever it was that routinely happened.

“His yearly reviews had always been positive, but his last three performance evaluations had several negative appraisals, and they got worse each time. He said previously he had been highly rated and given good raises and bonuses. But that slowly began to reverse about three years ago. He and Cathy assumed they were being downgraded prior to being terminated. They felt the owners were setting them up so they couldn’t complain about discrimination. 

“After their deaths, the police entered his and Cathy’s apartments; the file wallet was missing. The police agreed both apartments had been searched in a somewhat sloppy manner; they weren’t ransacked with things thrown around or ripped open but had been thoroughly searched and both of their computers were missing.”

Carter raised his hand to stop Gina. He wanted to get to the facts. “What specific crimes did your brother accuse the people at SLBM of committing, and what did he intend to do about it?”

She squinted in concentration as she thought of how to best answer the question. “SLBM is a midsized business importing much of what they sell from outside this country. The business employs five family members and three department managers, plus additional people to work in retail sales, the warehouses, storage yards, and delivery. They sell both wholesale and retail. Ross worked there six years and advanced to the position of manager of shipping and receiving. He was in one of the three management positions not filled by family members. Cathy was one of three people in accounting; two other recent hires had replaced older employees who were suddenly pushed out without warning after receiving poor yearly reviews. She felt she was next to be let go.

“Ross and Cathy had seen all the other employees replaced by a rough bunch of ex-military soldiers and ex-CIA and a few ex-FBI agents.  The whole inside staff and yard crew changed during that time and were hard and unfriendly to Ross and the other long-term managers. The two other department managers quit under duress within two years of Ross’s promotion; they were replaced with ex-military people. Ross and Cathy both felt they were being pushed out because their yearly performance evaluations began to be downgraded; that was the pattern with the other displaced employees. Cathy’s accounting position was gradually overloaded with responsibility until she couldn’t keep up with the workload. The other two people in her department had time to spare and would often leave the office for several hours for personal time. Their pay wasn’t docked if they left, but hers was.

“Under pressure, Ross reluctantly took part in illegally importing items to avoid taxes imposed on liquor, cigars, guns, etc. Those items quickly disappeared; they were not for sale at the store. Ross surmised those items were sold to other retail outlets that dealt with those items regularly. For the past two years or more, he and Cathy felt there was something bigger and more sinister being done. Comments and slips by the other employees hinted at something highly unethical taking place. Since he was in charge of shipping and receiving, he had noticed invoices and receiving documents he couldn’t account for. When he confronted the vice president he reported to, that’s Seth Buckmeister, he was told quite emphatically to ignore those and not worry about them. Ross said Seth had hinted several times that he should accept what was being done and stop objecting to what senior management had initiated. Be a team player and be richly rewarded, he was told.

“He’d recently pilfered a password to computer files neither he nor Cathy had access to. Seth Buckmeister had it on a sticky note stuck on a pullout writing surface in his desk. Two days before they died, the password he took was blocked. Ross feared he’d been discovered and would be fired, but no one confronted him or fired him. Instead, he and Cathy were murdered.

“My brother was intimidated to commit some serious crimes in his job, but he wasn’t a murderer. He loved Cathy and planned to marry her next fall; they both talked about and looked forward to the wedding. Ross wasn’t a violent man and didn’t kill Cathy or commit suicide. To my knowledge he had never owned a gun in his life.

“After Ross died, I hired a professional ghost writer, and we coauthored a soon to be published expose’ novel about the incident. The book is a fictional account of a company similar to SLBM whose owners and staff are criminals. We fabricated and charged worse crimes to the fictional owners like drug smuggling, large scale illegal firearms importing, prostitution, and money laundering to make it more sensational. The publisher says it’s a good thriller crime story and should sell well.”

Deline had written and published a series of romance novels and was familiar with the competitive nature of publishing novels. She smiled and said, “Congratulations, well done for a first effort. Few authors reap rewards on their first story.”

Gina thanked her and then continued. “In addition to my being attacked Friday night, several times since Ross’s death I’ve been harassed by tough looking men in cars. The passengers shook their heads and pointed their fingers at me like they were firing a gun. They wore hats, dark sunglasses, and phony looking beards and moustaches similar to the disguises used by the men who attacked me Friday night. That was what initially frightened me when I was suddenly confronted. I also have recordings of two of the numerous threatening phone calls I’ve received since beginning to write the book. I forgot to bring copies this morning but can get them to you late next week. They’ve become routine and occur during all hours of the night, until I’ve had to turn my phone off to sleep throughout the night. 

“I’m flying to New York City late this afternoon to meet with the book’s publisher. I’m going to stay over a few days for a minivacation. An old college friend in upstate New York invited me to visit her a few days, so I won’t return until the middle of next week, probably Thursday.”

Kate asked, “When did the threats related to the book begin, Miss Ogden?”

“Please call me Gina. About a week to ten days after my computer was stolen. A digital copy of the book was on the computer; it wasn’t password protected. The cowriter, an editor, and I communicate on changes through emails. I’ve since bought a new computer and downloaded another copy of the manuscript; it is password protected.”

Carter again asked the second part of his question, “What was Ross’s intended action about the illegal acts he saw?”

“He and Cathy had agreed to turn the evidence they collected over to the authorities. But they didn’t know who to go to. They had no actual plan; neither knew exactly what to do with the information. They guessed if they went to the police, they would be labeled whistleblowers and then fired. Ross even mentioned contacting the FBI, but he wasn’t sure about how to do that or who to go to.”

In the ensuing silence, Deline spoke, “Other information gathered from the internet shows Ross was forty-two years old at the time of his death, and Cathy Dugan was forty-four. The deaths are classified as open cases by the St. Louis police. In the opinions of the investigating detectives, the apartments of Ross and Cathy had been methodically and thoroughly searched by non-professionals who were inept and left telltale signs.

“The sole owner of record for St. Louis Building Materials, or SLBM as the name has been abbreviated, is Aaron Buckmeister. 

“The firm deals primarily in domestic and imported steel, lumber, ceramics, wood mill products, pipe, and construction tools and equipment. They import shipments from all over the world, but their primary suppliers appear to be in Asia and the Balkan countries.

“Moving on, please turn to the next page—Gina Ogden is thirty-seven, lives in Wentzville, Missouri, at the address given, and is employed as a statistician at the home office of the Drexler Insurance Company. She and Ross and Cathy are native to the St. Louis area. Ross and Cathy were each divorced once; Gina never wed. The three of them had no children.” 

Janice walked to the credenza for the coffee pot, refilled cups around the table, then sat.

Gina pleaded her case for another five minutes, giving her additional thoughts about Ross and Cathy and restating why she was positive they were murdered.

Kate looked to Carter and nodded. 

Carter cleared his throat as he looked at Gina. “We will take your case for a two-week initial investigation to learn if we feel delving further into SLBM is warranted. If the principals are unusually adept at covering their actions, and we find nothing, it would be a waste of additional money for us to bill more time on it. Janice will schedule another meeting in two weeks for a review of what we’ve learned by then.” 

With the meeting over, all members stood to leave. Kate said, “Gina, when you return from New York, please bring those copies of the threatening phone calls to the office.” 

“Today is Tuesday. I plan to return a week from Thursday and can bring the discs by the following Friday afternoon.”
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Three days later, Friday, the two discs from Gina Ogden arrived in the afternoon mail with a note from Gina. She had mailed them Tuesday on her way to the airport prior to catching an evening flight for New York City.

Midmorning Monday, Carter took copies of Gina’s audio discs to St. Louis Police Homicide Captain, Harlee Davis. He had called ahead for an appointment and was quickly ushered down a long hallway to her office. Her homicide detectives had investigated Ross and Cathy’s deaths but did not find evidence of other crimes. “Both apartments showed indications of being thoroughly searched, but no unidentified fingerprints were recovered. Signs of computers having been in both apartments were found, but they were missing. But that’s typical of most residential burglaries. I’ll have these threatening phone calls analyzed by our technicians, but I don’t expect any solid evidence to come from them.” She shrugged as Carter turned to leave her office. He stopped and faced her. He motioned closing the door, and she nodded. When they were alone, he asked, “How’s it going. I saw where the Board of Aldermen voted last week to cut money from the police budget, about four million dollars. Will that affect you?”

She nodded. “I don’t know exactly how since the new mayor hasn’t released her plan, but rumors indicate there will be changes most of us don’t want or agree with. Crime is rampant, including murder, and it will be dangerous to cut staff or patrolmen. St. Louis already has the highest murder rate per capita of all U.S. cities. Plus, we have over 1,000 unsolved murders dating back ten years.”

Carter grimaced and shook his head. “If it gets too bad, remember what we’ve talked about in the past. We have an investigator slot for you to fill. We need people with your experience and integrity. We’re ready for you when you’ve had enough.” Carter smiled reassuringly and winked, then left.

Harlee stood, stretched, and contemplated. She was somewhat pretty but a little heavier than she liked; she certainly wasn’t a great beauty and lived with it. She had a loving husband, a good marriage, and two great kids. Those issues were the important parts of her life at age forty-seven. Carter had offered a job several times previously. She had discussed the possibility with her husband several times but was reluctant to make the abrupt change. She liked her job and felt she was good at it. Her supervisory position made her relatively safe from the dangers on the street, but she was eligible for a retirement pension. So if conditions became too absurd. . . . 

All open cases had been discussed and updated at J & M’s Friday morning update meeting when Kate said, “Deline and Janice have spent time looking into SLBM on a cursory basis and found nothing to warrant digging deeper into their operation. The company has a substantial cash flow, pays its bills, shows a reasonable profit, and pays its taxes. A few minor complaints about service or material quality issues were filed with the Better Business Bureau over the past five years, but none were serious or criminal and were mutually resolved. The police have not received any serious complaints about the firm. To dig deeper into the issues Gina claims have occurred will take a major effort and be a major expense. I suggest we stop further investigation and notify Miss Ogden of our lack of finding any indications of wrongdoing. Of course, we’ve only scratched the surface; there could be criminal activity that has nothing to do with the legitimate side of the business; but there is no visible indication of that being the case.”

Janice said, “I’ll file the discs with the two threatening phone calls and close the case.”

Kate added, “Gina expected to be back in St. Louis yesterday. I’ll call her and inform her of our decision to end the investigation. She has a small refund coming.”

Carter and Kate went to Forest Park Saturday morning to jog. Each wore a T-shirt, shorts and running shoes. Later, while sitting on a bench to cool and drink coffee from paper cups, Carter said, “I’m a bit uncomfortable with halting the Ogden investigation of SLBM but can’t justify taking more of her money without a strong basis for continuing. Her personal finances don’t justify that; she’s far from wealthy.”

“Me too. On the surface with only a cursory investigation the business practices at the supply store appear on the up and up. But there could still be criminal activity separate from the legitimate business. Like you, I don’t feel justified driving Miss Ogden deeply into debt for a more in-depth investigation. However, I do feel her allegations have merit.”

Carter added, “When you talk to her, mention that if her book sales are adequate in the future and she wants to expand the investigation we’ll be happy to dig further. Now let’s go home and shower; I’m thinking about getting you naked and jumping your bones.”

She cast her view through slits and stared unsmiling. “You are so crude and animal like today.”

He stayed silent instead of digging the hole he was in deeper.

Midmorning Monday, Kate spoke with Janice and Deline on billing issues. “I phoned Gina Ogden at least twice a day since last Friday. There’s no answer and her cellphone doesn’t take a message. I wonder if she was delayed in New York?” 

Deline spoke as she turned away. “That doesn’t sound good; it’s four days since she anticipated returning. I’ll check the internet and see if I can find any mention of her.” 

Janice and Deline shrugged and went to their offices.

Before lunchtime, Deline knocked on the doorjamb of Kate’s open door, then entered. “Terrible news. I searched online for any news of Gina Marie Ogden. She was murdered in Manhattan last Wednesday evening after leaving a downtown area restaurant. Apparently, it was a mugging: her phone and purse were taken. Her flight home was scheduled for the next morning.”

“Oh, my god,” Kate muttered. “First her brother and his friend and now her. Since I don’t believe in coincidence, the timing is very suspicious.” As an afterthought, she said, “Gina had a small refund of two-hundred seventy-two dollars coming. I’ll have Janice see if she can learn how it can be credited to Gina’s estate.”

Within a week, everyone had put the Ogden case out of their mind as they had with other rejected cases.

A few days past three weeks after Gina died, a letter from the Goldman and Joseph law office arrived at J & M. Carter and Kate were being summoned to a reading of the will of Gina Marie Ogden. 

Kate entered Carter’s office. “This is most strange. Why would we be named in Miss Ogden’s will? She has a small refund coming from our initial investigation, so we’re not a debtor.” Kate turned to leave, then paused. “I agreed for us to attend next Thursday, a week from tomorrow at ten in the morning. Put it on your calendar because we are both requested to attend. Their office is close to us in Creve Coeur. Maybe that will be a chance for her refund to be transferred to her estate.”  

After several keyboard clicks, Carter read from his computer screen. “Deline learned an autopsy showed Gina incurred fatal brain damage from blunt force trauma. She died instantly when her assailant caved the top of her skull in with the force of the attack. That sounds fishy. Why would a thief hit a female of small stature that hard just to steal the few possessions that were taken?” He shook his head in disgust. Thinking intensely about the three deaths, he rubbed his index finger along the side of his nose. 

Later, Carter was on the phone with Captain Harlee Davis on another matter when she closed with, “We’re communicating with NYPD on Ms. Ogden’s murder; I’ll pass any information on to you since she was your client too.”

The Ogden investigation was all but forgotten until the planned visit to Gina’s lawyer revived thoughts of her case. Investigative cases were a bit slow because J & M was very selective in their acceptance of new work. They refused to be known as sleazy P.I.s chasing evidence of cheating spouses in divorce cases or investigating phony claims against insurance companies.
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Carter turned in at a blacktopped private drive to an old 1900s brick mansion set back off the road. The white Georgian style building and grounds were impressive. He parked the Porsche in a visitor’s slot, and they walked up two steps to the small, covered entry. 

In the upscale office of attorneys Goldman and Joseph, Kate and Carter were greeted by a professionally attired receptionist. In her midthirties, she appeared reserved and competent.

They were escorted to an office and sat across from Ted Goldman. They were surprised no family heirs or other beneficiaries were present. Ted wore the obligatory lawyer’s uniform: dark blue suit, white shirt, subdued coordinating tie, and black wingtip shoes. Ted was short at five feet-eight inches and overweight with a protruding belly. Carter and Kate were in their usual casual work outfits.

After introductions and proof of identity were covered, Ted Goldman spoke from the documents before him. “Miss Gina Marie Ogden came here more than a month ago to amend her will only hours before she left for New York City.” He glanced up at Carter and Kate. “She said she had been threatened and attacked and was fearful for her safety. Since she had no close relatives, her will designates Carter A. Johnson and Katherine M. Menke of J & M Investigations as the sole heirs of her estate as detailed in her last will and testament. She made the stipulation that the entire amount, $376, 487. 23 be spent bringing the murderers of Ross T. Ogden and Catherine A. Dugan and herself to justice. . . . Any questions?”

Carter sat with his mouth gaped open, then said, “We made a cursory investigation of the people Gina—Miss Ogden, suspected of murdering her brother and his girlfriend and found no indications of foul play.” He exhaled deeply and pondered the new, unexpected development.

Kate gently admonished him. “Then we’ll have to dig deeper and expand our search until we are one hundred percent positive no crimes were committed or find evidence to charge people with those deaths. We each said we’d like to check Gina’s suspicions out further but didn’t want to run her cost to a higher level.” She looked pointedly at Ted Goldman. “We were both uneasy with abandoning the investigation but felt it was unethical to continue charging her with no evidence of wrongdoing.” 

Carter said, “Gina’s death is too coincidental after the deaths of her brother and his friend, so we’ll now check further.” He shook his head slightly as he looked to Ted. “I don’t believe in coincidence; seemingly unrelated events are often intertwined and her death so soon after the others stinks of foul play.”

Ted slid papers across the desk for each to sign. “Miss Ogden was the sole heir of her brother’s estate when he died, so it is appropriate the funds be used to investigate his death and now hers—also her will conveys to her beneficiaries ‘all other worldly possessions’. That includes automobiles, personal items, banking and savings accounts, and bills.”

Carter nodded. “We’ll include Miss Ogden’s death in our investigation also because the attack that killed her after a previous physical attack and multiple death threats warrants close scrutiny.”

Kate said, “And we’ll follow up on the other responsibilities mentioned.”

“As sole heirs, you will also take ownership of the royalties from the book she was having published,” Ted said, as he slid another paper across the desk. “The contact information for the ghost writer and publisher. We’ll notify the ghost writer and publisher of the official change in the book’s ownership.”

After receiving a cashier’s check and shaking hands with Ted, they left the lawyer’s office. Outside the sky was gray and dreary. A depressing backdrop to the hectic, noisy traffic accessing the major mall across the street from them.

In Carter’s Porsche, with the engine and air conditioner running, he asked, “It’s almost lunchtime. Are you okay with Italian at one of the places on The Hill?”  

As Carter accelerated into sporadic traffic, Kate muttered, “Yes, that’s fine. As I recall, Ross Ogden and Cathy Dugan were killed with a 9mm bullet from a Smith and Wesson revolver. She was shot in the chest three times at close range, and he, reportedly, committed suicide by placing the gun barrel under his chin and pulling the trigger. The gun was found close to his body with his fingerprints on the frame, and gunpowder residue was on his hand and arm. Ballistics showed that gun killed both of them. No other prints were found inside the frame, on the magazine, or on any of the remaining bullets, which is unusual.”

“The evidence of his prints being on the gun and powder residue being on his arm could have been staged; it’s not that difficult for an accomplished killer. We did it as vigilantes.” 

“Agreed. And we’ve worked other cases where that was suspected. The SLPD traced the gun’s serial number and learned it had been bought only one week earlier by Ross from a gun shop in Houston, Texas. SLPD Homicide learned Ross had been in Houston at that time on company business. That can be one of the first things we verify.” 

Carter pondered her comments as he followed traffic back to the Italian Hill section of St. Louis. The sun was still hiding, and car and pedestrian traffic were light, so traffic moved above the posted speed limit. “So supposing Ross did not commit suicide, whoever bought the gun a week prior committed premeditated murder. Now we need to learn who that someone was. From there we’ll see what else develops.”

They rode in silence until he parked down a narrow, bumpy, red paver brick surfaced street near an Italian restaurant they hadn’t visited before. The turn of the century two-story, red brick building had a green cloth awning running from end to end around the corner. The name ‘Martonis’ ran along the hanging portion of canvas in yellow script as it wavered in a healthy breeze. They briskly walked the half block distance back to the single entrance door set catawampus to the corner. 

Inside the dimly lit interior, Carter pointed and asked to be seated at an available table near the back wall. After ordering drinks from the male server, he spoke, “Gina told us Ross and Cathy had become good friends and started dating about five months before they died in an apparent murder/suicide. No evidence to substantiate Gina’s allegations against their employers were found in Cathy or Ross’s apartments.” He downed a slug of beer. “Tomorrow, I’ll go to SLBM and ask to submit a job application. Maybe I can learn something if I work there a few weeks. I still have several phony I.D.s from our previous vigilante work that are still valid.”

Kate nodded. “That sounds like a good start, but I’ll miss having you around every day; she adlibbed singing a line from My Fair Lady, ‘I’ve grown accustomed to your face, you make my day begin’.” And then she leaned over to kiss him.

He smiled appreciatively, winked, and laid his hand on her thigh while saying, “Since we’re going to hit this case hard, we need to get more information on Gina Ogden’s death in New York. That will call for
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