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“Did you ever fart in anyone’s face?” Andrew Barringer* asked me as we drove through the 64/Market Street merge near Downtown West St. Louis.

I burst into incredulous laughter, barely able to breathe and drive as I aligned his shiny black Mercedes with other cars getting onto the highway. I continued to chortle for at least another minute until I pulled off at the 22nd street exit with a grand view of the St. Louis Wheel, Union Station, and the Downtown skyline radiating in the late day sun. My answer was no, his answer was yes, in case you were wondering. 

That was one of our fabulous Sunday drives where we visited antique malls, cruised around historic homes and parks, picking in the bins at Goodwill, and getting QuikTrip pizza before heading back to a historic house museum where I was weekend manager and caretaker. We talked about his famous and infamous family members, many of which helped found the very fiber of the Gateway to the West. We reminisced about our families, art, history, books, and movies with plenty of double entendres, jokes, and serious recollections sprinkled in. I will always wonder how many of those adventurous moments were authentic, because six months later, I’d discover that Andrew Barringer was far from the person he claimed to be.

For over a year, I was in an intimate friendship with a tall, dark, and handsome man named Andrew. One I manifested, although I should have been more specific and asked the universe to send me a straight man. This is my story of the time we spent together and how he manipulated his way back into the region’s cultural and historical institutions from which he had been banished only ten years earlier.

__________

*Author’s note to the reader: because Andrew victimized so many innocent people, organizations, and businesses, along with his extensive lies and claims, I have chosen to change the names of certain people and places in this book. 

DISCLAIMER: Although there are references to actual events, places, and people, some names have been changed to protect the innocent, timelines are not in direct order, and conversations are edited and paraphrased for brevity. 
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1 meet the devil
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“No wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.”

-Corinthians 11:14

June 2024

“What kind of men do you like? What’s your type?” I inquire as Andrew and I drive around like we often do. We’d been friends for a couple of weeks and the conversation came easily with silly often crude jokes and shocking admissions thrown in.

“Married,” he says it in such a deadpan way that I guffaw aloud. 

“Really?”

“Straight on the down low is even better.” He smirks behind classic dark designer sunglasses. His quips and quick attention-getting tactics started not long after we’d begun hanging out a month before.

When I recall how easily I’d fallen into the belief of Andrew’s deceptions, I see that I was ripe for the picking. I’d had a really rough several years, especially in the autumn into winter seasons. 

A few years ago, my father passed away. I developed a severe tooth infection during year two of the Covid pandemic when getting in to see a dentist was nearly impossible. The next autumn, I fell and contused my knee after a ten-hour shift of baking at work. The bruise went to the bone and lasted for eight weeks. My pain was a huge distraction.

Six months earlier in March 2024, I’d just decided to “retire” from being the caretaker of the grand Campbell House Museum after over five years of service. My term was set to end in March of the next year, 2025. I lived blissfully in the carriage house, enjoying a historic oasis that inspired my fictional writing and other creative arts. 

It was a sunny mid-June day when I had to run and check my mail at the Museum’s break room. I wasn’t inside the gift shop door but a minute, when an attractive man strode down the disabled ramp leading a tour group. He had a volunteers lanyard but I hadn’t met him before. He wore an oxford style dress shirt and tan colored trousers embroidered with charming little mallard ducks. He tugged them up in the way that men do when it’s been a long day and adjustments needed to be made for comfort in the tummy. He had thick shiny black hair sprouting touches of grey, and a matching well-trimmed beard and mustache.

Although it was early afternoon, I was exhausted. I was a baker for my “day job” at the time, either working early morning or very late, writing and doing pop up shops and art shows when I was able. I should get my mail and go, but something told me I needed to find out about this new volunteer. Of course, I found him attractive, nearly everyone thought he was. His charm was infectious. I sensed he was gay, although straight acting.

I paused to talk to a volunteer working the gift shop as he moved guests forward. I looked like absolute shit, wearing an old beat up tee shirt and leggings. I was hoping I wouldn’t run into anyone, but I introduced myself anyway.

“Hi, are you a new volunteer? I’m Victoria, the caretaker and weekend manager of the Museum.”

“Oh, I’m Andrew. I just started.” His voice was a rich timbre, made for radio or audio books.

“Nice to meet you. So, how’d you get here?” I inquired in a friendly tone. 

“Do you know Grace? I was on a tour and she recruited me. I had a lot of interest in the house.” He seemed self-assured and kind. 

“Well, welcome. We need volunteers, so if you want to work weekends, let me know. Will chat later.”

After that brief interlude, like many people at the Museum, including Grace who asked him to volunteer, I was captivated, even if it was only friendship. I met the devil and I’d soon have my first inkling of his modus operandi.

In a couple weeks, he’d volunteered during my weekend shifts, asked for my number, and wanted to hang out after hours. He’d text me first thing in the morning when I arrived at work, once or twice during the day, and the last thing at night before bed.

We’d entered what relationship experts call the fascination phase, where friendship or love is rosy, fun, and adventurous. But in reality, it was what crime and exploitation experts call targeting and grooming. 

To be clear, I don’t consider myself naïve. I’m in my late fifties. I’ve dated a lot, including a long term mature relationship that lasted longer than some marriages. I’ve worked in a variety of companies from indie ad agencies to large international corporations and have run my own art business since my teens. I’ve always worked more than one job, even if I had something full time I usually worked a side hustle of some sort. I was one of those people who watched mystery TV or movies and guessed the plot twist before most others. 

But I’d also think, when watching true crime dramas, “that would never happen to me.” Yet on several occasions, things did happen, and they weren’t always pleasant. Andrew would become one of those things.

__________

“Want to see a preview at Selkirk’s?” His text lures me in. Selkirk’s is everything a creative history buff could desire, art, antiques, and auctions.

“Oh yeah!” I eagerly text back.

“I received an exclusive invite. I’m looking at a bed frame. And we can grab lunch after.”

“How about the London Tea Room?” I suggest. 

“Perfect.” And so began our first adventure a week later...

“Which bed did you want?” I asked Andrew as we perused Ivey Selkirk’s preview of an upcoming auction. He spotted an auspicious bed frame in the online catalog. We perused a selection of high end art and antiques. He wore a pinstriped blue and white oxford shirt, a crème colored jacked, navy trousers and designer loafers. He dressed like he was meant to be shopping for a vintage bed worth at least ten thousand dollars. I wore a pinstriped shirt dress and black leggings. We appeared very Ladue and attracted the attention of no less than three of the staff that most likely saw a sale in their midst. 

About twenty minutes before he’d picked me up at the Museum in his shiny black Mercedes. We spent another ten minutes trying to find a space to park. When he couldn’t parallel park and I offered, began the moment I’d be driving him everywhere like I was his chauffeur. He walked briskly ahead of me towards the auction house, which was in a stunning historic building downtown. I was still recovering from a knee injury six months before and I waddled like an impregnated duck behind him, slightly embarrassed that I couldn’t quite keep up. 

I wanted to shoot footage for social media, so I asked for permission to film, paid much attention to the architecture and pieces in the showing, including an impressive silver plated drink service. We admired the paintings and wealthy accruements as he told me about his family. How his father died and left him a decent sum of money, but he needed to hold onto a job to fulfill the requirements of the trust. Andrew told me he was employed as a regional manager for a national drug store chain. I say reportedly because this would be the first of many things about Andrew that were questionable. It was also the beginning of epically long days out, because after an hour of endless questions about priceless pictures and the bed frame he sought, we hadn’t even made it to lunch yet.
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“I will exalt my throne above the stars of God...I will be like the most High.”

-Isiah 14: 14-15

“Don’t stir your tea like that.” Andrew scowled thru glossy black framed sunglasses with fogged lenses. Our tea arrived and he posed for selfies holding his cup wearing the shades. 

I was taken aback by the criticism, gingerly pulling my teaspoon from my cup where it had squealed against the sides as I stirred. I flushed with a woeful ineptitude. I’d been a tea lover and was one of the bakers at the very tearoom where we were enjoying lunch. However, I hadn’t practiced sophisticated table manners in a long time. 

We sat at an expansive portrait window facing Locust Street inside the London Tea Room, three blocks away from the Museum. The summer sun shone brightly on the street outside. 

“You press back and forth like this. My mother taught me. And don’t dump your sugar in like that, you let it fall of the spoon.” Andrew admonished. He sat like a king holding court, preparing for a feast. “I’m surprised you don’t know this.” He glibly goes on about how his family relocated to a high-end area of St. Louis when he was young. And so, begin the tales about how his mother went from being a divorced single mom of two to a remarried socialite in Ladue and his famous family connections. 

Part of me feels like a five-year-old called to the front of the class for misbehaving, guilty despite working for the best tearoom in the city. But then again, as a savory baker I was more worried about how things tasted. I guess I thought of myself as the help and not a guest. 

“Um, I didn’t know that. I don’t pretend to know everything.” I pause as our traditional three-plate tier towers of food arrived. We ordered both afternoon and high teas full sweet and savory delights. We enjoyed Coronation salad on croissants (I made the salad in the kitchen a couple days before) and cucumber tea sandwiches with the crusts cut, scones, jam and clotted cream, Madeleines, a yummy mousse topped with berries and macarons. 

“Our scones are amazing.” I eagerly place one on my plate, cut it open using a knife, and begin lathering on the clotted cream.

“You don’t cut your scone, you pull it apart, like this.” With a gentle twist and flick of his wrist, his scone came apart easily. 

God, some Ladue people, I cringe. Note, for non-St. Louisans, Ladue is a wealthy suburb of West St. Louis County. Coming from a low brow Catholic family of five, raised in the middle class area of South County, I’m not keen on snobbery. 

“I have to ask the St. Louis question, where’d you go to high school?” I change the convo course to feed his ego while debating in my head if this is a friendship I want to cultivate.

“I graduated from Broughton, a boarding school up east because my father went there, like his father did. But I attended MICDS until my junior year. My father, although coming from money was self-made. He became a lawyer, then a judge in Chicago, retired and then became a stockbroker. My mother was divorced with two kids, my step-brother and sister. Her family owned a farm in north central Illinois. She was a server at a country club when he asked her out. And then I came along.” He sips his tea with smug satisfaction. “What else do you do?”

I talk about my art and books, how I’d been trying to hone in on my niche, and was finding the most success on TikTok. “I’ve have ten thousand followers.” I show him my page on my phone.

“I’ll follow you.” As Andrew grabs my phone, I see a man pull up, park and jump out to take pictures of the historic buildings across the street. I recognize him.

“Oh, there’s Tony, he’s a board member and volunteer from the Museum.” I pipe up.

Andrew scrolls through my phone. “Mmm.”

“He’s a decent historian. Done a lot of research for the Museum.” I watched Tony shoot several pictures and then he hopped into his car.

“What?”

“That guy, over there, across the street. You just missed him. He’s a historian for the Museum.”

Andrew glanced nonchalantly over his shoulder to peer out the window as Tony drove off. Looking back, I’ll wonder if this was an odd omen for what was to come.

“I guess I’ll have to meet him at some point.” He hands me my phone and delves into the food. We have similar tastes in music and pop culture, and our paths came remarkably close to crossing previously at multiple places including Lemp Mansion.

“I am a Lemp descendent.”

“What? Really.”

“I mean, I don’t tell everyone. There was kind of a controversy. My grandfather may have been illegitimate. But I have a lot of things from my family. And I lived in Milwaukee for a while near some of my Pabst relatives. I volunteered at the Pabst Mansion too. I love historic homes.”

“I noticed you had Wisconsin plates. Have you been back long?” My curiosity was piqued.

“No, I got a transfer last autumn when my dad passed away.”

“I’m so sorry. My father passed from complications with Covid a couple years ago. What happened? Or if you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.”

“No, it’s okay. He had a stroke and didn’t recover well. I came home to assist my mom.”

“That’s rough. My mom and older sister were both disabled from multiple sclerosis. It can be difficult.”

“They’re dead?”

“Yeah, but they both lived long lives with the disease although my mom’s was the remitting form. My sister’s was the progressive. That was
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