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    LADY JUSTICE AND THE DEVIL’S BREATH 
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    COLUMBIA, SOUTH AMERICA 
 
      
 
        The sun was unmercifully hot in the small village of Yopal, a few miles north of Bogota. 
 
        Andre Kepler wiped the sweat from his brow as he and his wife, Marcia, awaited the arrival of Carlos Moreno. 
 
        “Are you sure we want to get involved in this?” Marcia asked. “It’s not too late. We can leave right now.” 
 
        “This is our big chance, Marcia,” Andre replied. “You heard how much Dominick made in Phoenix. Let’s at least hear what the guy has to say. Here he comes now.” 
 
        They watched as Carlos Moreno entered the compound accompanied by two men armed with AR-15’s. 
 
        “Come with me,” he said, leading the couple to a massive tree at the edge of the compound. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Beneath the tree’s lush, green foliage hung beautiful bell-shaped blossoms. 
 
        “This,” Carlos stated almost reverently, “is the Borrachero tree.” 
 
        Then he pointed to a cluster of pods. 
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        “Within these pods lie the seeds that will make you rich beyond your wildest dreams.” 
 
        He withdrew a pouch from his belt. “In this pouch is a powder made from the Borrachero seeds. Its chemical name is scopolamine, but it is better known as Devil’s Breath. The person possessing this powder has the power to control the actions of others. 
 
        “Used properly, your victims will willingly surrender their money and jewels and, more importantly, do your bidding without question. 
 
        “The two of you were referred to us by Dominick. I assume you are here because you are interested in joining our organization.” 
 
        Andre and Marcia had been listening intently. 
 
        Andre looked at Marcia and she nodded. “Yes, we’d love to be a part of your organization.” 
 
        “Very well then. Let’s go over some ground rules. First, your contact in Kansas City is Ramon Dias. He is very loyal to me. He will teach you how to use the drug. Once you begin, one third of your profits are to be turned over to our organization through Ramon.” 
 
        He looked at the two men with the AR-15’s. “If you cheat the organization, there will be consequences. Do you understand?” 
 
        They both nodded vigorously. “Yes, we understand.” 
 
        “Good. Additionally, the organization may from time to time, ask you to perform special assignments. You will, of course, willingly comply.” He looked at his henchmen again. “Do you understand?” 
 
        “Yes, we do.” 
 
        “Very well then,” he said, handing the pouch to Andre. “Let’s introduce Devil’s Breath to the good citizens of Kansas City.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
        It was Amateur Night at The Comedy Club and Jerry Singer couldn’t wait to take the stage. 
 
        The septuagenarian comic with his repertoire of old-age jokes was a crowd favorite. 
 
        Jerry took a deep breath and stepped up to the mike. “I see we have a pretty young crowd out there tonight. Let me tell you --- enjoy it while you can. I can tell you from personal experience that old age is no fun. I used to have a little black book filled with the names of beautiful women. Now all that’s there are doctors. 
 
        “I used to be a wild and crazy guy. I loved to party, but now my back goes out more than I do. You know you’re getting old when you and your teeth no longer sleep together, and there’s nothing worse than sinking your teeth into a big juicy steak --- and they stay there. 
 
        “A friend gave me a good piece of advice. He said to be nice to my kids because they’ll be choosing your nursing home. I heard about a guy who went into one of those places. The old man was actually astounded by the luxury of his new surroundings. On the first day, as he was sitting in front of the television, he started to list to his right side. Instantly, a nurse ran over and tactfully straightened him out. Over lunch he started to lean a bit to the left, but within a few seconds a nurse gently pushed him upright. That night his son called. ‘How you doing, Pop?’ ‘Just great, Son. It’s a wonderful place. I have my own TV and the food is good.’ ‘It sounds perfect, Dad.’ ‘There is one problem though,’ the father whispered. ‘They won’t let you fart!’” 
 
        The audience roared. 
 
        “Thank you,” Jerry said. “I’ll leave you with this thought --- there’s one advantage to being 102 years old. There’s no peer pressure!” 
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        Andre and Marcia applauded with the rest of the audience as Jerry left the stage. 
 
        “What do you think?” Andre whispered. 
 
        “I think he’s perfect,” Marcia replied. “Are you ready?” 
 
        Andre nodded. 
 
        “Then let’s do this!” 
 
        The couple approached Jerry at his table. “We really enjoyed your monologue. You were hilarious! May we buy you a drink to show our appreciation?” 
 
        “Well, thank you,” Jerry replied, blushing, “but I don’t drink.” 
 
        “Good for you,” Andre said. “Then how about a soft drink? You must be thirsty.” 
 
        “Well, a Sprite would be nice. I am pretty dry.” 
 
        “I’ll get a round for all of us,” Andre replied. “Be right back.” 
 
        “Looks like you’re alone tonight,” Marcia said. “No wife, kids or friends to watch you perform?” 
 
        Jerry blushed again. “I’m not married --- never have been. As for my friends, I practice my shtick on them all the time. They’ve heard way too many of my jokes.” 
 
        At that moment Andre returned, setting glasses of the sparkling beverage on the table. 
 
        “Here we go,” Andre said, raising his glass. “A toast to the King of the Comedy Club.” 
 
        “Thank you,” Jerry said, taking a long gulp. 
 
        That was the last thing he remembered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
        My wife, Maggie, stepped into my office, briefcase in hand. 
 
        “I’m leaving now,” she said, giving me a peck on the cheek. “I have out-of-town buyers this morning, and this afternoon I’m having an open house at my Brookside listing. I’ll be home in time to fix dinner. Just remember to get the chicken breasts out of the freezer. It’s trash day so don’t forget to put the trash by the curb. Also, if you have time, you might run the sweeper. Love you!” 
 
        And with that, she was gone. 
 
        Maggie, of course, is still an active real estate agent with City Wide Realty. I was too until I retired and traded my briefcase for a badge. I was a cop for five years, but after taking a bullet in the kiester, I decided to quit while I was still breathing. Now I’m a P.I. and the proud proprietor of Walt Williams Investigations along with my brother-in-law, Kevin McBride. 
 
        Unfortunately, I work from home. I say unfortunate because if I’m not actually working a case, which is most of the time, I get stuck with the mundane chores of running a household.  
 
        Don’t get me wrong. I don’t mind pitching in and doing my share, but I’d much rather be sleuthing. 
 
        Our last case involved a Black Widow vigilante who had snuffed the lives of seven men accused of being sexual predators. Then, without explanation, she suddenly disappeared. It had been weeks since the demise of her last victim and the case had grown cold. 
 
        I was about to bag up the trash when the phone rang. 
 
        Saved by the bell! 
 
        It was my old partner on the force, Ox. 
 
        “Walt, you’d better get down here. We have a problem.” 
 
        “What kind of problem?” 
 
        “It’s Jerry. He’s been arrested for armed robbery.” 
 
        I was flabbergasted. “Our Jerry? Surely not!” 
 
        “Yep, I’m afraid so. He tried to stick up a convenience store last night. He probably would have gotten away but a cop stopped by the place for coffee and donuts. Caught him red-handed.” 
 
        “You said ‘armed robbery.’ Jerry doesn’t own a gun.” 
 
        “Well, he had one last night --- an 8mm Smith & Wesson.” 
 
        “Holy crap!” 
 
        “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You’d better get down here, pronto.” 
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        As I headed downtown I tried to make sense of what Ox had described.  
 
        My tenant, Jerry, is the most mild-mannered guy I know. When he wears his little bow tie, he’s the spitting image of Wally Cox’s character, Mr. Peepers. If he finds a spider in his apartment, he won’t squash it. He’ll scoop it up in a jar and return it to the wild. There’s just no way he would threaten someone with a gun. 
 
        Thankfully, I still have some clout at the city jail. After calling in a few favors, I was sitting across from Jerry in an interview room. 
 
        “Walt! Thank goodness you’re here. I’d hug you but it would be awkward with these things on,” he said, holding up his cuffed hands. 
 
         “Jerry, I can’t believe you’re here. What happened?” 
 
        “I wish I knew. I was at The Comedy Club last night. I had just finished my act and a man and woman approached my table. They said they really enjoyed my monologue and wanted to buy me a drink. The guy went to the bar and bought three Sprites. I took a big drink, and the next thing I knew, I was locked up in here.” 
 
        “You don’t remember anything else?” 
 
        “Nothing. From the moment I took that drink until I woke up in the slammer, everything is a blank.” 
 
        “You must have been drugged.” 
 
        “That’s what I thought, but they’re telling me I tried to hold up a convenience store. How did that happen?” 
 
        “I have no idea.” 
 
        “Walt, I’m petrified. It’s scary in here. This place is full of creepy people. I can’t go to jail. I’m too old and too pretty to be some lifer’s bitch!” 
 
         “Calm down,” I replied, trying to reassure him. “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
        “What should I do? What happens next?” 
 
        “First, keep your mouth shut. Don’t say anything to anyone without your attorney present --- not to the police and not to your cellmates.” 
 
        “But I don’t have an attorney.” 
 
        “You will. I’m going to get you the best defense attorney in Kansas City.” 
 
        “Then you’d better hurry. They tell me I’m going to be arraigned this morning.” 
 
        “Just hang in there. I’ll take care of everything.” 
 
        I just hoped I could keep my promise. 
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        My next stop was the office of Suzanne Romero. 
 
        She is, by far, the best defense attorney in Kansas City, and we have a history. 
 
        She defended Mary Borders, the housemother at my Three Trails Hotel, when she was accused of murder for whacking an intruder who had threatened her with a knife, and she had saved Ox and me when we had been framed by a corrupt cop. 
 
        I returned the favor by clearing one of her clients of art fraud and, most recently, helped her free mob boss, Carmine Marchetti, who’d been falsely accused of murdering reporter, Jack Carson. 
 
        Fortunately, she was in and granted me an audience. 
 
        “Walt, good to see you. What brings you by?” 
 
        “Well, as it happens, I’m in need of a good lawyer.” 
 
        She rolled her eyes. “What have you done now?” 
 
        “Thankfully, it’s not me this time. It’s my friend, Jerry Singer.” 
 
        She thought for a moment. “Isn’t he that funny little man who lives in your building? The one who’s always cracking jokes?” 
 
        “That’s him. He was arrested last night for armed robbery. He was caught trying to rob a convenience store. A cop just happened to stop by and took him into custody.” 
 
        She frowned. “That’s odd. Isn’t he getting up in years?” 
 
        “Yes, he’s in his seventies. Here’s the weird part. He claims he was approached by a couple at The Comedy Club. They bought him a soft drink and he doesn’t remember a thing after that. I think he was drugged.” 
 
         “That’s certainly possible, but it doesn’t explain the armed robbery. No drugs I’m aware of would cause a person to commit a felony against his will.” 
 
        “What about Rohypnol, the date-rape drug? I’ve heard that it takes away free will and the victim usually has no memory of what occurred after.” 
 
        “Not likely. A person who has been given a ‘roofie’ will appear drunk and have difficulty standing. Their speech will be slurred, and they will have difficulty with motor movements. Under those circumstances, it would be impossible to pull off an armed robbery.” 
 
        “Well, something sure happened and Jerry’s in jail. He’s being arraigned this morning. Will you help?” 
 
        “I’m in. Let’s go!” 
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        We arrived in the courtroom just minutes before Jerry was to appear. Suzanne only had time for a brief introduction. 
 
        “Mr. Singer, my name is Suzanne Romero. I’m a friend of Walt. I’ll be representing you today.” 
 
        “Oh, thank God! Can you get me out of here?” 
 
        “I’ll certainly try.” 
 
        At that moment, Jerry’s case was called. 
 
        When everyone was seated, the judge read the charges. “The state versus Jerold Singer. The charge is armed robbery and armed criminal action. How do you plead?” 
 
        Suzanne stood. “Suzanne Romero for the defense, Your Honor. The defendant pleads not guilty.” 
 
        “Very well.” The judge turned to the prosecutor. “As to bail, do you have any recommendations?” 
 
        The prosecutor stood. “Alan Bailey for the prosecution. Your Honor, the defendant was caught during the commission of a felony with a firearm. We request he be remanded without bail. Given the seriousness of the charges, we believe him to be a flight risk.” 
 
        Before the judge could respond, Jerry jumped to his feet. “A flight risk! Are you kidding? Where would I go? If you could go around the world for five bucks, I wouldn’t have enough money to get out of sight!” 
 
        The judge banged his gavel. I thought I saw a glimmer of a smile, but then he frowned. “Miss Romero! Please get your client under control. I’ll not tolerate such outbursts in my courtroom.” 
 
        Suzanne was red-faced. “Yes, Your Honor. I apologize. You see, in seventy-plus years, this is my client’s first appearance in a courtroom. I just took the case and didn’t have time to instruct him on proper courtroom procedure. My client is retired, living on Social Security, and has no priors. Even though the charge is of a serious nature, we believe there are extenuating circumstances. He is certainly no flight risk. The defense requests reasonable bail.” 
 
        The judge gave Jerry a long look. Jerry’s Mr. Peepers demeanor must have convinced the judge that the court wasn’t dealing with the second coming of Jack the Ripper. 
 
        “Bail is set at twenty-five thousand,” he said, banging his gavel. 
 
        The bailiff led Jerry out of the courtroom. 
 
        Suzanne turned to me. “You go with him. I want to talk to the prosecutor. I’ll join you in a few minutes.” 
 
        The minute I walked into the conference room, I saw Jerry was about to cry. 
 
        “Twenty-five thousand dollars! I don’t have that kind of money. Does that mean I’ll have to stay in this hell hole?” 
 
        “Not at all,” I replied, trying to calm him. “I’ll put our apartment building up for collateral. We’ll have you out of here before the day is over.” 
 
        “You would do that for me?” he asked, obviously relieved. 
 
        “Of course. What are friends for?” 
 
        At that moment Suzanne returned. I saw the concerned look on her face. 
 
        “Not good,” she said, shaking her head. “I told the prosecutor we were sure you were drugged. His response was, ‘prove it!’ We can’t, of course. Too much time has elapsed for a blood test. Your body would have metabolized whatever was in your system. Unfortunately, he has the eyewitness account of the cop who caught you in the act, plus a video of the whole thing.” 
 
        Jerry was wide-eyed. “So what does that mean?” 
 
        Suzanne drew a long breath. “It means that we have to find the man and woman who drugged you. Otherwise, the prosecution has an open and shut case.” 
 
        Then she turned to me. “You wouldn’t, by any chance, know a good private investigator who could help us track down the creeps who drugged your friend?” 
 
        “I just might!” I replied, grinning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
        Once Jerry was released on bail, we figured the best place to start our search was The Comedy Club. 
 
        “Pat Magroin is the proprietor,” Jerry said anxiously. “Maybe he saw something.” 
 
        We found sixty-five-year-old Magroin in his office. “Hey, Jerry,” he said. “Nice job last night. You killed ‘em.” 
 
        “About last night,” Jerry replied, “Did you happen to notice the couple who came to my table after my performance?” 
 
        “As a matter of fact, I did.” 
 
        “Do you know who they were? Had you seen them in here before?” 
 
        “No, and no. I figured they must be friends of yours. If I remember correctly, the guy bought a round of drinks and the three of you left together right after.” 
 
         “They were certainly not my friends!” Jerry declared. “They drugged me. I don’t remember anything after taking that first drink. While I was drugged, I apparently tried to rob a convenience store. When I woke up, I was in the pokey.” 
 
        Magroin’s mouth dropped open. “You gotta be kidding me!” 
 
        “I wish I was,” Jerry lamented. 
 
         “Jerry’s memory is a bit fuzzy due to the drugs,” I interjected. “Could you describe the couple?” 
 
        He thought for a moment. “They were middle-aged --- late forties, early fifties. The guy had a Clark Gable moustache. The woman was attractive --- nothing special --- except for her eyes. They were --- uhhh ---- yeah, that’s it --- she had Bette Davis eyes.” 
 
        Only a baby boomer would use icons from the 1940’s silver screen to describe someone, but being an old codger myself, I knew exactly what he was talking about. 
 
        For just a moment, my mind was filled with the gravely voice of Kim Carnes singing the early 1980’s hit, Bette Davis Eyes. 
 
        Evidently the description jogged Jerry’s memory too. “Yeah, I remember now --- the mustache and the eyes. Thanks, Pat. That helps.” 
 
        “Wish I could do more. Are you in trouble?” 
 
        “I will be if we can’t find those two.” 
 
        I handed Magroin my card. “If you think of anything else or see the couple again, please give me a call.” 
 
        “Will do.” 
 
        Back in the car, Jerry gave a big sigh. “Well, that was a dead end. What’s next?” 
 
        As much as I wanted to be positive, I actually had no idea what to do next. 
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        Andre and Marcia Kepler paid five dollars each for admittance into the afternoon tea dance at the Senior Center. 
 
        They found seats just as a trio of geriatric musicians started playing the first tune of the day, New York, New York. 
 
        Two dozen elderly couples took the floor and began to foxtrot around the room. 
 
        “We’d better get this one right,” Marcia said. “Ramon was really pissed that we screwed up the first one.” 
 
        “Hey, that wasn’t our fault,” Andre retorted. “How were we to know some cop would come by to get coffee and donuts? But you’re right. We don’t want to screw this one up. I don’t know how many chances they’ll give us.” 
 
        The second dance was a lively rendition of Glenn Miller’s In The Mood. Defying age and infirmities, another dozen dancers hit the floor and began to swing. 
 
        Andre and Marcia had been watching the aged dancers. 
 
        “What do you think?” Andre whispered. 
 
        Marcia pointed to a woman with perfectly coiffed hair. “Her. She’s the one. See her purse. It’s Michael Kors. That woman has money. Time to turn on your charm.” 
 
        “I’ll do my part,” he replied. “You do yours.” 
 
        The next dance was The Tennessee Waltz. Andre made his way across the dance floor and approached the woman. “May I have this dance?” he asked, extending his hand. 
 
        The woman was somewhat surprised. “Why, I suppose so,” she replied, taking his hand. 
 
        “My name is Fred,” Andre lied, as they waltzed across the floor. “What’s yours?” 
 
        “Penelope, but my friends just call me Penny. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” 
 
        “No, this is our first time. I dance, but my wife, Ethel, doesn’t. We just came today so she could see what it’s like. I’m hoping to convince her to take dancing lessons.” 
 
        “Oh yes, you should,” Penny gushed. “It’s so much fun and good for you too.” 
 
        The next dance was Yellow Bird. 
 
        “Do you rumba?” Andre asked. 
 
        “Why, yes I do.” 
 
        While Andre was keeping Penny occupied, Marcia picked up Penny’s purse and retreated to the ladies’ room. A few moments later, she returned the purse and gave Andre a nod. 
 
        When the rumba ended, Andre said, “My goodness, I’ve worked up a thirst. I could use a drink. How about you?” 
 
        “Yes, that would be nice.” 
 
        “I’ll be right back,” Andre said after returning Penny to her table. 
 
        Moments later, he returned with soft drinks. 
 
        “Here you go,” he said, handing her the beverage. “A toast! To dancing!” 
 
        They clicked glasses. Penny took a long drink, and that was the last thing she remembered. 
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        Poor Jerry was so despondent over his looming incarceration he couldn’t even crack a joke. 
 
        I was sitting in my office trying to trying to decide on some course of action that would lead us to the mysterious couple when the phone rang. 
 
        It was Ox. 
 
        “Hey, Walt. I may have something that relates to Jerry’s situation.” 
 
        “I certainly hope so. I’m at a dead end. What do you have?’ 
 
        “Amanda and I were patrolling Midtown when we got a call. Someone called in a tip that an elderly woman was sitting on a bus stop bench on Broadway, lost and disoriented. When we questioned the lady, she said she had been at the Senior Center Tea Dance. The last thing she remembered was drinking a soda brought to her by a strange man who had asked her to dance. The next thing she knew, she was sitting at the bus stop. She has no recollection of anything in between. That sounded a lot like what happened to Jerry. I thought you should know.” 
 
        I was elated. “That sounds exactly like what happened to Jerry. I don’t suppose she had held up a convenience store?” 
 
        “No, nothing like that.” 
 
        “Was she hurt or injured?” 
 
        “Not at all. She was okay except for the temporary brain fog. After we determined she was unharmed, we took her back to the Senior Center where she had parked her car.” 
 
        “So that was it?” 
 
        “There wasn’t much else we could do. As far as we could see, no crime had been committed. We took a report and once we determined she was lucid and oriented, we left.” 
 
        “I assume you got her name, address, and phone number.” 
 
        “Of course. I’ll text them to you. I figured you’d want to have a chat.” 
 
        “Thanks, old buddy.” 
 
        My next call was to Penelope Adams. “Ms. Adams, my name is Walt Williams. I’m a private investigator. I understand you’ve had a rather unusual afternoon.” 
 
        “I certainly have, but how would you know that?” 
 
        “I used to be a police officer. The officer you met today was my partner for five years. The reason he called was that I am currently working with a client who had an experience similar to yours. I thought we might compare notes. Would you be open to that?” 
 
        A long silence. “I suppose so. I’d really like to find out what happened to me today.” 
 
        “Wonderful! I have your address. I’ll be there in thirty minutes.” 
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        Penelope Adams lived in one of the ritzy condos overlooking the Country Club Plaza. If her living accommodations were any indication, Ms. Adams wasn’t hurting for money. 
 
        I took the elevator to the seventh floor and rang the bell. A very distraught woman opened the door. 
 
        “Ms. Adams, I’ll Walt Williams.” 
 
        “Oh, thank goodness you’re here. Please come in. Something dreadful has happened.” 
 
        I couldn’t imagine what horrible thing had transpired in the thirty minutes since I’d last spoken to her. 
 
         “What’s going on?” I asked when we were seated. 
 
        She wrung her hands. “I thought I’d pay a few bills while awaiting your arrival. When I took my checkbook out of my purse I noticed that there was a check missing. There was no record of it in the check register. I called the bank, assuming I had paid another bill and just forgot to enter it, but that certainly wasn’t the case. 
 
        “According to the bank, I was there this afternoon and wrote a check made out to cash for five thousand dollars! I have no recollection of doing that, but the teller said I was there. How can that be?” 
 
        So there it was. The drug-induced Ms. Adams hadn’t robbed a convenience store. She had robbed herself! 
 
        “Ms. Adams, I’m afraid you have been victimized by a pair of con artists.” 
 
        “But how ---?” 
 
        “Undoubtedly there was something in the drink the man gave you. The same thing happened to my client.” 
 
        “Was he robbed too?” 
 
        “No, something worse. He tried to rob a convenience store while under the effects of the drug.” 
 
        “Oh, dear!” 
 
        “Why don’t you start from the beginning a tell me what happened.” 
 
        She thought for a moment. “Well, I was at the tea dance. I man I had never seen before asked me to dance --- it was a waltz, I think. It was nothing out of the ordinary. A lot of older singles come to the dance to meet new people. 
 
        “The next dance was a rumba. He was a very good dancer. When that number was over, we were both thirsty. He offered to get us soft drinks and I accepted. I took one drink and the next thing I knew, I was sitting on a bus bench on Broadway.” 
 
        “Did he tell you his name?” 
 
        “I believe he did. Yes --- it was Fred. He said he had come with his wife, Ethel. She didn’t dance, but he hoped he could get her to take lessons.” 
 
        “Can you describe them?” 
 
        “He was very handsome. Late forties, and --- oh yes --- he had a Clark Gable moustache. I never saw his wife.” 
 
        Although she hadn’t seen her, I was willing to bet the wife had Bette Davis eyes. 
 
        “What should I do?” she asked. 
 
        “I need to call the officer you met this afternoon. Now that we know a crime has been committed, he’ll need to file another report.” 
 
        “Will I get my money back?” 
 
        I figured the chances were slim and none, but I didn’t want to upset her any more than she was. 
 
        “I’m sure the police will do everything possible to get your money back.” 
 
        I called Ox. “Hey buddy. I’m at Ms. Adams condo. You and Amanda should come by. It would appear that the two con artists that drugged Jerry just took this poor woman for five grand!” 
 
        “Holy crap! We’ll be right there.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
        As I headed home, I gave Kevin a call. 
 
        Everything had happened so fast I hadn’t had time to tell my partner about Jerry’s incarceration. With this new development I figured it was time to get him involved in the investigation. 
 
        Twenty minutes later, Kevin sat, open-mouthed, as I related how Jerry had been drugged and arrested, and how Penelope Adams had been drugged and swindled. 
 
        “Unbelievable!” he muttered as I concluded my narrative. “So all we know about these two is that they’re middle-aged, the guy is handsome with a Clark Gable moustache, and the woman is attractive with Bette Davis eyes.” 
 
        “That’s it so far.” 
 
        “Did either of them get their names?” 
 
        I thought for a moment. “Yes, Penelope said the man’s name was Fred and the wife’s name was Ethel.” 
 
         Kevin burst into a fit of laughter. 
 
        “What’s so funny?” 
 
        He wiped a tear from his cheek. “I don’t suppose their last name was Mertz?” 
 
        Then it dawned on me. “Well, crap! I Love Lucy! I should have known they wouldn’t use their real names.” 
 
        “At least we know one more thing about them,” he retorted. “They have a sense of humor.” 
 
        “Back to business. In all your years as a P.I., did you ever run across a drug that would affect people this way?” 
 
        A long silence. “No, I can’t say that I have.” 
 
        “Me either, but I might know someone who does, Rocky Winkler, the head of Kansas City’s Drug Enforcement Unit. I’ll give him a call.” 
 
        During my time on the force, Ox and I had worked quite a few cases with the D.E.U. and I had great respect for the dedicated officer that spent his days trying to rid our city of low-life drug dealers. I found Rocky’s number in my speed dial.  
 
        “Rocky, Walt Williams here. If you have time, my partner and I would like to drop by and have a chat about a drug that neither of us has encountered before.” 
 
        “Absolutely! I’ll be here another hour. Can you come now?” 
 
        “We’ll be there!” 
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        “Long time, no see,” Rocky said as we entered his office. “How’s the geriatric half of the former dynamic duo doing these days?” 
 
        “Doing okay. You’ve probably heard I have my own P.I. business now. This is my partner, Kevin McBride.” 
 
        “Yeah, I’ve heard about you two. Ox and Detective Blaylock keep me up to date on your shenanigans. On the phone you said something about a drug.” 
 
        “Yes, it’s something neither Kevin or I have encountered before.” 
 
        As I started relating what had happened to Jerry Singer and Penelope Adams, I saw the blood drain from his face. When I was finished, he buried his face in his hands. 
 
        “Sweet Jesus!” he moaned. 
 
        “So I guess this rings a bell.” 
 
        “It sure as hell does. I was hoping I’d get in my thirty and be out of here before that stuff hit Kansas City.” 
 
        My curiosity was certainly aroused. “So what is it?” 
 
        “Devil’s Breath.” 
 
        “Excuse me!” 
 
        “The drug is burundanga, or scopolamine. It’s derived from nightshade plants, and there are countless stories about how criminals in Colombia and Ecuador use the drug which is said to remove a person’s free will, to assault victims or rob them. It is also known as “Devil’s Breath” and has been described as the most dangerous drug in the world.” 
 
        Kevin snapped his fingers. “I have heard of it. Wasn’t there some kind of warning posted on social media about people taking a business card soaked in the stuff which puts them in a zombie-like state where they’ll do anything for their attacker?” 
 
        “There are so many stories about the drug it’s hard to tell what’s true and what’s just an urban myth, but I’ll tell you this, the US’s Overseas Security Advisory Council has warned travelers to South America about the dangers of falling victim to a scopolamine attack, and refers to “unofficial estimates” --- it doesn’t say where this figure is from – of 50,000 scopolamine incidents there every year. 
 
        “What’s with the ‘Devil’s Breath’ tag?” I asked. 
 
        “According to stories I’ve heard, one way of administering the drug is to use it in a powder form and blow it in your victim’s face. That sounds a bit far-fetched to me, but who am I to say. Most of the time the liquid or powder is mixed with food or drink and ingested by the victim.” 
 
        “That sounds like what happened to Jerry and Ms. Adams,” I replied. “Why haven’t we heard more about it?” 
 
        “Thankfully,” Rocky replied, “most of the incidents have been south of the border, but it’s use is becoming more widespread. I read a report that police in Paris arrested two Chinese women and a man who had been targeting elderly people with the drug. It is thought the three are part of an international triad-style criminal gang running a multi-million-dollar operation around the planet.” 
 
        “Targeting old people,” Kevin observed.  “Sound familiar? Jerry and Ms. Adams are in their seventies.” 
 
        “So where do we go from here?” I asked. “If these con artists have hit two victims already, there’s bound to be more.” 
 
        Rocky sighed. “You’re right, of course. I’ll alert my staff to be on the look-out for more incidents and I’ll circulate a memo with the description of the two perps.” 
 
        “What about Jerry,” I asked. “If he was truly a victim of this devil’s breath, shouldn’t he be released?” 
 
        Rocky shrugged. “Thankfully, that’s not my problem. You’ll have to take that up with the prosecuting attorney.” 
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        Kevin and I headed home to bring Jerry up to date on what we had learned at the DEU. When we arrived, we found Jerry holding court with the other residents in the building. Now that he was out of the hoosegow, no doubt he couldn’t wait to share his adventures. 
 
        My dad, his girlfriend, Bernice, the Professor, and Willie, sat in rapt attention as Jerry embellished the story of his one night behind bars. 
 
        “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
        “Jerry’s telling us what it’s like being in stir,” Bernice replied. 
 
        The old gal had obviously been watching too many crime dramas. 
 
        “Well, Kevin and I have some news. We just came from talking to Rocky Winkler at the DEU. We think Jerry may have been drugged with scopolamine. It’s new to Kansas City, but has been used extensively in South America.” 
 
        I was surprised when the Professor chimed in. “Ahh, scopolamine, Devil’s Breath. It has quite a history.” 
 
        “How do you know about this stuff? I asked, amazed. 
 
        “Well, I do have doctorates in Psychology and Sociology, and the use of this drug goes far back in human history. In ancient times, the drug was given to the mistresses of dead Colombian leaders. They were told to enter their master’s grave, where they were buried alive. It is rumored that the drug was used by witches during the middle ages. 
 
        “Josef Mengele, the Nazi physician dubbed the Angel of Death, had it imported from Colombia to use in interrogations. More recently, the Soviets and the CIA used it as a truth serum during the cold war. I daresay you’ve probably used it yourself.” 
 
        “You’ve got to be kidding!” 
 
        “Not at all. If I remember correctly, when you and Maggie took a cruise several years ago, you experienced a bout of sea sickness.” 
 
        “Yeah, so?” 
 
        “That little patch they gave you to put behind your ear actually was one milligram of scopolamine. You may have also had it in the hospital when you had your heart surgery. It helps ward off post-operative nausea and vomiting.” 
 
        “Well, now it’s here in Kansas City,” Kevin said, “and two con artists are using it to dupe old people into committing acts they normally wouldn’t do.” 
 
        Jerry had been listening intently. “If all that is true, am I off the hook for trying to hold up the convenience store?” 
 
        “Good question,” I replied, “and one I plan to ask Suzanne Romero.” 
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        Suzanne listened intently as I related what I had learned from Rocky and the Professor. 
 
        “Does this help Jerry’s case?” I asked, expectantly. 
 
        She rose from her chair, pulled a thick book from a shelf, and thumbed through the pages. 
 
        “Ahhh, here it is,” she said. “Missouri law 562.076. It’s called the involuntary intoxication law.” 
 
        She began reading. “A person who is in an intoxicated or drugged condition, whether from alcohol, drugs or other substance, is criminally responsible for conduct unless such condition is involuntarily produced and deprived him or her of the capacity to know or appreciate the nature, quality or wrongfulness of his or her conduct. Generally speaking, you are involuntarily intoxicated if one of two things happen. You consumed the drugs without knowing you were doing so or someone forced or tricked you into consuming an intoxicating substance.” 
 
        I was elated. “That’s exactly what happened to Jerry!” 
 
        “Don’t get too giddy,” she replied. “There’s more to the statute.” 
 
        She continued reading. “The defendant shall have the burden of injecting the issue of intoxicated or drugged condition.” 
 
        “What does that mean exactly.” 
 
        “It means that we have to have irrefutable proof that Jerry was drugged.” 
 
        “What kind of proof?” 
 
        “Either a tox screen showing the presence of the drug in Jerry’s system which we couldn’t get because too much time had elapsed, or a statement from the people who actually drugged him.” 
 
        My elation was short-lived. “So, we’re right back where we started.” 
 
        “Maybe, maybe not,” she replied. “I’ll talk to the prosecuting attorney. Given the fact that Jerry is an old codger with no priors, and what you’ve told me about this Devil’s Breath, maybe he’ll give us a break.” 
 
        “I hope you’re right.” 
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        Later that afternoon, I received a call from Suzanne. 
 
        “Bad news, I’m afraid. I talked to the prosecutor. He wouldn’t bend. He said giving Jerry a free ride would open Pandora’s box. Every scumbag would start claiming that he wasn’t responsible because the drugs made him do it. He did say that he would be open to reevaluating the case if we could prove Jerry was drugged.” 
 
        “Then we are right back where we started.” 
 
        “It looks that way. If you want to get your friend off the hook, you’ll have to find the couple who drugged him.” 
 
        “Great! Now all I have to do is find a guy with a Clark Gable Moustache and a woman with Bette Davis eyes!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
        Andre and Marcia waited expectantly.  
 
        They had just told Ramon Dias about their encounter with Penny Adams and handed him an envelope with Carlos Moreno’s share of the loot. 
 
        Dias shook his head. “You only got five thousand from the old broad! Our share is barely enough to pay for importing the drug into the country. You’re going to have to do better than this.” 
 
        Andre winced at the rebuke. “We’ll do better, Ramon. I promise. We just have to find the right mark.” 
 
        Ramon gave him a scornful look. “I may have something for you, but you’d best not disappoint us again.” 
 
        “Just tell us,” Andre replied. “We can handle it.” 
 
        “Angus Anderson,” Ramon said, handing Marcia a photo. “He’s widowed, lonely, and he’s starving for affectionate attention. He hangs out at the Drum Room Lounge at the Hilton President Hotel on Baltimore, hoping to hook up with some sweet young thing. Marcia, find a dress that shows some cleavage, paint those pouty lips, and you should have the old codger panting like a puppy.” 
 
        “Piece of cake,” she replied, smiling demurely. 
 
        “I hope so --- for your sake,” Ramon replied, handing her a slip of paper. “Here’s his address. Once you get him drugged. Make me proud.” 
 
        “We will,” Andre said. “We will!” 
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        At eight o’clock, Andre and Marcia entered the Drum Room Lounge. It took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the dim light. 
 
        “There,” Andre said, glancing at the photo. “At the end of the bar.” 
 
        “Time to go to work,” Marcia replied, loosening the top two buttons on her blouse. 
 
        “Hold on a minute,” Andre said, pointing to a woman eyeing Angus from across the room. “Looks like you’ve got competition. Dollars to donuts that gal is a hooker sizing up her prey. I’ll handle this.” 
 
        Andre pulled a fake badge from his wallet and approached the woman. 
 
        “Hey sweetheart,” he said, quickly flashing the badge. “Detective Fallon from vice. You don’t want to be working here tonight, trust me.” 
 
        She looked at him suspiciously. “Really? Why the head’s up?” 
 
        “You’re small potatoes. We’re after bigger game tonight. Better make yourself scarce while you can.” 
 
        She gave him a wink. “Thanks for the tip. I owe you one.” 
 
        As she left the bar, Andre gave Marcia a nod. 
 
        Marcia took a seat at the bar a couple of stools away from Angus, hiked up her skirt, and crossed her shapely legs, paying no attention to her mark. 
 
        It didn’t take Angus long to notice the sultry female two stools away. 
 
        “Uhhh, excuse me Miss. I don’t mean to be forward, but if you’re alone I’d love to buy you a drink.” 
 
        She looked him over. “Sure, honey. Why not?” 
 
        Angus slid over beside her. “What would you like.” 
 
        “I’ll have whatever you’re having.” 
 
        Angus signaled the bartender. “Two more of these,” he said, pointing to his glass. 
 
        They chatted through one round, then, after the bartender set two fresh drinks in front of them, Marcia dropped her purse on the floor. 
 
        “Oh dear! Clumsy me!” 
 
        “Let me get that for you,” Angus said, hopping off his stool. 
 
        The moment he was bent over, Marcia pulled the packet from her bra and slipped the powder into his drink. 
 
        “Here you go,” Angus said, handing her the purse. 
 
        “Thank you so much,” she gushed. “You’re such a gentleman.” She picked up her glass. “Thank goodness chivalry isn’t dead.” 
 
        They clicked glasses, Angus took a long drink, and that was the last thing he remembered. 
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        The next morning, I received a call from Rocky Winkler. 
 
        “Walt, we got another one. Last night a senior was drugged and robbed. Looks like the same M.O. that got your friend Jerry. I thought you’d want to know.” 
 
        “Thanks, Rocky. Who was the victim?” 
 
        “Angus Anderson, a widower, sixty-five. They got him at the Drum Room at the Hilton President Hotel downtown.” 
 
        “That’s a break. There should have been surveillance cameras.” 
 
        “There were, but they weren’t much use. We have the two suspects coming into the hotel, then leaving with the vic a half-hour later, but all we have is their backsides. Somehow they avoided looking into the cameras.” 
 
        “I suppose that by the time Mr. Anderson woke up it was too late for a tox screen.” 
 
        “It was, but it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. I had a visit with our lab boys. The bad news is that there’s no tox screen that can detect scopolamine.” 
 
        That was indeed bad news. Now the only way to prove that Jerry was drugged was to catch the wily pair of con artists. 
 
        “How much did they take him for?” 
 
        “Twenty grand plus some jewelry.” 
 
        “Wow! Nice haul. Any chance you could text me the information on Anderson? I’d like to compare notes.” 
 
        “You got it. I hope you come up with something. It looks like these two are just getting started. We’ve got to get them off the street.” 
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        As soon as Rocky sent the information, I gave Angus Anderson a call. 
 
        “Mr. Anderson, my name is Walt Williams. I’m a private investigator. I was an officer for five years and I work closely with the Kansas City Police Department. I understand you had an unfortunate encounter last night.” 
 
        “I certainly did. Why are you interested?” 
 
        “I have a personal friend who was victimized by these same people. I was hoping we could talk. The more information we have, the better our chances of catching these crooks. May my partner and I come by your home?” 
 
        “I told everything I know to the police.” 
 
        “I’m sure you did, but we’d still like to chat. If we don’t catch these people, my friend will be in deep trouble. They didn’t just rob him, they drugged him and compelled him to hold up a convenience store.” 
 
        “Dear Lord! Of course you may come over. I’ll give you my address?” 
 
        “Thanks, I already have it. We’ll be there within the hour.” 
 
        My next call was to Kevin. “Saddle up. We’ve got another victim.” 
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        Angus Anderson lived in one of the stately mansions in Sunset Hills just south of the Country Club Plaza. 
 
        “Nice digs,” Kevin commented as we pulled into the driveway. “Something tells me the missing twenty grand won’t plunge old Angus into bankruptcy.” 
 
        The old gentleman who opened the door was the spitting image of Walter Pidgeon, the actor from the 1960’s. 
 
        “Please, come in,” he said, stepping aside. 
 
        The interior of the home was as opulent as the well-manicured exterior. 
 
        “So how can I help?” he asked once we were seated. 
 
        “Why don’t you start from the beginning and just tell us what happened last night.” 
 
        He took a deep breath. “I went out to dinner and then stopped by the Drum Room for a drink and hopefully some companionship.” He looked around the room “It’s so lonely here --- now that Esther has passed. I was sitting alone at the bar when a very attractive woman took a seat two stools away.” 
 
        “Did she come on to you?” Kevin asked. 
 
        “No,” he replied sheepishly. “It was I who approached her. I asked if I could buy her a drink. She said yes and that’s how it all started.” He shook his head. “I’m such an old fool. I should have known that a woman so alluring would have no interest in an old codger like me.” 
 
        “Alluring,” I repeated. “Can you describe her?” 
 
        He closed his eyes. “Oh, yes! She looked to be in her mid-forties, but very fit if you know what I mean. Nothing sagging yet. In fact they were quite perky. The top buttons of her blouse were undone so I got a good look. Her hair was the color of spun honey, and her eyes --- I don’t know how to describe them ---.” 
 
        “I don’t suppose they were Bette Davis eyes?” I ventured. 
 
        “That’s it! How did you know?” 
 
        “That’s how her other victims described her. What happened then?” 
 
        “We chatted, finished our first drink, then I ordered another. Just after the bartender delivered the second round, she dropped her purse and the contents scattered on the floor. Naturally, I retrieved everything for her. It must have been while I was occupied that she slipped something in my drink. She thanked me for my chivalry, we toasted, and the next thing I knew I was in my bedroom, my safe was open, my cash was gone along with my Rolex and Esther’s jewelry.” 
 
        “I’m so sorry,” I said, sympathetically. “Can you describe the man she was with?” 
 
        “I never saw him --- at least during the time I wasn’t drugged. He must have come along after she slipped me the mickey.” 
 
        “Do you have a list of the items they took?” Kevin asked. 
 
        “Yes I do. I made one for the police. I have an extra copy. Why would you want that?” 
 
        “Undoubtedly they’ll try to fence the jewelry and the Rolex. We have some contacts who know the local fences. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
        “I certainly hope so,” he replied, wistfully. “The cash --- it’s only money. The Rolex --- I can buy another one. But the jewelry --- it belonged to my beautiful wife. I just hate to think of someone else wearing the things she loved so dearly.” 
 
        “I understand,” I said, handing him my card. “If you think of anything else that might be helpful, give me a call, and I promise if we have any news I’ll call you.” 
 
        I could only imagine the anguish he felt, and it made me even more determined to find the heartless creatures who had taken advantage of a lonely old man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
        “Holy crap!” Kevin exclaimed as he read the list of items taken from Anderson’s safe. “The Rolex was a Submariner. That baby is worth at least twelve grand!” 
 
        “What else is on the list?” 
 
        “Let’s see. The rest was Esther’s jewelry. A brooch in the shape of a butterfly with diamonds encrusted on the wings, a pearl necklace, and a heart-shaped locket on a gold chain that held her mother’s picture. I’d say that the Rolex and jewelry would easily be worth another twenty grand. That’s quite a haul.” 
 
        “Indeed it is,” I replied, “but it might be a break for us. “They’ll have to turn the stuff into cash, and if we get lucky we might be able to catch them in the act.” 
 
        “They’ll need a fence,” Kevin said. “I don’t suppose you have a list of local fences in your wallet.” 
 
        “I don’t, but I know someone who does --- Louie the Lip.” 
 
        My friend and maintenance man, Willie, was a street con before giving up the life and working with me on my apartment buildings. One of his contemporaries was another con by the name of Louie the Lip.  
 
        Even though Louie operates on the shady side, he is basically a good guy and has helped us on several tough cases. 
 
        I knew Louie’s current hangout was The Blue Moon Lounge, so we headed there first. 
 
        Before our eyes could adjust to the semi-darkness of the lounge, I heard Louie’s voice from the back of the room. 
 
       “Well, well, Frick and Frack. What are my favorite gumshoes doin’ at de Blue Moon?” 
 
        “We’re looking for the slickest con man in Kansas City,” I replied. “You know where we could find him?” 
 
        “You lookin’ at him,” he said, as his huge lower lip curled into a smile. “Come. Sit. What can I do for you boys?” 
 
        Kevin handed him our list. “If a couple of crooks wanted to turn these into cash, any idea where they’d go?” 
 
        Louie looked at the list and grunted. “Damn! Dis is some serious shit! Only one guy I know who could handle something dis big --- Freddy Francoeur. Dey call him Freddy de Fence. He’s got a pawn shop on Eighteenth Street. De pawn shop is legit, but it’s just a cover for his real business --- turning hot property. Anybody I know jack dis stuff?” 
 
        “I doubt it,” I replied. “Ever heard of Devil’s Breath?” 
 
        He shuddered. “Yeah, I’se heard of it all right. Don’t want nothin’ to do with it! Dat’s nasty stuff. You tellin’ me someone in town is usin’ it?” 
 
        “I’m afraid so. Three times that we know of, and one of the victims was Jerry.” 
 
        His eyes grew big. “Our Jerry? De funny little dude what lives in your building?” 
 
        “Yep, they drugged him at The Comedy Club and got him to rob a convenience store. A cop just happened by. Now Jerry’s in deep doodoo. If we don’t find the couple who’s using the drug, Jerry could go to prison.” 
 
        “Damn! Dat ain’t right! I’ll ask around and give you a call if I hear somethin’.” 
 
        “Thanks, Louie. We appreciate your help.” 
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        The sign in the window read, Poor Boy’s Pawn. It was a grubby storefront sandwiched between a used car lot and a tattoo parlor. 
 
        “Not exactly Tiffany’s,” Kevin said, sarcastically. “Who, in their right mind, would come to this dump to buy a Rolex?” 
 
        “I doubt Freddy puts the good stuff in the showcase. He’s just the middle man between the crooks and the buyers. Let’s go have a chat.” 
 
        A little bell tinkled as we entered the shop. 
 
        A short guy with slicked-back hair who could have been Danny DeVito’s twin emerged from a back room. 
 
        “What can I do for you boys?” 
 
        We decided before we went in that we’d play it straight up. 
 
        I handed him my card. “My name is Walt Williams and this is my partner, Kevin McBride. We’re private investigators.” 
 
        “Congratulations,” he said, tossing my card on the counter. “You got something you want to pawn? If not, beat it!” 
 
        “We’re not here looking for trouble,” Kevin said. “In fact, we’re trying to keep you out of trouble.” 
 
        “Don’t need no help. I run a legitimate business here.” 
 
        “Oh, then we must have the wrong guy,” Kevin said sarcastically. “We were looking for Freddie the Fence. I don’t suppose you’d know where we could find him.” 
 
        “Okay, okay! What do you want?” 
 
        Kevin handed him the list. “A couple of con artists will be trying to move this stuff. We just wanted to give you a heads up. It’s not something you want to get involved with.” 
 
        Freddy gave a low whistle. “Pricy! How’d they get it?” 
 
        “They’re using Devil’s Breath to drug seniors. The cops are all over this thing. It’s serious business.” 
 
        Freddy handed the list back to Kevin. “Okay, I get your drift. What do you want with me?” 
 
        “We were hoping you would cooperate,” I replied. “If anyone contacts you about anything on that list, we’d like you to give us a call.” 
 
        “Why would I do that? What’s in it for me?” 
 
        “A generous reward,” I replied. “The jewelry belonged to an old man’s dead wife. It has sentimental value. He wants it back and would be willing to pay.” 
 
        I had no idea if that was true, but it was certainly a possibility. 
 
        Freddy was skeptical. 
 
        “Look,” Kevin said, “wouldn’t you rather have a nice reward and stay clean or would you rather go down with the con artists as a co-conspirator?” 
 
        “Okay, I’ll play along. I don’t want nothin’ to do with that devil’s stuff. I got a reputation. You know what I’m saying?” 
 
        Yeah, Freddy, I thought. You’re a prince! 
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        Marcia was skeptical. “Do we really want to hold out on Ramon? If he finds out --- well, you remember what Carlos said about consequences.” 
 
        “How would he ever know?” Andre replied. “He wasn’t there. He’d have no way of knowing we boosted a Rolex and some jewelry.” 
 
        “What then?” Marcia asked. “Are you planning to turn the stuff into cash?” 
 
        “Not right away. Undoubtedly the old man went to the cops and gave them a description of the things we took. Every pawn shop in town will be on the lookout. No, we’ll just hold onto the stuff for awhile and wait until things cool down. Anyway, Ramon should be happy with the cash. Twenty grand isn’t something to sneeze at.” 
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        Ramon smiled as he counted the cash in the envelope. “Twenty thousand! Now that’s what I’m talking about. This will make Carlos very happy. You had two strikes against you with that botched robbery and the paltry five thousand from the old broad.” 
 
        Ramon handed Andre a pouch. “You have redeemed yourselves. Here is more of the magic elixir. Are you ready for your next assignment?” 
 
        “Absolutely,” Andre replied, taking the pouch. “Who’s our next mark?” 
 
        “It’s not a who, but a what,” Ramon said, handing Andre a slip of paper. “This is the address of a payday loan company on Main Street. It’s one of those places that loan cash using a person’s car or truck title for security. They advertise cash in thirty minutes or less, so undoubtedly they have a bundle on hand.  
 
        “There are only two people on site, a receptionist and Gabe Paulson, the manager. At exactly twelve o’clock, the receptionist leaves for lunch and Paulson orders a sandwich and diet Coke from Jimmy John’s on Broadway. Think you can handle it from here?” 
 
        “Consider it done,” Andre replied. 
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        “I like this a lot better,” Marcia said as they pulled into traffic.  
 
        “Like what a lot better,” Andre asked. 
 
        “Taking money from a company rather than from the elderly. I can’t stand those stupid payday loan commercials. Some doofus comes on the screen smiling from ear-to-ear, saying ‘I got my title back with Gabe’s Payday Loans.’ It’s like they’re thrilled to be paying 40% interest. Give me a break!” 
 
        Andre smiled. “I agree. This could be a big haul for us. Let’s do our homework and get started.” 
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        Two days later, Andre and Marcia sat outside Jimmy John’s on Broadway.  
 
        The day before, they had watched the delivery boy take an order to the payday loan store just as Ramon had predicted. 
 
        As soon as he saw the same delivery boy exit the store with a bag, Andre caught up with him at his car. 
 
        “Excuse me. By any chance is that delivery for Gabe Paulson at Gabe’s Payday Loans?” 
 
        “Sure is,” the boy replied. “A #2 Big John with a diet coke. Same order every day.” 
 
        “Of course it is,” Andre said, smiling. “That’s Gabe. So predictable. Listen, I wonder if you could do me a favor? I’m Peter Paulson, Gabe’s brother. He doesn’t know I’m in town. I’d like to surprise him.” 
 
        Andre showed the boy a twenty. “Let me make the delivery. Instead of just a sandwich, he’ll get lunch and his big brother too. What do you say?” 
 
        The boy eyed the twenty. “Well, I guess it would be all right --- you being family and all.” 
 
        He handed Andre the bag. 
 
        “Thanks kid,” Andre said, handing over the twenty. “Boy, will Gabe be surprised.” 
 
        Back in the car, Andre handed the bag to Marcia. “Here you go. Spike the Coke and we’ll be in business.” 
 
         Moments later, they pulled up in front of the payday loan store. 
 
        “Wait here,” Andre said. “A couple of sips and we’ll be good to go.” 
 
        Andre entered the store. “Delivery,” he announced. 
 
        Gabe looked up from his paperwork. “Where’s Billy?” 
 
        “He called in all stuffed up. Allergies I guess. I’m filling in for him.” 
 
        “Too bad. He’s a good kid.” He handed Andre a twenty. “Keep the change.” 
 
        “Thanks, pal,” Andre replied. “Enjoy.” 
 
        Returning to the car, they watched as Gabe took a bite of sandwich and washed it down with a big gulp of Coke. 
 
        That was the last thing he remembered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
        I was watching the five o’clock news while Maggie was putting the finishing touches on our supper. I used to laugh when people joked about seniors eating so early. Not anymore. Now Maggie and I laugh when we’re watching a TV show and the couple plan dinner at eight or nine. By that time, we’re in our jammies. 
 
        The reporter was standing in front of a payday loan store. I took a closer look and realized it was the one on Main just a few blocks from my building. 
 
        I turned up the volume. “Police say the receptionist returned from lunch and found the manager incoherent and disorientated. When she saw the safe was standing open and empty, she called police.” 
 
        A middle-aged woman with frizzy red hair came on the screen. “It was like he was drugged or something. I couldn’t make heads or tails what he was saying.” 
 
        The reporter came back on. “There’s one of the officers that responded to the call. Let’s see if we can get a statement.” 
 
        She shoved the mike in the officer’s face. It was my old partner, Ox. 
 
        “Officer, can you tell us what transpired here today?” 
 
        “Sorry ma’am,” Ox replied, “this is an ongoing investigation. No comment.” 
 
        That was the same line that he and I had given reporters dozens of times. 
 
        I was about to pick up the phone to give Ox a call, but he beat me to it. 
 
        “Walt, Ox here. I wanted ---.” 
 
        “Let me guess,” I interrupted. “Our pair of con artists hit the payday loan store on Main.” 
 
        “How ---?” 
 
        “I just saw your ugly mug on TV. It’s them, isn’t it?” 
 
        “Sure looks like it. Paramedics took the manager to the hospital. It was several hours before he was coherent enough to talk. He orders a sandwich and Coke every day from Jimmy John’s. It was a different driver today. He said the regular one was sick. The Coke must have been drugged.” 
 
        “Let me guess --- the Coke was nowhere to be found.” 
 
        “Exactly! These guys are good. They’ve left no evidence to prove that they’re using this scopolamine, and there’s no tox screen to test the victims.” 
 
        “How about surveillance cameras?” 
 
        “There was a camera, but the disk was missing. They thought of everything.” 
 
        “I suppose the manager has no idea what happened after he was drugged.” 
 
        “He remembered taking a drink of Coke, and the next thing he knew, he was in the hospital. That’s some powerful stuff.” 
 
        “How about a description? Maybe a Clark Gable moustache?” 
 
        “Those weren’t his words. He’s not that old. I doubt he knows who Clark Gable is, but yes, the guy had a moustache.” 
 
        “How much did they get?” 
 
        “Forty-two thousand and change.” 
 
        “Wow! Has anyone talked to the regular Jimmy John’s driver?” 
 
        “Yeah, we found him. Nothing there. The guy approached him claiming to be the manager’s brother. He said he wanted to surprise him and offered the kid a twenty to let him make the delivery.”  
 
        “That’s a lot of advance preparation and leg work. These guys know what they’re doing.” 
 
        “Now we have a bigger problem.” 
 
        “What’s that?” 
 
        “The press. We were able to keep Jerry, Penelope Adams and Angus Anderson out of the news, but reporters from the Kansas City Star and the local TV stations were all over this.  So far, no one has mentioned Devil’s Breath. If some hotshot reporter makes the connection --- well, you know what can happen.” 
 
        “Indeed I do. If word gets out that there’s a new mind control drug on the streets, it could get ugly. Thanks for the head’s up. Let me know if you get anything else. Jerry’s trial is coming up soon. If we don’t catch them, he won’t have a chance.”    
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        “I’m going to run to the drug store,” Maggie said when supper was over. “I need some personal things.” 
 
        I’ve learned from experience that a woman’s ‘personal things’ are none of my business. It’s better that some things are left a mystery. 
 
        As Maggie descended the steps from her third-floor apartment, she was accosted by Walt’s father. 
 
        “Maggie,” he whispered. “Come inside. We need to talk.” 
 
        “Why all the secrecy?” Maggie asked, stepping into his apartment. 
 
        John looked up and down the hall, then closed the door. “We need to talk about Walt.” 
 
        “What about him?” 
 
        “His seventy-fifth birthday is just around the corner. We have to figure out what to do for him. A surprise party? Maybe a picnic? Should I rent the teamsters hall?” 
 
        Maggie shook her head. “I don’t think so. You know Walt. He doesn’t like people making a fuss over him.” 
 
        “But it’s his seventy-fifth!” John protested. “A diamond year! It’s special! We have to do something!” 
 
        “How about this?” Maggie replied. “Don’t plan anything yet. Let me talk to him. I’ll let you know what he says.” 
 
        John sighed. “Oh, okay, but don’t let him wiggle out of this.” 
 
        “I’ll do my best.” 
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        An hour later, Maggie returned from the drug store. 
 
        “We need to talk,” she said, depositing a bag full of stuff on the kitchen counter. 
 
        It’s never a good sign when a woman says, “We need to talk.” It invariably involves something unpleasant. 
 
        “About what?” I asked reluctantly. 
 
        “Your father.” 
 
        I rolled my eyes. “What’s he done now?” 
 
        “It’s not what he’s done. It’s what he wants to do.” 
 
        Knowing my father, that could be most anything. “What now?” 
 
        Maggie sighed. “He stopped me in the hall. He wants to plan a party for your birthday.” 
 
        I was right. It was something unpleasant. “Maggie! You know how I feel about that stuff.” 
 
        “I do. That’s why I told him not to do anything until I talked to you. He wants to do something. You know he missed so many of your birthdays when he was on the road driving. It’s important to him.” 
 
        I groaned. “But I know what it will be. I’ll have to listen to Jerry telling jokes about old people. Bernice will bake snickerdoodles and make me eat a dozen or so. Somebody will bring little weenies in cocktail sauce and Ox will dribble the sauce down the front of his shirt. Been there, done that so many times. I just don’t want all the fuss.” 
 
        “Okay then, Mr. Grouch,” Maggie replied, “what would you like to do?” 
 
        “Do you really want to know?” 
 
        “Of course, silly.” 
 
        “I’ve given it some thought. The Manhattan Transfer is coming to the Kauffman Center. I’d like to have a nice quiet dinner, then go to the concert. Just you and me. Is that unreasonable?” 
 
        She thought for a moment. “I guess not. I suppose I should be grateful you want me to tag along. But what about the others? They’ll be so disappointed.” 
 
        “They’ll get over it. Dad has a ninety-fifth coming up soon. We can make that a big bash. I just don’t want people fussing over me.” 
 
        “Okay, I’ll spread the word, but they won’t be happy.” 
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        The next morning, Maggie knocked on John’s door. 
 
        “Well?” he asked expectantly, “did you talk to him?” 
 
        Maggie sighed. “I did, and I’m afraid it’s not good news. No party. In fact, he’s already made plans to go see the Manhattan Transfer for his birthday.” 
 
        “The what?” 
 
        “Manhattan Transfer. It’s a quartet that sings everything from the oldies to du-wop. It’s one one of his favorite groups. They’re coming to the Kauffman Center. It’s what he wants.” 
 
        “Well damn!” John said, shaking his head. “We wanted to give the old boy a real barn-burner. Everyone will really be disappointed.” 
 
        “Thanks for understanding,” Maggie said, patting John on the arm. 
 
        As soon as Maggie was gone, John was on the phone. “Jerry, get the Professor and come to my apartment. There’s been a change of plans.” 
 
        John called Bernice, and soon the four of them were huddled in John’s apartment. 
 
        “I have good news and bad news,” John announced. “The bad news is that Walt doesn’t want a party.” 
 
        Everyone groaned. 
 
        “The good news is that we’re going to give him one anyway.” 
 
        Bernice clapped her hands. “Oh goody. I love parties.” 
 
        “I don’t understand,” Jerry said. “How are we going to give him a party when he doesn’t want one?” 
 
        “Maggie told me they’re going to the Kauffman Center to hear some singing group called the Manhattan Transfer.” 
 
        “Fantastic group!” the Professor said. 
 
        “You know them?” John asked, surprised. 
 
        “Of course,” the professor replied. “They’ve won multiple Grammys, and for ten years straight were voted the Best Vocal Group.” 
 
        “Okay,” Jerry said, confused, “so he’s going to the Kauffman Center for his birthday. What’s that got to do with us?” 
 
        John smiled. “We’re going too! I’ll bet they’ve never had a birthday cake with all the candles at intermission.” 
 
        “No,” the Professor quipped, “I’m sure they never have.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
        Andre put down the calculator and smiled. “Three jobs and our take is almost forty-five thousand. Not too bad.” 
 
        “I agree,” Marcia replied. “I think we should take a break and start enjoying our ill-gotten gains.” 
 
        “You must have something in mind.” 
 
        “I do. The Manhattan Transfer is coming to the Kauffman Center. They’re one of my favorite groups. I’d love to go.” 
 
        “Then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
        “Oh, thank you. I’m so looking forward to it. I just know it will be an exciting evening.” 
 
        Marcia had no idea how prophetic that would be. 
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        The big day was finally here, the seventy-fifth anniversary of my arrival on this old planet. 
 
        All things considered, I was still in pretty good shape for someone three score and fifteen. I could still see, hear, and pee, and I still had all my own teeth. 
 
        Ever since Maggie had warned me that my friends and family wanted to throw a party, I halfway expected them to ignore my wishes, but it was beginning to look like I was going to get a pass. In fact, I had seen very little of any of them. Maybe they were pissed at my rebuke and were just giving me the cold shoulder. 
 
        “Ready to go?” I asked as Maggie entered the room. 
 
        She gave me the once-over. “You clean up pretty good for an old guy.” 
 
        “So glad you noticed. Not only did I shower, I used the roto-rooter to clip my nose and ear hairs.” 
 
        “About time!” she replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
        We were off to dinner. 
 
        Since it was my birthday, I got to choose the eating establishment. I chose Mel’s Diner, of course.  
 
        It’s not Maggie’s favorite place. Mel sells comfort food. Everything is cooked in butter and smothered in gravy. Maggie prefers things broiled or steamed. 
 
        Maggie groaned as Mel set my plate filled with chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes, all covered in gravy, in front of me. “If you keep eating like that, you may never see seventy-six.” 
 
        “If I can’t eat what I want,” I replied, “maybe I don’t want to see seventy-six.” 
 
        As soon as that snarky comment was out of my mouth, she gave me ‘the look.’ Every woman seems to have ‘the look’ down pat. It must be a genetic thing. 
 
        “Sorry,” I replied, sopping up the last drop of gravy. 
 
        At that moment, Mel appeared with a huge piece of chocolate cream pie. Sticking out of the top of the three-inch merengue was a single candle. Maggie must have called and given him a heads-up. 
 
        “Happy birthday,” he said. “The pie’s on the house.” 
 
        “Aren’t you gonna sing to me?” I asked as he walked away. 
 
        “If you wanted a serenade, you should have gone to Chucky Cheese,” he replied without turning back. “They have Ski-Ball too. Maybe you could win yourself a prize.” 
 
        Mel’s such a card. 
 
        Full and happy, we headed to the Kauffman Center. 
 
        I love the Manhattan Transfer. I couldn’t wait to hear their rendition of Bobby Darin’s Dream Lover. It’s one of my favorites. 
 
        The Kauffman Center was packed. They have something for everyone. The harmonies of the quartet are impeccable. 
 
        Naturally, they didn’t disappoint. They sang old favorites like Tuxedo Junction, and the audience gave standing ovations for Alan Paul’s falsetto rendition of Gloria, and when Janis Siegel belted out Operator, their first national hit.  
 
        After an hour, it was time for intermission. I was ready for a potty break and a trip to the snack bar. 
 
        When we walked out into the spacious lobby, I was surprised to see my dad. 
 
        “Follow me,” he said. 
 
        In the far corner of the lobby was a card table with a huge cake. There were so many candles, I was afraid it might set off the sprinkler system. 
 
        Gathered around the table were all my family and friends, Bernice, the Professor, Jerry, Willie, Mary, Ox and Judy, and Kevin and Veronica. 
 
        “Happy Birthday, Son,” Dad said, clapping me on the back. 
 
        I looked at Maggie. She appeared as bewildered as I was. “Did you know about this?” I whispered. 
 
        “Not a clue,” she replied. 
 
        I was about to say something when the Manhattan Transfer appeared and began singing Happy Birthday. 
 
        My mouth flew open in shock. I must have looked like a real goober. 
 
        When they finished, each one shook my hand. “Thank you for your service. We’d love to stay and chat, but we only have a few minutes until the second half of the show.” 
 
        When they were gone, I turned to Dad. “How in the world did you pull this off?” 
 
        “Easy,” he replied. “I just sent them an email saying that a retired police officer who was wounded in the line of duty and was the recipient of The Medal of Honor twice, was coming to the concert to celebrate his seventy-fifth birthday. How could they refuse?” 
 
        Then he pointed to the two men in coveralls standing on either side of the cake with fire extinguishers. “It was a little more difficult getting permission to bring in the cake, but Captain Short gave us a hand there.” 
 
        Needless to say, I was amazed. 
 
        “Thanks, Dad,” I said, giving him a big hug.  
 
        I had just wiped away a tear when my friends descended on me giving me hugs, handshakes, and good wishes. 
 
        After a quick piece of cake, the lights flickered. It was almost time for the second act, and I still hadn’t been to the bathroom. 
 
        I hurried into the men’s room and had just gotten underway when Jerry burst in. 
 
        “Walt! They’re here!” 
 
        “Who’s here?” I asked trying desperately to finish. 
 
        “Them! The couple who drugged me! I saw them!” 
 
        “Are you sure it was them?” 
 
        “Absolutely! I’ll never forget that Clark Gable moustache and those Bette Davis eyes!” 
 
        “Where were they?” 
 
        “In line at the snack bar. I was going to get a drink to enjoy during the second half.” 
 
        “Did they see you?” 
 
        “They did. We just stood there staring at each other, then they took off and I came looking for you.” 
 
        “Then we’d better hurry,” I said, zipping up. “Let’s find Ox, Kevin, and Judy.” 
 
        As soon as we were together, Jerry breathlessly shared his encounter with the perps, complete with a description of what they were wearing. 
 
        “If they recognized Jerry, they must know he’d get help,” I said. “Kevin, Ox, and Judy, why don’t you cover the exits. Jerry and I will go through the crowd and try to spot them. And Ox, call in for back up. If we find them we’ll need some help.” 
 
        We split up, hoping we had caught a break. If we could get our hands on the elusive thieves, Jerry would be off the hook. 
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        Andre and Marcia stared in disbelief. The little man they had drugged at The Comedy Club was a mere ten feet away and looking right at them. 
 
        It was obvious from his reaction that he recognized them. 
 
        “What should we do?” Marcia wailed as Jerry took off looking for help. “There are security guards everywhere. How are we going to get out of here?” 
 
        Andre looked around the lobby, spotted what he was looking for, and smiled. “Follow me,” he said. “I have a plan.” 
 
        Marcia was shocked when she saw him pull a snub-nosed .38 from his waistband. “A gun! When did you get that?” 
 
        “A while back,” he replied. “What we’re doing is dangerous. I figured it might come in handy someday, and today is that day.” 
 
        Marcia followed Andre as he approached two nuns in full habit. 
 
        He slipped behind one of them and pressed the gun into her back. “You two come with me and no one will get hurt. If you call out, I’ll shoot you and probably several innocent bystanders. Do you understand?” 
 
        The two nuns nodded and went quietly with Andre and Marcia to a storeroom behind the snack bar. 
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        Within minutes, Kevin had alerted the security guards, giving them a description of the perps. In the distance I heard the wail of sirens. Now all we had to do was find the two. 
 
        Since the intermission was over, there was a line of people re-entering the auditorium. We scanned the line, but no luck. I couldn’t believe they’d go back to their seats knowing they’d been spotted. 
 
        At that moment, we heard a scream. It was coming from a store room behind the snack bar.  
 
        We rushed to the room and found one of the women who worked behind the snack bar. She was obviously shaken. 
 
        “What’s the problem?” I asked. 
 
        She pointed into the room. Two women in their underwear were on the floor, bound and gagged. 
 
        Once they were freed and covered up, they told us they were nuns and they’d been accosted at gunpoint by a man and woman, were led into the store room where they were forced to take off their habits. 
 
        After tying them up, the two donned the habits and left. 
 
        They had gotten away. 
 
        The irony of the situation was that the purveyors of Devil’s Breath had made their escape disguised as handmaidens of God. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
        Kevin was beside himself. 
 
        “They walked right past me!” he moaned. “I even said, ‘Have a nice evening, Sisters.’ One of them said, ‘Bless you, my son,’ and made the sign of the cross. They were THAT close,” he said, holding up his hands. 
 
        “Don’t beat yourself up,” Ox replied. “There was no way you could have known.” 
 
        Nevertheless, we were all bummed that we let them slip through our fingers, especially Jerry. Since they got away, he was still on the hook. 
 
        Except for that, it had been a marvelous birthday. I enjoyed my meal at Mel’s, the first half of the concert, and especially the surprise party which included a birthday serenade by my favorite vocal group. 
 
        Unfortunately, we missed the second half of the concert. Everything was over by the time we gave our statements to the cops. 
 
        I had one more surprise when we returned home. 
 
        Maggie said, “Make yourself comfortable. I have a little something for you.” 
 
        Not only was I surprised, I was a bit irritated as well.  
 
        Early in our relationship, Maggie and I came to an agreement. We were both getting up in years and there was nothing either of us really needed, so we made a pact to not put pressure on either of us to find the perfect gift for birthdays, anniversaries, or Christmas. It had worked perfectly so far. While other couples were wracking their brains and scurrying around to buy just the right thing, we were spending that time enjoying each other’s company. 
 
        A few moments later, Maggie emerged from the bedroom wearing the teddy she had worn on our honeymoon. Around her waist was a big red bow. 
 
        “Think you can unwrap this, old-timer?” she asked seductively. 
 
        “I’m certainly willing to give it a try,” I replied. 
 
        Maggie had violated our agreement, but I forgave her. 
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        “That was too close,” Marcia said, as they left to rendezvous with Ramon. “I was scared to death.” 
 
         “It was a bit dicey, for sure,” Andre replied, “but we got out.” 
 
        “The problem is that the more of these we do, the greater the chance that we’ll be identified. No telling where we might run into the little funny guy again or Penny Adams or Angus Anderson or the guy at the loan company.” 
 
        “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that too. Maybe we should get one more big score and hit the road.” 
 
        “But what about Ramon and Carlos? Don’t forget what Carlos said about there being consequences for not cooperating.” 
 
        “Yes, there is that. Let’s play it by ear and see what develops. One more thing. Let’s not tell Ramon about our narrow escape. We don’t want him thinking we are a liability.” 
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        Ramon was all smiles. 
 
        “I hope the two of you are ready for a fantastic opportunity.” 
 
        “Of course,” Andre replied. “What do you have for us?” 
 
        “A chance to make more money than you ever dreamed of.” 
 
        “We’re listening.” 
 
        “A Brinks truck,” Ramon replied, handing Andre a sheet of paper. “An armored car. It will be carrying a cool half million.” 
 
        “Hold on a minute,” Andre said, obviously alarmed. “Those guys are trained and they have guns!”    
 
        “First of all,” Ramon replied. “It will only be one guy. In December of 2017, the Brinks company began experimenting with one-person routes, a cost saving measure. Second, the guard will be armed, but that’s of no consequence once he’s ingested the scopolamine.” 
 
        “And just how are we to administer the drug to a trained guard?” 
 
        “Look at the paper I handed you. The driver, Cory Malone, stops at Starbucks at 41st and Main every morning precisely at ten o’clock, and orders a caramel Frappuccino.” 
 
        Andre was amazed. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
        “It’s my job to know these things. That’s why Carlos pays me the big bucks. Can you handle this or not?” 
 
        “Absolutely! We won’t let you down.” 
 
        “For your sake, I hope not.” 
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        At ten minutes to ten, Andre ordered a Carmel Frappuccino and Marcia ordered an iced tea at the 41st and Main Starbucks. They found separate seats and waited patiently for the arrival of the Brinks truck. 
 
        At exactly ten o’clock, the armored truck pulled into the Starbucks parking lot. 
 
        Cory Malone got in line and when it was his turn, ordered his usual. 
 
        The moment the barista called Cory’s name, Andre and Marcia made their move. 
 
        Marcia moved directly behind the driver, having removed the lid from her iced tea. When Cory turned, he ran head-long into Marcia, sloshing the cold tea down the front of her blouse. 
 
        “Oh my God! I’m so sorry!” Cory wailed. “I’m so clumsy. Let me help,” he said, setting his drink on a nearby table and reaching for a handful of napkins. 
 
        “No, no, it’s my fault,” Marcia said, taking the napkins and blotting the tea. “I shouldn’t have been so close.” 
 
        While Cory was distracted, Andre took the driver’s Frappuccino and replaced it with one spiked with scopolamine. 
 
        “There that should do it,” Marcia said, wiping away the last drop of tea. 
 
        “Again, I’m so sorry,” Cory said apologetically. 
 
        “No harm done,” Marcia replied. “Have a nice day.” 
 
        Marcia and Andre watched Cory return to his truck. He climbed inside, started the engine, and took a long drink of his Frappuccino. 
 
        It was the last thing he remembered. 
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        I had just finished lunch and was thinking about taking a quick nap. I had never been a napper and in my younger years I had heard stories of old people settling in for a midday snooze. Back then, I thought it was funny. Now, not so much. 
 
        I was heading to the bedroom when the phone rang. 
 
        “Walt, Rocky here. They hit again.” 
 
        “Another senior citizen?” 
 
        “No, this time it was a Brinks truck.” 
 
        “Holy crap! They took out two armed guards?” 
 
        “Actually, it was only one. Brinks started experimenting with one guard routes several months ago.” 
 
        “Still, a trained guard.” 
 
        “They’re clever,” Rocky replied. “While the woman distracted the guard, her accomplice must have switched drinks and given the driver one laced with scopolamine. One minute he was in the Starbucks lot and the next thing he knew, he was in Loose Park a few blocks away and the truck was empty.” 
 
        “How much did they get?” 
 
        “A little over four hundred thousand.” 
 
        “Good Lord!” 
 
        “No kidding. I’d be willing to bet that Brinks will reconsider their one-man routes. It would have been very difficult to drug two guards at the same time.”   
 
        “Let me guess, they left no evidence.” 
 
        “Same as always. The spiked drink was gone and they left no prints.” 
 
        This was disappointing news. 
 
        Jerry’s trial was just a few days away and without the perps we still couldn’t prove that he was drugged. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
        “Very nice,” Ramon said, counting the money. “Very nice indeed! Carlos will be pleased.” 
 
        “I’m glad,” Andre replied. “I told you we could pull it off.” 
 
        “Yes, you did. With this Brinks job, you now have more money than you’ve ever had before. Carlos said he would make you rich beyond your wildest dreams and he has kept his promise. Now it is time for you to keep your part of the bargain.” 
 
        “I--- I don’t understand,” Andre replied, somewhat confused. “We’ve given you one third of each job.” 
 
        “Yes, that’s well and good, but Carlos also said that you would be asked to perform special assignments from time to time. This is one of those times.” 
 
        “What exactly does he want us to do?” 
 
        “There is a very wealthy man, a friend of Senor Moreno. His wife is very ill. She is on dialysis and will soon die if she doesn’t receive a kidney transplant.” 
 
        “Sorry to hear that,” Andre replied, “but what does that have to do with us?” 
 
        “You are going to get her the kidney she needs.” 
 
        Andre’s mouth dropped open. “A kidney! You must be kidding!” 
 
        Ramon’s eyes narrowed. “Carlos Moreno doesn’t kid. The job is actually quite simple. We have found a matching donor. All you have to do is deliver him to a specified location. You will be well paid. Our client is paying $100,000. Your portion will be $25,000.” 
 
        Marcia felt queasy. “It’s one thing to take a man’s money, but his kidney! That’s just not right!” 
 
        Ramon smiled. “Think of it like this; the man has two of them. He only needs one to survive. By delivering this kidney, you are actually saving a life --- and getting paid very handsomely to do so.” 
 
        “How will this work?” Andre asked. 
 
        “The donor’s name is Art Fisher. He is a guard at one of the ritzy gated communities in Prairie Village. You will devise a plan to drug him with the scopolamine, then deliver him to an address I will give you. It’s that simple.” 
 
        “When will this take place?” 
 
        “Tonight. We will have a surgical team ready for your delivery. Once you have the donor secured, you will give me a call. That’s when I will give you the address. You will drop the donor at the door, ring a bell, and drive away.” 
 
        “Why all the secrecy?” 
 
        “As I said before, our client is a prominent man. The less you know, the better for everyone. Understand?” 
 
        Andre nodded. “We’ll do our part.” 
 
        “I thought you would,” Ramon replied, handing Andre a slip of paper. “Here is the address. Don’t let us down. Carlos would be very unhappy if we disappoint his friend. And trust me, you don’t want Carlos upset.” 
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        “I really hate this,” Marcia said as they drove to the Carriage Hills gated community. 
 
        “I do too,” Andre replied, “but I see no way of getting out of it. Like Ramon said, the guy’s got two kidneys. He’ll live and so will this mystery woman.” 
 
        “I suppose so. Do you have everything you need?” 
 
        “I have six rolls of toilet paper. It will be dark soon. I’ll sneak in, TP one of the swanky houses, then make enough noise for the owners to hear me. Undoubtedly they’ll call security. You watch the guard shack, and when you see the guard leave, climb the gate and spike his coffee. I’ll meet you back at the car and we’ll take him as soon as he’s drugged.” 
 
        “Okay but be careful. I’ll be waiting.” 
 
        Marcia watched from a distance, and twenty minutes later she saw the guard answer the phone. Immediately, he climbed into a golf cart and headed up the hill. As soon as he was out of sight, Marcia climbed the low gate, slipped into the shack, and poured the powder into the guard’s thermos. 
 
        A half hour later, Andre and Marcia watched the guard return to his post. 
 
        “Damned kids!” Art Fisher muttered, retrieving a pen and clipboard. “Now I’ve got to write a report.” 
 
        He grabbed his thermos, poured a cup of coffee, and took a long drink. 
 
        That was the last thing he remembered. 
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        The next morning, I received a call from Ox. 
 
        “You’d better sit down. This one is a doozy.” 
 
        “They struck again?” 
 
        “Yep, it looks that way.” 
 
        “How much did they get this time?” 
 
        “It’s not how much, but what.” 
 
        “I don’t understand.” 
 
        “They drugged a guy and took his kidney.” 
 
        “Jesus!” 
 
        “I know. The guy was a guard at Carriage Hills, a gated community in Prairie Village. He got a call that some kids were tossing toilet paper all over a guy’s yard. He responded to the call. When he got back to the guard shack, he drank some coffee and it was lights out. When he woke up he was in the hospital. 
 
        “911 received a call from a burner phone. They found the guy on a bench a few blocks away from Research Hospital minus a kidney. He’s okay. It wasn’t a butcher job.” 
 
        “I don’t suppose they left any clues.” 
 
        “Not a one.” 
 
        “Thanks for the call.” 
 
        A few years ago, Kevin and I helped take down an organ trading ring. At least those guys paid the donor for his organ. All this poor schmuck got was spiked coffee, a scar on his side, and an unbelievable story to tell his grandkids. 
 
        Rocky Winkler called Devil’s Breath the most dangerous drug in the world, and I was beginning to see why. 
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        Ramon handed Andre an envelope containing $25,000 in cash.  
 
        “You did very well. Thanks to you, the woman is alive and well and can look forward to many more years with her husband. Carlos is pleased.” 
 
        “I’m glad to hear it,” Andre replied. “I just hope the guard will be okay.” 
 
        “He will. Our surgeon knows what he is doing. Now, since you accomplished that task so efficiently, Carlos has another special assignment for you.” 
 
        Andre was skeptical. “What kind of assignment?” 
 
        “Before I tell you, I must give you some background information. Your association with Carlos has involved the use of Devil’s Breath, but Carlos is an entrepreneur. He has investments in other areas as well.  
 
        “One of those areas involves the export of marijuana from Columbia to the United States. This has been a very lucrative business for Carlos over the years but times have changed. Currently, nine states have legalized the recreational use of marijuana and twenty-nine states have legalized it for medical purposes. That has been bad for business. 
 
        “Take Colorado for example. Before the law changed, Carlos had a thriving business in the state. Now it is next to nothing. The good citizens of Colorado may now go to dozens of dispensaries to buy their weed.” 
 
        “I still don’t see how that involves us,” Andre said. 
 
        “Listen and you will learn. Missouri is still one of the states where marijuana is illegal, but there are those who are lobbying for legalization of medical marijuana. Polls say that 60% of Missourians support that notion. One organization is leading the fight to have the proposition submitted to voters in the November elections. We can’t let that happen.” 
 
        “So what is it you want us to do?” 
 
        “It’s very simple. If you want to kill a snake, you cut off its head. There is a woman spearheading the organization trying to get the proposal on the ballot. If she disappears, there is a very good chance that the proposal will die.” 
 
        Marcia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Surely you don’t mean ---?” 
 
        “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean. Carlos wants this woman out of the way and you two will make that happen.” 
 
        “Look,” Andre said, obviously shaken, “we didn’t sign up to be murderers.” 
 
        Ramon scowled, patting the bulge under his jacket. “But you did sign up knowing that you might be called upon to perform certain tasks. Refuse, and as Carlos said, there will be consequences.” 
 
        Andre looked at Marcia. “I guess we have no choice. Who is this woman and where can we find her?” 
 
        “That’s much better,” Ramon said, handing Andre a note. “Her name is Kristen Hartman, and she will be holding a rally in support of her proposal at the J.C. Nichols Fountain on the Country Club Plaza. That would be an opportune time to make your move.” 
 
        “But there will probably be hundreds of people there,” Andre protested. 
 
        “Yes, but you have this,” Ramon replied, handing him a pouch of Devil’s Breath. “Be creative.” 
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        “Are we really going to do this?” Marcia asked as they drove away. 
 
        “I don’t see that we really have a choice,” Andre replied. “I have no doubt that Ramon will do what he says if we don’t cooperate. These people are ruthless.” 
 
        “But Andre! We’re not murderers.” 
 
        “We’ll do this last job and then we’re out of here. We have plenty of money to go far away where no one can find us.” 
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        “Please tell me you have something,” Suzanne said as we huddled in the holding room before the start of Jerry’s trial. 
 
        “I wish I could,” I replied, shaking my head. “They’ve hit four times since Jerry and we still have no proof they were using scopolamine. We almost had them at the Kauffman Center, but as you know, they slipped away posing as nuns.” 
 
        “So what are my chances?” Jerry asked, obviously dejected. 
 
        “Not good, I’m afraid,” Suzanne replied. “I appealed to the prosecutor again yesterday, hoping he would listen to reason, but he’s standing firm. I actually can see his point of view. If he caves on this, he opens the door for every scumbag to claim he wasn’t responsible for his crime because of drugs. The burden of proof is with us.” 
 
        At that moment, the bailiff entered the room. “We’re ready.” 
 
        After the preliminaries were dispensed with, the judge turned to Alan Bailey. “Does the prosecution have an opening statement?” 
 
        “We do, Your Honor,” Bailey said, rising and taking his place in front of the jury box. 
 
        “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, the case you are about to hear is very straightforward. The defendant, Jerold Singer, is accused of attempted armed robbery. That the act was committed is not in question. You will hear testimony from the employee at the convenience store that Mr. Singer entered brandishing a weapon, demanding the cash from the register and the safe. You will hear testimony from Officer Dwayne Price that he happened onto the attempted robbery when stopping for coffee and apprehended the suspect. You will see video from a surveillance camera that supports these eyewitness accounts, and even more convincing, you will hear the defendant’s confession that he did indeed commit this felony. 
 
        “The defendant also claims that he was not responsible for his acts as he was under the influence of drugs that were administered to him without his knowledge. 
 
        “Ms. Romero will quote Missouri law 562.076. It’s called the involuntary intoxication law. It says that a person who is in an intoxicated or drugged condition, whether from alcohol, drugs or other substance, is criminally responsible for conduct unless such condition is involuntarily produced and deprived him or her of the capacity to know or appreciate the nature, quality or wrongfulness of his or her conduct. Generally speaking, you are involuntarily intoxicated if one of two things happen. You consumed the drugs without knowing you were doing so, or, someone forced or tricked you into consuming an intoxicating substance. 
 
        “That’s all well and good, but she probably won’t quote the second part of the statute that says that the burden of proof of the involuntary intoxication is on the defendant. 
 
        “In summation, there is no question that the crime was committed, and unless the defense can show the court irrefutable proof that the defendant was drugged without his knowledge, you will have no choice but to render a verdict of guilty.” 
 
         After Bailey was seated, the judge turned to Suzanne. “Opening statement, Ms. Romero?” 
 
        Suzanne rose from her seat. “No Your Honor, we will reserve our opening statement until the defense portion of the trial.” 
 
         The prosecutor had taken the wind out of her opening argument. 
 
        During the remainder of the day, Bailey produced the witnesses he had promised, establishing beyond a shadow of doubt that Jerry had attempted to hold up the convenience store. 
 
        Once all the damning evidence had been presented, Baily addressed the judge. “Your Honor, the prosecution rests.” 
 
        The judge banged his gavel. “The court will stand in recess until nine tomorrow morning when the defense will present its case.” 
 
        Unless we could pull a miracle out of the hat, Jerry would, without a doubt, be convicted. 
 
      
 
      
 
           
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
        “Should be an interesting day,” Ox observed as he watched people milling around the J.C. Nichols Fountain. 
 
        “Let’s just hope it doesn’t get nasty,” Judy replied. “There are strong feelings on both sides of this issue.” 
 
        “If it does get nasty,” Officer Dooley said, “we’ll need to call for backup. They only sent four of us to keep things under control.” 
 
        “Mack is on the Main Street side,” Ox said. “Dooley, how about you taking the park side. I’ll take 47th Street and Judy will watch Nichols Parkway.” 
 
        “Works for me,” Dooley said, heading to his post. “Stay safe.” 
 
        “Unbelievable!” Ox said, pointing to a young woman carrying a placard. “People will protest about anything, even if they don’t have a clue.” 
 
        The sign the woman was carrying read, “Stop killing aligators to make Gatoraid.” 
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        Judy laughed. “She’s not only clueless, she can’t spell either. She’s definitely at the wrong rally. Take care of yourself today.” 
 
        “You too,” Ox replied as they headed to their respective posts. “Maybe today will be uneventful.” 
 
        He couldn’t have been more wrong. 
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        Andre and Marcia had parked a block away and approached the fountain from the park side.  
 
        “Wow!” Marcia exclaimed. “There must be at least a hundred people here already.” 
 
        “I read that the rally is sponsored by a group called New Approach Missouri,” Andre replied. “They’re the ones collecting signatures to get medical marijuana before the voters this fall.” 
 
        “Looks like not everyone supports their cause,” Marcia observed, pointing to a sign that read, “No to Marijuana!” 
 
        At that moment, a woman with a megaphone stepped up to a temporary platform that had been erected. 
 
        “There she is,” Andre said. “That’s Kristen Hartman.” 
 
        “Thank you all for coming today,” Hartman began. “As of today, nine states have approved marijuana for recreational use and twenty-nine have approved it for medical use. As usual, Missouri is lagging behind. With your support, we can get this issue on this November’s ballot.” 
 
        A cheer went up from the crowd. 
 
        “There is no reason that Missourians suffering from chronic pain, cancer, epilepsy, multiple sclerosis, and Alzheimer’s should be denied the relief that is possible through the use of this natural plant.” 
 
        Someone from the crowd yelled. “You say that, but medical use of marijuana is not approved by the FDA.” 
 
        Hartman turned toward the heckler. “That’s not really a big surprise. It’s common knowledge that the FDA is owned by the giant pharmaceutical companies, and the last thing those behemoths want is marijuana approved by the government. Why you ask? Because the big drug companies can’t make a profit from its use. 
 
        “We have an opioid crisis in our country as we speak, but the FDA would rather have people buying Hydrocodone and Oxycodone than using the relatively inexpensive marijuana. 
 
        “They would rather have people suffering from Glaucoma buying Xalatan or Travatan costing hundreds of dollars a month. Together, we can remedy that situation this fall.” 
 
        Another cheer from the crowd. 
 
        “I see why Carlos wants her out of the way,” Marcia whispered. 
 
        “Let’s get this done,” Andre replied, pointing to an officer standing on the edge of the crowd. 
 
        “Using a cop to do the job was a brilliant idea,” Marcia said. “He already has a gun.” 
 
        They approached the officer. 
 
        “Quite a rally,” Andre observed. 
 
        “Sure is,” the officer replied, wiping sweat from his brow. 
 
        “You must be burning up in that uniform,” Marcia said. “We brought several bottles of water knowing it would be hot. We have an extra if you’d like one.” 
 
        “Thank you,” the officer replied. “That would certainly hit the spot.” 
 
        “Glad to do it,” Marcia replied, pulling a bottle from her purse. 
 
        The officer unscrewed the lid and was about to take a long, cooling drink. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Ox had been listening to Hartman’s speech and observing the crowd. So far, he was pleased that everything was peaceful. 
 
        He waved at Judy and she gave him a thumb’s up. 
 
        Then he turned to Dooley who was chatting with a man and woman. They were offering him a bottle of water. He took a closer look and something clicked. The man had a Clark Gable moustache. He moved through the crowd to get a closer look. 
 
        Just as he approached, the woman looked directly at him. There was no doubt. Those were Bette Davis eyes. 
 
        Dooley was lifting the bottle to his lips. 
 
        “Don’t drink that!” Ox shouted, drawing his weapon. 
 
        “You two, hands in the air.” he ordered. 
 
        “What the hell?” Dooley said, obviously shocked. “What’s going on?” 
 
        “These two are the scopolamine robbers, and if I’m not mistaken, that bottle you’re holding is laced with Devil’s Breath.” 
 
        “Holy crap!” Dooley muttered, eyeing the bottle. “Why would they want to drug me? I don’t have any money.” 
 
        “I don’t know but were about to find out. Cuff ‘em!” 
 
      
 
      
 
               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
        I had just pulled off my shoes and was about to plop in my recliner. The day at the courthouse had taken its toll.  
 
        Alan Bailey had proved beyond a reasonable doubt that Jerry had indeed attempted to rob the convenience store. Tomorrow, Suzanne would present Jerry’s defense, an almost impossible task since there was no proof that he had been drugged. 
 
        Suzanne was the best, but unless she could pull a rabbit out of a hat, my friend would be spending tomorrow night behind bars instead of in his apartment. 
 
        The phone rang. 
 
        I was so pooped I almost let it go to voice mail. Thank goodness I didn’t. 
 
        “Walt, Rocky here. Good news. We got ‘em!” 
 
        “Got who?” 
 
        “The scopolamine robbers, of course. Why else would I be calling? We’re about to interrogate the pair and I thought you might want to come down and watch. I know your friend is standing trial. This might just be the break he needs.” 
 
        “Thank God! Rocky, thank you so much for including me. You’re a real friend. I owe you.” 
 
        “Nonsense,” Rocky replied. “You served honorably for five years. You’re one of us.” 
 
        “Still, thanks again. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”  
 
        In an instant, the weariness and fog lifted. This was the miracle we’d been hoping for. 
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        I met Rocky outside the interrogation room. He gave me a brief synopsis of how Ox had spotted the two trying to give a bottle of drugged water to officer Dooley. He had identified them based on the description that every victim had given. 
 
        “I don’t get it,” I said when he was finished. “Why Dooley, and why at a marijuana rally?” 
 
        “I don’t know, but we’re about to find out.” He opened a door. “You can watch from in here.” 
 
        Through the one-way mirror, I could see the two perps cuffed and shackled to a table. Rocky entered and took a seat across from them. 
 
        He told me their names were Andre and Marcia Kepler. Sure enough, Andre had a Clark Gable moustache, and even through the glass across the room, I could see the woman’s Bette Davis eyes. 
 
        He looked at a file he had brought with him. “Hmmm, grand larceny, five counts. With consecutive sentences, that could be up to twenty-five years. Then there’s use of a controlled substance. That could add another five years per conviction. Since you took your victims after they were drugged, we might even be able to make a case for kidnapping. Both of you could find yourselves in prison for a very long time.” 
 
        I could see that Marcia was about to burst into tears, but Andre set his jaw firmly. “We want a lawyer.” 
 
        “Oh, sure,” Rocky replied. “We can go that route if you want, but we’ve got Jerry Singer, Penelope Adams, Angus Anderson, the guy from the payday loan store, and the Brinks driver coming in. My guess is that every one of them will make a positive identification. Plus, we’ve got the water bottle spiked with Devil’s Breath. I’m not sure how much good a lawyer will be with all that evidence stacked against you. You might be better off cooperating voluntarily. You see where I’m going with this?” 
 
        Marcia turned to Andre. “Andre! Do something! I can’t spend the rest of my life in prison.” 
 
        Andre took a deep breath. “Okay, I know how this works. Yes, you’ve got us on the robberies, but we haven’t hurt anyone. We’re just little fish in this operation. We can give you the men running the scam, but we want a deal.” 
 
        Rocky leaned back in his chair. “Maybe, but it all depends on what you can give us.” 
 
        “How about attempted murder?” Andre replied. 
 
        “Is that why you were at the rally?” 
 
        “Maybe,” Andre said. “Do we get a deal?” 
 
        “Yes,” Rocky replied, grudgingly. “I’ll talk to the D.A. You’re not going to walk out of here, but I might talk him into getting the charges reduced and your sentencing to be concurrent instead of consecutive. You could be out in five.” 
 
        Andre looked at Marcia and she nodded. “Tell him.” 
 
        “Let’s start with the rally at the fountain. Why were you there?” 
 
        “The head of this operation is a man in Columbia, Carlos Moreno. He supplies us with the Devil’s Breath. He also smuggles marijuana into the country. With so many states legalizing weed, it’s hurting his business. Kristen Hartman, the woman speaking at the rally, is leading the initiative to have legalized medical marijuana on the ballot this fall. We were supposed to take her out. We’d planned to use the drug to get one of the officers to do the job.” 
 
        “We didn’t want to do it,” Marcia said. “We only agreed to participate in the robberies, but Ramon said he would kill us if we refused.” 
 
        “Who’s Ramon?” 
 
        “Ramon Dias,” Andre replied. “He’s our contact in Kansas City. Carlos ships the drug to Ramon and he gives it to us along with information on our next victim. We can tell you where he is.” 
 
        “What about the kidney thing?” 
 
        “All we can give you is the address where we dropped the guard. They kept everything top secret.” 
 
        Rocky shoved a tablet across the table. “Write up everything you just told me, including admitting that you drugged each of your victims without their knowledge.” 
 
        A half hour later, Rocky handed me a copy of their confession. “This should get your friend off the hook.” 
 
        I wanted to hug him. “Thank you so much. You’ve just saved a man’s life. Jerry wouldn’t last a day in prison.” 
 
        My next call was to Suzanne Romero. 
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        The next morning after the judge was seated, he turned to the prosecutor. “Mr. Bailey, I understand you have a motion to present to the court.” 
 
        Bailey stood. “I do Your Honor. In light of new information, the state wishes to drop all charges against the defendant, Jerold Singer.” 
 
        The judge banged his gavel. “So ordered. Mr. Singer you are free to go.” 
 
         Jerry leaped to his feet and hugged me so hard I figured I’d need a visit to my chiropractor. Then he hugged Suzanne. “Thank you both so much.” 
 
        My friend was free, and if I knew Jerry, he would turn this harrowing experience into his next comedy club routine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
        Ramon was watching TV and having a beer when ‘Breaking News’ flashed across the screen. 
 
        A reporter standing in front of the J.C. Nichols Fountain drew his attention immediately. “A peaceful rally at the J.C. Nichols Fountain on the Plaza turned to chaos when police arrested Andre and Marcia Kepler at gunpoint. Our sources tell us that the Kepler’s are suspects in a string of recent robberies across the city. What they were doing at a rally sponsored by New Approach Missouri promoting the legalization of medical marijuana is unclear.” 
 
        “Damn it!” Ramon muttered, clicking off the TV. 
 
        He picked up the phone. “Carlos, bad news. I sent Andre and Marcia to take out the Hartman woman. Somehow the cops made them and took them in.” 
 
        “Did they get Hartman?” 
 
        “No. In fact, it looks like they were arrested before they could make their move.” 
 
        A long silence. “I am not pleased. We have lost our contacts on the street and Hartman is still rallying support for legalization. The Kepler’s are history. Can you take care of Hartman?” 
 
        “Of course, but I’ll have to get out of here and find a new place. I have no doubt that the two of them will sing like canaries to save their own skin. The police could come any time. I need to move fast.” 
 
        “I understand. Call me when you’re settled. And Ramon --- don’t fail me.” 
 
        “I won’t, Carlos. You have my word.” 
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        Quickly, Ramon threw his things into a suitcase. After looking carefully up and down the street, he climbed into his car. 
 
        He was driving down Linwood Boulevard wondering where he could find a place to lay low when he spotted a sign in front of a huge old building. The sign above the porch read ‘Three Trails Hotel,’ and the sign in the yard read, ‘Sleeping room. $40.00 per week.’ 
 
        “Perfect!” he said, pulling to the curb. 
 
        He grabbed his suitcase, climbed the steps, and knocked on the door marked ‘Manager.’ 
 
        A hefty woman in her seventies opened the door. “Yeah, whadda you want?” 
 
        “Uhhh, I saw your sign. I’d like to rent a room. Do you have an application or something?” 
 
        The woman looked him over. “You got the forty bucks cash?” 
 
        Ramon nodded. 
 
        “Are you running from the law?” 
 
        “Of course not,” Ramon lied. 
 
        “Then you don’t need no application. Let’s see your money.” 
 
        He opened his wallet and handed her the cash. 
 
        “What’s your name?” she asked, taking the money. 
 
        “Miguel Lopez,” Ramon lied again. 
 
        “Well, Miguel, my name’s Mary. These are the rules. No cooking in your room, and we don’t allow no overnight guests, if you get my meaning.” 
 
        “Yes, I understand.” 
 
        “No loud music and no drugs. If I catch you doing any of those things, you’re out of here. Another thing, there’s twenty rooms up there and four hall baths. If you take a crap or a shower, clean up after yourself. I ain’t no maid.” 
 
        “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
        She pointed to a slot in the door. “If you want to stay another week, put your money in an envelope with your name on it and put it through the slot. If I don’t get an envelope, you’d better be gone. Understand?” 
 
        “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
        She handed him a key. “Room 9. Up the stairs and take a right.” 
 
        “Thank you.” 
 
        As Ramon climbed the stairs, he was a bit shaken. He had faced vicious men and felt no fear, but this old woman made him tremble. 
 
        At the head of the stairs, he almost ran into an old gentleman coming out of bathroom #4. 
 
        “Whoa, Mister!” the old gent said. “Ain’t seen you around here before. You rent #9?” 
 
        Ramon was about to reply when a stench from the bathroom overwhelmed him. He coughed and gagged. “My God! What happened in there?” 
 
        “Sorry about that. I hit Jim’s tamale wagon last night. The tamales smelt a whole lot better goin’ in than comin’ out. I’d give it about a half hour. It’ll be okay by then. My name’s Feeney. What’s yours?” 
 
        “Miguel.” 
 
        “Well, Miguel, I’m just down the hall. If you need anything, just holler.” 
 
        Ramon found room #9 and opened the door. Inside was a bed, a small dresser and one chair. 
 
        “Dios mio!” he muttered. “I have thousands of dollars and this is the best thing I can find?” 
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        The next morning, Ramon heard a commotion in the hallway. 
 
         He heard a woman’s voice. “Gotcha, you squatter scum ball!” 
 
        He opened the door and found Mary standing over a man. She was brandishing a baseball bat. 
 
        “If I catch you in here again, I’ll knock you into next week. Now get your scrawny white ass out of my hotel!” 
 
        The man scrambled to his feet and made a beeline for the stairs. 
 
        “You’d better run,” Mary muttered, stalking away. 
 
        Ramon saw Mr. Feeney step into the hall. He was grinning. “That Mary’s somethin’ else, ain’t she?” 
 
        “Is she always like that?” Ramon asked, amazed. 
 
        “Mary can be real nice when she wants to be, or real mean when she has to be. That guy’s been sneakin’ in at night and sleeping in the bathroom. I’ll bet my Social Security check he won’t be back tonight. No one in their right mind messes with Mary Murphy.” 
 
        “Would she really use that bat?” 
 
        “Hell yes! She’s used it lots of times. A couple of years ago, a terrorist was about to pop a cap on the owner of this place and his wife. Mary whacked him in the head before he could pull the trigger. Cracked his head wide open like a ripe melon.” 
 
        “Unbelievable!” 
 
        “You better believe it. Another time, a feller broke in, stole money, and threatened her with a knife. She shot him dead. She’s a corker.” 
 
        “She is indeed,” Ramon replied. 
 
        Back in his apartment, Ramon smiled. “Mary Murphy is just the person I’m looking for.” 
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        The next day was hot and humid. 
 
        Ramon went to a nearby convenience store, bought a cooler, ice, and a six-pack. Back in his room, he made sure everything was perfect, then headed to the front porch. 
 
        He settled into a porch chair, popped the top off a beer, and waited. 
 
        Fifteen minutes later, Mary emerged from her apartment. 
 
        “Good morning, Mary.” 
 
        “Good morning to you Miguel. How was your first night?” 
 
        “Okay I guess. I met Mr. Feeney. He’s quite --- uhhh --- interesting.” 
 
        “I think aromatic is the word you were looking for,” she replied, grinning.  
 
        She spotted the cooler. “You’ve got the right idea there. It’s gonna be a scorcher” 
 
        “Sure is. I’ve got a six-pack here. Would you like to join me?” 
 
        She thought for a moment. “Don’t mind if I do.” 
 
        She took a seat in the chair next to Ramon. He dug a brew out of the cooler, removed the cap, and handed it to Mary. 
 
        “Thanks.” 
 
        “Cheers!” Ramon said, as they clicked bottles. 
 
        Mary took a long swig, and that was the last thing she remembered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
        I received a call from Ox. 
 
        “Walt, if you’re available, we need to talk.” 
 
        “Sure, come on over.” 
 
        Twenty minutes later, Ox was in my office. 
 
        “What’s on your mind?” 
 
        “Kristen Hartman. I think she’s still in danger. You heard Andre Kepler say that this Ramon Dias was the Columbian’s Kansas City contact.” 
 
        I nodded. 
 
        “Kepler gave us his address. We hit the place and he was gone. He must have seen the thing at the fountain. It was all over the news. He probably figured the Kepler’s would give him up to get a deal, so he took off.” 
 
        “That makes sense.” 
 
        “So, bottom line, Dias is still out there and Hartman is still actively promoting her marijuana agenda. Since the Kepler’s failed, there’s a pretty good chance Dias will try to finish the job himself.” 
 
        “What do the folks downtown think?” 
 
        “Detective Blaylock had a conversation with Hartman and told her that she was the intended target. He strongly suggested that she back off, but she wouldn’t hear of it. There’s no way the city can afford to give her around-the-clock protection. She’s on her own.” 
 
        “She’s either really committed to her cause or really naïve. Maybe both.” 
 
        “That’s not all,” Ox continued. “Ramon Dias may not be the only thing she has to worry about.” 
 
        “How so?” 
 
        “I listened to her speech at the fountain. The reason she’s pushing for legalization of marijuana is that it’s a relatively inexpensive alternative to prescription drugs without the side effects. She was talking about using weed instead of opioids for chronic pain and CBD oil for glaucoma instead of Xalatan, and a whole list of other ailments. Do you see where I’m going?” 
 
        “Big Pharma! Every time another state legalizes marijuana, it cuts into their profits.” 
 
        “Exactly!” Ox said. “Remember what happened to Dr. Briles last year?” 
 
        I certainly did. 
 
        Dr. Nathaniel Briles was a holistic physician who, along with a number of other doctors, was experimenting with a substance called GcMAF for fighting cancer. Since GcMAF was a natural substance produced by the body, it was not patentable. If this treatment proved effective, it could potentially wipe out the 142 billion dollar cancer industry. Big Pharma couldn’t let that happen. Over a period of three months, twelve holistic doctors who were experimenting with GcMAF died under questionable circumstances. Dr. Briles feared for his life, and as it turned out, for good reason. An assassin was sent to make sure Briles never finished his work. Thankfully, with the help of a retired CIA agent, the assassin was terminated. Even though the immediate threat was eliminated, Dr. Briles still looks over his shoulder, wondering if they’ll send someone else to finish the job. 
 
        “So, Kristen Hartman could be in danger from not just one, but two groups. Columbian drug lords and Big Pharma would both see their profits dwindle if medical marijuana is legalized in Missouri.” 
 
        “That’s what worries me,” Ox replied. “I don’t think she fully comprehends the danger.” 
 
        “Then maybe we should have a chat with the young lady.” 
 
        “That’s exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
        “Do you know where she’s staying?” 
 
        “I do. I got her address from the reports taken at the fountain. She’s staying downtown at the Comfort Inn on Admiral Boulevard.” 
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         “She’s on the second floor,” Ox said. “Room 213.” 
 
        We took the elevator to the second floor. When we stepped into the hall, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 
 
        Mary Murphy was just ahead of us carrying her baseball bat. 
 
        I called out to her just as she reached room 213. “Mary! Stop!” 
 
        When we reached her, I could see that something was very wrong. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused.  
 
        She just stood and stared at me. 
 
        “Mary, what are you doing here?” 
 
        She pointed to the room. “Bad woman. Must kill.” 
 
        I tried to take the bat, but she drew back. “No! Must kill!” 
 
        “Mary, it’s me, Walt! Let me help you.” 
 
        “No!” she wailed, drawing back her bat. 
 
        I had seen her swing the bat before and I wanted no part of it. I backed away a safe distance. 
 
        “She’s been drugged,” Ox said. “We can’t reason with her when she’s like this.” 
 
        Mary turned back toward the door and was about to bash it with her bat. 
 
        “We have to take her out,” Ox said. “Are you ready?” 
 
        I nodded, and together we tackled my old friend. 
 
        It took both of us to subdue her and take the bat away. 
 
        “Call 911,” Ox said. “I’ve got her.” 
 
        After I made the call, I turned to Ox. “She couldn’t have got here on her own. Somehow Dias must have gotten to her. Maybe he’s still in the parking lot.” 
 
        “Go see,” he replied. “I’ve got this.” 
 
        I ran to the parking lot and looked in every car. All of them were empty. 
 
        Ramon Dias had gotten away again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
        Kristen Hartman heard the disturbance in the hall and opened the door. “What’s going on out here?” Then she saw Ox on top of Mary. “I’m calling the police!” 
 
        “I am the police,” Ox replied, struggling to show her his badge. 
 
        “Why are you on top of that woman?” 
 
        “Because she was about to beat you to death with that bat,” I replied, just returning from the parking lot. 
 
        Hartman was obviously confused. “But why? I’ve never seen her before. Who is she?” 
 
        “You don’t know her,” I replied. “The same people who tried to harm you at the fountain drugged her. She has no idea what she’s doing.” 
 
        Hartman was shaken. “They’re trying to shut me up. I didn’t believe it at first, but I suppose it’s true.” 
 
        At that moment the cops arrived, followed by the paramedics. 
 
        While Ox was sharing what we knew with the officers, I pulled Hartman aside and handed her my card. “I’m a private investigator. We need to talk. You are in more danger than you realize. I can’t do it now. I have to go with Mary. May I come back later?” 
 
        “Of course. I’ll be in my room all day preparing for my address to the League of Women Voters.” 
 
        “Good. Stay inside and don’t open your door to anyone you don’t know.” 
 
        “You’re scaring me.” 
 
        “You should be scared. Trust me. I’ll be back as soon as I know Mary is all right.” 
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        The paramedics took Mary to the emergency room. After hearing that she had most likely been drugged with scopolamine, they said there was nothing to do but let her rest until her body metabolized the drug. 
 
        Mary slept and I sat in a chair at her bedside until she stirred. 
 
        “Where --- where am I?” 
 
        “You’re in the hospital, Mary.” 
 
        “Why am I here?” 
 
        “You were drugged. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
        Her brain was obviously still hazy. She shook her head, trying to focus. 
 
        “I was --- I was on the porch with the new guy. He offered me a beer. That’s the last thing I remember.” 
 
        “New guy? Tell me about him.” 
 
        She tried shaking away the cobwebs again. “His name was --- let me think --- Miguel. Miguel Lopez. He looked like Ricardo Montalban, you know, the actor who was on the TV show with the little guy who said, ’De plane! De plane!’ He was real nice. It was so hot this morning. He offered me ----!” 
 
        Then it struck her. “Son-of-a-bitch! He spiked my beer! Just wait till I get out of here. I’ll fix his Latin ass!” 
 
        “Actually, I think his name is Ramon Dias, and he’s a very bad dude. What room was he in?” 
 
        “Number 9.” 
 
        “You seem to be okay now. Let’s get you out of here. I’ll call Ox and have him meet us at the hotel. I doubt the creep is still there, but we have to be sure.” 
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        Forty-five minutes later, Ox and I moved cautiously up the stairs, guns drawn. 
 
        At the top of the stairs we ran into Mr. Feeney. 
 
        “Holy crap!” he wailed, seeing our weapons. “What’s up with the hardware?” 
 
        “We’re looking for the new guy in #9. Have you seen him?” 
 
        “Yep, but you’re too late. He come bustin’ in a couple of hours ago, packed his crap in a suitcase, and took off like the hounds of hell was on his tail.” 
 
        Ramon Dias was in the wind again, and Kristen Hartman was still in danger. 
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        I called Kevin, filled him in on what was happening, and we headed for a visit with Kristen Hartman. 
 
        “Who is it?” she asked when I knocked on the door. 
 
        “Walt Williams and my partner, Kevin McBride. May we come in?” 
 
        She opened the door a crack and peeked out before unhooking the chain. 
 
        “I’m glad you’re being careful,” I said as she stepped aside to let us in. 
 
        “The thing this morning really shook me up. I thought what happened at the fountain was just some crackpot, but now that they’ve tried to silence me twice --- I guess they mean business.” 
 
        “Trust me, they do.” 
 
        “Who exactly is ‘they?’” 
 
        “The man and woman who were arrested at the fountain told the police that they were working for a Columbian drug lord named Carlos Moreno and his Kansas City contact, Ramon Diaz.” 
 
        “Columbian drug lord! I don’t understand. Wait --- yes I do. I hadn’t thought of it before, but if marijuana is legalized in Missouri, it would hurt his smuggling operation.” 
 
        “You got it.” 
 
        “But why me? This initiative is bigger than me.” 
 
        “Because you are the one spearheading the movement. He figures if he takes you out, the movement will falter. If you wind up dead, others might think twice about taking your place.” 
 
        “Good Lord.” 
 
        “I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but Carlos Moreno may not be the only one who wants to silence you.” 
 
        “What could possibly be worse than a Columbian drug lord?” 
 
        “Big Pharma,” I replied. “Just think about what you’ve been saying at your rallies. Weed instead of Oxy for chronic pain, weed instead of Xalatan for glaucoma, and I’m sure you could add many more.” 
 
        “That’s true,” she replied, “but we’re talking about American companies, not South American criminals.” 
 
        “Believe me, they’re just as ruthless. We’ve seen them at work twice before. A few years ago, a doctor was experimenting with an all-natural product that would have the same effect as a statin drug called Rolotor at much less cost and with no side effects. Putnam Pharmaceuticals, fearing the loss of millions, sent an assassin to kill the doctor before he could release his study. 
 
        “Then just last year, another assassin was sent to silence a doctor who was experimenting with GcMAF, a natural substance that could possibly be a cure for cancer, potentially costing the drug industry 142 billion a year. Do you see where I’m going?” 
 
        Kristen was obviously quite shaken. “I see what you’re saying but --- this is America! Free speech! The right to choose! What happened to all that?” 
 
        “I know you’re disillusioned,” Kevin said, “but this is the real world. There are ruthless people out there who will do most anything to protect their profits.” 
 
        Then I saw the fire in her eyes. “So what am I supposed to do? Just quit? I can’t do that. People need this. I’ve seen the children struggling with seizures and the elderly spending their entire Social Security check to buy glaucoma medicine. This legislation could fix all that. No --- I can’t just let it go.” 
 
        “We figured you’d probably say that,” Kevin said, “but at least now you can watch your back.” 
 
        “But how? I wouldn’t know an assassin if I saw one. Those two at the fountain and that old woman --- who would ever think they were there to kill me?” 
 
        “We might be able to help,” I said, “if you want us to.” 
 
        “That’s very kind of you to offer, but I can’t pay you. I’m a volunteer. We don’t have a budget for private security.” 
 
        “We’re not asking to be paid,” I replied. “Kevin and I are both retired. We don’t need the money. This is different. It’s personal and maybe a bit selfish. The old woman this morning is a personal friend of mine. She was drugged and sent on a mission to kill. I want get the bastards who set her up. I have no doubt they will be coming after you again. Our best chance to catch them is to protect you.” 
 
        “Oh, so you want to use me as bait!” 
 
        “Don’t think of it like that. If you continue your campaign, I have no doubt they’ll be coming for you again. Only this time, we’ll be waiting for them. You’ll be safe and we’ll get the creeps who drugged my friend. We both win.” 
 
        She thought for a moment. “I’m in. What do we do next?” 
 
        “Where are you speaking next?” Kevin asked. 
 
        “I’m speaking to the League of Women Voters at the Hilton Inn in Independence, the day after tomorrow.” 
 
        “Great!” I replied. “I know the place. We had our fiftieth-class reunion there. If they come, we’ll be ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
        Ramon dreaded the call he was about to make. Carlos Moreno was not a patient man. 
 
        “Carlos, it’s Ramon.” 
 
        “I hope you’re calling to say that you’ve taken care of the woman.” 
 
        “I tried, Carlos, but fate intervened again.” 
 
        “Fate? Now you’re blaming fate for your incompetence?” 
 
        “I had the perfect shill. She was drugged and outside the woman’s door when two men accosted her. I have no idea how they knew she was there.” 
 
        “It is your job to know these things! This woman must be stopped! Every time she speaks, she gathers more signatures for her petition.” 
 
        “She speaks again tomorrow night. I’ll be there and this time I will not fail.” 
 
        “For your sake, I hope not.” 
 
        Ramon was trembling when he hung up the phone. He had seen the remains of other men who had failed Moreno, and it was not a pretty sight. 
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        Irina Petrov smiled as she checked into the Hilton Inn. 
 
        Compared to other assignments she had contracted, this one would be a walk in the park. There would be no contingent of armed guards like in Syria and Pakistan. There would be no fortress to penetrate as in Mexico. 
 
        The woman was so vulnerable, she could take her at any time. She would find the right moment. 
 
        The pharmaceutical companies that hired her had been down this road many times and knew what they were doing. After all, who would suspect a diminutive female to be a hired assassin?  
 
        She would take a seat in the meeting room along with the members of the League of Women Voters, study her prey, then decide on the precise moment to strike. 
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        I made a mistake. Let me rephrase. I made a mistake trying to avoid making a mistake. 
 
        As a private investigator, I sometimes have to spend evenings away from home. I learned early on that I should always tell Maggie where I’m going and what I’m going to do. If I don’t, somehow she finds out anyway and then I’m in the dog house for not coming clean. 
 
        So, to avoid making that mistake, I told her I would be going to the Hilton Inn to keep an eye on Kristen Hartman. That’s what led to the subsequent mistake. 
 
        “Oh good!” Maggie replied, “I’ll go with you. I’ve been on the fence about this medical marijuana issue. I’d love to hear what she has to say.” 
 
        It was bad enough having Maggie tag along when there might be an assassin in the crowd, but very soon things got out of hand. Somehow Bernice found out and wanted to go, so of course, that meant Dad was going too. 
 
        Evidently Bernice called Mary and in an instant she was on the phone. 
 
        “Mr. Walt! Don’t even think about goin’ after the scum bag without me. That s.o.b. took advantage of my good nature and drugged me. I’ve got a score to settle. Besides, I’m the only one who knows what he looks like.” 
 
        Mary had a point. She and Mr. Feeney were the only ones who had actually seen Ramon Diaz and I certainly wasn’t going to involve Mr. Stinky Pants.  
 
        I tried my best to talk everyone out of going, but as usual, I lost. 
 
        Since they were all going, I figured I might as well make use of them. Mary said Ramon looked like a young Ricardo Montalban, so I went to the Internet, printed out a photo, and gave it to each of them. 
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        If he actually showed up, it shouldn’t be difficult to spot a handsome Latino in a roomful of women. 
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        The Hilton Inn has meeting rooms where conventions, class reunions, and other events are held. On the far end of the structure, past the meeting rooms is the Herford House restaurant and bar. It’s a great set-up. Visitors attending a conference have a quality hotel and a nice place to eat and drink without leaving the premises. The bar attracts not only hotel guests, but also locals, especially during Happy Hour. 
 
         Maggie, Dad, Bernice and Mary found seats in the conference room with photo in hand, on the lookout for Ramon Diaz. Mary had brought her bat along, ‘just in case.’ I tried talking her out of it, to no avail.  
 
        Kevin and I patrolled the hall outside the room, keeping an eye on the reception table. I had no doubt that if Ramon showed his face, one of us would spot him. 
 
        A few minutes before the meeting was to start, Mary came trotting out. 
 
        “My mouth’s so dry, I’m spittin’ cotton!” she announced. “I’m gonna go to the bar and get me a Sprite. I’ll be right back.” 
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        Ramon sat at the end of the bar sipping a margarita. He was watching the locals drift in to have a drink before heading home.  
 
        It wasn’t long before he spotted exactly what he was looking for. 
 
        A woman, late thirties to early forties with bleach-blonde hair took a seat at the bar. He knew her type, lonely and desperate for attention. She was there hoping to get lucky. 
 
        She ordered a drink and smiled seductively at several men who were quite obviously not interested. 
 
        When she downed the last of her drink, Ramon made his move. He slipped onto the stool beside her. “May I buy you a drink?” 
 
        He knew without a doubt, she would not refuse. He would wait for the right moment to slip the Devil’s Breath into her drink when she wasn’t looking. As soon as the drug took effect, he would lead her into the hall, give her the .38, and program what she should do to accomplish his mission. 
 
        “I suppose so,” the woman replied, “I’m Rita.” 
 
        “Miguel,” Ramon lied. “A woman as lovely as you shouldn’t be drinking alone.” 
 
        Rita couldn’t believe her good fortune. A handsome man was actually interested in her! It was her lucky night. 
 
        Mary strode into the bar. It was packed with Happy Hour patrons so there was no room at the bar. She tried in vain to get the attention of the overworked bartender. “Hey, what do I have to do to get some service around here?” 
 
        Then she spotted his reflection in the mirror behind the bar. It was him! He was engaged in an intense conversation with some floozie. 
 
        Without hesitation, she moved up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
        “Hey Miguel --- or is it Ramon? Can I buy you a beer?” 
 
        He turned and his mouth dropped open. “It’s you!” 
 
        “Damned right it’s me, and I’ve got a score to settle.” 
 
        As Ramon pulled the .38 from his waistband, Mary brought her bat crashing against his wrist. The gun flew across the floor. 
 
        The floozie shrieked, Ramon yelped in pain, leaped off the stool and headed to the door, but Mary was too quick. A second swing of the bat brought Ramon to his knees. 
 
        The bar patrons stared in disbelief as the old woman with the bat stood over the fallen man. 
 
        “Nobody messes with Mary Murphy!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
        I heard a shriek and commotion in the bar and remembered that Mary was headed that way. I figured I should investigate to see what kind of trouble she had gotten herself into this time. 
 
        The scene I witnessed certainly wasn’t what I was expecting. 
 
        A man was face-down on the floor and Mary had her foot squarely on his back and her bat on the base of his neck. The bar patrons, scared out of their wits, had retreated to the back of the room. 
 
        Mary broke into a smile when she saw me enter the bar. “Got ‘em, Mr. Walt. I told you I would.” 
 
        I signaled to the bartender. “Call 911.” 
 
        “Already did,” he replied, his hands shaking. 
 
        Kevin was right behind me. “Holy crap!” he muttered, taking in the bizarre scene. 
 
        I heard sirens in the distance and by the time officers arrived, Kevin had Ramon in cuffs. 
 
         After a lengthy explanation of what had occurred and why, the officers confirmed that the man weeping on the floor was indeed the subject of a city-wide manhunt, and he had been captured by an old woman with a bat! 
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        The people in the conference room who had poured into the corridor to see what the commotion was all about, stared open mouthed as the police led Ramon away in cuffs. 
 
        Kristen Hartman was visibly shaken. “Was that --- was that the man who’s been trying to kill me?” 
 
        “It was and he’s no longer a threat. I see you’re upset. Do you want to cancel?” 
 
        I saw her back stiffen. “Hell no! This is exactly why I’m doing what I’m doing. What just happened will only reinforce what I have to say.” 
 
        She turned to the crowd. “Please return to the conference room and take your seats. I have a lot to tell you.” 
 
        At that moment, Maggie came up beside me. “Are you all right?” 
 
        “Of course,” I replied. “Mary had everything under control.” 
 
        I saw Mary coming down the hall. She had a big grin on her face. “Got my Sprite and my man,” she said, holding up a cup. “I didn’t even have to pay for it. The bartender said it was on the house.” 
 
        I had no doubt the bartender would have given her just about anything to get her out of his bar. 
 
        “Great work,” I said. “We’re all proud of you.” 
 
        “Let’s go inside,” Maggie said. “I still want to hear what she has to say.” 
 
        Once the crowd settled in, Kristen took the podium. 
 
        “Ladies and gentlemen, what you just witnessed is one of the reasons I’m working so hard to get this initiative on November’s ballot. The man you saw being led away in cuffs has tried three times to kill me so that this issue will never be put to the voters of Missouri.” 
 
        There was a murmur throughout the audience, then shocked silence. 
 
        “The man who sent him to kill me is a Columbian drug lord. Why is this important to him you might ask? The answer is that if medical marijuana can be purchased legally, it will cut into the profits he makes by smuggling weed into our state. 
 
        “I know that many of you have reservations about this issue, but you must consider this; marijuana is here in our city and in our state whether we want it or not. The question is, do we want the profits for the sale of the drug and the taxes collected on those sales to go to a Columbian drug lord or to Missouri citizens.  
 
        “Think about the prohibition years. Once the sale of alcohol was illegal, did everyone just quit drinking? Absolutely not! There was a demand and bootleggers were more than happy to step in and supply that demand. This is no different. As I said before, marijuana is here to stay whether we like it or not. Our police have even acknowledged that fact. While marijuana possession is still illegal, the penalties for possession have been reduced from $500.00 and jail time, to $25.00 and no jail time. We have a choice. Do we want a regulated and taxed new industry in the state or drug dealers selling on street corners?” 
 
        A woman in the audience raised her hand. “I know your petition is about medical marijuana, but if that’s approved isn’t it just a matter of time until recreational marijuana will be on the ballot?” 
 
        “I can’t answer that question. It’s up to the citizens of this state. As of now, twenty-nine states have legalized medical marijuana, but only nine have legalized it for recreational use. Let’s concentrate on that issue first.” 
 
        The woman in the audience raised her hand again. “Surely you’re aware that studies show that more teenagers now smoke marijuana than cigarettes. Between 30 to 40 percent of high school seniors report smoking pot in the past year, and 6% say they use it every day. That’s frightening!” 
 
        “I agree,” Kristen replied, “but your statistics only reinforce my position. Marijuana is part of our culture whether we like it or not. Let’s acknowledge the reality and deal with the problem instead of burying our head in the sand and hoping it will go away. 
 
        “Now, back to the issue of medical marijuana. I’m sure some of you have heard the story of Charlotte Figi. This three-year-old girl suffered from Dravet syndrome. The poor child endured over 300 seizures a week until her parents discovered a high CBD marijuana extract. Now, with this treatment, Charlotte has maybe four seizures a month and is able to live a normal life. The extract became known as Charlotte’s Web and has provided blessed relief to people suffering from seizures.  
 
        “The sad ending to this story is that Charlotte’s Web is illegal in Missouri. People suffering from this malady have two choices; they can obtain the drug illegally by buying from people like the man you saw being led away in handcuffs or traveling across Kansas to Colorado to buy the drug and bring it back to Missouri. Either way, they run the risk of being arrested for possession of a controlled substance. The other choice many families have made to get the medicine they need is to uproot their families leaving their homes, jobs and loved ones, to move to a state where medical marijuana is legal. You have the opportunity to correct this miscarriage of justice this November. 
 
        “People suffering from glaucoma spend hundreds of dollars a month on prescription medications that have severe side effects. If this legislation is enacted, they can get the natural medication they need at a fraction of the cost with no side effects. I could go on and on, but I think you get the picture.” 
 
        The same woman raised her hand. “I’m still worried that if we open the door, people will find a way to abuse the drug. Take Colorado, for example. Since legalization, they have experienced an increase in marijuana related traffic accidents, an increase in marijuana related emergency room treatments, and an increase in teen use of the drug.” 
 
        “Again, we’re talking about recreational use of marijuana. What you say may be true but consider this; human nature being what it is, there are always going to be people who will abuse. Alcohol is legal but jail cells are filled with people who abuse it every day, and how many traffic accidents are committed by drunk drivers? Opioids are legal, and yet there are over 40,000 opioid deaths in the United States every year. 
 
        “Since you mentioned Colorado, you might also know that the state has collected over a half-billion in taxes since marijuana was legalized. Most of the money went to schools and the rest to drug treatment programs. 
 
        “Look, I know that this is a big issue in a conservative state like Missouri. All I’m asking is that you become informed about the pros and cons. Since 60% of Missourians favor legalization of medical marijuana, I think it’s only fair that the citizens of this great state should have the right to choose this November. 
 
        “Thank you.” 
 
        Many in the audience applauded, but I could see that others were far from convinced. 
 
        “That young lady is a fireball,” Maggie said. “She gave me a lot to think about. Are you ready to head home?” 
 
        “Not quite yet,” I replied. “Kristen had another real scare this evening. Kevin and I want to make sure she gets to her room safely and reassure her that the imminent threat has been taken care of.” 
 
        Maggie was skeptical. “I noticed you said ‘imminent.’ You think she could still be in danger, don’t you?” 
 
         I can’t fool Maggie. 
 
        “It’s possible. Ramon may have been taken out of the picture, but what’s to say that the guy in Columbia won’t send someone else? Plus, the specter of Big Pharma lurking in the background bothers me. Can you hitch a ride with Dad, Bernice, and Mary?” 
 
        “Of course, but you be careful. The thought of drug lords and hired assassins scares the bejesus out of me.” 
 
        “I’ll be careful. I promise.” 
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        Irina Petrov had been content to sit back and watch the events of the evening unfold. 
 
        She was surprised when she learned that another hit man had been sent to silence the woman. At first, she thought that her employer had sent a backup, but then it became clear that he was employed by a Columbian drug lord. 
 
        She was amused that her counterpart had been subdued by an old woman with a bat.  
 
        It had also become clear to her that Hartman had body guards watching her back, but from what she had seen, her security team consisted of two old men. Not much of a threat. 
 
        As the evening progressed, she put together a plan. 
 
        She would create a diversion that would occupy her elderly guards, then make her move when the Hartman woman was alone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
         Several of the women had baked cookies, and after the presentation a small group gathered around the table filled with goodies and a coffee urn. Kristen was holding court, trying to persuade those still on the fence to support her initiative. 
 
        I waited until there was a lull to approach her. 
 
        “Quite an evening. Are you about ready to call it a day?” 
 
        “Just a little while longer,” she replied. “I’ll stay as long as people have questions.” 
 
        “I understand. Kevin and I will hang around until you’re finished. We want to make sure you get back to your room safely.” 
 
        I saw the look of concern on her face. “But you caught that man. Surely you don’t think ---?” 
 
        “I’m sure everything is okay,” I replied, trying to reassure her, “but we just want to be on the safe side.” 
 
        “I understand. I’ll wrap it up as quickly as I can.” 
 
        I had been holding it in all evening, and now that there was a break I decided to make a quick trip to the potty. I met Kevin in the hall. “Tinkle time,” I announced. 
 
        “Me too,” he replied. “My teeth are floating.” 
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        Maggie found John, Bernice and Mary by the door. “May I hitch a ride with you guys? Walt and Kevin need to hang around a while longer.” 
 
        “Of course,” John replied, “I’m going to get the car and bring it to the door. Bernice’s arthritis has been acting up. I don’t want her to have to hoof it across the parking lot.” 
 
        “That’s very kind of you.” 
 
        As soon as John took off, Bernice turned to Mary. “While John’s getting the car, I’m going to hit the refreshment table. I saw some snickerdoodles. You want to come with me?” 
 
        “Hell yes!” Mary replied. “I love cookies!” 
 
       “How about you, Maggie?” 
 
        “I’ll just stay here and watch for John.” 
 
        “Okay, we’ll bring you one.” 
 
        Kristen was standing by the refreshment table when Mary and Bernice walked up. 
 
        Kristen grabbed Mary’s hand. “I didn’t get a chance to thank you for what you did earlier. That was very brave.” 
 
        “Just a little payback,” Mary replied. “That creep drugged me. He had it coming.” 
 
        “I couldn’t hear everything you were saying,” Bernice said. “I’m hard of hearing and my batteries need changing, but you seem to know a lot about marijuana. I’ve got arthritis. I’ve been thinking about getting me some weed to see if it will help. I hear there’s a guy that sells it outside the high school every day. What do you think?” 
 
        Kristen was amused at the elderly woman, obviously in her nineties. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You could be arrested.” 
 
        Bernice was shocked. “Really! Then I’d better not. I’m too old to go to prison and be some lifer’s bitch!” 
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        Maggie was in the hall waiting for John to pull the car to the door when a woman stepped up behind her. She could feel something pressed against her back. 
 
        “Don’t make a sound,” Irina said, “or you’ll die along with several innocent bystanders. Understand?” 
 
        Maggie nodded. “What do you want?” 
 
        “I want you to come with me. Just do what I say and you won’t get hurt.” 
 
        “But why?” 
 
        “That’s not your concern. You’re just a pawn in a chess game. Now do as I say. I don’t want to have to take you off the board.” 
 
        Maggie complied, and followed Irina down the hall. 
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        After taking turns at the urinal, Kevin and I headed back to the conference room. We found Dad, Mary, and Bernice in the hall. 
 
        “Where’s Maggie?” Dad said, obviously concerned. 
 
        “I thought she was with you,” I replied. “She was going to hitch a ride home.” 
 
        “She was. I left to get the car and she was standing right here with Mary and Bernice.” 
 
        I looked at Mary. “What happened?” 
 
        “Damned if I know. Me and Bernice went to the refreshment table for a cookie. Maggie said she’d wait right here and watch for John. When we got back, she was gone.” 
 
        At that moment, my cell phone rang. It was a woman’s voice with an accent. “Mr. Williams. I have your wife. If you want to see her alive again, you will do exactly as I say.” 
 
        “Who is this?” 
 
        “Who I am really doesn’t matter. What matters is whether you value your wife’s life. Are you ready to listen?” 
 
        “What do you want?” 
 
        “I’m just trying to get out of town. I need a thousand dollars. Get the money and bring it to the Sky Vu Motel. The money for your wife.” 
 
        “Where am I supposed to get a thousand dollars at this time of night?” 
 
        “There’s an ATM at the Hilton Inn. I’m sure you can figure it out. Oh, another thing. You have thirty minutes. I have a bomb with a timer. I’m going to start it now. If you’re not here in thirty minutes, I’ll be gone and so will your wife. Room 8. Don’t be late.” 
 
        “I’m not doing anything until I talk to Maggie. I have to know she’s all right.” 
 
        “Very well. It’s your time you’re wasting.” 
 
        A moment later, Maggie’s voice came on the line. “Walt!” 
 
        “Maggie, are you hurt?” 
 
        “No, I ---.” 
 
        “That’s enough. I hope you’re satisfied. Better get moving, Mr. Williams. The clock’s ticking.” 
 
        The line went dead. 
 
        I had put the speaker phone on so everyone could hear. 
 
        “The Sky Vu Motel,” Kevin said. “That’s one of those dumps you can rent by the hour. It’s about fifteen minutes from here. We’d better get moving.” 
 
        I turned to Dad. “Call Ox and tell him what’s going on. You three wait here.” 
 
        “We’re going with you,” Dad said. “We can help.” 
 
        “No, Kevin and I can handle it. Please do as I say.” 
 
        Dad reluctantly agreed. Kevin and I headed to the ATM. 
 
        Money in hand, Kevin looked at his watch. “We’ve got fifteen minutes. We’d better hurry.” 
 
        We pulled into the Sky Vu parking lot with two minutes to spare. 
 
        “I’ll go,” I said. “You wait here and watch. We don’t want to spook her.” 
 
        Kevin nodded. “Go!” 
 
        I ran to room 8 and knocked on the door. “I’m here!” 
 
        I heard Maggie’s voice inside. “Walt! Come in. The door’s unlocked.” 
 
        Cautiously, I opened the door and stepped inside. Maggie was tied to a chair. 
 
        I looked around the room. “Where’s the woman? Where’s the bomb?” 
 
        Maggie shook her head. “She’s gone. There is no bomb.” 
 
        Suddenly it struck me. This whole thing was a ruse to draw us from the Hilton Inn. 
 
        The woman on the phone didn’t want a thousand dollars. She wanted Kristen Hartman alone and unprotected. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
        The last woman finally walked away. Kristen looked around the room, but Walt and Kevin were nowhere to be seen. Then she spotted Mary, Bernice and John in the corridor. They seemed upset. 
 
        “Is something wrong?” she asked, joining them. “Where are Walt and Kevin?” 
 
        “I’ll say something’s wrong,” John replied. “Some woman has kidnapped Maggie and demanded a thousand-dollar ransom. The woman also said there was a bomb. Walt and Kevin went to rescue her.” 
 
        “Good heavens!” Kristen said, alarmed. “First a Columbian drug lord tries to take me out and now this. What can I do to help?” 
 
        “That’s what we asked, but Walt said to just stay right here until they got back.” 
 
        “Well, I’m staying too, but I need to make a quick trip to the lady’s room. I’ll be right back.” 
 
        Kristen headed down the corridor and just before she reached the restroom, Irina stepped in behind her. 
 
        Kristen stiffened as she felt the muzzle of a gun pressed against her back. 
 
        “Just be real quiet and move along and no one else gets hurt.” 
 
        Irina gave Kristen a shove, but instead of going quietly, she screamed at top of her lungs. 
 
     “HELP! SOMEBODY HELP!” 
 
        John, Bernice, and Mary turned toward the scream. 
 
        “That woman’s trying to take Kristen,” John said. 
 
        Bernice stooped and pulled the little .32 from her ankle holster. 
 
        “We’re coming!” Mary shouted, and the three of them took off down the hall. 
 
        Irina was momentarily distracted by the shout and the sound of pounding feet. Seeing her opportunity, Kristen twisted and landed a karate chop across Irina’s wrist, sending the gun skittering across the floor. 
 
        Irina looked at the gun ten feet away, and then at the three people advancing quickly down the hall. One old woman had a pistol, the other old woman had a bat, and the old man had fire in his eyes. She reviewed her options and decided not to press her luck. She whispered in Kristen’s ear. “This isn’t over. I’ll be back.” 
 
        Then she sprinted to the door and disappeared into the night. 
 
        Sitting in her car blocks away, she thought about how her plan had gone awry. She had underestimated the two old body guards and their geriatric posse. She wouldn’t do that again. 
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        Maggie, Kevin and I entered the building finding Dad, Bernice and Mary huddling over Kristen. 
 
        I saw the look of relief on their faces when they saw Maggie. 
 
        “What’s going on?” I asked. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
        “Yeah, we’re fine,” Dad replied, “but it was a close call. Some broad tried to take Kristen at gunpoint.” 
 
        “I figured as much,” I said. “Taking Maggie was just a ploy to get us out of the building leaving Kristen unprotected. What happened?” 
 
        “The woman put a gun to my back and told me to move and no one would get hurt,” Kristen replied. “I knew that once she had me alone I was a goner, so I screamed. Mary, John and Bernice heard me and came to the rescue. The woman was momentarily distracted. That gave me a chance to use one of the moves I learned in a self-defense class. With her gun gone and Mary coming down the hall with her bat and Bernice with her pistol, she must have figured the odds weren’t in her favor. Before she took off, she said this wasn’t over and she’d be back.” 
 
        I looked at Bernice. She was still holding the little .32 she had bought after she and Dad took a concealed carry class. 
 
        “You can put that away now,” I said, pointing to the gun. 
 
        “I can’t,” she replied shaking her head. “I musta peed and my holster’s all wet.” 
 
        I figured with everything that had transpired, if all we had to worry about was a wet holster, we came out pretty well. 
 
        One thing, though, was very clear. Protecting Kristen Hartman had become a full-time job. 
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        Police lifted prints from the gun the woman dropped and ran them through AFIS, the Automated Fingerprint Identification System. The prints matched those of Irina Petrov, a Russian national, known to be a gun for hire.  
 
        There was no doubt in my mind that Big Pharma had hired Petrov to silence Kristen and squelch her initiative for legalized medical marijuana. Petrov had promised Kristen that she’d be back and I had no doubts that was also true. 
 
        Ramon Dias and Andre and Marcia Kepler were behind bars, but there was no guarantee that Carlos Moreno wouldn’t send another assassin to succeed where they had failed. 
 
        One thing was certain; Kristen Hartman’s life was in danger. The police couldn’t give her round-the-clock protection, so all that was standing between her and an early grave was Kevin and me. I wasn’t sure we were up to the task. 
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        Reluctantly, I decided I should pay a visit to Carmine Marchetti, the big kahuna of the Kansas City mob. 
 
        Normally, I don’t associate with gangsters, but fate had thrown us together on several occasions. He had actually saved my life twice and I had done the same for him. We had developed a bond of mutual respect which I didn’t discourage because Carmine had his finger on the pulse of the city’s underworld. He knew things that no one else knew. 
 
        I wanted to see him for two reasons. First, he might actually have knowledge of assassins roaming the streets of Kansas City, and second, I wanted to make sure that Kristen wasn’t in his crosshairs. After all, it was common knowledge that the mob was the main supplier of marijuana in Kansas City. 
 
        I could usually find him at Antonelli’s, an Italian restaurant. If I wanted an audience, there was procedure to be followed. I would present my card to the maître d'. He would approach Carmine, and if he was in the mood to see me, he would send Vito or one of his other goons to frisk me and take me to his table. 
 
        I was in luck and found myself standing in front of the don. 
 
        “Well, well, my favorite gumshoe.” 
 
        He always says that. Actually, it’s kind of comforting, knowing that I’m still in his good graces. 
 
        “What’s so important today that you must interrupt my lunch?” 
 
        “I apologize,” I replied. “I wouldn’t bother you but a woman’s life is at stake.” 
 
        “Ah, yes. Walt Williams, the champion of distressed women. Who are you protecting today?” 
 
        “Kristen Hartman. Do you know who she is?” 
 
        “Of course I do. She’s the young woman trying to have marijuana legalized in our fine state.” 
 
        I cringed, fearing the answer to my next question. “Does that bother you at all?” 
 
        He frowned. “Why would that bother me? Surely you’re not insinuating that I have anything to do with providing an illegal substance to the citizens of Kansas City?” 
 
        I instantly feared that I had overstepped my bounds. 
 
        Then his face broke into a big grin. “Lighten up, gumshoe. I’m just messing with you. Medical marijuana means nothing to me. Recreational marijuana is where the money is. I have no interest in your young lady.” 
 
        That was certainly a relief. “Are you familiar with a Columbian, Carlos Moreno?” 
 
        He frowned again. “Of course I am. He’s been trying unsuccessfully to get his product on our streets for years. He has been successful in St. Louis, Jefferson City, and I understand he has a thriving business on the campus at M.U., but so far we have kept him out of Kansas City.” 
 
        “He’s made three attempts on Kristen Hartman’s life.” 
 
        “I’m well aware of that. By the way, congratulations on your apprehension of Ramon Dias and Andre and Marcia Kepler.” 
 
        “You know about that?” 
 
        He smiled. “It’s my business to know these things.” 
 
        “Then you must also know he was responsible for a string of robberies using Devil’s Breath.” 
 
        Carmine shuddered. “Nasty stuff. As you know, I’m no saint, but there are lines I won’t cross. Devil’s Breath is one thing I abhor. It takes away a person’s will. It is wrong.” 
 
        “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that. I would like to ask you for a favor.” 
 
        “Name it.” 
 
        “It’s very possible that Moreno may send another assassin to Kansas City. If you hear anything, I’d appreciate a call.” 
 
        “Done! Anything else?” 
 
        “One more thing,” I said, pulling a photo of Irina Petrov that the cops got from Interpol. “Do you know this woman?” 
 
        He looked at the photo. “No I don’t. Who is she?” 
 
        “Irina Petrov, a Russian hired gun sent by Big Pharma to assassinate Kristen Hartman. She tried yesterday, but thankfully failed. She promised she would try again.” 
 
        He shook his head. “Assassins roaming our streets. That’s not good for business. I’ll spread the word. If I get anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 
        “Thank you. I appreciate your help.” 
 
        He smiled. “I’ve done nothing yet, but I hope to. Then you would be in my debt once again. You never know when a good gumshoe might come in handy.” 
 
        As I left, I was pleased, but also fearful. I was pleased that Kristen wasn’t in danger from the mob, and that Carmine was willing to help, but I was also fearful that I might wind up owing a favor to the boss of the Kansas City mob. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
        Carlos Moreno hung up the phone in disgust. It was the third time he’d tried to call Ramon and every time the call went straight to voice mail. 
 
        “Where is that fool and why doesn’t he answer?” 
 
        He went to the computer and pulled up the website for Kansas City news. He scrolled through the headlines. There it was. 
 
        “Ramon Dias, a Columbian national, was apprehended at the Hilton Inn in Independence, Missouri. It is believed that Dias is responsible for a recent string of robberies in the Kansas City area. He has been charged with grand larceny, kidnapping, and use of a controlled substance. He is scheduled to appear in court on Tuesday.” 
 
        “Damn!” he muttered. “First the Kepler’s, now this! The woman must be stopped. I will send no more lackeys. I will take care of this business myself!” 
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        “Only one more presentation and I’ll be out of your hair,” Kristen said. “I’m moving back downtown and will be staying at the Hilton President Hotel on Baltimore. I’ll be meeting with the Kiwanis Club of Kansas City, then I’m off to St. Louis and I’ll be someone else’s problem.” 
 
        “I don’t suppose I could talk you out of continuing your campaign,” I replied. “We know Irina Petrov is still out there, and it’s possible that Carlos Moreno could send someone else.” 
 
         “Not a chance. I believe in what I’m doing. There are people out there suffering who could benefit from legalized marijuana and it’s my goal to see they get what they need. I can’t quit out of fear. If everyone quit when facing opposition, nothing would ever get done.” 
 
        Her commitment to her cause reminded me of someone else, Ben Foster. Against all odds and formidable opposition, he ran for president as an independent. Knowing he was putting his life in danger, I asked him why. I’ll never forget his reply. “I have lived in this country for seventy years and I have always been proud to be an American, but I have seen many changes during those years and not all of them have been good. I believe that slowly but surely, we have strayed from the path that once made our country the envy of every nation. I believe the basic freedoms on which our country was founded are being eroded away.” 
 
        Ben Foster was a passionate man. He fought for what he believed in, and it cost him his life. 
 
        I just hoped that wouldn’t happen to Kristen Hartman. 
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        Carlos Moreno approached the reservation desk at the President Hotel carrying a spray of flowers. 
 
        “A gift for Kristen Hartman,” he said to the man behind the desk. “If you give me her room number, I’ll take them up.” 
 
        “You can just leave them here,” the man replied. “We’ll see that she gets them.” 
 
         “I wouldn’t want to put you to all that trouble. I can take them up.” 
 
         “I’m sorry. We don’t give out room numbers of our guests. Company policy.” 
 
        “Ah, yes. I understand. I’ll just leave these with you.” 
 
        Moreno watched as the clerk looked up Hartman’s room number on his computer, scribbled it on a sticky note, and attached it to the flowers.” 
 
        Room 918, he thought. So much for security. 
 
        He left but returned shortly thereafter. 
 
        He took the elevator to the ninth floor, found room 918, and seeing no one in the hallway, opened the door with an electronic device. 
 
        He knew Hartman was making a presentation in one of the meeting rooms. She would be returning afterwards, probably thirsty and maybe a bit hungry. 
 
        Form a satchel, he took a tray filled with fancy crackers and cheese and placed it on the coffee table with a note. “Compliments of the President Hotel. We hope you enjoy your stay with us.” 
 
        Then he went to the mini fridge, pulled out the bottles of water, and with a syringe, injected Devil’s Breath through the caps. 
 
        Most likely, Hartman would return, see the crackers and cheese, and wash them down with the doctored water. Later, he would return. It would make his job easier if she ingested the drug, but either way, he would finish what he had come to do. 
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        Either Kevin or I had been with Kristen since her scare at the Hilton Inn. One of us would meet her at breakfast and stay with her during the day. The other would take the evening shift and stay until she was safely tucked in her room. She argued that it wasn’t necessary, but we had made a commitment and meant to follow through as long as she was in our city. 
 
        I had the evening shift. That meant I would be accompanying Kristen to her presentation to the Kiwanis Club. 
 
        The room was full and Kristen began with her usual presentation, outlining the benefits of legalized medical marijuana. I thought she was about to wrap things up, but then surprised me with a new twist. 
 
        She held up a copy of the Kansas City Star. 
 
        “I know many of you have reservations about legalizing medical marijuana on moral grounds and I totally understand that, but today’s headline speaks to that issue. The Supreme Court has legalized sports gambling for all fifty states. I’m sure there are many who object to this on moral grounds as well, but what the court has done is acknowledge something that is already going on and made provisions for it to be regulated and taxed.  
 
        “The American Gaming Association says that $150 billion is illegally bet each year, the profits going to bookies and other underworld characters. With legalization and regulation, sports betting can now be taxed with revenues going to support our schools and other public services. Lotteries were legalized several years ago and in 2017 close to $300 million went to public education in Missouri. It is estimated that the taxes on sports betting could likely beat those numbers. 
 
        “Let’s face facts. Would it be better if people didn’t waste their hard-earned dollars gambling? Absolutely! But it’s going to happen anyway, so why not control it, tax, it, and regulate it. 
 
        “The same is true with medical marijuana. People are using it and will continue to do so. Why not regulate it and tax it as well, putting the profits in our schools instead of into the hands of drug dealers.  
 
        “I hope you will support my initiative so that this issue can be presented to the voters in November. Thank you.” 
 
        The audience stood, giving her a round of applause. 
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        As soon as Irina Petrov saw Kristen enter the conference room, she made her way to room 918. Wearing a disguise, she had followed Kristen when she checked into the hotel and learned which room was hers. 
 
        Using a key card she had taken from the cart of a hotel cleaning lady, she let herself into the room. When Kristen returned from her presentation, she would be waiting and finish the job. She would take the photo confirming her kill, send it to her employer, and await the transfer of the funds to her offshore account. By this time tomorrow evening, she would be lounging on a sunny tropical beach. 
 
        Settling in, she spotted the tray with cheese and crackers. She won’t be needing these, she thought, tearing off the wrapper. After a few bites, she went to the fridge, found a bottle of water, unscrewed the cap, and washed down the snack. 
 
        That was the last thing she remembered. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Carlos Moreno heard the applause and knew Hartman would soon be returning to her room. Not wanting to run into her in the corridor, he went to the ninth floor and hid in an alcove at the end of the hall. 
 
        He waited a half-hour, then made his way to her room. Using his electronic device, he cautiously opened the door. The light in the room was dim, but he saw the figure on the floor, a water bottle by her side. 
 
        Perfect! he thought. Now I can finish this once and for all. 
 
        He pulled a revolver with a silencer from his bag, aimed, and pulled the trigger. 
 
        There was a muted ‘pop.’ 
 
       He looked up and down the hall, and seeing no one, quietly slipped away. 
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        I was pooped and I thought I was almost through for the evening. 
 
        I met Kristen after she had finished shaking hands. 
 
        “I’m bushed,” she said. “I’ll bet you are too. Let’s get me to my room so you can go home to your wife.” 
 
        I was all for that, but just as we were leaving the conference room, we were approached by a young woman. She held up a plastic card. 
 
        “I’m Marcy Welch with the Kansas City Star. I really enjoyed your presentation. I wonder if you could spare a few minutes? I’m doing a piece for tomorrow’s edition and I’d like to get some quotes from you.”  
 
        Kristen looked woefully at me. “Would you mind? Just a few more minutes. You know the old saying about publicity.” 
 
        I nodded. “Not a problem.” 
 
        The few minutes turned into thirty. Finally, we were alone and headed to the elevator. I walked her to her door, she opened it with her key card, stepped inside and turned on the light. 
 
        I was expecting a ‘Thank you. Good night.” Instead, I heard, “Walt, you’d better come in.” 
 
        Kristen was staring, horrified, at the body of a woman on the floor of her room. 
 
        I moved closer to examine the body. 
 
        “Holy crap! This is Irina Petrov!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
        “Unbelievable!” Detective Blaylock said after examining the body. “Any ideas how the body of a hired assassin found its way into the hotel room of Kristen Hartman?” 
 
        “Actually I do,” I replied. “I’ve thought all along that Kristen was in danger from two groups, Big Pharma and a Colombian drug lord. 
 
        “I think Petrov gained entrance into Kristen’s room and was laying in wait for her so she could finish the job. Thankfully, we were delayed by a reporter wanting a story. Carlos Moreno or one of his henchmen slipped in, thinking Petrov was Kristen, and --- well --- you see the outcome.” 
 
        “Then, according to your theory, the Columbian thinks Kristen is dead. If we can keep the story under wraps, maybe he will pack up and go home.” 
 
        “I think we’re too late,” I said, pointing to a gaggle of reporters in the hallway. “That ship has sailed.” 
 
        “Damn!” Blaylock said, shaking his head. “That means that once the assassin finds out he whacked the wrong girl his job isn’t finished. Undoubtedly he’ll try again. What’s Kristen’s schedule?” 
 
        “She’s through here. Her next stop is St. Louis. I’m taking her to the airport in the morning.” 
 
        “I doubt the assassin will try again tonight, but I’ll post a guard outside her door just in case. I’ll notify the chief in St. Louis and give him a heads up so he can prepare. The problem is, we don’t know who we’re looking for. This Columbian assassin could be anyone.” 
 
        Blaylock was right. Kristen was still very much in danger and we had no idea who was after her or when he would strike again. 
 
        Naturally, Kristen was shaken, finding the body of an assassin in her room. 
 
        Now that her room was a crime scene, the hotel moved her to another suite. I helped her pack her things and we headed out the door. Immediately, we were accosted by reporters and cameramen pleading for more information. Police pushed them aside but they were relentless, firing questions in our direction. 
 
        One stuck a microphone in my face. “We understand you’re Ms. Hartman’s body guard. Can you tell us how an assassin gained entrance into her room?” 
 
        “No comment,” I replied, shoving the microphone away. 
 
        As we were moving down the hall, another reporter shouted, “Ms. Hartman. With all these attempts on your life, are you going to quit your campaign to legalize medical marijuana?” 
 
        I was hoping Kristen would ignore the taunt, but to my dismay, she turned and addressed the press. 
 
        “Am I going to quit? Absolutely not! Giving the voters of Missouri the opportunity to legalize medical marijuana is the right thing to do. Being threatened by drug lords and giant corporations only reinforces my belief that we’re going in the right direction. If everyone abandoned their causes in the face of opposition, nothing would ever be accomplished. So, to answer your question, yes, I’m going to continue. Tomorrow morning I’ll be flying to St. Louis to continue my campaign.” 
 
        Like Ben Foster, the girl had passion. I just hoped her outcome would be better than Ben’s. 
 
        Once in her new suite, she collapsed in a chair. I could see she was drained. 
 
        “Quite a night,” I said. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
        She nodded. “I will be. I’m just a bit strung out. It’s not every week that people try to kill you three times.” 
 
        “Try to get some sleep,” I replied. “You’ll be safe tonight. Detective Blaylock has stationed a man outside your door. Your plane leaves at ten in the morning, so I’ll pick you up at eight. That should give us plenty of time to get to the airport and get you checked in. Blaylock is also contacting authorities in St. Louis. Someone will meet you at the airport.” 
 
        “I don’t know how to thank you,” she replied, wiping away a tear. “I still don’t understand why you and your partner are helping me.” 
 
        “Let’s just say we’re rooting for the underdog. You taking on drug lords and Big Pharma is like David taking on Goliath. You need all the help you can get.”  
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        Carlos Moreno was exuberant. He had succeeded where others had failed.  
 
        If you want something done right, he thought, do it yourself.  
 
        The woman leading the campaign for legalization was dead, and he hoped her cause was as well. 
 
        He flipped on the TV in his motel room hoping to catch a bit of news before retiring. Tomorrow he would interview some candidates to take the place of Ramon Dias. He had not given up on Kansas City as an outlet for his marijuana and he knew he could find someone to replace Andre and Marcia Kepler to handle the Devil’s Breath robberies. Greed is a powerful aphrodisiac and there would be many who jump at the chance to make a small fortune. 
 
        Breaking News! Flashed across the screen. 
 
        A reporter was standing outside the Hilton President Hotel. He turned up the volume to hear every word of how the body of Kristen Hartman had been found in her room. 
 
        Instead, his mouth dropped open as he listened to the account of how an assassin’s body was found in Hartman’s hotel room.  
 
        He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Hartman was alive! He had killed the wrong person! 
 
        He watched a reporter approach an old man and identified him as her bodyguard. The old man shoved the mike away with a “No comment!” 
 
        Hartman was halfway down the hall when she turned and spoke to the reporters, saying there was no way she was giving up her cause and that tomorrow she would be leaving for St. Louis to continue her quest.  
 
        Moreno flipped off the TV in disgust. 
 
        How is it that this woman has escaped the jaws of death so many times? he wondered. 
 
        His jaw set and he slammed his fist against the night stand. Tomorrow, he would end it. There was no way she was going to make that flight to St. Louis. 
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        I parked in one of the multi-storied parking garages downtown and headed to Kristen’s room. The guard outside her room was eating a Danish and slurping coffee. 
 
        “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
        “It is now,” he replied. “For an hour after you left I had to shoo reporters away. They finally gave up. Since then it’s been quiet.” 
 
        I knocked. “Kristen. It’s Walt.” 
 
        Cautiously, she opened the door. “Come in. I’m ready to go.” 
 
        “Have you had anything to eat? You must be hungry.” 
 
        “I just want to get out of here,” she replied. “We can get something at the airport.” 
 
        We thanked the officer and headed to my car. 
 
        There was no one else in sight when we stepped out of the elevator on the garage’s top floor. 
 
        I had just hit the door opener on my key fob when a man slipped out from behind a van. He was holding a gun. 
 
        “Stop right there,” he ordered. Then he turned to Kristen. “You have been a very elusive young lady, but today your luck has run out.” 
 
        “Who are you?” Kristen asked defiantly, “and why are you doing this?” 
 
        “At this moment, who I am and why I’m doing this are of no consequence to you. The only thing you need to know is that you are about to die, and your cause will die with you.” 
 
        “So you’re just going to shoot me here in cold blood? What kind of animal are you?” 
 
        He smiled. “My goodness no. I have no intention of shooting you.” He turned to me. “This man will do it for me.” 
 
        “The hell I will.” I replied with as much bravado as I could muster. 
 
        “Here’s how it will go,” he said, holding a bottle of water. “You will drink this, and in a moment you will do my bidding, which is to put a bullet in this young woman’s brain. If you refuse, it will be a slow, painful death for her. First one knee, then another, then a hand. You see where this is going. After I make you watch her agony, it will be the same for you.  
 
        “If you cooperate, it will be over quickly for her and you won’t even know when it’s your turn.” 
 
        I knew that the moment I swallowed the water laced with Devil’s Breath that I would be totally under his control. I quickly weighed my options, none of which were good. 
 
        I thought about going for the gun, but he was much younger and stronger. He would have a bullet in my gut before I took a second step. Then I thought maybe I could grab him and hang on long enough for Kristen to get away before I collapsed. 
 
        Either way, I was going to be a dead man, and Kristen would most likely die as well. 
 
        He tossed the bottle to me, then pointed the gun a Kristen’s knee. 
 
        “Now drink! You have until the count of three before I fire the first shot into her pretty little leg.” 
 
        He began counting. “One --- two ---.” 
 
        I had decided to rush him and take my chances. I was about to leap, when I heard a ‘POP’ and a bright red circle appeared in his forehead. He slumped to the ground before the word ‘three’ left his lips. 
 
        I turned and saw Carmine Marchetti standing with two of his henchmen. The ‘POP’ had come from a .38 in Carmine’s hand. 
 
        “Well, well,” he said. “Looks like we got here just in time.” 
 
        “Carmine!” I gasped, “How ---?” 
 
        “It was your little visit,” he replied. “Moreno has been trying to get into our city for a long time. When you told me he might be coming for this young lady, I spread the word. My people have been on the lookout for him since our conversation. One of them spotted him going into a seedy motel last night. We’ve been following him ever since.” 
 
        He turned to Kristen. “You’re a very courageous young woman. I admire that.” 
 
        Kristen had finally recovered from the shock of seeing a man gunned down right in front of her. “Who are you exactly?” 
 
        Carmine grinned and gave me a wink. “Let’s just say I’m a friend of Walt and leave it at that.” 
 
        Then he became more serious. “Now we have to talk about how we’re going to handle this.” He pointed to Moreno. “This creep is a Columbian national who snuck into our country for three reasons; to assassinate this brave young woman, establish a market for his marijuana in Kansas City, and recruit more dupes to commit robbery with his damnable Devil’s Breath. No one except us knows who he is. We have two choices; we can call the cops and answer a lot of difficult questions or I can take care of things and no one will ever know this little incident ever took place. What do you think?” 
 
        Kristen turned to me. “Walt, I’m not sure I understand. What do you think?” 
 
        I knew what Carmine was talking about. The boss of the Kansas City mob isn’t exactly comfortable telling the cops how he offed a Columbian drug lord to protect his market share of marijuana sales in Kansas City. 
 
         “I think we’re very lucky Carmine showed up when he did. Otherwise we’d both be dead. Under the circumstances, I think it would be better to let him handle this. Like he said, you can catch your plane and we can go on like this never happened. Are you all right with that?” 
 
        She nodded. “I trust you, Walt. If you think that’s for the best, I’ll go along.” 
 
        “Good!” Carmine said. He pointed to the body. “Vito, take care of this mess.” 
 
        “You got it, Boss,” Vito grunted. 
 
        Then he turned to us. “Better get going. This young lady has a plane to catch.” 
 
        I loaded Kristen’s luggage in the trunk. 
 
        Once she was inside the car, Carmine stepped up beside me. “Glad you’re all right, gumshoe, but don’t forget --- you owe me one.” 
 
        It was only eight-thirty, but it had been quite a morning. 
 
        Kristen was safe --- at least for now. 
 
        We had been within one count of being blown away, but thanks to Carmine, we were still breathing. 
 
        As I drove to the airport, I was glad we were both still alive, but I had to wonder when Carmine would come calling to cash in his chit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
        In The Tempest, Shakespeare wrote, “Misery acquaints a man with strange bedfellows.” 
 
        My association with Carmine Marchetti was a case in point. 
 
        As I mentioned previously, fate had thrown us together several times. I had saved his life and he mine. Now he had saved me again, and much to my dismay, I was once again in his debt. Not a comforting thought. 
 
        This was obviously the work of the Lady Justice of the dark side, the one in fish-net stockings and high heels. 
 
        In retrospect, I shuddered thinking that I had just witnessed a man being shot, then agreed with a plan to dispose of the body, and then go on as if the incident had never taken place. 
 
        How far I’ve strayed since my days serving the Lady Justice in the flowing white robe. 
 
        And yet, I still feel it was the right thing to do. 
 
        Carlos Moreno was a very bad man. He was a murderer, a drug lord, and the purveyor of Devil’s Breath. No one but us knew he was in the U.S. Now he was gone, and I had no doubt the world would be a better place without him. 
 
         That his remains are most likely at the bottom of the Missouri River instead of on a slab at the morgue seems inconsequential in the grand scheme of things. 
 
        The good news is that both Kristen and I are still alive. 
 
        Kristen boarded a plane to take her to St. Louis where she would continue her quest to get the legalization of medical marijuana on the ballot. Whether one supports her cause or not, it is an inspiration to see one so passionate about a cause that they are willing to risk their life. 
 
        Although Carlos Moreno is no longer a threat, I still fear she is in danger from Big Pharma. They sent one assassin to silence her and with the prospect of losing billions if medical marijuana is widely accepted, I have no doubt they will send someone else. 
 
        Greed is one of the seven deadly sins. The lust for wealth, and the power and influence that accompanies it, have led many astray. From giant pharmaceutical companies to individuals like Andre and Marcia Kepler, the glitter of gold has enticed them to commit unspeakable acts. 
 
        After seeing its effects, I could only hope that with Carlos Moreno out of the picture, Devil’s Breath would not find its way into Kansas City. The last thing we need is a drug so potent that it can take away a person’s will. 
 
        One thing is for sure; while most of us do our best to walk the straight and narrow, there will always be those who don’t. 
 
        My name is Walt Williams and as long as I’m still kicking, I’ll do my best to set them straight. 
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        Award-winning author, Robert Thornhill, began writing at the age of sixty-six and in nine short years has penned thirty-one novels in the Lady Justice mystery/comedy series, the seven volume Rainbow Road series of chapter books for children, a cookbook and a mini-autobiography. 
 
       Lady Justice and the Sting, Lady Justice and Dr. Death, Lady Justice and the Vigilante, Lady Justice and the Candidate, Lady Justice and the Book Club Murders, Lady Justice and the Cruise Ship Murders and Lady Justice and the Vet won the Pinnacle Award for the best new mystery novels of Fall 2011, Winter 2012, Summer 2012, Fall 2012, Spring of 2013 and Summer 2014 from the National Association of Book Entrepreneurs. 
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        Although Robert holds a master’s in psychology, he has never taken a course in writing and has never learned to type. All 41 of his published books were typed with one finger and a thumb! 
 
        His wit and insight come from his varied occupations, including thirty-three years as a real estate broker. He lives with his wife, Peg, in Independence, Missouri. 
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    LADY JUSTICE TAKES A C.R.A.P. 
 
    City Retiree Action Patrol 
 
    Third Edition 
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    This is where it all began. 
 
    See how sixty-five-year-old Walt Williams became a cop and started the City Retiree Action Patrol. 
 
    Meet Maggie, Willie, Mary and the Professor, Walt’s sidekicks in all of the Lady Justice novels. 
 
    Laugh out loud as Walt and his band of Senior Scrappers capture the Realtor Rapist and take down the Russian Mob. 
 
    http://amzn.to/16lfjnY 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE LOST TAPES 
 
      
 
    Second Edition 
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       When corrupt politicians, the Italian mob and a dirty cop collude to take over a Northeast neighborhood, Walt is recruited for the most bizarre undercover assignments of his new career. 
 
       When conventional police work fails to solve the case, once again his band of scrappy seniors come to the rescue. 
 
       In the process, the amazing discovery of a previously unknown session by a deceased rock ‘n’ roll idol stuns the music industry. What should be a joyous occasion soon turns dark as lives are threatened. 
 
       All of your favorite characters, along with two lovable additions are back to help Walt in his quest for justice. 
 
       Their adventures and misadventures are sure to keep you captivated – and splitting your sides! 
 
                                      amzn.to/1twzOfq 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE GETS LEI’D 
 
      
 
    Second Edition 
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        In Lady Justice Gets Lei’d, Walt and Maggie plan a romantic honeymoon on the beautiful Hawaiian Islands, but ancient artifacts discovered in a cave in a dormant volcano and a surprising revelation about Maggie’s past, lead our lovers into the hands of Hawaiian zealots. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/15P6bLg 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE 
 
    AVENGING ANGELS 
 
      
 
    Second Edition 
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        Lady Justice has unwittingly entered a religious war. 
 
        Who better to fight for her than Walt Williams? 
 
        The Avenging Angels believe that it’s their job to rain fire and brimstone on Kansas City, their Sodom and Gomorrah. 
 
        In this compelling addition to the Lady Justice series, Robert Thornhill brings back all the characters readers have come to love for more hilarity and higher stakes. 
 
        You’ll laugh and be on the edge of your seat until the big finish. 
 
        Don’t miss Lady Justice and the Avenging Angels!  
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1xXrYdY 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE STING 
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    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL ---WINTER 2012 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    In Lady Justice and the Sting, a holistic physician is murdered and Walt becomes entangled in the high-powered world of pharmaceutical giants and corrupt politicians. 
 
    Maggie, Ox Willie, Mary and all your favorite characters are back to help Walt bring the criminals to justice in the most unorthodox ways. 
 
    A dead-serious mystery with hilarious twists 
 
    http://amzn.to/1gS4JMA 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND DR. DEATH 
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    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL --- FALL 2011 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    In Lady Justice and Dr. Death, a series of terminally ill patients are found dead under circumstances that point to a new Dr. Death practicing euthanasia in the Kansas City area. 
 
    Walt and his entourage of scrappy seniors are dragged into the ‘right-to-die-with-dignity’ controversy. 
 
    The mystery provides a light-hearted look at this explosive topic and death in general. 
 
    You may see end-of-life issues in a whole new light after reading Lady Justice and Dr. Death! 
 
    http://amzn.to/H20Erx 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE VIGILANTE 
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    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – SUMMER 2012 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    A vigilante is stalking the streets of Kansas City administering his own brand of justice when the justice system fails. 
 
    Criminals are being executed right under the noses of the police department. 
 
    A new recruit to the City Retiree Action Patrol steps up to help Walt and Ox bring an end to his reign of terror. 
 
    But not everyone wants the vigilante stopped. His bold reprisals against the criminal element have inspired the average citizen to take up arms and defend themselves. 
 
    As the body count mounts, public opinion is split. 
 
    Is it justice or is it murder? 
 
    A moral dilemma that will leave you laughing and weeping! 
 
    http://amzn.to/1d3FLK6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE WATCHERS 
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    Suzanne Collins wrote The Hunger Games, Aldous Huxley wrote Brave New World and George Orwell wrote 1984. 
 
    All three novels were about dystopian societies of the future. 
 
    In Lady Justice and the Watchers, Walt sees the world we live in today through the eyes of a group who call themselves ‘The Watchers’. 
 
    Oscar Levant said that there’s a fine line between genius and insanity. 
 
    After reading Lady Justice and the Watchers, you may realize as Walt did that there’s also a fine line separating the life of freedom that we enjoy today and the totalitarian society envisioned in these classic novels. 
 
    Quietly and without fanfare, powerful interests have instituted policies that have eroded our privacy, health and individual freedoms. 
 
    Is the dystopian society still a thing of the distant future or is it with us now disguised as a wolf in sheep’s clothing? 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/15P5LEE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE CANDIDATE 
 
      
 
    [image: _9 ft cover w wds 300 dpi  crp copy s gone 800] 
 
      
 
             BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – FALL 2012 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    Will American politics always be dominated by the two major political parties or are voters longing for an Independent candidate to challenge the establishment? 
 
                  Everyone thought that the slate of candidates for the presidential election had been set until Benjamin Franklin Foster came on the scene capturing the hearts of American voters with his message of change and reform. 
 
    Powerful interests intent on preserving the status quo with their bought-and-paid-for politicians were determined to take Ben Foster out of the race. 
 
    The Secret Service comes up with a quirky plan to protect the Candidate and strike a blow for Lady Justice. 
 
    Join Walt on the campaign trail for an adventure full of surprises, mystery, intrigue and laughs! 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/19f3XVZ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE  
 
    BOOK CLUB MURDERS 
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    BEST NEW MYSTERY NOVEL – SPRING 2013 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
                 Members of the Midtown Book Club are found murdered. 
 
    It is just the beginning of a series of deaths that lead Walt and Ox into the twisted world of a serial killer. 
 
    In the late 1960's, the Zodiac Killer claimed to have killed 37 people and was never caught --- the perfect crime. 
 
    Oscar Roach, dreamed of being the next serial killer to commit the perfect crime. 
 
    He left a calling card with each of his victims --- a mystery novel, resting in their blood-soaked hands. 
 
    The media dubbed him 'The Librarian'. 
 
    Walt and the Kansas City Police are baffled by the cunning of this vicious killer and fear that he has indeed committed the perfect crime. Or did he? 
 
    Walt and his wacky senior cohorts prove, once again, that life goes on in spite of the carnage around them. 
 
    The perfect blend of murder, mayhem and merriment. 
 
    http://amzn.to/1aWGg3K 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    CRUISE SHIP MURDERS 
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    Best New Mystery Novel – Summer 2013 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
                   Ox and Judy are off to Alaska on a honeymoon cruise and invite Walt and Maggie to tag along. 
 
    Their peaceful plans are soon shipwrecked by the murder of two fellow passengers. 
 
    The murders appear to be linked to a century-old legend involving a cache of gold stolen from a prospector and buried by two thieves. 
 
    Their seven-day cruise is spent hunting for the gold and eluding the modern day thieves intent on possessing it at any cost. 
 
    Another nail-biting mystery that will have you on the edge of your seat one minute and laughing out loud the next. 
 
    http://amzn.to/16VjURw 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    CLASS REUNION 
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                For most people, a 50th class reunion is a time to party and renew old acquaintances, but Walt Williams isn't an ordinary guy --- he's a cop, and trouble seems to follow him everywhere he goes. 
 
    The Mexican drug cartel is recruiting young Latino girls as drug mules and the Kansas City Police have hit a brick wall until Walt is given a lead by an old classmate. 
 
    Even then, it takes three unlikely heroes from the Whispering Hills Retirement Village to help Walt and Ox end the cartel's reign of terror. 
 
    Join Walt in a class reunion filled with mystery, intrigue, jealousy and a belly-full of laughs! 
 
    http://amzn.to/17S9YE0 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE ASSASSIN 
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    Two radical groups have joined together for a common purpose --- to kill the President of the United States, and they're looking for the perfect person to do the job. 
 
    Not a cold-blooded killer or a vicious assassin, but a model citizen, far removed from the watchful eyes of Homeland Security. 
 
    When the president comes to Kansas City, the unlikely trio of Walt, Willie and Louie the Lip find themselves knee-deep in the planned assassination. 
 
    Join our heroes for another suspenseful mystery and lots of laughs!  
 
    http://amzn.to/1bDdrKJ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE LOTTERY 
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    Two septuagenarians win the lottery's biggest prize, dragging Walt and Ox into the most bizarre cases of their career. 
 
    The two 'oldies' are determined to use their new found wealth to re-create the past but instead propel Walt into the future where he must use drones and Star Trek phasers to balance the scales of justice. 
 
    When an extortion plot turns into kidnapping, Walt must boldly go where no cop has gone before to save himself and the millionaire. 
 
    Come along for another hilarious ride with the world's oldest and most lovable cop! 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1exhji6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE AND THE VET 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Best New Mystery Novel – Spring 2014 
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    National Association of Book Entrepreneurs 
 
      
 
    Ben Singleton, a Marine veteran, had returned from a tour of duty in Afghanistan and was having difficulty adjusting to civilian life. 
 
    Fate, coincidence, or something else thrust him right into the heart of some of Walt and Ox’s most difficult cases. 
 
    Our heroes find themselves knee-deep in trouble as they go undercover in a nursing home to smoke out practitioners of Medicaid fraud, meanwhile, Islamic terrorists with ties to the Taliban are plotting to attack one of Kansas City’s most cherished institutions. 
 
    Join Walt and his band of senior sidekicks on another emotional roller coaster ride that will have you shedding tears of laughter one minute and sorrow the next. 
 
    http://amzn.to/17GyE3n 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE 
 
    ORGAN TRADERS 
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    A badly burned body with a fresh incision and a missing kidney leads Walt into the clandestine world of an organ trader ring that has set up shop in Kansas City. 
 
    Walt is determined to bring to justice the bootleggers, who purchase body parts from the disadvantaged and sell them to people with means, until a relative from Maggie’s past turns up needing a kidney to survive. 
 
    Once again, Walt discovers that very little in his world is black and white. 
 
      
 
                   amzn.to/1jmde5S 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
                     LADY JUSTICE 
 
                          AND THE 
 
                 PHARAOH’S CURSE 
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                An artifact is stolen from the King Tut exhibit, setting in motion a string of bizarre murders that baffle the Kansas City Police Department. 
 
    A local author simultaneously releases his novel, The Curse of the Pharaohs, attributing the deaths to an ancient prophesy, ‘Death shall come on swift wings to him who disturbs the peace of the King.’ 
 
    Are the deaths the result of an ancient curse or modern day mayhem? 
 
    Follow the clues with Walt and decide for yourself!  
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1yHlnGE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    IN THE EYE OF THE STORM 
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         With the death of a young black man, Walt and Ox are dragged into the eye of a storm as Kansas City erupts in violence and demonstrations. 
 
         Fearing for their lives, Captain Short sends them on assignment to Cabo San Lucas where they find themselves in the eye of a very different and even more dangerous storm --- Hurricane Odile. 
 
        Surviving these ordeals pushes both men beyond the limits of anything they have experienced, and leaves Walt facing one of the most important decisions of his life. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/1w6CthZ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE ON THE DARK SIDE 
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        After five years on the police force, a bullet in the kiester from a vengeful gangbanger convinces Walt that it’s time to turn in his badge. 
 
        Walt realizes once again that retirement just isn’t his cup of tea, and with a little urging from his brother-in-law, decides to become a private investigator. 
 
        For five years he had served the Lady Justice wearing a white robe and a blindfold and followed the rules, but he soon discovered that the P.I. business was leading him across the line into the dark side and a completely different set of rules. 
 
        When Walt comes face to face with the Lady Justice on the dark side, dressed in a tight skirt, fishnet stockings and high heels, he is faced with decisions that will change the course of his life. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/1LFIDyS 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE BROKEN HEARTS 
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        Walt goes under the knife for a heart operation and while in the hospital, stumbles upon a series of mysterious deaths that are certainly not from natural causes. 
 
        He solves that mystery only to discover that people on the transplant waiting list are suddenly dying as well. 
 
        Then, information about a terrorist plot is found on a heart attack victim who has been rushed to the ICU. 
 
        Throughout it all, Walt discovers that there are many ways that a person may die of a broken heart. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/1I1xTIW 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE CONSPIRACY 
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        Are we being poisoned?     
 
        Those fluffy white trails crisscrossing the sky --- some say they are simply water vapor frozen into crystals. Others say they are deadly chemicals, some of which are for military defense, and others to control the weather and the world’s food supply. 
 
        Are the chemtrails really part of a clandestine government conspiracy? Four people believe so, and claim they have proof, but each of their lives comes to a tragic and mysterious end before they can offer their proof to the world. 
 
        Join Private Investigator, Walt Williams, as he searches for the truth and looks for clues to explain the untimely deaths. 
 
    http://amzn.to/1Ms5KLR 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE 
 
    AND THE CONSPIRACY TRIAL 
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        Investigative reporter, Jack Carson, has been murdered, but by whom? 
 
        Police arrest mob boss Carmine Marchetti, but Walt is convinced that it was the work of government assassins, sent to silence the reporter before he could expose a clandestine program that for decades had been spraying deadly chemicals into the atmosphere for weather control and defense. 
 
        Will justice prevail or will the government’s dirty little secret remain hidden? 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/23vfry5 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE GHOSTLY TREASURE 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
        Is there really a spirit world? And if there is, can those disembodied souls communicate with the living? 
 
        Can departed love ones speak to family from beyond the grave? 
 
        These are questions Walt must ponder when a bizarre series of paranormal events lead his friend, Mary, to a treasure hidden away for seventy years, and a family she never knew existed. 
 
        Walt’s ultimate answer lies in the words of the Professor, “There are still many things beyond the comprehension of mortal man.” 
 
        A light-hearted look at things that go ‘bump’ in the night.  
 
    http://amzn.to/235rVO9 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LADY JUSTICE  
 
    AND THE GHOST WHISPERER 
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        What do a Confederate soldier who died on the field of battle, a woman who was driven from her home by the ravages of the Civil War, and a man who perished in a turn-of-the-century asylum have in common? 
 
        They all contact private investigator, Walt Williams.  
 
        A bizarre series of events surrounding these paranormal visits culminate in the discovery of a terrorist plot to detonate bombs at a crowded festival. 
 
        Once again, Lady Justice pairs Walt with forces from beyond the veil to solve mysteries hidden for decades and bring evil-doers to justice. 
 
      
 
    amzn.to/2cwzNU6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice and the Spy 
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        Walt and his senior sidekicks match wits with a killer clown, and an assassin hired by Big Pharma to murder a holistic physician working on a cure for cancer. 
 
        Things were going bad when a mysterious government spy appeared to save the day, but this spy had an ulterior motive, and it involved a member of Walt’s entourage.  
 
        Chemtrails, conspiracies, and clowns are a recipe for disaster, but Walt and Lady Justice prevail. 
 
      
 
    http://amzn.to/2llIyWc 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    and the Cat 
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        A treasure hunter is murdered and his discovery is stolen. 
 
        Members of a terrorist cell who have plans for a devastating attack, recognize Sara Savage, a retired CIA operative, kidnap her, and hold her for ransom. 
 
        And who does Lady Justice send to help private investigator Walt Williams save the day? 
 
        Clarence the Cat! 
 
        Walt forms an uneasy alliance with the feline crime fighter to solve the mysteries and bring the bad guys to justice. 
 
        It’s a laugh a minute as Walt spars with his new furry partner and the forces of evil. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2trBnii 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    and the 
 
    Geriatric Gumshoes 
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        Inspired by their hero, Walt Williams, three retirees decide to give Lady Justice a helping hand.
Although their intentions are good, these septuagenarian sleuths get crossways with the Kansas City mafia, dangerous drug dealers, and the Russian mob.
    Walt must come to their rescue, putting himself in harm’s way to pull their eager, but aging, fannies out of the fire.
    Follow the action as Walt and the geriatric gumshoes prove once again that good guys can triumph over evil, no matter how old they are. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2eWNkM3 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice  
 
    And The  
 
    Sixth Sense 
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        A ten-year-old boy has a bike accident and suffers a concussion. A neural connection is made that gives him the ability to have insight into future events. 
 
        This young boy, with his new sixth sense, joins forces with Walt to exonerate a man who has been unjustly accused of murder, and thwart a plot to assassinate the President of the United States. 
 
        Once again Lady Justice prevails, this time thanks to the unlikely collaboration of a young savant and a seventy-four-year-old private investigator. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2DCdQFj 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice  
 
    And The 
 
    Magic Dragon 
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        Three children, a boy eight, and two six-year-old girls, see violence so terrifying that they retreat into the magical, make-believe world of Puff the Magic Dragon where they feel safe and secure. 
 
        P.I. Walt Williams teams up with Lady Justice and Puff to protect the kids from vicious muggers, an abusive husband, and a sexual predator. 
 
        Once again, justice is served when Walt and his senior sidekicks come to the rescue. 
 
        A story filled with fears, tears, laughter, and hope. 
 
    http://amzn.to/2FRJ5te 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lady Justice 
 
    And The Black Widow 
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        Throughout history, men have used their wealth, power, and prestige to harass, manipulate, and coerce women to fulfill their sexual desires. 
 
        Fed up with the ‘good ole boy’ status quo, the Black Widow appears in Kansas City to avenge the women who have fallen victim to their male predators. 
 
        Fate throws P.I Walt Williams into the path of the Widow as she exacts her vengeance on the guilty. 
 
        Is the Black Widow a new cult heroine or a cold-blooded killer? 
 
        Decide for yourself! 
 
    https://amzn.to/2Juo2lz 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    WOLVES IN SHEEP’S CLOTHING 
 
      
 
    [image: WISC6x9CoverFront] 
 
      
 
    In August of 2011, I completed the fifth novel in the Lady Justice mystery/comedy series, Lady Justice and the Sting. 
 
    As I always do, I sent copies of the completed manuscript to several friends and acquaintances for their feedback and comments before sending the manuscript to the publisher. 
 
    Since the plot involved a holistic physician, I sent a copy to Dr. Edward Pearson in Florida. 
 
    Dr. Pearson loved the premise of the book and the style of writing, particularly as it related to alternative healthcare, natural products and Walt's transformation into a healthier lifestyle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    In subsequent conversations, Dr. Pearson shared that he had been looking for a book that he could share with his patients, colleagues and peers that would spread his message in a format that would capture their imagination and their hearts. 
 
    The Sting was very close to what he had been looking for and he made the suggestion that maybe we could work together to produce just the right book. 
 
    As I reflected on this idea, I realized that Walt's skirmishes with pharmaceutical companies, corrupt politicians, doctors, nurses, hospitals, bodily afflictions and a healthier lifestyle were not confined to just The Sting, but were scattered throughout all six of the Lady Justice mystery/comedy novels. 
 
    Using The Sting as the basis of the new book, I went through the manuscripts of the other five Lady Justice novels and pulled out chapters and vignettes that fleshed out the story of Walt's medical adventures. 
 
    Thus, Wolves In Sheep's Clothing was born. 
 
    Dr. Pearson is currently using Wolves in conjunction with his New Medicine Foundation to help spread the word about healthcare alternatives. 
 
    [image: NMF_Logo_49x491] 
 
    New Medicine Foundation 
 
    Dr. Edward W. Pearson, MD, ABIHM 
 
    http://newmedicinefoundation.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    RAINBOW ROAD 
 
    CHAPTER BOOKS FOR CHILDREN 
 
    AGES 5 – 10 
 
      
 
    [image: Flyer 7 jpg best crop] 
 
      
 
    Super Secrets of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Super Powers of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
          Hawaiian Rainbows 
 
      
 
    Patriotic Rainbows 
 
      
 
    Sports Heroes of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Ghosts and Goblins of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    Christmas Crooks of Rainbow Road 
 
      
 
    For more information, 
 
    Go to http://BooksByBob.com     
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