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The man was incensed.  Grabbing a heavy frying pan on Hillary’s stove, he hopped off the stool, spilling his beer as he did so.  With Hillary’s back turned to him, as she opened a cabinet, he grabbed the frying pan, and hit her as hard as he could.  She fell to the floor with a crushed skull.  

Breathing hard, the man put the frying pan back where it had been, then knelt down to check for a pulse—being careful to avoid the pool of blood forming around Hillary’s head.  Sure she was dead, he picked up the empty beer bottle, wiped it clean of fingerprints with a terrycloth towel, then he tossed it into the trash can, and he wiped the handle of the frying pan with the towel.  After putting the towel back, he left by the back door, wiping the knobs, inside and outside, with his handkerchief on the way out.  

***
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Earlier, Hillary Snodgrass was putting away the groceries she had just purchased when there was a knock on her back door.  She opened it and muttered, “Come on in.”

The man nodded, and walked into her kitchen.  He opened the refrigerator, and took out a beer from the six pack she had just put away.  He removed the cap, sat down on a stool at her breakfast nook, and took a sip.  “Understand you and our friend Bernard had an argument at your favorite bagel shop an hour or so ago.”

“Yeah—so what?”

“So did you decide to side with me?”

“Haven’t made up my mind yet.  Was more pissed at him for not coming over last night.  He promised he’d spend the night.”

“What!  You’re screwin’ him, too?”

“Not that it’s any of your business...but yeah.  He’s much better in bed than you.  But, back to your question—I think I’ll go along with him on the deal.  Neither of us has an urgent need of money, like some ‘big spenders’ I can think of.”

Those were the last words spoken by Hillary before she was murdered.

***
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Three years later, Lorri Nessing, Bernard Nessing’s sister, sat in a courtroom in St. Charles, Missouri.  The attorney she had hired, to handle Bernard’s appeal on his murder conviction was doing a very poor job of convincing the judge to order a new trial for Bernard.

Bernard had been convicted of the murder of Hillary Snodgrass, based mainly on three main pieces of evidence.  After the killer had left the scene, Bernard had arrived at her home.  He knocked, but got no answer.  The front door was locked, so he went around to the rear of the house and tried the backdoor.  It was open, so he went in.  Seeing Hillary lying on the floor, he went over to her and knelt down, as he felt for a pulse.  She was already cold.  

Realizing several people had seen the two arguing only a few hours earlier, he panicked and left.  Unlike the killer, he was seen leaving.  The argument—and being seen leaving the crime site, were two of the reasons he had been convicted.  The third was the shoe print he had left in the pool of blood next to her body.

Less than ten minutes after he left, her sister—like most people who knew Hillary well, and didn’t care much for her—stopped by to see her.  Her visit was to discuss placing their mother in a nursing home.  Both sisters were well off financially, but the sister wanted Hillary to help with the costs involved.  

The sister went through the same routine as had Bernard, trying the front door, getting no answer, then going around back. 

Discovering the body, the sister called 911.  Before the day was done, the Major Case Squad was called in to handle the investigation.  One member of the unit was St. Charles Detective Lieutenant Gus Mantia.  

The forensic team called in, didn’t find much in the way evidence.  Their main finds were a picture of the footprint found in the pool of blood, a time-stamped receipt for Hillary’s groceries, the empty beer bottle, and the murder weapon.  The frying pan with blood on it, and the beer bottle was handled carefully, because of the beer on the counter top and floor.  The receipt was bagged, providing a firm time frame of when the murder had likely been committed, within an hour or so.  The autopsy confirmed Hillary had been hit with a blunt instrument, and a check of her credit card activity for the day, showed only one other charge...from the bagel shop. 

While the frying pan and beer bottle had no fingerprints, the bottle did have a DNA sample, from where the killer had sipped it before attacking the victim.  In a matter of hours, the detectives discovered the circumstances of the argument in the bagel shop—and who she had been arguing with.  

Bernard Nessing was brought in for questioning.  Gus Mantia sat in on the questioning.  During the interview with Bernard, he explained about the argument, but denied he had been to Hillary’s home.  Unfortunately for him, the detectives were able to match the shoes he was wearing to the print left in the pool of blood.  Worse, when his shoes were taken, blood residue was found in the crevices of one shoe.  The blood was determined to have come from Hillary.

While the questioning was going on, another team of detectives had discovered the witness who saw Bernard.  The witness gave a very good description, and would later positively identified Bernard, as the man she saw leaving the scene.

At the conclusion of the first interview with Bernard, Gus told the other two detectives who had participated that he felt Bernard was holding something back, but he, Gus, didn’t feel the man was guilty.  The other two were less sure of his possible innocence.  They were even less sure when the other evidence started piling up.

By then, Gus was no longer on the case, as there had been another murder in St. Charles.  He was assigned to handle the second murder.  In time, he solved his case, but by then Bernard had been arrested.  

Because Gus had to follow up on his case, he never returned to the investigation of Hillary’s murder.  Eventually, both Bernard and the killer from the case Gus was working were convicted.  Bernard Nessing was sentenced to life in prison, without the possibility of parole.  The other killer received the death sentence.

***
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During the hearing for a new trial for Bernard—in addition to Lorri Nessing—Michelle Becker was also in the courtroom, along with several other people.  Michelle was an attorney who was there for a hearing on a suit brought against a client of hers.  With her case well prepared, she watched the proceedings concerning Bernard.  She thought to herself Bernard Nessing had little chance of winning his appeal for a new trial.  She also felt he was receiving very poor representation. 

When the judge ruled against the appeal for a new trial, Michelle noticed the tears running down Lorri’s cheeks.  She sighed and stood up when her case was called next.  In very short order, Michelle made mincemeat out of the case against her client.  The attorney who wanted to bring suit against her client, was no match for Michelle, who had not only brought references to case study on the matter, but also the actual law books containing the basis for her arguments.  She also brought copies of the sections of the law books she used.  Both the judge and the other attorney were supplied with copies.  

She plopped the law books down, with the sections of interest marked, and the judge’s copy in front of him.  After he scanned the material, he asked the other attorney for rebuttal.  He had none.  In a matter of minutes, the judge ruled in Michelle’s favor.

Lorri—who had stayed in the courtroom after Bernard’s request had been denied, trying to figure out what to do next—observed the articulate and expert fashion Michelle showed in her motion.  

Having pulled herself back together somewhat, Lorri followed Michelle out of the courtroom.  She hurried over to Michelle.  “Ma’am—may I speak to you?”

“Of course.  My name’s Michelle Becker...and yours?”

“Lorri Nessing.  My brother is Bernard Nessing.  We just lost an appeal to give him a new trial.  I don’t think our attorney did a very good job.  My brother is innocent!  Could I talk to you about helping us out?”

Michelle smiled.  “I’m not sure I’m the right attorney—and you have one now.”

“No, I don’t.  I’m gonna fire him...he’s done.  Will you please just listen?”

Just then, Michelle’s husband, Bob Becker, walked up to the two ladies.  After he was introduced to Lorri, he tilted his head a bit.  “The least you can do, honey, is listen.”

“You heard.  Yeah...okay, Lorri.  I guess Bob is right.  I can listen—but no promises.”

Bob slipped Michelle’s arm under his.  “You can listen at lunch.  Where do you want to go, love?  I’m buying.”

Michelle shook her head.  “Oh, no, you’re not.  I’ve got a better idea.  You can drive, though.”

Michelle’s “better idea” concerned another client of hers...one who owned a very nice bar and restaurant in St. Charles, a few miles from the courthouse.  The client owed her a goodly amount of money for a case she had successfully handled for him...over six months earlier.  In the car, Michelle sat alongside Bob in the front seat, with Lorri—who had followed along silently, for fear of saying something that might cause Michelle to change her mind about listening—sitting in the backseat.  

Lorri did, however, decide to make good on her pledge by calling the attorney who had just lost the appeal for a new trial.  She took out her cell phone and called his.  “This is Lorri Nessing—you’re fired.”

Michelle looked at Bob and grinned, though she made no comment.  Bob saw out of the corner of his eye, but he, too, kept quiet.  

When they arrived at the restaurant and went inside, Bob led the two ladies to a booth, even as the hostess was hurrying to them to seat them.  When she arrived, Michelle looked at her.  “This’ll do—menus, please.”

Only slightly flustered, the hostess went for the menus.  When she returned, Gus Mantia had come into the restaurant.  He spotted his two friends with a lady he didn’t know.  He walked up smiling.  “Got room for me...or is this a closed conversation?”

Michelle looked at Bob, and at Lorri, then nodded.  As Gus was sitting down, she introduced him to Lorri.  Gus tilted his head, “I know your name from somewhere—your last name, not your first.” 

Lorri quickly explained she was the sister of Bernard Nessing.  She added, “The innocent man, convicted of murder...detective.”

Gus blew air out of puffed up cheeks.  “Yeah...now I remember.  Michelle, maybe I better grab another table.”

“Might not be a bad idea, Gus.  I’ve a feeling Miss Nessing wants me to represent her brother.  If so, I’d sure hate for you to be called to testify to anything said here.  Bob, why don’t you go with Gus, to keep him company?”

“You tryin’ to get rid of me?”

“For now—not permanently.  I know a good thing when I’ve got it.”

Bob was smiling as he and Gus went to another table...one some distance from the two ladies.  The hostess noticed where those two seated themselves while she was heading toward Michelle and Lorri.  She frowned, realizing her planned seating schedule was now further messed up.  She handed the two ladies their menus.  Seeing the hostess had noticed Bob’s move, Michelle let her know she’d need to take the third menu to his new table, and get another one for Gus.  Flustered, the hostess just nodded as she went for the additional menu she would need. 

Alone with Lorri, Michelle looked at her menu.  When she decided on what she wanted, she noticed Lorri was hesitant in her selection.  “Lorri, pick what you want...this meal is on the house.  I’ll explain later.”

While Michelle had been finishing her comment, their waitress arrived.  Both ladies ordered what they wanted to drink, then went ahead with the meal order.  

The waitress walked off.  Michelle nodded, “Okay, Lorri—tell me about your brother.”

Lorri proceeded to tell Michelle much of what had happened...both before and after the trial.  She mentioned that Bernard had told her he messed up by leaving the scene of the crime, after finding Hillary Snodgrass dead.  Then he had further “messed up” when he lied to the police about having been there.  She finished her rather long story, “But no matter what, Bernard is innocent.  He looked me right in the eye and told me so.  He never could lie to me—and he wasn’t about this.  

“As you heard on the way here, I fired my now-former attorney.  Will you please help us?  I can’t stand the thought of Bernard being in prison for something he didn’t do.  I’ll need to know how much you’ll want for a retainer, or whatever.  This last deal today busted me.  I’ve got a pretty good job, but it will take me a long time to come up with as much as I paid for today’s failure.  I guess if you need the money right away, up front, I can get it.  But...well, there’s this guy who comes into the place where I work.  He’s let me know he would be willing to help me out with a lot of money—for certain ‘favors.’  I’m not a whore, but I’ll do whatever it takes to get the money you want, when you want it.  I’m just not sure how much ‘a lot of money’ is.  I am sure of the ‘favors’ he wants.”

“Why don’t we do this, Lorri...I’ll look into your brother’s case, then get back to you.  Bob is a private investigator, as well as a security expert.  Makes most of his money setting up security systems for the rich and famous, though.  I’ll get him to help out.  Don’t worry about money for now.  Don’t broadcast this, but we’ve got scads of money.  Bob has made—and continues to make—millions in the stock market.  We’ve got a friend who gives us stock tips...make that stock suggestions—you know, what to buy and what to sell.  He’s never wrong.  

“So if worse comes to worse, I’ll probably take your brother’s case on—if I do—for nothing.  If I think, and Bob thinks, your brother is innocent, I’ll be happy to do my best to get him off.  If I have to get another attorney, better suited for criminal cases, I’ll even foot the bill for that.  Okay?”

“How do I thank you?  I don’t understand.  Nobody has ever been so wonderful to me in my whole life—Bernard, either.”

“Thank me by eating everything you ordered.”

During their conversation, their waitress had brought their drinks.  Now, as she approached with their lunches, Lorri was laughing.

At the other table, Bob and Gus were discussing the matter of Bernard Nessing.  Bob told Gus he’d bet a dollar against a bucket of air that Michelle would take the case.  He added, “Bet I get involved, too.  Any help you can give would be appreciated.  Like getting me a look at the evidence file and box of evidence.”

“For you, I can do it, Bob.  But I’ll have to be in the room when you go through it.  You know why, without me telling you.  By the way, off the record—and I mean off the record—when Nessing was brought in, I sat in on the first round of questioning.  At first blush, I felt he was holding back...actually lying.  He told us he hadn’t been to the house.  He had been, he later admitted it.  He also failed to mention he had a big-time argument—in front of witnesses—with the victim.  But even then, I always felt the guy was telling the truth about not being the killer.”
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When all four had finished eating, Michelle gave a head nod to Bob.  He and Gus joined the two ladies.  When the waitress who had waited on Michelle and Lorri brought their bill, Michelle gently said, “My name is Michelle Becker.  Tell your boss can take care of the tab—and the one for these two guys, too.  He squawks, just remind him he owes me a hell of a lot more than this...which I expect to get soon.  Thank you.  Oh, hold it.  I’ll leave you a cash tip.”

The waitress just stood there for a moment, then nodded, and left with the bills.  On the way, she cornered the other waitress.  Soon she was headed to the back office with both bills.  While she was gone, Michelle told Bob she was going to look into the “Bernard Nessing” case, and take it if she felt he was innocent.  Bob then laughed as he glanced at Gus, before he told Michelle he was going to check out the evidence package.

The waitress reappeared.  “Your bill is covered.  He’s not happy, but told me to tell you the rest of your money would be sent in a day or two.  Also told me to tell you he’d never use you again, if you weren’t such a ‘damned good lawyer’.”

Michelle laughed, as she dug out a fifty dollar bill and handed it to the waitress.  “Split this with the poor lady who had to serve those two slobs.”

Gus and Bob looked at each other and sighed.  As all four stood up, Michelle told Lorri that she and Bob would want to visit her brother.  Lorri happily agreed to the idea. 

Outside, Gus left Bob and the two ladies, before Bob drove them back to the courthouse.  Lorri needed to get her car, and Michelle had another motion to file.  She had forgotten to take care of it, because Lorri had approached her while she had been in the courthouse.  When Bob dropped the women off, he drove around looking for a parking spot.  He found one the next block from the front entrance of the courthouse, and half a block down from the courthouse.  By the time he found his parking spot, Michelle had already run in and delivered her motion to the appropriate court.  When she exited the building, Gus was heading in her direction.  

Less than two steps, and another two feet to the left of her, he saw a red dot on her forehead.  He bounded in her direction, and shoved her just as a shot rang out, and penetrated the glass portion of the door she had just come out of.  Gus immediately hustled Michelle to her feet, then into the courthouse.  Gun drawn, he shouted, “Shot fired,” before running back outside.  He saw nothing in the way of the shooter.  As he was looking around, Bob, who had heard the shot, hurried toward him.

Even as he saw Bob coming, Gus realized that the sound of the weapon used was high-caliber, and decided inside the courthouse was a much better place to be than standing there, making a fine target of himself.  He waved at Bob to hurry as he went back inside.  Bob—who knew full well the sound he’d heard on his way had come from a high caliber weapon—ran into the building right behind Gus.

Gus moved toward Michelle, who while shaken, was holding herself together.  Bob followed along, still having no idea Michelle had been the target.  Gus nodded toward Michelle, “Bob, I’m afraid Michelle was targeted...laser dot on her forehead, before I pushed her out of the way.  None too soon, I might add.  Fraction of a second later, heard the glass window go and heard the sound wave.”

Bob took Michelle into his arms, and stroked her hair.  “You okay, honey?”

“Yeah, guess so.  I didn’t really know what was going on when Gus pushed me.  Until just now, I didn’t know anything about any laser dot.  Gus, do you think whoever fired the shot was aiming at me because I’m me...or just a random selection.”

“I’d bet on you, Michelle.  Shooter was just wanting to kill someone, there were other people around after I shoved you, and then got you inside.  Make sense to you, Bob?”

“Your reasoning sounds about right, Gus—as much as I hate to think someone is after Michelle, and we have no idea why.  Hold it...honey—I’m sure you have Lorri’s number.  Call her, and tell her to get to our place.  Be sure to tell her to stop at the stop sign, and identify herself.  I’m in no mood to help her get new tires on her car.”

Bob and Michelle’s home was in the Wentzville, Missouri area, and sat on several acres.  There was an access road, from the state highway running alongside the west side of the property.  Off the access road, which was less than a quarter of a mile long, was the driveway to their home, and the home of their friend (and Bob’s partner) Bill Hedden. Along the driveway, there were three signs telling visitors to stop at a sign, with adjacent speaker, and announce who they were and what their business was.  

There was an elaborate system to punish those who chose not to stop.  A few feet beyond the stop sign, with speaker, were two rows of very sharp, knife-like spikes, which would spring into action if not deactivated by someone inside one of the homes.  They were rigged to spring up, so the first row would cut the front tires of the errant car to shreds.  The second row would do the same to the rear tires of the car.

While Michelle—who had laughed about telling Lorri to stop—was calling her, Bob called Bill to let him know someone was coming out.  He asked Bill to hold, then asked Michelle to tell him what kind of car Lorri had.  After he got the information, he let Bill know to deactivate the system when the car came down the drive, in case she didn’t stop.

Michelle ended her call, with detailed directions on how to find their home.  During the call, Michelle had told Lorri about the attempt on her life, and told her Bob thought it was possible it had something to do with Lorri seeking Michelle’s help with her brother’s situation.  

Michelle put her phone away, and looked at Bob.  “You think she’ll be okay getting to our place?”

“I hope so.  Don’t think it’s a good idea to have her come back here.  Anyone after her, probably doesn’t know where she’s at anyhow.  How say you, Gus?”

“I say, Michelle, call her back, while I call one of our patrol cars, and try to have them intercept, then follow her all the way to your place, never mind just to the city limits.  We may as well err on the side of caution, if your thinking is wrong, Bob.”

“Yeah...agreed.  I’m hoping I am wrong.  Actually probably am—just don’t wanna be standing around at her funeral, sorry we didn’t do anything to protect her, if not.”

By the time Bob finished speaking, both Gus and Michelle were on the phone:  Gus to get patched in with a patrol car, and Michelle to get Lorri on the line.  When both were successful, Michelle gave her phone to Gus.  Using the two phones, he soon had the patrol car on an intercept course with Lorri’s car, for which he passed on both the make and model, as well as the license plate number.

When both calls were ended, Gus joked, “Sure glad she’s one of one in ten thousand who actually know their license plate number.”

Bob and Michelle looked at each other, and laughed.  Bob shook his head.  “Don’t know mine—how about you, honey?”

“Nope.”

Gus smiled, “Point made.  What’s next, Bob?”

“I go get my car, and meet you two at the back exit.  Michelle sure isn’t going out the front—even though I’d bet big bucks the shooter is long gone.”

Gus nodded, “Or smart enough, to have moved to a position to set up a shot at the rear exit.”

While Bob and Michelle both gave Gus dirty looks, several other authorities of various stripes were on the scene, and coming into the courthouse.  Two St. Charles police cars—one carrying the Chief of Police—had pulled up outside.  A St. Charles County sheriff’s car was also there, as well as two FBI agents exiting their car.  One of the agents was a friend of Gus, and quickly informed him they were just there to offer any wanted or needed assistance.  

Two judges were also in the lobby, and none too happy about someone shooting at the courthouse.  They both approached Michelle, on being informed she had been the target.  When they started talking to her, Bob gave Gus a head nod and walked toward the window now sporting a hole.  Gus followed along, as did both FBI agents.  

Bob looked carefully at the hole, took out a pen from his shirt pocket, and put it into the hole.  The pen was slightly smaller than the hole, so it took Bob a few seconds to get it lined up more-or-less properly.  The FBI agent with Gus’s friend joked, “Not gonna be much help spotting where the guy shot from.”

Bob shook his head, but didn’t speak, as he looked in the opposite direction the agent had been looking.  He took the pen out, and walked to wood paneling on a wall several feet away.  There he spotted what he was looking for.  He took out a small pen knife, slowly and carefully prying the bullet from the paneling, and handed it to Gus’s friend.  “It’s sorta mashed, so no chance of getting a reliable ballistics reading on it—but with your lab, you might be able to get the type of rifle used.  Giving it to you because nobody in St. Charles, or St. Charles County, is gonna be able to do as good a job on it.  You agree, Gus?”

“Yeah.  Would have done the same thing...without the sarcasm about the capabilities of us poor backwoods, country boys.”

Bob shook his head.  “Wasn’t being sarcastic...just realistic.  All the tax dollars we send to Washington, we should at least be able to get an idea of the weapon used.  I do admit about half the money we send up there goes down a rat hole, but some of it winds up where it can be of use.  Now, I’m being sarcastic.  While at it, the tall white building down a couple of blocks is where the shooter more than likely set up shop.”

Gus laughed.  The other agent smiled...tightly.  Gus’s FBI friend grinned, reached in his suit pocket, and took out a baggie.  The bullet went into the baggie.  Bob raised an eyebrow.  The agent joked, “Too much goes down a rat hole.  We can’t afford proper evidence bags to be carrying around with us.”

Later, after interviews of everyone at the scene had been conducted, Bob had a change of heart, and walked out the front door with Michelle.  He did hustle her along to his car, then drove her home. 

Before leaving, he and Gus agreed that under the circumstances, Gus would bring the evidence file and materials to their home for review by Bob, before Gus took them back.  Gus pulled down their drive about twenty minutes after Bob and Michelle did.  He had a device to bypass the security apparatus, so he parked in front of their home, with his tires still inflated.  Bob met him at the front door, then walked to his car to help carry the various items inside.

By the time Gus arrived, Bob had explained to Lorri that having her come to his home was an extreme exercise in caution—but until more could be found out about the shooting, she better stay right there.  She was agreeable, but concerned about her job.  Being off for any length of time, could cost her the job she really liked.

Bob just shook his head when this was told this.  “Lorri, how about you just consider yourself a ward of the Becker household.  If Michelle and I had married twenty-five years ago, we’d have a daughter about your age.  We just adopted you as of now...right, Michelle?”

“Yeah, sure.  But if we had gotten married twenty-five years ago, we’d have been divorced twenty-four years ago.  No way I was mature enough to be married to you then.  For any number of reasons...one of which I won’t mention, but you can figure out.”

Bob laughed because he knew Michelle was talking about a sexual hang-up she had, until he helped her solve it before they were married the previous year.  After his laughter, he got back to the matter at hand.  On asking, and being told, how much Lorri made in an average month—including tips—he excused himself, went for his checkbook, and wrote a check equaling six months income for Lorri.  

She was flabbergasted.  She was still trying to comprehend Bob’s wonderful gift, when he asked for and found out where she worked.  It was a nice bar and restaurant, one that Bob happened to know the owner very well.  He and Bill had installed a state-of-the-art security system at the man’s home, and they had become friends afterwards.  

He patted Lorri on the shoulder, and called her boss.  “Hi, Bob Becker here.  Got a favor to ask.”

“Name it.”

“Lorri Nessing may be in danger.  She approached Michelle about taking on her brother’s case.  Less than two hours later, someone tried to kill Michelle.  Gus Mantia—you know him—detective lieutenant in St. Charles, shoved her just as the shooter fired.  Anyhow, I’ve got Lorri at my home for safekeeping, until we get to the bottom of this.  May take a while.  Need you to okay her being off until the matter is solved...with her job still being there when it is.”

“Done.  Let me know when she’s comin’ back to work.”

Bob and his friend and customer chatted a bit, then ended their call.  Bob looked at Lorri.  “Your job will be there, when I feel it’s safe for you to leave here.  You won’t have to stay here full time, unless we find out the deal today was because you approached Michelle.  But I want someone from here to be with you—by someone, I mean either me or my partner, Bill Hedden.  He lives in the other house on our property.”

“I met him when I got here.”

“Oh, shoot—I’m getting old, Lorri.  I forgot about that.  Okay, anyhow, one of us will be with you anytime you leave here...okay?”

“Sure.  I would like to get a few things from my apartment, though.”

“It’ll have to wait until tomorrow...I’ll take you then.  I’d say Michelle could lend you something to wear, but obviously the sizes would be all off.  The rest of this afternoon and probably much of the night, is gonna be spent trying to get a handle on this deal.  Okay?”

“Sure.  You’re right about Michelle’s clothing not even coming close to fitting me.”

Lorri was laughing as she made her comment.  For good reason.  Lorri was petite, while Michelle was on the tall side, for a woman.  The only thing they had in common was both were brunettes.

Those matters taken care of, Bob and Gus spread the evidence Gus had brought on the large kitchen table, after Bob joked, “We take this stuff into my former den, the new occupant will have a fit—won’t you, darling?”

Michelle laughed, “The mess I have on the desk, you’ll have more room in here.  What can I do to help out?”

Gus suggested, “Double check everything Bob and I go over.”

Michelle nodded as the process began.  Bob read the entire case file, including court transcripts.  As he finished each part of what he was reading, he passed it on to Michelle.  While those two worked on the written material, Gus started on each piece of physical evidence.  

Meanwhile Lorri was asked to remove herself from the kitchen, so there would never be any question of her tampering with the evidence.  Gus explained it would be difficult enough to guarantee, to any judge, at some later date that neither Michelle nor Bob had done so, but a relative of her brother would not set well.  He also explained he had received permission to bring all the material, out to Bob’s home for Bob and Michelle’s review—no one else. 

Lorri understood, and Bob joked she could play with their German shepherd, Tillie.  Or she could go to the game room and play pool or darts.  She knew where that was because Michelle had shown her around the house while waiting for Gus.  Lorri had also been properly introduced to Tillie, so she opted to spoil the dog in the living room, during her banishment from the kitchen. 

By six in the evening, Michelle was getting hungry.  “Anyone ready to eat?”

Bob nodded.  “Yeah—but in the dining room, so we can keep Lorri away from all this.  Guess if you have to keep it all in sight, Gus, you’ll have to eat here.”

Gus just laughed.
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The three friends worked well into the night, only taking—as Michelle jokingly called them—“potty breaks”...and the time it took to get more coffee, as well as someone occasionally making more.  The one other break, was when Michelle showed Lorri to the bedroom she would be using.  When she did, Lorri asked, “You folks finding anything of interest?”

“We haven’t been talking much, just working away.  But I have found enough in the trial transcripts to at least raise questions—if not sufficient, in my opinion—to go for a new trial.  You go ahead and get a good night’s sleep.  In the morning, we’ll talk about visiting Bernard.”

Michelle had then gone back down to resume her work.  On her way downstairs, she realized the best cause for appeal for a new trial, had already been messed up by Sam Dooley, the attorney who had done such a poor job earlier in the day on behalf of Bernard. 

After everyone—including Tillie—had eaten a snack, it was back to work.  Bob read the police reports and interviews with care, but just scanned the court proceedings.  Michelle, on the other hand, just scanned the police material, while going over the court proceedings carefully.  When Gus finished with the material evidence, he started on the police reports.  

When Michelle was finished with the court information, and Bob was finished with the material evidence, he groaned.  “Okay, I’m finished, and ready to compare notes if you two are ready.”

Michelle nodded, “I’m ready.  How about you, Gus?”

“Ready enough.  This court crap is making me dizzy.  You start Bob, what’ve you got?”

“I found a few things that really stand out.  Number one, the beer bottle.  Wiped clean, but DNA found.  The DNA matches no one connected to the case...or at least those whose samples were readily available—like the victim, and Bernard.  Unless I missed it, there was nothing in the trial about the beer bottle, and the unknown DNA sample.  Michelle, am I right?”

“Yeah, honey.  No mention of it.  Let me add that to my notes...go ahead.”

“Right—the next thing also concerns the beer bottle.  It was wiped clean, and we know it was bought that morning.  There was one bottle missing from a six pack, and the victim had bought a six pack somewhere around two hours—give or take—before she was killed.  Since the killer had to be the one who wiped it clean of prints, then, to me, that person’s DNA was on the bottle.  If so, Bernard didn’t do the killing.  

“Okay, off the beer bottle.  What happened to the other partner in whatever they were working on?  This guy, Wilfred Clinton, just disappears.  Doesn’t make him guilty of murder, but sure raises red flags.  The only other thing I’ve got—if you don’t mind me saying so, Gus— is it seems to be pretty lazy and sloppy police work.”

“I don’t mind.  Well I do—but not you saying so.  I agree.  I also agree with you on the damned beer bottle.  I only sat in on the first interview with Nessing.  As I told you, I didn’t think he was guilty then.  With the beer bottle and sloppy police work tossed in, I’m inclined to think he may be innocent.  Not provable innocent, but not guilty either.  From what I can see in the police reports, interviews, and various officer notes, someone zeroed in on Nessing from the start—especially after it was found that he lied about not being at the scene of the crime.  Him holding out the information about having had an argument with the deceased was no help either.  But every effort should have been made to at least interview Clinton.  That’s all I got...Michelle?”

“I’m ashamed of my profession.  The trial attorney, Marty Junks, was already having severe drinking problems when the trial took place.  He’s dead now...drank himself to death.  Don’t know what the actual cause of death was, but his boozing did him in.  The judge—and everyone in the county—knew he had lost it by then.  Was at one time a good attorney, but not when he defended Bernard.  

“This idiot today, at the appeal hearing, botched things up so badly, I’m not sure I can bring any kind of motion back on Marty’s drinking problem, and how poor a job he did in defending Bernard.  With the beer bottle deal you guys came up with—coupled with Marty’s drinking problem—might...and I stress might...work, but I’m not sure enough to go into court with it, unless we have absolutely nothing else.  I didn’t pick up on this Clinton guy like you two did.  Might help—especially if we can find out anything about him since the time of the murder.  I’ll be real interested in talking to Bernard tomorrow.  Maybe he can shed some light on the situation.  Also, want to know more about, just what those three were working on.  I know it had something to do with computers, but little else.”

Bob looked at Gus, who shrugged.  “Me, either—how about you Bob?  You spot anything in the stuff here?”

“No.  Like Michelle, just something about computers.  Okay, we’re all in agreement.  There’s a good chance Bernard is innocent...or at least not guilty of murder.  But tomorrow, darling, we have a little matter of somebody shooting at you to think about.  I’m not sure that taking time to visit Bernard so fast, is time best spent.  For now, Gus has to get all this stuff back where it goes, before he goes home, so let’s help him gather it, and carry it to his car.  Unless one of you has a better idea?”

***
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In the morning, Bob, Michelle, and Lorri were just sitting down to eat, when Bob’s cell phone rang.  He answered, “Good morning, Gus.  You’re up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.  Had something running around in my head about Ron Schumer.  He was one of the St Louis County cops on the Major Case Squad three years ago.  He was also the one who was hot-to-trot on Nessing.  Not too much at first, but someone told me later on that he really got gung-ho on Nessing.  I made a few calls early this morning...woke a couple of guys up.  Guess they aren’t too pleased with me, but got the info I wanted.  Seems the year after the case ended, Schumer took early retirement, then cleaned out his bank account and just disappeared, leaving his wife and family behind.”

“Sounds familiar...the disappearing bit.”

“Does to me, too.  I’m thinking an all-out effort should be made to find him and Clinton.  I’ll help as much as I can, but got a backload of cases to work on here.  Not the least of which is the shooting at the courthouse yesterday.”

“Thanks, Gus.  This gives me something else to run with.  We come up with anything on the deal at the courthouse yesterday, I’ll pass it on.  Know you’ll do the same.”

Bob put his phone on the table, sighed, and looked at Michelle.  “Curiouser and curiouser this thing gets.  Seems a St. Louis County cop, Ron Schumer, pushed for Bernard to get charged with the murder—then, about a year later, upped and disappeared.  Took all his money with him, and left a wife and kids behind.  I’m thinking I smell a rat.  Maybe this is why nothing was done to investigate the beer bottle deal.  Also, why no real effort was made to track down Clinton.  I think I just changed my mind, about going to see Bernard as soon as possible.”

Michelle nodded, and swallowed her mouthful of food.  “You think this makes the shooting more likely connected, or not?”

“Got no idea, honey.  Lorri, as soon as we finish eating, get on the horn with Michelle, and make arrangements for all three of us to visit Bernard.  Do a conference call type deal—you on one phone, and Michelle on the extension.  You’ll need to inform the prison officials about changing attorneys, then Michelle can take it from there.  Now, excuse me—my breakfast is getting cold.”

Both women laughed, as Bob started eating.  They finished first, and were starting the clean-up when Bob’s phone rang again.  He rolled his eyes, looked at it, and then grinned.  “Hi, Holly.  How’s the best lookin’ woman I’m not married to doing?”

Michelle rolled her eyes, and shook her head.  Holly Scott was the best-looking woman Michelle had ever seen in her life.  Her body—especially her bust line—was also unworldly.  Michelle had a well-endowed chest, but nothing like Holly.

Holly laughed, “Just fine...thanks for the compliment.  If your honey is handy, ask her if she’s ready for some more flying lessons.  Jim and I are on our way to the rehab complex.  We plan on spending a week or so in the area.”

“I’m sure she’d love it, Holly, but we’ve got a couple of hot fish to fry...not the least of which is Michelle getting shot at yesterday, coming out of the St. Charles courthouse.  This right after she picked up a new case, on a guy who was convicted of a murder it really looks like he might not have done.  We don’t know if the two are connected at this point, but would like to see you and Jim—and maybe she can take some time to go flying.”

“Hold on, Bob—I’m changing course to your place.  Be there in about fifteen minutes.  What’s your wind direction?”

Bob stood up, looked out the window at the windsock at the end of his runway, and answered, “Calm.  You can come in either way.”

“See ya.”

Bob looked at the dead phone in his hand, laughed, and quickly told Michelle to expect guests, then explained Holly’s reaction to his report of the shooting.

Michelle explained to Lorri who Jim and Holly Scott were.  In addition to being friends, they had a background—not fully known to Bob and Michelle—in dealing with evildoers. 

What Bob and Michelle didn’t know—beyond the fact that Jim was a retired Marine Major and former CIA operative—was that he had headed up a team doing off-the-books (black bag) jobs for the President from a few months before the 9/11 Islamist attack on America for over seven years.  Then Jim had funded a CIA operation that included some military personnel, for another few years after his team was disbanded, late in “their President’s” second term.  They knew Holly was a former FBI agent—and knew whatever Jim had been up to, Holly had been right by his side.

Bob hurried to finish his still-colder breakfast, then hurried outside to get in a dune-buggy style cart he used to drive around his property.  He hurried to the runway, just as Holly was landing her plane.  Holly parked the plane near Bob’s refueling pumps.  Bob greeted Jim and Holly when they deplaned, and helped Jim load up their travel gear before they headed back to the house.  Once there, Bob introduced them to Lorri.  Tillie was soon all over Jim, as she recognized a friend who spoiled her every time he visited.  

After coffee was poured, Bob sat at the kitchen table, explaining the happenings of the previous day.  When he finished, Jim leaned back in his chair a bit.  “What’re your plans going forward, Bob?”
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