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    Hannah Starvling, former FBI turned culinary consultant and amateur sleuth, and Hymnal Miles are getting married. But Hannah’s wedding takes a backseat to an unexpected request. The officiating priest, Reverend Whipson, has asked her for a favor. He wants her to look into several questionable deaths at a senior retirement community. Matters are further complicated when it comes to light that all victims share one thing in common—a connection to the Reverend's physician granddaughter and her husband. Now, there is a question of whether the doctors were responsible, or if someone is targeting the Reverend himself.Hannah promised to find out who is responsible and get on with her long-awaited wedding and honeymoon. But her clues are limited. There is the odd choice of a petit four for delivery of the poison. The almost specific targeting of the victims—and the revelation of someone’s unexpected past. Her problems are many. Suspects abound. The murderer could be a friend, a relative of the Reverend, ministerial staff, or someone much closer. Plus, she must deal with her ever encroaching family, and local law enforcement.
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THE PRIEST WHO ATE THE POISON PETIT FORE


 


by Kee Patterbee


 


 


 


 


 


To Mr. Patterbee, how can I do this without your loving support!


Prologue


 


Two months later, on a local news segment.


 


“…It was a most unusual camera. Back to you, Charles.”


(Cut to Charles Diedridge behind the news desk.)


“Indeed it was, Paula. We catch up now with a couple of heroes who have become something of a local sensation. Their story has been going around the internet and has inspired many not to sit down and take it when faced with a large task. Instead, you should approach it with everything you have. It doesn’t matter your size. It’s your attitude. Luther Dingle has the story.”


(Shot of Dingle standing with a microphone.)


“That’s right, Charles. The story is about loyalty, feistiness, and big, big attitude.


(Cut to a small Yorkshire terrier and another, small white and tan dog playing in the grass together.)


“Gigantor and Hazelnut. Two hound friends with a nose for trouble and a sense of protection. Several months back, these two took down the alleged murderer in the case of the Poisoned Petit Fours. Despite their size, they intervened to bring about justice.”


(Shot of dogs sniffing at the camera. Hazelnut licks the lens. Cut to Interviewee. Screen reads, Sindee Starvling-Gigantor’s Owner.)


“Oh, yes, we were there. Gigantor there, is ours.


(Cut to Yorkshire terrier.)


Hazelnut belongs to my granddaughter, Hannah, and her husband, Hym.”


(Cut to small, mixed breed dog.)


“How did these two become involved in a murder case?”


(Cut to interviewee)


“Oh, we were helping Hannah. One of the involved parties asked her to look into the murder case. She’s a bit of an investigator. She gets it from me. I used to dabble when I was young.”


“As the Gumshoe Gal.”


“Oh, I haven’t gone by that in years. My granddaughter was with the FBI before she became a culinary consultant. Now they call her the Culinary Detective. She asked me to help on the case and we happened to have these two with us. When the perp ran……”


(Shot of dogs running. Cut back to interview.)


“The alleged murderer.”


“That’s what I said. It’s detective lingo, honey. Well, the ALLEGED MURDERER attempted to get away and knocked my husband down. Jayland, over there.””


(Cut to older man in his late 70s standing nearby with the dogs. His arms are crossed and he frowns. Screen reads, Jayland Starvling-Gigantor’s Owner. Cut back to interview.)


“He was walking them. He let go and the dogs went after the perp and barked and nipped until their leashes became tangled beneath and down they went. It gave my granddaughter enough time to take control of the situation until the local authorities arrived.”


(Cut to the dogs barking.)


“Quite the attitude for such small creatures.”


“Oh, most assured. They may weigh less than ten pounds, but they think they weigh one hundred and fifty.”


(Shot of interviewee holding dogs. Cut to dogs getting a medal from mayor of Happiness.)


“Happiness, a senior living community, was so grateful for their assistance that they were named honorary citizens of the community. They were also given special dispensation since you have to be 55 years old or older to reside there. Otherwise, it would be a little over seven doggy years before they were legal.”


(Cut to seniors petting the dogs, who accept the attention with enthusiasm. Back to interview.)


 “So what’s next for these canine heroes?”


“Treats. Love. A children’s book, a commercial, and an animated short, but for the most part, just some yard time.”


“And maybe some more investigational interference in the future?”


“Oh, you never know. As Sherlock Holmes said, ‘The game’s afoot’.””


(Cut to Dingle holding Hazelnut. Dog licks his face as he laughs.)


“Indeed, or in this case, a paw. From Twilight and Happiness. Back to you, Charles.”


 


Welcome to the Wedding Reception of


Hannah Starvling and Hymnal “Hym” Miles


 


The Bride & Groom


Hannah Marie Starvling – Former FBI. Part-time sleuth. Full-time Culinary Consultant/Chef. Cool, calculating, methodical, and distant.


Hymnal Isaac “Hym” Miles – Former law enforcement. The fiancée of the head chef. Handsome and quick-witted.


Caterers


Catherine “Cate” Jordan – Full time librarian. Part-time sleuth. Full time sassy best friend and Maid of honor. Love of Alvin Hayes. Specialty: Knowledge with a hint of sarcasm.


Sindee “Gran” Starvling (a.k.a. the Gumshoe Gal) – Retired restaurateur. Part-time amateur sleuth. Full time wife and grandmother. Would be great-grandmother. Totally sassy and flirtatious wife of Jayland. Specialty: All things spicy with a large dose of meddlesome.


Jayland “Papa Jay” Starvling – Retired Navy and restaurateur. Married to Sindee. Full time husband and down to earth, no nonsense grandfather. Specialty: Surly, grumpy, and protectiveness.


Buster Jordan – The Adonis bodied, Apollo smiling, often clueless cousin of Cate, friend of the head chef, and all around Prince Charming. Specialty: Women.


Magdalen Miles – Sister of the groom. Independent and curious. Budding investigator. Would be love interest to Buster. Specialty: Charming Prince Charming.


William Langston ‘Hoo To/Will’ Hooligan – Best friend of Groom. Wedding Caterer and confidant. Specialty: Good old Southern comfort food and practical wisdom.


Wait Staff


Henry E. Holmes, M.D. – Amateur sleuth. Knowledgeable. Oddly out of place.


Sheriff Jackson ‘Jack’ Borden – Curious. Capable. Willing.


Hazelnut – New member of the Miles household. Opinionated and underfoot.


Gigantor – Sindee and Jayland’s substitute great grand baby. Loyal. Also underfoot.


Finger Foods


Reverend Jonathan Whipson – Head minister at Happiness Medical. Grandfather of Susan. Friend of Groom and his sister. Keenly aware. Seemingly good. Served with a hint of a past.


Susan York - Resident Doctor specializing in gerontology. Wife of Calvin York. Dedicated granddaughter of the Reverend Whipson. Prepared with a hint of murderess.


Calvin York - Resident Doctor specializing in gerontology. Intelligent, dedicated, and struggling. Husband of Susan York. Served tenuously.


Father Raymond Janus * et al. - Heir to Reverend Whipson’s position. Cool. Collective. Secretive. Demanding. Served with a hint of terse.


Jackie Rhoades - The morally questionable custodial engineer for Sunnyvale Rest. He has a connection to the entrée and many reasons to feed him the wrong thing. Served up suspiciously.


Brother Richard Wessel - Associate of Whipson and Janus. Unpretentious but belying a history. Served accidentally.


Sweets


Skylar Marie (nee Wellman) Starvling – Genius, socially awkward mother of the bride.


Michael Jay Starvling – Genius, socially inept father of the bride. Lover of cake.


Vera Bessinger – Heiress and bridesmaid. Cluelessly rich.


Critic – Hound. Ring bearer. Full of licks and love.


Various other individuals


Items of Note


Petit Fours a la Deadly


Flavors include: Accidental. Intentional. Or murderously attempted.


*Please Note* These sweet are served tenuously, with a hint of bitter poison.


 


 


Chapter One


 


“Twice on Sunday and every Wednesday night,” stated Hymnal “Hym” Miles in a matter-of-fact tone.


Hannah Starvling finished off the last of a petite four, before looking over to her fiancé. “Your mom was religious?”


“As if Magdalen and my name didn’t give that away.”


Magdalen, Hannah thought. She had yet to meet Hym’s younger sister, the thirty one year old nurse living in Chicago. So many people in his life that I have yet to meet. She studied his face for a moment. Grinning, she reveled in the fact that in a scant few weeks she would marry the man. I’ve been looking for you forever, Sweet Face, rolled through her mind. Hannah leaned over and kissed his cheek, causing him to smile.


Hym turned his black ‘70 Mustang onto the ramp leading from the interstate. At the top, he turned to the right and headed down the road.


“When are you going to let me drive Baby?” Hannah said. In her mind, she wondered why men had the propensity to name their vehicles.


“I restored this myself, you know,” Hym answered. “She might not respond well to having another woman in my life.””


Always a female, Hannah considered. “I didn’t know we were going to have one of those kinds of relationships. Remember, one week and what’s yours is mine.”


“Vice versus. Does that mean I get to play with your things?”


Hannah winked at Hym. “All you want, my love. All you want. You’ll look cute in my top hat.” She studied her fiancé as she drew her lips in. ““Come to think of it, you might look right sexy in my teddy too.”


Both laughed as they passed a sign reading, ‘Happiness 12 miles.’


“Happiness,” mused Hannah in her smooth, silky voice. “Sounds like a rather pleasant place for a senior retirement center.””


“Not a center. A whole community,” Hym insisted. “Housing. Golf course. They even have their own, small medical complex. Happiness has no residents under 55. Even the staff lives off site.”


“Off site where?” Hannah asked, rummaging through the papers in the box for another petite four.


“Tantalus for the most part. From this side, you have to go through a pass. The only other way out is over the river across a wooden bridge on the other side.”


The former FBI turned culinary chef frowned. “You’ve got to be kidding me. A senior retirement community next to a town named for the Greek underworld. Someone didn’t think that through.”


Hym smirked. “Only you would make that connection.”


Hannah held up the empty box for Hym to see. “These are okay, but not perfect. I think we can do better.”


“My, my, aren’t we picky?”


“A girl doesn’t get married every day, you know. I want it to be perfect.”


The two drove along a few moments more as Hannah considered the trip from Twilight to Happiness. It held dual purpose. First, they were there to meet with the man who would perform their wedding ceremony, Reverend Jonathan Whipson. Second, was to answer a request he made to meet them beforehand. During the phone conversation to arrange the meeting, he spoke with Hannah. “I have something I need to discuss with you, dear. It is of great importance to me,” Whipson had commented. However, he refused to discuss the matter over the phone. Hannah and Hym’s conversation turned to this particular request.


 “He asked to speak to me in person but he wouldn’t say why.”


Hym stared ahead as a look of consideration came to his face. “Pre-marital stuff, I’d imagine. He’s a traditional kind of Presbyterian clergyman.”


Hannah again considered Hym’s facial expressions. She could tell he admired the man he referred to as the Reverend. From what she gleaned from conversations with Hym, the clergyman had a profound impact on her fiancé’s life. When Hym asked that he be the one to officiate their wedding, there was no way she would, or even could, refuse. Now, she was on her way to meet him finally.


Reaching the entrance of the gated community, Hym pulled into the guard station. Hannah watched as a man that she assessed to be in his early sixties, fit, and well groomed, asked to see IDs. After producing them, he smiled at the two and asked them to wait for a second. He stepped back into his station.


“Tight security,” Hannah noted.


“Yup, there’s a lot of money floating through here as you can imagine. Privacy is at a premium.”


“How does a reverend retire here? I can’t imagine a churchman’s salary being that much.”


“I’ve never given it much thought.” Hym glanced out into the well-maintained area. Manorial homes lined the streets. From where they waited, they could see a centralized park area with old grove trees. People moved about or gathered in groups, chatting. Two seniors on Segways crossed in front of the car. An older woman turned to look at Hannah and Hym, giving a smile and short wave before proceeding on. Hannah returned the same.


 “Jayland and Sindee should move here,” Hym commented.


Hannah shook her head. “Nah, nothing happening here but golf, shuffle board, and dancing.” She motioned to a sign advertising ‘Ballroom Night at The Center.’’ “No mysteries, no Gran. No Gran, no Papa Jay.”


The guard returned with their IDs and gave directions to the medical complex. “You’re expected,” he said. ““Reverend Whipson will meet you at reception.”


After thanking the man, Hym followed the given directions. Along the way, the two passed variations of the housing. They moved beyond the entrance to the golf course, and drove through a small town-like circle with shops. “They’re all run by people living here,”” he commented. He pointed to one of the stores. “That one there. Best fudge ever. All kinds. Other things too. We might want to give their petit fours a try.”


Hannah acknowledged as she took everything in, amazed. “It’s so self-contained. Maybe Gran and Papa Jay would like it here.””


At the edge of the community, past all the houses, golf course, and various other buildings, lay the medical complex. It was a huge, gray stone, ivy covered building. A smaller building bordered it on the south. Several smaller buildings clustered around the parking lot.


“Beautiful,” Hannah commented. She exited the vehicle, pulling on a black leather coat and similar colored top hat. She shivered. “Chilly.””


“You’re the one who didn’t want to wait till June.”


Hannah gave Hym a one eyed squint with a twisted mouth kind of look. “You saying you don’t want to marry me now, mister?”


Hym tipped the black drover’s hat he pulled on. “A thousand pardons, ma’am, but I’d be just darn pleased if you’d still consider being my lady.”


Both chuckled and headed toward the entrance, hand in hand. Hannah made sure to walk slower to accommodate Hym’s halted pace with a leg brace and cane.


Once inside, they made their way toward reception. When she reached the desk, Hannah gave a smile and glanced down at the woman’s nametag. Pepper. She then profiled the woman in her usual manner. 80s. Grey hair. Heavy set. Thick glasses. Polka dot dress. Worn. Looking down at the half-eaten box of sweets beside the woman, she added, Sweet tooth. Hannah made a request to see the reverend. She watched as the receptionist pulled an unsteady, aged finger down a list of names.


“Oh yes, such a nice man.” Pepper picked up the phone and dialed. After hanging up, she informed Hym and Hannah that he would join them in a short while. They walked to the waiting area and took seats.


“What does he do here?” Hannah inquired.


“The usual ministerial duties. Listen. Offer advice. Comfort. End of life counseling in particular. He was there for us after Dad died. When Mom was struggling, he was there too.”


Hannah listened to Hym’s words, taking them in. Pain and admiration. She squeezed his hand and he turned to look at her. “You considered following him, didn’’t you?”


A slight, appreciative smile came to Hym’s face as he nodded. “At one time. Up until mom. After that… I don’’t know. Me and the man, we had issues.”


The man. The words struck Hannah. Not Whipson.


“Hym,” a voice called. Both Hym and Hannah turned from where they sat to see a man moving in their direction. With him was a young woman who steadied his arm. As they moved in closer, Hannah focused on the man’’s black clothing and clerical collar. It gave him away as Reverend Whipson. 5’9” to 5’’10”. 80s. Balding with grey patches of hair. Pale. Thin. Slight haunch. Thick, hard-rimmed glasses. Pencil thin mustache. Slight yellowish tint to eyes and skin. The last notation struck her in particular. Ill. She gave a smile as she shook his hand. Weak, she further noted. “Thank you for doing this, Reverend,” she said.


“It’s my honor, and call me Jonathan,” Whipson said. He smiled before turning his head to cough a few times. The woman with him reinforced her stance and steadied him. He signed that he was okay before introducing her to Hannah.


“This is my granddaughter, Dr. Susan York.”


“Just Susan,” she said, offering her hand to the sleuth.


Taking it as offered, Hannah shook. 5’3”. Mid-thirties. Short, bobbed, brown hair. Deep green eyes. Physician’s coat. Studying the woman’s eyes, Hannah found that the left one had a section discolored from the rest of the eye.


Noticing the sleuth’s curiosity, the woman smiled. “It’s called sectoral heterochromia,”” she explained. “It’s a mutation.”


“Oh, I’m sorry. That was rude, but it’s just so pretty.”


Susan smiled. “Thank you. Most people think I’m going blind.” She looked up at Hannah’s hat. “I like it,” she said pointing, and then she turned to Hym with a broad grin. She threw her arms outward. To Hannah’s rare surprise, Hym moved forward and hugged the woman. “Good to see you, Mudbug,” he said.


Mudbug, thought Hannah. Curious nickname. When the two separated, Hannah stood waiting. Hym looked over and his eyes widened. “Oh, sorry. We know each other from the neighborhood. Mudbug lived three doors up from Mags and me, next to the Reverend here, and just down the way from Calvin. Calvin is now her husband and fellow doctor. Where is he, by the way?”


“With a patient. He’ll be down as soon as he’s done.” Susan looked at the two. “It’s a long drive from Twilight. Would y’all like something to drink? Coffee, maybe?””


“I could use a jolt,” Hannah declared with noted enthusiasm.


Susan turned to her grandfather. “Pawpaw, you want me to bring you something to drink back here or do you want to go to the cafeteria?”


“I could use some water. Thank you, dear, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to sit down.”


Susan helped her grandfather to one of the reception area chairs. “What does everyone want?”


“I’ll give you a hand,” Hannah said.


“No, no, you stay. I believe he wants to talk to you two anyway. I got it.” After getting everyone’s orders, she announced that she would be right back. With that, the doctor headed toward a hall with a sign indicating the way to the cafeteria.


For the first few moments after, the three remaining chatted about the general wedding plans. Whipson listened with a smile, but Hannah could tell that something bothered him. Finally, she asked, “When we talked on the phone, you sounded upset. Is something wrong?”


Whipson looked first to Hym, then to Hannah. “Well, I did want to talk to you about the wedding, of course, but I’m afraid I’m going to impose on our friendship a little, Hym, if possible,” looking to Hannah, he added, “and as a boon from you, young lady.”


Hannah’s curiosity peaked. She leaned forward, placing her elbows on her knees and crossed her arms. Hym noticed the intense focus but said nothing to her. Instead, he responded to Whipson.


“Anything. Name it.”


“You did good investigative work in Zebulon,” the Reverend then peered at Hannah, “and Hym mentioned that you were a talented investigator.””


Hym gave his bride-to-be a proud smile. “The best I’ve ever met.” He lifted her hand to kiss it. She returned his grin before addressing the Reverend.


“Well, you can’t believe him. I’ve got him under my thumb.”


Whipson laughed. He suppressed a cough before the expression on his face became serious. “There’s something I’d like you to look into.””


“Pawpaw, she’s getting married.”


Hannah and Hym looked up to see Susan carrying a holder with four drinks. Beside her stood a man wearing a similar physician’s coat. Calvin York, she inferred. 5’10” to 5’11”. Mid to late thirties or early forties. Short brown hair. Hazel-brown eyes. Medium build. Angled face with thin nose.


“I know, dear. I’m marrying them,” Whipson informed.


Calvin sat his drink down and gave Hym a hug before offering a hand to Hannah. Shaking it, she added to her profile. Solid, poised handshake. Steady eye contact. Focused and confident.


The reverend turned back to Hannah. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”


Calvin shook his head as he sat. He turned his attention to Hannah and Hym. “It’s coincidence, that’s all.””


Hannah listened, intrigued. “What’s a coincidence?” she asked.


Hym looked over at Hannah with a quizzical expression. She maintained focus on Calvin. Seeing Hym’s reaction, Calvin sat back before answering. “Well, there’s been some deaths. Jonathan, here, seems to think they’re suspicious.”


“Are they?” Hannah asked, staring straight at the man. He moved in an uncomfortable manner.


“I admit there are some odd things about it all, but Happiness is an advanced senior living facility. Death is just part of it.”


Whipson coughed hard and broke the tension. After clearing his throat, he waved a finger in the young doctor’s direction. “Seven deaths to be accurate. Not random at all. Every one of them died when they shouldn’’t have.”


Calvin again shook his head. “Not true. All were terminal.”


“Yes, but they died before they should have, and under strange circumstances.”


“What do you mean?” Hym interjected.


Susan moved in her chair and her eyes darted from her husband to her grandfather. “It’s nothing specific,” she interceded, ““but like Calvin mentioned, just some odd occurrences.”


Everyone’s attention shifted to the woman, so she continued in a halting voice. “Like, for instance, we had one patient who came complaining of an ongoing headache. We put her in a room to run some tests. She was alone for maybe ten minutes, monitored. During that time, she died.”


“Of a heart attack?” Hannah inquired.


Calvin crossed his arms. “No, cardiac arrest. There’s a difference. Regardless, it’s sad, but reality. Truth is that it happens all the time. Not surprising given the average age of our residents.”


Hannah’s eyes narrowed. Her nose wiggled back and forth. This particular affectation always showed her intrigue. Focusing on the doctors, she shifted her eyes to Calvin. His face held an intense frown. Uncomfortable with the questions, she noted.


Calvin threw his hands outward, as if to dismiss the notions of his wife. “She was eighty three, guys.”


“In otherwise good health,” Whipson insisted.


“She was not otherwise in good health. She had advanced liver disease.”


“But that’s not what killed her.” Whipson’s voice raised in intensity.


 Calvin pushed back against his chair and crossed his arms. “She went into cardiac arrest, Jonathan. Her heart stopped. There was no boogieman. No Grim Reaper lurking around.”


“Right after you admitted her and checked her out. You said she was fine.”


Whipson began coughing. Susan placed her hand on her grandfather’s back. “It just seemed sudden, Pawpaw. I know she was a friend, but these things do happen.”


After a moment, the Reverend again ceased. He cleared his throat while shaking his head. “And Mr. Bunn? Watterson? The others?”


“Over what period?” Hannah asked.


Calvin reached out and took a drink from his cup. “Over an eighteen month period.”


Hannah said nothing, while listening to the conversation and observing. She concluded that Calvin’s insistent dismissal belied a nervousness. Skeptical, but something about it unnerves him.


For Susan, Hannah noted that the woman struggled with allegiance. She remained supportive of her husband, but attempted to keep her grandfather from harm. Loyal, she added to her profile of the woman.


Reverend Whipson drew the most of Hannah’s attention. She applied Calvin’s attitude to his being a physician. Susan’s to being a wife and granddaughter. Nevertheless, Whipson’s insistence that something was afoot intrigued her. Few people would draw a connection between seven deaths over an eighteen-month period, she thought. What made him look in the first place?


Hym scratched under his chin. “Eighteen months. Older people. Heart issues. It doesn’t sound that unusual, sir, and then you add in that they were in the hospital…”


Calvin smiled and pointed at Hym. He bobbed his head once in approval of the man’s agreement with him.


Whipson started to reply, but a cry for help interrupted him. Everyone except Whipson rose. Hannah saw someone moving behind the reception desk. They appeared bent over. From the side, she made out a pair of feet. On the floor. Pepper? She heard someone call for a doctor as Calvin and Susan both bolted toward them. Hannah followed after. Hym remained with Whipson.


When Hannah reached the desk, both Calvin and Susan were kneeling beside the woman. Pepper lay unconscious, her eyes turned up to the point that only the whites showed. As far as Hannah could tell, she was not breathing. After a quick check for a pulse, Calvin began CPR. Susan grabbed the house phone. Overhead, the speaker system announced her words. “Code Blue. Reception. Crash cart stat.””


Some fifty-five minutes later, Hannah saw Calvin and Susan walking down the hall toward the reception area. Both looked tired and moved at a slow pace. An older gentleman now sat where Pepper had before. The two doctors stopped to speak with him. Hannah could tell by their body language that the news was upsetting. The man nodded before wiping his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. He cleared his throat and covered his mouth. Susan walked around and gave him a hug. Calvin looked toward Hannah, Hym, and Whipson. He produced a sad, weak, hurting, half-hearted smile.


Didn’t make it, Hannah said to herself.


Whipson, who had risen upon seeing his granddaughter and grandson-in-law, sat back down. He turned his eyes to Hym and Hannah. “Eight,” he said with a sad, but stern tone.


Hannah sat down beside him. She took the man’s hand and looked straight to his eyes. “Tell me about the others.”


With that, Hannah agreed to look into the deaths for Reverend Whipson. The man seemed relieved to have Hym and her investigating. There was more to the deaths for the clergyman. It went beyond just the passing of friends, acquaintances, or even people he counselled. He feels responsible somehow, Hannah concluded.


Later that night over dinner, in the presence of the Yorks, he gave the couples his marital low down as he referred to it. He went over everything they needed and all that he required to perform the ceremony. When he excused himself from the table for a moment after a bit of coughing, Hannah turned to the Yorks.


 “He didn’t eat dessert, though he wanted too. Has indigestion. Yellow eyes. Same tint to the skin. He’s weak. How bad off is he?””


Tears welled in Susan’s eyes as she dropped her head and laid it on her husband’s shoulder. Calvin leaned over and kissed the top of her head before looking back toward the two and answering. “Bad. The coughing is dyspnea caused by lymphangitis carcinomatosa, inflammation of the lungs linings. He has pancreatic cancer. We found out when we tested him for diabetes two months ago.”


Hannah glanced over at Hym. The corners of his mouth tightened as he drew his hand up to cover the lower part of his face. “I didn’t know,” he said.


“Almost no one does,” Calvin said. “You know the Reverend. A great man, but he is stubborn. Tells everyone he’s spitting up evil, and then he laughs it off.”


“How long?” Hym asked.


Calvin shrugged. “That’s always a tricky question. It’s not like in the movies. Two months. A year. Never works that way.”” He looked down at his wife and pulled her close. “His oncologist said no more than six months. It’s not my area, but I’d have to agree.”


Hym acknowledged with a slow gesture of the head. Hannah reached over, took his hand and squeezed. She could see the pain in her love’s eyes and it ripped at her soul.


Hym ran his hand through his short, close-cropped dark hair. “We shouldn’t have asked him. We can get someone else.”


“No,” Susan interjected in an adamant tone. She sat up and looked at the couple. “He wants to do it. You grew up around us. In his church. You’’re like family. Yours will be his last. Don’t take that away, please.”


Both Hannah and Hym agreed.


*****


 


 


Chapter Two


 


It was 8:30 AM. Cate Jordan, Hannah’s best friend sat across from the amateur sleuth, sipping on herbal tea. The two met for their standing Thursday morning breakfast date at Jesse Belle’s. The place was a small coffee and pastry shop in Twilight’s renovated wharf district.


“So, it’s a Presbyterian hospital?”


Hannah gestured no. “Non-denominational as I understand it. His position is voluntary. There’s another clergyman on staff but I didn’t meet him. Whoever he is, the Reverend mentioned him as being of a different sect.”


“Interesting. Anyway, you said eight? Hmm. Over eighteen months? Doesn’t seem too much of a stretch,” Cate said, blowing on her tea. ““Not given the age within the community.”


“That’s what Hym said,” Hannah responded as she examined her cheese Danish. “I don’t know. Reverend Whipson seems so adamant. I kind of feel for him, you know?”


“Weren’t a lot of these people his parishioners?”


Hannah affirmed with a nod of the head. “And friends.”


 “Well, of course I’ll be glad to look up the obituaries, but I’m not promising anything. I doubt there’ll be a whole lot more. It seems like a place for the rich, but not the rich and famous. Ergo, not that much write up if there’s no suspicion.”


“I figured as much, but I’m hoping you’ll find a connection that ties them all together, other than the Reverend.”


Cate scratched the side of her head through her dark curls. She took a sip of the tea and twisted her lip. “I’ll get into what financials I can. Family history and such. It’ll take me a day or two.”


Hannah smiled. Not only did she know she could rely on her best friend, she also knew Cate would deliver no later than the next day. Her librarian and friend displayed a knack for computers, as well as investigation, and beyond that, was her dogged determination. Hannah also knew Cate tended to overstate how long a project would take. When Hannah called her on this fact once, her friend just smiled. “How do you think I got my stellar reputation?” she said.


“Thank you, as always. Hym’ll appreciate it too. He’s close to the Reverend. You’ll like the man yourself. Who knows, maybe he’ll take care of Al and you at the same time.”


“Oh, hush, you. He hasn’t even asked. Not so much as hinted.” Cate stared at her friend. “Has he said something to you?”


“Like I’d tell.”


“You would, in a heartbeat.”


“You’re right,” Hannah confessed. “I would.””


Both women laughed.


“Well, anyway. Hym and I are off to the station in just a bit. His sister, Magdalen, is taking the train in. She’s taking time off from work, and is going to stay with us until the wedding. Gives us time to get to know each other some. Then we’’re going down to Zebulon again this weekend for a few days. Hym wants me to get to know his remaining family, just in case I want to bail, which brings me to something else. Would you mind if Magdalen came along for the fitting? I thought it might make things easier.”


“Of course not. Bring her along. I look forward to meeting her. Vera will be here day after tomorrow in the morning, but she has to fly right back out for a meeting. Buster should be here in just a bit.” Cate took another sip of tea and gave a pensive look. ““Are you going through with that color scheme?”


Again, Hannah shrugged. “It was Mom’s idea, and given me, well, it kind of fits in some weird, quirky, cosmic way. And Hym… kind of liked it after he saw the sketches, so---””


“Kind of? What about you? This is your wedding, girl. Everything should be perfect for you. There’s still time. Let me make some calls. We’ll get this fixed.””


Hannah smiled as she reached out and took hold of Cate’s hand. “As long as he makes it, and you, Buster, and the rest of my family are there, then it will be. You’ve always been there for me. Love you, girlfriend.”


“Love you too. I’d have to be to wear that combination at a wedding.”


“Oh, come on. Vera, Buster, and you, are going to be the most awesome bridesmaids ever.”


“Different, if nothing else. You were never the traditional type girl anyway.”


There was a pause in the conversation before Cate led it back around to the topic at hand.


 “Anyway, getting back to it. I’ll be looking of course, but just in case, we might want to see who was on staff at the time of these deaths. Will you be going back anytime soon?”


Hannah noted Cate used the phrase ‘we might want to’. It made the sleuth smile again. Hooked, she thought, noting that hence forth, her friend would also be her fellow investigator on the case. “I’m sure we will. We need to make some final arrangements with the Reverend. We may just sneak over on the way back, if I can talk Hym into it.”


“If you do, you might be able to get to the records easier and faster. They store most via electronic database these days, as you well know. There are going to be protocols to get through as always.”


Hannah’s mind rolled back to a previous case, where she and Cate accessed a hospital’s records. However, that instance would be far different from the present situation. To begin with, that case took place in Zebulon, a small town setting. Security breaches were not of a great concern there. The medical center in Happiness would be a matter all unto itself. Hannah recalled Hym’s words about Happiness in general. Privacy is at a premium. She had no doubts that level of security extended to the medical facilities records as well. “You don’t think you can get to them online then?”


Cate shook her head. “I’d imagine not. You’re going to have to find a different way in. It’’s just my opinion, but if there is something to this, knowing who was present and had access to the victims would be the place to start.”


Hannah frowned but agreed. “You’re thinking Munchausen by Proxy Syndrome?”


“I think that’s what it’s called. I’ve read about it. The perpetrator induces medical emergencies to get the rush. Then they attempt to save the life of their victim to get the glory.”


Hannah grimaced at the thought. “Sick.”


“Without a doubt, but if this is more than it appears to be, it’s a reasonable consideration. It makes for the perfect environment if you think about it. If someone is doing this for attention, then they have the perfect victims. Seniors die every day. No one asks why. It’’s just expected, but if they manage to save them, they get the accolades. ”


Finishing off her Danish, Hannah wiggled her nose. “They get the rush either way, and they could hide within the system.” Wiping her mouth with a napkin, she waved it in Cate’s direction. “You might have already busted the case.”


Cate laughed. “Wouldn’t that be nice for once? It’s never that easy, girl. You know that.”


“It’s a thought, and you’re right. It’s one worth looking into.””


Hannah downed the last of her coffee. She rolled her tongue around the inside of her mouth once. Cate caught onto Hannah’s quirk of thought. One of the tics that she gave away when the sleuth fell into focused contemplation.


“What’s skipping through that genius of yours?”


“Well, I only see one problem with that scenario. Calvin and Susan were the ones who responded to the last victim.”


Cate glared at her friend. Hannah’s eyes widened.


“I don’t---”


“Know them,” Cate finished. “You don’t know them, at all.””


“Hym does. He grew up with them.”


Cate responded with a blank look. She crossed her arms and uttered a single name, “Conny.”


Hannah’s mouth fell open. She tried to speak but words did not come. Her mind raced back to the first real murder case she was ever involved with. Both Cate and she worked it while attending Serling University in Twilight. Their roommate, Ione Sykes, disappeared one day without a trace. Over the course of two weeks, they found that one Conny Miller killed, dismembered, and buried Ione. However, Miller was not just another murderer. He was a friend from their neighborhood. He sometimes played with Buster, Cate, and her as children. In effect, they grew up together. What they did not know was that over time, he evolved into a serial killer, amassing at least seven victims. The gruesome nature of the case is what led to Hannah’s final resolve to join the FBI. Now, Cate grounded her with one undeniable fact. Just because you grew up near someone did not equate with knowing them. Knowing them came at a different level of trust and understanding.


Again, the two sat for a moment.


“Look, I hope it’s nothing, but you’ve said it a thousand times. Everyone with potential gets equal consideration. Like it or not, you can’’t dismiss them just because you are in love with their friend.”


Hannah agreed with a slow bob of the head. “I think I’d hate it more for the Reverend if that were the case. To leave knowing that …” Her words trailed off and she swallowed hard.


“Me too,” Cate agreed. “Me too.”


*****


Hannah knew the moment Magdalen stepped from the train. Watching Hym’s face light up, she saw in an instant the affection he felt for his younger sibling. Picking her out from the exiting crowd was easier. As the woman moved toward Hym and her, Hannah could see the family resemblance. She shared a similar face and eyes. Per her nature, Hannah made a quick assessment of her future sister-in-law. Tall. 5’11” or 6’0”. Brownish black hair. Similar rich blue eyes. Curvy. Beautiful. Hannah already knew that she was ten years younger than her brother, making her thirty-one. This put her as the same age as she was. 


When she locked eyes onto Hym, Magdalen smiled and waved. Hym moved forward to meet her as Hannah followed behind. The brother and sister hugged, and he gave her a kiss on the cheek before introducing her. Though she offered her a hand, Magdalen pushed it aside and held her arms out. “Not in this family,”” she said as they embraced, “we’re huggers.”


Gran’s going to like this one, Hannah thought.


“I’m so glad you found him,” she half whispered in Hannah’s ear as she pulled away. “He’s needed someone for some time.”


Hannah gave an appreciative smile. “Me too,” she mouthed.


Seeing the secretive exchange, Hym frowned. “Just met and already secrets. I’m at a disadvantage.”


Magdalen winked at Hannah. “Of course you are, Tubbs. You’re a man. You’re predisposed.”


Hym’s eyes widened and he looked over to Hannah.


“Tubbs?” the sleuth asked as she grinned.


“Oh, he didn’t tell you that was his nickname?” Magdalen laughed at her brother. “Sister, are we going to talk.”


“No one calls me that anymore.”


“Except me.” Magdalen took hold of Hannah. “Now, grab my bag, Tubbs. I have to let the newest family member in on a few skeletons hanging about our closets.””


Hym shook his head. “I should have told her I was an only child,” he called after as the two women exited the station.


The ride to Hannah and Hym’s apartment was a short one. Along the way, the two women chatted as Hym listened. At many points, he grimaced at his sister’s embarrassing stories.


“Twenty one,” Magdalen said laughing, “at one time. He threw up for hours on end.”


“In my defense, that night set me straight. I lost eighty pounds thereafter.”


Hannah laughed as she looked over to her fiancé. Having just learned that Hym was heavy at one time, she found it hard to imagine. Now, despite his bad leg, he remained as fit as any man half his age. A workout each day remained part of his routine, one that she attributed to his time in the military. Now, she knew otherwise.


“Where did you come across that many cupcakes?”


Magdalen and Hym grew silent, though a reflective smile came to each of their faces. Hannah could tell it was a good memory for both, but one that also held an equal amount of solace and pain. After a moment, Magdalen spoke.


“Reverend Whipson’s wife, Ophelia, God rest her soul, made them for church events. Holidays. Birthdays. Things like that.”


Her words trailed off. Hym picked up where she stopped.


“And when someone passed. Cupcakes are a comfort food for us. Good and bad memories. That night was a bad night.”


Hannah was unsure what to say. “Your mother?” was all she could utter.


Both Hym and Magdalen affirmed.


Glancing over at Hym, Hannah reached out and put her hand on his arm. “I’m sorry. If I had known, I wouldn’t have suggested we have them instead of a wedding cake.””


Magdalen reached forward and squeezed Hannah’s arm. She gave her a smile. “No, that’s fine. Good memory for a bad one. Besides, it’’s a brilliant idea.” She then gestured to Hym with her head. “Just keep Tubbs down to one though.”


Hym’s face drew into a frown. Noticing, Magdalen returned the same.


“Oh, come on. I’m just teasing.”


“It’s not that.” Hym looked into the rear view mirror at his sister. “It’s the Reverend. I’ve got some bad news.”


Hym turned the car into the apartment complex.


*****


At the apartment, Magdalen settled into Hym and Hannah's spare bedroom. Thereafter, the three sat in the living room drinking coffee. She listened as Hym gave the diagnosis and Hannah explained the Reverend’s wishes for them to look into the case.


“Have you ever heard of Munchausen by Proxy Syndrome?” Magdalen asked.


“Cate and I considered it.”


Magdalen gave a questioning look.


“Sorry, that’s my best friend. You’ll meet her in a bit at dinner. Al, her boyfriend, and her cousin, Buster. She’s looking into the obituaries and anything else she can gather up, but until we get hold of some medical records, we have no way of knowing who was in attendance at the time of the deaths.”


“You know those are confidential, right?”


Hym looked to his bride to be. “Rules are kind of iffy with her.”


Hannah reached out and popped Hym on the arm. “Not iffy, just malleable.”


Magdalen laughed. “Well, I’d like to help. I can interpret the medical lingo if you like.”


“Oh, so now you want in on this?” Hym said, as he pushed back into his chair.


“The Reverend was a big part of my life too, you know. So yeah. I want to help.”


Hannah smiled. “Great, we’ll stop in on the way down.”


 


 


Chapter Three


 


Later that evening, Hannah, Hym, and Magdalen met with friends at a local restaurant called Second Chance. Introductions followed to Cate, her boyfriend, Alvin ‘Al’ Hayes, and cousin, Buster Jordan. Although they said nothing, a strong connection between Magdalen and Buster made itself known. When arranging themselves at the table, Buster declined an offer to sit next to his cousin. Instead, he settled in next to the nurse. Initial conversation centered on the upcoming wedding, but Magdalen and Buster engaged in quiet conversation to themselves. It was not until the topic changed to the case at hand that the two joined in with the other couples. Each sat listening, focused, and absorbed, as Cate presented her discoveries.


“I went over everything I could find,” Cate announced after some prodding by Hannah. She gave a concerned look that sent an uneasy chill through Hannah’s spine. Twisting a bit in her seat, she leaned forward, put her elbows on the table, and locked her hands together. She then rolled to point with her aligned index fingers. “The victims have three other connections. Well, other than living in Happiness, being well off, and visiting the hospital. First, most had an online obituary as well as the traditional paper announcement. From the comments left, every one of their deaths came on sooner than expected. Second, each listed the Reverend as ministering over their funeral services.” Cate paused and pulled her hands back. Her eyes darted between Hannah, Hym, and Magdalen. “And last, all shared medical bills at the time of their passing to one practice. York Gerontology Health Services.”


The corners of Magdalen’s mouth drew down… Hym twisted his mouth and leaned back in his chair. Hannah noticed his immediate action of crossing his arms. She reached over and put a hand on his arm. He looked over and gave her an uncertain expression. Hannah then turned to Cate. The librarian reached down and pulled out some papers from a folder. She handed them to her friend before answering. “I brought them along. Knew you’d want them. It’s just the financial end. Exact details about what services they rendered would be in company files and the medical records, I assume.”


“They would,” Magdalen uttered in a low tone. “Where’d you get these?””


“Don’t ask,” Al said in his husky, deep voice. “I don’’t anymore. It helps me sleep better at night.”


Cate looked at her boyfriend like a cat about to pounce a canary.


Buster laughed, his blue eyes twinkling. “Uh oh, you’re in trouble now, Al.”


Al threw his large hands up in a ‘what’ gesture. “Like that’s anything new.”


Cate shook her head and refocused on the conversation at hand.


“Could someone be setting them up?” Hym asked.


Hannah noted what sounded like desperate hope in her fiancé’s voice. Hym wanted to find a reason, any reason, not to face a harsh possibility. This, even if it were improbable.


Cate glanced at Hannah before turning back to Hym. “Can’t say. I just know they represent the only common, living connection to the present cases. Them and the Reverend.”


“Well, it makes sense. They’re doctors working at a senior living community’s medical facility,” Hym argued. “All the victims are seniors.”


 “They’re not the only doctors there, Tubbs. I’m sure there are others,” Magdalen interjected. “I would think that some of them used other physicians.” She reached out and took a drink of water. As she did so, Hannah noticed a slight trembling in Magdalen’s hands. Unnerved, she observed to herself.


“I’m no detective, but don’t you think that's some kind of a statistical anomaly? I mean, for them to be the primary physicians for all these cases?”” Al interceded.


Magdalen agreed, albeit with a reluctant go-ahead. “As much as I don’t want to think it, as a nurse, I can’t see how they would be. Unless……” She stopped before uttering the final words, and looked around the table. “Unless they were there for a reason.”


Everyone sat quiet for a moment before Buster interrupted.


“Wait. Wait, now. I know it’s kind of a tradition with Yin and Yang here…” He waved a finger between Cate and Hannah. ““But don’t you think this is all jumping the gun a bit?” He looked first to Magdalen, then to Hannah. “You said it yourself. You need to get to the records.”


Hannah took note of the tone in Buster’s voice. She recognized it as her handsome friend trying to defend or comfort someone that interested him. Magdalen, she affirmed to herself before noticing the appreciative expression on his intended’’s face. Feelings mutual, she further noted before responding.


“Easier said than done. No one’s raised a red flag other than the Reverend. In truth, under the circumstance, it doesn’t sound that suspicious. I would imagine most families have moved on. I think there’s a good chance they would be reluctant just to turn them over to us,” Hannah informed.


 Buster crossed his arms. “That’s never stopped you before. How hard can it be?”


Magdalen peered over to Hannah. The sleuth shrugged.


“That case led me to him,” she said, pointing over to her betrothed. “I’ll tell you about it later, but regardless, Buster’s right. We’re going to have to find a way to get our hands on them.”


“There’s more,” Cate informed. All eyes fell on her. “How well do you know Reverend Whipson?”


Hym looked to his sister before turning back and answering. “Pretty well, I’d say.”


“We were members of his church since we were born, up until our mother died,” added Magdalen. “He lived on the same street we did with his wife, Ophelia, and he used to watch after us when Dad was sick. Why?”


“He had a record.”


“A what?” Hym asked with a hint of disbelief.


“He served at Draper Correctional Facility in Alabama.”


Before Hym could ask, Cate answered the next obvious question.


“Grand theft auto when he was nineteen. Sixteen counts. He served six years on a ten year sentence.”


Hym and Magdalen sat with stunned expressions. Cate reached over and tapped on the papers she had produced.


“The timeline suggests that he found religion while incarcerated. His ministerial registration suggests it happened while he was prisoner number ACV-632911. Jonathan Isaac Whipson. He married an Ophelia Oswald three years after his release. Moved to Zebulon, worked as a mechanic. At some point, he took over Zebulon Presbyterian, becoming a full time clergyman. During that time, he had one daughter.”


“Clarice. Susan’s mother. She married Hodge Derkins,” Magdalen affirmed.


Cate avowed with a nod.


Hym reached out and took a drink of his tea, gulping down a large amount. When he was done, he said nothing but turned to look away from everyone. Hannah could tell the news upset him, but did not know how to respond, so she waited, as did everyone. After what seemed forever for Hannah, Magdalen reached out and took her brother’s hand. When he turned to look at her, she gave him a slight smile.


“Doesn’t change a thing. He’s still the same man we knew. We just didn’t know this. Everyone has a past, even you.”


Hannah wondered about her future sister-in-law’s words. For a second, she half contemplated pushing what that meant, but she decided it was a conversation for later. Now, she needed to offer Hym some comfort. She took hold of his other hand.


“Me as well.”


Everyone confessed as much.


“I’m sorry, guys,” Hym said. “It just took me by surprise, that’’s all.” He managed a halting smile.


“If anything, it proves we are all capable of change,” Al added. He winked at Cate. She pulled him down to kiss the top of his dark brown-skinned baldhead.


All agreed. When they settled, Hym returned to the information of Whipson’s incarceration.


“Is his record connected to all this?”


Again, Cate shrugged. “It’s just information. Working with nosy butt over the years...” She gestured to Hannah with a cock of the head. ““I’ve learned not to dismiss anything or anyone.”


Hannah stuck her tongue out at Cate. Cate returned the same. Laughter again ensued at the childish exchange between friends. Then Hannah wiggled her nose as she stared at the restaurant ceiling. She stopped when a waiter placed a plate of fried green tomatoes and a grilled cheese in front of her. Contemplating the dish, she grabbed a slice and held it up. Studying it, she said, “Well, he’’s connected to each case for sure. Either as friend, minister, or counselor. Maybe someone is getting even with him.” She bit into the slice and made a pleased face. “So good.””


Magdalen watched Hannah. Her eyes cut over to Buster. He grinned and pointed at the sleuth.


“Eats like that all the time.”


“And never gains an ounce. Sickening,” Cate added.


Magdalen nodded as Hannah continued.


“When you all were growing up, did you ever notice anything unusual with him? Maybe someone coming around now and again? Was he ever nervous?”


“He was a minister, Sherlock,” Hym answered. “Someone was always coming around. He was no more nervous than anyone else was, I suppose, but you are talking a long expanse of time to remember something that general. Forty years I’ve known him, and until tonight, I never knew he was an ex-con, which means that he’s a private man. More so than expected. So, if something was happening, or did happen, I doubt his parishioners would know. You’’d have to ask the man himself.”


Hannah agreed with a nod and another bite. “Will do when we get there.”


Cate landed her eyes on Magdalen. With a grin, she said, “A word of warning. If you spend any amount of time around her…” She pointed to Hannah. “You’’re going to find yourself in a lot of trouble.”


Magdalen grinned but looked rather sudden to Buster. “Trouble. That’s my middle name.”


Buster gulped. Hym frowned. Everyone else laughed.


Chapter Four


 


Magdalen sat across from Vera Bessinger. She understood what the woman said, but did not grasp it in full. “I’m sorry, but you landed a helicopter where?”” Magdalen asked.


“Twilight stadium. My stepfather, Asa, owns the Zephyrs. He and my dad are baseball fans. Minor leagues in particular,” Vera Bessinger answered while studying the bridesmaid gown she wore. “But I did not land it. The pilot did.” She smiled at Hym’s sister as if what she said was part of a normal conversation. “It’’s just one of the company transports,” Vera added.


Magdalen looked over to Buster with a questioning expression. He sat in the corner, arms crossed in protest at having to attend a ‘woman’s dress up party’ as he referred to it. ““Worth a bundle,” Buster mouthed. “I’ll tell you about it later.” Magdalen acknowledged in wide-eyed wonder.


Cate studied Vera, whose dress was like her own. “I must say, I had my doubts, but you are rocking it.” She motioned for Vera to spin around. The floor length, spaghetti strapped bridesmaid gown was nothing like either of them expected. Over a black body, a shear, black lace woven in a floral pattern over an underlying light silk pink form unified the dress. A leg split revealed the light pink, silk lining. Black and pink heels rounded out the piece.


“You both are stunning,” Hannah said, as she stepped from behind an antique, four fold dressing screen. Doing so, Cate’s eyes widened. Vera’’s mouth opened.


Buster rose to his feet. “Wow,” he uttered in a stunned voice.


The bride-to-be stood beaming at the dress that adorned her thin, fit body. The open shouldered, full-sleeved gown encompassed a nearly perfect circle at the floor. It was composed of shear, black lace, woven in a floral pattern over an underlying light silk pink form. A short top, black Victorian hat with a pink band adorned her head.


Standing before her friends, she tried to speak, but found no words, just a smile. Seeing her do so, Cate and Vera moved to embrace and the three stood in joy for a moment. They stopped when Buster sniffed a few times, wiping back tears of his own. Magdalen moved over and put a comforting arm around him. This brought laughter to the room.


“This isn’t what I ordered,” Hannah confessed. “Vera?””


Vera smiled as Hannah drew her into a hug. “How did I do?” she asked.


 “Amazing,” she said. “It must have cost you a fortune though.”


Vera laughed. “Like that matters now, thanks to the three of you, and Hym, of course.” She thumbed to Cate and Buster. “Cate got me the measurements. It seems she’’s been waiting on this day almost as long as you.”


“Don’t you know it? Now, if I can get Cue Ball to ask me, you are going to have to fork over the name of that designer. Honey, you are smoking hot. Putting the sexy in getting married.”


Hannah gave Cate a hug as well, then Buster. Glancing over to Magdalen, she opened herself up for one more. The woman obliged. Magdalen then turned to Vera. “You did this?”


Vera smiled and cocked her head. “Well. It seems I have this friend who called to tell me another friend was not happy with what she was going to get married in. Since I now have more money than one person should, thanks to that friend, I figured I should do something about that. Besides, I needed to get her a wedding present. So, my friends and I got together, arranged an online meeting with an amazing designer who works at a company I own a part off. Then I paid a team of seamstresses a whole lot to get it done in short order.”


The smile on Hannah’s face spoke volumes. Vera’s gesture caught her by surprise, a rare event in her life. Her mind raced back through the events that led to this day. The investigation into Chef Julia Karas’ murder. The meeting of Vera, and the woman’s ultimate inheritance of a multi mega million-dollar empire. Thanks to all those coincidental events, she now stood in a wedding gown that far exceeded her greatest expectations.


“Where’s Gran and your mom?” Buster inquired. “I kind of thought they would be here.”


“Mom and Dad are still in the rainforest on a dig. Gran didn’t want to come along. She wants it all to be a surprise.”


“And she will be,” Cate assured. “As will everyone. How many guests are you up to?”


“I drew the line at two hundred and fifty. I didn’t want it this big, but well, over the years, it seems I made some acquaintances.”


Again, Magdalen assumed a stunned face. “There’s maybe fifty from our side.”


“That’s fine,” Hannah assured. “You and Hym are the important ones.””


Magdalen drew up a sudden, pensive look. “Are Susan and Calvin coming?”


Hannah confirmed. “They are, but they are also going to be looking after the Reverend.”


 “Have you considered a backup plan just in case? Given the Reverend’s condition and all.”


Magdalen’s question struck Hannah. A backup plan, rolled through her mind. Calvin. Susan. Backup plan. Something about the words toyed with Hannah. Acting as one. Each as a backup. Could it be? A tap on the shoulder brought her back to the moment.


“Uh-uh,” Cate issued in a stern voice and a wave of a finger. “Not today. Head in the game. Wedding dresses and lunch with us girls. That’’s all that needs to be running around that genius of yours right now.” She tapped the center of Hannah’s forehead. “You can twirl it around up there on your way to Happiness tomorrow.”


“But a backup plan would---”


“We’ll discuss a real backup plan as soon as we finish here.” Cate turned to Buster. “You sure you’re not coming?”


Buster shook his blond head. “I’m meeting the other half of this party at Garrity’s for the tuxes. Then we’ll grab a bite somewhere.”


Hannah frowned but agreed, though a question still played in her head. Could the deaths be a backup to hide some larger plan? Every one of the victims tied together through Susan and Calvin’s medical practice. However, linking them to that single thread held a limited number of possibilities. Cate had checked into the financials of each known victim. She mentioned nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing raised a red flag. No victim left anything to the practice. Their final bills were settle. Settled, Hannah pondered. A possibility. She wondered if a victim’s sudden death led to the settlement of bills without looking into their medical history. If the diagnosis did not match the billing for procedures, then by killing those for a different reason would make sense. In a sick kind of way, Hannah further noted to herself. In doing so, only the immediate cause of death would need investigation. This caused another few questions to come to mind. Could the murders just be a front to bilk insurance companies? Could, at the base of all this be simple human greed? The thought sent a shiver up her spine. Although she just met Susan and Calvin, she liked them both. Hannah could not imagine them as killers, especially over money. Then she harkened back to her conversation with Cate and that single name arose again. Conny Miller, she considered. She’s right. I don’t know them.


“You still with us?” Cate asked.


Hannah forced a smile to her face as she filed in the back of her mind, considerations for later.


“Yeah, I’ve just got a lot on my mind.” She then gestured toward her dress and those of her bridesmaids, “At least this is a relief. You two look fabulous.”


Vera and Cate smiled as Magdalen agreed.


“Well, in those, I’d marry any one of you, Johnny-on-the-spot,” Buster interjected, taking all three in.


“Aww, and here I am without one,” Magdalen said, pushing her lip out in a mock pout.


Buster gulped, Magdalen grinned, and Vera smirked. Hannah locked eyes with Cate, and then leaned in to whisper in her ear.


“You might want to hang onto that dress. You and I may be groom’s maids soon.”


Both chuckled.


*****


 


 


Chapter Five


 


As they drew closer to Happiness, Hym glanced in the review mirror at his sister. She lay scotched up in the corner of the seat, fast asleep. The sight made him smile. He then turned to look at Hannah. Along the way, he noticed her becoming more and more quiet. At first, he said nothing. He assumed that when she was ready, she would let him know what bothered her. However, after an hour of watching her quirks, he could no longer stand it. “What’s up, Sherlock?” he inquired.


“I’m contemplating.”


“I can see that,” Hym said, reaching over and touching her nose. He moved his finger up and tapped on her forehead. “What exactly is spinning around here, though?””


The amateur sleuth shifted in her seat, sitting up straight. She reached out and turned down the radio. She looked back at Magdalene, and then turned to Hym. A frown crossed her face before speaking. “There’s something we need to talk about.””


The seriousness of Hannah’s tone took the former lawman by surprise. He was ready for some discussion on the wedding. Perhaps a talk about the honeymoon. However, the sound of her voice led him to conclude that it could only be about one thing, Whipson’s case. ““So what have you come up with?”


Hannah pressed back against the seat. A look of curious surprise rolled across her face. “Am I that obvious?”


“To me.” Hym looked over and grinned. “Then again, I am in love with you and am going to marry you. So…”


Hannah threw her hands up. “Busted, but it’s more than that. If I’m going to look into this, I’ve got to do it right.”


“Okay.”


“That means that maybe I step on some toes.”


“Well, given the implications, that’s not surprising.”


“Maybe Magdalen’s. Even yours.” Hannah winced and paused to gauge his reaction. After a moment, he responded.


“Alright, so you’re giving serious consideration that Calvin or Susan had something to do with this. Maybe both.”


Again, it was rare that Hannah found herself surprised. This was one of those occasions, and not only did Hym not argue, he anticipated her. Few people ever mastered this with her. In fact, to date, only Cate ever managed it. This made her both happy and cautious. In their time together, he had grown so close to her that he knew what directions her thinking was going. It led her ever closer to believing in soul mates, but it also held with it implications. There would be little she could get away with around him. Given all, it was a reasonable trade off. “Yeah,” Hannah answered, “I have to consider it. Calvin was rather adamant about it all being coincidence. He didn’’t care for the questioning either. A little too much so, don’t you think?”


Again, Hannah examined Hym to read his reaction. She watched as the corners of his mouth fell back as he pursed his lips forward. Like Hannah’s tongue roll and twitching nose, this was his contemplative face. Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, he lifted the other and scratched at his chin. This was the other of his quirks. Only then did he answer.


“I suppose. However, to me, he seemed more annoyed than secretive. Even when he was a kid, he hated when people questioned him. What he said, went. He was quiet, you know? When he spoke, it was always from this authoritative place. I’m four years his senior, but it was like he knew everything.” Hym gave an abortive, half laugh. “To be honest, it’s not surprising that he became a doctor. Kind of fits. ””


“So he was controlling?”


Hym nodded in agreement. “Was and is, and determined. So what does that mean?”


“Well, all those Jonathan mentioned were terminal, even Pepper.”


“The receptionist? Who told you that?”


“He did. He’d been seeing her, giving her that end of life counselling you mentioned. She had a brain tumor.”


“Huh,” Hym declared. Again, he produced his quirk.

“Is it possible that Calvin is somehow involved?”


“To what end?” Hym asked.


“Adrenaline rush. The attention.” Hannah paused. “Maybe something else.”


Hym disagreed with a sharp, sudden shake of the head. “Not buying it. Like I said, controlling. Doesn’t fit. If anything, he wanted out of the limelight. He’s a watcher, followed by action, then back to lingering. What he does, it’s for helping.”


Hannah backed away from the issue. For a later conversation, she noted to herself. Still, she proceeded on, offering another possibility. “All right then. For control. Maybe to speed them along. He can’t stop them from dying, but he can control how much they have to endure. He can bypass suffering.”


A hard frown overtook Hym as he let out a slow breath. Hannah could tell she hit a nerve. He paused before answering.


“He has this thing about suffering.” He grimaced. “When Susan and he were just out of med school, we all got together one evening when they were in town. It was to celebrate the publication of the first article he wrote for a medical journal.” He glanced over at Hannah bearing a disturbed expression. “It advocated for self-determined euthanasia as an alternative for those with terminal illnesses.”


To Hannah, Hym’s words sounded almost confessional. She now knew that her fiancé would not intentionally hold back information. However, up until this point, he had not considered his friends as suspects in the now ongoing investigation. Now, with that one memory, he was coming face to face with an unpleasant possibility.


 “And Susan? Would she go along with this?”


It was clear to Hannah that she stunned her husband to be. He blinked several times before answering. “Up until a few minutes ago, I would have told you such an idea was insane, but Mudbug chased Calvin for years. I don’t think there’’s anything she wouldn’t do for him. Even cover for him.”


“Maybe even assist,” Magdalen interjected to the surprise of Hannah and Hym.


“Welcome back, Sleeping Beauty,” Hym teased as Magdalen yawned and stretched.


Hym pulled the car off onto the ramp leading from the interstate to Happiness. At the top of the incline, he pulled into a gas station and parked. Doing so, he ran his hand through his hair. Hannah knew that the last statement hit Hym hard. Now, she felt guilty for tossing her considerations onto the man. Consideration, which proved to be painful for him. The unsettled look on his face bothered her, so she intervened.


“Look. We’re ahead of ourselves here. We don’t even know if there is a case yet. This could all be in Jonathan’s imagination. Given his condition…” Her words trailed off as she realized where the statement would conclude. Nice, she thought. This is what you call comforting?


Both Magdalen and Hym’s face tightened, but it was Hym who responded first.


“True, but I understand. If we’re going to look into this for him, it all requires consideration. Everything. Regardless.” He turned to Hannah. ““You said maybe something else. What did you mean?”


Hannah paused, unsure about what to say. Though it was just a flash through her mind the day before, she still needed to offer an even grimmer potential motive. Greed. She gulped hard and pulled her lips in her mouth as she frowned. Seeing this, Hym stiffened but said nothing. Watching the silent exchange, Magdalen interjected.


“Alright, this whole ‘I know what you are thinking thing’ is annoying. One of you spit it out and give a girlfriend a clue.””


“I thought of something yesterday. What if…”


Hannah paused and gave a cautious look. Both Magdalen and Hym waited as she shifted in her seat.


“What if it wasn’t about the thrill or ending suffering? What if it’s about money?”


Brother and sister locked eyes on one another. Hym twisted his mouth as Magdalen took in a long, deep breath.


“Is it possible they could somehow be covering up an insurance scheme? Cate said that all the patients billed through their practice. She didn’t have access to their business records or full access to their personal financials.””


Hannah studied both Magdalen and Hym’s faces, which showed a myriad of expressions. Consideration. Concern. Disbelief, she noticed, but it was the last one that Hannah observed bothering her the most. Possibility. Why? She tried to erase her own concerns from her face, and cocked her head to one side to take them in. Pressing her fiancé and his sister was not a job she relished. Hannah told herself that she was doing this not just for Whipson, but for them as well. If Susan and Calvin were doing something illicit, they needed to know, and her questions were part of either clearing or revealing them.


“They both went to medical school. Running a practice can’t be cheap. And even if they are doctors with access to facilities, Whipson’s bills have to be mounting, regardless.””


Hannah stopped to examine her companion’s reactions. Magdalen started to speak, but no words came forth. Hym frowned and twisted his jaw back and forth. She could not tell if the question annoyed or overwhelmed him, but she prayed she was not, in some way, pushing him away. From her personal experiences, she knew that looking into friends and family was a tricky proposition at best. At worst, it could be acrimonious. After a moment, Hym nodded.


“Alright, like we agreed, everything considered.” He gave a nervous scratch to his chin before continuing. “To be honest, I can’’t say. I want to say no, but that’s a gut reaction. We grew up together, but then our lives went separate ways. I do know that they still have student loans, and like you said, owning and operating a medical practice can’t be cheap.””


“Susan would do anything for her grandfather,” Magdalen managed. “No matter what the expense, she’d do or try pretty much anything to keep him alive.”


“Or anything Calvin suggested. If this started as one thing and led to another…” Hym threw his head back against the headrest on his seat. He opened the door, then stuck his head back in to look at Hannah. “I need to clear my head. Would you mind driving?”


Hannah agreed and opened the door as Hym walked around the car to get into the passenger’s seat. She slid into the driver’s side, buckled herself in, and started the car.


“Look, again, I’m just thinking out loud.”


Hym acknowledged. “Well, given present possibilities, in my biased opinion that is the most improbable scenario.”


Magdalen grimaced. “And yet, here we are, considering it.”


There was a long moment of silence among all of them. Hannah interrupted everyone’s contemplation.


“Well, first things first, we need those records. We never talked about how we are going to do that,” Hym said, following Hannah’s action as he clicked the buckle shut. ““But just the fact that they are doctors is going to prevent them from helping us get to files.”


“We’ll figure it out.” She looked over at Hym and smiled. “Together. That’s the way it’s going to be from now on.”


Hym agreed.


As Hannah backed out of the parking space, she saw Magdalen staring, mouth open.


“Are you okay?”


“He’s letting you drive Baby.”


Hannah’s eyes widened as she peered over to Hym with a look of pure astonishment and realization. “You’re letting me drive Baby.””


“I am.”


“He is in love with you,” Magdalen offered in a stunned voice.


“Sometimes, you just have to trust your instincts,” Hym added in a hesitant tone.


A big grin erupted on Hannah’s face, as Hym’s eyes grew wide.


“And that look is why I question mine,” he offered in a nervous voice.


The black Mustang peeled out of the lot and onto the asphalt at high speed. “Wahoooooo,” Hannah cried out. Magdalen let out a similar sound of excitement, throwing her hands in the air.


“Dear God,” cried Hym as he clutched the straps of his seat belt.





 


 


 


Chapter Six


 


Hannah produced a humph sound from the passenger’s side seat. After being pulled over for speeding, her demeanor was one of frustration and denial. Hym laughed as he drove toward Happiness.


“Eleven minutes. That’s got to be some kind of record,” Magdalen said.


“It was a trap.”


Hym shook his head and laughed. “Yes, because going 92 in a 45 equates to entrapment. You’re lucky it was Allan. Most would have hauled you in for reckless driving.”


“Where do you know him from?”


“Auburn and the academy.” He looked back over his shoulder at Magdalen. “He’s single, you know.”


“Trying to set me up, Tubbs?”


“Just looking after my little sister.”


Magdalen gave Hannah a wink. “By keeping me away from other interested parties, I assume?”


Hannah grinned, catching on to her future sister-in-law’s meaning. She, too, had noted Hym’s response to Magdalen’s flirtatious behavior with Buster. Hym liked Buster, but the thought of him as a potential mate for his sibling was an altogether different matter. Hym had seen firsthand Buster’s effect on women. More so, he had seen the man involved with at least two women over the course of a few days during the Karas case. Hannah determined she would have to have a talk with her fiancé about the evolving situation soon. For now, she determined to stay on task. She redirected the conversation to avoid a brother-sister talk on boundaries.


“Well, anyway, thanks for getting me off. Now, any ideas on how we’re going to do this?”


“You’re the genius, Sherlock. I’m just the bumbling sidekick.” Hym pointed to his leg brace.


“What we need is… fudge. Let’s stop at that shop and figure it out.”


Hym gave a chuckle. “Sweets. Of course. Mags? You up for some?”


Magdalen drew her hands down her curvaceous form. “With a body like this, need you ask?”


Once in the senior community, Hym made his way to the town’s center. He pulled into a spot in front of a store called Spur of the Moment.


“Best fudge ever. Is that right?”


“It is,” Magdalen agreed. “Trust me, I know fudge, and there’s more. Just you wait. ”


“You and my Gran are going to get along well.” Hannah looked to Hym. “What kind do we get?”


“Ladies call.”


“Oooh, that’s going to be tough.” Magdalen took Hannah by the arm. “This is going to blow your mind.”


Once inside, Hannah stared wide eyed through a display case, amazed by the multitude of fudge flavors as well as other sweets. “Wow, so many choices.”


“Any will cause your tongue to give you black eyes trying to lick your lips for the last bit,” an older voice called out.


Hannah noted the deep, southern accent. She looked up to see a woman behind the counter. The woman held a broad, almost grandmother like demeanor. Hannah assessed her. Mid-70s. Grey haired. Short. Maybe 5’0. Thin. Deep green eyes. Grandmotherish, rolled through her mind.


Unable to make up her mind, Hym solved her dilemma by ordering a sampler tray. He also managed to get twice the amount when he mentioned that they were considering it as part of the wedding reception fare.


Before filling the order, the woman produced three coffees. While she did so, Hannah noticed a portrait placed behind the counter on the wall. It was of a man who, yet again, she assessed. Late 70s. Large, friendly smile. Heavy. Glasses. Small eyes. Underneath the picture were several sympathy cards taped the wall. A crayon drawing, in what appeared to be the hand of a child, hung prominently. It showed a man with wings rising to the sky as several people waved. Crude scrawled words read, “We miss you, Mr. Lindsay.”


Seeing where Hannah stared, the woman smiled. “That was Ed. He started this place. He was a pastry chef.”


Hannah noted the word was. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did he pass?”


The clerk gave a pained smile. “He did, thirteen months ago. It was sudden, you know? But we had fifty seven good years. We spent the last twenty right here.”


“Your husband,” Hannah said. She reached over and took hold of Hym’s hand, giving it a squeeze.


The woman reached over the counter and offered her hand. All took turns shaking. “Stella Lindsay. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She turned back to look once more at the picture of her late husband. “I wish you and yours as much,” Stella said as she returned to filling a large box with candy. “Are you here visiting?” she asked further.


“We are. Over at the medical center. Reverend Whipson. He’ll marry us in a few days.”


The woman bristled, but continued with her work. Her face became solemn, her once pleasant demeanor gone. Hannah glanced over to Hym, but he said nothing. However, the woman’s reaction intrigued the sleuth. The center or the Reverend, she questioned. ““I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Do you know the Reverend?”


The woman affirmed she did. “It’s not you, dear, nor the Reverend. He’s a dear, dear man. A God fearing man, but…”” She placed the last piece in the box, closed it, and handed it to Hym. “Well, it’s the center. The place scares a lot of us. It’s sort of taboo to mention it. Silly nonsense, to tell you the truth. But in a community like this, we all know each other for the most part. A trip there often means not returning. Seems of recent, there’s a lot of that going on.” She motioned back to the picture. Doing so, she placed her hand on her chest and fondled a necklace. Hannah glanced the piece over as she did so. St. Peregrine medal, she noted. Patron of those suffering.


 “That’s what happened to my Ed. Went in for a treatment for Behçet’s Disease, but he had a heart attack instead.”


Hannah thought back to her conversation with Whipson. She recalled every name of purported victims that he mentioned. Each was also on a list she sent Cate in an email. Harry Bunn. William Watterson. Janet Tyler. Lee Falk. Laurette Bowen. Alicia Jean Marsh. Al Denton. Pepper Mothershed. She looked back again to the picture. There were others, she determined. 


After again apologizing, Hannah, Hym, and Magdalen made their way to a small table and began sampling the sweets. As she enjoyed each bite, exchanging pieces with Hym and Magdalen, she wiggled her nose in thought.


“Did he mention that guy to you?” Hym asked.


“No, which disturbs me. If he missed him, how many more are out there that he didn’t catch?”


Magdalen sat back and looked over a piece of Rocky Road fudge. “He’d make nine, right?”


“Uh huh.”


Letting out a breath before popping in a treat, Hym gazed over at Hannah. “Numbers are growing.”


“Do you think the Reverend would help?” Hannah inquired.


Magdalen shook her head. “Not if it involves anything questionable.”


“Hmm. Calvin and Susan are out.”


Hym stiffened and shook his finger in the air. “Maybe not. I mean, Calvin, for sure, but Mudbug might if she thought it would help the Reverend or Calvin.”


A pensive look came to Magdalen. She peered at Hym for a second. “It’s kind of using her, don’t you think?”


“A little, I suppose.”


“Are you good with that? I can tell you two are close,” Hannah asked. “She and you had a thing, right?”


Hym said nothing but narrowed his eyes as he peered deeply at Hannah. “Dead…” he said in a serious tone. Then a smile came. “…Wrong.””


Hannah looked to Magdalen who finished off another small piece. “They were just friends.”


“Nothing more,” Hym assured. “Like I said, she belongs to Calvin.” He took a long swig of his coffee. “But it’s nice to see you can be jealous.”


Hannah crossed her arms in defiance. “I’m not jealous. That’s childish. I just see the way you two are around each other. You call her Mudbug and……”


Hannah’s words fell away as she saw Magdalen and Hym raise disbelieving eyebrows.


Hannah squirmed and she gulped. “Well, maybe, just a bit, but she had years around you. I’m just getting my time in.”


“And let’s hope it’s a long time indeed,” Magdalen said, raising her coffee cup in an impromptu toast. Everyone clinked them together as Hym leaned in and tapped at his lips, indicating a kiss. Hannah obliged. “Nothing to be afraid of, Sherlock. You’re stuck with me now.”


“I’m not stuck with you yet.” She looked down at her cell phone and checked the time. “Not for another… six days, eight hours and twelve, and eleven minutes.”


“Hmm, not much time before I’m imprisoned.”


“Then let’s go see her.” Hannah looked down at the now half-eaten box, “Right after we order some of this for the reception. Lord, it’s so awesome. Gran is going to freak, and these petit fours, these are the ones. We’ll need a lot. I hope she can manage.”


*****


“I’m sorry, but that’s a breach of doctor-patient confidentiality,” Susan said. The expression on the doctor’s face was a troubled one. She shot an icy stare toward Magdalen and Hym.


Hannah read the glare to mean the doctor found it almost insulting that her friends would ask such a thing of her. Nevertheless, getting to the records of the suspected victims was essential to her moving forward in the investigation. She needed to convince the woman sitting across from her that it was in that best interest to do so. To do this, she pulled out the ace in the hole. “I understand, but this whole thing is troubling your grandfather. We’re just hoping to put it to rest so that he can fulfill his remaining days with an easy heart.”


Susan turned her attention to Hannah. She pulled her lips inside her mouth. The sleuth could tell she was teetering in her direction decision wise. She just needed to tip it in her favor. “As I understand it, there are circumstances in which you can disclose information. Like when a patient dies and it helps with an inquest or investigation.””


“That’s if it’s official. None of you work in law enforcement anymore.”


Hym leaned forward. He dropped his head to look at Susan from under his brow. From beneath a frown, he took on Hannah’s tactic. “Mudbug, listen. You know Mags and me. This is about more than just the Reverend. It’s about the people that died. Now, I doubt there is anything to all this, but if there is, don’t you think they deserve something? Let’s just say there is something happening. Wouldn’t you want to know? Wouldn’t Calvin?”


“And what if they are all connected and someone wants to point to you?” Magdalen offered.


Susan stiffened and her eyes widened. Hannah knew Magdalen hit a raw point. Drive it home, she thought.


“What if someone tries to point them back to your grandfather?”


“Or Calvin?” Hym added.


Susan twisted her face in a nervous manner. She looked around, as if searching for someone listening in on the conversation. “All right, but you keep Calvin and my grandfather out of this, no matter what. It’ll take me awhile. I can’’t just request nine records of past patients at once without raising some questions. I’ll go through several of the staff.”


“Can you cross reference terminal illnesses against heart attacks or strokes?” Hannah inquired.


After a moment’s thought, Susan gave a slow nod of the head. “How far back?”


At first, Hannah was not sure how to answer. An hour earlier, she would have requested the eighteen months as noted by Whipson. However, with the revelation of the similar death of Ed Langley from Spur of the Moment, she was now considering going back even further. “Three years to begin.””


“That’s beyond Pawpaw being here, and Calvin and me.”


Hannah affirmed. “That’s the point; to put everyone out of consideration.”


“Calvin can’t find out,” Susan insisted in a near halting voice.


“I understand. Just give us a call when you have them.”


After getting Susan’s cell number, Hannah exchanged her own with the woman. With that, the physician departed for rounds. Hannah, Hym, and Magdalen watched as she walked away at a slow, troubled pace.


“That was easier than I expected,” Magdalen noted.


Hym shifted his weight and glanced over to his fiancée. “Well, it suggests, at least in part, that she’s not involved.”


Hannah produced a curios expression. “Why do you say that?”


“Because she agreed to help without much of a fuss. If involved, she would have at least refused.”


Hannah’s eyes moved back down the corridor where Susan disappeared.

“Maybe, or she could be getting them to alter before we get a look.”


Hym sighed. “Cynic.”


“Consider all possible scenarios,” Hannah responded. “Let’s see if we can find the Reverend.”


Once again, Hannah and Hym, with Magdalen along, approached the reception desk. This time, a woman whose badge read Ruth Wormwood, manned the station. Unusual name, Hannah thought before she continued to assess the woman. Early to mid-60s. Short. 5’3” or 5’4”. Light dyed blonde hair. Tan. Slim. Athletic. Narrow, dark blue eyes. Pretty. Well maintained.  Hannah glanced over the two large, diamond-incrusted rings that graced her fingers. Wealthy.


“Hello,” the woman greeted, “whom are we visiting today?”


“Reverend Whipson, please,” Hannah answered as she noted the woman’s mid-southern drawl. Texan.


Wormwood lifted a finger and waved it for a second. She looked down to her event log and drew a finger with painted nail down the list, “I believe he left a note. Oh yes,” she stopped and tapped at the paper, “here it is. I’m sorry. He’s in a meeting with Father Janus. Would you like to wait?”


“That won’t be necessary,” a voice called from behind the three. They turned to see a man dressed in gray with a priest’’s collar. Almost in an instant, Hannah analyzed him. 5’6” or 5’7”. Short. Early to mid-60’s. Scarecrow thin with dishwater blond hair. Gaunt. Long, slender nose. Narrow, dark eyes. Beard the color of hair. Mole, center of left cheek. She studied him for a second more, noting that his eye color was almost undetectable due to the constant squint he held. When he smiled, it was in a toothy manner, with near perfect, long white structures. He spoke in a smooth voice.


“The meeting hasn’t started because I’m late, as usual.” Glancing to the receptionist, he smiled and added, “I was attending to church business and lost track of time. Hello, Ruth, good to see you’re feeling better. I’ll take them up since I’m on my way to meet with him.” The receptionist acknowledged with a head bob and a gracious, toothy smile. Hannah noted the interaction. Familiarity crossed her mind. Janus then offered his hand to the trio. “I’m Father Janus.”


“Father,” Hym responded, taking the man’s hand and shaking.


“Please, call me Ray.” The clergyman stepped back and looked the two over. “I’m guessing you must be Hym and Hannah,” he said with another toothy grin. “He speaks of you two in high regard.” He looked over to Magdalen, adding, ““I’ve heard him mention you in the same manner as well.”


Hannah started to respond, but Hym interceded. “Well, we think the same of him.”


“Walk with me,” Janus responded.


Hym walked almost beside the man. Magdalen followed one step back, Hannah noticed. Instant respect, she determined. Turning her eyes to observe Janus, she recalled his last words and analyzed them. Not a request. Expected, she concluded. Authoritarian.


Janus led them to an elevator, talking along the way. He explained that he was second behind Whipson as on staff clergy and a member of the episcopal faith. Hannah found that his conversation was a one sided affair. He’s interested in what he has to say only, she concluded. No room for others. Odd.


When they reached the third floor, the doors opened and everyone stepped off. Janus led the three to a small office. Upon entering, Hannah noticed the forward desk and a door leading to another room. Sitting behind was a young man wearing a black habit. Late twenties. 5’10”” to 5’11”. Hazel eyes. Weighty. Dishpan blond. Glasses. Thick lips. Glancing over his desk, she noticed it was unkempt, cluttered with stacks of files. The trashcan held several candy wrappers and an empty box.


Janus made introductions. “This is Brother Wessel.”


The man offered his hand but maintained a stoic expression. “Richard, if you prefer.”


“Brother Wessel works for the Reverend and here in the hospital as well.”


“Beyond these duties,” Wessel gestured toward the desk, “I’m part of the nursing staff.”


Hym and Magdalen nodded but Hannah found herself fascinated.


“How interesting. I wasn’t aware that you operated outside the church.”


“Most people are unaware. I believe they still have the impression we don’t talk, and hang around the church chanting or beating ourselves.” He smiled. ““I can assure you, we live quite full lives.”


“I’m sure you do.”


Janus cleared his throat and Wessel turned his attention to his duties.


“I’m sorry,” Wessel said in an apologetic tone. “Let me get the Reverend for you.”


The young brother moved to the rear door and knocked. Watching the situation, Hannah again reaffirmed her assessment that Janus was authoritative. She also noted he held a certain sense of demanded order. Impatient, was the word she applied to his growing mental file.


Whipson opened the door and smiled. He stepped out with open arms to entice a hug. Magdalen responded first, giving him a kiss on the cheek. Then Hannah gave him a hug. As he wrapped his arms around her, she noticed a second figure standing to the rear. His unexpected appearance startled her, though she sized him up all the same. Smallish. Late 70s. About the same age as Whipson. Square face. Bulbous nose. Hunched a slight bit. Grey hair. Worn, brown eyes. Glancing him over, she studied his clothing. He wore a medium blue coverall jumpsuit that was well maintained but worn. She determined him to be on the janitorial staff. Custodian. Seeing him lift a hand and gnaw at a nail, she added, nervous and mousy by nature.


After Whipson shook Hym’s hand, he introduced them to the man.


“This is Jackie Rhoades, an old friend.”


Rhoades gave a nervous smile and quick head bob of acknowledgement.


“Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he expressed in a quick manner.


Whipson looked to Rhoades. “We’ll have to talk later. It seems I’m running behind.”


Rhoades nodded and produced a weak smile. He then moved past everyone and exited the door. Whipson watched, and once the man was out of sight, he said, “So, what brings this unexpected pleasure? I’ve got a meeting with Father Janus here, but it shouldn’’t take long, don’t you think?” He looked to Janus.


For a second, Janus said nothing, a slow smile forcing its way onto his face. “No, I wouldn’t think so. In fact, why don’t the four of you talk? We can reschedule for later.””


Though he was agreeable, Hannah could tell the change in plans aggravated the priest. Controlling, she added.

“Oh, no, it’s us,”” Hym half apologized, “we came unannounced. We shouldn’t have interrupted.”


“No, No, that’s fine,” Janus insisted. “I have patients that I can minister too.” He looked back to Whipson. “We’ll talk tomorrow, Jonathan. I’ll call with the time.” With that, he turned and exited as did Rhoades. After he was out of sight, Whipson turned to the trio with a smile. “Now, what can I do for you?”


Hym gave a weak smile. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”


Whipson studied Hym’s face for a moment before assenting. He motioned for all to follow. He led them out the door and across the way to a small conference room. “Will this do?” he asked as they entered.


Everyone settled into chairs around a small round table. Whipson removed his glasses and began cleaning them. He looked first to Hym, then to Magdalen and last to Hannah. “Such serious faces. Is it the case or the wedding?”


At first, no one responded. Then Hannah spoke up. “Well, sir, we’ve been checking into things. It seems there may have been more than just the victims you found.”


Whipson returned his glasses and adjusted them on his nose as he nodded. Hannah noticed that the news disturbed, but did not surprise the man. Almost expected, she considered.


“I thought you might also want to know that little ties them together.” She paused to gauge his expression, which was stony. “Just one thing so far.””


“Susan and Calvin.”


Whipson’s sudden acknowledgement took Hannah by surprise. The response was one that had been happening with increased frequency of late. When she looked to Hym and Magdalen, their half-open mouths affirmed the same.


“That’s why I wanted you to check into all this,” the Reverend explained. “I knew you’d find that to begin with, but it’s my hope that along the way, you’ll also find evidence that exonerates them.””


“That’s our intention,” Hym interjected.


Whipson took hold of Hym’s hand. “I know. You’ve always been a good friend to them.” He looked over to Magdalen. “You too,” he said with smile. He then scrutinized Hannah. “But you, young lady. You are the one I am counting on. These two are like my own children in many ways, but their eyes are a little rose colored as are my own. Yours aren’t. You’re open to all possibilities. Good or bad.” He scanned around the room at all three. ““I know they have nothing to do with what’s going on, but someone does. I need to know why it’s happening around them.”


A spasm of coughs overtook the clergyman. Magdalen sent Hym for some water. By the time he got back with a small cup from a hallway dispenser, the Reverend had settled down. He drank the glass down and waited. Hannah, as usual, broke the silence.


“A friend of mine has been checking into the backgrounds of everyone. All the victims. Susan and Calvin… You.”


Whipson’s eyes widened for a second before they returned to normal in short order. “Well, that must have been interesting,” he offered with a grin. ““I suppose my egregious past had to climb to the surface sometime.”


 


 


Chapter Seven


 


“You were young,” Hym assured, “a different person.”


“I was, but that’s just an excuse. I did what I did and much more than I paid for, but that’s neither here nor there. In the end, I found the light and changed my ways. Tried to do more good than bad. Raised a good family. Touched the lives of others.” He smiled again at Hym and Magdalen. “Looking at you two, I like to think I had a hand in leaving better than I gave.”


For the first time in their relationship, Hannah saw Hym’s eyes well up. She saw him clap his hands around Whipson’s and squeeze. His admiration of the man overwhelmed any doubts he may have harbored. Unlike her brother, Magdalen could not contain her tears. She pinched the corners of her eyes to clear them. Hannah let them have their moment.


Whipson looked to the sleuth. “Now, I suppose there are questions that come with that.”


Hannah affirmed and apologized. “It’s going to get personal, so…You said you did a lot more than you paid for. Was it just the cars? Or was there more?””


Whipson let out a slow breath as his eyes wandered to the table before he brought them back to meet with Hannah. “Back in the day, I was different. I wasn’t angry or abused or poor. My parents made plenty of money. In fact, they were rich. They left it all for me. As a child, I didn’’t want for anything I needed and most often didn’t want for what I wanted. In a word, I was a privileged and spoiled brat. More so, life bored me. I started stealing things with two other boys. Little things at first. Candy bars and comic books. Kid stuff. Just for kicks. However, like a drug habit, it grew and grew. By the time I was nineteen, we were into high-end vehicles. There was this one car. A Jaguar. White and beautiful. I set my eyes on it. One night, we go to a rich man’s house. We watched him leave, and then we made our move. We went in through a back window of the house. I was the last to enter. Just when we found the door leading to the garage, I heard something. I turn around and there’’s this lady. Pale. Trembling. A maid. I didn’t know what to say.”


Whipson’s lips pulled into his mouth as he grimaced.


Remorseful. Full of regret. A painful memory, Hannah thought, filing it alongside all she had done before about the man. She glanced over to Hym and Magdalen, each wearing strained expressions as they hung on the man’s every word. She wondered if his unfinished confession would alter their opinion of the clergyman. Not my intent, she added, before deciding to address that with both later. Turning back to Whipson, she encouraged him to go on.


Whipson motioned to his face in a near trancelike state as he continued. “She got this… horrified, painful look on her face, gasped and fell to the ground.” When he looked up, twin sets of insistent tears were rolling down his cheeks. “By the time I got to her, she was gone.”


Hannah noticed the silence of Hym but could not draw herself to look in his direction. Instead, she pushed forward. “What happened after that?”


“I called for an ambulance. The other two had long since left. I waited for a minute, looking at her before I left too. When the police arrived, I was across the street, watching. I found out later that she had a heart attack.” Whipson stiffened and leaned back. Then he shook his head. ““I killed that woman, and I never had the decency to pay for it.” Coughing, he cleared his throat. “A few nights later, I got caught with the other two taking an old Buick. Funny thing is, it wasn’’t worth anything. I had no reason to do it. I should have been able to boost that car and been gone by the time anyone caught up to us.”


“You didn’t get away…,” Hym said, ““because you wanted to get caught; on the inside at least.”


Whipson agreed. “I’ve thought about that woman every day since then. The look on her face. What might have been? Every night in prison for six years, I told myself I belonged there. Not for the cars they linked us too, but because of her. Tina Beaumont.”” He shuddered as he again coughed. “Then one day, another prisoner told me that you can’t live in regret. You have to take responsibility and do the most good to repair all the bad. I went from a killing thief, to a religious family man; from wolf to lamb.”


For a moment, no one stirred. Then, with a sudden motion, Magdalen reached out and hugged the clergyman.


“You didn’t kill her.”


“I did her no physical harm,” Whipson corrected, “but I am responsible for her death.”


“What would that have to do with this?” Hym inquired as he peered over to Hannah.


Hannah shrugged. “I would imagine nothing, but then again, the old saying is true. Revenge is a dish best served cold.”


“Are you kidding me? You think someone waited sixty years to take revenge for an accidental crime that was never investigated?” Magdalen interceded. “That’’s crazy.”


Hym gave a disbelieving chuckle. “No offense, Sherlock, but I have to agree. That’s kind of out there.”


“I didn’t say that. I just asked a question, which leads to another. That’s how this all works,” Hannah responded in an irritated tone. “Who all have you told about this over the years?”


“Up until today, the only two were Adam and Jackie.”


Hym stiffened and crossed his arms as Magdalen pushed back in her seat. They glowered at the minister. Hym gestured toward the door. “Wait, the custodian? That guy? He was one of your partners?”


Whipson confirmed.


“This Adam, he was your other partner?”


“Adam Cook. He died several years ago.” Whipson twisted in his seat. “I regret to say, he left with bad blood between us.”” The clergyman sighed. “I may serve the Lord, but I sin all the same,” he added.


“Could you explain?”


“When we got caught, Adam flipped on us. He got out after twelve months, but Jackie stuck with me, never turned. He even took the brunt of the investigation into the thefts, even though I was top dog. I got out after six years. Jackie…” he shook his head before continuing, ““he always found trouble. On the inside that comes at a price. Between fights and escape attempts, his sentence expanded from ten, like mine started off as, to most of his adulthood. Over the years, he’s spent more time in than out. For a while, I thought civilian life almost seemed foreign to him, but I owe the man. I always kept in touch. He got out the last time twelve years ago. That’s when I found him a job and watched after him. When I came here, he followed, doing the one thing he was always good at. Cleaning up after others.” He paused and scanned all three. ““But if you think he had anything to do with this, you’re mistaken. He was a thief, not a murderer. Jackie had his problems over the years, but he was never violent. All the fights he ever got into in Draper was to protect me, himself, or someone else. He never started them.”


Hannah took in Whipson’s words and considered each one. Loyal. Protective. Sees Rhoades as a little brother.


“Would he be willing to talk to us?”


Whipson nodded. “If I asked him too. When?”


“We’ll let you know. We’re headed to Zebulon for now.”


“Hannah,” Whipson said as he coughed once more, “have you seen any rhyme or reason to all this? Is anyone else in danger?”” He reached out for the sleuth to take his hand. She indulged him.


Taking the Reverend’s hand, Hannah gave him a serious look. “I can’t say. I wish I could, but I can’t, not with any certainty. We are talking serial killer at this point. Some are unpredictable, but most have a pattern. Sometimes even a schedule. I’m checking into the medical records of each patient. Magdalen, here, has agreed to read them for me. Maybe then, we can establish a pattern. If so, we’ll let you know as soon as possible.” She smiled and gestured with her head toward Hym. “Then I’m going to sic Hym on them.””


“And I’m now armed with a cane,” Hym added.


Whipson patted the back of Hannah’s hand. “Then you do that, dear. You do just that.”


*****


Leaving Happiness behind, Hannah, Hym and Magdalen made their way toward Zebulon. As the car travelled down a long narrow backstretch, Hannah stared out at the passing farmland. She liked how it interspersed with small patches of wooded areas. She found herself considering all that Whipson had revealed about himself. Two knew, one dead, she mulled over. That he knows about, she added to herself. Catching sight of something on the side of the road, she sat up straight. “Stop!” she exclaimed.


Hym slowed the car in rapid order. Magdalen sat up from the backseat, wide eyed. Both she and her brother cried out. “What?”


“Pull over,” Hannah demanded, “I saw something.”


Hym did as instructed before backing up the road a short ways. Doing so, he asked what she saw.


“I’m not sure, but it was moving.”


“Like an animal or something?” Magdalen inquired.


“Maybe, but I just want to make sure, so stop here.”


Hym brought the car to a halt and Hannah exited with haste. Hym and Magdalen followed after.


Hannah pointed to the edge of the tree line. “There.” Lying down in the grass was a ball of brown fur covered in what appeared to be mud. Two dark eyes peered forward but did not move. As she motioned for the others to slow behind her, she held out her hand.


“What is it?” Magdalen asked in a cautious voice. “A raccoon?”


“I don’t think so,” Hym informed. “I think it’’s a…”


“Puppy,” Hannah interrupted as she pressed her hand forward. “Here baby, come on. No one’s going to hurt you.”


Two ears half raised but fell back down as the creature’s head moved just a bit to one side. The sleuth moved further forward, hand outstretched, and assuming a crouched position.


“Careful, Sherlock,” Hym warned.


“It’s alright. Come on, now.”


Hannah took her time and made a careful approach. At a moment’s notice, she readied herself to snatch her hand away. Reaching the animal, she held it just before the creature’s nose. For the first time, the dog raised its head enough to sniff, and then it licked her hand. Hannah took the opportunity to give a gentle stroke down the pooch’s body. Doing so, she checked for any obvious injuries but found none. She removed the lightweight jacket she wore and wrapped it around the creature. “She’s thin. I think she just hasn’t had enough to eat.” With care, she lifted the small creature into her arms and rose. She turned to face Hym and Magdalen.


“Think Will would mind an extra guest?”


Hym sighed and let out a breath. “I suppose not. Is it hurt?”


Hannah shook her head. “I don’t think so.”


 “She seems weak. Do you still have some of that sandwich left, Tubbs?”


“Yup,” Hym turned toward the car, “but not for long I imagine,” he mumbled half under his breath.


*****


 After arriving, the three went to stay at the home of William “Will” Hooligan, Hym’s best friend. A restaurateur by trade, he owned Hoolie’’s Burgers, Fries, & All That. Hannah admired his work, so much so that it was he that she asked to cater the wedding. He also agreed to be one of Hym’s two groomsmen. When Hannah showed the unexpected guest, asking if he minded her keeping the canine until they figured out what to do with her, Will acquiesced without hesitation. He gave his usual big smile that could light the world. As he scratched the dog’s head, he looked the creature over.


“Although, it seems to me that if she’s going to stay, you might want to give her a good scrub. Bathroom is down the hall and on the left. I’ll bring some towels to dry her up.””


A half hour later, Hannah and Magdalen sat in the living room drying the canine. With the dirt removed, the dog presented itself in a different light. Will inferred that it was young.


“I’d guess between six to eight weeks.”


The fur underneath the mud was short, white, and wiry. There was one tan spot on her back. Another colored patch circled around both the hound’s eyes and extended to mid-muzzle along the side. The tail appeared bobbed, but more so than traditional length. Examining it, Magdalen frowned.


“I don’t think a vet did this.” The nurse lifted the appendage with a finger. “Looks like it was bitten off.”


Hannah lifted the animal’s face up and looked into its eyes. “Oh, how did such a sweet girl get out on the side of the road?”


“No houses in that area, so someone might have abandoned her,” Will suggested.


Magdalen grimaced. “That’s horrible.”


Will agreed. “Yeah, it is, but it does happen.” He glanced the dog over. “She needs a name.”


Hym crossed his arms and looked the dog over. “If she names her, she’ll keep her.”


Both Hym and Will looked over to Hannah and Magdalen as they fussed over the puppy. Hannah stuck her face into rub noses with the beast.


Will laughed. “Little late for that.”


Hym let out a frustrated breath. “Alright, fine. A name. How about Mudpuppy?”


Hannah glanced up at the fiancé. “Mudpuppy. Mudbug. What is your thing with mud?”


“He’s always done that. Mudpie was our turtle. Mudbaby was our rabbit.”


“No cat?”


“Mudcat.”


“A cat named Mudcat?”


Magdalen confirmed.


Hym threw out his arms in a ‘what’ gesture. “I found the turtle in mud. The rabbit's fur looked like mud.”


Hannah gave a quizzical look. “The cat?”


“By that time, it was a theme.”


“I’m not calling her Mudpuppy,” Hannah insisted. “She needs a name that suits her.”


Hym rolled his eyes.


Will pointed to the back of the dog. “She got that brown hazelnut shaped mark on her back. How about that?”


“Hazelnut,” Hannah said aloud, testing out the name.


To everyone’s surprise, the dog gave a short, half-uttered woof sound.


“We have a winner,” Will stated. “I’ll scrounge something up for her to eat. You can take her to the vet in the morning and get her checked out. Everyone seems to like Dr. Kanamit. He's just up the road a bit. He can see if she’s been micro chipped. I’ll give him a call.”


“We are going to take good care of the baby,” Hannah said, once again eliciting licks from the canine.


“Great,” Hym said in a near unenthused voice. “I don’t suppose you have a collar and leash lying around.”


“Nope, but the backyard’s fenced, so take her out there. I’ll get things started in the kitchen.”


Taking the opportunity presented, Will made Hannah and Hym a dinner consisting of food samples for the wedding. He made extras to treat Hazelnut. As they tasted each bit, all extolled the virtues of his work while they talked over wedding plans. During the conversation and tasting, Hannah’s phone rang. She stepped from the table to answer. After listening for a moment, she nodded and hung up before retaking her place and giving her signature move.


“Something up?” Hym asked with an uncertain tone.


“That was Susan. Brother Wessel died.”


Everyone paused in their eating and looked to Hannah.


 “Who’s that?” Will inquired.


“The Reverend’s assistant,” Hym answered.


“And a nurse as well,” said Hannah. She paused before adding, “He went into cardiac arrest.”” She shook her head. “It makes no sense. He doesn’t fit the pattern.”


“What pattern?” Will again questioned.


“Older with a terminal disease.”


Hym reached out and took up his drink of iced tea. Hannah noticed the pensive look as he swirled the glass in his hand. “We don’t know that yet. He may have been terminal as well.”


Hannah agreed, though with some reluctance. “Well, an autopsy report would tell, but we don’t have a way to get hold of that either.”


“No real reason to ask for it on a legal basis,” Hym added. He reached out, took the last remaining bite of the white cheddar biscuit from his plate, and held it up. “These are awesome,” he said before holding it down for Hazelnut to eat. The puppy made its way over to take the offering before sitting down in front of him.


“That’s cheating. You’re going to spoil her right off,” Hannah protested.


Hym shrugged as he petted the hound’s head.


 “They may not even perform one,” Magdalen informed in an attempt to redirect the conversation back to the matter at hand. “If it seems legitimate and by natural causes, then there’s no reason to go to the effort.” Magdalen turned to her brother. “Where will they take him?””


Hym gave an uncertain shrug. “Carol County Morgue would be my guess. If they do one, I doubt it’ll happen at Happiness Medical.”


Hannah glanced over to Magdalen. “Did he strike you as ill in anyway?”


Magdalen shook her head. “I wasn’t paying that much attention, but from what I remember, no. He was a bit on the hefty side. Given he had a heart attack or went into cardiac arrest, it’s possible no one would question either, due to his size.”


“Maybe he did just have a heart attack,” Will suggested. He too dropped his hand beneath the table to feed the accommodating dog.


Hannah bobbed her head in half agreement. “Cardiac arrest and heart attack are two different things I am told. Still, I suppose it’s possible, but it does seem strange to be coincidental. I mean, he’s the Reverend’s assistant. The Reverend just asked us to look into the case. Then the assistant dies of the same thing that the Reverend asked us to look into.”


Will rose from the table and picked up an empty plate that had held fried green tomatoes with a tangy barbeque dipping sauce. He moved off toward the kitchen, speaking as he proceeded. Hazelnut rose from her spot in front of Hym and padded alongside Will.


“Sounds fishy when you put it that way. So what are you thinking? He found something out and whoever is behind all this did him in?”


“That would be one possibility,” Hannah called after. “You need help in there?”


“Nah, we got it,” the restaurateur answered. “Thanks anyway.”


The large man returned carrying another plate. This time filled with miniature sandwiches made of pork and cheddar on toasted rolls. He had just enough time to set the dish down before hands began to pull the items away. Hazelnut watched, tail wagging. Taking one up himself, Will settled his 6’4” dark skinned frame back into his seat. He slid the remaining one on the plate over to Hannah.


“You might as well get in on the spoiling.”


“Oh, like she hasn’t already given her bits of that bacon puff earlier,” Will informed. “Yeah, little Miss Cheater. I was watching.”


Hannah cocked her head and produced her best, most charming smirk. Everyone laughed. She then took the offered food and gave it to dog. The puppy gulped it down with zeal. “She’s so thin that it’s hard not to give in.” She scratched at the dog’s face. “It’s hard to imagine someone just abandoning her.”


“Eating like this, she’s not going to be thin for long,” Magdalen informed. “And she might have just run away or gotten lost.”


Will looked between Hannah and Hym and pointed. “This might just be a confession. Have you considered that?”


Hym leaned back as he bit into the small snack and smiled. “How so?” He held up the sandwich with one hand and pointed to it with the other. “Oh yeah, these for sure; lots of these.” He glanced down at Hazelnut, who seeing him holding the food, made her way over. “Not this time, sweetheart. Sit.”


	To everyone’s surprise, the puppy did as instructed.


“Well, I’ll be,” Hym said. “She belonged to someone.”


Will grinned before returning once again to the topic. “You know, a suicide because he figured he was about to get caught. You said he was a nurse, right?”


Hannah agreed with a nod of her head. She listened as Will explained his theory.


“Think on this. This Wessel is killing off people one at a time. Hiding within the assumption that the elder die of heart issues all the time. He’s a nurse, so he can make it happen. Then the Reverend catches on. Not at first, but in time. He calls you two in to investigate. You meet Wessel. He thinks you are closing in. He chooses his own exit. The logical choice to accomplish that would be that which he already had access too.”


Murder-suicide, Hannah considered. Possible, but probable? She bit into her sandwich and chewed. “Is there anything here that tastes bad? Yeah. These too.””


Magdalen stared at her plate with a pensive look. “Well, if that’s true, and it happened like that, then it will clear itself up. With Wessel dead, the deaths will stop, right?”


“There’s just one problem with that,” Hym informed. “If we’re wrong, then someone else will have to die to find out for sure.” He finished off his last bite. “I, for one, can’’t have that lingering on my conscious.”


“Me either,” Magdalen admitted.


Hannah settled back into her chair. She reached down and called the puppy over. Once there, she picked the dog up, allowing her to lick the tips of her fingers. “Then we’ll just have to keep looking until we know for sure.”” She looked over to Will. “What’s next, baker man?”


“Mudbug gumbo,” Will said with a grin glowing against his grey-black beard as he rose up. “Then a little shot of Hoo Tu Voodoo.””


Hannah gave Hym a questioning look.


“Mudbug is another word for crawdads as you well know. The Voodoo, now that’s homemade hooch. When it comes to the stuff, Zebulon has always kept to a don’t ask, don’t tell kind of policy. Hoo Tu here makes some of the best around.”


“But I wouldn’t down more than a thimble full. Unless, of course, you enjoy comas,” Magdalen added with a wink.


“Oh,” Hannah expressed. She glanced over to Hym, who returned a smile.


“I think we’ll pass on the Voodoo, but we will take you up on the gumbo, right after I wash my hands again. You are such a cute puppy.”


Chapter Eight


 


The following day, Hannah, Hym and Magdalen along with the new puppy, made their way to the vet. The visit revealed Hazelnut had fallen victim to an attack by a larger animal, which removed her tail. It had happened many weeks before, as it was nearly healed at the nub. She was underweight but otherwise in good shape. Dr. Kanamit also determined she belonged to someone at some point. “She appears housetrained and responsive to standard commands. Sit and speak. That sort of thing.”


 However, not being micro chipped, there was no way of determining who her original owners were. She also had been on her own for some time and was around two and a half months old. The news of not knowing the owners settled the matter of what to do with the pooch. She became the couple’s new dog.


After the visit, all went to spend the afternoon with Hym and Magdalen’s relatives so she could get to know her new relatives. While finding them all pleasant to some degree, Hannah tried to keep her mind on the task and put the case aside for the day. However, she found this difficult. Her mind kept returning to the on-going events and feeling some guilt. Every moment that she spent away from the investigation made her wonder how soon another victim would turn up. Between meeting the family, Hannah did manage to befriend the various and more odd members of her future relatives. In particular, there was Hym’s great uncle, Nym, whose stock and trade was conspiracy theories. Upon meeting him, she made her usual quick and immediate assessment. Frail and thin. Late 70s or early 80s. 5’8” to 5’9”. Bald with white on the sides. Bushy eyebrows. Mustache and beard, all white. Intense blue eyes. Under bite. Thick, black rimmed glasses. Haunch. He, among all those present at the ‘get to know Hannah’’ cookout, was the one who picked up on her distraction. He listened with great care as he held Hazelnut while Hannah explained herself. When done, the frail, older man removed his WWII Army veteran’s ball cap. He rubbed the top of his head.


“Well, he may be dying, and all that, but have you ever considered the Reverend?”


Hannah paused for a moment, producing her particular quirk. Nym’s words rang true. I haven’t, she admitted to herself. She gave the elder man a considered look.


“Why would he ask us to look into this then?”


Nym shrugged. “Just a theory, but murder is a strange mistress. Think on it for a moment. I know that man.” He waved his cane out toward the present guests. “Before he retired, pretty much everyone here attended under him. He’s a near perfect embodiment of earthbound Godliness. Nary a flaw to speak of. Never raised his voice. Always found the good in everything. Always doing the honorable thing. The right thing.” He paused as he drew his eyes down toward the dog. He then pointed a shaky, wrinkled finger in Hannah’s direction. “The sayings true, you know. If something’s too good to be true, you can pretty much bet it is.” He pushed on his cane as he leaned back in his chair after handing Hazelnut back to Hannah. “From what you told me, I’d bet my bottom dollar he’s not telling all.”


For the rest of the afternoon, the conversation with Nym set Hannah’s mind on a singular thought. Could Jonathan be behind this? While she found it questionable, she repeatedly returned to the notion of thorough vetting for all. Whipson had come to them to check into the deaths. He alone had caught onto their occurrence, and he was dying. To her mind, there was no practical reason to consider the man. The biggest issue was motivation. Why would a man ask me to look into a crime he was committing? Then Hannah found a possibility. “Why would he, girl?”” she asked, peering into the dog’s face. She did not expect an answer, but got one all the same.


“Woof.”


“Yeah, I know, it is crazy, right?”


Later, standing next to Hym, Hannah listened to one of his cousins talk. The woman referred to one of the many children in attendance. “That boys not right in the head,” the woman said in a joking manner. Hannah smiled, though her mind went in another direction. Not right in the head, echoed in her mind. What if Whipson is suffering from delusions? What if he’s doing the deed but is unaware? What if his asking for help is instead a cry for help? She thought through various scenarios. At the conclusion of each, she found herself somewhat disturbed. The Reverend had access to each victim. He had intimate knowledge of their diseases and fate. More troubling was again, the consideration of the fact that he was the only one who seemed to have made the connection across time.


“You alright?” Hym inquired, breaking Hannah’s tightly drawn face.


“I’m not sure,” Hannah responded. “Just had a bad series of thoughts is all.”


“Let’s sit down.”


The couple found two lawn chairs and sat. Hym took control of the leash and gave Hannah a concerned expression. “So, you came up with something?”


Hannah turned her eyes to Hym and frowned. Opening her mouth, she started to speak, but words did not come at first. Hym waited until she was ready.


“You know, it sounds kind of crazy, but your uncle got me to thinking.”


Hym looked toward where Nym sat. “Yeah, you’ve been lost in thought ever since talking to him. I figured he sent that brain of yours spinning. So what’s his theory? I know he has one.”


Hannah gave a slow nod before answering. “He asked if we had given any consideration to maybe it was Jonathan himself.”


Hym straightened up as he pushed his lips forward.


“I don’t see how that’s possible, and not just because I admire the man. He brought the deaths to our attention.””


“I agree, but then I thought about it. I haven’t given him any consideration, but then it hit me. What if he’s had some kind of a break from reality and is delusional? What if he saw his parishioners passing away and he felt it better to help them along? Like we thought of Calvin, but it was Jonathan instead?”


“That still doesn’t explain why he would bring it to our attention.”


Hannah reached over and clutched Hym’s hand. “Because, if he did have a break, a real disconnect from reality, he might be struggling with it on a mental level. This might be his way of dealing with it. Saying, ‘‘Here I am. Stop me, please’.”


From his reaction, Hannah could tell the notion disturbed Hym. He swallowed hard and rocked his jaw back and forth. A hard grimace overtook his face. By his reaction, the revelation of Whipson’s past and the potential she presented him left only uncertainty in the man. His face twisted a bit before he scrutinized Hannah. He ran his hand through his hair, stopping on top to clutch a patch before letting it go.


“Calvin’s paper, the one about self-determined euthanasia, came about because of conversations with him.” Hym again swallowed hard before continuing. ““He watched so many people die over the years, including his wife.” Hym’s voice softened, “and my mother. Counselling has always been a big part of his ministry work.”


 Hannah listened, but she did not interrupt. She took in every word Hym said and tried to find a way to apply it to the present information.


“Every one of them, he took hard, as if it were a personal assault.” He peered down into his hands as if he would find an answer lying in his palms. “I don’t know much about psychology. I did minor in it in college, but it was all general information. I do remember something from an abnormal psych class that said in certain circumstances, people break at unexpected times over strange things. Often it is even unrelated events. Then they link all sorts of things together. I do remember that much.”” He looked back up to the sleuth. “Given that, I’d have to admit it’s a consideration.””


Producing her quirk, Hannah ran through all she knew of the Reverend. The woman’s death that he took responsibility for. The radical life change that event caused. His ministerial work and later as end of life counselor, and last, his own diagnosis of pancreatic cancer.


“He’s a clever man, wouldn’t you say?”


Hym agreed.


“Over the years, he’s seen a lot of terminal illnesses. Each one has signs, symptoms. What if he learned to read them?”


A questioning expression ran Hym’s face, so she continued explaining.


“They found out that he was dying four months ago. What if he suspected long before?”


“He’d have to know well before then. I thought it spread fast.”


“It does as far as I know, but there are exceptions to every case. What if it was what made him snap?”


“Not likely,” Magdalen interrupted.


Hannah and Hym turned to see the nurse standing behind. She grabbed a chair, pulled it in front of them and sat. Doing so, she picked up Hazelnut and sat her in her lap.


“Sorry, I caught the last part, but that cancer kills because it’s hard to diagnose. By the time it’s found, it’’s in the late stages.” She paused before adding, “But Mary died right around the time this all started. Do people like that start acting on their impulse as soon as something sets them off?””


His wife’s death, Hannah considered. Possible. “How’d she die?”


Hym and Magdalen gave each other a knowing look, but it was the latter who answered.


“ALS. Lou Gehrig’s disease.”


Hym bobbed his head. “It took three long years. She spun down from a healthy, happy woman, to a fragment of herself.”


“In other words, she suffered,” Hannah suggested.


Both brother and sister agreed. Hannah noticed Magdalen tapping a finger on Hazelnut’s back as a contemplative expression came to the woman’s face.


“She begged us to end her life,” Magdalen admitted. “Time and time again.” She paused and drew in a long, deep breath.


Watching his sister, Hym’s eyes narrowed.


“You thought about it, didn’t you?”


Magdalen affirmed with a bob of the head. Her eyes wetted as she bit at her lips. She let her eyes fall between her brother and the sleuth. “I think that’s why this is all so hard. I get it. Until you work with it, day in and day out, like I do…… like the Reverend does, it’s hard to understand. So much suffering and they hurt so much. Beg. Plead.” She turned her eyes toward Hazelnut and swallowed. ““We watched Mom go through the same thing. That’s why I work on the cancer ward.” She paused before continuing. “I don’t know. The edge of the cliff… that moment when you say, ‘Yeah, I can help with that.’’ It’s something that you face every day at the hospital. Between his past, his present condition, medications…” She turned and peered at Hannah with burning intensity. ““Look at him. Look close.”


“Will do,” Hannah confirmed.


“Woof,” Hazelnut issued in a sudden distraction that lightened the mood.


“Good girl,” Hannah said. “Woof indeed.”


Chapter Nine


 


After another night spent with Will, Hannah, Hym, and Magdalen headed back to Twilight with Hazelnut in tow. The future husband and wife needed to make final preparations for their wedding. While in their apartment, on two occasions Hannah’s phone rang. She held her breath in dread when seeing the number was either Calvin or Susan. Her fear was that during the lapse time, another death would occur. To her relief, neither call involved the end of someone’s life. One was the Yorks making preparations for their transport of Whipson to the wedding. The other was Susan from her office.


“I’ve sent you a digital fax of all the records you requested, and a few more.”


There was a long pause before Hannah broke the silence. “Are you still there?”


“Yes.”


Hannah heard Susan sigh. She waited for the doctor to restart the conversation.


“No deaths before seventeen months ago… We took positions here nineteen months ago. This did nothing to clear us or Pawpaw.”


 “It doesn’t convict you either. We’ll go over everything with a fine tooth comb. There’s an answer out there. By the way, how is the Reverend?” Hannah asked as she put the phone on speaker for Hym to hear as he re-entered the room carrying two plates with large sandwiches and two bottles. A small doggy treat was on the side of each dish. Hazelnut padded alongside.


“He’s steady for the moment, but I think you should prepare yourself just in case. I was talking with Pawpaw about it and he has a suggestion. It’s up to you two, but he thought it might be a good idea to bring Father Janus along. He could assist and be there if something happens. I know you don’t know him that well, but Pawpaw trusts him. Given his condition, I think it’d be a good idea.””


Hannah glanced over to Hym as he handed her one of the sandwiches. He nodded in unspoken agreement.


“I’ll arrange for another room,” Hannah said.


After goodbyes, Hannah sat her food on the coffee table and pulled up her laptop. She found and opened the files that Susan sent. Hym and she sat going over them as they ate and talked.


“She sent two more files. That brings us to twelve with Wessel,” Hannah informed reaching over for her sandwich but finding it gone. She caught site of Hazelnut making her way out of the room, sandwich in mouth. ““Oh…you! Uh,” she said in frustration. “We have got to get her trained.””


“You found her,” Hym said. He held up the doggy treat and offered it to Hannah. “I brought them for her, but you’’re welcome to it.”


Hannah popped him on the leg before pulling him over for a quick kiss.


“Just for that, another sandwich and a cookie. Mind the dog.”


For about an hour after lunch, the two poured over the records. During this time, Hazelnut whined due to confinement in a pet cage for sins committed.


“Nothing seems out of place,” Hym noted. “There’s a lot of the same staff for each patient, but none of them cross over all.”


“Not surprising given the clientele and the hospital’s location.” Hannah tapped at the screen. ““But every one of the deaths took place somewhere in the hospital, just not always while admitted.”


“What’d you mean?”


“Right here. William Watterson died as a patient in the hospital. So did Lee Falk, Alicia Jean Marsh, Janet Tyler, and Ed Lindsay. But…” Hannah brought up another file “Harry Bunn died in the cafeteria.” She pulled up yet another. “Laurette Bowen died in the lobby.” Once more, she tapped at the keyboard. ““And Brother Wessel died in the office.”


“And Pepper Mothershed at reception,” Hym said. “Huh, all died of cardiac arrest.”


 She brought up two more files. “These new ones, or older if you consider they go further back, were outside the hospital altogether. Danny Weiss died at home and Marty Sall in the park.”


Hym twisted his jaw back and forth. “You know the real problem here, right?”


Hannah glanced over and shook her head.


“We don’t know which of these might just be legit. We’re assuming that whoever did this murdered them all. What if some of them were just as Calvin suggested? Real cardiac arrests. How are we going to figure that out?”


“Well, when Magdalen and Buster get back, I’ll get her to go over these with me. Maybe she can wheedle out a clue or two.”


“Couldn’t hurt, I suppose.” Hym motioned for Hannah to scroll down the file of Bowen. He stopped her when Susan’’s name came up. “Mudbug. Was she there every time?”


The two scanned through several files.


“They were every patient’s doctor,” Hym confirmed. “And they saw each one at their office on the day of their death. They just weren’t there at the time it happened in each case.”


“Doesn’t mean they didn’t do it,” Hannah interjected. “They could have arranged it.”


Hym blew out a breath. “Yeah, and that’s what bothers me. We have the same problem we have with the Reverend. If one of them did this, then standing evidence would suggest Calvin or him. But Mudbug is cooperating, but to what end?”” Hym pushed his hand over the top of his head in a frustrated, quick manner. “God, I hate questioning my friends like this.”


Hannah reached over and took hold of his free hand. Giving it a squeeze, she gave a reassuring smile. “Look, this is just evidence. It says nothing specific yet. Look at everything stacked against Louie and Vera. How many times did I question their actions during that case? Or Elias and Samori? Previous cases prove that this is not an exact science. Nothing’’s set in stone at this point. We may not even be on the right track yet. Now come here.” She pulled Hym in for a deep slow kiss.


“Well, if it is one of the three doing this, then the likelihood of there being another death is next to nil while they’re here. So let’s get ourselves married, solve this case, and get on with our honeymoon.” He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. “And our lives.”


“Speaking of that, you haven’t told me where we are going?”


Hym grinned and made a motion of zipping his lips.


“And what about her,” Hannah said, gesturing toward the cage with Hazelnut.


“Two options. We can leave her with someone or take her with us.”


“Oh, hmm, is that a clue?”


“Maybe.” Hym winked and exited the room.


“Keep it up, mister, and there won’t be a honeymoon.”


Hannah turned back to her laptop. Three, she thought. But there’s more than three. Janus and Rhoades. Once more, she began going through the files. Her eyes narrowed. Hym re-entered the room carrying two bowls of ice cream and handed her one. Hazelnut whined at the sight of food.


“I still have to get into my dress, you know.”


“When was the last time you gained an ounce?” he said, shoveling a spoonful of his treat in her mouth. Hazelnut whined louder at the sight.


“She’s just like you, you know. Food gets her excited.”


“Remember that on our honeymoon,” Hannah said, shoveling a bite into her mouth before continuing. “I was just thinking about Janus and Rhoades.””


Hym pulled his eyebrow up.


“I’ve been so focused on Brother Wessel and the Reverend…”


“You’ve had a lot on your mind, Sherlock. Most people can’t handle their wedding, let alone a murder investigation. I think you can be forgiven.””


The sleuth frowned. “Not when lives are at stake. I need to get my head in the game,” she said in a somber tone.


Hym sighed and shook his head. He straightened up. “So, what do we know about the two so far?”


“Not much. The good brother appears to have been present in just two cases if I recall.” Hannah tapped at the keyboard before doing the same at the screen. “Just Lindsay and Bunn’s. He was one of the nurses who worked with both victims before he died. But Janus doesn’t appear to be anywhere in the files so far.”


Hym shrugged. “I don’t think he’s been there that long, but I could be wrong. You know how it is with older people. They don’’t like to give up on the familiar. I doubt most would turn to him for counselling until the Reverend’s out of the picture.”


Hannah rested back with her bowl. She twirled the spoon in the cool dessert. “I’m going to have Cate check him and Rhoades both out. I can’t believe I haven’t considered them until now.”


“If Rhoades was in Draper with the Reverend, we need to get access to those files as well. I’ll reach out to one my buddies who still owe me a few favors. It’ll be easier going through official channels.”


Hannah spun around so that she snuggled up to Hym. “Hmm, I knew you were good for something.”


“I’m good for a lot of things,” he said draping his arm around her.


“Are you now?” Hannah turned her head back so that she could look into Hym’s face. She gave him a devious smirk. ““How long do you think Magdalen and Buster will be gone?”


Hym grinned. “I can always lock the door.”


She gave him another kiss. “And what about little miss over there. We have to let her out sometime.”


“I can always shut the bedroom door.”


*****


The next two days were a blur for Hannah. With three days until her wedding, her life was a bundle of hectic nerves and thoughts of the ongoing investigation. Problems arose and with solutions found just as fast. She was thankful for Cate’s help as the two drove around Twilight. They spent the day picking up the wedding and bridesmaid dresses, and other last minute items.


Back at Hannah and Hym’s apartment, the two women constructed small welcome baskets. Hazelnut did her best to interfere. The gifts were Hannah’s idea. She wanted them for the guest's rooms. Although Cate questioned the necessity of another project, Hannah insisted. She claimed that it kept her focused. As they worked on the gifts, with the occasional interruption of Hazelnut, conversation turned to other matters. They had to consider the arrival of guests and the need to keep Hannah’s grandmother from catching onto the investigation. Hannah was grateful that the seasoned snoop had yet to catch onto the fact that she was in the midst of a case. Had the elder detective discovered this, she would have been equal parts hurt and determined to insert herself.


“Don’t get me wrong,” Cate stated as she played tug of war with Hazelnut over a rope toy. ““I love Gran, but the last thing you need right now is her all up in your Kool-Aid over this.”


“I know, right? I got her and Papa Jay helping Will out at the resort’s kitchen. He came in last night and got started first thing this morning.”


 Cate pulled some papers from her handbag and held them up Hannah.


“What’s this?”


“The information on Wessel and Janus you asked for.”


Taking the files in hand, Hannah shook them, as if testing a present for its contents. “Ooh, thick, where did you get all of this?”


“The usual, but it took some doing. I now owe three people two dozen cannoli each, just so you know. Your recipe, so you’re baking when you get back. Anyway, I traced both through their general secondary education forward. Wessel’’s goes back a little further. He was in foster homes most of his early life. I can go back further but most all the records remain sealed. Getting them open will take some doing.”


“This should be enough,” Hannah said. Flipping through the items, she scanned each. At one point, she frowned hard.


“Richard Wessel, born in Kalamazoo, Michigan, entered into foster care at birth. Never adopted. High IQ.” Hannah’s eyes widened. ““Around 170. He earned a masters in biochemistry from Michigan State. He applied to Cal Tech and University of Michigan for their doctoral programs. Both accepted him but he then declined both, choosing instead to join the seminary. Later, he got his nursing degree as part of his ministry.” She looked to Cate. ““Ten to one he’d know how to induce cardiac arrest.”


Cate agreed. She petted the dog while encouraging the sleuth to keep reading. When Hannah stopped, she produced her quirk. “He was capable of doing this. Still, why would he?”


“That Munchausen thing. Don’t they seek attention? They placed him in the foster system and he never got adopted. Sounds like a perfect place where everyone ignores you. Maybe he did it just to get noticed.”


“Makes some sense, but why would he join the seminary first? Being a member of an order seems just the opposite. A place where you aren't noticed.”


Cate shrugged her shoulders. “You know what they say about that fine line between genius and insanity. It blurs sometimes. Not that it matters now.”


“It matters to the Reverend,” Hannah stated in a matter-of-fact manner. She never looked up from the papers. Cate crossed her arms and stared.


“I get that, but it’s two days before you marry the man of your dreams and your head’s still all about the case. And you’’re a genius.” Cate scrunched up Hazelnut’s face and spoke in a goofy, baby like voice. “Kind of makes you wonder about that whole insanity-fine line thing, huh?”


“Woof.”


Hannah said nothing, finding herself lost in thought. Once again, she turned back to the pages. “Janus, not so interesting. Born in Peaksville, Ohio. Adopted. Average high schooler. No criminal record. Attended Theological Seminary in Bevis, Texas.” She flipped through a few more pages. “Maybe I spoke too soon. This is somewhat interesting. One disciplinary action on two counts there for…” Hannah wiggled her nose. “Sexual misconduct and disrespect toward seminary faculty.”


“Sexual misconduct? In what way?”


“Doesn’t say, but given that it’s two disciplinary actions under one punishment, I think it means he had an affair with a faculty member. It says the school suspended him for two semesters. During that time, they assigned further punishment…” She turned her eyes to Cate. “Working at a hospice ward at a church affiliated hospital. Makes you wonder if there was a spike in cardiac deaths during his tenure there.””


“Okay, so I’ll keep digging, but again, I’m trying to work through medical records. I don’t have any contacts as such. Best I can do is check out obituaries from around that time. That’s going to be massive. It will take some time, and I don’t mean my, ‘I’ll have it to you in a few days even though it should take a few weeks’ kind of time. This will take real time.”


Hannah half smiled. “We’ll have to find another way. You’ve got a life too, you know.”


Cate acknowledged her friend with a half chuckle. “This dog here has more of a life than me, girl. Al’s working late a lot and when he’s not, I am.”” She scuffed Hazelnut’s head. “Does all this mean anything to that genius of yours?”


“Its information is all. Part of a puzzle, but it does tell us one thing. He’s not beyond crossing lines. Seminary should be where one shows their best side, not their devious one.”


“Yeah, but bedding someone is one line. Doing someone in is a whole other line altogether.”


“True enough, but we’ve seen it before. One thing leads to another.” Hannah shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m grasping at straws. Calvin. Susan. The Reverend. Wessel, Janus, and that Rhoades guy. All had access. All had potential motives. Though I have to admit, some seem farfetched at the moment.””


Cate put her hands on her hips and cocked her body to one side. “Farfetched seems to be our stock and trade. You know that. Speaking of that, what about this Rhoades? Has Hym gotten anything on the man yet?”


Hannah smiled. “He’s such a sweetheart. A former work contact is pulling them for him from some old storage facility. The guy didn’t want real copies out there. But he’s letting Hym and Magdalen look them over in an…” Hannah made a quotation gesture with her hands. “Unofficial capacity.””


“Magdalen’s with him?”


“Yeah.”


Cate’s eyes widen. “Buster’s with Magdalen.”


“Uh huh,” Hannah affirmed. “They’re all together.”


“Is that safe?”


Hannah shrugged again. “Don’t know, but I promise you, if Buster goes missing, my future husband is our first suspect.”


*****


 


 


 


Chapter Ten


 


Although the wedding was still two days out, Hannah and Hym’s guests began to arrive. Given the size of the event, the couple chose Twilight’s Falster Mansion Resort Spa as the location for the wedding. The facility included an 18th century main house. There was an expansive ballroom, vast cooking facilities, and luxury rooms. Additions to the primary structure over the years increased its size. The outlying areas beyond contained a multitude of cabins built around Schemerzone Lake. All existed on the resort’s land holdings. Downtown Twilight's historic Finchely Hotel housed all other guests. A four story brick facility, it survived the test of time and became a calling card for the small town itself. Though she did not want her nuptials to be a social event, Hannah’s guests included an impressive list of names. Noted celebrity chefs, dignitaries she had encountered, and top culinary figures would be attending. For the small town of Twilight, this was a near once in a lifetime event, and one which they would make the most of.


Amid the arriving guests, Hannah’s mind continued to wander back to Whipson’s case. She waited with anticipation for Hym to return from Alabama. Magdalen, Buster, and he went to view old inmate records from Whipson’’s time in Draper Correctional. Hym’s contact also managed to get hold of Jackie Rhoade’s files from his time there. After making it back, all four traveled around the Falster Resort grounds. They delivered the small welcome baskets that Cate and Hannah had devised to each of the guests rooms and guests who had arrived. Doing so, they went over the information in the files.


“They were there at the same time,” Hym informed Hannah. “But they housed them in different areas. They considered the Reverend as a minimum-community custody inmate. Meaning he was not seen as risk to himself or others. That’d put him in community based facilities, but not a cell, just a dormitory, thereby no particular cellmate.”


Hannah produced her quirk for a second as Hym watched. She gave a hard frown before asking, “Did he have any altercations there?”


“None that went so far as to warrant disciplinary action. And with him housed in the dorms, it suggests that he kept quiet and just muddled through. But Rhoades was at times in medium to close custody. The latter because he had a history of fights, escape attempts, and bucking the rules. Over time, he had quite a few cellmates. I’’ve made a list. We’ll go over it later.”


Magdalen interjected. “But this is only for Draper. He didn’t spend his entire time here. After a while, they transferred him out to other facilities. From what the Reverend said, Rhoades pulled more than one stint somewhere.””


Hannah gave her fiancé a quizzical look. “Question is, was he vindictive about his time inside? Did he blame the Reverend for his incarceration?”


“This guy doesn’t sound that smart to me,” Buster said. “I mean, the prison thing I can kind of get, but the more he was in, the worse he made it for himself. That doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who can plan a bunch of deaths and pin them on the preacher man. He doesn’t think that far ahead.”” He stood with a nervous expression before adding, “Or is that just me?”


Magdalen smiled at Buster. “No, I think that’s a reasonable observation. Don’t you think so, Tubbs?””


Buster looked confused. “Tubbs?”


“My nickname for him,” Magdalen whispered, “but don’t try it.”


Hym squirmed a bit. “Yeah, I suppose, but we don’t know because we’ve never talked to the man.””


Magdalen drew her face into a near scowl. Seeing this, Hannah attempted to divert a situation. Hym's brewing distrust over his sister’s budding romance with Buster was becoming clearer.


“Then that’s on the ‘things to do after the wedding’ list.”


Coming before one of the cabins, Hym pulled the car to a stop. Hannah studied the list she held on a clipboard. “Let’s see. 1408. Oh, this is the Reverend’s party. I’ve got something special for him.”


Everyone exited the vehicle. Hym removed four small baskets and a square, flat one.


“Four?” Buster inquired.


“Calvin, Susan, the Reverend, and Father Janus. There weren’t any more rooms available out here. This cabin has three rooms. It took some arranging but it all worked out,” Hannah answered.


“What’s with the box?” Hym further queried.


“Sugar free petit fours. I noticed at dinner that night that he wanted dessert, but now being diabetic, he held back. It’s not much and it doesn’t work that way, but maybe it’s enough to make him feel welcome.”


Hym smiled as he put his arm around Hannah and pulled her to him for a kiss on her head. “Thank you,” he half whispered. “Did you get them from Spur of the Moment?”


Hannah affirmed. “I ordered them and had them shipped up. Ms. Lindsay says the Reverend is partial to these in particular. She sends them to his office at least twice a month. Lemon cake layered with lemon ganache with bittersweet chocolate. All made sugar free.””


“Ooo, sounds so good,” Magdalen exclaimed. “Your wedding. Can’t wait for the reception food alone. When’s Will coming?”


“He’s already here. Gran, Papa Jay and he are in the main house doing prep work. Papa Jay’s in heaven just being in what he calls a real kitchen again.””


Hannah flipped through the master keys she received from the front desk. She found the right key and all entered. She went to work arranging everything on the table for her soon to arrive guests. Placing the Reverend’s box down, a thought hit her and she went into contemplative mode. She drew her eyes in narrow. She held onto the box, letting the notion run through her mind. Something bothered her but she could not place it at the moment. The box, she thought. She had not paid it much attention before, but now, it weighed on her mind as much as it did in her hand.


“Everything okay?” Hym asked as he placed his hand over hers and pushed downward until the box rested on the table. “You zoned out there, Sherlock.””


Hannah eyes widened as her mouth fell open and she tucked the corner of one side in. “I almost had a thought but now it’s gone.”


Buster half laughed. “You? Without a thought? I guess it’s true what they say. First time for everything.”


 Hym shot Buster a blank look, causing the young man to take on an apprehensive face. He glanced up to the harsh face his sister gave him. She walked away, throwing her hands in the air and exited the cabin. Hym peered back at Hannah and Buster. “Can you give me a moment, please?” Both agreed. He let out a slow breath before he dared open the door and exited.


Both Buster and Hannah pulled out chairs and sat at the table.


“That’s about me, right?” Buster asked.


“Yup.”


“I didn’t mean to cause any problems.”


“You didn’t. My future husband is just being an overprotective jerk.”


Buster said nothing but stared at the door. Just outside, through the window and curtains, two shadowy figures held an animated discussion. Hannah reached over and put a hand on her friend’s shoulder.


“You like her, don’t you?”


Buster gave a deep smile. “Yeah, but not like usual. She’s different. Not like the women I hook up with. She’s something special, you know?””


“You should tell her.”


“I’m only good with other people’s words, not my own.”


“Then show her.”


“Like send her flowers?”


“Or something like that.”


“Maybe a box of chocolates like the Reverend gets. She seems to like those.”


Hannah stiffened. Her quirks presented themselves as her eyes narrowed. Box of chocolates like the Reverend gets, she inferred to herself. Her eyes shot open as her mouth fell agape. Just as quick, it turned into a one-cornered smirk.


“What?” Buster interrupted.


“That thought I lost. I got it back,” Hannah declared with enthusiasm. Two ideas hit her at once. The box drew her back to two instances where she had seen them before. The first was on Pepper Mothershed’s desk just before she died. The second was in Brother Wessel’s trashcan at his desk. Her mind began to make connections.


“Mrs. Lindsay,” Hannah said aloud.


“Who?”


“Mrs. Lindsay. The shop. The box. The medal. Pepper and Wessel.”


Buster stiffened. “You’re babbling...as usual.”


Hannah rose and ran toward the door. Buster followed. She pulled it open, and found herself staring at Hym and Magdalen. Both wore faces flushed with red. They turned to face the sleuth before lightening the intensity of their expressions.


“Oh, I’m sorry… I just…”


Hym ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. “It’s alright. We were just… discussing something.” He gave a quick glance to Buster then back to her.


“What he’s trying to say is that Tubbs and I were having a fight over boundaries,” Magdalen explained. She glared at her brother. ““We’ll continue this later.”


Hym blew out a breath. “No doubt. Anyway, what’s up?”


Hannah gave a quick recap of what she remembered and how she had seen the boxes at two of the death sites.


“No,” Magdalen decried. “That’s got to be coincidence.””


Hym scratched at his chin. “I know you have a theory about why she would do this.”


“I do. Two as a matter of fact. Ms. Lindsay’s husband was suffering Behçet’s Disease. It’’s painful, is it not?”


Magdalen affirmed as Hym and Buster tried to keep up with Hannah’s thoughts.


“If the Reverend was there with her throughout his disease and sudden death, she might have fallen for him. Over time, she might have seen the other victims as rivals for his attention. One by one, she eliminates them.”


Magdalen, Buster, and Hym stared but said nothing. Hannah sighed.


“Okay, a stretch, but it rolled through my head and I had to get it out. But second, I noticed she wore a St. Peregrine medallion.”


“The patron saint of those suffering,” Magdalen affirmed. “I see them all the time on the ward at work.”


“And we’ve established that her husband suffered before he died.”


Again, Magdalen affirmed.


“Maybe she’s trying to prevent others from suffering, like we considered with Calvin and Susan.”


“By giving them candy?” Buster said. “I don’t get it.”


“To deliver the poison,” Magdalen explained. “The strong taste would hide a lot flavor.”


 “Like almond for arsenic?” Buster asked.


Magdalen grinned. “Bingo.”


Hym stiffened and twisted his mouth. “Well then, we have a problem. We ordered a whole heck of a lot of fudge and petit fours for the wedding. The delivery comes this afternoon.”


Magdalen placed a hand on her chest. “She wouldn’t try and…”


Hym looked to his sister. “I wouldn’t think so, but if she is, then she has murdered almost a dozen people. Who knows what triggers a person like that. And seeing as they all knew the Reverend…” He looked around to everyone. “She knows we went to see him.”


“Look, it’s pretty clear that I’m not the smartest one here, but I’m going to play devil’s advocate as ever, and remind you that you don’t know, do you? You have to find out if this is a real threat. To do that, can’t you have the food tested?” Buster asked.


“It will take time to get back, I think,” Magdalen informed.


Again, Hym scratched at his chin. The increased pace of the action told Hannah that her fiancé felt agitated. Everything was starting to weigh on him. Whipson’s illness. The investigation. Buster and Magdalen’s budding romance. Now the uncertainty of what was supposed to be the perfect day for his bride-to-be. She reached over and took hold of his hand. “It’s no big thing. We set the stuff aside for now. Cate and I know a researcher at Serling University. I’ll get him to do a rush job. He’s already invited to the wedding. I’m pretty sure it’s all going to turn out just fine. We just need to make certain. For now, let me get that box back from inside. We’ll finish up, and then you and I can head over to the campus.”


“I think I might head back,” Magdalen informed, taking hold of Buster’s hand. “I could use a walk back around the lake. You game?”


Buster smiled before he let if fall from his face. He glanced over to Hym. “I’d like to have a word with Hym first if he doesn’t mind.””


Hym looked at Magdalen, then at Hannah, before coming back around to Buster. He bobbed his head once.


“Maybe you two can finish up and we can walk back instead. Meet us in kitchen,” suggested Buster.


Both Hannah and Magdalen agreed as the men headed back walking along the drive path they had been driving on. The nurse looked to the sleuth with a pensive expression.


“He won’t kill him, will he?”


 “No, I love my Sweet Face, but Buster could charm the horns off a Billy goat and sell them back to him. By the time they reach the kitchen, Buster will have Hym eating out of his hand.” Hannah smiled. “Then it’s up to you to charm the charmer.”


Magdalen looked back toward the disappearing figures of the men headed down the road. “Do you think I can?” she asked in a voice that struck Hannah as equal parts sincere and uncertain.


“Every Prince Charming has to have his princess. I’ve known that prince all his life. From what I’ve seen in just a few days, he’’s carrying a glass slipper in his pocket just for you.”


Magdalen gave a broad grin. “Oh, is that what that is? How disappointing.”


Both women laughed as they got back into the car.


*****


 


 


 


Chapter Eleven


 


After finishing the deliveries, Hannah and Magdalen made their way back to the main house of the resort. Upon entering the kitchen, they saw Gran, Papa Jay, and Will stirring and mixing various large bowls. Hym and Buster were to the rear, standing over a table piled high with several boxes. Both women stopped as Buster held out something that Hym was taking a bite of. After a second of taking in the sight, Magdalen turned to her soon-to-be sister-in-law.


“You weren’t kidding.”


Hannah’s eyes widened and a horrified expression ran across her face. “No!” she screamed as everyone present turned to look at her. She ran toward Hym and Buster, who remained frozen in their positions.


“Are you insane?” Hannah said, putting her hand between the object Buster held and Hym’s mouth.


Hym and Buster both stiffened and straightened up.


“It’s alright,” Buster said, “they tested it by accident.”


Hannah looked confused. She shot a look over to Hym. He nodded and thumbed at Gran, Papa Jay, and Will. “It all got here early. Last night, in fact. They all ate some.”


“A lot to be honest,” Gran chimed in. “Sorry, dear. You know how I am about fudge.”


“Ha, fudge and just about any other sweet thing you can get your old teeth into,” Papa Jay added.


Gran waved a large spoon at the elder Starvling. “You’re not so sweet, but I’ll sink my teeth into you, you old grumpus.””


“Promises. Promises.” Papa Jay blew Gran a kiss, which she caught and returned.


The interaction made Will, Hym, Buster and Magdalen laugh, but Hannah held her ground as she shook her head. “That doesn’t mean…”


“It’s good. You had a theory, but it didn’t work out. It was improbable to begin with. You said so yourself.””


Hannah narrowed her eyes. “I still want it tested, just in case. I’ve already called. We’ll take samples over and a box in case it turns out okay. Joey said it won’t take long.” She turned to look at the mound of boxes marked Spur of the Moment on the side. Pointing to the stacks, she said, “No one eats anymore. Not until they’re tested.”


Gran glared at Hannah. “You’ve been holding out on me, young lady.”


Hannah closed her eyes. Cat’s out of the bag, ran through her mind. Now, on top of the wedding, her grandmother would insert herself into the investigation. The elder snoop was a good detective in her own right, but between the wedding and the investigation, Hannah wanted to keep her grandmother out of the case. It was an added element that stretched her abilities closer to her limits.


Hannah let out a quick breath. She moved over to stand in front of her grandmother. Placing her hands on the elder woman’s shoulders, she looked her straight in the eyes. “Sorry, Gran, but I need you focused on this. I can’’t do this without you and Papa Jay. Will needs help. I trust you two. Between the wedding and what’s going on…”


The sleuth turned her eyes toward the ceiling, feigning frustration. She needed to think of a reason to keep Gran focused on the wedding and not interfere. After a moment, she brought her gaze back to her grandmother.


“I can’t keep up with everything. This takes the pressure off me some. Cate’s handling a lot.”” Hannah looked over to Magdalen, who had moved over beside Buster. “Magdalen and Buster are helping out too. Hym and I are doing this for the Reverend who’s marrying us. You have to trust me. It’’s important. And what you and Papa Jay are doing is important.” She leaned and kissed her grandmother’s forehead. Doing so, she smiled and whispered. ““The sooner I solve this, and get this wedding over with, the sooner Hym and I can get on with that thing you want.”


Gran peered at her granddaughter, then over to Hym. When her eyes came back to Hannah, she narrowed her own and frowned. “Okay, if it’ll help get me closer to great grandmother status, but you two better be solving this thing that’’s going down before the honeymoon. You have to focus and not be worrying about anything but that.” She winked at Hannah. “Makes it more fun too.” She went back to stirring, but added in a half mumble, “I’m marking my calendar, and by the way, I was born at night, just not last night. The whole feigning frustration thing. I haven’t bought that since you were twelve. Go on now. Take those samples wherever you’re taking them, but I expect a full report later.”


Hannah agreed. Hym and she headed out toward the university with Buster and Magdalen deciding to stick around to help in the kitchen.


*****


Several hours later, the testing was complete. Dr. Joey Crown, an associate of Hannah, handled everything himself. Several years earlier, the sleuth had saved the chemist by deducing that his odd behavior was the result of a rival poisoning him. From that day forward, he remained in Hannah’s debt.


“Coming to the wedding?” Hannah asked.


“I am,” Crown said, handing the results over.


 “Find anything?” Hannah inquired.


Crown opened the box Hannah brought. He picked up a petite four and popped it in his mouth.


“Answers that,” Hannah said as she twisted her mouth into one corner.


“You sound disappointed,” Crown suggested.


Hannah shook her head. “Relieved… and disturbed. It's a far-fetched idea, I know.” She let out a slow breath. ““I know someone poisoned these people somehow, but we’ve yet to establish how. I thought that maybe they’d be traces in these, something that has to build up in the system or something.”” She shrugged. “I made a false connection between a sweet old lady in a candy store to a psychotic killer. I think I’m losing it.”


Hym put his arm around Hannah and squeezed her tight.


“Come on, Sherlock. The wedding and an investigation have had you all wrapped up. Besides, this is how that genius of yours works. Theorize. Test. Move on.”


Hannah gave a slow, albeit, disbelieving nod. “I don’t know. I was hoping to give the Reverend something before we left. You know, to ease his mind. To let him know it wasn’t Calvin or Susan. That’s all he wants, but I still can’t dismiss them. Every time I do rule someone else out, the pendulum swings back toward them, and the clock’s ticking on someone else.”


Hym peered into her eyes. “You don’t know that. It could be over. Wessel’s dead. If it’s not him, then most of the other suspects will be here as our guests.”


Hannah glared at Hym. “But not all.”


“Well,” Crown interjected, “what you do is not an exact science. Remember, you didn’t figure out Conroy was trying to kill me until after he got to Ben Sturka and then Ed Harrington.” He took up a piece of fudge from the box. “You’re not responsible for other people’s actions, and victims are just an unfortunate part of the murder game.” The chemist bit into the sweet bit, allowing a smile to run over his face. “Oh, and any time you have a case like this and want something tested, bring it on by. Samples are always welcome in my lab, as long as they are not the delivery system,” he added.


******


After leaving the lab, Hannah and Hym made their way back to the car. Hannah settled in and pushed herself into the seat. She let the air flow out of her lungs and bit at the corner of her mouth. Hym cranked the car, glancing over as he did so.


“Look, maybe it’s time we talked to the local authorities. I know the Reverend didn’t want them looking into things for Calvin and Susan’’s sake, but I think this was a bad idea. It’s just too much for you at the moment.”


Hannah shook her head as she recalled a conversation years before with Papa Jay. He was teaching her to flip burgers and giving her one of his usual life lessons at the same time. “Promises are like burgers,” he stated in a matter-of-fact tone. ““Easy to make, but hard to keep once made.” He flipped a burger onto a bun and handed it off to Gran, who then served it. Looking into his granddaughter’s eyes, he assumed a stern disposition. ““Don’t promise unless you mean it. Don’t stop until you’ve done it. No matter what the cost, it’s a deal, and deals mean fulfillment. They’re not meant for breaking.” With that, he scuffed his young granddaughter’’s head.


The sleuth ran her hand across the top of her head, half in remembrance. “No,” she insisted, “I made a promise to get answers and I will. We’’re missing something. Maybe someone, but I’ll find it. You can bet good money on that.”


Hym half laughed. “Only a fool would take that bet. I know you’ll figure it out. Just tell me how I can help.”


Hannah gave him a loving smile. “Just having you by me helps. It keeps me straight. Now, to home, Watson. The game’s afoot.”


*****


The following day, the majority of the guests arrived. Hannah, with the help of Cate and Hym, attempted to greet all. They went between Finchely’s and the resort. By the time the rehearsal neared, she was exhausted. She lay back into the couch at Hym and her apartment. Hazelnut took the opportunity to curl up in her lap for some love.


“Cancel the wedding. I’m spent,” Hannah declared.


“No can do, girl, time to hit the shower. Get relaxed and get into some jeans. We’re meeting at the ballroom. The boys are meeting us there. Where are they, anyway?”


“They’re all at Clancy’s Pool Hall. They’re not having a bachelor’s party, just a guy’s final beer thing.”


“Boys. Anyway, when they’re done, Al said he’d pick us up. He’s supposed to be here in…” She paused to look at her cell. “An hour.” Cate smirked. ““So, we get to pick up your parents at the station first. Where’s Hym going to be?”


“He’s meeting up with the Reverend and company at the resort.”


“I’m surprised you didn’t fly them in.”


“I would have, but Calvin didn’t want to subject him to atmospheric changes.”


Cate frowned. “He’s getting worse.”


Hannah rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. “He is, by the second, and we’re not any closer to giving him some relief than before.”


The librarian sighed. “Honey, you may not be able to. At least not before…” Her words trailed off. She looked to Hannah, who held a concerned face. Rather than put further pressure on her best friend, she tried to divert the conversation back to the present. ““Anyway, your parents. Hym’s not met them yet, has he?”


“Nope. He spoke with them once. Mom asked him several inappropriate questions for research purposes.”


“Not surprising. And your father?”


“He wanted to make sure there was going to be cake. He also wants to meet the dog. But he was satisfied when I told him there would be wedding cupcakes instead of the traditional cake.”


“He does love cake.”


“And dogs. And cats. Animals in general.”


“Does he still have that ritual thing he does?”


Hannah affirmed. “It changes a bit now and again, but he’ll always be OCD. The medications work some, but not to the greatest extent.” Obsessive-Compulsive, Hannah thought. Ritual. A pattern. What’s the pattern? Look for the pattern. She shot straight up from her relaxed position.


“Patterns,” she said aloud.


Cate rolled her eyes. “Just one minute. You can’t go one minute, can you?”


Hannah sat up at the edge of the couch, hands forward and splayed with enthusiasm. Hazelnut jumped down at the excitement, turned, and sat looking at the gesturing sleuth.


“Woof.”


“I’ve not been thinking things through. We’re looking for a pattern.”


“Well, duh, and there is one. Killer finds a dying victim and kills them.”


“No, I mean we’ve not gone deep enough. My head has been so scattered with the wedding, I’m letting the obvious slip past me,”” she said, rolling her hands for added emphasis. “Dad has a ritual for everything, from eating his cake to changing his clothes. It’s his tic. His quirk.””


 “Runs in the family.”


“Whoever is doing this, I’m betting they have a ritual. I wasn’t wrong about the chocolates. That’’s just part of the ritual. They give them candy as part of the comforting ritual, and then poison them.”


Cate crossed her arms. “So we’re back to Mrs. Lindsay? Is that what you are saying?”


“Maybe, but I don’t think so, though she may be playing an unofficial part in it all. She’s just the only local candy shop. Her shop makes for easy access, but the poison delivery system may not be the candy.”


Cate leaned back and twisted a curl of her dark, coarse hair. “Alright, say you’re right. How does this info lead us to your killer?”


“We find out who she sold the candy to.”


“Woof.”


“I’d imagine the woman sells a lot since this is a small community. Old folks like sweets. There’s no guarantee she’’d remember or keep records for that matter.”


“Woof.”


After a moment, Hannah settled back again into the couch.


“Either way, we’ve got to find out. I’ve placed candy boxes at two death scenes. I’ll look through those records and ask the nursing staff if they remember seeing any at the other victim’s rooms. Then maybe one will remember who dropped it off.”


“Woof.”


“And just when do you plan on doing this, miss? I’m fixing to get married?” Cate then pointed to Hazelnut. ““And not another comment from you, little miss.”


“Woof.”


Hannah frowned and began to roll her tongue. Cate intervened.


“Uh uh. No. Period. Your wedding. Your honeymoon. You focus on that.”


The sleuth cocked her head and stared at Cate. To the librarian, it seemed almost as if the words did not make sense to her friend. Before Hannah could respond, Cate threw her hands into the air.


“Don’t even try to justify what you’re about to say.”


Hannah produced a weak smile. “Before the wedding or after the honeymoon?”


“Good luck with that one,” Cate said, shaking her head all the while. She rose and pointed at Hannah. “That man, he’’s a saint to put up with you. Where’s he taking you, by the way? Did he ever say?”


“Nope.”


“Not even a clue?”


Hannah glanced down to Hazelnut. “Just that we could leave her with someone or take her with us.”


“There’s your answer. He’s taking you to a doggy spa.”


Both women laughed.


“Well, I just hope Hym got a refundable ticket. Cause heaven knows you aren’t going until you get this out of your system.”


Hannah crossed her arms in protest. “We’re going. I just have to get to the bottom of it, that’s all.””


 “If he has any sense, he’ll take you and little miss here to Happiness.”


“That’s not my idea of a honeymoon.”


Cate gave a slow nod. “Neither is taking the dog along, but that’s my point. I doubt it’s his either. I think he’’ll have his mind on other things, if you know what I mean. I might be wrong, but I’m pretty sure he’d like you to as well.”


Hannah sighed. “Yeah, it’s just hard. You know me. It’ll bug me.”


“Uh huh, I know, and that’s why I got you something.” Cate stepped to the door and picked up a bag she had brought along. She pulled a wrapped package and handed it to Hannah. Taking it, Hannah glanced it over with excitement before tearing into it like a giddy child. Reaching the box beneath, she opened it. Her eyes widened.


“Are you serious?”


Cate smiled and shrugged. “I figure this will keep him occupied with you, which will keep you occupied with him. Then maybe you will focus on what’s important. I think it fits, don’t you?”


“Woof,” Hazelnut commented.


*****


 


 


Chapter Twelve


 


The rehearsal went as expected. Everyone arrived without incident. Ed, Hym’s son, arrived with his new girlfriend, Edwina, from college. Hannah’s grandparents took an instant liking to their new step great grandson. Papa Jay took a particular shine to Edwina, who was a Navy ROTC candidate. Speaking with Hannah about Ed, Gran said, “He’s a sweetheart. If only I could hold him, feed him, and burp him.” Hannah responded by rolling her eyes.


Vera showed up with her father, food critic Louie Woolridge in tow. Her boyfriend, Malcolm Bernard, came with Louie. They brought with them Louie’s Bull Mastiff named Critic. The hound’s particular love for Hannah came with an endless supply of licks and love.


Hannah’s parents, Mikael and Skylar Starvling arrived on time at the train depot earlier. They had taken several flights and various other forms of transportation from the jungles of the Amazon. The archaeologists brought along their particular form of social interactions to the run through. This was much to the chagrin of their put upon daughter. Skylar, a specialist in fertility rights of ancient cultures, dragged out several items for her daughter.


“So you can have an enjoyable experience during the nuptial aftermath.”


“Nuptial aftermath?” Hym inquired of Hannah in a whisper.


“Honeymoon,” Hannah explained. “Just take what they hand you. Smile, say thank you, then you hide it quickly.””


When Skylar handed Hym a small wooden figure wearing a mask and sporting definite male attributes, he stood wide-eyed. Everyone was silent as he struggled to find words. After moment, an appreciative, if not forced, smile came to him. “Thank you,” He managed. ““I don’t know what…”


“You put it at the foot of the bed during intercourse. He’s said to keep men aroused and women fertile.”


“Oh,” Gran interjected, “do you have a few more?”


“Gran!” Hannah issued in exasperation.


The elder Starvling threw her hands up in a ‘what’ gesture.


Skylar reached in her bag and produced a small box. “That reminds me. I also have Sao Goncal Pastries for you, dear.”


The anthropologist started to open the box. Much to everyone’s disappointment, Hannah stopped her mother.


“We’ll… open them on our honeymoon,” Hannah said, turning blush red.


After a few more embarrassing moments, the sleuth ushered everyone into the ballroom. Hym pulled her aside. “What’s in the box?”


“Cakes.”


“Cakes?”


“Of a particular shape. Legend has it they induce fertility.”


“Cake?” Mikael interjected. “Is there cake? If so, I’d like some.”


Hym started to speak but thought better of it.


Once underway, everyone performed his or her roles as expected. Father Janus stood to the rear of Reverend Whipson, passing along to him the various items needed for the ceremony. Though she had not planned it as such, Hannah thought this arrangement well suited the ceremony. It allowed Whipson to fulfill a remaining wish while giving his successor something to do.


Susan sat ready with a cup full of water to pass to her grandfather should he begin coughing. Between each run through, Calvin asserted the Reverend sit and rest. Hannah, Hym, and Magdalen all took time to check on the man. Though he appeared tired, he insisted on continuing along. At one point, he sat alone talking with the sleuth.


“I haven’t found anything definitive,” Hannah admitted, “even though I’ve considered many possibilities. I know you wanted me to find something that dismissed Susan and Calvin, but I haven’t. Not just yet, anyway. I’ll keep digging. I wish there were more.”


Whipson smiled. “Just knowing you’re working on it, that’s enough. I know they didn’t do it. You’ll figure out who, whether I’m still here or not. I know that. So it’s okay.” He reached over and patted Hannah’s hand. “These other possibilities. Can I ask who?”


“I’m still checking into a few things, but for starters, one I was, and still am considering is Brother Wessel.”


The elder clergyman drew his face in. It was clear to Hannah that he was contemplating the idea. “Hmm, I wouldn’t have thought even to consider him. But, again, that’s why I’m relying on you. I’m tainted to those I know. I just see the good in them, no matter whether it’s there or not.””


“Well, he was a biochemist and a nurse, and given we think someone poisoned the victims, and they all had terminal illnesses, he had means and method.”


“But why?”


Hannah lifted her shoulders once and dropped them. “That’s where we run into a problem. It could be a particular psychosis. He could have thought he was doing them a favor. Sparing them suffering. Or he could have enjoyed the chaos of a sudden death. Maybe something else.”


The elder man cupped his chin and rubbed his jaw.


“Can I offer a consideration?”


“Of course, I welcome it.”


Whipson shifted himself in the chair in which he sat. He coughed once before he expounded. “Let me say first, it’s just an opinion, of course. Time may prove me wrong, but I doubt Richard had anything to do with this. You see, that just doesn’’t make sense. He was a member of an offshoot order built around Carmelites. Their basic tenant is that of contemplation, but Richard’s particular order felt contemplation by way of suffering was necessary to unify with God. Killing someone to end their misery would have gone against the grain of everything he believed in.””


Hannah twisted her face in contemplation. “But even that doesn’t make sense. If he believed in suffering, then why become a nurse? Their purpose is to ease pain.”


Whipson bobbed in agreement. “It is, but while performing his duties, Richard proselytized to the patients. He urged them to fight pain by using holisitics and contemplate on their sins through suffering. It was his consideration that it was their way to redemption.”


Hannah grimaced. “There’s no logic in that. How does someone go from being a biochemist headed for a PhD, to a man who requires suffering for forgiveness? Biochemists seek cures through reason. What drove him to this?””


“When he was seventeen, Richard decided to find his real father and mother. He found her only to discover that she died in childbirth, but his father…”


Whipson shook his head.


“Now that man is what people refer to as a real piece of work.”


The clergyman cleared his throat as he assumed a stern look.


“His name was Simon Pobot. He was a physician and scientist, and also an atheist. He was verbally abusive to anyone whom he felt was beneath him, which was everyone. He was a man with enough mental acuity to make most people wince at his acid tongue, and he spared no one. He took an immediate dislike to the fact that his son had sought him out. As Richard recalled it, his father had gone to great lengths to forget about him. Now, he stood before him.”


Hannah studied the clergyman as he spoke of Wessel. There was a sadness about the man as he recalled not just an acquaintance, but also a friend. Fondness, she thought. Mentor to student. Maybe as brothers of a sort.


 Whipson shifted his position to face the sleuth. Through a strained smile, he continued.


“Well, Richard’s hoped for reunion with his father didn’t go well. Father and son parted ways just as quickly as they had come together. Richard went to school and made something of himself. One day, his father calls and says that he is ill. He has Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. It is a genetic disorder, rare. He needs help and has no one else to turn to, so Richard drops out of school and moves to D.C. where he found him. He planned to return to school once everything was over with.”


“You’re right. He does sound like a piece of work.”


Whipson agreed before continuing. “One of the symptoms of the illness is a change in neurology. Dementia came but something happened along the way for Simon. He got sweeter. Nothing to do but wait it out to the end. But during those months, Richard saw his father change from hateful to kind. Somewhere during that time, the physician began to pray. It gave him a sense of relief, though nothing could be done for the physical aspect of pain. When he died, Richard came to believe that his father’s suffering had saved him from the true pain of a life without God. He found his order, joined, and as they say, the rest is history.”


For a moment, the clergyman studied the sleuth as she considered all that he had espoused. Hannah pondered every aspect of the story and compared it to what little she knew at the moment. To her mind, if what the Reverend said was true, then the likelihood of it being Wessel was slim to none.


“Well, that does suggest he didn’t do it.” Hannah pulled her eyes up to meet Whipson’s, “It does nothing to clear Susan and Calvin.”


The Reverend glanced over to where Susan and Calvin sat talking with Buster, Magdalen, and Will. He assumed a harsh visage. “I know.”


Taking in where he was watching, Hannah took hold of his hand. “Hey now, don’t lose faith. It’s just a matter of finding the right piece of the puzzle, and then it will all come together.”


Whipson agreed with a half-hearted smile. “Look at you, young miss. I’m the one whose job is to provide faith. You bucking for my job?”


Bucking for my job, rolled through Hannah’s mind. Her eyes moved across the room to Father Janus. The man sat talking with her parents and grandparents. The wide-eyed expression on his face and the wild gesturing of her mother led her to conclude one thing. Skylar was discussing something inappropriate in her usual, socially awkward manner. Gran too had a disturbed, uncomfortable look. Papa Jay stared half amused through the narrowed slits of his aged eyes. Her father paid no attention to anything as he shoveled petit fours into his mouth. Cate, who was chatting with Al and Hym, glanced up to catch her eye. The librarian thumbed at Hannah’s mother and gave a sardonic smile.


“Oh no,” Hannah exclaimed as she rose from her seat.


The Reverend turned to see the action. “Something wrong?”


“I need to rescue Father Janus from my mother.”


“Raymond’s a big boy. He can handle himself. That’s one of the reasons I chose him as my successor.”” Whipson cocked his head to one side, coughing for a bit. Hannah waited for him to finish before settling back into her seat. “I suppose you’ll want to talk about him as well.””


Nodding, Hannah observed the increasing tiredness of the man. Though she wanted to continue the conversation, her instinct told her otherwise. Let it be for now, she suggested to her inner self. “I suppose I will, but how about we do it sometime later? I don’t feel comfortable talking about it with him just over the there. Besides, I think right now everyone could use some food. Tables are waiting at the restaurant and if I don’t get my dad away from the petit fours, there’ll be none left for the reception.””


*****


 


 


Chapter Thirteen


 


The next day, Hannah stood before Hym, staring wide-eyed. She was somewhere between elated and terrified. Emotions tore at her as she struggled to hold back tears, all the while bearing a smile that stretched almost from ear to ear. In mere moments, she would be Hannah Starvling Miles. It seemed an eternity getting to this moment for her. She glanced sideways to see Gran. She’’s about to fly out of that chair, Hannah noted as the elder Starvling beamed as she held tight to a leash with Hazelnut in her lap. The bride relented and brought the canine along at Gran’s insistence. This idea came after a conversation the elder Starvling had with her daughter-in-law. Skylar mentioned that some cultures considered a dog at a wedding not only good luck, but a blessing for a large family. After that, there was no denying Gran. Hazelnut was going to be there. “Because if one dog is lucky, two will be a charm,” the elder Starvling insisted. Meanwhile, Papa Jay struggled to remain ‘‘a man’ as he would say. Hannah could see him fighting back tears.


Her parents, Mikael and Skylar sat next to the Starvling grandparents. Hannah almost laughed to see her mother holding an antique broom. “It’s a besom,” she recalled her mother insisting, “for sweeping away the past. Appalachian tradition.”


Mikael, her father, also sat smiling, but Hannah could tell by the faraway look that although he was present, his mind was elsewhere. Central American jungle maybe, she thought to herself. Or contemplating cake. Her maternal grandfather, retired General Jackson Quinn, sat next at the end, stiff, rigid and in formal military dress, as always. At 6’3””, he was an imposing figure, even in his late 70s. Catching Hannah’s eye, he nodded once in approval through a slight grin. She gave him a wink. Turning her head back, she saw Cate Jordan, her Maid of Honor and best friend. Cate gave her a smile and motioned for her to turn back around. Buster and Vera, who stood beyond her, bore grand smiles. Looking back at Hym’s grinning face and beyond, Hannah could just see his son Ed standing to the rear. A younger version of his father, she thought. Beyond him stood Will, who, like Papa Jay, struggled to hold back tears.


“What token do you offer to show your love and devotion?” Reverend Whipson said, drawing Hannah’s attention back to the ongoing event.


“A ring,” Hym commented. He then looked down at Louie, who sat just behind Gran and Papa Jay. Louie rose and looked to the opposite end of the hall. He whistled, then came the padding of feet. A large bullmastiff, tan and black, padded his way down the aisle. Everyone in attendance smiled, laughed, and snapped pictures as the hound made his way toward Hannah and Hym. Hannah patted the side of her dress and Critic came forward. She motioned with her hand as Louie instructed her earlier and the canine did as ordered. Hym reached down and removed a red ribbon from around the dog’s neck. He gave the dog a pat on the head. ““Down,” Louie called out and Critic complied, though at Hannah’s feet. Seeing this, Hazelnut let out a general “Woof”” to make her presence known. Critic responded in kind, as everyone laughed and enjoyed the exchange.


Hym unknotted the ribbon and removed two rings, handing one to his bride before the ceremony continued. Soon, it was complete. Vows exchanged along with kisses and congratulations. Hannah and Hym became one.


The reception that followed was noteworthy for all. An introduction came between Hazelnut and Critic. After a brief ‘sniff off’ as Papa Jay defined it, the two became instant companions. Later, both helped themselves to a large part of Hym’’s Red Velvet Groom’s cupcakes before anyone could stop them. This, much to the scolding of Critic by Louie Woolridge and Marquette Roux, Louie’s new love. The hound responded by lying on the floor and covering his eyes with one paw. His action amused all present. Hazelnut defied chastisement and wagged her tail as Hannah fussed at her. In the end, she forgave all.


Vera and her boyfriend, Malcolm, announced their engagement. Louie and stepfather, billionaire, Asa Karas, were both shocked and pleased. Alvin ‘Al’ Hayes also chose a quiet moment aside, with Hannah and Hym looking on, to ask for Cate’’s hand. The answer was a resounding yes. The course of this event caused Buster Jordan, Cate’s adopted cousin, to burst into tears. Magdalen took the opportunity to comfort him with their first public kiss.


Papa Jay and the General beamed throughout the night with pride. They spent their time talking with Louie and Cate’s father, Wilson. The military experience was the topic at hand, all having served their country with great honor in times of war. Hannah’s mother, Skylar Starvling, discussed sexual and fertility rites of native tribes with Gran. In turn, Gran kept notes, which she promised to forward to Hannah in an email. Hearing this, Hannah rolled her eyes. Her father, Mikael, spent the night in-between eating lots of wedding cupcakes and taking notes on the various ongoing activities. When his daughter asked what he was doing, he noted that he was comparing ancient Olmec wedding rites to those of the modern day. For the most part, everyone left the genius to his thoughts.


Between the dancing, the celebrating, and the eating, Hannah found time to sit with Reverend Whipson. They sat listening to the music, supplied by a three piece band called Lipstick Red and fronted by Cate’s niece, Sasha Battle. Along with her college roommates, Gabby Miles and Koo Lui, they gave a rousing performance. Hannah felt grateful to get them.


“They’re talented,” Whipson commented. “Not my particular brand of music, but I have a feeling they are going somewhere,” he added with a smile.


Hannah agreed. After the band took a break, the two sat and chatted. Whipson sat watching his granddaughter and grandson-in-law talking with various guests. Hannah sipped a glass of diet ginger ale watching Hym dance in an awkward manner with his new mother-in-law. Skylar seemed to be performing some form of ritualistic dance. Meanwhile, Hym shuffled his feet while steadying himself with his cane. This amused both the Reverend and her. In time, Hannah guided the conversation to the ongoing events to Father Janus. She glanced over to him as he stood away talking with Vera and Malcolm.


“It’s your wedding day, dear,” Whipson said. “Don’’t worry about that until you get back from your honeymoon. Where are you two going, by the way?”


Hannah twisted her face into a contemplative look. “I’m not sure. He’s been all secretive about it. He said he’ll tell me on the way.”


“Well, wherever he takes you, go with good blessings. Like I said before, don’t worry over the investigation. It’s enough knowing you are looking into it.””


Hannah smiled, though something about his words unsettled her. He’s close, she thought as she attempted to suppress a sad face.


*****


Once the reception concluded late into the night, Hannah and Hym began to wrap things up. As she was getting ready to throw the bouquet, Gran produced a gift-wrapped box for the two. “Open it once you get where you are going,” the elder Starvling insisted. Hannah agreed after giving her grandmother a questioning look and a quick kiss on the cheek. She tossed her arrangement, which Marquette caught, much to Louie’s consternation and Critic’s excited barking. The hound’s bravado brought a similar round of barks from Hazelnut. This led to an inevitable chorus of howls. Laughter and photos ensued. Then guests pelted the wedded couple in the traditional manner, but with birdseed instead of rice. Getting in the vehicle, Hannah smiled to see her mother sweeping the walk with the besom. She laughed to see her father picking up sunflower seeds and scrutinizing them as though they were foreign objects. At Hym’s request, no tin cans tied with string to the bumper were present. Hannah waved at Magdalen who stood next to Buster. Her now sister-in-law held the leash holding Hazelnut. The bride was grateful that her new sister-in-law had agreed to stay in her and Hym’s apartment to care for the pooch while they were away. She had no doubts that if she needed him that is where she would also find Buster. After a round of congratulations and goodbyes, the bride and groom loaded into the Mustang and pulled away as a married couple.


For a long time, the couple said nothing, but instead held hands, each wearing a satisfied smile. After a while on the freeway, Hym pulled into a rest stop. Hannah proceeded to change, ridding herself of her gown in favor of jeans, a tee shirt, and of course, her hat. Hym did the same, sans the hat. Hannah folded her dress and packed it away in a singular piece of luggage she brought along just for the occasion.


With everything in place, the two set out. Again, they drove for a time, each recounting aspects of the day they remembered in particular. Skylar’s besom. Gran’s insistence on reminding Hym of her “time left to see her great grandbabies.” Mikael’s eating of nine bridal cupcakes. Papa Jay, Will, and Buster’s tears. Hym’’s awkward dance. Critic and Hazelnut’s cupcake escapade.


As the two again grew quiet, Hannah felt the pressure of the ongoing case creeping up on her once again. She was desperate to go on her honeymoon. Yet, she knew to do so meant two weeks of wondering, checking in, and of not being free of the situation. She wanted to find a resolution and find it fast. However, to her mind, she was stuck on a roller coaster. One of potential killers, questionable motives, and uncertain clues. She needed to find a new means of seeing the old in a new manner. So she let her thoughts wander what paths they would. She often found this helpful in sorting out matters. Cate referred to it as pig trailing, noting that one way led to another, but that all in time led back to the same spot. “You got to let that genius of yours work how it will. Don’t force it,” Hannah’s best friend insisted. “Just let it come.”


So Hannah did just that. She thought back to her and Hym’s most recent, non-case related conversation just moments before. She also considered their new life together. Her initial plans never extended beyond spending time with the man she loved, despite Gran’s insistence on her having children soon. Though she never discussed the matter with her grandmother, the thought made Hannah uncomfortable. She and Hym had talked about the possibility. Although he did not dismiss the idea, he never once confirmed the desire to do so. He already has Ed, she thought. More so, there remained the question of her ability. The injuries she sustained that ended her FBI career were severe. She still bore the scars, both physical and mental. Of note, were two marks on either side of her abdomen; what Cate once referred to as bikini busters. The remaining one adorned her wrist. I may be… The mental echo of her words ran dry as a shudder coursed through her body. She shook her head and tried to redirect her mind by thinking of other things. First, were the Reverend and their conversation at the reception dinner. Father Janus was the subject. Janus himself had declined to come along, choosing instead to return to the cabin. This gave Hannah the opportunity to dig into his past.


“We are of different faiths,” Whipson answered. “But Happiness is non-denominational. I took over from Reverend Chauntel Bland, a former attorney turned minister. He was a member of the Baptist sentiment. It just depends on who’s willing to do the job. The work being of a voluntary nature lends itself toward those who see this as a calling.”


“Where did he come from?”


“Ray’s been all over the world. He spent a good many years in Africa and South America. Rough places. In the 90s, he took over the church he was raised in. In Peaksville, Ohio, I believe it was. A childless couple there adopted him. He never talked much about it. I always sensed a great deal of pain about his real parents, so I never pushed much on it. He retired for some time before he became restless. He came to visit an acquaintance. We met, talked, and one thing led to another.”


Rough places. Hannah considered what that would mean to the Reverend. Places of suffering, she concluded as she pressed on. “And he’ll be taking over from you?”


Whipson coughed and smiled. “Sooner rather than later it seems.” He tapped his lower lip with a finger and shifted his eyes to Hannah. “The deaths go further back than Ray. You know that, right?”


Hannah affirmed. “That suggests something. It doesn’t disprove anything. I’ve heard of stranger things.” Hannah shifted in her seat before continuing. She had questions for the man, but did not want to disturb him. Magdalen’s advice to look at the Reverend as a potential suspect struck her as odd at the moment. Nevertheless, if there were even a remote possibility, she had to balance her observations against what she asked and how he reacted. Given that, she tried to structure each question with care. “You said he was visiting a friend when you met. Had he been here before?”


Whipson turned his eyes toward the corner of his sockets. A look of concentration rolled onto his face. Hannah waited as he thought the question over. Memory is slipping, she thought. She wondered if this was due to age or perhaps the ever advancing state of his condition. After a pause and a stuttered start, the clergyman answered.


“I think he’d been here several times, come to think of it. Must have.” Whipson scratched his head before adding, “You know, I can’t say for sure.”


“Well, what’s he like on a day to day basis?”


Whipson chuckled and smirked. “Well, it’s not right of me to say, but he can be a bit of a horse’s patootie at times. In a word, blunt. But through it all, he’’s a good man.”


“Can you think of a reason he would do this?” The sleuth waited for a second before adding, “Like, maybe if he didn’t…know he was doing it?”


Whipson coughed hard several time as he frowned. Hannah handed him his glass and examined his emotional response. Although the Reverend’s condition led him to cough at an increasing rate, this time it struck her as different. It was almost as if her question had shocked him and this was the resulting response. She then watched as he drew the tips of his fingers to his forehead and rubbed them across. Guilt, she inferred, but is it for Janus or is it due to his own?


Hannah determined the minister’s micro expressions, the subtle changes in one’s face, suggested guilt of some kind. Nevertheless, balanced against his health, each of those responses were easy to explain. Reading faces was not an exact science. I’’m competent at it, Hannah admitted to herself, but not skilled.


When the Reverend answered, it drew Hannah out of her considerations. His answer was halting and uncertain.


“I… uh… I can’t think of one.”” The clergyman paused before asking, “How is that even possible? To not know?”


“Self-denial, perhaps. A mental condition.” Hannah stared at the man, pulling her lips in for a second before she continued. “Maybe strong medications.””


 Whipson’s eyes narrowed and his face tightened as he looked to the would-be detective. He cleared his throat and studied Hannah. “He’s not on any medication that I know of. He’s pretty much an advocate against pharmaceuticals of any kind. Something he shared in common with poor Richard.” He rocked his jaw from side to side, as his eyes shifted downward into near slits. “We’re not talking about Ray anymore, are we?”


Hannah said nothing, but waited for the man to process the information. In a roundabout manner, she had just asked him if he were a murderer. Her great concern was how such a consideration would affect him. She watched as he rolled the tips of his fingers across his lower lip. He shifted his eyes away from hers, locking them on the activities at the reception. She could tell he was thinking over the possibility. In a moment, he nodded.


“I’m not sure how to respond to that,” Whipson stated. “There are periods where I don’t remember doing things. Susan said it was side effect of the medication… and the disease. It’s always getting worse.”” He shuddered before continuing. His response was both an internal and external question. “Is it possible?” Turning to look at her, the Reverend bore great weight on his face. ““Could I do these things and not know?”


Tears welled into the clergyman’s eyes. He took hold of Hannah’s hand and squeezed. Desperate, she noted. Unsure. A sudden guilt ran through her body. In her intense focus, she further burdened the man, not unburdened him. Now, she had to undo what she had done, to reassure him, even though she herself was unsure.


She gave him a forced, yet somehow still weak smile. “I don’t think so, but what kind of gumshoe would I be if I didn’t question the person who brought it to my attention? Have to give everyone a fair shake. That’s why you’re paying me the big bucks.”


“I don’t pay you anything,” the Reverend responded. It relieved Hannah to see him say so with a slight smile on his face.


“That’s okay. I’m not charging anything.”


Whipson half laughed before he again broke into a coughing fit. Hearing this, Susan made her way to him.


“Pawpaw?”


The Reverend waved her off. “It’s okay. We were just discussing the future.”


Susan straightened herself up. She placed a hand on her hip and shook a finger at her grandfather with the other. “I thought Reverend’s weren’t supposed to lie.””


The clergyman grinned before letting the image fall away. He peered at his granddaughter before glancing over Hannah. “Everyone does. Most of the time to ourselves.”


 


 


Chapter Fourteen


 


When Hym turned the car off the freeway and onto the ramp, the motion dragged Hannah from her thoughts. She caught sight of a sign in the headlights. Reading it, she turned to Hym with a questioning look. He looked over and grinned.


“Were staying here? For our honeymoon?” Hannah asked in a terse and edgy tone.


“No, remember the town I told you about? The one on the other side. We’re staying there, just for the night. Tomorrow, you go to the center and clear your pretty little head of all those questions you are mulling over. Then we go on to our honeymoon.””


Hannah huffed and crossed her arms. She cocked her head and eyed her husband out of the corner of her eye.


“Come on, now. You know it will bug you until you get it out of your system. Besides, where we are staying has a cool museum. There’s a great place for breakfast in the morning. We’ll be in and out of Happiness and get to our first destination tomorrow night.”


Thinking it over, Hannah bobbed her head. “Okay, but only because you married me. One night in Tantalus.” She paused for a moment. “You do realize this means our first night as husband and wife will be spent in Greek hell.”


“Nah, can’t be. Wherever you are is heaven enough for me,” Hym responded.


“Good save.”


*****


The two arrived in the small town of Tantalus. Hannah marveled at the setting. In many ways, it reminded her of Twilight. Old and caught in time, she thought. When they pulled in from of a well kempt but old style plantation home, the amateur sleuth shot Hym a wide-eyed look, backed by a slight grin. “Don’t you just love it?” he said.


Hannah nodded as she turned to take in the sight of a long, oval shaped neon motel sign reading Bate’s again. It occasionally flickered with an ebb and flow of luminosity, lighting the street. “Classic,” Hannah said half-aloud.


Hym led Hannah inside. Norma Fish, the owner, greeted them. 60’ish. Thin. Average height. Reddish, but greying hair, Hannah filed mentally.


“Sorry for the hour,” Hym said.


“Nonsense, dear. You’re not disturbing anyone. We expected you. I received a call from a sweet young woman named Magdalen telling me you were on the way, so everything is good to go. You two are the only guests for tonight.”


Norma handed Hym the keys and said, “Up the stairs, second door on the left. The Red Room it’s called. Just for newlyweds. I’ll bring your bags right up.””


Hym declined, insisting he could manage and he started up. Hannah paused as she caught sight of a stack of books resting on the table next to the counter. Picking one up, she read over the title.


“A Murderous Little Town: The dark history of a small Alabama community’ by H. E. Holmes.” She flipped the book over to see a picture of a man in his 50s, glasses, salt and pepper hair, with a broad smile. “Hmm,” she said with an intrigued tone.


“That’s a local author and a good friend. Its several years old, but he’s updating it. It’s a good little read if you’re interested in that sort of thing. You should take one.”


Hannah smiled and reached into her pocket but the woman waved her off. “No charge. On the house.”


Hannah thanked Norma and made her way up the stairs and into the room. Hym was already resting on the bed. Seeing the book, he asked about it.


“A wedding gift, I guess,” she said laying it on the bedside table. “It seems this quiet little town has a bit of a dark past.”” She crawled up next to Hym, resting her head on his shoulder. “Tell me again why you took me to a town named for Greek Hell with a history of serial killers for our honeymoon?”


“I was hoping to scare you into bed.”


“Well, you got me into bed, so now what, Mr. Miles?”


“I have a few ideas,” he offered, leaning over to kiss her on the forehead. Within moments, both were asleep. They spent the remaining hours of the night in each other’s arms from the pure exhaustion of the day.


*****


The couple awoke around 10:00 AM. After a shower and a change of clothes, they made their way to the diner Hym had mentioned. A restaurant named Nick of Time. On the table in each booth was an old, small, fortune-telling machine with a small devil’s head on top. One placed a coin in the device and a slip of paper with a fortune appeared. Placing in a nickel, Hannah took the offering and read. “You have all you need before you. Hmm. This thing works.”


“Uh huh,” Hym offered, producing another coin and dropping it in the slot. Taking the slip, he laughed. “You will lead a life of mystery and adventure with the one you love. Maybe we should buy it and take it with us.”


Both laughed and chatted as they waited for their order. Once it arrived, Hannah glanced at her husband and smiled.


“Did you give this honeymoon any thought at all?” she asked, taking a large bite of biscuits and gravy into her mouth.


“I admit. I almost didn’t plan on anything. With you, something always comes up.”


Hannah glowered but Hym continued.


“So, I figured I’d cut it off at the pass. I saw you talking to the Reverend last night, and I know that curious mind of yours. We're passing nearby on our way to our first destination, so I thought it wouldn’t hurt to check into things in Happiness one more time. After we finish up here, we'll check out the museum, which you will love by the way. Susan and the Reverend are going to meet us at the medical center again later.”


“They’re already back?”


“Everyone but Father Janus. At the reception, he asked if it were okay for him to keep the room since it was already rented. I didn’t think you’d mind. Besides, you were too busy becoming Mrs. Miles to notice. Calvin, Susan, and the Reverend left a little after you talked to him. He wasn’t feeling well.”


Hannah nodded. “I’m sure it was for obvious reasons.”


Hym shrugged. Hannah could tell the thought of the Reverend’s impending demise was raw to her husband. It hurt Hannah’s soul to see how it weighed on him. She wanted to say something to ease his sorrow, but she knew no words could comfort, so she reached over, took his hand and held it. He looked up with an appreciative smile.


The waitress interrupted Hannah’s gesture with a smile and offered more coffee. Both agreed. Looking the woman over, Hannah sized her up. Late 30s. 5’6. Black hair beginning to grey. Thin. Pretty but aged.


“Excuse me, but do you know much about Happiness?”


The waitress smiled as she filled the cups. “Are we talking the emotional kind, the spiritual kind, or…” The woman gestured toward the street. “The town down the way?””


“The town,” Hannah confirmed with a chuckle.


“Not much, I suppose. You’d think I would since I live right next door. But Tantalus and Happiness, they’re altogether different sentiments.””


As Hannah questioned the waitress, Hym’s phone rang. He answered as the two women’s conversation paused for him. As the pleasant expression on his face drained away into nothingness, Hannah could tell the news was bad. His eyes widened as they turned up to his bride. ““We’re in Tantalus. We’ll be there in a few minutes.” He clicked the phone off. Hannah again took hold of his hand.


“Is it the Reverend?”


Hym shook his head. “That was him. It’s Mudbug. She went into cardiac arrest.”


Hannah’s mouth fell agape as her eyes narrowed. “Is she…”


“No, I didn’t catch much, but I think she was at the center. Another doctor was on hand. He stabilized her. She’s in ICU.”” Hym paused as he pulled out his wallet. The waitress, who overheard the conversation, shook her head. “Just go, honey. It’s covered. Go.”


Fifteen minutes later, Hym sped the Mustang into the medical center parking lot. He and Hannah bolted inside, once again encountering the woman named Wormwood at reception.


“ICU is on the third floor. Waiting room will be on the right as you exit onto the floors.” Wormwood smiled toothily and added, “Good luck.””


After making their way to the floor and into the waiting room, Hannah and Hym found Whipson sitting in the corner. He held the crucifix from his neck in his hand as he mumbled, eyes closed. The couple came to an immediate stop before him. After a second, the clergyman opened his eyes. They showed red with sorrow. He reached up with both hands, Hannah and Hym taking hold. They sat beside him as tears rolled down the lines of his aged face.


For a long time, no one said anything. Then Whipson cleared his throat. He lifted a shaky hand to his mouth. “I don’t understand what’s happened.””


Hym placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Have you heard anything?”


“All I know is that she was consulting on a patient and started to feel ill. She passed out and her heart stopped. Henry Holmes, the doctor she was working with, saved her. He and Calvin are with her now.”


“When did this happen?” Hym inquired.


“A while ago,” Whipson answered in a shaky voice. “I’m not sure of the exact time. I’m sorry I didn’t call earlier but it all happened so fast. By the time Jackie came and got me…I just didn’’t think about it.”


Hym squeezed the elder clergyman’s hand. “It’s fine, but I’m glad you did.”


Hannah turned toward the door. “You don’t happen to know which patient, do you?”


The Reverend gave a questioning look. “Which patient?”


“Which patient she was consulting on? Was it in Holmes’ office or in a room?”


Whipson shook his head. “I’m not sure.”


Hym glanced over to his wife. “Is that important right now?”


Hannah affirmed. “It might be.” She looked to Whipson. “I’m sure she’ll be okay. She’s strong. But if you’ll excuse me…” She gave his hand one more squeeze before looking to Hym. “I’ve got to check something out,” she insisted. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Pulling out her cellphone, she motioned with it. “Keep me informed if anything happens.””


Hym nodded without question as Hannah exited to the hall. She moved toward the nursing station just before a large, double door entrance. Above the portal was a large sign reading Intensive Care Unit. As Hannah came to the tall counter, she looked over to see a nurse typing on a computer. 50s. Short. Maybe 4’11 or 5’’. Reddish-brown hair. Bulbous nose. Hazel eyes. Downturned mouth.


“Excuse me,” Hannah said.


 The woman turned to look at the sleuth with a frown. Hannah drew up her best smile. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m with Susan York. They brought her in and……”


“Dr. York is stable for the moment,” the nurse interrupted with a blank look and stern tone.


Seeing the woman’s reaction to her request, Hannah drew another smile forward. However, unlike the first, it was a troubled, forced smile. “Oh, yes. I know. Thank you. But they told me she left some items in the room where she had her……” Hannah fluttered her eyes, rolling them toward the roof. She pulled her lips in and swallowed hard before continuing. “Episode,” she continued in a strained voice. ““I was hoping to retrieve them for her. Susan and I… She’s my…” She squished her face up as if she were about to burst into tears. “You wouldn’t happen to know where it happened, would you.”


Hannah turned her eyes back to the nurse wearing a saddened expression. At first, the nurse continued to hold onto a stoic look. Then, it gave way to a sympathetic smile. Bought it, Hannah thought. The nurse looked down toward some of the files lying on the desk before her. After a moment, she glanced one over. “She was consulting with a patient on the fifth floor. I’m sure her items are with the station there now. Would you like me to call up and see? I could have them brought down?”


Hannah shook her head. “That’s okay. Thank you. I’ll go get them, if you don’t mind. I could use a moment away from it all.” She sniffled for added measure.


“Of course,” the nurse agreed. “Don’t worry, honey. Dr. York’’s strong. She’s going to be fine. Her husband won’t let nothing happen to her,” she added with a compassionate tone.


After thanking the woman, Hannah set off for the fifth floor. Thinking her performance over, she could almost hear the voice of Cate saying, “Drama queen” in her ear. Though disturbed by the ongoing events, this still made her half smile.


Once on the floor, Hannah glanced over at a sign that pointed to rooms in either direction. Thinking it over, she knew there would be a nurse’s station somewhere nearby. She had to find a way to determine what room Susan had collapsed in. She also knew that asking outright might draw questions. Wanting to avoid explanations and to keep her suspicions to herself, she decided the first step was to try to locate the room on her own. While considering it, she saw two nurses headed in her direction. In their late twenties by her estimation, they came before the elevators. As they waited, each talked loud enough for her to eavesdrop on the conversation.


“..508. She just hit the floor.”


“Do they know what happened?”


“Maybe a heart attack…”


As their voices faded within the elevator, Hannah continued down the hall in the direction of a sign that numbered rooms. 508. Room number, she thought. Has to be her. Lucky. Checking the signs again for directions, she headed to the location. Once found, she read the name handwritten on the small dry erase board affixed to the door. Patient: Victoria West. Primary: Dr. Holmes. Restricted diet. See notes. Hannah eased the door open to find a woman propped up in bed while reading a book. 70s. 5’5. Thin. Short grey hair. Wire rim glasses.


“Hi,” Hannah said, “I’m from administration. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.”


The woman looked up and scanned over Hannah with a puzzled look. “Administration?”


For a moment, Hannah was unsure about the question. Then she turned her eyes down toward herself. Jeans. Black tee shirt. Top hat with goggles. Don’t look the part. Improvise.


“Oh, I’m sorry. It was my day off, but when they called about one of our physicians collapsing, I came right over. I was out and about, so I apologize for my appearance.”


The woman relaxed and smiled. “That’s okay, dear. What can I help you with?”


“Well, could you tell me what happened this morning with the doctor?”


“Of course. I was asleep when Dr. Holmes came in way early. He brought the young doctor with him. York, wasn’t it?”


Hannah affirmed as she took a seat in the corner of the room.


“Yes, well, we talked for a bit, and then she went all pale. Next thing I know she was on the floor and Dr. Holmes was calling for help. It was all chaos from then on. Not much more to tell.”


“Did Dr. Holmes say why he brought in Dr. York?”


“It was a consultation. Dr. Holmes is my internist. He said Dr. York was a geriatrics specialist whom he consults. I have diabetes, osteoporosis, and just diagnosed with Parkinson’s to boot. He thought she might have some insights on the best way to treat all given my obvious youth,”” West added with a grin.


Hannah returned the same. Cheery disposition given, crossed her mind. But not terminal in the short term. She glanced over to the wastebasket next to the woman’’s bed. A box protruded over the edge. The back edge read Spur of the Moment. She pointed to the container. “Were those yours?”


The woman glanced over at the box and shook her head. “Oh no. At least I don’t think so. Like I said, I’m diabetic and have deteriorating bones. I’’m on a nothing-that-taste-good-can-be-eaten diet.” She pointed to the box. “That kind of thing is certain death for me according to the powers that be.”


“Do you know where they came from?”


“No, it was on the table there when I woke up.” The woman pointed to the small, rolling food tray next to Hannah. “Someone must have dropped them off while I was asleep. I suppose I could have forgotten if they did.” West moved one hand to her mouth and cupped it. “Alzheimer’s comes with Parkinson’’s they tell me, so you never know. Or maybe I don’t know,” she half whispered before chuckling.


Hannah tried not to laugh but found it impossible not to. The woman’s attitude was contagious and refreshing, despite the direness of her conditions.


“Eh, what are you going to do? Something’s going to take you down. Might as well not give it the last laugh, eh?” She glanced at the box again. ““Well, whoever brought them wasted their money. Dr. York tossed the box there.”


“She didn’t happen to eat one, did she?”


“Uh huh.”


“And Dr. Holmes?”


“No, he’s diabetic too. He declined. I was about to tell her to take them, but I never got the chance. Poor thing, is she okay?”


“She’s going to be.” Hannah rose. “Do you mind if I take that box?””


West again gave an odd, questioning look. Hannah responded with a quick explanation. “That big of a fan of sweets, dear?”


Hannah laughed. “No, but if someone dropped it off as a promotion, it’s against hospital policy. So I need to find out who and why.”


“Ah, I see. So now you’re the intrepid hospital sleuth who is on the case.” West gave another chuckle. “Take them. Otherwise, I might pull them out and eat them myself.”


“Well, I’m sorry you had to witness that. Is there anything I can do for you?”


“Nothing I can think of, so forget about it. I know I will.”


Both women laughed, though Hannah felt some guilt about it. She thanked the woman and looked around the room. She spotted a box of blue latex gloves. Removing a pair, she pulled them on. Though she found it improbable that such evidence would remain, she took care not destroy any fingerprints. Picking it up, she noted the container’s weight. Light. When West again gave her a puzzle look, she produced another smile.


“I have this thing about germs,” Hannah explained as she exited with the box in hand. Once outside, she opened the container with care. Empty. All that remained were the paper holders. She pulled her face in as she pondered over the carton. The patient, West, claimed Holmes nor she ate any, but that Susan had, but she was uncertain about who had dropped them in her room. Though the woman had Parkinson’s disease, and Alzheimer’s was a symptom in some cases, West seemed not to suffer as such. She only joked about it. Thus, Hannah came to only one conclusion. It was clear to her that Susan had brought them with her. The question now was who had given them to her and were they all tainted or just one. No way to tell, she inferred, but she tried to sort it out. It seemed improbable to her that the perpetrator tainted all. There were too many chances for others to get hold of a poisoned piece. Doesn’t fit the method. People share, she thought. Whoever is doing this, it’s about control. Single victims. She frowned. Moreover, what if the target didn’t eat one first? It would tip them off. At that moment, Hannah made a connection. “Wessel,” she said half aloud, catching herself at the last moment. She glanced around as layered thoughts started pouring in on her, one after another. Wessel. Overweight. Died in office. Cardiac arrest. Candy box. Empty in trash. Office. In the office. Next to Whipson. Who is diabetic. Her sea green eyes twinkled as her quirk presented itself. Diabetic. Offered it to Wessel. Her eyes shot wide open. Whipson was the target. “It was an accident,”” she said aloud. Two nearby nurses turned to give her a look, as she cleared her throat and gave a weak smile. “Sorry, just figured something out.” After giving her another odd look, the women returned to their business. Hannah bobbed her head in self-appreciation as she headed to the elevators.


 


 


Chapter Fifteen


 


Waiting for the elevator, Hannah felt at least some sense of relief. With Whipson a target, she could dismiss him from her postulations. She was never comfortable with the idea to begin with, but this one elimination brought her one step closer to her goal. Now she could offer him some relief over his own self-doubts. Still, the notion of someone trying to kill the man disturbed her.


When the bell rang and the doors opened, Hannah found herself before Jackie Rhoades, who stood holding a mop and a push bucket. Behind him, rested a custodial cart. Catching sight of her, he turned his eyes downward. She smiled and stepped in. After pushing the button, she looked over to the man.


“You’re Jackie Rhoades, right? We met a while back in Reverend Whipson’s office.”


Rhoades shifted but affirmed with a silent nod. Uncomfortable, Hannah noted.


“I was wondering if I could ask you some questions.”


Rhoades remained silent and stared ahead. No eye contact. Reluctant. Hannah made a quick assessment of what she knew of the man. From what Whipson said and what Hym had found, she knew that he had spent the majority of his life as a prisoner. She considered what that kind of life that would be and understood that questions inside meant trouble. Answering them, more so, but he had been and always remained devoted to his friend. In an instant, she knew how to get him to agree.


“The Reverend said you wouldn’t mind.”


For the first time, Rhoades turned to look at her. He bit at the corner of his lower lip as he peered at her. “All right, but I’ve got duties now. I get off at four. I eat in the cafeteria,” he responded in a soft, meek voice.


Hannah agreed as the elevator came to a stop and the custodian pushed his bucket with mop out onto the floor and pulled the cart along. As the doors closed again, Hannah saw him pause and look back. He pulled his finger to his mouth and bit at the nail. There remained hesitation in his eyes. She gave him a reassuring smile but noted every detail of the exchange. Nervous. Uncertain. She again wondered if it were just due to his past, or if there was something more. Was he aware of what was going on? In many ways, from the Reverend’s references to him, Rhoades was the clergyman’s best friend. She had also noted hints of an older brother/younger brother relationship between the two. Whipson played the part of the former. They would talk about it for sure, she thought, but would he be doing this? And why? Revenge seemed improbable. Rhoades was a rash man by what the clergyman had described. He was one who was prone to rush in or follow without question. As such, had he wanted revenge on Whipson, he would have taken it long before. In all probability, he would have done so in a sloppy manner, not a well thought out series of murders. And to what end? She shook her head to clear it of the notion.


Hannah also tossed out the idea of it being a play for attention. She knew from her FBI days that ex-cons did not seek attention. In general, they recoiled from it. There were exceptions, of course, but Rhoades’ demeanor, his nervousness and unsocial behavior, suggest a man who just wanted to be left alone. What would be a motive?


She then considered Rhoades position in the hospital. As a custodian, he would have access almost to every part of the facility. Patient rooms. Offices. File rooms and records. Labs.


The elevator doors opened and Hannah stepped off, heading back to where she had left Hym. She continued to work the puzzle that so plagued her mind. In her estimation, Rhoades’ access would go uncharted and by that virtue, unrecognized. He could deliver poison and leave boxes of candy unabated. Conversations with the Reverend could reveal those who were terminal. According to the information in his prison records, he had been transferred to more secure prisons. More security meant more at-risk prisoners. At-risk prisoners meant those who had nothing to lose by escaping. Lifers, she deduced. Exposure to the worst kind of criminal. Murderers, even. Thinking it through further, she concluded that he could have learned of poisons at any one of such facilities.


Again, the question of why crossed Hannah’s mind. As Buster had suggested, Rhoades did not fit into the stereotypical murderer profile. He came across as more of a follower than a doer. More problematic for her was the fact that he was dedicated to Whipson. At least by appearance, she added to her mental file.


She stopped at a vending machine along the hallway and placed the box atop as she stared into the case. Catching a reflection of herself in the glass, she straightened her hat. For a second, her thoughts drifted away from Rhoades. She loved that hat. It was her favorite piece of clothing. Over the years, she had it reworked several times. Re-felted. Re-stiffened. Most people would have let it go, but she was loyal to it. It was almost like a part of her. She even gave it a name. Topper, after the ghost detectives from an old black and white movie. She had lost it on cases, and gone back for it time and time again. To her, it was almost an inanimate friend, one she would do anything for. She protected it and cared for it.


Hannah stiffened. Her mind raced back to Rhoades and the question of why. Devoted. Dedicated. Loyal. She knew he had covered for the clergyman in the past. He even took the brunt of the blame in the crimes Whipson and he committed. Rhoades had protected the Reverend in prison. Protected. Hannah wondered if that protection extended to emotional harm. Because it pains the Reverend to see them suffer. As always, questions raced forward in her mind. But why try and kill his friend? Hannah applied quick theories to each.  Because now he’’s suffering, so he tries to end it. But Susan? Hannah pulled some change from her pocket and slid it into the machine. Choosing a candy bar, she reached through the slot to retrieve it and studied it for a moment. Candy. Sweets. Diabetic. Did she take them from her grandfather and eat one by accident? Hannah peeled the wrapper away and pulled out one half of the divided bar. It crossed her mind that two accidental poisonings seemed a little much. Furthermore, one piece was not missing from the box she still held onto, all were gone. Unless the poison were weak and distributed over a series of pieces, it would be an ineffective means of killing. The killer could not judge how much a single individual might eat out of a given box. Unless, of course, they were willing to live with collateral damage. However, given the number of victims and the lack of such accidental deaths, that modus operandi played itself out. “Crud,” she stated half aloud and in a frustrated tone.


Hannah let out a slow breath. She knew now that she was still missing an important part of the puzzle. How the killer was getting a single piece to a target victim? She wondered how much it would take to poison an individual and chastised herself for not asking it earlier. More so, she realized she had yet to determine the poison type or about how it would play itself out in a victim’s system, other than inducing cardiac arrest. No actual evidence of poisoning had surfaced. It’s all conjecture, she chastised. She rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. “Two steps forward. One step back,” she noted in a low tone.


Hannah finished off the candy bar and again, took care to pick up the box. Along the way back, she became lost in her thoughts. Rounding the corner that led to the ICU waiting area, she saw Hym talking with two men just outside. She stopped in the hall to take them in. One was an older gentleman. 60s. Tall. 6’2”” or 6’3”. Average weight. Grey hair and beard. Balding. Brown framed glasses. Light blue eyes. As she approached, she also saw that he bore the brunt of his weight on a cane. His lab coat suggested either doctor or a lab technician.


Having assessed the one, Hannah did the same with the other. Early 50s. 5’11”. Athletic build. Greying salt and pepper hair. Solid, upright stance. Handsome. She took in the formal presence he exuded.  Former military. Though he dressed in a red and black checked hunting shirt, she caught sight of the bronze badge that hung from his belt. More conspicuous was the laden holster resting on his hip. Local law enforcement, she inferred.


Hannah glanced down at the box she held in a blue gloved hand. Not wanting to raise any questions until she found out what was going on she stepped into a side hall just out of sight. After setting the box on the ground with care, she removed one glove and placed it in her back pocket. She removed the second glove and placed it in her hand so that she could pick up and hold onto the container but not touch it. By her estimation, if she held it and paid little attention to it, the officer would do the same. Her mind recalled a lesson learned by experience. People overlook the obvious, she reaffirmed to herself. She then proceeded back toward Hym and company.


Catching sight of her, Hym motioned her forward. She stepped up next to him as she let the box rest to her side. Hym then made introductions.


“This is Dr. Holmes and Sheriff Borden.”


The older gentleman smiled. “Henry will do,” he said in a pleasant voice.


“Jack,” the lawman offered with an extended hand. All exchanged handshakes.


Hannah took the doctor in with more detail. Familiar, she thought. She ran back through until she recognized him. Henry Holmes. A grin rolled over her face. “You’’re H. E. Holmes.” She looked to Hym, but motioned to Holmes. “The book Ms. Fish gave me. A Murderous Little Town.”


The doctor affirmed with a proud smile. “Have you read it?”


“I just got it last night when we got in, but I’m looking forward to it. That sort of thing intrigues me.”


“I am aware,” Holmes said with confidence. “I recognize you as well. Hannah Starvling. The Culinary Detective.” Hannah nodded.


“The Culinary Detective?” Borden interjected.


Holmes glanced over to Borden. “I have read about Ms. Starvling in Food Critic several times.” He grinned, adding, “I am a bit of an epicurean myself. I loved the one with the canine. Critic, was it?”


Listening to the doctor’s speech patterns, Hannah added formal and refined to her mental file. “Yes, Louie Woolridge, his owner, is a friend. He’s also the one who came up with that particular distinction.”


“Ms. Starvling is quite the detective in her own right, and former FBI if I recall correctly.”


“You are,” Hym affirmed.


“Well, it’s Hannah Miles now.” Hannah held her hand up to display her ring. “We’re just married yesterday. On our way to our honeymoon. We wanted to check in on the Reverend since it’s on the way.”


“He’s the one who married us, but he left early with his granddaughter and son-in-law, Susan and Calvin York. He wasn’t feeling well,”” Hym added, looking at Holmes. “You were with her when she collapsed?”


“I was. It was rather sudden.”


Borden ran his bent index finger back and forth under his lower lip. Hannah noted it as a particular habit of his and added it to her profile of the man.


“You say the preacher was ill. Hmm. And your wedding was in?” Borden inquired.


“Twilight. We live there, but I’m from Zebulon. I was in a similar position as yourself,” Hym informed. He lifted his cane. ““But then this happened.”


Hannah took in the sheriff for a second. She had her suspicions about why the two men were questioning them, but she kept them to herself. In her experience, she found that sometimes it was better to play innocent rather than admit anything. “What’s this all about?””


The sleuth noticed Holmes’ eye twitch a slight bit and the corners of his mouth turn up in a similar fashion as he gazed at her. She determined that he recognized her ploy and was assessing her as she had him. Observant, she added to his file. Meanwhile, Borden cocked his head to one side in a slight manner.


“Well, as you’ve noted, Henry here has a nose for the unusual. He’s been onto something for some time. An increase in the number of fatal heart attacks for certain patients.””


“Cardiac arrests. There is a distinction,” Holmes noted.


“Yeah, okay, anyway…” Borden gestured to Holmes. “He asked me to look into it. Then today, your friend…”” He motioned inside the waiting area to where Whipson sat. “His granddaughter turns up with the same issue. A week or so back, his assistant died of the same thing. With Henry’s help, I did some checking. Some of the fatalities connect up with the man.”


“He was their counselor, their minister, or their friend. In most cases, all three.” Holmes interjected with a broadened grin. “But you already knew that, did you not, dear?””


Hannah’s eyes darted between the lawman and physician, before she glanced over to her husband. Hym took in a breath and gestured to the two men.


“I didn’t say anything, but you might as well tell them what you know. Maybe we can all get this figured out.”


Hannah agreed with a few slow bobs of the head. She turned to look through the doorway at the Reverend. He held onto a crucifix, which he rubbed between his fingers. “Alright, but let’s do this away from him for the moment. I don’’t think he needs anymore stress. How about we take it to the cafeteria?”


“I’ll stay with the Reverend, if that’s okay,” Hym insisted. ““You can fill me in later.” He leaned over and gave her a quick kiss before heading in to be with Whipson.


With that, Holmes, Borden and Hannah exited the area.


 


 


 


Chapter Sixteen





After making their way to the dining area, Hannah, Holmes, and Borden all found seats. Doing so, Hannah explained how Whipson asked her to look into the case. She clarified every theory and idea she had explored as well as explained the candy box that rested on the table beside them. As Borden and she drank coffee and Holmes sipped on tea, her concerns over poison and about how much it would take came up.


“Well, there are many CNS active poisons that cause cardiac arrest. In most, I imagine it would take little to stop circulation,” Holmes informed. “As you said, candy could mask the taste of a lot of them.”


“CNS?” Borden asked.


“Central nervous system,” both Hannah and Holmes answered.


“If that is the way this is going down, it sounds reasonable,” Borden added as motioned toward the empty box. “You say you’’ve noticed these boxes three times?”


“So far. When we first got here, they were on a table with a woman by the name of Pepper Mothershed.”


“The receptionist,” Holmes explained to Borden.


Hannah affirmed with a bob of the head. “Then in Wessel’s office trash, and just now in Ms. West’s room.”


 


“I recall the box, but had no particular reflection upon it,” Holmes stated. “At the time, I must admit, I had no reason to consider it.”


 “I’d imagine not. There would be no reason too. But regardless, I was going to try to find out if any of the staff who worked with the victims remembered seeing the boxes.”


Borden leaned back in his chair as he twisted his coffee cup in circles in his hand as it rest on the table. “I suppose it’s pointless to ask how you got the names of the staff who worked with the victims.”


“I have my sources.”


“Uh huh. I also suppose, given what Henry said about you being a detective and former FBI, it’s a waste of time to say this is a police matter. You shouldn’t be involved.””


“I already am. I made Reverend Whipson a promise. I don’t go back on promises.” Hannah’s eyes moved between Holmes and Borden. “And I don’t quit.”


Borden blew out a puff of air as Holmes intervened.


“Come now, Jack. She is trained and from what I have read, talented. She is the one who solved the Karas case last year in Zebulon. We talked about it. And you have got your hands full as is.” Holmes turned his attention back to the sleuth, adding, ““Tantalus is not big, but it has its issues.”


Borden relented. “Alright, but you keep me in the loop. And I mean everything.”


Hannah agreed as she leaned back in her chair and took a swig of coffee. She again turned her attention to Holmes. “So, you’ve been checking into this as well. What made you look into it?”


“I had three patients that suffered cardiac arrests.” Holmes informed. “The rapid order of their deaths from this particular condition over a span of just a few months seemed high to me. I confess, at first I wondered if I had done something wrong in my attempts to treat them.” He took a sip of tea before continuing and cleared his throat. “Finding no root cause on my part, the whole affair piqued my curiosity. I began to examine some of the records, such as yourself. What I found disturbed me.” He motioned to Borden. “Since Jack and I are friends and have a history working police matters, I consulted him.”


“And what did you find?”


“The same as you. An increased number of deaths since Jonathan took over as head of ministerial duties at the center. Given his condition, I dismissed him as the perpetrator, but I must say, I never considered him in the manner you did. As unaware of his crimes in a psychological sense.”


“Me either. Seems you do think outside the box a bit,” Borden furthered.


Hannah nodded, thinking over her own recent misgivings about the Reverend. She considered how distracted she was by the wedding. Had she wandered onto the case by accident, her investigation might have gone smoother.


 Borden leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. A serious look crossed his face. “Well, the more we looked into it, the only other connection we found that tied to all the deaths were the Yorks. All the patients had one thing in common with them.”


“They all billed through York Gerontology,” Hannah informed.


“That’s right. I was going to interview them today, but then Henry gave me the call about Dr. York.”


“And you’re thinking her husband might have done this.”


“I am,” Borden answered with a nod. “Something happens to the wife, the first person you look at is the boyfriend, the lover, or the spouse. Do you disagree?””


Hannah sighed before she finished off her coffee. “Well, let’s just say I’m not sure. I’ve found no solid evidence to suggest it was him. The billing is circumstantial at best, and my gut instinct says no.”


“That was not a convincing denial, dear,” Holmes said. “I can tell that you have your doubts.”


The sleuth shifted in her seat. He’s right, she admitted to herself. Doubt was creeping in on her resolve to clear the Yorks. She now wondered if her desire to find the Yorks innocent for the Reverend’s sake hampered her ability to look beyond the obvious. It was a sobering notion. “I will admit that the pendulum is swinging in their direction… for the moment. His in particular.”


Borden leaned back and crossed his arms. “Well then, let’s consider it. He was present at all the victims’ deaths, but one. This Wessel fellow.””


“He was not with Susan when she collapsed,” Holmes interjected.


“And she didn’t die,” Borden clarified. “Maybe she wasn’’t supposed to die right then. Or perhaps at all.”


Holmes frowned. “Which brings us then to the age old question of why? Why would he do all this and attempt to rid himself of his wife? I met them the day they first arrived here. They have shown nothing but great care for one another and for Jonathan. Though the weight of the evidence bends in their direction, I still find it unfathomable.””


Borden peered to Hannah. “You said earlier that you toyed with the idea that it could be about money. Fraudulent billing. Some sort of cover up.”


“It was a theory. A possibility. They have a lot of debt at the moment. I don’t know an exact figure. But they still have school loans, a business to operate, and a family member who is incurring a lot of expense treatment wise.””


“Greed seems to be the base of a motive. I find that even harder to conceive of,” Holmes admitted. “No, I believe we both have arrived at the same intersection looking for the same locale, but we both have the limitations of the same map.”


Borden shot his friend a perturbed, yet somehow quizzical look. “English, Henry.”


Holmes narrowed his eyes and gave a put upon face. “I believe we are both coming to the same conclusion. That Calvin is innocent. But we have no evidence to push us in another direction. We are looking at him as a potential perpetrator even though our instincts tell us otherwise.”


“Well, I don’t have a reading on him, having never met him. I suppose that is the next order of business.”


To Hannah’s mind, their interactions reminded her of literary detectives, Sherlock and Watson, or Poirot and Hastings. Dramatic. Refined. Verbose, she added to file on Holmes. Grounded. Practical. Normal, she noted of Borden. Studying the two, she tried to calculate her approach to working with both. Though she understood Holmes’ intellect, she appreciated the practical law mentality in Borden. If she were going to work with them, she would have to play to their individual strengths as well as their weaknesses. The physician’s access to the hospital would be of great use moving forward. The lawman’s ability to get warrants and access to otherwise inaccessible records and such held value.


“So what say we go talk to him?” Borden said, drawing Hannah back away from her contemplations.


“Do you think that now is the correct time for such?” Holmes inquired. “His wife is still recovering.”


“All the more reason,” Borden said, rising from his seat. “He’s unsettled and I’d like to keep her that way.”


“We still don’t know that he had anything to do with this,” Hannah defended.


Borden paused before he moved to the door. “And we don’t know that he didn’t. That’s why we’re going to talk with him.”


Holmes gave Hannah a look. She rose to follow but said nothing.


*****


Fifteen minutes later, Hannah, Holmes, and Borden, sat with Calvin in his wife and his shared large office. Scanning the room over, Hannah found it spacious and stylish. Happiness Medical Center was a modern facility in every way, save it being part of an older structure. To Hannah, this office was far beyond the perceived norm. Opulent, came to her mind.


“You can’t be serious?” Calvin said in a frustrated tone. He ran his hands through his hair on both sides of his head. He let out an irritated breath of air as he rose from his office chair. He moved to look out the window before looking to Borden. “Give me a reason. One good reason why you think I would try to kill my wife.” He turned his attention to Hannah and glared. “Or any of these alleged victims?” He turned to Holmes. “Henry, you know as well as I do people here die of cardiac arrest all the time. It’s just part of the demographic. Here in particular.”


Holmes stared at his colleague. “It is, but not at the levels I have noted in comparison to the number of patients seen, and they seem to be increasing in frequency.”


“And you and your wife are the common thread between them all,” Borden added.


Calvin threw his arms into the air as he began pacing the floor.


“We’re not the only doctors here.” He pointed to Holmes. “You, yourself, have had patients die of cardiac arrest. I’m sure if you check deep enough, anybody practicing here has. Why am I the target of this little witch hunt? What makes the patients I oversaw any different from anyone else’s?”


Why am I the target?  Hannah took notice of the personal reference. Not we. I. She remembered Hym telling her that Calvin did not like when someone questioned him. From what her husband had described, it was something that annoyed the physician to a great degree. Ego or possible guilt? Watching him as he grew more and more agitated, she remained uncertain. His voice intensified and his gesturing becoming more extreme. Still, not surprising, given.


Hannah’s awareness raced back to the conversation she had with Hym when they passed through Happiness with Magdalen in tow. She told her husband she might have to step on some toes during the course of her investigation. Almost dancing on them now, she thought. She knew this interview would be troublesome, but she did not expect how much so. At this moment, she was asking one of Hym’s close friends if he were a serial killer, as well as attempted to kill his wife. Uxoricide, she thought. Even the word sent chills down her spine.


“Because your patients follow a pattern. They all suffered from a terminal disease, but each died far earlier than statistics can account for,” Holmes interjected in a calm voice.


Borden waved a finger between Hannah and Holmes. “And from what these two have found, that number has increased since you came here. Reverend Whipson asked her to look into it.”


“I’m aware of that. I noted my objections to her at that time,” Calvin said, his eyes darting to the sleuth. “And several more times thereafter.”


Calvin stood as he held an unbelieving stare. His eyes darted among the three, and came again to stop on Hannah. He gave a disgusted, half snort of a laugh and gestured, palms splayed out. “And what stick of wood did you bring to the witch’s pyre?”” he said with intense sarcasm.


For a second, Hannah was uncertain how to answer. She took a deep breath and held it as her eyes examined his posture, his face, and heated glower of his eyes. His demeanor was somewhere between hurt and intimidating. She understood both, but gave into neither.


“They were all billed through your practice.”


“My business? Wonderful. Just fantastic. Any other little tidbits you’d like to toss on the fire? A bounced company check. A large deposit. Massive withdrawal, perhaps?” Calvin took a few steps and took a dramatic stance. He raised a finger to the air. “Was there a sizable purchase? A secret bank account in the Caymans, maybe? Planned trip to a country with no extradition?”


Hannah shifted in an uncomfortable manner. “I didn’t get that far in. I do know it takes a lot to run a business. I’m pretty sure you still have debt from medical school.””


“Anything else?” Calvin said with disgust and anger.


The sleuth dropped her head before bringing her eyes back to meet his again. “I’m sure that the Reverend’s treatment hasn’’t been without expense. Susan would do anything for her grandfather. From what I can tell, you’d do anything for her.”


For a moment, Calvin said nothing. He moved back to his chair and sat down. He rubbed his hand across his mouth before he let his eyes roll across Hannah, Holmes, and Borden. They sat waiting for his response.


The look Calvin gave Hannah and the absolute rejection and denial of such doings gave her pause. Reading his face and body language, she became convinced more than ever that the man had nothing to do with either. Disturbed. Hurt. Angry. But not guilt. Though she reminded herself that she was capable at such readings, she was not adept at it. Still, she nonetheless moved to protect him in some minor way.


“The Reverend was looking for a way to exonerate you,” Hannah interjected. “Just to clarify and keep in mind. He didn’t believe you did anything wrong. He just wanted to make sure nothing came back on the two of you. He cares a great deal for the both of you.”


Calvin gave a nod. “I know,” he answered in a calmer voice. “And I’m sorry if I seem more than a little upset. Between this and Susan…” He shook his head. “Ask whatever you want. I’ll answer as best I can. If you need records, I’’ll get them…” He shot Borden a scowl. “Within the legal limits of law. I still have to uphold the doctor-patient confidentiality agreement. So if you want something down that line, you’’ll need the patient or family’s agreement or legal authorization.”


“Does that apply to the deceased?” Borden inquired.


“Contrary to the movies, Sheriff, it does.”


“It’s just easier to get a judge to issue a warrant,” Hannah informed.


Borden shifted his eyes over to Holmes, who nodded. Hannah took it as the physician assuring the sheriff about the truth of Calvin and her statements.


Borden twisted his face into an expression that suggested examination. “What happens if I have some of these alleged victims of yours exhumed and tested? Would I find anything?”


Calvin swallowed hard. “I have no idea. You’d have to ask county medical examiner after he’s done. His name is Clemente. Ramos Clemente. I’’m sure you are familiar with him,” he added in an icy cold, yet calm voice.


Borden nodded as he pushed himself back into the chair. “Fair enough.”


A silence fell on the room bringing with it an uncomfortable stillness. Hannah, sensing the unease in the room, broke it. “How is Susan?” She watched as Calvin’s shoulders sagged a little and his head dropped a bit. His expression deepened with what she took to be sadness and concern. Vulnerable, it occurred to her. First time since we entered the room.


“Critical but stable.” Calvin cleared his throat before continuing. “She’s sedated for the moment. Dr. Stockton, the resident cardiologist, is coming back from vacation early to have a look at her. He should be here late tonight. We may transfer her to a more conducive facility, depending on his recommendation.” He let out a short breath and looked over to Holmes. “Despite all this here, I need to thank you. If you weren’t there, she would have died.”


Holmes produced a reassuring smile. “No accolades necessary. I am just glad I was on hand.” He gestured to Hannah, Borden, and himself. “And this is nothing personal. It is just……troubling. Things are happening that need answering, but I am sure it will all turn out as expected.”


“I’m sure it will.” Calvin rose again and glanced over Borden. “If you don’t mind, I need to get back to my wife. I’m sure you’ll want to talk to her when she is able. I can’t say for sure when that will be, but I’ll let you know. Until then, you can find me there.”


“I will.”


All rose and exited. Hannah, Holmes, and Borden walked behind Calvin, who moved at an accelerated pace to the stairwell and exited.


“Your thoughts?” Holmes inquired in a general manner.


Borden responded first.


“Not sure. He seemed all over the place. Upset. Angry. Disturbed. Did you notice his hesitation when I mentioned exhuming some of the victims?”


Hannah considered the point. She too had noticed Calvin’s hard swallow at the mention of digging up and retesting alleged victims. However, she remained uncertain if it were a sign of fear from knowing what would be found, or fear from not knowing what would come to light. “I’’m biased,” she admitted in response. “I know him, though not well, but my gut instinct says no.”


“I don’t trust mine. Just the facts. He and his wife have the closest relationship to the victims. And with her now a target---”


“Alleged target,” Holmes interrupted. “That is yet determined.”


“It’s more than probable. But regardless, evidence points to him.”


It does, Hannah pondered to herself. She also admitted that were she still with the FBI, she would be focused on the man. Still, she did not believe he was behind everything. “But not conclusively. There’s still not confirmation that the death of any of these alleged victims resulted from murder. Nor do we have a definitive means. Or even a solid, workable motive. We have a series of similar deaths under unusual circumstance. A theory about poison. And conjecture over a cover up of fraudulent billing. Not even that is certain. In short order, gentlemen, it’s like my grandfather says. We don’’t have squat in the way of anything, just a bunch of theories and speculations, and that’s going nowhere.”


Stopping before the elevator, Borden ran his hand over his chin and responded to Hannah. “All right then. Since Henry says you’re used to this kind of thing, more so than me, what do you suggest?”


 “That we get answers where there are gaps. One way or another, it will push us forward.”


They stepped into the elevator and the sleuth looked to the physician. “Would you be willing to sign off on a request for exhumation for two of the victims?”


“I would.”


Hannah turned her attention to Borden. “Do you know a judge to sign off on that?”


“I got someone in mind.”


“Then that, gentlemen, is what I think we should do.”


“And what about you?” Borden asked.


“I’ve got someone I have to talk to who might have some answers, and I’m going to ask Calvin for an official copy of his financial records. I think he’’ll go along with it now without too much fuss.” She held up the candy box in the bag she had retrieved from the cafeteria. “We need to get this tested for trace.”


“It’s already corrupted.”


“True, but corrupted or not, it’s seems impossible that poison would be in the box from any outside source from me handling it. One way or another, it’ll give us an answer.””


Both Holmes and Borden agreed.


 “So, do you know anyone who can do a rush job?”


“I know someone at Stefano College in the criminal studies department. She does work for me when I need it,” the lawman responded.


“I have a similar thing at Serling.”


For the first time since they met, Hannah saw Borden grin.


“Serling? You a Gremlin?”


“A big green monster maniac. Graduated there before I joined the bureau. You a member of the Purple Testament?”


“Faith in the hue.”


Holmes shook his head. “I have never understood sporting rivalries.”


 


 


Chapter Seventeen


 


Once back on the floor with the ICU unit, Hannah, Holmes and Borden parted company. Before leaving, Holmes agreed to make the request for the exhumation of Brother Wessel. He would also seek permission for one of the other victims, Laurette Bowen, through their family. Bowen was one of the two victims for whom he was the primary care physician. Borden agreed to take the request before a judge once everything was ready as well as test the box for poison. Nevertheless, for the moment, he headed back to Tantalus to take care of ongoing duties.


Hannah, again sought out her husband. She found him still with Whipson in the ICU waiting area. Pulling Hym aside, she recounted everything and inquired about whether he had spoken or seen Calvin.


“I saw him pass by, but he didn’t stop,” Hym recalled. “He seemed upset for sure.”


“Nervous? Scared? Angry?”


“Hard to say. I mean, he just went on by, never looking our way. His head was down and he had his hands shoved into his pockets. So, what’s the word?”


“Pensive.”


“Yeah, I’d say that’s it. Like he had a lot on his mind. Not surprising, given his wife is in ICU and you asked him if he put her there.””


Hannah raised her head to examine her husband’s expression. She could not tell if it were an honest remark or sarcastic statement. “Stepping on toes,” was all she said. It was enough to cause Hym to stiffen a little. Sarcasm, she noted. A discussion for later. At that later time, she would remind him of his agreement to the terms of the investigation. Where it led would not be restricted by friendship and bruised egos. For now, she chose to remain focused on Calvin, regardless of Hym’s reluctance to do so.


“Brooding, but over what? I told you how he reacted when the Sheriff mentioned exhuming the body. What do you make of that?”


“Alright.” Hym placed his hands on his hips before throwing his head back and staring at the ceiling. He then brought his eyes back down to meet his wife’s. ““If it were me, I’d worry.”


Hannah cocked her head to one side but said nothing, letting Hym continue.


“Not because of guilt, but because it’s a natural reaction. We all…react in some way when we’re accused, even if we didn’t do it. In this case, it’s that fear that there might be something going on. I’d imagine he’’s thinking, ‘what if I’m wrong and there is something to all this? When they exhume the body, they’ll find poison and they'll blame me’.” Hym raised fingers as he counted and peered straight at Hannah. “One, he’s been denying there was something going down which makes him look like he’s trying to throw off the scent of the hound.” He pointed to his wife before he continued with his action. “Two, it has to be clear to him that whatever is going on centers on him and/or Mudbug. Three, this is all out of his control. Remember what I told you about him? He’s always in control. This is enough to send anyone over the edge, but a guy like Calvin…” Hym paused, lifted his hand and placed it on Hannah’s shoulder. “Someone attacked the woman he loves. Adores, even. If it were me, I’d be more than upset. I would be downright pissed, in particular at myself for not protecting you.” He leaned over and kissed Hannah’s forehead. Pulling back, he added, “That’s what I make of it.”


Hannah considered Hym’s argument. “Scent of the hound. Did you just call me…”


“No!” Hym threw his hands up in a defensive measure. “Hound, as in bloodhound. If I called that, it would make me…””


“Right, we’ll leave it at that, mister.” Hannah pulled him forward for a quick make up smooch. “Okay, I can see that. I told Dr. Holmes and Sheriff Borden that I didn’t think he was guilty, but I couldn’t wrap my head around Calvin’s reaction. Everything up until that point was anger, frustration, and passive-aggressive denial. Then, he just hesitated and swallowed hard at the mention of exhumation. But what you said makes some sense.” Set it aside for now, she added in a thought. She glanced down at her phone. ““It’s some time before I have to meet up with Rhoades.” The sleuth looked over to Whipson, who yet again prayed as he sat in the waiting area. “You think we could talk him into some food? He needs to keep his strength up.”


 “Until he sees Mudbug, he won’t move.”


“And you’re not going to move until he does, I suppose.”


Hym gave a meek smile and threw his hands half up as if caught.


“Well, I’ll go back to the cafeteria and bring both of you something. What does he like?”


A large, appreciative smile came to Hym as he drew Hannah up to his chest. “Love you, Sherlock. Thanks for understanding.”


“Love you too, Sweet Face. That’s what we do now. We’re a team. They mean a lot to you, so they mean a lot to me. I’ll be back in just a bit. You want something?”


“Not that hungry at the moment.”


“The Reverend’s not the only one who needs to keep his strength up. All this will end soon and then there’s that honeymoon to attend to. I have plans for you.””


“Oh, you do, do you?”


“I do.”


“You’ve said that before.”


“And I meant it.”


Hannah gave her husband a kiss and yet again headed back toward the elevators. Per usual, her mind drifted to the case. Doing so, a wave of frustration fell over her. Her instincts told her that she had all the pieces to the puzzle, all the players in the game, but she had yet to sort it or them out. As she waited for the elevator with a young couple, she tried to focus but found it hard to do so. Too much was happening around her at a time when she wanted nothing more than to wrap the case up and get on with her life. Her honeymoon with Hym hung over her. Dreams of their life together. A future unwritten, to date, unrealized. But her promise to Whipson drove her forward and at the same time, grounded her in the present. You made a promise. Keep it. Solve it. Pick through it.


After a moment of sorting through the various details, Hannah pinched the bridge of her nose. Still missing something, she determined. Then, the words of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle speaking as Sherlock Holmes came to mind. “The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever observes.” 


Hannah turned her focus in that direction after stepping onto the elevator. If it’s all here, I’m missing something obvious, but what? She gave herself a quick rundown of her suspects, both believable and unbelievable. First on her list was Ms. Lindsay, the candy shop owner. Hannah rolled her eyes, chastising herself for even considering the possibility. No connection other than her husband, and his death doesn’t appear to be anything out of the ordinary. No dice. Next was Whipson. Again, she reprimanded herself for even looking at him. Too ill. Still sane. Too upset. No killer. Susan was out unless her health incident turned up unrelated or a plea of help, as was Wessel, unless she misread the situation. That left only three possibilities. Calvin, Janus, and Rhoades, the sleuth listed. Calvin remained suspect, but only in the slightest manner to her. He seemed to care for his wife as well as the Reverend. Hannah further noted that although reluctant at first, he did agree in the end to their request to look further into his life, despite his reaction to the threat of exhumation of bodies. 


As the doors opened, Hannah’s quirk presented itself. After stepping out, she moved to the side and contemplated. Father Janus stayed in Twilight after the wedding. Susan got ill this morning. Her eyes widened as she twisted her lips and pulled her cheeks in. “Rhoades is at work,” she let out half aloud.


Stepping out into the hallway, she turned toward the cafeteria. Along the way, she saw the center’s gift shop, which she had missed before. Glancing through the glass pane of the storefront as she passed by, she saw a woman looking over a large stack of candy gift boxes. Hannah stopped to observe. Spur of the Moment, she noted as she read the display sign and recognized the containers. Ms. Lindsay’s. In that moment, she realized she had made the erroneous assumption that all the candy came from the store in Happiness. Now, she understood that it could have come from at least two locations. Maybe more, she speculated. With that, Hannah entered the shop and approached the woman at the counter whom she recognized from reception. Wormwood. The woman smiled as she approached.


“How is Dr. York?” Wormwood inquired.


“Stable for the moment. You sure get around. I thought you worked reception?”


“Oh, I’m all over the place. Reception some.” She gave a pleasing smile. ““I’m an old candy striper all over the hospital as well. A volunteer. Wherever I’m needed. It keeps me busy since my husband passed.””


Hannah winced a little. “I’m so sorry.”


Wormwood waved the comment off. “Well, thank you dear. That’s sweet, but these things happen as we age. It’s to be expected. Sometimes when we’re not that old. That’s when it hurts the most. To those we love. It happens and we never know why. Other times, we just have to suffer through them and think there’’s an opportunity to amend things thereafter.”


There was a brief time of awkward silence between the older woman and the younger sleuth. Wormwood’s awkward, lingering smile unnerved Hannah, reminding her that at some point she might have to face the same with Hym. Although in all probability it would be far in the future, something about the comment struck a chord with her. The idea that she might somehow be separated from her new husband sent chills down her spine. She stiffened and took a step back before responding in a manner meant to redirect the conversation.


“You know this place in and out then, I take it.”


Wormwood gave a quizzical smile. “I do.”


Hannah pointed to the stack of candies. “Is this and the store they come from the only place to get these?”


The woman gestured no. “They’re pretty much exclusive to Happiness, but you can find them all over the place around the community: the store, Spur of the Moment, of course, here, the restaurant downtown called Rod’’s, and the pharmacy. I think even Colonel Hawthorne sells them at the Vets museum.” Wormwood gave a gingered laugh. “But between you and me, I think he buys and eats most of them himself.”” She straightened her work apron with the word Happiness embroidered across it. The large letters were emblazoned in a rainbow of colors.


“Pristine,” Hannah noted and added to her file on the woman. Taking the small shop in, she noticed no other forms of candy. “Is this the only kind you sell?”


“Pretty much. We used to have the usual kinds. Candy bars, chews, and such, but after a while, everyone seemed to prefer these. It just made sense to sell them and let everyone get the others from the vending machines.”


Another broad smile mounted Wormwood’s face. “Would you like to take some to Dr. York? She loves them. They might make her feel better.”


Hannah stiffened at the woman’s words. She knew the older lady meant nothing by the sentiment, but the thought sent another chill down her spine. “You say she likes them?”


 “Oh, yes, she comes in here every few weeks it seems and buys a small box.”


Hannah turned back to examine the stacked boxes. She found that some held specific types of candies: petit fours, fudge, and other small treats. Others were of a mixed variety. One kind in particular caught her attention. Lemon cake petit fours. Small box. For the Reverend, Hannah thought as a smile ran across her face. She picked up a box of that variety. ““These?” she inquired, holding up a box.


Wormwood pointed to the stacks of boxes on the display table and wiggled her finger. “No. Just a mixed assortment like those on the left.”


Again, Hannah stiffened. She set the box down and picked up the small box. It was the same as the one she found in Victoria West’s room earlier that day. Thoughts rushed her mind. So much so, she had to close her eyes to slow the speed at which they came. After a second, she steadied herself enough to produce a pleasant face. She laid the box on the counter and paid for it.


Wormwood cocked her head a slight bit to the right as she rang up the sale. “Are you alright, dear? You’ve gone a bit pale.”


“Oh, it’s nothing, just worried about my friend. Hope she gets the chance to enjoy these.”


“I’m sure she will. Her husband’s looking after her now. He’’s a fine doctor. Both are. Quite generous with their patients. If you’re suffering, they’re the ones to see. Everyone here just loves them, and of course, I’’m sure the good Reverend is doing all he can for his granddaughter as well. It’s just part of his nature now to help, isn’t it? I’’m sure you’re aware, he’s quite fond of her. All this must be a terrible burden. He must be suffering so.”


“He is.”


“Would you like this gift wrapped? I may be getting older but I can still wrap things up with the best of them. It gives it that personal touch.”


“That won’t be necessary, but thanks anyway. You have a good day. I’m sure I’’ll see you around.”


“Oh, I’m sure you will, dear,” the woman said.


Moments later, Hannah was in the cafeteria with bag in hand. As she stood in line at the deli counter section waiting for her order, she could not help staring at the box. A great deal of what Wormwood said played repeatedly in her mind. Comes in every few weeks and buys a box. Mixed variety. If you’re suffering, they’re the ones to see. Her hand came to cover her mouth. Obvious things again played through her thoughts. In an instant, doubts came to her. She wondered if she had been overlooking the obvious. Though she had considered Susan as an accomplice to Calvin, she now wondered if it were the reverse. If, perhaps, he were submissive to her. If he were aiding her somehow. Susan bought the candy. The same sweets that Hannah had found in Wessel’s office. She was in the victim’s rooms in every case, albeit along with her husband. The same type box she found in West’s room where Susan collapsed. Could she have, by accident, eaten a poisoned petite four or piece of fudge left for West? Perhaps she knew that with Holmes at her side, she had a good chance at survival and ate one on purpose. Thereby, any suspicion would be offset. It would be a bold move. A risky one, but anyone unstable enough to poison might be willing, she considered. The question Hannah had to answer was would it be one Susan would take. A question for Hym. The idea made her wince. Given his resistance to her considerations of Calvin, she knew full on any such consideration of Mudbug would be more so. She sighed and paid little attention as the man behind the counter handed her two sacks.


“Well, this is going to suck,” she mumbled half aloud thinking the situation over.


The older man behind the counter produced an incredulous face. “It’s not so bad. I mean, its hospital deli but its still deli fresh. I guarantee.”


The man’s comment brought Hannah to the moment. She sized him up. Late 60s. 5’10” to 5’11”, Heavy set. Grey hair with remaining hints of black. Dark eyes. Hannah blushed. “Oh, no, sorry. I wasn’t… I mean, I’m sure it is. I was thinking about something else.””


The man smirked. “Eh, forget about it. It happens about two or three times a week anyways. No big deal.”


New York Bronx Italian accent, she added to her profile.


She glanced behind the man at his mounted menu. In the lower corner, spelled out in small letters, were ‘we cater.’


A thought crossed Hannah’s mind. “You cater. Can I ask you a question about that business?”


“Insult my food, then you want to ask me a question. You got to love the south.” The man gave a gregarious laugh. “Sure, sweetheart, why not. Ask away.”


“I assume you serve your food on platters.”


“Sure. How else would we?”


“If someone wanted to prank someone or surprise them, say put a ring in a piece or something nasty like jelly in a pastrami roll up, how would you make sure the person they wanted to get it, got it?”


The man shrugged. “Like a wedding proposal or something like that?” He scratched the back of his head. “Don’’t know. You’d have to either dose them all, which would be pretty expensive if it were a proposal given all them rings. Or hand them that one in particular, maybe on a separate plate or something.” He studied the sleuth. “You thinking of joking on someone, cause that’s a strange question?”


 Hannah grinned. “I’m a strange girl.”


Taking in her top hat, the man nodded. “Yeah, I kind of got that. You have yourself a nice day now, lady.”


“You do the same.” With that, Hannah headed back.


 


 


Chapter Eighteen





When Hannah arrived back in the waiting area, she found Hym sitting alone, head thrust back against the wall, and sleeping. She awoke him with a kiss on the forehead.


“Hey you,” she said, offering her husband one of the deli bags. “Where’s the Reverend?”


“Back with Mudbug. She hasn’t woken yet but they think she’ll recover.” Hym looked at Hannah with a concerned expression. “They’re testing for long term damage.”


Hannah took in his pain and nodded. He’s hurting. “Is she awake?”


Hym shook his head. “Not yet, but Calvin said that was normal.” He ran his hand over his head and through his hair. “As if any of this is normal.”” He reached in the bag and removed a sandwich, a soda, and some chips. Studying the sandwich as he did so, he looked over it toward Hannah. “So, where are you now? I know you’ve been thinking it over. Still thinking Calvin?””


Hannah shrugged. She was not sure she wanted to breach her considerations of Susan with Hym just yet. It would upset him further, even though both he and she had agreed to the terms of the investigation. Yet, another part of her felt that keeping secrets now that they were married was wrong. She decided to approach the subject from a distance. “Among others. There’’s a lot to consider, and I won’t know much for sure until after I talk with Rhoades. Which reminds me, I need to call Cate and keep her updated.” Taking one of Hym’s chips, she examined it as she talked. “Are you going to call Magdalen? I’m sure she’d want to know.”


“Already have. She’s coming down.”


“How?”


“Rent a car I guess. She didn’t say. Just that she would get here.”


“What about Hazelnut?”


“Your grandparents will look after her. She’ll be fine.”


Hannah acknowledged with a few bobs of her head. “Gigantor will love having her around. Casper, not so much,” she said, recalling Gran and Papa Jay’s dog and cat. She glanced over to Hym. “Sorry for all this. This is not how I imagined our honeymoon.”


Hym half laughed. “It’s pretty much dead on what I expected.”


The sleuth reached out to swat at her husband’s arm. “Oh, you, come here,” she said, reaching out to pull him by the shirt toward her. She shared a kiss with him. Leaning back, she added, “It’s coming, mister, and when we get there, boy, are you going to get it.”


“That’s the plan,” Hym said with a grin.


Hannah’s mouth fell open with a mixture of amusement and shock. “You are a bad man,” she summed up with a grin. “A bad, bad man indeed.”


 *****


After chatting with Hym and waiting for Whipson to return, Hannah fell asleep on her husbands shoulder. When she awoke, it was just before four in the afternoon. The Reverend was just settling into a chair opposite the two, with the help of Calvin. Hannah rubbed her eyes and yawned before stretching. “How is she?”


Calvin gave a concerned but appreciative look. “Still not awake but she’s stable for now.” He paused and took a long, slow breath before letting it go. ““She appears to have sustained some damage to her heart. That friend, the cardiologist I told you about is flying back in early from vacation. When he gives the all clear, we’re transporting her to University of Alabama in Birmingham Medical Center. He has a friend, a surgeon, who’ll oversee the implantation of an internal cardioverter defibrillator. It’s a device to regulate her heart and uh…” He leaned back with a worrisome expression as he ran his hand over his jaw. “Well, it’ll be there if this happens again.”


Hannah leaned forward in her seat, placing her elbows on her knees. She peered straight at Calvin. “Do you expect it to happen again?”


The physician gave a noncommittal shrug. “I didn’t expect it to happen now. I guess no one does, but she’s been fine otherwise. We had ourselves checked out just last month for insurance purposes.” He glanced between the Reverend, Hym, and Hannah. “And we were trying for a baby.” He turned to look to Whipson. ““We wanted to let you know before…” His words trailed off as tear welled in his eyes.


Whipson reached over, took hold of his grandson-in-law’s hand, and smiled, but he said nothing. Instead, he swallowed hard and cleared his throat.


Hannah watched every minute detail of the exchange. Real, she commented to herself. It was at that moment that she would follow her instincts. Her ‘gut’ as Gran called it. Calvin is not involved, she determined, but what about his wife. Again, she reconsidered what she had briefly pondered.


It seemed nearly impossible that Susan would poison herself just to throw off an investigation. Then again, she had not only heard of stranger things, she had borne witness to it. In her brief time with FBI, she was part of a kidnapping investigation. All evidence suggested that the victim, a young wife, was first targeted, and then taken. Every detail seemed in place. Every clue leading right toward where it should. When the victim’s wealthy husband refused the ransom demand, a finger showed up at his office within hours. Tests concluded that it belong to his wife. He paid thereafter. Once the ransom delivery concluded, her kidnapper returned her as promised. Within weeks of the incident, the wife filed for divorce, citing her husband’s reluctance to pay upfront as a sign that he did not care. While everyone else found this reasonable, Hannah again followed her instincts. It did not feel right to her. Her gut suggested something was amiss. She dug deeper and in time exposed the whole affair as an elaborate plan between the purported victim and her lover. Their downfall was the unexpected refusal of the husband to pay. In desperation, the two decided to remove a finger. This was not in exchange for a $1,000,000 dollar ransom, but for her half of the divorce settlement. It amounted to about $10 million dollars. Before, the woman had determined that she could not get nearly that much because of the limited time married to the man. However, after his refusal to meet the demands of the ‘kidnapper’, she felt she had a greater chance of things going her way. Her lover, being an attorney, believed he could sway the court, under the given situation.


The thought made Hannah shake her head. Greed, she noted. What people won’t do for money? It also troubled her that before she considered this whole mess as a possible result of fraud. From what she knew of Susan, it did not seem probable. Yet again, Cate’s reminder of Conny Miller pushed forward. You don’t know her. You don’t know what she’s capable of. You only have Hym’s word about her, and he’s wearing rose colored glasses. Even this bothered her to a degree. Hym, her Sweet Face, still seemed enamored of the woman to Hannah. He seemed protective of both Calvin and Susan, but to the sleuth, it was more apparent with the latter. His ‘Mudbug’ as he called her. It caused a swell of emotion within her. Something she denied having. She pressed her thumb into her temple and rubbed.


“Headache?” Hym asked with a concerned tone.


“A little one. It’ll pass. I need to get some water and aspirin, and then give Cate a call.”


She rose and exited the waiting area.


*****


“For your honeymoon? I was joking when I said he should take you there. You know that, right?” Cate commented with an incredulous tone.


“Yeah, but he said something always comes up with me and that I wouldn’t be able to do anything until I got this out of my head. Then we’ll go on to our actual destination.””


“Well, you can’t say he doesn’t know you. Smart and pretty to look at. You did score big.”


“I did, but if I don’t get on with this, he might leave me here, stuck between Greek Hell and old age emotional bliss.”


Cate half laughed. “Well, let’s see if I can help you along so you can use that number I got you.”


The thought of Cate’s last minute, impromptu wedding gift made her both smile and blush. “I’d like that. What have you got for me?””


“Well, just a few things. Some of the info I told you would take some time, I actually got quicker.”


 Hannah smiled. As expected, she commented to herself. “Have I ever told you how amazing you are?”


“Occasionally, but not enough. Now, when we started talking about his troubles at seminary, that whole bit distracted us from the fact that Janus was an adoptee. The state of Ohio sealed his adoption records, for the most part per usual. But with some finagling…well, a lot of finagling, I did find out some things. Someone viewed those records according to the lady I talked to where the records are held. She wouldn’t say who or when, so it could have been yesterday or sixty years ago. No way of knowing. All she would say is you have to make a special request through the court to view them. But she did say that the ‘who’ in that scenario, the one who viewed the record is also redacted without an additional court order, and you’d need to have good reason to do so.”


“Like someone under investigation or such,” Hannah thought aloud. “Interesting. Someone was or is looking for that person. Like us, just with the authority to do so.””


“Or he’s looking for his siblings. That's more probable given the limited access to identifiable information. Again, it can only happen through a court order, and such orders come under dire circumstance,” Cate continued.


 “Such as health issues that require contact with the birth family.”


 “Uh huh. Things like blood disorders or rare genetic illnesses. Sometimes if a person has a rare blood or bone cancer and requires a match.”


Again, suffering traipsed across Hannah’s thoughts before she further responded. “Okay, so there is a probable medical link to the good Father’’s adoption.”


“I’m not sure how that helps, but you have the info. So use it to your advantage.”


“Will do. Anything else?” Hannah inquired.


“Yeah, you know the family who adopted him was from Ohio, but he wasn't from there. I couldn’t find out where.”


“How’d you find that out?”


“Inter occupational cooperation. I had the local librarian do a quick search of the Peaksville Gazette. They digitized it for storage and research purposes. Turns out Janus did an interview for an article about being the child of adoption. According to his own words, his came when he was three.”


There was a slight pause. Hannah broke the moment, disrupting Cate’s flair for the dramatic. “Now I’m sensing an ‘and’ coming on.”


“Spoilsport. His surname at birth was Raymond Beaumont, and he had four siblings. The state split him away from them. A twin sister named Mary, an older brother named Buck who was five, and a younger sibling who was one and named Scott. At the time of the article, Janus was nineteen and looking for his siblings.”


“Why would the state split up a family? Twins in particular?”


“You got me. Makes no sense. But if the opportunity presented itself, like a family looking for something specific, I imagine they would jump on it. A placed child is a placed child. Off the books of the state.”


“Sad.”


“It is, but from all the records I have managed to get hold of, there is no mention of his brothers or sister. I can only assume he never found them. Janus, of course, ended up in Peaksville.”


“Their names may have changed.”


“I suppose, but I have no way of finding that out. He’s lived in a dozen different places over the years but he doesn’t leave a trail, at least not a traceable public one for the most part.”


“Did he say why they ended up parentless?”


“No, not in the article, but he did mention his adoption came through a state operation, but his siblings and he came from a local institution of some kind. From the article, he seemed to have been too young or too traumatized to remember, which means the parents were out of the picture at the time of his adoption. Could be neglect. Parents in prison or unfit.””


“Or dead,” Hannah stated.


“Can’t say. But there’s more.”


“More? Do tell. Remind me when I get back that I owe you big time.”


“You’ve owed me for years. Someday you’ll pay, like at my wedding.”


“Set a date?”


“Not yet, but you’ll know when I do. Anyway, back to his troubles at seminary. You were right about the charge. It was involvement with a staff member. One Ingrid Larkin. Seems innocent enough but the seminary had a rule about dating among the staff and students.””


“Even though that denomination doesn’t require celibacy.”


“I suppose not. But, regardless, I couldn’t think of a reason why this would be significant.”


“Me either, but I’m sensing a ‘but then’ coming next.””


“Indeed, but then I got to thinking, so I followed up on her. After the incident, she lost her job at the seminary, but while there, she worked as a records clerk for the church.”


“Hmm,” Hannah commented, producing her quirk as she shifted her phone to the other ear.


“You’re doing it again. I can hear it rolling around. What?” Cate huffed from the other end.


“You know what I’m thinking...”


“That he met her trying to find out something about his siblings whereabouts or his parents.”


“People do abandon children at churches sometimes. It would have been sixty-five or seventy years ago, more or less. Things were different then, but if it were already a seminary, it might look just as appealing to parents looking for a safe place for their kids.”


“And I’d bet good money they’d keep records. He was following a trail.”


“Worth looking into, don’t you think?” Hannah asked, already aware of the answer she would receive. Cate did not disappoint.


“I’ve already been digging. I got some people helping me check for this Ingrid Larkin. So far, I haven’t found her, but I’’d imagine she got married and has a different last name. Plus, like you said, it’s been a long time. Even then, she may or may not remember him, or even if he found what he was looking for. If that is even relevant to the case, but even if it is, how does that relate to what’s been going on?”


“I’m not sure. Just following the bread crumbs to see where they lead at the moment.”


“Well, we could also just take the direct route. Have you spoken with him yet?”


“No, he stayed in the cabin for the weekend. It was already rented and he asked if we would mind. Hym didn’t see any harm in it and neither did I.”


“You want me to swing by and see if I can catch him?”


Hannah thought for a second before answering. “That’d be great. I don’t know if you got to talk to him much, but he can be a bit terse. He might not like us poking into his past, so tread lightly. You might want to come up with a cover story.”


“Will do. Anything in particular you want me to get at?”


“Anything and everything you think would help. You know the drill. We’ve done this before.”


“Gotcha.”


The phone line clicked indicating an incoming call on Cate’s side.


“Oh, that’s one of the people looking for Larkin. I have to run, but given when they said they were leaving, Buster and Magdalen shouldn’t be too far out. Tell him to give me a call and let me know they got there safe.”


“Buster’s with Magdalen?”


“Connected hip to hip, girlfriend. Got to go, and wrap this thing up so you and Hym can get on with it.”


“You’re starting to sound like Gran.”


“Same idea. Different goals. Love you.”


“Love you too. Let me know about Larkin.”


“Will do. Bye.”


Hannah clicked off the cell and tapped it against her chin as she pondered Cate’s information. It was all intriguing to her, but is it relevant? She checked her phone and found she still had just a short time before meeting with Rhoades. She pressed her thumb into her temple and rubbed. ““Darn,” she half mumbled. “No closer than before.” Her shoulders were tight and her head ached. She inhaled and let out a long breath, trying to calm her increasing tension. Too much information. Too many possibilities. Focus. Focus. Focus, she chided to herself.


She was about to return to the waiting area and tell Hym she was going to her appointment when a familiar voice called to her. “Hannah,” she heard from an elder, female voice. She turned to see Buster and Magdalen waving and heading her way. Beside them was Gran. She paused and greeted them with a strained smile. “Gran? What are you doing here? I thought you were watching Hazelnut.”


“Oh, she’s here too with your grandfather in the RV.”


Hannah blinked several times, eyes wide and mouth agape. “But…”


“Well, Magdalen and Buster needed a ride. You have a case. More importantly, you have a honeymoon. You won’t go until you get this thing behind you, and the longer it goes on, the longer it will take for that thing to happen that will get you in that way.””


Buster assumed a quizzical face. “Wait. What?”


“Pregnant,” Magdalen half-whispered, “she wants her to get pregnant.”


“Oh,” Buster acknowledged. “Oh!” he added, wide eyed.


Hannah said nothing as she tried to compose a response, but nothing came forth. Seeing this, Magdalen intervened.


“How is she?”


“Still out. They’re waiting for a specialist friend of Calvin’s to look her over, but he’s pretty sure she suffered some heart damage. Enough for a defib implant.”


Magdalen’s eyes widened as her hand came to cover her mouth. Buster put his arm around her waist to steady her. After a moment, she stiffened her stance. “Hym said that it was cardiac arrest, like all the others. Someone tried to kill her then?””


“Oh, my,” Gran said. “Good thing I came.”


Hannah considered her response with care. First, she had to deal with her sister-in-law. Like Hym, Magdalen was friends with both Susan and Calvin. She even mentioned in an earlier conversation that the Yorks offered her a place working in their practice. Whenever she was ready to leave Chicago, she had a job waiting. This gave Hannah pause. Hym’s sister was more open to the idea of the Yorks’’ involvement than Hym. Now, with Susan as a possible victim of attempted murder, Hannah was unsure how Magdalen would react. Of particular concern was her theory of self-poisoning. She decided to air on the side of caution and to avoid a direct statement. Be noncommittal, she told herself.


“Maybe,” Hannah gave with absolute uncertainty. “It could have been accidental. That she was in the room of the intended victim and picked up a poison piece by accident.””


Magdalen nodded.


“Well, at least it narrows your list down,” Buster chimed in. “That one guy who you thought may have been doing it but poisoned himself by accident isn’’t around.” He squeezed his hold on Magdalen. “And their friend is now a victim.”


Hannah’s eyes darted over to Buster. She knew he was attempting to comfort Magdalen, but he was jumping to conclusions. Susan still ranked high on her list at the moment, despite her condition. She considered going on and exposing her theories to the three before her. However, in the end, she again held back and avoided the question.


“So, where does that leave us, dear?” Gran chimed in.


Hannah stared at her grandmother. As usual, Gran had inserted herself into an investigation. While the elder Starvling was a talented detective in her own right, at the moment she was being both nosy and pushy. Hannah knew that Gran still liked to dabble in ‘being nosy’ as Papa Jay called it. More so, this was her grandmother trying to force her into a situation she was yet to deal with. The idea of her getting pregnant. She decided that she would deal with this issue at the conclusion of the case, but for the moment, with the elder Starvling there before her, she would press on.


“Well, I have lots of information, but nothing conclusive. To date, all I do know is that there’s a link between some candy boxes and three of the victims. Two are dead, the other being Susan, who is at the moment out of it.”


Buster frowned. “Like the stuff you ordered for the wedding? Are you back to that?”


“Yes, we are back to that,” Hannah answered.


The sleuth’s terse tone caused Buster to move a slight bit back and Gran to frown. Hannah’s irritation showed in her expression as well. It was enough to cause the handsome man to drop his hold on Hym’s sister. Magdalen, herself, scowled in a slight manner but said nothing. In return, Hannah sighed.


“I’m sorry, guys. I’m just a bit flustered at the moment. Hym and I are supposed to be on our honeymoon, but there’s this with Susan. A lot of stuff points in all kinds of directions, but none of it completes the puzzle. I just want to go and forget about it, but I can’t…”


By this time, Hannah’s voice sounded stressed. In an unexpected move to the sleuth, Magdalen reached out and hugged her.


“It’s all right. You’re doing the best you can. You’re right, you know. You should just go on and forget about this for a while.”


“Oh, I don’t see that happening,” Gran interceded. “That’’s just not possible. I know that from experience.”


Buster pointed to Hannah’s forehead and grinned. “It’s all swirling around up there, like planes in a cloud. She has to land them before she can move on, but now that we’’re here, maybe we can help.”


“Come here, you,” Hannah said, releasing Magdalen and embracing Buster. After a moment, she released him. Then she hugged Gran. “Thank you. I appreciate that. I do. Sorry if I snapped at you.”


“Not like it’s not happened before.”


Hannah jabbed at Buster’s arm.


“Hey, not like that hasn’t happened either.”


His reaction caused Hannah to half laugh. Needed that. Always good for a laugh, she noted. “Hym’s in the ICU waiting room.” She pointed down the hallway, and then looked to Magdalen and Gran. “But I’m on my way to talk with Jackie Rhoades. Want to come?”


“What about me?” Buster asked.


“He’s a bit shy.” Hannah pointed between Magdalen and herself. “He met us through Whipson and I don’t think he’ll mind, Gran, but if you tag along, he might not talk.”


“Well, what am I supposed to do?”


Magdalen shoulder bumped Buster. “You can find something to do without me for a little bit. Let us girls go do some work.”


Buster sighed. “This is so not fair.”


Magdalen spun Buster around and shoved him toward the hallway leading to the waiting area. She then swatted his rear. “Catch up with you soon, pretty boy.”


The women watched as he moved down the hall, rubbing his backside.


Hannah called after, “Give Cate a call. Let her know you two got here.”


Buster waved without looking back.


“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you like him,” Hannah commented to Magdalen.


Eyeing the young man as he moved down the hall, Gran gave a toothy grin. “Pretty face, perfect body, nice butt. Doesn’t think too much. What’s not to like? He’’s perfect.”


The women laughed as they headed off in the other direction.


 


 


 


Chapter Nineteen


 


Once again, Hannah found herself heading back to the medical center’s cafeteria. Even though she felt the weight of the ongoing case on her, she also found that talking with her sister-in-law helped. Although Gran’s intrusion annoyed her, she soon found herself venting as they mounted the elevator.


“It’s not the way I wanted to start my life with Hym. I don’t want him to think this is how it’s going to be, with me being wrapped up in some investigation all the time. I’m a culinary consultant, for heaven’s sake, not a real detective, but this keeps happening. It’s like I can’t get away from trouble.” She sighed. “I just want to be with him and I want him to be with me.”


Magdalen half laughed. “You don’t have to worry about that. He’s not going anywhere. I know my brother. He adores you, more than anything, but that bit about you not being a real detective, well, that’s debatable. Truth be told, I think that’s the part of you he admires the most.”


“Are you sure?” Hannah responded with a hint of relief and appreciation. “It just worries me. I’m ready to settle down now and this case, its got me…” As the elevator came to a stop, Hannah glanced up at the level indicator. “Oops, wrong floor,” she said as she reached forward to push the button again, but she stopped as the doors opened. Once more, she found herself standing before Rhoades. Seeing her, the custodian swallowed. Nervous as usual, she inferred as she mounted her best, most charming smile. “We were just on our way to find you.””


Rhoades dropped his head as he pushed his bucket and mop into the lift before turning to pull his cart inside.


“You remember Magdalen from the other day, don’t you? She’s a friend of the Reverend, and this is my grandmother, Sindee. She would like to come along. That is, if you don’’t mind.”


The older man eyed Gran. She assumed a pleasant smile. After a moment, the custodian agreed with a gesture. “I got to put my things away first. Punch out.”


“Of course,” Hannah said. “Which floor?”


Rather than answer, Rhoades leaned forward and pushed the button marked B1. As the device chugged into motion downward, Gran and Magdalen watched as Hannah attempted to ease the man’s reluctance by engaging him in idle talk.


“Did you have a good day?”


“Came and it went.”


“You didn’t happen to clean the room where Dr. York passed out, did you?”


Rhoades twisted his lip and bit at the corner of his mouth. He did not make eye contact but stared forward before bobbing his head to affirm.


“Do you remember the candy box that was in there?”


“It was empty. Threw it away.”


“I know, but you clean up all around the hospital, right? On a lot of different floors.”


Once more, Rhoades acknowledged with a gesture. “Uh huh.”


“Have you seen that kind of box in other rooms where people died?”


The elevator sounded, indicating that the floor was reached. The doors opened and Rhoades pushed his equipment onto the floor with the assistance of Magdalen.


“Thank you,” he whispered.


Hannah noted how his voice sounded demur. Humble and cautious.


Rhoades turned his head to peer at the culinary detective for the first time as they moved along the hallway. She felt like he was searching for something, but just what, she could not say.


“Clean lots of rooms. Boxes turn up in them from time to time. Lots of people die here. People don’t want to take them home when someone passes, so I just throw them away.”


Magdalen stepped up beside Rhoades. “I think she’s asking about specific instances, like with people the Reverend was close too. You’re his best friend. He talks to you, right? Maybe he said something.”


The custodian turned his attention away from Hannah. She watched as his posture, before stiff and standoffish, now relaxed some. Best friend. Clever, she thought of Magdalen’s question. Set him at ease. Associate him to the Reverend.


“Johnny’s a friend to a lot of people, but he’s my best friend. We talk sometimes.”


“I’m sure you do,” Magdalen added. “Did anyone’’s death bother him in particular? Maybe more than one?”


Rhoades nodded, stopping before a door. “He’s a good man. People he ministers, he worries over, but there were a few that troubled him so.” He pulled his cart to a stop and stared at the two. “He’s not doing well, you know. Been talking about some things he wants to know about before he…” Rhoades’’ words trailed off as he swallowed hard. He pulled his lips into his mouth for a second, before continuing.


Seeing an opportunity, Hannah interceded. “Like people passing away before they should?”


Rhoades confirmed with a bob of the head. “Johnny said he wanted to speak with you about it, and your husband.”


“He did. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I thought maybe you could help.”


The custodian shifted his eyes to the floor as if he were studying his shoes. He twisted one into a circle pattern on the floor. “He asked me to keep an eye out. Maybe see what I could find. Never found nothing.” He raised his head back up. ““Until after he went off to marry you.”


Gran assumed a hopeful look. “You found something?”


The custodian shifted his position and glanced up and down the hall in both directions. “I think so. I wanted to give it to Johnny myself when he got back. Then Dr. York had a spell. Thought I’d hold onto it until she was in a better state. Otherwise, Johnny’’d fret over it.”


“Maybe we can be there when you give it to him?” Hannah said, half suggesting, half asking.


 For a moment, Hannah was unsure of Rhoades’ response. He bit at the corner of his lip for a second before agreeing. “I suppose that’d be a good thing.”” He gestured toward the door with his head. “It’s in my locker. I got to check this in and punch out.” He pointed up to a sign above the door marked Employees Only.


All the women glanced up. Magdalen gave another generous smile. “Should we wait? Then we could walk down together.”


“Alright.”


 Hannah noted the custodian’s lips curling up into a brief, weak smile before it disappeared. It was the first time she had seen him react in a positive manner toward anything. He then took out a key and opened the door, pushing his equipment inside. Once the door closed, Hannah and Gran turned to Magdalen.


“You handled him well. You’re a natural at this,” Gran stated.


“Nothing natural about it, just a nurse’s trick. People don’t trust you because your part of the job is to hurt them for their own good. A needle stick or finger prick. So you get them to relate to you or someone.” Magdalen motioned toward the door. “He’s no different. Just a man hurting. Best friend’’s dying and he wants to help.”


“Well, it’s working. That’s the first time I’ve ever seen him smile at anything.”


Magdalen leaned back against the wall as they waited. “What do you think he has?”


“Not sure, but I can’t wait to find out. Given his access to everything around here, it could be anything.”


Gran turned to stare at the door, as though she could peer through the wooden access and see Rhoades. “I just hope it’s useful and we can wrap this up for you. You’ve got somewhere to be.”


Hannah frowned. Gran’s ‘hints’ were beginning to fray her nerves. More so, she didn’t want to have that conversation. At least not yet, she thought.


Magdalen reshuffled her position. “Given his background, don’t you think he’d know something good when he saw it? No one knows crime like a criminal.””


“Ex-criminal, and good point.”


“What were you hoping to find out from him?” Gran interjected.


Hannah shrugged. “Not sure exactly. How much do you know?”


The elder Starvling shrugged. “A lot of it. Your grandfather, Buster, Magdalen and I discussed it on the way down.”


“Well, to begin with, I wanted to test the whole revenge theory. See if he harbored any resentment for his years in prison and blamed it on the Reverend. But given how he cozied up to your comment about him being his best friend, I’m not feeling it.””


Gran agreed. “What else? Maybe we can coax out a bit more.”


Hannah took off her hat and dusted it off before examining the edges. “Well, what we were just talking about before in a sense. If he found boxes in those other rooms. I’m not sure if he has that kind of memory, but given that it’’s tied up in a way with the Reverend and he seems to want to protect him…”


“It might jog his memory,” Magdalen interrupted.


“That’s it. It would save the time of seeking out every nurse and asking them if he does. Or we could if he spotted anything else.”


“No stone left unturned and all that, right?”


“Now you’re catching on,” Hannah said, plopping the hat back onto her head. She turned her attention to Gran. “So, Papa Jay’s with Hazelnut. How’d Gigantor take it?”


“Like a five pound Yorkie with a 150 pound attitude. A bit of posturing but he’s fine.”


“And Casper?”


“Like a ten pound cat overseeing two unruly children. She jumps to the upper bunk in the RV and rides it out while they bark their little noggins off.”


“They were all fine on the way down,” Magdalen assured. “Buster spoiled them all, but I think he likes Casper the best.””


“He is a bit of a cat person. Always has been.”


A sudden loud thud followed by a crash caused the women to jump back away from the entry. Hannah stepped up to the door and listened. After a second, she turned back to her sister-in-law and grandmother. “What was that?”


Magdalen listened. “Don’t know. Sounded like…” Her eyes widened with concern.


“Someone hit the floor and hit something on the way down,” Gran suggested.


For a second, they stood staring at each other. Hannah then turned and pounded on the door.


“Mr. Rhoades?” Hannah called out in a loud, excited voice. “Mr. Rhoades.” She tried the door, but found it locked. Again, she called to the man but no one came.


Within seconds, the noise of her efforts brought forth several of the hospital’s staff. An older man in a physician coat approached.


“Miss?”


Hannah made an instant assessment of man. Early 70’s. Average height and weight. Balding with grey sides. Grey eyes. Glasses. Physician. She then attempted to explain.


“We were meeting an employee, Jackie Rhoades, but we heard a crash and now he won’t come to the door.”


The physician studied the women for a second before turning to the door, and trying himself as he called to Rhoades. Hannah watched, frowning at the man’s efforts. After what seemed an eternity to Hannah, the physician turned to a woman who stood to the side.


“Call the facilities manager. Tell him we have an emergency.”


Hannah assessed the woman. Late 30s, of average height, weight and looks with dark hair. Mousy. The woman turned and exited back up the hallway toward two large glass doors. The sign above read ‘Records.” Watching, the sleuth saw her go to a desk and pick up a phone. Again, the physician tried pounding on the door to no avail. Hannah grew anxious at the situation. She wondered if once the door was open she would find Rhoades injured. Or worse, she considered.


While waiting for the facilities manager, Hannah tried to divert her attention. She wondered what the Reverend’s friend could have found and where he could have found it. The man did not strike Hannah as one prone just to take anything as a clue. She recalled Magdalen’s observation moments before. Given that he was an ex-con, he would know a solid piece of evidence when he saw it. This drew her to one conclusion.  It’s something specific, she determined. Something the Reverend told him to look out for or mentioned. Thinking further, she decided that it could be something related to what the Reverend worried about. Maybe Calvin or Susan?


 The touch of Magdalen’s hand on her shoulder drew her back to the present. Her sister-in-law said nothing but pointed up the hall to a man half running toward them. Mid 40s. Short. Maybe 5’3” or 5’4”. Heavyset. Brown hair greying. Gold rimmed glasses. Awkward trot. Slight limp on left. He wore a light green jumpsuit like the one Rhoades wore. As he came closer, Hannah could see that he already held his keys. He moved past everyone, and saying nothing, proceeded to open the door. Doing so, he pushed it wide and the physician, Hannah, the woman, Gran, and then Magdalen followed.


Hannah made a quick study of the room as she pushed her way in. It was larger than she expected. Rows of metal shelving with supplies lined the forward area. It divided down the middle to create a corridor leading back. The room was bright, lit by several overhead lights. It smelled of paint and cleaners to her. She could just see a row of lockers beyond that also lined either way in an inset corridor. A small bench stood separating the two and a time clock hung on rear wall. More importantly, she eyed two of the last shelving rows that appeared tipped over. Open paint cans dabbled the floor as the liquid oozed out all over from the fallen, now twisted, metal shelves. As the facilities manager reached the area, he stopped and grabbed the first shelf. Lifting as best he can, he called out.


“He’s under here.”


The physician made his way between the last remaining shelf standing on the row and the first fallen one and he pulled upwards. They repeated the procedure on the second one until the collapsed form of Rhoades was visible to all present. The woman moved in to help as the physician stepped up and the facilities manager moved back. Taking his pulse, the doctor looked to the group.


“I’ve got a pulse. Get some help.”


The facilities manager took the doctor’s cue and exited. Magdalen crouched down beside Rhoades. When the physician glanced over to her she said, “I’m a nurse.”” He acknowledge with a quick nod.


Hannah watched as the three checked over Rhoades for a few moments. Doing so, Magdalen examined Rhoades’ head, where he bled from the scalp. She motioned to the doctor, pointing around his eyes, which appeared to be darkening. “Leakage here.”” She turned her head to look at his ear. “And here.”


“Brain injury. All right, we need a neck brace and board. Where’s that gurney?”


Magdalen rose just as two men pushed their way in through the door with the stretcher. Gran and Hannah stood back watching as the physician directed the action. Hannah leaned over to Gran, whispering.


“Whatever he had was in his locker. I’m going to need to get to it after they get him out of here.” Hannah cocked her head in the direction of the facilities manager. He stood between two shelving rows, watching. “You think you can keep him busy long enough for me to find the locker and get it open?”


Gran half grinned and whispered back. “Honey, distraction is my middle name.” She reached over and patted her granddaughter’s arm before moving to stand across the way from the manager. Both the elder Starvling and the man watched for a few moments more as the medical personnel stabilized Rhoades. Then they loaded him onto the gurney.


Hannah was unsure of her grandmother’s plan, but she knew it would be dramatic. Gran had a flair for the theatrical. She was not disappointed. After Rhoades’ removal, followed by the physician, the woman, and Magdalen, Gran started after. Just as she stepped before the facilities manager, she stumbled into him. Doing so, she knocked over several more containers, almost pulling another shelf down.


“Oh!” Gran cried out as she flailed about, coming to land on the hapless manager.


“Careful there, young lady,” the man said as he attempted to catch her.


Hannah watched, as the elder Starvling half dragged the man to the floor before he steadied her. The sleuth half laughed as she drifted back into the far reaches of the shelves, hiding herself. She continued to listen as Gran hammed it up.


“Oh, I think I’ve twisted my ankle.”


“Well, let me see.”


“Owwwwwww.”


“Oh…I…better get that doctor or that nurse back in here.”


“Would you, dear? I’ll just wait till you get back.”


“Okay.”


From her hidden spot, Hannah watched as the man exited. She then headed out toward where Gran sat smirking.


“Drama queen,” Hannah commented with a wink to her grandmother as she passed by going toward the lockers.


“You need some help?”


“I think I got it. Listen for them.”


Gran rose and headed to the door, cracking it to peer out. Hannah, reaching the lockers, scanned them. Marked on a piece of faded tape was Rhoades. She looked down to the lock. Padlock. Great. Upon further examination, she found to her amazement that the key was in place. She twisted the key, removed it, and opened the door. Inside, she found nothing that stood out as evidence. There was a change of clothes, a towel, and Toiletry items, two books. However, there were no packages, bags, or boxes; nothing that looks like evidence. She ran her hands over the clothes, finding nothing. Examining further, she pulled out the two books. One was a Bible: King James Version. She ran her thumb along the pages to leaf through them. A business card rested in Revelation. Hannah pulled it out. After reading it over, she slipped it into her blue jeans pocket. The other book caused her eyes to widen a slight bit. A Murderous Little Town. Hmm.


“Hannah,” Gran called out.


Knowing this meant that someone was coming back, Hannah slipped the Bible back into place but held onto the copy of the other book. She closed the door and slipped the lock on. Then she moved over to where Gran had resumed her position on the ground. Just as she knelt beside her grandmother, the door opened and the facilities manager entered. Behind him, to both Starvlings’ surprise was Magdalen.


“Are you all right, Ms. Starvling?” Magdalen asked.


Hannah noted the curious look on her sister-in-law’s face when their eyes met. Hannah’s semi-pursed lips said everything without saying anything. She let it fade as fast as she had assumed it. Magdalen caught on and tried to hide a bemused expression.


“Oh, I think I’ll be okay, dear. Just had a clumsy fall is all. In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s nothing. Hannah, be a lamb and help me up, will you?”


Hannah resisted the urge to roll her eyes at Gran’s dramatics. She rose but the facilities manager stepped in to help.


“Oh, you are such a good man. Handsome too. Your wife is a lucky woman…” Gran smiled as she glanced over the name embroidered on his jumpsuit. “Lee.””


“You wouldn’t know it to hear her talk.”


“Well, you tell her that if she wants to get rid of you, you know one lady who’d take you in a second.”


Lee half laughed and half blushed. “Well, you seem okay now. Are you sure that you can walk? I can get you a wheelchair if you like.”


“Oh, no, I’m fine now, just was a bit all panicky. That poor man and all. I think I’d just like to make my way down to the cafeteria and get some hot tea or something. Thank you for everything. You’re a peach.”


With that, Magdalen and Hannah ‘helped’ Gran walk out. Within a few steps, she announced that she was good, and she was ready for her tea. As they exited the room, Hannah shook her head as she kept her eyes downward to the floor.


“You think maybe you overdid it a little? Handsome. You’d take him in a second. He’s no Papa Jay.”


“Oh, hush you. No one’s like your Papa Jay, but you got what we wanted, didn’t you?”


“I think so. I’m just not sure what it means.”


	“What are you doing?” Magdalen inquired.


	“See this?” Hannah pointed to several small smear marks that appeared one after the other down the hall, back toward the elevators. “It’’s paint.”


 


Chapter Twenty


 


“They run back in the other direction too,” Gran noted.


“Yup, but I’m interested in these. Come on.”


As the women followed the markings, Hannah noted the spacing. Small stride. She also took note of the length and shape of the marks. Medium sized. Outward curve.


“Hard to tell if they are male or female,” Gran observed.


“Yeah, and it’s thinning.”


Half way down the corridor, the trail ended.


“It wore off.” Hannah glanced back up the corridor. “They took Rhoades that way.”


Magdalen gestured yes. All up the hallway were large footprints and streaks left in multicolored paints.


Hannah wiggled her nose before answering. She pointed to the smaller spots that led in the direction of the elevators. “I think these belong to whoever did this to him.”


“Why?”


“Because everyone went that way with Rhoades. See the wheel marks and footprints? All are from the spilt paint on the shelving. Even the facilities manager went in that direction when he went to get you. Whoever left this…” Hannah motioned the other way, ““went in the opposite direction toward the elevators.”


“So it wasn’t an accident,” Magdalen asked.


 “No, the padlock on his locker had the key in it but it wasn’t open.”


Gran tapped at her lips with a vertical index finger. “Something interrupted him.”


“Someone, you mean.”


“But why pull a shelf onto him?” Magdalen asked. “Why not just kill him outright if you’re going to that much trouble?”


“Pushed onto him, and it was to make it look like an accident, I’m sure. Bet you a cookie his injury did come from a blow to the head, just not one that came from the shelves or something on it. It happened before.”


“Whoever did this wanted what he had. They waited for him,” Gran inferred.


“But they got scared when I started pounding on the door.”


Magdalen frowned. “But there was no one in the room when we came in.”


“No, because they left after we entered. We all rushed past the front shelves. That’s where I hid. I’d imagine this person did the same. I noticed the markings leading up to the door, but they mixed with those of the doctors, nurses, and yours.”


Magdalen looked down to see paint smears along the edges of her sneakers.


“Ah, dang it, these were new.”


Gran patted Magdalen on the arm. “They’ll clean right up, dear. Promise.”


“Whoever did this didn’t get much on their shoes. From what I could tell, it was just on the bottom. So they never got close to him or got to the locker.”


Gran agreed. “Because they would have had to walk through the paint, right? Like everyone else.”


“Uh huh. Instead, they just got a little under their feet which means they stood back for a second, looking the scene over.”


“Remorse?”


Hannah shrugged. “Maybe, or they were enjoying it.”


Gran placed her hands on her hips. “So, this is all fine and dandy, but did it pay off? What did you find?”


Hannah retrieved the business card from her pocket and held it up alongside the copy of A Murderous Little Town. Both Gran and Magdalen examined them.


Gran took particular interest in the card. “Pasithea Pharmaceutical. Hmm, does that mean anything?”


“Not yet, but I found it in his Bible.” Hannah waved the book. “And a copy of this.”


 “What is it?” Magdalen asked.


 “A book about serial killers from around the area. It just so happens I spoke with the man who wrote this earlier. He’s the doctor who was with Susan when she passed out.”


Magdalen’s eyes opened a bit and she reached for the book. Flipping through it, she glanced over a middle section full of pictures. “These are of older killings. What does that have to do with all this?”


“I’m not sure just yet, but I know two things. One, that doctor is updating the book, and two, Rhoades had a copy in his locker where he said he had evidence.”


“Could be he was just reading it,” Gran suggested.


 “Did he strike you as the reading type?”


 “No, not in particular.”


Magdalen agreed as well. “So, are you suggesting the clues Rhoades found was that card or this book?”


“Either or both. They were the two out of place items in his locker. The Bible, I get, but he’s a janitor. There’s no reason for him to have a business card from a pharmaceutical company. A book on serial killers just seems off, don’t you think? I mean, given his friendship with the Reverend.”


Magdalen scratched her forehead as she stared downward. “I’m trying to put this all together now. You’re saying that the card suggests something about the killer. Being a drug company, it would belong to a doctor, and a doctor wrote that book.” She looked up to Hannah. “Could it be that easy?”


Hannah shrugged. “I wouldn’t think so. It’s just a possibility. One in a long list at the moment that seems to ebb and flow. When I met the author slash doctor, Dr. Holmes, he didn’t strike me as the crazed killer type.”


“They never do,” Gran informed.


“In fact, he was rather helpful. He was the one who asked the local sheriff to look into some of the deaths. He came across the same pattern the Reverend did. He even agreed to sign off on an exhumation of one of his patient’s bodies.””


“Doesn’t sound like he’s too worried if he did do this,” Gran inferred. ““You know what we ought to do? See if anyone saw whoever left that room. That might clear things up in a hurry.”


“True enough, but the hall cuts back just up here.” Hannah turned to look back in the direction of the elevators. “And there’’s not a clear line of sight either way. We’ll just have to ask around. I’ll head this way. Gran, charm some workers up and down the hall. See if one of them may have been down this way. Magdalen, if you don’’t mind, check with the nurses. Camaraderie might get you somewhere.”


Both agreed. As they started to part company, Hannah turned back to Gran. “Do you need to give Papa Jay a call?”


“That old grumpus is fine. He’s out walking the dogs and headed to some candy shop.”


“Spur of the Moment?”


“Yeah, that’s the one.”


“That’s the lady who sent the wedding candy. You better be careful. Ms. Lindsay is a widower. She might be looking for hubby number two.”


Gran placed a hand on a hip and huffed. “If I catch the old coot chasing a new squeeze, I’ll be the widower and you can visit me in jail. Besides, he’ll never find anyone as sweet as me. I don’t care if she’s covered in fudge and sugar.”


Both Hannah and Magdalen laughed as all went their separate ways.


Walking back along the corridor, Hannah found only two people. They stood together near the vending machines in a small alcove across from the elevators. Hannah made a quick assessment of them, turning her attention first to the woman. Late 20s. Average height and weight. Blonde hair. Amber eyes. She then did the same of the man. Late 20s. Medium height. Athletic. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Short facial hair. Giving them a smile as she approached, she made one other observation. A couple, she noted. After a brief inquiry, Hannah found that they recalled seeing two individuals come by while standing there. One was a tall, large, and older man with grey hair and beard and wearing glasses.


“I think he had a cane too,” the woman said.


The man agreed. “I think he was a doctor. He had on one of those white coats they wear around here.”


Holmes, Hannah inferred. “You didn’t happen to notice… and this is going to sound weird, but… well, if he had paint on his shoes?”


The couple peered at the sleuth for a moment before indicating no. The strange look on their faces let Hannah know that they were beginning to question her sanity. Still, feeling no need to explain, she pressed on for more information.


“You said you saw someone else?”


“Yeah,” the man answered. “A woman. She was maybe 60. Not too tall.” He held out his arm to show a height.


Seeing this, Hannah set the height at about 5’4”.


“She dyed her hair. You know, light blonde, like some older ladies do. To keep it from going all grey,” the woman interjected. “She was well dressed too.””


“And in a hurry,” the man added.


Further inquiries from Hannah revealed nothing else. Thanking the two, she once again headed back toward where Gran and Magdalen had disappeared. Along the way, she thought of the descriptions given. One, to her mind, was Holmes. Without a doubt, she thought, but as she passed the same marks on the floor as before, she recalled that the couple described the figure as using a cane. Holmes’ limp is to the right. Cane to the left per normal usage. The marks on the floor all curved in wide arcs. From the length, Hannah determined them to be from where paint oozed up along the left outer shoe. She stopped to scan the marks all over, but there was no sign of a cane tip imprint. Wiggling her nose, she considered how she had seen Holmes use his cane. He kept it close to the left foot when bearing down. Thinking further along, the arched smear would have been near where the cane imprint should be. She found it improbable that enough paint to leave so many marks would not have eased up under the cane tip as well.


Scanning the scene, a wave of frustration came over the sleuth. She closed her eyes in an attempt to focus. Though she was sure Holmes passed the couple, she was unsure if it was he that had exited the maintenance room earlier. More so, he had every reason to be on the floor. He’s a doctor, she chided herself. Patients. Opening her eyes, she stared at the book she still clung too. She was now questioning whether it was even a clue. Maybe Rhoades does read. She flipped through the books pages. In the front, she found Holmes’ signature. Autographed. Her frustration grew further. In her mind, the signature suggested that the janitor had brought it to work for just that purpose.


Rubbing her eyes and the bridge of her nose, Hannah felt lost in a myriad of clues, all leading to nowhere. She shook her head and turned just as a lady passed. Scanning the woman, Hannah recalled the other description given by the couple. A woman. 60s. Around 5’4”. Hair dyed light blonde to keep it from going all grey. Well dressed. The passing female, other than being in her 70s by Hannah’s determination, fit the bill. Just to be sure, she glanced to the woman’s shoes. They were too small and held no visible signs of paint. “Great,” she half mumbled. “They described the majority of women in an upscale retirement community.””


The only other possible clue was that the described female was in a hurry, but to Hannah, this bore little weight. People are always in a hurry. Maybe Gran and Magdalen are having better luck. Having come to a dead end, she again headed up the corridor. She retrieved and studied the business card while doing so. “Pasithea Pharmaceutical,” she commented half aloud. Though she never heard of the company before, the word Pasithea, she was familiar with. Greek mythology. One of the Charites. The personification of relaxation, meditation and hallucinations. Hannah grinned. Anesthesia. She drew inspiration from this. Unlike the book, this was a clue and in all probability, one that Rhoades had collected on purpose. From her work in the FBI, she had read over many cases involving anesthetics used as poison. One in particular came to mind. Succinylcholine. There was just one problem with the theory. You have to inject it. Again, she stopped in the hallway as she pondered the card. “Unless,” she said half aloud.


“Unless what?” a voice answered back, causing the sleuth to jump and spin around.


“What?”


“You said unless,” Borden responded. “Unless what?”


The lawman had a puzzled look on his face as Hannah held up the card.


“I was just thinking about this. It’s a clue. At least I think it is. What are you doing here?”


“Someone called and said there was an accident. They mentioned a name. Jackie Rhoades. It sounded familiar, and then I remembered you mentioning him.”


“I did. He’s the Reverend’s friend and former partner back in the day. They served time together.””


Borden scratched under his chin. “Yeah, I remember that. So, do you know what happened to him?”


Hannah gave an odd expression. “Sort of,” she said, before explaining all that had occurred. She recounted everything, including the footprints, the descriptions by the couple, and the card. Glancing it over, Borden took out his glasses and read it. ““Any theories yet?”


“Well, when you came up on me, I was thinking that you inject succinylcholine. That would throw out my theory about it being chocolates as the delivery system. Then it hit me. It’s been around for years, which means it’’s not going to be a huge money maker for a pharmaceutical company anymore.”


“Because it’s a generic or something.”


“Right, but those companies make a fortune improving on a medicine. What if they found a way to make it more deliverable?”


“As in?”


Hannah shrugged. “I’m just speculating, but what if it were topical or an inhalant? What if it were in an ingestible pill or powder?”


Borden stiffened and frowned. “That’s a huge jump, don’t you think? And it leads to more than a few questions, like if they're developing it, how would it turn up here?””


“Field testing.”


“You need FDA approval. That takes years just to get to human trials. There would be a record.”


“There would be, unless it’s off the books.”


“You’re suggesting---”


“Theorizing that this would be the perfect grounds for such a thing. People die every day of cardiac arrest and no one in general notices. I mean, look at this place.” Hannah gestured around. “On the outside, it looks like any other medical facility in an old building. On the inside, state of the art. That takes money. Lots of money.”


“They built this community on money.”


“Not that kind of money.”


Borden glanced around. Hannah noticed his contemplative expression. Giving it consideration, she noted. His eyes came back to meet hers.


“That kind of drug would be worth---”


“Lots. Billions maybe, over time.”


“Well, now, that’s just disturbing.” Borden leaned back from Hannah and studied her for a second. “All that, from a business card you found in the locker of a janitor.” He smirked a bit. “You do think outside the box.” He scratched at under his chin one more time. ““You realize that yet again, this points to someone on staff. And I don’t see it being anyone less than a doctor or administrator.”


“I do.”


“Doesn’t dismiss your friends.”


“It doesn’t, not for sure, but there are other doctors.”


“They’d have to be damn clever.”


“They would.”


A silence fell between the two. Then Borden twisted his jaw. He peered hard at the sleuth. “You can’t be serious? He brought it to your attention. I’ve known him for years and he has no motive.”


Hannah held up the book. “Let me tell you a story about a man named Conny Miller.”


 


Chapter Twenty One


 


As Borden tried to absorb what Hannah was saying, she noticed he sulked a bit. It was clear to her that what she was saying unnerved the lawman. However, to what degree he believed it, she was unsure. Still, he listened for the moment. When she finished, she waited for his arguments.


“Alright, let’s just break it down. One, money. Henry doesn’t need it. He’s loaded. Has been since I’ve known him. Two. Yeah, he is updating his book, but it’s just more information about the cases already in there, and a new forward. On top of that, it’s about killers in Tantalus, not Happiness. It’s specific. Three, he brought it to my attention and is helping. He called me earlier and told me he already drew up the paperwork on exhumation of one of his former patients and that Wessel fellow. Four. Suffering. He’s a doctor. He’’s about improving life, not halting it. Five---”


“There is the simple fact that I had nothing to do with it,” a voice interrupted.


Both Hannah and Borden turned to see the smiling face of Holmes. He pushed a manila enveloped toward Borden.


“The necessary papers. I have already contacted the family and explained everything. The daughter required no convincing. All you do now is get these to your brother-in-law to sign off and I am sure he will apply his signature.” Holmes looked to Hannah. ““As you requested, my dear,” he added with a cheeky tone.


At first, Hannah stood blank faced. She was not sure what to say. Holmes regarded her with a near comforting smile.


“Relax, my dear. I am not insulted. It is a logical consideration.”


“You heard the conversation?”


“Enough to put it together.” Holmes pointed to the book. “My book does hold a certain viewpoint not unrelated to this case. I did admit to being...”” he gestured with air quotes, “aware of an increased number of deaths. I was present for at least one and witness to an attempt of another. I have access to the necessary tools. I have access to potential victims. It all sounds quite suspicious.”


Borden twisted as if uncomfortable as Hannah studied Holmes’ demeanor. Confident. At ease. Open. She wondered if he were being honest or condescending.


“Were you on the floor about twenty minutes ago?”


“I was. I came down to hurry along some files. After I left, I realized I had left my pen.”


Hannah gave an incredulous look. “You came back for a pen?”


Borden interceded. “Oh, trust me. He’s peculiar about that pen.”


Holmes stiffened and his eye twitched a slight bit. “It has significance and importance.” He pointed to Hannah’s hat. ““Much, I suspect, in the way of your choice of top wear. I’ve had it for over forty years. The flow is perfect. The cartridges are…”


“Henry, please,” Borden requested.


Holmes cleared his throat. “Sorry.” His posture became more erect. “It is of importance to me.”


“I get that,” Hannah admitted, “but you didn’t hear the commotion?””


A quizzical look came upon Holmes. “I am afraid I did not. Explain.”


“Someone attacked Mr. Rhoades in that sub-maintenance room.” Hannah gestured back up the hall. “They’ve taken him somewhere. He has a head injury.”


“Oh my. Emergency then to a CAT scan if I were to venture a guess. Depending on its severity, then to surgery.”


“He was leaking fluid from his nose and ear.”


“Surgery it is then.” Again, Holmes looked back to Hannah. As before, he glanced at the book. “Were you here to meet him?””


“Yes.”


The physician glanced down the hall. His eyes followed the painted footfalls along the way until they came back to where all three stood. “I suspect this is part of the whole ordeal.”


Hannah watched in curiosity at the man as he fit pieces together. It struck her that the physician was as thorough and logical as she was. She wondered if this was what her friends experienced when working with her. It was both unnerving and satisfying to behold.


“The paint came from shelves inside the maintenance room. They were on Mr. Rhoades when we found him. It looked like he fell onto the shelving and pulled it onto him.”


“He is a careful, I have noted. I find it improbable that he would have fallen upon the shelves and succumbed to the whims of fate.”


I like him, Hannah thought. Methodical. “I agree.”


Holmes once more eyed the book. Gesturing to it, he gave a slight grin. “You retrieved that from his locker, I would imagine, during the confusion.”


“I did.”


Borden crossed his arms. “How’d you know that?”


“Logic. Ms. Starvling was meeting with Mr. Rhoades. She came to see him, made obvious by her presence here. The floor in general does not include painted footfalls, and there is no reason for her to be carrying a copy of the book just for said meeting. She already informed me that she had a copy, so there was no reason to buy another. Thus, it came from somewhere. Ergo, the locker of Mr. Rhoades.””


Hannah grinned. “You guessed.”


“I prefer to say that I made an inferred deduction probability. Regardless, I gave him that copy. My signature is in the front, which you no doubt have located. He was tidying up my office when I saw him glancing it over. He never speaks much and shows little interest, but in this, he was curious. As such, I provided him with one.”


“Did he say why it interested him?”


“No, I am afraid not. He did state that he found it strange a woman would kill in such a manner, which I found curious given his background.”


A woman, Hannah noted. Not women. “When did you give it to him?”


“About three days ago it had to be.”


Hannah’s nose wiggled a few times before she caught sight of both men staring at her.


“I’ve noticed that quirk of yours. What are you thinking?” Borden inquired.


Hannah looked over to Holmes. “I wasn’t sure if the book was a clue. The signature threw me off. I thought that maybe he brought it in for your autograph. While I don’t think it’s specific, I think he was trying to figure out something. Reverend Whipson had him looking for evidence. That’s what he was going to show us before the attack. But that book and this card,” Hannah produced the card once more, “were all I found. Know anything about them?”


“Hmm, yes, they are the hospital’s major supplier of anesthesia, among other things.” Holmes studied the card for a moment. ““Representatives of the corporation are here often.”


Hannah perked up. “Are they doing some kind of drug trials on sight?”


Holmes shook his head. “No, I am afraid not at the moment. At least not that I am aware of.” He gave Hannah another odd look. “Ah, that is what your earlier conversation was about. You considered me as a liaison between company and participants.”


Hannah gave a halfhearted smile and a shrug of the shoulders. “Sorry, I consider everyone.”


“Yes, original thinking and all that. It is good to keep an open mind when working a case.”


Borden tapped at the card. “Was this in Henry’s book?”


“In a Bible.”


Holmes turned his head to the side for a second. Observing him, Hannah knew that something about that caught his attention.


“You find that interesting?”


“Curious is more the word I would say you are looking for.”


“Why is that?”


“Because Mr. Rhoades is an atheist. Perhaps an agnostic at best.”


“I thought his best friend was the Reverend,” Borden offered.


“That does not mean he holds the same beliefs, Jack. Consider yourself and me. I hold no such beliefs, but you have expressed such belief upon occasion.”


“Point taken.” Borden straightened himself, placing his hands on either hip. “Okay, answer the obvious.”


“As I said, the day I gave him the book, he commented that he found it strange a woman would kill in such a manner. He asked me if there was an answer. I responded, God only knows. He laughed. The only time I ever saw him do such. Then he said, that’s Reverend talk. I don’’t much buy into that kind of thing.”


The lawman produced a dubious expression. “And that makes him an atheist?”


“No, but were I a wagering fellow that is one I would take.”


“I don’t doubt it,” Hannah inserted.


“Then why the Bible?” Borden asked. “Makes no sense.”


“It does if you are trying to hide something in a subtle way,” Hannah offered.


“Seems rather paranoid, don’t you think?”


Hannah bobbed her head back and forth as if she were dancing to some unheard music. “Not if you think about it. He spent quite a few years in prison. Tried to escape on at least one occasion. A Bible seems like it might be a perfect place to keep a note in the form of a mark.”


“I would have to agree,” Holmes said, tapping his cane against the floor. “But now, what does that mean?”


The sudden mounting thrill left the air as all three contemplated for a moment. Borden broke the silence.


“Maybe it’s not a hiding place. Maybe that’s just where he found the card.”


“Where he found the card,” Hannah said half aloud.


Both the physician and the lawman waited for an explanation. Hannah gave in with no little eagerness.


“Inside the Bible itself. Where he kept the card.”


“And where was that?” Holmes inquired.


“Revelation, but we’ll have to find a copy. I know it was between 6 and 10. I remember seeing those passage numbers at the top of the pages.”


Holmes gestured up. “There is a chapel on the first floor.”


Hannah and Borden agreed. All three were about to exit when Hannah heard Gran call out. All three stopped as both Magdalen and the elder Starvling made their way toward the group. Once upon them, Hannah made introductions.


“Dr. Holmes. Sheriff Borden. This is my grandmother, Sindee Starvling. This is my sister-in-law, Magdalen Miles. My grandmother gave Magdalen a ride down. She’s a friend of the Yorks.”


“Just doing my part to help out,” Gran stated, smiling at her granddaughter.


Hannah responded with a questioning look.


Holmes gave a broad smile to Gran. “I believe the article I read about your granddaughter mentioned you. If I recall, they called you the Gumshoe Gal, a well season detective in your own right.”


Hannah noticed as her grandmother beamed at the recognition.


“Oh, shush. I dabbled a bit is all. You know, to ease the boredom of life. Those were back when I was young and sassy.”


“Well, you have aged with the grace of a fine wine, I must say. Your husband is a lucky man indeed.”


“You are too kind, but I’m not having much luck at being a detective today. I didn’t find anyone who saw anything,” Gran informed in a somewhat distracted tone.


“Me either,” Magdalen issued.


Hannah rolled her eyes at the obvious flirting Gran displayed. Even though in her 70s, the petite grandmother still enjoyed attention. She knew her older sleuth adored her husband, but that never stopped her from ‘dippin her toes in the pond to see what might bite,’ as Papa Jay put it. “She’s just not one prone to keepin’ ‘em.””


“Ahem. Speaking of helping out. Papa Jay, did you call him?”


Gran frowned, put off by her granddaughter spoiling her game. She nodded yes. “He’s fine. Hazelnut, Gigantor, and Casper are fine. They’re in the RV. All being fine. Eating fudge and heaven knows what else.”


Hannah put her arm around her grandmother. “Good, but even though you struck out, we may have found something. We’re heading to the chapel.”


“What? Are we praying for clues now?”


“Nope, just a revelation.”


*****


As the group headed up to the ground floor, Magdalen announced that instead she would go break the news to the Reverend.


“Best he hears it from me than someone else. I’ll update Tubbs.”


Hannah gave nod and a half smirk at hearing the nickname for her husband. It came to her that she still had a lot to learn about her new sister-in-law and she looked forward to that pleasure. For now, she had just one thing on her mind. Resolving the case before her. When the elevator opened, all but Magdalen stepped off. They said their goodbyes and Holmes led them to the chapel. Entering, all four found no one but located a Bible near the front.


“Ah, I get it. Revelation,” Gran half snickered. “What was the passage?”


“I just have the Chapter and verses. Six through ten. I’m hoping something will jump out.”


Grans, Borden, and Holmes waited as Hannah drug her finger along the lines. Her eyes widened when she came to 8:11.


“Can’t be,” she uttered half aloud, with a hint of disbelief.


“What?” demanded Borden. “What’d you find?””


Hannah said nothing, but continued reading. After a moment, with eyes fixed on the book, she looked up and glanced around. “I read everything from 6-10. I found one thing that I recognize.” She picked up the tome and handed it to Holmes. ““8:11. Recognize it?”


Holmes adjusted his glasses as he read. Gran and Borden strained to read along, each on either side of the physician. Hannah watched as his signature eye twitch show. He turned his eyes upward to the sleuth, looking over his brow.


He recognizes it, Hannah thought.


Holmes glanced once more before handing the book back to Gran. Then she read the passage aloud.


“And the name of the star is called Wormwood: and the third part of the waters became wormwood; and many men died of the waters, because they were made bitter.” Gran looked up to Hannah. “I don’t get it. Someone’s poisoning these people with water?”


Hannah shook her head, “No, you haven’t been here for most of this.”


Wrinkles rolled across Gran’s forehead as she curled her lip. “And whose fault is that? If you’d let me in on this at the beginning, you’’d be having fun right now, missy. Doing what you should be doing on your honeymoon.”


Hannah let out a slow breath. Not the time, she told herself. A later conversation. “Gran, we’re in a chapel.”


The elder Starvling’s face eased. She glanced around and then looked up toward a stained glass dome depicting religious scenes. “Sorry,” she whispered.


“Ahem.” Borden interrupted. He pointed to the passage. “Not to intrude on…whatever that was, but what…does…this… mean?”


“The name.” Holmes stood erect. “Nothing else stands out but that single line. And given the other individual reported leaving after me, it does rather fit.””


“You know her then?”


“I do. And I have another detail that might intrigue you.”


“WHAT NAME?”


“Wormwood,” both Hannah and Holmes answered.


 


 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Two


 


Both the elder Starvling and the lawman waited for an explanation. Hannah explained.


“It’s the name of a woman who works here.”


“Volunteers, to be precise,” Holmes interjected. “She does various duties around the hospital.”


“Giving her access to?”


“Almost everything, I would imagine. I have encountered her in records, at nursing stations, reception.” Holmes frowned a bit. “No one would pay attention to her, regardless. It is the general demeanor of trust with the entire facility. I have made note of it several times with administration, but to no avail.”


Hannah pondered the description from couple. 60s. Short. 5’3” or 5’4””. Light dyed blonde hair. Well maintained. In a hurry.


Gran pointed to her granddaughter’s quirk. “What are you thinking, dear?”


“The who fits. The why will come once we find her.” She peered over to Holmes. “That detail you mentioned.”


“Oh, yes, Pasithea Pharmaceutical. One Gabriel Wormwood founded the corporation.”


Hannah’s interest piqued. “Husband?”


“Correct. He retired here several years ago, and in large part, founded Happiness. In particular, this facility. He died, I believe it was, around eighteen months ago.”


“Didn’t you say that’s when all this started?” Borden interceded.


Hannah gestured yes but continued processing everything in her head. “Her husband’s death could have triggered all this. How did he die?”


“If memory serves---”


“And it always does,” Borden interrupted, much to Holmes’ consternation.


“If memory serves, he suffered from coronary disease acerbated by diabetes. That and his advanced age prevented a heart transplant. In time, he succumbed to…” Holmes words stopped midsentence. He cleared his throat before finishing. ““He succumbed to cardiac arrest.”


Borden pulled out his phone. “That’s enough for me. I’m picking her up for questioning. Henry, could you check with security and see if she’’s still on the grounds.”


“I will do it from my office.”


“Oh yeah, right.”


Holmes turned to Hannah and pointed to Borden’s phone. “I do not ascribe to those. My office is on the west side of the building, second floor. Would you care to join us there?”


Hannah shook her head. “We’ll have to catch up with you two in a bit. I still have something else to check first. I also need to check in with my husband.” She thumbed to Gran. ““She as well.”


“Of course. Well, please allow me to provide you with my office phone. I’m sure Jack will do the same for his device.”


Hannah took the information for both.


Looking to Magdalen and Gran, Holmes smiled. “Ladies, a pleasure.” With that, he and Borden moved down the hall and out of sight.


Gran peered at Hannah. “Why are we not going with them?”


“Because we’re still missing something. I’m not sure what yet. It just seems so random and disconnected. She fits some details. Accessibility. The description, but I don’’t see the connection.” Hannah removed her hat and dusted at the edges. “She was there after Pepper Mothershed died. I saw her around in the gift shop. We talked some, but…”” Her words trailed off.


Gran frowned. “But what?”


“Our conversation…” Hannah thought back to the gift shop. “I think she might have been…I don’t know.” She turned to stare at her companions. “Mocking me, I think. Dangling a carrot, so to speak.”


“How?” Magdalen asked.


“Just by what she said. We were talking and she mentioned her husband dying. I said I was sorry and she waved it off, but she said something else.” Hannah closed her eyes and thought back to the conversation. Doing so, she tried to remember the words Wormwood had said. She repeated them aloud as they came to her in pieces. “Things happen... Sometimes when we’re not old... That’s when it hurts. To those we love…. We never know why. We just suffer. There’s an opportunity to amend things thereafter.”


Hannah twisted her lip around. “She gave me this smile. Unnerving. Then she suggested I take some of the candies to Susan, like she wanted to taunt her or something.”


Magdalen, who hung on every word, let out a breath. “That’s messed up. I mean, in a big time way.”


The elder Starvling pulled her face in, a sign Hannah took as consideration. “Amend things. That sounds like she’s trying to fix things.”


Amend. Hannah let the word tumble in her thoughts. Could be positive or negative, depending. She glanced up to her companions. “Maybe. It depends on how she sees amending. Does that mean she thinks she’s fixing thing by killing? Or is it something else?”


Gran nodded in acknowledgement and consideration.


Magdalen assumed an odd expression. “Something else? Like what?”


“Revenge,” Gran interjected. “She could be talking about getting even. Amending a wrong.””


Hannah agreed with a gesture. “One of the old motives.”


Gran agreed, tumbling the words around in her mouth as though she were seeking to taste them. “When we’re not old... That’s when it hurts. To those we love.” After a moment’s contemplation, she added, “Bet you a cookie that’’s a reference to Susan.”


Magdalen shuffled on her feet for a moment. “And the Reverend? Right. To those we love. It’s aimed at him, isn’t it?””


 Hannah could tell her sister-in-law was attempting to work it out without someone telling her. The sleuth appreciated the effort.


“Excellent, dear,” Gran interceded before Hannah could answer. “You’’ve got a knack for this.”


Magdalen smiled at the praise. “Don’t know about that. Every question ends in another.”


“Nature of the beast,” Grans stated with some enthusiasm. “Makes you all tingly, doesn’’t it?”


Magdalen affirmed with a mischievous grin.


Hannah agreed with both. “So it sounds like revenge… maybe. Question is the same old trope though. Why?” She stretched herself out as she further announced, “Like I said, we’re still missing something. A piece of the puzzle.”


The sudden buzzing of her phone made her jump. Retrieving the device, she glanced at the number. “It’s Cate,” she notified Gran, as she stepped away to answer. “What’s up?”


From the other end of the conversation, Hanna could tell her best friend was both frustrated and excited.


“Hey, listen, that friend found Ingrid Larkin.”


Hannah held the phone and waited for Cate to continue. Although efficient to no end, the librarian showed a fondness for dramatics. Sometimes, Hannah became frustrated with the display, but given her friend’s excitement, she decided just to wait her out.


“You still there?”


“Still here.”


“Great, anyway, so she did marry and is now Ingrid Adams, a widower. But you were right about the affair, and the woman still has a thing for Janus all these years later. You can just tell. I almost couldn’t get her to shut up about that man.””


“And?”


“She did work in records and he was looking for information on his siblings, and she remembered every little detail.”


“Because she was in love with him.”


“Still is. That’s what I’m guessing. Anyway, he found out that they sent his two brothers to the same foster home.”


“Do you have anything on them?”


 “I do, and some of their history, but it’s not good. She remembered the home the brother went to was problematic. The oldest died in their care just two years after being placed. Some sort of accident was the official ruling. After that, the younger became challenging over time. A mini rap sheet. Drugs for the most part. Possession. Dealing. Theft. That sort of thing. He died homeless in a shelter two years ago. That’s all unconfirmed. It came from her.”


“Hmm, and the twin?”


“The sister went to live with a local family living near the seminary in Bevis. She took on their last name, though they never adopted her. Mary Beaumont became Mary Ridden. I’m still waiting for info on her, if the woman does indeed remember it right.””


“It’s pretty detailed not to be. I don’t think most people would make up such specific details.”


“Point taken.”


Hannah’s quirk presented itself per usual.


“I can hear it again,” Cate determined. “What have you found out that you’re not telling me?”


“We’re not sure yet, but we have a suspect that turned up. Someone I hadn’t yet considered. The sheriff I was telling you about, he’’s trying to track her down and bring her in for questioning. But you think you could---”


“Just hit me with a name, girl. I’m on it.”


“Ruth Wormwood. Her husband owned Pasithea Pharmaceutical. Gabriel was his name.”


“Got it. So, all this with Janus. It was a waste of time?”


Hannah considered the idea for the moment. Although her initial thought was to say yes, her instinct told her otherwise.


“I’m not sure yet. There’s evidence linking this woman but it’s all circumstantial and not in a strong way yet. I could be misreading the situation, but just for argument’s sake, I’d like to keep my options open until we find out for sure.”


“Well, Al and I are heading out later. We’ll drop by the cabin and see if we can talk with him, just to cover bases. But I’ll get right on this.””


“That’d be great. Couldn’t do this without you, you know that, right?”


“Sure you could. It just wouldn’t be half as fun or half as interesting. Keep me informed. Love you.”


“Do the same. Love you too. Bye.”


Hannah clicked off her phone.


“Now what?” Magdalen inquired.


“Well, I, for one, need to check in with Hym. I bet Buster wouldn’t mind seeing you as well. Maybe then we can catch up with Papa Jay.” A frown crept across Hannah’’s face. “Then there’s the other thing. We’ve got to tell the Reverend about Mr. Rhoades.””


A silence came across the three. After a few seconds, Magdalen let out a breath.


“We might want to find out his condition first though. To be honest, it didn’t look good when I left. It’s a pretty bad injury to his head. The leaking fluid came from his brain. It could be just a rupture, but he might have cracked or fractured his skull.” Magdalen paused. “Even under the best conditions, in a strong, young individual, it’s a tough road to recovery, but on a man in his seventies…” Her words faded before she continued. “Even if he comes out on the other side, he won’t be the same.””


Both Hannah and Gran acknowledged with a silent nod.


*****


“I don’t understand this,” Whipson declared as tears rolled down his aged cheeks. With one hand, he held onto his crucifix. Calvin sat next to him, clutching the other.


“They’ve taken him to surgery,” Hannah informed.


The sleuth sat down in the chair next to her husband and leaned forward. Placing her elbows on her knees, she clasped her hands together and rested her head on them. Gran stepped up from behind and put a hand on her granddaughter’s shoulder. Magdalen did the same for her brother. Buster stood next to her, his hand holding hers. All looked over to the Reverend.


“I’m not going to lie to you, sir. It doesn’t look good. It’s a bad injury, but I think you need to know. To prepare yourself, just in case.”


“This is my fault. I asked him to look for evidence. I shouldn’t have---”


“This is not on you,” Hym interceded. “You didn’t do this.””


Calvin reassured him with a squeeze of the hand. He then looked back to Hannah. “You said you think you have a lead on who did this?”


“We do. Sheriff Borden is looking to bring her in for questioning.”


“Her.”


“Ruth Wormwood.”


Whipson sat up and wiped the tears from his eyes. He adjusted his glasses and stared at Hannah. “Ruth?”


Hannah said nothing, but acknowledged yes. Calvin too adjusted his position. “I’m assuming there’s a why included in this?””


“That’s the one question that remains. The sheriff is going to let us know when he picks her up for questioning.”


“That’s the woman from reception, right?” Hym asked. “While you were gone, I stepped out to stretch my legs. I went down to the lobby and out front. I saw her headed out across the front lawn. I think she was leaving.” He looked over at Gran. “That’s how I knew you were here. I ran into Jayland with the dogs.”


Gran smiled. “The old grumpus spoils surprises even when he’s not around.”


“Let the sheriff know,” Hannah said, pulling out her phone and dialing. She then handed it to Gran. Turning her attention back to the Reverend and Calvin, Hannah asked more questions.


“So you both know Ms. Wormwood?”


Both the men affirmed yes. Calvin was the first to respond.


“Well, yeah. I think everyone here does. The community as a whole. Her husband founded this place and Happiness in general. But to put it out there, she’s one of our patients. She came to us through her husband, Gabriel. We met him at a geriatrics conference I was presenting at in Kansas. In fact, he’s the reason we came here. He recruited us. We even had dinner with Ruth and him. I always got the impression she was the real reason though.”


“Reverend, can you think of a reason this woman might want to hurt you in some way? To get to you through your patients, Susan, or Mr. Rhoades?”


Whipson’s face twisted up and he looked around with uncertainty. Panicked, Hannah noted. Or unsure.


“I…uh…No. I don’t know her. We’’ve talked here upon occasion. Kind words. Greetings as such. But I don’t think I’ve ever had a real conversation with her.” Whipson coughed several times. “She always just smiled at me.” He raised then slammed his fist into the cushioned arm of his seat. “Why would she do this,”” he blurted out in an angry tone. “She should have just come for me. Why make others suffer for my sins. My friends. Parishioners. Jackie…Susan.” Tears again began to flow down his face as he placed it down into his hands and sobbed.


“It’s alright, Jonathan,” Calvin insisted. “Try to relax.”” He looked up at the others. “I know it’s important, but I think he needs some time to himself, for now. Maybe we could do this later or tomorrow.”


All agreed. Without saying a word, they shuffled out into the hallway, out of the Reverend’s line of sight.


Hym grimaced as he clutched his hands behind his head and pulled his elbows forward. “This is…wrong.” Letting go, he pointed back toward the waiting room. ““That’s the kindest, finest man I’ve ever known. Now someone is tormenting him and until we find her, there’s not going to be an answer.”


“She’s making him suffer,” Hannah said in a cold voice. “All this is to make him suffer for something, some deed, she thinks he inflicted.”


“We need to find her and put an end to this, right now.”


Hannah looped her arm around Hym’s and leaned her head onto his shoulder. “It’s alright. The sheriff will find her and we’’ll get some answers.”


“It’s alright, Sweet Face. The sheriff’s tracking her down as we speak. We’ll get answers soon enough. We just have to be patient.”


 


Hym relented, albeit with a downturn of the mouth.


“He called his deputy in to help,” Gran informed, handing Hannah her phone back. “He’s gone himself to see if she’s at home. He’ll take her back to Tantalus when he has her. That’s the next city over, right?””


Both Hannah and Hym nodded.


“It’s where we’re staying,” Hym added.


Buster shuffled a bit. “So, now it’s the waiting game? How long do you think this will take? To pick her up, I mean? She lives around here, right?”


“I’d imagine so,” Hannah assured. “Unless she’’s on the run, but somehow, I don’t see that happening.”


“Why’s that?” Magdalen inquired.


“Because she has no reason to believe we know anything. She slipped past us when we found Rhoades. We never paid attention to her otherwise, and she’s gotten away with more than a dozen incidents along the way. I imagine, no matter what her state of mind is, she’’s feeling invincible.”


 “So what do we do until they catch her?” Buster asked.


Hannah frowned hard. “Well, I think Calvin was right. The Reverend needs to be free of this for the moment. He’s not going to want us to be around for now. We should give him the night to recover.”


“We’re not family, so we won’t get to see Susan tonight,” Hym added.


“We’re going to need a place to stay,” Magdalen informed, taking hold of Buster’s arm. “Where are you guys staying?”


Hym stiffened a bit. He looked over at Hannah, who just shrugged. “Yeah, it’s a hotel in Tantalus called Bate’s.”


Buster blinked twice. “You have…got…to be kidding me.”


“You can always bunk with Jay and me in the RV,” Gran informed.


Buster cleared his throat. Magdalen interceded. “Thank you, but no. I think the hotel will be just fine for us.” She looked over at Hannah and Hym. “If you guys don’’t mind. I mean, it is your honeymoon, and all.”


Hym let out a slow breath. He looked at Buster and then at his sister. A look of acceptance crossed his face. “No, not at all. Why not? As long as you guys will be comfortable. The more the merrier.”


Hannah squeezed her husband’s arm in appreciation.


 “Don’t worry, Tubbs. We’ll try not to interrupt you two,” Magdalen said with a grin.


“There better not be any interrupting,” Gran stated, shaking a finger.


Hannah pulled Hym down and kissed his forehead.


“You have to be able to start something before it can be interrupted,” Hym whispered.


“Soon, I promise,” she returned.


 


 


Chapter Twenty Three


 


The rest of the night was uneventful. After meeting up with Papa Jay in the RV, Gran, Magdalen, Buster, and Hym decided dinner was in order. They took the vehicle over to Tantalus and sat in The Nick of Time diner, discussing the case and recalling the wedding. Borden had called earlier to say that Wormwood was not at her house in Happiness. He issued a statewide law enforcement alert for the woman but informed Hannah that would take some time. Hearing this, Hannah blew out a frustrated breath. To her, it meant more time in Happiness, and less time on her honeymoon. Her hope was that the Sheriff would find her, question her, and elicit a confession. Thus, ending the case and letting her get on with her life, but this was not to be the case. Seeing Papa Jay sitting at the cluster of tables in the diner reminded Hannah of her promise to help Whipson and why she should keep it. It made her feel better, but guilty at the same time.


Looking over at his wife, while everyone was chatting, Hym kissed her forehead. “What’s got you down, Sherlock? It’s almost over.””


“Yeah, but not soon enough. What if they can’t find her? What if she doesn’t confess?”


“They will. She will. Besides, we have enough to tell the Reverend that all is clear for Susan and Calvin. That was the promise, right? To find the truth and give him some relief? So technically, you’re done. One more night here, we talk to the Reverend, and then we get to move on.”” Hym glanced around the table, watching Magdalen chat with Papa Jay, and Buster with Gran. He gave a smile. “Besides, we’re with family.” He paused as Buster laughed and turned to wink at Magdalen. She returned the same. Hym chuckled. “And future family I’m guessing. We’re all good here, Ms. Miles.””


“But this whole mess. We should be wherever you were taking me by now. Doing what you’re supposed to do on a honeymoon.”


Hym half laughed. “You mean pigging out on food and staring into each other’s eyes while the sound of the ocean whips about? Lying in bed eating strange shaped cakes while some kind of doll watches over?”


“Well, not so much lying in bed.” All the sudden, Hannah’s face lit up a bit. “Oh. A clue. The ocean? A cruise? Where too?”


Hym cocked his head sideways and grinned. “Not saying another word, but this is where we are tonight. You made a promise. Tomorrow, you get to fulfill it.”


“I made you one too.”


“You’ll keep it. That’s my promise to you.”


“I like the sound of that.”


Hannah leaned in for a kiss. The two did not notice the silence that fell across the table. When they pulled away and turned, all present were staring at them.


Buster grinned and looked over to Gran. “Uh, is that offer for the RV still open.”


“I think we have room,” the elder Starvling said with a smirk. “You’ll have to deal with old grumpus here’s snoring, but I’ve dealt with it for an eternity. You’ll be fine.”


“My snoring?” Papa Jay sounded off. “Just last week, nosy butt here was cutting logs so loud, the sheriff from two counties over knocked on the door and told her to pipe down.””


“Oh, hush you. He’s eating garlic again. We all might have to sleep outside.”


Everyone laughed at the exchange as Gran pulled Papa Jay in for a makeup smooch. It lightened the mood of the room.


“It’s alright, guys. This is not our official honeymoon.”


“Doesn’t mean nothing’s going to happen,” Gran insisted with a knowing look.


Papa Jay crossed his arms. “Woman, leave the girl be. It’ll happen when it happens if it happens. You looming over like an old vulture ain’t gonna help nothing. You got a dog and a cat. Should be enough things to dote after.”


“And you. It isn’t the same though, and you know it. Although, I do feed you and you do burp a lot.”


As the exchange started up again to everyone’s amusement, Hannah’s phone rang again. She glanced over the name and answered.


“Hey, did you see Janus?”


“We’re on our way there now. Are you sitting down?”


Hannah looked up. Everyone continued to listen to the elder Starvlings’ jibes toward one another. Seeing this, she turned back to the conversation. “I am.”


“Mary didn’t just take on the last name of Ridden. She started going by her middle name.”


Rather than wait for the dramatic reveal, Hannah jumped right in. “Which was?”


“Ruth. Ruth Ridden.”


Hannah sat up straight and stiffened at the name. She said nothing this time, waiting; half hoping that what came next was what had just crossed her mind.


“She married Gabriel Wormwood. That means---”


“She’s Janus’ twin,” Hannah half yelled in excitement.


“Bada boom, bada bing.”


Everyone at the table stopped talking and turned to look at Hannah. She pointed to the phone and mouthed, “I’ll explain in a minute.”


 “There’s more. I ran across an article in a business journal about Gabriel and Ruth. It was about Wormwood International and a foundation for children that they set up. He was a quiet man not prone to interviewing, but Ruth Wormwood liked the attention it seems. A couple of things stood out. One, her true family originated in Zebulon.”


Hannah’s eyes narrowed a slight bit as she took in a breath.


“Two, she mentioned that her father could not handle the death of her mother and took to drinking. He couldn’t hold a job and ended up putting his children up for adoption. Thus, when she had the means, she set up the One Family Foundation. It lists as having two goals. Care to guess what they are?”


“To keep children together as a family.”


“And?”


“Assuring families who take them on are suitable for the job.”


“Dead on.”


A knowing look crept across Hannah’s face.


“And last, her mother was a housekeeper who died of sudden cardiac arrest.”


Hannah let out a long breath and nodded.


“Still want me to go see him?”


The sleuth did not answer right off. Cate said nothing. Instead, she just waited. After a moment, Hannah came back.


“Yeah, I think that could still be of some use. Feel him out and see if he knows where his sister is, but be careful. After what they went through as kids and the trouble he went to find her, I assume he’ll be protective.”


“Agreed. We should be there in just a couple of minutes. I’ll call you when we're done. Let me know if anything else pops up.”


“Will do. Love you.”


“Love you too. Bye.”


Hannah clicked off the phone and looked up to see curious faces.


“What?” Gran demanded.


“You’re not going to believe this.”


*****


Three hours later, Hannah lay with her head on Hym’s chest. Though the events of the case were almost behind her, she could not sleep.


“What’s the matter, Sherlock,” Hym asked in a half awake tone.


“Nothing. Go back to sleep.”


“Can’t. I can hear you thinking.”


“No, you can’t.”


“I can and it’s loud. What’s on your mind?”


“Cate.”


Hym drew his arm out and stroked her hair. He took in and let out a breath. His yes crept open and he yawned. “Is something wrong with her? She’s not sick again is she?”


“No, but she didn’t call back.”


“Maybe she got busy and forgot. Or she and Al were going out. They have lives you know.”


“She’s never late and she never forgets to call back.”


“What time is it?”


Hannah rolled over and looked at her phone. “Ten forty five.”


“Well, you could call. It’s not that late. Even if she’s asleep, wake her. She might be grumpy but she knows you and will understand.””


Hannah considered Hym’s solution. Though she, herself, was not one pleasant when woken in the middle of sleep, her best friend was the opposite. “Cate always wakes up on the right side of the bed,” Hannah recalled Buster saying about his adoptive cousin. She decided it was worth the effort. She dialed the number and waited. It went to voice mail. Clicking off, Hannah stared at the phone.


“Didn’t answer?” Hym asked, his voice more awake.


“No.” Hannah thought for a moment more. “I’m worried.””


“Yeah, I kind of got that. Why?”


“Just my gut. Maybe it’s off.”


Hym sat up and slid over to the edge of the bed to sit beside his wife. He slid his arm around her and gave a concerned look. “Your gut instinct, huh? Have you tried Al’s?”


Hannah dialed again. After it rang several times, she held it up for Hym to listen. His eyes narrowed a bit.


“Voice mail.” Hym scratched at his chin. “Well, it is early, but you’d think one of them would answer, if only because of that reason. What do you want to do? I could call Twilight General, and see if they’ve had any emergency admissions.”


Hannah swallowed hard. The thought that she had sent them to see the twin of a suspected killer crossed her mind. Though he purported himself to be a religious man, she knew that this did not mean he acted as such.


“We don’t have many options. You call them. I’ll call Chief Malloy and see if he can send one of his men over to check out the cabin.””


Hym gave Hannah a questioning expression. “He’ll do that for you?”


“I’ve done him a few favors, so he still owes me.”


“Of course he does. What was I thinking?”


Both husband and wife picked up their phones. After some quick internet searches, they found numbers and dialed. Though unhappy about the hour, Malloy, as predicted, agreed to send over a patrol car to the Janus’ rented cabin. Hym reported no admissions to the local emergency room. Hym eyed the small coffee maker in the hotel room. “I’ll make some,” he said picking up the pot. “It’s going to be a bit before they get back to you I’d imagine.”


A half hour later, after Hannah finished off her second cup, her phone sounded. She grabbed it and put it on speaker so Hym could listen in. The voice of an older gentleman came on.


“Hannah, its Paul. Listen, I sent a car out like you asked. Your friend Alvin Hayes was inside.”


Hannah’s eyes widen and she gulped in air, trying to breathe. Malloy’s next words seemed an eternity in coming.


“Someone tied him up. Gagged and blindfolded him, too. They also stunned him at some point, but otherwise, he’s okay. They took him to the hospital just to check for sure, but your other friend…”


“Cate.”


By this time, Hannah’s legs were growing weak. She staggered back and almost fell, but Hym managed to steady her.


“Yes. This Janus fellow took her. Do you have any idea why he would just take her? Or where he would?”


Hannah let out a burst of air. Her hand came to her chest as Hym helped move her to the edge of the bed.


“Hannah?” Malloy asked. “You there?”


“I…I am. I don’t know for sure. She’s been helping me on this case.””


“You said this was about an investigation when you called earlier, but give me details.”


Hannah gave a nervous, brief summation of the case to the Twilight police chief. He said nothing but listened until she finished.


“Okay. Well, you said this Sheriff Borden already had an APB out on this woman, Ruth Wormwood. I did the same for Raymond Janus. Law enforcement across the state is looking for him and Ms. Jordan. I’d imagine from what you just told me that he’’s headed to wherever his sister is.”


“But we don’t know where she is,” Hannah responded in a despondent tone.


There was a silence on the line for a moment before Malloy continued. His voice was sympathetic.


“I know, but there’s not much more we can do until we find them. Just stay put and I’ll keep you apprised.”


“Will do. Thank you, Paul.”


“Always, Hannah.”


The line clicked off.


Hym, who again sat beside his wife on the bed looked over at her but said nothing. He reached over, pulled her into his arms, and held her as tears hit his arms.


“I don’t know what to do,” Hannah said, near sobbing. “For the first time in forever, I don’t know what to do.”


Hym pushed her from his chest and looked straight into her eyes. “You get dressed. We go tell Buster and Magdalen, then Sindee and Jayland. We get in touch with Al and make sure he’s okay. Then we start figuring out where this jackass took our friend.””


Hannah gave Hym a hug and agreed.


*****


 


Chapter Twenty Four


 


Ten minutes later, Hym and Hannah headed down the hall to Buster and Magdalen’s room. They had checked into the same hotel, much to the consternation of Gran. Papa Jay informed his wife that “Until this resolved, ain’t nothing gonna happen no how” and “to get over it.” Rather than argue the point, Gran acquiesced.


After rousing Buster and Magdalen, Hannah informed them of the situation. Buster, hearing that his adoptive cousin was now hostage responded with contained fury. Upon hearing the news, the large framed, handsome actor rose to his feet and clenched his fists into solid balls. In a methodical, calculated voice, he said, “If he hurts her……in any way…I will kill him.” He then stepped away to look out the window. Hannah walked over beside him and stared out into the night as well. For a while, Hym and Magdalen sat on the edge of the bed watching the two. After a while, Buster readjusted his stance. “I’m not kidding. Prison, no prison. I don’t care.”


Hannah reached over, took hold of his hand, and squeezed. “I know you’re not. Just one thing.”


“What’s that?”


“I get to help.”


Buster agreed with a nod.


Hannah gave one more squeeze of the hand. “Now, get dressed. We need to wake Gran and Papa Jay. Let them know. I also need to get in touch with Sheriff Borden. Then we call Al.” She glanced down at Buster’s boxer shorts. “Rocket ships?”


“Yeah. Some days, even my lucky underwear doesn’t help.”


Though the circumstances seemed dire, Buster’s remark made her give a half chuckle. If nothing else, Hannah thought, he always makes me laugh.


*****


After giving Papa Jay a call and waking them, the elder Starvling agreed to pick the four up at the hotel. A short time after doing that, the group, all gathered in the Starvling’s RV, which Papa Jay parked in front of the Medical Center. Borden soon joined the group inside. Stepping in, Hannah apologized for waking him.


“Are you kidding me? The only real police work I get to do for the most part is track down stolen farm equipment or break up brawls after the football games.” Taking in the spacious interior of the RV, the lawman also commented that he was ““in the wrong business.”


Inside, everyone gathered around a small center table. Buster sat petting the jet-black cat, Casper. Papa Jay held the Yorkie named Gigantor. Gran sat next to him, petting the small canine, and Hazelnut lay between Hym and Hannah on seat along the vehicle’s wall. Borden stood just to the side of all. An uneasy truce existed between the beasts as the rest listened to the phone.


“Just a stun gun,” Al said. “Two small burn marks is all. But Cate…”


“We’re working on that,” Hannah informed. “Trying to find out why he took her. I need you to give every detail that you can remember.”


All could hear as Al let out a breath. Hannah could tell from his voice that he was on edge. Cate was Hannah’s best friend, and Buster’s adoptive cousin. However, it was Al that she was in love with, and he with her. Hannah recalled how she felt when a murderer took Hym hostage during a case early in their relationship. It about killed me, she noted. He’s feeling helpless. She tried to reassure the man.


“Al, I will do everything I can for her.”


“I know you will.” He cleared his throat.


“Okay, listen to me. I need every detail so, as strange as this is going to sound, I need you to close your eyes and try to relax.”


“You’re trying to hypnotize him?” Borden responded in a disbelieving voice.


“No, just helping him recall. Trust me.”


“Can do.”


After a pause, Hannah began.


“Breathe deeply through your nose. Let it out through your mouth. Three times. Then begin. Picture it in your mind. Brief, short sentences. Tell us what happened. Remember every word.”


“Okay, we pulled up. Knocked on the door. Father Janus came to the door. We explained who we were. He asked us in.”


“How did he act?” Hannah inquired.


“Uhmm. Nervous, but friendly.”


“Good. Keep going.”


“He offered us a seat. Went to the kitchen and came back with two table chairs. I sat on the left. Cate on the right.”


“Where did Janus sit?”


“Across the way from us on the couch. Cate asked him about Ruth Wormwood.”


“Did he seem upset at the mention of her name?”


“No, he just looked at her, and then she asked if it were his sister. He squirmed a bit and asked how she knew that. She said you asked her to look into him. I think it made him mad. His expression changed. Angry like. He demanded to know where you were. Cate said you were in Happiness, checking on Whipson. That’s when I blacked out.”


“He zapped you.”


“No, someone else did from behind.”


Hym leaned back and crossed his arms. “Well, we know where Wormwood went.”


“You didn’t hear anything else?” Hannah asked Al.


“No, next thing I knew, I found myself tied to the chair, blindfolded. I think Cate was gone. I couldn’t hear her. Couldn’t hear anybody. I sat there for a long time.””


“How long?”


“Two hours, maybe. I heard a car pull up. I tried to free myself but just managed to tip myself over. Then this officer untied me, asking if I was okay.”


Hannah wiggled her nose for a second before answering back. “Alright, now listen to me. Stay by the phone in case they call or in case she finds a way to. Chief Malloy will want to put a trace on your phone. Let him. It’s pointless to tell you to relax, so just be strong. I’’ll let you know the minute I hear something. You do the same for me.”


“Alright.” Another pause crossed the space. “Take care of her.”


Hannah produced a sympathetic smile. “I will.” With that, she hung up.


Everyone sat staring at the phone. The frown on Buster’s face told Hannah of his increasing frustration and anger at the situation. Magdalen, looking to Buster, told of concern for her newfound love. Gran held hands with Papa Jay. Her concentration meant she was contemplating the case. Papa Jay’s grimace bore the same meaning as Buster’s. Hym’s visage told of concern for Cate, Magdalen, and Whipson, but in particular, for her. She wondered if what they saw in her expression revealed itself. Fear. Out and out, one hundred percent fear. Looking around the room and thinking of Cate, it came to her just how blessed of a life she led. Loving family, friends, and a wonderful new husband. She could not bear the thought of losing any one of them.


“Woof,” Hazelnut let out in response to the sudden quiet.


“Baroof,” responded Gigantor, ears perked.


The sudden outburst made everyone jump and brought the situation back around.


“How long’s it been since they went out,” Gran asked.


“Just before we bunked in. Ten or so.”


“It sounds like they might need another go.”


How long has it been? Hannah’s thought.


Gran looked up to see Hannah’s quirk presenting itself. “Well, that brought up something.”


Hannah reached out and picked up her phone. She scrolled back through the calls she made, talking as she did so.


“I talked to Cate while we were at dinner. Around 7:30. She was almost at the cabin. It’s now 1:35.”


Buster produced his phone. “Yes.”


Hannah tapped at her phone. “Assuming they arrived and talked to Janus fifteen minutes or so, that would put the attack at around 7:45.”


Everyone leaned in to try to follow along with the sleuth’s line of listening as she continued with intense focus.


“Stun guns tend to knock someone out for around ten minutes. Al thought he was tied up for about two hours. I called Chief Malloy around 11:00. He sent a patrol out and they found him, I’d imagine around fifteen minutes later or so. That all fits. He called us back around 11:30.””


“Where are you going with this?” Borden asked.


“When Gran asked how long it had been since the dogs went out, it got me thinking about two things. Where would Janus and Ruth go, and how long would it take to get there.”


“We don’t know that,” Borden stated. “Otherwise, I’’d have them in custody by now.”


“True enough, but consider what they did. They murdered people. We don’t know why they poisoned those specific people.”


“But they didn't poison all of them,” Hym noted. “Remember Rhoades?”


“Yes, and that’s my point. Remember what I told you after Cate called the last time. Her mother was the woman who Whipson ran up on while trying to steal the car. Janus and Ruth Wormwood are her remaining children. This is about revenge.””


“Well, yeah,” Gran affirmed, “we get that much.”


“So, revenge is about making someone suffer for their perceived sins. Those poisoned were just collateral damage to hurt Whipson. Their crime was knowing and for being close to the Reverend. But I’m willing to bet you a cookie that they didn’’t know that Rhoades was with Whipson the night their mother died. Otherwise, they would have poisoned him as well. Somehow, Ruth found out Rhoades had evidence linking her to the crimes.”


“And she attacked him to get to it. She was trying to get it from him when we interfered.” Magdalen inserted with a burst of enthusiasm.


Gran patted the woman on the arm. “Oh, you’re getting good at this, dear.”


Hannah gestured in agreement. “They’re not about random acts of violence, just controlled ones. I doubt she meant for Rhoades’ injury to occur the way it did.””


Hym agreed. “We know she has a stun gun, or least access to one.”


Borden shifted his weight and stood erect, crossing his arms as he did so.


“Okay, it all makes sense, but to what end? What’s your point?”


“I have two, in fact. One, they attacked Rhoades for evidence which they think we have. Two, what good is revenge if you don’t see it through.”


Hym and Magdalen both stiffened. Hym was the first to speak.


“You think they’re coming back here?”


“I do. Think about it. Cate was asking Janus about his sister. He can put two and two together. According to Al, she mentioned that it was me who had her look into him. The only way I could know some of the information was if I had other evidence. Cate’s a victim of opportunity and panic response.”


“Then why’d they leave Al,” asked Buster.


Hym’s grimaced. “He served no purpose. Cate was the maid of honor. Janus knew her importance,” he inferred.


Borden ran his finger under his chin. “Okay, if they’re coming back here, and assuming they left Twilight at around, say eightish, give or take that would put them here,” he twisted his neck and stiffened, “soon I would imagine. Real soon. You think they’d go back to her place?”


“I doubt it. They know we have evidence against them. I would imagine they think you’ll be looking for her there, or even where he lives. My guess, they’ll go straight to the target.”


“Mudbug,” Hym said.


Hannah noticed the low, determined tone in her husband’s voice. It was a combination of annoyance, frustration, and anger. She had been witness to it once before when someone attacked her during a prior case. The man showed great loyalty to those he deemed worthy of his love. This display was Hym being focused and ready to take on and take down whoever stood in his way. She reached over and took hold of his hand. He shot her a look before he relaxed a bit. It gave her great joy to know that she at least had a calming effect on her husband.


“We need to get in there, then,” Hym said. “Protect her. How many ways in are there?”


“A dozen or more,” Holmes told. “It’s a small facility but there is the front, emergency, cafeteria, loading docks, and several others.”


“Problem is, there’s just me at the moment. My deputy is handling some issues in Tartarus.”


“What about hospital security?” Magdalen asked.


“To be honest, it’s not world class. For the most part, they just give people directions and such. It just a volunteer job to keep them occupied.”


Papa Jay crossed his arms and grimaced. “What you mean to say is that they’re old.”


Gran popped her husband on the arm.


“What, woman? It’s true. Didn’t say he was wrong, but it’s true.””


“I just don’t want anyone hurt, sir.”


Gran, taking sudden offense as well, tapped an urgent finger on the tabletop.


“Well, neither do we.” She pointed to everyone as she mentioned them. “My husband. My granddaughter. Her husband. Our friends. So we get that, but we have a stake in keeping them safe. We may be old, but we’re not useless.”


Hannah, listening to the banner, motioned for everyone to settle down.


“Well, regardless, we’ve got to get a move on and protect her. I’m capable of handling myself,” Hym informed.


“I can cover something,” Buster agreed.


Magdalen looped her arm around Buster’s and gave a smiled. “We can all watch an entry or cover an elevator.”


Gran thumbed at Papa Jay. “Like I said, we’re old, not useless. Between Grumpus and me, we can eye the front entry, inside and out.”


Hannah produced a concerned look, but Papa Jay waved her off. “We’ll be fine, Sweetness. Just fine.” He flexed his arm muscle displaying the fading battleship tattoo. ““Still got it.”


“Oh goody. The Good Ship Wrinkles has come to port,” Gran commented with noted sarcasm.


“Woman, you never complained me getting shore leave.”


Gran pulled her husband in for a quick smooch.


Watching the display, Borden cleared his throat and agreed. “All right, you two take the main lobby. Henry, emergency room. You won’t look out of place there.” Looking to Buster and Magdalen, and their clutched hands, he thought for a second. “Main elevators.”


 When he turned to Hym, new groom cut him off. He motioned to Hannah and himself. “We’re going to ICU.”


“I didn’t think you could be in the room.”


“We can’t,” Hym interjected, “but you have to pass the waiting room to get in. If they come, we’ll be there.”


Borden glanced around at all and agreed. “Alright, it doesn’t cover everywhere, but it’ll have to do for the moment.”


“What about you?” Hannah inquired.


 “I’ll be with the guards, watching the monitors. We’ll keep in touch via cell. With any luck, we’ll spot them before they get even close to inside.”


Buster raised his hand, as if in a classroom. Borden pointed as if the teacher.


“Problem. I have no idea what these people look like.”


Gran and Papa Jay admitted the same.


“The solution is simple,” Henry stated. “In the main lobby to the left is a memorial case dedicated to Gabriel Wormwood. There is a picture there with his wife. If I am not incorrect, Father Janus’ picture resides in the chapel along with Jonathan’s. I suggest those of us who have not seen them pay each location a quick visit.”


“Oh, goody,” Gran said with excitement. “A stakeout. It’s been a while.”


“Hmm,” Papa Jay interjected, “should have brought my pistol.”


Gran rolled her eyes.


“Do not engage them yourselves, okay? These two are dangerous. We don’t know what they may do now that they’ve been found out.””


A few minutes later, everyone readied to exit the RV. Gran first made sure everyone was wearing a coat. “It’s chilly out and in the hospital too. Jayland, put our coat and gloves on.”


“Woman, I’m a grown man. Just get the dogs ready. I’ll walk them out front while I wait.”


“Y’all go on. We’ll be right behind you.” She slipped one of Gigantor’’s small coats onto Hazelnut.


Several minutes later, everyone was in position within the hospital, having first viewed who they were looking for. Gran waved everyone along before she sat in the lobby chair and pretended to read. She waved to Papa Jay, who stood outside with the two canines on leashes.


“Be careful,” Hannah insisted, kissing her grandmother’s forehead. “And watch out for old Two Gun out there,” she added, thumbing toward the window where she could just view her grandfather.


“Oh, we’ll be fine, dear. You just go and have a good time.”


Hannah half laughed as she walked away with Hym. “Only Gran would find this fun.”


“She’s not the only one.” Hym squeezed his wife’s hand. ““I know someone just like her.”


 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter Twenty Six


 


When Hannah and Hym stepped from the elevator on the floor, they exited out into the hallway and toward the ICU waiting room. When the room came in sight, Hym came to a dead stop. Glancing over to see what was going on, Hannah saw his eyes widen then narrow to near slits. Fear? Anger? She turned to peer where he was staring. Her eyes widened as well. Already here.


From her vantage point, Hannah could see Whipson through the large, glass pane windows of the waiting area. The room was empty except for two individuals. Whipson sat, pushed forward in his seat. He leaned outward, his elbows resting on his knees, staring forward. She noticed him bobbing his head, as though he were agreeing. Like a confession, she considered. He was holding hands with Janus, who held a similar position.


Hym moved to run as best he could in, but Hannah held him back. “No,” she said in a low tone. “What if he panics? He might have a weapon and we need to find out where Cate is.””


Hym tensed up but held steady. “What do we do, then?” He scanned the room. “No sister,” he added with noted urgency.


“We just walk in as if it were nothing, then we’ll figure it out.”


They headed into the room. Hannah sat beside Whipson. Hym took a seat beside Janus, who never looked his way. Instead, the priest stared ahead at the Reverend.


For what felt like an eternity to Hannah, no one spoke. Then Janus glanced at her. He gave her a smile, but not one that she expected. In her mind, it should have been his large, man-in-the-moon grin. Instead, it was a sad, almost apologetic one. When he spoke, it was soft and hurting.


“I had to come back and apologize.”


Hym shifted uneasily in his seat as Janus turned to him.


“Relax, young man. I have no ill will toward Jonathan.”


“What about my friend?”


“She’s fine. You’ll find her in the emergency room. Just a little sleepy.”


Hannah glanced at Hym. “Holmes doesn’t know what she looks like. He wouldn’t be expecting her.”


“Call him.”


Hannah pulled out her phone and was about to dial. She stopped when she realized that by his body language, her husband was readying himself to take the man down. Before she could intercede, Whipson gestured with a hand for him to stop.


“It’s alright, son. We’ve been talking. I understand. This is as much my fault.”


“You didn’t do this. They did.”


Janus turned to face his accuser. His face was stoic. “No, I did.”


Hannah paused to consider Janus’ response. “Why?”


“Because they were suffering. I am much opposed to that. It’s so, unnecessary. My mother, she didn’t suffer. At least not when she died. But beforehand……” The priest’s words trailed off for a second before he started again. “My father was not the most likable of fellows. He had too much of the Irish in him I think, by his mother.”” He let go of Whipson’s hands and leaned back into his seat. “A bit of a temper and all that. Rough handed when he got in the spirit.” He shrugged and loosened his collar. “I was just telling Jonathan here, everything. That I found out tonight that he was the one who…” He let out a breath of air. “The one who was with my mother the night she passed on, and that I forgive him for that. It’s what we do, you know. Our business is to forgive others and ourselves.”


Hym glowered. “Is that what you call what you did to Susan? Forgiveness?”


Janus shot him a hard look and pointed a finger. “I had nothing to do with Dr. York. Let me be clear on that. All the others, they were mine. I take full responsibility for them.” He shook his head. “And for poor Richard. That was an unfortunate mistake.”


Listening, Hannah became intrigued. All fears left her as she had reached the final story. “The prize,” as Gran referred to it. However, upon hearing it, some things were not fitting.


Questions began to pour into Hannah’s mind. The man was confessing to all the murders, but not for what happened to Susan. Covering for his sister? She decided that there was just one way to get the answer she wanted. Ask. “You’re saying your sister had nothing to do with this?”


“No, she had everything to do with this.” Janus placed a hand on his chest and closed his eyes as if he were focusing. He coughed once and glanced around. “She convinced me. Told me that the work she was doing was God’s work. She said that since it was his work, I should be happy…they didn’t suffer. Like my brothers. Like my mother, before……she passed…”


Janus grimaced hard as Hannah noted the color draining from the man’s face. When his eyes rolled back into their sockets, he slumped down into his seat. Hym managed to catch him before he slid all the way out.


“What the hell?” the new groom said, laying the man on the floor. Hym’s eyes rushed up to meet Hannah.


“Raymond?” Whipson said, kneeling down beside Janus and taking up his hand. “I understand.”


It was then that Janus gave a faint smile before grimacing hard. His back arched up before falling back down in slow motion, as if being placed with care back upon the ground. Hannah placed two fingers on his neck to check for a pulse, despite her certainty that he was already gone. The lack of a pulse confirmed her suspicions. Hym moved in to do CPR, but his wife sat back on the floor. “It’’s over for him,” she said, placing an arm on Hym’s bicep. Hym moved out of the way, taking a seat next to the Reverend. The three sat staring at the body. Hannah noticed a small candy wrapper fall from his open hand. He poisoned himself. For the first time, she looked over to the small table next to the Reverend. A box of petite fours sat open.


“Sir, you didn’t eat any of this, did you?”


Whipson shook his head.


Hannah glanced around the room, twisting her nose several times in the process.


“Did his sister come with him?”


Whipson’s eyes watered up as he peered at her. “Who?”


“Ms. Wormwood. Ruth Wormwood.”


“I…uh…for a moment. She sat with him and then excused herself.” The Reverend gave an odd expression. “His sister?”


“Twins. Fraternal it would seem.”


Whipson coughed hard before answering. “She brought the box.” He peered down at the body, centering on the now freed wrapper. “But Raymond said not to eat them.”” Coughing even harder, the Reverend began gasping for air.


“Stay with him. I’ll get some help,” Hannah said as she started for the door.


“But where’s---” was all Hym managed before Hannah disappeared out into the hall. She headed down toward the nurses’ station. Reaching the desk, she found a male nurse. “We have an emergency in the waiting room.”


“Emergency?”


“One’s dead and one can’t breathe. Get someone down there. NOW!”


The nurse rose and rounded the desk toward the waiting area. Hannah was about to follow when it hit her that all that occurred distracted her from a larger problem. Excused herself echoed in her mind. Why? She stopped. If she wanted him to suffer, why give him the candy before she got to Susan. Her eyes narrowed. She’s sacrificing her brother. She knew he would cave. She looked back to the left of the desk at the double doors leading to the ICU. ““It’s a distraction,” she muttered. Darting toward the entrance, she slapped the large red button next to the doors. The large glass panels slid open and she darted in.


“You can’t be in here now,” someone yelled, but the sleuth paid them no heed. She ran along the large area, past rooms divided by glass panels. Some were easy to see into. Others had pulled around curtains, obscuring the patient. As she passed one, she glanced to the wall mounted marker board next which displayed the patient’s name. Slowing to read one, she felt an arm grasp her bicep.


“You can’t be in here,” a large woman in a nurse’s uniform said in a stern voice. Hannah jerked free.


“Dr. York is in danger. Where is she?”


The woman stepped back, stunned at the aggressive sound of the sleuth’s voice. “I…I’m calling security.”


“You do that.”


Hannah continued around the room until she came to one with curtains closed. Glancing over, she saw the name York written. She yanked the glass door open and parted the curtain. Her eyes fell to Calvin, who lay sprawled on the floor. Two small stun marks showed on the back of his neck. She could tell by his chest movements that he was still breathing. Wormwood stood next to Susan on the opposite side, drawing fluid from a vial. Seeing Hannah, she paused. As the sleuth moved toward her, Wormwood withdrew the syringe from the container and held it high in the air, ready to plunge it into the IV.


“Don’t,” Wormwood threatened.


Hannah came to a stop. “I’m stopping. Let’s just talk about this.”


“No time for that, I’m afraid.”


Glancing the woman over, Hannah noticed that she had cut her hair short. She had dyed it a darker shade than before and she wore no glasses, but did have on a nurses’ uniform. It occurred to her that this was how the woman had slipped past everyone without recognition.


The two women stood locked in their respective places. Hannah’s mind raced. She drew back upon the lessons of negotiating a situation from her training as an agent. In a standard negotiation, the threat, being Wormwood, would want something. Freedom, money, or some other goal, but in this particular situation, that presented a problem. What the threat wanted was for Whipson to suffer. At present, that meant seeing Susan dead, something Wormwood was self-capable of achieving. Need something to negotiate for.


All of a sudden, the intercom sounded. “Code Blue. ICU waiting. Code Blue. ICU waiting.”


Hannah watched Wormwood as her face pulled a slight bit. Her eyes rolled to the ceiling as if she could see the words. A second call followed the first. “Security needed in ICU. Security to ICU.” Hannah repressed a grin. She found her answer. Let’s negotiate.


 “You’ve got time now. The Reverend’s dead.”


Wormwood’s expression changed from confusion to slow building rage.


Clarify the situation.


“No reason to hurt her now or my friend. Where is she?”


Reassess.


Wormwood’s hand hovered above the IV infusion point. “Bastard.” Her voice was cold, distant, and angry. Over sixty years of pent up rage, without warning, lost its outlet.


Off track. Situation critical.


“He owed us.”


Sympathize.


“I get it. He caused your mother’s death.”


“He destroyed us. Tore us apart.”


Stall. Let her talk it out. Empathize.


“I can see that. Your brothers and you. Raymond. He’s your twin, right?”


By this time, Wormwood was struggling. Uncertainty played on her face and she talked less to Hannah than to herself.


“I imagined making him suffer for years, even after Ray found me.”


Wormwood let out a distraught laugh. To Hannah, it sounded almost sad. Like that of a lost child who confused emotions. Taking the opportunity, she stepped closer to the bed, more toward Susan. Wormwood did not react.


“When did you find him?”


The woman looked up. There were no tears in her eyes, just fury. Unbridled anger, but she was calm for the moment.


“Four years ago. He took over the chapel. I met him at a function. He mentioned where he was from and it hit me like a bolt out of the blue.”


“So you recognized him.”


“Gabe built this community.” She gave an odd half chuckle. “What, eighteen years ago was it? Some crazy dream he had. A place to retire his parents and us. Happiness.”” She laughed once more but when her eyes came back again to take in Hannah, the ire showed again. “But I was anything but.”


Losing her. Sympathize. Empathize.


“You had to get even. He wronged you.”


Wormwood’s eyes turned to slits. “Gabe tried to help me. After we met, he sent me to see people. Signed me up for classes. Stress relief. Yoga. Even martial arts. He was always into healing. Holistic or pharmaceutical. He wasn’t opposed to either.”


She’s losing it. Offer a solution. Hannah thought about this for a brief second. There was no real solution. The woman was going down, but Susan’s life was at stake and she needed to make a decision. The escalation in Wormwood’s anger indicated to the sleuth that she was on the edge. She opted to offer the one thing she could not provide. A distraction via a lie.


“What about your brother? You could still get him and make it out. I’m sure you made an exit plan. Use it. I won’t stop you.””


Wormwood held Hannah in her gaze for a second before her eyes drifted to the door.


Considering it.


The woman’s hand eased back a little as Hannah relaxed a slight bit. However, Wormwood’s eyes widened as the curtain behind the sleuth jerked back.


“Don’t move,” a shaky voice called out.


Everything went into slow motion for Hannah. Without turning, she could see what played out behind her. One of the elder security guards came from the intercom call. Her mind’s eye imagined his shaky hands grasping an unloaded pistol. Her eyes never left Wormwood. Instead, she lunged across Susan’s body and grabbed the hand holding the syringe, causing Wormwood to drop it. It plunged into the pillow beside the doctor’s unconscious form.


“Not today.”


To Hannah’s surprise, her target did not jerk back. Instead, she threw the palm of her hand upwards, catching Hannah’s jawline. It was enough to send the sleuth backwards. She stumbled over the still unconscious form of Calvin, which in turn sent her reeling into the guard. Both fell to the floor. She rolled over in time to see Wormwood make it over both of them and out the door.


Unexpected, Hannah thought as she rose. She grabbed her jaw and shook her head, recalling the woman’s words just before about her husband signing her up for martial arts. She bolted out the door following after.


Reaching the hallway, Hannah caught a glimpse of her prey as the woman rounded the corner. It was in the opposite direction of the elevators.


Hym stood in the waiting room doorway, waving his cane, indicating the direction. “Stairwell.”


“Call Borden,” Hannah yelled as she ran past.


By the time she reached the stairwell, the door had almost closed. Hannah yanked it open and followed. Glancing down between the stairs, she could see Wormwood, who was a full half flight ahead. Though the woman was fast, Hannah began making gains. Still, she calculated that it would not be enough. As she reached the last half landing, she took hold of the rail and hurtled down, landing next to the woman. The sleuth shocked her prey just enough to grab hold of one arm. With her free hand, she threw a knuckle punch to Wormwood’s side. The force pushed her back to the wall, but when Hannah attempted to throw a second punch to the woman’s face, her opponent blocked it with her forearm.


Crap.


Hannah did not have time to finish her thought before Wormwood pushed her backwards. The suddenness of a formable opponent unbalanced the sleuth. She did not have time to react to a punch to her eye. Blood shot from the sudden opening of a cut, and splattered down her face. It gave Wormwood enough time to exit.


Again, Hannah shook her head and wiped the blood away. She grabbed the door and followed after. The exit led out into the main lobby and as she exited, she saw Gran rise down the way as she recognized Wormwood. Fear seized the sleuth. Don’t, Gran, she thought, hoping that the elder Starvling would just let the woman pass. However, to her surprise, Gran tossed a magazine under the woman’s foot as she ran passed. It sent Wormwood in a spin, from which she could not recover. Her head slammed into the glass exit door, which shattered. Wormwood rose and turned to face Hannah. Gran stood to the side between the two. All stopped. Wormwood wiped the blood from her brow. The cut was similar to Hannah’s. She shot Gran a look and grinned.


“Nice,” she offered, before turning to exit.


Once more, Hannah started after.


“You’re hurt, dear,” Gran noted as she passed.


“I’m fine. Get Borden.”


When Hannah pushed on the door, it gave way and shattered from the previous impact. When she stepped out into the air, she saw Papa Jay pushing himself up from the ground. Though she wanted to pursue Wormwood, she moved toward him. He waved her off.


“Dogs are after her. Follow the barking.”


Hannah glanced off into the hospital lawn. She saw Wormwood running, chased by two tiny canines whose leashes flapped behind them. She ran after as hard as she could push herself. For a woman in her sixties, Hannah noted that she was more than fit. She was fast, but Hazelnut and Gigantor kept pace, each barking and attempting to nip at the woman. When Wormwood slowed to kick at Gigantor, Hazelnut dipped between her legs. The dog’s leash wrapped around the woman’s shoe, causing her to fall forward. It was all the delay that Hannah needed. She reached the woman, grabbed her shoulder, and flipped her over. She drew back her fist.


“Was it worth it?”


Wormwood lay silent before she spit in Hannah’s face. With one punch, Hannah slammed Wormwood in the chin with all the force she could muster. She neutralized the threat. Hannah plopped to the ground to catch her breath as Hazelnut freed herself and came to Hannah for licks and love. Gigantor took to tugging on Wormwood’s sleeve as he growled. After all this, Hannah laughed. “Good puppies,” she said half aloud.


*****


An hour and a half later, Hannah sat on an examination table as Holmes stitched her brow. Her eye was black and swollen.


“Are you sure she’s okay?”


“Your friend is fine. A little sedated still but she will come around. She should be fine for you to visit after we’re done. I spoke with her fiancé. He asked me to let you know that he will be here in a short while.”


“Was she able to tell you much?”


“Some, but I believe the question you are asking is why they took her here.”


Hannah affirmed.


“It is just speculation, but I would offer that they meant to use her as a distraction, but upon arriving, they found her presence more a hindrance. Unnecessary if you will. No one would notice someone asleep in the emergency room…There. Completed.””


“Will it leave a bad scar?”


“I am quite adept at suturing. This should heal fine.” He leaned back and admired his work. “There, you will need to have the stitches removed in ten days or so. I take it you have a family physician?”


Hannah glanced at the work in the mirror Holmes provided. “I believe I do now,” she said with a smile. “If you are willing?””


“It would be my honor. Ten days. I will write you a prescription for some pain medication.”


Hannah shook her head. “No, thank you. I have an aversion.”


The physician nodded. “Good for you, my dear, good for you. Now, if you will excuse me, I believe Jack would like a moment.”


Holmes exited. A few moments later, Borden came in.


“Well, that was fun. She’ll be spending the night here under supervision, and cuffed to the bed. Concussion. Broken jaw. Stitches. Not to mention she’s straight up nuts.”” He smiled, looking at Hannah. “You are a force to reckon with.”


Hym laughed. “You don’t know the half of it. Did you find out about the Reverend?”


“I just spoke with a nurse. He’s been admitted, and he is stable, but all this has taken a toll. Dr. York is fine. Both of them. Although they are still transferring her at some point to implant the device her husband mentioned.””


“You got the box from waiting, right?” Hannah inquired with some urgency.


“I took care of it,” Hym said.


“Its bagged and tagged as evidence,” Borden added. “Oh, and the guard you landed on. He’s okay, but he’s not volunteering anymore. How are you, though?”


“Bruised ribs.” She pointed to the cut. “Five stitches. This.” She indicated the darkened eye. “She was tough for a woman her age.”


“And what does age have to do with anything,” Gran said, pushing herself into the room along with Papa Jay, Magdalen, and Buster. “Old don’’t mean useless.”


“I can see. Nice move with the magazine.”


“Just something I picked up for when your Papa Jay tries to slip out on me.”


Papa Jay crossed his arms. “Woman, I ain’t never slipped out on you.” He smirked and addressed all the men. “Too dangerous. Best just to put up with it.” He looked to Buster. “Remember that, young man.”


Both Buster and Magdalen blushed as they agreed.


“Oh, hush, you old Grumpus. The only danger you’re in is from yourself.”


Everyone laughed as Gran pulled her husband in for a smooch.


Borden offered his hand in round. All shook.


“Well, nice work, all.” He focused on the newlyweds. “There’ll be paperwork, as you well know, but I can handle most of it. I’ll call you if I need more information. So, you off for that honeymoon now?”


Hym and Hannah looked at each other. Hym was about to answer when Hannah interjected.


“I need a vacation before I’m ready for my honeymoon.”


“Oh, that’s a good idea,” Gran said. “A lot of time relaxing……in bed. Before you go on your honeymoon which is all about---”


“Gran.”


The elder Starvling gave a ‘what’ gesture.


Hannah and Papa Jay rolled their eyes.


 


 


Epilogue


 


Eight weeks later.


 


“Tell me again why we just didn’t take the plane?”


“I’m a man who likes to see things through. We started on our honeymoon in Baby. We’ll get there in Baby.”


“Baby, Baby, Baby,” Hannah quoted from one of her favorite movies. She turned back and retrieved the last item from a bag marked Hoolies. ““Nice of Will to pack us a lunch…and snacks.” She unwrapped a large piece of pecan pie and bit in. “Man. I love his pie.””


“I don’t suppose there’s a piece left for me?”


“If you tell me where we are going, I’ll give you a bite.”


She grinned as Hym looked over to her. He shook his head.


“Oh, you.” She glanced out at the fading afternoon light. “Hmm, headed to the ocean. A cruise. Where to?”


Hym rolled his eyes.


“You’re no fun.” She broke off a bite and leaned over to pop it in his mouth. “How you holding up?”


“I’m good. I mean, it’s hard. I’ll miss him, but he’’s in a better place. I know that’s not your thing, but I do.”


“I never said I didn’t. I just think of it differently is all.” She broke off another bite of pie and drew it into her mouth. ““I’m sorry it all happened the way it did, but I’m glad he went knowing Calvin and Susan were innocent.”


Hym agreed. “It made him happy. That’s good enough. He’s with Ophelia now, and Rhoades.”


“It’s odd, you know. The same day. Like they knew the other was letting go.”


“They were close. Close as brothers. I guess that’s why the Reverend wanted him next to him.”


“That was a nice gesture. He was a good man who left a legacy in another good man.”


Hannah took hold of her husband’s hand and squeezed. He tapped his cheek and she obliged him with a kiss. “Thank you.”


“Plenty more where that came from.”


“No, thank you for helping him.”


Hannah smiled. It gave her great pleasure knowing that her husband appreciated her. “You’re more than welcome, Sweet Face.” She offered him the last bite but he declined. ““Didn’t Magdalen call before we left?”


“She did. Sorry, I was so busy packing that I forgot. She loves the new job. Busy but she’s glad she’s out of Chicago. Susan’’s doing fine. A long recovery period but she can go back to work on a partial basis in a few weeks. Having Magdalen there to ease the load helps.” A strained look came over Hym’s face. ““She got some bad news. She won’t be able to have kids. Too much strain, but Calvin’s open to adoption, so…”


“Always an option.”


“Yeah. It’s kind of strange, given Janus and Wormwood and all.”


Hannah straightened up at mention of the names. “Yeah, amazing how people react to life. Look at Buster. Abandoned and adopted in an unconventional setting, but he turns out fine. Janus turned into a killing machine.”


Hym shrugged. “Well, yeah. I guess, but Buster’s parents are good people, and he was too young to remember his birth parents. Janus and Wormwood remembered. Perhaps too much. We don’t know what kind of families took them in. The other brothers didn’t fare too well for sure.”


Hannah agreed. “Oh, speaking of Buster. He got cast in a pilot that will shoot in Atlanta. If it is picked up, he’s moving back. Did Ed tell you yet?”


“Magdalen did. She was rather excited that he would be within two hours of Happiness.”


“And how are you dealing with that?”


“She’s dated worse.”


Hannah reached out and popped Hym on the arm. “Hey now, Buster’s a catch and you know it.”


Hym laughed. “Yeah, I know. He’s all right. I’m just protective of those I love.”


“I like the sound of that.” Hannah took in a deep breath. The salty brine hit her nose and she smiled. “I hope we have a room with a porthole.””


“The view’s fine, I promise. A lot better than Wormwood’s going to be seeing.”


Hannah noticed the bitterness that remained in Hym’s voice at the mention of the woman. A lot to process, she noted.


“You know they’ll push the insanity thing, right?” She studied Hym’s face for a reaction. “She might get it.”


“I know, and I know that Jonathan would want me to forgive her. I’m trying. I am. It’s just hard.” Hym twisted his lips a bit. “You know though, I find it strange that he ended up in the same town as her almost sixty years later, and to want revenge for all those years on. To let it fester.” He gave an unconvincing laugh. “I guess it did drive her insane. In the end, she didn’t get it. That, in and of itself, is enough to drive you nuts.”


“Well, as they say, revenge is a dish best served cold in a bitter sauce. It doesn’t get much bitterer than that.”


Hym turned the Mustang into a long-term parking lot next to the ocean. After retrieving a ticket, both he and Hannah exited the car. Her eyes widened as she gazed out toward the setting sun. There, at a distance, was the clear outline of a ship with three large sails. In the waning daylight, the aura of the sun’s rays illuminated it. It displayed an unnatural glow, like the Flying Dutchman headed to shore, she recalled. The Dahlia. “How?”


“A wedding gift from Vera and Asa, and Louie of course. I called them after we couldn’t make it the first time and he said he had no plans to use it for a while, so it would be waiting for us when we were ready, as long as we want and wherever we want to go.””


Hannah moved around to hug her husband and give him a kiss.


“Shall we?”


A few minutes later, the two were on a small transport headed to the Dahlia. They pulled up alongside and mounted the ladder. Reaching the deck, Captain Thomas “Tom” Bigby greeted them.


“Welcome back aboard, Ms. Miles and Mr. Miles. So good to see you again, and congratulations.” He offered his hand. Hannah was about to shake when a scream emerged, and a voice cried out. “Oh, my God! He’s dead.”


The Captain turned and headed inside, followed by Hannah.


Hym looked up to the sky. “Seriously?”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 








 


 


Letter to the reader.


 


Dear Reader,


 


I hope you enjoyed Book #3 The Priest who Ate a Poison Petit Fore. I have to tell you, I really love the characters of Hannah and Hymnal. Though many readers wrote me asking: "What's next for them?" Well, stay tuned because the saga of publishing drama isn't quite over. Hannah and Hymnal will be back soon in Book #4 by lat summer of 2015.


Will they find their happy ending? I sure hope so. When I wrote Book #1The Chef at the Water’s Edge and Book #2 The Gourmet who Kept Diamonds in the Kitchen, I got so many letters, from fans thanking me for the book. Some had an opinion about Hannah & Hym, while others rooted for more on the other cast members. As an author, I love feedback. Candidly, you are the reason that I will explore the cast of this book for future publications.


So tell me what you liked, what you loved, even what you hated. I'd love to hear from you.


You can write me at mailto:keepatterbee@gmail.com or visit me on the web at www.keepatterbee.com.


Finally, I need to ask a favor. If you're so inclined, I'd love a review of The Priest who Ate a Poison Petit Fore. Loved it, hated it-


I'd just enjoy your feedback.


As you may have gleaned from my books, reviews can be tough to come by these days. You, the reader, have the power now to make or break a book. If you have the time, here is a link to my author page on Amazon. You can find all my books here: http://KeePatterbee.com/blog.
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Thank you so much for reading book #3 The Priest who Ate a Poison Petit Fore and if you miss my first book, The Chef at the Water’s Edge consider reading how it all began. Book #2 The Gourmet Who Kept Diamonds in the Kitchen was another exciting adventure.


I appreciate you spending time with me.


 


In gratitude,


 


Kee Patterbee


http://facebook.com/keepatterbee
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Kee Patterbee spent the early years of her life working in the hardest career in the world. She was a mother. Then she embarked on a second career as a grandmother. Along the way, she dabbled in writing, most often in short stories. In 2013, Kee decided to do something she had always dreamed of doing. She began work on her first novel. That book is The Chef at the Water’s Edge. Here, she created the character of Hannah Starvling. Her protagonist is a former FBI turned culinary consultant, now semi-amateur sleuth.


Since that time she's written three more Hannah novels and one novella as part of the ongoing Twilight Mystery Series. Plans are in the work for many more.


Kee grew up in a small southern town. It was there that her love of slow paced communities, their residents, and the dark underbelly they often hide was born. When she was a little girl, she loved reading old world myths. Her favorite was the Roman god Janus, the two-faced god of beginnings and transitions. Her fascination lay with his association with gates, doors, passages, endings and time, and the future and in the past. Kee remembers riding her bike through her neighborhood, contemplating the Janus story. She then applied it to her town. She often wondered what went on behind the gates leading to façade of the many little wood frame houses. What did the townsfolk do behind those closed doors when no one was looking? Thus, most of her stories and adventures are set in or around the sleepy riverside town of Twilight. The town is a Norman Rockwell picturesque by day. By night, it is illuminated by shadows.


Kee is southern through and through. She married a man of similar origins. He shares her fascination with the unseen, both real and imagined. They now live in Georgia where they lead a quiet existence of writing and enjoying life in general. One of the things they love is seeking out and visiting ‘roadside’ attractions. Those places that offer a look into the more unusual aspects of America. They also are in search of the perfect chicken wing and chili cheese dog. In the summer, they exist between writing and these adventures.
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