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    Gourmet chef Elias Babel, an expert in truffles, the highly sought-after mushroom delicacies referred to as nature’s diamonds, took a nasty fall from his hotel balcony. Friend Hannah Starvling, a former FBI agent turned culinary consultant and amateur sleuth, suspects it was not an accident. After encountering several suspects, including one who seems determined to insert himself into her investigation, she becomes even more convinced of foul play.Now the planned working vacation with her grandparents, the stubborn Papa Jay and nosy Gran, and love interest Hymnal, is in jeopardy. And so is her life. She only has a few working clues. First, somebody attempted to kill her friend. Second, another rival chef is somehow involved. Third, the mysterious stranger, Lukas Grim, is not who he claims. And last, it all revolves around her friend’s last conscious word, "Dahlia." As for her problems, she has to deal with her Papa Jay and Gran, juggle the obstacles of a new relationship, keep her hospitalized friend alive, all while avoiding getting herself killed.


    


  





The Gourmet Who Kept


Diamonds in the Kitchen


 


Kee Patterbee


 


PUBLISHED BY:


Kee Patterbee


Twice By Lightning LLC


Copyright © 2014


http://KeePatterbee.com















Copyright


The right of Kee Patterbee to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


The story contained within this book is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is entirely coincidental.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, electrostatic, magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the publishers: Twice by Lightning LLC, Conyers Georgia.


Cover design by Adrianna Vines













More Titles in the Twilight Mystery Series:


[image: ]













Dedication


To my loving husband, Mr. Patterbee















Welcome to the Bistro Mystery Restaurant Extraordinaire.


Head Chef


Hannah Starvling (a.k.a. The Culinary Detective) – Former FBI. Part-time sleuth. Full-time culinary consultant. Cool, calculating, methodical, and occasionally lost in her own thoughts. Specialty: Curiosity with a hint of genius.


Sous Chefs


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.  Specializes in surly, grumpy, and protectiveness.


Starters


Hymnal “Hym” Miles – Quick witted and injured small time law enforcement officer. Love interest of the head chef and able bodied sleuth in his own right.


Janine Wexler Babel – Daughter of Johnny ‘The Twister’ Wexler and wife of the main entrée. An expectant mother-to-be, she has much to gain or lose regardless of the outcome of events.


Sides


Lukas Grimm – Mysterious, charming, and potentially deadly. Tells an interesting story that sounds too good to be true.


Madeline Doyle – The beautiful, jealous restaurateur. Knows more than she should. Claims relationships that may or may not exist. She has a lot riding on a new menu and no way to prove what she says is true. Served with heavy syrup.


Samori Drogba – Well connected chef, replacement judge, and full time mystery. Kin of old friend of the head chef’s. Often where he should not be. Rival in entrée’s specialty. Served cold and distant.


Serizawa ‘Ducky’ Kamo –American of Japanese descent. Hard working, would be chef. A wealth of information. Knows of the head chef and seems continuously present at the right time. Or perhaps, at the wrong time. Always prepared as you like it.


Thomas “Tom” Bigby – Ship captain, he has a precarious job situation and lots of opportunity over a long period of time. Prepared salty with a tinge of possibility.


Johnathan “Johnny” Wexler – Father of Janine Babel. Former football star. Served in large portions capable of most any physical response. Served on a bet.


A la Carte


Louie Woolridge – Food critic and friend of the Culinary Detective.


Vera Bessinger – Heiress daughter of Louie and friend of Hannah and Hym. She is connected to one of the main ingredients of the primary dish.


Critic – Hound and spokesdog/mascot. A companion to Louie. Full of love, licks, and ferocity if necessary.


Ramona Betts – Able bodied Gresham detective. Knows the head chef. Does not necessarily like her. Served churlish with a touch of jealousy.


Today’s Featured Dish


Elias Babel, ‘Truffle Gourmet Extraordinaire’.


Preparation methods include: Accidental. Suicidal. Or the head chef’s favorite, murderously attempted.


*Please Note* This dish is served tossed with the diamonds in the kitchen.


Dessert


Tonight’s plaisir doux is a mystery. Toppings include: A gourmet/expert/chef. A missing case full of truffles. And a four story balcony plunge.















Prologue


One year later. A Radio interview.


“Welcome back to WUNG, Public Radio. You’re listening to “The Tellers” and I’m your Host, Michael Blevons. Tonight, we’re in a culinary kind of groove. An author who produced an unusual and offbeat affair that deals with the world of food and the black market. Our guest is writer and food critic, Louie Woolridge. Hello again.”


“Hello.”


              “And joining us again is his companion, Critic. Hello there, Critic.”


“Woof.”


(Laughter)


“On cue and everything. Perfect. Perfect. So, Louie. Your new book, Murderous Tastes. To steal a loose culinary reference, it’s selling like hotcakes. Everyone seems tapped into the main character, Anna Raven. She seems so real. Quirky. Odd. Brilliant. But very, very real. Human. A lot of books miss the mark on that, but you seem to have really gotten the feel of the character. A real attribute of your writing skill. But, now, I went back and read some of your work in Food Critic Magazine. You’ve done several articles on one chef slash consultant in particular. I’m going out on a limb here and suggest that this character Anna is based on that real person. Am I correct?”


“Depends on which person.”


“Hannah Starvling.”


(Laughter)


“Yes, she’s going to kill me for revealing that, but yes, Hannah is Anna. Anna is Hannah.”


“You wrote of two instances at least where you worked with her on cases. Did this book come about based on any particular episode? She is, after all, according to you, the Culinary Detective.”


“Well, you know. It’s a mash up, but mostly, it comes primarily from the second case surrounding the food industry and illegal trade. The black market in particular.”


“And the other characters?”


“Well, you know the drill, Frank. The names have been changed to protect the innocent, but some are real, some are not.”


“Woof”


(Laughter)


“Yes, Critic, even you. It seems you are called Sleuth here.”


“Woof”


(More laughter)


“I don’t think he cares for the name.”


“Me either, but we’re buds, so all is forgiven.”


“Well, getting back. Not to give too much away, but we start with an inciting incident involving... X… and work our way back. You know. The way it started. I really didn’t expect what happened. I expected something different.”


“In a bad way?”


“No, in a good way. I’m just used to forecasting correctly. You know, the kind of book it is, the category it’s associated with, you expect one thing. You kind of flip that on its ear.”


“Good. You shouldn’t see the road up ahead. Just like the case. You have got to see it to believe it.”


“Or in this case, read it. Now, you were more of a witness on this one. At least that’s the way you’ve written it, assuming the character, Arthur, is you.”


“Good eye. He is and I was. I’m more comfortable as a writer than capable as an investigator. But Hannah, er, Anna isn’t. Though she’s a skilled consultant, she’s also an amazing investigator.”


“A genius in many respects.”


“In most respects. In the beginning, real world case, she was close to the victim at one time, but she managed to distance herself from that fact and laser focus on the evolving incidents.”


“Yes, she’s brilliant. In the book, she digs and digs, eventually turning up the dirt under the dirt, so to speak. At the same time, in the real world, the real Anna, or Hannah I should say, exposed something big. Just as she does in your fantasy world, right?”


“Exactly. From the moment, she comes across the victim to the moment the case closes. In both the book and the real world, events closely parallel one another.”


“So, you have a gourmet. Something is missing. A plethora of ‘potentials’ as Anna calls them. So, who did it?”


“Well, it was… THE BUTLER!”


(Laughter and excited woofs.)


“No, sorry. You’ll have to read it. I need the money to keep Critic here in treats.”


“I’m just teasing. I did read it. It’s really, really interesting. Now, this takes place in the fictional island town of…”


“Boon, but it’s based on…”















Chapter 1


1:30 PM. Four hours prior.


“Gresham,” Hannah Starvling said, her sea green eyes sparkling in the sun’s glow. She pointed to the outline of a small town on the island.


While waiting for landing instructions, Hannah wavered between anxious and eager. She always wanted to give her paternal grandparents a magnificent vacation. Her attendance at The International Culinary Festival provided her an opportunity to do that. The trip also afforded her the chance to fly them up in her Piper Saratoga.


Resting in the waters between the Canadian and US border, the town of Gresham belonged to the Thousand Islands chain. This was one of Hannah’s favorite places to visit for many reasons, among those being the annual event.


“The hotel will send a car for us.”


“Send a car?” Jayland ‘Papa Jay’ Starvling commented from the rear seat. “Fancy stuff, Sweetness.”


“One of the perks of being a judge at one of the events this week,” Hannah said to her older passengers.


The smile Papa Jay held lit up his face. He pointed out the window at the St. Lawrence River. “I can’t wait to get out on the water. Been forever since I’ve gone fishing. I may never go back.”


“Hah! That’s a joke. You never even got to the car before worrying about someone breaking in. How many times have you already called Fred about Casper and Gigantor?” Sindee ‘Gran’ Starvling chided. She nudged Hannah. “Your grandpa, he’s a worry wart.” 


Papa Jay crossed his arms and gave a “humph” sound that made Hannah laugh. Her grandparents delighted her, even when tormenting each other. The two had been together for over 57 years to date. Each was dedicated to the other, remaining in love to this day. However, one might argue otherwise from the near constant verbal jabs tossed in one another’s direction.


“All right, you two, do I need to land this plane?” joked Hannah.


“Better than the alternative, I suppose,” Papa Jay cracked.


Everyone laughed.


Gran patted Hannah’s arm. “Well, regardless, I’m looking forward to spending time with my girl and catching up.”


Hannah glanced over at her ‘Gran’ and back to ‘Papa Jay’ as she called them. The feisty seventy plus year old Starvling grandparents counted toward two of the most important people in her life. Both contributed a great deal to the individual she became, something she vowed never to forget. 


“I’m looking forward to it too, but remember, you don’t need to spend all your time with me. There’s plenty to do. The old town district is amazing, Gran. Lots of shops for you to hit.”


“Well, so much for seeing my Sweetness,” Papa Jay said in a grumpy tone. 


Gran motioned toward Papa Jay. “Ignore him, dear. We are going to blow a bundle and have a good time.” She turned to Papa Jay. “We all are.”


Not wanting him to feel left out, Hannah assured her grandfather. “I promise, Papa Jay, we’ll do some fishing.  Gran, you’ll love the town. The locals are so nice. If you turn on that charm, I’ll bet you can make friends with one of them. In fact, Papa Jay, they might give you the heads up on the best spots to toss a line out.”


“So what kind of festival is this, Sweetness?” Papa Jay inquired.


 “It’s an international food festival. Do you remember my old friend Elias Babel?”


Papa Jay scowled. “That fellow you went with at school, right? Broke your heart? That jackass?”


“I do,” Gran exclaimed, “the French cutie with a nice butt. You should have married him.”


Hannah shook her head. Gran had always tried to hook her up with someone, or she reminded Hannah about the ones she lost along the way.


“Well, anyway, he’s coming and bringing some of his black truffles.”


“Parisian chocolates? Ooh. Handsome and candy. You should hook up with him again.”


“He’s married now. His black truffles are mushrooms, not chocolates. They’re considered a gourmet delicacy. He calls them his, Diamonds of the Kitchen.”


“Oh, that’s a shame. Is he happy?”


“Gran!”


“Mushrooms? Diamonds? Why would anyone call fungi, the diamonds of the kitchen?” Papa Jay asked.


“Because these are hands down one of the most expensive foods on earth. Many European countries swear by them, so as you can guess, every chef and his brother want them. Chefs use them for specialty cuisine.”


“Lord, expensive fungus. I got fungus growing on my toes. Never heard of such, much less tasted one, other than the kind that goes on a burger.”


“Well, you might get the chance. Elias always brings some of his personal stash to the show. My guess is they will be available at the private dinner for the participating guests of the event. Since I fit in that category, I’m pretty sure I can wrangle four tickets, so you might get a bite.”


“No offense, Sweetness, but eating an overpriced fungi isn’t on my agenda.”


Sweetness.  Hannah loved hearing Papa Jay call her by that nickname. He christened her with that moniker early in life. “Your kisses are the sweetness of life,” he would tell her.


Gran frowned. “Oh, stop your whining. Your granddaughter wants to show us a good time. You’ll eat them if you get the chance, and you’ll smile and say thank you.” An odd expression ran across Gran’s face. “Four tickets?”


Hannah bit her tongue. She still needed to tell them about Hym joining them. She made a quick attempt to redirect the conversation. “Anyway, a lot of people are attending, so there’s a lot to do, Papa Jay. Gran and you could go dancing. The festival is putting on a ballroom exhibition. Didn’t the two of you used to do that?”


Both Papa Jay and Gran brightened up. “We did. We used to do that all the time,” Gran said with excitement. Papa Jay smiled and proceeded to explain about Gran and his days of dating.


Hannah half listened as she drifted off into her own thoughts. She reckoned back to a conversation between Elias and her a few days before. They were friends for several years, remaining so after they stopped dating. Email, social media, the occasional phone call, and this event kept them connected. When he called, he sounded excited at first. He announced that he would soon become a father. Hannah listened to the joy in his words. The sound of his voice made her glad for her friend, but his tone became intense and nervous. The last bit of their dialogue bothered her. She asked him if he considered bringing anything new to the festival.


“A lot is going on here,” he said in his heavy French accent. “I have been working on things since the fall,” Elias responded. “Hannah,” a long pause mounted between the two before he continued, “I am going to need your help. Every bit of it.”


The serious sound of his voice shook Hannah. When she asked what was wrong, he said, “I can’t talk over the phone, but remember where I keep my things.” With that, he made his goodbyes and hung up.


Where I keep my things, she considered to herself. Things. Truffles. In their short, few years out of culinary school, Elias made himself the go to expert on truffles. The fungus became his personal obsession. He cranked out a book on the subject. As an expert, he frequented festivals as a guest and judge. He lectured at some of the finest culinary schools and restaurant training programs around the globe. In doing so, he invested in the foodstuffs, proving he was not just an adept gourmet, but also a natural at reading markets. In simpler terms, he made himself rich to the tune of ten million plus. This made him the stuff of legend in the culinary world. Still, his focus remained on his beloved truffles. Wherever he went, he brought portions from some of the operations he invested in. To attend an event with Elias Babel became paramount to getting a taste of truffles: his diamonds in the kitchen.  The kitchen, Hannah noted.


“Dear, your tongue. What are you contemplating?” Gran asked.


Gran’s question brought Hannah back to the conversation at hand. My tongue. Hannah had a habit of rolling her tongue when contemplating and it was one of her many ‘tics’ as Papa Jay called them; quirks that acted as clues to her personality. She also occasionally wiggled her nose and upper lip, which she displayed related directly to how deeply the concentration that was taking place. Gran, being both nosy and observant, caught onto her distraction. She needed to answer, but did not want to drag her grandparents into another conversation about Elias. This applied in particular to Gran. It did not matter that it existed between the truffle gourmet and the culinary consultant. The elder snoop would insert herself into their business. 


“Oh, just the festival, Elias, and having you two along,” Hannah responded.


“Well, I hope old Grumpus don’t spoil it for us,” Gran said, thumbing toward Papa Jay. He responded with, “Harrumph.”


“Not possible,” Hannah added as she glanced back to give Papa Jay a wink. He returned the same.


It was for that reason that Gran became excited when Hannah asked them to come along on the trip. Said she wanted to spend time with Hannah. As a younger woman, she did some investigative work for the locals back in Twilight.  When she recalled those days, the elder woman’s voice and enthusiasm told Hannah how much she missed them. No longer ‘being nosy’ as Papa Jay put it, all she had left were memories of her adventures. Gran was aware that her granddaughter dabbled in amateur investigations from time to time. Hannah understood her grandmother wanted to relive the adventure via hearing her granddaughter’s tales. It was her way of recapturing the old days. 


Like Gran, Papa Jay, too, said he wanted to spend time with his Sweetness, as well as his Scooby, his pet name for Sindee. Hannah knew it was not in his nature to get involved in other people’s business. Instead, he focused on his own life, or so he claimed. More often than not, Hannah found that things involving Gran found Papa Jay right beside her. In his eyes, his job was to protect her. ‘Less Watson to her Holmes, and more Warbucks to her Annie,” he would say.


In things involving Hannah, Papa Jay played his role as a grandfather. Hard-nosed, protective, cautious, and loving. He wanted the best for her. Sometimes, this meant head butting. Friends went through an approval process. He scrutinized every relationship. To date, no man measured up, not that this ever stopped her from dating. Papa Jay never put his foot down and refused to let her go out with someone, but when a relationship ended, he would hug her and say the inevitable, “Not good enough for you anyway.”


Now came Hym. Papa Jay and Gran would be the first of her blood family to meet the man. The Inquisition, she mused to herself. She held no doubts that he would make a grand impression, but he would have to endure a grilling before he got their approval. Grilling, chuckled Hannah to herself. Appropriate, but poor choice of words. She floated back into Papa Jay’s memories.


“Your grandma, she had it going on back in the day.”


“Back in the day? Honey, I still got it going on, more than your tired old self.” She leaned back and poked at her husband. He grabbed her arm and pulled her forward for a quick kiss.


“Of course you do, beautiful.”


As Gran launched into her take on their courtship, Hannah reflected about the truth of her Papa Jay’s statement. Even in her seventies, Gran remained a beautiful woman. Hannah always marveled at Gran’s loveliness. Even with her bottle white hair and petite height, she still sported a curvaceous figure. Her sea green eyes, which Hannah inherited, still flirted and got into mischief.


Papa Jay fits Gran. He still maintained good looks for his age. At six feet tall, slender, with gray-hair, even women half his age turned to get another view when he passed them by. He remained in exceptional health. Both her grandparents did. To keep their vibrant personalities entertained for an entire week would be a challenge. Lucky for her, the intervention of Hym would help. That is, if he showed up. Work presented a problem for him at the moment. The leg wound he sustained four months prior landed him desk duty until he recuperated. That would not occur in its entirety for another six to eight months. In the meantime, the chief gave him the unthankful duty of catching up on Zebulon’s multiyear backlog of paperwork. That mountain of old records work now stood between Hannah and the man she considered as a potential mate. Half of her reason for bringing her grandparents along was to meet him. If all went well, she would find a way to have a solid week of fun and go home rested. Stop complaining, she moaned to herself. A couple of hours of tasting desserts. After that, a free week’s vacation with Hym. Relax and enjoy.















Chapter 2


After landing, everyone exited the plane and made their way to the small airport’s lobby. Hannah made her call to the hotel and within a short time, a white van pulled up outside. The driver got out and introduced himself as Serizawa Kamo. “You can call me Ducky, if you like. Everyone does,” he said, as he gathered their baggage and loaded them. Hannah made a quick mental list of him. Mid to late twenties. Average height. Broad, square face. Not athletic. Brown hair. Deep brown eyes. Asian descent. North American dialect. No underlying accent.


After getting in the vehicle, everyone settled in for a ten minute ride to the hotel.  As they drove into the town, the elder Starvlings found themselves amazed at the beauty. The streets were well maintained. The buildings appeared as if they were straight out of an undetermined prior time. Making their way through the small town, they found banners and street signs announcing the festival. When Papa Jay inquired about it, Hannah explained that it was the town’s largest event.


“Over 100,000 people attend each year.”


 She also told them about the hotel where they would stay.


“It’s in a huge, old historic establishment called the Hotel Victoria. The whole thing sits right on the river. Papa Jay, I made sure our rooms overlook the water,” Hannah announced.


“Thank you, Sweetness.”


“Ooh,” Gran cooed, “sounds romantic, if you find someone to snuggle up to.” The elder peered over at Hannah as she nestled up next to Papa Jay. He leaned down for a quick kiss.


Hannah raised one eyebrow and gave an incredulous glare. Her grandparent’s interaction was cute. Yet, she was well aware of her Gran’s subtle dig about not being involved. She decided to inform them about Hym, even though she was unsure if, or when, he would get the chance to come. She considered springing this information on them at the last minute a bad idea. Her best option required telling them outright.


“I have something to tell you,” she said, “both of you.”


Both Papa Jay and Gran produced looks of concern. Gran reached out and placed her hand over her granddaughters. “Oh, dear, is everything okay?”


Hannah let out a breath. “Everything is fine, but I need to tell you that someone else is coming to join us.” Papa Jay and Gran’s expression changed from concern to quizzical. Hannah squirmed. “A man.”


One of Papa Jay’s eyebrows shot up as he gave a slight frown. A broad smile rolled across Gran’s face. “A man? Who? Buster? Oh, I always liked him. So handsome.”


“Yeah, but dumb as a rock. That boy’s going to be big someday. Mark my word. Eat you out of house and home kind of big.”


Gran punched her husband in the arm. “Oh, hush you. He might be your grand son-in-law.”


“NO! No. Heavens no. It’s not Buster,” Hannah said, throwing her hands forward in a halting gesture.


“Oh,” Gran said. A hint of disappointment rang in her voice.


“His name is Hym.”


“Him?” piped in Papa Jay. “He doesn’t have a name?”


“No. I mean, yes.” Hannah paused and gathered her senses. “His name is Hym. Short for Hymnal. Hymnal Miles. He’s a police officer.”


Gran shook her finger in the air, remembering. “Wait. That’s the policeman from… from--”


“Zebulon,” Hannah informed.


Papa Jay pulled his lips tight and tucked in the corner of his mouth. He peered at Hannah. “Didn’t someone shoot him?”


“Not dead.”


“Not yet.”


“Papa Jay!”


“Just saying.”


Gran popped Papa Jay hard on the thigh.


“Oww. All I’m saying is that he better watch himself around Sweetness.” Papa Jay glanced over at Hannah. “Is he a gentleman?”


“He is.”


“Where is your gentleman friend going to stay, Hannah?” Gran asked.


“He will be on the same floor with us all. I booked him in his own room. But he called right before we left. Work may delay him, if he makes the trip at all.”


Papa Jay turned to peer out the car window. “Hmm. The noncommittal type, eh.”


“Well, when you work in law enforcement, duty comes first. He learned it in the military. Like you, Papa Jay.”


The old man turned enough to peer at his granddaughter out of one eye. “What branch?”


“Army.”


“Specialty?”


“Ranger.”             


Papa Jay nodded. “Good enough. He can come.”


Hannah rolled her eyes.


“Oh. I hope he makes it. I so want to meet him,” Gran announced with excitement. “What’s he like? How old is he? Is he handsome? Does he look like Clint Eastwood? You always had a thing for guys who look like Clint Eastwood.”


Hannah looked over at her grandfather and smirked. “No, Gran. You did.”


Gran straightened a little and looked over at Papa Jay. “I don’t see it.”


Hannah chuckled before giving her grandmother a serious stare. “First, he’s like all men. I’m just getting to know him. Second, he’s forty one. Third, he’s worth looking at.  Last, he looks like himself. Before you start planning a wedding, or naming your grandchildren, we are not a couple. Yet. We like each other, but we’ve not spent a ton of time together. So keep that in your little scheming mind, please.”


Gran gave an indignant smile and replied, “I’ll know when I lay eyes on him if he is the one. I can tell these things.” She relaxed a bit, grinned, and added, “It’s past time I got some great-grandbabies.”


“Can you meet him first?”


Both gave Hannah an incredulous stare.


“Well, moving on. After we get checked in, I need to catch up with Elias. I’ve left several messages, but I guess he hasn’t picked them up.”


“You sound worried,” Gran said.


“Well, he is detail oriented, so it isn’t normal not to get a call back. His wife is pregnant. There have been some issues, so I guess I’m a little worried. I must be getting paranoid in my old age.” She smiled and bumped shoulders with her Gran.


Hannah explained that Elias Babel arrived in Gresham several days earlier. Before she left Twilight, Elias’ wife called with their hotel room information. In a cheerful voice, she relayed that he wanted to catch up and meet with her grandparents once again. “I’m looking forward to meeting y’all,” the young mother-to-be said in a thick, southern drawl.


As she recalled the conversation, Hannah found Babel to be sweet. No hint of jealousy presented itself on her part, even though her husband and Hannah once dated for a time in Paris years earlier. Elias’ call to Hannah earlier in the week, his eagerness to meet up, and now the ignoring of her calls gave Hannah pause. Logic told her that it was nothing to be concerned about yet. Her instinct screamed otherwise. She needed to make sure to please herself.


As they pulled to a stop, Ducky announced, “Welcome to the historic Hotel Victoria.”


 Hannah assessed the hotel and area. This accounted for her fifth time here. Still, the stunning beauty and massive grounds of the establishment impressed her. She looked over at her grandparents, whose wide eyes and slack jaws spoke volumes. “Over 450 guest rooms,” she informed them, “22 event rooms, four restaurants, and about anything else you want.”


“Fancy,” Papa Jay offered. “How much is this setting you back, Sweetness? I can put this on our card.”


“Nothing, Papa Jay, they wanted me bad for judging. This is part of the deal. Two extra rooms for the weekend, all inclusive.”


While taking in the façade of the building and surveying the interior of the lobby, Papa Jay said, “Must have wanted you pretty bad.”


Before exiting the vehicle, the young driver turned to Hannah. “Ms. Starvling? I hope you don’t mind me asking, but are you going to be creating for this event?”


Taken aback, Hannah smiled. “You know me?”


“Well, yeah, I’m sure pretty much everyone at the festival does. You’ve turned up in magazines and the net a lot. You’re part of Food Critic’s feature this month. Top Culinary Consultants.”


The man’s knowledge of her intrigued Hannah. “You read Food Critic?” she said in a slight, disbelieving tone.


“Yes, ma’am. I like Louie Woolridge’s stuff in particular. You met him, didn’t you?”


“He’s a friend,” Hannah said with a relaxed smile.


The driver nodded. “Wow, is he coming?”


“I’m afraid not. He took some personal time.”


“Ah, well, I’m hoping to attend the same school as you. That’s why I’m doing this.” He pointed around the van. “I work here and the show, saving money until next year. If all goes well, I’ll be in Paris at that point.” As he exited the vehicle, Ducky added, “If you or your family needs anything, ring the desk. I’ll be glad to do it.”


“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”


Ducky made his way to the back and unloaded the luggage with the help of a porter. A yellow Lamborghini pulled in behind and a handsome man stepped out. He tossed the valet his keys and turned. As they made eye contact, Hannah charted him out. Early forties. Crystalline blue eyes. Well kempt blond hair. Charming smile. Handsome. Fit.


His eyes focused on the Victorian style top hat covering Hannah’s blonde, shoulder length hair before he gave an appreciative smile and headed into the lobby.


“Now that’s worth checking out.” Gran gasped.


Through the glass door, Hannah watched as he made his way up to the reception desk.


“He has a nice butt,” Gran said in an appreciative tone.


“How about you stop drooling, and let’s get up to the room, Scooby,” Papa Jay said in a terse tone.


“Yeah, yeah,” Gran responded, never taking her eyes off the man.


As they entered into the lobby, both Papa Jay and Hannah overheard Gran exclaim, “Jealous.”


“That woman’s going to leave you for a nice butt someday,” Hannah observed.


Papa Jay shrugged his shoulders. “Well, she’s an adult. If she wants to ditch me and marry some ass, who am I to stop her?” He glanced over at his granddaughter and both laughed.


Once inside, Hannah made her way to registration. As she finished picking up the key cards, a woman stepped up beside her. She noticed the woman’s pregnancy and the fact that her rounded abdomen overwhelmed her figure. Hannah charted the young woman off. Pretty. Short. Maybe 4’10” to 5’0”. Long auburn hair. Deep blue eyes. Light complexion. A smile ran across the amateur sleuth’s face. “Janine,” she asked.


The woman turned with a questioning expression. “Yes?”


Hannah extended her hand. “Hi. I’m--”


The woman’s eyes took in Hannah’s hat. An expression of recognition rolled across her face, followed by a broad smile. “Hannah, well hello.” She reached out, took the offered hand, and shook with vigor. “It is such a pleasure to meet you. Elias talks about you all the time. So much that I feel like I know you already.”


“Oh? Nothing bad I hope.”


“Heaven’s no. It’s all good. I’m so glad you made the trip.” Janine turned to Gran and Papa Jay and shook their hands as well while again introducing herself. When done, she addressed all. “I came down here to check to see if y’all made it. Lucky I ran into the three of you. Elias called me a bit ago, said he apologizes for not being here when you arrived. He wanted to, but he needed to check on something.” She flipped her hand in the air. “You know how he is. Most likely it has something to do with those mushrooms of his.” Noticing the porter behind them with the Starvling’s luggage, she added, “Oh heavens. Look at me running off at the mouth. I bet you’re tired. Can I walk with you up to your rooms? Ours is along the way up.” She patted her belly.


Hannah and the elder Starvlings agreed and they took the elevators up. As they waited and rode up, all agreed to meet at 5:30 in the lobby and have dinner.


When the door to the third floor opened, the Starvlings and the porter stepped out as Janine waved goodbye. When the elevator doors shut, Gran glanced back, then at Hannah.


“Not a word, Gran,” Hannah said, never looking at her grandmother.


“Spoilsport.”


****


Four hours later, the Starvlings all met in the hall to make their way to the lobby. Gran changed into a cool pink and blue floral print blouse, blue knee pants and sandals. Papa Jay wore his usual jeans, white canvas sneakers and loud, yellow Hawaiian print cotton shirt.


“Oh, that hideous old thing,” Gran commented. “We’re supposed to be going to dinner. You make us look like tourists.”


“We are tourists.”


“It’s okay. I spoke to Janine. We’re going casual.”


Gran sighed and rolled her eyes. Still, taking in her granddaughter made her smile. Dressed in a light blue sundress with yellow daisies imprinted, she almost glowed.  The outfit hung perfectly, making her slim legs and tall, thin frame look even longer. Set against her blonde hair, Hannah was an eye turner.


Everyone stepped off the elevator and made their way to the lobby. Janine was already there. The woman stared at her phone with a look of impatience. Elias was nowhere in sight. Hannah glanced at the large clock on the wall. It read 5:38. Late. That’s unlike him, Hannah noted to herself.


They approached Janine and exchanged greetings. The woman dressed in a beige, sky blue, and black cap sleeve color-block dress with beige flats.


“Wow, look at you. Topping seven months and you are still rocking the stylish.”


Janine smiled. “Aren’t you sweet? To be honest, I feel like a turkey in a basting bag.” She paused and put her hand on her belly. “Wanna feel?” she asked.


Hannah and Gran both nodded and complied. After a second, Hannah grinned and pulled her hand back. “He… She… is not happy,” she responded.


Janine smiled and gave a big grin. “I’ll let you in on a secret. I got two in here. Hope y’all don’t mind, but I haven’t told Elias. I was waiting. The doctor let it slip right before we came. We didn’t want to know anything, but well, what can you do? Anyway, tonight seems good enough. I figured it might be nice if y’all got to see Elias’ face when I tell ‘em.”


“Oh, congratulations,” Gran exclaimed.


Hannah looked around. “Where is he, anyway?”


“Oh, he forgot something he wanted to give you. Not sure what. Went back to get it. Should be right down.”


Hannah, Gran, Papa Jay, and Janine took seats in the lobby while waiting for Elias. They chatted until Janine looked at a clock on the wall. “What is keeping that man?” she said. “I’ll give him a call.” As she fumbled around her purse, Hannah saw Ducky walk into the lobby area. He made a beeline straight to the concierge desk. She noticed the disturbed, anxious look on his face. She watched as he leaned in and whispered. All she could make out from his lip movements was, ‘fell.’ In turn, the concierge's face went pale and he disappeared into a door behind registration. Moments later, both the concierge and a woman that Hannah took to be management appeared and talked with Ducky. He pointed to the other side of the lobby and then dropped his pointing hand downward in a gesture. The motion caught Hannah’s eye and she made a quick assessment: disturbed employees. Fall. Someone fell. It was at that moment, when the sound of a siren hit Hannah’s ears.


“He’s not answering,” Janine said, holding up her cell, “he must be on his way down.”


 Down, thought Hannah. She glanced in the direction that Ducky pointed before glancing over to the elevator, and then considered the placement of her room. She was in 3108. She remembered that Janine told her they were, by coincidence, in the room above. 4108. Same side. The siren got louder as it passed in front of the lobby doors. Hannah listened as the sound subsided, but was still loud and remained so. In the distance, she could hear another two approaching sirens.


 “Goodness,” said Gran, “wonder what all that is about.” Hannah rose to her feet. “Try Elias again, please,” she said, pointing to Janine’s phone but looking straight ahead. After another try, the young woman shook her head. Hannah glanced over to Papa Jay and Gran. Gran’s eyes shot to where the sound appeared to be emanating. The elder Starvling turned to Janine and said, “So dear, how did you an Elias meet?”















Chapter 3


“I’ll be right back,” Hannah announced as she headed for the lobby door. When she made it out of Janine and her grandparent’s sight, she ran toward the corner of the hotel’s main building. As she rounded to the crossing street up the way, she made out a large crowd of individuals gathered around something. She wanted to close her eyes and pray that her instinct read the situation wrong. As she darted toward the group, she glanced up and counted four floors. The glass door to the balcony stood open. No, she said to herself. At that moment, she found herself wrong.


Elias lay on top of the vehicle, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. He appeared dead. A paramedic crouched on the roof of the vehicle checking his eyes. A second man stood below. Several firemen stood ready as two police officers tried to maintain the crowd’s distance.


The shock of the scene sent Hannah reeling back. She took in the sounds of hysteria from the crowd.  For a brief second, everything overwhelmed her, as if she might faint. She shook the sensation off before pushing her way through toward the man who lay on the roof of the car. As she reached forward, she cried out, “Elias!” A police officer attempted to grab her, but Hannah made a quick move and slid past him. Elias groaned and she almost breathed a sigh of relief to find him still alive. As she reached up to take his hand, the officer caught her and dragged her backwards. Eyes half open, Elias looked straight at her. He said a single word, “Dahlia,” before he fell unconscious.


“Miss, I need you to stay back. Let the paramedics do their work,” the officer said as he released her. Hannah looked into his face and blinked before nodding. He turned and called out, “Everyone. Back. Now.”


Hannah felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to find Ducky staring at her. “You okay, Ms. Starvling?” The lights, noise, shock, all again led to a lightheaded sensation for Hannah. Her knees went weak and she almost collapsed when Ducky stepped up. “Careful, I got you,” he said, catching her as she staggered forward. He led her over to the curb and sat her down.


“You good?” he asked.


Hannah shook her head in an attempt to clear herself of the lightheadedness.  “I’ll be alright in a minute.” To herself, she added, keep yourself together. Stay focused.


Ducky drew his face in and asked. “Weren’t you with his wife a while ago? I saw them earlier.”


Hannah confirmed with a nod. “She and my grandparents need a way to the hospital. They’re in the lobby. Can you arrange that?”


Ducky agreed. “I can. What about you?”


“I’ll get there soon enough.” As Ducky turned to head back up the street, Hannah called out, “Make sure she doesn’t see this.”


Ducky affirmed, and then sprinted away, back toward the corner.


Hannah took out her cell and dialed. “Gran, it’s him. He’s alive, but she doesn’t need to see this, not in her condition. So, take her to the hospital. I’m sure the concierge has an idea which one they will take him to.” She looked up in time to watch the paramedic on top of the car stabilize Elias’ neck. A fireman stood balanced beside him on the roof holding an IV bag, as a second fireman stood by with a backboard. Another paramedic pulled a stretcher alongside the vehicle. “Ducky’s on his way. He’ll take you. I’ll be along after,” she added before clicking off.


Hannah sat watching from the curb, a slight bit away from the majority of the crowd. Several people snapped photos of the scene and Elias, whom paramedics worked on. She frowned in disbelief, and rose to step forward, but the officer who halted her intervened. He approached the interlopers and ordered them back. Several verbal protests came forth.


 Watching the display, she drifted into investigative mode. She considered possible explanations for Elias’ balcony plunge. Three possibilities, she logged. Accident. Suicide. Murder attempt. All left a distaste in her mouth. The sound of sirens and the ambulance pulling away from the scene interrupted her considerations. So deep in her thoughts, Hannah missed the paramedics loading Elias for transport.


Hannah stood up, eyes following the vehicle speeding away. She wanted to rule out suicide. Not in his nature. Too much to live for, she consoled herself. Nevertheless, as usual, her logic and training caught up to her. Consider all possibilities, she chided herself. Every angle. Painful or not. From this point on, Hannah invested herself in full investigative mode.


The police officer who grabbed her earlier walked up to Hannah. She made her usual mental list. First, she took in the officer’s nameplate, which read Bland. She turned to the officer, and assessed him.  Mid to late thirties. African American. Medium build. Average looks. Almost bald. He began questioning her.


“Miss, you knew the victim?”


“Hannah. Hannah Starvling. Yes.”


“His name?”


“Elias Babel.” As Bland wrote down notes, she added, “Where will they take him?” she asked.


Without looking up, Bland responded. “Islands Memorial. They may transport him inland, depends on the seriousness of his condition.”


“I’ve informed his wife, and I have someone taking her to the hospital. She’ll be there when you’re ready to question her.” Hannah pushed her fingers through her hair and looked around. “I need a taxi.”


The officer glanced up. “Thank you.” He studied her face for a second. “You’re calm,” he noted.


“Not my first rodeo,” Hannah replied. She took in Bland’s questioning face, and attempted to explain further. “Former FBI. Part of the training.”


Bland nodded and looked around.


Bland looked up and scratched his forehead. “Your relationship to the victim?”


“A friend.”


 “A friend?” Bland questioned.


Hannah looked into the officer’s eyes. In a clear and emphatic voice, she said, “Just a friend. We’re both working the festival. His wife and I were in the lobby with my grandparents when this happened. They’re with her now, and I need to get to the hospital.”


“Well, a few more questions, okay?”


Hannah agreed.


“Did you get here before or after the event happened?”


“After. Again, I was in the lobby with his wife and my grandparents when I heard the commotion.”


Bland eyed Hannah. “And this made you want to investigate, why?”


“I put two and two together. Did anyone else see anything?”


Bland indicated no.


Not surprising, she admitted. It’s four stories up, so most people wouldn’t have been looking.


The officer turned back to his notes. “Did you notice anything unusual about his behavior?”


“We never got together. His wife met us in the lobby for dinner, at least we planned to, but I can tell you this. It would surprise me if this turned out to be a suicide attempt.”


“Why’s that?”


“Because he’s a friend. He has too much to live for.” Hannah gathered herself, clearing her throat before continuing. “His wife is six and a half months pregnant. He’s successful, rich and happy.”


“Not to sound cold, but that rules out nothing. People jump for all kinds of reasons, even those who seem to have everything.”


“True enough,” Hannah conceded. She pointed up toward Elias and Janine’s room. Bland followed her path. “But consider the position he landed in and the fact that his room is on the fourth floor.” She played out the fall with her hands. “I’d say he went over head first. The height of the railing alone suggests the improbability that he went over without some help.”


Officer Bland tapped his pencil against his chin. “Given, of course, that it wasn’t a suicide, and he ran toward the balcony.”


Hannah first wiggled her nose and upper lip before she continued. “He would need to be pretty determined to do so. Most suicides pause before they act. To open the door first,” she again pointed to the balcony, “after that, to get a running start? Doesn’t gel. That leaves one possibility.”


Bland stared up for a moment, clamping down on the pencil eraser as he did so. “Huh, what’s his room number?”


“4108,” Hannah responded, dragging her fingers through her hair. “Listen. I understand you have questions, because so do I, but I need to get to the hospital. Can I stop by the station later or something? I need to get a taxi.”


“Of course. Tell you what,” he signaled for a young officer to come, “I’m going to wrap this up. How about I send someone to take you to the hospital. You can answer any follow-ups once you find out about your friend. How’s that sound?” The young officer stepped over to speak with Bland.


Late twenties. Thin. Average looks. Red hair. Green eyes. Medium height. Hannah scanned the nameplate on his uniform. Brandon.


Bland ordered the young officer to transport Hannah to the hospital. She thanked him and got into the police car indicated.


While the two officers held a quick meeting, Hannah scanned the crowd, trying to remember the faces. Her training taught her that faces reveal acknowledgment. Not only did they sometimes return, sometimes they never left. Instead, they lingered to enjoy the chaos of their work. As she glanced around the crowd, she searched for what she considered to be a mental confession. She mumbled to herself, “One of you knows something. Show yourself.”


Frustrated and upset, Hannah considered giving up, when someone stepped up near the police car. Everyone around held looks of concern, intrigue, and curiosity. His face showed something different. He seemed to take in the whole scene, but showed no signs of urgency about leaving. When she made eye contact with him, the expression in his eyes startled her. Intense anger reflected by way of a stern, menacing look. His eyes glared and his lips curled in. Everything about him screamed of tension and disdain. She cataloged his physical appearance in quick order. Late twenties. African American. Handsome. Large eyes. Appear chocolate brown. Head shaven. Medium height. Slight frame.















Chapter 4


As the squad car pulled into the street, Hannah tried to keep the man in sight, but he turned away. When she turned back in her seat, Hannah once more went over what she saw. She determined she would need the details later as she processed the information.


Along the way, the officer looked over to Hannah, who stared out the window, her nose wiggling. “The questions are just procedure,” he assured.


“I’m familiar,” Hannah replied.


It did not take long to reach Islands Memorial. Once the car parked, he and Hannah exited the vehicle. With the officer in tow, Hannah made her way inside the hospital. She followed the signs to the emergency room. Along the way, she prayed Elias was still alive, but she made a vow. Whatever the reason for Elias’ condition, there was no leaving Gresham until she resolved the matter.


Reaching the ER, Hannah saw Janine, Papa Jay, and Gran talking with a nurse.  She approached, she found the nurse to be concluding. As the woman departed, Hannah turned to Janine and her grandparents.  Janine’s makeup ran down her cheeks and her eyes showed redness from crying.


“What’s his condition?”


Papa Jay shook his head. “Not sure yet, they said it will be a while. Might as well take some seats and get comfortable.” He took Janine by the arm, adding, “Much as we can, given.”


The elder Starvling led the young wife over to some chairs in the corner of the emergency room waiting area. Once they settled, Brandon studied everyone. After a moment, he said, “You know what? I’m feeling the need for some coffee. Can I bring anyone back a cup?”


Hannah let out a breath. “Yes, thank you.”


Everyone agreed to Brandon’s offer and Papa Jay agreed to go with him in purchasing the drinks. “Be right back,” the young officer said with a smile. He then headed down a side hall with Papa Jay toward a sign indicating the cafeteria.


Janine opened her purse and retrieved her cell phone. “I need to call my dad, if y’all don’t mind. He’s here, but was out and about when…” Her words trailed off as she dropped her head and tears ran the length of her face before dropping to the floor. Gran leaned over and wrapped her arms around the woman as she wept. After a few moments, she wiped her tears and gave a forced smile. “Sorry, that ain’t gonna do nobody any good.”


“It’ll do you good,” Hannah added, taking her new friend’s hand into hers. “You want me to give your dad a call for you?”


Janine indicated no. “Thanks, but best this come from family.” She dialed as Hannah and Gran excused themselves to down the way. Hannah watched the conversation play out. Reading Janine’s body language, she found tension, some apprehension, and a lot of frustration. She managed to make out “You promised,” before Janine blew out a heavy, fast, puff of air, “Because I… something, something… them,” Hannah noted on Janine’s lips. The sleuth started filling in potential words and phrases. Because I need them. Because I know them. Because I… I… I don’t have a clue, she admitted to herself.  Don’t.  I don’t have them!


Hannah stiffened. Her brow furrowed and her nose made its usual sign.  Gran, seeing this, turned to face her granddaughter. “Out with it. What did she say that has you going all Einstein?”


Glancing down to the elder Starvling before refocusing on Janine, Hannah pondered. “I think she may have said, ‘I don’t have them.’”


Janine tapped the phone off and closed her eyes for a moment. Hannah and Gran stood by, waiting for the young woman. After some time, she reopened her eyes and waved Hannah and Gran back. After they sat down again, Janine said, “He’ll be here soon. He was out, but nearby.” Hannah noted the tension in her voice, as did Gran, she assumed, given the concerned look the elder Starvling gave.


“Something wrong, dear?” Gran asked.


Janine shrugged her shoulders. “It’s just Dad. He’s on his way. He came along to help guard Elias’ darn truffles, but earlier, he said he needed to step out. He hadn’t made it back and Elias was ready to postpone dinner until he showed up, but I talked him into going on.” She paused and peered at Hannah. “You think maybe this was my fault? If I hadn’t insisted on going out and all…”


“No,” Hannah interrupted, “it’s not. You did nothing wrong.”


Janine gave an appreciative, yet doubtful smile. Hannah could tell she held onto her guilt.


“Does your father usually work security for Elias?” Hannah asked.


“He’s never asked him before, but Elias seemed particular this time, more so than usual. Since he retired, Dad’s been working security jobs, being as he is so big and all.”


The last bit of description caught Hannah’s attention. Large enough for security, she contemplated. How big? 


“He used to play ball, you know. Professional. Played for the Birmingham Tornadoes. Linebacker.”


Hannah knew little about football, but Janine’s words caused Gran’s eyes to widen.


“Football,” Gran said with some excitement. “Oh, I love football. Lots of big men. Tight uniforms.” She winked at Janine. “Firm butts.”


Janine gave a laugh, which Hannah assumed was her grandmother’s intent.


“Well then, you’re gonna love Dad. He’s in his fifties, but still fit as a fiddle. All muscle. No brains,” Janine said before sighing. “That’s the problem. I shouldn’t say anything, but since you’re gonna meet him soon enough, he’ll tell you anyway. Dad’s got a gambling problem.”


“Oh,” Gran said in a sympathetic voice, “we all have our crosses to bear, I suppose.”


“Yeah, that’s true. It’s just that Dad’s cross seems to be getting bigger. He can’t stop. He goes to meetings and all, faithfully. Two, sometimes three times a week. But in the past few days…” Janine trailed off and shrugged. “And just now, I could hear something going on in the background. Sounded like a ruckus of some kind. Men doing something. Hooting and hollering. You know, like when what they're betting on is taking place.”


Hannah considered this new information, and the possibility that it presented did not sit well with her. To her mind, it suggested motive. Janine’s father had a gambling problem. He could have gotten himself into debt with people who did not sit still if not paid on time. Elias’ mushrooms being a black market item represents quite a sum of money. Her father might have seen an opportunity. He might have feigned the need to be somewhere else, only to return when he knew Elias and Janine would be out. The gourmet was a man of incredible discipline and a creature of habit. Dinner would be on a specific timetable. Elias being his son-in-law, he would know this. All he would have to do was wait until the given time. If Elias did return to the room to get something and caught the man in their room, trying to get to the truffles, things may have gone south fast. So fast that the man’s son-in-law fell victim to bad timing and an unplanned response.


“What’s your father’s name?” Hannah asked, smiling to mask her suspicions.


“Johnny Wexler.”  


“The Twister?” Papa Jay remarked.


Hannah looked up as Gran and Janine turned in their seats to see Papa Jay and Officer Brandon approaching, each holding coffee trays. 


“Yup, that’s my dad,” Janine said.


Hannah noted that this was the first time since mentioning the man that she seemed proud. 


When they reached where the women sat, they distributed the drinks before sitting. Everyone sipped as Papa Jay recalled seeing Wexler in action.


“Your daddy, now that is one big fella, let me tell you. I saw him the last year he played, must have been--”


“1997,” Janine chimed in.


Papa Jay pointed a finger and nodded. “Yup, last of the bowl games. Tornadoes were up by one. Down to final seconds. Playing the Memphis Fog. They’re on the one, going for broke. Ball snaps and the quarterback drops back, hands the ball to Nixon Sound.” He gestured with every word, acting out every sentence to everyone’s delight. “Runs straight up the middle. Sound is a big guy, mind you, big as your dad, and then it happened.”


Papa Jay paused as everyone sat still, mesmerized by the story. After a second, which seemed an eternity to Hannah, Brandon said, “What? What?”


“BOOM!” Papa Jay said, bursting from his seat, gesturing as if a bomb exploded. Gran and Janine jumped back and Brandon almost spilled his coffee. Hannah smiled, but never moved. It was one of Papa Jay’s football stories and she had come to expect this kind of performance.


“Boom what, you old fool!” Gran exclaimed. “You almost scared the babies out of Janine.”


“She didn’t jump near as hard as you,” Papa Jay responded with a grin.


“Well,” Brandon responded, “what happened?”


“I stopped him, dead in his tracks. Saved the day. Best game of my career.”


Everyone turned to see a large man with a broad grin standing behind Papa Jay. He then walked over to Janine as she stood to greet him. They hugged as he said, “Hey, baby. I’m so, so, sorry.” Pulling away, Janine nodded.


Hannah sized him up in her usual, quick fashion. At least 6’5”. Bald. Gray goatee and mustache. Blue eyes. Muscled. Imposing. Warm smile. Slight haunch. Stiffening of the knuckles and knees. Likely due to football injuries. She filed everything for later consideration.


A round of introductions and a quick recap of what they knew thus far about Elias conditions ensued.  Wexler settled into a chair beside his daughter. Brandon then jumped in.


“I don’t mean to interrupt you folks, especially given all this,” Brandon gestured around the room, “but do you guys think you might answer a few questions?” he asked in a hopeful voice.


Hannah agreed first. He introduced himself again as James Brandon, and that this was his first year on the force. Hannah noticed the care that he took in detail of all the information everyone provided. He also asked all the obvious questions. All provided contact information and as much detail as possible. However, Hannah answered only to the questions the young officer asked. Everything else, she kept to herself.


She held two reasons for keeping information back. First, she reasoned that this town never saw little more excitement than the occasional drunken brawl. It was probable that the handling of the case that landed in their lap would exceed the expertise of the small town police. The second was that in the few years she attended the festival, rumors circulated about the integrity of the local police. Being a border town, Gresham presented itself as a perfect crossing point. Everything from drugs to illegal foods passed through. Yet, local police records showed a general lack of arrests. Hannah often contemplated how Gresham could remain so clean and perfect. It was almost a northern paradise. She wondered if this was due to local law enforcement turning a blind eye. With all the money that flowed through the town at all times of the year, something was amiss to Hannah’s mind.


Regardless, Hannah felt justified in her reasoning. She was an experienced investigator. Now, she held a stake in the game. Elias was not a stranger. He was a friend, a good man, a loving husband to his wife, and was soon to be a father. Assuming he survives, she noted to herself.  But the one thing Hannah did share with Brandon, as she had done with Bland earlier, was her belief that Elias would not attempt suicide. “He’s got too much to live for,” she insisted for the second time that day. Janine agreed without hesitation. Hannah noted that Wexler remained quiet. Guilt, perhaps, she pondered. Brandon never offered alternate possibilities. Instead, he nodded. 


“Do you or your husband carry a lot of money or valuables?”


A sudden look of shock and recognition ran across Janine’s face.  She closed her eyes and placed her hand on her belly. “This is a nightmare,” Janine said, rubbing her stomach. “I knew something like this would happen sometime.”


Brandon looked up from his notepad with a quizzical face.


Catching on to the officer’s face, Janine explained, “Because of his diamonds.”


Hannah watched Wexler during the exchange. He made an ever so slight move, and drew his eyes in a small amount. She made an annotation of it in her ongoing profile.


Brandon leaned forward, pencil in hand, ready to record. “Diamonds?” he asked, curiosity oozing from his words.


Hannah noted the sudden, extreme interest. While the young officer before seemed interested, now he appeared down right intrigued. Is he interested in the case or the diamonds, she asked herself?


“Those darn mushrooms. Truffles they call them. There’s a huge black market for them, you know. He always insisted on carrying them himself.” Janine looked down at her abdomen. “Sooner or later, someone was going to come after them.”


Brandon gave a puzzled expression. “Truffles? Like candy? I thought you said diamonds.”


“That’s right, sir,” Janine answered, “mushrooms. He called them his diamonds.”


“Candy diamond mushrooms?”


Janine appeared unsure about what to say, so Hannah interjected herself. “Just mushrooms, otherwise known as truffles. They come in different varieties. Black and white, among them. They’re expensive. Hundreds of dollars a pound. Sometimes thousands.”


Brandon frowned. He sat up straight. “These aren’t some kind of magic mushrooms, are they?”


Hannah and Janine both shook their heads.


Waving his finger to say no, Wexler attempted to explain. “No, sir. Just plain, old, edible mushrooms.”


Looking at the officer’s confused face, Hannah added, “Of the non-hallucinogenic nature.”


“Where does he keep these expensive ‘shrooms?”


Hannah took note of the officer’s question. She studied his face as queries ran through her mind. Where does he keep them? Are they missing? If so, how does he know? Is this a general question or is he directing it to me? Uncertain about where he would fit into her investigation, Hannah assessed the situation. She needed to tell him something to test her theory. If she gave them a bit of information, she could follow that trail back to whoever sought it. Thereafter, it would only be a matter of finding out if they targeted Elias. Unless or course, Hannah, you are just being paranoid, she reproached herself.


“He has a cooled safe, special built. He usually keeps it with us, but this time, he took it somewhere else,” Janine explained. She looked to her father with a questioning expression.


He nodded in agreement, before adding, “I don’t know why he brought me along. I thought it was to guard the things, but he up and moved them. He just told me to keep an eye out for suspicious people.”


“When the accident occurred, where were you?”


“I was supposed to be with everyone, going to dinner, but I stepped out.”


Brandon stopped and stared at the man. In a firm voice, he further questioned, “Where’d you go?”


Wexler rubbed the top of his head. He swallowed hard and looked to his daughter before sighing. “I was at a club with some guys.”


Hannah noticed that Janine’s face went blank. She said nothing, but stared at Brandon. As the officer took his notes, she watched as he placed his hand over hers and squeezed. No response. She knows where he was, and she’s pissed.


A torrent of questions arose in Hannah’s mind, which evolved in rapid order. She assessed a set of possibilities. Janine explained about her father’s gambling problem. The new information about the safe led Hannah to consider a new possibility. Whether Janine knew it was her father who threw her husband over the balcony, but was now protecting him. To her mind, it would account for her cool behavior of the man. Additionally, Wexler was large enough. If he attempted to take the safe, but got caught, the situation could have escalated. Great theory. No proof, she reminded herself. She filed it for later contemplation. Seeing a lull in the air, she interjected herself.


“You might check with the hotel front desk. They may have some means of storing them, or they may have made the arrangements for him.”


Janine made an uncomfortable face as she placed her hand on her belly. “I can tell you this. He was fussy with them. He always ranted about the black market and the fakes and such.”


Brandon recorded the information on his notepad. “I’m assuming you don’t know the amount he carried here, do you?”


Wexler shook his head. “I never asked. That’s between my daughter and her husband.” He turned to Janine and gave a weak smile.


“A whole bunch. That’s all I know,” Janine answered. Her eyes widened and she uttered, “Oh.”


Gran reached over and took her hand. “Is everything okay, dear?”


Janine gave a meek smile. “One of them’s kicking,” she said.


Wexler’s eyes widened. “Twins?” he said, excitement evident in his voice.


“I just found out. I was waiting to tell Elias and you when we got back. It looks to be a boy and a girl.”


“Oh, some great grandparents are going to be happy soon.” Gran reached over and tapped Wexler on the leg. He gave a broad smile. Gran turned and eyed Hannah with a raised eyebrow and a mocking smile. Hannah responded by rolling her eyes.


Brandon returned to the previous conversation. “Has your husband said anything specific of late? Maybe he mentioned something about people after him?”


“No, but he can be all secretive and stubborn,” Janine said.


“Sounds about right,” Hannah interjected. “I guess some things never change.”


Turning his gaze to Wexler, Brandon awaited a response.


“When he asked me to come along, he said there was a big market here for illegal foods. Truffles being one of the biggest.” Wexler frowned and said, “He didn’t trust local law enforcement.”


Brandon stiffened at Wexler’s words, but said nothing. There was a pause before Janine gasped again.


“Oh. They’re feisty tonight. Must be all the ruckus.”


“It does stir them up,” Gran chimed in. Nodding toward Hannah, she added, “She almost kicked her way out of her momma.”


Brandon frowned and gave a nervous smile. Closing his small notepad, he nodded, and reached in his pocket to produce a small business card. “If you remember anything else, call the station. Somebody is going to get assigned to this case and they’ll put you in touch with them.”


Brandon turned to leave, but stopped. “I hope your husband gets better, Ms. Babel.”


With that, he turned and exited the ER back in the direction from where they entered. She pondered the question she posed to herself earlier about his involvement. If he is, he’s a pawn, she determined. She shook her head to clear it and berated herself. Second person you talk to this about and already you put him on the potential list. Get your head in the game, Hannah.


After Brandon disappeared from sight, Hannah took in a deep breath and held it for a second. She then let it out at a slow, deliberate pace. She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes, trying to go over everything she knew thus far once again.


When a doctor approached, everyone stood as he came before them.


“Ms. Babel?” the doctor asked, looking to Hannah first then to Janine.


“That’d be me,” Janine responded, raising her hand.


Glancing him over, Hannah noted the solemn look on his face. Late 40s/early 50s. Balding. Goatee, and mustache. Brownish gray. Fit. Medium height. Medium weight. Odd gait.


“I’m Dr. Tompkins. Mr. Babel's headed to surgery. He suffered a pneumothorax injury, meaning a broken rib pierced and collapsed one of his lungs. They will assess the extent of damage in surgery. He broke the left arm, upper and lower, as well as a femur in his leg. I’m assuming he landed on that side.”


Hannah affirmed the doctor’s suspicions, describing the event scene as she saw it. When she finished, Dr. Tompkins said, “Well, as you can imagine, he also has a concussion. Now, what happened to him is horrific, but considering the height you reported that he fell from, I’d say his surviving is a miracle.”


Placing her hand on her chest, Janine said, “Oh, I agree, one hundred percent.”


Wexler placed his arm around his daughter and pulled her tight, next to him. Protective, Hannah filed.


“He’s going to be in surgery for a while, so you might want to settle in. After he’s out, Dr. Ratliff will give you an update. He’s the surgeon handling your husband. From there, we’ll put him in recovery for a time. After that, we’ll move him to ICU. We’ll keep him sedated and bring him out slowly. He’s going to be in a world of hurt when that happens.” He stood still for a second, before asking, “I need to know if there were any issues going on with your husband that we should know about?”


Hannah watched Janine, who at first appeared as if she did not understand what the doctor said. Then her eyes widened. “Oh no, nothing like that. I mean, he did have a prescription for some anti-anxiety medication. Something called Trazodone,” she answered, “but he took it as it said on the bottle. Every day, right as rain. But he wouldn’t do that.” She pointed to her belly. “Not with this coming on,” she insisted.


“That’s just not Elias,” Wexler affirmed.


Dr. Tompkins produced an appeasing smile and said, “Of course. Are there any other medications we should know about?” 


Hannah re-evaluated her considerations with this new information in hand. She ran through the possibilities. Was this a suicide attempt? Could Elias be so depressed that he opened his balcony window and made a running jump headlong over the railing? She did not care for the possibility, though she filed it as though it were any other consideration on the case.


Tompkins studied Janine and then Hannah before continuing. Then he added, “I’d also recommend both of you get some rest.” He smiled at Janine and said, “For obvious reasons.” When he turned to Hannah he said, “And, you’ve had an adrenaline spike because of this. It’s showing. That rush you experienced is starting to show. When it wears off, you’re going to crash. You’ll need to sleep it off.”


“Thank you so much,” Janine said, hugging the physician.


In an unusual move for her, Hannah found herself hugging this stranger as well.


“You’re both more than welcome,” he said.


After Tompkins exited, Hannah considered the situation for a moment. She could already feel the adrenaline working out of her system. He’s right, she admitted, I’m getting tired. She shook all over to rid herself of the feeling. Looking to her grandparents, she said, “I’m terrible at waiting.” She rose, stretched, and moved to look out the window. Gran rose, stepped up beside her granddaughter, and slipped an arm around to give her a hug.


“What are you thinking?”


“There’s something I need to check on.” She turned toward Gran. The elder held a slight looked of anticipation. Hannah could tell the elder snoop smelled an investigation. It was a matter of time before she would be neck deep in it beside her granddaughter. Gran raised an eyebrow. “Back to their room?”


Hannah affirmed with a nod. “At some point. Whomever did this may have left a clue or two, but we need to keep her father and her out somehow until then. Everything should be fine for now. The police will be all over the place today, maybe even tomorrow. I just hope they don’t screw everything up.”


The elder Starvling frowned and pursed her lips. “Hmm. You think they're incompetent?”


“No, but they’re just small town police. I doubt tourist suicide attempts are prevalent on their experience list. I’m thinking more like corrupt. Did you notice how interested Brandon was at the mention of diamonds?”


Gran nodded. “I did. Could be simple curiosity. Big case, bucking for a promotion. Excitement. Any number of things. But I see your point. What about Mr. Wexler. Gut instinct?”


Hannah glanced at the man’s reflection in the glass. “He seems nice enough, but he has a gambling problem. And Janine’s phone conversation didn’t seem to go well. To top it off, her reaction to him while Brandon questioned us was weird. I don’t know. Something’s off.” She frowned and twisted her mouth around. “You two should go get some dinner, and then head back to the hotel. But be ready. I may have to get you to tail him at some point.”


Gran again glanced back with a grin. “Fine by me. Not like he doesn’t stand out in a crowd. What about you? Don’t you have to work tomorrow?”


Hannah sighed as she indicated yes. She rubbed her eyes, Dr. Tompkins’ earlier words echoing through her head. “I’m staying, at least until I find out about Elias. They should know what to do at that point. If they’re staying or going.  I’ll let you know either way. If they suggest going back to the hotel, I’ll insist they stay with us because of the room. That way, we can all keep eyes on Janine and Mr. Wexler.”


Once more, Gran looked back over her shoulder. She studied Janine, and Wexler, who talked with Papa Jay, before she turned back. “I doubt they’ll be going anywhere. She seems pretty dedicated to Elias. Mr. Wexler seems protective of his daughter. I’ll bet you a cookie that they stay here tonight, together.”


“What do you want us to bring you back?”


“Anything… and that cookie.”


Gran grinned. “White Chocolate Macadamia. But just one.” She poked at her granddaughter’s side. “Got to watch your figure if this young man is going to show up.”


“Hym,” Hannah said with a broad smile. “I pray he does.”















Chapter 5


Hannah made it back to the hotel just before midnight. Tired but in a good mood, the thought of the lengthy call to Hym earlier made her glow as she opened the door to her room.  The conversation left her encouraged that he would be able to make the trip. When they finally hung up, she felt a mixture of emotions. Ending the call saddened her. Thinking of Hym made her smile.


Once inside, Hannah’s stomach rumbled. The late night fare that Gran and Papa Jay dropped off before they went back to the hotel left her still feeling hungry. Glancing around, she found two small bags from a nearby coffee shop setting on her bed. Each had a yellow sticky note. One was from Gran, the other from Papa Jay. She opened Gran’s first, finding a single, white chocolate cookie. The note read, “For you dear. One cookie for obvious reasons. Love, Gran.” Hannah smiled as she bit into the treat and her sea green eyes danced with delight at the taste. Opening the second bag, she found three more of the treats. Papa Jay’s note read, “Sweetness, don’t matter what’s on the outside, so long as what’s good is on the inside. Love, Papa Jay.”


“Love you,” she whispered to the air as she lay down.


Hannah’s intent was to finish off her cookies and get ready for bed. Instead, there was a knock on the door from her grandparent’s room. Her first thought was that it was one of the two checking to see if she made it in. But again, after checking the time, she found it to be approaching midnight. They would not interrupt her under normal circumstances. However, with Elias’ fall, normalcy is relative, she thought. She opened the door to see Papa Jay standing dressed. Gran was readying herself in the background. Fear crawled through Hannah’s gut.


“What’s wrong,” she asked in a desperate voice, “is Elias…”


“Fine as can be, I suppose.” Papa Jay twitched a little. “Now, Sweetness, don’t get upset, but your friend called.”


“Cate?”


“Boyfriend.”


“Hym?”


“You got any others?” Papa Jay said in a sarcastic tone.


“Jayland Michael!” Gran interceded. “Now is not the time.” She came to the door. “Your man called. He’s on his way to the hospital.”


“Back home?”


“Here,” Papa Jay stated, “he hurt his leg.”


Hannah gave a confused look. Papa Jay frowned and scratched at his chin.


“Well, seems he was gonna surprise you. Show up in the morning and take us all to breakfast, that sort of thing.”


“It’s called being romantic,” Gran said with a huff. “You could learn a thing or two.”


Gran huffed, but Hannah encouraged her grandfather to continue with an urgent gesture.


“Anyway, he got here and fell at the baggage claim area and tore something loose. He’s on his way to the hospital by ambulance and should be there any minute.”


An expression of utter disbelief fell on Hannah. She blinked as her mouth fell agape. Gran reached up and popped Papa Jay on the back of the head.


“Oww,” the elderly man said.


“You could have handled that better,” Gran responded.


“Not my fault she’s dating a walking disaster.”


“Why didn’t he call me?”


“He said he couldn’t get through, and he didn’t know how to tell you. Figured we would know how to break it to you better. Besides, he was hurting by the sound of it.”


“I’m going to kill him.” Hannah said aloud, looking around the room.


“That might’ve been the other reason,” Papa Jay responded.


Within twenty minutes, the Starvlings were at the hospital by taxi.


“What else could go wrong?” Hannah asked as she exited the taxi.


“That’s a curse to say that, you know, Sweetness,” Papa Jay said. “Things can always get worse.”


Once at the hospital, Hannah and the elder Starvlings entered the ER area. Hannah approached the receptionist and found the room where Hym was being treated.


“Go on,” Gran insisted. “We’ll be in the waiting area.”


Heading toward the bay where Hym was, Hannah ran into Dr. Tompkins.


“Ms. Starvling, wasn’t it? Your friend made it out of surgery and is in ICU.” Hannah realized that the doctor was referring to Elias.


Hannah nodded. “Yes, Starvling, but I’m here about another patient.” Anticipating his question, she said, “My boyfriend hurt his leg. On top of it all, he was on the mend from a gunshot wound, and I don’t know which leg it was.”


Tompkins looked surprised. “Okay,” he responded as he yawned and began looking over his notes. “It’s been quite a long day for you.”


“You too it seems,” Hannah replied with a noted urgency in her voice.


“Hymnal Miles? Leg injury. It was the same one he was shot in a short while back. I’m on my way to see him again now. Would you like a moment alone first?”


“Please.”


Tompkins yawned again. “Sorry, I’ll be right back after I get some coffee. Long shift.” He led her to the room and opened the door for her. When she entered, Hym looked up through his blue eyes with a pained smile.


“Hey, Sweet Face,” Hannah said as she made her way over to him. She leaned in for a kiss.


He returned the same, but stopped when pain shot through his leg. Hannah winced at the facial expression he made. “Hurt much?”


“About as bad as getting shot again,” he managed. He then proceeded to explain what happened. “I got here early so I could surprise you in the morning. I went to the baggage claim and somebody bumped into me, making me lose my balance, and I fell over a cement planter. That’s when I felt a pop and pain.” Hym shrugged. “Pretty sure I tore something,” he said. “After they patch me up, I should get on a plane and head back. There’s no reason for you not to enjoy your vacation. You can’t do that with a hop-a-long.”


Hannah settled on the bed beside him. “No way, mister. Now that I’ve got you, you can’t get away that easy.” She laid her head on his chest. “Besides, I need your help.”


Hym sighed. “Uh huh, what now? Murder? Robbery? Stolen jewels or missing pirate treasure?”


Raising up, Hannah looked him straight in the eyes. “What makes you think I have a case?”


“Tell me I’m wrong.”


“I have a case.”


“Figured as much.”


“It wasn’t like I was looking for one, you know. The plan was to bring Gran and Papa Jay to the festival, and introduce them to you for approval.”


“Approval? Are you serious?”


“It’s no big deal, I swear. They’ll like you. You’re handsome, so Gran will love you. Papa Jay will approve because you’re ex-military.” Hannah ran her fingers from his lips to the top of his chest. “They want to be a part of my life. I want you in it, so they want to meet you. Gran claims she has a sixth sense about these things. That she will know the instant she meets you if you are suitable for her precious granddaughter.”


“And if I’m not?”


“She’ll have to consult with her seventh sense or get over it.”


Hym was speechless for a moment. He looked at Hannah and smiled. “Best behavior. Wouldn’t want to screw it up,” he assured her. “No more than I already have anyway.”


As promised, Dr. Tompkins made his way in. He arranged for x-rays of Hym’s leg and ordered pain medications. Waiting, they chatted. She explained the ongoing situation as Hym tried to stay awake. In time, he succumbed to the lure sleep brought on by the medications. Hannah stayed with him, watching him as he slept. Gran may know when she sees him, she thought to herself, but I know now.


It was right before 2:30 AM when Gran came into the room. It was much longer than Hannah suspected the elder Starvling would hold out against her curiosity. Upon seeing Hannah resting in the chair next to Hym’s bed, her hand locked in his, Gran produced a broad smile. She walked over to Hannah and gave a gentle shake. “Dear.”


Hannah woke and turned to check on Hym, and then she yawned. “Gran? Oh, sorry, I fell asleep. I should have…”


“Oh, it’s fine, dear. Your grandfather stepped upstairs to check on Janine and Elias. I thought I’d pop in and see if you needed anything.” Looking over at Hym, Gran added, “and to meet Hym.”


“Afraid he’s out. He was hurting pretty bad, so they juiced him up hard. What time is it?” She pulled out her cell and checked the time. “Wow, I’m so sorry, Gran. Some vacation.”


“Oh, shush. It’s fun and exciting. Nice to be on a case again. And nice to meet my future grandson-in-law.”


Hannah rose from her seat and hugged her grandmother. “I love you, Gran,” she said, squeezing her tightly. A knock at the door interrupted the moment. Dr. Tompkins announced himself and entered. After waking Hym with some persuasion, he explained that his fall caused a second-degree muscle tear. “You came close to ripping it in half and missed surgery on your calf by this much,” he said, pinching his fingers together. The treatment was pain medications and at least seventy-two hours with no pressure on the leg. “Sorry, Mr. Miles,” Tompkins said, “but your vacation is now relocated to your bed or wheelchair. Crutches when needed, but I wouldn’t err against it. More therapy when you get back. I’ll send your files ahead to your doctors back home. I had them give you some strong painkillers so you need to get to bed soon. I’ll have your discharge papers readied. Good luck.” 


There was a moment of silence after the doctor left. Hym ran his hand through his short, dark brown, salt and pepper hair, and looked over at Hannah and Gran. He extended his hand to the elder Starvling. “You must be Sindee. Hym Miles. Klutz extraordinaire.” Gran surprised him when she pushed it aside and moved in for a hug.


“A pleasure. Don’t worry about all this. We’ll get you to the hotel and help Hannah get you into bed.”


“Gran!” Hannah said, half blushing.


Gran threw her hands up. “What? That’s what you are doing, right?”


“Would you please go get Papa Jay? Tell him I’m taking Hym… Hymnal… We’re going back to the hotel and get him into bed… settled in.” 


“You know, even with an injury, you can still make--”


“Don’t you even go there,” Hannah interrupted. She pointed a finger and tried to stem Gran’s lascivious comments.


“—the best of it,” Gran concluded with a smile.


Hym grinned, seeing the feisty Starvling pick on her granddaughter. “I haven’t made it to the room yet, so my bags are still here.”


Gran turned toward the door. “I look forward to getting to know you, young man. We have a lot to talk about. Oh, and Hannah, dear, you better explain the sleeping arrangements before Two Gun upstairs does.” Opening the door, she looked at the couple. “I’ll leave you two to it. You should get something to eat. You have to keep your energy up, you know.” She waved as she closed the door.


Hym glanced over to Hannah, who was beet red in the face. “Was that a sexual innuendo?”


“Yup.”


“Grandbabies?”


“Two. Boy and a girl.”


“Well, the doctor did confine me to bed, and your grandmother…” Hym trailed off, seeing Hannah give a disconcerted look. He changed the subject. “Two Gun?”


“Papa Jay is protective.”


“I see. Forget what I said about the bed.”


“Good, because I have you a room next to mine. I’m between you and them.”


Hym assumed a stern, put out look. “Wait a minute. Are you serious? I was joking. You’re telling me that we are in different rooms?”


For a moment, Hannah stood still, stunned by his words. She considered whether she was wrong about the man. He always was a gentleman. Now, he was assuming that she would fall into his bed, as if she belonged to him. She was about to do the unthinkable, and put the brakes on what she believed to be someone she cared for. Then she noticed the vibrations of his body as he shook with ill-contained laughter. She tried to hold back her own smile, but managed just a second before she laughed.  Mimicking her Gran, she reached out and popped Hym on the arm. “Oh… you.”


“No, seriously, I didn’t expect to be in your room. I wouldn’t, not with your grandparents here. Not until we’re, you’re… it’s… that…” His words trailed off. He made a nervous gesture with his hands and let the words fall.


Hannah found herself relieved and her faith restored. “Ever the gentleman,” she said in a whisper. In her mind, Hym could not even talk of intimacy yet. The fact that he did not expect it until the relationship was ready for it spoke volumes about the man. “So, now that we have that out of the way… for now. How are you feeling?”


“Tired and guilty, and wondering how many zillions of roses amounts to forgiveness. I blew the perfect opportunity with a perfect woman.”


Hannah’s smile deepened. Her eyes glazed over as she considered his words. “One. and a favor.”


“Name it.”


“Can you stay awake long enough to meet Papa Jay? It will give you a chance to impress him with your insistence that the two of you meet.”


“My insistence?” Hym joked. “Two Gun, huh?”


“Yup, but he didn’t bring them with him, not that I know of, anyway. Let me find a wheelchair and we’ll get out of here.”


Hym sighed. “Joy, not even engaged yet, and already you’re pushing me around,” he added.


Hannah laughed. She could not help feeling happy for the first time that day. The hours and Elias’ situation took their toll on her.


As promised, Dr. Tompkins sent a nurse to Hym’s room with discharge papers. She also brought a wheelchair. Not seeing Papa Jay and Gran in the waiting area, she assumed they were talking to Janine and Wexler still. She asked Hym if it were okay to go up and he agreed.


As they made their way through the hospital toward the room, Hannah once again hit the highlights with Hym on her trip. Approaching the area, she saw Janine leaning into Wexler. He was holding her, patting her back. It was clear something upset her.  


“Janine,” Hannah said with an inquiring tone.


As with her father, Janine came and hugged Hannah. “He’s getting worse,” she whispered, before turning away. Her head dropped as she and her father headed back to be with her husband. Hannah turned to Papa Jay and Gran for an explanation.


“I thought he was getting better.”


“Was, but then he took a turn. All this moving I’d imagine. Staph infection. Fever. It’s not looking good.”


“He could die?”


Both her grandparents and boyfriend watched as a quietness overtook Hannah. Papa Jay’s face strained, as he said the words that his granddaughter did not want to hear. “It’s a possibility.”


Hym blew out a breath. “If that happens--”


“It would make it murder,” Hannah interceded.


Hannah ran her fingers through her hair and yawned. It caused a chain reaction of similar responses. Stretching, she looked at a wall clock and shook her head. She then made introductions between Hym and Papa Jay, which they sealed with a handshake.


“Don’t you have to work in the morning, Sweetness?” Papa Jay inquired.


“I do. I need to be there around 10:00 AM.”


“You two need to get to bed,” Gran said with a smirk.


“Scooby,” Papa Jay responded in a harsh tone.


The elder snoop gave her usual ‘what’ gesture response.


Papa Jay rolled his eyes. Looking at Hym through his wise eyes, he said. “Don’t mind her, son. She’s hell bent on great-grandbabies. Something in her DNA, I suspect.”


Hym gave a forced smile. He pointed in the direction of Elias’ room. “Was that Johnny Wexler?”


“Good eye, son.” Papa Jay nodded with approval. “That’s him.” He glanced back toward the room. “They both look worn out. I think I’ll stick around and catch some winks here. Make sure whoever did this don’t come back.”


He turned to look at Hannah and Hym. “You should go and get some rest before work, Sweetness.” Addressing Hym, he added, “Take care of the ladies, will you, son?”


Hym agreed, but Gran would have none of it.


“You think I’m leaving you up here alone with nurses. No way, mister. Where you lay your head, I lay mine.” She grinned at Hym. “Get her to bed.”


Both Hannah and Papa Jay rolled their eyes. Hym took it in stride.


Hannah gave a thankful smile. “Papa Jay, you are the sweetest, but Gran and you came for a vacation, not to play security.”


The elder Starvling waved off his granddaughter’s implied suggestion. “Nonsense. ‘Sides, do you think I haven’t been through this before? If there’s a case at hand…” Papa Jay motioned toward Gran, “Scooby there’s going to be in the thick of it.”


“I’ll take a turn,” Hym chimed in yawning, “tomorrow, when the medication wears off. Not like I’m going to be doing much as it is.”


Papa Jay gave Hym a head nod and a thumbs up. Hannah shook her head with frustration. “Are you now? And if they do come after Elias or Janine, what are you going to do? Roll over them?”


Hym removed his cell phone. “Throw this at their head. It’s says it has a security feature.” He suppressed the urge to laugh at his own wittiness. Gran and Papa Jay both laughed, but Hannah shook her head.


“Fine, whatever, but that will have to wait until later. For now, I’m getting you in the bed.” Hearing the words escape her mouth, Hannah paused and closed her eyes.  She winced her face before turning to look at the others. Gran said nothing, but she grinned. “Let me rephrase that,” Hannah said. “I’ll be getting you to the hotel, in your room, alone. You will be alone. I mean I won’t be there. I’ll be…” Her words faded as even Papa Jay worked to cover his laughter. Now flushed with red, she added, “Right, we’ll be going now.”


“Of course, dear, and don’t worry about us. You wouldn’t believe some of the places we’ve slept in.” She gave Hannah and Hym a wink.


“TMI,” Hannah said. “Too much information.” She began pushing Hym toward the elevators.















Chapter 6


Though it was quick, the ride to the Hotel Victoria was pleasant. The conversation started on the case at hand, but silence overtook the two as Hannah leaned into Hym’s shoulder. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered in his ear.


Hym’s face lit up. “Missed you too. I was so looking forward to this. I’m so sorry.”


“No reason to keep apologizing. You’re here now. If you can’t go romping about with me, at least I can pick your brain about this whole mess.”


Hym drew his brow down as he nodded. “So, no idea who this Dahlia is?”


“Not a clue, and I can’t think of any other connection. If Elias wakes up, he might be able to give a clue, but until then, I’m stumped.”


“Sounds like you need to find that guy you saw at the location.”


“Yeah, I do, but I’ve got to find out who he is first.”


Hym leaned over and kissed the top of Hannah’s head. “You will. You always get your man.”


I hope that’s true, Hannah said to herself as she squeezed Hym’s arm.


Once at the Hotel Victoria, the pair ran into Serizawa ‘Ducky’ Kamo, the young hotel worker whom Hannah met on her first day. He insisted on carrying Hym’s luggage up, much to the chagrin of the on duty porter. After Hannah requested Ducky’s specific help, the porter gave into the deviation in the usual work pattern.


On their way up, Hannah questioned the young man about any knowledge of the man she saw from the squad car where Elias fell.


“I’m afraid I didn’t see him, Ms. Starvling,” Ducky said.


Hearing him, Hannah thought she detected some hesitance in his response, but as tired as she was, she decided she would ponder it later.


“Would you let us know if you run across someone of that description?” Hym requested.


Ducky agreed. “I’ll keep my ear to the ground.”


Hannah reached in her purse and handed him a twenty. Looking the bill over, he shook his head. When he offered it back, Hannah held her hand up to halt the transaction.


“Keep it. Think of it as a contribution. We might be working together someday after you finish school.”


Ducky produced a smile. “Okay, an investment, but I consider myself on retainer with this. Anything else I can help you with, let me know.”


Hannah and Hym agreed as the young man departed. After getting Hym settled, Hannah could see that her companion fought exhaustion. He struggled to remain alert.


“You’re struggling,” she suggested.


Hym yawned. “You’re one to talk. Painkillers. I never can handle them.” Stretching, he lay back on the bed. “So what’s next on your agenda, Sherlock?”


Looking out the window over the balcony, Hannah could see the sun beginning to rise. She walked over and looked out toward the shoreline. Already, the glow of the sun was lighting the area and people were making their way along the water’s edge. She thought back to Ducky’s words and his hesitancy, once again filing it for later consideration. She stretched, yawned, and looked at the time. It read 6:07 AM.


“I think I’ll try to get a few hours’ sleep. When I get through judging, we’ll figure out what comes next.”


Hannah waited for a response. She heard the sound of a low rumble. Looking back, she saw that Hym was sound asleep. His mouth was open and snores rolled out in a rhythmic pattern. “Cute,” she said. The sound reminded her of her grandfather. Papa Jay was a snorer. Hym was an amateur by comparison.


Finding paper and a pen in the  desk drawer, Hannah left Hym a note explaining her plans. She ended it with the words ‘if not back by 1:00, Boo Boo, send in the Ranger. Love Yogi.’  She then taped it to the television remote before returning to her room.


She lay back on her bed and blew out a breath. She wanted to sleep, but kept thinking through all the elements of the case thus far. At the moment, she found everything muddled due to weariness. Then her mind drifted over to Hym. A smile ran across her face and she drifted off into a pleasant dream.


Hannah awoke with a start and to the sound of room service making a requested complimentary wake up call. After hanging up the phone, she looked over at the clock. 8:45, she read. Morning. Coffee. Need. She rose and opened the door between Hym’s room and hers to check on him. He was still out, snoring, with an arm thrown over his eyes. She yawned through a smile and was ready to snuggle up next to him when she heard a knock on the door. A glance at the clock told her it was now 9:00 AM. When she opened the door, Ducky stood smiling with a cart full of food and a pot of coffee. Seeing the expression on Hannah’s face, he stiffened and took half a step back. Her hair was askew, her eyes bagged and droopy, and she smacked her lips together like a hungry beast. She still wore the clothes from the day before, only now, wrinkled and disheveled appearing.


“Um, Ms. Starvling, you put in a request for breakfast yesterday at registration?”


“Coffee,” Hannah uttered as she waved him in.


Once inside, Hannah sat on the edge of the bed as Ducky poured her a cup of steaming brew.


“Sugar and Cream?”


Hannah held up two fingers and Ducky obliged. He poured in cream until she indicated for him to stop. After stirring, he handed her the cup. To his amazement, she turned up the piping hot liquid, gulping it down in one fell turn. She handed it back and indicated again. This ritual continued through three cups. Ducky stood stunned, but said nothing. Finally, Hannah stretched and asked what she had ordered. “Coffee. Two pots. Eggs, ham, biscuits and gravy, grits, milk, a muffin, and a banana.” Reading it off, his eyebrows lifted up and his eyes widened. He looked at Hannah, before preparing everything for her. Hannah took in the smell and smiled.


“Do you have a minute?” she asked.


“I guess.”


Hannah indicated for him to sit down. As she ate, she asked him a few questions. “You always seem to be around.”


“I try to keep busy. You know, make myself useful. It passes the time.”


“What exactly do you do here?”


Ducky threw his hands out in a bold gesture. “Just about anything and everything. Today, I’m delivering food. Later, I’ll drive the shuttle. Porter. Bellhop. Kitchen. All around slave. Whatever it takes. That’s my job.”


Hannah nodded between bites. “You want some?” she asked, pointing to the food, but Ducky declined. “Yesterday, with my friend, did you see anything?”


“No, ma’am. I was coming back from a shuttle to the airport run when I saw all the crowd. I thought I’d check it out. Mr. Babel was on the car when I got there.”


“You know him?”


“No, although I did meet him, Mrs. Babel, and a Mr. Wexler in the lobby a few days earlier.  I carried their luggage up.”


“All in the same room?”


“Mr. Wexler is on this floor. Next door, as a matter of fact.”


“Did Mr. Babel have a special container with him?”


Ducky shook his head. “Not that I saw. How big though? Could it have been in their suitcases? They had three between the two of them. Usually, women have the two. The guys carry one. No offense.”


Hannah smiled and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “The truth is the truth. I have three.” She pointed to the corner where two large and one bag sat.


Ducky smiled, but it fell away. “That’s just it, though. Two were Mr. Babel’s. He was real particular about one.”


This information caught Hannah’s attention. She sat up straight as she downed a bite of biscuit covered in gravy. “Can you describe it?”


“It was heavy. Heavier than the other two, anyway. You know, enough to catch your attention. Black. So big.” Ducky indicated the size with his hands. He then studied Hannah for a moment. “Um, can you tell me what this is about?”


Hannah considered his question. Her questions triggered a response from the young man and she needed to be cautious in her response. Time seemed to freeze for her as she ran everything she observed about Ducky up until that moment. He was always around. He picked her and her grandparents up at the airport. He knew who she was. He was there at Elias’ landing point. Now, he delivered the food she requested the night before. Coincidence, she considered, or is he playing me? She twisted her nose back and forth. Could it be he was searching for the truffles as well? He did suggest he was in need of money for school. If he indeed wanted to go to culinary school, and read Food Critic, he would have been aware of Elias’ work and obsession. 


As recently as four months prior, the magazine contained an interview with the gourmet about truffles. It covered Elias’ meteoric rise to the top of the field. Hannah tried to recall if the article mentioned her friend carrying truffles on his travels. After a brief consideration, she found the specifics eluded her at the present. She was certain even a small amount equated to valuable. Elias often carried large amounts, enough to serve exclusive dining events up to one hundred. He mentioned planning on preparing some for a special dinner in honor of the primary judges. There were fifty primary judges. He was going to be a judge, alongside her. Each judge could invite up to three guests. This meant a total of two hundred potential guests. While talking to the gourmet earlier in the week, he told her that the recipe he planned called for two ounces per serving. The sleuth tried to calculate an amount in her head. Two hundred guests times two ounces, equals four hundred ounces. Sixteen ounces equals a pound. Elias’ special truffles sell for $3600 a pound. Hannah’s eyes shot open. The number she came to caused her to stammer, even in her mind. He’s carrying over $90,000 in truffles. 


Hannah eyed Ducky once more. The amount Elias carried was enough to pay for a lot of the young man’s hoped for education, if he’s telling the truth about wanting that. She then played out a scenario in her head. He knows or finds out about the truffles. Sneaks in after he sees him leave. Elias returns. They scuffle. Ducky pushes him out the door. He trips on the frame and goes over the balcony. A possibility? 


“Ms. Starvling? Are you okay?” Ducky asked.


The would-be chef’s question caught Hannah off guard and brought her back to the conversation.


“Oh, I’m sorry. Did I drift off? Still tired I guess.” She finished off her muffin and peeled the banana. “To answer your question, I’m just trying to work out how and why anyone would want to hurt my friend.”


“You don’t think he…” Ducky gestured a fall with his left hand.


Left handed, Hannah noted. She added this to previous observations of the young man favoring the sinister appendage. 


“I suppose it’s possible, but I doubt it. You seem to be in the know around here. What’s the scuttlebutt?”


Ducky twisted and made an uncomfortable face. It did not quite read as guilt to Hannah, but spoke of unease on the subject. Still, she waited for a response.


“Well, that he fell. That’s what the police assume. At least that’s what they told my manager, but they’re still looking into it. It seems there was a fight going on at street level at about the same time he took the fall. Theory goes that he heard the commotion, ran toward the window to see what was happening, tripped on the door seal and went over the edge.”


“What do you think?”


Ducky smiled as he rose. “I think I better go before I lose a job I can’t afford to lose.” He turned and headed toward the door but stopped. He turned back to look at Hannah. “Just leave the cart outside the door when you’re done. And for the record, from what I’ve read about him, Mr. Babel didn’t seem the type to get excited over street fights, unless, of course, it was about truffles. Call me if you need anything, Ms. Starvling.” With that, Ducky exited and shut the door behind him.


Hannah once more considered Ducky. The young man knew a lot more than the average hotel worker did. In truth, she compared him to herself at that age. Curious. Observant. Ever present. Although only six or eight years younger than herself by her estimate, he showed a great many similarities. He’d make a great detective, she decided. But what is his true path? Student? Criminal? Something else? How does he fit into all this? Does he even play a part?


Hannah rubbed the bridge of her nose and let go of a deep breath. She determined that it would behoove her to keep an eye on Ducky. To date, the only thing that brought him to her attention was a knack for being where he was needed. That, and being present at situations she was looking into. She wondered if she might be ‘jumping the gun’ as Papa Jay would say. It was not beyond her to do so, as her friend Cate often noted. “When all the shadows move to the music, you see the one standing still. Then you ask why,” the beautiful, black haired, honey brown skinned librarian once told her. “Then you give a scenario where it’s planning on putting an end to the others, just to see if it plays out. You evaluate, analyze, and give it reason before asking it why?”


Cate, Hannah thought, I need to call you. She pulled out her cell, but glancing down, saw that the battery was low. Crud. Digging through her luggage, she retrieved her charger and plugged it in. She then checked the time to find she needed to ready herself for work.















Chapter 7


Though having only gotten a few hours’ sleep, she found herself more awake than usual. The thought of Hym being next door invigorated her and just knowing he was there for her made her face light up.


After a brisk shower, she dried her hair and pulled it back into a ponytail. She put on a black pantsuit with a black jacket. Underneath, she wore a black blouse with a priest collar neckline. She slipped on black pumps and picked up her trademark black Victorian top hat to finish everything off. Before putting it on, she studied it for a moment. She missed having the goggles that once adorned the brim. But once destroyed in a foot chase several months back, she had not found the time to replace them. Now, the new look had grown on her. Hannah checked in on Hym once more. She woke him long enough to get a kiss and tell him to call her if he needed anything. Struggling, he said, “More sleep.” After another light kiss, he leaned back on his pillow and once again fell into a sound sleep. Hannah ran her fingers through his dark hair and struggled with words that played through her mind. She left with yet another smile on her face.


On her way down to the lobby, she made a call to the hospital. Reaching the lobby, she headed toward the hotel’s event area. Hannah paused long enough to make another call to Gran and Papa Jay and give them her itinerary for the day.  Answering, Papa Jay put the phone on speaker.


“How did y’all sleep?” Hannah asked.


“Not too bad. Gran sweet-talked the nurses into cots for Janine and Wexler. We cozied up on that big lounger thing in the waiting room. Just us in there for the night.”


“How’d you and Hym sleep?” Gran asked from the background.


Hannah could almost see the mocking grin on Gran’s face. She rolled her eyes.


“Fine, Gran, and in our own beds in our own rooms.” She wasn’t sure, but Hannah believed she heard Gran comment, “What a shame.” What she definitely heard was Papa Jay make a ‘humph’ sound before asking, “What do you have going on today, Sweetness?”


“Judging,” she informed her grandparents, “Pasta dishes. Original and traditional creations.”


“How do you stay so thin?” Gran asked.


“My mind is always running,” she quipped. “What do you plan on doing?”


“Well, Johnny’s up. He picked up breakfast for everyone. We’re headed back now to get some more sleep and shower. If you don’t mind, we figured we would check you out in action. Then maybe we would take a look around the town a bit before heading back to the hospital. I take it with all the food you are getting, lunch is out?”


“I do a lot of tasting and a lot of spitting.”


Papa Jay frowned. “Hmm. Because it’s so bad?”


Hannah laughed. “No, because if I ate every bite I’d be sick after thirty minutes.”


“Well, I suppose we’ll check you out, dear,” Gran affirmed.


“Come on then. You can find me out on the floor before judging. Call if you need me.”


Hannah tried to refocus her mind on the task at hand. The festival sought her out and was generous in their compensation. As a culinary consultant, she maintained a stellar reputation. She travelled the world advising on menus, overseeing culinary competitions, and judging them. In her work as such, she gained the reputation of being the most honest, brutal, yet respectful of judges. Though pasta was a passion, pastries were her field of specialty. People saw her as the quirky American with exquisite taste and a peculiar sense of fashion. But more so, she held a reputation within culinary circles for being inquisitive. Wherever Hannah Starvling went, trouble was soon to follow. Often she contemplated why anyone would ever hire her to do her job. She wondered if sometimes, it was more for her skills outside the kitchen than those she maintained within. 


Indeed, the onetime agent acquired an odd skill set. This began with her upbringing by genius parents and down to earth grandparents. She attended college on a scholarship where she studied criminology and psychology. After graduating, she pulled a brief stint in the FBI, which ended with an injury. She went on to attend one of the top culinary schools in France, L’Académie Gastronomique de Paris. This led to an internship under one of the world’s foremost pastry chefs, Tasha O’Brien. It was at this point that her reputation as a detective and culinary expert began. During her training, her pastry gourmet/mentor met her demise. Peculiar circumstances led to Hannah investigating and she cracked the case. Thereafter, her career took on a life of its own.


Everywhere she went, the case came up. At the Pasto di Elmo in Italy, she cleared the head chef from a charge of attempted poisoning. As a guest chef at the Hotel Rojo in Mexico City, she disclosed an assassination attempt on the Ambassador of Côte d’Ivoire. Most recently, she uncovered the true killer of one of America’s top chefs, Julia Karas. Among culinary circles, Hannah Starvling was sought after, and an unofficial security benefit. The go-to person in the event of the unforeseen. The Culinary Detective.


The thought of the name given her in Louie's article for Food Critic Magazine on the top culinary consultants, made her groan. While she adored her journalist friend, that particular name made her wince. Unlike Gran, who reveled when people called her the Gumshoe Gal, Hannah shied away from her moniker. To her, detective work was something she tried to keep at bay, especially when she was on the job. However, her innate curiosity and superb instincts coupled with her FBI training made it impossible for her to do so. More and more individuals referenced it since Louie wrote his article. Like it or not, she huffed to herself, it’s yours to live with.


Hannah made her way until she came to the eighth room on the left. She was about to step in when the sound of something thumping in rapid succession caught her attention. Also heard were gasps and the shuffling of people moving away from something. She turned in the direction of the sound, staring down the hall through a parting crowd of individuals. A large, tan form ran straight toward her. Hannah stood her ground, but braced herself. The suddenness of everything made it hard to focus. Her eyes widened when a hound came into sight, tongue wagging about, and a loose leash flopping around. The beast leapt straight for her as she reinforced her position. Upon impact, she tumbled to the ground, the creature on top of her. She cried out, “Critic!” Slobbery licks and love followed. The dog hopped about, tail wagging at high speed. He made a noise that sounded as if he were saying ‘love you’. As the initial shock of the event wore off, the crowd began snapping pictures of the happy reunion.


Seconds later, a man came running after. “There you are. Heel. Heel.” With reluctance, the canine followed orders, taking a sitting position in front of Hannah. She repositioned herself in front of the hound and scratched behind his ears. The speed of his wagging tail told her the attention was much appreciated.


“Good boy. Good boy.” She stood and smiled. “Louie!” she exclaimed as both moved in for the greeting.


After releasing him, Hannah stepped back. She scanned over her friend, drawing up her memory of him. His hair still showed as graying and faded reddish, and his brown eyes and big smile were the definition to her of the word jolly. In his late forties, Louie Woolridge’s demeanor left everyone with the impression that he was a friend of sorts. Hannah tugged at his oversized t-shirt with the Birmingham Tornadoes logo on the front. She glanced down at his usual faded jeans, and worn out running shoes. She smiled, and thought to herself, good to know some things don’t change. Remembering Janine’s father, she added, “Good to see you. Boy, do I have someone you have to meet soon.” She tapped on his chest in an excited voice. “What are you two doing here?”


“We got in last night. Last minute kind of thing. And…” Louie thumbed toward the hound, whose tail kept up its steady pace. “Believe it or not, you are looking at the new, official spokes-dog slash mascot for Food Critic. So many people loved the picture and write up of you and him in my article that they inundated the editor with fan mail. So much so, they had to work overtime just to sort it.” He motioned toward the event rooms. “He’s not allowed in where they prepare the food, but we have a booth down the way. He’s pawing autographs for publicity pictures and what not. Food Critic is eating it up and so is the public. So, from now on, I get to take him along wherever I go. It’s kind of like we're married in a way. Wither thou goest, I will go.” Louie patted the dog’s head. “Or something like that. I left him with a friend while I went with Vera for two weeks back to France. He was miserable and I was miserable. We were just meant to be together, I suppose.”


“Louis,” someone called out in an accented voice that Hannah knew immediately as a native speaker. She turned to see a woman shuffling forward. 5’5”-ish. Forties. Shapely. Curly blonde hair. Wire frame glasses. Pretty.


When she reached Louie, Hannah, and Critic, she shook her finger at the canine. “Je suis désolé ainsi. Il a tenu à l’écart de moi. Il est un si mauvais garçon. Pardonnez-moi s’il vous plaît,” she cried out. She took Hannah’s hand and said in her thick accent, “I am sorry. I have been looking for him all about. He got away from me. He is such a bad doggie. Forgive me, please.”


“It’s all right,” Hannah assured her, “he and I are old friends.”


“Oh?” The woman turned to Louie with a puzzled look.


Louie put his arm around the woman and made introductions. “This is Hannah Starvling. The one I’ve told you about.”


The woman’s eyes widened and she shook Hannah’s hand. “Oh, the pleasure, it is all mine. You have helped my niece and given me this nice man. I am beyond words.”


Hannah smiled and also turned to Louie for an explanation. “Hannah Starvling. Marquette Roux. This is Vera’s aunt.”


Hannah’s eyes lit up with recognition. “I am pleased to meet you as well. Vera spoke about you and Louie.”


“Marquette and I are…”


Marquette interrupted with a broad, appreciative smile. “Wait. Wait. How do you say it here… ah, peas in a pond.”


“Peas in a pod,” Louie corrected.


Marquette frowned and cocked her head. “Oh. I see. Now that makes more sense,” she said smiling.


All three laughed.


“Did Vera come?” Hannah asked.


“She did,” Louie answered. He looked at Marquette and asked if she would mind taking Critic back to the booth. She agreed and said goodbye to Hannah.


“We must all dine together,” she insisted before picking up Critic’s leash.


“I’d like that.”


“Tonight then?” she asked with hopeful eyes.


“Can I bring guests? Hym and my grandparents are here as well.”


“Of course,” Louie replied. He tapped the side of his thigh as Critic stood. “Vera’s in the back,” he said. “She’ll love it.” He moved in and gave Marquette a quick kiss. “I’ll be along shortly,” he said. “Follow her, boy.” Critic wagged his tail and moved beside Marquette as they headed down the hallway.


Hannah stopped to register with the reception table and she was given a name badge by the young man waiting there. Rather than drape hers around her neck as others, she removed the card with her name from the cord. She then tucked it into the band that ran the circumference of her hat, much in the manner of a press pass from the 1940s. Louie then led her way over to a back room connected to the area. When they entered the room, she saw the familiar face of a friend.


“Vera!”


Vera Bessinger turned to see Hannah with a broad grin. She threw her arms out in a welcoming gesture. Hannah moved over and the two women hugged. Pulling herself back to get a solid view, Hannah reevaluated her friend. Vera remained beautiful, though she appeared different somehow to the sleuth. Longer hair, still brown with reddish highlights. A little less conservative attire. Happier, Hannah clicked off, adding to what she already knew about the woman. Vera was twenty-three, 5’6” with violet eyes that seemed to glow. She took over as producer of the culinary television show, Julia’s Kitchen by the Water, after the chef’s demise. Vera and Hannah’s first meeting involved the death of Vera’s mother, Julia Karas. Through her efforts, Hannah cleared the young woman of a murder accusation. Later, she solved Vera’s mother’s case, along the way making friends with her. In any case, Hannah found herself happy once again to see her friend.


“So tell me. How did all this come about?”


“Well, it was a last minute thing. Do you know Marlon Humphries?”


Hannah nodded. “I’ve met him a couple of times at events and such. Late seventies, early eighties?”


Vera affirmed. “That’s him. The schedule called for him as your third. Unfortunately, he passed away a couple of nights ago. They haven’t announced it yet, but they were looking for a replacement. They contacted Jazlyn, but she’s wrapped up in the show, but Asa decided it would be good publicity, and suggested I go. So, we’ll be judging together.” A concerned look ran across the young chef’s face. “That is okay, isn’t it?”


Hannah smiled. “Of course, you know it is.” She turned to look at Louie. “I see he’s still keeping up with you.”


Vera beamed. “He is… protective.”


“Just keeping up with my girl. Besides, I like my job and this kind of thing keeps me in it, so…” He smiled and said, “But, we get to see you again. And…” He peered over at his daughter. “Marquette suggested we all have dinner tonight. Do you have the time?”


Vera’s eyes lit up. “If I don’t, I will make it. So, definitely. How about on the boat? Uncle Asa let us stay on his yacht, which he keeps on the lake. Did Hym come along?”


Her face dropped into a slight grimace. “Oh, I just remembered. Hym may not be able to. He busted his leg again and the doctor confined him to a wheelchair. And my grandparents are with me.”


There was a pause of silence as a general disappointment set in.


“Tell you what, though,” Hannah continued, “why don’t we just see how things are going and then decide? You know Hym. He’s not going to sit around and mope. If we can’t, I’ll let you know. Sound good?”


Vera and Louie agreed.


“Your grandparents. Are these the ones you told me about? The diner owners? The sleuths?” Vera quizzed.


“At one time, Gran was.”


The sound of some clearing their throat behind the two women caused them to halt their reunion. Both turned to face another woman.  Taking her in, Hannah made her usual determinations. Older than me. Late 30s. Golden tan. Silky bleach bottle blonde hair. Wide gray eyes. Subtle smile. Right at six feet. Long legs. Slim. Fit. Daily work outs. Conservative, simple, yet fashionable dress. Analyzing further from what she had already determined, she added, Disciplined. Personally controlling.


Vera gestured toward the woman. In her slight, French accent, she said, “Oh, I am so sorry. How rude of me. Hannah Starvling, this is Madeline Doyle. Madeline, this is Hannah. Madeline is our third.”


Madeline glanced Hannah over before she reached forward, extending her hand. Hannah responded in kind and they shook. The woman’s hand was light to the touch and half held by Hannah’s valuation. She filed, noncommittal and pretentious, alongside Madeline’s physicality.


“Nice to meet you.”


Madeline pulled back and twisted her lip, tapping her finger across. “Hannah Starvling. Oh yes, I remember seeing you on the event executive list. So nice to meet you. Now let me think. Pasta, pastries, and… mystery. You’re the Culinary Detective.”


Hannah watched as the woman enjoyed her jibes. First dropping her head to stare at the floor, Hannah brought it back up to face Madeline. “Oh, that name,” she said, feigning fake frustration. “Solve one case, and you’re Sherlock forever.”


Louie grinned and interjected himself into the conversation. “If it were only one case that might be true.”


“But it’s not been just one, has it? You’ve solved dozens.” Madeline grinned. “You have quite the reputation, my dear.”


“A handful at best,” Hannah admitted. She tried to change the direction of the conversation. “I believe you own several eateries featuring pasta. Rosanna’s Italian Ristorante.”


“I do indeed. Love the hat, by the way. Victorian?”


Hannah affirmed that it was. Odd and distracted, she added to her mental profile of the woman.


“I believe you and I have another mutual friend.”


“Other than Vera and Louie, here. Who?”


“Elias.”


The mention of his name stunned Hannah for a moment. She twisted her neck and studied the woman. Though personable to most everyone he met, Elias kept a close circle of friends. Few of those travelled in the culinary world. “Most of our kind is arrogant, pretentious, molecule wasters,” he once told her. “I’d rather spend my time with people who enjoy food for what it means than what it can do for them.” Madeline, upon first impression, struck her more as a so called ‘molecule waster’ than one who knew the meaning of food. Thus, Hannah found the likelihood of Madeline and Elias being friends as far removed. She decided to push the woman and see how much this was true.


“Elias, yes,” Hannah responded after a few seconds.


“Wait,” Vera interjected, “are you talking about Elias Babel?”


Hannah affirmed. She could tell by the puzzled expression Vera held that she knew the man. How she knew him was an altogether different matter. “Yeah, do you know him?”


“Only by his reputation. Jazlyn and I are trying to get him for the show. We emailed back and forth a few times. When I found out we were both going to be here, we set up a meeting for later this week.”


“I guess you didn’t hear.”


Vera pulled her brow down in a questioning manner. Louie, out of instinct, stepped up beside her and placed an arm around her shoulders. Before Hannah could explain, Madeline cut in.


“Yes, tragic, isn’t it? Why would he attempt such a thing? I understand he has twins on the way. So sad.”


Madeline’s words caught her immediate attention. Suddenly, this virtual stranger shot to the top of Hannah’s suspect list. The woman was privy to something she should not have been. Twins. How would she know? Janine had not even told Elias. Hannah considered the possibility that she was incorrect about Madeline and Elias’ relationship. Could they have been friends? Is it possible, I didn’t know him as well as I thought, she considered. Then a terrible notion crossed her mind. Could his and Madeline’s relationship have been something more? Between Elias attempting suicide, or his having an affair with Madeline, the latter struck Hannah as more inconceivable. But does the possibility even exist, she questioned herself.


Despite the distastefulness of the idea, Hannah knew she must include it in the mix. Several years laid between when she dated Elias and knew him under those circumstances, and the present. A lot in his life changed during the passage of that time. He made himself rich, specialized in a field, and found a wife whom outwardly, he appeared to adore. But once the doors to his private life closed, Hannah admitted she knew little. And men will be men, she commented to herself. Still, this did not answer the basic question of how the woman knew about the twins. There’s more to this woman than meets the eye, Hannah concluded.


“Well, he’s alive. That’s a start.”


“What happened?” Vera asked, mouth agape.


“No one knows for sure. He’s still unconscious.” Not wanting to waste the moment, Hannah centered again on Madeline. “So, how do you know him?”


“Now that’s a story Mr. Woolridge here might find interesting. Elias and I are working together on a one of a kind, exclusive menu for my restaurants. A sort of, how do I describe it… specialty fare that requires a pre-arrangement. We’re building it around his truffles.” Madeline frowned and pursed her lips before adding, “I suppose that is out for now. He’ll have to concentrate on getting better, physically and mentally.”


Hannah listened with care. Not likely, she decided. Whatever relationship she had with her friend was not as deep as the woman proposed. One of Elias’ eccentricities was his abhorrence of large-scale restaurant operations. In particular, he detested so-called high end chains and franchises. He found nothing wrong with standard fare on a large scale, but the man believed some foods were special. Everyone should enjoy them, but also preserve them. Distribution should occur on an individual scale and through singular, special events. To him, it was almost a ritualized foodstuff, even sacred. Among those foods were truffles. Any kind of degradation of that idea would have been loathsome to the man. What Madeline Doyle proposed, he would have seen as such. Why is she feigning the extent of this relationship?


It was obvious to Hannah that Madeline was unaware of her and Elias’ past relationship. At the same time, Hannah was in the dark about the level of rapport between Madeline and Elias, so she decided to bump the woman’s ego, to one up her, and see how she reacted.


“Yes, I suppose so. So horrible to see him that way, lying on the car. I wasn’t even sure he would live until the ambulance got there.”


Madeline’s eyes narrowed a slight bit. Hannah observed that she also masked a hard frown.


“You were there when he…” Louie interrupted with a gesture of his finger dropping downward. He shook his head. “Ouch,” he commented with a sympathetic tone.


Hannah gave an appreciative but hurt smile.  “I got there right after. His wife and I were waiting for him in the lobby. We were on our way to dinner. My grandparents were there too. They were anxious to see him again.”


At this point, Madeline stiffened a bit and readjusted her stance. Hannah realized that her information upset the woman.


Madeline nodded her head in short, slow, rhythmic time. “I didn’t know you knew him so well.”


Icy, Hannah thought. She glanced over at Vera and Louie, whom she could tell also noted the change in expression.


“Oh yes, we dated years ago. We even considered getting married at one point, but well, you know. We were younger. Things didn’t work out.”


“For the better, I assume,” Madeline responded with a frosty demeanor.


Hannah shrugged and gave a meek, albeit false, smile. Although for Elias and her, things indeed worked out for the best, she did not want Madeline to see it this way. Elias went on to create a great life for himself. She went on to build a great career, and at present was in a relationship with a man she considered to be her future. Not a future, but her future. But she played on Madeline’s lack of knowledge of Elias, to feather out what game the woman was playing. To do this, she needed to be the woman’s rival. She hoped that between working together and the knowledge of Elias’ and her implied relationship, Madeline would expose her own agenda.


After putting on a sad, but smiling face, Hannah looked at Madeline for a second. “Well, what is, is. Anyway, his wife and his father-in-law are with him now. He hasn’t woken yet, but when he does, Janine promised to let me know.”


Hannah placed particular emphasis on the words ‘his wife,’ issuing them with quiet disdain. Seeing Madeline both twitch and repress a smirk while she did so, let Hannah know that her ploy sealed the deal. Madeline was now her rival, one who enjoyed her competitor’s torment. She added competitive to Madeline’s profile.


“Oh, well, then you can keep me updated. You will, won’t you?” Madeline said, with a mixture of pleasure and a hint of ice in her tone.


“Of course, I’d be glad too.” Hannah smiled and looked at Vera. “I suppose we all need to go over to the competition.”


Vera, who had been watching, gave Hannah an odd look. Hannah responded by reaching over and taking her friend’s hand and squeezing. She watched as a smile ran across Vera’s face, catching on to Hannah’s action.


“I suppose we should,” Vera said with a syrupy smile.


“I’d like to sit in, if you don’t mind,” Louie requested. “I just need to give Marquette a call.” He pulled out his cell and dialed. “I think judging might make a good angle for an article.”


“Agreed,” Madeline said with assumed authority, “but first, if you excuse me for a moment. Too much coffee this morning. I’ll be right back.”


Vera, Louie, and Hannah watched as Madeline stepped away from the group and exit out the door. As soon as the door clicked shut, Louie and Vera turned back to Hannah. Vera wore a concerned expression. “What was that all about? I thought you and Hym were together? Are you… with Elias?”


Louie stepped away for a second and informed Marquette that he would be just a bit longer. When he hung up, he returned to the ladies.


Hannah smiled. “No, I mean, yes, I am with Hym. No, to Elias. But that’s not what I need her to think.”


Louie leaned back and pointed a finger as he eyed Hannah. “You’re on the case. You think Babel didn’t attempt suicide.” He turned his head in the direction where Madeline exited. “And she’s a suspect, right?”


Hannah sighed, before giving an abrupt, low laugh. Anyone who ever spent time with the sleuth during an investigation was aware of her modus operandi.  Scrutinizing her friends’ faces and seeing their excited smiles, she knew she would need to clue them in. If nothing else, a Hannah Starvling investigation always included assistants. I can always use their help, Hannah considered.


“She is. I’ll fill you in tonight if we make it. Later in any case. But for now, you need to act natural around her.”


Vera and Louie agreed just as Madeline reentered the room. As she sat in one of the chairs inside, Madeline said, “All right, ladies, how are we going to play this and what are our rules of engagement?”


Hannah and Vera gave each other a smile before taking seats of their own.


Louie took a seat to the side and pulled out his cell phone, setting it up to record. “Ignore me, ladies. I’m just here to play witness.”















Chapter 8


It was around 1:30 PM when Hannah, along with Vera and Madeline, wrapped up. As was the custom at this particular festival, the winners of the competition were not revealed until the last day of the event. All three women would be present at the awards ceremony. Hannah and Vera elected Madeline as spokesperson for the group. She would handle any interviews between now and then. This particular arrangement well suited Hannah. It freed her from long talks with media writers and journalists, as well as general attendees from the public sphere. Instead of answering inane questions, she could instead spend her time in a more efficient manner. Questions such as, “what does al dente mean” or “why is spaghetti a type of pasta and not a dish unto itself?” Vera, though, had lost much of the shyness she exhibited when Hannah first met her, but still was not comfortable in the limelight. She too, was more than willing to let the outward going Madeline step into the role at hand. Both women watched Madeline from the floor. She talked with those who gathered around to question about the tasting phase of the competitions. Among them was Louie.


“I don’t care for her,” Vera said, her guarded French accent showing through. “She’s too…” Vera paused to search for a word, which Hannah provided.


“Fake.”


“Yes.”


“I agree.” Hannah looked over at her friend. “I’m hungry. Want to get something?”


Vera glanced to Hannah and gave an odd smile. “You just tasted fifty different dishes.”


Hannah shrugged. “Tasted, not swallowed. Now I’m hungry.”


Vera shook her head and laughed. “Thank you, but no. I’ve got to call the studio and make sure everything is good for tonight’s show.” She smiled and said, “A producer’s work is never done, it seems. By the way, Jazlyn wanted me to say hi for her.”


The mention of Jazlyn Karas made Hannah smile. Like Vera, she too was a suspect during her aunt’s, Vera’s mother Julia’s, death. Like Vera, Hannah cleared her, and in the end, made her a friend as well. “How is she doing? I caught the show several times. She does an amazing job.”


“Jazlyn is good in front of the cameras. Before the show airs though…” Vera made a gesture as if her head exploded. Dropping her hands back to her side, she added, “She’s nervous, but you are correct. She does a good job, and you’ll be happy to know, she’s changed quite a bit. She’s been seeing a young man for three months now. And only him.”


“Wow, sounds serious.” Hannah noticed the gleam on Vera’s face and considered it. “What about you with your big old grin?”


“Always a detective. Do you remember Malcolm?”


Hannah’s face lit up. “The security guard? The cute one?” She reached out and gave Vera a gentle bump on the arm. “Congratulations. I told you he liked you.” She glanced back towards Louie. “And what does Dad have to say about it?”


“They get along. Both like sports. Both like food. You know, they’re guys.”


“Is he going to…?”


“It’s too soon to say, but he told me he loves me, which is so good, because I feel the same.”  Vera looked over to Hannah. “You’ll get to meet him again tonight. He came with us. He’s out fishing today. I think he gets enough of this kind of thing back home.”


The glow on Vera’s face warmed Hannah’s heart. Her friend’s care for her love was obvious. She wondered if when she talked about Hym, if it showed on her face in the same manner.


Hannah reached over and hugged her friend. When she let her go, she heard someone call her name.


“Hannah! Hannah, over here!”


Looking down the room, she saw her grandparents waving to her from the back. Several hours passed since they all were together, and she waved them forward. When they reached the two women, Hannah made introductions and Vera extended the invitation to dinner to them as well. The elder Starvling agreed. Afterward, Vera made her goodbyes and headed over to talk with her father, before exiting the floor.


“How’d your judging go, Sweetness?” Papa Jay inquired. Scanning her over, he added, “You look plumb tuckered out. You ain’t had spit for sleep.”


“I’m just hungry, that’s all. I could use something to eat.”


Gran put her hands on her hips and gave her granddaughter a sharp look. “You’re going to get as big as Buster someday if you don’t watch yourself. Didn’t you just eat like a hundred dishes? We were going to watch, but Old Grumpus here got caught up tasting all the fish dishes three rooms down.”


“Didn’t get to them all. Just about thirty or so.” He crossed his arms and frowned. “Only about ten were worth keeping down. I’m telling you right here and now, Sweetness, peaches and fish is a combination from the nether regions of Satan’s derriere.”


Gran rolled her eyes. “How would you know what that’s like?”


“Cause I’ve lived with you for an eternity.”


“Oh, hush you.” The elder woman reached out and smacked Papa Jay’s arm before pulling him in for a quick smooch kiss. “You taste fishy.”


“That’s cause I’m an old sea scallywag. A Navy man, through and through,” he said with a grin and a wink to Hannah, which caused her to smile.


“Anyway, Mr. and Mrs. Flirty, I judged fifty or so, but it was only a taste. Otherwise, my belly would be full. So I’m hungry.”


Papa Jay thumbed toward the door. “Well, let me go get that man of yours if he’s roused. I’ll be back down in a jiffy.”


“I’ll get him, Papa Jay,” Hannah insisted.


The elder Starvling refused. “Nope, I got it, Sweetness. You’ve been workin’ all day. I’ll get him. ‘Sides, there’s a fella we ran across who wants to talk to you. Your Gran’s all hot and bothered to give him the once over again, so she can take you to him.”


“Oh, shush you. Stop being jealous,” Gran said, pawing at the air with one hand. “You’re just jealous because he’s nice and handsome and rich…”


“And pushy and annoying,” Papa Jay added.


“Humph,” offered Gran, as she linked her arm with her granddaughter’s and guided her toward the rear of the room. Hannah peered over at her grandmother and studied her as they exited into the hall and toward the stated room.


“What are you up to?” Hannah asked with noted suspicion in her voice.


“Nothing. The man is annoying, but I like to tease your grandpa is all. But this man did seem eager to meet you and I promised an introduction. So as long as we have a moment, what can it hurt?”


“You’re not trying to set me up are you? Cause you’ve met Hym and…”


“Heavens no, dear.” The snoop gave her granddaughter a smile. “I know who you are marrying. Now, I just have to get something other than food in that tummy of yours.”


Hannah squeezed her grandmother’s arm. “Patience, Gran, one step at a time.”


“I’m seventy four, dear. Patience and time are no longer my friends.”


The two came to the room and entered as Gran continued to explain to Papa Jay and her encounter with the man.


“Anyway, he read your friend’s article about you. What’s his name?”


“Louie Woolridge. You’ll meet him on-board tonight, if you and Papa Jay are up for it.”


“Of course, sounds romantic.” She grinned. “You think they have any empty cabins aboard?”


“You’re incorrigible.” Hannah redirected the conversation back on course. “Why is this guy so hot to meet me?”


Gran shook her head. “You’ll have to ask him yourself.”


Before Hannah could respond, Gran called out, “Lukas!” She began waving at a man who stood talking to several women. He returned the same. Not wanting to seem rude, Hannah gave an unenthusiastic wave. As they approached the man, Hannah charted him out. Mid to late forties. Crystalline blue eyes. Well kempt blond hair. Charming smile. Handsome. Fit. Expensive clothes. Well dressed.  Going over her mental breakdown of the man, she remembered encountering him the first day she arrived. Checked into the hotel just before us, she noted. Drove high priced sports car. 


The man then sized Hannah up and offered a hand to her. Gran made introductions. “Hannah, Mr. Lukas Grimm. Lukas, this is my granddaughter, Hannah Starvling.”


“Pleasure to meet you,” Lukas said as they shook hands. “I was hoping to find you here. Perhaps you could join me for coffee, where we could talk?”


Accent. European. Central. Germanic. German? Austrian? Swiss? Strong handshake. Determined. Confident, Hannah calculated.


There was an eagerness in his voice, as if he were anticipating something. Hannah admitted to herself that he was beautiful. As a bonus, he smelled good. So much so, she almost shook her head to clear it. Like vanilla and musk. She knew about the rumor that such scents affects people, in particular women. Glancing over the man, Hannah analyzed everything. The obvious attention he put into picking out his clothes. The shine of his shoes. How he groomed himself, and his choice of cologne, all told her volumes about the man. Lukas Grim was an urban hunter. Confident and ego driven, he chose every detail of his life. Controlled every aspect of his world. I wonder what you are hunting for today, Hannah pondered. Were she not otherwise taken with Hym, there might have been a superficial interest. Still, as stunning as he was, Hym floated back into her head when she looked at Lukas.


“Any other time I’d love to ---”


Lukas interrupted. “I understand it’s rather sudden.” Taking a moment to study Hannah, he smiled again. “Let me explain. My intention is business.”  He then turned to Gran. “When I met this lovely lady and her husband, they said the most wonderful things about their granddaughter.” He looked at Gran through a toothy smile, “When they mentioned your name, I thought to myself, it must be fate. As it turns out, I was hoping to meet with you. So it is all, how do you American’s say, fortuitous?”


“Fortuitous,” Hannah repeated in a stoic manner.


He produced another broad smile. “Usually, I approach things more professionally, but seeing you now, well, how could I resist not extending an invitation to someone called Sweetness?”


Hannah mustered up a charming, but serious smile. “It sounds wonderful, but I doubt I’ll be able to make it today. Unfortunately, I already have other plans. I have a friend who was in an accident yesterday and I must go see him. I’m afraid I can’t take you up on your invitation. Some other time, perhaps?”


“Accident? I see. Is he okay?”


Hannah’s mind clicked into gear.  He said is ‘he okay,’ she thought. He knew Elias to be a male, she considered. She also noted that he stiffened a bit at the word ‘accident’. He didn’t ask what happened. Only if HE were OKAY. Knowledge or assumption.  He did listen in on their conversation.  Now, she wondered if the man’s interests lay with her or was he somehow connected to it all? She decided to bait him with details.


“He’s alive, but he took a nasty fall from a window in this hotel. I’m not sure whether it was accidental… or deliberate… but I plan on finding out.”


“Yes, I believe I heard something about that. I overheard a young man talking when I arrived. That is a shame,” Lukas commented.


“Yes, it is.”


Lukas nodded toward the elder Starvling. “Your grandparents say that when you want to find out something, you never stop until you get answers.”


Gran looked at him with a big smile. Hannah could already tell that she too caught onto his reference mistake. She was asking the same question. How did he know that the friend was a man?


Lukas interrupted Hannah’s thoughts. “But do not worry. They did not reveal too many of your secrets.”


Hannah gave another charming smile. “Oh, what did they reveal?”


“Well, if it is not too improper to say, you are a former United States law enforcement officer who became a chef. Now, you are a detective of sorts. You are…” He tapped his chin with his index finger. “How did he put it? Tenacious with a ‘T’. Yes, I think that is how your grandfather put it. And that you do not give up without a fight.” He thought for a second more before adding, “Oh, and you are available.” 


“I am not a practicing detective. I work as a culinary consultant.”


“My error, I apologize.”


“No need for that.” Hannah cleared up. “But for now, that friend is in the hospital, and I need answers, so if you’ll excuse me.” 


“Of course,” Lukas said, the disappointment obvious in his voice.  “Listen, I know that we cannot talk today, but perhaps I could be of some help to your investigation later.”


Hannah shifted her weight. She eyed the man with suspicion. “How so?”


“I, too, have a background in law enforcement. My first career was as an investigator with the Swiss military. I could call you later at the hotel? We can arrange a time to meet.”


“I don’t know what my schedule is going to be like,” Hannah said, ill at ease with his insistence.


“I understand,” Lukas replied with another charming, sympathetic smile. “Perhaps tomorrow, or the next day then?”


Hannah felt more and more uncomfortable. Then his eyes darted around and he looked straight at her. His smile was gone, replaced with a serious look in his eyes. He looked over to Gran.


“Ms. Starvling, could I have a moment alone with your granddaughter?”


Gran said nothing, but her eyes moved from the man over to Hannah. After a second, the culinary detective bobbed her head once in agreement. Gran agreed, but added as she pointed to a nearby booth. She spoke in deliberate, short, sentences. “I’ll be just over here. With my phone. Calling Jayland. To tell him where we are. So he’ll know.” After a brief glare at Lukas, she stepped away. Hannah caught onto her grandmother’s threat to Lukas and she was glad for it.


Once the elder snoop was at a distance, Lukas peered at Hannah. “It is imperative to me that we talk,” he insisted. “Is there anything I can do to convince you to meet with me?” 


Hannah went into analytic mode. Under normal circumstances, she would have sent the man packing. She took in his eyes, his face, and his body language. There was more to his insistence than simple interest in her. It went beyond that. Something about the case intrigued him. He wanted to keep up with her, so she decided to let him. In turn, she would keep up with him.


Still, there was more to this. Something in his face told her that he was serious. He knew something. Logic told her to dismiss him. Gut instinct said otherwise. She chose to follow the latter.


“Is there something you know? Something you’re not telling me?”


Lukas shook his head and took a slow look around the room. “I would prefer we not discuss anything here.” Glancing past Hannah, he seemed to see someone he recognized. “How about the day after tomorrow?” he asked with an intent tone.


Hannah was not sure what he was up to, but she could not afford missing the opportunity to find out what the big mystery was about.


“Okay,” she agreed. “Leave a number at the reception desk. I’ll get in touch when I can.”


Lukas nodded. His face was serious before. Now, it relaxed into another smile. “I will schedule it. I hope everything turns out as it should with your friend.”


“Thank you,” Hannah replied. With that, Lukas left, heading toward the exit. On his way out, he gestured to Gran, letting her know he was through.


Gran, having watched the whole exchange, now showed curiosity on her face. “What the heck was that all about?”


“I’m not sure yet, but I put him off until the day after tomorrow. He seemed pretty anxious, so by then…”


“He’ll be bursting at the seams to tell you everything. Sweet plan.”


Hannah grinned. “Should be, I learned it from you.” She leaned over and gave her grandmother a kiss on the forehead. “Come on now, let’s find our men. Burgers on me.”


“I’ll have that fudge instead,” Gran said as the two exited the room.















Chapter 9


After finding Hym and Papa Jay in the lobby, fresh from a ride down in the elevators, Hannah suggested they grab something quick. She had something she needed carried out that afternoon. The sleuth also expressed a need to do something she would explain as soon as they had settled in. In truth though, she felt guilty. All she wanted was to have a few minutes alone with Hym before all of them headed to dinner on the yacht. The four ended up at Star Burger, a fast food chain with an impressive and quick franchise record.


After placing orders, Hannah found a booth to discuss Elias’ change in condition, and the case up until this time. When it arrived, she dove into the food.  Though she consumed it in a ravenous manner, she complained about how it failed in comparison to its source.  “They killed your burgers, Papa Jay,” she commented. Popping the last of her fries in her mouth, she added, “And your taters.”


Hym gave a quizzical look. “You own Star Burgers?”


Papa Jay shook his head. “Nope, I owned Starvling Diner. That’s where they came from. Big northern outfit bought me out, turned it into a chain. That’s how I got the money to send Sweetness to that fancy smancy cooking school. Left us with a decent enough retirement too.” Holding up one of the French fries, he studied it for a second. “Can’t say much for my legacy, though.”


Gran gave a harsh look. “Oh shush. Michael and Hannah are your legacy. They turned out perfect.” She looked at Hym smiling. “Besides, you never know. There’s still time for more.”


Papa Jay leaned over to Hym but motioned toward Gran.  In a low voice, he said, “Remember, son, DNA, it’s built in.” He then looked at his granddaughter who eyed the front counter menu. “Remember that before you make any crazy decisions.”


Hym glanced over at Hannah as she and Gran talked of ordering more. A smile crept across his face. “Will do, sir,” he replied.


After ordering several small, fried lemon and apple pies, Hannah explained her plan.


“We have some things we need to do, including checking in on Elias,” she thumbed to Gran, “and checking out his and Janine’s room.”


Gran’s eyes perked up and her attention focused on Hannah. “We? As in you and me?” she said, gesturing between herself and her granddaughter.


“As in you and me.”


Hannah smiled at Gran, causing her grandmother to return the same, but one riddled with excitement. Keeping the older gumshoe out of her love life proved itself as an impossibility. Hannah’s only remaining option was to distract the woman with the case and tap into her talents as an investigator.


Papa Jay gave another concerned frown. “That might be dangerous. What if whoever did this sees y’all there? If they catch you two snoopin’ around, they might not take kindly to it. Send you both out the window. Just like Elias.”


Studying Hannah, Hym added, “Do you have some way of protecting yourselves?”


“You mean other than her fancy moves?” Gran made a mocking martial arts hand move.


“We’ll be fine.”


“I never considered cooking to be a dangerous business,” Papa Jay said. “Knew I should have packed my weapons.”


“You haven’t fired those things in half a century,” Gran scolded.


“Clean ‘em once a month though. Never forget. You never forget how to fire. Like riding a bike. Ain’t that right, son?”


Hym nodded and gave a slight grin.


Hannah interrupted. “Regardless, we need to do this.”


“What do you plan on doing?” Hym asked.


“Get in. Investigate. Find out who did this. Why they did this? Who this Dahlia is?” Hannah replied. “I can tell you this. I’m sure it was deliberate.”


“So, someone did target Elias,” Gran said, tugging at her ear.


Hannah watched her grandmother’s particular, signature move. Now, the elder Starvling invested herself in Hannah’s proceedings.


“I don’t understand any of this. Elias is just a chef, right?” Hym queried. “I mean, it seems pretty obvious he got mixed up in something dangerous and almost paid for it with his life,” Hym suggested.


“I suppose so, but I never thought of him as being criminal by nature,” Hannah admitted. “But now, I couldn’t say. It may all be about his mushrooms.” With those words, she thought of Wexler and Ducky. Then, she recalled Madeline, and added, “It could be about something else altogether.”


“Sweetness,” Papa Jay said, sporting a stern face and harsh tone. “Don’t let Scooby talk you into anything you’ll regret. I only got enough of a credit line on my card to bail one of you out.” He eyed Gran. “And guess which one it would be. Here’s a clue. I don’t call her Scooby.”


Gran harrumphed. “Like I need your money, you old coot. Hannah and I can sweet talk our way out of anything.”


“That so?” Papa Jay crossed his arms and gave an incredulous look.


Gran leaned over and gave her husband a smooch. “You’d come get me, now wouldn’t you? Admit it.”


Papa Jay unfurled his arms and rolled his eyes. “Guess I’d have too. For Sweetness sake.”


A mischievous smile crept across Gran’s face. “Hah! See. I can sweet talk my way out of anything.”


She gave Papa Jay one more quick smooch, much to Hannah and Hym’s amusement, adding, “See you back at the hotel, and don’t get caught up with anything, Grumpus. Love you.” She looked at Hym and winked. “Watch after the old coot for me, will you.”


Hym gave a quick Boy Scout salute.


As the two exited the eatery, heading toward the hotel, the elder Starvling recounted one of her adventures. She found it akin to the case at hand. Hannah half listened as her mind drifted off to what was about to occur. Gran and she needed to get into the room as quiet and efficient as possible. Thinking it through, she wondered if her bringing the old snoop along was such a good idea, but seeing how animated her grandmother was since she invited her along, she could not back out. So, she proceeded.


Glancing down the street toward the hotel, Hannah noted it was well after two PM and that everything appeared normal. She was certain that the police would have the room blocked off still. If they’re worth their salt, she conceived. Now, it was just a matter of finding a way in. She needed a plausible explanation to access the room. The first thing that came to mind was to feign tears. She would pretend she was there on Janine’s behalf and that they needed access to his personal items. This presented itself as a definite possibility, but if the hotel staff sent someone along with them, she would not be able to do her work. She then considered asking Ducky to help if he were working. He could get them access to the room, she imagined. Still, she wasn’t sure if he was somehow involved. If he was, he might have already altered some of the evidence. If she did find evidence while he was there with them, the situation might turn ugly. In the end, she decided bringing him into it was too risky.


Thinking along further, Hannah decided on another plan. In part, it included seeing how the situation presented itself. This was her usual method of approach. “Listen to your gut and go with it,” Gran told her often while recounting her investigative adventures. With her along for the adventure, Hannah was certain she would approve of the plan.


Going over her plan, Hannah considered that under normal circumstances, it would have come to mind first. However, this was not normal circumstances. Elias was a friend and former boyfriend. The whole affair set her on edge, and her usual, organized self still reeled at the image of him lying atop the car. 


“Everything okay, dear?” Gran asked.


“Fine, there’s an electronics store a few streets over. We need to make a quick stop in there first.”


Gran nodded, but did not ask why. She just followed along as the two made their way to the store. After entering, Gran stood back. She watched her granddaughter engage a nervous looking young man in some general conversation. “Turnbull,” the culinary detective said, pulling out her silky, smooth voice. She placed her hand over his, then leaned forward and whispered into his ear. His face twisted and he bobbed his head once. He disappeared through a door behind the counter at the rear of the business. Moments later, he returned and handed Hannah a small bag. She offered him some money, but he refused. Gran heard her say, “Two weeks.” With that, the man agreed with a head bob. Hannah returned the same, as she motioned to Gran to follow. They exited the store and headed back in the direction of the hotel.


As they continued, Gran studied her granddaughter, but said nothing. Sensing the elder snoop’s eyes upon her, Hannah anticipated the question and answered.


“His name is Cody Turnbull. Second year up here for the festival, I caught him testing key code entry devices. He didn’t take anything, just opened the doors and closed them. A bit of a nerdy geek. Electronics are his thing. If it buzzes, beeps, blinks, or lights up, he’s the man for it. Brilliant at it. So rather than turn him in, I use him. Every now and again, I get stuff from him. I call him up and he sends me what I want. In return, I send him what he wants.”


Hannah's words intrigued Gran.  “What does he want?”


Hannah stopped and looked down in a pause. She frowned and kicked at the ground. “Pictures of me.”


Gran’s eyes narrowed.


“In my hat.”


The corners of Gran’s mouth pulled in, as her eyes then opened wide.


“Wearing Victorian dress and holding swords.” She twisted her neck and looked at Gran. “Sometimes it’s pistols.”


Gran’s mouth fell agape. “What,” she responded with disbelief?


“He’s into women wearing Victorian dress. I’ve sent him pictures of Cate, too.”


“You have all your clothes on, right?”


“Of course, everything necessary covered. Just in Victorian clothing. Always in a hat. That parts a must. Sometimes with the big sword. Sometimes holding pistols.”


Gran’s eyes held a blank look. “Weird,” she managed in a monotone voice.


“Who am I to judge?”


“Don’t tell your grandfather.”


“Not in a million years.”


“What’d you get in exchange?”


“You’ll see.”


Under her breath, the elder snoop mumbled, “I remember when I could get away with something like that.”


Hannah’s shoulder bumped her grandmother as they walked along. “Still can. It’s probable Turnbull could hook you up with some people.”


Gran smiled at the thought. “It’s probable Jayland could kill someone, in and out of prison. I’m sure he might have a thing or two to say about it.”


The ladies made their way two blocks down to the hotel. They entered into the lobby and glanced around in a casual manner as they made their way to the elevators. Not seeing the police or Ducky, they waited until the bell rang, the doors opened, and they stepped inside.


Once the door was closed, Hannah said, “I should have already done this. We’re working against the clock if you think about it.”


“How so?”


“Like Papa Jay said, the person or persons who assaulted Elias could try again to make sure to finish the job.”


Gran frowned. “You think they’d try that at the hospital? Seems rather exposed.”


“Not if you’re desperate. Think about it. If Elias wakes up, he could identify his attacker, or he may know something they don’t want others to know.”


The elevator dinged, and the two stepped out upon the doors opening. Given that the Babel’s room was above her own, Hannah knew where to go. Even from down the hall, the yellow crime tape stood out.


As she made her way down the hall, Hannah considered all the questions that presented themselves at the moment. There was a reason for the attack on Elias. Whether his going over the balcony was intentional or accidental, remained undetermined. Was it about his mushrooms? Or something else? Who could have done it? Of her potential suspects – Ducky, Madeline, Wexler, and Janine—only Wexler had the true physicality to pull off throwing a man from the balcony, were they to resist. Doesn’t eliminate the possibility of two people working together, she noted. Two. The word echoed through her head. Working together or hired to do so? And the most important unanswered question came to mind. Who is Dahlia?


The last question intrigued Hannah the most. Was Dahlia indeed a ‘who’? Upon occasion, she ran into the word as a female name. Ever since the so-called Black Dahlia case of 1947, seldom did anyone burden a child with the name. Considering that incident, Hannah hoped it held no connection to the one she worked. In that case, a young twenty three year old female named Elizabeth Short, met a gruesome demise. Murdered in Liemert Park, a district in Los Angeles. Elias and Janine both lived not too far from the area. If Hannah recalled correct, Janine’s parents raised her there.


The possibility of any association disturbed Hannah. She was thankful that there could be another possibility. Dahlia was also the name of a plant that originated in Mexico, Central America, and in the northern reaches of South America. From this plant came a flower. Its tuberous base yielded a mocha flavored extract used in drinks. She remembered reading about it in culinary school. Was it possible that Elias became involved in some kind of food exchange? Dahlias for diamonds? It seemed almost as improbable as the former association with an unsolved murder from the 1940s.


Between the questions storming in her mind and the intrigue, Hannah was in an agitated state. She was glad to reach the room. Gran attempted to look casual as they approached the room. The single band of yellow crime scene tape gave her reason to smile. She and Gran glanced around and paused for a second. Hearing nothing, Hannah opened the bag that the man gave her earlier and plugged it into the security lock card reader. Within a second, the door light clicked from red to green. No issues, she thought to herself, relieved. Gran pulled out a tissue from her bag and opened the door. She winked as each slid under the tape. Once inside, she closed the door with care.


Turning toward the room, Gran and Hannah paused to take in the area. The room was disheveled. The luggage was open and lying on the bed. The lampshade sat askew. The television remote lay on the floor. Gran shook her head.


“The police think this was an accident?”


Hannah shrugged. “Rumor has it.”


“That young man who told you…”


Hannah focused on the task at hand while responding, “Ducky.”


“Yeah, him. Could he have misheard or misread the situation?”


Hannah glanced over at Gran. “Does he strike you as someone who would mishear… or misread… anything?”


Thinking it over, Gran shook her head. “I suppose not. Of course, they could just be incompetent and lazy. Easier to come up with an excuse than actually do investigative work. I’ve seen it before.”


Hannah admitted to herself that she too had witnessed incompetency in the local police force. Her previous encounters with the local law enforcement had not gone well. This time, she hoped to bypass them as much as possible.


Scanning the room again, Gran put her hands on her hips and furrowed her brow.


“By their theory, this would have to be Elias and Janine’s doing.”


Hannah took the area in. “I can’t speak for Janine, but this is not Elias’ doing. He’s fastidious. I doubt he could stay with Janine were she this messy.”


Her nose moving side to side, Hannah’s mind pieced through every part of the room. Her eye caught sight of something in the carpet, then another, followed by another. She leaned down to study the spots. Seeing her, Gran came up beside her to study them as well.


“Blood?” Gran asked.


Hannah nodded. “I think so, but very little.”


“The police had to find this.”


“One would think, but if it were the intruder’s, then the case could be over with before it got started. Assuming that at some point the individual acquired a criminal record of some nature and DNA played into that case.” Hannah rose and contemplated the tiny, almost unperceivable specks. She concluded that if this was blood and it belonged to Elias, then his struggle with said intruder was one sided. While not a large man, the truffle-loving chef was still big enough to cause some reciprocal damage were he to fight back. From what Hannah knew of the man from back in their college days, Elias was more than capable of handling his own in a fight. So in her mind, there were three probable possibilities. First, the attacker had experience in taking down someone. Second, the attacker was much larger than Elias was. Last, there was more than one attacker.


Making her way over to the balcony, Hannah stood away from the edge. She did not want anyone to see her inside the room. Squatting down, she could make out black scuffmarks along the vertical balcony braces. She called Gran over to study them. Hannah closed her eyes to go back to the moment when she saw Elias lying on the car. “Shoes. Shoes. What kind of shoes?” she asked herself aloud. “Polished, black casual shoes. He was in his jeans. Black jacket. Aqua blue pull on t-shirt. Black belt.”


Opening her eyes, she worked the scene through.


Pointing, Hannah explained, “The blood droplets spacing is odd, perpendicular to the door. Drops one and two are close together. The third is at a distance from the other two, as if it were flung.”


Gran tugged at her ear as her eyes darted from the first two drops to the third. The corner of her mouth went up and she said, “I think I know.” She took a stance behind the darkened spots. Looking to Hannah, she motioned with her fist toward her own nose, as if someone were hitting her. She pointed down to the two drops. “When whoever hit him did so, they busted his lip. When they pulled back, two small drops…” She slung her hand out to gesture. “When he turned his head from the punch, a trickle went flying.” She pointed to the third, more distant spot. “And it’s not the nose, because there would have been more blood.”


Hannah grinned. “Still got it, Gumshoe Gal.”


Gran gave a big smile. “You know what that means, don’t you?”


“The attack was sudden and unexpected. Either he didn’t see them and was caught off guard, or he didn’t know it was coming.”


“Ooh,” Gran exclaimed, “you did listen to me.”


“Every word.” Hannah returned to the investigation. “Considering it all, if it were two attackers, they heaved Elias over.”


Gran disagreed. “Facedown? How often does that happen? Too much droopage, with arms and legs dangling. It’d be easier to turn him over, don’t you think?”


“True, but the scuffmarks suggested otherwise. Someone pushed him headlong. If he fell backwards, there would have been no marks.”


Gran examined the marks on the railing once again. “True enough. One person then, or that’s what the evidence suggests.”


Turning back to the room, Hannah rummaged through an open suitcase. She found the typical items for a trip. Toothbrush and paste. A small vial of pills recently filled. Trazodone, she measured, mouthing the words on the label. Antidepressant. Janine had mentioned them, but it was not until this moment that it hit her.


Hannah re-evaluated the room with all new information in hand. She ran through the possibilities. Was this a suicide attempt? Could the state of the room come from a man so depressed that he trashed his room before throwing himself over the railing? If so, what could have set him off? Or could he have been trying to mask the attempt so his wife could get the insurance? To make it look as if he interrupted a robbery in progress, and then ran headlong over the railing? She shuddered at the thought.


Staring at the bottle, Hannah weighed the implication. She then again shook her head to clear it. Questions raced through her mind. She did not consider it possible of Elias. Still, many years had passed since they last encountered each other. On the outside, he was successful. Rich. Talented. Sought after. Praised. He maintained a solid life, a good wife, and soon, a child. Inside, she had no idea.


After a moment, Hannah realized that everything was clouding her mind. She needed to take it all in and sort it out later. Still, she went on about the business of mentally cataloging the room, watching as Gran did the same. If she were lucky, between her grandmother and her, a clue might be yet found. Scuffling around, she located the charger to a laptop underneath the bedding that lay piled on the floor. Who took it? Police or attacker, she wondered when she could not locate the device itself.


Opening the closet door, Gran found Elias’ bag of specialty tools. A leather knife roll of his favorite cooking utensils. Examining it, Hannah smiled as she recognized the container. His name imprinted on the upper left corner of the outside, she gave it to him when they dated. The knives were a different matter. All handcrafted, they were well maintained. Such a set of knives would have cost thousands upon thousands of dollars. Holding them up for Gran to replace, she said, “If this was a robbery, then the thieves were idiots.”


The assessment did not feel right to the sleuth. Scanning the room over, she knew one thing to be missing. The special refrigeration compartment that Elias used to transport the truffles was not present. The police would have taken pictures of it, but not likely taken it. In all probability, they would have no idea what it was for to begin with. You serve truffles, fresh, she told herself. You harvest and eat them as soon as possible. She once again scanned the room. “But if you are bringing them along, you have to take different measures,” she added half aloud.


Overhearing Hannah, Gran inquired what she was going on about. Her granddaughter did not answer, as she remained lost in her own thoughts. Hannah recalled her last conversation with her friend.


“Remember where I keep my goods,” Elias told her.


Glancing down at the papers scattered on the floor, Hannah began sifting through them. At first, she found nothing of value. The wastebasket revealed some general receipts for coffee and various snacks from the coffee shop across the way. Hotel check-in papers. A religious flyer. A discarded itinerary. At first, she wondered why the police did not take these items. For that matter, why didn’t they take his medications, she thought? Considering everything, she again weighed the possibilities. This could be a matter of small town police work. It was not that they did not do their job. It was that they never encounter such happenings, or at the least, rarely. The other possibility was that the local police were less than on the up and up. There could be something big going on and they got paid to look the other way, she considered. Shaking the idea out of her head, Hannah filed it away for later consideration. At present, she did not have time to deal with such matters. Her focus was on the present line of thinking, which brought her back to the missing laptop. If the attacker took it, this whole event would point to a robbery gone wrong. But the local authorities, if Ducky were to be trusted, suspected an accident. This again led her back to questioning the local authorities. Hannah paused to rub her temples. She was beginning to think in circles and it was getting her nowhere. Gran interrupted her thoughts as she sat on the bed beside her.


“So what do we know so far?” Before Hannah answered, Gran began a list of her own. “One, if this were a suicide attempt, he had a breakdown somewhere between when Janine and he exited the room and when he went back up. I’d rule that as improbable, wouldn’t you agree?”


Hannah agreed, happy to let the elder snoop dole things out. It gave her a new perspective, which at the moment she needed.


“Two, even if that’s what happened, which again, just didn’t happen, he would have had to take a running start from…” Gran pointed to the middle of the room, “right there, which means there was no pause, no hesitation.”


Again, Hannah agreed. She tried to envision everything Gran laid out, to play it through in her mind. She saw Elias enter in a rage. He tossed things about, opened the glass door to the balcony, and backed up. Then he ran full force, slinging himself over the rail.


“The blood spatter is minimal. I doubt it came from the nose. Probably a cut, like on the lip. Unless he cut himself somehow, someone punched him. The face is the logical choice. Go for broke.”


Hannah interceded on Gran’s layout.


“No hesitation would mean he was adamant. When I talked to him earlier in the week, everything was fine. From what Janine and her father described, he was nervous and cautious, but not agitated. I’m pretty sure we can agree that there was someone here or came in, they scuffled, and Elias went sailing.” Hannah rolled her tongue before she glanced at Gran. “Wexler’s big enough, but did you notice his hands.”


“Big and curled.”


“I’m thinking arthritis from football injuries.”


“Meaning?”


“Meaning he didn’t seem to be nursing an injured hand. The punch could have been light, but it was strong enough to draw blood.” Hannah shook her head. “I don’t know, too much to consider right now. Let’s finish this and mull it over later.” She leaned down and again searched through the trash. Looking in the can itself, she saw a business card stuck to one side. Retrieving it, she found it was for a local storage facility.  She held it so that both Gran and she could see. ‘Hannibal and Oventon Storage,’ the card read. It listed three things that caught Hannah’s eye. Security. Refrigerated storage available. And the address. 2433 Cook’s Place Rd. She grinned. “Clever, Elias.” She pulled out her cell phone and did a quick address search. Waiting, she flipped the card over and over, pondering. When the information came up, she said, “It’s about twelve miles outside of Gresham.”


Gran watched as Hannah stood, stretched, and stepped away, staring at the card. “That’s a good distance, considering that Elias is particular about his truffles. I know he never liked to be that far from them. No more than a few hours at a time.”


“Kind of obsessive if you ask me.”


“I agree, but that’s not my point. From what Janine and Wexler said, he took extra precautions this time. Given that, it wasn’t normal for him to keep them far from his sight. Something prompted him to move them to what he deemed as a more secure storage area.” Hannah paced the floor, tapping the card against her chin. “Last time I talked to him, he went off about the international food black market.”


“How did he sound?”


Hannah shrugged. “Casual at first, but he got more and more serious. He said it involved big money.”


“Enough for someone to kill over?”


“Money is money. Big is big. He used the word international, so it has to be a huge enterprise that crisscrosses borders. Hijacking and smuggling, I’d imagine. He did say that trucking companies even hire special security to manage the movement of certain foods.”


“Like his truffles.”


“Maybe, but I don’t know. I doubt it would take a lot to move them given their size and weight, but regardless, if he was paranoid enough to hide them elsewhere, what role did he play in this? Was he a target because he had them and caught wind to it, or because he traded in them and things went south?


Something triggered him to alter his routine.” Glancing back over at the bottle of pills in the suitcase, she pointed and sighed. “Could have been any number of things as far as we know.”


Gran rose from the edge of the bed. “So what’s next then? This has panned out.”


“Where I should have been looking from the beginning. I need to find the man at the scene of the fall.” She recalled and recounted her mental profile of the man. One thing struck her the most. There was an intense anger, and a menacing look on his face while watching paramedics load Elias onto the ambulance.  


Dropping the business card of the storage facility into her bag, Hannah took one last look around the torn up room. She motioned for Gran to head for the door. Reaching it, both of them paused to listen. Hannah’s hand was on the knob when she heard footsteps in the hall heading in her direction.















Chapter 10


As always, Hannah’s mind kicked into overdrive. In all probability, it was another hotel guest. Still, she believed she could take no chances, especially with Gran along. Rather than explain to someone, perhaps the police, why they crossed the crime scene tape, she determined for them to hide. Her first thought was the closet, but to her mind, it was too obvious. Then she looked to the bed. The room was a double. While one bed lay disturbed, with covers strewn to the floor, the other lie undisturbed. The hotel maintained an older style and the antique beds were large. Underneath lay unrestricted, with the spread reaching to near the floor. More important, each stood high off the ground. Eighteen inches, Hannah guessed.  She gestured to Gran, who caught on. Both women dropped to the floor as quietly as possible and slid underneath the bed closest to the balcony. Thinking it through further, she removed her compact from her purse. She clicked it open, removed the sponge and stowed it back into her purse. After, she produced a bottle of pepper spray and slipped it into Gran’s hand. The elder snoop clicked it ready and aimed it outwards. Then, they waited.


Proving her instincts right, the door opened and someone stepped inside. From her vantage point underneath, from the foot of the bed, she noted the shoes of a man. Black work shoes. Eleven to twelves. Worn more on the left side. Favored leg. Appears to have a slight limp. As the person moved about the room, she calculated that the person was searching for something. Truffles, she questioned herself. Lying on her back, she rolled her head to follow as much as possible. Gran followed suit. The individual sat on the foot of the other bed and items began to hit the floor around them. From the items tossed in front of their position, she determined them to be rummaging through the suitcase. They tossed contents, discarding each item one by one. Once done, they moved over to the wardrobe. Hannah was grateful for her decision to move under the bed, but wondered how long it would be before he found them out. She heard a round of French. Speaking the language to a decent degree, Hannah recognized the words as acid laced expletives.


Then the person moved in the direction of the bathroom. She slid the compact mirror out just enough to catch a glimpse of the person as they passed by. It’s him, she noted to herself. She heard another round of expletives when he could not find what he was searching for.


With him out of sight in the other room, Hannah thought it a good time to make a speedy exit. She was about to motion to Gran to slide out from underneath when the man’s cell rang. The man reentered the room. Having no way to exit, they stayed in place. Hannah listened in as best she could, as Gran stood ready to spray at a moment’s notice.  


“Samori,” he answered. He had a thick, French accent, but it was from a dialect that Hannah did not immediately recognize.


There was a pause before he answered the unheard side of the conversation.


“There’s no paperwork. No notes. Nothing of consequence.” He paced the room. “There’s no way of knowing where he took them.”


Sitting again on the edge of the bed, Samori once more picked at the suitcase items. As he talked, each item was flung to the floor as before, but with more force. Hannah could tell from his growing agitation that the conversation was not going his way.


“Someone has been here already. They probably got them. If they did not, the local authorities did.”             


By this time, Sam weeded through the bits of trash on the floor, much in the same way Hannah did earlier. “Well, yes, he could have moved them, but where? The island is small, but the possibilities are endless.”


Samori rose and started to pace the floor. He moved in and out of Hannah and Gran’s sight as he did so.


“In the hospital, I would imagine. You do not take a four-story fall and then skip away, now do you?”


There was another pause.


“Dead for all I know.”


The tone in Samori’s voice was one of increasing agitation.


“Oh, well, here is a clue. Call the damn place.”


Making his way over to the curtains leading out to the balcony, Samori pulled them open from where Hannah shut them. Light streamed in and by the sound, Hannah understood him to have stepped outside. It made it harder for her to hear, but she could make out some of his exchange.


“No. No. No. No. It is not my mess and it is not my responsibility.” There was a pause and she heard him add, “Yes? Well, how is it you say, people in Hell want ice water too?”


His voice raised as he stepped into the room.


“No, it is you who do not understand. I do what I am paid to do. I will find them, and you will pay me for them, but do not EVER threaten me again. Do you understand me? Not if you want the information. Otherwise, you will--”


Samori’s words broke off. Hannah could tell he heard something. She risked another peek with her mirror. He pressed the cell against his chest to stifle the sound. Voices grew loud on the other side of the door to the hall and he readied himself. Even from underneath, Hannah could hear. After a moment, the voices faded and gave way to exiting footfalls. Samori made his way to the door. Cracking it, he appeared to check the hall before exiting.


The two sleuths stayed in place for a few minutes after Samori left the room. When she felt it was safe, Hannah motioned for Gran to slide out. Again, they paused and listened. After a moment, Gran sighed.


“Whoever made that call, I owe them a cookie. Saved us big time.” She pointed to the bottom of the bed. “Sooner or later, he was going to check, you know.”


Hannah nodded, half listening. She was too busy contemplating the conversation. Was Dahlia on the phone? She glanced around the room once more to take it in again. Gran did the same. When their eyes came around to each other, each bobbed their head once in agreement and headed for the door. As did Samori, they too checked the hall before slipping out. They made their way to the elevator and then down to the lobby. As they stepped off, they heard Samori’s distinctive accent. He was arguing with someone. Hannah located him at the desk manager’s station. Angry and fuming, she noted. He’s got more than a few issues. Listening in, she found that he wanted Elias’ phone call records from the room. The desk manager, an older, smallish, balding male, refused. Samori then let out a string of French. Again, Hannah recognized the expletives.


No one paid Hannah and Gran any attention as they exited the main lobby, through the door, and out on the sidewalk. Waiting for Samori to come out, they pretended to be window-shopping. The street had returned to normal. It was as if nothing happened there earlier in the day. Elias’ accident was but a distant memory now. The sun shone and people went through the typical tourist motions. In a short while, their target emerged from the hotel. He headed off toward the sidewalk next to the beach, disappearing into the crowd along the way.


“Are we going to trail him?” Gran asked, her words dripping with anticipation.


Glancing up at the clock on the building across the way, Hannah sighed and her shoulders sunk down. “It’ll have to wait. We have to be somewhere and we need to check on Elias.” She noticed the disappointment on her grandmother’s face and leaned in to give her a hug. “Don’t worry. We’ll get to him,” she said.


Gran gave a halfhearted smile. “Sorry. It was starting to feel like old times.”


“Well, don’t worry, there’s plenty more to do. Think about it. We have five suspects… so far. A whole heap of probable causes and a smattering of clues like a jigsaw puzzle and we only have some of the edges put together.”


“Yeah, but the center is where the fun starts.”


“Exactly, come on, Gumshoe Gal. We have just enough time to grab some fudge before dinner.”


Together, the two headed down the street.


******


After a stop at Asimov’s Confections for the sweet treats, Hannah and Gran made their way back to their rooms. Papa Jay and Hym were anxious and waiting.


“Vera called. She’s arranged for someone to drive us to the dock where they’re anchored,” explained Papa Jay.


“Anchored? Not docked?”


“Big tub, apparently.”


Half an hour later, everyone made their way to the front of the hotel. Hannah was again surprised to see Ducky driving another small shuttle van not from the hotel. “You seem to be everywhere,” she remarked.  Smiling, he said, “I’m off work here today, so I’m working the festival, unofficial kind of. My name is on a callboard. So, if anyone needs anything, I’m the go-to guy. Got to earn that cash. Paris is calling and she’s not a cheap date.”


Hannah acknowledged the truth of his words. “No, she’s not.” Thinking back over everything, she found herself again pondering Ducky. He’s always around, she again noted. But why? This did not, in and of itself, suggest his involvement in her investigation. However, the frequency of his appearance was more than coincidence by her estimation and meant something. The possibilities disturbed her.  She did not like the idea of Ducky as an attempted killer, or at the least, a potential thief who got in over his head. He did not seem to have the physical prowess capable of the act performed against Elias, but in the heat of the moment, who knows. Not likely, but it is possible, she decided. Once again, she reminded herself that every probability required consideration. Each needed checking before clearing.


After everyone boarded, Gran inquired of Ducky about their destination.


“I’m not sure which one it is, but I can pretty much guess. There’s a lot of wealth in and around Gresham. A lot of yachts pass through. I drive by the docks every day on my way to work, and after a while, one looks like another. But the other day, one pulled in that’s different. It’s big and it’s black and beautiful. I’d love to have a look around it.”


“A boat man, are you,” Papa Jay commented.


Ducky shrugged. “Not so much, but this one is exceptional. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”


“Do you know Vera?” Hym inquired.


“Ms. Bessinger?” He shook his head no. “Only by reputation and the article Mr. Woolridge wrote. Beautiful woman. Interesting too. She’s your friend, right?”


Hannah affirmed. “Oh, by the way, turns out Mr. Woolridge did come after all. So if you’d like, I can introduce you to him.”


Ducky produced an excited expression. “For real? He’s going to be here tonight? On the yacht?”


“He is. Vera’s his daughter. Her stepfather owns the boat. Do you know what it’s called?”


Ducky’s expression changed. Hannah observed it shift from excited to one of restraint. He hesitated before answering.


“I’m not sure, exactly. As I said, I just noticed it. It’s anchored out from the docks, stem ashore. There’s a transport boat waiting. The hiring instructions said to pilot you over.”


The man’s words piqued Hannah’s curiosity. Not interested in boats, but you know the terminology and how to operate them. She filed it for later consideration. “Boatswain, driver, go-to guy. You’re a man of many talents, Mr. Kamo. A veritable James Bond.”


“More like a Clouseau, if you ask my boss.” He gave a nervous chuckle.


Hannah laughed along, though the sleuth still wondered about the man. She also acknowledged that she could just be acting paranoid about him. He may have gotten the job because he knew how to drive the boat as well as drive the van. Not just because he wanted to be near you, she considered.


“Ms. Bessinger. Mr. Woolridge. You. This sounds like it’s going to be an interesting dinner. Is Ms. Doyle going to be there as well?”


“I’m afraid not. Are you a fan of her as well?”


Ducky gestured no. “I’ve run for her some. I just thought she might be here as well, since Ms. Bessinger and you judged with her.” He turned the shuttle off road and steered down toward the water.


“Ms. Doyle’s a big fan, by the way. Don’t let her fool you. She mentioned you several times before you arrived at the festival. I think she wants to pick your brain on some stuff.”


“Interesting,” Hannah said. “What do you know about her?”


“Oh, not much, I suppose. She’s rich, of course. Made her money as a restaurant entrepreneur. Most of it’s tied up in Rosanna’s Italian Ristorante. She bought it as a single owner operation and turned it into a national franchise. Other than that, she stays under the radar in general.” Ducky paused before continuing, “I know that I read recently online that the chain was restructuring. Never a good sign. I think she’s at the festival looking for dishes to revamp the zip. It’s sort of become ‘that Italian restaurant.’ Kind of a low-rent, mid-scale family place. I don’t think that’s the direction she wanted it to go in.”


“Not much? I’d say that’s a lot. You are interested in the work.”


“Can’t be a great chef if you don’t know what’s going on.” He turned the van into a parking spot and shut off the engine. Turning back to Hannah, he added, “I’d imagine that’s why she’s interested in you. Culinary consulting. Revamping the chain means revamping the menu. That’s your job, right?”


Ducky exited the vehicle, came to the other side and opened the door for everyone. As he did, Hannah deliberated his assessment. Wanted to meet me about a new menu. Reasonable, but why lie about her relationship with Elias? She slid out the door and popped on her top hat. Smiling at Ducky, she also pondered, why do you know so much about everyone?


Peering toward the docks, Hannah could see a large yacht anchored out in the water. He’s right. Not like anything, I’ve ever seen.  It was black, just as Ducky described, but Hannah imagined it as a modern watercraft. A sleek, engine driven transport. This was much different. From her visage point, it sported 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 compared.


Ducky pointed to the ship as he pulled out Hym’s wheelchair. “There she is.”


Papa Jay eyed the ship. “I’ll be shenagled, a three masted topsail schooner. Been a long time since I set foot on one of them.” 


“Were you there when they built the first one,” Gran issued, half giggling.


“Can’t rightly say. How long did you sit on the plans before you decided to build it?” he replied.


“All right, you two, play nice. Ducky, lead the way.”


As ordered, Ducky led everyone down to the dock, pushing Hym, despite his initial resistance at the help. Everyone made their way down and boarded a wooden transport boat. He then guided the craft out to the yacht. Pulling alongside, a ramp lowered. A crewmember then helped everyone on board. Hannah turned back to Ducky.


“You coming?”


“Can’t,  I got a few other runs to make. I’ll be back later to pick you folks up. Maybe you could introduce me to Mr. Woolridge then, or at the festival tomorrow.”


Hannah agreed as Ducky gave a Boy Scout salute and pulled the transport away from the main craft. Hannah watched him speed away toward the docks before she ascended to the deck.


Once topside, Hannah assessed everything. The ship appeared to be between 125 and 150 feet in length. The entirety of the hull was black, which she noted as being unusual for such crafts. More unusual were the gray sails. After a few, quick inquiries with the crewmember who guided them aboard, she found it held a crew of eight. There were accommodations for ten to twelve guests should the necessity arise. Hannah listened as a man introduced himself as Captain Thomas ‘Tom’ Bigby. He then stated, “That never happens. Mr. Karas likes his privacy when he is on-board.”


Hannah gave the captain her usual profiling. 6’1” or 6’2”. Balding. Pencil thin mustache. Thin frame. Well mannered. Sixties. She then asked, “By the way, what’s her name.”


Bigby was about to answer when she again heard the familiar thumping in rapid succession. Hannah, Papa Jay, and Gran stared down the main deck. A large, black form ran straight toward them. Gran pulled up snuggly next to her husband, but Hannah stood her ground. Hannah bent to one knee and waited. “Critic,” she called and patted the ground beside her. The hound bounded up, giving his usual slobbery licks and love. Papa Jay pointed to Critic.


“Now that’s a dog. Not a dog wannabe.”


“Gigantor could take him,” Gran insisted. She tugged at her ear. “Well, he would try anyway.”


Seconds later, Louie made his way to everyone. “Ahoy, there. Critic, sit.” The canine responded as commanded, tail still sweeping the deck. “Good boy,” Louie said, rewarding him with an ear scratch. Hannah watched as Critic’s leg scratched the air with appreciation, causing her to laugh.


Turning to her grandparents, Louie offered his hand, shaking each in turn. “You must be Jayland and Sindee. Louie Woolridge.”


“Shush, call me Gran, everybody does. Call him Old Grumpus, everybody does.”


Papa Jay said, “Call her annoying, everybody does.”


“Oh, you, come here.” She gave her husband a smooch, amusing Louie.


“Come on, boy.” Louie tapped the side of his thigh as Critic stood. “Everyone’s in the saloon,” he said. “Follow me.” He turned and headed toward the stern of the ship, as Critic matched his footfalls.


Hannah leaned over to Papa Jay and whispered, “Saloon?”


“Another word for dining room, where they serve drinks.”


Soon everyone was in the dining area. Vera smiled and greeted Hannah and Hym with a hug. Introductions to Marquette Roux and Malcolm Bernard, Vera’s boyfriend, followed. Hannah recalled him from their first encounter in Zebulon. 6’0”. Brown hair. Hazel eyes. Muscular. Works out. Mole. Left cheekbone. Thin nose. Warm smile. Deep, booming voice. Shy.


Everyone took a seat around a small dining table, including Bigby, whom Vera invited to join. She informed the steward that dinner was to be served.


“Settled in to the big life, have we,” Hannah said with a grin.


Vera shook her head. “It’s a lot to take in. I’m still not used to it all. I do not want it to go to my head, but on nights like this, it is nice, I must admit.”


“Ms. Bessinger has taken admirably to sea life,” Bigby chimed in with a wide smirk.


Everyone laughed at his emphasis on the word admirably.


The main topic of conversation at first was to get to know the Captain, and just to catch up. Bigby and Papa Jay hit it off as both retired from the U.S. Navy. Bigby held the same rank as the position he currently served for Karas International, that of captain. Papa Jay served as a steward.


“A cook if you call a rose a rose. Slop slinger. Burger flipper. Mess maker. Called us all sorts of things.” He looked around the room and half whispered, “Lots of words, not mentionable around you ladies, too.”


Papa Jay’s accounting gave everyone a good laugh, especially Bigby. “Can’t say I ever ate the best meal in the Navy, but I never cussed you boys once. You kept my ribs spread apart well enough,” he added. Again, big laughter.


Hannah was grateful for the distraction. Still, her thoughts turned to Hym and how much she enjoyed this round of company with him here. Sweet Face, rolled through her mind and she caught him giving her smiles as everyone talked.


Her thoughts came back to the present when Vera started in about how her life changed since meeting Hannah. A result of that meeting led to her inheriting over fifty million dollars. The heiress spoke of Asa, her stepfather, and his kindness and generosity. She covered the show she produced and talked of Jazlyn and her developing relationship with both her father and Malcolm. She glowed at the mention of the latter’s name. Malcolm blushed and smiled. Louie glowed to see his daughter’s face light up.


Louie talked about meeting Marquette, sister of Vera’s adoptive mother, Nora. Looking to her, he said, “Ours, it’s a work in progress,” he said of their relationship. With Critic sitting point between the two, Louie added, “And Critic likes her so…”


“Oh, you and that beast,” Marquette issued with a stern face before turning it into a grin. She leaned over for a quick kiss and reached down to scratch the dog’s head. The happy thumping of the big tail against the floor amused everyone. Listening, Hannah was glad to see him move on past Vera’s real mother, the late Julia Karas.


As expected, the conversation turned to the ongoing investigation.


“So sad,” Vera commented. “As I told you before, we were going to meet tonight, in fact, here. I wanted him to come along as well, his wife and him. The plan was for us all to have dinner together. I called Cate and she said you brought your grandparents.” She looked to Hannah. “And Hym was coming, of course, but then this. It’s so troubling.”


Louie leaned back in his chair. “So, you found him on the car. Was he unconscious?”


“Believe it or not, he was still awake. It didn’t last long, though.”


“And I take it he didn’t say what happened. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be looking into it.”


Hannah indicated no. “He just said Dahlia and passed out.”


Louie’s face contorted into a hard grimace. Bigby shot straight up in his chair. Marquette and Malcolm looked puzzled. 


Vera stiffened before her mouth fell open. “Dahlia?” she exclaimed.


The father and daughter’s reaction, along with that of the captain, caught Hannah, Hym, Papa Jay and Gran off guard. Hannah studied them for a second before asking, “Do you know what it means?”


“I should say we all do,” Bigby answered.


Vera, face pale, paused for what Hannah took to be an eternity. Bigby interceded and explained. “You’re sitting in her.”


At first, Hannah did not understand. She scanned around her chair. It seemed to be an ordinary chair: leather seat and back, ebony frame. Maybe a little more expensive, but it was a chair all the same. She looked back up to Vera.


“Not the chair, the ship. This is Dahlia,” Bigby clarified.


The information floored the sleuth.


Hannah turned to Papa Jay and Gran. “I was off, way off. It’s not a person. It’s this yacht.”















Chapter 11


“But it makes… no… sense,” Hannah confirmed.


“It might, dear,” Gran insisted. “He just took a four story fall to the top of a car. Who knows what goes through one’s head when something like that happens.”


All eyes fell on Hannah as she leaned back in her chair and took it in. Her signature move distorted her cheeks and lips as she twisted her nose to and fro. Could I be chasing a phantom? Last thing to rush through a wounded man’s mind? Is it that simple? She bobbed her head, staring at the plate the steward placed before her. “I suppose, but he seemed so determined as if he was trying to tell me why.”


Louie picked up his fork and looked across the table to Hannah. “When I was in the army years back, one of my platoon buddies, Dennis, stepped on a mine and blew his legs off. You remember Cate’s father, Wilson?”


Hannah, Papa Jay and Gran all affirmed. Everyone else listened. Papa Jay added, “Good man, good family and good people. Know them well.”


Louie smiled. “Well, we served together. We were the first to reach him. Just before Dennis died, the last thing he said was, ‘call Buzzard’.” Several months later, Will and I worked up the courage to go talk to his family. His sister asked us about that day. With some reluctance, we told her about it. Will mentioned his last words, and said we could never find out who Buzzard was. She gave us this odd look. Turns out it was his dog that died when he was nine.” Louie pushed at the food on his plate. “Just a random, last thought.” He peered straight at Hannah. “Maybe it’s the same with your friend.”


When he finished, Vera reached over and squeezed her father’s hand. “Elias was supposed to meet us here,” Vera said, turning to Hannah. “It could have been on his mind right before whatever happened… happened.”


Hannah blew out a breath and sighed. Her brow furrowed and to herself, she acknowledged the sound logic of her friend’s observations. “Well, one piece of the puzzle is solved,” she replied to all, with a disheartened smile. Though she was willing to consider the idea of Dahlia being nothing but a random thought, she maintained a hint of internal doubt. For her, confirmation that it indeed meant nothing had to come before she would dismiss it altogether. Besides, I still need to know who and why, she commented to herself. She figured that if Dahlia did mean something, it would come to life at some point in her investigation.


Wanting to flip the conversation, Hannah refocused on Bigby. “On to more pleasant things. So, Captain, what’s life like aboard the Dahlia?”


“Quiet, to tell the truth, other than the occasional attempted stowaway. I’m hoping Ms. Bessinger will change that. Mr. and Mrs. Karas used to use her often before… Well, now, we sail up and down the coast, and upon occasion, make our way over to the Illinois River and down the Mississippi. As a matter of fact, Ms. Bessinger has requested that route home.”


Hannah glanced over at Vera who shrugged with a smile. “I need a few weeks of vacation. Asa insisted.” She took Malcolm’s hand, lifted it, and kissed its back. “And I have my personal bodyguard along. So, I will enjoy the cruise and run the show from here.”


The sleuth glanced back to Bigby. “You’re living the life of Riley.”


Bigby laughed. “While Riley was away, yes.” 


“What do you do with the stowaways?” Gran asked.


Bigby leaned toward Gran and assumed a stern look. He raised a pointed finger toward the ceiling for added emphasis.  “Why, madam, we throw them in the brig, toss them overboard, or make them walk the plank.”


Everyone laughed again.


Leaning back, the seamen explained. “No, in truth, I just give them a stern talking to and send them away for the most part. Most get scared and leave before they even get caught. You just find where they’ve been aboard. Usually, it is in the liquor cabinet.”


“Happen often?”


“No, just every now and again, but I did have one, I think, about four or five days ago.”


Hannah became intrigued. She leaned forward, placed her elbows on the table, and waited for the captain to continue. Seeing this, he made a hmm sound and continued as everyone listened.


“It was nothing. I was staying ashore with a friend. The crew was on leave, except for Patrick, our boatswain. He reported finding a jar of pickled beets on the counter. Being the only one aboard for two days, and having a strong aversion to the things, he knew there was a stowaway.”


“Who doesn’t,” Papa Jay inserted. “Don’t know anyone who eats them.”


Bigby chuckled. “Me neither, not even sure why we have them on board. Anyway, Pat knew he did not leave it there. After a ship search turned up no one, he logged the incident. He figured it was the typical local looking for food, or in all probability, alcohol. When they didn’t find it, they left.”


“Nothing missing?”


Bigby shook his head. “Since he had the time, he did a full inventory, and found nothing missing, nothing out of place.”


“Except for the beets.”


Bigby half laughed. “Except for the beets. Like I said, someone was looking for something, didn’t find it and left.” He grinned and added, “Maybe, somewhere out there, there’s a martini sans an olive.”


Hannah smiled and nodded. “Of course, you’ll forgive me. I’m a bit of a nosy nelly.”


“Oh shush,” Gran interrupted, “she’s a first rate detective. That’s how she met these two,” she added, talking to Bigby and pointing to Vera and Louie. Turning to Hym, she winked, “And Hym and her.”


“True,” Vera affirmed, “and how I found my father, and found out Asa was my stepfather. And found Malcolm in a way.”


“And inherited over fifty million dollars,” Louie tossed in.


Bigby’s eyes widened and intrigue played across his face. “I’ve not heard the full story, would you mind?”


Everyone turned their attention to Vera, but Hannah remained lost in consideration. She tried to establish a timeline. Her mind clicked off a possible event list. Elias said Dahlia, clear as day, she noted. That was yesterday. Janine and he arrived in Gresham a week before the festival started, which was today. He talked to Vera at some point after she found out about Marlon Humphries and she was asked to come in his place. She wanted to meet him on the Dahlia. Someone made it onto the Dahlia four days ago. Elias? She smiled to let everyone know she listened. In truth, her mind was focused on her investigation. Whoever came aboard took nothing, but misplaced something in their search. She paused to think it through. Looking for something. His truffles? Maybe taken earlier rather than at the time of the fall. Why turn to the Dahlia? She glanced around at everyone, who now listened to Gran as she recounted one of her adventures. 


Based on what she knew of her friends and her gut instinct, Hannah dismissed them as suspects. But Bigby and his crew, she pondered, what about them? Did Elias know something? Recalling her conversation with the gourmet, he mentioned smuggling and the black market. She also noted Bigby’s comment that Asa Karas rarely used the yacht anymore.  He owned the ship and Hannah knew he was an eccentric, but she inquired internally, would he maintain a ship’s complement when unneeded? It did not make logical business sense to her. Asa is a brilliant billionaire businessman first, Hannah affirmed.  She scratched her jaw before suppressing the urge to wiggle her nose and give herself away. She determined the need to check into the captain. Free access to a large ship. A precarious employment situation. Pilots a ship whose name is Dahlia. Coincidence or conspiracy, Hannah contemplated. Another piece to a much larger puzzle than before, she added, though in silence.  She rubbed her temples. A headache brewed due to her deep brainstorming.


“Are you okay?” Hym interrupted, bringing her back to the present conversation.


“Just thinking.”


“About the case?”


“You know me too well.”


Hym reached over and took her hand, lifted it and gave it a kiss.


“Well, don’t let it spoil an otherwise good time,” he tossed out with a smile.


Smiles ensued all around as Hannah joined in on the conversation.


*****


Although the evening was a fun affair for all present, Hannah and Vera were scheduled to judge the following day. Thus, they both called for an early night. Ducky arrived by transport to pick up all the Starvlings and Hym around 10:30, and by 11:15 PM, they were in their respective rooms.


Hannah felt edgy and tried to drive away thoughts of the case as she readied herself for bed. A smile graced her face as she lay on the bed, talking to Hym. She arranged pillows under his braced leg to make him more comfortable.


“They like you.” she said, finishing up. She moved up beside him and leaned on his arm. “Gran’s a pistol, isn’t she?”


“And your Papa Jay carries them,” he responded.


Both chortled.


“So, what’s on tomorrow’s agenda, Sweet Face?”


“You know, same old, same old. Judge, investigate, listen to Gran make inappropriate comments about babies and such.”


Hym nodded. “Figured as much. Anything I can do to help?”


Hannah snuggled up even closer as he put his arm around her. “You’re doing it now,” she cooed.


For a few minutes, the two laid back in quietness enjoying the moment. Then Hannah remembered Cate. She promised to call and check on her best friend and the weight of that now loomed over her.


“Why don’t you text her?” Hym suggested. “She’ll get it in the morning. On the other hand, if I’m remembering correctly, she doesn’t sleep much anyway. You may just catch her.”


Hannah agreed. Just checking in, she typed. She set the cell next to her bed and was again about to slide up next to Hym when the phone rang. Cate. Hannah picked up the phone and answered.


“Hey, sweetie.”


“Hey, yourself. You’re up late. What’s up with that?”


“Well, I had a lot on my mind and I was thinking of you, so…”


“Liar, you’re with Hym, but that’s okay. I get it. He’s a cannoli and I’m a store bought doughnut. Who wouldn’t rather have the cannoli?”


“You’re not a doughnut. You’re more like a cream puff, handmade.”


“A rich, chocolate one I hope.”


Both women laughed.


“So, let me guess. Another case just turned up, and you need my help.”


“Always, but you, how are you?”


There was a pause as the girls waited. Finally, Cate said. “Last time we talk about this tonight. I’m doing it and Al’s doing it with me. Not that there will be much for him to lose there.”


Again, laughter as Hannah suppressed the urge to cry. “I’ll do it too,” she added.


“The heck you will. He’ll be cute, like a tubby little cue ball. You’ll just look scary. Hym will love you no matter what, but I’m sure he’ll like you an itsy bitsy bit more with hair, so, no way, no how. Not that I don’t appreciate it. I do, girl. You know that, but well… Anyway, laptop ready.”


Tears made their way down Hannah’s cheek as she cleared her throat. She rested back on Hym’s chest as she talked, his arm draped around her waist.


“And no crying, sister,” Cate said. “We’ve done enough of that already. Now, we do what comes natural to you. Hit me with some names.”


Cate’s words made Hannah smile again. “I couldn’t do this without you. All right, I need you to look into the following people. I’m too wrapped up to do it myself, so…”


Hannah gave Cate a list of names: Serizawa ‘Ducky’ Kamo, Johnny ‘The Twister’ Wexler, Janine Babel nee Wexler, Lukas Grimm, Madeline Doyle and Captain Thomas ‘Tom’ Bigby. She provided her with what details she was privy too. “I know it’s a long list, but there is going to be at least one more. I haven’t gotten his name yet.”


“You will. You always do.”


Thereafter, the two friends talked for a long while. Glancing over at the clock, Hannah apologized for keeping her friend awake.


“Come on now. I’m not the one who wakes up looking like death warmed over, not yet anyway.”


There was a silence.


“I’m joking. I’ll be fine. I got Al, Buster, family, and you, my sister. Trust me. I have everything I need. Love you, sister. Hi to that man of yours. Night.”


After they hung up, Hannah settled back with Hym. For the first time, the two shared a bed, albeit exhausted, and sleeping with their clothes on.


The last words that drifted through her mind before she succumbed to the sandman was, “Gran’s gonna have a field day with this.”


*****


The phone rang in Hannah’s room, a prearranged wake up call. She rolled to the side of the bed and looked at her cell. 6:45. I hate this job. Yawning, she rubbed her face and blinked. Something comes next. What comes next? Three loud door raps came from the hall. It startled her to wake. She scooted from beneath Hym’s arm and made her way to her room through the connecting door. She again looked at the cell. 6:50. Coffee. Breakfast. She staggered to the door and swung it open, and then stepped back. Expecting to see Ducky, instead she saw the smiling face of a young woman. Even half asleep, out of instinct, Hannah sized the woman up. Late teens, early twenties. Short black hair. Dark skin. Medium weight. Small stature. 5’0” or thereabouts. Dark eyes and lips. Pretty. East Asian descent. She glanced at the woman’s nametag. Madhu.


“Good morning, ma’am, your breakfast.”


Hannah waved her in and pointed to where to leave the cart. She retrieved a few bills from her purse and gave it to the woman. “Is Ducky off today?”


“No, ma’am, he called in sick. Will there be anything else?”


Hannah declined and the attendant turned to exit. She noticed the woman gave the room a quick once over on the way out. After the door closed, she peered around the room. She wondered if the woman was checking out the state of the room for hotel purposes, or was she looking for something in particular. The smell of the coffee hit her nose and interrupted her contemplation. Taking in the aroma, she commented aloud, “Girl, get a grip. Not everyone is a suspect.” She staggered into the next room to wake Hym.


Waiting in her room as he showered and dressed, she prepared her coffee per usual and took the time to order extra food for Hym. She considered the day ahead, all the while eyeing the door.


After eating, she showered and dressed. She slipped into her short mauve business dress and broke it up with a wide, black belt. Mauve pumps and her usual trademark hat concluded her outfit. Checking herself out in the mirror first, she stepped out of the bathroom to present herself to Hym.


Looking her over, he said, “I love it. So, what are you doing today, who are you tailing, and what can I do to help?”


Hannah leaned in and gave Hym a long, deep kiss. Pulling back, she looked him straight in the eyes. “I’m judging, tailing no one, and you, sir, can stay off the leg and get better. I have plans for you, mister, and you in a leg brace are not part of them.”


“Ooh, sounds interesting. Would Gran approve of them?”


Hannah stood tall over him. She put her hands on her hips and gave a mischievous grin, adding a wink for emphasis. One more quick kiss and she headed toward the door.


“Are you kidding me?” Hym called after. “Just like that? You’re going to leave me, a poor, helpless, crippled man on that note? All alone, cold, and waiting.” He gave an impish smile and added, “Are you trying to drive me crazy?”


As she pulled the door closed, she peeked back around the edge. With an equal grin, she said, “That’s the general idea.” She pulled the door shut and moved next door to Gran and Papa Jay’s door.


“I need the two of you to do a favor for me.”


“Name it, Sweetness,” Papa Jay responded.


“Could you call Janine?” Hannah gave Gran the number. “Check in and see how Elias is doing. I’m kind of worried. I don’t think she or her father have left once.”


“Not good, given her condition. Maybe we should stop in and insist on them stretching their legs,” Papa Jay said.


Gran agreed. Hannah hugged both her grandparents. “This was supposed to be a vacation for y’all.”


Papa Jay crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think it isn’t? All this running’ around, hiding under beds, and chasing down clues, Scooby here’s in heaven.”


Hannah waited for her grandmother’s usual, sarcastic retort, but nothing came. The elder Starvling just smiled and agreed.


“Can’t argue. This, it’s like a theme park for us gumshoes.”


“One other thing, do you think you could check on Hym every now and then? I’m supposed to be a guest judge today. I could be doing anything. Don’t want to get caught up and not buzz him, even though he’s just next door.”


“Of course, dear. We heard you two talking this morning. Morning after breakfast?”


“If by morning after, you mean falling asleep with our clothes on in his bed, then yes, morning after breakfast.”


Papa Jay shook his head in disappointment. Hannah found relief in the fact that he stared at Gran and not her. But Gran wore a disappointed expression. She put one hand on her hip and shook the other in her granddaughter’s direction.


“That’s not how it’s done. We need to have the talk again.”


“The only thing she needs for you to do is to dial back that great grandmother-o-clock of yours, woman. Sheesh.” Papa Jay hugged Hannah. “I’ll do you one better. I’ll drag Hym along. Keep his mind off you for a bit. You can concentrate knowing he’s taken care of. How’s that?”


“Thank you.”


“If you’re lucky, you get the fish room. Just avoid that one with peaches.”


“Straight from Satan’s derriere. Got it. Love you both.”


Hannah made her way back downstairs via the stairwell and then over to check with the event coordinator.  The older woman with silver hair drawn into a bun at the back of her head drew a bony finger along a clipboard and stopped. She glanced up at Hannah through old style, horn rimmed glasses. As she eyed the top hat, she stated, “Pâtisserie régional.”


The news pleased Hannah. The thought of judging local cookies and cakes whetted her appetite. After inquiring about the room, she headed down the event room hallway. Halfway to her destination, she ran into Vera, who was none too pleased. She held up her assignment card. “Local seafood,” she commented with a displeased face. “You?” Upon viewing Hannah’s card, the heiress shook her head. “Madeline and you, lucky.” Hannah noted the hint of sarcasm and jealousy in her friend’s voice.


After a brief exchange, Hannah agreed to catch up with Vera at some point.  She excused herself to make it to the judging table on time and headed off down the hall. Along the way, she puzzled over the fact that Madeline and she drew the same category. The restaurateur had embellished upon her relationship with Elias. She feigned a passing knowledge of Hannah when Ducky reported her as an admirer. Now, to be saddled with her a second day as a fellow judge seemed too much to be mere coincidence. What does she want though, Hannah puzzled? And what does she know? She decided that regardless of the situation, she could use it to her advantage. The watched would become the watcher.


After one brief stop to give Critic a bit of love and a hidden snack, she found the exhibition room and entered. Hannah spotted Madeline and gave a forced greeting.


“We meet again,” Madeline said.


“Indeed. If this keeps up, I’ll think you are following me.” Hannah brought forth her best, cheesy smile. She wanted to unnerve the woman and to see where it would lead. Watching Madeline, she waited for a reaction. A subtle move that would suggest something. She found herself disappointed when nothing came forth.


Hannah was on the verge of trying another tactic when a voice called out to her.


“Hannah Starvling,” boomed a deep, rich, French laced voice. She turned and saw a man standing, arms wide as if awaiting a hug. Tall, black male. Dark skin. Welcoming smile. Joyful eyes. Greying at temples. Deep set, brown eyes. Sixties. Realizing who the man was, she smiled. She moved to hug him, but halted as two larger men beside him bristled. The man waved them back and they relaxed, as Hannah moved forward. “Ambassador Salomon,” she said as he wrapped his arms around her.


After releasing her he said, “It gives my heart great joy to see you here.”


“You too, sir.”


“Please, you know better. You may call me Felix.” He leaned in and whispered as he thumbed to his guards, “But don’t let them hear you. I don’t let them use that name.” He smiled and turned to his guards. “Gentlemen, this is Hannah Starvling. She once saved my life. For that, I will be forever in her debt.”


Hannah smiled. She introduced Madeline to the man and they shook hands. Hannah then responded, “I was unaware that you would be here. How is your wife?”


“Oh, how do you Americans say, fat and sassy?”


Hannah and the ambassador laughed, as Madeline issued a slight grin.


“No, no, she is most fine. So kind of you to ask. I will relay that to her. It is most unfortunate, but she could not attend with me. Perhaps next year, but this year, I come in support of my nephew. He is representing our nation in the international field tomorrow. Today, he is judging beside you.”


Hannah grinned. “A chef? Wonderful.”


“Ah, there he is.” The ambassador waived his arms, and Hannah and Madeline both turned to see a man approaching. A man Hannah was all too familiar with. Samori, she recalled to herself.  She assessed him against the physical description of before and the new information. Late twenties. African. Ivorian. A chef. Handsome. Large eyes. Appear chocolate brown. Head shaven. Medium height. Slight frame.


As he approached, Hannah noticed that the man never smiled, but held a solemn, steady gaze.


“Nephew, this is the woman I have told you of so many times. Hannah Starvling. Hannah, please allow me to introduce you to my nephew, Samori Drogba.”


Hannah offered a hand and Samori returned the same, dipping his head in a slight courtesy bow. “Ms. Starvling. I have indeed heard much of you.”


“Nothing bad I hope.”


Samori gave a slight smile, but said nothing. Hannah thought back to their first encounter and wondered had he seen her on the day of Elias’ fall. Then she considered their second encounter in Elias’ hotel room. She and Gran overheard his conversation with a person whom she suspected to be Dahlia, only later to find out that was the name of a yacht. A flood of questions assaulted her mind. Why the intense expression at Elias’ accident site? Why were you there? What were you looking for in the room? And again, who was on the phone with you?


The ambassador interrupted Hannah’s thoughts. “Well, I must be off. I have a meeting across the border and must make my way there. Nephew, I stopped by to wish you good luck tomorrow and to remind you of what I said.”


Hannah watched with curiosity as Samori nodded.  She observed an unexpressed but visible understanding between uncle and nephew. Salomon and Samori shook before he once again opened his arms to extract a hug from Hannah. She obliged and he said, “We must all have dinner soon. My nephew is mastering the art of a specialty food, the truffle. Perhaps we could have him prepare some for your pleasure.”


Upon hearing this, Hannah turned her head to Samori. “Truffles, a rather expensive specialty.”


Once again, Salomon cut in. “Ah, but I have a French connection. Being an ambassador does have its little perks. I must go, bBut please, Hannah, consider my offer. Nephew, watch over my good friend.” With that, the ambassador and his guards left the room.


Hannah watched the man exit before turning back to Samori. “You look familiar to me. Are you traveling the circuit? Attending a lot of festivals?” she inquired, attempting to establish a connection between Elias and him.


Samori glanced her over. “I have not. This would be my first.”


First. Hannah considered the information. She never heard the name Samori Drogba before a few moments prior. Now, he stood before her, an acting judge at one of the world’s largest food festivals. Judges were sought out for various reasons. Madeline was a restaurateur and businesswoman, and at one time was a prominent pasta chef. In culinary circles, she was a mover and a shaker. Hannah specialized in pastries and pastas. She also carried her reputation as a culinary detective. Elias’ reputation centered on his expertise in truffles. Vera held skills in French regional. She also oversaw the most popular cooking show in America, as well as in several other countries. Every judge had a reputation for something, but Samori was an unknown. All she knew about him came from her perception of him at various times and locales. His presence at Elias’ accident. Her encounter with him in her friend’s room. And now, her introduction to him through his uncle. His uncle. Salomon. Well-connected. Influential. Was that who he spoke with in the room, she asked herself? Once again, she twisted her nose to and fro, unaware of her action. Samori’s voice brought her back.


“Is something wrong?” 


“Oh, no, sorry. Just thinking about my first time judging. I think you’ll enjoy it.”


“What’s not to enjoy?” Madeline interrupted. “The hard part will be not swallowing.” 


Hannah gave a smile. “Let’s go over the rules so we are all on the same page.”















Chapter 12


After reviewing the rules, the group got the competition started. Madeline, Samori, and Hannah were presented with, and they tasted a plethora of baked goods. Between, presentation categories, Hannah attempted to engage Samori in conversation. His reception was cool. He answered in short, staccato sentences. Abrupt and to the point, Hannah added to her profile. She watched as the Ivorian engaged each contest. At these times, he presented himself as friendly and open, but with Hannah, he was cool, calm, and collected. Holding back, Hannah noted. Studying his body language, she determined him to be nervous, not about the event, but with her questions. Under normal circumstances, she would press forward, but this time, her gut instinct told her to back off. He won’t bolt. He’ll shut down. She eased off and concentrated on the presented food. Rather than spit out the food she tasted, she instead did what she was not supposed to, and swallowed each savory bite. After taking a bite of each piece, she collected the remainder of each treat in a pastry box she requested. After a questioning look from Madeline, Hannah said, “Waste not, want not.” The restaurateur gave a meek, but shocked smile.


With all entries evaluated, Hannah gathered the three boxes and set them on the table where they were judging. Madeline excused herself, so the sleuth took the opportunity to confront Samori. She turned and stared at him for a moment as he gathered up his notes. He again ran his eyes over Hannah. “Can I help you?”


“Maybe. Have you ever heard of Elias Babel?” Hannah observed a slight stiffening of his posture and took note that he paused before answering.


“My specialty is truffles, Ms. Starvling. Of course, I have heard of Mr. Babel.”


“Did you hear what happened to him?”


Samori did not look at Hannah but focused on his papers. She watched as he fumbled to stack them and store away his pen. Unnerved at the mention of his name. 


“I heard he had an accident. Unfortunate. I was hoping to meet with him.”


“You would like him. Nice fellow. Fell off the balcony in his room. Four stories straight down.” Hannah paused before giving the next information. “I got there just after he landed.”


Samori turned to look the sleuth in the face. His nostrils flared and he tilted his head downward a bit.


“A lot of people were around. Maybe I’m wrong, but I’m pretty sure I saw you there.”


In a cold, steady voice, he answered, “You are mistaken.”


“Is that so? I could have sworn it was you. Then I come in here, and there you are, judging with me. First time judge. Odd, wouldn’t you say?” Hannah said, staring back into his dark eyes.


At this point, the two became locked in a battle of wills, each trying to out stare the other. Neither gave in. Samori seemed never to even twitch. Yet, Hannah struggled. Then she moved to overtake him mentally.


“As your uncle no doubt told you, I’m a bit of a curious person. I have questions about whether Elias fell or if he was pushed. He’s a good friend, so I figure I should look into it. It’s kind of my thing, you might say. What I do.”


For the first time, Samori moved. It was a miniscule move backwards, but just enough for Hannah to catch on to. She pressed on.


“So I checked out his room yesterday. The whole place, it’s trashed now. Someone was looking for something. I’m pretty sure I got a good look at the person.”


Samori’s face began losing its color, turning an ashy gray. His eyes darted around a bit. His focus shifted all around Hannah’s face, searching for clues to how much she knew. Then he made a mistake. He swallowed. Hannah unnerved him and now she knew. Her lips turned into a slight grin.


“So I ask you…”


Samori’s face morphed into one of fear. His eyes widened and his mouth fell open a small ways. It was then that Hannah unleashed upon him something unexpected. His name as it read on the badge he wore that day.


“… Samori, what were you looking for?”


From that moment, there was a pause in the exchange. To Hannah, it seemed to last an eternity. A young woman broke the moment by stepping up to the opponents.


“Ms. Starvling, could I get your autograph?” she asked.


Samori continued to stare at Hannah while she reached over and took a copy of Food Critic from the young woman. The issue contained the article Louie wrote about Hannah. It included her work as former FBI turned culinary consultant and amateur sleuth. She gave the girl a smile and searched for her pen. Samori retrieved his and handed it to Hannah. She stared at him and he said, “Keep it.” Turning back to the girl, Hannah asked how she would like it made out. After filling the request, she turned back to where Samori stood but he stepped away. He gave Hannah one last look. It was strong, defiant, and menacing.


“I wonder how much exactly you did see. If you know what you saw. Or if you should even consider what you saw. Now, the questions I have for you, Ms. Starvling, ones you should ask yourself. What would someone think of you being there, hiding in an injured man’s room?  And if you knew so much, why did you not inform law enforcement?” He paused before producing a smirk. “Have a pleasant evening, Ms. Hannah Starvling. I’ll let my uncle know that with many regrets, you will be unable to have dinner with him this time around.” With that, Samori headed toward the door. He gave a menacing glare back before exiting.


Hannah considered following the man, but she found it too risky at the moment. She struck a nerve with him, enough so that he issued a veiled threat to turn her in should she do the same of him. It gnawed at her that in that respect, he was correct. Gresham Police did not have a stellar reputation for intrusion into cases. This lesson she learned the hard way. The one time she involved herself with them it did not end well. More so, there were the persistent rumors of corruption. Well played, Mr. Drogba. Well played. Thinking over his parting words, she wondered about his comment. You will be unable to have dinner with him. Was he keeping me from his uncle because of what I know about him? Or was he protecting his uncle from me for the same reasons? She tapped at her lips with an extended finger, while displaying her particular quirk. While there was no denying his search of the room, the reason for that action remained undiscovered. She assumed he was searching for the truffles, and that he was working with someone and the most likely person would be his uncle. However, the ambassador was a good man, something she concluded when she saved his life in Mexico. He was also an honest man. Hannah found it hard to imagine him tied up with anything revolving around black market truffles. Yet again, she could not rule out the possibility. Rules are rules, she reminded herself. No matter what you think of someone, they are only in the clear when evidence suggests as such.  She opened the top box, took out a half-eaten cookie, and finished it off as she pondered further. Reasons for Samori’s involvement in the black market food trade formed in her mind. Money. Access. Need. Jealousy. Greed. Then came potential motives for the attack on Elias. She picked up another pastry and bit into it. Elias found him out and he confronted him. Or he just wanted the truffles and Elias’ fall was an unintended outcome. Truffles. Truffles. The diamonds of the kitchen. Expensive. But they were Elias’ special truffles. Finishing off the second sweet, she closed the box and sat down at the table as she tried to cobble this part of the puzzle together. If he took Elias’ special truffles, he couldn’t use them in public. Someone would call him on it. Only in private. But who was so important that he would risk everything for something he could buy? This, despite the expense. His uncle, the ambassador?


The ideas in Hannah’s mind were running together. She shook her head to clear it. Looking down at the boxes, she wondered if she had consumed too much sugar. Remembering the coffee shop across the street, she left the room, boxes in hand. She made her way to the business and ordered a double shot espresso and a carafe of regular coffee. Waiting for her order, she once again twisted the pieces of the puzzle in her mind, trying to fit the interlocking arms together. At present, though, she found no pieces that intersected.


His uncle could afford to buy them. And he didn’t need the amount Elias had. Hannah thought back to the relationship she saw between Salomon and Samori. The uncle seemed impressed and proud of his nephew. To steal truffles to impress him seemed too elaborate, too risky, and all together unnecessary.


The more Hannah considered the current clues, the more improbable the ambassador’s involvement seemed. To her mind, this was a dead end path of inquiry, so she buried it. This is all Samori, she concluded, which again brought her back to his involvement. Going back over the encounter in the room, Hannah tried to recall everything Samori said. He never said he threw Elias. He was there looking for the truffles.


Hannah leaned her head back and closed her eyes. She tried to visualize the possibilities. She began listing all she knew. She figured that with truffles being Samori’s specialty, he would know about the black market. His uncle mentioned having a French connection to the items when he asked her to dinner. She wondered if that was Elias, but regardless, he did not act as if it was something secretive. Again, she tossed the idea of Salomon aside and tried to refocus on Samori.  After a moment, her thoughts rushed together. Her eyes opened wide and blurted out, “He needed those particular truffles!”


The sudden outburst startled the approaching waitress. She struggled to maintain the tray holding Hannah’s order. After recovering, she set the items on the table as Hannah apologized. After downing the espresso, she poured and prepared another cup of coffee. Sipping it, she brought forth the most obvious question related to what she determined. What was so special about these particular truffles? Glancing over to her handbag, she opened it and ruffled around. Seconds later, she retrieved the card she found in Elias’ room and read it over. A grin eased onto her face. For the first time since Elias fell, she felt like she was ahead in the game at hand.


*****


“Hey, Gran, it’s me. How’s Elias?”


“Hello, dear. He is still under. Hasn’t come out yet. Janine and Johnny are exhausted. We insisted they get out, but he said he was staying and asked us to take Janine out for a bit. Hym’s there with them. She’s walking with us now. How are you?”


Hannah blew out a breath. “Full of sugar and caffeine. Jittery, but I have something. I’ll tell you about it when I get there. I have somewhere to go, but the hospital is along the way. So with Hym there, I think I’m going to stop in.” 


“Well, good, can’t wait. We’re out on some wharf, and your grandfather…”


There was a second of silence before Hannah heard Gran yelling to Papa Jay. “Oh, for heavens… Jayland, put that fish down. You’ll smell all afternoon. And don’t you dare try to gut that thing.”


Hannah laughed. The interaction on the other end of the line was both distracting and amusing.  Seconds later, Gran returned to the conversation.


“I cannot believe that man. Fish. Fish. Fish. We should have gone anywhere but near the water. What was I thinking?”


“Well, okay then. I’ll...”


“Uh, I told you not to, dumb butt.” Gran made a ‘humph’ sound before saying, “Sorry, he tried to clean the fish. That man… he… It wasn’t even his fish.” There was another pause, then, “You don’t want to know. Anyway, Fishmonger’s going to need a bath now, so if you’re going to the hospital, we’ll drag Janine back to the hotel for a bit. Maybe let her get in a nap. You’ll have to tell me about everything later. Give us a call. Love you, dear.”


“Love you too.”


Hannah once again stared at her phone. For a second, she considered heading to the storage facility before going to the hospital. That way, she could be in and out and back to the hospital in no time. However, for practical purposes, she felt obligated to check in on Elias first. More so, she wanted to see Hym. The storage facility will be there after, she told herself with a smile.


Hannah caught a taxi to the hospital. As she got into the vehicle, she looked back across the way. In the distance, she thought she saw someone watching her through binoculars, but they were so far away, she was not sure. You’re being paranoid, she told herself.


Reaching the hospital, she paid the driver and exited. Doing so, she glanced around to be sure she was not followed. She found no one, but noticed several police cars pulled up in emergency lanes in front. She paused to take the scene in and make mental notes. It’s nothing, she assured herself. All the while, her instinct screamed otherwise.


After a stop at information to make sure her information was correct, Hannah made her way up to Elias’ floor. When the elevator doors opened, she saw several police officers near the nurses’ station. She stepped off the elevator and glanced around. Officer Brandon talked to two nurses. Down the way, she saw Wexler sitting on a chair, his shirt covered in blood. Another nurse dabbed at a gash on the side of his head. Hym sat in his wheelchair explaining something to the officers. Officer Bland and a female in a black, pinstriped business pants suit stood nearby talking to him. Scanning the woman over, a memory moved into Hannah’s fore mind. 5’7. Dark, short cut auburn hair. Fit. Attractive. Hannah stopped as her face winced. “Betts,” she mumbled.


Wexler looked toward Hannah and started to rise, but the nurse pushed him back down. Hym turned and gave a concerned, one corner smile. Bland and Betts looked in her direction. Bland acknowledged her with a nod.


As Hannah approached, Betts mouth twisted into a sardonic grin.


“Hannah Starvling, why am I not surprised?”


“Ramona.”


“Detective Betts.”


“If you insist.”


Sensing the increased tension, Hym cleared his throat. “I take it you two have met.”


“We have,” Hannah affirmed with an icy tone as she stepped up beside Hym and put her arm around his shoulder. He reached up to take her hand.


Seeing the couple, Betts frowned, but pulled up one eyebrow. She eyed Hym for a second. “I see you’re neck deep in this, as always.” Motioning over to Hym, she added, “And of course, the Culinary Detective always gets her man.”


Hannah crossed her arms. “And here I thought you couldn’t read.”


Betts shuffled back and forth. “What are you doing here?”


“Came to see my friend. What’s going on?”


Before Betts answered, Wexler chimed in. “They tried again.”


Wexler’s words struck Hannah hard as they echoed in her mind. She forgot all animosity between Betts and herself for the moment. “What?”


Betts gestured in a halting manner. “We’re handling it.”


Hannah stared at the detective for a second before looking to Wexler. He glanced between the two women and said, “We were with Elias.” He motioned to Hym.


At this point, Hym interjected. “I went to go to the restroom.”


“He did, and a few minutes later, this delivery guy comes in, puts down flowers. We talk for a second and he leaves. So while Hym was gone, I went for some coffee for us. I figured by the time I got back, he’d be back. As I’m leaving, I pass the deliveryman talking to this other guy and some nurses. When I get back, the guy is back, hovering over Elias. He has a needle and was going for the IV. I grabbed him and we fought. Then he smashed the vase over my head. I hit the ground, and he went running.”


Hym looked up to Hannah. “I got back a few minutes later. Ran into Dr. Tompkins and we talked a few minutes. By then, it was all over.”


“What’d he look like?”


Betts put her hand on Hannah’s arm. “I said we’re handling it.”


“Are we going to do this again? Cause I’m more than willing to. I’ll step all over your authority, call in every favor, talk to everyone I know. Bring in the bureau if I have too. Are you ready for that again?”


Betts twisted her jaw around and pulling in her expression, she glanced over at Wexler before turning back to Hannah. “Same arrogant bitch,” she said half-aloud. Hannah shook the detective’s hand loose. Betts grimaced before gesturing to let her talk to Wexler. As she passed the detective, Hannah dipped her head in recognition. Bland watched the exchange with a curious, yet cautious look. Hannah settled beside Wexler opposite of the nurse and took his hand. “Think now, Mr. Wexler.”


“Johnny,” he insisted.


“All right, Johnny. What did he look like?”


Wexler frowned. “It’s kind of a blur. Uh, he was tall and large. A scrapper, for sure, and he had an accent.” He shook his head and the nurse grabbed his chin to stop him. “Sorry, I just…” He pointed a finger to the gash.


With a gentle smile, Hannah nodded. She looked him straight in the eyes.  “Johnny, listen, I think I can help if you’re willing.” 


“Anything to help,” Wexler agreed.


Hannah took his large arm and laid it across her lap. She turned it over and placed a single finger on his wrist.


“All right, close your eyes. Think now about every detail, no matter how insignificant. What did he look like? What did he say? It might help.”


Wexler closed his eyes. With one finger, Hannah drew out small circles in a slow motion on his wrist. “Think now. Every detail,” she reinforced.


Bland, Betts, Hym, and the nurse watched in silence as Wexler paused and pulled his brow in. He proceeded to recall. Each word came at a slow, methodical pace in short, broken sentences.


“Tall. Muscular. Tattoos on the back of his hands. Over wrists from beneath the sleeves. Olive green jumpsuit. A uniform. Too small. Stitched label over his left pocket. Enrico. Patch over the right pocket. Gresham Flowers. Black hair. Old scar. On the right. From hair down into his brow. Split his eyebrow in half. Down onto the cheek. Not shaved in a few days.”


“His voice. Deep? Accent?” Hannah asked.


“Like Vadim’s.”


“Vadim?” Betts questioned, looking to Hannah. She shrugged in response.


Hym whispered.  “Vadim Vladichov, if I were to guess. They played ball together. A Czech kicker.”


“What did he do? What did you and the deliveryman talk about?”


Wexler’s brow furrowed but maintained closed eyes. “Set the flowers down. Asked how he was doing. Looked over at Elias. Not at him.”


“What did he look at?”


“Heart monitor. IV. Cast on arm and leg.”


“Is that all.”


“He left.”


“You went for coffee.”


Wexler affirmed.


“Then you fought.”


Again, Wexler affirmed.


“Anything else.”


“Tell me.”


Hannah paused and looked at Betts and Bland. All wore puzzled expressions. Turning back to the man, Hannah inquired, “Tell me?”


“Tell me. Stop him.”


Wexler’s eyes shot open and his mouth fell agape. He leapt to his feet, fists furled, and ready for action. Bland took several steps back. He placed one hand forward in a halting gesture and the other over his weapon. Betts followed suit. The nurse scrambled away. Hannah rose, one hand extended.


“Easy, everyone’s safe.”


Wexler blinked several times before swallowing hard. He ran his large, thick hands over his baldhead, wiping perspiration away. “What the hell is going on?” he asked in a confused voice before settling back down.


“I was just helping you remember up until you fought.”


Wexler again ran his hand over his head, rubbing the top. He looked around and shook his head. “This is my fault.”


Hannah studied the guilt he expressed. His body was tense, his voice agitated, and his face reddened. She again laid her hand over his arm. “Relax. You need to calm down.”


“No, it is. I almost let them get to him. And before…”


“Do you know who they are?”


Wexler swallowed and shook his head. “I need some air. Can I have just a few minutes, please?” He looked first to Hannah and Hym, then to Betts.


In turn, Betts hesitated, and then agreed. “We can do this down at the station I suppose. Get your air.”  Wexler agreed and headed down toward the elevators. Betts turned and called out, “Brandon.”


Brandon made his way over and Betts told him to stick with Wexler. “After he gets some air, take him down to the station to answer some more questions.” After Brandon left to find Wexler, she turned to Hannah. “I suppose you’ll be coming along.”


Hannah shook her head. “I’m staying with Elias. Someone’s got to watch after him.” She glanced over to Elias’ room. “At all times it appears.”


The detective followed Hannah’s gaze. A custodian headed in. “You, don’t. I need to take a look first.” The man stopped dead in his tracks and gave Betts a cold stare. He glanced into the room. Turning back to Betts and Hannah, he twisted his jaw before pushing his mop and bucket back away from the room. As he moved away, he gave one more look back.


Hannah eyed the custodian. It occurred to her that Wexler mentioned a second person, but they had yet to get a description. As such, she sized up the man. 70s. Thinning white hair. White beard. Large ears. Close set eyes. Long, slender nose. Thin frame. Slight haunch. She considered him for a moment. He seemed too old for involvement in a ‘hit’ on anyone. Yet, from what Wexler exposed, the attempt on Elias was something else. The man’s last words echoed in her mind. Tell me. Stop him. The first was the deliveryman’s reason for being there. The second was what Johnny did, she inferred. Betts interrupted her thoughts.


“You’re doing that thing. Sizing him up. Everyone’s a list to you.”


Hannah did not respond. Instead, she pushed Hym toward the nurses’ station. Betts followed. Hannah found the woman who was helping Wexler and said, “Were you on the floor all day?”


“I took my break is all. I got back just after all this.” She indicated with a pointed finger.


“Elias Babel. What’s his condition?”


The nurse glanced toward the room. “Stable. He woke up before all this.”


“Was he aware or just conscious? Did he say anything?”


“He recognized the gentleman.” The nurse indicated in the direction where Wexler left. “Smiled, but he couldn’t speak, at least not enough to understand what he said.”


“What did he say exactly?”


“It was gibberish, but I wrote it down for the doctors.” She looked around the station desk, picked up a clipboard, and handed it to Hannah.


Hannah read off the words. “Rocks in golly on dolly.”


The nurse leaned over and tapped the clipboard. “That’s all he said. He went back to sleep. I showed it to the doctor. He said it didn’t mean anything, just jumbles from the drugs. Not to worry about brain damage. This was a good sign.”


“I’m sure it is,” Hannah asserted as Elias’s words echoed in her head. Rocks in golly on dolly. She rolled the words around out loud, repeating them several times.


“Gibberish,” Betts said.


“I don’t think so,” Hannah answered. “He was trying to say something.”


“Well, good luck with that,” Betts said as she looked toward Elias’ room. “I’m going to check out the room.” She started in the direction where Officer Bland now stood outside the door, peering in. Hannah followed. When they reached the room, Betts bobbed her head once in greeting. “Got anything?”


Bland glanced over his notes. “According to one of the nurses, the man posing as a delivery man showed up with one other. The second hung near the nurse's station. The nurse,” Bland pointed to the station where a doctor and two nurses spoke with each other, “is new. She’s the younger one. She gave a description of the one with the flowers that matches that of Mr. Wexler.”


“And the other?” Hannah asked.


“Young. Handsome. Accent. Like the first, but not as well built. Tattooed arms.”


“Not exactly the custodian,” Betts said with a mocking grin, which Hannah ignored.


“Did they say who they were from?” Betts intruded.


“No, ma’am.”


“But we already know. Wexler told us.”


Hannah glanced over to the station and crossed her arms. She studied the two nurses and estimated the younger to be in her early twenties. The older nurse was in her late forties. She’s edgy, Hannah considered to herself. Sweating. Dry mouthed. Nervous. She furrowed her brow, before lifting one. Her nose wiggled as she contemplated for a second. “Was the head nurse here during all this?”


Bland indicated no. “Upstairs. She said she went to check on something on another floor.”


Hannah stiffened. “Something’s not right. I need to have a word with them?” She turned and peered at the detective.


Betts returned a perturbed, but curious look. “Why?”


Hannah wondered if the detective would let their past issues interfere with the investigation. They worked well together for a time during their previous encounter, but by the end of that case, things changed. Now, with a second attempt on Elias’ life, Hannah would have to deal with the detective person to person. 


The detective regarded her before responding. “All right, I’ll play along, for now.” She made her way over to the station to talk with the nurses.


Chapter 13


While Betts talked with the nurses, Hannah entered Elias’ room. She glanced around the empty area. “Where is he?” she asked.


Before Bland could answer, Betts returned and answered.


“I had him moved. I’m not an idiot.”


“Never said you were,” Hannah replied as she scanned the room. The heart monitor remained on, and signs of a hasty exit shown. A busted flower vase lay shattered on the floor with the stems scattered about. Flowers appear stale. More than a day old, she concluded.


Walking over to where the arrangement lay, Hannah pushed aside the flowers. She looked around for a second before commenting, “No card.” She twisted her lip in contemplation.


“No surprise. What exactly are you looking for?”


“I’m not sure, but according to Johnny, his uniform was too tight and his accent was Russian-esque or Czech. That means I doubt his name was Enrico, which is more suited to Italy.” Too tight. Gresham Flowers.


Hannah pulled out her cell. When the voice asked, “What can I help you with today?” she responded, “Call Gresham Flowers.”  Affirming the call, the other line rang. Hannah placed the call on speaker. In a moment, the voice of a pleasant sounding young female answered, “Gresham Flowers. We can give your love a daisy a day. How can I help you?” 


“I was wondering, could you tell me if you made a delivery to Islands Memorial for an Elias Babel?”


“Sure, one moment.”


Hannah heard the sound of a keyboard typing. Then the woman answered.


“I have no record of such a delivery. Was there supposed to be one?”


“Well, no, not that we know of, but your deliveryman, Enrico, dropped them off a short while ago.”


“Enrico,” the woman said. There was a pause. “Are you sure?”


Hannah heard a shuffling sound and some mumbled words before another voice came on the line.


“This is Curtis Luda, manager. Who is this?”


“The room of Elias Babel.”


“And you said Enrico delivered to you?”


Hannah frowned. She was not sure what was happening, but her instinct told her it was not good.  “A man in a green Gresham Flowers uniform delivered flowers to this room. The name on the uniform was Enrico.”


“Enrico hasn’t been into work for two days,” the manager said.


In a brief conversation, Hannah learned that the deliveryman disappeared two days prior. Also missing was a van full of deliveries. The owner has filed a missing persons report with the Gresham police, but nothing had turned up yet. The manager described him as being of medium build, sixty-seven, graying hair, and hard working. The job was a secondary retirement income. Not the man Wexler fought, Hannah deliberated.   


Hannah turned to Betts. “Any bodies turn up in the last few days?”


Betts moved to answer, but Bland interrupted. “This morning. No ID, so we haven’t identified him yet.”


Betts frowned. “Is that what Letterman’s handling?” She studied Hannah for a second. “You’re thinking he’s this delivery guy. The one who showed up here took his place.”


“I would think so.”


“I got it,” Bland said, as he reached for his radio and stepped out into the hall.


“What was this guy into?” Betts asked.


Hannah crossed her arms. A deep, contemplative expression came across her face. “I’m not sure, but good call on moving him.” She looked once more around the room. “Someone’s got to be with him at all times until this is all figured out.”


“I’ve put in a request for a continuous watch. You remember Captain Toody. He’s got to sign off on it.”


“He will. He’s a good man.” She glanced back out at the nurses’ station. “Can I talk to them now?”


Betts gestured in approval.


After meeting the nurses at their station, Hannah requested a more private place to talk. The head nurse led her, along with Hym, Betts and Bland, to a small break room with two small tables and several chairs. After sitting, Hannah wasted no time. “All right, ladies, I don’t have a lot of time to waste. I need answers.”


Both women looked anxious. The younger gulped, shaken, but it was the head nurse, a large bodied woman named Angela, who spoke first. “We’ve already been over this.”


Hannah glared at the woman, peering into her eyes. “Then go over it again… Angela.”


Angela shifted in her chair. “I don’t know anything. I was upstairs checking on a patient.”


“A patient. I see. Is it usual to leave your youngest, most inexperienced nurse on the floor alone?”


“She’s trained,” Angela responded in an irritated tone, “and responsible.”


The younger nurse, named Lily, protested. “I just told him where the room was.”


Angela rolled her eyes. “Did you even check their credentials?”


“Flower deliveries come here all the time. You never ask.”


“That’s because I know them all.”


“You never told me--”


“I didn’t ask about her training,” Hannah interrupted. Focusing on Angela, she clarified, “I asked if it was usual for a head nurse to leave a rookie in charge of a unit, even for a few minutes?”


“No, it’s not. I made a mistake. Okay?”


“A mistake which happens to coincide with an attack on a patient.”


Hannah detected a change in the woman’s demeanor. Where before it was defiant and indignant, it now held a hint of panic. Noting this weakness, she moved to exploit it.


“I don’t like liars. This man’s a friend.”


Angela adjusted herself. Hannah could tell she set the woman on an uneasy path. “If someone had anything to do with this, whoever helped faces charges of accessory before the fact, not after. Longer sentence. More actual jail time. Little leniency.”


By this point, Angela’s body gave away her panic. Sweat began to bead on her brow, her breathing increased, and her eyes widened. Never taking her view from her, Hannah continued to pound. “I used to work for the FBI.”


Angela glanced up at Betts and over to Hym. Both nodded to affirm. Her eyes shifted back to Hannah.


“I was an interrogator. It was sort of… my thing, you might call it. Let me tell you, I was good at it. Learned a lot about people. How they react on an imperceptible level.” Hannah leaned in. “Right now, you are screaming with the imperceptible.”


The younger nurse, named Lily, turned to the older, staring. “You set me up,” she said. “You were going to blame this on me.” 


“Why not? Not like you’re good at your job,” Angela said, noted with sarcasm.


Hannah turned to Lily. “Has she ever left you alone before?”


“Never,” the young woman said as she continued to glare at her boss. “It’s against the rules. Something she’s always harping on.”


Angela said nothing, but turned her eyes toward the ceiling. She shook her head and blew out a breath. When she looked back at Hannah, their eyes locked. With a smirk, Hannah said, “Something you need to say? Tell you what? Tell Detective Betts here everything and she’ll tell the DA you cooperated.”


“You’re not official,” Angela replied.


Betts pointed to Bland and herself. “We are.”


“Me too,” Hym chimed in. Betts and Bland’s eyes shot over to him. “I am,” he added, “back home, but yeah, Sheriff’s Department.”


Betts stepped forward toward the nurses. “Official enough to check into your background, including debts, financial records…”


Hearing his last remark, Angela stiffened and her mouth fell open. True panic rolled over her face.


“Tick, tock. Tick, tock,” teased Hannah. “Fess up and you could be out in time for people to still call you Angela, instead of old woman, granny …”


“All right!” Angela blurted out. “He told me to make sure the floor was clear of distractions, and then signal him. He said they would be nearby in a two hour time frame. When both the patient’s guests left, I sent a text and then went upstairs.” Anticipating the next question, she added, “Come now. That's all I sent.”


“And what about me?” Lily yelled. “They could have killed me.”


“They weren’t there for you, idiot. They said they just needed him to answer a question. He said he had something to make him talk.” Angela huffed. “I left you to cover the bases in case something did happen.” She crossed her arms and made a sour face. “I didn’t count on his father-in-law watching over him like a hawk.”


Hannah did not expect what came next. Lily lunged at Angela and began throttling her. She subdued the surprised head nurse and forced her to the ground before Bland interceded. Even after he pulled her away, Lily clawed at her would be traitor. “You bitch!”


Clutching her throat and gasping for air, Angela pushed herself back until she rested against the wall. “What the hell!” she cried out.


Hannah, who rose during the struggle, looked at her. “Everything, on the table, now. Or we leave you alone in the room with her.”


Bland, still wrestling with Lily turned back to view the situation.  “Settle down,” he said, “everyone.”


Betts thumbed at Hannah. “What she said.”


Within a few minutes, after Lily calmed down, Angela confessed. “A man approached me just as I came on shift. He handed me a letter explaining everything. It has the time frame. Tells me to make sure the floor is clear of anyone who would cause a problem, then text. I opened up the envelope and there’s $5000 inside. Then he tells me there is another coming after it’s done.” She dropped her head. “That was around 9:00 today. I put the money in the bank while they came.” She looked up and around. “It’s a lot of money. I needed it. He said they wouldn’t hurt the guy. It would just make him loosen up. Talk. So I took a chance.”


“Describe this man,” Bland said.


Angela gave a description fitting the deliveryman.


“Anyone else with him?” Hannah asked.


“There was an older man who hung around in the background. Maybe 70. White hair and beard. Weasel faced. Dumbo ears.  I never even saw him before either.”


“Sounds like the custodian,” Hym noted.


Hannah glanced up at Betts, who frowned. “He’s gone by now, I’d imagine, but I’ll have someone check.” She motioned over to Bland. “Get someone on it.” He stepped out into the hall to call.


“Did he do anything?” Betts interceded. “Ask anything?”


“He didn’t talk.” The nurse pulled her brow down. “I remember him looking over at the room several times.”


Hannah turned her attention to Lily.


“The ones that came today, not the deliveryman, the other one, what was he like?”


Lily gave a matching description to the one Bland had taken.


Betts took it in. “Did they both wear uniforms?”


“Only the one guy. I thought he was his brother or something. They had the same accent and similar tattoos.”


“Anything else?”


Lily indicated no. When Bland stepped back in, Betts ordered him to take Angela into custody. The officer handcuffed her and started out.


Betts’ phone rang and seeing the name, she answered. Hannah watched as her face twisted down tight. “Is he all right? I’ll be right there.” She clicked off and peered at Hannah. “Your buddy just jaw jacked Brandon and took off. Bland!” she called down the hall. The officer and his prisoner stopped.


Betts, followed by Hannah made their way to him. Hym followed in his wheelchair. Before explaining what happened, she took charge of Angela. Then she told the officer, “Issue an alert and get the description out for Wexler. Then check on Brandon. If he’s okay, search the hospital grounds first with everyone else.” She thumbed toward Hannah. “I’m going to check on her friend first and get someone to pick her up. Go!”


Bland darted down the hall as Betts started for the elevators. “What the hell, Starvling.”


“Clueless,” she responded.


“That’s a first. Can’t be good,” Betts said as they stepped onto the elevator.


After checking to make sure Elias was safe, Hannah, Hym, and Betts waited until another police officer showed up. Hannah assessed him. Late twenties. Thin. Average looks. Brown hair. Green eyes. Medium height. Glancing over to his name badge, it read ‘Brandon.’ Brothers, she noted. The young officer led Angela away. Betts addressed Hannah and Hym.


“I have questions for you, both of you. Come to the station when you get a chance, and do not even keep anything to yourself. If something goes down, I want to know immediately.”


“Wow, not exactly following procedure these days, are we?”


Betts shoved her hands in her pocket and twisted her lip. “When does anything involving you adhere to procedures? I’m giving you leeway because I know you. This department is understaffed and I’m a detective here only because it looks good for Gresham’s image. The tourists like it. Makes them feel safe. Small town detective on hand.” She dropped her head and lifted the top of her shoe up as if studying it before returning her attention to Hannah. “As Gresham’s detective, I’m more about stolen wallets and room break-ins. Not guys flying out windows and mystery men with truth serums. Last murder I worked on was with you. And you solved that one.” She started to leave, but stopped and turned. “This time, though, Starvling, you keep me in the loop and in the clear.” With that, she turned and exited.


Hym’s gaze followed the detective until she disappeared out of sight. “There’s a story here. When we get the chance, I want to know.”


Hannah nodded, but moved up next to Elias. She whispered, “What have you got yourself into?” He groaned and rolled his head to one side, but did not wake. Pulling out her phone, Hannah gave a quick call to Gran. When the elder snoop picked up, Hannah immediately gave a synopsis of what happened to Gran. As Hannah spewed the information out, Gran attempted to intercede at points, but the sleuth cut her off each time. When Hannah came to a pause, Gran managed, “Oh dear. I don’t know how much more of this Janine can take. I swear to you, Hannah, she may go into premature labor.”


“Well, get her back here before you say anything. At least she’ll be in the hospital. If you run into Wexler, do what you have to do, but don’t go with him. And don’t let him take Janine.”


There was a slight pause before Gran asked, “Do you think he did all this?”


“I’m not sure. I wouldn’t think so. He was excited about grandchildren and seemed dedicated to Janine, but he did say he was responsible. He didn’t explain before he took off. Could be gambling related.”


“Or he could be going after them, if he knows who they are. If he knows who, he might try to get revenge, or make a deal.”


“Either way, he’s handling things wrong. Let’s just hope for his sake, he calms down and clears his head.”















Chapter 14


Fifteen minutes later, Hannah got a call to come to the ER again. The news about the attempt on Elias added with that of her father’s sudden departure did not play well for Janine. After listening for a few moments, Hannah responded to the call. “I’ll be right down.” She made her way over and sat in the chair next to Hym. As she leaned her head over onto his arm, he waited for her to explain.


“It’s Janine. They think she has a placental abruption. She had problems before. I’d imagine because she’s carrying twins. But all this, it’s too much.”


She sighed. “I need to find Johnny. See what’s going on. And to get this all cleared up.”


“You know this is not your job, right?”


“Would you let it go?”


“No, but I had to put it out there. So where do we go from here?”


“Not a clue. Plenty of people with motives.”


“Real? Or imagined on your part?” Hym glanced down at Hannah. “You have a tendency to leap first and worry about landing on the way down.”


Hannah sighed. Though Hym’s words almost annoyed her, she still admitted to herself that it was true. “I know, but potential is potential.”


Hym ran his hand through her hair. “So break it down. Who has a solid connection? And who doesn’t? Wouldn’t that be a good place to start?”


Hannah agreed. “Well, Ducky’s always around, especially wherever I seem to be. And he turned up at Elias’ fall site. The money would pay for his school.”


“Well, being there is good for his job, since he wants to be a chef. You’re beautiful. He’s young. Could be a crush. Does he seem like someone who would know what to do with the truffles? Other than cook them?”


Hannah sat up and blew out a breath in frustration. “No.” She crossed her arms and leaned back. “Carry on, bubble buster.”


Hym smirked. “All right. Next.”


“Madeline. I’m not sure what her end game is, but she knows things she shouldn’t, like about the twins.”


“You said she was pretty. Maybe the obvious answer is the right one. If he and she were, you know, he might clue her in.”


“But Elias didn’t know about them yet.”


“Not that we know of. He could have found out by accident. Overheard Janine talking to the doctor. Called the doctor to check on her and the nurse slips up. Anything’s possible.”


Hym’s words stung. She didn’t want to think of Elias as such, even though the possibility had before crossed her mind. Looking over to her friend lying in the bed, still unconscious, made her want to defend him all the more. “She never said they had that kind of relationship, but she did lie about the nature of it. Why would she do that?”


“Seems to me she liked him. Knowing you had a relationship she didn’t, well, it wouldn’t be the first time one woman got jealous of another.”


Hannah’s body grew tense. Hym was shooting down her motives faster than she could create them. Though it proved helpful, it still irked her a bit that he was beating her at her own game. Recognizing this, Hym tried to apologize. “Sorry, I’m not trying to pick at you.”


“No, you’re right. I need this. Carry on, Watson. What about Bigby?”


“Is he even a suspect? From what I can tell, he’s just guilty of having a job.”


“On a boat that an attempted murder victim named in his last, true, conscious moments. And what about the break-in on-board? You don’t think there’s a connection between that happening, just before the attempt on Elias?” She glanced over at her friend and bit the corner of her lip. “What if it was him?”


“I’m not saying no, just that it’s a stretch. Why would he be there? He sure as heck wasn’t stealing pickled beets.”


“Maybe to look for something, like stolen or smuggled goods. Think about it. Smuggling across borders would be easy in a yacht that travels back and forth across continental lines. It happens all the time as it is.”


Hym frowned, but nodded. “Alright, a definite possibility, but would Bigby do that while Vera and Louie are on-board?”


“If the operation has been in place for some time, how would they know? They wouldn’t be looking and I doubt he would keep them where they were likely to run across…” Hannah’s words trailed off. “Oh,” she added sitting straight up. “I think I know part of what Elias was saying.” She stood up and moved to the edge of the man’s bed. “Golly in Dolly.” Turning to Hym, she said, “Galley in Dahlia.”


Hym’s eyes widened and he bobbed his head in agreement. “It came out slurred. Excellent, Sherlock.” He furrowed his brow before asking, “But why rocks?”


Hannah began to pace the room, her signature quirk in play. “Diamonds.” She turned to her lawman. “His truffles are his diamonds in the kitchen.”


“Diamonds are rocks.” Hym paused to take it in. “Rocks in the galley in Dahlia. Nice, but would whoever did this, and we are just assuming its Bigby, would they be so stupid just to keep them in the kitchen?”


“Galley.”


“Galley. Whatever. I mean, think about it. Vera and Louie are both on board. Both are chefs. You’d think they might go in the galley to cook something. Or just even to get a snack. They might run across them. They would recognize what they are. Seems like a huge risk.”


Hannah moved over to the door and peered out. “True, but this. This is not unrelated. I’d bet good money it wasn’t an indigent looking for alcohol who broke in.” She turned around, leaned against the doorframe, and pointed at Elias. “It was him. He was looking for something.”


Hym let out a slow breath. “Look, just to play Devil’s advocate, don’t you think this all seems too… strange? Someone on the Dahlia, best bet being Bigby, just happens to be involved in the smuggling trade. The food smuggling trade. The particular food in question is truffles. A food that happens to connect back to a friend of yours. But the particular vessel used is also connected to you, through Vera and Louie. It all seems too random not to be conspired. Yet, by no means of the imagination am I suggesting Louie and Vera’s involvement. I know stranger things have happened, but we’re missing something here.”


“I agree. The question is what?” Hannah moved back to sit again next to Hym. “We need to get Vera and Louie to check out the galley. But make sure they do it together and be careful about it. In the meantime, I need to check out that storage facility to see what exactly he had in there. I’m pretty sure it’s what we think it is. If so, that means Elias was looking for someone else’s goods.”


Hym moved forward and spun his chair to face Hannah. “You find what he was after and we may be able to trace them back to who put them there.” He motioned toward Elias. “They’re at the top of my list of who put him here.”


Hannah agreed. “Still doesn’t explain Johnny or the elusive Mr. Grimm.”


Hym leaned forward to meet the sleuth half way for a kiss. “One step at a time, Sherlock. One step at a time.”


*****


Hym agreed to stay with Elias while Hannah made her way down to talk with Gran and Papa Jay about Janine. Before leaving, she attempted to reach Vera and Louie. She left a message on Vera’s phone. Upon reaching Louie, she explained to him what was going on, but swore him to an oath about not doing an onboard search on his own.


“Well, I’m back on board with Critic. The whole crew is here right now anyway,” the writer explained. “If I did anything other than open that jar of pickled beets, someone would be watching me. But when Vera gets here, we can take over the galley for the evening. We’ll make dinner for the crew for the night. I’ll let you know if we find anything.” Before hanging up, Hannah assured him that his daughter and he were safe as long as they did not act suspicious.


“I’ll be back up in a little bit.” Hannah gave Hym a kiss and headed out.


Once she was with Gran and Papa Jay, she went over the recent events. In the middle of the conversation, a phone rang. Everyone looked to the bag Gran held. It was Janine’s. Hannah opened it, pulled out Janine’s phone, and answered.


“Hello?”


For a moment, there was silence, and then she heard Wexler on the other end. “Who is this?”


“Johnny? This is Hannah. You need to come back.”


“Where’s Janine?”


“There’s been a complication. You need to come back. She needs you.”


“I can’t yet. I have got to take care of this first.”


Hannah could hear the tension in his voice. It was at near panic level. Under those conditions, she knew she had little chance of talking him into returning. Needing to rein the situation in and get control, she fell back on her training in negotiation. The steps came pouring into her mind. First, listen.


“You need to take care of this. Okay. Got it.”


“They’ve already tried twice with Elias. Janine will be next.”


Second, empathize.


“I understand. Elias is your son-in-law. Janine’s your daughter. She’s carrying your grandchildren. Anyone would want to protect them, no matter what.”


Third, Establish rapport.


“I get it, Johnny, I do. I’d do anything to protect my family. My loved ones. I don’t know you yet, but I know Janine. I can see she loves you. Trusts you. Relies on you.”


There was another pause as Hannah waited for his response. She knew she had to get him to think of her as being on his side. At this point, she could not push, only wait. After a few seconds more, she heard him sigh. She moved to the next phase. Four, influence.


“What exactly do you have to do, Johnny? Maybe I can help.”


“They said not to involve the police.”


“I’m not the police, not anymore, but I think like them. So, I can help.”


“I…” Wexler’s words faded out. Hearing this, the sleuth knew she had to act or lose the situation.


“Look, the phone’s not safe, and you don’t need to be out and about because the police are looking for you. We need to talk, but someplace safe. Would you be willing to do that?”


Another pause and Wexler agreed. “All right, but just you though. No one else.”


“Okay, that’s fine. I promise, just me. Now, where to meet.”


Hannah suggested they meet back at the hotel, but in the festival area. She would make her way to one of the rear rooms where judges meet and unlock the exit. The advantage was, she explained, that while the police would likely look at the hotel, they would not look within the festival itself. Wexler agreed and the time was set for an hour later.


Hannah explained the rendezvous plans with her grandparents, and then put in a call to Hym. She then called for the hotel shuttle and headed downstairs. Ducky, of course, Hannah noted as she climbed into the shuttle.


“How is Mr. Babel?” the driver inquired.


“Recovering, but still out. He may be so for some time.”


As the shuttle pulled out, Hannah glanced back. A police patrol unit followed suit. Not unexpected, she commented to herself. Though Betts agreed to give her leeway, she in no way trusted the detective. To her mind, it was more probable than not that Betts would have her followed. The vehicle that followed behind proved Hannah correct with each passing mile.


Hannah chatted with Ducky along the way. She was careful not to reveal anything. The ever-curious chef-wannabe never asked direct questions. Yet Hannah took notice of certain well placed words and phrases that made her suspect he was after something. She always answered with a smile, though in the vaguest terms she could conceive.


Once they arrived at the hotel, Hannah asked Ducky for a favor.


“I’m trying to avoid a journalist who is insisting on an interview. I just don’t have time right now. Don’t the service elevators lead to the event area?”


“They do.”


“Do you think there is any way I could use the service elevator to the floors to get down quicker and avoid where she camps out in the lobby?”


Ducky agreed. He reached in his pocket and produced a key card. “Take mine. I’ll tell them I left it at home and use one of the master keys.”


Taking the key, Hannah looked it over. “I don’t want to get you in any trouble.”


“Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine. Happens all the time. People leave them at home. Lose them.”


Hannah exited the vehicle. She played the part of avoiding journalist by glancing through the lobby entrance. After a moment, she turned toward Ducky and gave a thumbs up. He returned the same as she made her way inside. She waited long enough to spot whoever was following her. The second Brandon brother, she said to herself. Acting as if nothing were wrong, she made her way over to the elevators. As she boarded the car, she caught a glimpse of the officer watching. She grinned, as her planned took form.


When she stepped off the elevator, Hannah made her way to her room. Once inside, she checked the clock and waited. She had twenty five minutes until the scheduled meeting time. That would give Officer Brandon, downstairs, time enough to settle in and relax. This gave the sleuth the best opportunity to escape his watch.


At around seven minutes till meeting time, Hannah exited her room. She checked to make sure the officer had not come to her floor. Finding he had not, she then proceeded to the service elevators. Within a moment, she headed down, avoiding the lobby altogether.  She made her way to the agreed meeting room, and opened the door. Wexler stood waiting. She urged him in, and then offered a chair opposite herself. For a moment, neither spoke a word. Then she informed him of the graveness of Janine’s condition.


“So you can see why we need to get this sorted out. Janine needs you and thus, the whole great escape thing, made things worse. Now, what’s going on? Why’d you run?”


Wexler rubbed his hand across the top of his baldhead. “Because of Janine.” He looked at Hannah with pleading eyes. “Elias asked me to come along, which was not the usual case. But this time, he said he was working on something big. He needed more than just his case. The one he carries his truffles in that matches his luggage.” Wexler indicated a general size that matched that which Ducky gave before. “We get along well enough, but I’ve had some problems,” He stared at the floor. “I’m addicted to gambling.” He looked up at Hannah with mournful eyes. “I have to admit that it’s part of the deal. Odd, but it helps.”


Hannah gave a reassuring and sympathetic smile, but said nothing. Wexler continued.


“After we got here and settled in, I told them I wanted to go out for a bit, just to look around. Janine was just about tuckered out, so Elias agreed. He’d stay with the case. The thing is, I wasn’t just out looking. I was going to a meeting. I got the number from my group sponsor back home and he arranged for me to meet up. Right now, I’m going as often as I can. Three, four times a week. Believe me, I need it. I didn’t want Janine to know, so I kept it to myself.”


As she watched Wexler explain himself, Hannah assessed his body movements and gestures. She also studied his pupils and tonal inflections. She looked for any signs that he might be lying. So far, just the truth, she confirmed.


“After the meeting, this guy comes to me. He says he’s a fan from back in the day and asks me if I want to grab something to eat. I called Elias, he says fine. They’re ordering in, so we go. We’re having a hot dog down by the shore, then he goes all dark on me. He says he knows what I’m doing there, and then makes me an offer.”


Hannah’s attention trained in on Wexler. He was growing excited, yet fearful. Animated. Agitated. Disturbed.


“He says he can make it worth my while to give him information. All I have to do is say I’m going to be in the room. Elias and Janine leave. They come and get the case. I tell the police some men robbed me. That simple.”


“What did they offer?”


“$12,370.”


“Odd number.”


Wexler looked away, as if staring into the distance. “That’s the thing. I owe a guy back home that exact amount from before I started meetings.”


Hannah deduced that the amount was a means of intimidation. In letting Wexler know the exact amount needed, whoever these people were, they were sending a message. They were letting him know they meant business.


Wexler looked back to Hannah. “I’m paying it. I do him favors now and again, so he’s been letting me carry the debt. Now, he’s wanting me to do more than I’m willing. So he wants everything plus interest, now. That’s why I agreed to help Elias. I didn’t want them involved in this, being my family and all. But he offered me a chance to be with Janine for a week, to get away, and earn three thousand. It’s better than what I make working gig to gig as security, so…” He shrugged and furrowed his brow, “…so, my fault. I never should have involved them.”


“Did you take the money and something go wrong?”


Wexler’s eyes shot back to the sleuth. “No, absolutely not. I told him where he could put it. I headed back to the hotel and told Elias. We talked about it. He thanked me for my honesty and promised me he’d take care of the money when we got back. We’re family now. You just keep going to meetings,” he said. “Elias is a good guy, you know.”


“He is,” Hannah agreed. “During the week, did he meet with anyone?”


“Twice. He sent Janine and me out for breakfast. We went to a little local place down the street. We were eating and I saw him go into the coffee shop just up the way. He was with this young, black man, about Elias’ size. He never mentioned who it was.”


Samori, Hannah thought.


“We left before they came out. Janine acted as if it was no big deal. I can’t say I thought much of it either. He was always meeting with people about his truffles. People wanting endorsements and what not.”


“The second time?”


“A couple. I ran over to that same shop for something sweet for Janine. The further along she gets, the stronger her sweet tooth.” He smiled. “Just like her mother. Elias already said he had a meeting and would be back later. When I went through the lobby, he was sitting over to one side with a man and a woman. Late thirties the both of them, I guess. She was pretty. He was handsome for a guy I guess. I didn’t pay that much attention. Didn’t want to interrupt. Coming back, I noticed they weren’t there anymore though, if it helps.”


“Everything does. What about Elias’ accident?”


Hannah watched as Wexler’s shoulders slumped and he rested his elbows on his knees. He cupped his hands together. Almost as if he was praying for forgiveness, she thought. He issued a long sigh. “That fella sought me out again the next day after the first time. He was in the lobby waiting for me. Janine was getting low on medicine. Something stressed Elias out, so I volunteered to go. The concierge connected us to a pharmacy. On my way out, he just steps up and lays it on the line. He said that it would be in my family’s best interest if I took the money. Then he shows me a picture. It’s of the three of us. Only there’s a question mark over Janine. He tells me no one needs to get hurt. Just let them know when they’re going out and make myself scarce.”


Hannah gave a nod to suggest understanding. Same tactic. A bribe. A promise. An added threat. She also noted the fearful tone in Wexler’s voice. “Why didn’t you go to the police?”


“I don’t know. Him, knowing how much I owe. The picture. I just panicked. Before, Elias made me promise not to involve the locals. Wouldn’t say why. Just not to do it. I promised. Besides, now it wasn’t just him. It’s my daughter and my grandbaby, now grandbabies. So I agreed. They gave me a cell and said to text. All I had to say was ‘come now.’”


Wexler rubbed his face in a vigorous manner. “When Janine told me about dinner, I knew that would be the best time. I told Elias I was going to another meeting and would be back before they left.” He gave a halfhearted, weak smile. “Right about the time they were to leave I called and said I’d be a few minutes late getting back, maybe five or ten minutes. Elias is punctual, almost obsessive about time. I knew he wouldn’t hesitate. So I had it all timed out. I made the text. Normally, they would have been gone. Janine was already with you, but he came back for something.” He shook his head. “What are the chances?” Wexler frowned as he slumped back into his chair. “Another reason why it’s my fault.”


Hannah considered the man’s story. “You were just trying to protect them. Given the circumstances, I think most people would have done the same.”


“Yeah, and look where it got us. I haven’t told Janine. Then they try this? They were lying when they said no one would get hurt. Elias did. I can’t let them get to Janine. So I’m going to find the guy and tell him I’ll get Elias’ case for him. Just give me time. That’s why I called Janine. I wanted to explain and tell her to ask him when he wakes, then call me. I’d relay the information. They get what they want and everyone is safe.  The police didn’t have to be involved until after it was all done. With them looking for me, they’ll keep the police watching Elias, thinking I might return. Janine won’t leave him now. Both will be in the hospital, under guard, and safe. I can take my lumps then. If it keeps them safe, they can do whatever they want with me.”


“Interesting plan. You’re a brave man, but what makes you think you can find his case? And what makes you think they won’t get to the police? So far, they’ve tried to bribe you and managed to get to a nurse. I doubt that will stop them, but I’ll tell you what might? If you turn yourself in, they might see you as a better target than Elias. You fought them before you took off. I’d imagine they think you went for the case. With you caught, they’ll assume the police have it. Especially if I can convince them that the police have all the evidence they need, including the case.”


The man studied the sleuth for a moment. “You think you can get that detective to do that? She didn’t seem to care for you much.”


“Old history and a long story for another time. You in?”


Wexler agreed and Hannah made the call to the station. She asked for Betts and dispatch connected them.  After a few minutes of conversation, Hannah sat back down with Wexler to wait. Wexler grimaced. “I’m just a former football player, you know? I’d do anything for my daughter and her happiness. Make this right for them, please.”


“I’ll do my best.”


In a short time, Betts entered through the exit with Bland and the first of the Brandon officers. Bland handcuffed Wexler and led him out front for everyone to see. It was part of the plan Hannah described to both the football player and the detective. 


“Thank you, Detective,” Hannah said.


“You know that if you don’t find who’s behind this, he’ll likely go down for it, right?”


Hannah nodded. “He did everything wrong for the right reasons.”


Betts twisted her jaw. “Sounds familiar. This isn’t over. Same rules.”


“Same rules,” Hannah agreed.















Chapter 15


Hannah called back to the hospital to give and to get updates. She called Hym first and found out that Betts got the approval for twenty four hour watch on Elias. The first officer was already in place. Her concern turned to Janine.


“Now, someone’s going to have to watch over her as well.”


“Well, I’m already here. Your grandparents are downstairs. I’ll go talk with them and I can hold the fort while you get some rest.”


There was a silence on the line before Hannah responded. “My knight in shining armor. No, if you stay, I stay. I’ll be back up in a bit. I’m going to shower and then I’ll bring food.”


She gave Gran and Papa Jay a call. The doctor ordered Janine a sedative and kept her under tight watch. For the present, she was safe, but if things continued to deteriorate, she would need a cesarean. Hannah took the news with a sigh before she explained the arrangements. She suggested that her grandparents enjoy a night out. Papa Jay laughed.


“Sweetness, you and I both know Scooby is enjoying the night. She ain’t going nowhere. Not when there’s a pot for the stirring. We may get a solid night back at the hotel later, but you just bring us some rib spreaders for now and everything’ll be good.”


After hanging up, Hannah showered and readied herself to head downstairs when her phone rang. Looking the number over, she smiled. Cate.


“Hey, sweetie.”


“Hey to you. Solved it yet or do you still need me?”


“I always need you. But first…” Hannah paused and waited.


“I’m fine. In fact, it looks good. They got it all this time. He’s certain of it. And don’t be mad, but Al and I went ahead with it. I’m styling the dome now.”


“I bet you are jealous.”


“Liar, but I appreciate it. Now, better things, girl. Here’s what I got.”


Cate proceeded to give a rundown on the information of each of the names Hannah gave her. When done, she mulled them over.


“It’s never what you expect, is it?” Cate said.


“Not in the least, but it helps. Thanks, sweetie. You get some rest.”


Hannah heard Cate laugh.


“Like Al ever lets me get that. He’s worse than you are. Instead of politics, he should have been a nurse. Between him checking on me every five minutes and Buster calling a zillion times a day…” Cate made a humph sound. “They’re killing me with the love.”


“Well, there are worse ways to go. I’ll talk to you soon.”


The two friends made their goodbyes as Hannah made her way to the lobby. She headed toward the concierge desk, but Ducky approached before she reached it. He held out a slip of paper to her.


“Hello, Ms. Starvling. Someone left this for you at the front desk.”


The sleuth greeted him with a smile as she took the note. “Working again, I see. I thought you were sick?”


“Oh, yes, I was for a bit but I got over it. I switched with one of the other guys. Now, I’m making up the hours.”


“Of course. Well, since you are working, are you on shuttle duty?”


“I am.”


“You have time to shuffle me to a Chinese place for some take out and then to the hospital?”


“I’m sure I can work it.”


Hannah got the name of a Chinese restaurant from Ducky and called ahead for food. Upon arriving at the business, they had a few moments before the order was ready. Hannah reached in her purse and retrieved a hotel key card.


“Here’s your card. Thank you, by the way. It was a huge help.”


“Not a problem. Is that journalist still bothering you? You could keep it if you like. Get it back to me when you leave.”


Hannah declined. She considered him against the information she before filed and that which Cate provided earlier. She recalled her friend’s words exactly.


“There are no records for a living Serizawa Kamo, at least not that I could find. There was a nineteenth century samurai by that name. Kamo does mean goose or duck, so that’s where that comes from.”


Listening to Ducky as they waited, Hannah regarded his deep rooted American accent. Suggests he’s been here a while. Should be some record. High school. College. Something.


When the order came up, Hannah paid and Ducky took her to the hospital to drop her off.


“I’ll be at the airport for about an hour. Should I come back by and pick you up?”


The question was simple, but Hannah wondered about it. Yet again, Ducky was on hand just as she needed him, and Cate could not find out anything about him. This, in particular, bothered her. Cate was a brilliant background investigator. If something was out there, no matter how insignificant, she would have found it, but Ducky remained a thorough enigma. So the same questions about his motivations came to her once again. Could be just doing his job, she told herself. Or he could be keeping tabs on me. But for what reason?

              “No, we’ll be here the night through. Thanks though.”


Ducky gave his usual friendly smile. “Well, call me when you need to come back. If I’m on duty, I’ll be glad to pick you up. Good night, Ms. Starvling. Thanks for the dumplings.” He pulled the van off and headed for the street.


Hannah stood for a few seconds pondering everything. She was torn between seeing Ducky as a hard working chef wannabe and that of something more disturbing. Still, she could not dismiss her gut instinct. Ducky was too friendly and too curious about her comings and goings. He wanted to keep up with her. It was more than just professional fascination.


She shook it off and headed inside with the food. A quick call found Hym already with Papa Jay and Gran within eyesight of Janine’s room. At first, Hannah questioned the wisdom of leaving Elias with the guard. To her, the integrity of the Gresham police was in question. Nevertheless, when Hym explained that Betts approved the officer guarding Elias, she relaxed. The sleuth explained her relationship with Betts. Though the detective and she had issues, she remained satisfied with Betts dedication to the law.


“If she’s overseeing this, I trust her. She’s a good detective.” Anticipating the next set of questions, she agreed to explain the details of the relationship later. For now, she wanted everyone’s input on the ongoing events.


As everyone dove on the food, Hannah showed Hym the note Ducky gave her at the hotel.


“It’s from Grimm. I’m meeting him tomorrow morning.”


“You don’t have a take on him, do you? Did Cate find out anything?” Hym responded, handing the note back.


“Well, some. A general profile of him was easy enough to find. He’s been in several magazine articles over the past few years. According to one piece, he did work as an investigator with the Swiss military. After that, he moved into business for the most part. Guess what his favorite investment is?”


“Food.”


“Yup, and high end restaurants. He buys faltering chains, revamps them, turns them around, and sells them off.”


“Sounds risky,” Papa Jay inserted. “Tell you from experience. Runnin’ a restaurant’s tricky business. He must be good at it. I could see someone losing their derriere in an Alabama hot shoe second.”


“We didn’t do so bad, did we Grumpus?” Gran gave Papa Jay a smooch. “No,” Papa Jay replied, “but we never got fancy either. Burgers, fries, onion rings, and pies for the most part. Not much more. Kept it simple. Did well enough.”


“Says a lot about the man, though, doesn’t it?” Hym added.


Indeed, thought Hannah. Risk taker. What happens when the risk is too great?


“How does he revamp them?” Gran asked.


“I’m not sure. As a consultant, I’d imagine by changing the image first. To do that, he’d have to jazz up the menu. If it’s high end he goes for, he’d be looking for unique items.”


“Like truffles,” Hym suggested.


“Exactly.”


Gran pointed at her granddaughter with her chopsticks as she ate. “I’ve been thinking about something. All this, it doesn’t make sense. You told me that Elias’ truffles were worth about one hundred thousand, right?”


Hannah nodded as Papa Jay and Hym listened.


“It’s not enough.”


Papa Jay poked at his food, dropping the bite he procured. “What do you mean, not enough? That’s a lot of money. Sweetness, did you bring any forks? Never did master these darn things.”


Hannah produced a plastic utensil. Hym gestured for one as well.


“It is a lot of money, Grumpus, but think about it. How much have they spent trying to get the truffles? They offered Johnny almost $13,000. They’ve risked getting caught trying to find out where he keeps them. And it’s been a couple of days now. How much of a shelf life do these things have, even in that fancy case?”


Hannah swallowed and sat up straight. She gave her signature quirk and nodded. “You’re right.”


Hym studied the contents of his food box for a second. “When you had Johnny under, he said, ‘Tell me. Stop him.’ Maybe the guy was saying tell me. Stop him was what Johnny was thinking.”


Gran grinned. “You’re good at this. We’re going to get along just fine.”


Hannah enjoyed the interaction. “So you’re thinking it’s not the truffles they want. They want what Elias knows.”


“Or just what he knows. Either he knows where something is that they want, like the truffles, or they want to know how much he knows and who he has told.”


How much he knows and who he has told. The words echoed in Hannah’s head.


“Maybe what they want is in the case, but it ain’t the fungi,” Papa Jay proposed. “Never thought of that? I doubt most criminal types would think to look where you keep food for something important. Scooby and I used to keep extra cash in the cooler at the diner, labelled it lima beans.”


Papa Jay’s proposal intrigued Hannah. “Well, he was worried about something. Took extra precautions with his truffles. And for whatever reason, whoever is responsible came back a second time.” She balled her fist and bounced against the arm of her chair. “I’ve tried several times to get out to the storage facility. I’m pretty sure it’s where Elias moved his truffles. But every time, something interrupts me. I’m meeting Grimm tomorrow morning for brunch. Then I’m going out there, heaven willing and the creek don’t rise.”


“You want us to go for you,” Gran chimed in with a hopeful voice.


For a second, Hannah considered the possibility, but with all that had happened thus far, she hesitated. The uncertainty of events and motives, and the multitude of suspects, left her feeling unsafe doing so.


“No, I got it covered. We still need to keep an eye on Janine, so if you don’t mind pulling a little more security duty tomorrow, it’d help.”


Although Gran produced a disappointed smile, Papa Jay agreed with enthusiasm. While the former enjoyed sleuthing, the latter felt most at home on guard duty, ‘protecting the ladies’. Hannah then insisted they go back to the hotel and enjoy the room. “You’ve got to be exhausted. Besides, what good’s a comp’d room if you don’t put it to good use?”


Gran snuggled up to Papa Jay and squeezed his arm. “Well, when you put it that way…” She pulled up a devious smile.


Papa Jay gave a knowing wink. All made their goodbyes and the elder Starvlings headed out.


Hannah and Hym settled in. They could see down the hall toward Janine’s room from where they sat.


“Should one of us be in there?” Hannah asked.


“The nurse said no, unless we were family. This is the best we can do.” He pointed toward a long couch. “I’ll keep an eye out for now. You get some sleep. You’ve got to meet this Grimm fellow in the morning.”


“What about you? You’ve not slept much either.”


“I’m good for it, besides, I couldn’t sleep much anyway. You’re meeting this guy alone.”


Hannah leaned over and turned Hym’s face to hers. She leaned in and kissed him, soft at first, then deeper. Pulling back, she smiled. “I’ll be fine, Mr. Miles. We’ll be in a public place, and I’m not the only one who can take care of themselves. Besides…” She patted his injured leg. “I’m also not the one who got shot and then attacked by a rabid planter.”


“Alright, Sherlock, just keep your eyes open. I haven’t met him, but I don’t trust him.” He grinned. “You never know, he might fall in love with that sweet face, just like me.”  He pulled her in for another kiss.


Hannah enjoyed the moment. Pulling back, she studied his eyes. “So, you’re in love with my face? I’m more than a face, you know. There’s my mind, my person, my…”


“Butt.”


“Oh, you like that, do you?” Hannah gave an incredulous look.


“I do, in fact.” He twisted his jaw before letting his expression fall into a grin. “I like it all.” Hym regarded her for a moment. His expression morphed into what Hannah considered as one of contemplation. He reached out and ran his finger along the length of the side of her face. “You know I’m in love with you, right?”


The words floored Hannah. She stood stunned, her mouth fallen slightly open. The corners of her lips curled upward and she leaned over. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she whispered, “I love you too.”


After a long embrace, she smiled. “You’re not just saying that to get a better look at my butt, are you?”


Hym threw his head back and slung his arm over his forehead in mock distress. “Curses, foiled again.”


Both laughed as they spent a long night talking about the future.















Chapter 16


At some point during the night, the tired sleuth fell asleep on a long seat next to Hym. She woke from her deep slumber with a start. Someone or something was pushing on her cheek. From where she lay, she turned her head to see a face. It was that of a small child, a little girl, maybe five years old, with a stoic expression. Hannah blinked.


“Are you dead?” the little girl asked in an inquisitive, yet flat tone.


“I don’t think so.”


The child nodded. “People die here, you know.”


Pushing herself up, Hannah looked over at Hym. He too had fallen. The crook in his neck and the slight snore almost made her laugh. She turned to the child. “Is that so?”


“Yup. Are you going to die?”


Unsure what to say, Hannah thought back to Gran and Papa Jay. They were always honest with her, so she took the same approach.


“Someday I suppose,” Hannah stretched and said, “but not today. At least that’s the plan.”


“That’s good. You want some coffee?” the girl asked through a cheerful, if somewhat unnerving smile. “Mom said it could wake the dead.”


The idea sounded good to Hannah. “Yeah, I could use some coffee.”


The girl pointed to a pot of coffee on a small table in the waiting room. A sign placed above it read ‘complimentary.’


“Joe’s over there.”


“Heather Cory!” a voice called out.


Hannah looked up to see a young, overweight young woman approach.


“I am so sorry. Did she wake you?”


“It’s fine. I needed to get up.”


“You two have been asleep for quite a while,” the mother said.


“Oh,” Hannah responded. She looked up to the clock on the wall. It read 8:22. Hannah covered her mouth as she yawned. Rising, she said, “She’s a cutie.” She smiled at the girl. “Smart. And… adult.”


“She is.” The mother reached down and scuffed her daughter’s head. “No one’s a stranger, though,” she added. “It’s going to get her in trouble someday.”  The mother then turned, and led her daughter back to the other side of the room. 


Watching, Hannah thought over the odd interaction. After readjusting Hym’s head, she made her way to the coffee. She poured herself a cup and made adjustments of powdered cream and sugar. Taking a swig, her face winced. She recalled Heather Cory’s words, “It could wake the dead.” She then made a series of links between the child’s conversation and the ongoing situation. Attempting to further wake herself, she took another swig and shuddered as it went down. Didn’t know a stranger, Hannah thought. Something about the little girl’s mother’s words stuck with her. No one’s a stranger. She thought back over Elias and Janine’s room. It wasn’t broken into. Elias opened the door to his attacker, but he was paranoid about his truffles. He wouldn’t just open the door. He would have to have recognized them, she continued in her mind. And trusted them. He knew his attacker. Gulping down one last mouthful of the distasteful liquid, Hannah revised her considerations. Or the attacker had a means of entry. A card or a bypass system and was already in the room. “Bypass system,” she pondered half aloud. “Turnbull.”


Hannah was about to wake Hym when Papa Jay entered with two coffees and two small bags. He presented them to his granddaughter as he gave her a kiss on the cheek.


“Morning, Sweetness. Second watch reporting for duty.”


Hannah opened the bag and removed a Danish. She took a big bite before waking Hym. She then explained that she needed to see someone before running back to the hotel to get ready for her meeting with Grimm. Hym suggested he join her, but Hannah declined.


“If you come along, it might spoil things. I can’t explain it right now, but trust me. I won’t be long and I’ll meet you back at the hotel.”


Papa Jay crossed his arms. Hannah took this as a sign of displeasure, but the sleuth, feeling pressed for time, ignored the response. She could also tell from his body language that Hym was not pleased either. She leaned down and gave him a kiss. “It’ll take more time to explain than I have at the moment. Just meet me there, okay?” He agreed with some reluctance. Taking a coffee and the rest of her Danish, she made her way down and out of the hospital. She took a taxi back to the electronics shop.


As the taxi made a brisk pace along the way, Hannah found herself looking back. She had no reason to suspect anything but felt as if someone followed her. Betts, she wondered. She finished her meal as she reached the shop. It was almost 9:00 AM, opening time, according to the sign in the window. Seeing Turnbull inside, she knocked against the windowpane. The man spotted her and opened the door, letting her in.


“One question. Did you sell any readers like mine, just before I came to you?”


Turnbull started to speak when time froze for Hannah. She heard the sound of something pop twice, then there was a crunching. A cracking sound followed, then two whoosh sounds. Staring into the shopkeeper’s face, she saw the color roll away. Time caught up with Hannah as Turnbull took two steps back and collapsed. Her instincts and training kicked in, and she rolled to the ground. Three more pops sounded. Several items in the storefront shattered. She heard the squealing of tires and the faint gasps of horror and shock. After a moment, she rolled over to check on Turnbull. His eyes stared wide, but lifeless. Blood trickled from a cut on his head. As she glanced down his body, his shirt was blood soaked. A large wound showed over his heart.


Hannah pushed herself up. She checked herself for wounds, but found none. Looking back to Turnbull, she let out a breath. I am so sorry, she mouthed. The sounds of gasps and screams from the street once again made their way through the shot out windowpane frames, then came the rush of wheels coming to a stop. Not asking questions, Hannah darted to the back of the store, behind a rear counter and through the door. Several pops sounded and the doorframe beside her exploded, sending wood splinters everywhere. She felt one graze her cheekbone and forehead, but did not ease up on her run. Making it to the rear exit, she burst through the door and out into the alley. Her initial instinct was to take cover behind a dumpster bin, but her training told her this would be of little use. She carried no weapon, and sooner, rather than later, they would shoot her. Therefore, in an instant, she ran all out toward daylight.


Located on a corner, the shop’s back alley was a short distance from the street. She barely reached the corner when she heard the door swing open and clang against the side of the building. Another pop and a brick beside her shoulder exploded as she rounded the corner. Without thinking, she ran full force up the street as hard as she could. All noise ceased around her. All she could focus on was making it to safety. Back to the hotel. Back to Hym, bounced through her mind.


Reaching a large cluster of people, Hannah stopped and looked back, though she poised herself to run again. Several people asked if she were okay, but she stated yes and moved further back. Breathing hard, she scanned the crowd near the alley. It was thinner than where she was and people stood back from the alley looking in. Moments later, she saw a policeman step out. She could make out the officers named Brandon.  Without talking to anyone, the first Brandon walked straight over to the brick that exploded. He glanced around the ground, looking for something. The casing. Cautiously watching, she wondered, how did he know exactly where to go? Each of the officers scanned the crowd, but Hannah took refuge behind several people talking. No one paid attention to her earlier run, as they went back to their business or focused on what was happening down the way. When she looked again, one of the brothers reached down and picked up something. He held it out for his sibling to see before putting it in his pocket. Found the casing. No gloves. Didn’t bag it for evidence.  One of the officers gestured several times for the crowd to disperse, which they did with some reluctance. Then both Brandons disappeared back into the alley as Hannah contemplated further. Did they think she murdered Turnbull and ran? Did they shoot? Finally, she made the inference that they did not pursue her. Instead, they let her go. Why? She looked around for a path back to the hotel. As she headed over toward another street, she was convinced the brothers were not law-abiding men.


Passing down on another street, Hannah kept her head down. Reaching the next corner, from a distance, she saw two police cars in front of Turnbull’s store. She considered her next move with caution. She assumed that she had been correct when she felt that someone had followed her. When she went into Turnbull’s shop, whoever it was that shot him, be it the Brandons or someone else, figured out why she was there. If he told her who bought a card key reader, she would know who entered Elias room. From that, she might trace it back to whomever was behind it all. The Brandons were likely the ones who shot at her as she ran out of the building. Yet, she saw them as they checked the alley. They were in uniform. If they fired into the shop, people on the street would be witnesses. Someone else shot Turnbull. The Brandons were on hand to clean up the mess.


Taking caution so no one would spot her, she walked to the hotel. When it was in sight, she paused on the corner to make sure there were no Gresham police cars around. Spotting none, she entered through the lobby, head still down, moving at a quick pace. She was thankful to find several people registering, which kept the staff busy. She took the stairs rather than the elevator to avoid anyone. Reaching her floor, she checked again for anyone. Hannah bolted down the hall and let herself into her room. As she stepped in and closed the door, she heard someone knocking from both interior doors.


              “It’s open,” she called out.


              Hym opened one door, Gran the other. 


              “Oh, dear,” Gran said, running over to her granddaughter.


              “What the hell?” Hym said as he pushed his chair in the room.


              Hannah stood in the middle of the room as both approached her. “What?”


              “Sit down,” Gran ordered as she took Hannah’s hand and guided her to the edge of the bed. Once seated, she disappeared back into her room. Hym pulled up beside the sleuth, and reached up to her cheek and forehead.


              “What happened and who did it?” he said, his voice seething with anger.


              Hannah reached up and touched the spots. Pulling it down, her fingertips were red with blood. “Ah,” she commented, realizing Hym and Gran’s reaction.


When Gran returned with some alcohol and bandages, she cleaned and covered the three places as Hannah explained what happened. “Lucky girl.” She looked at Hym and smiled. “I always keep a kit around this one. Have since she was a little girl.” Finishing up, she examined her work. “You’ll live, but your Papa Jay will be furious. Better let me explain this first.”


“Who’s this Turnbull?” Hym asked.


Gran shook her head. “You’ll have to explain that one, dear. I still don’t get it.”


Hannah produced a meek smile as she pulled out her phone and looked at the time.


“I need a shower.”


Hym frowned. “No way are you still meeting this guy now. No way. No how. At least not alone. Someone just tried to shoot you, for all that’s holy.”


Hannah pulled up Hym’s hand and kissed it. She looked him straight in the eyes. “I have to talk to him. He knows something.”


“Then he’ll tell us both.”


“He’ll tell us all,” Gran chimed in. “Whoever did this tried to kill you. Lukas knows something; he’s going to spill or…” Gran furrowed her brow.


“What, Gran?”


“I’ll make sure he walks funny, that’s what. Now, you can argue till the cows come home, but we’re going too. End… of… story.”


Hannah sighed and looked them both over. She realized there was no point arguing. Gran was stubborn when she needed to be. Hym was not going to leave her alone from here on out. That much she knew. So she agreed and headed for the shower. Gran stopped her.


“Use the one in Hym’s room.”


“Now’s not the time, Gran.”


Gran shot Hannah a serious look. “That’s not what I’m talking about. If the police come looking for you, they’ll check your room, maybe ours, but not his.”


Hym agreed as he gestured toward Gran. “You are good.”


“You better believe it,” the elder Starvling said with a smirk, “in more ways than one.”


When Hannah stepped out of the shower, she dried and dressed in short order. Exiting the bathroom, Hym gestured for her to be quiet. His chair was next to the door separating his from hers and his ear placed on it. Hannah stood unmoving as he listened. The handle jiggled as someone on the other side attempted to open it.  Hym never moved from his position.  Within a few minutes, there was a knock at the door and Gran called out. “Clear.”


Hym opened it and Gran stepped in once he was out of the way.


“Like I said, I can charm my way out of anything.”


Gran explained that it was the Brandons looking for Hannah. “They said someone fitting your description was there.”


“A lot of people fit my description.”


“I disagree, but get what you’re saying,” Hym said. “They know it was you and they’re after you, so now what?”


Gran re-inspected the bandages for good measure. Looking them over herself, Hannah remarked, “I’m going to stand out like a sore thumb.”


“I’ll tell them you fell over me,” Hym said.


“For you is more like it,” she said. She gave him a quick kiss. “I love that you’d lie for me.”


Hym rolled back and looked at her. “So how deep into the department do you think this goes? Betts’ men are watching over Elias. Is that a concern? These Brandon brothers work under her, don’t they?”


“Under Chief Toody. Betts’ boss. I met him before. Nice enough, but I doubt he has the wherewithal to involve himself in all this.” Hannah wiggled her nose. “I still don’t think Betts has anything to do with this. You were right, Gran. The money involved is not enough. This is bigger than just the truffles. This has to do with a whole operation. Someone has hired guns.”


“So, are you going to let Betts know about all this? That you were a witness?”


“I am, after we talk with Lukas. If I go to her before, she’ll have me down at the station. It will expose the Brandons. Everything will be out on the table for our side, but whoever is behind this will still have cards to play.” She again looked at her phone. “I’ll give him a call, and then we’ll go.”


Hannah got up and headed for the balcony. Hym turned to Gran and smiled. “She just got shot at and acts like someone lobbed a snowball at her. Your granddaughter is something else.”


“Get used to it. There’s little that throws my girl.”


Hym looked back across the room to Hannah, who stood on the balcony. She talked as one hand tapped the railing, and her brow furrowed.


“Yes indeed,” he said in an admiring tone.


Moments later, Hannah tapped off her phone and reentered the room.


“He wasn’t pleased with you two coming, but he agreed when I told him it was all for one. Brunch is out. We’re meeting him on his boat in forty five minutes instead. Let’s go.”


Hannah moved to push Hym to the door, but he stopped her.


“Sorry, but I’m taking the crutches, so no arguing. This thing on the boat is too much, and there is no way I’m letting you two go alone. Besides, my butt hurts. I need to give it a rest.”


Hannah moved to protest, but Hym cocked his head to one side and glared. She blew out a frustrated breath and handed him his crutches. She shook her head and kissed him on the cheek.


“Stubborn.”


“Look who’s talking,” he responded.















Chapter 17


Reaching the lobby, Hannah again was not surprised to find Ducky.


“You driving?”


“I can be. Give me a moment.” Ducky disappeared behind the registration area to talk with the manager on duty. Small. Bespeckled. Thinning salt and pepper hair. 50s. Bow tie and pinstriped suit. Looks out of place. As Ducky talked with the man, he tugged at his collar. Nervous. He gave a quick glance to Hannah and company before nodding to Ducky. For the sleuth, he seemed oddly complacent with the forceful body language of his employee. It was as if Ducky were in charge of the conversation. The manager turned to the desk, retrieved some keys from underneath, and handed them over. Ducky patted him on the arm and nodded once before heading back over to the group.  Smiling, he said, “The shuttle is on a run. We’re taking the VIP car. I’ll be back in just a moment. If you don’t mind, meet me up front as usual.” With a smile, he exited the front and disappeared out of sight.


“Give me just a second,” Hannah said as she headed for the registration desk. Hym and Gran waited as she spoke with the manager. Hym observed to Gran that her granddaughter used a great deal of charm to get her way.


“That smile opens a lot of doors. She gets that from you?”


Gran grinned. “The trick is from me. The smile is from her mother.”


A few seconds later, Hannah returned and gestured for them to follow to the front. Along the way, she explained.


“Ducky’s been working here for about three months. The manager didn’t want to give many details, but just my asking made him nervous.”


              “And that’s important, how?” Hym inquired.


              “I like him, I do, but don’t you get the feeling that something is off with him?”             


              Gran agreed. “It does seem odd that he can get his way to do what he wants. The manager seemed unnerved by him.”


              Hym glanced toward an approaching vehicle. “I agree, but he didn’t seem threatened, just reluctantly cooperative.”


              Seeing Ducky driving the car, Hannah gave a wave. “A conversation for later. He’s here.”


              Ducky pulled a long, large black limo into the loading area. The doorman came and opened the door for them all. Soon, they were off to the pier.


              “Same place as before,” Hannah informed him. “Lukas Grimm’s yacht. Do you know which one it is?”


              “Not exactly, but I can make a pretty good guess. There’s a fifty footer called the Die dunkle Dame.”


              “The Dark Lady,” Hym chimed in.


              “Exactly. Grimm. Dark. I’m not sure, but I’d be willing to bet that’s it.”


              Hannah’s mind kicked into inquiry mode. Fifty Footer. The name. For someone who professed not to know boats, you spend a lot of time around them. She peered over to Hym. “You know German.”


              “Some. My grandparents were German, so I picked up a little here and there. Spent some time there in the service. Sometimes it pays off,” he answered with a smile.


              Hannah returned to the driver. “And you?”


              “Can’t you tell? My parents were German too.”


              Everyone laughed. Hannah used the levity to refocusing the conversation. She asked about Grimm. Per usual, he declined much knowledge, but professed a lot.


              “He’s been meeting with various individuals at the festival. Word is he’s looking for new investment opportunities. I suppose that is why he met with Ms. Doyle. With her chain struggling, I’d imagine he’s eyeing it for takeover and restructuring.”


              “I didn’t know they knew each other.”


              “I guess so. Seems to be a little more than just business, if that’s not too rude to say. They’ve been spending a lot of time together.”


              “Did they ever meet with Elias Babel?”


              Ducky affirmed. “A few days ago. They met in the lobby for a bit and then I took them all up town to Brattain’s on Main for lunch.”


              Gran interjected. “Did they talk about anything along the way?”


              Ducky shrugged. “Just this and that about the festival.”


              The car turned into the parking lot area. Ducky exited and pointed to a sleek, midnight blue hulled craft.


              “That’s her. Do you need any help getting aboard, Mr. Miles?”


              Hym declined and Ducky made his goodbyes. “Call me when you get ready to return. I’ll come.” With that, he got into the vehicle and exited the lot.


              Making their way down to the pier, Hannah scoped out the area. Escape routes. Opposition operatives. Suspicious activities and characters. She agreed to the pier because it was open air, public, and familiar. If something went down, she could pursue the suspect on foot. Water surrounded three sides of the location. One route led to the escape. Unless he likes taking a swim, she affirmed to herself in a smug manner. The location also offered security. If she, Gran, or Hym needed help, all they need do was cry out. 


They spotted Grimm moving about. Seeing them, he waved and gave his glowing white, toothy smile. As he moved about, Hannah tried to make some judgments based on his gait and present expression. Calm. Collected. Confident. It all seemed to stem from something other than a massive ego built upon extraordinary looks and wealth. She encountered this before. It was a combination of things, military among them. Law enforcement, she determined. He was telling the truth. Questions flooded her mind. She remembered Lukas saying he once worked as an investigator for the Swiss military. Now, she wondered if it were possible that they still did. The black market for truffles is international, she posed to herself. Could he still be working for them undercover? What does Elias have to do with this? Was he working with him? Or against? What does he want with me? Is he attempting to get to Elias through me? Does he think I had something to do with the fall? Or know something? It then occurred to her that there existed a flip side to her inferences. He may have worked as an investigator, but became corrupt. Is it possible he’s responsible for Elias’ accident? Thinking of the man’s physicality, she determined that Lukas held the capacity to do so.


“Too many questions,” she mumbled to herself, before putting a halt to the considerations.  She regrouped herself, deciding she would set it aside for the time being.


Grimm lowered a walkway, allowing all on board. He greeted them with a firm handshake each. As he looked back toward the lot and around to the other anchored craft, he said, “I hope you don’t mind a trip on the lake. I feel it would be better for all.”


Though everyone agreed, Hannah was at first hesitant. The agreement was to meet on board, not go for a lake stroll. Her inner fears stirred.  The water offered opportunities she did not care to think about. One hard lesson learned years earlier always kept her on her toes. Situations that seem safe are not always so, echoed through her head. Though curious about what Grimm had to say, she remained vigilant and cautious.


Hannah gave the yacht the once over. “Nice. Whatever you do must pay well.”


“It pays enough,” Lukas said as he stepped up to the cockpit and started the engine. Once away from the pier, he put the craft to full throttle and started out away from the shoreline. Hannah removed her top hat and held on tight. She glanced over at Lukas and observed once more.


He steered one handed, sunglasses resting on the edge of his nose. His casual dress in a light blue button down and khakis spoke more about the pursuit of fun than business. Still, she was willing to ride the situation out if it got her any closer to finding out what was going on with Elias.  Considering it all, Hannah wondered how much use he would be to her.


Having gone a distance onto the lake, Lukas tried to engage his guests in some light conversation. He was playing the “get to know me game,” which annoyed Hannah more than it intrigued. Everyone listened to his banter with a pleasant smile as he drove toward some undisclosed location. Tired of the ‘Story of Lukas Grimm’ as she deemed it, Hannah could not hold her tongue a minute more. “Mr. Grimm, why am I here?”


All of a sudden, Lukas turned the engine off and let the yacht coast along. It all happened so quickly, Hannah was at a loss for words. As the ship slowed, Grimm turned to his guests. His face was serious and his eyes widened ever so slight. He leaned back against the ship’s wheel.


“I need to know everything you know.”


“About?” Hannah asked.


“I don’t have time for games, Ms. Starvling.”


Hym leaned forward. He put his arm around Hannah and urged her to move closer. With his other hand, he took hold of Gran’s hand and did the same. Hannah knew he was in full protective mode due to the intensity of Grimm’s voice. Though his leg remained in a brace, she was sure he would act if necessary. While it made her feel safe and proud of her love, it sent a tinge of fear along her spine.


“You want to know what we know, tell us why you need to know.”


Lukas pulled one eye down and curled the corner of his lip on the same side. He assessed Hym, as the lawman returned the same. The air between the two went frigid.


“Let’s start again. Can I get anyone something to drink? A beer, perhaps?”


Never taking her eyes off Lukas, Hannah responded, “Water, no ice.”


“None needed,” Lukas issued in a low tone. Looking to everyone else, Gran declined. Hym agreed to a beer. Lukas disappeared into the interior of the ship.


Hym glanced over to the ladies. “I don’t plan on drinking it, but the bottle might come in handy,” he said with a smirk.


Gran motioned to Hannah. “I like him. He thinks ahead.” She leaned back over to Hym. “Speaking of thinking ahead. I’m not getting any younger and would like to see a few great-grandbabies before I go.”


Hannah rolled her eyes. “Gran. Seriously. Now?”


“No time like the present. You never know what’s going to happen.”


Lukas returned with the water and two beers. Handing one to Hym, he said, “Swiss imported beer.” He held his out, and he and Hym clinked them together. He turned his attention back to Hannah.


“I have checked into your backgrounds. And I am satisfied that --”


Hannah sat up straight and interrupted. “You checked into our background? Who the hell are you?” she exclaimed in an audible, irate voice.


Lukas motioned her down. “Please, let me explain. Trust me. There’s a reason.”


Settling down, Hannah crossed her arms. In a lowered register, she spewed, “I’m not the trusting kind.”


“Can’t say I am either,” Hym expressed.


“I can see that. I’m not so trusting myself. That’s why I checked you out,” he stated as he scanned the area. “Look, I have things you need to know.”


Hannah’s face tightened as she considered the man before her. She could not yet draw a bead on him. Something about his voice made her play along for the moment. Again, he scanned the area.


“This has the appearance of a casual business meeting. I conduct meetings here all the time. All we need to do is keep the appearance up for a while. We won’t be long and I’ll have you back.”


He smiled, looked around, and then faced the river.  “I should not be telling you this, but I am not one big on rules.” He readjusted his sunglasses. “I am working undercover. Elias is part of the operation. Initially, we were onto a ring of food smugglers.”


Hannah raised her eyes to look at him. She could not decide if he was telling the truth, or if this was some elaborate hoax, a ruse to get a handle on what she knew. She decided to push against him and see what came of it.


“A spy for Swiss military, I presume. Seems kind of big for that kind of operation. What does this food smuggling involve?  State secrets hidden on the back of mushroom recipe cards? Nuclear weapon plans laser etched into white truffles. Oh, wait, world domination via controlling the black truffle trade? Right? How is Blowfeld these days, by the way?” Hannah gave a scurrilous look.  “Tell you what, Mr. Bond, how about some credentials?”


Lukas gave her a sharp, frustrated, stare. Watching, Hannah knew she struck a nerve. Hates when not believed. Used to people accepting him at his word, she added to his profile.


“You expect me to carry credentials?” He gave the area the once over.


“Sure, why not? Show me a badge, ID, secret decoder ring, or laser etching pen, anything that says spy, instead of rich man playing a game.”


“I checked into you. All of you.”


Gran laughed. “Hello, internet, and you don’t have to check that hard. I’m seventy five and even I can tippy tap the keys enough to find out about people. You’ll have to do better than that.”


Lukas sat stunned, unsure about what to say.  After what seemed to be an infinite amount of time, he offered, “Then check me out as well, because with your alleged skills, I am sure it will be easy to confirm.” He paused and added, “But do it with discretion, because this case is fragile. They are already in a panic, thus the Elias situation.”


Hannah considered his response. Thanks to Cate, she already knew he was former Swiss military, but confirming he was undercover was impossible. This meant one of two things to her. First, he was betting on her accepting his claim outright because he offered it up free. Or, second, he expected her to try, fail, and assume he was telling the truth. In any case, I can’t prove him right or wrong, she noted with frustration.


“Assuming I buy that you work undercover for whomever. The Swiss government. Military. CIA. MI-6. Or U.N.C.L.E. What can you tell me?”


Lukas grew serious. “That I work with Elias. That he’s a friend. Like you, I want to know who did this.”


“You said initially,” Hym interrupted. “Why?”


Hannah studied his face as considerations washed about her mind. There was an intensity that made her want to believe him. However, all he offered thus far was unprovable claims. He could be an undercover agent, a con artist, a killer or all of the above, she pondered.


The possibilities troubled Hannah. It was rare when she found herself unsure. At the moment, she was awash with an unpleasant gnawing, nagging feeling of uncertainty that left her shaken. Unsteady ground was not familiar to her. Finding her footing was paramount if she were to find some resolution.


Coming back to Lukas, Hannah heard him say, “To begin, he was helping us bust up a black market. Part of it revolves around all types of foods. This festival presents us with a large influx of international companies sending in vendors. Each has to go through a vetting process. Customs handles these types of operations, but we are onto something much deeper, broader, and bigger.”


Hannah took in a breath and puffed her cheeks as she let it out. “So, I take it this is what got Elias thrown from a window. Any ideas who attacked him?”


“Nothing concrete, but I do have some leads. A few of the heavy are hitters in the area. Ruffians for hire.”


“Are the local police in on this?”


Lukas half chuckled. “From what I’ve gathered, some are and some are not. Gresham is a border town on the water, a divider for nations.” Lukas pointed out across the water. “Sure, that’s a great country, but it has its criminal just like here in this country. Like anywhere in the world. And it is a nice, clean small town. Does that not strike you as odd?”


The idea having been on Hannah’s mind before, she found herself nodding in response.


“Regardless, I know that in general, they would not have the resources either way. Or the experience if they were to look into it. Parking tickets and drunk tourists are more their speed. Deep detective work, not so much.”


Hannah took in everything Lukas was saying. It all sounded right. He was convincing, for sure. Still, she remained skeptical. 


“Can you tell me what you told them about Elias?” Lukas asked in a sudden stop.


“Nothing that they couldn’t find out for themselves by contacting the festival organizers. He’s a chef. We trained together in Paris. Truffles are his forte. Married, wealthy, and soon to be a father. that’s about it.”


About the next bit of information, Hannah considered withholding it. Elias’ mushrooms were missing. The knowledge of their whereabouts played a paramount part in her investigation. She planned on making her way to the storage facility soon. For now, she chose to dangle a carrot in front of Lukas and see if he would try and grab it.


“I do know his mushrooms are missing.” She watched as he suppressed a hard frown.


“That explains a lot.” Lukas stared off into the distance for a moment before he spewed, “Damn it.” He slammed his fist into the railing.  Reacting to his own action, he pulled his hand back and dropped it to his side. He gave a forced smile and added, “I guess we know what they were after.”


Hannah looked surprised. “His private stock? I know they’re worth a lot.”


Lukas sat up and stiffened. “More than you can imagine.”


Hannah noted the change in his voice and body language. Anger. Frustration. Concern, she added to her mental list of the man. Something stirred the pot as Gran would say. Her gut instinct told her it involved something more than the value of Elias’ fungi. Now, she questioned his response. Is he angry because someone hurt Elias? Or is he angry because they got away with the truffles? Did someone beat him to the punch? Serious questions, Hannah thought. I need serious answers. You spin a good story, Mr. Grimm. But is any of it true?


“You still haven’t answered my question,” Hym once again tossed in. “Why initially? That implies something changed.”


“It did,” Luka said in a forbidding voice. He waved his hand as he shook his head. “It started out about the illegal food trade. It was a matter of contention between Canadian and Swiss governments, but along the way, it evolved into something more. It is no longer just about the illegal food trade. It’s about diamonds. Real diamonds. Uncut blood diamonds.”















Chapter 18


The information took Hannah aback. “You’re talking conflict diamonds. Mined and sold to fund a war or resurgence, right?”


              Lukas nodded. “We found that they slip the diamonds in with foods that need special handling. Elias has been through customs so many times, he knew the best way to slip them through with his truffles. Or what he called his truffles. Most of the time, they were fakes, but the average custom agent has no clue. A mushroom’s a mushroom.”


“He’d never risk ruining the real thing,” Hannah added. “Makes sense that he’d use fakes.”


Gran patted the table. “Wait, I don’t get it. Elias was dealing in illegal diamonds via the illegal truffle trade?”


              Lukas shook his head. “About nine months ago, my government approached me. They knew my connections to the food industry and wanted to use them to look into the food black market. Someone was using my country’s banking system to harbor money from the trade. As you know, our laws on banking have been, I admit, questionable at times. Now there is an ongoing effort to clean up such matters. Being a patriot and a former investigator, I am suited for the matter. I agreed. My partner and I approached Elias about helping us. He’s a decent enough man and fit the profile of someone who would help.”


“Wait,” Hannah intervened, “you have a partner?”


Lukas’s sudden change in expression caught Hannah’s attention. Nervousness became repressed anger. “Had.”


Hannah recognized this state. She had seen and heard it before. His partner is dead, she inferred.


“Do you know who did it?”


              Lukas gestured no, adding, “Not for certain.” His voice became low and again, he glanced all around, “but I have an idea. She went in first. It didn’t take long. She made the right connections. Then set it up so Elias would do the transport, but he made a mistake. He found the diamonds among the truffles and told us. Someone found out, but the exchange was already set in motion. Elias already had the diamonds. That changed everything. Bess no longer had any use…” Lukas’ voice faded.


              “When did they find her?”


              “The day Elias met with his ‘accident’.”


              “Why didn’t they move on this before?”


              Lukas shrugged. “I imagine they had to regroup first. They just found out someone compromised their organization. It is likely they balanced the loss against the profit, but given the amount of diamonds, that was never an actual question.”


              “How much are we talking about?” Hym inquired.


              “Approximately twenty million US in uncut stones from Africa. They transported them through Europe into Canada, and were moving them onto US soil through Gresham.”


              The number caused Hannah, Gran, and Hym to gasp or take a breath. Gran tugged at her ear. “Seems like a lot of steps. Why not just bring them in the straight way?”


              “It is, but the amount started out much greater. Rather than risk everything in one country, or one continent, they spread them out. Some borders are easier to access. This particular operation favors following the food industry, in part because it is a disregarded crime by the public. A few pounds of cheese, fish, or truffles, do not catch the public imagination. So, while there are issues with customs, no one thinks to cut open the block of cheese to find what’s inside. Or to see what’s stuffed in the fish’s belly. Or to turn up such an expensive item as truffles. As long as the paperwork looks good, agents wave them through. A more established individual, such as Elias, passes through customs often. As much as we like to think those agents are scrutinizing everyone, that is not the case. Beyond that, the largest part came here because the US has the largest market for uncut diamonds. They claim otherwise, but the truth is out there.”


              “So who do you think is behind this?” Hannah asked.


Lukas glared at the sleuth. “It is someone you are familiar with.”


              Hannah drew her eyes narrow and her face tightened. She half expected to hear the name Serizawa Kamo, or Madeline Doyle, or even Jonathan Wexler. Instead, she found herself going numb.


              “The Ambassador for Côte d’Ivoire.”


              Felix Salomon. Lukas’ words hit Hannah hard. Disbelief rolled across her face. Lukas continued.


              “That country is one of the major suppliers of the diamonds. There’s always an ongoing political struggle of some kind. For years, he’s been readying himself for any eventuality. According to my superiors, he has almost one billion dollars in our banks.”


              Hym studied Lukas. “Eventuality? As in a coup?”


              “No. I doubt it. The ambassador has lived out of the country for years.” Lukas looked to Hannah. “In Mexico, where you saved his life. France before that. Now in Canada. He’s had a taste of the Western world if you will. His home country no longer holds any appeal. Within a year, he plans on leaving his post and moving to my country on a permanent basis. He doesn’t plan on living the life of a retired politician from Côte d’Ivoire.”


              While Lukas explained, Hannah’s mind was hard at work. She tried again to make the pieces of the puzzle fit. Everything Lukas said or was saying fit well, but the picture did not make sense. She knew the ambassador to be a good man. What she was unsure of was Lukas. Then it hit her. Or his nephew. She knew little about Samori. She never met him in Mexico, though she recalled now that Salomon mentioned a nephew who lived with his wife and him. At the time, he was away at school. Culinary school, I suppose. She considered the possibility that if he moved with his uncle, he could have been a transporter. She also considered that he was too young to have amassed such a fortune on his own. The ambassador could have though, she reconsidered.


              The touch of Hym squeezing her hand brought her back to the present conversation. He waved a finger at Grimm.


              “All right, so you want justice for your friend. That I get. How does Elias sent flying… tie into all this? It’s obvious that something went wrong. Otherwise, they would have just shot him. Does he have evidence that this Salomon is the head of this operation?”


“No, the ambassador keeps his hands clean and operates through intermediaries. Elias does have a file, but I am assuming that would just be a bonus to attain. What kept Elias alive is the fact that he has a large cache of uncut diamonds somewhere.” Lukas turned to Hannah. “You got there just after someone was looking for them and went too far. Now, they want him to give them up.”


Hym glanced over to Hannah. “I was right. Tell me, is what Johnny heard the deliveryman say.”


Hannah agreed. “The problem is, he isn’t waking up fast enough for


them. I’d imagine the responsible party is pretty nervous at this point.”


“So nervous in fact…” Lukas took a drink of his beer. “They have you


on twenty four hour surveillance.”


Gran put her hand to her chest and laid the other one across Hannah’s free hand. “Heavens.”


“Elias always called his truffles--”


“The diamonds of the kitchen,” Hannah interrupted.


              “Correct. You were there right after he fell, and you followed through to the hospital. You being a chef, you working in a kitchen…”


              “They assume since she’s a woman…” Hym added.


              “And a chef…”  Hannah sighed, and then added, “It’s a reference to me.”


              Lukas affirmed with a point of the finger to Hannah. He relaxed enough to lean back. “They assume Elias and you were…” He glanced over to Hym and paused before he added, “together.”


              Hym’s face drew in tight, but he said nothing.


              “Do you think they’ll come after her?” Gran asked. She swallowed hard before adding, “Come to think of it. Why haven’t they tried already?”


              Lukas rose and turned to look out at the water. “I have a few connections in Gresham. I know about the incident earlier with the engineer. Regrettable. Such a talent.” He spun around to stare at Hannah. “But given what has occurred, I think the period of them waiting for you to lead them to the Elias’ truffles is at an end. Either they’ll have them or have you. Again, if you know anything…”


              Before Hannah could answer, Gran leaned forward. Her voice was strong and steady as she addressed her host.  “If Salomon did this, he’s bought into the police for sure. Two officers came looking for Hannah.”


              Lukas nodded. “The brothers, I know about them. They came to Gresham police at the same time Salomon took his new post across the border. I’m sure that is not a coincidence.”


              Hannah pulled her hands up to either side of her cheeks and stared forward. For the moment, everything Lukas said fit her puzzle. Pieces were coming together. Though she resisted the idea, it appeared that behind everything was Felix Salomon. Confirmation was still needed for her, but for the moment, she considered the possibility. “So what do you need from me?”


              “Do you have any idea where Elias took his case? The diamonds are the evidence that links Salomon to the black market via the food trade. Elias kept a file in it. Everything we need is within. It is obvious that Salomon does not have them yet. If he gets his hands on them before I can establish the connection, then our case becomes nullified. Everyone who died collecting them, all the victims, Bess, Elias, it will all be for nothing.”


              Unsure how to answer, Hannah ran everything related through her mind. She was certain that the case was at the storage facility. Her initial response was to answer him as such, but her gut instinct told her to keep that information close until she could confirm it for herself. Though everything fit, some questions remained. Given that no one yet found his case, she determined all the answers she needed lie within it. So she lied, telling herself that for the time, it was for the greater good.


              “Sorry, but when he wakes up, it will be the first thing I ask him. In the meantime, is there anything else I can do to help?”


              Lukas pulled his brow down. “Mr. Starvling is watching over the wife. If you could continue to do so, I believe that a presence is enough to keep trouble at bay. The officers guarding Elias through Detective Betts are clear. We have found that she is honest and is working to clean out the department.  For now, all is secure, but I ask you to keep every word of this meeting to yourselves.”


              From the corner of her eyes, Hannah watched Gran. The elder Starvling’s body tightened. Though her grandmother agreed, Hannah could tell that the seasoned gumshoe did not buy the story as presented. When Hannah shifted her eyes to Hym, she knew that he too found everything problematic. She thought again about the puzzle at hand. The pieces fit. The picture doesn’t line up.


              “Well, I suggest that I get you back to shore. Mr. Starvling will want an update. Tell him that I just wanted to secure your services for a new chain that I plan on buying. I will release this information at the festival, saying that you have agreed to work for my company. No one will suspect otherwise. This has put you good people in enough danger as is.”


              Lukas moved back toward the cockpit. Hannah stopped him.


              “One other thing, is Madeline Doyle working with you?”


              Lukas’ eyes narrowed and his nose flared. Hannah watched as his expression shifted from taken aback to intense, and then calm in an instant.


              “Yes, but in a...” Lukas gestured with hand quotes before finishing, “real world capacity.” Through his fake, toothy grin, he added, “Her restaurants are struggling. Rather than me take them over, we are negotiating. She’s quite persuasive as you can imagine. We are doing a joint venture. At some point, this present adventure will conclude and I will return to the real world. Madeline’s restaurants will be part of it.” He paused and scanned Hannah over. Another smile and he turned to the cockpit, starting the engine.


              Hannah went back and sat beside Hym. In a near whisper, not taking her eyes off Lukas, she said, “We’ll compare notes when we get back. Until then, let’s just enjoy the ride back.”


              A short time later, the yacht pulled next to the pier and docked. As they were disembarking, Lukas stopped Hannah.


              “Please, if you find out anything, let me know first. I am prepared to move on this on a moment’s notice.” He glanced over at Gran and Hym, then back to the sleuth. “It would be in your family’s best interest to do so.”


              His last words echoing through her mind, Hannah summed up a mock smile and agreed. Then, with Gran and Hym, she made her way up the pier. She called Ducky for a pick up. He suggested they wait at a local pastry and coffee shop, a place called Nevin’s. He explained he would be a few minutes as he was on another shuttle run for the moment.


After finding a table, Gran made a call to Papa Jay and said she would explain everything when they got back to the hospital. Hanging up, she said, “Grumpus is edgy. Nothing’s happened, but he mentioned those pearl handles of his again. I just agreed to go to the range when we get back.” She rolled her eyes. “What can you do?”


The conversation turned to Lukas’ story when a familiar voice called out.


              “Hello there.”


              Everyone smiled as Vera and Marquette approached. The latter held Critic on a leash. Though he attempted to run to Hannah, Marquette ordered him back in broken English laced with her heavy French accent. He obeyed with some reluctance once she picked up the pace of their approach. Reaching the table, he jumped on Hannah. He gave all the licks he could manage before the ladies and Hannah made a combined effort to halt the love.               After all was settled, the women joined the group. 


              “Dad and I have been trying to get you all morning. He had to go to an interview, but we wanted to tell you we did a search last night of the galley. There was nothing there but food. Nothing that looked suspicious.”


              Marquette tapped on the tabletop. “I too did help. And Louis and Vera did a look at everything there. Pots. Pans. Dishes. Cabinets. All complete. I am not sure what it was we were to find, but find it we did not.”


              Hannah rolled her tongue. “We’re missing something still.” She issues a quick recap of the day’s events as Marquette and Vera listened. The conversation veered off course when Critic issued an “I wuv you” howl long enough to draw everyone’s attention. It was just enough of a distraction for him to reach over and steal Hym’s cinnamon sugar doughnut, which he consumed in one quick gulp. Marquette scolded him. 


              “Un si mauvais chien, vous êtes,” she declared. “Such a bad doggy you are.”


Her harsh words caused him to lie down and cover his face with a paw, much to the amusement of all.


Returning to the conversation, Vera questioned Hannah.


              “You say this man’s story fits the events, but you do not see it playing out this way? Why?”


              “I think I can answer that,” Gran suggested. “Sometimes, dear, there is such a thing as knowing too much. Mr. Grimm knows too much.”


              Vera produced a confused look.


              “He knew about the attack. He knows about Gresham police and is familiar with some of the officers who appear corrupt. He knows Papa Jay is with Janine,” Hannah confirmed.


Hym reached toward his plate, but remembering it was empty, he looked down at Critic and shook his head. “He seemed adamant about finding the case, though.” He scratched his chin. “I don’t know, Hannah. Maybe he is what he says he is. Cate found nothing to suggest otherwise.”


“I know and that’s what bothers me. He has a perfect cover story that rings true, but there’s no real way to check it out in full. Seems too good to be true.”


“There is one way to find out,” Gran said. She reached over and squeezed her granddaughter’s forearm.


Again, Hannah gave her tell-tell sign of contemplation.


“Yeah, that is what I am fixing to do. I know you want to go, Gran, but you won’t be able to live with Papa Jay if you do. You need to go back to the hospital.”


Although her face showed disappointment, Gran agreed.


Hannah turned to Hym. “If I’m watched, I need to get there without anyone knowing. That means getting there fast and getting out fast.”


Hym twisted his face into a frown. “Ditching me already.”


Hannah gave him a kiss. “You’re just too slow for me at the moment, Watson. So here’s what we are going to do.”


With that, Hannah explained her plan.















Chapter 19


When Ducky showed up, Hannah introduced him to Vera, Marquette, and Critic. After stating his admiration for her father, Vera assured him that she would arrange a meeting between the two. He thanked her and asked if it were possible to up that meeting to get a picture of Critic and his ‘pawtograph’.


“I’m not going to lie. It’s for me,” he said.


Vera agreed. Marquette and she made their goodbyes and headed down the pier to the waiting transport boat to the Dahlia. Everyone else headed back to the shuttle. Once inside, Ducky also thanked Hannah for the introduction and asked if there were anything he could do to return the favor.


“There is one thing.”


Hannah did not care to lie, though she used the tactic when she felt it warranted. She needed the use of Ducky’s key access to the staff elevator once again. The cover story she produced was simple. The journalist was still hounding her and that she and Hym wanted to get out without being spotted. Ducky produced it without question. Taking it, she looked to Hym and Gran with a knowing grin.


Once back at the hotel, Gran requested Ducky take her to the hospital to meet up with Papa Jay. This was per her granddaughter’s orders. Though he did not try to escape the request, Hannah noted that he was not enthusiastic about it.


After the shuttle pulled away, Hannah and Hym made their way inside. She made enough of a commotion to insure that people saw them heading up. She even commented in a loud voice how tired she was and how she just wanted to get to her bed and take a nap.


After making it to Hannah’s room, she changed her clothes, putting on jeans and a black tee shirt. She donned the ball cap Hym brought along and tucked her hair under it as much as possible. Within ten minutes, she was ready to leave again. Before leaving, she spun around for Hym.


              “Well?”


              “I’m sorry, miss, but I was looking for the most beautiful woman in the world. She was standing here a minute ago, but then she just vanished right before me when she put on a ball cap.”


              Hannah put her hands on her hips. “I’m just trying to blend in enough to sneak past.”


              “Well, if you had black frame glasses you might be able to pull it off. As is, every guy will want you. You look too good just to blend in.” Hym held up his cell. “Contact me every half hour.”


Hannah smiled. She placed her arms on the sides of the wheelchair, leaned over, and gave him a kiss. “I’ll call every chance I get. It won’t be long. I just need to get in and get out. You have the address, and I’ve set the phones up so you can track me.” She kissed him again before she stood back up. She produced her most serious face and pointed. “Stay in that chair. No fudging. You’ve had enough time on the crutches.”


“Hmm, I’ll need more motivation than that.”


Leaning in close, Hannah put her cheek up next to his. Then she whispered, “If you’re good, I’ll bring you back a present.”


A mischievous grin mounted Hym’s face. “You, gift wrapped would be nice. Fun to open.”


“Careful what you wish for, sir. You just might get it.” She gave him a wink and a devious smile as she picked up her phone and threw him a kiss.  


Stepping into the hallway, Hannah made sure no one was out and about. She made it to the staff elevator and chose to take it down to the basement level. Guessing correctly, she was able to exit into the parking deck and bypass everyone.  The only time she came in contact with another person was in the parking deck. She passed a couple making their way to their car, but she noted that neither paid her any attention. Finding the stairs up, she exited on the street at the rear of the hotel. She hailed a taxi, gave the address, and was soon on her way.


The day was still a beautiful day, and the sleuth was glad for it. Though she was curious about Lukas’ intent, her mind remained on Hym. Gift-wrapped, she thought, and wondered how long this relationship would hold out on that front. Thoughts on the subject entertained her until the driver turned into a parking lot.


She paid the driver and headed into the area marked office. Once inside, a clerk greeted her. Rather than ask to see the unit number written in Elias’ hand on the back, Hannah inquired about the facility.


“We have various levels of secure units. Refrigerated and non,” the woman stated.


“I’d like to look around. My company is considering renting several units for the long term and I’m to get an estimate and check the level of security myself.”


“Would you like a tour?”


“I’d rather walk the grounds myself. When I come back, I’ll discuss with you what I found. If I am satisfied, I’ll recommend this facility. If not, we’ll discuss what I missed, if anything.”


The woman gave a look of uncertainty. Hannah moved to seal the deal.


“The estimate is for ten units. Largest capacity. Five year contract. Bonded funds.”


The woman nodded. She produced a printed map of the grounds.


“It’s a large facility. You might want to take one of the carts. They’re to the left, outside.”


Hannah agreed. “I shan’t be long,” she added.


As suggested, Hannah took a cart. From the map, she saw that Elias’ unit was in the third long building in the center of the thousand-unit complex. To keep up the appearance, she rolled down each aisle between buildings. She noted that there were security cameras catty-cornered on opposite buildings. They moved a certain degree for a certain time. Stopping and studying them, Hannah recalled seeing the monitors while in the office. While she talked to the clerk, she noticed that each camera changed angles every twenty seconds. They switched corner to corner. The map indicated four, two story buildings. There were ten monitors that she could see. This meant that from start to finish, a cycle of three minutes and twenty seconds would pass. If there were more, she did not calculate them. Also, each camera’s movement began when it came into play. Poor timing, she thought, adding, too easy to bypass. It occurred to her that Elias chose the location more for the name than the security features. She also did not ever recall seeing another storage facility in or around Gresham. 


With the camera watching, she stopped moving, Hannah checked the time as she stepped into the building marked ‘C’. She found that there was a camera angled at her. Its lack of movement suggested that it synchronized with the exterior ones.  She glanced over at the numbers on the units, then to the map. She determined that Elias’ unit would be up the hall about half way on her present side. Before exiting back out, she also noticed that each had a simple key lock system. Boom, she said grinning. She stepped back out. Checking the time, she lifted the phone up and pretended to make a call. She pointed to the buildings, paced and gestured. When the camera again stopped moving, she bolted inside and down the hall. Having anticipated her need to get in, and having no key to do so, she produced a makeshift lock pick set made from paper clips. Making it to Elias’ unit, she set her phone on the ground so she could monitor the time. She went to work on the lock, recalling the lessons learned from Gran. The elder Starvling’s words echoed through her memory.


“Now, dear, I’m only teaching you this so you know how burglars do it.”


Papa Jay gave his usual humph before protesting that she was, “Going to


work for the FBI, not the CIA. Sides, they probably issue her those things.”


“Never hurts to know, you old Grumpus. Anyway, dear, to start, take a paper clip and bend it…”


The words played out aloud in the present. “Into a tension wire. It goes in first. Turn like a key. Apply pressure. Lift pins with pick.”


Hannah bit her lip through a grin. Though she mastered the skill years earlier, it still gave her a thrill. Every time she felt the click of a pin falling into place, it gave her a rush and a grand sense of accomplishment. The lock clicked open and she cracked the door. A rush of cool air escaped, causing her to gasp. Checking the time, she pulled the door so that it almost closed, but not quite. She picked up the phone, and again pretended to be checking the facility for the camera. This time, she did so from inside. She stepped to another unit, tapped at a lock, tried a door, and shook her head in satisfaction. She made a broad smile as the camera started on its swiveled path and then back into place.


The sleuth again went to the Elias’ unit. Opening the door, she found a light switch. There inside, as expected, was the case. She opened it and saw an airtight container. Feeling around the bag, she found a hidden folder with a zipper. She felt inside and pulled out what looked like a crystalline stone.


Rolling it between her fingers, something did not feel right to Hannah. Too light, she considered, but I’m no expert. She glanced at the time before again eyeing the rock. Thinking it over, she realized she was handling it as if it were fragile and precious. It’s a diamond, not glass. She pulled it up close to look it over. Then she sniffed it, popped it into her mouth, and rolled it around. Her eyes widened and she shook her head in disbelief. “I’ll be shenagled,” she said, half aloud and imitating Papa Jay.


Glancing down at the time, she closed the case and grabbed it up. It was heavy as Ducky described. She shut the door and made her way back to the exit. Stepping out, she stopped dead in her tracks. Samori stood before her, waiting.


For what seemed an eternity to Hannah, neither said a word. Her eyes locked with his as she tried to assess the situation. She glanced toward both ends of the building aisles. She measured the weight of the case. It was considerable and there was no way she could outrun the large man who stood before her. Running’s out if I keep the case. The cameras came to mind, but they offered little. The clerk might not be watching. What could she do? He could act and be gone before police got here. She let her head bend so that she eyed Samori under her brow. No way am I talking my way out of this. To her mind, there was only one option. With all the force she could muster, she hurled the case at Samori.


Time slowed down in Hannah’s mind as the case sailed toward the man. The sudden action caught him off guard and he staggered back. It was the reaction Hannah counted on. She moved forward as the case struck his midsection, further throwing him off balance. He scrambled to get hold of it as she got within striking distance. She dropped to the ground and swept her leg around, catching him in the calves. The maneuver sent him falling back against the cart and to the ground. Hannah moved to her feet and grabbed the case from the ground. When Samori pushed himself up on his arms, she brought it around and slammed him across the jaw knocking him to one side. She turned, and with case in hand, ran as hard as she could toward the front area of the buildings.


Hannah was in full escape mode. Her heart pumped and her feet pounded the ground. Halfway to the corner, she heard two things. The first was Samori yelling something that sound like no. The second was a pop. The ground in front of her kicked up dirt and she stopped. She followed her instincts, hit the ground, and rolled onto her rear. Pushing herself up against the wall of the building, she held the case in front of her body. Her attention turned down toward Samori. She saw him wrestling with a large man, who pushed him back.  The man swung his hand around and struck Samori with the butt of the gun. He fell to the ground on his hands and knees. The large man kicked him in the ribs, sending him over to his side. He then pointed the gun at his head. From her vantage point, Hannah winced, expecting horror to unfold before her. Then she caught sight of three more individuals and heard a familiar voice. 


“That’s enough,” Madeline said as she stepped up from behind. Flanking her was a smaller man in his twenties and a bearded, older man in his late 60s. Hannah made the immediate connection of the three men to those who made the attempt of Elias at the hospital.


Madeline looked at Samori and barked out. “Get him up.” Both the large man and the smaller, younger one followed orders and man jerked Samori to his feet. Madeline started for Hannah. In turn, Hannah, back to the wall, slid her body up the side until she was erect. She clutched the case to her chest. Madeline stopped just in front of her as the two men pushed Samori next to her. The older man stood to the rear, brandishing a weapon in one hand.


Madeline’s eyes glowed with what Hannah assumed was delight. She put her hands on her hips and in a smug voice said, “Well, we come together yet again.” She gestured to Hannah. “Put it on the ground.”


Hannah complied with caution, keeping her eyes on the woman. Madeline moved over and pulled the case back a bit. She opened it. Studying it, she removed the large, sealed container first. She felt around the inside. A frown rolled across her face. Opening the container, she dumps a large amount of mushrooms on the ground and began picking through them. She tossed each piece to the side with little care.


The action stunned Hannah. Even though she figured Madeline was looking for the diamonds, the waste of such a precious food shocked her. A small gasp escaped her lips. Madeline looked up and chuckled.


“Relax, they’re Chinese knockoffs, thirty dollars a pound at best. You think I’d waste good truffles?” She shook her head and continued to pick at the pile. Pulling up a small, flat container, she held it up for all to see. Looking to Hannah, she explained, “But this? It’s worth everything.” She took the container and pulled off the cap at one end to reveal a flash drive. “Kind of old school, if you ask me. Most people just keep everything in the cloud now, but that’s Elias.”


Hannah bristled. “All the evidence.”


Madeline affirmed. “And more. The name of his operation head. I tried to partner up with him. He’d supply me with truffles and I’d move him in as a partner. Rosanna’s would have a lock on a restaurant chain, offering one of the most elusive of foods. It’d make money hand over fist, but he’s stubborn. All that spiritual mumbo jumbo about truffles being sacred; brilliant man, but he is just about two tacos short of a combo platter.” She waved the case at them. “This gives me a chance to make a deal outside him. I didn’t want to get my hands so up close and dirty. I prefer to keep a distance, but I’ve got everything locked into my chain. However, if I have to roll a little closer to the mud pile, so be it. In addition, without this, I doubt you have any proof of the supplier. Your word against mine. Besides, given how close the two of you appear, I doubt you’ll want to go to the police and see him locked up. He’s about to be a family man, after all.” A devious, enjoyable smirk lit up her face. “I’m afraid, Hannah, that, while your reputation holds true, this one time, you will fall short.” She pulled out her cell and dialed. “Just think of it as the case you couldn’t prove. Every great detective has one in their files.”


Samori glanced over at Hannah then to Madeline. To Hannah, he seemed confused. “I don’t understand this. You only want truffles?” he asked.


Madeline stood. “Well, yeah, same as you. But in large quantities that won’t make it restrictive.” Responding to the call, she said, “Put him on.”


Hannah half chortled. “Wow, you have no idea, do you?”


              Madeline’s confused look told a story in itself to Hannah. Someone’s playing her.


“So, you have no interest in the diamonds?”


“That’s what I’m talking about. The one’s he keeps in the kitchen, right? I need truffles. He smuggles them. That’s how he got to the top of his game so fast. But he can’t roll on me or I’ll roll on him, so his loss. No big deal.” Again, she returned to the call. “Well, tell him anyway.” She put the phone to her chest. “You’d think he could get better help.”


Hannah crossed her arms in defiance. She wondered exactly what role Madeline played in everything. It was clear she knew nothing about the real diamonds. Her interest was in the black market and in saving her restaurant.


“You don’t want to get your hands dirty, so what? You have him tossed out the window because he wouldn’t give you the name?”


“That… wasn’t supposed to happen.” She looked over to the deliveryman and frowned. “Someone got a little zealous.” She sighed. “All he had to do was give us the name.”


She keeps mentioning us, Hannah noted. Could it be?


“Us? Who is us?”


Madeline returned to the call. “Yeah, I got it right here. You can get someone to crack it when I get back.” She paused as an audible, yet indecipherable voice yelled.


“Fine, I’ll bring the case, not that it’s important. Just settle down… What about Samori and Hannah? They were after the case… I’m sure he was after the truffles. She’s just looking for clues.” Another grin. “She’s in for disappointment.” After a moment, she held the phone out for the one Hannah called the deliveryman. “He wants to talk to you.”


Taking it, the deliveryman answered, “Yes, sir?”


Hannah blew out a breath. “So, now you’re just going to kill us I suppose.”


Samori shot a look to Hannah that was a mixture of shock and fear. Madeline roared with laughter.


“You have got to stop playing detective and write about them instead. All the stereotypes. I’m not a killer. Elias’ accident was just that, an accident. I don’t kill people. Now, I’m not clean. Or least that’s the plan given that I’m about to introduce the world to truffles via a cheaper than market source. But that’s a far cry from murder. Jeeze, you really do think the worst of people, you know that?”


“Well, given what I’ve got to work with…”


Madeline pulled her face in and glared. “Whatever. The ‘us’ you asked about is none of your business. That’s another problem you have. You’re too far up into everyone’s Kool-Aid. My plans for you are simple. I’m going to let you go.” She held her hands up, wiggled her fingers, and made a wide-eyed face. “Oooooo, scary, isn’t it? I got what I want. Enjoy the rest of the festival. I’ll be taking an unexpected leave of absence. Got a restaurant to revamp. You should stop at one soon. The menu is going to change.” She paused and pointed at Hannah. “I don’t suppose I could hire you as a consultant, could I? Your name on my menu would be… well, unbelievable. Approved by the Culinary Sleuth. The irony being, you know all about the changes.”


“Yes, unbelievable,” Hannah said in an icy tone.


“Well, can’t say I didn’t try.”


Madeline turned and faced the deliveryman. He clicked off the phone, lifted his gun and fired once. Hannah bumped back against the wall as she watched Madeline’s head snap back. The woman took one-step back and fell dead, blood trickling from a hole in the center of her head. Hannah stood dumbfounded as the young man laughed. The older man yawned. The deliveryman moved his gun toward Hannah.


With his arm already in motion, the weapon he carried would reach firing position before she could even move. Therefore, Hannah did the one thing available at that moment. She accepted the inevitable. As she closed her eyes, she recalled all the things that gave her joy in life. Her past in Twilight. Her parents. Papa Jay and Gran. Her best friends, Cate and Buster Jordan. And Hym. Sweet Hym. In their short time together, he made her happy, happier than she remembered ever being. In this, her last living seconds, she regretted one thing. One last kiss with that man.


A pop sounded, followed by the sound of the bullet whizzing past. A hand fell across her shoulder and pushed her toward the ground. Though stunned, Hannah fell with Samori to the ground. He pulled her tight as two more pops sounded, then several more. There was a vocal commotion. When she opened her eyes, she saw the deliveryman lying a short distance away. Blood trickled from a single hole in the dead center of his forehead.  The older man scrambled away, firing at an unknown target. The younger man fled before him with the case. Another pop sounded and the older man fell. Again, from Hannah’s viewpoint, it appeared as if a bullet struck him in the forehead.


In a few seconds, Samori pushed himself up and off Hannah, his eyes wide and face showing concern. Hannah glanced up at him and then past as a figure stepped into sight.


“Ducky?”


Before he answered, an odd notion raced through Hannah’s mind. He looks like James Bond at the beginning of the movie. A chubby James Bond. 


“You all right, Ms. Starvling?” Ducky asked.


“Umm, yeah, I’m good. Yourself?”


Ducky gave a boyish grin. “I’ve seen better days. I’d imagine you’ve seen better as well.”


“You might say that.”


Ducky offered a hand and helped her up as Samori rose.


“What about you, Sam? You okay?”


“Fine, thank you, and I’ve told you, it’s Samori.”


“Aren’t you the cranky one?”


“You’re late. You put Ms. Starvling in danger.”


Hannah stared with disbelief and blinked a few times.


For a second, Hannah stood unsure what to say by the sight. Her eyes darted between the two men. She addressed Ducky first.


“You’re not just a shuttle driver are you?”


“Nope.”


“Your name’s not Serizawa Kamo, I’m guessing.”


“Henry Tsuburaya, HSI.”


“Ducky for Kamo. The samurai warrior aka the Duck.”


“Someone’s been doing their homework. It’s an inside joke. It’s better than Chubs, so I’m going to keep it.”


“You should. It sort of fits you.” Hannah looked over to Samori.


“Samori is my true name. I am working with my uncle for the government of my country.”


Checking the deliveryman and the older man to be sure they were dead, the men explained that they worked together on the case.


“Your involvement has been both fortunate…” Ducky said.


“And problematic, as you might imagine,” Samori completed.


Ducky twisted his face into a frown. “They have the case. Everything


Elias had was inside.”


Hannah glanced over at Madeline’s body. She walked over and removed the flash drive from her hand. “They forgot this.” She glanced over to the deliveryman and then over to the older man. “But now, what are we going to do about this mess?”


The storage area was away from the road in a less populated area outside of Gresham. As Hannah expressed her doubt that anyone heard the sound of the gunfire, her eyes widened. “The clerk!” she exclaimed.


All three ran to the cart and headed for the office. Inside, they found the woman dead. Hannah slumped into a chair.


“They followed me here. I thought I was clever enough to ditch everyone.” She gestured toward the body with an upswing of her head. “She’s dead because of me. So is Turnbull.”


Samori sat down beside her. “No, Ms. Starvling. She is dead because of   evil men. They take life as simply as they eat bread. They think nothing of it. You cannot blame yourself for this.”


Hannah pondered the two men for a second. “How did you two know where I was?”


Ducky grinned. “My key card.”


Reaching into her pocket, Hannah retrieved, and then scanned the card. “Chipped?”


The agent reached out and tapped the card. “Your man Turnbull made this for me a few weeks ago. Shame.”


“Some of Gresham police are in on this.”


“They’re just hired guns. They work for a larger pool called the Collective. A sort of go to underground for dirty work. Wet work included. Having a couple of men inside Gresham is a recent thing as activity across the border has picked up. The town is the new Sodom. Or Gomorra. Your pick. Sign of the times, I suppose.”


She looked to the men with sadness on her face. “I knew about the case for several days. I just never got here. I figured I knew what this was all about, at least until this morning.”


Ducky joined the three. “What happened this morning?”


“I met with Lukas Grimm.”















Chapter 20


“This morning. He claimed to be working for the Swiss government.” She looked at Samori. “He accused your uncle of being behind a diamond trade operation.”


Samori sat up straight and shook his head. “No, he is lying. My uncle has been tracking the trade of illegal diamonds for years. He never even got close to the root. Then I went to school and met Elias. He came to give a lesson on truffles. When he mentioned the black market trade, it intrigued me. Since I showed a particular interest in truffles, he invited me to dine with him. We spent the night talking about cooking and truffles and the black market. At some point, the discussion turned to the diamond trade in my country. We made comparisons, but I never thought much of it. I mentioned uncle as well. In time, I chose truffles as my specialty because of Elias. We were to meet again at the festival. He called me and told me that he had been in touch with people who wanted him to smuggle diamonds in his truffles. Uncle made sure I held a position so that I could work at the festival and with him on finding these individuals.”


“And I have been working with them both,” Ducky sounded in. “Grimm’s name never came up, not once. How is that possible?”


“Why would it? He’s a Swiss citizen. A former investigator. A respected entrepreneur and a restaurateur. He has access to everything he needs.”


Ducky agreed. “No one asks questions when you jump from country to country, from festival to festival. You move the diamonds through food and in restaurants. No one questions a business meeting over food.” He gave a half heart felt laugh. “Heck, you could even put them into a to-go box and pass them along.”


“You have foods shipped in or out. If someone found out, you claim you


were just a buyer. When someone starts making the connections, you sell off a restaurant and move on to the next.” Hannah wiggled her nose back and forth. She addressed Samori.  “Why accuse your uncle?”


Samori shrugged. “Perhaps, because uncle knows you?”


Hannah gave a questioning look.


“It’s not uncommon knowledge,” Ducky affirmed. “Mr. Woolridge’s article listed that you saved his life. He even quoted him as I recall.”


Hannah considered the words, twisting them to fit the puzzle. She thought back across the last several days. “Madeline.” She looked to the both of them. “She was there when he introduced me to you. She overheard him suggest we have dinner.”


“He didn’t want you to find out about the ambassador’s efforts,” Ducky suggested. “And I’m guessing they killed Turnbull because when you showed up there, they had previous dealings with the man. They might not have known what you were talking about, but they weren’t taking any chances. The ambassador is also protected, killing him wasn’t an option.”


“But why would he even involve me?”


Ducky made a disbelieving face. “Because you involved yourself. In part, for the same reason I kept my eye on you. When you first arrived, I recognized you from Food Critic and by reputation. After you were at the accident, I figured you knew where the diamonds were. If you didn’t, you were close enough to Elias to find out without raising suspicion. I was waiting to see if you would lead me there.”


“And one of the Brandon brothers was there, so he reported back. All right, one more question then. Why not just take me and force me to take them to the case?”


“Best guess? He sees everything spinning out of hand. Since you’ve been here, you’ve been witness to Elias’ drop, which wasn’t supposed to happen. Your family watches over him. You’ve been investigating. You met with the ambassador, his enemy who’s chased him for years. You showed up at Turnbull’s shop, a man whom he bought equipment from. You’ve been stepping on his toes since you arrived. If he took you, with your contacts and reputation, it would bring in too much chaos. He was just waiting you out.”


Hannah sat up straight. “You could have just told me who you were?”


“I wasn’t sure I could trust you. You could have taken the diamonds yourself. Besides, I’m not even supposed to tell you who I work for now. Regardless, would you have believed me?”


“I doubt it. I kind of suspected you.” She looked him straight in the eyes. “Can’t say I still don’t to some degree. Don’t suppose you have any ID?”


“Undercover and IDs don’t really mesh. But you already know that.”


“Then you can see my dilemma.”


Ducky acknowledged with a head bob. “But just to put it out there, I’m one of the good guys. So is Sam.”


“Samori.”


“Shortened names, dude. It’s the American way of saying we like you.”


Hannah gestured to the outside, then over to the clerk. “What about them? And what if someone comes?”


Ducky rolled his finger along the bottom of his chin. “We call Detective Betts. She’s not on the take as far as we can tell, but we keep it low key. She might be able to buy us some time. The man with the case is going to go back and they’ll move quickly. They have everything they want now, so nothing to keep them around.”


Hannah rose and lifted up the flash drive. “Let’s see if we can find out what’s on this.” She eyed both the men. “Given that I buy both your stories, I’d imagine it will confirm some things.”


“Suspicious mind,” Ducky said. “I bet you were a heck of an agent.”


With some reluctance, Hannah stepped over the clerk’s body as Ducky called Betts. Samori followed over beside Hannah.


“You know computers as well?”


“Not exactly,” she said, pushing the drive into the side of the computer on the office desk. “Password.”


Hannah tried several possible words. After a few minutes, she pulled out her phone and dialed. Cate answered.


“Hey, sweetie, need your skills.”


“Oh, no greeting. Never a good sign. What do we have?”


“I need to get past a password on a flash drive.”


“Ouch, tough one. The logic comparison of the real/bogus password isn’t performed by the software. It’s done on-chip by sub-controller of the stick.”


“And now, for those of us who don’t speak nerd.”


“Ain’t happening. Do you know anything about the owner?”


“Elias.”


There was a moment of silence.


“Okay, driven, obsessive, protective, as I recall. I take it you’ve tried the usual?”


Hannah went through the list.


“Not to bring up bad memories, but you used to know it, back in your dating days. It’s why you broke up, remember?”


Hannah’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, I did and yeah, I do. Thanks, sweetie. Call you later.”


“You better. Later.”


              Samori looked at Hannah for an explanation. As she typed, she explained.


              “A few years ago, Elias and I dated. I got too curious about some of his activities and hacked his laptop. His old password was my name and the date we met.”


The screen opened.


“He’s a man of routine and habit, so he used his wife’s name and the day they met. He once told me it was on Valentine’s Day two years ago. So…”


              She pointed to the screen. “Voila. Open says me.” Reading down the screen, she gave her signature of thought. “There,” she said, tapping the screen.


              Ducky leaned in and read. “Everything we need, but we still have to stop him. By now, they’ve met up. They could be over the border, on a plane, or who the heck knows where.”


              Hannah disagreed. “I doubt it. They don’t have what they think they have.”


              Ducky and Samori waited for an explanation. Hannah closed the program and removed the drive, handing it to Ducky.


              “Okay, look. When I found the case, I checked inside. What Lukas told me made sense. All this effort was too big for just truffles. It had to be about the black market trade in general, or as he suggested, the diamonds. It made me think that if Elias was going to play the part of a smuggler, he would do so to the best of his ability. He would want to get in on the good graces of whomever he worked for. So he wouldn’t just carry them in with truffles. He’d find another way. When he made the case, he had a special compartment.”


              Ducky ran his hand through his hair. “How James Bond of him, but you don’t think they’ll find it? You did.”


              “Oh, I’m sure they’ll find it, but I doubt they even look for it. They’ll just rip the case apart. And when they do, they’ll find candy.”


              Samori eyed Hannah with a quizzical expression.


Ducky stiffened and lifted an eyebrow. “Come again?”


“Rock candy. Kind of looks like uncut diamonds.”


“Why would he do that?” Ducky asked, throwing his hands into the air.


“Something to negotiate with, if I were to guess. He moved the case here. I can tell you that he’s protective to the point of obsession. He’d never let his truffles out of sight. That’s why he used fake truffles. He was dealing with gophers. The average person can’t tell the difference between a truffle and a regular mushroom. I’m also betting he figured the average hired gun wouldn’t know the difference between a real diamond and a piece of lump candy. They wouldn’t even touch them. If they did, they’d treat them as if they were fragile.”


“Diamonds are the hardest known substance,” Samori informed.


“Yeah, but people don’t handle them like that.” Hannah made a fist and squeezed. “We don’t palm them or try to crush them.” She held up two fingers and positioned them as if they held something small. “We barely touch them. When they were delivered, whoever got them would be pissed. So, when push came to shove, Lukas would have to deal with him face to face. Elias set it up so he could find out for sure who he was working for. Probably never got the chance to tell you.”              


              A dumbfounded look took over Ducky’s face. “You got all that from a piece of rock candy?”


              Hannah shrugged. “Well, I did taste it.”


              “You are an odd woman, Ms. Starvling,” Samori said.


*****


              Betts arrived with Officer Bland per Ducky’s specific request. Upon entering the office and seeing the clerk’s body, she looked at Hannah and pointed.


              “I know there’s more.”


              “Three,” Ducky informed, “third row over.”


              Betts ran her thumb and forefinger along the side of her nose. “I’m going to regret this.” She looked up and cracked her neck. “Chief got a call from high up the food chain. I’m supposed to help out, do as told, and otherwise stay out of the way.” Her eyes moved between Ducky and Samori. “Which one of you is Henry Something I can’t pronounce?”


              “That’d be me. Just call me Ducky.”


              “Just call me Betts. So, what do you need, Ducky?”


              Ducky peered at Hannah. “When he finds he doesn’t have the diamonds, what do you think he’ll do?”


              “I doubt he’s going to leave them. They’ll come for me, I suppose.”


              Samori shook his finger. “Or your family.”


              Panic moved across Hannah’s face as she pulled out her phone and dialed. Betts did the same.


              “Gran, I can’t explain. You have to find a way to get Janine out. You’re all in danger. Just out. Find some place safe like downstairs in the cafeteria. Anyplace they can’t catch you alone. Call me when you find a place.”


              “Chief, where are James and Clay?” There was a pause as she listened. “A disturbance at the Victoria. Is anybody else on duty?” Another pause and a hard expression followed. “Get them to the hotel. I’ll explain it later.”


              Betts waved for everyone to follow. Looking at Bland, she said, “Find something to cover the bodies out back. Lock the place down, then get to the hotel like your life depended on it.” She reached over and flipped on the closed sign.


              Hannah, Ducky, and Samori took seats in Betts’ car. She spun it out onto the street, headed back toward Gresham. Hannah dialed again. It rang several times. “Pickup,” she said in a panicked voice. She clicked off and dialed again. The phone rang three times and then someone picked up. “Hym, listen. Get out of the room, head downstairs, and make yourself scarce. Lukas is behind it all, and the diamonds aren’t diamonds. They’re…”


              The cold, icy voice of Lukas answered. “Candy.”


              At first, Hannah did not know what to do. Her heart raced, and her mouth went dry as it fell open. She wanted to speak, but nothing came forth. To her mind, eternity set in. One word flooded her mind. Hym. After a second, she let out a breath and closed her eyes. Don’t panic, she recalled from her training. There is always a solution. She put the phone on speaker.


              “Lukas.”


              “Hannah, well dear, it would seem we have a bit of a dilemma. You have something I want, and as it turns out, I have something you want.” He paused and added, “Actually, several things you want, and a lot of things you are unwilling to risk, I’d imagine. Guess… where… I… am?”


              Hannah managed to find an even tone, though internally, she screamed. “The hotel.”


              “Very good. Now, to be more specific, I’m in exhibition room twenty one, and guess who is with me?”


              “Hym.”             


              “Excellent. And?”


              Hannah looked at Betts and then in the rearview mirror at Ducky. He shook his head.


              “Festival attendees.”


              “Naturally. I suspect there are at least fifty good people in this room, but I also have your friends. What is your name again, dear?”


              In the distance, she heard the answer.


“Vera.”


              Hannah winced.


              “And of course, there is your friend, Mr. Woolridge and his companion.”


From her side of the conversation, Hannah heard Lukas talking to Louie. “I wish we could have met under different circumstances. I really enjoy


your work.” He came back to the conversation with Hannah. “You have my diamonds. I have virtually everything you hold precious with me. Shortly, I will have everyone. I know that by now you will be with Detective Betts, I believe her name is. That’s as far into Gresham police as you will involve this matter. As for the other two gentlemen, Mr. Drogba and the undercover hotel driver, I expect them to cooperate. No government agencies. No snipers on roofs. No call to FBI negotiators. I have the ambassador here as well, thus, I have the advantage. Do not underestimate me and think I will not take full advantage of it. Thirty minutes.”


“I don’t have them.”


“Let me make myself clear. I hold all the cards as you Americans say.”


“I thought they were in the case.”


“Forty five minutes, then. That should give you time enough to figure


it out. After all, you are the Culinary Sleuth, so it is time to live up to your reputation, or the body count is on you. And guess who is going to be first? I’ll give you a hint. I’m looking right at Hym.”


The phone clicked off.


              Betts looked over at Hannah. “Please tell me you know where those diamonds are?”


              Hannah’s nose began to move back and forth.


              The detective let out a slow breath. “Oh crap.”


              Hannah said nothing, but instead, stared ahead. Everything rode on her ability to focus. She slowed time in her mind and went over the details. This is the end game. All the pieces should be here, she determined. It comes down to now. She closed her eyes and pulled her lips in. Elias arrived. Wexler approached. Moved case. Fell. Dahlia. Wait. Something made her pause.


              “Hannah,” Betts said.


              Arrived. Approached. Moved. Fell. Dahlia. Rocks on Golly in Dolly. Galley in Dahlia. Moved case. Candy.


              “I’ve got to call this in,” Ducky said. Hannah heard the tap of his fingers against his cell phone.


              Moved case. Replaced with candy.


              “He will kill everyone,” Samori argued. Glancing in the mirror, she saw Samori place his hand over Ducky’s phone.


              Remember where I keep my things.


              Ducky pulled the phone back. “He’s going to kill everyone anyway. You heard her. She doesn’t have the diamonds. She doesn’t even know where they are.”


              Keep my things. Truffles in a case. You keep candy… Hannah’s eyes shot open. “YES!” she yelled.


              Everyone sat in stunned silence. Betts asked in a low voice, “What?”


              “I know where the diamonds are.”















Chapter 21


              Hannah almost jumped from the car before it came to a stop at the docks. Betts, Ducky, and Samori followed after. She found her way onto the Dahlia’s transport boat. Scanning around, she did not find anyone working the boat. Betts climbed on-board, then Ducky. Samori declined.


              “I’m not a water man. I’ll wait.”


              Ducky took the wheel and looked for the keys. Not finding them, he peered over to Hannah. She leaned down under the dash and yanked. With a handful of wires, she looked to Betts.


              “Please tell me you still carry a knife.”


              Betts pulled out a pocketknife and handed it over. Working quickly, Hannah recalled a summer afternoon with Papa Jay as he worked on his lawn mower. Doing so, she mumbled to herself. “Three wire switch. Red hot. Yellow with stripe, starter. Purple is ignition. Red and purple together. Bump yellow, and…” The engine turned over and started. Ducky guided the boat out toward the Dahlia.


“You learn that at Quantico?” Ducky asked.


“I saw my grandfather do it once.”


“Once?”


Hannah nodded.


Betts tapped at her temple. “She remembers everything. It’s a pain in the rear most of the time.”


Within a moment, the boat pulled alongside the Dahlia. Screaming and yelling, Hannah and Betts managed to get the attention of a crewmember. He disappeared and seconds later, Captain Bigby appeared.


“Ms. Starvling?”


              “I don’t have time to explain. I need that jar of pickled beets you have.”


              Bigby gave a questioning look, but Betts held out her badge. The captain motioned for the crewman to retrieve the jar. He lowered a ladder alongside and handed off a gallon jar filled with beets.


              “I was just about to toss these overboard.”


              “Glad you didn’t. I promise I’ll explain later.” She waved as Ducky headed the boat back to shore. Along the way, Hannah opened the jar and spilled the contents onto the bottom. She sifted through the purple-reddish vegetable and retrieved a large bag. She held it up for Betts to see.


              “Want to know what twenty million feels like?”


              Betts declined. “No thanks, I might be tempted.”


              Ducky moved the boat to the dock, and soon they were in the car headed toward Gresham. Though it seemed like hours for Hannah, they reached the hotel with twelve minutes to spare. Running through the lobby toward the exhibition rooms, she found herself surprised. Everyone seemed to carry on as if nothing were happening. From a distance, she saw several people standing outside the room. They spoke to one of the Brandon brothers. She stopped everyone and moved them into a room two over.


              “My people won’t be here for another half hour,” Ducky informed.


              “He said he would start shooting in…” Samori glanced down at his watch, “…eleven minutes.”


              “Well, now would be a good time for one of those brilliant but dangerous plans of yours,” Betts said.


              Hannah grimaced and rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. The sound of her cell ringing made all of them jump. Looking at the number, she answered.


              “I have them. I’m almost there.”


              “Good. Seven minutes, and just to show you how grateful I am, I’m going to clear a path for you.”


              Hannah’s heart skipped a beat when she caught a muffled sound from the cell and as an echo in the hallway.  Bratatat! Bratatat! Bratatat!


Both Betts and Samori gasped. Betts, Ducky, and Hannah all brought their weapons up and cupped the handles from beneath. Samori stepped back. Though her instinct moved her toward the ground, Hannah’s training led her to assess. Piece by piece, she dissected the event. “Automatic,” she said, directing her words to her companions. “That’s not Brandon.”


Betts shook her head. “He carries standard issue .38.”


Several single pops sounded as everyone winced. Hannah pointed to the hall. Again, Betts agreed. “That’d be him.”


The sounds of screaming followed as people rushed past the doorway in the direction of the lobby. “Path cleared,” Hannah offered.


“Do you think he would commit mass murder?” Ducky asked.


“Well, to date, just the collection of the diamonds means slavery and death. He’s responsible for the death of at least two innocents on this case alone. He may have killed a partner.” She paused and looked outside to the now clear area. “Yeah, he’ll kill them all if he deems it necessary,” she concluded.


“Six minutes,” Samori said in a tense voice.


Stepping to the door, Betts looked to Hannah. “We get the guy at the door. Enter. Duckman here can take out the main man.”  She reached down and lifted her pant leg, removed a holstered weapon, and handed it to Hannah. “I know you can’t hit for spit anymore, but maybe you can wound him or scare him. Something.”


Hannah took it with an appreciative smile. “Got it. You and I take on everyone else.”


Betts shrugged. “Sounds familiar. You ready?”


Hannah frowned. As she leaned against the wall, she measured the available options. A rushed entry would result in deaths. First on her mind was Hym. Second was untold numbers of the hostages, including Vera and Louie. Third were her companions.  Last was herself. Nevertheless, having no other ideas and running out of time, she agreed.


Ducky and Betts were about to step out when Hannah stopped them. The sound of agitated barking caught her attention.


“Critic,” she said, half aloud. Her eyes lit up and she yelled, “Now!”


Ducky exited first, weapon ready. Betts followed, then Hannah. Samori came after, since he was unarmed. Weapons still aimed, all three paused. Down the way, Brandon pressed back against the double doors of the exhibition room. Critic bounced back and forth before him, growling and snapping in an aggressive manner. When the officer started to lower his weapon toward the hound, Hannah yelled, “Critic. TAKE!”


The canine leapt for Brandon’s free arm, clamping down. The officer brought his weapon around, but shots rang out, and he fell to the ground. Critic let go and took slow steps backwards, his eyes never moving from the still moving officer. Hannah led the way, running toward the door. Critic waited until she reached the door and slung it open. He then matched footfalls with Betts, who followed. Ducky ran behind. Though he did not stop as he went through the door, he pointed a finger toward Brandon. Samori immediately went to the wounded man.


Hannah barged through the doors, weapon forward, arm bent. Her second hand came up to steady the first as best possible. As the motion in the room slowed in her mind, she perceived some of the events playing out. Every one of her fellow festival judges and chefs, along with several employees and guests sat on the floor. Fearful expressions weighed upon their faces. She recognized Lukas’ voice as he barked out inaudible orders, but did not catch sight of him right away. Based on the direction of the sound, and where everyone stared, she guessed at his approximate location. She spotted the young man from earlier standing in the back wearing a toothy grin and holding an automatic weapon. To her mind, his face gleamed with joy. Sick, thought Hannah as he moved the weapon up.


Seeing the young man as she entered, Betts spun her arm around and fired. The man’s head snapped back, then forward. His body stood stiff before wavering. Then he collapsed to his knees before slumping over.


Hannah felt her heart skip a beat when she spotted Hym in the center of the room as she moved forward. He was the only individual not on the ground. Instead, he remained in his wheelchair. It was then that she caught sight of Lukas, who sat in the chair in front of him. He held a similar assault weapon as the young man had in the back. He pointed it toward Hym. 


              Lukas jumped to his feet at the sound of everyone entering, the sudden screams, and Critic barking caught him off guard.  When Hannah fired two consecutive shots, the feeling struck her as odd. It had been years since she used a weapon. The sensation it created gave her a rush of adrenaline. She continued to move across the room toward Lukas. She let fly two additional shots, each of which failed to find their mark.


              Critic bounded for Lukas as the man leaned to one side. When Hannah’s bullet spiraled past him, he attempted to move his assault rifle in her direction, but Critic latched onto his leg caused him to lose his balance. Stumbling sideways, he lost the grip on his weapon. Hitting the ground, it went off, sending bullets flying in all directions.


              A burst of lightning ran across Hannah’s upper arm. She rolled to the ground and onto her back, lifted her weapon, and fired again. Again, she was off target.


Ducky ran in just as Hannah hit the ground. Spotting a third hired gun, he moved first to fire at Lukas but redirected his attention to this new threat. Before the man responded, Ducky fired a single shot catching him center forehead. Blood hit the wall behind him, followed by his body slamming against it.


              When Hannah fired again, Lukas fell to the floor, blood oozing from his shoulder. He kicked at Critic, who let go, only to return for a second attempt on his arm. He retrieved his weapon and rolled over to face her. Not having time to lift it, he let Critic pull him up by the sleeve. Now sitting waist up in the room just across from her, she took aim and pulled the trigger. Click. The sound followed with three more. Click. Click. Click She dropped the weapon and looked up at her opponent.


A slow, sinister grim rolled across Lukas’ face. In slow time, Hannah watched. Though Critic pulled and shook at his one arm, Lukas still pulled his rifle up in her direction with the other. “I’m going to enjoy this,” he managed.


              Hannah closed her eyes as the words echoed in her mind.  Hym. Hym. Hym. Warm kisses. Sweet face. I love you.              


A single sound hit Hannah’s ears. Clang! Opening her eyes, she saw Lukas slumped over. From her position on the ground, Hannah looked up to see Hym standing on one leg. He barely balanced his 6’2” two frame as he held a large, silver drink-serving tray now impressed with a dent. “Not likely,” he said.  Critic let go and sat. Hym reached down and patted his head. Pointing to the hound, he looked to Hannah. “We’re getting one of these.”


******


By the time Ducky’s team arrived, it was all over save the cleanup. Hannah sat next to Hym and across from Vera, Louie, and Marquette. Critic lay at his master’s feet, but kept an eye on Hannah as a paramedic dressed her wound.


“I’m just about done, and then we’ll get you to the ER.”


“I’ll drive,” Ducky said.


Everyone gave him a curious look.


“What? Not like I’m not used to it.”


“What’s the count?” Hannah asked as Betts walked up, phone to her ear.


“Three wounded, but they’ll live.” She looked over at the bodies of the two hired guns. “Two dead guns. Brandon will live, albeit likely in a prison for the rest of his unnatural life.”


Hannah’s eyes widened. “The hospital. The other brother…” She started to rise, but Hym put his hand on her shoulder as Betts motioned her down.


“Relax, he’s taken care of. Your grandfather must be some kind of badass. Brandon showed up, and he took him to the ground with one punch. Seriously, I have to meet this guy. Oh, and Chief arrested your grandmother. Apparently, when Brandon went down, she felt the need to kick him several times, screaming something about being around to see her grandbabies. He’s got a few broke ribs.”


Hym laughed, but Hannah produced a stunned face.


“Don’t worry,” Samori offered. “I’ll get uncle to have the charges cleared.”


Betts pointed over to the body of the man Ducky shot. “Nice shot, Duckman.”


              “Not bad yourself.” Ducky held his hand out. “We really didn’t get a chance to meet before. Henry Tsuburaya, HSI.”


              “Ramona Betts, Detective, Gresham police. You ever want to give that up, you can come work here. We could use a few more honest men.”


              Ducky smiled. “Sorry, I got other plans.” He looked to Hannah. “I want that letter of recommendation.”


              Hannah gave a curious expression. “You really want to go to culinary school?”


              “Are you kidding? This isn’t for me. Too many bullets.” He pinched his belly. “With a body like this, it's clear food is more to my liking.” He looked around. “Give me a minute to clear things with these guys. Then I’ll drive you to the hospital. I’ll come back and we’ll deal with all this in the morning.” He moved to talk to one of the enforcement team that he brought in.


              Betts ran her hand across the top of her head and glanced at Hannah.


              “I know it does no good to tell you to do something, so I’ll just ask. How about you stick around Gresham for a few days until I get a chance to go over all this with you?”


              “Of course. In fact…” Hannah looked over to Hym. “I think we should stay a week more.”


              “Great,” Betts said in a half-sarcastic tone. “Since you’ll be here, how about I send over some old case files to keep you warm and toasty in bed and out of trouble.”


              After reaching over and pulling Hym in for a kiss, Hannah grinned. “I think I got that part covered.”















*****


Epilogue


Seven weeks later.


Sitting in Hoolie’s Burgers, Fries, and All That, Hannah and Hym chatted over a bowl filled with fried okra.


“This is becoming a bad habit.”


Hym shrugged. “You asked me out to dinner, and then said I could go wherever I wanted.”


“Good thing I have a plane.”


“Like I’ve often said, it does come in handy.”


Hym winced and rubbed his leg.


“Acting up already? You just got it off. You don’t think it was too…”


“It’s fine. Calvin said it was just part of it. It’ll pass.”


Hannah drew her brow down. Even though it had been just over seven weeks since the events at Gresham, she knew the man she loved put on a brave front. The pain came and went, but the damage was done. Though he was healing, his doctor informed him it would never be one hundred percent again. She remembered the doctor’s pronouncement that he would use a cane and leg brace for the rest of his life. His life in law enforcement, much like Hannah’s, came to a sudden end. Every moment possible since, she spent with Hym. Now, they spent more days together, than not. From its awkward beginning to the present, their romance turned from attraction to love.


Hannah’s thoughts were interrupted by food being placed before her. She looked up at the man who placed the plate with a huge cheeseburger and a massive pile of onion rings. At 6’4”, with graying black hair and beard, he was impressive. He gave his usual big, friendly smile that could light the world.


“Here you are, my dear.”


“Thanks, Will.”


Hannah took a bite of the onion ring. Her eyes grew wide with pleasure. “These keep getting better and better, I swear,” she called after. He laughed, turning back to grin at Hym.


Hannah popped a piece of fried okra in her mouth. “Betts called. The Brandons pleaded guilty. They’ll be sentenced next month after prosecution and defense statements. They’re vying for a lesser sentence, but the DA thinks that’s a long shot.”


“Good deal. Did they fess up to shooting at you?”


Wiping her mouth with her napkin, Hannah nodded. “They did. They claimed that Turnbull was collateral damage done by the deliveryman and company. Lukas did hire them. Some leads are trailing back to the organization that ran them, but they’re thin. I doubt much will come of that, but as for the Brandons, the older one, James, said they had nothing to do with any murders. And they weren’t trying to kill me, just scare me enough to force my hand.”


“You believe them?”


“It’s possible I suppose. Lukas was bent on getting the diamonds and he had no clue where they were. He was relying on me to find them. If they did me in, he was out twenty mil. He wasn’t about to do that, so… And they couldn’t do Turnbull. They didn’t have time to change from street clothes to uniform in the time between the shooting and their going after me. So, they’re guilty of a lot of things. Murder may not be one of them. Who knows?”


Hym pulled his brow in and gave Hannah a stern look.


“You never did tell me what put you and Betts at odds.”


“Long story. Remind me later. Anyway, she’s taking over. Chief Toody is calling it quits and asked me to give a letter of support.”


“Are you going too?”


“Yeah, she’s a good detective and knows her stuff.”


Hym rocked his jaw back and forth. “What about Grimm? Any action on him?”


“She said the list of charges keeps growing. The same goes for the number of countries putting him on trial. Cote d’Ivorie, France, Switzerland, Canada and the US, just to name a few. Everyone is trying to connect him to their diamond smuggling crimes. So far, there’s thirty seven counts of murder, human trafficking, international maritime codes. You name it. He’ll rot forever before everyone gets a shot. The Swiss seized his accounts and tied them to a bunch of others. I doubt he can even afford a lawyer at this point.”


“No love lost there,” Hym said, biting into his sandwich. He chewed for a moment and then said, “I wonder why he didn’t just let it go? I mean, he had almost a billion in the bank. Twenty million is a lot, now, but it wasn’t worth the risk.”


“Was to him. Greed I suppose. I know he didn’t like losing. Maybe he was at it so long he just couldn’t let it go. It was his last hoorah. I don’t know. The way some people think, you just can’t explain.”


Hym dipped his onion ring into ketchup and studied it before taking a bite. “One billion in diamonds. Over how many years, I wonder?”


“At least twenty two. He got started while working as an investigator. The details are fuzzy, but well we never get the full story, do we?”


Hym agreed. “I suppose Ducky, Samori, and you are going to have to work with this for some time to come, what with all the trials.”             


Hannah frowned. “I suppose so. Hadn’t given it much thought though. Ducky’s already having to deal with bits and pieces, even though he left HSI. I got an email. Loves Paris. Settling in well enough. Starts school next month.”


As a frown moved across her face, Hannah sighed. She looked across the table at Hym with guilt in her eyes. “The clerk who died. Her granddaughter, Madhu. The one who worked at the hotel. She took Ducky’s place.”


Hym reached over and took hold of Hannah’s hand.


“Hey, that wasn’t your fault. It isn’t on you. You were just investigating.”


Though her head bobbed in agreement, Hannah’s face told another story. She still felt guilt over having led the criminals to Turnbull and the storage clerk, where each was killed. She turned her sight downward toward the table for a moment.


“I guess, but in part, it’s still on me, especially after Turnbull.”


Saying nothing more, Hym squeezed Hannah’s hand. He could do nothing to ease her pain, so he waited for her. When she finally looked up at him, he gave a supportive, sympathetic smile and changed the subject.


“Well, at least you were able to get Ducky in at the last minute. You must have left one serious impression there.”


“I suppose I did. Anyway, the festival is giving him their first ever scholarship. All this business brought them more publicity than they’ve seen in the last twenty years. They’re already three quarters booked for next year. So they asked us back again.” Hannah gave a cheesy smile. “I said we would on the condition they consider Ducky.”


Hym leaned back. “Hmm, I did enjoy the week after.” Rubbing his leg, he added, “The week before, not so much.”


“Ah, come on. You got to have dinner on a big boat, see Vera and Louie, and play with Critic,” Hannah wiggled her eyebrows in mock seduction, “and you spent the week in bed with me.”


“Yeah, sleeping, watching old movies, and reading cold case files. You solved two before we left.”


“But I never left the bed.”


“Well, there is that.” He leaned over the table and motioned her in for a kiss. “Still, we’re not getting any younger you know, wink, wink, nudge, nudge.”


“All in due time, Mr. Miles. Getting around on that leg has been problematic, and it was Dr. Tompkins who said to stay off it. Period. Not the slightest pressure. That involves pressure. And you shouldn’t have gotten up.”


“If I didn’t, he’d have killed you. Anyway, it’s frustrating, that’s all. We’re adults.” He pulled out his cell and handed it to Hannah. “I’ve been meaning to tell you, Janine called.”


“How are the twins?”


“Good.” He held it out for her to see. A picture of two babies graced the screen.


“Aww, so cute.”


“Anyway, tomorrow night, Elias is going to be on Jazlyn’s show, and so is Samori. They’ve partnered up. Your friend, the ambassador, he’s sending them out on an awareness tour. They’re highlighting both the food and diamond smuggling operations. They’ll be talking truffles of course. Louie and Vera are going to be there. They wanted to know if we were sticking around. Maybe grab dinner before. Stick around for the taping.”


Hannah nodded, popping in another onion ring. “Sounds good. On that news front, get this. Guess who bought out Rosanna’s?”


“Madeline’s chain?” Hym shrugged his shoulders.


Hannah nodded. “Asa. Now that she’s gone, he thought it was a good investment.”


“Well, I’m sure he’ll fix it up. Kind of sad if you think about it. She’s going to get what she wanted, only she’s not around to see it. I’m telling you right here and now, if it isn’t a normal mushroom from here on out, I’m not interested.”


“Uhmm, about that,” Hannah offered before she sat her burger down, “Vera called me too. Asa wants to hire me to help revamp the menu and make suggestions.”


Hym eyed Hannah with one eyebrow lifted.


“I promise, no truffles, just straight out, up and up chef slash consultant work. I don’t even have to leave the apartment.”


“Good deal. I’m starting to like this job of yours. If you’re home, I can keep an eye on you.”


“You better keep them both on me, and only me.”


Hannah paused and looked around the restaurant.


“Are you sure about this? This is your hometown.”


Hym leaned back in his seat. “And Twilight is yours.”


“Well, that and Phoenix.”


“I’m not moving to Phoenix.”


“Well, neither am I. Not back anyway. But you’re giving up everyone you know.”


“Ed. Just a plane ride away, as you’ve well proven. Besides, Mom and Dad are gone, and Ed’s at school being a cop, I don’t keep many friends here, other than Hoo Tu. Can’t do the job anymore. So, I’m not leaving that much in truth. Have you told Jay and Sindee yet?”


Hannah nodded, and then smiled. “Papa Jay was all grumpy and wanted to know why you didn’t say anything. I told him I wanted to do it myself. Gran was, of course, excited.”


“She set a date, didn’t she?”


“She keeps mentioning June. I told her to wait till you asked. In the end, Papa Jay agreed as long as you make me happy. Gran just told him to get over it. Everyone lives together first these days.” Hannah paused and studied an onion ring. “I guess we do need to talk about that something, you know. The obvious thing. Now that you’ve healed up and the cast is off and everything.”


Hym nodded in silence. “That’s a big elephant in the room.”


“Don’t you think we addressed it?”


“I do, but first, can you keep a secret?”


“No, but tell me anyway.”


“Al and I went to pick out a ring.”


Hannah’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open. “No.”


Hym nodded. “Sure did. Picked out one that cost way too much, but she’s worth it. Great lady.”


Hannah reached over and took Hym’s hands into hers. “She is. When’s he going to ask her?”


“Right now.”


Hannah lowered her eyebrows and stared as a look of confusion rolled across her face. Then her eyes widened. Hym lifted his hand and gestured.  Soft music from a guitar started from a table nearby. Hannah looked over to see an older man playing. Her mouth fell further open and she turned back to Hym. Hoolie approached with a plate in hand. Gran and Papa Jay followed. Papa Jay’s face beamed with pride and Gran could hardly contain herself. They sat at an adjoining table. Cate and Al followed as well, joining the elder Starvlings.


Reaching the table, Hoolie got down on one knee beside Hannah. He held the plate up. On it lay a large silver ring with a huge emerald in the center.


“He can’t get down on one knee anymore, my dear, so he asked me to stand in for him. It is my honor.”


Tears welled up in Hannah’s eyes as she pulled her hands to her chest.


“Ms. Starvling, would you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?”


*****


Hannah lay next to Hym on the bed in his apartment. She held her hand out toward the roof, gazing at the ring on her finger.


“Why an emerald?”


Hym glanced over and looked at the piece of jewelry as well. “Goes with your eyes. Besides, I figured given all, diamonds seemed just wrong.”


“Uh huh, and they cost a bundle.”


“Well, there is that. That alone is enough to wipe out part of my retirement. Good thing I got you to keep me in the lifestyle to which I’m accustomed.”


Hannah rolled to one side and placed her arm over Hym’s chest. With the other hand, she twirled his hair. A smile ran across her face.


“Are you saying you only married me for my money?”


“That, and you’re a genius. Those eyes. That face…”


They kissed. After parting, Hym gave a devilish grin, adding, “and your butt.”


“Oh, you are such a bad man. And to think, I was going to give you your present.”


“No kidding? Is it gift-wrapped?”


“Indeed it is.”


For the first time, Hannah and Hym spent the night together, in the bed, without clothes.


Gran would be pleased.


 


Dear Reader,


I hope you enjoyed Book #2 The Gourmet Who Kept Diamonds in the Kitchen. 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 #3, 4 by year end of 2014.


Will they find their happy ending?  I sure hope so. When I wrote Book #1The Chef at the Water’s Edge, 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 Gourmet Who Kept Diamonds in the Kitchen. 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://amazon.com/author/keepatterbee.


Thank you so much for reading The Gourmet Who Kept Diamonds in the Kitchen and if you miss my first book, The Chef at the Water’s Edge consider reading how it all began. I appreciate you spending time with me.


In gratitude,


 


Kee Patterbee















About the Author


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.


Kee and her husband Joe, are great lovers of animals. They share their house with two Yorkies, Zippy and Doodles, and a tuxedo cat named CTO, which stands for Chinese Take Out. 
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Book 1 of the series:


Hannah Starvling is a former FBI agent turned Chef Culinary Consultant along with her friends Buster and Cate Jordon attend a cooking festival honoring the town’s famous Chef, Julia Karas, who died a year prior in a terrible accident.


Hannah has always been curious by nature and cannot resist any opportunities to solve mysteries when presented to her. So when the Jordon’s long time friend, Louie invites Hannah to join the festival and stay at his house to investigate the death of Mrs. Karas, she couldn’t turn it down. It did not take long for Hannah to realize that something was not right.


Working her way through the twists and turns of a public life gone tragically wrong her investigation her investigation is complicated by a man that stirs her emotions and perhaps clouds her judgment.


Now she must find the answers to two questions:


What really happened to Julia Karas?


And more importantly, why was the Chef at the water’s edge
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Book 3 of the series:


Hannah Starvling, a former FBI agent turned culinary consultant and amateur sleuth, and Hymnal Miles, former small town lawman, are getting married. But Hannah’s wedding takes an unexpected turn when a priest, Father Jonathan Whipson dies at the reception. Matters are further complicated when it is revealed that he ate a poisoned petit four.  Now, there is a question of whether he was the target, or Hannah, herself. Hannah is determined to find out who ruined ‘her perfect day’, delayed her long awaited honeymoon, and left a bad taste in everyone’s mouth. Her clues are limited. The odd choice of a petit four for delivery of the poison. The specific targeting of a single individual. The timing of the event. And the victim himself. Her problems, numerous. Suspects abound. The murderer could be a guest, a member of the wedding planner’s team, the catering staff, or someone much closer. Plus, she must deal with her grandparents, Papa Jay and Gran, who are equally determined to find the culprit.


Now, with the help of her new husband, Hannah must find the answers to two questions:


Who is behind the wedding day disaster? And more importantly…


Why was it just the priest who ate a poison petit four?
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Book 4 of the series:


Hannah Starvling-Miles, a former FBI agent, now full time restaurateur and part time amateur sleuth, is trying to live a normal life. She and husband Hymnal now own The Speakeasy, a bistro in the small town of Twilight. However, even the best laid plans go wayward. While catering an annual town charity ball, Hannah once again finds herself wrapped in a mystery. The closing event, a play, takes an unexpected turn when one of the actors dies in the last scene. This time, in a very real sense. Now, Hannah and her two friends, Cate Jordan and Savanah Tyler, are looking into the matter. As they do so, question pile up. Who was the victim? How is the murder tied to the Falster Mansion Spa where the death occurred? How were the owners involved? And what is its connection to The Speakeasy? Hannah and company have only a few working clues. One, the victim was not who he claimed. Two, the murder appears spur-of-the-moment. Three, the Falster Mansion’s past is at the center of the mystery. And last, Hannah and Hym’s present enterprise plays into it all.  As for Hannah’s problems, she has to balance the life of a restaurateur and married life, against that of an investigation into the present and past that might jeopardize her future and that of her business. All this while keeping friends safe and avoiding getting herself killed.


Now she must find the answers to two questions:


How does The Speakeasy fit into the murder? And more importantly…


Who was the actor who had a taste for death?















This is a novella to introduce the people who live Twilight.  I felt that introducing you to the city of Twilight and its residents would be exciting for you.  This book will be available Free to my newsletter subscribers.


Join the Facebook Page at http://facebook.com/KeePatterbee
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One dark and stormy night. Two hosts. Ten guests. One death. A real murder was not supposed to be on the menu at Hannah Starvling’s dinner party, but it certainly played a part in it. What was supposed to be a celebration marking the beginning of renovations for her restaurant has instead become a tragedy. The former owner of the building has turned up dead during dessert. Now, Hannah, her husband Hymnal, and nine others are trapped in a building with one, yet to be identified murderer in their midst. If she is to keep the night from being a total loss, Hannah must find the murderer amongst friends and acquaintances.


To do so, she must find the answer to two questions.


Why did the murderer target the man in the yellow suit?


And why did they serve the diner's death before dessert?
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