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Welcome to the Twilight Mystery Restaurant Extraordinaire.


Head Chef


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


Sous Chefs


Catherine “Cate” Jordan – Full time librarian. Part-time sleuth. Full time sassy best friend to the head chef.


Buster Jordan – The Adonis bodied, Apollo smiling, often clueless cousin of Cate, friend of the head chef.


Starters


Louie Woolridge – Food critic and friend of the featured entrée. He disagrees with the proposed preparation.


Hymnal “Hym” Miles – Zebulon Law Enforcement. Handsome and curious, he is equally interested in who is looking into the case as to the case itself.


Sides


Asa Karas – Mega wealthy, controlling, jealous, and potentially adulterous, husband. He loved the entrée but has several billion reasons to want her removed from the menu.


Jazlyn Karas – The morally questionable, social party girl, ‘replacement Chef’ niece. She had much to gain if the entrée turned up cold and soggy.


Jack Miller – Media manager, paramour of the replacement, and full time manipulator. Payoffs and ironclad contracts are his stock and trade. One poorly constructed entrée could mean the collapse of his otherwise solidly built connection to the house that the Karas built.


Xabiere Dauphin – The French accented sous chef to the entrée, and new head Chef of Julia’s Kitchen on the Water, he has a taste for Karas women and a distaste for their partners.


Dessert


Vera Bessinger – Protégé Chef and handpicked successor of the entrée. Served with naiveté and secrets not even she is aware of, her role serves to complement the meal.


A la Carte


Alexander Borg – Retired police chief who, like Woolridge, questions the preparation of the meal.


Lin Niu – Wealthy medical examiner who has more and knows more than she should.


Today’s Featured Dish


Julia Karas, ‘America’s Darling of the Kitchen’.


Prepared accidental, suicidal, or murderously.


*Please Note* This dish is served cold and at the water’s edge.


Prologue


Hannah Starvling, in preparation of traveling to an epic event with two of her best friends, began online research pertaining to news coverage about the year-old death of a famous chef. Cold cases were her forte, netting her an invitation to look into the matter by a close friend. The news was scant, to say the least, on a famous woman who died by accident. The case ended a little too quickly, so it seems. Hannah knew that famous people die every day and there are always the conspiracy theorists who want to dramatize events. She settled at her computer to gain perspective through the media news on the case.


Now, here is an interesting bit, she thought …


One Year Prior


Peter Grimes surveyed the property of the Karas estate. He worked long and hard to maintain the enormous area, and it showed. The lawn was lush and green. Trimmed shrubs and sculpted hedges defined the area. Everywhere the fifty-six-year-old looked, there were pink flowers from a variety of plants filled beds and designated areas. His broad smile, rigid stance, and curled fists placed on his hips displayed a hardworking, fulfilled man. “This should do her proud,” he said.


The ‘she’ to whom he referred was Julia Karas, one of his two employers. She was a famous chef, and there was no one in the world Grimes admired more. He found her beautiful, kind, charitable, and charming. She was the one person he never wanted to disappoint. Thus, he had much to do before the tours that came with the annual Ball for Bellies charity event.


Grimes’ other employer was her husband, Asa. While admiring his work, on more than one occasion, Asa had said to him, “I didn’t understand at first. But this is what Julia always saw in you.”


Grimes could not agree more. Still, while Grimes liked his employer, he found Asa to be cold, distant, and controlling at times. He often wondered about the relationship Asa had with Julia Karas. “I’ll never see it,” he would tell himself before carrying on with his work.


Putting the wheelbarrow down before a small area around a large old oak, Grimes saw Asa Karas approaching. He was in formal business attire, even at this early hour. He moved in the groundskeeper’s direction. His walk had an urgency about it, which Grimes took to mean something was upsetting the man.


“Peter,” Asa called out.


“Sir. Good morning to ya.”


“Good morning. You haven’t by any chance seen Ms. Karas, have you?”


Peter noticed the anxiety in the man’s voice.


“No, sir. I do know that, upon occasion, she has taken to walk early mornings. She usually heads out toward the greenery. I can take a look there, if you like.”


Asa gave a quick glance over the area. “No. No. That won’t be necessary. I’m sure she’s out and about. Taking a walk, as you said.” He frowned, and added in a stern voice, “If you do happen to run across her, call me immediately.”


“I’ll do just that, sir.”


With that, Asa headed back toward the front of the house.


Finishing his work on the bed, Grimes made his way back to the grounds shed behind the garage. After rinsing the shovel and wheelbarrow and stowing them away, he picked up a trash bag and ‘stabbie’, as he referred to the item. It was a long rod with a sharp spike for picking up trash. The day guard had told him that there was a party on the property next door the night before. In the past, this always meant that the next morning would bring debris. Empty bottles, papers and all sorts of other items would float ashore. He sighed, as it was the one job he hated of all on the estate. It reminded him of his past, with each bottle tossed in the bag. “Quit your complaining,” he told himself. “Just get out there and do your work.”


Grimes was about halfway down the shoreline when he looked out next to the gazebo at the water’s edge. There was something floating in the water. Something large, and pink. At first, he thought it might be a lounge chair. Or perhaps a tent top. He made his way over closer to see. His eyes widened. His mouth fell open. Tossing the bag and stabbie to the ground, he jumped into the cold water, yelling at the top of his lungs for help. He had found Julia Karas.


The chef was at the water’s edge.


Chapter 1


“How long until we get to Zebulon?” Buster Jordan asked from the back seat of Hannah Starvling’s new plane. “Not that I’m not digging the new wings.”


From her place in the pilot’s seat, Hannah turned to look back into the prettiest blue-eyes she has ever seen on a man. She pushed a strand of brownish blonde-brown hair from out of her sea green eyes, and considered for a moment before answering. “About two hours,” she replied. “Why? You have a hot date?”


“I’m hungry,” the handsome, lean, blond man insisted.


Hannah smiled at Busters attempt at a little boy whine. “Like that’s anything new. We’re going to a food festival. I’m sure they’ll be samples galore. Free samples I might add. You’ll be able to stuff yourself silly.”


“But my stomach is growling now,” Buster insisted.


“Think how much more you’ll enjoy the experience if you are hungry when we get there,” his cousin Cate teased.


“Didn’t we bring snacks?” Buster continued. He then threw himself back against his seat in a dramatic, mock display of anguish. “I mean, we are talking hours from now. I’ll be nothing but skin and bones by then.”


Cate gave her cousin a whimsical look. “Yes, of course we did.” She tossed him a small plastic bag full of snack foods. “It’s true what your mom used to say. You do have a hollow leg.”


“Saved from a fate worse than death,” Buster responded. “It’s impossible for this man to go over a few hours without something to snack on.”


“Impossible,” Cate said laughing. Hannah smiled and looked over to her friends, who engaged in a round of teasing, something they did on a near day to day basis. Listening to them, she drifted off in her thoughts of them, herself, and their past together. At one time, they had been inseparable. These days, it was rare when the three of them could all get together. Life has a way of intervening and taking its own course. Now, this trip to Zebulon was as good an excuse as any to get together one last time before Buster moved to Los Angeles.


The thought of her friend’s relocation made Hannah both sad and happy. Though she would miss him, she was glad he had found a direction. It had not been an easy path in doing so. Unlike Cate, who was always grounded however up until two years prior, Buster was still searching for meaning in his life. Having attempted various careers over the years, everything changed when he discovered acting. Something that, to everyone’s surprise, he showed an amazing, natural aptitude. In just two years, he had gathered enough agent interest to warrant his moving to Los Angeles in a few weeks. Given his natural gifts, everyone expected him to succeed. And Hannah was sure that his tall, lean, fit body, and fair complexion, blond hair, and blue eyes would not hurt his chances either. In no uncertain terms, Buster Maclevoy Jordan was a beautiful man with talent. And soon, everyone would know it.


His cousin Cate was beautiful in her own right. Tall and thin, with brown eyes, dark brown skin and close cropped, black hair, she could have been a model. She chose instead to be a librarian, immersed in the world of books. She was always a reader, which she claimed led her to have to wear glasses when doing so. Hannah spent most of her summers with her friend pouring through book after book. Reading underneath a large oak in the backyard of the Jordan family home. Intelligent, quick witted, curious, and caring, she and Hannah remained close to this day. Cate was the closest thing she had to a sister and a sibling, and she would not have it any other way.


By comparison, her friends were different. But one thing they shared in common was loving, caring families and amazing parents. Two brothers who married sisters. The fact that Cate’s uncle Graham and Aunt Halo adopted Buster is long forgotten. Caring people, they never gave in to social conventions. All that mattered was an orphaned child needed a home, and they needed a child. And Cate’s father, Wilson, helped Buster’s parents see that through. An attorney by trade, he broke ‘heaven and earth’ as her mother Myra recalled, to make what no one should question, acceptable. Theirs was a tight knit family, and it shown in Buster and Cate’s deep love of one another.


A mock slap/push/punch fight going on between the two cousins brought Hannah back into the real world.


“You know, once I hit the big time, you won’t be able to treat me like this. I’ll be too rich and too famous”


“You’ll eat up all your money and be famous for how fat you got.”


“Children. Children. Keep it on that side. I’m trying to fly here.” Hannah rolled her eyes. “Some things never change.” Although she was attentive to what she was doing, once again she let thoughts of her childhood roll through her mind.


Hannah spent most summers of her young life in Twilight where Cate and Buster grew up. It was also where her grandparents, ‘Gran’ Sindee and ‘Papa Jay’ Jayland Starvling lived. They owned the local burger and fry joint, The Starvling Diner, which dated back to the 1950’s. Her parents were archaeologists Skyler and Mikael Starvling. More often than not, they spent the summer months at remote excavation sites. When they went on these extended jaunts, they handed Hannah off to her grandparents. Therefore, she spent her childhood between two worlds. Living with her parents during the school year and living with her grandparents during summers. In her mind, it amounted to a perfect childhood.


“So are you thinking about settling down in Twilight?” Cate asked in a hopeful tone.


Her friend’s question drug Hannah back from her inner thoughts once more.


“I’m considering it. Papa Jay and Gran are getting older. They’re going to need some help. So…”


“Good. But what does that mean for you?”


“Well, I did have one idea.”


Buster leaned forward. “Oh. Oh. I know. Why don’t you open an agency?”


“Yeah. That’s just what she needs,” Cate said in a sarcastic tone.


Buster huffed and defended his position. “Think about it. It’d be awesome.” He wiped his hands across the air to as though looking at a theater marquee. It could be the beginning of another chapter in the career of… Hannah Starvling: Private Investigator.”


“Another chapter indeed,” Hannah thought to herself. In her scant thirty-one years, she had gone through two thus far. She found it interesting that both had developed out of her grandparent’s restaurant. Hannah’s summers in Twilight had meant a lot of time in the diner, where she came to know two things. The world of investigation and the world of cooking. While running the counter, Gran Sindee told her granddaughter about her sideline hobby of ‘being nosy’ as her Papa Jay put it. An amateur sleuth of some note around Twilight, she had acquired the nickname of ‘the Gumshoe Gal’. Though she railed against it in public, in private she was quite proud of the moniker. It was from these stories that Hannah grew to love the idea of investigation, and vowed to one day be an investigator.


Earning a scholarship at Serling University, she double majored in criminal justice and psychology. After graduation, she joined the FBI. Having been part of the agency for just over a year, she encountered the worst day and the best day of her life. She fell victim to a gunshot while working a case, which left residual effects to this day. An unsteady arm that was noticeable just to those who knew. Still, it affected her ability to use a weapon. During her long recovery, she found that switching hands was not an option. Her hard-sought career was on the line, and the prospect for a permanent desk job held no appeal. Though she did not lose her intense curiosity of crime, her days in law enforcement ended. That concluded career number one.


Depressed and uncertain of the future, she returned to Twilight to recover from an injury, and in a sense to recover her life.


“So, what’s this idea? Are you sure you’re awake enough to fly this bucket?” Cate asked which served to return Hannah to the conversation at hand.


“Well, I was thinking I’d like to open a restaurant.”


Buster became excited. “You’re bringing The Starvling back? That’d be awesome! I loved that place.”


“No. It’s gone. Even if I rebuilt it, it wouldn’t be the same. It’ll be something different.”


Hannah had too many memories of the diner, as it once was to bring it back in a different form. It was from the diner that her second career was born as much as the first. All because of her Grandpa Jay.


Watching all the activity while sitting in a booth at the restaurant, Hannah went over her life options. That’s when Grandpa Jay came and sat beside her. She could tell he was contemplating something but said nothing. She was thinking of all the time she spent in the diner with him, where he taught her to cook. Hannah found a love of the culinary in his simple instructions, what he referred to as “burger slinging.” Now she was considering asking if she could come to work with them once again, just long enough to find her next career. After coming and sitting down beside her, Grandpa Jay made an offer. A life changing one. After some silence, he turned to look at her. In that charming, wrinkled, stern face, she saw great concern.


“Sweetness,” he said, “Guns are dangerous. How about we get you into something a little less so? Like with knives, maybe.” At that moment, he gave her a new direction. He offered to send her to the L’Académie Gastronomique de Paris and become a chef. “I’ve an old military buddy who’s a big muckety muck there. Pretty sure I can get you in,” he said matter of fact. She agreed. Career number two had begun.


In the years since, Hannah worked as a restaurant consultant. Traveling worldwide, she helped both individuals and corporations develop their menus. She also worked with some of the biggest names in the culinary world. Now, she found it ironic that career one and career two had once again collided. This time, in a more tragic way.


“Just over a year ago, wasn’t it?” Buster interrupted Hannah’s considerations through a mouth full of crackers.


“Yeah,” Cate answered. “Left quite a mess. Many people lost their jobs. Louie says her husband has been out of sorts ever since. In addition, it terrifies the people of Zebulon. The whole town became centered on her and her businesses before she died.”


Hannah mulled over the information. “Yeah. I read that they can’t let her go.”


“They don’t want things to change,” Cate offered. “With this announcement, that Julia’s niece is stepping up to bring back her cooking show ... well, it’s going to get interesting, to say the least.”


“What a tragedy. I wonder how the fans will accept her.”


Cate pondered her friend’s statement for a moment. “Not sure. I’m more concerned with how Louie will take it.”


Hannah had heard Cate mention Louie Woolridge often, but she knew little of the man. From a culinary perspective, she had read some of his articles in Food Critic magazine. Beyond that, she knew only what her friend had reflected, that he was a Julia Karas fan and that he had known her long before she became famous, the so-called ‘Darling of America’s Kitchen’. Her death had left an indelible mark on his being. The degree of their relationship was unclear.


“Are you sure I’m not imposing to stay with him while the festival is going on?”


“Not at all. In fact, he insisted.” Cate then proceeded to enlighten Hannah about Louie Woolridge. An ultra-fan, he had driven all over the country to see and experience Julia Karas’ events. He had even moved to the star’s home town of Zebulon at some point. Hannah deduced from the information the man’s strong infatuation with the star. She wondered to herself if it would become a problem in her investigation.


When she concluded, Buster chimed in. “Louie’s a super fan. But I had no idea she was that big.”


“Massive. According to the Internet, this event is going to be huge. It says to expect enormous crowds paying homage to Julia. Most want to see what direction the corporation has come up with to keep her companies functional,” Cate added.


“Maybe we’ll get lucky and get close to the family through Louie!” Buster laughed.


Hannah frowned. “He doesn’t have those kinds of connections, does he?”


Buster thought for a second before shrugging his shoulders. “Well, if there’s anyone who could find a way into the action, it’s Louie. Need I remind you that he is not at all convinced she died in an accident? That’s why we told him we would come and stay a few days before the big event. And sort of why we brought you along.”


“And here I thought it was for my conversational skills,” Hannah issued with fake admonishment. She then smiled. “No. I get it. But my specialty is criminals, not ghosts.”


“Who said anything about ghosts?” Buster said. “Louie has a theory about Julia’s possible disappearance and then coming back when the time is right.”


“Are you serious?” Hannah remarked, rolling her eyes. “It’s more probable that he has an overactive imagination when it comes to his idol.”


“Maybe. On the other hand, she needed a break from the pressure. Didn’t Agatha Christie do something like that?”


“Yeah. But for more nefarious reasons.” From the tone of his voice, Hannah detected concern in her handsome friend. She took a breath, and then tried to ease his fears. “Look, Buster. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not trying to rain on his dreams. I had planned to go to the event anyway. But it’s nice of him to put us up. While I’m here, I will be happy to check out his theory. And, of course, I will look into the death of Julia in more detail, as well. I must admit that the news reports seemed rather shallow for such a famous person.”


Reassured by Hannah’s words, Buster perked up. “They say Julia’s companies have struggled ever since. But with his niece stepping up to continue the dream Julia started, they are beginning to come alive again.”


This new information intrigued Hanna as she began to consider all the facts of the looming case. “Her name is Jazlyn, right? Jazlyn Karas? I’ve read about her. Impressive resume. No doubt, Julia was grooming her for big things.


“I’m sure. Trust me, this is the one I want to see. If her pictures do her justice, she is a sight.” Buster drifted off for a second, mumbling as he recounted out loud what he remembered of the woman. “I saw a picture of her. Short, glossy black hair. Piercing green eyes and a cocky grin. Curvy, with big--”


Cate interrupted Buster by snapping her fingers inches from his face.


“Hey. Snap out of it, lover boy,” Cate insisted. It caused him to jump, much to both Hannah and his cousin’s amusement.


Returning to the subject, Cate drew down her brow and twisted a lip, which was a sign Hannah knew to mean hard concentration. “Jazlyn. Jazlyn. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of her, but then I don’t follow the culinary world.” She reached over and tapped on Hannah’s shoulder. “That’s what you are for.”


“Uh-huh. You and everyone else. Anyway, she’s not well known, and for a reason. Julia’s husband, Asa, has been keeping her close at hand. I had to go through my professional channels to find out anything on her. She’s cute, all right. I can see why Buster has ideas about that one.”


“He has always been partial to tall women with black hair,” Cate continued to tease. “Yes, I think we are in for a Buster show.” Hannah and Cate laughed as Buster rolled his eyes.


After a moment, when the women’s laughter died down, Hannah once again turned her attention to the subject at hand. “I have read that some of Julia’s old chefs are preparing food in hopes of getting their old jobs back.”


Cate nodded, running a hand through her short black hair. “Yeah, Julia and Asa paid well, but in return they expected absolute loyalty. When that story broke on an insider giving out secrets about the house that Julia built, it was the beginning of the end of a dynasty.”


“Most of them have scattered, from the news I read,” Buster added as he looked down into an empty bag. “We should have brought more snacks.”


Cate grabbed the bag and looked inside at all the empty wrappers. “Oh for heaven’s sake.” She held the bag out for Hannah to see.


Hannah peeked inside. “Not unexpected.”


“Anyway,” Cate continued, “Julia’s first assistant, Vera Bessinger. She was heir to the show right up until just before Julia’s death, and stayed on. But, for some reason, that’s all changed now.”


Hanna stared ahead and mulled over what she had gleaned so far. “A deceased celebrity chef. A festival in her honor. A town hanging onto a past lost forever. A distraught husband. An assistant spurned in favor of the beautiful niece who stepped into her place. And an overzealous fan convinced she faked her own death.” Clicking off the information in her head like a laundry list, she thought to herself, As cases went, this one has an auspicious beginning. “It’s going to be an interesting weekend.”


Chapter 2


Nearing the small, private airport for Zebulon, Hannah radioed the tower for clearance. One uneventful landing later, with a pre-rented car in hand, the group headed out for Zebulon.


As they drove into the town, Buster noted an addition to the ‘Welcome to Zebulon’ sign. It displayed in bold lettering, Home of Julia Karas: The Darlin’ of America’s Kitchen. Driving through the small community, they found banners and street signs announcing the festival. Most read Celebrating Julia’s Legacy. First Anniversary Memorial. Saturday, September 20, 8:00 P.M. Other announcements praised the late star. Or they stated how missed she was in handwritten signs and window paints. Many had the words, “Always with love, Julia,” repeating the signature sign off of her television show.”


The three friends found themselves amazed at the love the town showed for Julia. It was as if she had never met with her accident. The obvious devotion showed on almost every business window and on houses and lawns throughout. All this joy, thought Hannah, despite it all representing a resurrection, so to speak.


“This is it. Just pull up in the driveway,” Buster said. Louie’s house was a small, two story, wood framed, yet well-maintained gray house with white trim. Once the car stopped, he headed around to the trunk and pulled out the bags. He followed Cate and Hannah up the front steps, and watched as his cousin rang the doorbell several times. Hannah smiled as she noted their anticipation at seeing Louie.


While waiting, Hannah caught herself assessing the scenery. To take in her surroundings was one aspect that came along with her inquisitive nature. “Comes with the territory,” she would say when someone called out her curious nature.


After a moment, Louie appeared at the door and opened it. His appearance was just as Hannah had imagined. Still, she began making a mental chart of him. “Large, maybe 6’1”. Not unfit, but not athletic. Late forties. Looks younger because he has the happy thing going on. Graying, faded reddish hair and day old beard growth. Hazel eyes that twinkle when he smiles, seeming so big he appears to be squinting. Casual style. Over-sized purple t-shirt. Faded blue jeans and worn out running shoes.” On a first impression, she found him likeable.


“Hey, big guy!” Buster cried out, dropping the bags to hug his friend.


“Hey! Back at you, man. Don’t you both look great,” Louie shouted with laughter. He released Buster and took Cate in his arms in much the same manner. After a brief exchange with his lifelong friends, he turned to Hannah. His eyes immediately focused on the Victorian style top hat with mechanically enhanced goggles over the brim that rested on her head. “And you must be Hannah?”


“Guilty,” she said, extending a hand. She was rather shocked when he pushed it aside and hugged her as he had done with her friends. “Pleased to meet you. These two have told me all about you. Makes me feel as if I have known you forever. Thanks so much for coming.”


Hannah grinned as she looked over Louie’s shoulder at Cate. “My pleasure,” she said, catching her breath. Louie’s hug was ‘breathtaking’ in a literal sense, she thought to herself.


Everyone proceeded to make their way inside. Louie gestured around the interior of the large room with oversized furniture. “Kick off your shoes, make yourselves at home.”


On one wall was a huge LED TV that had to be 60 inches or more. Sports memorabilia covered the wall at the end of the room, with signed jerseys from top athletes from many teams. It did not take a detective to surmise from Louie’s passion and the room’s décor that he was a confirmed bachelor. This is the definition of ‘man cave’, she thought.


“I can show you where your rooms are now or in a while, whichever you prefer?”


Since Buster had already dropped their luggage in the entry, all agreed to go relax for a bit. As they started to find places to sit, Hannah noticed many items on the other wall in the massive room. She walked over to find pictures of Julia at various stages of her life. High school prom queen. Cheerleader. A great one as she received her degree making her a chef. And one at the opening of her first restaurant, Julia’s Kitchen on the Water. Off to the far left corner hung a framed article. It was a document from Le Jean Luc Goddard Institut Gastronomique which named Louie M. Wooldridge as a chef. Thinking back, Hannah recalled that it was the same institute in Paris where Julia had received her training. Next to it was a nice professional photograph of Louie and Julia with the autograph, “Always with love, Julia.”


“That’s you,” Hannah said, pointing to a thinner, younger Louie in the picture. “Looks like you two had a history.”


“Yes,” Louie said in a proud but soft voice. He walked over to stand next to Hannah. “That’s from many years ago at a food convention. Julia and I were in the same class together at Goddard’s,” he said, pointing to his diploma. “I knew early on that I had a better future becoming a food critic than a chef. But Julia? The woman was a natural. Born to cook.” Hannah noted the extreme sorrow in his voice. He smiled in remembrance before continuing. “We became good friends. Those days were special. Before all the madness began after she met Asa.” The mention of Julia’s husband’s name seemed almost painful and distasteful to the man. Sighing, he could not hide his emotions, which showed through his otherwise happy face. “She was just the best person I have ever met. Her generosity, warmth …” He stopped and cleared his throat. “Not to mention the raw talent. Mr. Goddard himself would have been proud.


Part of the reason Louie was not accepting her early demise was the fact that he was still deeply in love with her, Hannah determined. Understanding that now, she vowed to prove to him one way or the other, hoping he would accept her findings, let go, and move on.


Hannah put her hand on Louie’s shoulder. “Well, it appears we have some downtime. This seems as good a time as any to start getting your thoughts on the events surrounding Julia’s death.”


Louie nodded through a weak smile. “I have a folder of clippings I’ve kept in the office.” He waved for the group to follow him. “You can check them out in there. In the meantime, how about some refreshments? Soda, tea, latte anyone?”


“Oh. Your special latte?” Buster commented. “Oh, yeah. Hannah. You cannot miss this.” Both ladies agreed, and Louie left the room, mission in hand.


In the office, Hannah, Cate, and Buster took seats at a small conference table. Buster looked around the room before calling out, “Critic. Come, boy!” Seconds later, a large Mastiff padded into the room, happy and ready for pets and love.


Louie brought in the steaming hot coffee mugs filled with his special latte’ mixture in a short while. He placed them before his guests. Hannah did not acknowledge the beverage, as she was already engrossed in the file before her.


“I see here that the police didn’t do an investigation because there was no reason, according to the news reports. This was an accident on a rainy night down at the lake?”


Louie’s face grew solemn. “That’s what didn’t make sense to me,” he answered.


“Meaning?”


“Julia didn’t like water. Open water, in particular. So why would she be out in the rain, by the lake? I could never figure out why Asa built the house out there in the first place. In addition, she had night blindness. She could not see anything after dark. There’s no light down there, and it was a new moon. Think about it. It’s damn odd for her to be in a place I know she would go out of the way to avoid if she were alone.”


“Is it possible she was clearing her head and wandered out there in a fog? There was a lot of publicity about rumors of her manager and husband, both having affairs with the same woman.”


“Knowing Julia like I do … did, I can imagine how that cut her to the bone. But even if she was down, she wouldn’t go near the water. At least, not by herself.”


“Is there anything to these rumors?”


“No evidence that has made it to the public, at least not from reliable sources. The news rags harp on it now and again, but otherwise…”


“What about on the inside. The inner circle. Any tidbits there?”


“I’m not sure. Asa made sure to cut me out of Julia’s life a long time ago. He knew how I felt about her. Given we had a history, he put a stop to our friendship. However, he wasn’t successful. Since I am involved in the culinary world through my work, I often turned up at many of the same events and functions as Julia over the years. She was the star. I was just another pretty face in the crowd.” He said the last part in a half smile, which served to ease the mounting tension in Louie. After a few seconds, he continued.


“I just know that Julia was the talent. She left the business operations up to Asa. Jack Miller, her agent, ran her personal appearances and media. He was another Julia follower. He had to beg for his job. I don’t believe Asa knew that he would have given anything to have more than a platonic relationship with her. Julia’s innocence just brought out this protective instinct in people. Women also succumbed to it.”


Hannah nodded. She looked at Cate and then Buster before coming back around to Louie. “That means we’ll have to become creative to get people on the inside of the company to talk.”


“At least at the executive level,” Cate agreed.


Louie took in the conversation, watching Hannah and Cate. When the two turned back to him, he nodded. “You’re right. The ranks closed in tight after the story came out. Asa fired most of the staff, including two of the best, Xabiere Dauphin and Timothy Holloway. No one was immune to his wrath.”


“I’ve never heard of these people,” Hannah affirmed. “What do you know about them?”


“Xabiere was a sous chef for Julia, looking to make a name for himself. Holloway came to the U.S. from Europe to work with Karas, Inc. Asa paid them one last time, had them evicted from the studio, and then locked the doors behind them.”


Buster frowned as he listened. “The dude sounds vindictive. What’d they do?”


“He is.” Louie took a drink of his latte and stared into the brown liquid. “Real vindictive. Nevertheless, the two sous chefs each swore they would get even. They didn’t say how, just that they would. As crazy as Asa’s behavior was, I can understand it. Despite everything, he appeared devoted to Julia. Now whether that was true, or if she believed it beforehand, that’s another story. It wasn’t common knowledge, but just before the accident she isolated herself. And she canceled all her appearances until further notice.”


“Odd.” Hannah twisted her face as she sat back in her chair. Her furrowed brow told Cate that her contemplative friend had many, many questions.


“I think I would like to do some sightseeing tomorrow. Take in the world that Julia created. Her home. Business. Maybe even the cemetery. I need to build a file on her that isn’t corrupted by public opinion and media. People can buy those things.”


Louie half smiled and nodded. “Already handled. With all the crowds coming, I went ahead and got full event passes for us. I’ve been neck deep in the roll out. My company agreed to let me be the front man to the tasting events, which should get us in close. I doubt anyone expected this event to be so big, or for it to be so well publicized. Now the concern is safety and more security for a massive event.”


“How big are we talking?” Hannah probed.


“Oh, a hundred thousand, best estimate.”


Shooting a quizzical look at Hannah, Cate asked, “Oh, come on. That’s rather large. She was, not to be offensive or anything, just a television chef. It’s not like she was Beard or Childs.”


Louie nodded. “Well, I guess we’ll see. In my opinion, that’s a conservative estimate.” He looked around at his guests’ stunned faces. “Her fame has grown even more in her death, as it does with true superstars.”


“What kind of access can you get us to the inner circle?” Cate inquired, biting her lip.


“Well, as of now, you are my assistants. That should get you close to the man himself.”


For a second, the girls looked puzzled, then a soft smile spread across Hannah’s face, and she said, “Perfect. Provided of course, I don’t have to eat all day!”


Buster interjected. “Hey. Hey, now. Speak for yourself. A job requiring eating all day? Now, that is employment I can handle.”


Louie punched him on the shoulder. “Some things never change, dude. You still got that hollow leg.”


“You got that right.” Cate was laughing so hard she began choking on her latte. All the excited laughter got Critic barking, much to the amusement of all.


“What is he?” Hannah said, grabbing the sides of the poor dog’s face and forcing them into a sort of smile. “He looks part wolf and part bear. “He looks just like a big ole teddy bear.”


“As long as he has eaten his dinner,” Louie said.


“But he doesn’t like the taste of pretty girls, so you’re good Hannah,” Buster added with a wink toward Louie, who grinned.


“Ha, well, then, you should do well for his next meal then.”


Louie patted his leg, which served to call the dog over. He held up one finger and commanded, “Critic, tell Hannah you love her,”


“I luv you!” Critic howled, imitating his master as best a dog could muster. With that, Critic helped lighten the mood of the group. They decided it was time to find their rooms and freshen up.


After gathering up their luggage, Louie led them through the small but airy house. It reminded Hannah of a small bed and breakfast in the town of Twilight where she, Cate and Buster had grown up, with every room having a bathroom attached. Tight and comfortable. “Will this do?” Louie inquired as he showed Hannah her room. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll be as snug as a bug in a rug.”


Louie made a mock-horrified face. “Geez, I hope not. I just spent a bundle getting this house fumigated. Old Critic, here, he’s my buddy. He’s also a walking invitation for infestation.” Hanna looked at the dog, who wagged his tail at the attention. It’s true, she thought to herself. Pets sometimes come to look like their masters. The thought made her repress a private laugh.


“Come on, boy,” Louie said, patting Critic’s head. “I need to get you a treat before I lose your loyalty.” He turned and headed down the hall. He stopped to call out, “Dinner in two hours, so put on your nice duds. We’re going to the best restaurant ever.”


Chapter 3


Dinner was, as Hannah suspected, at Julia’s Kitchen on the Water. Initial conversation centered on extended introductions between Hannah and Louie. Louie was particularly interested in Hannah’s top hat and goggles. She gracefully explained how she had always loved the Victorian era, especially the late period. A case had led her to a shop that had the hat. Upon questioning about the goggles with it, she had been introduced to the world of Victorian steampunk. Hannah found she liked the clothing, and the sentiment of culture, so she adopted some of the articles into her daily wear. The hat and goggles were just a bonus.


Everyone found the idea fascinating. But given the location of the restaurant, it did not take long for the conversation to start up once again. The subject returned to the late chef and the accident that took her. Hannah started a log of mental notes. She took notes of the photos of Julia’s humble beginnings in the museum connected to the famous eatery. She wanted to capture the setting and all the important elements of the historic restaurant and building. So photogenic, she thought as she tapped the screen.


“Louie, what was the timeline in her career up until she began her show?” Hannah asked.


“Well, she was just Julianna Durbin, a country girl from Bucks County back then, and she...”


Hannah glanced over at Buster and Cate. Louie’s historical knowledge engrossed both of them. She could hear the passion in his voice as he chronicled the start of Julia’s career. It continued all the way to the day he heard about her death. By the time he concluded, he was trying to hide the tears in his eyes.


“I was just devastated when I got the news. The thoughts of never seeing her again except in my dreams set off a depression that has affected me to this day.


Hannah put her hand on his forearm. “I’m sorry. I understand that spending the next few days immersed in her life will be painful.”


He smiled through his sadness. “It isn’t about me. It’s about her.”


Hannah considered the look on Louie’s face as one of complete devotion. For this man, who was in love with a dead woman, Julia Karas was kindness personified. As she pondered the situation, she wondered about the potential harm or good this case might cause. Could she win either way? If she confirmed her death was no accident, it would open an investigation that would keep this man’s emotions raw for years to come. If she found out that it was an accident, would he be able to grieve and then move through the process back into life again? Such questions weighed heavy on the amateur investigator long after they had retired for the evening.


***


The next morning, Hannah woke with a start as Louie yelled up the stairs, “Rise and shine!” She rolled out of bed, made her way over to the door and cracked it. Hearing it open, Louie turned and looked to see a woman who was not yet awake. Her hair shot in a multitude of directions. Her face screamed of weariness. Her eyes spoke more of the living dead than ‘I’ll be there in just a moment’.


“Sorry to wake you. But I’m supposed to be working the pre-event setups in an hour and traffic will be murder.”


Hannah yawned. “Coffee?”


At that moment, both Buster and Cate exited their rooms and headed down the hall toward Louie. Seeing Hannah, Buster called out, “Big guy! Didn’t I warn you last night about feeding the bear?”


Cate nudged Buster into the wall. “Oww,” he exclaimed in a loud voice to emphasize his fake injury. She then took Louie by the arm and led him toward the stairs as she tossed out to Hannah, “On the landing when you are ready.” Hannah nodded and closed the door.


Looking over to Cate, Louie asked, “Not a morning person I take it?”


“Not in any fashion,” Cate said. “Remind me later to show you my scars.”


Just under fifteen minutes later, Hannah made her way down the staircase. Dressed in casual business attire like Cate, Louie commented, “Nice.” He ushered her toward the front door, where Buster stood waiting with a cup of coffee just for her. Taking it from him, she drew it to her nose as she took a breath. She then proceeded to start her day with a sip. “Liiiiifffffeeee.”


Her reaction made Louie chuckle before asking, “Do you have everything you need? It’s going to be a long day, but we can always relax in the media RV if need be.”


“I think we’re good,” Hannah assured him, looking to Cate, who nodded in agreement.


“I understand that small towns aren’t used to this kind of activity. So where are most of the venues going to be?” Cate asked.


As she stepped through the door, followed by Hannah, both women paused to take in a large RV sitting in the driveway. A large Food Critic logo stood out on the side of the vehicle. “Wow,” both uttered in unison. Louie continued as if it were an ordinary vehicle and urged them to enter as he answered the question.


“Karas, Inc. owns a good part of this town now. Asa began buying everything a while back. He has spent a fortune on Zebulon. To answer your question, there will be the usual stuff throughout the city. Booths, hawkers, and such. The larger events will be at the TV studio on the edge of town. There’s plenty of room there to support the crowds. Asa’s had massive tents trucked in and set up on the land near the main studio, for the food tastings and such. It used to be farmland. The food samples are coming over from the studio test kitchens. In addition, he called in favors. It would seem many people owe him. The state highway department is helping lay out navigation routes into the town. That should keep the flow of traffic as efficient as possible. He’s hired retired military for security and stationed them everywhere. The gravesite is of special concern. There are always some vultures who want to grab a piece of history and Asa intends to nip that in the bud.”


“I’ll give this to the man,” Buster said as he stepped into the RV, “he believes in control.”


Once Louie introduced everyone to the driver, they settled into the rear of the vehicle and chatted. Along the short trip to the studio, all could see from the side window crowds already wandering the town’s streets. He was right, Hannah considered to herself, this is going to be huge. From where she sat, she could see the studio on a knoll in the distance. Pointing to the structure, Louie explained that it was the main studio and well over 70,000 square feet


“It never dawned on me that Karas, Inc., had so much wealth. Or that this was going to be so huge,” Hannah said. She leaned forward to get a better view as they passed the main gate.


As the RV came to a stop and everyone began exiting, Louie continued to tell them about Asa Karas. “He’s an astute businessman, to say the least,” Louie scoffed. “Before becoming the largest land baron of the county, or should I say the state, he was already wealthy. Made his money in oil. He became even richer after Julia married him.”


“A billionaire, right?” Buster asked.


Louie affirmed with a nod, adding, “A couple times over.”


“Now, that’s wealth,” Buster said as he climbed out of the vehicle. Hannah pulled on a coat just in case the buildings were cold. She also put on her top hat with goggles in place. Cate and Louie emerged behind the others, putting on the protective UV sunglasses provided to them against the morning sun.


Louie stopped dead in his tracks and went pale as they proceeded to the studio tent setup for media. “It’s almost like looking into the past,” he mumbled aloud. “She could be Julia.”


The group’s eyes followed to where the man was looking. Behind a desk under the tent was a petite, thin yet curvy young woman. She wore conservative, oversized clothing while passing out materials and directing the workers. She had large glasses, which half hid her violet eyes, with dark brown hair rolled in a tight ponytail at the back of her neck.


“Could she be a relative of Julia’s?” Cate whispered to Louie.


Louie shook his head to clear it. “I don’t know. I guess so. I mean, I could have sworn it was Julia. My heart stood still for a moment.”


“That is odd,” Hannah stated in a questioning tone. “She does resemble her, but…”


Louie stiffened and shook his head again. “No. She doesn’t. She can’t. It’s just a trick of the memory.


Hannah turned to Louie for answers. “Come on,” she said, “Let’s find out who this is.”


As the four approached the woman under the tent, another woman stood just behind and was in a discussion with a man. Something about the intensity of the ongoing dialogue caught Hannah’s attention. The man was tall and slim. Hannah decided him to be in his late forties. He sported a close-cropped black beard and hair to match. She also noticed a small scar on his forehead over his left eye. The woman was tall, thin, with short-cropped black hair, and from Hannah’s vantage point, deep green eyes. She determined her to be in her early twenties. Hannah watched as the beautiful young woman listened to what the man was saying before taking a manila envelope from him. She nodded as he exited. She then stepped up beside the first woman. She was a familiar face to Buster, Hannah, and Louie from her official photos.


“Jazlyn Karas!” Buster exclaimed much to the surprise of all present. “Wow!”


Jazlyn looked surprised and pleased to find herself noticed by the handsome man. “Thank you,” she said. In a breathy voice she added, “You’re kinda ‘Wow,’ yourself.”


The other woman who was passing out papers tapped Jazlyn on the shoulder and thrust some papers her way.


Before he could stop himself, Louie blurted out, “Excuse me. But are you related to Julia?”


Taken aback, the young woman paused. She turned to Jazlyn for answers, before turning back to stare at the group. “No,” she said in a sharp, stern voice.


“Allow me to present to you Ms. Vera Bessinger,” Jazlyn explained to the group. Hannah noted a slight distaste in Jazlyn’s voice. “I suppose she does bear some resemblance to my late aunt, doesn’t she?”


“Some?” Louie added in disbelief.


Everyone turned to look at the woman, who fidgeted under everyone’s scrutiny. “Here’s the material for later on. If you’ll excuse me.” Hannah noted a hint of a foreign accent. French, perhaps? she questioned herself.


Louie’s eyes followed Vera’s every step as she headed back toward the studio and exited the area through a large metal door. Cate put a comforting arm around his side, bringing him out of his thoughts, as Jazlyn called after, “Thank you, Vera. I will see you in a bit.” She then turned and looked at the group.


“Vera has worked for Karas, Inc., for quite a while. Uncle Asa kept her on working with us in an executive position. She was going to take over Aunt Julia’s spot on the show. After the accident, he felt that her similar looks might cause problems for the audience. I guess that is why he brought me in to replace her on the show. I am a chef, as well, and a family member.” She then added with a smug air, “I guess her loss is my gain.”


“Indeed,” Louie said in a noticeable, disappointed tone. He then extended his hand to Jazlyn. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Louie Wooldridge. These are my associates. This is Buster and Cate Jordan. And Hannah Starvling in the hat.”


“Well, hello to you all. So nice to make your acquaintance.”


Jazlyn looked up to Hannah’s top hat. “Nice hat,” she cooed. “Victorian?”


“Yes,” Hannah answered.


“Then we must talk sometime,” Jazlyn said in an interested tone.


“I’m sure we will.”


Looking Louie over, Jazlyn studied him. “But I do believe I have heard the name of Wooldridge before.” Turning to Louie, she asked, “Did you know Aunt Julia, by chance?”


“Why yes, I did. We went to school together a long time ago. She became a chef. I became a critic,” Louie replied.


“Oh, my, I can’t believe it is you. Julia often talked about her best friend in the world when she was younger. A thousand times. Louie Wooldridge. She called you … what was it now … Louie-Louie?” she said with enthusiasm.


Louie blushed at the memory and nodded. “That she did,” he added. “Jules used to tease me like that.”


“It is such a pleasure to meet you. We must have dinner soon so you can tell me all your stories about my aunt. I miss her so much,” Jazlyn replied.


“Of course. I miss her, too. I will never forget her. I doubt anyone who ever met her would.”


Buster stuttered. “Excuse me for butting in, but could I be so bold and ask you to sign an autograph for my mother?” he said to Jazlyn.


Jazlyn was all smiles, and Hannah noted that she seemed pleased that handsome Buster asked.


“Let me do something for you a little better than that,” she quipped. “Follow me up to the studio? I have some press photos there that I can sign … for your mother.” She was looking straight at Buster. There was no denying the instant chemistry between the two. “I can show you … all, around my studio.”


“The studio? You’ve got to be kidding!” Buster exclaimed, exchanging an excited look with Louie. “I’d love to!”


“Wow,” mused Hannah to Cate. “She’s nice.”


“Yeah, well, Buster kind of has that effect on women,” Cate noted with a half-grin.


“Well, in truth, the estate belongs to Asa, now that poor Julia is gone. But seeing as your ‘mother’ is such a fan, it’s the least I can do,” Jazlyn responded with a laugh. “Anyway, how will I find out where such a handsome man comes from? Come on. We can take the shuttle car up.”


Chapter 4


The ride over to the studio did not take long. Within a few minutes, they had reached the main entrance to the complex, bypassing the crowded front iron gates to the studio. They stopped once to answer the directions of the guard. After acknowledging Jazlyn, he waved the group along.


Hannah glanced over at Louie to see how he was doing. He seemed lost in thought. Thinking that this was not easy for him and wondering why he did not bow out of this trip was something that mystified her. Was the shock at seeing Vera too much? Enough to push him over the edge? She questioned, and then decided to herself to keep an eye on him over the next few days.


The small electric vehicle came to a stop before a massive, multi-story, red brick building. Jazlyn piped up, “Welcome to the studio, which I call home sweet home.” She waved them along, adding, “There are three complete apartments upstairs. There was nothing available close to the studio when I started, so Uncle Asa offered it to me.”


“Isn’t she amazing?” Buster whispered as they all walked toward the entrance. “I mean, she seems so down to earth.”


Hannah looked over at Cate, who grinned, and said, “Sounds like you got a thing for her already.”


Buster smirked. “If by ‘thing’ you mean I think she’s fine, then yeah. I got a big thing for her. “


Hannah rolled her eyes. “Men.”


As the small group entered into the massive structure, Jazlyn led them toward a large, arc-shaped desk manned by a guard in a uniform. He stood as the group approached and nodded as he waved them on by. “Miss Jazlyn,” he said in a deep, rough voice. Jazlyn smiled as she passed by. “Malcolm.”


Before they reached the door behind the guard, it opened and Vera stepped out. At first, she looked taken aback, but her face changed to a look of annoyance. She then gave Jazlyn an irritated glare.


“We meet again,” Jazlyn said. She was grinning less than smiling, Hannah considered.


Vera nodded at Jazlyn but ignored Hannah, Buster, Cate, and Louie as she walked out of the building. Following her every step with his eyes, Louie confessed, “Her likeness to Jules is … amazing.”


Hannah took the chance to jump on Louie’s comment and pry for information. Trying not to be obvious, she glanced around in every direction but Jazlyn’s, before asking, “Was Julia close to Vera?”


Jazlyn nodded. Looking back to the young woman, Hannah judged her expression to be somewhere between jealousy and envy. “Yes. She took a personal interest in Vera and groomed her from the beginning. At some point, she became her benefactor, but for the life of me, I never knew why. My aunt had a public persona, and a private one. A peculiar one at times. Vera was part of the latter. Now she works here helping to manage things. Uncle felt it was something that Julia would want, so he honored her. When my aunt died, he found a place for her here. She’s still adjusting, a year after the fact.”


Hannah thought she detected a note of sarcasm in Jazlyn’s voice, but she was not sure. “Now, who’s ready for a tour?”


“If it isn’t too much trouble,” Louie answered. “My magazine has asked me to write the details of the company that Julia and Asa created from the ground up. Any access to the inside of Julia’s life would make a much better story.”


Hannah watched as Louie waited for Jazlyn’s decision. This would be his crowning glory if he were able to pay tribute to Julia now, given how he had known her long before she went to Paris.


The smile that beamed from Jazlyn gave away her decision before her words. “I can arrange whatever access you need. I think Julia would have liked you to do the honors. Follow me. “


Jazlyn led the group through the same door Vera had exited. “This is the office floor,” Jazlyn explained, pointing to several entryways. “We call it the ‘cube farm,’” she added. Hannah detected a hint of superiority in her voice. A glance over to Cate revealed that she had the same idea. A large glass window allowed an open view inside, where many cubicles were visible. Workers darted in and out, performing their various duties. “Wow,” Buster said. “I didn’t know it took so much to run a studio.”


“This is nothing,” Jazlyn answered. “You should see our Atlanta office. That’s where the majority of Karas, Inc., businesses operate out of. We also have offices in New York and Dallas.”


Buster smiled as he turned to look at Jazlyn. “But your office is here, right?”


“Yes. Just down the hall, next to my Uncle. Come on. I’ll show you.”


Jazlyn led the group to two offices that were furthest away from the front of the building. Approaching, she pointed to two massive oak doors. “That’s Uncle’s,” she said. She then pointed to a single oak door. “Here’s mine.” She then opened the door for all to see. It was typical of an office but had touches that, Hannah assessed, served the purpose of making it Jazlyn’s, and Jazlyn’s alone. A framed degree from culinary school. Pictures of her with various other celebrity chefs. A brass trophy composed of a hand thrust upward holding a spoon. Hannah walked over and read the plate, which said, “Second Place: Quinonna Recipe Cook Off.” Not bad, but not perfect, Hannah thought to herself..


“Let’s move on,” Jazlyn said, as she noticed Hannah at the trophy.


As they exited, Cate whispered to Hannah, “Not one single picture of Julia in the room. Her Uncle was in various photos. But not one of her aunt. Interesting, huh?”


Hannah looked back toward the room. “Interesting,” she replied.


As they continued their tour, Jazlyn showed them two studios. In both, three cameras pointed toward the kitchen counter island. Huge monitors hung from the ceiling above each, which Jazlyn explained were Teleprompters. Above these, there was an open grid of studio lights. As the group looked around, Buster appeared confused. He stared at each set. Both rested against different color back drops. The back wall of one was green, the other one blue. “This is the set?” Buster inquired with curiosity. “I thought there would be a full kitchen. And what’s with the background?”


Again, Jazlyn produced a charming smile that Hannah noted appeared whenever Buster spoke. “New technology. Uncle had everything updated and revamped. We will digitally insert the rest of the kitchen. On green days, no wearing green. On blue days, no wearing blue. Otherwise, you won’t show up!” she stated with a short laugh while looking at Buster.


Cate leaned over once again to Hannah. “I may be marrying into culinary royalty by relation,” she quipped. Hannah let out a furtive giggle before she covered it with a fake cough.


Jazlyn introduced the group to the director, and the different technicians around the studio. She then led them back into the outside hall where a multitude of photos lined the walls. One was a picture of Julia and Asa standing on the studio steps on their wedding day.


“I remember this,” Hannah said. “They got married on the set. She made the cake and everything leading up to the day. It was huge. First time anybody had ever done anything like that.”


“That was Uncle’s idea,” Jazlyn said. “Speaking of my Uncle…” Looking back down the hall. “There he is now. Would you like to meet him?”


“Of course,” Louie said in a strained voice.


All eyes followed her over toward the man who had helped Julia get to the top of the culinary world. As he approached, Hannah noted details about the man, making mental notes, which she clicked off like a list in her head. Sharply dressed, per his station. Fit. Impressive, with a confident, determined posture and walk. Appears around 5’10”. Deep blue eyes. Graying, thick but short-cut hair. Focused. Attuned to his surroundings. Hannah followed Asa’s gaze. He focused on Louie. He apparently disapproved of the interloper.


Stopping before the group, the man looked around at the group before speaking in a deep, rich voice. “Greetings.” He then turned to Jazlyn. “I was unaware we had guests today.” His tone was calm but restrained as he continued. “I would have hoped to have a proper welcome for an old friend of Julia’s.” With that said, he let his eyes look at Louie. “I recognize you from Julia’s description … and from all the photos. But I’ve never had the actual pleasure.” He then extended his hand to Louie.


Taking it as offered, Louie smiled in a somewhat awkward manner. “No, we haven’t. But long overdue, wouldn’t you say?”


Hannah read the two men’s body language as that of silent gladiators. All put forward a face of cordiality but under the surface, there was tension that was almost palpable.


Jazlyn interjected herself into the situation but held a nervous, uncomfortable smile. “This was just an impromptu thing. I met them over at the media tent and recognized Mr. Woolridge.” She reached out and drew her Uncle in to hug him. “And I knew you were busy, so … but please, don’t let us change your schedule,” she said, stepping back but hanging onto one of his hands. Hannah watched as, within seconds, his body relaxed. He gazed down into Jazlyn’s eyes with clear devotion to her. Once again, Cate whispered to Hannah, “Somebody’s got somebody wrapped around her little finger. Man. I bet she gets away with murder around him.” Hannah bit her lip to keep from laughing out loud at her friend’s joking innuendo, but considered the possibilities of it. She watched with fascination, studying the emotions that flittered across Asa’s face. In a short span of time, he had gone from a man trying to intimidate and guard his territory to one willing to agree to the wishes of his niece. This led her to wonder about the extent of the relationship. She did not have long to consider the possibilities before Asa interrupted her thoughts with his booming voice.


“All right, then, I’ll leave you to your short tour. But remember, you’ve got a lot to do before tomorrow.”


Both Hannah and Cate caught the emphasis. He then leaned down to kiss Jazlyn on the cheek. “I’ve got to run into town. I have a meeting with the mayor, the governor, and then some journalists at the town hall. Everyone wants something today. I’ll be late. Good luck with the run.” Asa turned to the group. “If you will all excuse me.” With a brief nod, he turned and headed toward his office. Reaching the massive oak doors, he opened both sides to enter and disappeared through the center. Power play, Hannah thought to herself.


“He’s something, isn’t he?” Jazlyn said in a near-cooing voice as she led the group in the opposite direction.


“Yes. Something,” Louie whispered to Hannah as Buster and Cate walked ahead with Jazlyn. “I think I may have stirred the beehive a bit.”


Hannah nodded in agreement, but said nothing. Security cameras were everywhere. She had the feeling that whoever was watching monitored every movement with scrutiny. She made a concerted effort not to peer up at every camera they passed so as not to draw attention to her suspicions. She had no particular reason to believe this. There was nothing to affirm her theory. These two facts alone made her feel all the more disturbed.


As the group moved along the way to their next stop, Louie continued his quiet accusations. “The biggest mistake of Julia’s life was marrying that man. If it weren’t for him, she might still be alive,” he insisted.


Hannah measured Louie’s words. Granted, Asa was a force of nature. He was impressive, powerful, and aware of both facts. A man who had absolute control over every aspect of his world. That much was clear. Though he had not been welcoming, Hannah had seen nothing that suggested he would hurt Julia. She was, after all, an asset and a moneymaker. It would be interesting to know if the two were as committed to each other in private as they were in public.


Nevertheless, Hannah could see Louie’s jealousy boiling over. Asa had taken Julia from him. There were old wounds here. This type of pain never heals in the presence of the person who Louie perceived as causing it. He would not approve of any man for Julia, other than himself. Thus, his advice would prove jaded and not helpful in the investigation.


Making their way down a long corridor, Jazlyn came to a stop before a large door. The words ‘Studio One’ stenciled in black on the outside stood out. “I would ask that you please be careful not to touch or move anything. We’ve preserved everything just as it was,” she said as she opened the doors and led everyone inside.


“Uncle decided to keep Julia’s original set as it was when she was alive. We’re opening tomorrow’s show with an opening shot from here, then changing to digital using the new set. Uncle feels it will be cathartic for the old fans. It pays homage to Julia and then moves on to me.”


“Smart,” whispered Cate to Hannah, both of whom were looking over the original kitchen. “Lure ‘em in with the original look, then move on. Sort of shock treatment.”


“Umm,” was the affirmation that Hannah gave. She focused on everyone’s place in the operation, running everything through cycles in her mind.


After a brief history of the original show, Jazlyn led the group through a massive, oak door to the rear of the studio. “This was Julia’s personal studio office,” she explained. “She liked to be close to the set, for some reason. Just a quirk I guess. She spent a lot of time in here picking out the recipes and deciding on what featured guests to bring in. The room has not changed since the accident. Uncle and I are the only people allowed in here. Oh, and the staff who dust the room every now and then.” She then turned to Louie. “I wanted you to get a glimpse of her style and grace. This place is Julia. I figured you might like a look for your article.”


Louie took out his cell phone. As he surveyed the room, he spoke with a subdued voice into the device, making notes so as not to miss any details. Hannah watched and wondered what was going through his mind. She knew that for him, this chance would never present itself again. She wondered why Jazlyn was risking the anger of her uncle by letting him in. It was clear that this was a sacred place to Asa. This much, Louie and his rival had in common.


Hannah’s curiosity was peaked further when Louie closed his eyes. Was he imagining his love sitting at her desk? Could just make out her smile as she worked.


When Louie opened his eyes, he stared down at the assortment of pink accessories which adorned the large, ebony desk.


“Pink. Of course,” he mumbled. He was just audible enough that Hannah and Cate could hear, but not Buster and Jazlyn, who were now engaged in a quiet conversation.


Cate’s voice brought him out of his semi-trance like state, when she addressed the particular color. “She had a thing for pink, didn’t she?”


“That was her color,” Louie explained. “That or some shade of it. I don’t recall ever seeing her without something pink. A ribbon in her hair. A purse. Shoes.”


It was at that moment when Louie’s eyes fell on the hot pink high heels sitting on the floor next to a large black couch with pink cushions. He let out a gasp.


“Something wrong?” Hannah asked.


“I gave her those,” Louie said, pointing to the footwear. “Years ago. For graduation. I had them special made. One of a kind.” He gulped and cleared his throat. He brought his hand to his mouth and held it there before continuing.


“They cost me more money than I could afforded at the time.”


He stiffened and shrugged back his shoulders, as if he were shaking something off. Blinking several time, he said, “I was going to tell her how I felt about her. But she was busy, so I waited. And then…” His words dropped off. Hannah could guess the rest. Julia left. Asa appeared in her life. And all Louie was left with was a sour memory. That memory’s changed, thought Hannah. The sight of those shoes is a sign that she never forgot him. She kept them to remember him.


Trying to ease his pain, Hannah asked, “Can we get a picture of a few items for a personal collection?”


Jazlyn’s started to decline. But Hannah motioned with her head toward Louie. She saw the welled tears in his eyes, and looked to where he was staring. She relented. Why, Hannah could not quite make out, but Jazlyn agreed nonetheless.


“Of course. Just give me your word you will not publish them. Uncle would be furious.”


Louie responded with a meek but appreciative smile, then nodded. He dropped the bag he carried, pulled out a small camera, and began his work.


Trying to break the sudden somber mood, Hannah pointed to the door to the rear of the room. “Mind me asking where that leads?”


“Her private room. She would dress there before the show, but sometimes she would rest after a taping. As you can imagine, it took its toll on her. It’s the one room no one, including me, can enter. Just Uncle. Her personal effects are still in place, per his order. Her clothes, jewelry, makeup, hairbrushes. Everything is as if she walked out yesterday and will return tomorrow,” Jazlyn explained. “That room is to stand as is until the studio is dust.”


Cate smiled and understood the implications of that remark. “Being here, in this room, it’s … well, just unbelievable. Overwhelming.”


Jazlyn agreed with a nod, and then pulled out a key. She led everyone to another door opposite Julia’s private room.


“This was her personal research library. The number of cookbooks will amaze you,” she explained. “She and Vera spent hours in here preparing,” Jazlyn recalled. Smiling, Jazlyn said, “I had never been inside the ‘sanctum sanctorum’ until I got a call from Uncle. It was right after I completed my degree in Germany. I had never dreamed that he wanted me to replace Julia. I figured Vera would.”


“You didn’t have a clue?” Cate asked.


“Not a one,” Jazlyn said with an innocence that did not quite ring true for Hannah. “This whole event came about because the company has lost a tremendous amount of money since the accident.”


Hannah noticed the occasional tone of sarcasm in her voice changed to one of jealousy. This cleared up any uncertainty about the nature of Jazlyn and Vera’s relationship. It was an unhealthy one. Julia favored one. Asa favored the other.


“I see what you mean. In the end, it always comes down to business, doesn’t it?” Hannah commented as she turned to study Jazlyn’s face. Her statement had been harsh and pointed, but it was not random. It was to get a reaction, which it had.


Jazlyn’s face soured. “I suppose it does,” she said in a cool tone. “Now, let’s move on?”


Hannah judged the young woman’s response as being somewhere between annoyed and angry. The query had made Jazlyn uncomfortable. Now the question was why. Was it because Hannah had, without intent, questioned her talents as a chef? Or was it because it suggested something about the relationship between the niece and the uncle? In either case, Hannah would spend time later considering all this. But for now, she just continued along.


As the tour continued, Hannah once again became lost in her thoughts about the day. It was bizarre how it all came about. How gracious Jazlyn was, but the reasons for it all were still a mystery. It all left Hannah feeling suspicious. Jazlyn may have been projecting nothing but acceptance and kindness toward Louie. But it was obvious her uncle would have something to say later in private.


Chapter 5


Jazlyn led the group back through the main corridor. A tall, rough looking, heavy man entered the hall from the office door. The man reminded Hannah of a misplaced actor when he grinned through near-perfect white teeth. He drew many eyes to him, with his short brown hair showing from beneath a black drover’s hat. A day’s worth of facial growth covered his face. Brown eyes matched his worn leather jacket. And all this, set against a black shirt, black cowboy boots, and blue jeans, led Hannah to consider him attractive.


Approaching the group, he singled out Jazlyn to make eye contact. “Handsome,” Cate mumbled under breath.


“Yeah, for a man caught in a cheesy 1970s western film,” Buster added with sarcasm.


“Hello, beautiful,” he crooned as he placed a hand on Jazlyn’s shoulder and leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. “How’s my favorite girl?”


The chemistry between the two was both clear and electric. It was recognizable to all, in particular Buster, whose sudden jealousy was also present.


Leaning over to Hannah’s ear, Cate whispered, “She’s a walking pheromone, that one.” Hannah smiled but agreed. She had seen Jazlyn interact with many men this day, three in a forward manner: Buster, Asa, and now this man. Every one of the men had been responsive to Jazlyn. She had swayed three in particular by her charm and beauty. It made Hannah wonder what any one of them would do if she were to ask them to do something.


“Hey,”’ Jazlyn said to the man. “May I introduce you to a few new acquaintances, and an old friend of Julia’s?”


As the man looked the group over, he stopped on Louie. “Louie Wooldridge. I recognize you from Food Critic. Julia talked of you often.” He then extended a hand. “Jack Miller.”


Hannah looked over at Louie, who was not showing any emotions, thinking that, for him, that was a miracle.


After a second, Louie took Miller’s hand and shook it. “Pleasure. I recognize you, too. You were Julia’s manager.”


Hannah watched, catching the slight contraction in Jack’s eyes. She made another mental note as she continued to watch the two men’s interactions. After a second, Miller’s eyes readjusted. “Yes. I had that honor. She was … something else. Something unique. But I didn’t know you knew Jazlyn, as well.”


Sensing an interrogation on Miller’s part, Jazlyn interceded. “We’ve just met today. They also got to meet Uncle.” Hanna watched the interplay with curiosity. She’s observant, she noted, clicking off another trait in her mental profile of Jazlyn.


Judging by the reaction on his face, Jazlyn’s revelation shocked Miller. “Well, that’s something, now isn’t it? I wish we all three could have met at once.”


Hannah sensed the growing tension brewing. She watched as Jazlyn said goodbye with the promise of circling back to Miller later. Once he was gone, Jazlyn turned again back to the group. “Well, not to rush things along, but the trial run is tonight. I’ve got a lot of prep work ahead of me. So I guess this is where we part company.” Catching Buster’s eye, she added, “I’m so glad to have met you all. Feel free to wander about, just be mindful that things are being set up so don’t intrude on the workers or move anything, please.”


Before turning to leave, she handed Buster a card with her contact information on it. “I’m sure we will bump into each other soon,” she said with a smile before giving a small wave and exiting.


Cate leaned over to Buster. “And I’m sure you will.”


Buster nudged his cousin hard with his elbow. “Ow,” Cate exclaimed in mock pain. “I just agreed that you would bump into her again.” He looked into her eyes and frowned. “She’s nice. Don’t read too much into it.”


“Not like I had to.”


Looking toward where Jazlyn had exited, Cate frowned. “I find it odd she would just let us roam around, given her Uncle and all.”


Hannah again glanced around the area to look for security cameras, hidden or otherwise. “Me, too. There’s more to her than meets the eye.” She looked over to see Buster frowning hard. His brow furrowed, and the corners of his mouth pulled tight. “Come on. I know you like her, but you got to admit…”


“Yeah. Yeah. I get it. Still, I’m hoping she’s cut us loose for a reason. Maybe she wants answers, too. Maybe she thinks we can get them for her.”


Cate gave her cousin a questioning look. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would she want us to find answers?”


“Not us.” Buster then turned to look at Louie.


“You did know her, perhaps better than anyone. Even her husband. Maybe she thinks you can get some answers because you know how she would think.”


Under normal circumstances, Hannah would scoff at such an explanation. She would have chalked it up to Buster’s libido over-thinking his reason. Regardless, this time he could be right, she deliberated with herself. But if he is right, what is she looking for? Shaking off deeper considerations, she redirected her attention to the moment at hand. Asa was gone for the moment, with the key phrase being ‘for the moment.’


“Let’s head back to the library. She spent a lot of time there. And I think I saw a journal of some kind on the shelf.”


For the first time in a while, Louie came to life. “She always kept a journal, at least when I was around.”


“Good. She spent a lot of time in her office and around that set. People tend to relax where they are most comfortable. Reveal themselves in areas we least expect them to. We need to be careful, though. I’m not so sure just how unsupervised we are.”


Glancing around as inconspicuously as possible, Cate shuffled her stance. “To tell you the truth, I’ve felt like someones watched us all day long. Targeted. There are security cameras everywhere. But I don’t think there are mics.”


“We’ll need to look as discreet as possible then,” Louie offered. “Follow my lead.” He then gathered the group around as though he were giving them directions. He explained that, given they were to be his assistants working for Food Critic, they should act as such. Journalist working to cover a story. Hannah, Cate, and Buster all agreed to the plan. They proceeded back down the halls, acting as if they were doing their official work so as not to raise the security’s curiosity.


Louie and Buster headed back to the new sets and took on the different technicians. Like Louie, Buster recorded notes on his cell phone He showed particular interest in the various equipment, and focused on how it all worked.. He chatted up camera persons, soundboard operators, and lighting crew, and the like about the work they were doing. All the while, he questioned them about the atmosphere on set during Julia’s time and now under its new direction. While many were new to the studio, some were from the time between Julia’s passing and Jazlyn’s emergence. For the most part, Louie took observational notes. Talking into his cell, he flittered between documenting the look of the new set and that of Julia’s world before the accident.


Meanwhile, Hannah and Cate headed toward Julia’s original studio. Examining the set, both took special care to look to be studying the ‘kitchen’ in detail. They looked over cabinets, opened drawers, and examined cooking utensils. All the while, they made casual comments back and forth. It surprised Cate to find that the kitchen set-up was not a mock up and not full of props, but functional. It could have been in someones home. Hannah noted the storage of items. Everything in its proper place, she noted. Detailed. As if the family was soon to arrive for dinner.


Opening a drawer with silverware placed in a holder, something struck her as odd. She stared at it a moment but could not make out what it was that bothered her. She pulled out her cell phone and took a picture. She then shut the drawer and walked over to Cate, who was talking into her cell phone as though she were recording notes. As Hannah approached, she could hear that her friend was, in fact, making a list of things to do when she returned back home. “Redo kitchen,” Cate said, adding, “And get organized.” Looking up at Hannah, she motioned toward the set. “Find anything?”


“Take a look at this.” Hannah handed her the phone. “What do you see?”


Cate studied the photos for a moment but shook her head. “What am I looking for?”


“Depth.”


Cate frowned hard as she studied the photos harder. “The drawer’s deeper than the flatware organizer.”


“Uh-huh. I need a moment to get at it. Watch the cameras. Text me with your cell when they turn my way.”


“Got it.”


As Hannah continued with the illusion of taking notes and walking about the set, Hannah pretended to take photos. Once the cameras turned away, Cate sent Hannah a repeat text. The sound indicating it had come let Hannah know she had a few seconds to work. She opened the drawer, removed the flatware organizer, and set it on the floor behind the kitchen island. A second buzz from Cate let her know the camera was turning back her way. She re-positioned herself to appear as if she were examining the sink. Another text, another moment to move. Hannah saw a small, nail sized groove to the rear of the drawer bottom, pried it up, and lifted it out. Another text and another deceptive move later, Hannah glanced over the inside contents. After a few more repeat actions, she had returned everything to its proper order and once again walked over to Cate. “Time to go,” Hannah said, and the two exited the studio into the hall.


“What did you get?” Cate inquired.


“A small safe. It’s mounted to the base and has a particular lock type.”


Cate frowned. “That presents a problem. No time to pick it. No way to smuggle it out. No idea where to start looking for the key. What now?”


“Not sure yet. Let’s get the boys and make our way out. I’ve got some things to think about.”


Cate agreed. The women made their way to the studio. Then they located Louie and Buster.


“Y’all ready to hit the road?” Hannah asked through a false smile.


“I’ve been ready…” Louie countered. He pointed in the direction from which they came. “This way, I think.”


As they walked toward the front, Cate took Louie’s arm in hers. She then put her head on his shoulder. “I know this hasn’t been an easy day for you,” she said in a quiet tone. Buster then clapped a hand on Louie’s other shoulder. “Yeah, man. We sort of ran over your feelings today. Forgive me?”


Louie smiled through a hint of sadness. He pulled his arm free of Cate and then draped them across the shoulders of his friends. “It’s all good,” he assured them.


As the group opened the door to enter the front area before they exited, Vera appeared before them, her head tipped down, her brow drawn in and her lips pursed. Through her oversized, black-framed glasses, she stared. “Why are you here?”


Chapter 6


The group turned to look at Vera. Hannah was already evaluating her body language.


Composed, but not as antagonistic as before. Observing. Contemplating. Assessing, Hanna clicked off in her head before filing it in her mental storage.


Cate was the first to recover. She made an immediate attempt to deflect suspicion. “What do you mean?”


Vera stared ahead, unflinching. Her eyes darted between each member of the group before coming full circle back to Cate. “I’ve been watching you. This place has cameras, which you are no doubt aware of.” Looking to Louie, she said, “You, I recognize. Food Critic magazine. Julia’s old friend.” She then looked at Hannah.


“But the rest of you, you’re not journalists. Why are you here?”


“Of course we are. We’re his assistants. Interns,” Buster said, turning on his full charm, and answering in his most convincing voice.


“Interns? How old are you? Thirty?” She turned her eyes toward Hannah. “And with that hat? I do not think so.”


Buster’s face displayed sudden shock. Vera’s guess had hit hard. His vanity and pride hurt, he stammered, “Twenty-seven.” He pointed to Cate and Hannah. “They’re over thirty.”


Cate frowned. Turning to Buster, she put her hands on her hips and answered in an irritated voice. “Thirty-one, thank you!”


Vera stiffened and peered harder toward all. “How many thirtyish something interns do you know?” She then darted her eyes toward Louie. “You. Why do you keep staring at me? Do I know you?”


Drawn out of his daze, Louie shook his head. “No, Ms. ... Bessinger, was it?” He then offered her his hand.


Vera tilted her head to one side and studied the man before her. Hannah watched as the woman sized Louie up. Cautious, she ticked off once again.


After a moment, Vera took the offer and returned the gesture. Eased by her action, Louie provided a pleasant smile. “Pleasure to meet you.” Vera nodded, but said nothing. It was clear to all that she was waiting for an explanation, which Louie proceeded to give.


“I am here on an assignment,” Louie explained as Vera looked at him in skepticism. He then looked to the others before turning back to her. “But you are right. We are also here for another reason.”


Vera remained silent and unmoving. She watched as Louie furrowed his brow and drew in a breath before continuing. When he did speak, he laced his words with feelings of pain issued between pauses. “The truth is … I’ve always wondered about Julia’s death. It doesn’t feel right. Nothing about it makes sense. Where they found her by the water. She would not have been there. She was--”


Vera cut Louie off mid-sentence, her voice echoing with equal parts excitement, shock, and camaraderie. “Afraid of the water.”


Louie agreed. “Terrified.”


“Yes. She wouldn’t go near it without someone with her. Never.”


Louie smiled, intrigued by the sudden bond he shared with the young woman before him. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about!” he exclaimed, shaking and pointing his finger into the air for emphasis. Locking eyes with Vera, he nodded. “That’s why I’m … we’re here. It’s an opportunity.”


For the first time since they encountered each other, Vera smiled. She was bobbing her head as she took in Louie’s confession. Hannah watched as the woman’s body relaxed and the tension fell from around her. She also could tell by Vera’s reactions that she, too, had many unanswered questions. Now, she had someone to share them with. Her instant agreement also hinted that those questions been somewhat of a burden for her to carry over the past year. As such, she was ready to accept even the broadest of agreement, so long as it pointed to the common goal of finding out what happened to Julia. This even to strangers.


Vera moved forward and hugged Louie tight as tears welled in her eyes. “I was beginning to think I was alone in my suspicions.” Once she released him, she looked at him through the watery glaze. “I know something happened. Nothing about it adds up. It’s like it was all rushed and swept under the rug. Julia deserves better than that.”


Louie was beaming. Hannah could tell that it came from a mixed bag of feelings. Vera looked much like Julia. Perhaps she had been a surrogate child since she had none of her own. Maybe Louie was seeing Vera now as Julia and his offspring in the fantasy life he created but had never realized. Beyond this, she had been close to Julia. For him, maybe Vera was a stand-in for himself. Working beside her. Being there when she needed her. Creating. Seeing her every day. Now, more than anything, Vera was a compatriot in arms. She had reaffirmed his own suspicions. Julia’s end came, not by some natural means, but by something foul. But all this would have to wait. Hannah had questions herself and this case, the one she had been so eager to dismiss before, now just got interesting. She felt a tingle all over her body that she always got when a case was proving itself to be more than superficial. “Hannah Starvling,” she said, offering her hand to Vera. “We need to talk. But not here.” She then darted her eyes upward to point out the security camera. “Smile for the camera.”


Understanding her meaning, Vera smiled and shook Hannah’s hand. “Where?’


“My place, “Louie stated. “Text me when you can. I’ll send you the address.”


Louie reached into his pocket, produced a business card, and slipped it into her hand. Vera looked it over, nodded and smiled for the camera. She gestured toward the exit and walked the group to the door. As they filed past, Hannah and Louie were the last to exit. Vera whispered to both, “Give me an hour. Then send it. I should be able to make it sometime later. I’ll let you know when.” She placed her hand on Louie’s arm as he moved by. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” He squeezed her hand. “No. Thank you.” He then walked out the door as Vera stood watching.


***


Later at Louie’s, Cate watched as he paced the floor. He then checked his watch for the fifth time in as many minutes. Speaking in a fast, worried voice, he glanced toward the window where Cate stood looking out and said, “She should have been here fifteen minutes ago. You don’t think they were checking her texts, do you?”


Cate shook her head. “I doubt it. It’s clear she hadn’t told anybody what she thought. She’s just running a little behind.”


“How do you know? I mean, we are talking about Asa. You saw him. He’s a control freak. What if Julia was planning on leaving him? What about this supposed affair? What if she found out and he killed her? Or what if he had her killed? Then he would be all paranoid and stuff. Checking emails. Everything. Maybe that is why he kept her around. She was close to Julia. Maybe he thinks she knows something and is trying to find out. She could be in danger. She could be--”


“Pulling into the driveway as we speak,” Cate said, pointing out the window.


“You can relax now.” Hannah gave her new friend an assuring smile. She walked over and put her arm on his shoulder. “Listen, I realize you are hoping for some definitive answers. But let’s just take this slow, okay? She reached out, which is good. But once that feeling of not being alone wears off, who knows? It might overwhelm her. She might want to backtrack. As much love as you two share for Julia, she just might not be ready yet. She doesn’t know us, just that we are looking into the death of someone she cared for.” She then looked him square in the eyes. “It might not be just her that is in over their heads, you understand? So maybe I should do the talking.”


Louie looked at Hannah with great pain in his eyes. “I understand,” he agreed. “I am too close, I guess.”


Showing a smile of true affection, Buster interjected. “Tell you what, big guy. How about I make us dinner while you guys talk?”


“No thanks, dude. I still remember the last time.”


“Okay, well, by make, I mean I’ll have Chinese delivered. Good enough?”


They all laughed, breaking the intense tension that had built up in the room. Their moment of relief halted by three sharp raps on the door. “I’ll get it,” Cate said.


Cate opened the door just as Vera knocked again. “Oh, great. You made it,” Cate said, smiling. Come on in. Did you have any problems finding the house?”


Smiling with a twinge of uncertainty, Vera held up her cell. “Just a little. I have GPS, but service can be spotty.”


As Vera stepped inside, Cate took her jacket and placed it on the hooks Louie had mounted on the wall. Once again spying Hannah’s hat hanging there, Vera asked, “I don’t understand the hat. Or those lenses.”


Turning to look at it, Cate said. “No one does. It’s just a Hannah thing.”


Looking at Vera, Cate noticed that she had changed before coming over. Her formal business attire of earlier had given way to a much more comfortable look. She now wore a black pullover, jeans, and sneakers. Her glasses hung from the center of her collar and her hair now hung free, released from the ponytail of earlier. Cate could now see what Louie had noted. Under these changes, she resembled Julia, except for her slight accent, which escaped on occasion. “We’re all in Louie’s office.”


Cate led Vera back to the others who sat around a small table looking over papers from Louie’s file on Julia. Critic, who lay by Louie’s side, rose to meet the new arrival. Seeing the mastiff, Vera stopped and stiffened, despite the rapid wagging of his entire tail and hindquarters. Louie pointed down, and the canine followed the command to sit. “Don’t be nervous. He doesn’t bite,” Louie assured her, patting Critic on the head. Vera looked at the dog, whose tail still swished as he sat. She took a slow walk over to the animal and put out her hand for him to sniff. After a whiff, he lowered his head in anticipation of a pat or two. Instead, he received a vigorous scratch behind his ears, much to his great pleasure. “He is a true sweetheart,” she praised.


Before sitting, everyone exchanged greetings and introductions anew. Louie put on some soothing, ambient music. “Better?” he inquired of her.


“Yes. Thank you. I love this type of music. How did you know?”


“Lucky guess. It also happens to be my favorite. We were planning on ordering some Chinese. Would you like some?”


Smiling, Vera paused for a moment. “That would be nice.”


“Good. Because otherwise, Buster here has threatened to cook,” Cate said, thumbing at her cousin. Buster reached over and gave his cousin a light punch in the arm. “I may not be able to cook but I can dial with the best of ‘em. What’s everyone having?” The exchange brought about tension-relieving chuckles from all. So much so that even Critic began to bark, making the laughter last longer.


Cate, who was sitting next to her, was the first to regain control. “Oh, I needed that.”


“I believe we all did,” Hannah said, snickering one more time before clearing her throat. She took the time to study Vera. She could tell the woman was much more comfortable than she had been when she entered the room. Still, Hannah wanted to reassure her that they were on her side and working toward the same goal. “I just want you to know that anything you say, anything you want to tell us, it won’t go beyond this room. It stays with us.”


Vera looked at Hannah. Just as Hannah assessed her, she was mirroring that action. After a second, the corners of her lips turned up. “Thank you.” Hannah could tell that Vera had just judged her, and she had made the grade. Vera’s face then flashed emotions in rapid succession. Hannah detected sadness, and self-doubt.


“I’m not sure why I came,” she replied in a gentle tone. “After you said what you said...” Looking at Louie, she added, “I guess I’m just tired of feeling alone. I don’t know whom I can trust. I considered backing out.”


“I’m glad you didn’t,” Louie blurted out,


Vera gave a meek smile, “Me, too.”


Taking it all in, Hannah asked, “So, you haven’t talked with anyone about your suspicions?”


Vera thought for a moment before answering. “Just my parents. They are still in France. Older. Their answer to everything is, ‘Come back to Paris. Live with us.’ But I can’t. It’d be like hiding from the truth for the rest of my life. And as I said, Julia deserved better.”


“So, you are from France.”


Vera placed her fingers over her mouth. “Oh. My accent. Sometimes it slips out. I have tried to overcome it. I have taken speech classes. Asa insisted I sound American when I eventually took over the show. That opportunity came too soon, and I guess he felt I was not yet ready.”


The room grew still as Julia’s tragic death once again weighed heavily in the room. To keep Vera talking, Hannah kept her on task. “Ah. Parisian?”


“Oh, no. Nothing of the sort. I am an Arzonais, meaning I am from Arzon. A small village along the Northwest coast.” Vera adjusted herself as though she were uncomfortable.


Noticing the uncomfortable face Vera took on, Hannah looked around the room to see where she was looking. All eyes were on the young woman, and everyone was listening. Hannah again turned back to Vera and gave an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. That was rather rude of me. I didn’t mean to pry. Nothing worse than talking to a room full of strangers. I’m sure you have questions about us.” The conversation then turned to extended introductions. Cate explained her and Buster’s familial relationship, and their friendship with Louie and Hannah. Buster gave a brief, but charming, account of life around Cate and Hannah. Hannah expounded on her various careers; her short career in the FBI, the changeover into the culinary world and how Louie had asked her to look into Julia’s death.


When the conversation came around to Louie, his focus took a natural turn toward Julia and his relationship with the late chef. Vera listened to every word, enraptured. Hannah could tell that, in Louie, she had found a kindred. Both had a deep love for Julia an unnatural bond in both. While she was sure that both would have done anything for the woman, both connections seemed extreme.


By the time Louie concluded, Vera had once again relaxed, more so than at any point before. Through her accent, which seemed to ebb and flow with her beautiful voice, she explained her connection to Julia. “My birth mother is unknown to me, as is my father. Someone left me with a family, Lenora and Jacques Bessinger. They were to care for me for just a few days.” Vera dropped her head, and struggled for a moment to find words. “But it turned into a lifetime.”


“They sound like good people,” Cate said.


“They are. My father is a baker. My mother and he owned a little shop there in Arzon. Nothing fancy, but it earns, how do you say, ‘an honest living,’ but little else. One day, Julia came into their shop, looking for some rolls for a beachside meal. She was on holiday at the time, away from her studies in Paris. I was still tiny. So my parents kept me with them. She inquired about me, and my story intrigued her. She later told me that when she returned to Paris, for some reason she could not keep me off her mind.”


Cate, Buster, and Louie listened to every word of Vera’s story. But, as was her nature, Hannah analyzed it along the way, storing up questions, making connections. Hypothesizing. Vera’s tale was both heartwarming and endearing. But was it true? Do children get left behind with strangers, who so fall in love with them that they adopt them? It all seemed so ‘Charles Dickens’ to Hannah. This is a story worthy of a movie. Or she’s one of the best acting con artist, and potential murderer I have ever met, Hannah admitted to herself. She then drifted back into the conversation. “So she kept up with you.”


“Yes. I came to know her as a friend of the family. She always was kind to my family. We lived a simple life but never struggled, thanks to Julia. If we needed something, it always turned up for us, even though my parents would never ask. It was easy to figure out it was Julia. As her fortunes increased, so did her generosity.”


Cate was enthralled with Vera’s story. She looked over to Louie. His eyes were gleaming, and he bore a sentimental smile so large it seemed almost to arch around his face. “That’s my girl.”


Louie’s assurance made Vera beam. “It was her way. When I was older, I wanted to enter university. My parents had some money saved, but it was not enough. I was ready to resign myself to working at the shop for the rest of my life when Julia once again stepped in. She provided me with the money to attend. I was … am still … so grateful.”


Hannah continued her assessment of the story, considering all possibilities, even ones that she did not want to contemplate. Could this all be smoke and mirrors? Could underneath this love and devotion be the unthinkable? Hannah did not like the last question. It did not feel right. But her training taught her to think beyond ‘instinct’.


It was a big part of the investigator’s tool kit. Assess everything based on its own merit. Consider all the facts. After a moment’s lapse, Hannah pushed all thoughts aside and returned to Vera’s story.


Chapter 7


“Now, that’s a generous woman,” Buster piped in.


“Oh, yes. But it was more than that. She set me up a trust fund. It funds me in part to this day.


“Interesting,” Hannah noted. “That must be some account.”


“I have never asked the amount. I am just thankful that it provided me with an opportunity to finish school and come to America. For now, administration is through lawyers. But I will have direct access to it when I’m thirty. I planned on turning the money over to my parents until they pass on. Then return it to Julia.”


“How’d she take that?”


“Not well. I had discussed it with her. While she had no objections to sharing with my parents, she did not want the money returned to her. ‘It’s for you,’ she always insisted.”


Hannah rolled her tongue around the inside of her mouth as she thought. This was one of her tell-tale signs that she had a theory. And she would not share it until assured of its absolute certainty. Of all the quirks that Hannah had, this one was the most frustrating to others.


“Who else knows about this fund?” Hannah asked in a pointed manner.


“No one, to my knowledge. Julia told me not to talk of it. The lawyers even had me sign a confidentiality agreement before I went off to school. But now that Julia’s gone …” Vera shrugged her shoulders, leaving her words unsaid but clear to all.


“Would it be in the public record?” Cate inquired of Hannah.


“I’d imagine so. Question is, who would look into it?”


“I would think Asa,” Louie offered.


Hannah expected this answer from Louie, given his suspicions and attitude toward his rival. She also knew he was right. Nonetheless, she did not want to give Louie reason to single out one individual because Asa had obtained what he desired. So she added to the possibilities. “Or Jazlyn.”


Hannah’s implication of Jazlyn caused Buster to bristle, so he, too, added to the possibilities. “What about that Miller guy? Wouldn’t he have reason as well?”


Louie frowned but said nothing. The frustration and disappointment on his face suggested to Hannah that he wanted the focus to remain on Asa. Buster’s reaction to Jazlyn’s consideration worked to the same effect. Both men had tainted opinions, a factor Hannah now had to both work with or around for the purposes of this investigation. Deflecting potential resentment, she spoke in broader terms. “All would have reason.”


“Do you know of any enemies Julia had?”


Vera shook her head, almost lost. “No. Everyone seemed to love her. I can say in all honesty that I know of no one who would hurt her.” She raised her head to meet Hannah’s gaze. “But I know this. Someone did.” She then turned to look at Louie. “You said you thought it strange that Julia was out alone at night also?”


“Damn right, I did. She had night blindness. She couldn’t see anything after dark unless there was plenty of light. And there wasn’t.”


Hannah paused to take these details in and compare them to what she already knew. It did seem odd that Julia, a woman who had a fear of open water and was blind in the dark, would wander to the water’s edge. “Hmm,” she pondered, before asking. “What about moonlight?”


Louie indicated no. “As I’ve said before, it was a new moon. Pitch black.”


“No other light sources?”


“None.”


Hannah leaned back in her chair, a deep furrow in her brow twitching. The information intrigued the amateur investigator. The case had a slew of things for her to rummage around in. A beloved victim. Questionable circumstances. An obsessed and devoted friend. Controlling husband. Manipulative niece. Unusual manager. And a protégé with a curious relationship to the deceased. Any reservations Hannah harbored were now dismissed. She was now in full investigative mode. God help whoever did this, she thought. They don’t know the beehive they’ve just stirred.


Working on the puzzle that lay before her, Hannah became lost in thought. At several points, Louie started to say something but Cate waved him off. She then assured him that Hannah would have something to say soon enough. Still, his anxiousness showed. He had invited Cate and Buster down for the festival as a friend. But Hannah’s presence offered him the opportunity to justify his feeling. Vera’s feelings further vindicated his own. When Hannah readjusted herself and looked around the room, Louie jumped at the chance to ask, “So what are you thinking?”


“I’m hungry,” Hannah said with a blunt tone.


“Wha…What?”


“I’m hungry.” Hannah looked over at Buster. “Orange beef. Hot and sour soup. Egg roll. Crab Rangoon. Tea with lemon.”


Buster listened and nodded. As he rose, he mumbled, “Talk about your hollow leg.” He grabbed a pen and small note pad from Louie’s desk and asked, “Anyone else?”


Louie’s face was a mixture of uncertainty and questioning. Hannah measured his expression and explained. “I don’t think well when I’m hungry. I need to think.” She then went back into silent thought. Cate stood and put her hand on Louie’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. She’s just working on the puzzle in her head. She’ll be back in a moment.” Looking at Buster, she added, “Pea pods and egg drop soup. Diet soda.”


Once the meal had arrived and been consumed, Hannah once again returned to her inquiries. Now, she wanted details. The reported news accounts that Louie collected were sparse. It was Hannah’s supposition that someone who had personal knowledge of Julia’s life could fill in the blanks. What Vera told her interested her even more. On the day of Julia’s purported accident, she had heard a volatile confrontation between Julia and Asa. Accusations came forth that he had had an affair.


“It was at the studio. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. I was just in the room next door. They were shouting quite loudly. It wasn’t hard to hear them. Asa flat-out denied it. But from what I heard, Julia did not believe him.”


“Did you hear whom she said the other person was?” Hannah asked in a low, serious tone?”


Vera affirmed, as a flash of distaste rolled across her face. “Jazlyn.” The statement made everyone sit up straighter.


“That dirty son of a …” Louie exclaimed as he slammed his clenched fist down on the table top.


“Louie,” Hannah said in a terse and stern voice.


“I know, but … It’s just that ….”


Cate reached over and put her hand over Louie’s. He acknowledged the gesture and settled back down. “Sorry. Please continue,” he apologized.


Hannah turned to Vera. “Please continue.”


“They argued for over an hour, then I heard the door open, footsteps, and the door slam. I went to check on her. She was in her dressing room, crying. She said it was just a silly argument and that everything would be fine.” Vera frowned. “But it wasn’t. The last time I saw her was around five-thirty, when she was leaving for home. She seemed to have gotten over the argument and told me that she needed to talk to me the next day; that she had something to share with me. That was the last time I ever saw her.”


Everyone watched as the memory overtook the young woman and light tears escaped her eyes. Watching, Hannah added to her mental profile of Vera. Still raw with emotion.


As the conversation continued between Vera and Louie, much information came to light. According to police and coroner reports, Julia Karas had succumbed sometime around 11:30 p.m. The groundskeeper, one Peter Grimes, found her floating at the water’s edge near the gazebo the next morning. The coroner went on to list the death as an accident. Cause was blunt force trauma to the front of the head. A police investigation determined that she fell forward and struck her head on an overhead beam in the gazebo. This sent her reeling into the water. Cased closed. For everyone except the victim’s protégé, a loyal friend, and now, an amateur investigator and her companions.


For Hannah, too many questions remained. It was out of character for Julia to be where the groundskeeper found her body. No one had questioned the fact that she was not seen leaving the house because the security cameras were not activated. Nor had anyone given thought to the lateness of the hour. Police had written it off as an insomniacs walk.


Hannah re-opened the file that Louie had gathered and ruffled through the papers. “What was the timeline again?”


Buster looked around and picked up a sheet off a stack of papers, which sat before him. “I think I got it here.” He peered at the paper and handed it to Louie. “You’ll have to read it. Your handwriting is awful.” Louie snatched the sheet of paper from the handsome young man’s hand. “Hmmph,” he let out. “Let’s see. Julia came home after her fight with Asa around 5:45 p.m. At some point, they made amends and ate together, according to the personal cook. She said they ate around 7:00 p.m. Asa reported leaving the house around 8:30 p.m. for a late meeting. It was never revealed with whom. But his security guard and valet confirmed his departure time.”


Hannah questioned as she sipped on her tea, “When did he come back?”


“Around 12:30 AM. He told the police he had a few drinks at the meeting and fell right asleep. He didn’t question her not being in bed because she was an insomniac and would wander the house at all hours.” Louie twisted his jaw and added, “I can attest to that. She always had trouble sleeping.”


How could he know that? Hannah asked herself. Louie’s experience of Julia’s sleeping habits bothered her. Such matters are intimate and by all accounts, Julia had been faithful. She scrutinized Louie a bit more. There was the possibility that he might have too much knowledge of ‘his love.’ She added it to her mental personnel files.


“Well, they did find her in her nightgown. Adds some more credence to his story,” Cate proposed.


“And she didn’t show any signs of sexual assault,” Buster confessed, lifting a paper he was reading for all to see.


Cate winced. “That narrows the field a bit, doesn’t it, though?”


Buster stiffened. “What do you mean?”


Hannah motioned to Vera. “Who all was in the house that night?”


Everyone turned to look at Vera for an answer. “All night? Just Asa and Julia in the main house. The night guard at the gate. Mr. and Mrs. Staples. They are the valet and cook. They stay on the property in the servant’s house to the rear. Everyone else leaves by 9:00 p.m. They return on various days at various times.”


“No one else?”


Vera thought for a moment and then her eyes opened. “Jazlyn. She was visiting.”


“That must have been frosty,” Cate said, “Given the argument earlier.”


Hannah took a last swig from her cup of tea. “It’s interesting, that’s for sure. What kind of relationship did Julia have with Jazlyn?” Cate asked.


*****


Vera frowned and rolled her eyes as she searched for the right words. “A distant one. I do not want to judge, but Julia did not care for her niece, even before the rumors. She was never mean to her, but in private, she referred to her as, how do you say, a free spirit. I believe she meant it as an insult.”


“It means she thought Jazlyn was a little too familiar around men,” Cate said.


“It means she was a slut,” Louie chimed in.


“Louie.” Cate exclaimed.


“What? Just stating the facts.”


“Yeah. Well…state them better next time.”


Hannah glanced in the direction where Buster was sitting. He blew out a slow breath of air as Cate gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Where were you?” Buster asked Vera with accusation in his voice. With the conversation turned toward Jazlyn, both Cate and Hannah noticed Buster’s increased agitation. Jazlyn had made quite an impression on him earlier. So much so that he was on the defense in regards to a woman he had just met.


“I was working late at the studio, prepping the set for the next day. I left around 8:30 p.m. I picked up some food and got to my apartment around 9:40 p.m. I was home for the rest of the evening.”


“I hate to ask, but is there anyone that can confirm that?”


“Yes. My roommate.”


“I’m sorry. For some reason, I assumed you lived with Julia and Asa.”


“No. She made that offer to me after I arrived in America, but I declined. Her trust was generous enough. The least I could do was earn my way otherwise.”


Vera’s answer disappointed Buster. Hannah did not think he wanted her to be the focus of the investigation. He just was looking for someone else to draw attention away from a relationship that had not yet even occurred.


“Did anybody else stop by or just show up?” Buster asked almost in desperation.


“I remember the police questioning Jack Miller. He stopped by to drop off some papers. I believe the police have everyone’s statements.”


“I’m sure they do,” Hanna agreed. “I suppose it was Asa who identified the body?”


“Yes. Poor man. He has not been the same since.”


Removing his glasses, Louie dabbed his eyes with the corner of his t-shirt. “My poor precious Julia. Something happened to get her down to that lake.”


Hannah picked up her empty cup and stared into it. “Anything else you can think of?”


“Well, I’m not sure it means anything, but the groundskeeper who found her had reported a problem with trespassers who accessed the grounds by small boat. It didn’t happen often, just now and again. But it did happen.”


“That’s worth considering,” Buster tossed out.


“Everything is,” Hannah said, holding her cup up toward Louie. “Do you by chance have any hot tea?”


“I do. Can I get you some?”


“Please.”


Louie asked around, and both Cate and Vera agreed to the offer. He then exited the room. Once he disappeared from view, Hannah said, “Not that you are any different, but Louie does seem to be a bit sensitive when it comes to Julia. Just in a different way. I just need to ask you, who all saw the body? Was it just the groundskeeper, the police, the coroner, and Asa?”


“I believe so. Is that relevant.”


“Maybe. Not likely. But maybe. Information is information. You have to consider everything. Every possibility.”


“Such as?”


“Oh, the tabloid stuff. The rumor that she faked her death. That she is living in France under an assumed name. That sort of thing. Crazy stuff. But we must consider it.”


“I so wish that were true. It’s better than the truth.” Vera looked down and sighed. “I still can’t believe she is gone. I miss her so much.”


“That makes two of us,” Louie agreed as he re-entered the room. Settling back into his chair, he looked over to Hannah. “Teapot’s doing its thing. It’ll be boiling in a few.”


“You know what I find odd? That you are not Julia’s replacement. That’s what she wanted, right?” Cate asked.


“That is what she had told me. Then after the accident, nothing happened. Months went by. No one said anything about continuing. Without Julia, everything started unraveling. I assumed that Asa would just let it go. Then he announced he was bringing it back, but this time with Jazlyn. He said he was replacing me. That I would remind the audience too much of Julia. I don’t understand that.”


“So, no explanation other than you look too much like Julia?” Louie blurted out.


“Well, you do look a lot like her,” Hannah noted.


Everyone agreed.


Vera squirmed in her seat. “Sometimes people have mentioned a similarity, but I have never seen it.”


Louie got up and said, “Follow me.” Vera gave him a quizzical look. “Come on,” he insisted. Everyone followed as he led them into the living room. He motioned for Vera to look at the pictures on the wall displaying photos of Julia.


As everyone scanned the frames, Vera focused on one when Julia was about the same age as herself. “Julia never showed me photos of her at this age. I do suppose we bear some resemblance.”


Louie pointed to the picture and gestured as he talked. “She was taller than you. Shaped somewhat different. And her hair was darker. Longer. But in the face, you were similar without question.” He then pointed to a picture of a child, perhaps six months old. “Did you look like that as a child?”


Vera studied the photo for a second. “Somewhat. Yes.”


“There you have it. That’s what she saw in you. Herself. You reminded her of herself. That’s why she took such an interest.”


Everyone looked to Louie for an explanation, which he proceeded to give. “When Julia was younger, she was riding a horse. It threw her, and she landed on a fence post. She broke her hip. Had internal injuries. In short, it messed her up. They told her she would never be able to have children, something she knew she wanted someday.”


Hannah understood. “You’re suggesting that Vera became a sudden surrogate years later.”


“Without question.”


Vera, who was still looking over the photos, reached and grabbed Louie’s hand out of instinct, causing him to smile. “She never told me that.”


“I doubt anyone other than Asa and I knew. Maybe not even him,” he said in a soft voice.


After a long moment of silence, Buster said, “Well, one mystery solved. One to go. Any ideas, flatfoot?”


“A few. But I don’t like to blurt things out until I know the facts,” Hannah commented. “I promise when I know something you will hear it from me. So I’ll tell you all about it later, okay?”


Everyone agreed, though the frustration on Cate, Buster, and Louie’s face was clear. Vera seemed to accept it. Looking at her cell to check the time, she gasped. “Oh. It’s later than I thought. I need to get back to the studio for tonight’s test run.”


Hannah handed her a business card with her name, private cell number, and email. “Say nothing about this meeting. And when we see each other again, act cordial, but not familiar. A sudden friendship would bring attention to us.”


“I understand.”


“We’ll meet back here tomorrow night to give you an update. If I don’t have anything new for you, then I’ll get Buster to call you for a coffee. You can make an excuse not to follow through. Otherwise, drop back over tomorrow, same time. Is that okay, Louie?” Hannah questioned.


“Do you even need to ask?”


Vera reached out and hugged Hannah. “You do not know how much this means to me. Thank you.”


Hannah smiled at the gesture. “You’re more than welcome.”


After making her goodbyes to all in a similar manner, Vera exited just as the whistle of the teapot sounded.


“Still want that tea?” Louie asked.


“Do you even need to ask?” Hannah mimicked.


Chapter 8


The next morning, Hannah made her way to the Zebulon police station. With a laptop in hand, she made her way to the receptionist at the front desk. She removed her hat and sat it down with the device before directing a charming smile to the police receptionist.


“Hi, I’m from Serling University and I’m doing a piece for our paper on Julia Karas. I was wondering if I could get copies of the original police report that was filed when she died.”


The receptionist looked Hannah over. “Aren’t you a little old to be working on a school paper?”


“Never too old for a second chance,” Hannah replied with a cheerful expression.


With a mixture of disgust and blasé in her voice, the receptionist looked at Hannah’s laptop and hat. Shaking her head, she opened a desk drawer to produce a thumb drive, which she then pushed to Hannah. “It’s our most requested file. You can make a copy here at the desk.” Taking the thumb drive, Hannah popped it into her laptop and downloaded the file. Once completed, she returned the drive to the receptionist. She then exited the station.


Once outside, though the air was brisk, she found a small bench in the park across the way from the station. She once again opened her computer, located the file, and opened it. Glancing it over, she clicked off details in her head, and arranged them for later recollection as she needed them. “Police arrived 7:53 hours. Single investigating officer: Alexander Borg. Place of incident: Decedent’s home. Rear of property abutting Lake Riesen. Specific to gazebo at water’s edge. Cause of injury: Speculative at present time. Findings suggest decedent struck head on gazebo frame post, fell into the water. Body discovered in the water by secondary party around 7:10 hours. Clothing: White nightgown. Valuables: One gold necklace with a small key. No sign of alcohol or drugs. Last seen alive 20:30 hours by decedent’s spouse. Manner of Death: Pending.”


The lack of an immediate cause of death gave Hannah pause. Why had the attending officer listed it as ‘pending’? Why not accident, suicide, homicide, or indeterminate?


“Pending. Pending.” She tumbled the word through her mind, contemplating. Then it hit her. “He had questions.” Satisfied with her answer, she returned to the report. Locating the section ‘Forensic Findings,’ Hannah sharpened her focus. Toxicology reaffirmed no alcohol found in Julia’s system, but the terms of the autopsy struck her as odd. The family, meaning Asa, agreed to the procedure before its initiation, which was standard. The examiner bypassed a full or limited autopsy in favor of an external exam. More so, the ‘Visual Inspection’ section of the report showed Julia as having several injuries to the left side of her face. Written in bold letters were the words blunt force trauma.


Hannah shook her head to clear it. Something was wrong. She knew the indicated impact might show minimal injuries such as external bruising. This was due to the elasticity of the skin. Such an injury could affect deeper, more solid tissues such as the skull and brain, fracturing or lacerating. Thus, it warranted a more in-depth investigation. They should have at least done a limited autopsy.


A flood of new questions came to mind for Hannah. These questions perturbed her. The report was brief and full of odd decisions. She had to work them out. She needed a course of action.


She worked on the puzzle in her brain for a few minutes. The chill in the air began to bother her, so she returned to the station. Seeing her again, the receptionist sighed, “Yes?”


“Alexander Borg. Is he in?”


“Sorry. He retired eleven months ago.”


Right after the autopsy, Hannah thought. Interesting. She filed the information. “Well, does he live around here?”


“He moved north of here.”


“You wouldn’t happen to have the address, would you?”


The receptionist stared at Hannah with a blank face before returning to work on the computer. A moment later, she pulled out a pen and wrote on a small sticky note. She then handed it to Hannah. “It’s a fair ways, about three hours or so. Up in Eagleson County.”


Producing a humble smile, Hannah said, “Thank you,” and headed for the outside. She returned to her rental car and typed the address into the onboard navigation system. “A hundred and forty-seven miles,” she mumbled once the system engaged. “Good deal.” She called Cate to let them know she would be getting back late and then headed out.


As she traveled along the interstate toward her destination, Hannah found herself relieved. Cate and Buster had chosen to attend the festival with Louie rather than come along on her investigative excursion. It would give her time to think things over without distraction. She began with the accident report. It was short, given Julia’s celebrity status. It did not answer much and caused her to questions the thoroughness of the investigation.


Driving along, she thought through all the questions that came to mind. Why hadn’t someone ask more questions about marital issues? What about her aversion to water and night blindness in relation to the location of the body? Why was she in her nightclothes? Why was she in the gazebo alone? Why was there a faulty handrail on a multimillion-dollar estate? Why didn’t the groundskeeper notice and have it repaired? Then there was the coroner’s report that said little to nothing. And the biggest question of all was if this were no accident, who had the most to gain by Julia’s death? And how did they pull off the murder?


For a solid year, the investigation had gone unchallenged. The right questions were not asked, nor were they answered. Having involved herself, Hannah vowed to correct the situation. For Louie. For Vera. And for Julia. Vera’s right, she thought to herself. She does deserve better.


Hannah arrived at the address about three hours later. She was not prepared for the name on the sign, Eagleson Cancer Care Alliance. Her initial idea was that the primary officer in the investigation had retired. He then moved over conflicts with the findings. Now, she saw the true cause.


Parking before the main building, she approached the information desk. A pleasant young woman looked up and smiled.


“Here to see one of our guests?”


“Yes. Mr. Alexander Borg, please.”


“May I tell him whose calling on him?”


“Hannah Starvling.”


The young woman looked at her computer screen before calling over one of the assistants and asking him to show Hannah the way.


Hannah followed down a long hall that ended in what appeared to be a communal area. Upon entering, the assistant pointed to a man playing cards with several other men. Hannah sized him up. He was in his fifties, frail and of average height with greyish thinning hair with a hawkish nose and close set eyes. Dressed in a grey sweat suit, he was intense and focused on the game. In many ways, he reminded her of a younger version of her late maternal grandfather, Jackson Quinn. Like an eagle, she thought to herself as she approached him with a smile and extended hand.


“Hi, Mr. Borg. My name is Hannah Starvling.”


Borg looked up from his game and peered at her. His eyes were dark and lean but distant. He took her hand and shook it. “Hi, yourself.”


“If I could have a moment in private, please, that would be great.”


“Okay, I’m wrapping up here anyway.” He pointed across the table to an old black man. “Thaddeus there done wiped me out for the day anyway.” Thaddeus smiled and gave Borg a two-finger Boy Scout type salute. “Catch you boys later,” Borg added, rising from the table.”


“Later, Alex,” Thaddeus replied, as everyone else issued their goodbyes.


Borg led Julia away from the group to a corner where no one was sitting and offered her a chair. After settling in, he pointed to her hat.


“Interesting hat and gizmo you got there.”


Hannah removed the hat and goggles and handed them to the man. While he fiddled with the lens, he said, “What can I do for you, young lady?”


“I work for a family member of Julia Karas. It has come to our attention that there is new evidence in the case.”


Without looking at Hannah, Borg removed the goggles and studied them. “Is that so?” he replied. “I am glad to hear that. I was never satisfied with the findings in that woman’s demise.”


“Why is that?”


Borg held the lens up to his eyes and peered through them. Bringing Hannah back into view, he answered. “Well, there wasn’t a lot of cooperation. Not from anyone. The family. The staff. Security. They appeared scared to come forward with any information. I took it as an internal thing. A family with that much wealth and power … well, they handle things a little different, if you know what I mean.”


His candor surprised Hannah, but she was thankful for it. His direct, curious manner was a breath of fresh air. She watched as he carefully put the goggles back on the hat. He then handed the combination back to Hannah. “Interesting. I like them.”


As he further explained his suspicions, she grew even more skeptical of the police and coroner’s reports. When Borg had finished, Hannah knew that she was on the right track. “I couldn’t agree with you more. It all seems to lack something. In fact, that’s why I’m here. I was hoping you could help me fill in some blanks.”


“I’ll do what I can. The memory is not what it used to be. Meds and all. Thinking about that case, sometimes at night, I wrestle with it in my head. Kind of like the fish that got away.”


The man was prone to metaphors. It was something that Hannah could appreciate. “Well, maybe you and I can reel it in together.”


“Deal.”


“You were among the first on the scene. What can you tell me about the body’s condition?”


“Well, to me it seemed she had to have died before she hit the water. She’d hit that post with a lot of force. The wound was considerable. All along the forehead and side of her face.” Borg drew an imaginary line along his face for comparison. “I remember thinking, ‘If it’s this bad on the outside …’ Borg began coughing. Hannah rose to go get a nurse, but he waved her down. “It’ll pass. It always does.” A few moments later, he proved himself right. “Now, where were we? Oh, yes. The body. The bruising showed through, even though she was pale and rather bluish. It’s common in water victims that have floated for some time. Anyway, there was no way for me to know if there was water in her lungs. I’m sure there was some. Question is, was it enough?” Borg shrugged his shoulders.


“Well, I do know that after a person dies and the air is gone from their lungs, water does get in.”


“Yeah. I read that somewhere. Just before the case. New finding. But it takes a long time. Many, many hours as I understand it. I just keep coming back to the fact that that water was so damn cold. I remember because it wasn’t natural for the time of year. She had been in there about seven and a half hours by the time the fellow who worked the grounds pulled her to the bank. And then the coroner concludes her death was by accidental drowning after hitting her head on the frame support. Phhpptt. I don’t buy it. Not then. Not now.”


“What did you do after you made your initial report?”


“You understand I had no hard proof. Just my gut instinct. Something you develop over years of police work.”


Though she said nothing, Hannah understood this. Although investigations are fact based, experience comes into play. And after twenty-nine years on the force, she was following her instinct that the retired lawman’s ‘gut’ was dead on.


“I knew there was something not quite right. I tried to rattle a few cages, family, the staff, but no one would budge. Pressure started to mount for me to close the case. They wanted closure given who she was. With no evidence, I had to wrap it up and move on. Even in a small town like Zebulon, there are other crimes to handle.” Looking at Hannah, Borg smiled. “But I’m glad someone decided to look into it. That woman, someone murdered her. As sure as I’m sitting here, someone took her life.”


Hannah returned Borg’s smile. “Thank you. You’ve been a big help.” As she rose to leave, she asked, “Was there anyone you wanted to look more closely at but never got the chance?”


“Yeah. The manager.”


“Jack Miller?”


“That’s the one. He’s a piece of work. For a man who had lost his number one client, he showed a decided lack of concern, sympathy, or mourning. She made him millions, but he seemed unaffected. That surprised me because when you lose your bread and butter, it should affect you, at least a little. He came across as arrogant. Thought he was irresistible to women.” Borg paused for a second, then shook his head and coughed hard. “I don’t know. People react to death in different ways. There was nothing specific. I just never cared for his sort of people.”


Hannah leaned toward the man and pointed at his abdomen. “What does that ‘gut’ of yours say?”


Borg chuckled. “Well, I can’t say he is a killer but I can say he didn’t care about helping us get to the bottom of this incident. My unofficial opinion was that he was trouble of some sort. You’re going to find his fingerprints in the pie at some point along the way.”


“Thanks again.”


“You’re welcome. Would you do a fellow investigator a favor?”


“Name it.”


“Find out who did it and then let me know. After a year, I could use a good night’s rest. I don’t get many of those these days.”


“Will do.” And with that, Hannah exited.


Chapter 9


“Well, well. Look what the cat drug in,” Louie called from the kitchen as Hannah opened the door. “We were just about to send out the posse.”


Full of licks and love, Critic greeted her. After removing her jacket and hat, she provided him with the attention he sought. Making her way to the kitchen, she found her friends putting out food. “Just in time,” Buster said with a wink. “Spaghettiiiiiiiiii!”


“Ooooh. Is that garlic bread? Smells awesome.”


Taking a seat, Hannah watched as Louie, Cate, and Buster scurried around the kitchen. Feeling the weight of the day’s activities, she stretched and rubbed her eyes as Cate sat a plate before her. “You look beat.”


“Long drive.”


“Did you find out anything?”


“Well, the police report was interesting more for what it didn’t say than what it did. The man who signed off on the report, Alexander Borg, retired after this case and moved. He’s living at a cancer center north of here. That’s where I’ve been all day. Getting some answers.”


“Sorry to hear that,” Louie said, placing a salad bowl on the table. “That’s a tough haul. Anything come of it?”


“Not from the report. I didn’t expect it to. Remember, as far as the law goes, the ruling is that it’s an accident. There was no criminal investigation.”


“What about this Borg fellow?”


“Well, he’s interesting. He suspects a cover up. But at the time, he couldn’t do anything about it. Zebulon is a town of limited resources. He had no proof and was under pressure to close the case.” Hannah looked over to Louie and paused. “He thinks she was dead before she hit the water.”


Louie stood up straight, took in a noticeable breath, but said nothing. His face was almost expressionless as he turned back toward the kitchen counter. Although she had offered nothing in the way of evidence, her statement had hit him hard. The fact that yet another person suspected foul play in the death of his beloved Julia was enough to upset him. Whether his concern was the confirmation of the way she passed, or the chance that he had something to do with it, Hannah was uncertain. She did not want to consider the latter. She knew she had to consider an inkling of a possibility. Let the facts play out, she reminded herself, no matter how painful the consequence may be.


“This was a police report, right?” Cate asked, placing a large bowl of spaghetti on the center of the table. “What about the coroner’s report?”


“I haven’t gotten hold of it yet. Nor a detailed one. Or a tox report. A summary of both findings carried over into the police report, but it is of limited value. I got a copy on my thumb drive, much to the chagrin of the police receptionist. Y’all can take a look at it if you want.”


Looking at the spaghetti, Hannah licked her lips. Noticing this, Buster pushed the bowl toward her. “Dig in.” She dug into the steaming pile, heaping a large mound on her plate. “I’m starving,” she said as a large smile scrolled across her face. “What was the day like over at the event?”


“Loved it!” Buster answered, passing Hannah a plate full of bread. “Jazlyn was there and gave us passes to Friday’s taping of the show. She asked me to come.”


Poking around her salad, Cate stabbed a small cherry tomato. She lifted it up to study it as she spoke. “That surprises me. She sent mixed signals, didn’t she?” She popped the small red food bit into her mouth.


“I suppose. She was all flirty, but then that Miller guy showed up. ” Buster stared at his plate. “I figured I mis-read the situation but then she gave me her card, now the passes, and now a personal invite.” His eyes darted around the table. “Got any Parmesan?”





Louie nodded and pointed to the refrigerator. “Second shelf. In a blue container. Already grated.” Returning to the conversation, he twirled his fork in the noodles. “I’d be careful of that one. She wants to get a piece of you. When she’s done, she’ll spit you out.”


“Yeah. Yeah. I get it. No one trusts her.”


“Just watching out for you, darling,” Cate called out as she once again took on her salad.


Hannah grinned at them all. Despite having conflicted reservations about Louie, she loved the company of this group. That created the guilt she felt about including her new friend on the list of suspects. They were easy to understand and even easier to get along with. Even when teased like Buster, there was a sense of camaraderie. It made her determined to remain focused. Especially when it came to her new friend. Glancing over at him, she thought, I pray you are as nice as you seem. Otherwise, I might lose a friend or two. The thought disturbed her, so she pushed it aside for the moment. “Did anyone see Vera?”


“She wasn’t around,” Cate responded. “I think they have her out of site to let Jazlyn shine.


“I was thinking the same thing,” Louie added reaching for the bread. Taking a piece, he continued, gesturing toward the living room. “Her resemblance to Julia is clear to you because of the pictures you just saw. But most people just know Julia as she was when she was on the show. Not from her college years. She looked different then. However, if people saw her, with all the retrospectives going on, they might see her as an imitation Julia. A publicity stunt. The potential backlash, well, it might just upset Asa’s plans.”


Hannah noticed that Louie never said the word ‘died’ or referred to it in any way. He had come to terms with Julia’s death in many ways. But that one final step, that one last admission, kept her alive for him.


Sitting back down with a tub of cheese in hand, Buster applied a generous amount to his meal. “Women have this ability to change their looks. I never could figure it out.”


“Jedi mind trick,” Cate said, raising her eyebrows for emphasis and causing everyone to chuckle. After gulping down another bit of salad, she proceeded. “I got the statements you emailed me, by the way. While you were off and about today, I read them. For the most part, all the alibis seemed air tight, including the staff.”


Swallowing the last bite of her bread, Hannah both made a statement and broached a question to all. “Well, someone had to do it. Theories?”


Louie was the first to give an answer, and it did not stray far from the usual.


“My money’s on Asa. He fought with Julia. Left for a mysterious meeting with some unidentified individual. Claims he passed out and never noticed she wasn’t in bed. Plus, it’s a high probability that he had an affair. And with his niece, for God’s sake. That’s creepy enough. His story’s got more holes than Buster’s Swiss cheese there.”


“Swiss? I thought it was Parmesan?”


“Check the labels, dude. Anyway. The man’s got enough money to arrange anything. And he’s controlling as all get out.”


Hannah was willing to consider Louie’s theory, if just to find its flaws. “All right, then. Why? What’s his motivation?”


The question caught Louie off guard, a symptom of having not thought his theory through. Again, his jealousy was shining through and clouding his judgment.


“Uh, well, let’s see. If he had an affair, maybe Julia wanted out of the marriage. Maybe he was afraid of a messy, expensive divorce. It would go against his controlling nature…”


Louie stopped mid-sentence. His sudden halt caused Buster and Cate to follow his gaze to Hannah. “No ring,” she muttered. Cate looked at her friend as a look of discovery rolled over her friend’s face. “What?”


“No ring. She didn’t have a ring on her finger when they found her. Get it?”


Everyone shook their head no. Sighing, Hannah proceeded to explain. “When I read the police report, valuables listed were a necklace with a key. No ring. No wedding ring.”


This intrigued Cate. “She would have had a ring. No doubt. Married to a man like Asa, he would have insisted. And it would have been a doozy, too. To show status.”


Louie agreed. “It was. Huge. I remember there was an article on it at some point. Just about the ring. Something like 21 carats.”


Hannah leaned back in her chair. “But it wasn’t listed as stolen.”


“So she didn’t have it on,” Cate considered. “That’s not something you just take off and toss into the jewelry box.”


“Unless you’re getting a divorce,” Buster tossed out.


“I agree. It may be something else but given the rumors. The fight. Asa’s meeting. This is something I need to check into.”


“See. Now that’s what I’m talking about.” Louie’s smug look once again gave up his distaste of Asa.


“Just because they may have, and I stress may have, been getting a divorce doesn’t mean he murdered his wife. There are plenty of other possibilities.”


Hannah’s rebuttal stung Louie enough that his aggressive stance came to a screeching halt. He slumped back into is chair in a huff. Satisfied that she had backed him down, she continued. “Cate? Best guess.”


“You got me. Equal possibilities all around. Asa would be good for it except for the vindication of every part of his story other than whom he met. Whatever he told the police, they didn’t find it worth mentioning. Even that doesn’t scream murder, just adultery. Jazlyn says she was at a party. A lot of people saw her, but there was a lot of alcohol tossed about. She could have slipped out at any point. Then there’s Miller. He stopped by and dropped off some stuff. But no one saw him leave. He was out later that night with witnesses, but if he timed it right, there was a small window of opportunity.”


“What about Vera?” Buster stopped eating. He tapped on the table, emphasizing his point. “She was the only person who heard the fight at the studio? I mean come on. That place is crawling with people. There’s something she’s not telling us.”


Hannah listened. She asked for her friend’s theories because each offered a unique perspective. This served to freshen her own. “What would she get out of that?”


“An opportunity. Considering the handling of this case, I doubt they did little more than confirm with her roommate that she was home. I bet that if you look hard enough, you might find there were plenty of opportunities to slip out. Just like Miller. Who knows? Maybe it was a combo. Asa met Vera. Vera met Miller. Miller met Asa. They all met.”


“Or Jazlyn could have met with any one of them. Or all of them, as well,” Cate added.


“Yeah. I suppose.”


Having finished off most of the food on her plate, Hannah took a few remaining noodles and slipped them under the table. Critic had been waiting for a tidbit, and she rewarded the hound’s patience. He gulped down the treat and accepted her following pat on the head. “Well, that’s enough for me right there,” Hannah emphasized. “I’m stuffed.” Looking to Cate, she queried, “You said all the staff’s alibis were good?”


“Yeah. They weren’t in-depth statements, by any means. But for the most part the police ruled them out. It was just the groundskeeper. Peter Grimes, I think his name was. Mr. and Mrs. Staples--”


“The cook and the valet, right?”


“Umm hmm. And a day guard named Jonas .… darn. Hang on. Let me get my laptop.” Cate rose and disappeared in the other room. Louie and Buster seized the opportunity to refresh everyone’s drinks. Hannah took the opportunity to continue spoiling Critic, who was glad for both the attention and the treats.


“You’re going to make him fat,” Louie half complained.


“It’s not just him,” Hannah argued, patting her stomach. Cate reappeared with laptop open and ready, sitting it in front of Hannah. “Here.”


Hannah read the names loud enough for everyone to hear. “Peter Grimes. Leona and Homer Staples. The security guard, Jonas Grumby. That’s pretty much it.” As the group pondered in silence, each had their own thoughts on the situation. Hannah furrowed her brow as usual. “We must be missing something. The staff is straight up.”


After a moment, Louie looked up. “Well, maybe we are thinking too inside. That it’s just internal.”


“If you got any ideas, let’s entertain them.”


“What about Xabiere Dauphin and Timothy Holloway?”


“The fired chefs?”


“They did threaten both Julia and Asa.”


Cate interjected. “The police did question them about the threat before she died. No filed charges. After, Holloway had already taken a job out of the country. Some fancy hotel in Germany. Dauphin was in the hospital recovering from an accident. He busted himself up in some kind of fall at his apartment.”


“So this Xabiere stuck around, even after Asa let him go.”


”So it would seem. If you call laid up in the hospital sticking around.”


Hannah gave a one-corner smile. “I do.”


Cate shrugged. “All righty, then.”


Turning to Buster, Hannah grabbed the end crust from his garlic bread and gave it to Critic. “I take it you called Vera about the ‘date’, so she knew not to show.”


“I did.”


“Good, I’m glad you got my text, I wasn’t sure you would as I was way out in the boonies,” she laughed. “I’m beat and need to let this all go for a bit. Any agenda for tonight?”


Louie, who had been looking in the fridge, turned toward the group. In his hands was a huge cake. “Desert! Italian Crème Cake.”


Hannah, Cate and Buster’s mouths fell open. “Before I do anything tomorrow,” Hannah confessed, “I’m going for a run.”


Chapter 10


The next morning, Hannah heard someone stirring downstairs and rose to find out who. Leaving her room, she saw Critic waiting outside her door. He rose to enjoy a few head pats before padding his way down the stairs ahead of Hannah. Entering the kitchen, she saw Cate, who greeted the mongrel. “Well hello, sweet boy.” Next came what Hannah could just describe as kissy face gestures and noises, which made her smile. Cate then gave her friend her usual morning smile. “Morning, sunshine. Sleep well?”


Hannah rubbed her eyes. “Did I ever tell you how much I hate you in the morning?”


“No.”


Repeating herself, she teased, “I hate you so much in the morning.”


In truth, Hannah admired Cate’s ‘morningness’. She always woke up ‘bright eyed and bushy tailed’, recalling the words of her friend’s mother. She also looked as if she stepped right out of the salon. “How does anyone look like that before coffee?” she often had complained. “It’s not natural.”


“Someone needs some coffee,” Cate said, placing a large, steaming cup before Hannah.


After a few minutes and a cup later, Hannah was waking. Cate explained to Hannah that she had appeared so tired, everyone decided to let her sleep in a bit. Louie and Buster went ahead to the studio where the women were to join them later. Finishing their coffee, each readied for the day. They took the rental car, with Cate driving.


“So. Where to, boss?” asked Cate.


“I want to talk to the pathologist. I found the address on the net.” Punching the coordinates into the GPS system, Hannah clued Cate in on the pathologists name. “Dr. Lin Niu lives at…” Hannah paused when the name of the housing division came up on-screen. She shot Cate a quizzical look. “Interesting, no?”


“Interesting, yes.” Cate adjusted the mirrors before backing out into the street. “And we are off.”


When they got to the upscale housing division, Cate turned and stopped before a guard station. A large brick wall entry lined both sides. Above all, in bold, French script was ‘Karas Chateau Plantation.’ A handsome guard approached. Hannah assessed him to be in his thirties. Both women put on their best smile and air of charm.


“Hello. We are here to see Dr. Niu.” Cate said, tilting her head to one side.


At first, the man had a blank, uninterested look on his face. But after a second of Cate’s smile, and a look at Hannah, who did the same but added a slow nod for emphasis, he relaxed. He cleared his throat and pulled his pencil down the clipboard. “I’m sorry. I don’t seem to see any visitors on the list,” he stammered.


“Oh. It wouldn’t be. We were in town visiting a friend and thought we’d stop by. Dr. Niu oversaw our internship years ago. It was a spur of the moment kind of thing.”


“Oh. I see. Would you like me to give her a call?”


“We were kind of hoping to surprise her. Is that possible.”


The man straightened a little. The uncertainty on his face was plain.


Cate drew her eyes ever so subtly down the young man’s body, and then turned away when his eyes caught her.


Smiling the man said, “Up to Vines, left onto Kennedy. Second house gate on the left.


“Thank you ever so much. You’re a doll.”


The guard motioned back to his station. “I’ll be here if you need me. Just, uh, call. Or something. All day. I’ll be in there.” Cate gave him a small wave as they pulled off. From the review mirror, she could see the man drag his hand through his thick black hair before heading back inside the small station.


“You little minx,” Hannah teased. “That was so smooth.”


“Hey. This girl’s got it going on. Don’t you forget it.”


They laughed all the way to Niu’s gate. Stopping just before the entry, the size of the home was astounding. It was two stories in general, saffron exterior, with large, ornate white shutters. Four large columns stood at the front entry. There were at least two chimneys. A large garage that could house at least four vehicles stood at an angle to the side. Part of a tennis court showed to the rear of that. The grounds were immaculate, with large, sculpted hedges and a fountain. Red brick laid across the entire drive.


“If this is a county medical examiner’s house,” she said, “sister, I’m taking up with the dead.”


“Maybe she comes from money.”


“I wonder if she has any single brothers.”


“If she is willing to meet us, I’ll ask.”


Cate hit the buzzer to the gate, and to her surprise, it opened without question. “Trusting.”


Hannah disagreed. “They just figured if the guard let us through, everything is good.”


After parking the car and approaching the door, Hannah knocked. Shortly, they stood before a smallish man in his sixties wearing a suit and tie.


Again, in her most charming voice, Cate announced, “We are here to see Dr. Lin Niu.”


“May I ask who is calling?”


“Two former students on a surprise visit.”


“Wait here, please.” The man encouraged them to step inside before heading down the hall and turning into a room.


Looking over to Cate, Hannah smiled. “My, my. Quite the little undercover investigator’s we’ve become.”


“Gotta do something with all the trouble you’re going to get us into.”


A short while later, the man appeared again in the hall. He motioned them down and into a large open room with lots of light. Hannah and Cate stood before a small woman with short, dark hair. She sat in a large, overstuffed chair. When she looked up, she had Asian features and wore thick, dark-rimmed glasses. Her face was taut and she rose upon seeing the two women. The man announced, “Dr. Niu. Two former students.” He then turned and exited. Niu walked over to the women, her eyes darting between the two. She stared at them with suspicion and said, “I don’t know you.”


Hannah chose not to carry on with any pretense. “No. I am here on behalf of the family of Julia Karas. Questions have arisen in the circumstance of her death. About the autopsy and toxicology report, in particular.”


The small woman lifted her glasses to peer at the two through the bi-focal bottom part of the lenses. Then she growled, “Who sent you?”


Hannah noticed an immediate tremor in the physician that began with the mention of the Karas name and the incident in question.


“A witness has come forward that will reopen the case and we are looking for signs of a homicide. We need to find out more about your report so that we can--”


Niu cut Hannah off midstream and glared at them both. “I closed that case a year ago. There’s no reason to bring it back up again. The family--”


“Want’s answers now,” Hannah returned in a forceful tone.


“They’re in the report.”


“Not all.”


“What are you suggesting? Are you accusing me of something?”


Hannah shot Cate a look of confidence. She had hinted and the woman before them had fallen for it. Her reaction told Hannah that there was more to the examiner’s report than she reported. Otherwise, she would have denied it rather than question what her adversaries knew.


She reached up and snatched the glasses from her face. “Get out!” she demanded. “GET OUT!”


By this time, the woman was thrusting her arm toward the door as she shook. Hannah had upset her on an unexpected level, which suited her purposes. “Fine. We’ll go. But before we do, consider this. I’m not an officer of the law. I represent a third party. Now, you can work with me. Maybe we can help each other out. I’m not opposed to working something out. But once I leave these grounds, if we haven’t come to some type of understanding, my first stop will be the police. It’s up to you.” Hannah produced a business card and placed it on a sideboard table.


The woman continued to glare with rage. Her body twitched, and her breathing was audible. “Damn it. Damn it,” she echoed, mumbling.


Hannah motioned to Cate for the two to leave but stopped one last time. She looked around the room and said, “You know what I find interesting? You. Living here. In this mansion in Karas Chateau Plantations. I’ll be sure and mention that to the police. They’ll want to follow up, no doubt. Questions will arise. About the finances and your salary as a county medical examiner. What does that pay? Sixty, maybe seventy thousand a year?”


As Hannah watched, Niu’s face was changing from one of anger to one of concern. Her mouth fell agape, and Hannah could sense she was on the right line of questions. So she continued. “You’ve been on the backside of an investigation. You know what it’s like. People crawling through your life. Uncovering every little secret. Scrutinizing. Judging. And given that this was THE Julia Karas, beloved by all, it might even warrant a federal investigation. You remember when she was the White House guest chef for the Queen’s visit, Cate?”


“Sure do. That was something. Bet she made some friends.”


“Oh, she did. The president came to her funeral. I’m willing to bet that if the word gets out that this wasn’t an accident, but murder, there will be an investigation. A huge, invasive one. So you think of that doctor. You can talk to me or air everything out in the court of public opinion. It’s up to you.” Looking to Cate, she then said, “You have my number. Don’t wait too long. The police station is just three miles down the way.”


Before the two had made it out the door, Niu called out. “Wait.” The two turned to look at her as she took a breath. “Did Mr. Miller send you?”


Neither answered.


Niu glance down at the floor. She fidgeted in a noticeable agitation. She looked up at the women standing before her and sized them up. She was looking for a way out. Thinking over her situation, it was obvious when she gave up. Her only choice was to cooperate. “I should have known this would come back on me. I had an honest career right up until that time.”


“What happened?” Cate asked.


“A hasty agreement a year ago to withhold certain information.”


Hannah nodded, thinking This is huge. “Go on.”


Niu stared at Hannah. “I never meant for this to happen. The police felt it was an open and shut case. I did it to preserve her dignity, so I changed ... changed my report. The toxicology,” she said as tears welled in her eyes.


Neither Hannah nor Cate moved or said a word. They just listened.


“There were barbiturates in her blood stream in a high dose. I was going to report it as an accident while attempting suicide. All the signs were there. Stress. Rumors. A public life. Every day her private self was exposed in all the papers and magazines. The press humiliated her almost every day. It is a normal reaction sometimes.”


“So you covered it up?”


“Yes. He convinced me that she was gone, and there was no reason to dirty her reputation now. So I removed the part about the suicide.”


“And that’s how you got all this,” Hannah indicated with a point of a finger around the room.


Niu’s face flushed with shame. “This came after. His ‘assurance’, I suppose. I didn’t ask for it, but I took it all the same.” She looked up to the ceiling, as if a thousand pound weight lifted from her shoulders. “I did the deed for good reasons. It never occurred to me that it was murder. Not after the tox screen results came in. It seemed so cut and dry.” Pausing, she looked between Hannah and Cate. “What makes you think she was murdered?”


“A witness has come forward and new evidence uncovered that will force an investigation. They’ll have to exhume the body.”


Niu moved back to her chair and sat. “I told myself I did it for the good of her family. For those that loved her. For her fans. You know. She was more than just a chef. She was a beautiful hero to so many hungry people through her nonprofit food programs. She donated her time. Her good will.” Niu trailed off as she shook her head in disbelief. “And I gave her misguided justice.” She then looked around the room in disgust. “This. This is my reminder. My shame. Hard as that may be to imagine. I hate every bit of it.” She produced a meek smile. “I suppose I should thank you. No matter what comes. Whatever happens to me, I’m glad it’s out there.”


“I believe you. But I’ll need you to confirm with the police that it was Asa Karas that bribed you to alter your report.”


Niu sat up with a look of surprise on her face. “No.”


Hannah and Cate looked at the doctor with quizzical expressions.


“It was Jack Miller.”


Chapter 11


After finishing with Niu, both Hannah and Cate returned to the car in silence. Once inside, they sat for a moment to reflect on what had just occurred inside.


“Okay,” Cate expressed. “That was interesting. Where does it leave us?”


Hannah rubbed her temples. “With more questions than answers. So many pieces to this puzzle. My head hurts.”


Cate rummaged around and produced aspirin for her friend.


“Thanks.” She uncapped her bottled water and swallowed the pills before continuing. “Well, first things first. We need a motive.”


“It could be the same as Niu’s reason for changing the report. To maintain her dignity. Or, it’s more probable that he thought he would lose money, maybe millions, if it came out she committed suicide.”


Hannah disagreed. “I don’t see that. I think he would stand to make more. I’m sure he owned a piece of everything associated with her name. If she died by suicide, he’d be up for books, movies, talk show circuits, re-runs, and rehashes.”


“Maybe. But given how controlling Asa is, how much say would he allow Miller to have? Not much, I’m guessing.”


“True. But there had to be a reason he wanted the drugs hidden.”


“Could he have killed her?”


Hannah had not considered the possibility. “For what reasons? The altering of the report suggests that for whatever reason, he had more to lose by her death by drugs than to gain. She was, as Mr. Borg said, his bread and butter.”


Both women paused to contemplate before Cate started the car, rolled down the driveway and onto the street. “So what do we do? Confront him?


“I don’t think so. Not yet. Even if we released the information to the police or the press, he’d just claim the same as Dr. Niu. That he was protecting her memory. No. We’re still missing pieces.”


“And let me guess. You have an idea where to find them.”


“Not per se. But I know where we may find some,” Hannah respond


There was a long pause before Cate said, “Well, are you just going to leave me hanging here?”


“We’re going after that safe.”


“The safe. On the old set. With the security cameras. That’s bolted to the bottom of a drawer in a hidden compartment. That’s locked. With no key that we know of. That safe?”


“Yup.”


Cate rolled her eyes. “Well. This is going to be an interesting day. I hope you are a safecracker.”


“Not on my resume. But I’m sure we need to find a way into that box.”


“I’m sure you’ve thought of that key on Julia’s necklace. The one she had on the night she died. “


“I did. And I’m sure that’s it. But Asa has the necklace. Thus, the key. I bet he doesn’t even know what he has. ”


“So, ideas?”


“Well, the way I see it, we can either break into Asa’s place and face possible jail time…”


“Next.”


“We find Vera and see if she knows what is in it. Julia didn’t trust Jazlyn. I bet Asa is unaware of what the key went to. But she trusted Vera. Maybe she confided in her.”


After a short drive back to the studio from Dr. Niu’s estate, the women found that getting to the media area where the RV was to be challenging. There was a huge line of cars and vans, and Cate determined that security was already closing off the area. “See if you can get Louie on the phone. Maybe he can work some magic and make sure we can get in.”


Hannah made the call and Louie said he would do what he could. He needed to make a few phone calls. Waiting for him to call back, Cate turned to Hannah and asked, “So. What is your honest take on him?”


Although the question threw Hannah a bit, it was not unexpected. Cate was her best friend and she could never hide anything from her. Cate always could read her, “Like a book,” she would often quip.


Hannah let out a sigh. “I like him. I do. But I can’t trust him. Not as far as this case goes. He’s too close to it. He was in love with Julia. That compromises him. I know he’s your friend. I hope I can think of him that way, too. But I can’t. Just not yet. I hope you understand.”


Cate nodded. “Honey, I do. In fact, I count on you to see things like this. Buster and I, we love that man. He’s always been kind to us. He and Pop served together before he went off to school in Paris. Same as Julia. They were close. When Mom got sick, he came and watched after us. Cooked for us every day until she came home. Stayed around as she drifted away. I will always love him for that. But the truth is the truth. When it comes to Julia, he’s not stable. And when it comes to Louie, Buster and I wear rose-colored glasses. You do what you have to do. That’s what you are here for.”


Cate’s words relieved her. Cate’s mom was ill for some time. She remembered Louie came while Hannah was away with her parents during the winter. Although she had heard of him, she had never met him until they arrived the few days earlier.


In a short time, Louie buzzed back and said he had arranged everything. Although the area was now closed, the guard would allow them in. All they needed to do was give him a call when they got close. Reaching the secured area, Cate gave the guard their names. He pointed out the area where the Food Critic RV was, and passed them through. Hannah called Louie and he met them as they arrived.


“Welcome to the madhouse,” he exclaimed, throwing his arms into the air and bearing a big smile. “And just think. The main event isn’t even underway.”


“Still think we can get into the show?” Cate asked.


“Can’t say for sure.” He handed them two passes with thin neck cords. “But these will help.”


Hannah looked around as she slipped the cord around her neck. “So where is Buster?”


“With Jazlyn, I’d imagine,” Cate said. “She is going to be hard for him to shake loose.”


“Like a leech, that one,” Louie suggested.


Cate grinned. “Ooooh. Well played, sir. Well played. What’s the time of the show’s taping?”


“Oh. This isn’t a taping. It’s going live,” he said, pointing over toward the stage. “But they’ll do a sound and lighting check first, test the set changes, etc.”


“They’re doing it here? Outside? That’s rather … different, isn’t it?”


“Yeah. A last minute thing. One of Asa’s ideas. He wanted to get as large an audience as possible to launch the show. When he saw how many people were coming, being the consummate Barnum that he is, he figured, ‘The studio’s so small. Why turn so many away when I can just make a bigger stage?’ He turned a negative into a positive. I gotta give him his props. He’s one hell of a business man.”


Cate and Hannah took in all the fanfare as workers set up chairs before a large platform stage. The area itself was under a large, improvised, green covering that extended around three sides. Monitors were at the stage edge, and several cameras were set to capture every angle of the kitchen mock up.


“This must have cost a fortune to do on the spur of the moment,” Hannah observed.


Louie scratched his face over his day old beard growth. “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t feel too sorry for the guy. He’s got it. In spades.”


“I can see that,” Hannah concurred.


As the lighting technicians were folding up their ladders, Jazlyn walked out onto the set. She cleared her voice and spoke for the sound checks.


Louie, Cate, and Hannah watched for a moment as the crew tested various levels. “She’s going to look great on camera,” Cate decided.


Louie watched. “Did you think Asa would revive the show without assuring of that? He’s got too much invested.”


As they continued to look on, a young woman with a clipboard approached Jazlyn and motioned toward the rear of the stage. Hannah could make out that whatever he said pleased her, and she exited in the direction indicated. Without looking away, Hannah asked Louie, “Can we wait here until Buster returns? We all need to talk.”


“Sure. Something new?’


“Just some things that I need to share and something needs doing. Do you know where we can find Vera?”


“Not at the moment. I’d imagine she’s up in the studio, away from the limelight. I’m sure Buster still has her number from yesterday. Give him a call, then have him call her.”


Just then, Buster appeared from behind the impromptu staging area opposite from where Jazlyn had gone. There was a look of pure frustration on his face.


“Something wrong, cuz?” Cate quizzed.


“I’d rather not discuss it,’’ he snapped as he passed the group by.


“All right. But can you call Vera and get her out to the RV? If she feels safe,” Hannah called out with some hesitation.


Buster halted and turned. “Sure. Why not,” he said in an irritated voice. Even though upset, he pulled out his cell and dialed. He struck the digital keyboard with enough force that Hannah was uncertain whether he would break it. While waiting for Vera to answer, he walked out of earshot of the group.


“Wonder what that’s all about?”


Cate watched her cousin as he kicked at the dirt with his sneakers while he spoke with Vera. “Oh, I could venture a guess.”


A short time later, he returned to the group. “She’ll meet us at the RV in fifteen minutes. Let’s go.”


As Buster headed off in a direction away from the stage, Louie called after. “Dude. RV’s this way.” Buster stopped and turned to see everyone headed back around the back of the stage. He winced and waited for what came next as his friends started around the back of the staging area and stopped dead in their tracks. After a hesitant pause, he headed over to them and saw what they were seeing. Something he had seen just a few moments earlier. On the opposite side of the rear of the stage, Jazlyn was leaning against a frame post. Pressed against her, locked in a passionate kiss was Jack Miller. So involved were the two that they never noticed the stunned faces locked onto them. Cate lifted an eyebrow and shot Hannah a look of surprise.


“Not … a … word,” came Buster’s voice from behind. When everyone turned to look at him, he wore a look of disgust. He turned and left, once again in the same direction as before. Everyone followed suit. It was obvious to all that the day was going to be an unpredictable one.


After arriving back at the RV, Buster made his way to the back. It was clear to all that he needed space and everyone provided him with it. Meanwhile, Hannah and Cate made tea for the meeting, and settled down to wait for Vera. It was not long until she knocked on the door.


After an exchange of pleasantries, the conversation was underway. Hannah first spoke of her meeting with Alexander Borg. Vera, Louie, and even Buster listened in silence as she explained his suspicions about Julia’s death. How he believed that she had died before falling into the water. The lack of all-around cooperation. The pressure he felt to close it. And his ‘gut instinct’ that something was off on the medical examiner’s reports. After that, she took Vera by the hand and looked her straight in the eyes. “This next part. It may be hard to hear. Because of what we found out. And because of what it could mean.”


Vera took in a breath and steadied herself. “Okay. Tell me.”


“Cate and I went to see the medical examiner today. There was a cover up of sorts.”


Vera’s eye’s widened, and she gulped in anticipation, but said nothing.


“Her name is Dr. Niu. And she altered the toxicology report and just performed a cursory external exam on the body.”


“What does that mean?”


“Julia had extensive external bruising along the side of her face. It should have indicated to Niu to perform a full autopsy. To see if there was more extensive underlying damage. But she just did a visual inspection.”


Vera looked down at the floor and pulled her arms up hold herself. “I don’t…I still don’t…”


Hannah sighed and paused to find easier words, but none was forthcoming. All she could manage was, “Julia could have died from the impact of hitting the post rather than drowning.”


“Then it was an accident?”


“Perhaps. But we still have to weigh that against something else. Another cause.”


At this moment, Vera and Louie became focused on Hannah’s words. She tried to choose them with care but realized there was no real way to do that, so she just blurted them. “Niu changed the toxicology report to hide the fact that her system showed high levels of barbiturates in her system. Enough that had she not hit the post, she still would have died.”


“What?” Louie bellowed, “Barbiturates? Are you saying she…”


Vera shook her head in disbelief. “No.” She repeated, “No, no, no.”


Both Vera and Louie’s shoulders sagged, and a gamut of emotions played across each of their faces. Hurt. Anger. Disbelief. Despair. As the man who so loved Julia fought back the tears that threatened to erupt, Vera gave in to her pain and sobbed. She had been sitting next to Louise and collapsed against his shoulder. Hannah, Cate, and Buster waited in silence for the painful, awkward moment to pass. It was a long time to come. Louie assumed a distant, far off look. “No. She wouldn’t have done that. That was against everything she believed in. Something else happened. Somebody did this to her.”


“Vera, did you know her to take pills of any kind?”


“She took them to help her sleep. During their fight, I heard Asa say something about them making her paranoid.”


Louie’s mouth fell agape.. “She always had trouble sleeping but she never took anything. At least not like that. She always drank tea. Herbal stuff. She insisted on it. She hated pharmaceuticals. What you’re suggesting is … just not Julia.”


Cate tried to get Louie to look at her. When he relented she said, “People change, Louie. You haven’t been around her for years. Her life was a hot mess. Full of unknown pressures.”


Louie looked at Cate with anger in his eyes and answered in a cold, methodical, and emphatic voice. “She ... would not … do this.”


The case was not even closed, yet one of Hannah’s fears was playing out before her. Louie refused to acknowledge even the possibility that Julia might have been something unrecognizable. The revelation of drugs in her system and possible scenarios surrounding her death dealt a stunning blow to the man. While his voice echoed with stubborn defiance, his face was lost in bitter agony and conflict. She determined that she had to restore some order to the situation.


“Look. I said it would be hard. And it is. But all it means is that there is more to this than meets the eyes.”


Wiping the tears from her eyes, Vera sat up. “Why would this doctor, this medical person, keep this from us?”


“Someone convinced her that it would be better. To maintain Julia’s dignity,” explained Hannah.


Louie’s brow furrowed even further. “Asa?“


“No. Jack Miller.”


“Mr. Miller?“ Vera questioned. “Why?”


“Still working on that,” Hannah confirmed.


“I’ll tell you why,” Louie said pointing at Hannah. “Because he poisoned her. That’s the explanation. He killed her and then covered it up by paying off the examiner.”


Hannah looked at him with a stern expression. “You’re out of line, Louie.”


By this time, Louie was flushed with anger. His voice rose from accusatory to near rage. He jumped to his feet, yelling, “Am I? You’ve been running around playing investigator. Asking questions. Looking for answers. And now that you have them, you won’t act on them? You’re getting off on all this. You need it to keep going. Well, to hell with that and to hell with you!” He started toward the front of the vehicle, but Cate blocked his way with halting hands. He stopped, fist clenched, but took no immediate action. Hannah then tried to calm him down.


“You’ve been hot and heavy to implicate Asa all along. A second ago, you as much as did so. Now you say it was Miller. The point is, we don’t know what happened just yet. Right now, as is, if you go to the police, they may re-open the case, but the outcome will be the same. The difference will be that it will be listed as by accident through a tragic turn of events, or worse, death during a suicide attempt. Imagine what the tabloids and muckrakers will do with that. Is that the legacy you want for Julia?”


Louie dropped his head and unclenched his fist. His stiffened stance broke down. Hannah walked up behind him and put one hand on his shoulder.


“You say this wasn’t Julia. I believe you. I do. But let’s just follow this through, okay?”


Louie turned and leaned into Hannah. “I am so sorry. So, so, sorry,” he apologized. She could feel warm drops hitting her shoulder, and she wrapped her arms around her new friend. She whispered in his ear, “I promise you, if someone did something to her, we’ll prove it.“


Chapter 12


After a much needed break for everyone to recompose, the group gathered once again. This time, Hannah refocused attention on present evidence and the need to gather more.


Buster, who had been quiet, interjected. “And do you have an idea where this evidence is going to be?”


“I’m not for sure. But I’ve got a good guess about where to start. With the safe.”


“What do you think is in it?”


“Again, no idea. But I’m thinking there has to be something important. There’s a reason she hid it there and not her office.”


Louie, who was now quite solemn and reflective, offered, “We still need a way to get into it. I doubt they’re going to let us mosey on in with a blow torch, either.”


Hannah concurred. “If I just had the key, we could pull it off the same way as when I found it. Maybe even better.”


“Safe?” Vera questioned.


“The other day when we were here, I found a hidden compartment in one of the drawers in Julia’s old kitchen set. We made sure no one saw us, but it doesn’t matter because it has a lock. And I suspect the key was with Julia when she died, which means Asa now has it.”


“No, he doesn’t.” All eyes turned to Vera. “I do.” From just inside her blouse, she retrieved a thin gold necklace and key and held it forward for everyone to see. “Asa gave it to me. It had no sentimental value to him, so he gave it to me just after the funeral.”


Cate grinned and bobbed her head once at Hannah. “Guess who had no clue about a safe?”


Hannah reached out and cupped the small key in her hand as she studied it. “Do you think you could loan it to me for just a bit?”


“Of course.” Vera removed the necklace and key, then handed both to Hannah. “Please be careful with it. I know it’s strange, and I’m not sure why, but I feel comforted by it. Even though I know how it came to be with me. Isn’t that silly?”


“Not at all,” Cate comforted. She then pulled out a silver necklace of her own, with a small circle and a small angel pendant and held it for Vera to see. “Not at all.”


Hannah slipped the item into her jeans pocket, and asked, “When’s the broadcast?”


Louie looked at the beat-up watch on his wrist. “7:00 p.m. In just about three hours and twenty minutes. What’s the plan?”


“Vera, the other day, I don’t recall seeing your office. Where is it?”


“Second floor above the studios, toward the rear.”


“How many other people work there?”


“Just myself and Mr. Miller.” Vera explained. “He’s here until the end of the gala. That’s when his contract with Karas Inc. ends. The office had been part of that.”


“So Asa’s not keeping him on?”


“Oh, no. They do not care for one another.”


“This just keeps getting better and better,” Cate said glancing over at Hannah.


Hannah returned the look with a confident expression. There was no denying the excitement in her voice. In truth, it was the element of uncertainty that she loved best when neck deep in a mystery. “Is there some way we can stow away in your office until after hours, so we can get to Julia’s studio?”


“Of course. But it is rather open. It might suit you better to wait in the apartment on the next level up. Jazlyn’s place is up there, but there are two others readied for guests of the show. We could go up to my office, and I could slip you up the back stairs. Most everyone will be working the broadcast, including Jazlyn, of course. To my knowledge, the schedule calls for just one guard on duty for the night, so you should be able to move about without any problems.”


“Sounds perfect. We’ll need to get going soon, though.”


“You want us to come with you?” Louie asked.


Hannah shook her head. “We got this covered, big man. Besides, if we all disappear, someone might smell something.”


Louie held out his cell phone for Hannah to see. “Okay. Be safe. If you need me, for anything, call. I’ll be there in an Alabama hot shoe second.”


“Will do,” Hannah confirmed as she patted his upper arm and exited the vehicle with Cate and Vera in tow.


Making their way to the studio, Vera, Cate, and Hannah entered the lobby. They moved past the guard who looked up to see Vera. He nodded in recognition.


“We’ll take the stairs,” Vera said, leading the other two before an elevator just inside the doors of the main floor.


When the elevator opened on the second floor leading to Vera’s office, all three stepped off. Vera led them toward a large office with glass ‘walls’ and a large, neat desk. Two chairs rest in front. Each was spaced and angled with deliberate intent. “Few people come here,” Hannah clicked off to herself. Just then, she heard a sound and glanced down the hall to see Jazlyn, Asa, and Miller exiting another office.


Vera stiffened, and her jaw clenched. “Oh, dear.”


As the others approached, Hannah could read the tension in all three. Asa had a lock-jawed expression while Jack frowned hard. Jazlyn walked between the two and paced herself to keep the two at bay from each other. Hannah noticed she leaned more toward Miller’s personal space. If she were right in reading the situation, Asa was unhappy with Jazlyn’s leanings. Miller was unhappy with Asa’s presence. Jazlyn was unhappy having to negotiate peace between the two. Hannah felt a little guilt from enjoying her predicament.


“Just act normal,” Hannah encouraged both her companions.


“Afternoon, Mr. Karas. Mr. Miller. Jazlyn,” Vera said as she came face to face with the group.


“Vera.” Asa smiled and glanced over at Hannah and Cate. “Ladies.”


“Sir,” both Hannah and Cate responded.


“Will you be joining us for the broadcast?”


Hannah responded. “I’m afraid I must decline. As soon as we pick up some materials from Ms. Bessinger here, I’ll be in lockdown mode. The company I’m working for needs an overview report by midnight, and I’ve got a ton of work to do. I’ll have to settle for recording it.”


“And what is it you do? If I might be so bold?”


“I’m a culinary consultant. I travel around the world and set up menus, suggest recipes and such. At present, I’m working with a southern cuisine oriented enterprise. Given your late wife’s skill in the area, Zebulon and Karas Inc. seemed like the place to start.”


“I see.” Casting his eyes over to Cate, a spark of recognition came to his face. “Haven’t we met?”


“Yes, sir. Ms. Karas’ here introduced us the other day near your office.”


“She is with Food Critic, Uncle Asa,” Jazlyn cut in.


“Yes, I remember now. And you two work with each other?”


“Sort of. I made arrangements to work out of Food Critic’s RV,” Hannah said. “A friend owed me a favor.”


“I’m just an intern working for the man,” Cate said in her most charming smile.


Turning once again to Hannah, Asa smiled a most brilliant smile. She understood how he used charm to bring women to their knees.


“I didn’t realize that you had culinary experience. I’m reorganizing the company, and I’m interested in your services.” Although she had no interest in anything he was offering, Hannah played along with his game. It was clear to her that he was suspect of Cate and her presence. She wanted to see how far her instincts could get her. Therefore, she listened to his spiel. “My late wife had a talent for picking our menus and recipes. With her gone, I find there is a need to fill. While Jazlyn here is an amazing talent, her schedule with the new show’s set up will keep her quite busy. Can you give Vera your card so that we might speak to you going forward?”


“Thank you for your kind offer, but I’m not going to be available much longer. I’m retiring from all this glamor and settling into a restaurant of my own.”


“I’m sure you can at least discuss options with us?” he persisted.


“I don’t travel, Mr. Karas.”


“Did I say travel, Miss … I’m sorry I didn’t get your last name?”


“Starvling, sir.”


“We live in a digital world, Ms. Starvling. I am quite sure that physical presence holds no barriers to the willing. And, I assure you, I can make it well worth your time.”


“You don’t even know if I’m good.”


Asa tapped his finger against his head. “First impression. It’s always the best. You are young enough to be successful at something few conquer. Enough so to allow you to retire at an age when others wonder where their future lies. Now you want to open the kind of restaurant that meets your requirements. You are unique. A go-getter who will settle for nothing less than absolute perfection. Otherwise, you would stop and watch the broadcast. But it’s more important for you to please your client. Not for their sake, but for yours.


Asa reached up and ran his finger along the brim of her hat. “And you have style, if not a flair for the dramatic. An asset in your line of work. Am I correct?”


Hannah said nothing for a second. Instead, she finished ticking off additions to her Asa mental file. Intelligent. Determined. Deductive. Probing. Manipulative. Untrustworthy. The last one was her second impression of Asa. “Pretty much,” she confessed.


“Then we’ll talk?”


“As you wish.”


As the personal conversation ended, the groups parted ways. Hannah watched as Asa, Jazlyn and Miller disappeared into the elevator.


“What the…” Cate exclaimed.


“Later.” Looking around, though she saw no cameras, she whispered, “Audio is easy to hide and more likely to be where cameras are not.” The three then entered Vera’s office and ‘chatted’ about nothing for the next hour.


From Vera’s office, Hannah could just see the parking lot and know when most of the cars had left. By around 5:20, the majority had exited. “I think it’s time,” she announced. With that, Vera led the way up to the apartments. She chose the one further from Jazlyn’s for the women to hide out in. After letting them in, Hannah suggested Vera exit back down to the lobby to make an appearance without her guests. “They’ll think we left some time during the afternoon exodus,” Hannah explained. “When you’re done, go back to your apartment and wait for my call.”


“Good luck,” Vera said. “And please, be safe.” With that, she departed.


In the meantime, Hannah and Cate waited in the plush, furnished apartment.


“So what was all that with Asa earlier?” Cate asked


“I think he wants to get closer to me to analyze the situation. He first meets me with his dead wife’s long lost friend. Then he sees me with her protégé. We share a common background. If he is the control freak we think he is, he not only wants to know what I’m up to, he’s got to. It’s an obsession.”


“We still have no idea what this is all about, do we?”


“No. All we have are suspects, theories and a confirmed cover up. Frustrating.”


Around 5:40, they heard someone enter from the elevator. Then came the undeniable voice of Jazlyn and that of another male. As far as Hannah could tell, it was neither Asa nor Miller.


Cate rolled her eyes and whispered, “She’s got more studs than a horse farm.”


The comment almost made Hannah laugh out loud, and she just aborted the noise by biting her own tongue. Ten minutes later, Jazlyn and her companion left.


“Ten minutes?” Cate with sarcasm. “Just ten?”


Hannah punched her in the arm. “You’re incorrigible.”


At 6:55, Hannah decided the time had come to get to Julia’s old kitchen set to try the key. “If you’re going to back out, now’s the time. Speak now or forever hold your peace.”


“No comment.”


“By technicality, that’s speaking.”


“Just get on with it.”


As they made their way down the stairwell, checking for cameras, Hannah was thinking over the case. Since she was working in an unofficial capacity, if she found evidence, she would need someone to turn it over to. The problem was how to find someone at the local police department. Either Miller or Asa bought off the former county medical examiner. Perhaps both. Who else on the force might be part of this? Having met Alexander Borg, whom she trusted, she could turn to him to recommend a reliable officer still working.


Dodging cameras like pros, the two made their way down to the level housing Julia’s old set. The entire floor was dark, except for the light pouring in from the stairwells they had utilized. They could just make out the security cameras. Once they had the timing of the movement down, they began their attempt. They crept along the walls, shifting positions to avoid camera angles, finding spots where it was coverage overlapped was a great relief.


Reaching Julia’s old studio, they slipped into the pitch-black room. The whole enterprise was intriguing and frightening to both women. On the one hand, the darkness assured no camera visibility. On the other, it made things more worrisome. A sudden burst of light from the small flashlights they brought along might activate them, giving the two away.


After a second of whispered discussion, both agreed on a course of action. They would feel their way over to the set and try to do the deed blind, as it were. Much to Hannah’s surprise, it took just a few minutes to complete the feat. The real struggle came with getting the key in the lock and for a moment, there was some concern that it might not be the right one. But after Hannah failed to get it to work, Cate took a final shot and managed to work the case open. Feeling around inside the box, Hannah came up with a single item, a large envelope. She passed it over to Cate, closed the safe, replaced the utensil organizer, and closed the drawer. Then they made their way out the door again. They retraced their steps out and back up to the apartment. Although the whole affair had taken just twenty minutes to finish, it felt like hours. Now, they had to face their next big challenge. Escaping.


Chapter 13


When Hannah and Cate slipped back into the apartment, it was just 7:32 p.m. From their discussion with Vera earlier, they knew that there would be just one security guard for the evening. The studios were not Fort Knox, and Zebulon was not located in some high-risk city like New York. In fact, Vera had mentioned under employment of the studio security staff. No one had ever broken into the studio. She was not even sure if anyone had ever tried. All Asa’s precautions were to meet his overreaching control issues. Thus, the exit strategy was simple. After giving Vera a call, she in turn would phone the guard at the front desk and ask him to check her office to see if she had left her home keys there. Vera knew from the pre-show prep plans that the on-duty guard for the night was Malcolm Bernard. She also knew that he would perform, without question, any tasks she asked of him. It seemed that, like all men, Bernard was not immune to the effects of a ‘crush’. The routine route for checking the studio as well as the location of Vera’s office meant he would take the foremost stairwell. Hannah and Cate, in turn, would take the rear stairwell and exit as the two passed on opposite sides of the building. The front lobby door would be open for runners making their way from the broadcast area to the equipment rooms in the studios. Everyone else would be at the event, in most part at the insistence of Asa. It was another show of his control, power, and status.


The plan went almost perfectly. There was a slight moment of pause as one of the runners entered the lobby just as Hannah and Cate were exiting. But after holding the door for them, he darted on in, passing the guard desk, and disappeared into the back. He never questioned their presence. Once they were out of the building, Hannah grinned. “Act like you belong and you do.”


They made their way down to the event area some half mile by foot, arriving just about the time the broadcast was wrapping up. They avoided the crowd, made their way back to the RV, and slipped inside.


“How’d it go?” Buster called.


“Buster! You scared me!” Cate cried out. “Why aren’t you with Louie?”


“I think he wanted to be alone.”


Hannah lifted a brow and twisted her lip, “In a crowd?”


“Sounds more like someone didn’t want to see someone else,” Cate teased.


Buster shrugged, half in admittance. “Well?”


Hannah lifted the envelope.


“That’s it?”


“Yup.”


Buster shifted with anticipation. “Well, what’s in it?”


Hannah looked at Cate then back to Buster. “That’s for Vera to find out. We’re taking it over to her now. Stay here with Louie. When he gets back, tell him we’ll be back later.” Hannah could tell that Buster would rather come along. His curiosity was getting the better of him. But she felt that if there was something upsetting in the contents of the envelope that it might be better coming from her and Cate. And she did not want to further upset Louie. His earlier outburst had proven to her that the details of the case were a strain on him. So Buster could keep him in check while the girls handled the possibilities.


Hannah gathered up her things and Cate followed suit. “Don’t worry. We’ll fill you in on the details. I promise.”


Buster plopped down. “This is just not my day.”


Once they were in the car, they began to make their way out of the event along with all the others who had attended. During the slow process, Hannah again went over everything about the case, just aloud this time.


Cate listened in silence. This was a role she played in ‘the game’ as Hannah often referred to such investigations. It had been this way since they were children ‘investigating’ in Twilight. After a session of reading youth detective novels, they would head to the Starvling Diner to give their account to Hannah’s Gran. She in turn would tell them about ‘the time I’.


Then came the inevitable game. They would gather up Buster and the three would be off to find a case. A stolen bike. A missing cat. Someone acting suspiciously. And they always ended with someone saying something like, “Aren’t you three regular Hardy Boys.” Hannah would respond, “Hardy Girls.” Cate would then point to Buster and say, “Buster Drew.” Buster would get mad and stomp off. They would run after him knowing he would forgive them. It was all so great fun. Now, listening to Hannah go over the case ‘one more time’, she wondered if this would be the last time the three got to do this. She hope and prayed otherwise.


Cate’s thoughts were interrupted as Hannah concluded her observations once they reached Vera’s apartment. Vera greeted them with joy and relief that they were not caught. Once they settled into her living room, Hannah returned Vera’s key. She noticed the urgency with which she put it on the necklace. Once on, she placed her hand over it. A great comfort fell over her face.


Cate held the envelope up for Vera as Hannah explained. “We felt you should look at it before we did.”


Taking the manila container with caution, Vera replied, “I’m afraid to look inside.”


“We could wait and go to the attorney’s office,” Hannah offered.


Vera thought for a moment. “No. Whatever it is, whatever it means, I think its best we all know.” She tore the fold back.


Just as she was opening the envelope, Hannah heard a thumping noise outside the door. The sound of receding footsteps followed. She leapt up from the sofa, made her way over to the door, and jerked it open to find no one. She checked down the hall and examined the area. Finding nothing, she shut the door and turned back. “I suggest we get this over with fast. Whoever that was, they may be onto us. I’d feel safer back with the boys.”


Vera pulled the contents out but paused. “Read them please,” she said handing a stack of papers to Hannah.


Taking them, Hannah relented. Vera and Cate waited in silence as she scanned the sheets. The first page was a signed and notarized cover sheet. It indicated that Julia had taken this action shortly before her death. Her eyes narrowed as she noticed the change in beneficiary. She twirled her tongue inside her mouth.


Cate leaned forward, “Hannah.”


Hannah responded with a quick look up before returning to the sheets. She ignored the anxious sound of Cate’s clicking nails against an end table. Vera made constant readjustments to her blouse. Hannah’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open.


No longer able to contain herself, Cate burst out, “What?”


With a look of shock on her face, Hannah laid the papers in her lap and looked at Vera.


“Okay. Uhmm. A couple of things. There’s a lot here. We will need to see an attorney tomorrow. But I can tell you some things.”


Vera trembled with a mixture of fear and anticipation. “There’s a lot of motives here. For a lot of people. But beyond that, as of right now, you are a wealthy woman.” Vera sat back, frowning in a lack of understanding. Cate had a similar reaction. “You, Vera Moira Bessinger were born Vera Moira Durbin.” Vera swayed a bit. “You are the daughter of Julianna Lucille Durbin, otherwise known as Julia Karas. And you are the sole heir to half of the fortune she built with Asa.”


By this time, the color was draining from Vera’s face, and she collapsed onto Cate’s lap. Cate looked at Hannah. “You already knew, didn’t you?”


“I suspected it.”


“You are such a drama queen. You could have handled that a little better. That’s a lot for her to take in.”


“You don’t know the half of it. It gets better.”


After a moment, Vera came back to life. After assurances that she had indeed heard right, she was shaking. A myriad of emotions made their way across her face. Happiness. Sadness. Disbelief.


“It makes sense to me. Yet it doesn’t. Why didn’t she just tell me? She was always there with me. She could have just said, “You are my daughter.”


“I’m sure she had her reasons. You can look into that later. There is one other thing.” This time Hannah prepared her. She looked straight at her. “A real big thing.”


Vera grabbed Cate’s hand and grasped it so tightly, she looked as though she might scream. Patting her arm, Vera got the signal and eased up. Vera took in a breath and nodded, bracing herself for the next revelation. Hannah picked up the top sheet on the pile and read. “I name Vera Moira Bessinger my natural daughter. I appoint Louie Maclevoy Woolridge, her natural father, as the trust manager.”


Vera blinked as Cate sat, stunned and silent. “It says here you are to have graduated access to your part of the estate as administered by Louie.”


“My father.”


Hannah looked up at Vera’s shocked, unflinching expression. She then readied herself to catch her should she pass out again. Instead, she stood. “My actual father and mother.”


“Are you okay?” Hannah broached.


“Do you know what this means?” Cate asked.


“Yes.”


Vera paused as Cate and Hannah waited for an unknown reaction.


“It means that I am Julia’s legacy. It means that I have two sets of parents. It means that I am an American. And it means…” Vera slipped back into French. “Je vais TUER mon père pour ne pas me dire!” Cate looked at Hannah for an explanation as she had a better grasp on French. “What did she say?”


“She said she is going to KILL her father for not telling her.”


Chapter 14


“I DIDN’T KNOW!” Louie yelled. He was red-flushed, with fingers extended, hands to the side of his head as if it were exploding. Vera watched across from him with a disbelieving face, trying to hold it together. When she did speak, it jumped between French and English.


Buster, Cate, and Hannah observed from Louie’s couch.


Pulling in one corner of his mouth, Buster proposed, “Big guy’s gonna have a heart attack.”


“I hope not,” Hannah admitted, twisting her back from her waist. “Picking him up off the floor once was enough to give me a backache.”


“Maybe you should intervene then, Ms. Drama Queen. This is your fault.”


“I just gave him the facts.”


“It’s not what you gave him. It’s how you gave them.”


Buster rose. “They’ve been at this for half an hour.” He walked over between the two and extended his arms. “That’s enough.”


Vera pointed at Louie. “Comment pourriez-vous lui permettre de me prendre? Comment vous ne pouviez pas savoir?”


“Vera. English,” Buster suggested.


“How could you allow her to take me? How could you not know?”


Louie dropped his head and looked at his palms, as if he were trying to read them. Or perhaps to see the past or maybe the future. “I didn’t know. I promise you. I … did no t… know. It was just one time. That’s all. Just one night. A couple of months before we graduated.”


For a moment, the silence was deafening. He looked up at Vera. “I’m sorry.”


“What happened then?” Vera demanded.


“She left. Right after graduation. Sent me a note. All it said was, ‘I am so sorry.’ He walked over to the picture of Louie and Julia with their graduation class and took it from the wall. He flipped it over and removed the back, producing a small note card. He offered it to Vera. She scrutinized it and then the man.


“Why didn’t you go after her? Did you no longer want her?”


“Of course I did. I was in love with her. I had been for some time. More than you can imagine. After that one night, I thought, ‘This is it!’ I made plans for us both. I was going to marry her. And we would open a restaurant, become a family and live the dream. But they were just my plans. Not hers. She had her own dreams. She told me she loved me and that we would always be friends, with an emphasis on the ‘friends’. I was heartbroken.”


Vera could not take her eyes off the note. Between looks at Louie, she examined the words again and again as he continued.


“When she left, I was angry and hurt for years. I tried to push her out of my mind. I didn’t even want to cook anymore. So I took a job with Food Critic. And that’s when I ran across her again at a culinary event.”


Drawn into the story, Cate interjected, “That must have sent you for a loop.”


Vera handed Louie the note back. He took it with a nod and look of acknowledgment, and placed it back in the frame as he spoke. “Ever had a mule kick you?” He gave a halfhearted, single laugh. Hanging the picture, he turned back and said, “It’s something like that. But imagine the mule having spiked heels.” The bitterness in his voice was obvious. He then sat down.


“What was worse, she was no longer Julianna Durbin. Just Julia. The event was to announce the launch of a new show, Julia’s Kitchen on the Water, centered on her first restaurant. A joint enterprise with Asa Karas, her fiancé.”


Buster blinked several times. “Big guy. That’s just … harsh.”


“Tell me about it. I wanted so much to hate her even more. But when she spotted me and made her way over to hug me…” Louie shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess I realized right then and there that I’d never shake her. I’d have to settle for being a shadow in her life. An old memory. I’d never have a life with her. Or a family.” Vera rose and moved to his chair. She leaned down and put her arms around his neck, drawing him up into a hug. “You can’t say that now, can you?” Once again, silence echoed, and time stopped, if just in the minds of those present. The sound of Buster’s sniffles broke it.


The sound made both daughter and father laugh, not with sadness for lost years, but with happiness. Louie leaned back to give Vera a good look. He gave a big smile. “You look so much like her. Your being here, it’s a miracle, you know. She wasn’t supposed to be able to get pregnant.”


Vera once again wrapped her arms around her new found father. “I’m mad at her. She should have told us.”


“I’m sure she had her reasons. We’ll just have to figure them out together.”


Vera affirmed with a smile. “I like the sound of that.”


“This has been an … eventful day,” Hannah interrupted.


“To say the least,” Cate agreed. “Not to break the family dramatic reveal, but now comes the obvious question. What next?” She held up the papers from the safe. “These little jewels mean a lot of things to a lot of people.”


Louie rubbed his jaw. “Yeah. It means Asa stands to lose a lot of money to my little girl here.” He looked at Vera and winked. “You are going to keep daddy up in the lifestyle he is accustomed to, right?”


Vera looked at him with a quizzical expression.


“Just kidding, dear. Just kidding. I’m new at this whole father-daughter thing.”


“And you’re off to a whiz bang start,” Cate joked. “Anyway, we can’t forget Buster’s ex.”


“She’s not my ex,” Buster insisted.


“Of course she’s not,” Cate offered in a sarcastic tone. “Anyway, she also stands to lose. Wait until word gets out about Julia Karas’ daughter. That is going to put a kink in Jazlyn’s working booty.”


Vera stood silently. The expression creeping onto her face told Hannah that the idea of putting Jazlyn in her place sounded delicious to her. “The tiger awakes,” Hannah noted to herself.


Hannah agreed with both Louie and Cate. “Her romance du jour with Miller also gives him a motive. I’m willing to bet his intentions are less libido driven and more monetary.”


Vera considered Hannah’s proposition. “He did ask me if I could get him a copy of her contract with Asa.”


Hannah grinned. “If he could get her to sign with him, Asa couldn’t force him out and he could assure his meal ticket. If he somehow stumbled across what Julia was working toward, he’d have, in literal terms, millions of reasons to kill Julia.”


Cate blew out a breath. “Three possible motives. Three potential killers.”


Louie frowned. “Wait. Just tossing this out there to be on the up and up. Aren’t I a suspect now? After all this?”


Everyone paused and waited for Hannah to answer before giving their opinions.


“I’ll be honest with you. I have had my concerns. Julia meant so much to you that at times it clouds your judgment. But a man showed me that gut instinct is a valuable thing. And I’m going with mine. I don’t think you could hurt Julia, regardless of how angry you got. You’ve had chances over the years. Opportunities. Been within her proximity because you both run in the same circles to a degree. But you never have. Don’t give me a reason to believe otherwise and I won’t.” Looking to Vera, she added. “Same goes for you.”


“I can make you that promise,” Vera confirmed. “So what should I do?”


Hannah leaned down and picked up the papers. “First, we find a safe place for these.”


“I’ve got a safe.” He pointed to Critic, who had been sitting next to Hannah during the past half hour. “And a guard dog.”


Critic wagged his tail at Louie’s recognition and Buster laughed aloud.


“Old Critic? Big Guy, I love him as much as you, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly.”


Louie snapped his fingers and Critic jumped to his feet. “Buster is going to get your bone!” Louie said and pointed. The Mastiff started toward Buster, teeth flared, head down, and eyes forward. He emitted a low, deep, threatening growl. He stopped just before Buster but remained poised and snarling. After a second, Louie snapped his fingers and said, “Friend.“ Critic sat, and his tail began to shift back and forth. “Make up.” Critic leaned forward and put his head down, ready for pets, which Buster gave with no hesitation.


“Are we good now, old boy?” Buster asked in a nervous voice.


“You’re good,” Louie affirmed. “But I wouldn’t go anywhere near that safe. I’m putting his bone in there with these papers.”


“Great,” Hannah said. “Tomorrow, we find the attorney that drew these up and start sorting through all this.”


Louie looked around at everyone. “You know what? This has been a lot to take in today. To be honest, it’s taken a lot out of me. I’m hungry. What say we celebrate with some late night fare?”


“I do have a taste for some waffles,” Vera admitted.


“That was your mother’s favorite,” Louie said in a pleased voice. “How about I whip up a batch?”


“I don’t want you to trouble yourself. Besides, it’s late. And I need to get home.”


It was late, but Hannah remained wide-awake. Something bothered her, and she was not quite yet willing to give in to sleep. “Given everything, it might be best if you stayed here. I doubt Louie would mind.


“Need you ask?” Louie piped in.


Chapter 15


Turning to Hannah, Cate asked, “So who is this attorney we’re going to see again?”


“Gus Sullivan. According to the will, he’s the one who drew it up.”


As they all finished their breakfast, the group retreated to the car. Buster parted company with the gang and headed for the festival. “I’d be in the way,” he explained. “Besides, today is the sampling day! You can tell me all about it later.” With that, he headed to the cab that was waiting outside. The rest headed for downtown.


The trip was short, and the law office was easy to locate. Once inside, the group encountered the attorney’s secretary who tried to set a meeting for a later date. Once Louie announced who he was and introduced Vera as his daughter, remarking about the Will, she called her boss. Seconds later she pointed the way into his office.


After making introductions to all as Gus Sullivan, he arranged for everyone to have a seat. Hannah sized the man up, per usual. Short. Thin. White hair. Mid sixties. Perhaps sixty-five. Intense. And at the moment, unsettled.


Although he had been cordial upon their entry, he frowned at them over his reading glasses. “What’s this about Ms. Karas and her will?” He spoke in a gruff, almost accusatory voice.


Vera handed Sullivan a copy of the will they had made, and he scanned it. Hannah could tell from the speed in which he did so that he was already familiar with the document. “Where did you get this?”


Vera looked at him with a calm expression. “From my mother’s safe. The key came to me after she passed.”


Well played, Hannah considered to herself. Everything Vera said was true, but the circumstances were more complicated. It was a fact she was not going to reveal until necessary. Although prepared to speak on Vera’s behalf, Hannah was content for now to just listen and watch how she handled it herself.


“Mr. Sullivan, we’re concerned about this will as it pertains to my mother’s death.”


“Yes,” affirmed Louie as he readjusted himself and cleared his throat. As Hannah understood this, even after all that had happened, the word ‘death’ in relation to his beloved Julia was hard for him to hear. But at least now he was acknowledging it.


The attorney’s expression changed. The unsettled expression gave way to reflection and concern. “I knew something was wrong. She seemed troubled when she asked me to draw these up.”


“Troubled?” asked Vera. “How so?”


“Well, for one thing, it all came about so strangely.”


After an exchange of looks between everyone, Vera looked to Hannah, who took it to mean that she was unsure how to proceed. Hannah turned back to Sullivan. “Could you explain a little more? “


“Ms. Karas and I met about a year-and-a-half ago at her annual food charity event. The Ball of Bellies masquerade. I was there just to drop off a donation, and maybe get a picture for the wall.” He pointed to the bookcase behind his desk. On the upper shelf was a picture of him smiling in a tuxedo, his arm locked with Julia’s. “Clients love that kind of thing. Anyway, we chatted just for a moment, and when she found out I was an attorney, she asked me for my card, which I thought was odd.”


“Why?”


“Well, for starters, she husband must have had a slew of my kind on the payroll. Why would she need me? Then I wondered if she might be getting a divorce. But given the stakes to such a thing, a woman of her means wouldn’t turn to some everyday street lawyer such as myself. Regardless, I gave her one. She thanked me, and we went our separate ways. Then about two weeks before she died, she just shows up without an appointment and asks if I could draw up a change of will. She handed me all the paperwork I would need right then and there.”


“Is that unusual?”


“Yeah. Most people have no clue. They get the basics from the Internet, but there’s always something they forget. Not her. From her understanding of the process, I’d say she had been researching it. She had specific designs for it. To be honest, it was almost as if she were hiring me just for my signature.”


“When did she pick them up?”


“About a week later. She wanted to look them over before signing and having them notarized. I assumed she would do that here, but she never made it back. We had an appointment for the next week to complete the process but of course, that’s when she passed.” He looked down at the papers. “I guess she took care of it herself.”


Shaking his head in amazement, he added, “It still needs filing with the court. I can do that for you if you like.”


“Could we have just a moment,” Hannah asked smiling.


“Of course. I’ll be just outside when you are ready.”


Sullivan rose and exited. Hannah turned to Vera and Louie. “What do you want to do?”


“Do you think we can trust him?” Cate asked Hannah.


“Well, Julia thought so. His name is on the document.”


Vera furrowed her brow. “But why him?”


“Well, if I were to venture a guess, because he is a street lawyer. Someone Asa doesn’t own. I’m betting Julia vetted him herself. That’s why she knew so much about this process. She didn’t want this will known until she was ready.”


Louie looked at Vera and smiled. “Good enough for your mother, good enough for me.” Vera agreed.


Once Sullivan was back in the room, Vera and Louie agreed to let him file the will. He agreed, but insisted on its being pro bono. “I never earned what I did,” he insisted.


Taking his seat once again, he said, “That document will cause a problem, you are aware of that? It’s going to be a bitter pill to swallow for a lot of people.”


“Who stands to lose the most?” Hannah asked, more to confirm her ideas than to glean information.


“Hard to say. Mr. Karas will have to turn over half his fortune to Ms. Bessinger. As a couple, they remained married for twenty-one years. That is, unless there was a prenuptial agreement. To my knowledge, there was not one. And given how particular she was about the contents of this will, I am pretty sure that’s not a detail she would overlook.”


“Anyone else?”


“Yes. Her manager, Jack Miller. There was the will, and there was the dissolution of her contracts with him. It would remove his name from all legal matters and materials. In effect, she cut him out of the will when she died.”


“Dissolution? When?”


“It becomes effective as soon as the will does. Of course, with her death, its application is retroactive.”


Cate’s eyes widened a bit. “Ouch. That’s going to sting.”


“Ouch, indeed.” Sullivan picked up the document and held it in the air. “This is the proverbial can of worms. And by filing it, you open it. From the materials Ms. Karas brought me, I can see that Miller was a bottom feeder. He got his hooks into Ms. Karas before she married. She had signed a contract giving him almost half of her earnings for everything she did.”


“NO WAY!” Louie interjected. “She was smarter than that.”


“Not at that time,” Sullivan explained.


“It could explain her legal knowledge,” Hannah offered. “She may have been trying to get out of the contract for years. “


“She was and she did. One of the items she circled on the information she provided was a stipulation in the contract. In the event of her death, her sole heir was to receive her estate. This was a precedence that would supersede the contract with Miller.”


Louie raised his hand, as if he were seeking permission to ask a question. Sullivan pointed to him, an action which amused Hannah. “Why didn’t Asa’s gunmen attorneys find this loophole?”


“I assume they did. But it would be in Mr. Karas’ best interest to let their joint will stand as is. In the event of his wife’s death, he became sole heir.” Sullivan’s eyes fell on Vera. “What he was unaware of was Ms. Karas’ had the ace up her sleeve.”


“So with Vera, her natural born daughter and sole heir, that would cut out every other contract or document signed prior?”


“Appears so.”


“And that’s why she was changing the will. She wanted her daughter cared for.” Hannah looked at Louie. “If he knew and this is true, then I apologize for any misgivings I had about your feelings toward that man. He’s an ass.” Louie smiled and gave an ‘it’s all good wink.’


“Wait,” Vera interceded. “Why then would he hurt my mother if it meant that he would lose everything?”


“Could have been an act of anger when he found out, If she revealed her plan, then he would know that regardless, he was out. That’s a big blow. Spur of the moment and all that,” Cate suggested. “Or he assumed that, by killing her, he could stop her in some way.”


“Or,” Hannah said looking around the room. “He didn’t do it. We’re jumping the gun, per usual. There are other possibilities, need I remind you.”


“True,” Cate agreed. “What about Jazlyn? Does she stand to lose?”


Sullivan flipped through the pages. He then turned them so everyone could see. Pointing to a paragraph, he said, “See for yourself.”


Everyone positioned themselves to read. “It’s all Greek to me,” Louie confessed. “What does it mean?”


Hannah drug a finger along the page, underscoring each line of the section. “Well, for starters, the show is Vera’s. Clear as day, in no uncertain terms. It also removes Jazlyn from any and all documents much in the manner of Miller. Under the original will, she was to inherit a sizable amount. As of now, nada.”


Vera leaned back. She readjusted her position, a quirk of her nature. “I don’t understand. Why would she do this to Jazlyn? She is her niece.”


“But not her daughter,” Sullivan explained. “And at that time, there were rumors of her and her uncle having an illicit affair. I’m sure that played into this.”


Cate winced. “That’s just … disturbing.” Cate stood up and walked away from the group as she stretched. “Talk about your woman scorned.”


“There were even reports that suggested she was on the verge of seeking a divorce. Of course, they were just rumors.”


“Uhmm, I have another question,” Louie announced. “How do I fit into this?”


“She didn’t discuss your history, if that is what you are asking. But she did stipulate you were the father of Vera. She had DNA tests run. The results are undeniable.”


“Where’d she get my DNA?”


“It appears she had some articles that belonged to you. These included a lock of your hair from the day you cut it for an exit interview at college.”


“I’ll be damned,” Louie exclaimed. “Back then we had never heard of DNA.”


“It would seem to me…” Hannah said as she leaned forward and scooped up the papers. Looking to Vera, she continued, “She may have been going to tell Asa about you. That’s why she handled it in secret. To keep Asa’s attorneys at bay.”


Glancing at his watch, Sullivan grimaced. “Sorry. I have a case to prepare, so let me know if you both decide to move forward and file this document. If you’ll excuse me.”


Hannah and the others got to their feet. “Because we are investigating this as a possible murder instead of an accident, can you hold off on that will for a bit? It will still be executable in a week or so won’t it?”


“Of course, but I am bound by law to report that there is a newer will. So I would suggest you get the original to me ASAP.” Sullivan then grinned. “Remember, I can just file the original.”


Understanding his implied meaning, Hannah returned his smile.


Hannah offered him her hand, and they shook. “You’ve been so helpful, Mr. Sullivan. We’ll try not to ‘misplace it’ for a week or so, or anything like that.”


“Of course,” Sullivan said, coming around his desk to walk them to the door. “Let me offer you a little free advice. This new will changes the estate ownership, but not the police report that said she died of an accident. Be sure of the facts before you make any public declarations.”


“We’ll keep that in mind,” Hannah assured him. “Thanks again, and we will be in touch, just as soon as we find those papers again.”


Sullivan chuckled and with that, Hannah, Cate, Vera and Louie left the office and headed back to the car. Everyone was quiet on the drive back to Louie’s house, each reflecting in their own manner about what had just been gone over.


For Hannah, something was off. There were three suspects, each with equal motive for removing Julia, but something just did not sit right. Have we considered all the possibilities? she thought to herself. She decided that the next day, a whole new set of questions needed looking into.


Chapter 16


After the friends returned to the house, Vera and Louie drifted to another area of the house to talk. A lot had happened in the last twenty-four hours, and they needed time to sort things out. Cate, Buster and Hannah went to the kitchen to start dinner. As they worked, Hannah expressed her concerns.


“All I’m saying is that something is off. It just doesn’t feel right.”


As Cate chopped carrots, every now and then she tossed one to Buster. He would catch it in his mouth like a dog getting a treat. This, in turn caused, Critic to whine for his piece.


“I’m never going to get this done with you two,” she declared. “Take him for a walk, why don’t you.”


Buster looked at Critic and shrugged. “Come on, boy. We’re evicted.” The two padded out of the room.


“Now. Where were we? Oh, yeah. That feeling? It seems pretty clear to me. Three people. Three good motives. Now all we need to do is to find the right one.”


“I don’t know. To kill Julia, someone had to drug her and then smash her head against a frame post. I just don’t see Jazlyn having that kind of strength. If Asa killed her for whatever reason, it seems rather sloppy for a man who is all about control. The drugs would have been enough. The violence would have been overkill.”


“You don’t think he could have done it in a fit of anger?”


“Maybe. But as we have conceptualized it, someone planned it. Which does fit the profile. He strikes me as a man more prone to plotting than an outburst. Hence, the control issues.”


“And Miller?”


“He is the most probable of the three. Then there is the issue of access. If this went down the way we are suggesting, then he needed a means to get the barbiturates into Julia. He then had to take her to the gazebo, push her into the post, and dump her in the water. Does he strike you as a man that could plan all that?”


“Well, I have to admit. It surprised me that Miller had the guts to approach Niu in person, much less convince her to leave it out of the report,” Cate remarked.


“Well, there was a lot of money involved.”


“But again, wouldn’t that go back to Asa? He is, after all, a billionaire with a big ‘B’. I’m sure Miller isn’t hurting, but I doubt he had the kind of money we saw floating around Niu’s place.”


“It wouldn’t be in his interest to work with Miller. If he wanted Julia dead, he could have just overdosed her himself. If he wanted Miller out of the picture, he would have just let him take the fall. I agree it was Asa who provided the money. But I believe both had more reasons to keep her alive than want her dead. Remember, if Asa let things just ride, he would have been the sole heir. But there was the issue of Vera and the will. We don’t know if Julia told him she wanted a divorce or if Vera was her daughter or about the will. It all just doesn’t add up. And sad to say, as much as both are sketchy at best, I just don’t see either of them as killers.”


In her best imitation of a deep male voice, Cate answered, “Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of man…”


“The Shadow knows!” Hannah responded. She laughed at the reference to the old Shadow radio drama. She and Cate used to listen to recordings that Cate’s father, Wilson, collected. As the memory played out in her mind, she made a sudden correlation. “Shadow,” she half mumbled aloud.


“Yeah. You remember those, too.”


Hannah turned to look at Cate, the knife she held waving in the air. “A shadow. Someone following her. Someone lurking, watching. Just out of reach. We’re…”


Before Hannah could finish, she heard the front door open. The sound of Buster and Critic moving down the hall echoed. From what she could tell, both stopped man and dog stopped in the living room where Vera and Louie had retreated to converse in private.


Sensing that everything was all right, Hannah continued. “We’re looking for a shadow,” she exclaimed.


Cate interrupted, motioning for Hannah to stop waving her knife. “Okay. If we are looking for someone else, then who?”


“Working on that.”


Just then, two loud pops sounded. Then came the sound of breaking glass and then Critic barking. Both Hannah and Cate ducked out of instinct. After a few seconds, when things had settled, they ran toward the living room where Vera, Louie, and Buster had been talking. Entering, they could see the front windows were missing. Glass lay everywhere. Vera, Louie, and Buster stirred as Critic danced around the room yapping toward the window.


“Oh, my God!” Cate yelled as she ran to Buster to help him up.


“Vera?” Louie mumbled in a stunned voice as he reached toward Vera. Hannah made her way over to her and helped her up. “I’m okay,” she assured. “Are you?” Louie pushed himself up and went to her. “Fine,” he said, taking her into his arms.


Cate looked around the room. “Is everyone okay? What happened?”


Hannah called the police after everyone confirmed they were okay and Critic calmed down. The police confirmed that they were in route, as neighbors had called it in. In the moments before they arrived, Hannah restated Cate’s question. As Buster brushed himself off, he said, “I’m not sure. We were talking and then…BOOM! The glass shattered.”


“I heard two gunshots,” Louie recalled as he put his hand down for his pet to lick and find comfort from all the excitement.


Cate looked at him, shocked. “Are you sure?”


“From the time your father and I spent in the Army? Yeah. I know a gunshot. Some kind of small caliber, I’m betting.”


Hannah looked to the wall opposite of the window where all the memorabilia of Julia hung. Bullets had destroyed two images, the holes visible in each. She walked over, removed the images, and inspected the holes. “Yeah. Here and here.”


“Should you be moving things before the police get here?” Buster chided.


“We’ll just say I was too in shock to think about what I was doing,” she responded as she examined the holes. “About a .22, I’d say.”


Louie leaned over and kissed Vera on the head, reassured that she was not harmed. He then commented, “Rather light.”


Hannah agreed as two police vehicles pulled into the drive, and two officers exited with weapons drawn. “And the Calvary arrives.” She made her way over to the door and opened it as two officers entered.


Upon breaching the door and assessing the situation, both maintained weapon position. The older of the two, a man whom Hannah sized up as being in his late thirties early forties, asked, “Anyone injured?”


“We’re okay.”


“What happened?”


Hannah pointed to the wall. “Someone shot through the window.”


“Is there a back door?”


Louie pointed down the hall. “Through the kitchen.”


“Stay here and away from the window,” the first officer said. He then looked to the second officer, a young, red-haired female who Hannah sized up as being in her late twenties. In silent agreement, the young officer nodded and moved toward the back of the house, leading the way. Everyone watched as they made their way down the hall and heard as the door opened. Although it seemed an eternity, after just a few minutes both returned, weapons stowed. The older male was reporting in. Hannah knew that the various lingo meant that the perimeter was secure. No other persons needed. After he completed this task, he sent the younger officer to the car for some forms.


Hannah again began sizing the man up. Tall. Maybe 6’2” or 6’3”. Muscular. Thick, blackish brown hair with hints of graying. Blue eyes. Tall. Muscles. Handsome. Rich blue eyes…


“You okay, Miss?”


Hannah shook her head. “Uhmm, yeah. I’m … I’m okay. Ms. Starvling. Hannah Starvling.”


The officer gave a warm smile. “Okay, Ms. Starvling. I’m Officer Miles. This is Officer Pepper.” He indicated to the young officer who had reentered the room. “We’ll need to get some statements. Is that okay?”


“Oh. Of course. Yes, fine,” Hannah managed. “Could I get you some coffee or something to drink or…”


She noticed the man smiling rather amusedly. “Or maybe I’ll just shut up and answer your questions,” she scolded herself.


“Coffee would be fine. Can my partner get some as well?”


“Oh. Of course.”


“Then come right back. I need you.”


“Pardon me?” Hannah said. She could feel her face turning red but for the life of her, she did not know why.


“I need you,” the officer said.


Hannah’s mouth fell agape.


“To answer some questions. Make a statement.”


“Oh. Of course. Right.” Hannah turned and exited. “Of course. Of course. Of course,” she mumbled. “What the heck’s wrong with you Hannah,” she said to herself as she made her way to the kitchen.


When she returned with the coffee for the two officers, Hannah handed one cup to Pepper, who was talking with Buster and Cate. She then tuned into the conversations. Officer Miles questioned Louie and Vera about the exact moment when the gunshots rang out. “You were standing where?” he asked of Louie.


“Here,” Louie pointed. “Buster was there and my daughter over here.”


Miles looked at the spots. He was silent as he scrutinized the placement.


“What are you thinking?” Hannah asked.


Miles put his hands on his hips and answered without looking up. “Just trying to get the lay of the land. Where were you before that? What were you doing just before?”


“Cate and I were…” Hannah started to answer.


“Not you, him.” Miles pointed to Louie, again not raising his head to meet Hannah’s gaze, an action that irked her just a bit.


Louie thought back for a moment. He then reenacted his movements. “I had just hugged my daughter and kissed her on the forehead. I turned and got to here.” Again, he pointed to the spot. “That’s when the shots came, and we hit the ground.”


Miles twisted his jaw back and forth like the chime on a clock. Hannah so wanted to interject, but she felt it pertinent to let the man do his work. After his assessment, he looked at Hannah. He reached for the coffee she was holding, took a swig of the drink, and asked, “Okay, what have you got?”


The question took Hannah by surprise. “What do you mean?”


“Well, you wanted to know what I was thinking. Not what I’m going to do next. Not questioning why this happened. You came into the room observing. Someone removed the photos and set them to one side to see the holes. I’m guessing that was you. And of the four of you, you are the one who is calm and organized. Well, for the most part anyway.” He held up the coffee and drank again. Hannah gulped. “So. Tell me, Ms. Starvling. What have you got so far?”


“They were shooting at Louie, Officer Miles,” she said matter-of-fact in a cool tone.


“What?” Louie shouted.


Neither Hannah nor Miles answered. They were locking eye to eye. Miles looked disbelieving. “Is that so?”


“Yes, Officer Miles.”


“Call me Hym. Everyone just calls me Hym.” Hannah looked at him with contempt. “It’s short for Hymnal,” he added.


Hannah pointed around the room at the spots indicated by Louie, where each had lain. She then went to the wall, where the holes were in the wall. She then looked back at Hym. “Clear as day.”


Hym considered her words. “That’s my thinking, as well.” He paused to take in Hannah, looking her up and down. “You’ll forgive me, Ms. Starvling. But if I had a dollar for every amateur sleuth who wanted to help me solve a case…”


Hannah’s eyes lowered, and her face became taut and aired of intensity. “You’d be a rich man. People are often generous where they see a need.”


“Wow. Uncalled for.”


“I’m not some Miss Marple. I was FBI.”


Hym threw his hands up. “Apologies. Truce?”


Hannah considered his offer for a moment. “Truce,” she conceded.


“So. Given your training, anything I should be aware of.”


Hannah paused. She was not sure she could trust this man. He was local law enforcement and could be in Asa’s pocket. The others were giving statements. She was uncertain about what they related. So she chose to disclose as little as possible and vet the man through Alexander Borg later. Finally, she admitted, “It may relate to the case I’m working.”


“You said you were FBI. Are you a private investigator now?”


“When needs be.”


Hym sighed. “Okay. Can you tell me about this case, please?”


“Can I just stop by your office tomorrow and fill you in?” She motioned around the room. “All this has us all worked up a bit. And I’d like to be fresh when I give it all.” She gave him her best charming smile.


After a moment, he said. “I suppose that will do.”


“Do you think they’ll come back,” Vera asked, clinging once again to her father.


“I doubt it,” Hannah interceded. She looked at Hym, who indicated for her to continue. “I’d don’t imagine they will try anything twice in one night.”


Hym agreed. As Louie and Vera moved to join Buster and Cate, he leaned over to Hannah. “I don’t have an officer to post outside your door or anything. Do you still carry?”


“No. I don’t have the aim anymore.” Hym gave her a questioning look. “It’s why I’m no longer an officer,” she added. “Long story. Later date.”


“All right, then. It’s a date.” Hym smiled. “You ready, Peppy?” The pretty young red-headed officer frowned and sighed. Hannah could tell she hated the nickname. Smiling, the young officer handed Buster a card. He smiled back. Cate watched from one side and rolled her eyes. And with that, the officers left.


A few minutes later, Cate and Hannah insisted everyone recover in the office while they swept up. Turning to Hannah, Cate asked, “How about him?”


“What about him?”


“Hym is quite the tasty bit, wouldn’t you say?” Hannah said nothing. “Oh, come on girl! You couldn’t get two words out to the man before you went all ‘I was FBI’ on him. Admit it. I saw that twinkle.”


Hannah stopped sweeping and offered, “He’s a local officer in Boonyville. I’m going to settle in Twilight. I don’t believe in long distance romances. You know that. So, yeah, even if he is cute…” She paused for a second. “Okay. Good looking.


“The word you are looking for is gorgeous.”


“Yeah, okay. But still, he’s just…”


“Tasty. The word you are looking for is tasty. Admit it.”


Hannah laughed. “Okay. Fine. He’s tasty.”


“Then what better for a former FBI’er, turned chef who happens to be an amateur sleuth than a tasty cop?”


Chapter 17


The next morning, as everyone readied for breakfast, Hannah made a quick call to Alexander Borg. He described Hymnal Miles as dedicated, honest, trustworthy, and dependable. The news came as a relief. Borg also made sure that Hannah knew Hym was single. As she hung up the phone, she had to wonder why by both her best friend and a complete stranger was trying to set her up. When she mentioned it to Cate, she said, “Because even strangers see that you need someone.”


As Hannah dressed to go to the police station as promised, she tried to dismiss the attraction. She tried to dismiss all possibilities. “It just wouldn’t work out,” she told herself. When she finished dressing for the third time, she looked in the mirror and then stepped back. She had dressed while considering her noticeable attraction to Hym Miles, and in doing so, put on a form fitting sun dress, full make up, jewelry and high heels. Laying her forehead against the mirror she asked, “Hannah? What are we? Thirteen?” She redressed again in her jeans and a cavalier shirt, redid her makeup and tied her hair up in a ponytail. When she was ready, she went downstairs to find Hym waiting for her.


“I figured you might like a ride over, he said.


Cate and Louie, who were talking to him, both grinned.


“Sure. Why not,” she agreed.


As he headed out the door, Hannah picked up her hat. As she passed by her friends, she pointed a finger. They just smiled and waved. “Have a good time,” Cate called after her.


Although the ride to the station was just ten minutes, Hannah was sure she had gotten stuck in a time loop. It felt like she was repeating the same silent moment over and over. After what seemed an eternity, Hym cleared his throat. “So. What’s with the hat?”


“It’s a long story.”


“Victorian?” he asked.


Shocked, Hannah smiled. “Yes. You know Victorian clothing?”


Hym grinned, finding a point of commonality. “Yeah. I’ve been interested for years. Historically. I find the period all so … I don’t know. Interesting. But I just don’t have time to spend researching it. Job and all.”


“Me either,” Hannah admitted. “But I like the clothes. The spirit of the period.”


After the brief exchange of looks, Hym gave a broad smile.


“I could use some coffee,” he confessed. “Would you like some coffee?”


“Uhmm, sure. That works.”


Hym turned the car into a small parking lot. To Hannah’s surprise, they didn’t go in the drive through. Instead, they stopped at a small coffee shop called the Saucer Full of Secrets.


Once inside, they placed their orders. Hym insisted on carrying their drinks and pastry. They settled into a small side table looking out the front window.


Looking around, Hannah said. “I take it Zebulon police are not that big on formality?”


Hym sat up straight. “If this makes you uncomfortable…”


“No. No. Not at all. It’s fine. Just … unexpected, that’s all.”


“Well, it’s a fabulous place. I come here almost every day.” He held up his donut. “You know. Cops. Donuts. You can’t have one without the other.”


Hannah half laughed. “I suppose not.” Taking a bite of her own, she said, “Man. These are good.” She rolled the flavors around in her mouth. “Cinnamon. Not too sugary. And…” She thought for a moment. “Nutmeg. Interesting.”


“You sound like a gourmet.”


“Chef.”


Hym gave Hannah a quizzical look. “FBI. Sleuth. Chef. I’m intrigued.”


“It’s a long story.”


“You seem to be full of those.”


“You wouldn’t believe how many.” She took another bite and then looked at the last bit. “Man. I have got to get this recipe.”


“I can get it for you,” Hym said with a wink. “I know people who know people.”


“Can you, now?” Hannah leaned in and put her elbows on the table, bringing herself ever closer to her host. As she looked into his eyes, the color reminded her of the ocean off the coast of Belize. Rich, deep, blue.


“Yes, I can. Matilda is the owner. She’s one of my son’s godparents.”


Hannah jerked back, pulling her elbows to her side. “Oh. A son. I didn’t know you were…”


At first Hym looked at her as if he were looking into the face of something strange. Then a look of knowing came across his face, followed in short by the need to explain. “Oh. Oh. No. Nothing like that. No. I’m not married anymore. I mean … what I mean to say is…” He stopped and sat up straight. He dipped his head to find the right words, looked up and said, “I was. She died when Ed was two. Her name was Lacy. She had a weak heart. Just one of those things.”


Not sure what to say, Hannah leaned back into her chair. “I see. How old is...Ed?”


“He’s eighteen.”


Hannah cocked her head. “I’m sorry. When you said son I just thought, you know…”


“Eight to ten, right?”


“Yup.”


“To answer it now, we married young. Not because of him. But he wasn’t unexpected.”


Hannah looked up at the ceiling and then at her coffee. “Wellllll…”


Hym stood up. “Yeah. I’ll get us some more. Would you like something stronger? An espresso maybe?”


“Please. Triple shot.”


Hym chuckled and headed to the counter. Hannah put her hand over her eyes and rubbed them. “Case. Case. Stay with the case, Hannah. Stay … with … the … case.” A few minutes later, Hym set the small cup and another donut in front of Hannah. She took a drink and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, Hym was smirking. “Better?”


“Much. Now, I believe I was going to talk to you about the case.”


Hym settle back into his chair. “Indeed, you were.”


“I came here in part for the Karas event and part because Louie wasn’t convinced of the circumstances of her death.”


As the two talked, Hannah explained her initial disbelief of Louie’s notions. She continued to explain why she was now convinced that there was more to Julia’s death than initially conceived. Hym listened as she wondered about the lack of water in Julia’s lungs, and the cover-up of reports. She talked about the arguments with Asa, the rumored affairs, the hidden will, and the revelation of a secret daughter. She concluded with which suspects had the most to lose and why. When she finished, Hym’s face told of his concentration and consideration he was giving the matter.


“Alex was in charge of that case. I didn’t work it at all. Ed was in a car accident a month before Ms. Karas died and almost got himself killed. I pretty much spent three months at the hospital with him. He’s just recovering now. But anyway, Alex, he used to go on and on about the Karas affair. He was always so sure there was more to it than he was able to dig out. It bothered him that it closed with little question. I don’t think he ever let it go.”


“Like I said, there’s a lot of unanswered questions. And there was a lot of money involved. The kind of money Cate and I saw at Dr. Niu’s could come just from one source involved.”


“Asa Karas.”


Hannah agreed. “But Dr. Niu never got her money directly. It was all off shore account transfers and such. She’s willing to make a statement now, though. But I’ll need someone official to take it.”


“Well, it just so happens that I’m official.” Hym thought for a moment as he dunked the last of his second donut into his coffee and swallowed down the bite. “You realize, of course, at the moment it sounds as if there is no way to prove any of your suspects did anything. Not Karas. Nor Miller. They could have been just as surprised as Lin Niu upon hearing the lab results. Not to mention that the alteration of the report suggests suicide, not homicide. ”


“True. But it does give some solid ground to reopen the investigation, don’t you think?”


“Without a doubt,” he assured her. Wiping his mouth with a napkin, he asked, “Would you mind if I talked with your friends about this? Go over it again? Maybe a fresh set of eyes and all that.”


“I think that would be helpful.”


Hym smiled and Hannah wondered what was going through his mind.


“What does he think of me?” she pondered. Then she heard a mental snapping of fingers. Her inner voice screamed, “Get your head in the game!” She looked around the table. “Well, I suppose we should get going. It’s your job to clean the mean streets of Zebulon.”


Hym straightened up and shook his head. He then glanced down at his watch. “Oh. Look at the time. I lost track…Uh… Are you ready?”


Hannah rose, cleared her throat, and gathered her purse. He held the door for her as they exited.


Hym drove Hannah back to Louie’s. Once at the house, he walked her to the door. “I’ll arrange to get Niu’s statement and give you a call after.”


“Do you need my number?” Hannah offered.


Hym held up his cell. “I’ve got it already. I mean, it’s on the report … from last night.” There was a nervous pause. “Well, I’ll call you then.”


“It’s a date.” Hannah bit the corner of her lip.


“Another date … at this rate, we’ll get married by the end of tomorrow.”


Hannah’s face lit up in a manner she had not felt in years. “You say that like it’s a bad thing?” she said, not realizing she had also said it aloud.


Hym smiled. “I can think of worse.” He turned, got into the cruiser and pulled away, waving. Hannah stood watching as he drove away, unsure of what just happened. She had met the man the night before, and now she was praying he would call her. Not hoping, praying.


“Honey, you all right?” Hannah jumped as she heard Cate and felt her hand on her shoulder. “You’ve been standing here for like five minutes. What’s up?”


Hannah turned to look at her friend. “I have not.”


“Hand to heaven.”


Unsure of what to say, Hannah just turned and moved inside. Cate watched her and smiled. “You don’t have to be an investigator to see where this is going,” she said to herself as she followed.


It was around 4:00 p.m. when Hannah received Hym’s call. He had taken Niu’s official account. Then he managed to get the case reopened. Finally, he arranged to get assigned to it. “Zebulon’s a small town,” he said. “Despite all, it doesn’t take a lot to get the ball rolling around here.” When she hung up the phone, she made her request that everyone join her for dinner once more at Julia’s Kitchen on the Water. “Hym wants to talk to everyone some more,” she explained.


Despite her self-insistence that the meeting was business, on the inside she was eager to see Hym again. Even if it was within the confines of the group.


Later that evening at the restaurant, after re-introductions, the conversation turned again to Julia. Vera recalled her as being “…so beautiful. Inside and out. As I grew up, I watched her life unfold. It was an incredible journey for me. There were so many nights that I went to sleep wishing that she was my real mother. I never dreamed she was for real. She taught me the love of cooking. Every creation was something special. From her most notable dishes to the ones that I have in a small recipe box that were the beginnings of her simple method of cooking.” Vera smiled at Louie. “She often said, ‘When you’re eating something and the palate is telling you ‘ick’--”


“Add to the ingredients to mix until it is right,” Louie interrupted.


“What was she like after the magazines picked up that story about the affair?” Hym probed.


“She began to change and pull away from everybody. She cut everyone off. Asa, of course. But also her friends. Myself to a degree. When Asa tried to expose the accusations of an affair as a lie, the media just dug in deeper. It hurt her. She did her work on the show, but when she stepped off the set she became reclusive. Depressed. No one could convince her to seek professional help. She said, ‘It would just be more stuff for the media to print.’ I agreed with her. Still, she would not have taken her own life. She was adamant about taking life. I’m living proof.” Again, Vera looked at Louie. She put her hand in his and squeezed.


“Fair enough. But it won’t be enough to prove anything beyond just that. Death by accident in the attempt of suicide. We need more.”


Hannah took a sip of her iced tea. “That’s the conclusion we’ve come to as well.”


Hym thought for a moment. “Who beyond Karas, Miller and this Jazlyn person came into routine contact with her?”


“Any number of people, I suppose. Her home staff. Her work staff.” Vera paused. “Myself.”


“Any of those jealous or aggressive?” Hannah interceded.


Vera shook her head no. “Not anyone that comes to mind. But I can tell you that anyone who came into contact with Julia was either awed by her or jealous of her. Sometimes both. Men wanted her. Women wanted what she had. Asa, in particular. Women always pursue him.”


“How’d she respond to that?”


“She learned not to show her jealousy. Later, she didn’t care. It seemed the passion was over.”


Louie lifted his glass of wine and drank. “So, the number of suspects is endless, what with the men in her life trying to control her and women trying to take what she had. That is if you rule out the three obvious ones.”


“They remain a suspect where I’m concerned,” Hym assured. It was at that moment that the waitress arrived at the table followed by an assistant. Each was carrying a tray and a small folding stand. The group’s headwaiter began setting up as Hannah said, “I’m sorry, but we didn’t order dessert.”


The young woman smiled and said, “Yes, madam. But this is compliments of the chef. Julia Karas’ favorite dessert and individual creation. He insisted.”


“And the chef is?”


“Xabiere Dauphin, madam. At your service,” came a voice from behind.


Everyone turned to look in the direction of the voice and locked eyes onto a man in a chef’s uniform. Hannah studied him, and remembered having encountered him before. She clicked off details. Tall, light build, close black beard and hair to match, dark eyes, and scar over left eye... She paused, then it came to her. “Oh, yes,” she recalled. “He was speaking with Jazlyn when we first encountered him.”


Vera stood and peered at the man. “Xabiere? What are you doing here?” Hannah noted by her tone that she was uneasy in his presence and that she had become quite tense.


“Vera. So wonderful to see you again. Mr. Karas has employed me as the new head chef as of today. Cranston left town without explanation. I was convenient and available. The matter with Timothy was also resolved to Mr. Karas’ satisfaction. It would seem that Timothy was a ‘mole’. I believe that is the proper term for it.”


Hannah watched as both waitresses worked on the set up. “What is all this?”


“Chocolate Lava Cake with marinated Cherries Jubilee. It was Mrs. Karas’ favorite and most famous creation.” Xabiere looked at Vera again and gave a toothy grin. “And a favorite of Ms. Bessinger’s as well, as I recall.”


Vera sank back into her chair and replied in a meek voice. “Yes.”


“Well. I will leave you then in the capable hands of Daphne and Velma. Please enjoy. Again, wonderful to see you Ms. Bessinger.” Xabiere turned to leave and then stopped to look back at the group once more. “Oh, Mr. Woolridge. I understand you to have a canine. Critic is his name if I remember correctly. I’ve some tasty roasted spare rib with bones prepared for an order that was never taken. I would like for him to have them. I’ll have them wrapped and sent out at the end of your meal. I am such a fan. ”


Louie thanked Xabiere and with that, the chef left toward the kitchen.


“I wonder what that’s all about?” Louie asked.


“Me too,” thought Hannah.


After the dessert was lit, doused and served, everyone ate in silence for a bit. Watching everyone, Hannah determined that everyone half enjoyed the affair. “This would be exquisite under the right circumstance,” Cate commented. “But that man. He’s the definition of creepy.


The entire time, both Hannah and Hym watched Vera. For having received her favorite dessert, she just picked at the food.


“Something wrong?” Hym asked.


Vera produced a weak smile. “We have a history.”


Louie set down his napkin and frowned. “With that? He’s like my age.”


“Yes. With that. And yes, he is.”


Louie’s faced tightened. “We need to have a talk about men.”


“Time for a daddy talk,” Buster whispered to Cate and Hannah, which made all give repressed chuckles.


Hannah looked up to see Hym staring in the direction that Xabiere exited. “What’s on your mind?”


“What do we know about that guy?”


“Not much. But if you’re thinking he could have managed Julia’s demise, it looks doubtful. I read in Alex’s report that he was in the hospital on the night Julia died. He fell down a flight of stairs at his condo and hit his head on the wall as he bounced around. He had a concussion and doctors kept him overnight for observation.”


“Looks doubtful.” Hym emphasized the ‘looks’ part. “Remember what they taught you about looks at your FBI training?”


A look of realization played across Hannah’s face. “They can be deceiving.”


Cate looked back at Hannah and Hym. “What are you two going on about?”


Hannah picked up her glass of tea and tilted it toward Hym. “About how blind I’ve been up until now. Sometimes I can’t see the forest for the trees.”


Chapter 18


It was the last day of the festival, and Hannah knew that time was not on her side. Working undercover as part of the Food Critic magazine staff, she had great access to the Karas studios as well as three of her top four suspects. With it concluding at the end of the charity ball at 12:00 midnight, all that would come to an end. Thereafter, she would have to count on Hym.


Louie, Vera, and Buster had left for the day’s events. She employed the three to look into Xabiere’s past and story of his sudden hiring. Although he had moved up on her list of ‘potentials’, as she called them, access to him would be much easier in the following days. Not so for Asa, Jazlyn and Miller. Today would offer her the last opportunity to size up their role in Julia’s death, be they innocent or otherwise.


Hannah decided that the first person to approach was Jack Miller. She guessed he would be at the studio office, at least for the first part of the day, to be near Jazlyn. He needed her contract as a means to stay within the Karas empire. Given her propensity toward picking up men, the way he could keep her on task was to hover over her. Cate came along as a backup since Hym could not join her due to his duties. “Be safe,” he warned. “And take your friend along just in case. She seems practical and not caught up in the intrigue of it all.” His words reminded Hannah of something her Grandpa Jay would say.


Once they arrived at the studio, both met up with Vera. She again led them past Malcolm at the guard stand. He greeted Vera with his usual uncertain demeanor. As they made their way up to the elevators that would take them to where Vera and Miller had offices, Cate said, “You know he likes you, right?”


Vera looked at Cate. “Malcolm.” She slowed her pace but then turned to look back in the direction where the guard would be. “Are you serious?”


“Oh. Yeah,” Hannah agreed. “And, if you don’t mind my saying, a lot less sketchy than Xabiere.”


The elevators opened, and they got in. “Huh,” Vera said, peering back in the direction of the guard. The grin on her face suggested to Hannah that she was considering the possibilities.


Arriving on the floor where Miller and she shared offices, Vera pretended to have just met them on the way in. She proceeded to her office as Hannah suggested. Approaching the floor receptionist, Hannah whispered to Cate, “Follow my lead.”


The receptionist looked up from her station and smiled. “May I help you?”


Removing her hat, Hannah produced her charming smile. “Perhaps. My friend and I are journalists from Food Critic magazine. We would like to feature Mr. Miller in our next issue. Our original slot didn’t work out and now we are up against a deadline. A friend suggested him as a better replacement, anyway. So since we are at the event, and I’m sure he could use the publicity, is there any possibility that he could see us right away?”


The receptionist looked over to Cate, who at first seemed lost but then recovered. “Yes, I’m sure our readers have an interest in learning about Julia Karas’ accomplished manager. But if we don’t get our story in today, I’m afraid we will not be able to feature him in next month’s edition.”


“Of course, please have a seat and I’ll check to see if he is available.”


“Thanks.”


The receptionist called up Miller and soon she showed them the door to his office. “He is waiting for you,” the receptionist confirmed.


As they entered the room, Miller looked up. He was somewhat surprised to see Hannah and Cate standing before him. “I met you two before. With Jazlyn, right?”


Hannah smiled, “Yes. We are with Food Critic. I’m Hannah Starvling. This is Cate Jordan. It would be helpful if I interview you for an upcoming piece about the event. It’ would be about your position and association with the Karas empire. That is, if we can do this now. I have to write it and email it tonight. Do you think you could help us out?”


He considered her words, and then smiled. “I’d be happy to. Have a seat,” he said, motioning to the couch across from his desk.


As Hannah took her seat, she crossed her legs and noticed he stared at her long legs with appreciation. She felt slightly violated, so she began asking easy questions to gain his trust. Cate was putting notes on her tablet and did not see his unprofessional stare.


It did not take long for Miller’s ego to show itself. Any mention of Julia’s accomplishments, no matter how minuscule, he took credit. She meant nothing to him, Hannah decried to herself. Though she had started off the interview with simple questions, she soon moved onto more difficult ones.


“Could you talk about her work on the anti-drug movement she championed?”


Miller was supportive of Julia’s anti-drug stance and her fight to rescue children from drugs.


“Would you say you held her same passion, then? Would that be a correct assessment?”


“Of course. And I’m here to see to it that her nonprofit will live on long after her death, just as it does today.”


“I’m glad to hear that. Because day after day, there are growing rumors that she abused barbiturates. Also that she did not die by accident, rather from an overdose.”


Miller shifted. Hannah could tell he was uncomfortable. “Never. I swear. The tabloids are vultures. You know she hadn’t even made it into the ground when those lies hit the stands.”


“I agree. But this goes beyond the tabloids. Dr. Lin Niu has confessed to tampering with the evidence. She claims that Mrs. Karas did have illegal substances in her blood, and she altered the report to claim otherwise.”


Hannah could see that she struck a nerve, so she pressed on. “She also stated that someone coerced her into not divulging that information. The net result was that she received payment to alter her findings. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


A few seconds of silence went by. Then Miller rose and, through a forced smile said, “I’m sorry, but this is all I can say for the moment. This concludes the interview.”


“So for the record, you had no knowledge of her tainted blood?” Cate reiterated.


“Goodbye,” he said as he opened the door to his office to let them out.


“Before we go, do you realize that there is a distinct possibility that someone murdered Mrs. Karas?” Hannah blurted out.


Miller looked distressed. All he could manage was, “If we have anything further to disclose, it will be through our corporate law offices. Good day!” He slammed the door after them.


“Was that what you were looking for?” asked Cate.


“Indeed, it was. Now all we have to do is wait and see whom he runs to.”


The way things had played out pleased Hanna. In fact, it was for that reason that she wanted to break the news about Niu’s confession. Knowing that the police would soon come to question him, his reaction told her that she had been just evasive enough to create a stir.


As they proceeded toward the elevators, they heard the office door from Miller’s suite open. Miller talked in a loud voice. “Nora. Cancel my appointments.”


Thinking on her feet, Hannah drug her compatriot into the restroom. Both placed their ear against the door to listen. Miller continued to talk as he moved past their door and toward where the elevators were. “Come on. Come on.” Both women could hear him pushing the button over and over. Then he said in a loud, irritated voice, “Where are you?” There was a pause and then, “Stay there. I’ll be right down.” The ding sound alerted the women that the elevator had arrived. The doors closing told them it was safe to exit their makeshift hiding spot. Cate and Hannah looked at each other and said in unison and agreement, “Jazlyn.”


Choosing to take the stairwell, they made their way down the stairs to the floor that held Jazlyn’s office. Checking to make sure the hall was clear, they made their way over to Jazlyn’s office. Hannah again leaned into the door as Cate watched for people coming in the area. She could make out Miller and Jazlyn in a heated exchange.


“I don’t care what your problems are. The single problem I have right now is you and this contract. What? Did you think I wouldn’t have it checked out? It’d lock me down as tight as you did Julia,” Jazlyn accused.


Hannah heard the rustling of papers, as if thrown into the air. She wondered if Jazlyn tossed them at Miller. Cate tapped her on the shoulder. She rose as a woman shuffled by, never looking up from the papers she was looking over. Hannah returned to her listening.


“…That is nothing compared to what’s about to go down on us. Vera’s new friends just came and saw me. Did you know that Niu confessed? They suggested it was murder.”


“So? The tabloids tried to say Julia’s accident was murder a year ago. Why is this news now? Let them think what they want. It has nothing to do with me. I wasn’t here yet and wasn’t involved.”


There was a pause. Then Hannah heard Jazlyn ask in a curious tone, “Friends? What friends? Vera has no friends.”


“Those women you introduced Asa to, the reporters. The ones with your new boy toy. What was his name? Buster something.”


“They are not reporters. That one girl, Hannah, mentioned she had culinary training. Asa wants her to do some of Julia’s old recipe prep work. But she didn’t say she was a reporter. Why are they interviewing you?”


“She writes for Food Critic.”


“So, let them interview you. Deny everything. It’s not the news. It’s Food Critic, for heaven’s sake. No one reads that rag anyway. “


“You’re missing the point here, doll face. You weren’t on the official payroll yet, but you and Asa were cozying up for your clandestine meetings to take Julia’s place. Julia had no knowledge of that. When she found out you were in my bed, and she heard about your relationship with Asa, she assumed you had an affair. The fact that he had to pay you five million to put your life on hold until Julia stepped down, well, that sounds premeditated in my book.”


Another tap on the shoulder and Hannah rose, pretending to talk with Cate outside the door. The older gentlemen, who exited out the door up the hall, looked toward them, and smiled before he turned in the opposite direction. Hannah returned her ear to the door.


“I wouldn’t sleep with my uncle! That’s just disgusting.”


“Then how do you explain Vera not taking her place? Face it, Jaz. You know what sells. You have it in spades, and you use it.”


Something smashed against the door, causing Hannah to jump back. Both she and Cate looked to see if the sound had garnered anyone’s attention, but no one appeared, so Hannah returned to her position. She wondered how often such fights occurred. The general disregard for the noise by every office surrounding Jazlyn’s suggested often.


“I got this gig on my own! Uncle knew Julia was cracking. He made a business decision about replacing her with me. He holds all the cards as far as the business decisions. Vera is a story that Julia never would tell him. He resented her because of it. Me replacing her choice is just his way of getting payback.”


“You’re like a black widow, Jazlyn. You take men in, use them, and then devour them. That’s how you operate.”


“I’m not the one who preyed on Julia. Who devoured her?”


“I protected her after her death. If it weren’t for me, she would have no reputation.”


“Protected her? That’s a joke. She lived a miserable life in the middle of paradise. I never understood why she was so unhappy, other than she wanted a child and could never have one. But still, she had it all. At least, that’s what I thought. But now, I see what she had wasn’t real. In the end, all she had was people just like you standing over her grave, hoping to get a handful of dirt to sell. Now get out. I’m done with you, old man. No contract with me. No extension with Karas Inc. You’re done here.”


Hannah turned from the door, grabbed Cate by the arm and headed toward the exit.


“Anything?” Cate asked.


“More than you can ever imagine,” Hannah replied as they made their way down the hall.


Chapter 19


After exiting the studio, Hanna and Cate took a shuttle back down to the event area where they met up with Louie and Buster. Both were taking advantage of the many free food samples. Vera joined them thereafter, having received a call from Cate upon their departure. As they walked along, tasting various foods, Hannah detailed what conversation she had heard.


“Five million dollars sign-on bonus? Unheard of.” Louie raised his eyebrows and looked at Hannah as he took in this new information. “That’s a motive for murder in any court.”


“Classic move, too,” Buster added as he shoveled a crab puff in his mouth. “Get rid of the queen and gain her throne.”


Hannah nodded. “The fact that Asa is hiring Jazlyn to get back at Julia as an act of revenge makes sense, too.” She looked at both Louie and Vera. “It’s a douche bag kind of move, but not a crime.”


Cate pondered over a platter full of sensual food delights before picking one. She examined it before popping it in her mouth. “He’s gonna go ballistic when he finds out that Vera was Julia’s child by Louie, his nemesis for years.”


Louie assumed a satisfied look. “Ooooh. Nemesis. I like that.”


“So Jazlyn shuffles her way back onto the list of suspects. Am I right?” Cate remarked.


“Yup. She may not have had the strength to pull it off outright. But the drugs would have weakened Julia to the point she didn’t or couldn’t fight back. Assuming, of course, it went down as we think.”


“Yeah. And remember. She uses sex as a weapon,” Buster tossed out. Everyone looked at him as he popped in another food sample and swallowed it. “What?”


Cate rolled her eyes. “Another notch in the belt.”


“That’s not what I’m saying. Well, not for the most part. But anyway, she could have wiled someone into helping her.”


Hannah pondered the notion. It was rare when Buster had a constructive thought. But every now and again, he was dead on. “Well, she did have access.”


Vera piped in. “I still find it hard to believe that she is behind this. We have had our differences, but Jazlyn always seemed to care for Julia. And besides, the one thing I could never tolerate about her cooking was the fact that it was haphazard. Not at all organized. Julia used to say that the way a person prepares a recipe reflects who they are in real life. I believe that to be true.”


“So you think she was too disorganized to have pulled this off.”


Vera confirmed with a single nod. “I do.”


“Well, you know her best among us. I’ll add that idea to the mix for consideration.” Looking around for Buster, who had wandered away from the group, they found him at a table full of tiny slices of desserts. “Buster,” Hannah called out. “You think you could give everyone else here a shot at some of those goodies while you fill us in on what you found out?”


Buster swallowed down a bite and came over. “All right,” he said between licks of his fingers. “Xabiere is forty-six. No priors. There is a notation about the death threats, but he was not charged. Trained in Birmingham at the Culinary Academy of the South. Worked his way up to sous chef under Julia. His specialty is southern cuisine. Like BBQ, fried chicken, pecan pie. That sort of thing.”


Louie looked puzzled. “That’s an odd specialty, don’t you think? He seems rather ambitious to have gone into such a field. I mean, not that there is anything wrong with it. But it seems less glamorous, somehow, for someone like him.”


“By like him, you mean French,” Vera questioned.


“Well, yeah.”


“That’s because he’s not.”


Everyone fell silent, but Hannah. She was intrigued.. “Do tell,” she insisted.


“It is why we stopped seeing each other. He is an excellent mimic. His French near flawless. But the more time I spent around him, on occasion I would hear it slip. One day, he confessed. He is from Birmingham. His name is William Barton. His mother is French. But his father is American. And he grew up in the United States.”


Louie studied his daughter’s face. “Why didn’t you tell us before?”


“I didn’t think it mattered. You should know as well as anybody, in this business, accents and personas are tools of the trade, as they say.” Hanna and Louie could not disagree. “So, when I confronted him, he became quite upset. He begged me not to tell. I agreed. But I couldn’t keep it from Julia. When I did tell her, she said she was aware. So it didn’t seem to matter.” A great concern showed in Vera’s eyes, “Hannah, please tell me this didn’t contribute to my mother’s death.”


Hannah took Vera’s hand. “I’m certain it didn’t. If he were in any way involved, it had nothing to do with this.”


When she released Vera’s hand and turned to the others, Hannah saw Jazlyn marching straight for the group. The expression on Hannah’s face made everyone look in the same direction. Upon seeing the intensity of Jazlyn’s walk, they divided to let her pass through. When she came before Vera and stopped, everyone could see that her eyes were puffy and red. Her make up ran from beneath her eyes and down over her cheeks.


“Jazlyn?” Vera said in surprise. “Where’d you come from?”


“Why don’t you ask your friends here?” she yelled, pointing around the group. “Do you even know who these people are?” she bawled, wiping her face with the sleeve of her oversized tee shirt. She spun around to address them all. “You disguise yourselves as fans of Julia and friends of Woolridge. Now you claim to be journalists investigating Julia’s death as a murder for a culinary magazine. Who the hell are you people?”


Vera stepped forward. “Keep your voice down!” she said with force.


“Perhaps we should step over here,” Louie suggested, pointing to the tent with long rows of empty tables.


Once they had settled down away from a few people eating in the area, Vera stared at Jazlyn. Her expression was intense. It gave Hannah the impression that Vera might at any moment throttle her rival. After an uncomfortable few seconds, Vera expressed herself in no uncertain terms.


“I know who they are.” Indicating to Louie and herself, she continued. “We asked them to look into Julia’s death. And after some preliminary study, they have reason to believe her accident was a murder.’’


There was another long moment of silence.


“Murder?”


“The medical examiner confessed to tampering with the evidence, to hiding the real reason for your aunt’s death. It’s enough to reopen the case,” Hannah explained.


Frowning, Jazlyn took in a breath. “For a year now, I’ve resisted thinking about that night,” she said with a sad expression overtaking her face. “But somewhere deep down inside me, I’ve always felt something was off about it. My aunt could be mysterious at times. Dramatic even. Prone to reacting in strange ways. She was quirky. I think that’s why the public loved her so much. But the way she died…” Jazlyn paused and shook her head. “It made no sense.”


Once done, Hannah told Jazlyn the real reason for Cate, Buster, and her being at the festival. Doing so, she released some details of the case. At the same time, she withheld others. She remained unsure of the young woman’s place in Julia’s life and death.


“I understand you were at a party that night. Do you remember who you were with?”


“A lot of people.”


“Can anyone confirm that you were there?”


Jazlyn shifted, and the look on her face suggested that she was reluctant to answer.


“Jazlyn?” Vera pressured.


“I met with Uncle.”


Buster coughed, and Jazlyn responded. “Not like that! Look, I was at a party. He called me to meet him. He had something to discuss. That’s when he told me he wanted me to take over the show. I met him, then went back to the party, and stayed the rest of the night. When I got home, the police were just arriving.”


Tears welled in Jazlyn’s eyes as she recalled the moment she found out about her aunt’s death. Hannah was unsure if her words were the absolute truth or a total fabrication. Either way, they came across as genuine.


“It broke my heart. Uncle’s, too. Don’t pay attention to any of that tabloid gossip you might have heard. He worshipped her.”


Jazlyn again wiped tears from her eyes before asking, “Do you think it’s true what Jack said to me? That people are going to think I murdered my aunt?”


Hannah motioned for Buster to get Jazlyn something to drink. He furrowed his brow but followed orders. She then answered, “I’m sure there will be questions as soon as it’s made public that the case has reopened. Does that concern you?”


“A little. Not that I have anything to hide. But given the generosity of my pre-hire contract and the nature of my private affairs…”


At that moment, Buster returned and handed Jazlyn a bottle of water. He held a look of uncertainty on his face.


“Look, I know what most people think of me. I’m a free spirit. And I’m not ashamed. I live in the moment, and I can live with that. Tabloid or otherwise. But I don’t want people to think I would harm Julia. I wouldn’t. I just wouldn’t.”


Cate raised one eyebrow. Her tone hinted of sarcasm when she asked, “Was Julia aware you were going to take her place? I thought Vera was to be the next in line to takeover.”


“No, she didn’t,” Jazlyn admitted and then looked to Vera. “I’m sorry, Vera. Asa has his own reasons and who am I to say otherwise.”


Vera said nothing but acknowledged the response.


As the four women lapsed into silence, Louie motioned for Buster to follow him away. “Let’s just go get some more food,” he said. “Give the ladies a moment.” Buster agreed and with that, they disappeared back among the tents.


“Are pre-hire retainers normal for television work?” Hannah questioned. “I’m not so familiar with how it all works.”


Without hesitation, Jazlyn answered, “Not of that size. But Uncle Asa is kind. He knew the reason I was visiting Julia and him was because I was broke. I had nowhere else to go. I had just graduated, and I guess he thought Julia needed a break. But she didn’t mesh with my choices sometimes. And with all the rumors flying around, Uncle was in a tough spot. He needed me out of the house, but there was no way he could win in doing so. If he tossed me out, it would look irresponsible and condemning. If he gave me a place to live, everyone would accuse him of keeping me. So he gave me a job and enough money to live well. To keep up appearances as the heir to her legacy. And he was angry with you, Vera, because you had gotten so close to her, and she had cut him out.”


“The night Julia died, something convinced her to leave the house and head out to the lake. Something she just wouldn’t do. Any ideas why she would?”


“I’m not sure. She did get a phone call just before I went out. I know it upset her.”


“A phone call.” Hannah weaved her hands together and pointed her index fingers to her lips. It was another quirk indicating her intrigue. “She didn’t mention from who?”


Biting her lip, Jazlyn shrugged. “I wish I knew who it was from,” she murmured. “But Julia wouldn’t tell me. I just know it upset her. I figured it had to be Jack. They always fought over everything. All the time. But in the week before, it had been worse. He even argued with her earlier in the day. But it ended with the usual accusations. But he came by at some point later to drop off some papers and apologize, as always.”


“Was their relationship always so contentious? Cate inquired.


“As long as I can remember. They had a running feud of sorts over her contract. He had trapped her into a lousy deal years ago and made sure it was iron clad. I can tell you this much. It must have been lucrative. Not even Asa could buy him off.”


As Jazlyn continued on about Miller, Hannah absorbed all the information. She started to piece together a picture of him within the complex web of Julia’s relationships.


“When they argued, they would insult each other,” recalled Jazlyn. “And he often said she couldn’t leave him because if she tried, he would kill her. Stuff like that. But Julia wasn’t fazed by his threats. She knew she was his meal ticket.”


To Hannah, Miller sounded like a conniving manager, a businessman who controlled Julia through a bad contract. He sought dominance over Asa via that relationship with the man’s wife. And she understood why a dirty businessman would want such a contract. The money involved was enormous. But she found his attempt to dominate Asa suspect. If it was just about the money, then Asa could have bought him off. “Every man has his price,” Hannah considered to herself. “And Asa has enough to meet Miller’s without flinching too much.”


Hannah soon found herself contemplating the meaning of Miller’s strange behavior. If it were a vendetta, then what could have brought it on? she asked herself. Then it hit her. Control and vengeance. Miller wanted both because it was his means of being with Julia. Without them, he would lose her. His actions went beyond greed. “Miller was in love with Julia,” Hannah concluded.


Cate looked up from her tablet where she was taking notes. “We knew about the contract. But I never heard of it being that aggressive. You seem to know him pretty well. Could he have just reached the end of his patience, lost it, and killed her?”


“Do I think he murdered Julia?” Jazlyn contemplated, then answered, “No. He often said things in the heat of the moment. But Julia could hold her own, that’s for sure.”


Hannah looked to Cate. “Makes me curious why the police didn’t look more into this case,” Cate agreed.


Hannah was about to ask a few more questions with Jazlyn when there came a loud noise from behind. She turned just in time to step out of the way of Xabiere, who came bursting into the tented area. He grabbed Jazlyn and looked her up and down. His actions were enough to tell Hannah that his interest went beyond friendship. Jazlyn’s stunned look spoke just the opposite. It told of fear and unease.


“Are you all right?” he demanded.


Jazlyn pushed herself away and put her hand up as a sign for Xabiere to step back. “What the hell are you talking about?”


Hannah watched the unfolding exchange with extreme curiosity. She wondered about the extent of the relationship. Was Xabiere just another of her many conquests? Or had it been at all intense at one point? How did each of them perceive it? “How is it these two had a relationship at all?” she asked herself.


Xabiere looked at the two women and then attempted to reach out for Jazlyn. Again, she stepped back. The frustration on his face became obvious, and he exclaimed, “I saw you leave and you seemed upset. It concerned me.”


Jazlyn drew her face in, both frowning and disbelieving. “And you came here. What? Are you following me now?” ‘


“No.”


“Then why are you here?” she yelled.


Thrown by Jazlyn’s accusation, it was Xabiere’s turn to take a step back. Hannah could almost see the cogs of his mind turning as he tried to squirm his way out. “Like I said. I saw you leave upset. When I got out the door, you had taken one of the carts and headed toward the tents.”


Jazlyn stared him down. She then turned to Hannah and Cate. “Could I have a moment?” Hannah could tell that what she was asking for was for Cate and her to step away, but not so far as leave her alone with Xabiere. Having agreed, they stepped from just under the tent at the far corner away from the two. It was just far enough to give an air of space yet close enough for Hannah and Cate to hear the majority of the conversation.


“First of all, I had an argument with Jack. Second of all, it’s no longer your issue. Last, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times. You and I, it was nothing. It meant nothing. It wasn’t anything.”


Xabiere stood indignantly but continued to press Jazlyn for answers. “He’s trying to control you, isn’t he? Just like he did Julia. Drive you to suicide.”


Cate put her hand on Hannah’s shoulder and squeezed. “How did he know it was suicide? The public thinks it’s an accident?”


Not looking away from the conversation they were witnessing, Hannah said, “A very good question.”


“Just drop it. Like I said, it’s no concern of yours.” Jazlyn turned toward Hannah and Cate, but Xabiere grabbed her arm and spun her around. Hannah and Cate bolted toward the pair to intervene. Jazlyn jerked herself free and stepped back to find the two standing beside her, facing down Xabiere. By this time, he was flush with anger and yelling for all to hear. “Are you two still together? Are you in love with him?”


“What if we are?” She stunned him with her frank response. Hannah considered the statement as one made in the spirit of spite. Whether it was true before, she was unsure. But as of a short time prior, she knew that it was not ongoing.


It was clear that Jazlyn’s word had stung. Xabiere’s voice lowered and sounded piteous. “You know I care for you, Jazlyn. I love you. I would do anything for you. Even if it cost me my life. You know that. So I will wait. I will be patient until you are ready for me.”


“That’s never going to happen.”


“It will. In time. I can assure you of that,” Xabiere replied with arrogance showing. He gave Hannah and Cate one last sharp look and left.


“Are you all right?” Hannah asked Jazlyn?”


Shaking her head while shrugging her shoulders, Jazlyn watched where Xabiere had exited. “I don’t know. Between him and Jack and you two…” She threw a hand up and walked away in a direction opposite of Xabiere.


After a moment, Hannah pulled out her cell and checked the time. “Almost time for Hym to talk to Miller. We need to get going.”


Chapter 20


Hym slid a Styrofoam cup of coffee in Jack Miller’s direction. He made no attempt to reach for it. Instead, he crossed his arms and asked, “What are they doing here?”


Hym looked over to Hannah and Cate. “They’re working with me on this case.”


“Fancy that. I thought they were with Food Critic. I suppose Louie Woolridge works for you as well.”


Hym smiled. “It’s a small town. I’ll take what help I can get. Now, we had the opportunity to talk to the medical examiner, Lin Niu before she passed away.”


Miller pressed back into the chair. “Niu’s dead?”


“Just this morning. Possible suicide. But we’re looking into it given recent events. It’s obvious that you knew her.”


Miller did not flinch nor miss a beat. “Yes. She handled Julia’s death. I got to know her then.”


“She signed an affidavit stating that you coerced her into modifying the autopsy report. Is that true?”


“Regrettable. But yes.”


“Regrettable?”


“Well, it’s obvious you know the truth. Soon the public will as well. And the entire reason for preventing the release of the real reason for her death will be for naught. So, yeah. I bribed her.”


“Because of her murder.”


Upon hearing Hym’s accusation, Miller shot straight up in his chair. “Murder? What? No! Because she overdosed. I didn’t want the public to find out. It would ruin her squeaky-clean image. Bad business.” Miller paused and looked at Hym, Hannah, and Cate. “Murdered?”


Hym leaned back in his chair and considered Miller’s reaction. He came to the quick conclusion that he either did not know or was an Oscar worthy actor. “You can see how this looks. You had the records changed that gave the true reasons for her death.”


Miller was in a near state of panic. He shifted in his chair as Hym pressed on. “You interfered with an ongoing investigation into her death.”


“Yes. Her death disturbed me and I was thinking like a businessman. I tried to protect her good name and, of course, her causes.” Jack interjected.


“What was your relationship with her?”


“I was her media manager.”


“Did you have a romantic relationship?”


Jack’s face changed to one of disappointment. “In the beginning, I wanted more with Julia, that was no secret. I realized that it was never going to happen after she met her husband and married him.”


“Was there a physical relationship at any time?”


“Never.”


Upon occasion, Hym scribbled down some notes on a small notepad. He never looked up while asking, just after a second or two had passed. It was intentional. The pause allowed suspects to feel the so called ‘heat’ of the interrogation.


“You had volatile arguments with Julia quite often, even the day of her death. “Why was that?”


“When you have two passionate people, there will always be friction. We had a history and it led to disagreements.”


“On the day she died, you told her in a loud voice that you would kill her.”


Pausing after dropping that last nugget of information, Hym watched and waited for him to respond.


“We both said things while arguing that we both came to regret. But never that.” Miller looked around as Hym, Hannah, and Cate waited. After letting out a quick breath, he asked, “Do I need my lawyer present?”


“If you have something to hide.”


Jack pondered the situation for a moment before continuing. “On record, I will state that my soul intent was to protect Julia’s name and reputation after her death. She built her life on the purity of her image. If the information got out about the overdose, then that could taint her memory. She had no children. No legacy. All there was for her was her foundation, the charity. And it would have killed it off. I didn’t want that. So I arranged for it to go away. I don’t think any jury would put me in prison for that. Do you?”


“That isn’t for me to decide.”


“I know you have to charge me with something to keep me. So get on with it so I can post bail and we’ll get this behind us. ”


Hym resettled himself. “Fair enough. But I do have just a few more questions. Would you prefer that lawyer present?”


Hannah and Cate watched as Miller studied Hym’s face, contemplating his next move. Cate leaned over and whispered in Hannah’s ear, “He’s far more calculating than he appears. It wouldn’t be out of the range of possibility for him to arrange this.” Hannah agreed with a quick nod, which caught Miller’s attention. He lifted one eyebrow and looked them up and down before turning back to Hym. “Fine. I’ve committed one crime, which I confessed to. I have nothing else to hide. Ask how many questions you want.” Hannah noted a sharp increase in the confidence level of his voice. If he did do it, she considered, he’s certain there’s nothing left to disclose.


“Where were you that night?”


“I dropped off some papers for Julia around 8:30, 9:00 and then I hopped a flight up to Atlanta.”


“Can anyone verify that?”


“I had a meeting the next morning with Karas’ corporate legal team. They can vouch for me that I was there.” Hym entered it all into his notebook and then looked up to Miller.


“More? Fine. It was all charged to the company so they can get you whatever you need. Hotel receipts and such. Plus, you’ll see by the charges that I made a call from my hotel room to the studio and spoke to Jazlyn. She can also verify my call.”


“Yes, I wanted to ask you about her. Did you have or do you have a relationship with her?”


“We play around from time to time but we’re not a couple,” Miller answered. It was evident to all present that he was proud of the fact.


“What about the rumor she had a similar relationship with Asa Karas?”


“I have no idea what they do or don’t do when they are together. But I’m not into the whole love triangle/three way thing. I’m more a one woman at a time kind of guy.” Miller looked at Hannah and Cate, producing a slick, slimy, and lecherous smile. “And given that they’re related, well, that’s just a little beyond me, you know what I mean?”


Hym sent Miller a look. “You are a real ladies’ man, aren’t you, Mr. Miller.”


“Is that a crime?”


Hym frowned hard. Hannah could tell he did not like Miller or his response. But the law man was a true professional, as well as a gentlemen. The thought added to her growing sense of admiration for this man she had just met. Catching herself drifting away from the interrogation, a sudden shudder rolled up her spine. It caused her to jump. She looked around to see if anyone noticed. Finding all still locked on the conversation, she shook off her personal feelings. She refocused before dropping back in on the task at hand.


“It was my understanding that if Mrs. Karas was gone, then Jazlyn Karas would take over. Is that a fact?” Hym persisted.


Miller took up the coffee and took a drink, then made a sour face. “That was Mr. Karas’ arrangement with her as I understood it.” Setting the cup down, he said, “Wow. That is rank. I should send you guys over a coffee maker.”


“Is that a bribe?”


”No, I’m just trying to save lives,” Miller said with a smirk.


“Can we just stay focused here? So, then, I’d guess that you and Jazlyn Karas would benefit if Julia Karas was out of the picture.”


Miller half laughed. “And you’d guess wrong. Look, I didn’t have a business contract with Jazlyn. If Julia stepped down or retired, my earnings would have diminish. That wouldn’t be wise on my part to kill her, now would it? As it is, my contract with Karas is coming to a close. Without Julia, I’m pretty much out.”


“I’ll need to see that contract.”


“And I’ll need to see that subpoena.”


“Something to hide?” Hymnal quipped.


“No. I just don’t like you people. Are we done here?”


“My office will be in touch with you after verification. And I’d appreciate it if you stuck around Zebulon. I’d rather not have to send for you.”


Jack got up to leave and turned to Hannah and Cate. “Ladies,” he said smirking, putting on his hat. Cate started to say something, but Hannah signaled for her not to. “Not worth it,” she said. With that, he strode out of the station, whistling a tune, while Hym glared. “Ass,” was Hym’s comment.


Hannah studied Hym for a moment. “Why’d he get to you?” Hym gathered up his notebook and pulled out a rubber glove from his pocket. Sliding it on, he grabbed Miller’s left over cup. He tossed the liquid in the trash on the way out of the small room and then placed it in an evidence bag. “DNA background check,” he said. “Gotta love it.” Then he answered Hannah’s question. “Men like Miller always piss me off. No respect for anyone. Just leeches. If he had a role in this murder, I’m going to find out.” Having reached his desk, he picked up a permanent marker and filled out the information on the evidence bag. He let out a slow breath. “I’m going to have to do some high preaching to get this approved.”


“Well, then,” Cate said, “I guess we’ll leave you to it.” And with that, both Hannah and she headed for the door.


“Before you leave,” Hymnal called out, “Ms. Starvling, might I have a word with you in private, please?”


Hannah looked back over her shoulder and stopped when she heard her named mentioned. Cate assumed a knowing face and encouraged her friend on. “Uh, sure.” She walked back to Hym, who shifted his stance.


“I, uh … I was going to see if you had time later to have dinner with me. I understand if this is--”


“Oh. No. No. It’s fine,” Hannah interrupted.


Hannah and Hym stood, unsure of what to say or do. “So. Is that a … yes?” asked Hym.


“Yes. Uh. That … Dinner. Yes.” Hannah surprised herself answering.


“So. What kind of food do you like?”


“Well, let’s see. I’m a chef. So...” Hannah threw her hands up. “Pretty much anything. But can we just not go to Julia’s restaurant again? I’m pretty sure there are other places.”


“Of course, let’s just keep it casual. Is that good with you?”


“Sure. Where and when?”


“Well, let me see…”


As he considered his schedule, Hannah looked him over. Under general circumstances, she would be making her mental notes by now. Studying his behavior. Watching him. Assessing. But something about this man dulled her senses. All she could think about was what she wanted from him, not about him. And it unsettled her. Not in a bad way, but unsettling all the same.


“…so I guess, 6:30. Is that good for you?”


The question brought Hannah back around yet again. “Great. Perfect. 6:30. I’ll be ready … with bells and whistles.”


Hym smiled. “Those won’t be necessary,” he jibbed.


Hannah tried to say something but no words came forth. Smiling, he confirmed, “I’ll pick you up then.” With that he waved down the hall to Cate, who returned the same. He then headed in the direction away from Hannah, who just stood staring until Cate tapped her on the arm. “Come on, girl. We need to get you all gussied up.”


Chapter 21


As Cate and Hannah drove back to Louie’s, Hannah was thinking about meeting Hym. It was unusual for her to take time for personal outings during a working case. So the excuse she made for herself was that she could pick his brain about the case. The reality was she wanted to meet him outside working conditions. There was something about the man that drew her to him, and she needed to know why before she could begin to put it behind her.


Thinking back over their encounter, Hannah grinned. Hym was trying to be a combination of masculine and gentleman while flirting. The awkwardness revealed a man way out of touch with the latter. The image almost made her laugh, but she suppressed it. “It’s been a while since that man has been opposite a woman,” she chortled to herself. Her thoughts were interrupted by Cate.


“Hey. Do you know what? We need to go to the event tonight and leave the case behind us. I want to rest my brain and see how this production of a TV show rolls out.” Cate grinned as she goaded her friend into admitting what she already knew.


“I can’t,” Hannah said with reservation as she turned the car into Louie’s driveway and shut off the engine.


“What? You got something better to do?”


Hannah looked over at Cate, who was grinning ear to ear. “Ha. Ha. You’re so funny.”


“Come on, now. Couldn’t resist. When was the last time you had a date? Let’s see now, the dinosaurs were still roaming the earth and…”


Hannah interrupted by pushing her friend before exiting the vehicle. “It’s not been that long. It was…” She thought for a moment, and her eyes widened.


“Uh huh,” Cate said.


Just then, Louie appeared at the door wearing his workout sweats and a huge smile. Critic stood beside him, awaiting pets. “Are you two hungry?” Louie called out. “We’ve been waiting. We’re ordering in.”


“I am,” Cate answered, “But little Ms. Hottie here has a date.”


Hannah stopped in her tracks and produced an displeased look. Then she waited for the jibes. Buster appeared from the door holding a huge, half-eaten sandwich. “A date?” The genuine shock on his face made Cate and Louie laugh. Both laughed harder when he dropped his hand long enough for Critic to have a go at his sandwich. The ensuing food battle even amused Hannah, though, at the moment, she was not owning up to it.


When the struggle was over, Hannah tried to clarify. “It’s not a date. Officer Miles and I are just getting together to discuss the case and…”


“Don’t you mean ‘Hym’,” Cate pointed out, smiling.


Cate, Louie, and Buster all waited for her explanation with skepticism ready. It was not forthcoming. Throwing her hands in the air in frustration, Hannah conceded. “Fine. It’s a date.” Her admittance brought on a round of applause, which caused her to roll her eyes in embarrassment.


As she walked past everyone to enter the house, they congratulated her as though she had achieved the impossible. Once inside, she turned to her friends. “Cate can catch you up. I’ve got to…” She pointed up the stairs.


“Please. Go. Get ready. We’ll be fine without you,” Cate assured.


Buster nodded, then teased, “You think he’ll bring a corsage? Louie, can I borrow your camera? We need proof of this historic occasion.”


Louie stepped in. “Okay, guys. Let’s leave the lady alone. I hope you have a wonderful time, Hannah.” He put his hands on the back of Cate and Buster’s necks. “Come on, you two. I say pizza, deep dish.” As they left the room, Hannah heard Cate say, “No anchovies,” to which Buster whined in disappointment. “Aw, man!” Hannah then made her way upstairs to ready herself.


About forty-five minutes later, Hannah emerged from upstairs. She wore a black cavalier shirt and jeans, with black leather mid-calf boots. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and, though she wore makeup, it was light. Upon entering the dining room where everyone ate pizza, they agreed with her clothing choices. “Girl,” Cate said, “You are fine even in casual steam.”


Between bites, Louie informed Hannah that Cate had caught them up to speed.


“Where does Xabiere fit in?” he asked.


“Not sure. He might not fit in at all. He has an alibi that appears solid. But he is not off my list as a possible accomplice.” Hannah considered grabbing a slice but thought better of it.


Louie frowned before tossing Critic the crust from the slice he had just consumed. “You two have done a remarkable job, but how is it the police never caught onto this?”


“Well, they had nothing to look for. The ME said it was accidental. No one would dare think otherwise. And Julia’s will was unknown. So you’re the reason this is going down right now. If you hadn’t questioned the findings, Julia’s death would remain an accident. Vera wouldn’t be your daughter. And none would be the wiser.”


Everyone paused to consider the implications of Hannah’s words. Louie was silent for a while before speaking.


“I almost regret knowing what I know,” he said as he scratched Critic’s chin. “I don’t know why Julia kept Vera from me. But at least this has all brought me her. But now, I can’t help wondering, is she safer for the knowing? Whoever is behind this could come after her if they learn who and what she is.”


Running his hand through his hair, he sighed. “I want her to stay here, of course, until this is all resolved. But it’s too soon. I just worry about her now, you know?”


Cate leaned over and hugged him. “Look at you. Pulling off the whole worried papa thing. How’s that feel? “


Louie smiled. “Good,” he answered. “Real, real good.”


Hannah smiled, but then turned serious. “As long as we keep her true identity a secret, I think she’ll be fine. But we need to keep this all centered on this house and not act like her best friends…” She then looked at Louie, adding, “or her father. If we keep that going then there is no reason for anyone to suspect anything.”


Louie gave a weak smile, but agreed. He then pointed at the Kit-Kat clock on the wall. “We have to get a move-on or we will be late.”


It was at that moment that Hannah’s cell buzzed. Checking it, she found a text from Hym saying he was on his way. In part, it read, “Tell your posse that I want to talk to you about official business.” It made her smile. A little late, she thought to herself. This man has no sense of timing.


“Is that Prince Handsome?” Cate inquired.


“He’s just up the street.” Holding the phone up to everyone, she said, “Let me know if you find out something.” All agreed as she picked up her small purse, put on her hat, and headed out the door.


“What?” Cate threw out. “He’s not coming to the door? Oh, come on. Louie needs the practice. He’s a dad now, you know.” Louie bumped Cate with his shoulder before waving goodbye and shutting the door behind Hannah.


Moments later Hym pulled into the driveway. Hannah removed her hat and got inside. She waved, as did Cate, Louie, and Buster, all who peeked from the front window. “Even the dog,” Hannah mumbled to herself as she saw Critic, tongue wagging, peering out the window.


“Next time, I get to meet mom and dad, right?” Hym said in a dead serious tone, but giving a ‘you’ve got to be kidding me’ look that made Hannah laugh.


After a few minutes of aimless chit chat, the conversation turned toward the one thing they had in common at the moment - the case. As they rode along, Hym handed her a file. “Part of my dinner invitation was to let you in on the findings after the deposition of Niu. According to her, Asa stated that Julia started taking sleeping pills in the last months of her life.”


Hannah flipped through the report, scanning the pages in the dim light. “So he knew she would have drugs in her system.”


“Yeah. And to get her to alter and hide her report, he put up the money for Miller to make the arrangements.”


“That kept him out of the direct line of sight. If anything happened, Miller would fall and fall hard. Clever.”


“Indeed it is. Now check out the next report.”


Hannah flipped to the next page. She squinted before opening her eyes wide. “Is this…” she questioned with excitement in her voice.


“It is. The original toxicology report.” Glancing over to Hannah, Hym said, “See, turns out I’m also an investigator, as well as Boonyville law enforcement.”


For a moment, Hannah wondered how he knew she had called Zebulon Boonyville. Then it hit her, and she vowed to ‘kill’ her best friend. Cate was in the thick of her ‘date’ and she would pay. But Hannah put that aside in favor of the task at hand. She ran her finger down the sheet, reading aloud.


“Sample shows high levels of the following in victim’s blood. Nembutal. Approximately 38–66 capsules. Chloral hydrate. Approximately 14–23 tablets.” Hannah frowned hard. Thinking back to her time as a FBI agent, she recalled, “That’s enough to kill more than 10 people.


Hym reached over and tapped the report. “Keep reading. It gets better.”


There is no trace of capsules, powder or the typical discoloration in victim’s stomach or intestines. Suggests that the drugs that killed her were not swallowed. If taken over a period of time, accounting for the lack of residues, victim would have died before ingesting recorded amounts. Further examination of the blood, liver, kidneys, stomach, urine and intestines, deemed unnecessary.


Hannah frowned. “Why didn’t they examine the other organs? It could have revealed how the drugs got into her system.”


“Check out the addendum.”


Hannah read the words twice to herself.


“At present, all examination samples, photographs, and recordings are missing. An investigation into the incident suggests cause as a clerical error. A review of filing procedures to follow.”


Hannah closed the report and set it aside. “This screams of cover up. Asa had to enlist Miller to pay off anyone who came in contact with either the body or one of the reports.”


“He does have deep pockets. I’m working off the theory that when he discovered the results of the report, he had Miller approach Dr. Niu. He got Miller to go along since it would be in both their interest to get rid of the findings and keep her image pure. An accidental death is a tragedy. But suicide, that’s questionable and troublesome, and not just for the victim. In assuming it was suicide, both men helped cover up a murder.”


“This solves one part of the case. We know someone killed her. But it just begs more questions. Did she die of accidental blunt force trauma brought on by long term barbiturate exposure? This would suggest that someone was attempting to kill her in the long term sense? Or was she killed outright by someone who caused the trauma?”


“Either way, someone wanted her dead.”


“Or maybe just out of the way.” In frustration, Hannah slammed her hand open palm against the dash of the car. “This eliminates no one. Not Asa. Not Miller. Not Jazlyn.”


“You’re forgetting about Xabiere.” Realizing Hym was right, Hannah started thinking about the man. She then went on to describe his bizarre behavior toward Jazlyn.


“Wasn’t he the one in the hospital at the time?”


“He was. Fell down the steps where he lives. Banged his head. Bad enough for the hospital to keep him overnight for observation. Still, I’ve always thought that he was in the thick of it somehow. At least paid off by someone. I don’t know. I just don’t have a good feeling about him.”


“Well, regardless of that, if someone fed her barbiturates, then it comes down to access, doesn’t it?”


Hannah considered the question and found Hym to be onto something. “I guess it does. Jack, Asa, Jazlyn and Vera all had access to Julia the day she died. I can rule out Vera and Jazlyn. Unless I’m mistaken, Vera had the access but not the knowledge. Jazlyn has witnesses to her whereabouts. Besides, it would take someone much larger than either of them to slam Julia against the post. But the men … any of the three was capable of getting rid of her for their own reasons.”


Hym turned his car into a small diner on the outskirts of Zebulon. Hannah smiled as it reminded her of The Starvling Diner. The sign read Hoolie’s Burgers, Fries and All That.


“Did Cate put you up to this?”


Hym threw his hands up as if under arrest. “I plead the fifth,” he said, smiling. “Hoolie was a friend. His son still is. We played college ball together back in the day. He took over when his father passed. The burgers are ah-may-ZING!”


Hym’s enthusiasm was charming and Hannah found herself staring at the man. Her thoughts drifted into the future. Reality called when both their phones rang, almost in unison. Answering, both listened for a moment and said, “I’ll be right there.” Hanging up, they looked at each other. Hym asked, “Hospital or studio?”


Chapter 22


Cate, Buster, Louie, and Vera were in the front lobby when Hannah arrived. Shaken, Vera, clung tightly to her father. Hannah noticed the smell of smoke on all. Scorch marks ran along the sleeves of both Louie and Buster’s suits. “Are you two okay?”


Noticing Hannah’s observation, Buster ran his arm along his sleeve. “I’m fine. But poor Jazlyn…” He trailed off.


Louie drew Vera close. “They haven’t said anything yet.” He looked around. Anticipating her question, Hannah said, “He dropped me off. He’s headed to the studio.”


Cate held out her tablet for Hannah to see. “Get this. It’s already on the net. Check it out. It’s all cued up.”


Hannah took the device, hit play and watched as the events unfolded. As usual, she clicked off notes to herself. She could tell from the vantage point of the recording device that it was a cell. The recording took place without permission. From the conversations surrounding the recordist, he was young, male, and bored. An adult told him to put it away at one point, but the recordist shifted it to the other hand and out of the way of said adult. He was sitting center audience. She noted this information in particular, just in case she needed to find the young man at some point in the future.


The movement of the camera/cell made it difficult to stay focused. But in persisting, Hannah hoped that the recording would reveal something. Soon, Jazlyn Karas stepped center stage and showed a natural talent and beauty for her work. And it was clear that the audience was enjoying her presentation. She’s a natural, Hannah thought.


There was a larger burst of light as a huge fireball erupted from the oven when Jazlyn opened it. She gave an agonized, guttural cry that made Hannah flinch. In an instant, smoke and fire flew around the young chef as she writhed in agony, trying to remove the apron that was on fire. She then dropped to the floor. The ensuing screams and sudden shaking of the camera made it hard to hear or see anything. Still, Hannah watched the unfolding horror, trying to catch any detail that might be relevant. She heard Buster’s distinct voice cry out, “Call 911!” And she could see Louie and him running toward where Jazlyn struggled to put herself out. Two stagehands with fire extinguishers appeared. They smothered the flames as both Buster and Louie patted at Jazlyn in attempt to douse the blaze. Hannah also thought she saw Xabiere, Vera and Asa amongst the confusion at various points during the ensuing chaos.


Whoever had uploaded the video had managed to make their way to the back of the seating area to get a better view from the upper seats. Many audience members had or were in the process of fleeing the scene. From that point on, the video became steadier and clearer.


Hannah broke contact with the video when she saw Asa appear at the edge of the room and call Vera over. Reaching him, Vera and he hugged. He then talked with her. His body language suggested to Hannah that he was informing her about Jazlyn. She watched the exchange for just a few seconds. Then she returned to that which she found more interesting - the event.


Turning once more to the tablet with Cate, they saw a group form a circle around Jazlyn. It was an attempt to keep those who had not fled the building and were now gawking, at bay. One individual appeared to be examining her and giving orders. Hannah heard the recordist talking and made out “I think he’s a doctor. They have those on cooking sets, don’t they?” More mumbles of confusion followed. A voice echoed through the hall, calling for calm and the audience to return to their seats or exit.


Cate pointed to the screen as the doctor whispered to Asa. Shock, disbelief, and great concern were present everywhere. The emergency personnel entered with a stretcher and people moved aside, enough so that Hanna could just make out Jazlyn moving. “At least she’s alive,” Cate remarked as she watched again with Hannah.


The recording showed that, seconds later, paramedics rushed Jazlyn from the studio. As it came to a close, Hannah noticed Xabiere following after. It surprised her to see him present at the taping, thinking he shouldn’t have been there. Thinking this over, Hannah determined that in all the commotion, it was improbable that Asa noticed him in the crowd. It was also without question that, at present, Xabiere was somewhere nearby in the hospital.


Louie interrupted her reflections. “Asa just told Vera that Jazlyn’s unconscious and will be until the morning. She has first-degree burns on her abdomen, under her arms, and on her hands. No third degree. Thank the lucky stars for that.” He squeezed Vera tightly, who once again hung close to his side.


Vera gave a weak smile to her group of new found friends and reaffirmed. “They won’t release any information tonight. They’ll give me an update at that time since I am part of the show’s operations.


Louie looked to everyone. “So, what should we do? Stay or go?”


Hannah had a feeling that Jazlyn’s accident somehow was relative to Julia Karas’ death, just how, she did not know. The case had been frustrating so far. Since Julia had died twelve months ago, it was not as if there was still any concrete evidence lying around. Or is there? she thought. “Guys, I think I’m headed over to the studio. Hym’s there and there might be something worth taking a look at.”


Within twenty minutes, Hannah and Cate were at the studio, where Louie dropped them off. Vera agreed to stay with her father, and he wanted to remove her from the chaos as soon as possible. Buster went as well to clean himself up and “shake it off”, as he put it.


Once on scene, Hannah texted Hym. They waited just beyond an imaginary boundary separated by emergency vehicles and the studio. News crews who were still filing reports respected the line. Hannah saw Hym’s car and two police vehicles, as well as a fire truck. The whole area outside the studio glowed blue and red as lights flashed, giving it an eerie, surreal feel. The young red-headed officer who was at Louie’s the night of the shooting stood guard at the door. She answered her radio and then looked around. Seeing the women, she waved them on in. “He’s over by the set,” she said, anticipating a question.


As they approached, Hannah and Cate saw firefighters talking amongst themselves. One in particular was speaking with Hym. Hannah found him to be in his late forties, thin, taller than average. He was handsome in a boyish manner. Seeing the two, Hym gave a formal introduction.


“Ladies, this is Chief Rogers.”


Rogers tipped his helmet. He glanced up at Hannah’s hat but said nothing. “Cory,” he said with a serious tone and expression to match.


“Could you tell them what you found?” Hym asked.


Rogers nodded. “Of course. Follow me. Hym says you were at Zebulon Medical. How’s the girl?”


“It looks like just first and second degree burns to the abdomen, under her arms, and her hands. They’ll know more in the morning,” Cate explained.


“She’s going to hurt then, I can assure you of that. But she’s damned lucky, that’s all I can say.”


Stopping before the spot where Jazlyn had collapsed, Rogers pointed to a burnt, crumpled pile of material. It was wet from where the stagehands had doused it with fire extinguishers. “That was one intense fireball. It didn’t burn her face off, which is a miracle. Now, check this out.” He pointed to the back of the oven, now removed and placed on the floor. Lifting a tube on the back, he ran his finger along the side of it and he said, “See this?”


Hannah leaned in, and her eyes narrowed. “A puncture,” she said, pointing it out to Cate.


“Yup.” Rogers moved to the front of the piece and squatted down. He opened the door. A small metal rod connected to the front was visible. “If you look inside, you’ll see a stone plate.” Both Hannah and Cate bent over to peer inside. There was a small rectangular stone mounted just inside the mouth of the oven.


Cate studied the device for a second. “Some kind of sparking device.”


“Clean. Precise. Simple,” Hannah judged. “Clever. This was intentional.”


Rogers rose. “No doubt. That girl is just lucky it didn’t blow the door off. But the way it’s designed, maybe that was the intention.”


Hannah’s face tightened. “What do you mean?”


Acting out the scene and gesturing, Rogers explained that the door acted as a kind of shield, protecting Jazlyn’s face. “Given her height in relation to the placement of the oven, she would have just gotten it open this far.” He indicated a distance of a few inches.


“So whoever did this didn’t want her dead. Just injured?”


Rogers thought for a second before committing. “Yes, in my opinion. They just didn’t foresee the apron catching on fire.”


“Thank you,” Hannah said.


Rogers and Hym stepped away as Hannah stood with Cate, both contemplating the information. After a short time, Hannah motioned to Cate. “You know what this means, don’t you?”


Cate crossed her arms in defiance, anticipating her friend’s suggestion.


“We have to consider Vera again.”


“You know she didn’t do this,” Cate answered in a cold, calculated voice.


“I can’t say that for sure. Can you?”


Cate huffed with displeasure and soured her face. “Why are you wavering on this girl? You’ve spent time with her. You’ve been around her. And yet now you accuse her again after dismissing her. What gives?”


Taken aback by Cate’s aggressive stance, Hannah found herself on the defensive. “I never accused her. I just said we have to consider her again. There is a difference, you know.”


“Is there? With you, I’m never sure.”


Gathering her thoughts, Hannah took a moment. She then looked at Cate straight. “Can you look me in the eyes and say one hundred percent she didn’t have a reason for revenge, which this is? If you can, I’ll back off. Right here. Right now. But is this about Vera? Or are you afraid of how it would hurt Louie were I right?” With that, Hannah turned and started toward the exit.


“Hannah. Wait,” Cate called out. She walked to where Hannah had stopped. “Look. I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m just a little too close at the moment. But isn’t there anyone else?”


One corner of Hannah’s mouth turned into a smile. “There are always possibilities.” She motioned with her head for Cate to look to a person sitting in a darkened part of the seating area.


Cate’s brow furrowed as she tried to make out the figure. “Xabiere? What’s he still doing here?”


“I think I’ll ask him,” Hannah said. “Do me a favor. Ask around. See what else you can find out. I’m going to see where I can get with him.”


Cate’s expression said she did not care for the idea of Hannah approaching the chef alone. But the protest was pointless, so she headed back to where she had earlier spied some members of the set crew. Meanwhile, Hannah headed toward Xabiere. Approaching the man, Hannah could see that he focused on what Hym and Rogers were doing. “Mr. Dauphin,” she said with a calm tone.


The sound of Hannah’s voice made Xabiere jump and straighten up in his chair. A flash of anger ran across his face. “What are you doing here?”


“I could ask the same of you.”


Xabiere’s eyes refocused on what was happening on the studio floor. He settled back down into his former position. “I was prevented from going to the hospital with her. I stayed to see if they found out who did this to Jazlyn.” Hannah watched him until the air between them became uncomfortable. “Is there something else?” he snapped, irritated.


“You were talking to Jazlyn the day Miller assaulted her.”


“So. What business is that of yours?”


“It was just an observation,” Hannah said. “I’m surprised to see you here at all, considering how she reacted to you.” Her statement caused Xabiere to bristle. His head lowered, and he glared ahead. Recognizing that she had hit a nerve, Hannah pressed on. “I can tell you this much. It was interesting to say the least. Her kicking you to the curb.” Xabiere’s brow began to twitch, and he was blinking fast. He clutched hard at the arms of the chair. Hannah leaned his way. “Was she sleeping with Miller, too?”


With that, Xabiere jumped from his chair and stepped toward Hannah. She took a defensive stance, fists ready, feet planted. He clenched one fist and pointed at her with the other. In a deep, emphatic, and paced loud voice he yelled, “You best be careful what you say, bitch!”


Hannah grinned. “Your accent’s slipping, country boy.” Xabiere’s eye’s flared, and he let out a growl of sorts. He slung his fist forward, making an awkward attempt to hit her. Hannah could tell that he was not a fighter. The move caused him to lose balance enough so that she could slam him once in the ribs. He let out a yowl of pain and fell back into his seat. “Just stay there,” she said.


Hannah heard the sound of several individuals footfalls approaching. Still, she did not take her eyes off of her opponent.


“Stand down!” Hym called out.


Xabiere gave a quick glance over before relaxing and letting his fists unfurl. In time, Hannah dropped her arms and eased her position. She glanced over to see Hym making his way up the stairs to where the two were facing off.


“You’re not supposed to be in here,” Hym said pointing to Xabiere.


Rising from his chair, Xabiere cracked his neck. “Neither is she,” he responded, holding his side.


“She’s here with my permission. You, sir, are not.” Hym looked to Hannah. “You all right?”


“Fine. Just a poor choice of words. That’s all.”


Hym’s eyes darted between the two as he sized up the situation. “I’ve got a lot to do, Mr. Dauphin. So that makes this your lucky night. I’m letting you go without incident. But you will leave, and you will leave now.”


Xabiere glared a moment more. He huffed and moved past Hannah. Doing so, he mumbled, “She’s mine. That’s all you need to know.” He stomped down the stairs as Rogers and two of his men escorted him out. Cate, who had come to the bottom of the stairs when she heard the commotion, made her way up. “You okay?”


After assurances that she was fine, Hannah gave a brief recounting of Xabiere’s explosion. She also confessed to her intentional goading. Hym asked, “And what did that accomplish?”


“Well, for one, we know he has a volatile temper now. And two, he’s willing to act on it.”


Scratching his chin, Hym thought for a second. “Okay. But don’t you think there are better ways to get at that information?”


“Name one.”


“You could have asked me to do it.”


Hannah looked him up and down. “Somehow I doubt he would have reacted the same way, big man.”


Her point being valid, Hym did not argue. He just hoped he would get the chance to talk to her about it soon. Glancing back toward the set, he saw the last of the firefighters exiting. The set crew that remained behind were gathering which he took to mean they were readying to leave. “Well, looks like things are about done here. Give me a moment to wrap up, and I’ll give you two a ride home.” He headed back down the stairs, onto the floor and toward the set crew.


“Well, while you were playing tough chick, I talked with one of the crew. She said Asa was in Jazlyn’s dressing room about an hour before show, and they had a huge fight.”


Interested, Hannah motioned for her to continue as both settled into seats.


“He demanded she stay away from Jack and Xabiere. He wanted her to break off all relationships, personal and business, with both men.”


“How’d she take that?”


“Not well. She refused, reminding him that she was not Julia. And that he did not own her, body and soul. She was just a face for his show, and that her personal affairs were just that. Period.”


“Anything else?”


“Toward the end, the girl said she heard Jazlyn crying. Then she told Asa that she could never have a real relationship because she could never be with the man she was in love with.”


The last bit of information puzzled Hannah. In the few days they had known her, she linked Jazlyn in a semi romantic way to at least four men. Jack Miller. Xabiere Dauphin. The unknown male at her apartment when Cate and she retrieved the safe contents. And last but not least, Buster. Jazlyn pursued, used, and discarded men on a near day-to-day basis. And she had shown true affection just toward one man. Hannah’s eyes grew wide with realization. “Uncle,” she blurted out.


Cate frowned. “It’s not like you to give up.”


“That’s not what I mean. Uncle. She just shows true emotion to one man.”


Her face twisted with disgust, Cate asked, “You don’t mean she and Asa were…”


“No, I don’t think so. But she wanted him. Maybe not in that way. In fact, all the other men are just surrogates for what she couldn’t bring herself to do. Be with him.”


“So when she said she could never be with the man she loved…“


“She couldn’t because Asa was her uncle. A relationship she could never consummate, even with Julia dead. A doomed, one sided, platonic love.”


The thought made Cate shudder. “I don’t know if I feel sorry for her or disturbed. I am going to take a long shower when I get home, though. See if I can wash that image away.”


Chapter 23


A few moments later, Hym motioned for the two that he was ready to leave. Along the way home, the three discussed the case in full yet again, trying to center in on who had the most to lose and gain by the demise of Julia. There was no general consensus that the ebb and flow of information pointed in one way or another to all the suspects.


At present, all agreed on certain things. Passing through Zebulon on the way to Louie’s, Hym showed frustration. “Miller had covered up the ME’s report out of a misguided suspicion of death by suicide. Asa arranged and paid for it. Asa stood to lose half a fortune if Julia divorced him. He could have arranged for the alteration of reports after killing Julia. If he wanted to cover what he had done. But there was no evidence to prove that theory.


Hannah agreed and reminded him, “True. But Miller could have used Asa in a similar manner. Playing him for a fool while covering his own actions. Again, there was no evidence to support this.”


Cate blew out a breath of air. It was clear that the overwhelming possibilities frustrated her.


“We know Jazlyn was in love with Asa. But there was no physical or emotional involvement as such. She may have wanted her aunt dead. It would give her more access to her uncle. But it seems improbable, given that our source overheard her admit that she could never bring herself to be with the man.”


Hannah looked back and across at her two companions. “There is the fact that she didn’t have the physical strength to pull off the necessary trauma that killed Julia.”


“Neither did Vera,” Cate said with a smug tone. She then added, “Though she had as much motive as the others.


Hannah accepted Cate’s unstated apology for earlier getting testy and defensive. And in truth, she was glad at the observation. She was not about to bring up the fact that Vera had a previous relationship with Xabiere. Or that it had ended in some odd fashion that they had yet to determine. Hannah thought the strange air between Xabiere and Vera she observed could be something more. A tag team murder that resulted in a soured relationship. But then again, she assessed to herself, Jazlyn herself could have teamed up with one or the other. Heck, anyone could team up with each other. What if they were all in cahoots together?


“Then there’s this Xabiere character,” Hym suggested. He was interrupting Hannah’s cascading thoughts, and she was grateful for it. The theories were mounting in her head faster than she could keep up with and, at present, she wanted to reduce that number.


Cate leaned forward between Hym and Hannah’s seats. “Well, let’s see. Asa and Julia fired him. He self-reported that he was in love with Jazlyn. But the word obsessed seemed more appropriate to me.”


Hannah swirled the information around in her mind. “With Julia out of the way, he might have been aiming to assist Jazlyn in her career.“


“Like some kind of sick love offering? Hmm,” Cate considered. “This is getting twisted.” Hym glanced over to the girls as he turned into Louie’s drive. “We need to get more on his guy.”


After all returned to the house, Louie invited Hym in to continue the conversation. Louie, Vera, and Buster were already there at the kitchen table, discussing the night’s events. Louie did his usual hosting duties, preparing “enough late night food fare for an army” as Cate put it. As everyone noshed, all information was once again circulated and pondered upon.


While they were deliberating, Hym’s cell rang. After looking at the caller ID, Hannah noticed that he answered as “Officer Miles.” She also observed that the information he heard struck him. As he hung up, Hannah expected it had to do with the case and she wasn’t wrong.


Noticing the perturbed look on the lawman’s face, Louie asked, “Something wrong?”


“Someone vandalized and/or robbed the Karas Museum.”


The news stunned everyone for a second. Momentarily, Vera managed, “What? When?”


Hym shrugged. “I got to go,” he said. “Sometime tonight. After the news of Jazlyn hit, if I were to venture a guess. But I’ll know more once I get there.”


“I’m coming too,” Hannah said, pushing herself away from the table. “You guys get some rest. I’ll let you know what we find out.” With that, she headed toward the front door, picked up her purse, and exited. Hym looked over to the others, mouth agape, unsure of what to say. “Bye,” he said and headed toward the front, calling out, “Now wait a minute. I’m the officer in charge here…” His voice faded with the slam of the door.


“What just happened?” Buster asked, shoving a piece of food in his mouth.


“Hym and her are about to have their first discussion on boundaries.” Buster guffawed. “He’s gonna lose that discussion.”


As Hannah and Hym headed back into Zebulon, they had the ‘discussion’ that Cate predicted. Hym explained that, regardless of all, he was the official officer, and she was just ‘assisting’, even though it was her case. Hannah sat quiet, listening to his affirmation of power within their relationship.


“So we are clear on that, right? I’m not trying to be rude, but just to be clear and all. I mean, after all, I’m on the edge here letting you and your friends work the case as is. So this is just me saying, ‘I’m in charge.’ Okay?”


“Sure,” Hannah answered in a droned out tone as Hym pulled into the museum parking lot. Lost in thought, she took note of the police car, fire truck, and ambulance. She opened the door and exited his car while putting on her hat.


Hym sighed. “Are you even listening to me?” he asked.


“Uh huh,” Hannah responded as she walked toward the museum entrance where once again Officer Pepper stood guard. She heard Hym’s words but ignored them.


Just inside, Hannah and Hym met Dr. Steven Shields, the museum curator. Hannah sorted him out as he led them to a specific part of the small museum. Late fifties, early sixties. Glasses. Gray hair and beard. Average build. Average height and weight for a man of his age. Well spoken. Open, though at present upset. As a suspect, she dismissed him.


“The damaged area is specific,” Shields said. Upon entering, the curator pointed to a seated man wearing a guards uniform. He chatted with another Zebulon officer, one Mobley Glenn, whom Hannah had encountered that night at the studio. She put him in his thirties, red hair, average build and height. The guard was older, maybe in his seventies, thin, small, glasses, balding, as Hannah noted him. A small cut was visible on his head, and two paramedics attended him. “Boris was on duty when he heard a crash. He came in and got hit in the back of the head. When he came to, he called 911 and then me. I’ve called Mr. Karas. Just so you’ll know.”


Taking care while walking around the room, Hannah surveyed the damage. Glass lay everywhere from several smashed cases. Some of Julia’s cooking tools were scattered along the floor. Several pictures sprayed with pink paint lay strewn about.


“This appears to be random, but….” Hym trailed off.


Hannah completed his thought. “Almost too much so. Check this out.” Hym joined her as she pointed to all the damaged photos. “What do you see?”


Hym studied the photos. Two things stood out to him. “Pink,” he said. The color choice was unusual for vandalism. Black, red, yellow, were the favorites of choice in most such cases.


“It was Julia’s favorite.”


“Hmm,” Hym commented as he continued to study the scene, attempting to discern what Hannah already had. After a second, he caught on. Of the damaged photographs, those of Julia and Vera’s image remained intact. Whoever vandalized the museum marred photos of guests, Asa, Miller, and anyone else.


“Intentional or psychological?” Hym asked of Hannah.


“Hard to say. But there’s something to it, don’t you think?


Hym agreed.


“Do you have any idea of what’s missing?” Hannah asked. Shields peered around the room. “Just one thing that I can see so far.” In an irritated voice, he said, “The wedding rings.”


“The rings?” Hannah blurted out stunned. “Those things were worth a small fortune, weren’t they?”


The intensity in Hannah’s voice struck Shields, who responded. “Yes. The real ones.”


Hym shot Hannah a puzzled look. She returned it before peering at Shields. “Real ones?” she quizzed.


“This is, as you can see, a small museum. The Karas’ rings are worth a small fortune. We don’t quite have the security needed to display the real items and keep them safe. But Mr. Karas supplied us with mock-ups of the originals. They were gold plated with glass cuts. They were even displayed as such.”


Shields walked over to the broken display case and pointed to a small plastic placard. Hannah and Hym joined him to see that it read Model of Karas Wedding Ring Set. Below this was a description of the original rings’ properties.


“Who steals fake rings?” Hym inquired.


“A fan maybe,” offered Shields.


Hannah glanced around the room at the damage. She studied the now pink painted photos and then looked at the placard. “A fan. Yes. Just not the kind you’re thinking of.” Looking up, she smiled and said, “Thank you,” before heading for the door, once again lost in her contemplations. Hym informed the other officers to take pictures and dust for prints before following after Hannah. He found her outside standing next to his car, staring up at the night sky.


Approaching so as not to disturb her, he asked in a soft tone, “Something on your mind?”


Startled, Hannah turned back and smiled. “Always.” There was a slight pause as she emphasized her thoughts by tapping at the air with a pointed finger. “The rings. The photos. This isn’t just some fan on a freak out or some kids being stupid. This. This is personal.”


“I agree. But to what does it all point to?”


“Well, let’s work it. Asa gains nothing by this.”


“Nor does Miller.”


“Vera and Louie are together with my friends.”


“Jazlyn’s in the hospital.”


Both woman and man smirked. Although they had worked through the list together, Hannah was sure they came to the same conclusion. The most logical conclusion. “Xabiere,” she said.


Although pleased with their deduction, she still found herself troubled by one remaining fact. “We still don’t have proof,” she said, the frustration almost dripping from her words.


“Then let’s go get it,” Hym affirmed.


Chapter 24


After Hym dropped her off, Hannah made her way into Louie’s, her friends still discussing the possibilities of the case. Her exhausted look led Louie to insist she head up to bed. “You can clue us in the next morning,” he suggested. She agreed and made her way upstairs and collapsed into her bed.


The next morning, Hannah made her way down stairs in her usual disheveled pre-coffee state. As she plodded into the kitchen, Critic jumped up from his place by the door to leap onto her, almost knocking her down. Licks and tail wagging kept everyone laughing as breakfast plates were put on the table.


“If you ever want to rid yourself of this love puppy, I’ll take him in a hot second,” Hannah contended as she avoided Critic’s tongue.


Handing her a cup of coffee, Louie cracked a smile. “If I go before him, I’ll put you down as an adoptive parent. But for now, I can’t live without my buddy.”


As the two settled into chairs at the table, Louie added, “I just got off the phone with Vera. Jazlyn is going to be okay. She’s a bit shaken, as you can imagine. Otherwise, she’ll be out in a day or so. Maybe even today.”


Louie shot Hannah a troubled look. “Are you any closer to finding out who killed Julia?”


Nodding, Hannah reached over and put her hand over Louie’s. “I think we are.”


Louie rolled his lips in.


Cate interceded, “Who?”


Glancing around to everyone first, Hannah came back to peer at Louie. “Xabiere.”


Over the next half hour, as Buster and Cate served breakfast, Hannah explained everything at the museum.


“So it came to mind that Asa or Miller had nothing to gain by destroying the museum and stealing the rings. Vera was with you and Jazlyn was in the hospital,” Hannah concluded after she swallowed down the last of her coffee. “You made these sausages yourself?” she asked Louie.


“I’ll give you the recipe,” he said, before asking, “But wasn’t he in the hospital the night Julia died?”


“Hym and I discussed that on the way home last night. He pointed out that Xabiere was in for observation for a concussion. It’s not like he couldn’t have gotten up and left at some point, just to make his way back later. Zebulon Memorial is just about seven minutes from the Karas house.”


Cate twirled her fork around in her eggs, lifted them a bit, and studied it. “Like you said though, no proof. So now what?”


“We find it. The best way to prove or disprove Hym’s theory is by checking the medical records.”


Cate scooped up another bite, again looking it over, before taking it in. “And how do you propose we do that? They’ll be on the hospital’s mainframe, if not in some archival room. Limited access.”


“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”


Buster looked up from his meal and met Hannah’s eyes. “Oh, hell no! The last time you said that we…”


“Let’s not talk about it, okay?” Hannah remembered. “That’s for another time.” She rolled around her empty cup between her hands and furrowed her brow. “We’ll find a way. We always do.”


Resettling himself, Buster assumed a puzzled look. “Why do you think he did it? Revenge? Julia gave him everything. Shouldn’t he have gone after Asa?”


There was a brief moment of silence as everyone thought the questions through. Hannah rose with a coffee cup in hand. “Well,” she said after reaching the coffee pot, “We are just going to have to find the answers and make the connection.” After pouring herself a cup, she held the pot up. “Anyone?”


While refreshing Buster and Cate’s cup, she noticed Louie’s’ contemplative look. “Louie?”


“I think I can help with that connect,” he said, rising from his place and heading out the kitchen door toward his office. Curious, Cate, Buster, and Hannah followed.


Once in the office, they found Louie dragging out one of the boxes that contained materials about Julia. He removed the lid and started digging, explaining as he went along. “It’s in here somewhere,” he said, scanning items. Hannah noticed he paused on photos in particular.


“Can we help?” Cate asked.


“I got it. I just haven’t gone through this stuff in a year. I was organizing it for a book I was going to work on but after the accident, I…” Louie paused, and his eyes widened. “Got it!” he said holding a photo up in the air. He then presented it to Hannah, who scanned it. Taken from a distance, the picture was of Julia in Paris alongside a man who seemed familiar.


Not taking her eyes from the photo, Hannah asked, “Buster, could you bring me my goggles?” Buster exited the room without question. Seconds later, he returned with her hat before handing it to her. She removed the goggles and put them on, then twisted the rim of one of the lenses.


Louie, looking puzzled, asked, “What ?”


Cate interrupted. “I’ll explain later.”


Her heart pumping, Hannah looked at the image through a magnifying glass on the goggles. She studied the man in the picture. “It’s Xabiere,” she said. She glanced over to Louie. His face was an odd array of emotions. Happiness, sadness, affirmation, and resolution. It was like a thousand pound weight drifted away from his soul.


“I knew it. I just didn’t want to recognize it,” Louie confessed. He walked over, sat down in his computer chair, and turned to face the others.


“I got that box and about a dozen other things about a month before Julia died. Showed up out of the blue. I figured I’d mentioned my project to someone, and they had some stuff, you know. I kind of shuffled through them at the time. And I ran across that photo.” Louie’s expression tightened, and he cleared his throat before continuing. “It’s hard to see who it is. But I knew that whoever it was, they were the reason she didn’t want to be with me. It’s from when she was at the school. Before our night together, she had been seeing someone.” He rolled his eyes, glancing around the room, searching for words. “Well, and now we know. ‘There is no such thing as coincidence in this world, Louie,’ my father used to say.”


No one said anything, unsure as how to respond. He looked at his friends and said, “Cate, would you do me a favor and retrieve the wedding photo off the wall in the living room?”


Cate gave him a puzzled look but exited. Everyone held their silence until she returned half a moment later. She was looking at the picture. “What are we looking for?” she asked, but Louie did not answer. He stared as Hannah studied it, and then pointed. “There. Xabiere.”


Buster shook his head. “So. He was at her wedding. He was a protégé and her sous chef.”


“For twenty years?” Cate commented in her usual disbelieving tone. “Please.”


Hannah scowled. “No. Look at his face.”


The man in the picture seemed sad while the others, wedding guests and groom, all were in a joyous mood. Hannah reached down and pulled up her goggles from around her neck where she had left them hanging. “There’s an indentation here,” she said, flipping the photo over and removing it from the frame. Once out, she found that there was an inscription on the back. The pressure from the writing instrument had pushed from the back to the front, leaving the raised letters on the other side. It was a recipe and the inscription read, ‘I created this just for you, darling. Chocolate Lava Cake with Marinated Cherries Jubilee. With the greatest love.’


Everyone turned to look at Louie. His face was almost emotionless. “I got that photo years ago from an auction. Never gave it much thought. Threw it in a frame, hung it on the wall. I figured the picture was a gift and Julia used it to present someone with her favorite recipe.” He gave a halfhearted smile and chuckled in a strange, unconvincing manner. “I should have looked at the damn handwriting.” He sat up straight and sighed. “It’s not hers.”


Everyone glanced over at the inscription. Hannah could see this was not indicative of the Julia described to her. While in college, she had taken a course in graphology, otherwise known as handwriting analysis. She never forgot one word that professor Raptis had said. “It’s not the eyes that are the mirror to the soul,” he said often. “It’s secrets that flow from your brain, down through a writing instrument, and onto the page.” Now, yet again, she was going to put his lessons to good use.


Following the words, Hannah traced her finger along underneath as she caught the patterns of the writing. She was not interested in the context. It most often revealed nothing beyond the moment of its creation. No. Her interest was in word display, which indicated more what kind of person constructed it.


“His handwriting suggests he has unresolved issues with his mother. Or a mother substitute,” Hannah stated with confidence.


Cate never questioned her friend’s ‘readings’, as they always proved both true and of great value. “By substitute, you mean Julia.”


Peering harder, Hannah agreed. “I’d imagine so.” As she continued along, she offered up her assessment for everyone present to hear. “He fears abandonment and loss of love. Wide word spacing indicates social isolation. Either self-imposed or imposed by the rejection of others. He is solitary and fears being alone. He doesn’t want to lose the thing he loves so continues to hang on to what he has.”


Buster pointed to the inscription. “It’s disconnected. What does that mean?”


“Space between letters indicates a form of control. By keeping his distance from others, he keeps his emotions in check. He has problems making friends because he’s somewhat reserved and uptight. There is no lean, which means that he has a cold personality. Calculating. Pitiless. Sadistic when it comes to other people’s suffering.”


Cate tossed her hands for emphasis. “Nailed it.”


Handing the photo to Cate, Hannah walked over, grabbed a small stool, and sat beside Louie. It was plain for her to see that these new factors had hurt him. At first, he did not look at her. But he came to let his eyes meet hers. “I didn’t know her, did I?” he asked. Sadness echoed in his voice.


“You met someone and fell in love. Sometimes, it just doesn’t reciprocate the same way. I’m sure she cared for you.”


“Do you think he knew about Vera? That she was Julia’s?”


It occurred to Hannah that she had not given it much thought. “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so. After Vera, he went for Jazlyn. I think he’s fixated on whoever reminded him the most of Julia.”


“If that’s the case, then why’d he try to kill Jazlyn?” interrupted Buster.


“I don’t think he meant to. Remember what I told you Chief Rogers said? The set up? It should have just blown Jazlyn back. If it weren’t for her apron catching on fire, it would hurt her. But not kill.”


“That still doesn’t make sense,” Buster complained. “Was he just pranking her or something?”


Cate joined them at the far end of the office. “Maybe he wanted to save her,” she offered. Everyone gave her a puzzled look, so she explained. “He said she would be with him in time. Maybe this is his way of drawing her to him. Some kind of Florence Nightingale plot.”


Buster and Louie both leaned forward, both uttering the same words, “I don’t understand.”


Cate sighed. “Explain it,” she said, gesturing to Hannah. Hannah went on to explain that sometimes victims of traumatic events fall in love with their rescuers. “It’s known as the Florence Nightingale Syndrome,” she completed.


Buster rubbed at his day-old facial growth. “So by putting Jazlyn in danger, he planned to rescue her, thinking she would fall in love with him because of it?”


Hannah nodded, affirming his assessment.


“That’s just stupid. You’d have to be crazy to try something like that.”


Smiling, Hannah pointed at Buster. “Now you’re catching on.”


Chapter 25


Wanting to keep Louie occupied, Hannah sent Buster and him to pick up Vera and head back to the studio. “Pretend it’s a follow up. Anything. Just get in. See if anyone noticed anything unusual. Don’t mention Xabiere. It will just lead them. See whose name pops up. ” Once they had exited, she called Hym to give them an update before turning to Cate. “Come on. We’re going to talk to Asa himself.”


On the drive over to the Karas estate, Hannah informed Cate that Hym was at the museum. He was following up on the break-in and that he would catch up with them after their meeting with Asa.


Once they arrived at the house, the valet, Homer Staples, directed Hannah and Cate out to the formal gardens. Asa was standing on the lawn in a full-length black leather coat, staring out toward the area where Julia had died. As they approached, Hannah saw he appeared to be blinking back tears and held a bottle of some kind in one hand and a glass in the other.


“Mr. Karas,” Hannah said in a soft voice. “Can we talk? It’s important.”


At first, he said nothing. “I should have it removed,” he said. “I never should have brought her here. Big lake. Big man. Big money. Not feeling so big now.” Finishing his drink, he turned his attention to Hannah and Cate. “I’m cold. Let’s go inside.”


When they all were in the living room, Asa collapsed into a chair. “My apologies. I’m not myself, as you can see.” Holding the bottle up, he noticed it was empty, and placed it on the floor beside him. “This business with my niece, and then the museum…” He shook his head. “It’s just all hard to understand.”


Hannah looked into the man’s dark eyes as she sat down in the chair across from him. “I want to help you and the police end this. But I need your help. Are you willing?”


“Yes, I suppose so. I haven’t been able to stop it all myself,” Asa said, readjusting himself in his chair.


“What can you tell me about Julia’s love life before she met you?” Hannah began. “Can you tell us about it?”


Her question surprised Asa, but he answered all the same. “Not much.” His facial expression changed and he said with a shrug, “I’m not the man everyone thinks I am.”


Hannah and Cate waited for an explanation, and after a moment, he gave one.


“I’m a businessman. It’s what I do. What I am good at. I know I am controlling. That’s just part of the game. But when it came to Julia, she had me the moment I laid eyes on her. I didn’t care who she had been with or who she had left in her wake. I never controlled her. She controlled me.”


Hannah evaluated his actions and responses and concluded that he was being forthright. “So you never had her checked out?”


“I never found it necessary. Not that it would have mattered. Even if she had been the wickedest person on the planet, it wouldn’t have mattered. I loved her.”


“Do you at least know who worked with her back when she was fresh out of school and writing recipes?” Cate asked.


“Jack Miller, I suppose.” Asa seemed to drift in and out of thought.


“Did he hire other chefs to assist her in coming up with her recipes?” Hannah pressed him.


Looking confused, Asa replied, “Not that I know of. I know that after he was able to lock her into that repressive contract, he had a say in every aspect of her business affairs. So it’s probable.” He looked up at the large framed painted portrait of Julia hanging above a small table with a large pink vase with a gold rim cap. “My poor love. So naïve. You know, people think she’s buried in the mausoleum.”


Hannah and Cate looked at the capped vase and exchanged looks.


“You mean…” Cate questioned.


“I could never do that to her. Those were not her wishes. I could never deny her anything.” Asa produced a meek smile. “Everything’s coming out now. I guess it doesn’t matter.”


As Asa laid his head back and stared at the ceiling, Hannah could see the pain in his face. All her assessments of the man now needed readjusting. He loved Julia. Every instinct in her body told her so. Still, she needed answers, so she pressed on.


“Perhaps I can ask him myself,” Hannah suggested. “Do you have any idea where I might find him?”


“In Hell, I hope.”


Anger and vehemence laced Asa’s comment. He stood and walked over to the sideboard, picked up a decanter and poured the contents into a small glass. “Drink?” he offered. Both Hannah and Cate declined. Asa then took his glass and drank it in one fell swoop. He then slammed the glass down on the table.


“Honey, I’m afraid Jack won’t be around here today or any other day. I am rid of him.”


“Oh?” Hannah asked puzzled.


“He went off to Nashville sometime last night, before Jazlyn’s accident,” Asa explained. “And he’s never coming back.” He picked up the glass and poured again. “You see, I was right about him. He did have a number in mind all along.”


Hannah and Cate listened to the man’s tirade. She hoped that, between recent events and the alcohol, he would reveal more than his control issues would ordinarily allow.


“Oh, at first, I let him be. I considered that Julia needed him for some sort of support and besides, he had that damn contract. I knew he wanted her. But she rebuffed him. Again and again. Then something changed. He started rumors that Jazlyn and I were carrying on. Then he made the whole thing public. I underestimated what a bastard he could be.” Asa downed another glass and stood silent for a moment. He seemed to shudder, as if throwing off a bad feeling. “Then he tried his hand with Jazlyn. Some sort of revenge. I’m still not sure if I was his intended target or Julia. Maybe he was just trying to keep his finger in the pie. Going around my back, trying to get her to sign his contract. It would have been just like it was with Julia. When I finally found out about it all, I went to the rehearsal, and we got into a fight. It ended when he named his figure!”


Hannah considered for a second what her next move should be. She decided to push at him, to see his reaction, when she told of Miller’s confession. “The police questioned him about his part in paying off the medical examiner. Also about any others who handled your wife’s toxicology results. He will have to answer for his part in that.”


He leveled his eyes on Hannah. Cate and she waited for what seemed like an eternity for him to say something. “I suppose I’ll have to answer for that as well.”


“He said he was protecting her reputation.”


Asa half laughed. “Protecting his investment, maybe. He never wanted her. He wanted what she had.”


“Why’d you do it then?” Cate interposed.


“Because of the rumor he started, Julia went into a deep depression. She moved into the studio apartment and treated me like a pariah. I pleaded with her to trust me. Swore that the rumors were not true. She rejected everyone. Jack thought by starting them, he would drive a wedge between Julia and me and then he could step in. He half succeeded.”


Asa rubbed his eyes. Walking back over to the sideboard, he considered another drink as he ran his fingers around the rim of the glass. He pushed it away, returned to his chair and plopped down. Hannah could tell that all the alcohol was working on him. It would just be a matter of time before he gave into it and fell asleep.


“The one person she would have anything to do with was Vera. They were close, you know.


“We’ve heard,” Cate acknowledged.


“Is that why you named Jazlyn Julia’s successor and not Vera?”


Asa closed his eyes and swallowed. “Yes. The one thing I ever did deny her. And I did it after she was gone so she wouldn’t see it. How pathetic is that?” He produced a fake smile. “Not going to get that husband of the year award, I guess.”


The fact that he could not hurt Julia, even in death, suggested that Asa was not responsible for her death. If he had harmed her, it seemed to Hannah that he could not have handled what he had done. As a man who was always in control, such an outcome would have driven him over the edge. Even now, he could not handle what little act of vengeance he had taken.


“Did you know about the pills?”


“I learned of them through my accountant. He saw the expenditures and thought I should know. When I asked her about them, she said she needed them to sleep. She never slept well, but in recent months, it seemed to be worse.” Asa let out of long, sorrowful sigh. “I never thought she would overdose on the damn things.”


“That’s just it, she didn’t.”


Upon this, Asa sat up. “She had barbiturates in her system. The evidence was in the original report. She was wandering outside in a drug-induced state, fell into the post, then the water, and drowned. Jack came to me about it. He suspected something would show up.”


“Why is that?” Cate probed.


“Because she had been acting so strange the few months before the accident, even before the rumors. Something was bothering her. He figured that the stress of the show was getting to her and that she was taking something for it. Of course, he kept me out of the loop while she was alive. But when she died, he needed help covering it all up. So he came to me for enough money to pay off the medical examiner. The stupid man left a paper trail a mile long. So I had to step in and clean it up myself to preserve my precious wife’s name.”


For a few seconds, Hannah struggled to find a way to say what was necessary. There was no predicting Asa’s reaction to what she was about to reveal. In the end, she chose to put it forth as simply and succinctly as possible. “It wasn’t the drugs that killed her. And she didn’t drown. She died from a blow to the head. She was dead before she ever hit the water. Were you not so consumed in grief and blinded by Miller’s careless actions, the examiner might have realized that. But in the rush to cover up the fact that she had drugs in her system, explainable drugs, the ME overlooked this fact.”


Asa sat mouth agape in disbelief. “Then who are you suggesting did this?”


“I have an idea that it’s the same person who tried to hurt Jazlyn. Take a look at this.” Hannah pulled the two photos from earlier out of her purse.


Asa scanned the pictures. His eyes narrowed and his face masked rage. “Xabiere Dauphin. Just much younger.” He turned the wedding photo over and read the inscription. “Do you recognize the handwriting?” Asa’s eyes focused, despite the alcohol running through his system. “No. But I can assure you, it’s not Julia’s, if that is what you are asking.” He looked down once more at the writing as he gestured to imitate a pen or pencil. “She had the most perfect handwriting I have ever seen. Smooth, flowing. Readable. Not like this at all. But you already know this. Is it Xabiere’s?”


“I think so. But his name isn’t Xabiere Dauphin. It’s William Barton. And he’s not French. He’s a mimic. And it appears he had a relationship with Julia before you.”


“And now it appears he has turned his attention to your niece, Jazlyn,” Cate added.


Asa looked up at his two guests. “Jazlyn and I were arguing last night, as well. I accused her…” He looked away for a brief few seconds before coming back to the ladies. “I accused her of a great many things, one was having an affair with both Miller and Xabiere.”


“How’d that work out for you?” Cate inquired in a knowing voice.


“She defended herself.” Asa replied. “She admitted having relationships with both, but they were…just physical. Nothing beyond that.”


“The other day, Xabiere was acting territorial with your niece,” Hannah cut in. “I heard him threaten her in a way. That she would be his one-day or something of that nature. Did she ever say anything about that to you?”


Asa narrowed his eyes. “No. But it’s not surprising. He was always enamored with her. You know, for a time, he was even fascinated with my Julia.” He tapped at the photo. “Now I know why. Regardless, I had to set him straight at one point.”


This new information caught Hannah’s attention. “How did he react?”


A bemused expression ran across Asa’s face, and he gave a sarcastic laugh. “He threatened me. And Julia. So I let him go.”


Hannah became engrossed. She cocked her head, and things began to click in her mind. “I thought you fired Holloway and him for leaking secrets?”


“That was my excuse to Julia.”


The women watched as Asa slipped off into audible contemplation, never looking at them. “Julia made odd choices. Even after twenty-one years of marriage, there were times when I just couldn’t fathom her motives. Xabiere was an ass to end all asses. But she saw something in the man that no one else could. So she took him in. Like a stray dog or a lost puppy. Same with Holloway and Vera.”


“Like a stray dog or lost puppy,” Hannah considered Asa’s words to herself. She mulled over the idea as he rambled on for a moment more. She came to the conclusion that Julia took in strays and orphans because she felt guilt over adopting out Vera. Xabiere and perhaps even Holloway were psychological substitutes. “They were her penance,” she concluded. “Why’d you hire him back, after you had let him go?”


“In part, because my niece insisted. And because he provided evidence that Holloway was the one who had sold out our secrets. And I guess because Julia would have wanted me to. It’s been a year. The restaurant had a sudden opening. He was available. It just sort of fell into place.” Seeing the look on Hannah and Cate’s faces, Asa said. “Cranston left town without notice. Is it possible he…?”


Hannah said nothing but just scrutinized Asa. She wondered if he was ready for her final revelation. “It’s possible. Both your wife and this Cranston fellow.”


This new information shook Asa. He looked at the photo of their wedding, studying Julia’s image, that of himself, and that of Xabiere. Then he gazed at the urn on a pedestal. Hannah and Cate could see he was struggling to find meaning. And she dreaded what would come next. “But for what reason?”


“Like you, and every other man in her life, he was in love with Julia. And he may or may not have found out about Vera.”


Shaking his head in an attempt to clear it, Asa rose from his chair. “Vera? What does she have to do with this?” “You replaced Vera with Jazlyn. But your wife had a will created that would, in the event of her demise, give Vera her part of your combined estate. It also names her heir to her show.”


Asa stopped dead in his tracks. He glared at both women. “I have our will. We built it together. Agreed upon it. In the event of her death, if I am living, I am the beneficiary. If we are both gone, the majority goes to her charity.”


“And what about Jazlyn?”


Asa produced an uneasy look. “She gets a reasonable trust, the show, and the restaurant. We had no children, and she is the closest thing to one I have.”


Hannah braced herself. She was about to drop a bomb on Asa, one that could send him in any number of emotional directions. For such a controlling man, he was about to find out that, in reality, he was not at all as such.


“Not for Julia,” Hannah said in a blunt, solid voice.


Both women watched as the man’s face began to turn red. Asa was losing his temper. He was just about to erupt and managed, “What are you talking about?” in a loud, angry tone.


“Julia had a child. Years ago, before you met.”


Asa’s posture collapsed. His face shown of disbelief, brow furrowed deep, and mouth agape. “You’re lying.”


“Vera,” Hannah added, providing context.


“No.”


“She had a DNA test done and a new will drawn up to reflect the results.”


“We’ve seen it ourselves,” Cate interceded.


Asa searched for words but found none. He moved back to his chair and collapsed in it. For a moment, he glanced about the room wearing a wild expression. Hannah considered it to be the response of a man overwhelmed. After a few seconds, he asked, “DNA. Against who? Miller or Xabiere?”


“Louie Woolridge.”


The last bit of information was enough to send Asa reeling. “Woolridge?” He shook his head. “None of this is making any sense.”


Hannah noticed the color draining from Asa’s face and his breathing increase. Then he reached up and grabbed his arm, clutching it with the other hand. He let out a moan and slid to the floor. Hannah rushed over to roll him over, and looked at Cate. “On it,” her friend replied without even hearing the request.


Chapter 26


Hannah and Cate looked on as paramedics loaded Asa onto the ambulance. Homer Staples climbed in back, as well. His wife, Leona, exited into the house to follow after in their personal car.


“Well,” Cate stated, “that didn’t go as planned.”


Hannah dusted off her hat. “No, but it gives us an opportunity.” Placing it on her head, she looked at Cate and said, “It’s all starting to come together. Now, come on. Let’s go get the final piece.”


As she and Cate drove to the hospital, Hannah obsessed over the current state of the case.


“Xabiere. He’s responsible for all this. He called Julia the night she died and lured her out. He’s the one who attacked the house. And he’s suspect in Cranston’s sudden ‘departure’.” Hannah gestured, giving the quote sign with her first two fingers of both hands. “Hym’s trying to get a subpoena for his phone records. But that will take some time.”


“So what are we fixing to do?” Cate asked as they pulled into the parking lot of Zebulon Memorial Hospital. “As if I don’t know already.”


Hannah sighed. “We’re going to get the records we need.”


Shaking her head in doubt, Cate clarified, “So, just to be clear. We’re running with Prince Handsome’s theory that Xabiere left the hospital and killed Julia. He then drug her to the gazebo, slammed her head into the post, before he threw her in the water. After that, he returned here undetected between nurse rounds? And now we are going to break into the hospital records and get the proof? This rather than get a subpoena for them along with the ones for the phone.”


Hannah smirked as she opened the car door and got out. Once again putting on her hat, she ran her pinched index and thumb around the rim. “Yup,” she said and slammed the door shut. “Don’t forget your laptop.”


“You are such a drama queen.” Cate picked up the laptop and stepped out of the car ,mumbling. “And we are so going to prison. Had to read detective novels all those summers with her, didn’t you Cate. Couldn’t just get her to read teen romances, could you,” she scolded herself.


“Have a little faith,” Hannah chided. “We’re close. Look. As I see it, Julia rebuffed Xabiere. When he couldn’t have her, he tried to replace her with Vera, her second. But Jazlyn replaced Vera, making her next up. This all goes back to his obsession. His total fixation on Julia.”


“Good lord. And I thought Louie had it bad.”


“I know, right? Xabiere has serious issues. Which makes him dangerous. Now, we can wait for a few days for the permission to get his records, if Hym can even convince a judge to give him permission. Give Xabiere the chance to catch on. Maybe flee. Or attack Jazlyn. Maybe take a shot at Vera and Louie again. Or we can get the records ourselves, force a confession, and let everyone, including Louie, get on with their lives.”


It did not take Cate long to weigh the options. “All right then. Let’s do this.”


As they approached the hospital, Hannah suggested they find the cafeteria. It was an open area where no one would be suspicious of their work and a good place for Cate to tap into the hospital’s WiFi network. Hannah knew that most modern facilities used these systems but that security around them is not always what it should be. As such, intruders within a set radius of the facility could access files if they had the skillset to do so. And she knew Cate had them, among her many talents. Hannah recalled that Cate double majored in library science and computers, specializing in web security. Her life goal was to become a digital archivist for the Smithsonian. But when her mother, Myra Jordan turned up with cancer, Cate settled in Twilight and took a job at the library.


After finding their way to the cafeteria, the two settled and both began their work. While waiting for Cate’s laptop to boot up, Hannah tried to listen in on the conversation at the next table. A group of nurses ate, chatted, and watched the news that was playing. The news story revolved around the incident at the studio. Thus, the nurses’ discussion centered on it.


Hannah turned back to Cate, who focused on the laptop. After a moment, Cate looked up and gave a single node. Hannah knew this meant that her companion had connected to the network and that it was time to put a plan into action. A plan that would save them time and effort of going the hard route to the records.


“Uh, did you get the pass code for the network?” Cate said in a loud enough voice for the nurses at the next table to overhear.


Hannah shook her head. “I didn’t.”


Cate turned to the nurses, “Excuse me. I hate to interrupt, but you wouldn’t happen to have the WiFi pass code would you?”


A young nurse, perhaps in her late twenties Hannah calculated, spoke up. “I don’t think there is one. It’s an open system.”


“Oh,” Cate said, typing. She then frowned. “Darn it. Something must be wrong with my computer.”


“It still won’t let you on?” the young nurse inquired.


Cate mocked another attempt and shook her head. “No. I just need to check on my aunt. She’s in ICU.” She gave an imploring smile.


“You can always go to the nurses’ station,” another nurse recommended. Hannah devised her as being not just older but more experienced, given her voice tone and mannerisms.


“Oh, no. Not her,” Hannah exaggerated. “She’s got this thing about hospitals.”


Cate looked sheepish. “It’s a phobia. A real problem,” she sighed. “This is as far as I go unless I’m unconscious.”


Hannah reached over and patted Cate’s hand. “I’ll check on her. You stay here.”


The older nurse got up and stepped next to Hannah and Cate’s table. “They won’t give a non-family member much info. But, here, I can get you in if you like.”


Cate gave a charming smile. “Thank you.”


“Just be sure and sign out,” the nurse said smiling, and stepped back to her group.


Hannah gave Cate a capricious look. After a few seconds, she exclaimed, “Oh. Here.” Cate turned to the nurses. “Everything looks good. Everything is going to be all right.”


The nurses got up to leave, and the helpful one said, “Good for you, honey. Hope everything turns up well.” Both Hannah and Cate waved. “I’m sure it will,” Cate responded.


“Well?” Hannah asked.


“You cannot rush great art. You must savor it… bingo!” Cate confirmed access as she scanned the electronic medical record. “Says here he registered under his legal name, William Robert Barton. Admitted 8:24 p.m. from the emergency room. He complained of a headache, blurred vision, nausea, vomiting, vertigo, and agitation. Related that he had fallen down stairs in his condo earlier around 1:00 p.m. He struck his head, and a neighbor who heard the fall reported she found him unconscious, and remained so for about a minute. His symptoms progressed until he came to the hospital. The doctor recommended overnight observation.”


Hannah frowned, disappointed that the information was not what she had hoped for. “What about nurses’ reports?”


Scanning down the page, Cate lifted one eyebrow. “Two for two. Says here that around 10:40, the nurse’s assistant checked in on him and he was missing from his room. A general search failed to find him. Around 11:50 p.m., he turned up in the waiting room in ‘a delusional state’. He told them he was waiting to see a doctor. They took him back to his room and restrained him for the night.”


Cate looked up from the screen. “That’s an hour and ten minutes unaccounted for. More than enough time.”


“He wouldn’t even need that. Ten minutes to and from. That leaves fifty minutes to do what he did.” Hannah swirled her tongue around the inside of her mouth for a bit and then tapped the top of the computer. “Can you get to the security reports for the night?”


Cate began typing. “What are we looking for?”


“Anything out of the ordinary not related to that.”


After a moment, Cate grinned. “Gotcha.” She turned the computer around so Hannah could read. The sleuth’s eyes lit up as she read. “A stolen car.” She lifted her face to meet Cate’s. “Nailed,” was all she said.


Chapter 27


Several phone calls later, and an hour’s passage led everyone back to Louie’s once more. A recap of present evidence and suspicions led to a discussion of the burden of proof.


“But is it enough?” Louie asked, handing Hym a mug.


Hym took the vessel and lifted it to Louie in thanks. He then leaned back into his host’s couch. “Well, no, to be honest. Not by definition.”


Hannah paced the floor pointing out the fact that Xabiere had both motive and opportunity.


“Now you are sounding like a dime store novel detective,” Hym accused.


Hannah showed clear signs of frustration. “He was missing from the hospital at the time.”


“From the hospital. The same hospital where he was later found mumbling in the waiting room, claiming they wanted to admit him when he already was. And this…” Hym added, pointing to the laptop, “says he did have an injury to the head. By the way, that’s inadmissible. Just so you know.”


Hannah glared at the officer. “A slight injury. And I emphasize slight.”


Hym drew in a breath before choosing his words. “Look. I know he did it. You know he did it. We all know he did it. But prove it? No. You and I have a theory. We can show doubt. That is all.”


“And doubt doesn’t always convict,” Buster commented. He glanced over to Cate. “Uncle Wilson says that all the time,” Cate agreed.


“We’ll just have to get him to admit it, then.”


Buster blew out a breath as Cate responded, “Oh, dear.” Hym, Louie, and Vera turned to the cousins with quizzical looks. “Drama time.”


All eyes returned to Hannah for an explanation.


In no time, Hannah laid out her plan. “The beauty of it is in its simplicity,” she insisted. But she could already see the concern on Louie’s face.


“Look, I want this bastard as much as anyone. But this plan…” He glanced over at Vera, who interrupted him. “Dad,” she said, “I appreciate your concern. And I know you want to protect me. But I’m a grown woman. And I’m doing this. For Mom. And for you. And for me. And for Jazlyn.”


“But…”


“No buts. I love you. And it’s going to be fine,” she said as she leaned in and kissed him on the forehead. Louie produced a small smile.


“Dad. Mom. I like the sound of that,” he said as he gave his daughter a hug. The room went silent except for the sound of Buster sniffling.


Hym coughed. “Not to break the sentimental moment, but if we are going to do this, shouldn’t we get going?”


“We should,” Hannah confirmed. “So come on. We’ll need to stop at the hospital and talk to both Jazlyn and Asa. They’re going to release her today, right?”


“I’ll give her a call,” Vera said, already dialing.


Within moments, she confirmed Jazlyn’s release within the next hour. The group split up to make their way as fast as possible. Hym, Cate, and Hannah left in Hym’s car. Louie, Vera, and Buster took Louie’s. Once there, with Vera’s help, they approached Jazlyn in her room.


Jazlyn listened with a harsh, intent look on her face as Hannah explained what she had found over the course of her investigation. The falsification of reports, her suspicions, and her reasons. The most shocking moment came to Jazlyn when she was told of Vera’s place and role in the whole affair. “Her daughter?” she said quietly. She looked over at Vera. “I see it now. We all should have.”


Confronted with the truth, Jazlyn thought about her jealousy of her step-cousin. In the end, she had to admit that Julia had solid reasons for keeping Vera close at hand, and herself at arms length. “Aunt Julia always had a plan. Sometimes we couldn’t see it. But she always knew where it was going,” she said in a halting voice. She apologized to Vera and promised to make it up to her. “We’re blood now,” she continued, as she held Vera in a tight hug.


After resolving that issue, Hannah then restated to Jazlyn what she wanted to do. Every now and again, Jazlyn looked down at the bandages on her forearms or rubbed along the bandages around her mid-section.


“So, that’s my plan. What do you think?” Hannah inquired. Observing the injured young woman, she added. “It’s our best shot at getting him to confess.”


Jazlyn glanced out the window of her hospital room and took in the sunlight filtering through. Turning back, she looked to Vera, but answered all. “He’s taken so much from us. Hurt us all.” A determined, angry expression sprinted across her face. “It’ll be my pleasure. For Aunt Julia.”


Once Jazlyn was released, she, Vera, Louie, and Hannah went to see Asa. Entering his private room, Jazlyn hugged the man, as did Vera. A short exchange of apologies over his treatment of Vera after Julia’s death followed. Asa then expressed his regrets to Louie. The two men shook hands, each vowing to make amends for past sins. Both agreed that vanity and jealousy were the basis of their differences. And as Louie put it, “Just plain male idiocy.” Then, Hannah once again explained in detail her plan to draw out a confession from Xabiere. Asa agreed to all her requests and gave Jazlyn the authority to handle any matters necessary in his name. After he thanked him, everyone but Vera left to gather in the lobby.


“I need a word with Asa and Jazlyn,” Vera explained. “Would you mind joining me?” she asked turning to her new found step-cousin. Jazlyn agreed. “We’ll join everyone in a moment.” She then joined Vera to go talk with Asa. The rest of the group made their way down to the lobby.


Waiting, Buster nibbled on a piece of candy from a vending machine. Between bites, he confirmed, “Let me get this straight. When Julia rebuffed Xabiere, he turned his attention to Vera? Why?”


“Obsession. She was the closest person to Julia. She was going to take over the show in time. So Vera became a Julia substitute.”


“Then why’d he dump her for Jazlyn.”


“Obsession is more about control. He wanted to control Julia. When she rejected him, he killed her. Then I’d imagine he felt guilty. So he tried to recreate her, this time by controlling the person closest to her position. In his mind, Vera became Julia, and he obtained the relationship he always wanted by proxy.”


“I get it,” reaffirmed Cate. “But when Jazlyn became the heir to the throne, so to speak, he rid himself of Vera. But Jazlyn isn’t anything like the others. She played with his emotions then dumped him.”


Hannah smiled, “And it drove him over the edge. Now he has killed again to remain close to Jazlyn.”


Louie shook his head. “Good lord,” was all he said.


Hym nodded. “Right. So the whole incident at the studio was…”


”A plan,” Hannah interrupted. “He created a plan to hurt her, come to her rescue and win her heart.”


“That’s insane,” Louie interjected.


“I think what you meant to say was crrrraaaaazzzyy,” Cate commented in a sarcastic tone.


Everyone issued a stressful chuckle. After the laughter died down, Hannah continued. “No arguments here. In fact, that’s my argument in its entirety He doesn’t think in a rational manner anymore. In his mind, he believed that if he got rid of Julia, Jazlyn would get what she wanted. The show, wealth and fame. Once he revealed that all her success was because of him, she would fall into his arms out of gratitude.”


“Unbelievable,” Louie remarked. “She was so kind to him, too.” A bitter look came into her eyes. “I’d like to...”


“He’s not going to get away with it,” Hym promised. It was at that moment that the elevator chimed and Vera and Jazlyn stepped out into the lobby. They glanced around, found where their friends sat and approached. Louie was the first to speak. “You all right?” he inquired of Vera.


“Everything’s fine.” She then addressed everyone. “Jazlyn and I have something we need to do before we go through with this. We’ll join you in a few hours.”


Louie gave a look of concern, but Vera assured him everything was fine.


“We’ll be there,” promised Jazlyn. They looked out at the front parking lot just as Staples pulled up in Asa’s Bentley. They said their goodbyes, exited, got into the car, and pulled away.


“I wonder if I should have gone with them,” Louie said half aloud.


Cate grabbed his hand and squeezed. “Sounds more like a girl thing. They’ll be fine. Come on. We all need to get to Asa’s.”


“I’ll meet you there,” Louie informed her. “I need to make a run to the house.”


Cate said nothing but watched as he exited for the parking lot. On the way to the Karas mansion, she expressed her concerns for Louie to Hannah, Buster, and Hym.


“Do you think he’s that irrational?” Hym asked.


“I don’t know. Knowing that Xabiere killed Julia, his one love. And tried to kill him. Endangered Vera. Who knows?”


“I know he keeps weapons around the house,” Buster said. “And Uncle Wilson told me in the military, Louie could, and I quote, “shoot the hairs off a gnat’s derrière.”


Hannah noted the concern in both her friend’s voices.


Cate stared out the window, a solemn look on her face. Hannah looked at her, and read it to be guilt. “Hey. I’ve had my concerns about this all along,” she admitted. “This whole affair has put him under extreme pressure.”


“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Hym said.


Cate, Buster, and Hannah all thanked him for his concern.


After arriving, Mrs. Staples greeted everyone. Asa called ahead, and she let them in with a gracious smile. She had coffee waiting in the security room above a massive, six-car garage to the rear of the vast house. There, she introduced everyone to head guard Jonas Grumby.


“Jonas,” he insisted, as he made sure to shake everyone’s hand.


Hannah put him in his early fifties. Medium height and weight. Solid build and handshake. Muscular. The way he moved and reacted suggested to her that he was former military. A quick question from Hannah revealed retired Navy.


“I’m here to assist in any capacity,” he informed. “This guy’s…” Angry, hurting words choked up in Jonas’s throat. “She was a fine lady, Ms. Karas. I’ll do whatever is necessary to rectify this.”


Hannah took his words to mean he felt some guilt in Julia’s death. According to the reports, he was not on duty the night she died. But it was clear he felt responsible in some way. Though it was Julia who died that night, Xabiere left a trail of victims in his wake, Hannah concluded.


Reassuring the guard that his guilt was not warranted, Hym insisted he help in taking down the murderous chef. “Tell us about this security system,” he encouraged Jonas.


“Happy to,” he said, a relieved smile lighting his face. “But someones going to have to explain that hat,” he said, pointing to Hannah. Everyone laughed in a release of mounting tension. It was at this point that Mrs. Staples explained that she and her husband were staying with friends. Jonas had insisted on insuring their safety. She then excused herself to wait for his return before leaving.


Jonas went on to explain that Asa had always been lax on security before Julia’s death. This was much to the chagrin of the guard who Asa employed only during the day at the time. This was in part due to Julia’s insistence. She felt that such systems invaded her privacy as much as invasive fans. “I don’t like having my every move watched,” she complained to both Asa and the guard. “After her death, Mr. Karas had this system installed.”


The security room consisted of a large furnished area. Just inside the space was a well-kept kitchenette where Mrs. Staples had made the coffee. At the far end of the area was three huge, wall-mounted monitors. Each covered up to six cameras. The outer two screens broke the images down into two rows of three. These were the grounds coverage.


The center monitor covered the interior of the house. The six blocks on the screen rotated images throughout the house. “It’s on a ten second rotation. And each image is captured in a repeating sequence,” Jonas explained to his guests. In front of the monitors was a small, two-person desk. A second chair and desk rest to the left of first.


“We operate in two-man shifts now,” he clarified. “One on monitor. The other on ground or at the entry.” He pointed at the screen. On the first outer monitor, a young man walked the grounds. To Hannah, he appeared to be in his late twenties, muscular, light hair, and wearing glasses.


“All former military?” Hannah asked in no uncertain terms.


“Good eye. Wes Walker...” Jonas Indicated to the man on the monitor, “is ex-Army. Former Ranger. He’s good people. You can trust him.”


“Already do,” Hym said, rolling up a sleeve to reveal a Ranger tattoo on his upper left arm.


Hannah asked to see Hym’s marking. She traced the outline with a finger when he presented it to her.


“Any others?” she asked.


Hym grinned. “You’ll have to find out for yourself,” he quipped, causing her to blush.


“And on that note,” Cate interjected.


Jonas cleared his throat and asked, “So what’s the plan?”


Having already explained several times over, Hannah let Hym do the honors. Jonas listened to every word. “Interesting idea,” he said when Hym concluded. “This is going to be a fun night. I’ll get Wes to bring up some extra chairs from storage.”


The sun was setting as Louie made his way to the Karas estate. Jonas informed Walker of his approach. He guided Louie’s truck inside the garage where there were two unoccupied spots. Once inside, Walker looked into the truck and backed away, his hand on his sidearm.


Louie stepped out of the truck. “Whoa. It’s okay. I promise. Just let me explain.” Then he proceeded to do so.


Waiting in the security room, Hannah heard the shuffle of two sets of footfalls coming up the stairs. But it was the third, familiar sound that caught their attention. The door opened, and Critic entered, tail wagging and tongue licking. Louie stepped in along with Walker. Jonas shot Walker a ‘what the heck’ look. The young man patted the dog on the head and headed to the monitor station to talk with Jonas.


“He’s what you went home for?” questioned Cate.


Louie grinned. “Yeah. What’d you think? I was going to bring my .9 mm?”


Cate reached out and hugged him. “Thank you,” she whispered.


Jonas made his way over to Critic for an introduction. Louie explained that Critic was a trained, yet retired, police dog. “You never know. He might be of use. And I bet he’s faster than any of us.”


Jonas agreed, having worked with canines in the military.


“So grab a cup. Join the Scooby gang,” he said.


Again, everyone waited. Louie chatted with Jonas and Hym about shared military experience. Buster listened with all ears. Cate and Hannah talked as they stood behind Walker and studied the monitors.


“There’s no audio?” Hannah asked the young guard.


“No ma’am. Just visual. We can see every end of the property. Most rooms in the house.”


“Can you focus in on a specific area?”


He smiled. “Sure can. Name one.”


Hannah’s voice intensified. “The gazebo.”


Walker typed at the keyboard, and the left hand monitor dropped all six camera views to one single image. The camera pulled in to reveal the inside of the gazebo.


“Close enough?” Walker asked.


Hannah patted him on the shoulder. “That’ll do.”


Cate watched for a moment and then asked, “How long does it take to learn this system?”


“The basics? About an hour, to tell the truth. Half that if you have a brain. Why? Looking for a new career?”


“You never know. Teach me,” she said, drawing up a chair.


For the next half hour, Walker explained the operation of the cameras to Cate. “You’re a natural,” he smiled. Noticing the far right monitor, he said, “Bring that in close.”


Cate performed the operation to perfection. Another car approached the garage. The monitor revealed Asa’s Bentley carrying Vera and Jazlyn. Walker, Cate, and Hannah watched as the car pulled into the driveway and up to the garage. Hannah rose and headed back to the door to greet the girls. Cate remained behind.


Once again, Hannah heard footfalls, but this time there were three. The door opened, and Vera stepped inside. Everyone turned to look, and the room fell quiet. Then Louie said half aloud, “Amazing.” Jonas’s eyes widened. Hym stared. Hannah and Cate both gasped. And Buster’s mouth fell agape.


Vera had transformed. She had cut her long, dark brown hair short and dyed it black. She wore no glasses and was in full make up. Removing a coat, she revealed a pink, satin nightgown. Over the silent room, Louie uttered, “Julia.


Having achieved the desired effect, both Vera and Jazlyn smiled. They lifted their hands and gave each other a ‘high five’. It was only then that everyone noticed the young woman in the rear. A round of questions flew forth.


Vera explained that she felt the look was both appropriate and necessary to achieve the full, hoped for outcome. Jazlyn clarified that the young woman was Casey Fronek, the sound producer on the show. Opening the bag she carried, she exposed an assortment of equipment. Of importance were several types of microphones. Most notable were small lapel microphones and a mobile recorder. “It’s wireless, so anything within good eyesight is good to go.”


Jazlyn turned to look at Hannah. “Showtime?” she asked.


“Showtime,” Hannah replied, handing Jazlyn her phone.


A brief few moments later, Jazlyn handed the phone back. “He bought it. He’s on his way.” She frowned and looked at the bandages on her arms. “I’ve no idea what I saw in him. Even for a moment.” She glanced over to Vera before coming back to Hannah. “I think it’s time to grow up.” She then looked over toward Buster, who was still talking to the men. A warm, genuine smile crept across her face. “Well, maybe not too soon.”


Hannah grinned and shook her head. Then in a serious tone, she asked, “How long did he say?”


“I told him after shift. He’ll be here around 11:30 p.m..”


Vera nodded in approval. “Appropriate,” was her comment. “Let’s get ready.”


Chapter 28


Hannah, Hym, and Louie watched the monitors with intense focus behind Jonas, who was on point. Cate sat beside him, observing. Buster and the young tech sat at the desk next to the monitors. Two small speakers sat atop plugged into a laptop, as did a small microphone. “Can you hear us?” Casey asked.


“Clear,” Jazlyn’s voice crackled.


“Perfect,” sounded Vera.


The young woman turned to Jonas and gave the ‘thumbs up’ signal.


“Did you shut off the lights in the back?” Hym asked Jonas.


He indicated yes.


Louie shot the two a tense look. “How are we going to see them if it’s dark?” he asked in a panicked voice.


“Infra red.” Jonas pushed a button and the camera aimed to the gazebo changed to night vision. Vera and Jazlyn’s reddish-yellow form was visible via heat signature. “Mr. Karas spared no expense.”


Louie let out a breath. “I can’t wait here. I’m going down to the garage. Come on, boy.”


Critic rose from his place next to the door and he padded out along with his master.


Hym appeared worried. “Is he going to make it?”


“He’ll make it,” Cate assured. “Can’t say the same for Xabiere,” she mumbled under her breath.


Stretching, Hannah requested, “Buster, would you keep him company? Just in case?”


Buster rose with some hesitation. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” He added, “He is, after all, only like a hundred pounds larger.”


“You’ll be fine.”


“Let Walker handle him if it comes to that,” Jonas tossed in. “He’s more than capable.”


Buster departed just as Jonas pointed to the screen. “He’s here.”


On the screen a small, dark Aston Martin rolled to a stop just before the mansion. A dark figure in a long black coat exited. In the security room, Hannah whispered, “Xabiere,” as if he could hear.


Jonas called down to Walker, who was in the garage, “Condition One.” Walker readied his weapon.


Casey checked the microphone headset and receiver she placed on Hym. “It’s two way,” she reminded him. “We’ll hear everything and can talk back and forth.”


Looking to Jonas, Hym asked, “Going down?”


Jonas turned to Cate. “I want to be in on this. Think you can handle it?”


Grinning, she replied with a quick mock salute, “Affirmative.”


“Good girl.” He rose and offered Hannah his position. She waved him off.


“No way. I’m coming.”


The guard started to argue but Hym cut him off. “Pointless,” he offered. “Let’s just get downstairs.”


Jonas shrugged and then all three went downstairs to join Louie and Walker.


Back on the grounds, Xabiere paused to look around. He then headed around to the side of the house. Like a pro, Cate switched camera after camera, following along until he made his way toward the gazebo.


Though the images were bright on the screen for Cate, the gazebo’s location allowed Vera to mask herself in near darkness. She took an interior seat furthest away from the starlight reflecting off the lake. Jazlyn stood to the far side, where she could bathe in the slight glow. Otherwise, being a moonless night, the whole area was pitch black.


As he approached, Xabiere’s voice echoed through hidden microphones. Casey earlier placed them around the gazebo and on Jazlyn and Vera.


“Jazlyn?” Xabiere called.


From the security room, Cate and Casey watched the images playing before them. Jazlyn turned, peering into the darkness. She said nothing but reached forth with an outstretched arm. Xabiere moved to her, and she embraced him. Holding tight, she turned him away so that he could not make out Vera sitting opposite them.


“I knew you would come to me,” Xabiere said.


Listening through an ear piece, again supplied by Casey, Hannah thought he sounded like a man in love. But she knew better. Obsession does not equate to love, she reminded herself.


Stepping back from her embrace, Jazlyn kept her hands on Xabiere’s upper arms and kept her focus on his face.


“She’s controlling the situation,” Cate noted. “Clever girl.”


Never losing her gaze, Xabiere cleared his throat. “Why did you bring me here?”


Jazlyn let her grasp slip until she held his hands. She lifted them to her face and kissed them. “It took me a while,” she said. “To figure it all out.” Pausing, she added, “What you did.”


Xabiere took a quick step back and jerked his hands away. His stance became defensive.


From upstairs, Cate called out the visuals as the others listened. “Under control,” she reassured.


Although hesitant, Xabiere listened to Jazlyn’s every word. She assured him of her new found commitment to him.


“It upset me at first,” she confessed. “I became hurt and angry. She was my aunt, after all.”


Jazlyn approached him again, arm extended. With hesitation, he reached out to her. They locked hands but stood apart.


“Just knowing what you did...” She squeezed her hand tight and lured him toward her. “Did you do this for me? To help me? To bring me back to you?”


Xabiere took a cautious step forward. “Yes,” he issued in a low tone. “I didn’t mean to…”


Jazlyn stepped forward and put her finger across his lips. “Shhh,” she quietened. “It doesn’t matter. It brought me around. Back to where I needed to be.” She leaned forward once again and embraced him. “Is that why you killed her?”


“For you.” He let go and moved back. “For us.”


From the security room, Cate called out in an anxious voice. “Will that do?”


From the garage, Hannah, Louie, Buster, and Jonas were ready to go. But Hym shook his head, held out his hand and kept everyone at bay. “Not yet. It has to be absolute. No doubt.”


Jazlyn let go and pushed Xabiere away. He stepped toward her, arms reaching. Jazlyn moved around the gazebo’s inner side. She then came to a stop beside Vera. Both now stood in the shadows.


Xabiere had followed Jazlyn’s movement around but now stood motionless before the two women. There was a pause.


“I haven’t been myself since the fire,” Jazlyn said in a low tone. “It’s like someone called to me.”


Hannah listened and held her breath. Her whole plan, odd though it was, depended on the gullibility and mental status of Xabiere. She was sure he was on the edge. All his recent actions and behaviors suggested a man about to cross the line between sanity and insanity. She could tell that line was, at present, blurred to him. But was it enough to make him fall into this charade? A trick of light, shadow, and mind? Jazlyn was the consummate actress but would he go for it? Hannah prayed so.


Xabiere stepped back half mumbling. “No.”


“I’m sorry Asa kept us apart,” Jazlyn said. Again, she reached out. With little hesitation, Vera mirrored her movement.


“Is that why you did this to me?” both Vera and Jazlyn said in near perfect unison.


They practiced this, thought Hannah as she listened in.


“No!” cried out Xabiere. “Because I loved you. Love you. I… I…” Turning to run in a blind panic, he slammed against the post which he had pushed Julia into. Hitting the ground, blood erupted from his nose, and the cuts on his cheek and brow. He rolled over to see Vera step out of the shadow and into the little light that showed from the reflecting stars on the lake.


“Julia,” he uttered in absolute terror. He scrambled toward the gazebo exit, but Jazlyn stepped between him and his pathway. Now caught between what appeared to him as his two loves and victims, he began flailing about. “No,” he cried out. “No. No. I killed you! You can’t do this to me. I did this to you!”


Wiping the blood from his face, he flung it in Vera’s direction. The warm droplets landed across Vera’s face. She did not flinch. Instead, she raised a pointed finger. “Why, William? Tell me why?


“Because of him. You loved me. Not him. But you stayed with him. And wouldn’t come back to me. All you wanted was your money, fame, and show. I was there beside you. Within arm’s reach. Always. But you paid more attention to her. Not me…”


Xabiere’s voice trailed off. “Her,” he half said aloud. “Vera…” He shook his head as if trying to clear the image before him.


From the garage, Hannah said, “He’s cracking. Don’t we have enough?” Hym called Cate and asked if it had recorded. Casey confirmed. Finally, Hym said, “Let’s go. But be quiet. Just to be safe.” Then Hannah and the men exited the garage toward the gazebo, Critic following along.


In the gazebo, Xabiere’s turned between Jazlyn, who blocked him, and Vera, who stood behind him. He mumbled and rambled. “Even when he brought his niece into your own house. I wanted them to be you. I didn’t mean to.”


He walked to the bloody post and put his hand on it. “Did it hurt?” he asked in an almost apologetic tone.


“The water was cold,” Vera answered. “Why’d you put me there?”


Xabiere stiffened, eyes remaining on the post. “So no one would find out. You came when I called. I told you I was afraid to come in, remember. Afraid of him. So you came outside to get the information. It was cold. You had that coat on. His coat. He was still keeping you warm. This covering.” He thumbed the sleeve on the article he wore. “I wasn’t the mole. I kept everything to myself. It was Tim. I would never betray you.”


Jazlyn watched Xabiere unravel in a dazed, confused manner. Hearing Hannah and the men approaching, she put her hand back, signaling them to hold off. Cate coached her through an ear piece and encouraged her to get as much as his confession as possible. She complied without hesitation.


By this time, Xabiere had crossed the tipping point. He wept through his words as he leaned in and hugged the post. Everyone who was listening felt some pity. “I had to,” he confessed. “It was an accident. You just…” He turned to look at Vera. “Why couldn’t you love me?” he yelled as his whole body shook. “You just kept telling me no. No. No! NO!”


Both Vera and Jazlyn watched as his imagination replayed the events through pantomime. As his actions played out, he tried to kiss Julia, and she pushed him away. He then grabbed her by the neck and slammed her into the post. He carried through by kneeling beside her and kissing her goodbye as he cradled her non-present body while sobbing.


Having seen enough, Jazlyn motioned for the others to approach. Stepping into the gazebo, Hym placed his hand over his holster. Seeing him, Xabiere rose to his feet. He looked around at everyone. A mixture of terror, panic, rage, and desperation ran the gamut on his face. He let out a terrifying roar that gave everyone pause. Seizing the moment, he jumped over the inside rail of the gazebo and landed at the water’s edge. He made his way onto the bank and scrambled toward the side of the house where he had first made his way.


Louie, who was behind the rest, now found himself first in place to react. He started after Xabiere on foot with Jonas, Walker, and Buster just behind. Hannah made for the other side of the house. Seeing her, Hym followed suit. She lost sight of everyone just as she rounded the rear corner. Round the corner to the front, she saw Xabiere running blind. The men were just behind with Walker ahead, Buster next, and Louie trailing. Critic led the pack.


Seeing Hannah, Xabiere bolted in her direction just as Hym turned the corner behind. Pulling a gun from inside his coat pocket, Xabiere got within a few feet of her and shot. She ducked to the ground as the round burrowed into something. Then she heard Louie yell, “Take!” Critic bounded forward and knocked Xabiere to the ground with force and clamp down on his arm. The gun tumbled away just as she heard a voice sound off in pain, “Unnnhhhh.” Hannah raised her head to see Critic jerking at Xabiere, twisting and pulling on the sleeve of his coat.


He screamed in a horrified voice, “Get him off,” something Louie apparently hesitated to do. Finally, she heard him say, “Heel,” and Critic let go. The hound then sat beside Xabiere, staring. The man curled up into a ball and clutched his knees. He sobbed once more.


It was just then that Hannah thought to look back. Hym lay on the ground. “HYM!” she cried out. She scrambled to her feet and made her way back to where he lie. Reaching him, she found blood flowing from his thigh. Although she wanted to say something, nothing came forth. Hym blinked and looked up at her. “Are you always this hard on all your dates?” he asked in a half-joking tone but a pained expression.


At a loss for words, she looked up and around at everyone. Jonas and Walker handcuffed Xabiere, who still struggled against them. Louie, Buster and Critic made their way over to where she was. Cate and Casey were just exiting the garage, running in their direction. Unexplainable tears erupted from her eyes. She wiped them away as she shook her head. She leaned over and placed her head on his chest.


Less than thirty minutes later, paramedics and police were well into working the site. Xabiere’s rambling state warranted an ambulance, restraints, and a ride to Zebulon Memorial. A general admittance to the psychiatric ward was to follow. All grew quiet as they loaded Xabiere. “Julia,” echoed as the doors closed. Seconds later, with sirens wailing, the ambulance pulled away.


Hannah stayed by Hym as a second set of paramedics prepped him for transport to the hospital.


“How bad is it?” Hannah asked.


The older of the two medics continued to work with Hym. “Not for us to say.”


“I’ll live,” Hym answered, though there was a detectable amount of pain and stress in his voice.


“Drama king,” Cate said as she looked on.


Standing beside Hannah, she surveyed the scene. Officer Glenn talked to Jonas and Walker. Casey talked with Jazlyn. Louie stood next to Vera. Officer Pepper filled out paperwork with Buster.


Seeing this, Cate, who stood by Hannah, commented, “So maybe he’ll marry into law.” She excused herself and stepped away to talk to Louie and Vera.


As they lifted his stretcher into the ambulance, Hym restated his question. “You never answered my question,” he said with a smile.


Hannah squeezed his hand.


“You call this a date?”


“What would you call it?”


Looking around at everyone broken off into groups, she said, “A beginning.”


Epilogue


Sitting in Hoolie’s Burgers, Fries, and All That, Hannah and Hym chatted over a bowl filled with fried okra.


“I’m starting to like the fact that you have that plane.”


“It does come in handy. I’m taking it up to The International Culinary Festival next month. Care to join?”


In his best flirty voice, Hym answered, “Ooh, Ms. Starvling. Are you trying to get me all to yourself?”


Hannah shifted her body. “Actually, my grandparents are coming along.”


Hym made a curious, considering face. “Hmm. Meeting the grandparents. Hmm…”


Looking over to Hannah, he could see the embarrassment on her face. The whole invitation now sounded different from what she had intended. Her expression of internal horror and conflict amused him but he repressed the urge to laugh out loud.


“Oh. Is that too soon? I didn’t mean—“


Hym interrupted her before she exploded out of mortification.


“I’m just teasing you. I’d love to. That is ,if they’ll let me,” he said pointing to the brace supporting his leg.


It had been just over six weeks and he was healing, but the doctors told him that he would likely use a cane for the rest of his life, something he had yet to break to this amazing and stunning woman. Almost every weekend since the shooting, she had been with him. Their romance was progressing in his mind and he did not want to do anything to jeopardize it.


“Thanks for being there for me,” Hym said, reaching out to take Hannah’s hand. “And I never thanked you for busting me out of the hospital. I appreciate it.”


Hannah gave a warm smile. “You are more than welcome. But I didn’t bust you out. You were released. Besides, Ed was there too, remember?” Her smile turned to a grin. “But I suppose I did play my part. So, what do I get as a reward?”


“How about…” Hym looked around and grabbed the bowl of okra, “The popcorn of the south.”


Hannah frowned, “It’s a free appetizer.” She popped a piece into her mouth and chewed. “But it is amazing.” She grabbed another piece and chowed down on it.


Hym smiled. “Told you. Hoolie’s is awesome. I’ve been coming here for years.”


A large, black male placed a plate before Hannah. It had a huge cheeseburger and a massive pile of onion rings. “He practically lived here as a child. It’s how we met. So, you are the lady Hym’s been going on about.”


Hannah looked up at the man. He was at least 6’4”, if not larger. Graying black hair and beard. Big, friendly eyes and a smile that could light the world.


“Hannah, meet William Langston Hooligan. Otherwise known as Hoo To.”


“Only to you, knot-head.” He offered a hand to Hannah. “Pleasure to meet you. Friends call me Will.”


He and Hannah shook hands. Hannah grabbed an onion ring and said, “Pleasure’s all mine. And, by the way, this okra. Amazing. I’d like to include the recipe in the book I’m working on about southern diner food.”


“Sounds good. I’ll get you the recipe.”


Hannah took a bite of the onion ring. Her eyes grew wide with pleasure. “And these rings. Dear lord. These are fantastic.”


Will laughed. “All right. Onion rings, too.”


“We definitely need to talk. I might just do a whole section on this place.” Eyeing the burger, she added, “Maybe a book.”


Will chuckled again, and looked at Hym. “I like this one. Keep her.” He turned to walk away but called back, “And you were right. She is fine.”


Swallowing down the bite she had taken from the burger, Hannah grinned. “I’m fine?”


“Actually, I said beautiful,” Hym admitted. “But fine works”


“I can live with that.”


Hym’s face went serious. “So, how’s Cate?


Hannah set her burger down. “She’s doing okay. Dealing with it. The first couple of days was rough. We did a lot of late night talking. But the surgery went better than expected. No chemo. No radiation. Checkups every six months for the next few years.”


Hym nodded. “It’s good that she has family. And you. When Mom got it, it was a struggle.” The pain of the memory showed on his face.


Watching his sadness almost broke Hannah’s heart. She was troubled by his loss, yet grateful that her friend had avoided the same fate. At least for now.


“But something good did come from it,” Hannah said with a brighter face.


Through a puzzled expression, Hym questioned in silence.


“All through high school and college, she dated this guy, Alvin Hayes. But it didn’t work out for various reasons. Anyway, he took a job in Washington, Cate stayed in Twilight. So they parted ways. But when she went in to have surgery, she ran into him again. His dad was being treated for the cancer to. Well, long story short. He’s moving back, and he’s pretty much been by her side every day since.”


“Glad to hear it. She’s a fine lady.” Hym took a bite of his burger. “Buster would have liked these. Speaking of which, how’d he take the news?”


“He was furious that she didn’t tell him. But she knew if she did, he wouldn’t have left. But he’ll be back soon, anyway. He got a part in a horror movie that’s shooting here.”


Both took bites of their food. There was a moment of silence. Hym broke it with a question. “Louie and Vera. Heard from them?”


Gesturing while holding an onion ring, Hannah answered, “Yeah, I have. They’re fine. Louie’s taking some vacation time to spend with Vera. Vera’s still getting used to having a second father. They’re both in Paris meeting her adoptive parents. And Louie’s taken a shine to her mother’s sister.”


Hym drew his brow down but gave a smile. “Sounds like he’s finally moved on. But man, I’d hate to see Vera’s therapy bills.”


“Well, now she can at least afford them. Asa isn’t going to fight the will. In fact, he’s sort of embracing the situation. She’ll be sitting on the board of Karas Inc. when she gets back. Not just the culinary wing. So Jazlyn’s continuing with the show.”


“Which I caught, by the way. She owned it. She’s a good transition from Julia.”


Hannah tapped the table excitedly. “Oh, one other thing. After all the drama, a producer latched onto the idea of making a film of Julia’s struggles. So who knows, you may be captured in all your glory on-screen soon.”


“Great,” Hym said with a displeased tone. “Some Hollywood wannabe playing me.”


“Well, you never know. They might get Silas Connor or someone like that.”


Considering the possibility, he was not that displeased with the thought. “I suppose. I guess this case had a near perfect ending, under the circumstances.”


Hannah half agreed with a slight nod. “Near,” she added.


There was another long silence before Hannah finished off the last of her food. “So. Xabiere.”


Hym cocked his head. “Been waiting on that. It’ll likely be a judgment of incompetent to stand trial, at least at the present time. He may recover enough at some point to face trial, but it’ll be a long time coming.”


Hym could tell by Hannah’s expression that she was not pleased with the news, but there was little he could do about it. He was not a man to be dishonest for any reason, and he was not going to start with the woman who sat before him.


“But he is a mess, so it’s not unexpected. I was closing out some aspects of the case the other day so I checked with the doctors on the ward. They’ve listed his behavior as a combination of obsessive love disorder, fixation, and transference.”


Hannah contemplated the information. Her eyes darted around until she admitted, “Yeah. I can see that. He obsessed over Julia. Went for Vera to replace her symbolically and hurt her at the same time. Went for Jazlyn when that didn’t work.”


“Pretty much what they said. In his mind, in killing Julia, he left an unfillable void. Vera reminded him too much of Julia. But Jazlyn was in a position that made her more like his obsession.”


“So his next mark would have been Asa. Jazlyn would inherit the kingdom. He’d marry the princess. And they would rule together, much like he saw Asa and Julia.”


Hym grinned. “Exactly. Everyone else he killed, and there were more than just Cranston, were just collateral damage. They found out something. Or got in the way. Hence his taking a shot at Louie’s house.”


Hannah leaned back in the booth. “Wow. But I still have one question.”


“Of course you do.”


“The whole toxicology report. How does it fit in?”


Hym pondered the question for a moment before offering an explanation. “Well, it was the lynch pin. Without it, the story would have never got out there.”


“But that means Julia was taking barbiturates.”


“It does.”


Hannah sighed. A sad, disturbed face erupted. “I guess it’s not that surprising. She was quirky, independent, and brilliant. But I get the feeling that even those closest to her didn’t know her. Not really. She left a lot of unanswered questions.”


“Like?”


Hannah leaned in toward Hym, placing her elbows on the table. She looked him straight in the eyes. “Like, what did she see in Xabiere? Why’d she leave Louie? Why did she abandon Vera? Why didn’t she just tell her at some point? Why didn’t she tell Louie? Why...”


Hym interrupted. “We don’t always get an answer to everything.” Hym offered. “Sometimes we just get the story and have to use our imaginations to fill in the blanks.”


“Well, you know what I’m imagining?”


Hym dipped his head. “I can’t imagine.”


“Something sweet.”


“Hmm. Let’s see. Hoo To makes an excellent pie. Pecan, apple, lemon, chocolate. What’ll it be?”


“This.” Hannah leaned in and kissed Hym. With that, she got her just dessert.
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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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Other Works by the Author in Summer  & Fall of 2014


Book 2 in Series:
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Chef Zach Barlett is an expert in truffles, the highly sought after mushroom delicacies referred to as nature’s diamonds. When he takes a 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 a mysterious man who seems determined to insert himself into her investigation, she becomes even more convinced. Now her planned working vacation with her grandparents, the stubborn Papa Jay and nosy Gran, and love interest Hymnal, is in jeopardy. So is her life. She only has a few working clues. One, somebody attempted to kill her friend. Two, Zach’s sous chef Bryer is involved. Three, the mysterious stranger, Robin Grant, is not who he claims. And last, it all revolves around someone known only as ‘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, and avoid getting herself killed.


Now she must find the answers to two questions:


Who is behind the attempt on Zach’s life? And more importantly …


Why did the gourmet keep his diamonds in the kitchen?
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Book 3 in the Series
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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 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 planners 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 in the Series
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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?
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Our Novella to Introduce your to the Twilight Neighborhood!


Free Download on Amazon in May 2014
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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 two questions.


Why did the murderer target the man in the yellow suit?


And why did they serve the diner death before dessert?  
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http://TwilightMysteries.com  (Facebook)


http://KeePatterbee.com (blog)


Access the YouTube Channel from the blog!

images/00006.jpeg
St





images/cover.jpeg
A HANNAH STHEVLING
TwiLichat [IURDER

MysTery NOVEL

Series Book 1

\
THE CHEF AT
THE W ATER’s EDGE

\———”‘
77

g PRAL S
\)Sgﬂ“ %

et R

[ =
%e %/fé/}fe S

e





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
sy Bank
Way






images/00002.jpeg
A Hawan Sthwvi

Twuarr MURDER TWILIGHT
sy Nows wsreb Sstusy
\ o HSTIEY ol
Who Ate A THE DINER
PoisoN Tas TE e
N (JOR DEATH DEATH
\/_\

For
DESERT






images/00008.jpeg
o Srasnes
TWILIGHT
BISTRO SPEAKEASY

~— TSTERY Novelle
- THE DINER

WHO HAD

DEeATH

For






images/00007.jpeg
A Haxxan STagst
Twiicnr MURD)

vsriny Nows s »
THE AcTox%

‘Wao Hap A

ASTE

FOR DEATH






images/00005.jpeg
A Haxan Stanyffic
Twiiant MUrDER.

HMystery NoveL e
‘THE @\ 4
GOURMET )

‘Wso Keer

DiarmonDs

1N THE KITCHEN






images/00001.jpeg





