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Chapter 1

Notes: Cast of Characters--
Herbert 'Hank' Crank--retired Texas Ranger. Forty-five, 6'3, rangy build. Hank has
thick, dark hair, with a thin streak of gray at his left temple.
Chill Pill--Hank's pet nine banded armadillo. Chill Pill is no ordinary 'dillo. Hank has
trained him to, among other things, come when called, walk on a leash, and use a litter
box. Chill also seems to have a nose for the nefarious.
Heloise Thibideaux--Hank's younger sister, married to fellow Ranger, Anton. 
Mother of Eloise.
Eloise Adorine Thibideaux--Hank's seven-year-old niece. Daughter of Heloise and
Anton. She lives up to her name's definition of 'well known warrior'. Her uncle Hank
despairs of her ever being a 'lady'. 
Anton Clemenceau Thibideaux--Texas Ranger, married to Heloise, father of Eloise, and
good friend to Hank.
Logan Berryman--Hank's old buddy, now an entertainment lawyer in California.
Tina and Chase Bergeron--Logan's new ladyfriend, and her son.

'Dillo Talk
by Fannie Feazell

A Nanowrimo 2003 Novel

Chapter One

Herbert 'Hank' Crank finished tucking a half-quart of milk, two sticks of margarine, a small
block of Velveeta, and part of a package of olive loaf into a small cardboard box, then he
put it back in the refrigerator. The little light inside had barely had time to shut off ("If it
does shut off," Hank had said more than once. "I'm not entirely convinced it does. That
would go a long way toward explaining some of my light bills.") when there was a knock
on the door.

He walked to the front of the house, boot heels clocking on first the slate kitchen tile, then
the hardwood floors. He peered through the spyglass set in the heavy oak door, and a
smile lit up his face, edging it from pleasantly craggy over into downright handsome. He
opened the door and immediately squatted down.

This brought his face on level with the little blonde girl, who looked like a shorter, blonder
version of the pretty woman standing just behind her. Hank said, "Well, hello there, Miss
Priss. Fancy meeting you here."

The child giggled coyly. "Unca Hank, you knowed we was coming."

"Yes, I knew you were coming, Eloise." He looked up at the woman, who was smiling
indulgently. "Hey, Heloise."

"Hey, big brother. Sorry we're late. Eloise's soccer game ran a little late."

Hank turned his attention back to his niece. The little girl, all of seven years old, was
dressed in a much stained soccer uniform. The uniform, and the child herself, were
liberally decorated with both mud and grass stains. "Did you win?"

The girl nodded vigorously. "We open't uppa can of whoopass on 'em."

Hank frowned. "Language, Lissy!" The little girl looked abashed. "Heloise, you ought to
not let her get away with that."



Heloise shrugged. "I'm just glad she doesn't pick up worse. Don't worry--wrestling has
been banned."

"I should hope so, especially after that incident in the ball pit at McDonalds."

"Hey, that boy was three years older and had about twenty pounds on her. I'm proud of
my baby."

"I am, too, but I think that kneeing him in the privates was a little extreme for pulling her
hair." He shook his head as he stood up. "She's your girl, all right."

Heloise shrugged. "Anton insisted on naming her after me. I told him that a name meaning
'well known warrior' might have an influence."

Hank stepped aside. "Come on in, you two. I don't need to be air conditioning the whole
neighborhood." He shut the door after his visitors, and said, "Actually, you're right on time.
I was just finishing up my preparations. All I've got left to do is shut off the central air and
the gas to the stove, then get Chill Pill."

"Are you sure about taking him along, Hank?" asked Heloise as they walked back to the
kitchen. "I wouldn't mind keeping him for you, and you know that Eloise would be thrilled."

"Yeah!" Eloise piped up. "He could play in the back yard with Bogus." Bogus was the
Thibideaux's pet pug. They had allowed Eloise to name him, and Bill and Ted's Excellent
Adventure had been in heavy rotation on cable the week before the wiggling bundle of fur
was brought home.

"Honey, I'm sure Chill would have a fine time with Bogus, but you know your Daddy would
have fits if Chill dug up that pretty back yard. That man just about kills himself to keep it
nice. And besides, y'all have a hurricane fence, and Chill might just climb right over it and
go looking for me."

"No he wouldn't!" Eloise protested.

"Never can tell, darlin'. Those claws are handy for climbing, and I think he'd get lonesome
for me." Heloise snorted softly, and Hank gave her a severe look. "You didn't have any
trouble believing that Bogus pined for you when you left him here that time you went to
Orlando." Hank opened the refrigerator and took out the box. "Here are the perishables.
You have the key?" Heloise held up her key ring, showing Hank the house key that was
threaded on a separate loop. "Good deal. All you'll have to worry about is getting the mail
and watering my plants. I have the lights set on a timer."

"Right. We'll look after the place, Hank. But I gotta tell you, anyone who'd break into the
house of an ex-Texas Ranger, which is situated next to the house of another Texas
Ranger is so stupid he needs to be put down before he can breed and screw up the gene
pool."

Hank shrugged. "I have to agree, but there's such a thing as ignorance, too. And I told you
before, Heloise, there is..."

Heloise and Eloise chanted the rest of the sentence, "...no such thing as an ex-Texas
Ranger."

He smiled, nodding. "That's right--only retired Rangers." He took a jar of uncooked
oatmeal out of the refrigerator. "Want to go help me call Chill Pill, Lissy?"

"Yeah!"



Hank picked up the plastic pet taxi that was sitting beside the kitchen door, then they went
out into the spacious back yard. It was surrounded by a six-foot-high redwood fence, and
shaded by two towering pecan trees, and a smaller, graceful mimosa tree. The three
walked to the back of the yard, toward a corner that was more built up than the rest of the
surrounding area. The rest of the yard was covered with grass, but this little hump was
bare dirt, and there was a hole in the base.

As they walked, Hank lifted his voice, calling, "Chill Pill, c'mere, boy!" He whistled sharply.
There was a hint of movement at the entrance of the hole, but no other response. "Chill!
Darn it, don't you give me a hard time. We need to get on the road."

Eloise squatted down and peered into the darkness. "I can see 'im, Unca Hank. He i'nt in
very deep." She turned her head to look up at him. "Want me to try an' pull 'im out?"

"No! Lissy, don't you ever go reaching down into a hole. You never can tell what might be
waiting out of sight. Besides, remember what I told you about Chill. He wouldn't want to
hurt you, but if he gets stubborn and starts trying to brace himself against the walls, he
might catch you with his claws. No." He unscrewed the lid on the jar. "We're just going to
have to appeal to his greed."

Eloise bounced up and down. "Let me, let me!"

Hank held the jar toward her, and she reached in, feeling around in the flakes. "Get two,
darlin'--one to get him out, and one to apologize for tricking him."

Heloise wrinkled her nose. "I don't know how she can stand to handle those."

Hank gave her an amused glance as the little girl withdrew two tiny balls, not much bigger
than buckshot. "Oh, come on, Heloise--they're just pill bugs. We used to race them when
we were kids."

"I outgrew it."

Eloise squatted at the hole again, and extended one of the little insects toward it.
"Heeere, Chill Pill. Nummy, yummy." There was a questioning snuffle from the hole. "I
think he's comin'. Unca Hank, say the 'dillo pome."

"You ought to know that by heart, Eloise."

"I do, but you say it. C'mon, Chill Pill. Eat the bug. It'll make your grow big an' strong."

Hank started to recite. "If you give an armadillo a fright, he'll stop, and drop, and roll up
tight. He sort of gives himself a hug..."

Eloise said the last few words with him. "...like a giant roly-poly bug. Here he comes."

The first thing to appear was a pointed, twitching, nose, then the rest of the wedge
shaped head. After a moment, the rest of the little creature waddled into view. It was a
grayish-beige color, about the size of a large cat, and looked like something that had
escaped from Jurassic Park--junior division. Eloise backed up a little, luring it till it was
completely free of the hole, even its long tail. Eloise held the pill bug on her open palm,
and Chill Pill shuffled up to her, nosed in her palm, and ate it. While he munched, the
child petted him, and said, "You feel kind of like a real old football, Chill Pill."

"He looks more like a soccer ball when he rolls up," said Hank. He'd opened the pet taxi.
Now he scooped the 'dillo up and pushed him into it, moving quickly, so that the animal
wouldn't have time to spraddle his legs. That was the trick to getting any sort of animal



into a carrier--get the legs in, and the job was ninety-per-cent done. While Chill was
turning around for an escape attempt, Hank shut and latched the barred door. "Sorry, old
son. I'll let you out of that once we're on the road for awhile, but you're gonna have to
settle down before I let you go running around in the RV."

Eloise pushed the second pill through the bars, and the 'dillo ate it, shifted a little, grunted,
then settled down. "Unca Hank, whatcha gonna do when Chill needs to use the potty?
You can't take him in the men's toidies at the gas stations, can you?"

Heloise laughed so hard she had to hold her sides. When Hank gave her a questioning
look, she wiped her eyes, saying, "Sorry. I had a mental flash of that animated pine cone
sitting on a toilet, tail raised up, reading a newspaper."

Hank's lips twitched, but he managed not to smile. "Between you and Anton, I worry about
that child. Lissy, Chill will do what he does when he's in the house--he'll use the litter box."

They started toward the house. "And I still wish you'd let me send that story in to the
World Weekly News," said Heloise.

"Sis, those rags are good for only one thing, and I know good and well you keep a supply
of toilet tissue on hand."

"Yeah, right--they probably wouldn't believe it, since it's true. But hey, we could get fifty
bucks for it."

They walked through the house, with Heloise retrieving the box of food, and Hank shutting
off utilities, then went out the front door. Hank locked his house carefully, then opened the
door of the big RV parked in the driveway and stepped inside. There was a frame on the
back of the passenger seat, and he buckled the carrier to it, testing the straps to be sure
they were secure.

That done, he scooped Eloise up into his arms for a hug. "You be a good girl while I'm
gone, darlin'. Try not to go beating on anyone."

"I'll try," said Eloise reasonably. "But I can't help it if'n they're gonna go be poopy-heads."

Hank sighed. "Let me tell you from experience, sweetie--if you fight every poopy head you
run into, your life is going to be one long battle." He put her down, then gave Heloise a
hug and a kiss on the cheek.

She slapped his shoulder. "You drive careful. I don't like the idea of you driving across
West Texas during the day."

He shrugged. "I wouldn't do it in spring or summer, Sis, but it should be all right. I had the
RV looked over just two days ago. Don't worry. Remember all the driving I've had to do in
my life. I know what I'm doing."

She nodded. Hank had done ten years as a state trooper, often driving thousands of miles
a week. "I'm going to expect a call from you every evening till you get there," she warned.
"And remember, if you see Tommy Lee Jones while you're there in Los Angeles, I want an
autograph."

"Will do." He got into the driver's seat, buckling up, and started the engine.

Eloise and Heloise had started across the lawn toward their own house next door. Heloise
grinned and called, "And if you see Keeanu Reeves, I want you to pinch his butt for me!"



Hank laughed. "Not gonna happen, Sis." He backed out of the driveway, and headed
west, humming 'It Never Rains In California.'
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Chapter 2

Notes: Cal Worthington is a famous car dealer (with dealerships in California and Alaska)-
-in his 52-year career, he's probably sold more cars than anyone else in the world. He's
famous for his commercials featuring him with 'his dog--Spot', which has been at various
times a tiger, puma, elephant, Watusi bull, hippopotamus, and penguin (among others).
Since Cal usually appears in his commercials dressed in Western attire, it's easy to see
how a child might mistake someone in Stetson and boots walking an armadillo for the
famous car dealer.
Notes: misskayt--Yiddish for unattractive person.

Chapter Two

Hank had known people who had driven from Houston to Las Vegas in approximately
twenty-four hours. He considered such people to be fools, and the same level of
dangerous as drunk drivers. There was no way anyone could spend that long driving and
be in a fit state to operate three thousand or so pounds of animated metal.

The trip had been fairly uneventful. After about an hour on the road, once he was well out
on the highway, he'd pulled over at a rest stop and let Chill Pill out of the taxi. The 'dillo
had sulked, refusing to come out when offered a spoonful of the 'dillo feed Hank had
stored in the mini-fridge. Hank had even warmed the mess up in the microwave, getting
the mixture of minced meat, grated carrots and apples, egg, evaporated mil, and various
vitamins up to just over room temperature. He made a note to himself to get a box of
baking soda, because he had a feeling he was going to need to deodorize the microwave
sooner rather than later.

Hank had just left the mixture in Chill Pill's monogrammed stoneware bowl and gotten
back on the road. A few minutes later he smiled as he heard the scrabbling that
announced the 'dillo's exit from captivity, and the thoughtful snuffling that signaled his
eating. Chill was a cheerful little animal, and forgave him soon enough. Later he heard the
scratching, whispery sound of Chill Pill using the litter box, and relaxed. He'd been afraid
Chill might go all feline and take revenge by relieving himself all over the place, but it
looked like it was going to be all right.

Since it wasn't easy to find a motel that allowed cats and dogs, much less armadillos,
Hank and Chill parked in rest areas and truck stops (where Hank could also grab a quick
shower). Hank would tie Chill up to a convenient picnic table or fence while he raked and
cleaned the litter box, but then he'd put the 'dillo on his leash and follow him as he got
some exercise and did a little rooting.

Hank had learned not to let Chill loose the hard way. At one truck stop a little boy in damp
swim trunks had seen Hank walking Chill Pill, pointed, and squealed, "Look, Daddy! It's
Cal Worthington and his dog--Spot!" Hank had agreed to let him walk Chill while he
chatted with the parents. The little boy had returned a few moments later to inform Hank
that 'your critter done ruint the kiddie pool'. It seems that the truck stop owner had set up
an inflatable wading pool to keep his kids amused. Chill had been feeling over heated and
had climbed right on in, sending children shrieking in every direction, which scared him
into relieving himself in the pool. They didn't have to worry about the water being
contaminated, since Chill Pill's claws had slashed the thin plastic as efficiently as any
switchblade. Hank had to pony up over $40.00, since it had been the deluxe Tropical Play
Pool, complete with water slide, palm tree sprayer, and basketball hoops. Back in the RV
he' d scolded the unrepentant 'dillo, then said wistfully, "All the extras we ever had when I
was a kid was a couple of blow up beach balls. I don't think the whole set cost Daddy



more than seven or eight dollars." Chill Pill just twitched his nose, as if to say, 'never
heard of inflation, Hank?'

Then there was that incident in Las Vegas.

He probably shouldn't have taken Chill out on The Strip, but darn in--he wanted to get a
good look at the neon, and he was just too careful to rubberneck while he was driving.
He'd been a little surprised at all the attention they'd gotten. *You'd think they'd never
seen a man walking an armadillo on a leash,* he'd thought. Then he'd thought grudgingly,
*Well, maybe they hadn't. But there are sure some things out there a damn sight odder
than that. I don't know what all the fuss was about.*

He couldn't understand why the news crew that had been filming filler in front of The
Mystique Casino had decided to start filming them. They had a nice little reporter lady with
hair almost as big as Heloise's who had asked him very sweetly for a few words, and,
being a gentleman, he hadn't refused. Things had been going well till that group of
Japanese tourists had come along. They got so excited you'd have thought that Chill was
Godzilla. Come to think of it, he did sort of look like a miniature version of something that
might stomp on Tokyo. Anyway, they'd all started snapping pictures, and some of them
had flashes.

Hank sighed remembering the incident. He'd known what was going to happen the
second he saw them raising the cameras, and he'd tried to prevent it. He was leaning
down to grab the handle on the back of Chill Pill's harness (designed so an owner could
snatch a tiny dog up to safety if a bigger one got obstreperous), but he'd been too late.

The flashes went off, and Chill Pill stiffened for a split second, then sprang straight up in
the air leaving a good foot-and-a-half of space between him and the sidewalk. His armor
plated back had smacked into Hank's face. The last time Hank had felt something like
that, he'd been punched in the face while arresting an ex-college linebacker he'd been
arresting for his part in a highly lucrative ticket scalping scam. Hank saw stars, and Chill
Pill jerked the leash out of his hand and made his escape--right through the open doors of
the casino.

Hank had been after him in a second, with one of the news cameramen right behind him.
The cameraman was chortling gleefully as he caught footage of blue-haired women
screaming and fleeing slot machines as the armadillo banged into purses and plastic
buckets of jackpot quarters, dodging the big, boot and Stetson wearing cowboy who was
yelling, but carefully avoiding swearing with such dialogue as, "Dag nab it, Chill! You little
booger. I'm going to tan your scaly hide for you, you Stone Age refugee!"

Hank had finally caught Chill under one of the blackjack tables. He'd been ready to
apologize and get his wallet out to pay damages when the casino boss had told him this
was the best and cheapest publicity they'd had in years, and gave him comps for a free
room and meals, 'good for a year, but let us know in advance, so we can set up a proper
sort of commercial.'

Hank's hopes that the incident would quietly fade away were dashed the next evening
when he made his regular call to Heloise. Eloise got to the phone first and crowed, "Unca
Hank, you an' Chill Pill are famous! The girls on my soccer team want your autograph!" It
seemed that news had been so grim lately that the Powers That Be had decided the
national news needed to end on a lighthearted note, and had requisitioned 'The Armadillo
Rodeo footage' to run just before closing their six o' clock news. Hank had a feeling that
even now someone was planning on winning a pot of money at the expense of his dignity
by sending the tape to America's Funniest Home Videos, or The Planet's Funniest
Animals, or some other on-air method of humiliation. That had, however, been the most



distressing event of the vacation so far, and Hank figured that was a pretty good average
for four days spent traveling across four states.

When he was about five miles past Pasadena he once again pulled over to the side of the
road and consulted his map. "Logan told me that he has a nice, tall brick wall around his
back yard, Chill," Hank told the 'dillo. He'd buckled the pet taxi in the passenger seat,
since Chill had seemed a little nervous after Las Vegas. He'd even put on some of the
light jazz Chill seemed to favor, and the little creature had settled down. Instead of shifting
restlessly, he was squatted in the taxi, nose just poking through the bars, grunting
companionably now and then. "And he said he has a gardener come in twice a week to
keep it nice, so you can dig if you want to, and let him earn his money. He even said you
might help out, if you root in the flowerbeds. You can help turn the soil and get it ready for
the bulbs he's going to have put in."

Hank and Logan Berryman ("Don't call me Loganberry and I won't call you anything they
can't print in the church bulletin.") were college buddies. Both had been Aggies, both had
gone into a branch of law--it's just that Hank became a State Trooper, and Logan became
a lawyer. They had even worked together a time or two when Logan prosecuted a case
Hank was involved in. Sadly (at least to Hank's mind), Logan had gotten fed up with the
politics involved in being an elected official, and had resigned about five years before,
opening a private practice. He'd found he had a knack for shrewd negotiation, and had
gone into entertainment law.

Since the entertainment industry had been slow in realizing what a paradise Houston was,
he ended up moving to California about a year-and-a-half before. "He says he's just west
of Glendale. That isn't far from Hollywood, Chill." He reached between the bars and
scratched the 'dillo between the ears. "Logan says he can get us all sorts of tours, and not
just the ones for the tourists. Won't that be nice?" Chill snuffled. "I'll take you when I can,
Bo, but don't expect much. I suppose they'll let celebrities sometimes take one of their
fancy pets into some of the restaurants and such, but I don't reckon they'll be feeling too
liberal about 'dillos."

He refolded the map carefully (Heloise irritated the fire out of him. Any map she refolded
ended up looking some a failed attempt at origami) and replaced it in the glove
compartment, checked traffic carefully, and got back on the road. Logan had given him
careful directions, and it wasn't long before Hank was driving through an upscale looking
suburb, carefully checking house numbers. He grinned when he saw the black 4x4 with
the flames painted along its side parked in front of the big two-story house. You could
take the boy out of Texas, but you couldn't take Texas out of the boy.

It was a two-vehicle driveway, so Hank was a little puzzled by the tiny yellow sports car
parked at the curb. It was so tiny and bright that it looked like it should have a tab sticking
out of the undercarriage, and be racing around a plastic loop track. Still, he wasn't about
to turn down a good parking space, so he pulled in. There was an elderly lady next door,
as thin, brown, and wrinkled as a stick of jerky, making her way toward a BMW that cost
more than most prestige college educations. She was watching him suspiciously, so he
tipped his Stetson politely, and got a gimlet look in return.

The noise from the engine had barely died when the front door flew open, and Logan
came out at a dead run, bellowing, "You donut snatchin' jumped up security guard!"

Hank threw himself out of the RV, headed toward Logan with equal speed, yelling,
"Money grabbin' land shark!"

They came together with roughly the force of a head-on collision between a semi and a
freight train. Logan was as tall as Hank, but not as broad--more a quarterback to his



linebacker--but at that moment, wrestling would have been a better sports metaphor. They
were grappling with each other, staggering back and forth, thumping shoulders and backs
(and occasionally the back of a head) where possible. The beef jerky lady shrieked as she
scrabbled in her purse, "I'm calling 911! You leave Mister Berryman alone, you hooligan!"

They staggered to a halt, both panting and laughing, still holding on to one another, and
Logan called, "It's all right, Mrs. Hochheimer. You remember I told you my good friend
Hank was coming for a visit?"

The woman blinked. "This is how friends greet each other?"

Hank pulled away, smiling charmingly. "Ma'am, you've obviously never seen two redneck
buddies meet after a long parting."

Mrs. Hochheimer stared at Hank for a moment, taking a good look at him. That smile took
him over from ordinary into just about gorgeous. She found herself fighting down an urge
to giggle. "Nu? This is a redneck? Bubbie, you should talk to someone about the press
your people are getting. In the movies, they make you all look like misskayts." She
wiggled her fingers in farewell, and got in her car.

Hank looked at Logan, puzzled. "Miss cats?"

He laughed. "She was complimenting you, you dog. Speaking of dogs--where's the
Chihuahua with a skin problem?"

"Logan, you're going to give Chill Pill a complex." Hank went to the RV and took out the
pet taxi. "Here he is, fat and sassy."

Logan bent down and peered through the bars at the armadillo. "I'll say! He wasn't any
bigger than a croquet ball last time I saw him. I have to hand it to you, Hank--I never
thought he'd survive. Not many people would bother with trying to raise an orphan
armadillo."

Hank shrugged. "Well, it was my fault he lost his mama and siblings. It was the least I
could do. And..." he shifted, "I needed something to keep me occupied back then."

Logan sobered. Hank didn't like to talk about the shootout that had ended his career as a
Texas Ranger. No matter how hard he'd worked, he could never come back to more than
80% of his former physical ability, and he just thought that the Rangers deserved more
than that, so he'd taken early retirement. With the trust fund left by his grandfather in
addition to the partial pension, he could live comfortably without having to worry about
scrambling for work. That just wasn't Hank, though, and Logan thought that his friend was
probably just about restless enough to start looking into a new line of work. Still, he knew
better than to bring up the subject before Hank did, so he just said, "How have you been
spending your time lately? Hunting and fishing much? I miss that."

"Oh, not much. I just can't abide taking more than is going to get eaten, and there's only
so much game and fish a man can eat alone."

"What about Heloise and her family?"

"Are you kidding? Every time I go to the deer lease I have to listen to Eloise sniffle about
Bambi. If I hunt rabbit it's Thumper. Thank goodness she's never seen Rocky and
Bullwinkle, or I wouldn't be able to hunt squirrel. And as for fish... Heloise told me that if I
ever showed up with some that I wasn't prepared to fry up myself, she'd hit me with it, and
that can be downright dangerous."



"Oh, come on, Hank! What's so dangerous about a dead fish?"

"I had one of those bad boys that went fourteen pounds after it was gutted. She'd have
been able to beat me to death with that."

They were walking into the house. "Hank..."

"You don't believe me? How much does a baseball bat weigh? I remember one case
where one fisherman got into a dispute with another about weights, and he went after him
with a frozen large mouth bass. He ended up doing time for assault. Put quite a dent in
that other man's head, and I hear it took the doctor an hour to tweeze all the scales out of
the scalp..."
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Chapter 3

For the sadly uninformed: Rick Flair is a prominent veteran wrestling bad guy--one of the
great personalities of the profession.

Chapter Three

"Lo, didn't your mama teach you not to leave the front door hanging open? You're..."

"Air conditioning the neighborhood, I know." His friend shut the door behind them. "This
may shock you, Hank, but since my Mama is over thirteen-hundred miles away I'm not
really worried about her finding out I'm wasting a couple of bucks of electricity and
skinning my butt."

"I'm gonna tell her you said that."

They were standing in a long hallway. A tiny woman with bright red hair peeked out of a
door near the end, smiling brightly. "Lo, honey, is that...? Oh, I see it is! You can't be
anyone but Hank Crank. And that must be Chill Pill in the box. Why don't you bring him
back, and you can turn him loose in the back. I bet he'd like to stretch his legs." She
popped back out of sight.

Hank gave Logan a questioning look. "Hank, you remember I wrote you that I was seeing
someone?"

Hank smiled broadly. "You did, but from the details you gave me it could have been
anyone from Madonna to that Keeanu Reeves Heloise is so fond of."

Logan laughed as they started down the hall. "Neither one."

The woman was tending a large pot of something that smelled good. "Hank, let me
present Miss Tina Bergeron."

Tina put down the wooden spoon and shook hands. Hank was pleased to find that her
handshake was firm, but not aggressive. "I'm pleased to meet you. Bergeron--are you a
Lou-eez-eanna girl?"

She laughed. "No, but I can play one if that's what they want. I'm from Canada."

Logan put an arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze. "Land of many fine actors.
Tina immigrated in hopes of kicking her career into drive."

"It hasn't happened yet," she said wryly.

"But you're on your way, honey. You're on your way."

Hank snapped his fingers. "Say! You're the counter girl in that Dunkin' Donuts
commercial--the one who gives a toddler a Munchkin, then turns around to find the place
full of Munchkins from The Wizard of Oz, all with their hands out."

Tina grinned in delight. "You saw that? I did it over a year ago."

"Tina, it was about donuts. Hank was a Trooper--of course he'd notice a donut
commercial. Yard is through here, Hank."

The yard was smaller than Hank's at home, with less shade, but it was still pleasant.



There was a gentle slope leading away from the house, and there was a little boy with hair
just as red as Tina's playing near the back fence. When he saw them, he came streaking
over, plump legs churning industriously. "Lo!" he said excitedly. "This is Hank, huh? Innt
he?" He pointed at the pet taxi. "An' that's Chill Pill." He clapped his hands, hopping up
and down.

Hank couldn't help smiling. "Well, Logan still wins, but this is the //second// most
enthusiastic greeting I've gotten. What's your name, partner?"

The boy went still and stuck out his hand. "How-do-you-do-Mister-Crank-my-name-is-
Chase-Bergeron-does-he-bite-can-I-pet-him\ ?"

Hank laughed, shaking with his free hand, then set down the taxi. "I'm pleased to meet
you, Chase, and I'm pleased to see your mama has taught you to call your elders Mister,
but I guess you can call me Hank, if she doesn't mind."

"I don't mind," Tina called through the door.

"Chill Pill hasn't ever bitten anyone, and I don't expect he will, as long as you don't go
poking your fingers in his mouth. You're welcome to pet him--he'd like that. He especially
likes it if you scratch right behind his ears. In fact, I'm sure he'd like to play with you. My
niece Eloise plays with him all the time. Just don't chase him headfirst into a wall, okay?
That makes him dizzy."

"No, Sir!" Chase was digging in his pocket as Hank opened the pet taxi. As Chill Pill
waddled out, the little boy pulled out a baggie, opened it, and removed something moist,
gray, and squashy. He started to hold it toward Chill, then stopped, looking at Hank. "It's
just an ol' worm I found. Can he have it?"

"He sure can." Hank patted Chill Pill as the little boy offered the worm. "You're going to
get fat, old son."

Chase giggled as the 'dillo nipped the end of the worm, then chomped, slowly drawing it
into his mouth, like a strand of spaghetti. "He likes it. I ate a worm onc't, but I didn't like it
much."

Logan covered his mouth to stifle a laugh, and Hank said, "Chase, what do you think of
Rick Flair?"

The boy responded promptly. "He's a poopy-head. C'mon, Chill Pill, I'll race you to the
back!" He took off running. Chill Pill, perhaps hoping for another worm, followed at was for
him a brisk pace.

Hank shook his head. "I may have just met my future nephew-in-law."

"He's something else," agreed Logan fondly. "I like him an awful lot." His voice softened.
"Just as much as I like his mama."

Hank gave his friend a shrewd look. "It's that way, is it?" Logan nodded. "Good. I was
sorry when Janelle passed away--she was a good old girl. But I know darn good and well
she'd have wanted you to have someone else in your life. You never were good at being
along, Logan." Logan had married his high school sweetheart, and they had been
blissfully happy--right up until breast cancer claimed her five years before.

"You're right, Hank," he said quietly. "Just before she slipped away she made me promise
I wouldn't wall myself up. She said she wanted the chance to look down from heaven and
watch over me and a new family. Since we never could have kids, if I had a baby with



someone else, she'd be its guardian angel."

"I bet she's real tickled with Chase."

"I'm sure she is. But Hank?" He cut eyes at his friend. "It looks like she's going to get that
baby to watch over after all."

Hank's jaw dropped. "Logan!" He glanced toward the kitchen.

Logan smiled. "How would you feel about being my best man, Hank?"

He lost his breath when the bigger man enveloped him in a bear hug.

Dinner was Newfoundland Cod Chowder with crusty French bread, and rice. Tina
watched, shaking her head as Hank spooned a generous helping of rice into his bowl
before filling it with chowder. "When Logan told me to fix the rice, I thought he was being
crazy. I've never heard of eating rice with chowder."

Hank spread butter on a chunk of bread. "I suppose it comes from being so close to
Louisiana, but we pretty much eat rice with anything that's got enough liquid to make it
worthwhile. Tina, I'm pleased to see that Logan has found himself a lady friend who can
cook. I figured all the women he'd run into here in California wouldn't know how to do
more than boil an egg or microwave a Weight Watchers dinner."

"Are you kidding? My Nana Dilly always said never mind learning to cook to please a
man. You're going to be eating your own cooking all your life. I learned."

"Sounds like my kind of lady."

"Hank," said Logan, "I have to meet with a couple of clients tomorrow, and I won't be free
till the afternoon. How would you like to go have a tour of the television studio where Tina
works?"

"Say, I'd like that just fine! Are you filming a program there, Tina?"

She snorted. "I wish. I'm currently between acting gigs. I'm working as production
assistant for a couple of the shows."

Hank frowned. "A couple? I would've thought being production assistant for one was a full
time job."

"So would I," said Logan, his expression irritated. "I keep telling her she needs to tell them
to cut her back to a decent number of hours, or at least give her a raise."

"Logan, we've discussed this. Right now this is my best opportunity. All I've been getting
lately is audience work for infomercials and trade show demonstrations. At least at BLAB!
I have a chance to run into people who might be able to give me a chance at some screen
time. Besides," she reached over and rumpled Chase's hair. "I get free daycare at the
studio. Chase is right there, and I can drop by and see him during the day, have lunch
with him."

Logan sighed. "Can't argue with that, I suppose. There aren't many jobs that offer that sort
of perk."

"I have to warn you, Hank," cautioned Tina. "You'll need to be up early. The studio is
located here in Glendale..."

"Not as fashionable, but a good choice for a new station. It's close to Hollywood, but the



rent and taxes are a lot less."

"As I was saying before I was interrupted, the studio is close-by, but the first show is at
eight, and I need to be there by seven-thirty, so you'll have to be ready by seven. I'm
sorry."

Hank waved. "That's all right, Tina. I suppose I could sleep late, since I'm on vacation, but
I'll probably be up at my usual time."

Tina looked blank, the looked at Logan. "Hank usually gets up around five-thirty," Logan
informed her. "Hold over from being in the Corps."

Tina shook her head. "Well, I certainly am glad you managed to break yourself of that
habit, Logan, or it would have played havoc with our domestic happiness."
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Chapter 4

Chapter Four

It had been decided, after much discussion, that the RV was a gas-guzzler, and there was
no reason for Hank to shell out any more cash than he had to when he had a perfectly
good chauffer available. However, there was no backseat in Tina's tiny yellow sports car
(or "The Lemon, and that isn't because of its color"), which meant that since there was
barely room for Hank's legs, there would be no room for Chase. Hank had a simple
solution to the problem. He simply held Chase on his lap as they drove. ("After all, if I
can't go a few miles with a child on my lap, I'm too spoiled to live.")

Right now Chase was staring at Hank in open admiration. Hank swallowed his last
mouthful of jelly donut and said, "What is it, Chase? Do I have raspberry on my chin?"

Chase shook his head, his voice filled with awe. "I just never seen anyone eat so many
donuts at once."

Tina looked over at him and admonished, "That's rude, honey."

"No ma'am," Hank's tone was mild as he contradicted her. "That's just honest. I can
indeed pack away a peck of pastries. I'm the envy of my niece, my own mama has
commented on it often, and my sister Heloise flat rides my case about it." He chuckled.
"She's just jealous because I have a high metabolism, and they don't go to my hips."

"Well, I'm glad I got the full dozen," she said wryly. "I was figuring on leaving the leftovers
in the break room in case anyone wanted a snack."

"Oh, I'm sorry," Hank said contritely. "I could have slowed up on them if I'd known..."

"Don't worry about it," said Tina firmly. "If I did it too often, they'd come to expect it, and
those vultures don't pay me enough to provide refreshments. Here we are."

They were pulling into a parking lot that surrounded a big, boxy building. Tina parked in a
slot near the end of the building. As they were pulling in, Chase pointed to the concrete
parking guard that was stenciled with BERGERON. "See? My mama has her very own
parking space. She's 'portant!"

Tina smiled ruefully as she shut off the engine. "Yeah, I got that, a title, and an office the
size of a closet instead of a Christmas bonus. And you'll notice that it's as far from the front
entrance as you can get and still be on the front row. Chase, bring that box with you, and
we'll throw it away inside."

As they walked toward the front, Hank said, "This looks a lot like a warehouse."

"That's what it was. Tobias Clutterbuck bought it at a foreclosure auction in the early
nineties. He continued to use it as a storage facility for his furniture company till about
1999, then he decided to turn it into a television studio, and get into the broadcasting
business. It took him awhile to make the renovations, set up the system, and contract the
talent. BLAB! Has been up and running for less than a year."

"BLAB!?"

She laughed. "His choice of name, naturally. Not at all inspired by the E! Channel, I'm
sure. BLAB! Is an all talk show channel, Hank. We run syndicated episodes of some of



the national talk shows, plus some original ones, and a WHOLE lot of infomercials."

They entered the building, and Hank paused, looking around. It was worth a look. The
front lobby ran the width of the building, and rose two stories to a roof that was mostly
skylights. There was a well stocked news stand on the right side of the lobby, and a small
coffee bar off to the left, complete with pastry case, a half-dozen tables, and a couple of
booths, all of which were occupied. There was also a respectable line waiting at the
counter. Hank noted the long list of exotic coffee-themed beverages on the menu, and got
the feeling that it probably did a brisk trade with employees from the surrounding
businesses.

The wide expanse of floor between the two areas was pale, marble patterned tile. The
most impressive aspect of the lobby, though, was the greenery. There were four
rectangular planters forming an open cornered square in the center of the space, filled
with lush, pale mauve flowers, and some other vegetation tha looked vaguely like small,
pale green umbrella handles. Right in the middle of the square, directly underneath the
largest skylight, was a Ficus--and not just a potted tree. No, this one was in a graveled
patch about six feet square, and it stood taller than Hank.

They walked through the square, past the tree and flowers, on their way to the
security/reception/information desk that was situated in the middle of the back wall. The
desk was flanked by wide hallways leading back into the building, and Hank could just see
the elevators that were located in each corridor.

Hank paused at one of the planters, examining the plants. "I swear--I do believe those are
orchids."

"They are," said Tina.

"I thought you had to have a greenhouse to grow those--like Nero Wolfe." Hank loved
Nero Wolfe--and Sam Spade, Philip Marlowe, Ellery Queen, and a slew of other
detectives--classic and modern.

"For some of them you do, but others are fairly easy to grow, even for armatures. These,"
she flicked a finger at the plants, "are somewhere in-between. I've been working here a
year, and they've only had to replace them once so far. It was hideously expensive,
though." She pointed at the crook shaped green plants. "These other ones do better,
though. You'll never believe what they are. They're carnivorous."

"That means they eats bugs," offered Chase.

Hank nodded, bending down to take a closer look. "Cobra lilies. I must admit that's an
unusual choice for indoor greenery. I would've thought some nice philodendrons would've
been more appropriate."

"Blame it on Marva again. One of her shining triumphs was in a grade Z horror movie that
involved man eating plants."

Hank suddenly stood up straighter. "That wouldn't be Horticulture From Hell, would it?"

Tina blinked. "Good God, don't tell me you've seen that piece of tripe?"

"My niece Eloise gave it to me for my birthday. She'd saved up part of her allowance, and
her mama turned her loose at the '99 cents' bin at Sam's Warehouse. I got that, a Barney
tape, and Dangerous Liaisons. You know, that Glenn Close can play one devious woman.
So your boss' trophy wife is the former Marva Barbee."



"She's the present Marva Barbee-Clutterbuck. Marva wasn't about to give up her
'professional' name, so she did a Farrah Fawcett."

"Looks a little bit like Farrah, too, if I remember correctly," mused Hank. "Had the same
sort of big hair," he remembered one scene where Marva had her tank top ripped off by
an apparently amorously inclined vine, "but she also had bigger..." He trailed off when he
noticed Chase watching him with rapt attention. He cleared his throat as Tina chuckled.
"Bigger eyes."

Chase nodded wisely. "I seen Miz Barbee-Buck. She gots eyes like one of them girls on
the anime cartoons."

Hank looked blank. Tina smiled at him. "Keane kids?" Understanding dawned. "Anyway, it
might have been vanity on her part, but it's actually kind of practical. Even with the inside
plants, the coffee shop never has to worry about flies or gnats."

Hank was shaking his head as they started toward the desk again. "Just strikes me as a
little morbid. Of course that could have to do with one of the cases I worked."

"Really? What was it?"

Hank glanced pointedly at Chase. "I'll tell you about it later."

Tina nodded gratefully. "I do what I can to filter out the nastier parts of life, but this close
to Hollywood, it isn't all that easy sometimes."

There was a handsome young black man dressed in a neat, dark suit at the front desk.
He smiled as he saw them approaching. "Good morning, Miz Bergeron." He stood up and
leaned over the desk, smiling down at Chase. "Hey, little bro, how does it go?"

Chase grinned at him. "Fine as wine on a sweet p'tatah vine. If it was any better I'd..." he
faltered, then brightened and finished, "have to write a letter!"

The dark man laughed, leaned over, and slapped palms with the little boy. "You're the
man!"

"No, YOU'RE the man!"

"And I'm vain enough not to argue with you on that."

Tina said, "Beau has Chase convinced that he's destined to be the next great white
rapper."

"Hey," said Beau cheerfully. "As far as I can see, he's got more talent that Eminem, and
he's better lookin' than all the Beasty Boys put together." He pointed at the donut box
Chase was carrying. "Is that for me?" Chase handed it over, grinning slyly. Beau made a
show of shaking it, then opened it and gasped, "What? You didn't even leave me one?"

Chase pointed at Hank. "He ate 'em all."

Beau dumped the empty box in a wastebasket. "Yeah, he looks like he could put some
away." He handed a clipboard to Tina while he looked Hank over. "You doing a rodeo
segment on one of your shows, Miz Bergeron?"

Tina was signing the board, putting down Chase's name as well. "Beau, this is Herbert
Crank, friend of a friend. Hank, Beau Trinity--also known as T-Beau, or Triple B."

"Hank's from Texas," offered Chase.



Beau took in the boots, Stetson, and Aggie belt buckle, then said wryly, "No--really? I was
thinking Wisconsin."

"Show him your badge, Hank!" demanded Chase.

"Chase," Tina admonished, "quit pestering Hank about that badge."

Hank had finished signing the sheet also, and now his pen hovered over the clipboard.
"Tina, I'm not sure what I should put down for 'Destination'."

"Just put down that you're my guest--that'll cover you." She had fished in her purse, and
was clipping an employee's ID badge to her collar.

Beau had gotten a blank nametag out of one of the desk drawers. Now he examined
Hank's signature, then rapidly punched the name out on a plastic label and attached it to
the badge. That done, he picked up an Instamatic camera. "Now, sir, if you'll just hold still
for a moment."

Hank shrugged and stood still while his picture was snapped. As the photograph slid out
of the camera he said, "You gonna need a profile to go with that, Mister Trinity?"

The answering smile was a little tight. "No, this is fine, but I suppose you have to
remember to do that in your line of work."

Hank nodded agreeably. "Former line of work, though for the last eight or nine years I
didn't do all that much of the actual processing." Chase was poking him impatiently, so he
pulled out a small, flat leather case and flipped it open. "You ought to have that thing
memorized by now."

"Show Beau." Chase giggled. "I rhymed."

"You're a natural," agreed Beau, as Hank lifted the case in his direction. Beau studied the
handsome silver badge that was pinned inside, and his eyebrows rose. "Texas Rangers?"

Hank nodded as he closed the case. "Eleven years on the force. I'm real glad I was
allowed to keep the badge. It was one of the proudest moments of my life when I earned
the right to wear it."

Beau's expression relaxed slightly. "I've heard that the Rangers are some pretty bad boys
to have on your tail."

Hank smiled. "We don't give up."

Tina suddenly felt a tiny bit like shivering. So far she'd seen nothing but affability from this
rangy Texan, but that smile was a little... She wouldn't want someone wearing a smile like
that coming after her.

Beau handed over the badge. "Here you go, sir. Please sign out if you leave the building,
and leave the badge at the desk. If you're going to be back soon, we'll keep it for you."

"Much obliged." Hank clipped his tag on his shirt pocket.

"Beau, do me a favor? Tell the rest of the boys that we're going to have one of the Let's
Talk About Pets! Guests coming through the back entrance."

"Will do. What is it this time--another Great Dane?"



She rolled her eyes. "Even better. Would you believe a miniature horse?"

Beau winced. "Ouch! Man, I can hear housekeeping screamin' now. They're already in a
funky mood because the tree has decided to start shedding again."

"Don't blame me. I was lobbying for them to bring back the cockatoos. Sure, the poop is a
little messier, but it isn't in such VOLUME."

As they started back down the left hand hallway, Hank said, "Tina, I'm getting the feeling
that your job may be a lot more interesting than I'd even imagined."

They dropped Chase off at an airy, brightly decorated room that contained two dozen
preschoolers and two slightly frazzled, but cheerful young women. Chase gave his mother
a smacking kiss, then hurried over to claim a vacant easel before a plump girl with pigtails
could get to it. As they walked back to the elevators, Tina said, "Chase loves it here. I
don't know what I'd do if I had to find new daycare. It's so expensive these days. Well, it is
if you give a damn about who you have watching your kid, and those two are GOOD.
They pay attention, and they care about the kids."

"That's important," agreed Hank. "It isn't much good for the child if their physically safe,
but just sort of stored till their parents can come pick them up."

As they rode up, Hank remarked, "Seems a little foolish to have elevators in a two story
building."

Tina shrugged. "Maybe it has something to do with making it accessible to the
handicapped. There was a lot of legislation being passed when the building was being
renovated. Anyway, I know that Pogey Penneman is real pleased with them. He's an
activist for the disabled, and he hosts Yes We Can! It focuses on issues of interest to
anyone who's handicapped or has any form of diminished capacity."

"Sounds like a very worthwhile show."

"It is." Tina made a face. "Or it would be. Pogey seems to be more interested in using it as
a soapbox instead of presenting helpful information or promoting better facilities and
programs for the handicapped. He's got this 'life dealt me a bitter blow, but don't you
DARE try to suggest I'm not just as damn able as you--if not more so' attitude. He can be
a little abrasive. Maybe it's just that he's trying to prove himself. He's only had the show
for about three months now, but it's getting pretty good numbers."

The upstairs of the building wasn't nearly as stylish as the ground floor. The walls were
plain beige, and the carpet was dull green, sturdy and serviceable. They first stopped by
Tina's office (which really WAS just about as big as a closet. There was barely room
enough for Tina to squeeze around behind her desk, and she wasn't an Amazon by any
stretch of the imagination.)

Tina checker her emails, then gathered a stack of folders. "First show of the day is Good
Morning, Glendale!" she told Hank. "Very original, huh?"

As they walked, Hank said, "Tina, does every show y'all put out have an exclamation
point in the title?"

She laughed. "No. We have What's Cookin'? That has a question mark. Oh, and Who's
Your Daddy? That has a question mark, too."

"Who's Your Daddy? What sort of a talk show is that?"



"Have you seen those episodes on Montel Williams or Ricki Lake or whatever where they
give the results of paternity tests on the air."

Hank scowled. "I have, and I think those people ought to be whipped, hanging some poor
innocent child's pain out like that on national television."

"The I'm glad I don't work with that show. I'm hoping that one dies a quick and quiet
death."

"It will if there's any decency left in the world."

The room they entered was very large. It had more square feet than most of the homes
Hank had lived in. Tina explained that there were four of these studios on this floor--two of
them had seats for a small audience, and were used by the more successful shows.
There was what looked like a typical talk show set in one area--a desk with a few chairs to
one side. On the other side was a potted Ficus, much smaller than the one in the lobby.

He was surprised to see that a good portion of the room was taken up by an assortment
of furniture, including a variety of potted plants and various ornaments. Tina noticed his
gaze and explained, "Set dressing. We change the furniture, put in new plants or art
objects, and pull down the appropriate backdrop. Hey, presto! Completely different
location--at least as far as the viewers are concerned. So far no one has noticed that we
have exactly the same carpeting on all our shows."

"That's pretty clever."

"Well, it's cheaper to hire grunts to change the scenery than it is to rent more space. Over
there are the dressing rooms, and the make-up area. The hosts are getting ready right
now. C'mon, and I'll introduce you."

She led Hank over to a space that reminded him a little of the beauty salon his mother
liked to frequent. There were two of those adjustable swivel chairs, both set before
mirrored counters, which were strewn with an astonishing array of hair care instruments
and products. The chairs were occupied by a man and woman, who were being attended
by another mixed pair. The man who was sitting was reading a newspaper as another
man carefully snipped away stray hairs, evening up his neckline. The barber muttered,
"Darvin, I'm telling you, you shouldn't try to read while I'm doing it. It bunches the poncho,
and you're going to have hairs down your neck."

"I just want to finish this article. It says here that Aston Butler has signed to do a sequel to
Kick It. I'm pretty sure I can get a good five minutes out of that."

The woman dressed in the loose, mint colored smock was carefully using a pick to
arrange the hair of the woman in her chair. "You sure you ought to do that, Devin?
Especially after that stand-up comic on Comedy Central picked up on you're calling it 'Kick
Butt', and made that comment about a more appropriate name?"

Devin frowned. "I can't help it if some joker ran with it. Besides, I think suggesting a
sequel be named Kiss Ass was pretty funny, and appropriate. Being nice to the press is
one thing, but that man has his lips attached to every posterior he can find that's ever
landed in a chair behind a typewriter or in front of a television camera. He sucked up so
much when I did that interview that I thought I was going to come away with a certain
portion of my anatomy wet."

"Play nice, children," said Tina. "We have company, and I want him to think I raised you
right." She introduced Hank. The make-up techs were Wanda and Carl Toombs--a
husband and wife team. The others were Devin Tarnower and Cerise Stone.



Cerise was a slender young woman with dark, lively eyes and a head of fluffy black curls
that seemed to have a mind of its own. "Hank Crank? Tell me, have you been teased
much about your name?"

"Not since I got my full growth, ma'am."

"Well, I have."

"Yes, I can see where some folks might get a bit silly about it."

Tina looked puzzled. "What do you mean?"

Cerise laughed. "She's never caught on to it. I'll let you explain it."

"Tina, I'm surprised at you. Isn't French the official language for Canada?"

"Yes," she admitted, "but we didn't speak it at home. I only learned enough to get me by in
school."

"I live right next door to Cajunland, so I've picked up a bit," Hank explained. "Cerise is
French for Cherry."

Tina blinked, then her eyes widened. "Cherry Stone."

"You have no idea the hell I went through in high school once they started taking French,"
said Cerise. "The virginity and clams jokes got old REAL fast."

Tina took a moment to go over a rough list of what they planned to talk about on their
show, then went over to greet their guests--a member of the Glendale water commission
and a student at a local special effects/makeup effects academy.

Devin had gone back to reading his paper, and Wanda was finishing up Cerise's hair with
a heavy spray of fixant, muttering invectives under her breath about ozone safe hair care
products that didn't hold worth a fart. Cerise stood up and examined herself closely in the
mirror. She caught Hank's eyes and smiled at him mischievously. "Do you think my hair is
too poofy?"

Hank returned the smile, and his voice was almost reverent. "Ma'am, I'm from Texas--hair
cannot BE too poofy."
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Chapter 5

Chapter Five

Hank watched as the two hosts settled into their seats before the cameras, patiently
waiting while lights and focus were adjusted. Devin was still reading his newspaper. Tina
said, "Devin, get rid of the rag. You're on in ten. Ten--nine--eight--I'm warning you--six..."

He stuck his tongue out at her as he folded the paper and shoved it into a desk drawer.
"What happened to seven?"

"Used it up warning you--three--two, one, and..." One of the technicians flipped a switch,
and there was a burst of bright, cheery music. Devin and Cerise were suddenly smiling
like a bushel full of possum heads.

"Goooood morning, Glendale!" They chorused.

"Wakey, wakey, people," said Cerise playfully. "Grab that extra cup of coffee, because
you want to be fully awake for today's show."

"That's right, Cerise," added Devin. "Today we'll find out what it takes to get into the
Hollywood make-up special effects profession. Coleman Buddinger is going to show us a
few tricks that just may pop your eyes right out of your head."

"And a member of Glendale's Water Commission is here to tell us the whys and
wherefores about the new lawn watering regulations."

"But first, tell me, Cerise, a report on the 'Get Cerise a Boyfriend Campaign'."

Cerise's smile froze so fast that Hank could almost see the fog condensing in her breath.
Her voice was still cheerful, but you could detect strain. "I thought we were through with
that, Dev."

He chuckled. He was smiling affably, but there was a mean little kid undertone. "Oh, not
by a long shot. In fact, I have a new batch of photos sent in by hopeful potentials." He was
opening another desk drawer. As he reached inside he said, "Now, some of these I'm not
going to be able to show you, because some of the fellows decided to show, er, their best
side, in hopes of catching my co-host's attention." He reached inside. "In fact, I think one
of them should be reported..." He yelled sharply and jerked his hand back. "Motherfucker!"

"Commercial!" hissed Tina. Someone flipped another switch, and Tina hustled toward the
desk. "Devin, what got into you? You know we didn't have anyone on the bleep button this
early."

"What got into me? It feels like a fucking knife, that's what it feels like!" He was clutching
his wrist, and now he held up his hand. There was a jagged gash in his palm, almost two
inches long, and it was bleeding heavily.

"Jesus!" yelped Cerise. "What did you do to yourself?"

"I didn't do it to myself, you stupid cat. There was something in the drawer."

Hank had stepped forward. "Sir, let me see that."

"I thought you were a cop, not a doctor." Devin extended his hand.



Hank was pulling a neatly folded bandana out of his back pocket. "First aid training is
mandatory, and I take a refresher course from the Red Cross every year or so." He shook
out the cloth, and it unfurled into a swath of deep maroon, emblazoned with two large,
white letters--A and M. As he folded it into a thick strip, he said, "Don't worry, this is fresh,
and we need to get that bleeding stopped."

He bound Devin's wound up, and one of the cameramen approached. "Should I call 911?"

"Oh, hell, no!" snapped Devin. His face was pale, but his teeth were gritted in
determination. "I know they have to be on the second commercial by now. I have to get
back on."

"The hell you say," said Tina. "You're going to an emergency room."

"I can do it after the show. Christ, it'll be less than an hour."

"No way," said Tina firmly. "Look, Devin, don't argue with me on this. I'm in charge here
right now, and you're getting medical attention. That injury happened on the job, and we're
not leaving the company open to a huge lawsuit if gangrene sets in and you lose a finger
or something."

Devin started to protest, and Hank said reasonably. "Sir, you took that cut in a bad place.
It's not going to heal up easy, and you could very well have nerve damage if it went deep.
You need to have it looked at."

Devin deflated. "Crap." He looked over at Cerise, his expression both belligerent and
resigned. "Think you can handle the show alone?"

She smiled sweetly. "I always have."

The Toombs' offered to drive Devin to the emergency room, since he obviously couldn't
do it himself. He threw a bitter glance over his shoulder as Cerise settled herself
complacently in the seat behind the desk, smiled in a manner that was a little too genuine
to suit him, and said, "Welcome back, Glendale. My, we're having an event filled morning.
Let this be a lesson to us all about being sure what's inside before you stick your hand
somewhere. Don't worry--I'm sure Devin will be back with us tomorrow..." the smile
widened, "or maybe the next day. But not to worry! I'm ready to soldier on."

Tina snorted softly as she led Hank toward the door. "Soldier on. She may be small, but
she's an Amazon when it comes to fighting for her career. She's always resented having
to share the spotlight with Devin. She's sure that if she can get showcase for her own
talents, big offers will drop into her lap."

"Will they?" asked Hank as they made their way down the hall.

Tina shrugged. "It's possible, but she hasn't got the reporting background the big stations
want for anchorwomen, and female talk show hosts are a glut on the market right now.
Here we go--this is one of our audience studios. We're filming Round-the-Table today. I
thought you might want to watch this one, since I have some pretty boring production stuff
to do."

"Sure. Round Table?"

"No, Round-the-Table. They discuss food and eating--mostly food trends and fads." She
smiled. "The plus side is that the audience often gets free samples, and they DO involve
the audience in the discussions sometimes."



There was a camera and stage set up at one end of the studio, just like the other one, but
the rest of the room was filled with gently sloped banks of seats crowded with an
audience that was almost exclusively female. Hank estimated that there was close to a
hundred people waiting to view the show. "Nice crowd."

Tina nodded. "It's one of our more popular ones--partly because of the free foods, but
partly because of the host." She grinned. "Hunter Overend. He's known to his fans as 'the
end you can't get over'." Hank gave her a questioning look. "He looks as good going as
he does coming?"

Now Hank flushed slightly. "I know that women like to look just as much as men, but I still
can't get used to how OPEN some of y'all have become about it."

She snickered. "Get used to it, Hank. Hunter is an up and coming chef. He's only twenty-
seven, but he's already heading a trendy, two star restaurant, and I hear it may be
bumped up to three stars soon. He also has written two cookbooks that have sold well
enough to be reprinted a couple of times. You know what I like about him? He knows his
stuff. One of those books was as much a treatise on class eating habits in American
history as it was recopies, and he made it interesting, and entertaining. I have you a seat
reserved in the front row."

Hank was acutely aware of being watched as they made their way down to the front of the
section, toward the single middle seat that had a RESERVED card taped to its back. He
could feel the tips of his ears burning at some of the whispered comments. Like he'd told
Tina, he wasn't comfortable with overt female admiration of a man's physical charms, and
apparently some of the California ladies had a soft spot for cowboys. He settled into the
seat, nodding cordially to the women on either side, and removed his hat, putting it in his
lap.

Tina conferred briefly with the cameramen while the man and woman who were already
seated on the dais conversed quietly. A pleasant looking elderly woman, seated on
Hank's right, leaned over and said, "Excuse me? Do you know what the subject is today?"

"No, ma'am, I'm afraid not."

"I just hope it isn't anything too hard to chew. The last time I was here they were
discussing using food dehydrators. With my dentures, I couldn't eat the beef jerky they
handed out, and I think that dried fruit is just nasty, so I didn't get to eat anything. This can
be a great show, but you have to come on the right day."

The woman on Hank's left, who was nearly as thin as Mrs. Hochheimer, said, "I know
what you mean. I came once hoping to indulge in some sinful goodies, and what are they
discussing? Organically grown vegetables. I wanted sticky buns, and I got carrots and
cabbage," she sighed. "Still, it was worth it. Hunter went with the gardening theme, and
wore a tank top and shorts." She batted her eyelashes at Hank. "Do you do much
gardening?"

Hank pulled nervously at his collar. "I keep a few tomato plants, but that's mostly just for
my pet. He likes them."

The left-hand lady frowned. "What sort of dog eats tomatoes?"

"He's not a dog. He's--"

The right hand lady laid a hand on his arm. "Do you cook?"

"Yes, ma'am. If I don't cook it, I don't eat, unless my sister invites me over."



"Oh, what a shame." She paused, then said casually, "Doesn't your wife cook?"

"I haven't been blessed that way, ma'am."

"Really? Are you..."

Tina was standing in front of the dais, with a microphone, and said, "Ladies!" She smiled
at Hank, who was very grateful that something was about to distract his seatmates. "And
gentleman. Welcome to Round-the-Table. As I'm sure some of you know, we generally
have samples of some of the food we're going to discuss, and today is no exception."
Several men were lugging large cardboard boxes down the aisles. "Today's subject is fair
food and carnival goodies, and our guests have supplied a terrific assortment. We have a
representative from Just Good Goodies, who supplies prepackaged carnival treats for
forty-eight of the fifty states..."

"And we're working on Alaska and Hawaii," one of the men called jovially.

There was laughter as Tina continued. "He's generously provided us with packages of
their cotton candy, and an assortment of their apple treats. You'll have your choice of
traditional candy and caramel, and the hot new flavors of toffee and chocolate." There
were excited murmurs as the men began passing packages down the rows. "And ladies?
One pack of cotton candy and ONE apple apiece." There were grumbles, and she shook
her head. "Sorry. Find a buddy to trade bites. And please don't start eating them till you're
out of the studio. The cotton candy is all right, but housekeeping tells us that they found
apple cores everywhere that time we passed out Pippins on the Autumn Bounty show.
For those of you who are adventurous, and not too concerned about a few spots, they're
going to be having a couple of hot treats, too."

Hank accepted a pack of lurid pink candy, figuring that Chase might like it, if his mama
didn't mind. He also chose a chocolate covered apple, because he was intrigued by the
concept. Most of the ladies were either tearing into their treats, or tucking them away in
their purses. Hank juggled his, considering for a moment. He inspected the wrappings to
be sure they were complete and tight, then carefully tucked them into his hat, and put it
between his feet. This wasn't his 'dress' Stetson, and as cowboys had known since range
riding began, a well made hat was good for a lot of things.

"All right, ladies, we're ready to go. Let's have a warm welcome for Hunter Overend, self-
confessed pop food culture fiend!"

There was more bright, cheerful music, though Hank was pretty sure it was at least a little
different from Good Morning, Glendale!'s theme. A very handsome man, with a cap of
short, dark hair, trotted out, grinning at the audience. He stopped in front of the cameras,
and spent a few moments dancing to the music. The women more or less howled. Hank
had heard from Heloise that women at a male strip review could be rowdier than men in
the same situation, but he was a tiny bit shocked by the sheer volume Hunter generated
just wiggling fully clothed. Hank half expected a pair of panties to go sailing through the air
and land at the young Adonis' feet. Hank would have been tempted to think Hunter was a
little full of himself, but while he danced, Hunter had an expression on his face that
seemed to say 'I know this is silly, but hey, they're here to be entertained.'

They started the show, and Hank was surprised to find himself really enjoying it. Tina was
right--Hunter made an effort to know his subject. He made intelligent comments, and
asked leading questions, but let his guests do most of the talking. They took a short break
after about a half-hour, and Hunter picked up a microphone and stepped down toward the
audience. The women stirred excitedly. Apparently Hunter always made at least one trip
to the audience, and they were all eager to get that much closer to their idol. They were a



little disappointed when Hunter headed straight toward Hank.

Standing in front of the lanky older man, Hunter squatted down and held the microphone
between them, so that both voices would reach it. "I see by your outfit that you are a
cowboy," he half-sang. Then he wiggled his eyebrows. "These words I did sing as I boldly
walked up."

Hank had to smile. "Yes, sir. Texas born and bred."

"Excellent! You're just the man I'm going to need later to taste test. We're going for chili
casserole."

Hank frowned. "Chili and rice, or chili mac?"

"Chili and corn chips. You're shaking your head. Why?"

"What sort of chips are you using, son?"

Hunter's eyebrows climbed at the form of address, but he said. "Fritos."

Hank now nodded firmly. "Perfect. Are you baking in?"

"Well, no. The way I understand it, you just ladle the chili over the chips and dress it up to
taste."

"That's Frito Pie, Mister Overend. Now, if you was to use some other form of chips, such
as white corn tortilla chips, and bake it--THEN it would be chili casserole, but what you're
talking about is Frito Pie."

Hunter sounded amused. "And you'd know?"

"I should. I ate one just about every Friday night of my life between the ages of nine and
twenty-two."

"Why did you slack off?"

"I was working steady then, and couldn't always get off to attend the football games."

Hunter threw back his head and laughed. "Yeah, I DEFINITELY want you as a taste
tester." He winked at Hank, then moved on to talk to a little blue haired lady, who seemed
about ready to hyperventilate with excitement.

Hank's left hand seatmate had taken her apple out of her purse, and was twirling it in her
fingers, staring at it. "I'm trying to decide whether or not to go ahead and eat it. I could
count it as an early dessert for lunch."

Hank had been watching the spinning apple. Now he said quietly, "Ma'am, they told us not
to. Why don't you have some of that cotton candy instead, to tide you over? And I was
wondering if I could ask a favor of you. Would you consider trading apples with me?" He
showed her his chocolate apple. "I really shouldn't eat this--I had chocolate donuts for
breakfast."

She looked pleased. "You'd trade for a plain old caramel? Sure!" She passed the apple
over. Hank took it carefully by the stick and gave his own.

Tina was coming down the aisle, and Hank got up and went to meet her. "Hey, Hank.
How's the show?"



"Very entertaining, and that young man seems to actually have a lick of sense. Tina, I
need to talk to you--right now."

She noticed Hank's sober expression, and said, "Sure. There's a green room off here."
They walked back to a miniscule lounge. "What is it, Hank? You look as serious as a heart
attack."

"Tina, you're going to have to figure out a way to get back all those apples."

"Are you kidding? Those women will riot if we take those. I'm sure some of them are
going to enshrine them as a personal gift from Hunter."

"Those aren't the ones I'm worried about--it's the ones who'd eat them that might have a
problem."

"What are you getting at? The Just Good Goodies company has one of the highest
cleanliness and safety ratings around. They have a reputation for strict quality control."

"All the more reason they're going to want to quietly gather the apples up." Hank held up
the apple. "Look at this." She did, then gave him a questioning look. "I don't really expect
you to notice the abnormality in the packaging--it isn't all that apparent if you don't know
what to look for. I've been volunteering for the Safe Halloween program ever since Eloise
was born. Every October the radiology departments in a lot of hospitals will x-ray treats
free of charge to look for foreign objects, and we present programs on how to inspect
children's trick-or-treat goodies to be sure that no one has done something nasty to them.
Tina, this apple has been opened, and re-wrapped."

She frowned. "Okay, that's a little troubling, but maybe it just sort of worked loose in the
shipping, and someone thought they'd save a little money by fixing it."

"That would be unsanitary, but not all that distressing. This is what's got me worried. Look
here." He pointed.

Tina squinted at the apple, then blinked. "There's some sort of... of seam in the caramel
coating."

Hank nodded. "Now, if this was one of the kinds where they wrap a sheet of caramel
around the apple, then warm it, that would be expected. But this is the old fashioned,
dipped in liquid caramel kind. That seam shouldn't be there--the coating should be
absolutely smooth, or maybe have a little patch where the coating thinned enough to let
the skin peek through. Tina, that coating was deliberately cut, and then someone pinched
the caramel closed over the slit, trying to hide it."

Tina paled. "Does that mean what I think it means?"

Hank looked grim. "It might not, but we can't take the risk. We have to get every one of
those apples back, or one of your guests might find themselves biting into a razor blade
or straight pin."

 

TBC



Chapter 6

Chapter Six

Hunter noticed Tina motioning to him, and cut his ramble through the audience short,
much to the displeasure of the ladies. He went back to the green room with Tina and
Hank, and listened with growing dismay as they explained what they had found, and what
they suspected. "Son of a bitch. What a mess."

"Yes, this could be bad for your rep."

He waved the objections away. "Screw my rep. We can't risk letting any of those ladies
get hurt." Hunter's value went up in Hank's eyes. "They aren't going to want to give them
up--I know how they are about sweets." He thought. "I have a crate of my newest
paperback in back--Desserts Your Mother Warned You About. We can tell them there was
some problem with the expiration dates on the apples, and they need to hand them back
in. In return, they'll each get a copy of the book, with a personal inscription from yours
truly. Think they'll go for the trade?"

Tina smiled in relief. "I think they'll throw in their husbands for a deal like that."

"Great. It's a good thing that we're taped. Something like this would seriously screw up a
live broadcast. How about I do the spiel, then we go ahead with the second part of the
show, and have security waiting at the door to be sure no one sneaks out without ponying
up the apple? I don't really expect there to be any trouble--most of my girls are
sweethearts, but a little legalese should cover things if someone's back gets up. After the
show I can sign books at the front, and if anyone is in a hurry, they can leave an address
and what they want on the fly leaf, and I'll ship it to them."

"That might get kind of expensive," she warned.

"So? These people are making me a well to do man, and they MIGHT make me rich in
the future. It's the least I can do. Mister Crank..." He offered his hand, and they shook.
Hunter's voice was sincere. "Thank you!"

"Hell, son, I was just doing the right thing," Hank protested.

"You have no idea how refreshing that is around here. I want you to come by Choyez for a
deluxe meal--on the house. How about tomorrow night? It's usually one of our slower
evenings--I should be only half run off my feet."

"Well, that's very kind of you, but I'm here visiting. I don't know if Logan has anything
planned..."

"Hank, GO!" said Tina firmly. "He's being modest. Choyez is one of the hardest
reservations around. Logan will understand. After all, you'll be here for a whole week.
Anyway, tomorrow is our usual 'family video' night, and it's Chase's turn to choose. We'll
probably end up with The Lion King again."

"All right, then. That one always makes my throat close up when Muffassa dies, anyway.
He reminds me too much of my Daddy."

Hunter smiled, shaking his head. "I'm telling the wine steward to put aside a bottle of
something good for after your meal. I want to get to know you better, cowboy." He hustled
off to set up what he needed for the second part of the show.



"Tina, you'd best call the police now, so they can pick up those apples."

"You think that's necessary?" she asked.

He gave her a surprised look. "Of course it is. Tina, you may have a case of product
tampering here. That's nothing to take lightly. Suppose it isn't just this batch? I'm not sure
how much information they'll be able to get from the apples themselves--lord knows how
many people have handled them--but you have to take the chance."

She sighed. "You're right, of course. It's just that Suelynn doesn't like the police much."

"Suelynn?"

"That's the first Mrs. Clutterbuck, who still owns forty-five percent of the operation, God
bless community property. Marva controls forty-five percent, too, and don't think that
hasn't put Marva's knickers in a bunch."

"I don't understand, Tina. What happened to Mister Clutterbuck?"

"Ah, that's the question, isn't it? There are different theories. One has him somewhere
sandy and sunny, sipping tropical drinks and laughing his head off, another has him
occupying a shallow grave."

Hank blinked. "That's two wildly different scenarios."

"Tobias Clutterbuck disappeared just before this place opened for business. A big chunk
of his personal assets were liquidated, and went at the same time."

"Oh."

"I'm not too surprised you haven't heard about it. It was pretty big news in California--at
least for a little while--but it never went on Unsolved Mysteries or America's Most Wanted.
The police tend to think he just got fed up with the high-pressure lifestyle, and being
caught between the two women in his life, and that he took a powder. Marva wasn't as
faithful as she might have been, and she DAMN sure wasn't as discreet as she COULD
have been. Suelynn believes that someone with the initials MB-C either did away with
Toby, or had him done away with."

"Is there any evidence, either way?"

"Well, someone used one of his bank card to clean out his joint account a couple of days
into his disappearing act. Marva had already had the foresight to transfer most of the
funds, or she might have been hard up for awhile. And his car was located in the long-
term parking lot at LAX. The police couldn't find him listed on any flights out, but that
doesn't mean much. On the other hand, none of his clothes were taken, but Marva claims
that isn't so unusual. Toby likes to shop, and it wouldn't be anything for him to buy an
entire new wardrobe on the spur of the moment. Either way, he left behind a real mess.
Talk about a catfight. Both of them filed to have the estate probated and be declared
executor till they could determine legally if he's dead or alive."

"Who won?"

"Marva, by a hair. But Suelynn has such a large chunk of the business, they've had to
establish a sort of armed truce in order to keep the place running."

"That can't be easy. It's bound to be worse than two women trying to run the same
kitchen." She arched an eyebrow at him. "I know that may sound condescending, Tina,



but you've never seen my Mama and Heloise's mother-in-law at Thanksgiving. You've
only accounted for ninety percent of the company. Who has the other ten percent?"

"It's scattered among different people, a point here and a point there. I think he handed
out a few shares as Christmas presents, and at least three percent is tied up in trust for
any offspring of his union with Marva." She wrinkled her nose. "I guess that will go back in
the kitty, since he's been gone this long and Marva has never had cruise maternity."

As Hunter had predicted, there was some grumbling when he announced the apple recall,
and as Tina had predicted, all protests vanished when they heard what was being offered
in return. The second half of the show went smoothly, with Hank being consulted for his
opinions on the Frito Pie (Hank was of the firm opinion that beans did not need to be
anywhere near a Frito Pie), nachos (if you wanted a little spice without too much fire, seed
and chip up the jalapenos), and the proper construction of Texas Trash (he shook his
head sadly when he heard it called Nuts 'n Bolts).

The exchange went smoothly, though one of the last ladies in line insisted that she
couldn't possibly agree unless Hunter included a kiss in the bargain. Hunter had no
problem with this. Hank had never seen a woman look so smug since the last time
Heloise had come back from a half-price sale at a shoe store.) After reminding Hank
firmly that he was expected at Choyez the next evening, Hunter took off to check on the
state of the kitchen's readiness for a party that was scheduled for that evening. "It's a
celebration my old college roommate. A studio bought one of his screenplays, and wants
options on his next three. I want to make it special for him."

As Hank and Tina walked to the daycare center, Hank said, "Hunter certainly seems to
have his act together for someone so young, and he seems like a very nice fellow, too."

"I can't remember ever hearing anything really negative about him," Tina agreed. "A lot of
hot chefs are prima donnas, in and out of the kitchen. Hank pushes his staff, but he gives
praise where it's due, and he's fair." They entered the room. Chase, surrounded by an
admiring group of other preschoolers, was in the process of putting the last block on the
top of a structure that was almost as tall as he was. When he saw them, Chase said,
"Demolition!" and swung his fist. The structure crumbled, blocks scattering. Hank was
wondering if Tina was going to say something about this, when Chase's audience burst
into applause. He bowed, then trotted over to the door while the others began gathering
up the blocks. "He does that all the time. They have an agreement--since he's the best
builder, he gets to knock down anything he helps put up."

"You going out to lunch, Mama?" Chase asked. "Can I come, too?"

"That's why we're here," she assured him. "But we'll have to hurry. I'm running a little late
today, and I have to be back in time for the filming of Let's Talk About Pets! Hank, did we
pass anything on the way in this morning that looked promising?"

"I think I saw something that looked like a deli down the street," Hank said.

"Kurtz's Deluxe Deli. That's a good choice. Let's go."

Chase couldn't understand why Hank didn't want to order the barbeque sandwich. Hank
tried to explain. "Chase, what sort of cheese is that on your grilled cheese sandwich?"

"Plain old yellow."

"American," Tina corrected.

Chase nodded. "Merican."



"You ever heard of Roquefort cheese?"

"Yup. It's that smelly kind my Mom likes on her salad."

"Would you like that on your grilled cheese sandwich?" Chase gave him a horrified look,
and Hank nodded. "That's how I feel about most barbeque I've run into anywhere that
doesn't serve it with those waxed paper napkins and a slice of Wonder bread. Son, it
MIGHT be all right, but the last time I ordered outside the Deep South, I was just about
swimming in sugary, ketchup type sauce. It was almost enough to make a grown man cry.
I'll just have the ham-and-turkey. I don't suppose they can get too fancy with that."

"Read the description," Tina warned him. Hank did, and told them to hold the sprouts,
avocado, and mushrooms.

They finished in good time, dropping Chase off just in time for the grumbling to start about
having to take an after lunch nap. Hank shook his head as they once again rode in the
elevator. "You know, it's a shame that as soon as you get to the point that you'd really
enjoy and appreciate a nap in the middle of the day, you don't have time for one." He
looked around the interior, sniffing discreetly.

"What is it, Hank?"

"Just getting a whiff of something that reminds me of Texas. Did I hear you say there was
going to be a miniature horse in the building today?"

Tina rolled her eyes. "Don't remind me. The owner swore to me he'd give the beast an
enema before they came."

Hank pursed his lips. "They really must want the publicity to put their pet through that."

"Well, to tell you the truth, I think this one is less of a pet than a product sample. The guy
breeds them, and this will be free advertising. They're sort of cute in a squashed, Troll doll
sort of way, but IMPRACTICAL? It isn't like most people can have them as a house pet."

"I just hope that Eloise doesn't see this. She's been pestering her Daddy for a horse, and
his best excuse it that their backyard isn't big enough. So this horse breeder gets the
whole show to himself?"

"Good lord, no. We also have someone bringing a lovely calico cat. She keeps horses,
too, and the cat is sort of their pet, so it's very easy with them."

"Cats and horses generally get on well together," Hank agreed. The hall on the second
floor was busier than Hank had seen it before, all of them going into the second studio
that was set up for an audience. "Looks like this one is going to have a good number of
people, too.

"Let's Talk About Pets does fairly well, but not nearly as well as Hunter's show." As they
entered, Tina said, "This is my last show for today, but we always allow more time for it,
since animals are so unpredictable." She leaned toward Hank and whispered, "And so is
the host. Wilson Bates is an old darling, but frankly he's getting sort of fragile, and his
memory isn't what it used to be. Still, he shows up and gets through the programs. He's a
trouper."

Hank was smiling. "Wilson Bates? I used to watch his World Wide Safari show when I
was just a kid. That man handled everything from anacondas to zebras." The smile faded
a little. "And now he's working with shrunken horses and stable cats." He sighed. "I think I
feel old."



She patted his arm consolingly. "Not you, Hank. Let's go introduce you."

Meeting Wilson Bates was both pleasant and painful for Hank. He remembered a man in
vigorous middle age, a man who was sensible and cautious ("Not like that dang fool from
Australia who seems to want to cuddle anything that has sharp teeth or venom."), but
fearless. The years seemed to have diminished him. He still carried himself erect, but the
top of his head barely cleared Hank's chin, and he was slat thin. His hand was bony--frail--
but his grip was still firm. He smiled when Hank mentioned the hours he'd spent watching
his adventures, and Wilson said, "Long ago, I'm afraid. I haven't been able to travel more
than a few hundred miles for years now." There was a far away look in his eyes as he
spoke.

"Tina," Wilson told her, "I'm missing half of my guest list. The shrinky-dink pony has
arrived, but not the companion cat. We can do the show without it, I suppose, but it will be
rather thin."

"Well, crap," said Tina. "I'll go call the owner and see if they're on their way." She headed
back to the green room.

A moment later a man led a tiny horse with Palomino coloring out onto the stage area.
There was an immediate wave of cooing from the again mostly female audience. Wilson
frowned. "Mister Cosgrove, you're not supposed to bring him out until your cue."

"Look, Bit o' Honey is getting nervous, having to stand still for so long. I'll just walk him
back and forth across the stage a few times, right? Exercise calms him down." He gave
Hank a cheesy grin. "Whoa, cowboy! I hope he doesn't get the idea that you're gonna ride
him. I'm trying to keep him calm." He led the horse away, chuckling at his own humor.

"Mister Bates," came a breathless voice. "Here I am! I'm sorry I'm so late, but I only got
the notice about the scheduling change this morning."

Hank heard a buzzing sound that was familiar enough to raise the hairs on the back of his
neck. He turned around to see a tall, thin man carrying a large, lidded aquarium. Someone
had once bitched about having to move one about that size, saying that it had almost
killed him and the two friend's he'd talked into helping. Hank had remarked that he didn't
think an empty aquarium would be that heavy. The man's response had been a blank look
and, "Empty?" This one WAS empty--except for a generous layer of wood shavings and
the biggest damn live rattlesnake Hank had ever seen.

Wilson looked just as surprised as Hank felt. "What are you doing with that thing?"

The man looked puzzled. "I'm here for the taping." He had continued closing the gap
between them.

"But you're supposed to be here NEXT week," protested Bates.

Behind him, Hank could hear the hollow clop of tiny hooves approaching. He turned,
raising his hand. "Mister Cosgrove, you'd better keep Little Bit on the other side of the..."

"His name is Bit o' Honey." Cosgrove wasn't interested in listening. "It that the other
guest? It's about time. Cat people have no consideration when it comes to..." Bit o'
Honey's nostrils were flaring. Suddenly he stopped short, legs stiffening, snorting loudly.
"What is it? Honey, you aren't afraid of a pussycat, are you? You can kick his fuzzy butt to
the moon if..."

"It's not a cat, Mister Cosgrove. You'd better get that horse away before..."



The golden horse tossed his head, long cream colored mane whipping, and whinnied
shrilly. There was unmistakable fear in the tone. The audience, which had been casually
gossiping and not really paying all that much attention was suddenly alert. Hank turned
back to Bates and the snake owner, his voice rising in urgency. "Mister, get that rattler off
this stage! That horse is going to..." There was the sharp rap of hooves again--then a thud
and a blood curdling yell as Bit o' Honey broke several bones in his owner's food.

The horse was small, but it was sturdy, and it suddenly started bucking and plunging in a
manner that would have done a bronco proud. Cosgrove, hand wrapped in the horse's
lead, was jerked about and kicked several times. Hank was hoping that he didn't loose his
footing, because it was entirely possible that if he fell and took a hoof to the head, it could
kill him, and that would be a tragically ridiculous way to die. Cosgrove tore himself loose,
but the momentum of his effort sent him stumbling across the last few yards of stage. As
the little horse headed up the aisles at a caner, Hank grabbed at him, but he was just a
second too slow--and Cosgrove plowed into the man carrying the aquarium.

Those things were awkward to carry under the best circumstances, and these were far
from the best circumstances. The man's hands slipped, and the tank fell. Hank had heard
claims that some of the newer models were shatter resistant. Not this one--and a
rattlesnake that was dropped amidst broken glass was not likely to be in a good mood.

It lunged almost as soon as it hit the floor, striking at the first thing that met its sight, then
started to slither--toward the audience. Pandemonium. Women were scrambling in any
direction but toward the snake. If Hank hadn't been distracted at the moment, he would
have seen more panties than he had in most of his lifetime as a good number of women
resorted to climbing over or on the seats. The noise was enough to drive the last bit of
nerve from almost anyone.

Hank turned around quickly, zeroing in on the snake, which was headed for the audience,
no doubt intent on taking refuge under the seats. Hank took three rapid strides, and the
toe of his right boot came down on the snake, just behind it's wedge shaped head. It
hissed and thrashed, thick body whipping wildly as Hank reached into his pocket and
pulled out a large folding knife.

The snake handler yelled, "No, don't! Don't kill Rupert--he's harmless!" He was answered
by demands for the snake's death, and cursing that proved that not all the women in the
audience adhered to the strict rules of speech set up for 'ladies'. "Please, mister," the man
pleaded. "His venom sacks were removed ages ago. If he bites you it'll sting a little, but
that's all. Some Bactine will take care of it. Honest, I have kids--I'm not going to keep a
poisonous snake in my home. Please--he's a pet."

Hank sighed, reached down, and caught the snake just above where his foot had it
pinned. "Find something to put this varmint in, then."

"I have a carry bag in the green room, brought it for my talk today. Hold on!" He hurried
away.

Hank figured the screams should have begun dying down by now, but they began to rise
to an even greater level. He looked to where some of the women were pointing, and his
heart plummeted. Wilson Bates, white faced and sweating, was clutching his left arm. He
staggered back, sitting heavily in one of the chairs. There were two small, blood-speckled
holes in Bates' pant leg.

Cosgrove dropped to the floor in front of the elderly man and ripped the fabric, exposing
one skinny calk that had two red puncture marks in it. "Gimme your knife," he shouted at
Hank. "I've read the Boy Scout Manual--I'll suck out the poison."



Instead Hank used the knife to point to a cell phone lying on the floor. "Forget that. Use
that fancy phone of yours to call 911."

"After I suck out the poison. The more time that's wasted..."

"CALL, YOU FOOL!" When a man Hank's size used that tone of voice, wise people
obeyed. Cosgrove snatched up the phone and punched buttons while Hank said, "You've
got more guts and goodwill than brains, Bubba. That fella said this snake was neutralized,
and I believe him."

"But if Bates wasn't poisoned, then why...?"

"Damn, man, don't you know a heart attack when you see one?" said Hank, finally
sounding exasperated. "Poison wasn't necessary--the shock of having a rattler bite you is
enough to raise anyone's blood pressure through the roof."
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Chapter 7

Summary: Hank is drafted to help out at the studio, and a pattern begins to emerge.

Chapter Seven

The paramedics arrived promptly, weaving through the crowd of departing people. Twenty
or thirty audience members had decided to stay, but the rest had decided they'd had
enough. Wilson was checked and worked over. It was decided that he was out of
immediate danger, but that there HAD most likely been an attack, and that he had to be
transported immediately, in case this was only the first infarction.

Wilson said weakly. "But the program... Tina, I hate to let you down..."

"Wilson, do NOT worry about that! The important thing is your health. I'll arrange
something." She smiled at him, even though her eyes looked a little frantic. "That's why
they pay me the big bucks." She kept up the confidant expression till Wilson had been
taken away, then she slumped into a chair. "Oh, CHRIST! Marva is going to roast me if I
don't get an episode of this show in the can. Plus she's been looking for a reason to dump
this show. She wants to try to work in a shopping program. I think she intends to host
herself. She figures she can buy whatever she wants, then write it off as a business
expense."

"I think the IRS might want to have a talk with her about that," said Hank dryly.

"Yeah, well, Marva can be shrewd about some things, but on others she's remarkably
short sighted." Tina rubbed her eyes. "Wilson has several programs taped ahead, but he
airs every week, and there's no telling WHEN he'll be able to tape again--if ever. Hank, he
doesn't really need the money, but he needs the program. If he has to just stop, it really
WILL kill him."

"Tina, this is your last show of the day, right?"

"Yes. Once it was taped, we were heading home."

"Is there some sort of rule that no one else can host the show?"

Tina frowned. "Well, no. Wilson has had a guest host before."

"Why can't you host it?"

She stared at him. "Funny, you don't LOOK insane."

"Tina, you're an attractive, personable, articulate young woman. How long is this
program?"

"It's a half hour, minus breaks for commercials."

"You ought to be able to bullshit... Oh, beg pardon--you ought to be able to improvise for
that long."

"Maybe--IF I had a guest. I think that even if Cosgrove has managed to catch Bit o' Honey,
that poor beast isn't going to be in any shape to sparkle for the audience."

"And even if you wanted to feature that snake, the owner has already left. He said he had
to go buy another aquarium, then put Rupert somewhere quiet for awhile to settle his



nerves."

Tina was thinking. Now she pulled out her cell phone and started dialing. "I'll call the cat
owner. I want to know why I ended up with cold and scaly instead of fuzzy-purry. Hello,
Rose? Hi, it's Tina Bergeron. I was wondering... What? No. No. Look, Rose, it WOULD
have been inconsiderate, IF I'd cancelled on such short notice, but I didn't. No, I didn't
send any email. What did it say? Uh-huh. One sec." She covered the receiver. "She says
that she received an email this morning saying that her appearance was cancelled, and
we'd call and reschedule at a later date."

"That fellow with the snake said something about getting a scheduling change, too," Hank
commented.

"This is weird." She turned back to the phone. "Rose, something odd is going on. I never
sent you a cancellation. I can't help it. What was the name on the email? Can you check?
I'll hold." She looked at Hank. "She says that she got the email last night. I haven't
contacted her since I finished setting this up last month, and I scheduled the snake owner
less than a week ago. We never cut things that close... Yes, Rose. Tell me the sender.
No, that's not me. It's close, but no. Look, did you save any of the other emails I've sent
you? Look at that. Momofchase, right? Now, look at the new one. Look CLOSELY." She
glanced at Hank. "Monofchase. Yeah, I'll be damned, too. It wasn't me. No, don't
apologize. You weren't the only one. Now, I need to ask a BIG favor. Can you come in
and bring Piebald with you? No, you aren't too late. Taping
was unavoidably held up. Act of God. I'll explain it to you when you get here--if you get
here?" She paused, then her shoulders relaxed a little, and she gave Hank a thumbs up.
"Great! What? Kittens? Oh, you BET! Bring them along. Kittens are always a hit. Thanks,
hon. I owe you one."

She punched the off button with a sigh. "Okay, that's something. But an entire half-hour of
kittens is going to be a little thin. I'd give anything for another animal. Heck, if Chase had
goldfish I'd go home and get them."

"You mean to tell me that Chase doesn't have a pet? Oh, that's just WRONG."

"I know, but it's in the apartment rules. I might be able to sneak in a hamster, but Chase
isn't interested in rodents, thank God. When me move in with Logan, we're going to..."
She stumbled to a stop, blushing.

Hank smiled. "I'm glad I brought along a suit. Logan asked me to stand up for him."

"I just wasn't sure how you'd handle knowing the honeymoon started a little early."

Hank patted her arm gently. "Tina, Logan's a smart man, with a fine sense of judgment.
The first time he married, he picked out a classy lady, and I'm sure he has the second
time, too."

"You're a real gentleman, Hank. Now, if I can only figure out something here. I almost
wish the security force had patrol dogs. I could shanghai one of... Oo, no--not with a cat
on the show."

"Actually, Tina, any professional dog worth his salt will have been trained to be cat-
tolerant. I've worked a few times with scent hounds--bloodhounds for tracking and
searches for bodies, and really sweet beagle on a drug smuggling case, and you could
have set them down in the middle of a Cat Fanciers show and they wouldn't have turned
a hair."

Tina was eyeing him. "You know a good bit about animals, don't you?"



"Some."

"And you're a pet owner."

"I suppose Chill Pill qualifies." He noticed the gleam in her eyes. "Tina? What are you
thinking of?"

"It would take fifteen minutes to get back to Logan's, then another fifteen back here."

"Oh, Tina, no."

"We haven't had an armadillo on this program, I know that." She was getting excited. "And
I have a friend over at Channel 7 news. He could have a copy of that tape of you and Chill
in Nevada here in no time at all."

"Lordamighty, Tina, you're not going to revive that thing? It's going to be hard enough to
live down. Look, I've done a bit of public relations work for the Department of Justice and
the Rangers--I figured it was part of the job, but this..." She was looking at him with wide
eyes. "That isn't going to work."

Her bottom lip trembled. "I guess Chase doesn't really need to go to camp this year. And
his shoes should last a few more months--if his feet don't keep growing at the same rate.
He'll understand if we have to give up cable, even though I'm sure he's going to miss
Blue's Clues in the afternoons."

Hank heaved a sigh. "Stop it. You don't fight fair, woman." He held out his hand. "You're
going to have to let me borrow that kiddy car of yours."

Hank almost hoped that Chill Pill had dug himself a nice deep burrow and decided to take
a long nap, but the little creature came waddling to him the moment he stepped into
Logan's back yard and called. He wasn't too pleased about getting back into the pet taxi,
but he only shifted a little before settling down for the ride.

Hank had left his ID at the front desk, so he stopped to collect it again from Beau. While
Hank was pinning it back on, Beau bent and peered into the pet taxi, then jerked back.
"DAMN, man! What is that thing?"

"That's my 'dillo--Chill Pill. You don't need to pull back so quick, Beau. He's never bitten
anyone, and if he did, it probably wouldn't be much more than a good pinch."

"Yeah, well, probably isn't absolutely, m'man. I haven's seen anything like that since
Jurassic Park."

"No, I think armadillos are Pleistocene instead of Jurassic."

"Tina talked you into going on that show, huh?"

Hank picked up the pet taxi. "That woman can do sad puppy dog eyes better than an eight
week old cocker spaniel."

Hank had expected it to be like pulling teeth, but he enjoyed it. He always liked talking
about armadillos in general ("The state animal of Texas."), and Chill Pill in particular.
There was some good natured skepticism about Chill's ability to use a litter box, but they
doubted him a little less when he demonstrated that Chill would come when called,
"Though he is a little like a cat when it comes to that--he'll do it if he's in the mood." That
had gotten a good laugh.



The mama cat and her three kittens were a big hit, too. The audience ohed and ahed as
the fluff balls tottered around on shaky legs. They became fascinated by Chill Pill, sniffing
and pawing at him. Chill suffered it all with dignity, even when Piebald jumped up on his
back, settled down on her haunches, and began to groom him between the ears, purring
so loud it could be heard into the third row.

When the closing theme (How Much Is That Doggy In The Window?, and Hank thought
that Wilson probably gritted his teeth every time he heard it) started, Hank suddenly said,
"Shoot! Hi, Heloise, Anton, Eloise, baby! Hi! Eloise, you be a good girl and kick behind at
soccer." The show went out on a burst of laughter and applause. Hank blushed, but
explained, "That child would give me no peace when I get home if I had forgotten that."
He thought for a second, then said, "Please tell me I can get a tape of this--otherwise I
just made a fool of myself for nothing."

Tina laughed, standing on tiptoe to kiss Hank's cheek. "The Texas Rangers to the rescue
once again. Thank you, Hank. I really owe you one."

"You just keep making Logan happy and I consider us more than square."

The audience was filing out, all but a half-dozen gone. From the back of the studio they
heard several slow, deliberate claps. It was obviously a gesture calculated to draw
attention, and it worked. All eyes turned to the woman who had just entered, and was
standing at the top of the bank of seats.

She was a tall, slender woman with an artfully tousled mop of shiny blonde hair. Once she
was sure that she had been noticed, she strolled down the aisle. She moved with a slink
that was more feline than Piebald's. She was wearing a silky shirt, jeans, and boots, but
Hank could tell that the jeans had at least half as much as Heloise normally spent on a
season's wardrobe, and the boots had never come in contact with anything earthier than
a manicured lawn.

She was also wearing a pair of dark sunglasses, which looked a lot like the large, white
framed ones Audrey Hepburn had worn in Breakfast At Tiffany's (one of his mama's
favorite movies), and Hank had the feeling that the choice was very deliberate. She had a
lot more bosom than Audrey Hepburn had, but then Hank suspected that Audrey had a lot
more class than this woman. He was pretty sure that the dark haired actress had never
tried so blatantly to attract attention.

The woman approached the set, saying, "Well, well, well, Tina. I must say I'm impressed.
You improvised like a pro."

"Why, thank you, Marva. I'll take that as a compliment--even though I AM a pro."

Her smile was condescending. "Of course you are." She glanced down to find a kitten
crawling up on her boot. "Oh. How sweet." Her voice lacked conviction, and she shook
her foot--not brutally, but more roughly than was necessary. The kitten squeaked as it
rolled, plump bottom over fuzzy head. Piebald rushed over, putting herself between the
woman and the baby. She bushed up to almost twice her size, put her ears back flat
against her skull, and hissed like an over-heated radiator. Marva backed up a step, saying
nervously. "Do something with that animal! If I get scratched, I'll sue you for the plastic
surgery."

Hank bent down and scooped the kitten into his palm, then held it under Piebald's nose.
"Here, Mama. See? Your baby is just fine. Why don't you take him?" Piebald deflated a
little, chirping to the kitten. Then she picked it up by the scruff of the neck and carried it to
the basket that Rose had used to transport the cats. She placed it inside with its siblings,



then hopped in and settled down with them.

Rose quickly latched the basket, then glared at Marva. "Lady--and I use that term loosely-
-those cats are worth more than your last movie pulled down--including popcorn sales."
She hefted the basket, nodded at Tina and Hank, and carried it away.

"I wasn't expecting you, Marva," said Tina. "What are you doing here? When was the last
time you came by? When they shot that station promo?"

"No," said Marva coolly. "It was when I showed those potential investors around. I came
over because I heard that we were having a particularly nasty day." She waved one well
manicured hand vaguely. "I thought I might help."

"I did all right."

She was eyeing Hank. He'd seen that look before. It was the same sort of appraising
stares you might see bidders giving a steer at a fatstock show. How do you do? I'm Marva
Barbee-Clutterbuck."

She offered her hand, palm downward, and Hank wondered if he was expected to shake
it, or kiss it. He settled for gripping, turning, and shaking. "Yes, ma'am--I recognized you."

Her smile grew almost incandescent. "You did? You sweet thing!" She pouted a little. "I'm
afraid I didn't catch your name."

"Herbert Crank, ma'am, but my friends call me Hank."

The very tip of her tongue darted out to briefly touch her upper lip. "Are we going to be
friends?"

Hank blinked. "Uh..."

Marva froze. "Your animal is sniffing my cuff."

Chill Pill was nosing the denim. He sneezed several times, and Hank noticed a damp
patch appear on Marva's pant leg. Hank had a feeling that the woman wouldn't deal well
with armadillo mucus, so he acted quickly. He reached down to pick up Chill Pill. The 'dillo
suddenly developed a stubborn streak, and rolled up into a ball. "Chill, you know that
doesn't work. You're just making it easier for me." Hank picked Chill Pill up and easily
deposited him in the pet taxi, shutting the door. "Please excuse him."

She shrugged. "Maybe it's the smog."

Hank thought about the air quality in Houston. "Could be."

"I'd like to say thank you for your generous help, Hank. Have dinner with me tonight."

"Oh, I'm sorry, but I have a date."

She wasn't a good enough actress to suppress her look of consternation. "Really?"

"Hunter Overend asked me to have dinner at his restaurant."

Marva blinked, and examined Hank more closely, pulling the sunglasses half-way down
her pert nose, exposing a pair of pale blue eyes. "Hunter? Oh, that explains it. Well, we
must have drinks or something. How long will you be here?"

"For a week, but I'm not sure what sort of activities my host has planned."



"We'll work something out," she said dismissively, pushing the shades back into place.
"Ciao, bella!" She turned and sashayed back up the aisle and out.

Hank looked at Tina. "That woman just spoke Italian for no good reason."

"She does a lot of things for no good reason--like most of her acting career. Let's go get
Chase. I'm ready to get out of here."

That evening they ordered Chinese food, and Hank confessed himself astonished at the
number of delivery menus Logan had stuck to the corkboard by his phone in the kitchen.
"In my area you have your choice of three different delivery services--Pizza Inn, Pizza
Hut, and Pappa John's Pizza."

"I like Chinese 'sketti," said Chase, messily slurping a noodle into his mouth.

Tina wiped soy sauce off the boy's chin. "Those are noodles, Chase. Did you know that
the Chinese invented spaghetti?"

Chase gave him a wide-eyed look. "Get out of town."

"I HAVE to introduce him to Eloise," said Hank. "Tina, are things always that hectic at your
job?"

"There's always a few minor disasters going on at any station, but I have to admit that
today was pretty spectacular. I'm beginning to wonder if maybe the building is standing
over an Indian burial ground, or something. If I didn't have any ethics, and I wanted some
quick cash, I could sell a story about 'The Cursed Studio' to the tabloids."

"What is it with you women and tabloids? Heloise has an ambition to sell them a story,
too. I'm afraid you'd need more than what happened today to interest them."

"I have it. Things have been happening for a couple of months now. I didn't think much of
it at first, because none of it was really awful--no bombs. But recently I started to put
together all the little incidents I've been hearing about. I've come to the conclusion that no
one group of individuals can have such collective bad luck." She started ticking off on her
fingers. "Someone put dye in the make-up one time, and a hair remover the other. That
wasn't nice. One of the actresses has sensitive skin, uses her own special cosmetics, and
it gave her a bad rash. She couldn't film her show for almost a week. Of course Marva
didn't mind--since there was no understudy, she moved in and became guest host.
Another time there was a hideous stink, and we found dead fish in several air ducts.
Someone loosened the casters on a chair and dumped a guest on their behind. Vaseline
was smeared on all the camera lenses; bulbs were loosened in the lights before filming.
Superglue was smeared on some of the seats--oh, man, was that a nightmare! It cost us a
fortune to replace the audience members' ruined clothing. There were a lot of things--I'd
have to sit down with a pad and pen to get them all straight."

Logan frowned. "Honey, some of those things could just be coincidence, or pranks, but
when you add it up, it looks pretty nasty."

"But why? I mean, what possible reason would someone have for doing something like
this?"

"I don't know," said Hank. "I'd have to know a lot more about the people who do business
there, and what's been going on."

Tina bit her lip. "The people who do business there?"



"I know it isn't a nice thing to consider, Tina, but I'm afraid that when you consider the
number and type of things that have been going on, there isn't much doubt--it has to be
some sort of inside job."
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Chapter 8

Chapter Eight

Tina gaped, then color slowly started to rise in her cheeks, and her eyes sparkled. Logan
reached in and put a hand on her arm. "Tina, before you lose that stereotypical redhead
temper, Hank is NOT accusing you. Listen to what he said--'according to this'. A lawman
isn't going to go on just appearances."

"That's so," Hank agreed. "All this tells us is that these emails were sent from this
particular computer." He clicked the mouse a couple of times. "Look here--time sent on
both of them. Tina, I know darn good and well that you were at Logan's house fixing
supper and visiting when these were sent. You've got two very reliable witnesses who will
say so."

Tina's shoulders slumped slightly. "Well, thank goodness for that. My life is complicated
enough without people believing that I'm sabotaging my own job." She frowned. "But if I
didn't do it, who did?"

"That I can't say. If I was psychic, I'd have hit the lotto and own a few acres at both Lake
Sam Rayburn and Crystal Beach. What I would suggest is that we switch this keyboard
and mouse out, and have Detective Hoffman see if they can find any prints that have no
business being there."

"I just don't understand this at all. I have a lock on my door..."

"Do you use a password on your computer?" She blushed, and Hank sighed. "You lock
your door, but you don't lock your computer. Please tell me you haven't sent any banking
information to some poobah in Nigeria who guaranties to give you a few million worth of
illicitly gained national funds?"

"Don't be insulting."

"I knew you were a sensible woman." He shook his head. "It amazes me that there are
still people who will actually fall for that one. You're sure that you locked your door when
you left your office that afternoon?"

"Positive. I've made it a habit."

"Are you the only one who has a key?"

"Sure... no, wait. Security has one, and housekeeping."

"Is that one person in each division?"

She fidgeted. "Well, no. The security copies are with whichever guard is on duty at the
time, and I think the housekeeping keys are kept in the maintenance office until they're
needed."

"Locked up?"

"I have no idea."

"I'll want to check on that."

"But even with the door locked, what about the password?"



"You can't log on at all without a password?"

"You can't access my personal files, or get onto the net without one."

"How complicated is your password?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, is it completely random?"

"Good lord, no! I'd never remember it. I'm doing good to keep Chase's and my social
security numbers, my license number, my plate number, and a few choice phone numbers
memorized. If I try to memorize anything else these days, I'm afraid I'll forget something
else."

"Don't tell me what it is, but give me some hint. Is it in the dictionary?"

"Um... not as such."

"Good. They have programs that can run through the dictionary, trying words till they
strike."

"It's just something personal."

Hank shook his head. "That isn't good, if the hacker is someone who knows you fairly well.
They'll run through the names of family members, pets, hometowns..."

She paled. "Oh, hell. It's Quebec."

Hank shook his head. "Tina, if you can memorize the lyrics to a song, you ought to be
able to remember five or six random letters and numbers. Or use something that's
personal, but off the beaten path. Your favorite comic strip, the first car you ever owned,
part of a motto or quote--there are a lot of possibilities. I got Detective Hoffman's email
address. You need to forward these to him, and anything else that looks suspicious."

"I'm just glad that we've put a stop to this part of the harassment."

Hank frowned. "I hate to disappoint you, but that might not be so. There are other
computers in this building, aren't there--with Internet access?"

"Sure. We have at least a half dozen on the network."

"Then someone can use any one of those to impersonate you on the web. The ISP
address won't be off more than one or two numbers, and there are very few people out
there who are going to check that closely. I'd advise setting up an entirely new account for
business, and telling anyone you've contacted since this began to be cautious. Are you
sure that no one in particular has been targeted in this?"

"Most of the incidents don't seem to have been aimed specifically at one person. "Any
other possible grudges?"

"This is entertainment, Hank. Whenever egos are involved, there's always a chance. We
think that the fish used to stink the place up were stolen from a refrigerator that Hunter
uses for the demonstration ingredients for his show. By the time we found them, they
were a little hard to identify, but the trout he'd been planning on using DID disappear, and
he had to do a fast revamp on the show he'd planned. Never turned a hair, when I would
have been doing my chicken with its head cut off impression. The man is a pro. But that's
the closest thing to anyone being singled out."



"I'll talk to him this evening and see if there have been any incidents outside the studio."

"Thank goodness there hasn't been anything out of the ordinary today."

Logan was looking down the hall. "Don't speak so soon." He stepped back.

A man in a wheelchair rolled into sight, halting in the doorway, glaring in at Tina. He was
a handsome man in his late twenties, with thick, sun-streaked blond hair, brown eyes,
and a rich tan. The clean-cut good looks were a bit spoiled by his grim, irritated
expression. "Pogey," said Tina weakly. "I didn't hear you coming." Hank gave her a look.
He hardly thought that rubber tires on carpeting would be easy to hear. "What happened
to that squeaky wheel?"

"It's been greased."

"Oh, that's good."

"Oh, I hardly think so, since everything else got greased, including me." He rolled a few
inches into the room. That close, the thick, greenish fluid smearing his clothing, hands,
hair, and face was clearly visible.

Tina gasped. "What happened?"

"Someone booby-trapped the handicapped stall in the second floor men's room. When I
flushed, there was a shower of oil in the stall--30 weight, I think. I guess I could be grateful
that it was fresh instead of someone's crank case leavings. It looks like someone had
rigged a cord to run up to an open can balanced on a ceiling strut. They'd removed a
ceiling tile. The can bounced off my shoulder. I'm just lucky that most of it had emptied out
before it struck, and it hit me on the shoulder. I could have been brained."

Tina reached for the phone. "I'll call an ambulance."

"No, no, no. I said I COULD have been brained. The attempt failed."

Hank said, "You believe this was a personal attack?"

Pogey looked up at him suspiciously. "Who are you?"

Hank offered his hand. "Herbert Crank."

Pogey wiggled his fingers, showing off the glistening coating of oil. "Not a good idea right
now, man. And of COURSE it was a personal attack. I'm the only handicapped employee
here. Who else could it have been aimed at?"

"Sometimes other people use the handicapped stall."

Penneman actually bared his teeth. "They'll stop that shit once we get legislation passed
to make it a fined misdemeanor." Hank blinked. Given the length of his legs, he'd often
used the handicapped stall, though only if the restroom was empty, and it was unlikely
that someone who NEEDED it would be along. Penneman was continuing. "No, this was
deliberate. The only question is whether it was directed at differently-abled people in
general, or me personally." He sat a little straighter in the chair. "I've stepped on a lot of
toes with my crusade. That snob feed lot, Choyez, had to shut down for a week to get up
to code after I aired my expose."

Tina was looking at the puddle that was forming on the floor around the wheels of the



chair. "This is awful, Pogey, but if you don't want me to call an ambulance, do you want
me to call the police?"

"Why?" he snorted. "Oh, sure, they like to have their pictures taken with the cute little
crippled kids during the MD marathons, showing off with their so-called big hearted
donations, but is there one--ONE--disabled person on their thin blue line?"

"We have a Ranger who had to take disability after a car accident," said Hank. "But he still
works as a Special Ranger, helping out with research and such."

Penneman looked at him blankly for a moment. "I'm talking about REALLY disabled."

"You don't consider losing both legs just below the hips disabling?"

Blonds aren't good at hiding emotions, not even with a deep tan, and the flush creeping
over Pogey's face was evident. "Uh... yeah. But I'm talking about the long-term disabled--
like me." He slapped his legs. "Twenty years, my friend. Twenty years I've been trapped
in this rolling cage. But it hasn't stopped me from fighting for my affected brothers and
sister."

"Pogey, if you don't want me to call the authorities," said Tina, "what DO you want--
besides sympathy?"

Now the man's expression tightened, and the blush moved toward brick red. "I NEVER
ask for pity!" he snarled.

Hank's voice was sharp. "Son, you need to take that growl out of your voice when you talk
to this lady!"

Now Pogey sneered. "Look, Galahad, any time someone tries to condescend to me, I..."

Hank bent down, putting his face very close to Pogey's. His voice was hard and
deliberate. "There's a world of difference between sympathizing and condescending, and
as much as you seem to condescend, I'm surprised you don't know that. Now, Tina didn't
dump that Valvoline over your head, she didn't conspire to do it, and she's not laughing at
your misfortune. You either tell her what you want to in a civil manner, or haul yourself on
out of here--now."

Pogey blinked at him, eyeing him speculatively, probably wondering if someone Hank's
size would beat up on someone in a wheelchair. Finally he said, "No need to get hostile."
He looked back at Tina. "Luckily I'd finished taping my show before I went to the can. Do
you have any idea of how to get oil out of clothes?"

"Maybe you can ask Doris, from the Domestic Divas show?" she suggested.

"What you do," said Hank, "is saturate it with a pre-treatment, and wait a few minutes for it
to penetrate. Then you rub in some heavy-duty liquid laundry detergent. Those are dark
clothes, so you probably won't have to worry about a stain, but if you get one, use an all-
fabric bleach. It still doesn't work, put down a thick pad of paper towels, and put dry
cleaning fluid on the back of the stain. Follow the instructions for the cleaning fluid, and be
sure to replace the towels often, then let it air dry." Tina, Logan, and Pogey were staring
at him. He shrugged. "Mama made me learn. She said she wasn't going to do my laundry
the rest of her life. You can always just take it to a dry cleaner, if it's too much bother. Oh,
and when you bathe and wash your hair, I'd use Dawn dish liquid. That stuff cuts grease
like nobody's business."

"Pre-treat, rub in, all-fabric bleach, paper towels, dry cleaning fluid--or send it out. Gotcha.



Thanks." He started to wheel away, then paused and looked back over his shoulder.
"That Special Ranger--d'you suppose there's any chance of me talking him into doing,
like, a taped interview? I'm pretty sure I could weasel enough money out of the budget for
a round trip ticket to Texas."

"I tell you what--before I leave, I'll get you a number where you can call and ask him
yourself."

"Terrific." He wheeled off down the hall.

Tina sighed. "Just what I needed."

"Tina," said Logan. "You aren't responsible for preventing what happened."

"I know. Pogey is sure to have a long list of people to bitch at for this--I was just the first
one he could reach. Sure, Marva and Suelynn are the real head honchos, but I'm the one
everybody sees, so I'm the one who's expected to deal with it. I guess I'd better have
another talk with security." As they stepped out into the hall, she locked the door to the
office, then glanced down at the floor. "Housekeeping is going to have a fit."

That afternoon, Hank played with Chase in Logan's backyard, giving his friend and Tina a
little time alone together. Chase was trying to teach Chill how to fetch, and Hank told him,
"That isn't going to work, Chase. Look at the size of that ball, then look at the size of
Chill's mouth. He just couldn't pick it up, even if he wanted to."

"He could butt it with his head," said Chase reasonably.

"I tell you what--if you can persuade him to do that, I'll buy you a new ball."

"That's okay," said Chase cheerfully. "I gots lots of balls. I get one 'most every time I see
my Dad."

"Well, that's nice," said Hank.

"Yeah. I kinda wish he had more 'magination, though. Last time he gave me one with a
bell in it." He wrinkled his nose. "That's for babies. It said so right on the box. Ages six
months up."

"Chase, that just means that the child should be at least six months old."

"Yeah, but only BABIES play with those kinds of balls. All the kids at daycare would laugh
at me. He gave me a Pat the Bunny book, too. I like Dr. Seuss now."

"You do? Boy, that's Heloise's favorite author--right after J.K. Rowlings."

Chase clapped his hands. "Harry Potter!"

"Lord, that's EVERYWHERE these days."

"Yup. Mom says that if they ever have another Weasley boy, I could audition, 'cause of
my hair. Logan says if that happens, he'll find me a good agent, then do all my contract
negotiations for me."

"He'll take good care of you there."

Chase nodded. "Mamma says he's gonna take good care of both of us."

Hank smiled. "He sure will. Logan always wanted a little boy, Chase."



Chase grinned. "He said so. He says he hopes Mama has a little girl, so he'll have one of
both, but that as long as Mama an' the baby are okay, he don't care if it's a boy, a girl, or
an indy-tournament." He frowned. "Whatever that is."

"You don't have to worry about that right now."

"I asked Logan if I should call him Dad or Daddy, and he said he'd like that, but he wasn't
trying to take my daddy's place, and he didn't want him to be mad if I called someone else
Daddy. I told him my daddy wouldn't mind. Last time I stayed with him, he told me that
when his girlfriend was around, I should call him Uncle Bob."

Hank stared at the little boy. "Uh-huh. Your dad sounds like quite a person."

"That's what Mama says, too, when somebody asks about him. They say, 'what sort of
person is he?', and she says, 'oh, he's something else.'"

"Your mama could have a career in diplomacy if she wanted to."

Later on Hank allowed Chase to very carefully brush down his Stetson before he went out
for dinner. When he was finally dressed, he did a slow turn in front of the others, arms
outstretched. "Am I okay? It's been awhile since I went out to any place that had cloth
napkins and no salad bar."

"Just be careful, Hank," said Tina, "Or you'll come out of there dripping Hollywood
matrons."

"Logan, I hope you don't mind, but I borrowed some of your cologne."

"Of course not, Hank. What did you choose? Eternity? Polo? Safari? Rush? Envy?"

"You sure do have a collection. Old Spice."

"Old--? I HAVE Old Spice?"

"It was pretty far back in the cabinet, and I had to wipe a little dust off it, but it still smells
good."

Logan was shaking his head, smiling faintly. "Old Spice."

"Shut up," said Tina. "So he isn't cutting edge--it suits him."
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Chapter 9

Chapter Nine

Hank got instructions on how to get to Choyez, then borrowed Logan's truck. Hank parked
the truck among sports cars, Mercedes, and BMWs, and walked across the street to the
restaurant. Choyez turned out to be in a converted turn-of-the-century house. It was
almost like stepping into one of the houses that had been taken over by a historical
society, and meticulously refurbished, aside from the reception stand in the front hall. An
elegantly dressed young woman smiled at Hank from behind it. "Good evening, sir.
Welcome to Choyez. What name on the reservation?"

Hank took off his hat as he came toward her. "I'm afraid I don't exactly have a
reservation."

She made a sympathetic face. "I'm afraid that if you don't have a reservation, we may not
be able to accommodate you. You can wait in the lounge, if you want."

"That would be fine."

"Let me just have your name, so I can call you."

"That would be Herbert Crank, with a C."

Her face lit up, and she pointed at Hank. "It's you!"

"Uh... yes, ma'am?"

"You were chasing that funny little animal all around the casino. And Hunter said you were
at his show, too. Oh--oh, my! Crank. Oh, you don't have to go in the lounge. Hunter said
to be looking for you." She tapped a bell, and a young man in a crisply pressed white shirt
and dark pants almost trotted over. "Lucas, this is Mister Crank."

The boy looked at Hank, and his face split in a grin. "It's the 'dillo wrangler!"

Hank groaned good-naturedly. "I never figured I'd get famous like that."

"Lucas, you remember what Hunter told us?" she asked.

"You bet, Louise." He gave a slight bow, taking a menu and a pamphlet off a stack sitting
on a nearby table. "Follow me, sir." He led Hank further down the hallway, then turned to
the right. "Hunter said to be sure to put you in the Sun Room. It's across from the kitchen,
but since the door doesn't open this way, it's nice and quiet."

There were five tables in the room--four of them occupied. The farthest one had a small
RESERVED card sitting before the single place setting. Lucas reached for the chair, and
Hank said, "Son, I know it may be protocol, but I've never needed anyone to hold my chair
for me except when I was recuperating. Thanks anyway." He sat down. The wall to his
right was constructed completely of glass panes, and it looked out on a gently sloping
lawn, which led down to a small pond, the area lit by a series of small, wrought iron
lampposts. "Nice view."

"It's one of our best features. They're going to put in a covered dining area, if business
keeps going well. Here's a menu, and a little information about the restaurant. I'll be right
back with your water and your bread. What sort of water would you like?"



Hank frowned. "What sort? How many kinds do you have?"

"Twenty, plain and charged."

"Good lord. Just choose a plain one."

"Lemon or lime?"

"Son, if I wanted lemon or lime, I'd ask for lemon or limeade, but thank you for the
thought. Just ice."

Lucas nodded, and went away. Hank considered the menu for a moment, not opening it,
then picked up the pamphlet about the restaurant instead. It gave a history of the house
itself, and a little about the owner, who seemed restore houses and set up businesses in
them as a hobby. It also had a section on Hunter Overend, along with a small picture. It
looked like a candid shot. Hunter was standing at a commercial sized stove, dressed in
chef whites, with an apron wrapped around his slim waist. He was holding a spoon,
obviously tasting something from the pot before him. He had a look of intense
concentration, teeth catching his bottom lip, eyes focused on something only he could
see. This was a man deeply involved in what he was doing, and not worried about the
photographer.

"Hank!" The voice was bright and pleased. Hank looked up to see Hunter approaching,
dressed exactly as he was in the photograph. The other diners looked up with interest as
he strode past, and there were excited whispers. No doubt about it--Hunter was a
celebrity here.

Hank half rose as he approached, and Hunter said, "Stop it! You don't need to stand up
except for a lady, the president, the Queen of England, or the Pope, and I'm none of
those." He put a hand on Hank's shoulder and smiled down at him. "I'm glad you made it,
Hank."

"I couldn't NOT come after your gracious invitation."

"Some people don't have that problem. Thanks anyway--I hate being stood up. Have you
got an idea of what you want?"

"No, sorry. I've been busy reading about this place." He reached for the menu."

Hunter put a hand over his. "Hank, do you trust me?"

Hank smiled slightly. "Well, I don't KNOW you yet, but pretty much."

"Enough to let me choose your meal for you? Just tell me if you have any allergies or
absolute hates, and I'll take it from there."

"That sounds fine." Hank thought a moment. "All I can think of is that I can't handle my
protein raw. I like my beef rare, of course. I think I'd be hounded out of Texas if I didn't.
But I don't want it to bawl when I cut into it. Someone offered me steak tartar once, and I
told them politely that I'd prefer it slapped on a grill and on a bun."

Hunter threw back his head and laughed. Hank noticed more than one woman staring,
and more than one male companion looking put out about it. "Anything else?"

"I don't like bologna or hot dogs, but I seriously doubt I'd have to worry about that here."

Hunter pursed his lips. "No, you're safe there. I have to get back to the kitchen, but I'll be



back later. Maybe we could have dessert together?"

"I'd like that."

He DID like it. Lucas brought pork rilletes with the basket of fresh rolls. He noted Hank
eyeing it dubiously and explained, "It's like pate, but it's made with meat instead of liver.
This is pork."

"Starting right off with the bad for you stuff," said Hank with approval as he spread a thick
glob on a broken roll. Lucas waited till Hank took a taste, then rolled his eyes in
appreciation. Lucas said, "Don't worry--he'll get healthy on you at some point in the meal.
He says it's his duty to attempt to keep his patrons healthy so they can keep enjoying the
food."

There was a slice of quiche loaded with crab, lobster, and mushrooms. The soup would
have been approved as heart healthy by the Surgeon General himself. It was chicken and
vegetable, but it was spiked with curry flavor that was just shy of sinus clearing, and Hank
couldn't feel or taste even a trace of grease.

Lucas finally laid a plate in front of Hank that didn't look all that different from what he
might have gotten anywhere in Texas. There was a beautiful chicken-fried steak, a pile of
fluffy mashed potatoes, and green beans. Only the green beans looked a little different,
since they were graced by tiny pearl onions and slivered, toasted almonds. Hank broke
through the crisp crust on the steak, and realized that the knife, while useful, would not
have been indispensable. That was good. Chicken-fried steak needed to be tender, but
still have enough texture to make chewing necessary. Then he took a bite, and his eyes
widened. He looked up to find Hunter peeking into the room, watching his reaction.

The chef seemed pleased with Hank's response, and came over. Hank pointed his fork at
the plate and said, "This isn't your every day chicken-fried steak."

"No, it isn't."

Hank took another bite, chewing thoughtfully. His face lit up. "Venison?"

Hunter grinned. "In your honor, Hank. You mentioned something about hunting back at
the studio. I had the venison, and I couldn't resist trying something new. You like it?"

"Like is such a mild word, Hunter. It's taking all my Mama's training in good manners to
keep me from just shoveling this down."

"I'm glad. I think I may add it to the menu when I have venison available. I have some
mushrooms in cream and venison stock gravy for those garlic potatoes, if you like."

"Sounds marvelous."

"I'll send it out."

Hank thoroughly enjoyed the rest of the meal. He thought he was satisfied--till Hunter sent
the dessert cart along. He was trying to choose among the tarts, cakes, and mousses
when Hunter came out again. He was unwinding the apron from around his waist. "Well,
that about does it for me tonight. Mind if I join you?"

"I'd be pleased." Hunter took a seat beside Hank.

The last other couple got up to go, and stopped by the table to gush a little. Hunter was
gracious, teasing them both, and cheerfully autographing the restaurant pamphlet, then



giving the woman a kiss on the cheek. "You're a popular man, Hunter," observed Hank.

Hunter shrugged. "You need to know people to be a really good cook. It can't all be cut-
and-dried technique. You have to be able to judge tastes." He indicated the cart. "What's
it going to be?"

"I'm still deciding. I have to say, I'm awful glad you don't stick with the classic idea about
ending a meal. I like fruit and cheese, but as a snack. If I'm having it for dessert, the fruit
had better be with plenty of sugar, layered between crust, with a slice of cheddar on top."
Hank pointed to an insulated dish that contained a dense chocolate dessert. "That looks
good."

"You've got good taste when it comes to decadence. That, my friend, is the Chocolate Sin
Volcano. To be more prosaic, it's sort warm chocolate pudding cake, with hot fudge
sauce."

"Oo. You wouldn't happen to have some Bluebell Homemade Vanilla to go on top of that,
would you?"

"Settle for real whipped cream?"

"Can I get a cherry on top?"

Hunter laughed till he had to wipe his eyes. Finally he said, "Lucas, the cherries are in the
second shelf in the door of the big refrigerator. Bring a small bowl. I want Mister Crank to
have as much as he wants." Lucas returned, and Hunter dished up the dessert with a
lavish hand. "Lucas, the kitchen is closed. Don't let them try to slip anyone else in."

"Will do." He bustled out.

"Hunter," said Hank. "While I'd love to eat all this, I have to consider the fact that my
metabolism can't handle everything. Would you care to share with me?"

"I thought you'd never ask." Hunter snagged a clean spoon from a nearby place setting.
He plopped several maraschinos into the dollop of whipped cream, then plucked on out.
"I'm glad to see you like these. They're one of my favorites, too. My mother used to
complain. She'd open the jar and use one or two to garnish something, but when she
went back, the jar would be empty." He plucked one of the cherries up by it's stem,
popped the little red ball into his mouth, and plucked it off neatly. "Did you know that if you
eat enough of them, they stain your tongue? Between that and the cherry breath, I never
could lie about eating them."

"You shouldn't lie to your mama anyway."

"I knew you were going to say that."

They ate, chatting amiably about various topics. The dessert was reduced to crumbs and
a few dark smears. Hunter pointed at the last cherry. "Am I going to have to fight you for
that?" Hank held up his hands in surrender. "Wise man. I can get nasty over the last
cherry." He picked up the last cherry. It was smeared with traces of cream and chocolate.
Hunter again popped the cherry between his lips, but this time he sucked it thoughtfully
for a couple of seconds before detaching it and chewing.

Hank watched him closely, then said, "Hunter, can I ask you something? Feel free to tell
me to go jump if it's too personal."

Hunter watched Hank as he finished chewing. He leaned his elbows on the table, then



rested his chin on his clasped hands. "Am I gay?"

Hank blinked. "I was going to ask if you were flirting with me."

Hunter chuckled. "Yes to my theoretical question, and your actual one. Does it bother
you?"

"Would it bother you if I said I'm glad that both answers were yes?"

Hunter smiled slowly. "Since we're going questions here--would you like to drop by my
place for a drink? I have a bottle of Chablis that's better than anything we have in the
cellar here."

"It depends. There are some areas of my life where I'm not all that impulsive."

Hunter raised his hand in a Boy Scout salute. "I swear to be a perfect gentleman."

"That's fine." Hank smiled slowly. "As long as you can also promise that the first promise
is going to be taken on a day-by-day basis."

Hunter shook his head, but he was smiling in return. "I'm going to have to bake some
cookies for Tina to say thank you."
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Chapter 10

Summary: Hank has dinner at Choyez, and gets to know Hunter.

Chapter Ten

Hank got instructions on how to get to Choyez, then borrowed Logan's truck. Hank parked
the truck among sports cars, Mercedeses, and BMWs, and walked across the street to the
restaurant. Choyes turned out to be in a converted turn-of-the-century house. It was
almost like stepping into one of the houses that had been taken over by a historical
society, and meticulously refurbished, aside from the reception stand in the front hall. An
elegantly dressed young woman smiled at Hank from behind it. "Good evening, sir.
Welcome to Choyez. What name on the reservation?"

Hank took off his hat as he came toward her. "I'm afraid I don't exactly have a
reservation."

She made a sympathetic face. "I'm afraid that if you don't have a reservation, we may not
be able to accomodate you. You can wait in the lounge, if you want."

"That would be fine."

"Let me just have your name, so I can call you."

"That would be Herbert Crank, with a C."

Her face lit up, and she pointed at Hank. "It's you!"

"Uh... yes, ma'am?"

"You were chasing that funny little animal all around the casino. And Hunter said you were
at his show, too. Oh--oh, my! Crank. Oh, you don't have to go in the lounge. Hunter said
to be looking for you." She tapped a bell, and a young man in a crisply pressed white shirt
and dark pants almost trotted over. "Lucas, this is Mister Crank."

The boy looked at Hank, and his face split in a grin. "It's the 'dillo wrangler!"

Hank groaned good-naturedly. "I never figured I'd get famous like that."

"Lucas, you remember what Hunter told us?" she asked.

"You bet, Louise." He gave a slight bow, taking a menu and a pamphlet off a stack sitting
on a nearby table. "Follow me, sir." He led Hank further down the hallway, then turned to
the right. "Hunter said to be sure to put you in the Sun Room. It's across from the kitchen,
but since the door doesn't open this way, it's nice and quiet."

There were five tables in the room--four of them occupied. The farthest one had a small
RESERVED card sitting before the single place setting. Lucas reached for the chair, and
Hank said, "Son, I know it may be protocol, but I've never needed anyone to hold my chair
for me except when I was recupperating. Thanks anyway." He sat down. The wall to his
right was constructed completely of glass panes, and it looked out on a gently sloping
lawn, which led down to a small pond, the area lit by a series of small, wrought iron lamp
posts. "Nice view."

"It's one of our best features. They're going to put in a covered dining area, if business



keeps going well. Here's a menu, and a little information about the restaurant. I'll be right
back with your water and your bread. What sort of water would you like?"

Hank frowned. "What sort? How many kinds do you have?"

"Twenty, plain and charged."

"Good lord. Just choose a plain one."

"Lemon or lime?"

"Son, if I wanted lemon or lime, I'd ask for lemon or limeade, but thank you for the
thought. Just ice."

Lucas nodded, and went away. Hank considered the menu for a moment, not opening it,
then picked up the pamphlet about the restaurant instead. It gave a history of the house
itself, and a little about the owner, who seemed restore houses and set up businesses in
them as a hobby. It also had a section on Hunter Overend, along with a small picture. It
looked like a candid shot. Hunter was standing at a commercial sized stove, dressed in
chef whites, with an apron wrapped around his slim waist. He was holding a spoon,
obviously tasting something from the pot before him. He had a look of intense
concentration, teeth catching his bottom lip, eyes focused on something only he could
see. This was a man deeply involved in what he was doing, and not worried about the
photographer.

"Hank!" The voice was bright and pleased. Hank looked up to see Hunter approaching,
dressed exactly as he was in the photograph. The other diners looked up with interest as
he strode past, and there were excited whispers. No doubt about it--Hunter was a
celebrity here.

Hank half rose as he approached, and Hunter said, "Stop it! You don't need to stand up
except for a lady, the president, the Queen of England, or the Pope, and I'm none of
those." He put a hand on Hank's shoulder and smiled down at him. "I'm glad you made it,
Hank."

"I couldn't NOT come after your gracious invitation."

"Some people don't have that problem. Thanks anyway--I hate being stood up. Have you
got an idea of what you want?"

"No, sorry. I've been busy reading about this place." He reached for the menu."

Hunter put a hand over his. "Hank, do you trust me?"

Hank smiled slightly. "Well, I don't KNOW you yet, but pretty much."

"Enough to let me choose your meal for you? Just tell me if you have any allergies or
absolute hates, and I'll take it from there."

"That sounds fine." Hank thought a moment. "All I can think of is that I can't handle my
protein raw. I like my beef rare, of course. I think I'd be hounded out of Texas if I didn't.
But I don't want it to bawl when I cut into it. Someone offered me steak tartar once, and I
told them politely that I'd prefer it slapped on a grill and on a bun."

Hunter threw back his head and laughed. Hank noticed more than one woman staring,
and more than one male companion looking put out about it. "Anything else?"



"I don't like bologna or hot dogs, but I seriously doubt I'd have to worry about that here."

Hunter pursed his lips. "No, you're safe there. I have to get back to the kitchen, but I'll be
back later. Maybe we could have dessert together?"

"I'd like that."

He DID like it. Lucas brought pork rilletes with the basket of fresh rolls. He noted Hank
eyeing it dubiously and explained, "It's like pate, but it's made with meat instead of liver.
This is pork."

"Starting right off with the bad for you stuff," said Hank with approval as he spread a thick
glob on a broken roll. Lucas waited till Hank took a taste, then rolled his eyes in
appreciation. Lucas said, "Don't worry--he'll get healthy on you at some point in the meal.
He says it's his duty to attempt to keep his patrons healthy so they can keep enjoying the
food."

There was a slice of quiche loaded with crab, lobster, and mushrooms. The soup would
have been approved as heart healthy by the Surgeon General himself. It was chicken and
vegetable, but it was spiked with curry flavor that was just shy of sinus clearing, and Hank
couldn't feel or taste even a trace of grease.

Lucas finally laid a plate in front of Hank that didn't look all that different from what he
might have gotten anywhere in Texas. There was a beautiful chicken-fried steak, a pile of
fluffy mashed potatoes, and green beans. Only the green beans looked a little different,
since they were graced by tiny pearl onions and slivered, toasted almonds. Hank broke
through the crisp crust on the steak, and realized that the knife, while useful, would not
have been indispensable. That was good. Chicken-fried steak needed to be tender, but
still have enough texture to make chewing necessary. Then he took a bite, and his eyes
widened. He looked up to find Hunter peeking into the room, watching his reaction.

The chef seemed pleased with Hank's response, and came over. Hank pointed his fork at
the plate and said, "This isn't your every day chicken-fried steak."

"No, it isn't."

Hank took another bite, chewing thoughtfully. His face lit up. "Venison?"

Hunter grinned. "In your honor, Hank. You mentioned something about hunting back at
the studio. I had the venison, and I couldn't resist trying something new. You like it?"

"Like is such a mild word, Hunter. It's taking all my Mama's training in good manners to
keep me from just shoveling this down."

"I'm glad. I think I may add it to the menu when I have venison available. I have some
mushrooms in cream and venison stock gravy for those garlic potatoes, if you like."

"Sounds marvelous."

"I'll send it out."

Hank thoroughly enjoyed the rest of the meal. He thought he was satisfied--till Hunter sent
the dessert cart along. He was trying to choose among the tarts, cakes, and mousses
when Hunter came out again. He was unwinding the apron from around his waist. "Well,
that about does it for me tonight. Mind if I join you?"

"I'd be pleased." Hunter took a seat beside Hank.



The last other couple got up to go, and stopped by the table to gush a little. Hunter was
gracious, teasing them both, and cheerfully autographing the restaurant pamphlet, then
giving the woman a kiss on the cheek. "You're a popular man, Hunter," observed Hank.

Hunter shrugged. "You need to know people to be a really good cook. It can't all be cut-
and-dried technique. You have to be able to judge tastes." He indicated the cart. "What's
it going to be?"

"I'm still deciding. I have to say, I'm awful glad you don't stick with the classic idea about
ending a meal. I like fruit and cheese, but as a snack. If I'm having it for dessert, the fruit
had better be with plenty of sugar, layered between crust, with a slice of cheddar on top."
Hank pointed to an insulated dish that contained a dense chocolate dessert. "That looks
good."

"You've got good taste when it comes to decadence. That, my friend, is the Chocolate Sin
Volcano. To be more prosaic, it's sort warm chocolate pudding cake, with hot fudge
sauce."

"Oo. You wouldn't happen to have some Bluebell Homemade Vanilla to go on top of that,
would you?"

"Settle for real whipped cream?"

"Can I get a cherry on top?"

Hunter laughed till he had to wipe his eyes. Finally he said, "Lucas, the cherries are in the
second shelf in the door of the big refrigerator. Bring a small bowl. I want Mister Crank to
have as much as he wants." Lucas returned, and Hunter dished up the dessert with a
lavish hand. "Lucas, the kitchen is closed. Don't let them try to slip anyone else in."

"Will do." He bustled out.

"Hunter," said Hank. "While I'd love to eat all this, I have to consider the fact that my
metabolism can't handle everything. Would you care to share with me?"

"I thought you'd never ask." Hunter snagged a clean spoon from a nearby place setting.
He plopped several maraschinos into the dollop of whipped cream, then plucked on out.
"I'm glad to see you like these. They're one of my favorites, too. My mother used to
complain. She'd open the jar and use one or two to garnish something, but when she
went back, the jar would be empty." He plucked one of the cherries up by it's stem,
popped the little red ball into his mouth, and plucked it off neatly. "Did you know that if you
eat enough of them, they stain your tongue? Between that and the cherry breath, I never
could lie about eating them."

"You shouldn't lie to your mama anyway."

"I knew you were going to say that."

They ate, chatting amiably about various topics. The dessert was reduced to crumbs and
a few dark smears. Hunter pointed at the last cherry. "Am I going to have to fight you for
that?" Hank held up his hands in surrender. "Wise man. I can get nasty over the last
cherry." He picked up the last cherry. It was smeared with traces of cream and chocolate.
Hunter again popped the cherry between his lips, but this time he sucked it thoughtfully
for a couple of seconds before detaching it and chewing.

Hank watched him closely, then said, "Hunter, can I ask you something? Feel free to tell
me to go jump if it's too personal."



Hunter watched Hank as he finished chewing. He leaned his elbows on the table, then
rested his chin on his clasped hands. "Am I gay?"

Hank blinked. "I was going to ask if you were flirting with me."

Hunter chuckled. "Yes to my theoretical question, and your actual one. Does it bother
you?"

"Would it bother you if I said I'm glad that both answers were yes?"

Hunter smiled slowly. "Since we're going questions here--would you like to drop by my
place for a drink? I have a bottle of Chablis that's better than anything we have in the
cellar here."

"It depends. There are some areas of my life where I'm not all that impulsive."

Hunter raised his hand in a Boy Scout salute. "I swear to be a perfect gentleman."

"That's fine." Hank smiled slowly. "As long as you can also promise that the first promise
is going to be taken on a day-by-day basis."

Hunter shook his head, but he was smiling in return. "I'm going to have to bake some
cookies for Tina to say thank you."
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Chapter 11

Summary: Hunter is looking to deepen the acquaintance.

Chapter Eleven

The next morning, Logan got up to find Hank in the kitchen, whistling as he prepared
breakfast. Hank handed his friend a cup of coffee as he shuffled in, saying cheerfully,
"Good morning, you old sloth."

"Hank, it's not even eight o'clock yet," grumbled Logan, sipping the brew. He squinted,
grimaced, and made a brief shudder, then sighed. "DAMN, that's good. I'd almost
forgotten what properly made coffee tastes like. I usually get espresso in the mornings, so
I only make coffee these days when I have guests, and they can't handle the real deal."

"Like it weak, do they?"

Logan grinned as he sipped again. "You're one of the last proponents of cowboy coffee,
Hank."

"If it won't hold up a horseshoe, I don't see much point in it. How do you want your eggs?"

"I haven't changed that much, Hank."

"Sunnyside up it is. Make your own toast."

As Hank broke eggs into the sizzling grease, Logan dropped bread into the toaster.
"Speaking of food, how was Choyez?"

"I took a look at the menu, and do you know? I think it was actually worth the prices."

"Good. I'll take Tina there next chance I get." He watched Hank as he expertly bathed the
eggs in hot fat, setting them. "It's so nice to have someone around who shares my bad
eating indulgences. You want toast, too?"

"If I didn't, I'd eat 'em scrambled. Hand me a plate."

Logan did, and watched as Hank slid the eggs onto the plate. "You're the only person I've
ever known who never broke a yolk, and who can drain the eggs till they aren't too
greasy."

"Everyone has to have at least one talent."

They sat down and ate for a couple of minutes, and Logan said, "You know, you've
always been disgustingly chipper in the mornings, but it's even more pronounced today.
Exactly how good a night did you have?"

Hank paused in the act of dipping his toast into his yolk. "Now Logan, you know I don't
talk about things like that."

"You don't have to. If anything had really happened, you'd be blushing up to your ears
right now. I've met Hunter a few times. He seems like a nice guy, Hank."

"He is," said Hank quietly.

Logan shook his head. "Hank, if you'd been so inclined, you could have gotten into almost



every set of panties and most of the boxers on campus. I'm glad to see that you're starting
to go out some." He hesitated, then said quietly, "You know I'd have never wished you out
of the Rangers--I know how much they mean to you. But you also know I think your code
combined with the unspoken expectations has limited your personal life."

Hank sat back. "You're the best friend I have in the world, Logan," he said softly. "But
there are some things I'm not comfortable discussing, even with you."

Logan nodded, and dropped the subject. He'd known of Hank's sexual orientation since
the beginning of their friendship. Neither one of them could quite say how the knowledge
had been gained. There'd never been 'a talk'. It was the same way with his family--
somehow the knowledge just gradually evolved, and by the time anyone was sure, it just
didn't seem to matter. Hank had never come out publicly, and if someone was looking for
signs they'd be hard pressed to point to any. Hank even dated. He genuinely liked
women, liked spending time with them. The ones he'd dated throughout college and
during his law career might have eventually begun to wonder why Hank remained a
perfect gentleman, but by then they liked him too much to be upset.

"You don't mind if I fix a couple of eggs for Chill, do you?" asked Hank.

Logan felt relieved. Hank wasn't upset about the awkward moment. He should have
known. "As long as he doesn't climb in the fridge and suck them."

"He won't. He's not tall enough to reach the handle, or I'd have trained him to bring me
beer, like that dog in the commercials."

"Hank, that's a Texas armadillo--he'd just drink the beer himself."

When they were through, Hank scraped and rinsed the plates, and Logan put them in the
dishwasher. "Look, are you going to be all right tonight?"

"If I hadn't learned how to be good company for myself, I'd have gotten depressed a long
time ago."

"It's just that Tina promised to go to this thing over a month ago, and I can't let her go by
herself. It's pretty important."

"You don't have to convince me, Logan. And I told you, I'd be perfectly willing to sit with
Chase tonight and save y'all the expense of a babysitter."

"Thanks, but this is Chase's regular sitter. She's an older lady, and her grandkids moved
out of state a while back. She really looks forward to her time with Chase."

"I couldn't deprive her. I'm sure I'll figure out something to do."

The phone rang, and Logan answered it. "Berryman residence. Yes." He glanced at Hank,
and smiled. "Yes, he's right here. Hang on." Logan offered the receiver. "It's Hunter
Overend." Hank took the phone, and Logan said, "I need to... go do something." He left
the kitchen.

Hank put the receiver to his ear. "Hello."

"Hi there, yourself." Hunter's voice was warm, and it kindled an answering warmth in
Hank. "Tell me, do you have anything planned for tonight?"

"No. Logan and Tina have something on for tonight--some sort of studio shindig."



"That's sort of what I want to talk to you about. I've been invited, too. I wasn't going to go,
but I just took another look at the invitation. Guess what it says?"

"What would that be?"

"'And Guest'. Interested in being my guest, Hank?"

Hank smiled, leaning his shoulder against the wall. "That depends. Do I get a corsage?"
Hunter laughed. "I'm serious. Texas is a serious football corsage state. Big, fluffy mums,
ribbons, glitter, little plastic footballs..."

"And no one ever gave you one?"

"Oh, no, no. I played football in high school, and the pep squad made them for all of us,
but that was it."

"I can't promise you mums and glitter, but I could manage a boutonniere. What will you be
wearing? I wouldn't want to clash."

"Classic dark suit, my good boots, and my black dress Stetson."

"I'll have to beat people off you. Of course, you'll have to do your part by beating ME off
YOU."

"Promises, promises."

"Yes, I DO see a lot of promise. Pick you up at seven-thirty?"

"I'll be ready."

Hunter's voice was quiet. "That's all right. I don't mind waiting for a good thing. See you
soon, Hank."

"Looking forward to it."

He hung up and went into the living room. Logan was going through the morning paper.
"Lo, you don't have to worry about what I'll be doing this evening."

Logan peered over the top of the paper. "Good. I have most of the next week cleared out
to show you around, but I've been feeling guilty about the last couple of days. Where are
you off to tonight?"

"The same shindig you are. I'm going to be Hunter Overend's 'and guest'."

Logan blinked, then nodded, lifting the paper to hide his grin.

~~~~~

That evening, as they had often done in college, Logan and Hank inspected each other 'to
be sure there's not threads or lint, and the barn door is firmly closed.' Hunter was just
pulling up as Logan was pulling out to pick up Tina. The two men exchanged waves in
passing. Hank started to step out, but Hunter waved, calling, "Wait, wait, wait!" He got out
of the car and came up the drive. He was wearing a sharply tailored Armani suit. He
wouldn't have been out of place on a GQ cover. Hunter approached, saying, "What kind of
an escort do you think I am? I don't just sit out in the car and honk the horn--I come to the
door."

Hank nodded his approval. "You're allowed to date in my family, then. Come on in."



As Hank shut the door, Hunter said, "I'm sure your family is lovely, but there's only one
member I'm interested in dating." He put his hand on Hank's shoulder, leaned in, and
kissed him lightly.

Hank enjoyed it for a moment, then pushed him back, saying lightly, "If this is how you say
hello, I'm going to have to use defense training on you when we say goodnight."

Hunter wiggled his eyebrows. "Maybe by then you won't want to. Ready to go?"

"Just about. I need to feed Chill Pill before I go. I don't like to put it out too early. It's sort
of perishable, and though road kill might be a staple in some animals' diet, the last thing I
want is to spend tonight nursing a 'dillo with a bellyache."

Hunter looked interested. "Can I come along? I'd like to meet Chill. He's quite an object of
gossip around the station."

Hank led him back into the kitchen, reaching into the refrigerator. "He should like that.
There aren't too many notorious armadillos in the world."

Hunter watched as Hank spooned some of the armadillo feed into a dish, then popped it
into the microwave. "I've heard the expression 'looks like the dog's dinner', but I have to
say that I think 'looks like the 'dillo's dinner' might be just as appropriate. What's in that?"

"Minced meat--beef only, I don't do pork or chicken, because..."

"I'm a cook, Hank. Underdone pork and chicken are dangerous--I know."

"Sorry. I'm so used to answering this question, sometimes it's on automatic. I use chuck
steak because I can find good quality at a reasonable price. I love Chill, but I'm not
feeding him anything fancier than what I eat, and I don't do prime rib too often. I mince it
fine, but not to a paste, then I add grated carrots and apples--sometimes other
vegetables, if I can get them fresh. Some condensed milk--not the sweetened evaporated
kind--he waddles enough as it is..." Hunter laughed, and Hank smiled in return. "And an
egg."

Hunter scratched his chin. "You know--with just a little adjustment, I could pack that into a
loaf pan and sell it at the restaurant."

Hank gave him a look. "You're a fine cook, Hunter, and I've never been accused of being
all that picky about food. There weren't a lot of arguments at our supper table about what
was and wasn't going to get eaten. But I think I'd have to draw the line at 'dillo feed."

Hunter grinned. "I could declare it part of a theme dinner. They'd eat it, and like it."

"Use your powers for good, Hunter."

In the back yard, Chill Pill shocked Hank by ignoring his food dish in favor of giving
Hunter's shoes and cuffs a thorough inspection. Hunter squatted down and scratched the
little beast behind the ears, eliciting grunts of pleasure. "Hey, Chill Pill. I saw you on the
news. I'm surprised you friend Hank doesn't have a black eye. I'd hate to see what you're
capable of when you're pissed off."

"Appropriate term. He has been known to urinate when he's upset."

Hunter put his fingers under Chill Pill's chin and tipped his head up till he could look into
the animal's jet-bead eyes. "Chill! I'm shocked." Chill Pill sneezed. Hunter shook his head,
looking up at Hank. "No respect for his elders."



"I just don't understand it. I raised him right."

Chill Pill had turned his attention to his dinner, so they departed. In his car, Hunter
reached into the back seat and pulled out two small clear plastic boxes. Hank grinned. "I'll
be damned. You weren't kidding about the flowers."

"I promised, didn't I?" He opened one of the boxes. "Good, they include a pin. Sit still,
handsome." Hunter carefully pinned a half-furled, butter-yellow rosebud to Hank's lapel.

Hank looked down. "Yellow?"

"Pink is too effiminent unless maybe you're in a wedding party. Besides, you're from
Texas--what other kind would I get?" He handed Hank the second box. "Do me?"

Hank shook his head as he opened the box. "I know you know how that sounded, son."

Hunter cocked his head. "And do you know how that 'son' sounds, now that I've made my
wicked intentions clear?" Hank flushed, and Hunter chuckled.

"I can see I'm going to have to watch myself around you." Hunter's rosebud was a delicate
ivory white. "Now that's nice."

As Hank pinned it on, Hunter said, "I'd like to say it's for purity, but..."

Hank slapped his shoulder. "Are you ever serious?"

Hunter's smile softened. "Sometimes."
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Chapter 12

Summary: Hank attends a party with Hunter, and there is a messy, unpleasant incident.
Rating: PG
Warnings: Yes, it DOES get a bit icky in this chapter, but not from gore, squicky sex, or
emotionally twisted themes. I won't say more. This NEEDS to come as a surprise.

Chapter Twelve

They pulled into the driveway of the California Mission style house. It was a very big, boxy
structure in butter yellow stucco. There were arched floor-to-ceiling windows across the
front. Through the parted drapes they could see people passing back and forth. A young
man in a sharp red blazer was standing near the front door, and he trotted down the front
walk, smiling brightly. "Good evening, gentlemen! If you'll give me the keys, I'll park your
car."

"Hi," Hunter leaned over and inspected the young man's nametag, "Ronald." He gave him
a quick, sharp examination, and smiled. "Lovely uniform. Would you happen to have some
sort of employee's ID?"

Hunter was so genial that the valet didn't take offence. "Sure." He pulled a laminated card
out of his pocket and showed it to the chef.

"Thanks." Hunter handed over the keys. "Sorry about that."

"Hey, don't be," Ronald said cheerfully. "It's your baby, right? If I had one like that, I'd be
careful, too."

They continued up the walk to the front door. Hunter rang the bell and said, "Yeah, right.
So I'm paranoid."

"Not by much," Hank assured him. "They had a car theft ring doing a brisk business in
Houston a few years ago using that scam. They got the uniforms when they hijacked a
laundry service truck. Saw the uniforms, and suddenly got creative. Of course, they were
working the clubs, mostly. What got me was that a lot of the victims were regulars at the
places they worked, and it didn't strike them as funny that the place suddenly started
offering valet parking."

The door was opened by a Hispanic woman in a classic maid's uniform. Hunter pulled his
invitation out of his pocket and offered it. "Hunter Overend, and guest."

The woman took the card, smiling at him as they entered the two story tall front hall. "I
recognized you, Mister Overend. My kids loved that crÃƒ¨me brulee you showed on one
of your dessert shows. Of course I can't convince them it isn't upside down flan."

Hunter smiled charmingly. "As long as they enjoy it. Keep an eye out for my kid-friendly
show next month. It'll be stuff you can do in the kitchen with the kids, without necessitating
Mom dipping into the cooking sherry."

"That sounds great. I'll have the VCR ready." She gestured toward the archways on either
side of the entry hall. "The bar and buffet is to the left, and I think Miss Barbee-Clutterbuck
is holding court to the right."

She left, and Hunter rocked back and forth on his heels for a moment, lips pursed. "Well?"



"We should go to say hello to the hostess first."

"Somehow I knew you would say that. Right then. Let's get it over with."

As they started over to the archway, Hank said, "You don't like Miz Marva much, do you?"

"Very few people do," he said bluntly. "Marva believes in either screwing, screwing over,
or totally ignoring. She hasn't been able to fit me into any of her categories, and it burns
her. When I first came to work at the station, she made a pass that was just about as
subtle as a lap dance. When I turned her down, she accused me of being gay." He
smirked. "Can you imagine." Hank just barely managed to fight down a smile. "When I
admitted it, she offered to 'cure' me. I laughed in her face. For some reason she took it
badly."

The room was also two stories high, with rough-hewn beams. The hardwood floors were
half-hidden by rich rugs, and there were elegant, conversational groups of furniture
scattered about. Marva was easy to spot. She was ensconced in the center of the most
lavish grouping, occupying a sofa with Pogey Penneman, his empty wheelchair sitting
within reach. There were fully occupied love seats on either side, and everyone looked up
as Hank and Hunter approached.

"Marva," said Hunter. "Thank you so much for the invitation." He took her hand, not
raising it, but only holding it for a moment. "You've met Herbert Crank, I think--Tina
Bergeron's friend."

"Of course." She offered her hand to Hank, who gave her a polite handshake. "Mister
Crank is the cavalry, the marines, and Clint Eastwood--all rolled into one."

"Ma'am, who's been pulling your leg?" said Hank.

"I saw the tape. You rode to the rescue to get the show taped, you GRABBED a
rattlesnake..."

"It was harmless, ma'am."

"It was a REPTILE with fangs. And as I've just been hearing, you faced down Pogey in
mid-righteous rant."

Penneman was giving Hank a flat look. Hank replied, "We had a difference of opinion on
his manners is all. He saw it my way."

"And you're good looking enough to give Clint in his prime a run for his money. It's a
shame you're unavailable." She glanced at Hunter, then gave Hank another up and down
look. "You ARE unavailable?"

"I have a full schedule," he said diplomatically. He hesitated, then said, "I'm sorry that I
won't have a chance to meet your husband."

Her carefully made-up face stiffened. "I am, too. I'd certainly rather not have to deal with
all the crap that comes along with running the studio." She grew sulky. "If Toby hadn't run
off with half the assets, the studio would be deep in the black by now, and all I'd have to
worry about would be looking good for my own show."

"Mister Penneman," said Hank, "Did the techniques I suggested work?"

Penneman flicked his hand. "I don't have the time for things like that. I'll send them to the
dry cleaner."



Hank thought about the oil slathered clothes, sitting in a hamper somewhere, marinating.
He also wondered about a man who was so hell-bent on being seen as self-sufficient not
insisting on cleaning up a messy clothes problem, just to prove he could do something
that not even the average male would attempt. "Probably the simplest way."

"Marva, I'll just drag Hank away now." He grinned. "I'm going to go see if your caterer
needs to be patted on the back, or picked apart."

"Come to think of it, I'm starving, too. All I've had tonight is that punch. Hang on and I'll join
you." He pulled the wheelchair closer, and fiddled with it till one of the sides dropped. He
locked the brakes, then shifted himself neatly into it and put the side up again. "If you'll
pardon the expression--let's roll." They made their way into the room across the hall, with
Pogey leading the way.

When they got to the buffet, Hank noticed that Pogey didn't seem as touchy about being
allowed to the front of the line as he would have expected, given his tendency to bristle
over what he viewed as condescencion. He watched as the man quickly filled his plate,
and thought, *I suppose a growling belly will make you overlook a lot.*

Hunter found nothing to complain about in the caterer's spread. "Nice to see someone
who can fall between the extremes of caviar or chips and dips," he said as he and Hank
filled small plates with food.

Hank said, "It all looks good, but I'm going to have to have fourths and fifths to fill up on
this bitty portions."

"If you want to come by my place afterwards, I'll fix you something."

"I couldn't put you out."

"Hank, you'd be doing me a favor. Unlike some professional chefs, I ENJOY cooking
privately, and I'm so busy I don't get the opportunity all that often." He gave him a
sideways glance. "Especially not for someone I like... like." Hank half-smiled, looking
away. "Don't blush." The big Texan became preoccupied with choosing a roll. "Go for the
timpano and yalanchi--they should go a long way toward tiding you over."

"I would if I knew what they were," said Hank.

Hunter pointed. "Timpano is a sort of Italian pasta, chicken, sausage, and meatball pie. It's
complicated, but it looks like this caterer really knows his stuff. And those little dark
bundles are yalanci--Armenian stuffed grape leaves."

Hank loaded up his plate, too. When they were ready to sit, the only space left open was
a small sofa. Pogey had already shifted himself onto one end, and was eating. The other
two men scanned the room, and Herbert said, "Unless we want to try to juggle plates and
glasses, that's it, Hank. You take the end--I'll make a buffer between you and the angry
martyr."

"You're bad for saying that, but thank you." Hunter sat beside Pogey, and Hank put his
plate and Stetson on the occasional table at the free end. "I'll bring drinks," he
volunteered. "Hunter?"

"Any kind of red wine."

"Mister Penneman?"

"I'll have some of that wine punch I saw Marva drinking earlier," he responded.



Hank made his way to the bar and beverage station, and was greeted by a white jacketed
attendant. "I'll need one wine punch, one glass of red wine, and an iced tea, please."

The man's face puckered. "I can accomodate you on the punch with no problem, sir. I'm
afraid that's all we have in the way of wine, except for white wine spritzers."

Hank blinked. "That's a little unusual, isn't it?"

The attendant shrugged. "It's what the client ordered--specifically."

"I suppose my friend won't mind if he has the punch, too."

Hank watched as he filled two glass cups from a large crystal punch bowl. "There we are.
And for you, sir?"

"Iced tea." The man made a face again. "Don't tell me you don't have iced tea."

"Well, that's considered more of a summer drink."

"I don't believe this."

"I could get you a cup of hot tea."

"I'm thirsty, son, not sick. Look--you have hot water?"

"Uh... yeah."

"You have tea bags?"

"Yeah." The man was watching Hank as if afraid he'd do something crazy.

"You have ice?"

"Yeah."

"Then you have the makings of iced tea. I'm not going to make you fix it, since I see that
you're busy here, but tell your boss to keep that in mind. He might get away with that 'it's
a summer drink' nonsense here, but if he ever tries it anywhere in the south he'll have a
riot on his hands. Just let me have a Coke." He gave the man a level look. "You DO have
cold Coke?"

"Yes, SIR!"

"Disaster averted." Hank gathered the drinks easily into his big hands and made his way
back to his seat. Handing the cups over to Hunter and Pogey he said, "They didn't have
just red wine. All they have is red wine punch and white wine spritzers."

"That's one way of saving money," said Hunter dryly.

"I'd have preferred iced tea, but all I got when I asked for it was a polite puzzled look. I
had to settle for a Coke."

Hunter sipped his wine, then grimaced. "Normally I'd try to argue with you about shunning
wine with your food, but not in this case." He set the cup aside. "That is rather
spectacularly foul."

"Did they use a bad vintage, or what?"



"I don't think that would account for it. It's like they put something strange in it."

Pogey rather pointedly drained is cup in two long swallows. "It tastes fine to me. In fact, I'd
like another one." He held out his cup expectantly.

Hank was just sitting down, but he layed aside his plate, took Pogey's cup, and went for a
refill. When he returned, Hunter and Pogey were deep in conversation. Hunter was
saying, "But the thing is, anyone who hadn't made an effort to educate their palate might
not even notice it, since they've added quite a lot of sugar. I can't stomach this." He got
up. "I'll be right back. Plain water is preferable to this."

Hank sat and took up his own plate, murmuring, "We must look like a convention of jack-
in-the-boxes."

"There's nothing wrong with that punch," Pogey insisted. "Hunter is just a culinary snob. I
wish he wouldn't show off in public."

"Anyone who can make chicken-fried steak like he can is NOT a culinary snob, and you
really ought to lay a curb on that tongue of yours," Hank said cooly.

Pogey gave him a hard, false smile. "Sorry if you think I'm disrespecting your little friend,
Ranger Rick, but I just can't abide hypocracy of any kind."

Hank gritted his teeth, but Hunter was returning, so he let the matter drop--for the
moment. He continued eating, watching the other guests as they nibbled, sipped, and
chatted. He recognized a number of people from the studio, and he thought one or two
minor celebrities. *Heloise is going to skin my head for not getting autographs, but I just
don't think that would be right at a party.*

"I don't know what Marva was thinking of," remarked Hunter, sounding genuinely puzzled.
"That's the poorest excuse for beverage choices I've ever seen. I suppose we should just
be happy it isn't a cash bar."

Pogey pointed his fork at Hunter. "Don't you DARE accuse Marva of being cheap!"

Hunter regarded him in surprise. "Simmer down, Pogey. I'm not saying that."

"Be sure you don't." There was definite heat in the blond man's voice.

"All I was saying is that she usually makes an effort to impress anyone in the industry." He
suddenly sat up straighter, then waved, raising his voice, "Suelynn!"

Hank looked up as a handsome woman in her early fifties looked over. She nodded to
Hunter, said a few words to the man she'd been talking to, then made her way over.
"Hunter, you devil, it's good to see you." Hank had stood up, and she smiled at him. "Oh,
my. I was beginning to think that they turned gentlemen away at the state line."

Hunter introduced them. "Suelynn, this is my friend--Hank. Hank, this is Suelynn
Clutterbuck--co-owner of BLAB!"

Hank shook hands, then gestured toward the space he'd just vacated. "Please, have a
seat."

"Oh, I couldn't take your place."

"Ma'am, I'll be a lot more comfortable standing than I would be watching you stand." She
graciously accepted, sitting down, and he continued, "You're the second Mrs. Clutterbuck



I've met tonight."

Her expression was cynical. "I'm the FIRST Mrs. Clutterbuck, and the last. That chippie
and her hyphenation. I'd spit if I wasn't a lady."

Pogey didn't say anything, but he gulped at his punch, glaring at the older woman, who
was pointedly ignoring him. "Things are not exactly genial between those two," said
Hunter. "Suelynn, I have to say I'm surprised that Marva seems to be the more reticent
one in this feud."

"Especially give her ROOTS," muttered Pogey.

Suelynn smiled sharply at him. "Honey, maybe Hank can tell you a little bit about how
redneck women react to someone messing with their men."

"In my experience," said Hank, "creative cursing, public catfights, and occasional
automobile vandalism is often the order of the day."

"You see? I've shown remarkable restraint." She sipped from a cup of wine punch, then
frowned, running her tongue over her lips. "This tastes funny. I wonder if she stiffed this
caterer like she did the one who worked her last party?" Pogey's fork clattered against his
plate, but Suelynn continued, with a hint of glee in her voice. "I wouldn't put it past him to
take a whiz in the punch as revenge."

Hank had been taking a sip of Coke, and almost choked. "Ma'am, I sincerely hope you're
wrong. Even if I haven't had any of it, the very thought is almost enough to put me off my
feed."

"I think it's just a show on her part," said Suelynn acerbically. "I think she's playing poor so
no one will suspect about the money."

Pogey was glaring at her like grim death. Hank was looking puzzled, and Hunter said, "My
friend doesn't like to gossip, so I'll say it for him. Wasn't she left riding the ragged edge of
bankruptcy when Tobias took off with the funds?"

She sniffed. "Oh, she's clever all right--I'll give her that. She's got the police fooled."

Now Pogey shoved his plate onto the occasional table at his end of the sofa. "I'm not
going to listen to you defame a decent woman."

Suelynn's tone was nasty. "What are you going to do--run away?"

Hank's face stiffened in disapproval. He didn't like Penneman either, but there was no
excuse for such rudenss, especially at a public social gathering. Before he could say
anything, she continued, "Look, Toby was a jackass. He let what was in his pants rule him
rather than what was in his head, but he was an honest man. He even told me about him
and Marva almost from the start." Her smile was almost a baring of teeth. "What is it with
some men, when they think that just because they don't lie about cheating that the wife
shouldn't take offence about it?"

"I don't know, ma'am," said Hank, more reserved than he might have been before her
remark to Penneman. "That strikes me as just as stupid as saying 'Honey, she meant
nothing to me' and expecting that to make the wife feel better."

"It's very refreshing to run into a man who understands that, Mister Crank." There was a
rather peculiar noise from the other side of the room, and she looked up. "What the hell
was that?"



"Uh-oh," said Hank.

"What is it?" asked Hunter.

"Hunter, I'm sure you haven't had much experience hearing that sort of sound, since
you're such a good cook. But I helped babysit both Heloise and Eloise when they were
down with the flue last time. That sound is unmistakeable."

There was a rising babble of 'ews', and other sounds of sympathy and disgust. The crowd
parted, and they had a view of a slender woman bent at the waist, clutching her stomach
as her escort wiped her mouth with a napkin. Hank didn't really want to look very closely
at the stain decorating the front of her designer original. The man helping her accepted a
glass of water and started to give it to his date. In the process he turned suddenly paled
and shoved the glass into her hand so quickly that it sloshed. Her squeak of protest was
drowned out as he bent over and relieved himself of the contents of his stomach, too.

Things went quickly after that. The sounds of vomitting erupted from every corner of the
room. Yells of protest from people who didn't get out of the way quickly enough almost
drowned out the exclamations of dismay and disgust. The spectacle of sickness and the
sour scent of regurgitation was probably at least partly responsible for the second wave of
upchucking. The second group of victims were a little more prepared than the first, and
they at least tried to be neat. Plates, glasses, and at least one bowl of flowers were used
as basins. Hank suspected that the cleaning staff was going to find a few surprises later in
the week if they weren't very thorough.

Things got so frantic that people began coming in from the other room to see what was
going on, and that set off the THIRD wave of sickness, which seemed to inspire the first
victims to even greater heights of nausea. At some point during this pandemonium,
Hunter pulled a cell phone from his jacket pocket and called 911, telling them, "Look,
you'd better send everyone you can easily spare. It's beginning to look like a rather
spectacular case of food poisoning."

Suelynn had succumbed, too--twice. She stood up and staggered away from the mess
she'd deposited between her shiny pumps. Hunter got up and offered his water for her to
rinse her mouth out, and she gasped. "Gawd, I haven't felt like this since someone left the
chicken salad out too long as a church social when I was a teenager."

The gagging had begun to slow down, but the victims, who were all feeling a little shaky,
were having a hard time finding clean places to sit. When he saw some people headed
for the door, Hank moved to block them, saying, "Folks, you shouldn't leave yet."

"Screw you," said one pasty faced man, using his handkerchief to brush at a stain on his
lapel. "I'm going to the emergency room."

"Help is on the way, sir. Are you still feeling nauseous?"

He thought about it. "Well, I don't feel like I'm going to throw up again, but I sure as hell
don't feel chipper."

"With a massive incident like this, they're going to need to talk to everyone to determine
what happened."

"They?"

"Sure. With something like this, the police will have to investigate. There has to be some
sort of health problem to be taken care of." Some people were backing up behind the first
man, and Hank raised his voice. "Either that, or someone slipped something into the food,



and they can't be allowed to get away with it. Please, folks. There has to be a guest list
for this shindig. I'm sure that the police won't do much but talk to a few of you, then take
names and get statements later. But y'all really shouldn't try to run off until you've been
checked over. You might be fine now, but who knows what could happen later, when
you're home, without help available?"

There was some grumbling, but the crowd gradually moved back into the interior of the
house. Hank could hear sirens coming closer. That would be the ambulances--the police
probably wouldn't use their sirens on a case that didn't involve violence, especially when
he was pretty sure that a neighborhood like this would have a patrol car within a minute or
two's drive.

He opened the door and spoke to the valet. The noise of the mass sickness had even
reached him outside, and he kept peering over Hank's shoulder as the Texan explained
what was going on. "Damn," he said. "I hope that doesn't happen to me. The caterer let
me grab some chow before the guests started to arrive."

"If it hasn't hit you now, son, I don't think it will. What did you have?"

He shrugged sheepishly. "I sampled everything. It isn't often I'm going to get a crack at
food that fancy."

"What did you have to drink?"

He looked guilty, then sighed. "I guess I'd better not lie. I had a beer."

Hank patted his shoulder. "Don't worry. I sincerely doubt that anyone's going to be
concerned about you sneaking a brew. If anyone wants to leave, ask them to stay. If they
won't, don't try to fight with them, but be sure you get their plate numbers so the
authorities can talk to them later."

"Will do."

Hank shut the door, and Hunter came in. "I've heard the term 'bedlam' bandied about, but
I never had a clear idea of what they meant until tonight. There was more going on in
there than a three ring circus."

"The police and EMTs are coming up the walk. They should get things sorted out." Hank
patted Hunter's shoulder. "Are you all right? You're looking a little green yourself."

"Oh, my stomach is fine. When I first started apprenticing in my mid-teens, my first
teacher was a real believer in hands on learning. Once you learn to butcher a hog, render
the lard, then cook chiterlings, there's not too much that can phaze you."

"That's good. You look a little upset."

"Well, it's more that I'm the bearer of bad tidings. Pogey got sick after you left."

"Seriously?"

"He doesn't appear to be in mortal danger, at least not from whatever made everyone
sick."

Hank straightened alertly. "Is there something else wrong with him?"

"I'm sure there are many, many things wrong with Pogey."

"Hunter, you're acting like the man is teetering on the edge of something life threatening."



"He might be."

"Will you please just TELL me?"

Hunter nodded, then said hesitantly, "Like I told you, he upchucked." He made a face.
"Rather spectacularly. I think he must've fibbed about not eating earlier, considering the
volume..."

"Hunter..."

"You remember how people were spitting up in everything that would hold liquid--er, semi-
solids?"

"Hunter!"

"Hank... How attached were you to that Stetson?"
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Chapter 13

Summary: After the party. Hank and Logan have a talk with Detective Hoffman Rating: PG

Chapter Thirteen

Tina had been giving Logan a tour of the house, so they'd missed most of the chaos, but it
was still pretty startling to walk in on. The first thing they did was go looking for Hank and
Hunter. They had to weave their way carefully through fragrant, stained, whimpering
partygoers and paramedics who were beginning to look a bit nauseated themselves.
People were being examined in an assembly line manner, advised to stay near help
(anyone who HADN'T been at the party), and go directly to an emergency room if there
were any more symptoms.

They found Hunter and Hank sitting on a sofa that had somehow astonishingly remained
clean. Tina and Logan came up behind them, and noticed that the two men were sitting
close beside each other. Hunter had his arm across Hank's back and was gently patting
his shoulder. That made Logan blink. He whispered to Tina, "Hank doesn't usually allow
physical displays in public except from blood relatives. Christ, I hope he didn't catch
whatever this is." They went around the sofa.

Hunter was watching Hank with concern and sympathy, tinged ever so slightly with
amusement. Hank was holding on his lap a dark object, almost completely covered by a
dinner napkin. He was cradling it almost tenderly in both big hands. Logan and Tina
approached almost gingerly. Tina was thinking that Hank looked almost like he was in
mourning. Logan squatted down in front of him and put a hand on Hank's knee. "Hank?
Are you all right?"

Hank didn't respond. Hunter said quietly. "Physically, he's fine--magnificent, actually. But
emotionally? I'm afraid there's been trauma." He tilted his head down at the object in
Hank's hands.

Logan reached out and lifted the edge of the napkin just far enough to see the elegant,
unmistakable curve of a dress Stetson's crown. There was a distinct, sour whiff, and
Logan dropped the cloth back into place quickly. "Oh, SHIT! Not the Stetson."

"That's pretty much what Hank said," observed Hunter. "I was shocked."

"So am I. I've seen that man LOCK his hand in a car door and never say anything
stronger than 'son of a gun'. Hank," he said softly. His friend finally lifted his eyes. "Are
you okay?"

"I've been better, Lo." His eyes returned to the Stetson. "They gave me this on my tenth
anniversary with the Rangers."

"They do miraculous things in cleaning these days."

Hank heaved a sigh. "No. No, I'm afraid I'll just have to face facts." He stroked the hat's
sides. "He's gone."

Tina shot a glance at Logan, mouthing, "He?"

It was Hunter who responded. "Men call ships and cars she, why shouldn't they assign
gender to something as important as this?"



"Hank," said Logan, holding out his hands. "If you're not going to have it cleaned, why
don't you let me take care of it for you?"

Hank shook his head. "No. I'm going to have to take a sample of... what's inside... to have
it analyzed--I'm sure the caterer will have something I can put it in, if the police run out of
evidence bags. They're going to have plenty without having to worry about one bit being
considered compromised. Then I'm going to package it very carefully and store it in the
freezer till I get it home."

Logan blinked. "You're taking it back to Texas to throw it away?"

Hank's jaw firmed. "No. I'm taking it home for a decent burial. Hunter, I'm sorry, but I'm
afraid I don't have much of an appetite now, and I wouldn't be much company."

"Hank, don't worry about it," Hunter assured him.

Hank looked around. "Where's Pogey?"

The others looked around also. "I don't know," said Hunter. He pointed. "There are tire
tracks in that puddle over there." He made a face. "Ugh, chunky. Anyway, he's probably
gone by now. I sincerely doubt he'd hang around any longer than he absolutely had to.
We can check with the police, though. They wouldn't have let anyone go without taking
note."

"I'd sort of like to speak to him."

"Not a good idea in the state you're in right now, buddy," Logan advised.

"I'll say," said Hunter. "I served for a while under a famous chef. The man could have
given a Parris Island drill sergeant a run for the money, so when he complimented you, it
MEANT something. When I left he gave me a high quality cast iron skillet that he'd
seasoned himself. If someone did to that skillet what Pogey did to your hat, I know I'd
probably be up on assault charges for using the skillet on their head."

"No, no. I'm not going to do anything to the man. I just want to ask him a few questions."

"Like what?" asked Logan.

Hank glanced at Hunter. "Hunter, you didn't pass my hat to Pogey, did you?"

"God, NO, Hank! I have better sense than that."

"I didn't think you would have, but I had to ask. I had to eliminate the possibility. Do you
suppose anyone else handed it to him?"

"I wish I could point a finger, Hank, but everyone was too busy to be playing Good
Samaritan, and I don't think there was anyone close enough to get the hat and hand it
over when Pogey started to get sick." Hunter shrugged. "Besides, I'm pretty sure it was a
deliberate choice--passive-aggressive to the max. Why are you so concerned?"

"Oh, I'm not looking to lay blame. It's just..." He pointed. "I left my hat on this table." He
pointed to the opposite end of the couch. "And Pogey was sitting at that end, right?"
Hunter nodded. "That's a distance of at least ten feet, over a fairly high arm. My question
is, how did a paraplegic managed to reach that far without taking a good couple of
minutes to drag himself, or ending up on the floor?"

~*~*~*~*~*~*~



The next morning Detective Hoffman called and asked Hank and Logan if they could
come down to the police station. When they met in the detective's office, he said, "I'd like
to have you two's take on this incident from last night."

"Looks like food poisoning, right?" said Logan. "That's always a hazard with buffets."

"It is, and we looked into that. We took samples of everything they had, and let me tell
you, the caterer INSISTED that we do so. He's rabid about maintaining his reputation."

"I think what the detective mean, Lo, is do we feel like this was related to what's been
going on at the station," said Hank. Hoffman nodded. "I'd be mightily surprised if it
WASN'T related."

"I think you're right, and whoever is responsible has moved up the ranks." Hoffman's
expression was grim. "This case involves a LOT of people, and I'll admit that the media
connection has something to do with it--Police Public Relations is VERY determined to
keep them on our side wherever it's legally possible. We put a push on the evidence, and
the lab got the results back to me this morning. All the vomitus samples taken showed
traces of Ipecac."

Hank winced. "Oh, MAN! Heloise got into something when she was little. We weren't sure
what it was, so they brought out the syrup of Ipecac while we were waiting for the
ambulance to get there. She wouldn't take it unless I tasted it first. She was big on even-
steven back then. So I dipped a finger in it and tasted, and she went on and drank it. Both
of us threw up. That is pretty much the foulest stuff I've ever tasted." He looked
thoughtful. "Wait a minute--Hunter said something about the wine punch tasting funny."

"Bingo," said the detective. "Wine punch was the only item ingested by every victim we
spoke to. We checked the punch, and sure enough, it was laced."

"That's a nasty prank," agreed Logan.

"It's more than a prank," said Hoffman. "This is considered poisoning. We're just lucky that
there wasn't much used, and it was heavily diluted--a strong enough dose could have
killed someone. And someone whose constitution was weakened by something like heart
disease could have easily died from complications. We're going to be stepping up the
investigation on this. Do either of you have any theories? Perhaps someone in particular
was the target, and the others are collateral damage?"

Hank held up his hands. "I don't know enough about these people to offer an objective
opinion."

"If it was just the Ipecac in the punch, I'd have no problem believing that someone is trying
to make Marva Barbee-Clutterbuck's life miserable. She isn't exactly what you'd call
beloved."

"Who's at the head of the list?" asked Hoffman.

Logan frowned. "I wouldn't like to say."

"Mister Berryman, I know that the urge to be discreet is strong, but this is getting
dangerous. If Mrs. Clutterbuck is being targeted, she needs to be warned to be on her
guard, and we might even need to put her under protective surveillance."

Logan sighed. "Marva has been sticking her fingers in the mix at the station, and she
doesn't have the training or natural inclination for that type of work, so she's made some
enemies there."



"What sort of interference has she been up to?"

"Do I need to get specific? Okay. Good Morning, Glendale! Cerise Stone was supposed
to host that show alone. Tobias had promised it to her--she had a verbal contract, but
nothing on paper. Marva moved Devin in on her. Cerise considered filing a civil suit, but
she couldn't get anyone to take it on contingency, and she couldn't afford to pursue it
alone."

"That could be a good motive." Hoffman made notes. "Show people and their egos are a
volatile combination. Who else?"

Logan rubbed his forehead. "Lord, I hate to say this. That poor woman has had enough
crap in her life, but... If I'm going to be honest, I'd have to mention Suelynn Clutterbuck."

"The first wife? The relationship isn't amicable, eh?"

"Hardly. There hasn't actually been any hair pulling and wrestling, but I've heard
exchanges that made my ears itch, and their lawyers have done a lot of snarling at each
other. If one of them ever gets the upper hand on percentage of ownership, the other one
will be pretty much shut out."

Hank lifted a finger, "I don't want to butt in..."

Dustin smiled. "With the rep that the Rangers have for investigation? Please, butt in."

"Tina told me that the two women owned forty-five percent of the business each, and
there's three percent being held in trust for future offspring. That leaves seven points in
the hands of others. If one or the other of them gets control of that, they get control of the
business. As tiny as those points of the business are, they aren't worth much--on their
own. A person just might look at all the trouble that the station has been having lately and
decide that it's on its way down the tubes. Maybe, they think, the smartest move would be
to sell when they could. Or... Let's say that they've got a little shrewdness on their side. If
they knew that someone really, REALLY wanted those last few percentage points, there's
a good chance that they might decide to see just how much the market would bear."

Dustin was nodding, making notes. "Yes, I think that looking into the financial situation
might be fruitful."

"Did you fingerprint that drawer that was tampered with?"

Hoffman nodded. "Like I said, anything we got wouldn't do us much good, since the chain
of evidence is screwed, but I had it printed, anyway. We got several. We ran them, but
didn't get a hit. Whoever did it isn't in the state system."

Logan said, "What about the out-of-state system?"

Hoffman nodded. "That will take time to check, and quite frankly, anything non-crippling
and non-fatal is going to be at the end of the list. Who knows? Maybe lightening will strike.
Anything else you gents can think of? Any questions?"

"I'm curious about Mister Clutterbuck's disappearance. I'd like to hear more about it."

Dustin sat back in his chair. "The commonly held theory is that he's sipping tropical drinks
somewhere warm and sandy, probably with someone very young and most likely blonde."

"What supports that theory?"



"The disappearance of a load of money, for one. It turned out that a lot of assets had been
liquidated and turned into bearer bonds, but these have never been located, and his joint
account was cleaned out just after he disappeared. Put that with where they found his
car..." He shrugged.

"But if he ran off with his own money, how is that illegal?"

Hoffman smiled. "That's a rhetorical question, right?"

Hank returned the smile. "I'm assuming that some of that money that went missing wasn't
strictly his to use as he saw fit?"

"The company is in the names of Marva Barbee-Clutterbuck, Suelynn Clutterbuck, and
several others we haven't tracked down yet. They'd like to have it accounted for, and so
would the IRS. Suelynn Clutterbuck has said, loud and long, that she believes her
husband was done away with. She sights many reasons, but the main one is 'gut feeling'."

"How about you?"

"I don't like the fact that we can't trace him past the airport parking lot, and I don't like the
fact that he's contacted NO ONE. From all accounts, he was still pretty infatuated with his
second wife. I think he'd have either kept in touch with her, or taken her with him. And
Marva claims that the evening that Tobias disappeared, he got ready to go into town,
telling her that he was going to talk business with someone. She didn't get a name, or
what sort of business it was. He just told her that it should make things more peaceful for
them. We don't know what that could mean. He was having some financial difficulties--
most new businesses of this size do--but it wasn't all that much when you look at the
scale they operate on in television. And Tobias had come back from bankruptcy more
than once. He wasn't afraid of financial loss. He'd always told people that money never
really went away--it just relocated for a while--he'd always get it back. I suppose he could
have skipped, but frankly--one explanation is as good as the other here. Is there anything
else you've observed that you think might be significant, Hank?"

"Only that I think that Pogey Penneman's disability may very well be a load of
codswallop."

That made Hoffman blink. "Penneman? You mean The Angry Young Paraplegic? Why do
you say that?"

"For one thing, I sincerely doubt that even the most vigorous and dedicated physical
therapy couldn't have prevented the wasting away of his legs to the point that he seems
to have managed. I haven't seen him in shorts, but unless he's wearing padding, his legs
seem fully fleshed, if not downright muscular. He said he's been in his chair for twenty
years, and he can't be thirty yet. His legs shouldn't have developed normally." Hoffman
was nodding thoughtfully. "Then," Hank's expression tightened, "there's what happened to
my Stetson."

Hoffman raised his eyebrows. When Hank didn't immediately continue, the detective
looked at Logan for an explanation. "It was desecrated during the mass nausea last night.
The thing is, it was Penneman who filled it up, and none of us can come up with a feasible
way he could have reached it without assistance. We spoke to the only other person who
was close enough to observe, and not in the process of tossing his cookies, and he's
ready to swear that no one else handed the hat to Pogey. Hunter turned away for a
second, while there was no one nearby who wasn't busy hurling, and when he turned
back, Pogey was just finishing up."



"What hurts is that he had to have done it on purpose." Hank's tone was injured. "He
could have just leaned over the side of the couch. Instead he had to stretch way over, and
risk being accused of fraud if anyone saw him." He looked aggrieved. "That's just plain
vindictive."

"Okay. But even if he IS lying about his physical condition, what of it? I don't think it's
illegal, unless he's lying to defraud--collect donations, or something."

"And what would you call the whole Yes We Can! Business?" said Logan, his voice taking
on heat. "He's profiting from a lie. He wrote a book about his noble struggle with the
unfeeling world of the able bodied."

"It's reprehensible, if it's true," agreed Hoffman, "but I think the worst that he could have
done to him would be a civil suit." He smiled slightly. "And he'd probably be smeared all
over the tabloids."

Hank snorted. "You think that would be a punishment to him? It's pretty much a given that
the man is obsessed with attention. Someone once said they can write anything they want
about me, as long as they spell my name right."

Logan agreed. "I suppose he'd probably try to use any notoriety to bolster his career."

"With a book, and a made for TV movie."

"Are you kidding, Hank? He'd want a big screen movie, probably with Brad Pitt playing
him."

"He's not that good looking," said Hank bluntly. "But as little as I like him, I don't think he'd
have been willing to make himself sick as a dog just for a little personal drama. Or rather,
if he was going to do it, I believe he'd have just spiked his own food or drink. I hardly think
he enjoyed competing for attention with a couple of dozen equally miserable and sick
people."

They talked for another few minutes, but there was nothing else of much significance.
Hoffman agreed to keep Hank informed, and Hank agreed to do the same for Hoffman.
Hank didn't use the word 'investigate'. After all, he was no longer a licensed law
enforcement official, but he saw no reason why he couldn't look a round a little in his
capacity of a concerned private citizen.

They decided to drop by the hospital and check up on Wilson Bates. Hank insisted on
going into the lobby gift shop. After a little dithering, he purchased a small plant, a sugar-
free low carb candy bar, and a get-well card, taking a moment to sign it at the counter.
They were directed to the cardiac care floor. Hank stopped at the nurses desk and spoke
to a tiny Asian woman in a flowered set of scrubs. "Ma'am, we're here to visit Mister
Wilson Bates. Is he allowed visitors?"

"He certainly is. His daughter and grandson came by last night, and they did him a world
of good," she replied.

"How is he?"

"I'm sorry, I can't discuss his medical condition with anyone but family." When Hank
looked concerned, she said, "I can tell you that he's not considered critical, or even
guarded, but we are monitoring him for the next few days--just in case."

"Is he on a special diet? I'm asking because I have a little treat I'd like to give him." Hank
displayed the candy.



She looked at it, and smiled. "It might be. I can ask his doctor. You're showing a lot more
sense than some visitors. You wouldn't believe the sort of things I've had to confiscate on
this floor. One very sweet Italian lady had a whole Genoa salami hidden under her pillow,
and she'd just got done having a triple bypass. If you'd like to go ahead and visit Mister
Bates, I'll look up his doctor and see if this can be approved."

"Much obliged."

As he started to walk away, she said, "Oh, and did the armadillo play any of the slots, or is
he strictly a roulette man?"
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Chapter 14

Summary: A picnic, and some more information.
Rating: PG
Warning: Kid talking inappropriate at the dinner table. Most parents are probably familiar
with this--or will be. :)

Chapter Fourteen

Wilson Bates, looking wan and tired, was in the window side bed. When he saw Hank
enter his expression brightened, and he grabbed the hand control and used it to raise
himself into a sitting position as Hank and Logan approached. "Mister Crank." His voice
was faint, but it didn't tremble. "Just the man I wanted to see."

Hank stood over the bed and reached down to shake hands, careful of the various wires
that connect the elderly man to various beeping machines. "Mister Bates. I'm glad to see
you're up to having visitors."

He smiled. "Me, too. I was worried that I couldn't see my grandson, but he's twelve now,
and the doctor said that he was sure Trey would be more of a help than a hindrance."

Hank set the plant and card down on the bedside table, next to a small framed
photograph sitting on his bedside table. It showed a handsome couple, with a tall, slender
boy. "Is this him? He looks a lot like you," said Hank.

"I'd like to think so." Wilson hooked a finger around a long, crinkly ribbon that led up to a
shiny Mylar balloon. It was decorated with a cartoon character who had wildly spiked hair
and huge eyes. His mouth was spread impossibly wide in a yell, and the caption was 'You
WILL get well!' "Trey said his name is Vegeta. I wouldn't think that a vegetarian would look
quite that aggressive."

"That's an anime character--Dragon Ball Z, I think." Logan gave him an amused look. "I
baby-sit Eloise, okay? I'd have to stay out of the house not to learn something about
those Japanese cartoons."

"Children are special, aren't they?" said Wilson fondly. "How old is your little girl?"

"She's my niece. She's seven, going on twenty-five, I think."

"I'm just glad I went ahead and got the supplemental insurance. I'm setting up a trust for
Trey," said Wilson. "His dad is doing okay, but you know how expensive things are these
days. Trey wants to be a naturalist. With any luck, I'll leave him enough to go to a good
college." He sighed. "It's just so complicated. Mister Berryman, I know that isn't your field,
but could you recommend someone who could help me figure out the best way to set that
sort of thing up? I don't think I trust that lawyer who's been talking to me."

"He's been talking to you?" Hank asked. "You haven't been talking to him?"

"Technically, it goes both ways, but he came to me. He isn't my choice."

Logan said, "Wilson, there's pretty strict regulations about soliciting clients. Did he just
show up on your doorstep, or what?"

"No, nothing like that. He contacted me about buying my interest in BLAB. He told me
what a good investment it would be to sell it and invest the money--that I could set up a



comfortable annuity, or maybe put it in CDs and earn good returns before Trey was old
enough to take over it."

"You own part of the station?" Hank asked. "How much?"

"Two percent. Tobias is a wonderful man. I was one of the first people he signed up, and
he gave me that as a signing bonus. I didn't ask, mind you--he just threw it in. That's why I
have such a hard time believing that did what they say he did. He's a generous man."

"He wasn't interested in buying for himself?"

"No, he said he was asking on behalf of an interested party."

"He didn't say who?" Wilson shook his head. "Could we get this lawyer's name and
number from you?"

"Sure, I have his card, but I sent my wallet home with my daughter." He gestured toward
the phone. "If I could talk you into handing me that, and dialing for me?"

They did, and soon Hank and Logan were armed with the business address and phone
number of Averill Montrose. "Does this have anything to do with all the nonsense that has
been going on at the station?"

"It might."

"Good. I hope you nail the SOB. I'm an old coot now, but that doesn't mean I want to give
up the time I have left, and I'm pretty sure that farce shaved some off." He paused. "Is the
snake all right?"

"I might have bruised him a little when I stepped on him to hold him down, but he was
active enough when his owner bagged him up."

"I'm glad. I would have hated it if anything happened to him. Rattlesnakes are fascinating
creatures."

"You're a forgiving sort," said Logan.

Wilson waved. "Hell, son, I can't fault an animal for doing something that Nature hard-
wired into it. He was frightened. He just defended himself. Thank you for not killing him,
Mister Crank."

"Think nothing of it, sir. I can't blame an animal like that." He smiled. "You can't train a
snake. God just didn't make them that way."

They talked for a while longer. The nurse bustled in, nodding to the men. "Mister Crank,
the doctor says it's fine."

Hank pulled the candy bar out of his pocket and offered it to Wilson. "I wasn't sure what
kind you'd like, so I stuck with plain chocolate."

Wilson accepted it with a smile. "Thank you! Trey brought me some candy, but it was
those sour Nerd things the kids like so much." He grimaced. "I love the boy, but the very
thought of them makes my teeth ache." He fumbled in the tray table that had been rolled
over his bed. "Orange/cherry." He offered them to Hank. "I've eaten a couple, so I can
honestly tell Trey I had some. Please, take them."

Hank accepted them. "Much obliged. You take care of yourself, now. I'll try to come by
again before I go back to Texas, but I sort of hope you aren't in here much longer."



On the way down in the elevator Hank shook a few of the little candies into his palm, then
popped them into his mouth. Logan was staring at him. "What? I happen to like these.
You wouldn't believe how bad I got fussed out by Eloise that one time I raided her
Halloween bag. It took me three trips to the Dairy Queen to be forgiven."

"Do you think that this lawyer is going to provide us with anything?"

"Lo, you're a lawyer--how often do you volunteer information about your clients?"

"Point taken."

"But it won't hurt to try. All he can do is laugh in my face. But first off, I think it might be a
good idea to find out who owns the rest the business. So far we've accounted for ninety-
four percent. I'm really interested in that last six percent. Who should we talk to about
that?"

Logan mulled it over. "One reason this station hasn't picked up any quicker than it has is
that it's ruled by committee--Marva, Suelynn, a court appointed executor for the three
percent legacy vote."

"And the others?"

"The way I understand it, the executor notifies the other owners of all meetings. If they
don't show up, their possible votes are disregarded. Naturally Marva and Suelynn are
almost always on opposite sides, so it comes down to the executor. Sometimes he sides
with one, sometimes he sides with the other."

"Do we know the name of this executor?"

"I don't, but I suppose Tina would be able to find out." He pulled out his cell phone and
punched in a number. "Hey, Tina." He listened, smiling. "Yeah. I need some info from you.
Do you know the name of the lawyer who's been refereeing between Marva and Suelynn
on station matters? Yeah, the one in charge of the three percent legacy. No, not right
away. We can get the info when we swing by for lunch." His face lit up. "Yeah? Sounds
great. Sure. What do you want?" He laughed. "Are you sure about that? They may need
to bathe Chase if he gets his hands on them. Oh, really?" He cast an amused glance at
Hank. "I dunno. We're going to be with a law enforcement type. He might not approve.
Love you, too." He hung up. "We're invited on a picnic, and we are to bring dessert. Tina
suggested chocolate frosted mocha Ãƒ©clairs."

"That explains why you thought Chase might need to be hosed down afterwards," grinned
Hank.

"Tina said we could let him paddle in the duck pond. It's actually more of a sunken cement
pool, about knee deep, no chance of drop offs."

"Has Tina ever seen the state of water that's been given serious use by ducks? I'm pretty
sure she'd change her mind. How about giving that Montrose fella a call?"

Logan tried the number Wilson Bates had given them, then glanced at Hank. "Answering
machine before noon on a weekday. Class act. Yes, Mister Averill, this is Logan
Berryman. I'm interested in talking with you concerning BLAB!--the talk show station. It's
about some percentage points of that company. I've heard you might be interested in
acquiring them. Give me a call at 555-1976. Looking forward to hearing from you." He
hung up. "Hopefully that vague reference will make him think we have control of the swing
votes, and are willing to deal."



"The scent of possible profit will lure some lawyers better than road kill will pull in a
coyote. No offense meant, Lo."

"Ah, hell, Hank--I know that. If I'm not used to your colorful Texas vernacular by now..."

"Don't go turning into a California smart mouth on me, Lo. You're too good a Texas smart
mouth to lose your professional standing."

They stopped at a bakery and picked up a dozen chocolate-mocha Ãƒ©clairs, then went
by the station, going directly to the daycare center. Chase was waiting near the door,
almost dancing up and down with excitement. He raced to them, saying, "Lo, Mister Hank,
Mama got fried chicken!"

"I hope she got the crispy kind," said Hank. "That pressure cooked stuff just isn't right. I
mean, it's perfectly good chicken, but it isn't FRIED chicken."

Chase was nodding vigorously. "The outside is all mushy-chewy 'stead of crunchy. But
Mama says she gots to watch me, or I'll just eat the skin."

Hank rubbed his hair. "You're my kind of kid, Chase."

Chase grinned at him, then continued, "And we gots 'tatoe salad, and baked beans." He
wrinkled his nose, "And carrots and celery, but you don't got to eat them 'less you want to.
And biscuits, and sodas, and bread to feed the ducks." He cocked his head, eyeing their
empty hands, and said accusingly, "And we're s'posed to have 'clairs from the bakery."

"Oh, ye of little faith," said Logan. Chase gave him a puzzled look. "That means they're in
the car." Chase hugged his leg. Logan looked at Hank. "If only they'd stay so easy to
please."

"What a handsome group of men," said Tina cheerfully, coming down the hall. "Ready? I
have the basket in my trunk."

Hank knew that Logan loved Chase dearly, but time alone with your sweetheart should
never be turned down. "Logan," said Hank. "Do you trust me to drive your truck?"

"Sure, buddy. Why?"

"I was just thinking that you might like to ride in with Tina, and Chase could keep me
company." He smiled down at the little boy. "How about that, bo?"

"Yeah!"

"Suits me," said Logan.

Hank allowed Chase to scramble up into the truck by himself, then buckled him in. As
Hank got behind the wheel, Chase said, "I like riding in Lo's truck, 'cause I don't hafta sit
in the backseat, 'cause it has no back seat--like Mama's car."

"Well, technically truck's DO have a back, but kids aren't allowed to ride in them anymore.
It's sort of the death of a tradition, but I can't make myself upset about it."

"How come?"

"Because I was a State Trooper for a long time, Chase," Hank's expression grew sober,
his eyes distant, as if he was once again seeing something tragic. "I saw some things..."
He trailed off.



"What, Hank?"

Hank glanced at the little boy, then said, "I'll just say that there are some mamas and
daddies who really wish they hadn't let their little boys and girls ride in the bed of a pickup
truck. Did you say you were going to feed ducks?"

Chase lost interest in the previous discussion. "Yeah!" He giggled. "They're so funny.
They step on each other, they're such piggies. And Mama says not to get too close to
them because they might try to eat me up. One of 'em ate a button off my shirt once."

"I'm not in the least bit surprised."

"I could save some of the bread an' feed it to Chill Pill."

"That's nice of you to think of him, and I'm sure he'd appreciate it, but we have plenty of
snacks back at Logan's place. You ought to go ahead and feed all that to the ducks. They
probably need it."

"Mama says they really don't. She says there's a reason why they waddle, and it's not just
bowed legs."

"Your mama is a lady who knows how to tell it like it is."

The park was small, but green and pleasant. There were a few picnic tables, the promised
cement duck pond, and a playground that Chase eyed with distinct covetousness. He
pouted a little when he was told that he had to eat first, but a judicious application of
potato salad and a drumstick settled him down. They had all decided, without having to
consult, that they wouldn't discuss the recent goings on around Chase. They didn't want
to upset the child. A noble, but ironic aim. Halfway through the meal, Chase said, "Hank,
Mama told me someone urped in your hat. Did you put it on an' get puke all in your hair?"

Hank put down his forkful of baked beans. "No, Chase--thankfully that did not happen."

"Herbie Dahlwell once got sick in the reading circle. He puked in Suzie's lap, an' she
clobbered him."

Tina said, "Okay, Chase."

"You could tell he had Crunchberry cereal for breakfast."

"Chase, please," said Tina.

"But Mom, it had two different colors of..."

Hank stood up. "Chase, I think those ducks look like they're about to starve to death. Why
don't we go feed them?"

Hank led the little boy over to the pond, and spent a little while tearing bread into bits for
the little boy to toss. The ducks DID get a little aggressive, but Hank just hoisted Chase up
on his hip, and the child finished feeding the ducks from a safe height. Chase was
astonished that the ducks didn't seem to be afraid of someone Hank's size. Hank told
them that these were probably city ducks, and thus had almost as little fear of man as the
pigeons that hung around hospitals, "And those are the boldest feathered beasts I've ever
seen."

After they'd disposed of the last crumbs, Chase trotted over to explore the playground.
There were no other children so he had it in solitary splendor. Hank went back to the



picnic table. As he sat down and began to finish his meal, Logan said, "Thanks, Hank.
After last night, we really didn't need to be regaled with other upchuck anecdotes."

"Would you consider moving in with us when we're married? You'd make a kick-ass
nanny," said Tina. Hank almost choked with laughter. "You even have a sense of humor
about yourself."

Logan said, "Tina got the name of that lawyer. I think you'll find it interesting."

"Thrill me."

"Averill Montrose."

Hank sat back. "As in the collector of stray business points for people who are as yet
nameless. Yeah, that's just a LITTLE bit thrilling."

 

TBC



Chapter 15

Chapter Fifteen

They took Chase and Tina back to the station. Despite Tina's worry, Chase ended up
wearing less than an ounce of Ãƒ©clair, and that was mostly on his face. He was a little
disappointed that he wouldn't be allowed to let the ducks nibble it off his cheeks, but Hank
managed to convince him that it would be a lot more like pinches than kisses.

On their way back out, they Trey waved them over. "Hey, Ranger Dude--someone's been
looking for you. Devin Tarnower told me to be on the look-out for you." He pointed over
toward the coffee shop. "He's in latte la-la land."

Hank and Logan made their way over to the coffee shop. Devin was sitting at one of the
little tables, trying to maneuver a large cup and a newspaper. He looked up as they
approached, and his professional, plastic smile became a little more genuine as he saw
Hank. "Hey, it's the Red Cross! Have a seat. Can I get you something? They've got a
mocha-orange frapuccino that's pretty decent."

"Thank you, but no. I already had dessert," said Hank as they sat. "How are you? How's
that hand?"

Devin glanced ruefully at his heavily bandaged hand. "You were right to insist that I go
right to the hospital. They did surgery, and the doctor is pretty sure that there will be no
nerve damage. Still, I'll probably have a good bit of therapy ahead of me later on."

"That's a shame," said Hank.

"I think of it as more of an outrage. I was trying to decide who to sue--the furniture
supplier, whoever chose the set dressing, or maybe maintenance for screwing up on a
repair job. Then the cops told me that it looks like it was done deliberately."

"We heard that," said Logan. "Devin, can you think of anyone who'd have a reason to try
to hurt you that way?"

Devin shrugged. "Probably. I'll be honest--I'm not always a likable guy. It's part of my
professional persona, okay? Some entertainers are smooth and charming, I'm borderline
offensive. Maybe someone decided I stepped over the line."

"Anyone in particular?"

Devin took a sip of his drink. "Let's see..." He grinned. "Pogey Penneman hates my guts. I
clipped playing cards to the spokes on his wheelchair once. And I tried to sneak Alpo onto
a tray of canapÃƒ©s that Hunter Overend had made up for his show."

Hank's expression was stiff. "I wonder why Tina didn't include this in her description of
what was going on here at the station."

"You mean the other mysterious incidents? Because I was open about it. I always am with
my pranks. Hunter caught it before it got to the audience--and I have to give the man
credit. Quite frankly, the only reason I could tell it wasn't rough pate was that I'd notched
the toast points where it was only visible if you knew what to look for."

"Do you think that Hunter might have...?" Logan trailed off when he saw the look Hank
was shooting him.



Devin was oblivious. "Overend? Nah--he's cool. He just warned me that I'd better not ever
put myself in a situation where he'll be handling my food. I can respect that. Who else? I
made a call for viewers to send in possible careers for the Domestic Divas." He chuckled.
"Couldn't read a lot of them on the air, and those gals don't have a big sense of humor.
Then there was the Find Cerise a Boyfriend contest." He laughed again. "Oh, that's a
good one! I hope no one got rid of that last bunch of photographs."

"I remember you mentioning that right before you were hurt," said Hank. "What was it all
about?"

Devin waxed enthusiastic. "It's one of my best! Cerise, to the best of my knowledge,
doesn't date. Concentrating on her career, or some crap like that. So a couple of weeks
ago I announced the Find Cerise a Boyfriend contest. I invited all the men out there who
were interested to send in a photograph, and maybe an essay telling her why they were
prime boyfriend material, and I'd do my best to set them up on a date with her." He shook
his head, smiling. "You should have seen some of those photos. The gallery could look
like the cast of a combination biker/porno/Deliverance movie. I wouldn't be able to show
most of them without decency stickers, and the essays... I had no idea it was possible to
have five misspellings in a six word sentence."

"Cerise wasn't involved in this?" asked Hank.

"Only to the extent of sitting there and looking pissed off as I showed the photos and read
the essays. But that was eighty-percent of the bit--seeing her react."

"But you were upsetting her, weren't you?"

Devin shrugged. "She could have played along, and it would have been fantastic publicity
for her. I bet she could have landed in the Sunday supplement magazine--maybe even on
the cover. But she's short sighted. She thought that such a stunt was beneath the dignity
of a national host, and that's what she's shooting for. All, or nothing."

"Those photographs--you brought them in with you that morning?"

"No. I got them in my morning mail the day before, and I took them up to the studio at
lunch and put them in the drawer." He frowned. "There wasn't anything wrong with that
drawer then. At least I don't think there was. I'm pretty sure I would have noticed it if there
was a big ass nail sticking up."

"So it had to be done sometime between lunch and that morning."

"It's more likely it would have been that night, after they got through taping or running the
live shows. I'm pretty sure the crew would have noticed someone banging a nail into the
furnishings."

"The rooms aren't locked up at night?"

"They put the valuable equipment in storage and lock that up, but otherwise--no."

"So anyone could have had access to the desk."

"Pretty much. Now that you say it like that, security sucks around here. Maybe I should
sue."

Hank stood up, and Logan followed him. "I'm glad that things aren't any worse, Mister
Tarnower. You be sure to do what your doctor tells you."



He waved. "Please. I'm popping antibiotics like a Hollywood matron pops Valium, and her
husband pops Viagra. I'll be okay."

As they started off, Logan headed for the door, but Hank veered back toward the desk.
"I'll be right with you, Logan." Beau looked up questioningly as Hank approached. "Mister
Trinity, do you have a moment?"

Beau pointedly looked over both shoulders, and then said, "I'm free."

Hank smiled. "You don't look a thing like Mr. Humphries."

Beau's face split in a smile. "You got that? I was beginning to think I was the only one in
California that liked Are You Being Served?"

"You might be. Remember my state of origin."

"You like British Humor?"

"I own that series on tape, and I'm working on my Red Dwarf collection. I got dish
television mostly for the sports, but I've figured out how to use the VCR record-while-
watching-something else specifically for BBCAmerica. We can discuss Monty Python
versus The Goodies sometime, but right now I need to ask you a couple of quick
questions."

"Shoot."

"How long have you worked here?"

"Oh, I'm pretty much the most senior employee here, if not the most powerful. I started
working this desk from the first day they were open for business."

"So you weren't on the original security shift while they were finishing up construction?"

He snorted. "You know, I've heard what a shrewd businessman Tobias Clutterbuck was,
but you couldn't prove it by me. Usually when a place this size gets almost to the point of
opening for business--you know, furnished, and down to just the fine points of decorating--
they'll leave at least one night watchman on duty. Him? He hires a security company to
drive by a few times a night and check the doors. The man's lucky that some gang didn't
scope the place out, pull up a U-haul between patrols, and just load up."

"You think they could have done that?"

"Man, as long as they didn't run around with their flashlights bobbing or haul the damn
plants out of the lobby, the hired heat wouldn't have been able to even tell anyone was in
here till the crew came in the next morning and started to find blank places where
property should have been."

"That doesn't sound like what I've heard about him."

"I think he was having trouble getting the extra funding approved. He was having trouble
with the ladies in his life at the time, and they were holding the purse strings." He smiled.
"Just gossip, you know."

"And we shouldn't listen to gossip. Thanks, Beau." As he walked away, Hank muttered,
"But the bad thing about not listening to gossip is that sometimes, just sometimes, there's
a grain of truth in it."

 



~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~
Logan was standing outside the building, speaking on his cell phone as Hank came out.
He gestured to his friend to hurry over, and Hank broke into a lope. As he approached, he
heard Logan saying, "Yes, miss. I got your boss's number from another gentleman he's
been negotiating with about the very same thing. Yes, Wilson Bates." He frowned at
Hank. "No, I hardly think I'd be able to sway Wilson about any financial decision. Is your
boss available to talk--? Miss, you can appreciate that I don't want to discuss business
like this over a phone: particularly over a cell phone. No, I can't say. I'll need to speak with
Mister Montrose in person. Miss, I am a lawyer. I can appreciate that. You just give Mister
Averill my number again, and we'll see about setting up a meeting. You're welcome. You
have a nice day." He shut off the phone. "Guess who?"

"Either Averill is a girl, and other clues in your speech would tend to disprove that, or that
was a secretary."

"Please--personal assistant. Secretary is so politically incorrect. From the sound of it,
Mister Averill hasn't been able to locate all the other shares, and he has a sizeable boner
for them. He may check around a little on me, but judging from her tone of voice, I think
we should be hearing from him soon. After all, I don't think he'll find out anything that
might put him off me. I don't have any official attachments to BLAB! Hank, there's a little
paper work... It's not vital, but I ought to take care of it soon. Would you be all right on
your own for a few hours?"

"Well, I don't know." He straightened to his full height of 6'3", and spread his arms slightly.
"Do I look like I need a keeper?"

"Physically? No. Mentally might be another matter."

"I won't deny it." Hank held out his hand. "Mind if I borrow your phone?" Logan handed it
over. Hank said, "Pardon me for a moment." He walked a few yards away, turning his
back as he dialed. After a couple of rings, the person on the other end picked up. "Hello,
Hunter?"

"Hank! Good to hear from you," there was obvious pleasure in the young man's voice.

"I wanted to check and be sure you were still all right."

"Fine, fine. I've always had iron digestion. It would take a lot to unsettle my stomach."

"I'm pretty sure syrup of Ipecac would do it, though."

"Damn!" His tone was incredulous. "Is that what it was? I was thinking that maybe one of
the helpers had left a mayonnaise or egg dish out too long."

"Nope. It was the wine punch--that's why I was worried about you, but I suppose you
didn't get enough of it to affect you."

"Thank goodness. I'll tell you the truth--I didn't really swallow any of it. I got a taste, and
then let the rest of it slip back into the cup before I took it down from my mouth. It's a
talent I've developed because I included a section on home wine making in one of my
books, and everyone I meet who read it seems to want me to sample their efforts. How
they can manage to screw up such a simple process amazes me, but they do it. Any idea
on how the medicine got into the wine?"

"Not really, except that it sure as hell didn't happen by accident. That punch was sitting up
on the bar, within easy reach of anyone passing by. I'm pretty sure that there must've



been a good flow around the bar, so it's not hard to believe that someone just casually
tipped it in while the bartender was either getting supplies or busy with other guests. If
they got clever and put it in a cup first, I doubt if anyone would have noticed anything
unusual." Hank glanced at Logan. "Look, I can't talk much right now. I was just wondering
what you had planned for this afternoon."

"I'm visiting my butcher, then I have to go to Choyez for the evening." His voice dipped
suggestively. "Want to come look at meat with me?"

Hank chuckled. "I'd complain about you trying to corrupt me, if I wasn't enjoying it so
much. If you can drop me off at Logan's later, I can get him to drop me off at your
butcher's."

"How about getting him to drop you off here? I don't have to be there for an hour or two. I
could fix you something."

Hank thought for a second, then, his voice low, said, "I had a big lunch. Maybe you can
think of something else we could do to pass the time?"

Hunter's voice was teasing. "Maybe, though I can't promise you it won't still involve
nibbling. See you in a little?"

"I won't ask him to run red lights, but I won't say anything if his foot gets heavy on the
gas." Hank hung up and walked back to Logan. As they started toward the truck Hank
said, "Can I get you to drop me somewhere?"

"Sure." Logan grinned. "What's Hunter's address?"

"Was I talking loud, or is it just that obvious?"

"I've just noticed you get a certain look on your face when you're going to see him. I
haven't seen that sort of look on your face often enough, Hank. It's nice. Hunter's a good
guy."

They got into the truck, and Hank gave Logan Hunter's address. "I think his is," said Hank
quietly, "But..."

"But? What but?"

"He's kind of young."

"This is a bad thing? Besides, I think he's in his early thirties. Yeah, that's sort of young for
a man to get the kind of rep he has in his chosen profession, but... Tina and I have
socialized with him a little. He's not some sort of naive kid, Hank. He knows what he
wants, and he goes for it. And he's not flighty." He glanced over at Hank, and his voice
became quiet. "His lover died in a car accident a little over a year ago, and he's just now
started going out again. He was with the same man for seven years, Hank--
monogamous--and Gerard was twenty years his senior. You're not going to be able to use
the age difference as a reason for not letting him get closer."

Hank shrugged. "I'm not trying to keep him at a distance, Lo. It's just... You know how I
am."

"I know. And I think that both of you are damn lucky that you've happened onto each
other."

"We've only been out with each other twice, Lo, and you know what happened the second



time."

"Yeah. Well, maybe that will turn out to be the story you two tell years and years from
now." He pulled up in front of Hunter's house. The door opened and Hunter leaned out. He
held up a bottle of beer, pointed at it, pointed at Hank, and crooked his finger invitingly.
"Frankly, I'll think you need an IQ test if you don't do all you can to get to know that man.
Anyone who will meet you at the door with a cold beer without having been asked is worth
some effort."

 

~*~*~*~*~*
About an hour and a half later Hank came out of the bedroom, buttoning his shirt. Hunter
was sitting on the sofa, talking on the phone. He smiled at Hank as the big Texan came to
sit beside him. "No, I'll be there in about fifteen--twenty minutes. Don't you dare let that
lamb go to anyone else, Arturo. I'm serious. Yes, I have an anniversary couple coming in
tomorrow night, and they specifically requested a crown presentation of the rack of lamb.
That's right, paper booties, and all. I agree that's very sixties, but they were married in
1963. This is their fortieth, and they deserve something a little special, don't you think?
Yes, I'm doing a flaming Baked Alaska for them, too. Who cares if other people think it's
kitschy?" He rolled his eyes. "No, we won't go quite as far as having the wait staff sing
'Happy Anniversary' to the tune of The William Tell Overture. Right. And the beef?
Sounds fabulous. See you soon." As he hung up, Hank took a comb out of his pocket,
reached over, and began to smooth it through the younger man's hair. Hunter smirked.
"Am I being groomed?"

"I know that the 'just rolled out of bed' look is supposed to be fashionable, but my Mama
would still lock the door and throw brushes at me if I tried to leave the house with my hair
messy," said Hank, putting away the comb.

Hunter leaned against him, and Hank slipped an arm comfortably around his shoulder.
The chef studied the older man, his smile becoming a touch more serious. "I don't usually
let things go this fast, Hank. But since you're just visiting..."

"I know." He rubbed Hunter's shoulder. "I've never been exactly a social butterfly myself.
Hunter, I know this is early days yet, but what do you think of long distance relationships?"

He rested his chin on Hank's shoulder, looking up at him. "They can work. There's a lot of
obstacles, but they can work, at least for awhile."

"I've still got about a week and a half before I go back to Texas. Would you do me the
favor of considering it? I like you a lot, Hunter. I'd like the chance to see if maybe there
could be more to it than that."

Hunter leaned up and pressed a kiss to the corner of Hank's mouth. "I'll consider it Hank--
very, very seriously." He patted Hank's thigh. "Now, come on. If I don't lay in my meat
supply, there are going to be some very upset carnivores. Let's go."

Arturo's Fine Meats was an old fashioned butcher shop. He made a nice living selling to
upscale restaurants, caterers, and the occasional ambitious celebrity who had aspirations
to haute cuisine. Arturo looked like Hank thought a butcher should look. He wasn't tall, but
he was stocky, and his arms were muscular enough to be the envy of most bodybuilders.
His cheeks and his fingers were a little red, a little chapped from time spent in freezers
and coolers. He shook hands with Hank when Hunter introduced him, and grinned. "I
really enjoyed that comedy bit you did with your armadillo. My granddaddy told me about
eating them during the Depression. He said they were called Hoover Hogs. You know,



I've even had a call once or twice for 'dillo meat from someone trying to be really exotic."

"You're not getting anywhere near Chill Pill," Hank said firmly.

Arturo laughed. "Wouldn't dream of it. I never could butcher an animal that I might have
known personally. That's one reason why I'm at the end of the meat processing. I never
could have been a farmer. I'd get too attached to whatever I was raising."

"There's nothing wrong with getting fond of farm animals," said Hank, "But it can sort of
limit your diet, if you're the sensitive sort."

Hank and Hunter were given disposable paper gowns and slippers. "I keep it as clean as
possible, but when you're working with blood..." Arturo shrugged.

Hunter was snapping on a pair of latex gloves. "I'd prefer to do this bare handed, but one
must adhere to health regulations." They stepped into the freezer, and Arturo led Hunter
to a back corner and began pointing out different animal carcasses. Hunter became all
business, examining each with stern concentration. He rejected one sheep carcass, telling
Arturo, "Sorry, friend, but that's a little more mutton than it is lamb. Now this one... Lovely.
This I can imagine gamboling next to a cud chewing mammy sheep. And I'll take that, too.
I'll get some nice hams and chops off that pig. Oh, and Arturo! Why didn't you tell me you
had suckling pig this week?"

"Lewis at Tingles said he might be interested in it."

"When did he say that?"

"Last night."

"And it's past lunch, and he still hasn't come by and committed? Has he paid in advance?"

"No."

"Then it's mine. That's going to be the hit of a buffet I'm setting up for later this week. Now,
let me see that sirloin. Hank, check out this marbling."

Hank did. "That's as pretty a piece of meat as I've ever seen."

Hunter smirked, raising his eyebrow, and Hank blushed almost hot enough to raise steam
in the cold air. "I'll take that, too, Arturo. But slice me off a couple of steaks..." He held his
finger and thumb a generous two inches apart, "about like that. I'll pay for them on my own
card. The rest goes on the Choyez account."

Arturo was making notes in a small book. "What else?"

"I want a half-dozen good bones and about ten pounds of trimmings for stock. I'll take all
the chicken feet you can give me... What? Hank, you're looking a little green. Please don't
throw up in here."

"I'm okay, Hunter. But... chicken feet?" He looked hopeful. "Are you going to use them for
compost?

He shook his head. "For stock. I also use any bones and skin I get when I trim for other
dishes. You get a lot of good flavor that way." He grinned. "It isn't always good for the
appetite to know exactly what goes into what you're eating, is it?"

"I should have known better," said Hank. "I learned way back in junior high not to look
inside the hamburgers at school. That way I could pretend they weren't oatmeal burgers."



As they left the freezer Hunter said, "Don't you mean turkey burgers? I know a lot of
schools use ground turkey to stretch their beef these days. Or maybe soy burgers? They
use soy as a filler in just about everything in institutional cooking."

"I have no doubt, but our lunch ladies dated back to before the fifties. Turkey was just for
Thanksgiving and Christmas, and they wouldn't have known anything to do with soy
beans but boil 'em up with bacon. No, they made oatmeal burgers. Don't look skeptical. I
looked inside one once, and I could clearly see the flakes in the patty."

"What did you do?"

"I shut the burger, added extra ketchup and mustard, and ate it anyway." He shrugged.
"No one was fool enough to trade with me. It tasted okay, and my Mama would have gone
upside my head if I threw away wholesome food after it had been paid for. I just never
looked too close at anything from the cafeteria again."
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Chapter 16

Chapter Sixteen

"I feel really bad about this, Hank," said Tina that evening.

"Tina, you don't have to apologize. I've eaten plenty of delivery pizza in my time," Hank
assured her.

"I don't mean the pizza, I mean this business at the..." Hank was looking down at his
plate, smiling. She rolled her eyes. "Yeah, right. You're a menace, Crank." She looked at
Logan. "He's a menace. My God, remind me never to play poker with this man. He'll skin
me."

"He skins everybody. That's why he won't play with his family except for chips, or maybe
favors," said Logan.

"Favors?"

"I didn't have to mow my lawn once last summer," said Hank. "And do you know how often
grass needs to be mowed on the Gulf Coast? Seriously, Tina, don't worry about it."

"But so far you haven't had a chance to do anything except investigate."

"Hey, I've met two wonderful people." Chase was sitting next to him, and Hank rubbed his
head, receiving a grin in return. "One of whom is a potential nephew-in-law. Do you like
football, Chase?"

"Yeah!"

"What's your favorite colors--gimme two."

"Blue and white."

"Cowboy colors. He's looking better all the time."

Tina's mouth was slightly open. "You coached him on that, didn't you? Last week it was
red and green, because those are Christmas colors."

Hank, put his hand over his heart. "You wound me, kind lady. Chase just happened to
notice my Dallas Cowboys key chain and expressed an admiration, so we had a
discussion."

Chase dug a shiny key chain out of his pocket and held it high. "Go, Boys!"

Tina laughed helplessly, looking at Logan. "Logan?"

"You think I'm going to try to block him on that? Go, Boys!"

She threw up her hands. "Fine. Like I wouldn't have been one of the cheerleaders if I got
half a chance. But you've still been sort of shackled to this mess."

"You didn't let me finish my list of the good things I've done while I've been here. I've
toured a real television station, been in the audience of a fascinating cooking show, and I'll
even be on the broadcast. That will make me an even bigger hero to my niece, and
perhaps even to my sister, since Hunter is going to send her autographed copies of all his



cookbooks, and he's promised a complimentary copy of a cooking video he's setting up.
I've had dinner in a fancy restaurant, and a nice picnic in a park." He smiled. "I even got to
see some ducks, and getting next to ducks is a good thing for a Texas boy. And I even
got my armadillo on television. I can guaranty you that there aren't many people in my
neighborhood who can say that. I'm having a fine time, Tina, and if I get to see you and
Logan stand up together before I go on home, that's more than I was expecting, and all I
could ask of this trip to the coast. Speaking of which, do you two have a day set?"

"This Saturday," said Logan. "We filed for the license, and we'll pick it up at city hall, then
get married in one of the traffic court rooms." Hank raised an eyebrow at him. "By our
pastor. It's a small church, and we were worried that if we had it there, with this crap that's
been going on..." He shrugged.

"You're worried that it might spill over. I understand. Mama will be happy to hear that
you're going in front of a preacher."

Chase tugged at his arm. "I'm gonna get to be a ring bearer, an' I'm going to be really,
really, really careful. Lo is gonna put the ring on a chain around my neck so I don't lose it,"
he said proudly.

Hank patted him. "Good for you. I'm afraid that if Heloise ever got her hands on a
necklace like that, we would be hard pressed to get it away from her." Hank fished
another slice of hamburger, onion, and jalapeno pizza out of the box. Chase poked him in
the arm and opened his mouth pointedly. Hank started to hold out the slice.

"Don't you dare!" said Tina.

"Aw, Mom!" said Chase. "Hank doesn't have cooties."

"I'm not worried about cooties. I'm worried about you getting blisters on the roof of your
mouth, or me having to sit up with you and your bad tummy all night."

Hank gave Chase an apologetic look. "Sorry, kiddo. But Tina, if you're going to be married
to a Texas boy, you're going to have to learn to deal with jalapenos at some point, if you
don't want him to be miserable."

"I'm perfectly willing to lay in the hot stuff for Logan, but Chase stays away from them until
his system is a little more developed. You don't start your babies on them, do you?"

"No, ma'am, but there are most definitely toddlers who get into the Rotel and Velveeta
dip, and without noticeable distress. So," he munched on his pizza. "Saturday. That gives
me two full days to get another dress Stetson."

"Do you think you'll be able to find one?" asked Tina.

"Tina, if I can't find a decent Stetson on Rodeo Drive, I don't know what this world is
coming to."

Logan's phone rang, and he sighed. "Wouldn't you know it? How do they always manage
to call at dinner time?" He got up and headed toward the phone in the kitchen.

Hank lifted his voice. "It's probably a telemarketer. Tell him you'll listen to his spiel if he'll
sign up for your Baptist newsletter."

Tina was grinning. "What if he says he will, then gives a false address or email address."

"When Logan gets the information, he tells the telemarketer that he'll call them back just



as soon as he gets confirmation on the address, then he hangs up."

"Hello, Logan Berryman," said Logan. He gave Hank a significant look. "Hello, Mister
Montrose. Yes, I called earlier. Glad you could take time out of your busy schedule." He
listened for a moment. "Mister Montrose, I'm sure that you realize that I can't give out that
sort of information over the phone. For instance, what would you say if I asked you the
name of your client who was interested in buying from Wilson Bates?" He waited a
moment. "That's what I thought. I'll have to meet with you personally. When would be
convenient? Yes, that would be all right. Why, thank you. Tomorrow, then." He hung up.
"We're having lunch tomorrow at Choyez--his treat. I have a sneaking suspicion it's going
to show up either on his income tax as a deductible, or on his client's billing hours, or
maybe both. Tina, do you have any idea who might own those last few shares of BLAB? It
might be a chip for when we meet with Montrose tomorrow."

She frowned in concentration. "I believe Tobias would have given them either to old
friends, or talent that he really wanted to sign. Let me think."

She got a pencil and a pad of paper. Tucking her hand under her chin, she started to
ponder, alternating between staring off into space and staring down at the paper. Every
now and then she'd write something down, and every now and then she'd scratch
something out. Chase finished his dinner and climbed into Hank's lap. He whispered,
"You got to be quiet. Mama's thinkin'."

"Well," Hank whispered back, "why don't we go in the living room and see if there's
anything interesting on television?"

"We could watch my Barney tape again."

Hank managed to keep from grimacing, and Logan had to fight down a snicker. "Why
don't we check and see if there's a dinosaur program on PBS or the Discovery Channel."

Chase hopped down. "I think maybe there's The World's Funniest Animals on Animal
Planet." He trotted into the living room.

Hank followed him, muttering, "Thank God for easily distracted children. I'd darn sure
rather watch bears scratching their rumps and cats turning on lights than a purple
dinosaur."

 

~*~*~*~*~*~*
After a half-hour of watching dogs being chased by cats and birds swinging upside down
from perches or riding on cat's heads, Hank was wondering out loud about why you never
saw any footage of armadillos on these sort of shows. Chase pointed out that he just
might see some soon, if anyone sent in Chill Pill's Las Vegas ramble. Logan said that
Hank probably didn't care to be reminded of that particular incident.

Tina came in and sat beside Logan, who grunted a little as Chase crawled over him to get
to his mother's lap. She passed Logan the sheet of paper. "I think these are the best
bets."

Logan scanned the paper. "Pogey Penneman? Tina, are you sure about that one?"

"No, but he was considered a good bet when Toby was setting up the schedule. He
wanted some political correctness to balance out Devin Tarnower, and you can't get much
more politically correct than a disabled activist," she replied.



"Beau Trinity?"

"He's low level, but his father was a foreman at Toby's factory for years. The father
passed away when Beau was a teenager, and Toby wanted to give the boy something
that would provide some sort of an income, so he could continue his schooling."

"Did it help?"

"Beau has to work to suppliment it, but he's going to be getting a business degree
sometime next year, so yeah, it helped."

"Here's one that doesn't surprise me so much. Hunter Overend."

Tina smiled. "Hunter catered Toby and Marva's reception, at a hefty discount, I believe.
Besides, Toby liked Hunter--almost everyone does."

"Hank, do you think that Hunter might agree to us giving Montrose the idea that we're
representing him?"

"He seems pretty agreeable. I'll ask him," said Hank.

Hunter wasn't just agreeable--he was downright enthusiastic. "You're right, Hank. Toby
gave me two shares of the company when I signed up. It's made a nice little padding in
my income, so I've been able to take a few risks here and there. I mean, I won't really be
hurt if the station goes down the tubes, but Toby was... is... whatever. Anyway, a pretty
good guy, his libido aside. I'd like to help, because I think maybe this might throw a little
light on whatever happened to him. I've been thinking for some time that what's been
going on at the station has to have some connection to him disappearing."

"I think you're right. The question is, what's the connection. It's like looking at a ball of
yarn. You can see one end, but God alone can see to the other end."

"So I'm officially giving Logan power of attorney as concerns my two shares of BLAB! No
more." Hank could hear the smile in his voice. "I don't want my agent having a coronary."

"You have an agent?"

"Literary, for the cookbooks, and my accountant has been pushing me to look into getting
one for future cooking shows. I seem to be in demand."

"I can testify to that."

Hunter laughed. "Say, I have an idea. I usually don't go into the restaurant till later in the
afternoon, but it wouldn't be any hassle for me to get there at lunch time. I could come
and act as window dressing. I wouldn't try to mix in, just give him the 'talk to my attorney'
line, but having me there might make it look more authentic, don't you think?"

"Could be. And if someone is showing undue interest in your shares, it might be better if
you're there, so you can keep informed."

"You just want to be close to me."

Hank glanced at Logan, Tina, and Chase. "You won't hear me denying it. See you
tomorrow." Hank hung up. "Hopefully this won't blow up into The Sting. Hunter
volunteered to come along to give us some more credibility."

"Sounds good," said Logan. "Hunter's a sharp operator. I don't see him as being anything
but an asset."



"Uh-oh," said Tina. "Look."

The two men looked in the direction she indicated. Chase was slumping on the couch. He
had a thumb plugged into his mouth. He was winding the fingers of his other hand in his
hair, and his eyes were slowly shutting. The moment that his eyelashes hit his cheeks,
they jerked up again, but quickly began to lower again. This happened again and again.

"Yep," said Hank. "Two of the major signs of 'time for bed'."

Tina gathered their things, while Logan scooped Chase up into his arms. The boy
murmured sleepily, then threw his arms around Logan's neck and settled his head on the
man's broad shoulder. The child was limp, totally relaxed. He was a picture of contented
trust. Hank watched the tender expression on Logan's face as he carefully put one big
hand on the back of the small head, holding him safely. Tina came over, watched them
for a second, then somehow managed to give both of the men in her life a hug at once.

Hank felt a wave of happiness for his old friend. This was Logan's natural state--in love,
and caring for someone who needed him. The sabotage at the station rankled him with its
mean spiritedness, and he was never one to stand by when the law was being broken, so
he'd have wanted to get to the bottom of it anyway, but this... The incidents were
upsetting Tina, and threatening her livelihood. If the station had to close, or got into
financial litigation because of the vicious pranks they couldn't stop, she could lose her job.
Hank couldn't stand by while his friend and the people he loved were threatened in any
manner. He was determined to figure this out, even if it meant extending his vacation.
After all, Heloise wouldn't mind taking care of the plants for a little longer.

Logan carried Chase out to the car and buckled him in. Then he spent a good few
minutes saying good-bye to Tina. Oh, nothing indiscreet, but Hank had a feeling that the
neighbors would have no trouble telling that Logan was not marrying Tina for her cooking
skills.

Hank was clearing away the remains of dinner when Logan came back in. "Chase talks in
his sleep," said Logan fondly. "Unfortunately he was reciting the happy family song from
Barney."

Hank shook his head. "Some things can't be escaped even in sleep." He was wiping the
plates under the faucet in the kitchen.

Logan leaned in the doorway, watching. "I knew I should have used paper plates. Hank,
all you have to do is shake off the crumbs and put them in the dishwasher. That's why I
got it."

"After all the training my Mama did? Logan, you know I wouldn't be able to sleep tonight if
I didn't."

"Yes, and she'd probably wake up in Texas, sit bolt upright in bed, and say, 'Hank left a
dish unwashed!'"

"You do know Mama. She always said she was training me so that some woman down
the line wouldn't be able to gripe about what she let her son get away with." Hank was
quiet as he loaded the plates into the appliance. "Things didn't work out quite like Mama
anticipated."

Logan went over and patted him on the shoulder. "She seems to be all right about it."

Hank nodded. "I'm blessed with an understanding family." He smiled. "You know I haven't



just out and out--uh, outed myself to them? It just sort of seeped in gradually." Logan
nodded. "One day I noticed that Daddy was watching me real close, studying me. I got
nervous, thinking that he might be figuring things out. Finally he said to me, 'Hank--you
know you can invite your roommate over for Thanksgiving and Christmas if you want to.
One more to feed in this family won't make a difference.' That's all he ever said about it,
but I knew he didn't care. It was his way of letting me know." Hank rubbed his face. "There
I was, twenty-one, and a ranked defensive lineman, and I had to go in my room because I
was about to cry." He shook his head, and smiled sheepishly at his friend. "Must be
looking forward to the wedding that's got me so sentimental."

Logan elbowed him. "Maybe I can be best man for you someday."

Hank gave him a pained look. "Logan..."

"I'm not teasing you Hank. You know me better than to think I'd say anything hurtful to
you. But Hank--Connecticut, Hawaii, Massachusets... and probably others on the way.
Just don't give up hope." He gave Hank's shoulder an affectionate shove. "Your Mama's
training shouldn't go to waste. You'll be a great husband."

"You know," said Hank wryly, "this is one conversation I never imagined having."
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Chapter 17

Chapter Seventeen

Early that morning the phone rang. Logan was still sleeping, but Hank was on his second
cup of coffee, so he answered it. "Berryman residence."

"Oh, good, Hank. I'm glad I got you." It was Tina.

"Tina, what has you calling at this time of the morning?"

"You know how I was bemoaning the fact that the station and my troubles are eating up
your vacation?"

"I recall something along those lines."

"Well, I'm about to try to eat up some more of it. I'm in trouble."

"Just tell me what you need."

He heard her take a deep breath. "I hate to do this, since I know that this notoriety is
starting to wear on you, but we had a director of an escort service scheduled to be on
Good Morning, Glendale today. Well, they picked him up on pandering charges last night."

"So you won't have him on the show?"

"Oh, they'll have him on the show, all right. The titillation factor went through the roof. But
we can't have him on TODAY. Bail won't be set till later today. I desperately need
someone to fill in. Devin suggested I ask you to bring Chill Pill over."

"I'm going to have to remember to include Devin in my prayers."

"Please, Hank? You can't see it, but I'm giving you big eyes right now. Am I going to have
to start talking about my trying to save up in case Chase needs braces?"

"I happen to know that Logan has excellent dental coverage, but you don't need to pull
out the big guns. Is there going to be room in your parking lot for my RV?"

"I'll have security cordon off a spot in the front row for you."

"All right. If Chill Pill will co-operate, I'll bring him up."

"Even if he doesn't, you come. We have the Las Vegas tape, and you'd make a good
interview even without Chill."

"If you say so, Tina, but I have to say that you people here in California are easily
amused. I'll be up there shortly. And Tina?"

"Yes?"

"I'm not wearing make up."

Hank changed into a less casual shirt, then wrote a note to Logan, telling him that he'd
meet him at Choyez. He found a small Tupperware container and filled it with Chill's feed.
He got a slice of bread, then took the pet taxi and Chill's harness and leash out of the
kitchen pantry and went outside.



Chill had decided that he didn't feel like constructing an actual burrow in Logan's back
yard (though how he knew this was temporary and not his new home, Hank couldn't say.
The little animal had found himself a sheltered spot under a bush, and he retreated there
whenever he wanted to sleep.

He was sleeping now. In fact, he was doing what Hank called 'dead 'dillo'. He was lying on
his side with all four stubby legs sticking straight out. Hank was pretty sure that if the 'dillo
ever figured out an easy way to get upright again, he'd lay on his back with his legs in the
air. Hank also believed that Chill Pill did it partially for the effect it got from people who
weren't expecting it.

Hank squatted near the back door and whistled. "Chill! Chill, wake up, you old lump."
Hank heard the snort all the way across the yard. Chill Pill's feet twitched, but other than
that he didn't move. "You heard me, you stubborn cuss. If you want breakfast, you'd better
get up and haul your scaly behind over here." The tip of Chill Pill's tail twitched. "You
prevaricating beast. I have bread." Chill Pill's head lifted slightly. "If you don't get over
here, I'm giving Eloise more Cabbage Patch Kid clothes, and you know that she'd rather
put them on you than Alicia Heather."

Chill Pill rolled to his feet and waddled toward Hank. When he arrived, Hank rolled the
bread into pellets. As Chill Pill ate, Hank said, "I have to wonder some time if that threat
would be as effective if Eloise had a boy doll. You have to admit that the little bitty cowboy
hat looked pretty good on you at Halloween."

Hank buckled Chill Pill into his harness. As if sensing that Hank was in a hurry, and in no
mood for nonsense, the armadillo placidly allowed himself to be placed in the pet taxi. He
remained peaceful during the trip to BLAB! Tina had been as good as her word. There
was a GUEST sign on a post sitting in the space closest to the entrance. The instinct to
hunt for a good parking place is deeply ingrained in most drivers, and Hank didn't at all
mind having to get out and move the sign before he could park.

Once he was parked, Hank started to unbuckle the pet taxi, then paused. "Chill, you
know, I'm getting pretty tired of hauling you around. What say you walk in on your own
four feet?" Chill grunted in what sounded like agreement. "Fine. You're going to hoof it. Or
claw it, as the case may be."

Hank opened the taxi and eased Chill Pill out onto the floorboard, then clipped the leash
onto his harness. The leash was one of the reel kinds--a handle that spooled cord out,
and could be set to stop at any desired length. Hank set it to the maximum length, about
twenty feet. He did tuck Chill Pill under his arm and carry him to the entrance, since he
didn't care to take all day getting there, but once inside he set him down and took a firm
grip on the leash.

Chill Pill stood, legs braced wide, and lifted his head. He sniffed and turned his head
slowly back and forth, orienting himself. Hank waited patiently for Chill to decide to move.
He didn't want to risk scratching up the nice tile floor by dragging a stubborn armadillo.
Hank thought that he might have to herd Chill away from the coffee shop, but the pastry
smell wasn't strong enough to lure him. Instead he seemed to catch the scent of green,
growing things just ahead, and began to waddle forward.

Beau, at his usual post, was watching them with an expression of mingled disbelief,
amusement, and wonder. As Chill Pill headed for the ficus tree, he called, "Please tell me
that critter isn't going to lift his leg to the tree."

"Dillos can't really manage anything but a squat, but they can put attitude into it." Hank
tightened his grip on the leash, setting the brake and pulling Chill Pill gently away from his



target. "Come on, buddy. We don't want to get the maintenance people into a tizzy."

Hank went to the desk and tucked the leash handle under his arm as he began to sign in
while Beau looked for his tag. "I'm beginning to think I ought to just make you up a
permanent tag, Mister Crank."

"Call me Hank, Beau."

There was a tug, a clatter as the leash handle hit the floor, and the rapid scrabble of claws
on tile. Beau's voice raised. "Hank, your pet is making for the greenery!"

Chill Pill could move when motivated. By the time Hank had turned around the armadillo
was already a couple of inches deep in the gravel that surrounded the ficus. The stones
pattering down on the floor sounded like a hailstorm. "Chill Pill!"

It only took Hank a couple of strides to reach the planter area. By then his legs were
being showered with a mixture of dirt and gravel. Hank was astonished that Chill Pill had
managed to dig that deep in such a short amount of time. The armadillo was so deep in
the hole he'd begun that he was almost standing on his front feet, with his head down in
the hole and his hind legs up on the tile. "I do not believe this!" Hank grabbed the handle
on Chill Pill's harness. As flustered as he was, though, he was still gentle when he lifted
his pet. Chill Pill's stubby legs continued pumping energetically, trying to dig in mid-air.
"What has gotten into you?" He looked back at Beau. "I am so sorry about this."

Beau shrugged, smiling. "Hey, I don't have to clean it up. And I figure it's about damn time
they changed the gravel or turned the soil, or something. That booger is shedding leaves
ninety-to-nothing, and it's probably going to pass on to the compost heap in the sky soon,
anyway. Then maybe they'll put in a nice rubber plant, and I won't have to listen to house
keeping bitch about it."

Hank eyed the mess on the floor. "I'm afraid you're going to have to listen to a good bit of
fussing over this."

Beau waved off the apology. "With that pet show, they have to expect to have a few
unusual messes every now and then. Besides, that's all pretty dry. A broom and pan will
take care of most of it. Maybe we should just set some barricades up around it till we get
word. Maybe they'll want to go ahead and change the thing out, since Chill Pill has half
the excavation done for them."

Hank started to walk back toward the desk, and his foot bumped something, kicking it
before him. It tinkled and sparkled as it tumbled. Hank paused and squatted down,
reaching for it. It was a heavy gold band, etched with the capital letters TCB. Hank
brought it to the desk and showed it to Beau. "I know this building is too new to have ever
had Elvis come through." He showed the ring to Beau.

"But wouldn't the initials be EAP?" asked Beau.

"Good man, you remember the middle name. Anyway, Elvis used to wear and hand out
jewelry with TCB, especially to his Memphis Mafia. Taking Care of Business?"

"Oh. Cool. No, The King was definitely never here. I'm sure old man Clutterbuck would
have put up a plaque if he had been."

"No one's reported losing one of these around here?"

"Not that I know of, and I've been here since the beginning."



Hank turned the ring in his fingers, examining it thoughtfully. "It has to belong to
somebody, but I suppose there's no telling how long it was there."

"No telling," agreed Beau. They don't rake the gravel. There's no smoking in the building,
so they don't have to worry about picking butts out of it. Every now and then a gum
wrapper ends up there, and they pick it out, but that's about it."

Hank put the ring down on the desk top. "Why don't you hang on to it for the time being?
Maybe Tina or someone else on the production staff will have heard of it."

Beau unlocked a drawer and dropped the ring in, then relocked it. He reached for the
phone. "I'll call house keeping, so maybe you might want to get our armored friend
upstairs for his guest shot."

Any sensible person knows that sometimes retreat is the obvious choice, and Hank was
nothing if not sensible. He made his way to the elevators. He went directly to the studio
that he'd first visited, and found things pretty much the same. The same set dressing was
in place, and once again Cerise and Devin were sitting in make up chairs, with the
Toombs fussing over them.

Devin actually put away his newspaper and got up to meet Hank. "If it isn't Texas's
answer to the Marines. You're making a habit of saving the bacon for this station, aren't
you? Gave me first aid, caught product tampering, wrangled a rattler, gave the World's
Most Obnoxious Gimp laundry advice, and now you're doing emergency guest duty for
the second time. If you can sing, you're a Renaissance man."

"Choir at the First Glenwood Southern Baptist Church, twice every Sunday."

Cerise smiled. "Why doesn't that surprise me? Oh, Devin? Are you coming down with a
rash or something?"

"What?" He looked concerned. "Carl, I thought you said that I looked fine."

"It's just that your skin tone is kind of uneven. Don't you think so, Hank? Give him a once
over."

"I don't know anything about make up," protested Hank. "Heloise asked me to pick up
some face powder for her once, and she said that the shade I picked up made her look
like she should be doing Kabuki theater."

Carl said, "Now, hold on, hold on. Wanda, come here and give me a second opinion."

The two make up artists debated and fussed for a few moments, insisting on asking
Hank's opinion despite his protests. When it was finally decided that Devin's complexion
was as even as it was possible to get without an application of actual paint, everyone
headed over to the coffee table on the other side of the room. It held a perpetually busy
coffee maker (along with supplies), and a couple of plates of pastries. Tina came in just
as Hank was pouring a cup of coffee, and he fixed one for her. She took it, saying
gratefully. "He fills in for me at a moment's notice, and he gives me caffiene. You're a
treasure, Hank." She reached toward a small plate of large, chocolate chunk cookies.

Before she could take one, Devin snatched the plate away. "No you don't, Tina! You know
better than that."

"Devlin, there's a dozen cookies there. Can't you spare just one?"

"No way." He pointed to a plastic label on the plate. "Devlin Tarnower." He hugged them



to his chest. "I have an anonymous groupie, and they're all mine."

Cerise shook his head. "Another plate arrived yesterday, and now he thinks he's a
superstar. Man, I wish someone would send ME chocolate chunk cookies. They're my
favorite, too."

"I mentioned on air once that these are my favorite, and someone picked up on it."

Hank was studying the plate of cookies with a thoughtful look. Then he glanced at Cerise.
Hank said, "You know, Devin, I can understand being a little greedy about your favorite
things. I bet you'd normally gobble up about half of those before you went on air."

"At least."

"Aren't you worrying about getting sick?"

"Nah. You wouldn't believe the tolerance I have for chocolate. I'm an addict. It's a well
known fact."

Hank nodded. "Tell you what, you've said you're grateful about my help."

"You bet. Anything I can do..."

"Oh, it's just one little thing thing. I hate to see a lady denied something that she really
wants. Would you allow the ladies to have a cookie each?"

Devin frowned, then shrugged. "I guess I can spare that much. After all, I'll probably get
another plate tomorrow." He held out the plate to Tina.

Hank watched her select one, thinking *I don't think so.* Devlin offered the plate to Cerise
as Tina started to lift the cookie to her mouth. Hank, hand down at his side, tugged at her
skirt. She looked at him questioningly, and he shook his head minutely.

Cerise was staring at the cookies. "You know, I had a danish earlier. I really shouldn't."

"Oh, come on," urged Devlin. "As much as you tease me about being stingy? Now you
won't have any excuse."

"Yes," said Hank. "There's no excuse, Cerise."

"Well..." She took a cookie and gingerly nibbled the edge. "Delicious."

"Are you kidding? You didn't even get any chocolate. Take a big bite."

"I really..." She looked at Hank, then took a healthy bite and started to chew. "Terrific,"
she mumbled around the bite. Reaching for a napkin, she said, "I have to go to the ladies
room, so I'll..."

Hank took hold of her wrist firmly. "It isn't polite to talk with your mouth full. You ought to
go ahead and swallow that." Cerise stared at him. "You know, that chocolate is going to
melt, and you're going to end up swallowing it instead of spitting it out."

She glared at him, then spat the mouthful of half-chewed cookie into the napkin. Hank
picked up the cookie that was missing a large scallop, and handed it to Devlin. "Devlin,
what type of chocolate was used in that last batch of cookies you got?"

He frowned. "Ghiridelli, I think."



"Look closely at those chunks. I don't think they have an 'EX' in Ghiridelli."

Devlin examined the cookie, His face paled, and he looked at the other cookies. "Son of a
bitch! This is chopped up Exlax."

Hank nodded. "That's one of the oldest pranks around, and a pretty nasty one."

"Wow, thank you for saving me," said Cerise. "I might have been dosed, too."

"Devin," said Hank. "Put that plate down. I expect that the police can probably get some
fingerprints off it. You ought to have used a paper plate instead of a plastic one, Cerise,"
he told her. "Those are a little harder to lift prints off."

"You can't prove that accusation," she fumed.

Devin scowled. "Which is exactly what every guilty person on every cop show says."
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Chapter Eighteen

"I don't believe I've seen anyone look that pained unless they had impacted wisdom
teeth," said Tina.

"Yes, Cerise couldn't believe it when she was actually arrested," Hank agreed. "I honestly
think she believed that she'd get off with apologizing."

"I'm not talking about her--I'm talking about you when Devin asked you to substitute as his
co-host. I thought you were going to swallow your tongue."

"It was that obvious, eh?"

"Not when the cameras were rolling. You seemed to be perfectly at ease when you
hosted the pet show."

"That's different--none of them had fangs like Devin. I did all right, though."

"You did better than all right--you gave as good as you got. Devin isn't used to that, but he
enjoyed it."

"I think he was mostly pleased to have gotten rid of Cerise. He knows I'm not after his
job."

"He can relax now. Sabotage and causing grievous bodily injury to a fellow employee is
grounds for termination from just about any job. Looks like that national network slot she's
hoping for has moved another few years into the future."

Hank looked surprised. "You don't think her career is ruined now?"

Tina shrugged. "It takes a lot to torpedo a career completely. Rob Lowe is videoed having
sex with an underage girl, and he's a hot commodity on television. Sean Penn held some
sort of a record for punching out photographers, and now he's a respected, acclaimed
filmmaker. You never can tell."

"True. If none but the good prospered, there'd never be any income tax fraud." She
blinked at him. "That statement made a lot more sense in my mind than it did by the time
it hit the air."

"I'm glad you're seeing Hunter soon. I think he'll calm your nerves." She shook her head.
"What am I saying? You and Logan are about to have to act your behinds off for that
shady lawyer."



"Oh, that's not much," Hank assured her. "I've done my share of under cover work, and I
don't think this guy will even be carrying a gun."

"You need to write your memoirs."

He frowned. "But I haven't done anything to justify shelling out the kind of money they
charge for hardback books these days. Now, Bigfoot Wallace, or Lone Wolf Gonzaullas..."

They were sitting in the lobby coffee shop. Logan entered, spotting them immediately, and
started over. He cast a curious eye on the gravel spattered area shielded by the folding
floor signs that declared WET FLOOR. "Since when do they clean with a gravel scrub?"

"That," said Hank, "is the fault of this ornery critter." He reached down and tapped the
back of Chill Pill's shell. The dillo looked up from the plate of muffin crumbs he'd been
exploring, then went back to eating. "I don't know what got into him. He's never tried to
mess with any of my indoor plants. Of course they're in pots. Maybe he was treasure
hunting."

"Did he find enough coins to pay for that muffin?" asked Logan.

"Oh, he did better than that." Hank told them about the ring. "Tine, you're frowning like you
smell something bad. Has Chill got gas again?"

She looked surprised. "Armadillos get gas?"

"I think everything that breathes gets gas, sooner or later."

"It's the initials on the ring. For some reason TCB sounds familiar." She shook her head.
"It'll come to me--probably five minutes after you guys are gone."

Logan said, "Oh, I spoke to Beau about the shares. Yes, Toby did give him two shares,
and yes, Montrose has contacted him about buying them. Beau basically told him to go,
er, flatter himself. He'd already promised to sell them to Suelynn once he graduates. He
remembers Suelynn playing Mrs. Santa Claus at company Christmas parties when he
was a kid, and he's of the opinion that Marva is just a temporary insanity, and Toby is
going to come back, sooner or later, divorce her, and get back with his first wife."

Tina said, "So does that mean we think that Montrose is working for Marva?"

"We don't have any evidence for that yet," Hank cautioned. "Her being a man-snatching
wench with an inflated self-esteem is just character flaws--not proof of guilt."

Tina laughed. "That was the most genteelly worded slap I've ever heard."

"Tina, are you sure taking care of Chill while we're on this joy ride won't be a problem?"

"I've got his box in my office," she assured him, "and I'll be able to spend most of the time
there with him, since I have a lot of checking to do, making sure that there haven't been
any more funny emails sent out." She took hold of Chill Pill's leash. "If he'll just follow
me..." She took a few steps, and Chill Pill waddled complacently in her wake. "And I have
some raisins in my desk. We should get along fine."

They walked to the elevator, and Hank said, "Get along? Heck, Chill's going to start
asking for her to baby sit if she gives him raisins."

As they drove to Choyez, Logan said, "Hank, are you sure we shouldn't just blow this off
and enjoy a nice lunch? I mean now that Cerise has been hauled in?"



Hank gave him a surprised look. "Lo, you don't believe that woman was responsible for all
the nonsense that's been going on, do you?"

"Well... She had the means."

Hank shrugged. "So did a lot of people at the station. And not for the Ipecac spiked
punch. She was invited, but she didn't show up."

"Maybe we just didn't see her?"

"The police got a pretty accurate account of who was and wasn't there, what with the valet
parking. She might have been invited, but it looks like she didn't show. The thing is, Miss
Cerise strikes me as a supremely self-involved person, and I don't think she'd do anything
that might have repercussions unless it was for her own benefit. The nail in the drawer
and the tainted cookies--those were directed specifically at getting Devin out of the way,
so she could have the spotlight. What possible good could she get from the other
incidents?"

"Maybe she's one of the hidden share holders?"

"If that's the case, I'd think the sabotage would HURT her instead of help her. Wouldn't a
series of embarrassing or expensive acts drive down the value of a few tiny shares of
stock?"

"You're right."

"No, I think that Cerise was using what's been going on to hide her personal campaign. I
guess you could call her a copy cat."

"Emphasis on the cat. Ouch. You know, Devin could have been actually disabled by that
injury."

"I'm pretty sure she never thought that far. She's the sort who doesn't really consider how
anything affects anyone but her." Hank shook her head. "That's the most dangerous kind.
The woman would make a right smart sociopath."

The same hostess who'd been on duty when Hank first visited Choyez was there again.
"Mister Crank, welcome. Are you going to be a regular?"

"I would if I decided to move here," he assured her. "Hunter's expecting us."

"He sure is. In fact, he had us set up a screen in the sunroom, so you'll have a little more
privacy. I'll let him know that you're here." She sent them off with a waiter and menus.

A table in the corner had been blocked off by a folding screen--one that was painted with
dramatic, stylized flowers. Hank and Logan declined to order, deciding to wait for
Montrose. They'd barely settled in when Hunter came out. They exchanged greetings,
and he took a seat, saying, "Unless the governor drops by for lunch, I have a little time.
My souse chef is about to dampen her panties with excitement at being allowed to take
charge for an hour or so."

"Sorry to put you out," said Logan apologetically.

"Nah, it's fine. She's reached the stage where she needs to be given a little more
responsibility." He grinned. "I'll hate to lose her, but she's good, and eventually she's
going to want to move on to her own kitchen. It's time to give her a taste of power." He
glanced toward the door. "Ack! Looks like we don't get any more time to plot and scheme,



fellas. It's show time."

The waiter was leading a handsome, dark haired man toward them. Hank had to blink a
couple of times before he realized that the suit was not black or charcoal gray, but was, in
fact, a very deep green. And the crisp shirt under it had just the faintest tint of mint in its
white. The tie was yellow. *I think we can rule out him being from a big firm. I can just
imagine what Walter Humphries would say if one of his associates turned up dressed like
that.*

The trio at the table stood as the lawyer arrived, and there were handshakes all around as
introductions were made. Hank could tell the exact moment that Hunter realized the true
color of Montrose's ensemble, because he glanced quickly at Hank, one eyebrow quirking
in a move that would have done Mr. Spock proud. Hank knew that Hunter HAD to be
bursting to make some sort of comment, and he admired his friend's restraint.

Hank thought that Averill looked far too young to be an experienced attorney, but he
gradually decided that the man was older than he appeared at first glance. He certainly
did all he could to appear youthful. His hair was a little too long to be corporate correct,
and Hank had the feeling that his tan probably owed more to a tanning bed than a sun
deck.

It was mutually agreed to hold off on discussing their business till they'd eaten. It was also
agreed that Hunter's souse chef had a fine career ahead of her, though Hunter said he
was going to have a word with her about the doneness of the green beans because, "If I
don't give her SOME constructive criticism she'll think she's REALLY done something
wrong, and I'm being nice to her before I fire her. No, I'm not like that. She's a dear girl,
but the tiniest bit paranoid."

From the lunch conversation, Hank came to the conclusion that Averill Montrose was
possibly a tiny bit older than he was. Hank couldn't understand it at first. The man had NO
wrinkles, no jowls. Since Montrose was a little stocky, Hank would have expected the
jowls. Most heftier men got that older tomcat effect eventually. Then Montrose raised his
eyebrows at something, and his forehead stayed perfectly smooth. Hank finally realized
that Averill Montrose had had a face-lift--possibly more than one. That explained a certain
lack of mobility in his expression. Hank reflected that such a thing would be bad for an
attorney who tried cases in court, but it might be an actual advantage for a corporate
lawyer. It certainly must make it easier to keep a poker face.

Montrose passed on dessert, patting his only slightly convex belly. There was active envy
in his gaze as he watched Hank try to decide between ice cream or caramel sauce on his
apple pie, then settle on both. His eyes flicked over Hank's lean physique, and Hunter
would have felt jealous, if he hadn't recognized resentment instead of lust. Hunter was
willing to bet that Montrose had to sweat regularly in the gym just to keep from gaining too
much, while it was fairly obvious that Hank was one of those who were blessed with a
high metabolism.

When the dishes had been removed and fresh coffee brought, Montrose sat back and
gave the table at large a measuring look. "Logan, I know why you and Hunter are here.
I'm a bit curious about Hank, though. How does he fit in? Does he own some of the
shares we're talking about?"

Hank shook his head. "I've got a few shares in oil left to me by my granddaddy, but that's
it."

Hunter spoke up. "Hank has a personal interest in my business, and I trust him more than
any business consultant I've run into. His opinion is of vital interest to me."



Averill pursed his lips. "I see. Well, now that we've reached the business portion of our
meeting, there's no reason to beat about the bush. Hunter, do you, or do you not, own
shares in BLAB!?"

"I do. I own two shares."

Averill nodded in satisfaction. "I am authorized to offer you a more than fair amount for
them."

"What would you consider more than fair." Averill named a figure. Hunter blinked. "That's
BEYOND fair. I checked with my broker last night, and he couldn't get nearly that much
for them on the exchange."

"Aren't you lucky, then?"

"More like aren't I a little suspicious? Paying premium price for premium goods is
understandable--I do it all the time in my line of work. But paying deluxe prices for fair
products smacks of either stupidity, or fraud. Who do you represent?"

If possible, Montrose became even more unreadable. "I'm not at liberty to say."

"Is it either of the misses Clutterbuck? They're the ones most likely to be willing to ante up
that kind of cash."

Averill's expression didn't even flicker. "Once again, I cannot say."

"I was just curious, because if it's Suelynn, I'd expect her to make mention of the big
boost that Tobias gave my career when he gave me time on BLAB! If it's Marva," he
smiled, "I'd expect more money."

"Mister Overend..." Everyone at the table noticed that the cordial use of the first name had
been dropped, "this offer is not open ended. I am pursuing several other possibilities, and
if one of them comes through, your shares will no longer be so desirable." He stood up,
tugging down his vest in a gesture vaguely reminiscent of a cat pausing to lick his paw--
just showing that he had better things to do. "You have my number. I'd advise you to
consider your options carefully." He gave them a slight bow, and left.

Hank took another bite of pie. "Last time I was dismissed that thoroughly, it was by a drug
runner who had a big attorney, and thought he knew more about the laws of search and
seizure than I did."

"I'd like to hear about it," said Hunter.

"He was wrong."

Hunter chuckled. "Well, it was a good try, but we got nothing out of it."

"Oh, I don't know about that," said Logan. "I think that we can now safely assume that
Marva isn't the one trying to snatch up the shares. If she was, I think that Montrose would
have set a time to get back to us with a revised offer. In my experience, no one ever
opens with what's going to be their final bid. If Montrose thought that all that was needed
was a little more cash, he'd have asked for time to talk to his client and see if they were
willing to up the price. He must think that there's some reason why the bidder wouldn't
want to, or doesn't HAVE to do that."

"So we've eliminated Marva?" asked Hunter.



"No," said Hank, "But she moves lower down the ranks. I suppose there's a chance that
she might be trying to sabotage her own network in the hopes that Suelynn will think it's
just too much dang trouble to hang on. She's mistaken there. I've seen women like
Suelynn before. You could offer her ownership of a Fortune 500 company, and she still
wouldn't give up her hold on BLAB! She figures that she built that station with her
husband, and it's HERS. She wouldn't turn it over to anyone except possibly Jesus
himself--and he'd have to ask real nice. She's not about to give it to the woman who stole
her man, no matter how much money she could make."
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