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Praise for the delectable Culinary Mysteries by Nancy Fairbanks . . .

“Clever, fast-paced. . . . Food columnist Carolyn Blue is a confident and witty detective with a taste for good food and an eye for murderous detail. . . . A literate, deliciously well-written mystery.”—Earlene Fowler

 

“Not your average who-done-it. . . . Extremely funny. . . . A rollicking good time.”—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Crime Brûlée is an entertaining amateur-sleuth tale that takes the reader on a mouthwatering tour of New Orleans. . . . Fun.”—Painted Rock Reviews

 

“Fairbanks has a real gift for creating characters based in reality but just the slightest bit wacky in a slyly humorous way. . . . It will tickle your funny bone as well as stimulate your appetite for good food.”—El Paso Times

 

“Nancy Fairbanks has whipped the perfect blend of mystery, vivid setting, and mouthwatering foods. . . . Crime Brûlée is a luscious start to a delectable series.”

—The Mystery Reader

 

“Nancy Fairbanks scores again . . . A page-turner.”

—Las Cruces Sun-News
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San Francisco Shock

Carolyn

 

W e flew into San Francisco, registered at a lovely hotel, and had dinner in the company of several scientific couples at a French restaurant. Of course, it wasn’t like the nineteenth-century French restaurants in San Francisco, where male patrons could go upstairs for champagne, poker, and pretty companions from “the finest eastern finishing schools.” In fact, after the earthquake of 1906, the mayor was indicted for taking kickbacks from French restaurants. He provided liquor licenses; in return he received money and “finishing school” favors. No one invited us upstairs for champagne, and downstairs we had to pay for our own.

Still it had been a lovely evening, after which I dropped into a comfy chair in our hotel room and did my wifely duty. I called my mother-in-law to say we were in town. This is what I heard on her answering machine: “You have reached the number of Professor Vera Blue. I am not at home because I have been arrested for first-degree murder and am presently housed in San Francisco Jail # 2 at  the Hall of Justice, seventh floor, 850 Bryant Street. Visiting hours are 11 A.M. to 2 P.M. on Saturdays, Sundays, and holidays. I am told that a prospective visitor should take the elevator to the sixth floor by 7:30 A.M. and line up for one of the twenty-minute appointments, which fill up rapidly. To avoid this inconvenience, you might prefer to call my lawyer, Margaret Hanrahan, at the Union Street Women’s Center, or leave a message after the beep, which I can retrieve and try to return. We are allowed to call out. We are not allowed to receive calls. You may send a letter, but no doubt the San Francisco Police will have realized their error before any exchange of mail can occur.”

“Jason!” No answer, but I could hear the shower running in the bathroom. I hung up and rushed to inform my husband that his mother was in jail. If it were some feminist protest she’d been involved in, I wouldn’t have been so shocked. Not that a woman her age seemed a good candidate for participation in a protest involving police presence and arrests. Mother Blue, as I humorously call her, but not to her face, must be near seventy, when women should be protecting their bones as well as their convictions.

That thought caused me great uneasiness. What if floor number seven was a prison hospital? “Jason!” I knocked sharply on the glass shower door. Murder? There had to be a mistake. Aging, if sharp-tongued, professors of women’s studies at prestigious universities do not murder people. They just hack their opponents down to size with the daunting power of pen and tongue. Goodness knows, she’s done it to me often enough.

For years her disdain was predicated on the fact that I stayed home raising children and giving gourmet dinners for peripatetic scientists visiting my husband instead of contributing my talents to assure the place of women in the power structure. Not that my mother-in-law ever admitted that I have any talents. Lately, with the children off  at college and me pursuing a career as a food columnist, she has turned her attention to my size. Just because I’m five-six doesn’t make me a giant. Jason’s taller than I am—by an inch—and my mother-in-law is simply short. Furthermore, I am not fat. I’ve taken off the weight I acquired eating at wonderful restaurants in New Orleans, New York, and France. But she sent me a size sixteen dress for my birthday. I wear a ten, and I did not appreciate the gift. “Jason Blue, have you lost your hearing? You’re probably letting the shower run into your ears,” I shouted.

Jason opened the door an inch and replied, “I don’t want to hear about the dangers of wet ears. You nagged Chris and me about wash cloths and wet ears all the way through our tour of Northern France.” He grinned at me through the opening. “Has it occurred to you, love, that you’re becoming obsessive about a number of things now that you’re in your middle years?”

I ignored the reference to middle age and said, “Your mother’s in jail.”

“Right.” Jason laughed and started to shut the shower door.

“No, really. She’s charged with murder.”

“Terrific. Then we won’t have to take her out to dinner. Who did she kill?”

“Jason, I’m not joking. She’s in San Francisco Jail #2, seventh floor.”

Jason did some noisy splashing, turned off the water, and reappeared wrapped in a towel. “And I suppose she told you this?”

“It was on her answering machine.”

“Then you got the wrong number.”

“The message began, ‘You have reached the apartment of Professor Vera Blue’.”

“Someone’s playing a joke on you.” Towel-wrapped, my husband inspected his beard in the mirror. “Do I need a trim?”

“If you don’t believe me, I’ll dial the number, and you can listen to the message.”

A puzzled frown creased his forehead, and, dripping, he padded bare-footed into the lush bedroom we’d been assigned at the Stanford Court, where a conference on environmental chemistry and toxicology was being held. Jason called the number of his mother’s San Francisco sublet. She was spending the summer as a consultant to some much-touted, multipurpose, multiethnic, cutting-edge women’s center.

As he listened to the answering machine message, his face expressed absolute astonishment. When it finished, he said, “Mother, it’s Jason.” He gave her the number of the hotel and our room but explained that he’d be in committee meetings and other first-day activities of the conference until evening the next day, Sunday. “Carolyn will come down to the jail to see you and find out what happened. If you get this message tonight call or leave us a message.” Then he paused. “Murder? You’re kidding, right? Well, get in touch, or we will.”

“I’m going to visit her in jail?” I exclaimed. “She doesn’t even like me. She sent me a size sixteen dress for my birthday!”

“I know, sweetheart,” said my husband soothingly, “and I did mention it to her. I hope you sent it back.”

“I certainly did, and I have yet to receive a size ten in that frumpy number or some equally unwelcome replacement gift.”

Jason sighed. “The thing is, the editorial committee is meeting tomorrow morning at eight, and there’s a meeting of the board at 10:30, after which I’m to meet my graduate students from El Paso for lunch and review the research they’ve done since I’ve been in New York. I did tell you that this would be a very busy meeting for me,” he added defensively. “After the students, there’s registration for the conference.”

“I remember your attempt to dissuade me from coming  to San Francisco with you. What you didn’t tell me is that I’d have to visit your mother in jail.”

“Caro, that’s hardly something I could have foreseen, and we can’t very well ignore her. I’m sure it’s some ridiculous mistake. Maybe you could visit her lawyer.” Then a bolt of inspiration struck him. “You could take the lawyer out for lunch after you see Mother at the jail, talk about the case, and eat something wonderful that you can review.”

“I can see the column now,” I replied. “While investigating a charge of murder against my mother-in-law, famous feminist Gwenivere Blue, I enjoyed a truly excellent example of San Francisco’s delicious seafood.”

“I don’t see that you need to mention my mother,” Jason interrupted. “We’ll meet back here at six for the welcome mixer. In fact, I’ll try to be in the room by 5:30 so you can tell me what you’ve found out about Mother.”

While carrying on this discussion, Jason had finished drying himself off—for a man of forty-seven he does have an admirable physique—and pulled on his pajamas. If Jason hadn’t been so inviting to look at, I’d probably have been a lot angrier at the thought of spending my first full day in San Francisco rising early enough to get to the jail and afterward pursuing whatever distressing duties might fall my lot.

I had insisted on accompanying Jason to San Francisco because the day he mentioned the meeting, the temperature was 103 degrees in New York City, where we were summering with our daughter in a small apartment. It wasn’t even 103 degrees in El Paso, where we live most of the year and Jason teaches. I had thought: San Francisco, new restaurants to explore, cool days, light breezes off the bay, fog drifting along the hills, delightful Victorian row houses painted in soft colors with intricate gingerbread wood carving and charming bay windows, and eating at the Cliff House dining room with its view of the seals, sunning themselves on Seal Rocks and barking.  (My mother took me to a seal show at the St. Louis zoo when I was a little girl visiting my Aunt Virginia. I still remember those seals, balancing balls on their noses and doing cute tricks.) Such were my expectations for San Francisco.

I did not think: Jail #2, my mother-in-law in a particularly foul mood, talking to policemen and lawyers and opinionated women at the center, women who won’t like me unless I volunteer for radical social projects.

I sighed and looked up the telephone number of Jail #2 to be sure that Gwenivere Blue was really there and that I could visit her tomorrow if I arrived early enough to join other relatives of alleged criminals in the competition for visitation appointments. She was; I could; and murder one was the charge. Good grief.

When I glanced at the bed, my husband, far from lying awake worrying about his mother, was asleep. No doubt dreaming of toxic molecules and committee squabbles over the refereeing of scholarly papers. I considered plugging in my laptop to transcribe the notes I’d made on our dinner. The food had been excellent, but I was too tired for newspaper-column writing. Instead I dropped into bed, secure in the knowledge that Jason would awaken at some ungodly early hour to take a healthful and invigorating run up and down the hills around the hotel, after which he’d awaken me in time to get to the jail by 7:30.

How long will that take? I wondered. I’d use a cab to be sure of arriving in a timely fashion. No doubt the bell captain could accommodate me, and I didn’t have to tell him that I was going to the jail. The Stanford Court is a very nice hotel, known for its stellar service, built on the site of the Leland Stanford mansion, whose owner had led the movement to build a cable car line from the financial district up to his Nob Hill house in 1878.

Of course our hotel probably wasn’t as posh as the old Palace Hotel, which opened in 1875. The Stanford Court didn’t have 7,000 bay windows, a gold dinner service for  one hundred, or a chef stolen from Delmonico’s. Still, it was expensive. Thank God, Hodge, Brune & Byerson, the company for whom my husband was consulting during the summer, was footing the bill. The only fault I’d found with our lodgings was the terrifying experience of near death by limousine when I alighted from our cab. Their entrance is a chaos of vehicles zooming around under one roof and endangering anyone on foot. It does have a famous restaurant, which might provide me with solace tomorrow after chatting with my jailed mother-in-law. Look on the bright side, Carolyn, I told myself and fell asleep.
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Storming the Hall of Justice

Carolyn

 

What does one wear to visit a relative in jail? A suit? Jason’s mother wore suits. Hoping that the weather would stay cool, I paired a tailored, smoke-blue pants outfit with a white shell and set out for the San Francisco Hall of Justice. The cabby let me out at the corner, the best vantage point from which to examine the building. A hedge and grass ran down one side with a large modern pipe sculpture near the corner. Behind the hall, one could see the handsome, round, glass jail buildings. The front of the Hall of Justice, however, was long and featureless, its only decoration blank windows and a stair to the large entry doors.

The interior was equally utilitarian, although it incorporated pinkish marble floors, walls, and columns. The most interesting features were the weapons-check desk on the left side, an espresso bar with an awning plopped down in the center of the lobby, a snack bar whose selection ran from exotic juice drinks to ordinary junk food,  and a number of misleading directories and signs, all of which gave conflicting hours for jail visitation.

Trusting that my mother-in-law’s message was accurate, I took an elevator to the sixth floor, where I joined a mob of casually-to-scruffily dressed men, women, and children of various races and ethnicities, largely black and Hispanic. They milled around a desk in front of a red double door manned by deputy sheriffs. The noise was horrendous.

I knew immediately that by the time I made my way to the desk, all the visitation slots would be full. If she had retrieved Jason’s message, my mother-in-law would be very irritated when I didn’t show up. While I was pondering this new low in our relationship, a strange thing began to happen. People in the crowd noticed me and pushed me forward. Of course, I murmured, “Oh no, I couldn’t. . . . Thank you so much, but I couldn’t. . . .” and so forth, but I soon found myself standing in front of the deputies’ table.

Then I discovered why I had been eased forward. The female officer, Deputy Kinesha Jones, a powerful young black woman whose biceps stretched her sleeves to bursting, said, “You must be new. This ain’t the lawyers’ entrance.”

“I’m just here to visit my mother-in-law,” I replied. “Gwenivere Blue.”

“Oh Jesus. The professor. Hear that, Nacho? Her mother-in-law’s the tight-ass, hundred-year-old slasher I was tellin’ you about.”

Her Latino partner, Deputy Ignacio Molinar, looked up from his list and said to me, “OK, you’re the last of the 11:00 to 11:20 group. Name?”

People behind me were grumbling to each other that I wasn’t a lawyer, after all. I suppose the suit had misled them. I was the only person in the crowd wearing one. “Carolyn Blue,” I said. “Spelled with an L-Y-N.”

“I.D.”

I produced my driver’s license.

“Texas?” He squinted at me. “The old lady ain’t from Texas. I’m from Texas. She ain’t.”

“No, she’s from Chicago, and my husband, her son, and I are here for a scientific conference. Well, I’m actually a food writer, so I’ll be visiting local restaurants and, of course, trying to help my mother-in-law.”

“Best thing you can do for her,” said the female deputy, “is keep her away from them big knives an’ tell her to stop tryin’ to cause trouble in the women’s section.”

My heart sank. What had she been up to? Trying to raise the feminist consciousness of her fellow prisoners? Organizing a hunger strike? That would be just like her. She has no interest in food so wouldn’t miss it, while her converts, getting hungrier by the day, would also be getting more dangerous.

“Here’s your appointment card,” said Deputy Molinar. “Be here at eleven. You show up late, you miss your group an’ can’t see her ’til next Saturday.”

I nodded cooperatively. “Could you recommend a restaurant in the area?”

Deputy Jones laughed. Nacho shouted, “Next.”

The woman behind the man who stepped up said to me, “Nothin’ open around here on Sunday ’cept McDon ald’s, honey.”

McDonald’s? I couldn’t write a column about the McDonald’s near the San Francisco Jail. Or could I? I began to edge my way toward the elevator.

“You’re not a lawyer?” asked a young woman with pink hair.

“No,” I replied apologetically.

“Maybe you are, but you won’t admit it.”

“Really, I’m not.”

“You know a good one? My sister’s in for possession again, an’ if she don’t get a real lawyer insteada one a them public defenders, she’s in deep shit.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied. “I don’t know any lawyers.”

“If you’re visitin’,” said a burly man, whose jeans were riding at a perilously low ebb, “you know a criminal, an’ if you know a criminal, you know a lawyer.”

“Right,” said the woman beside him. Her hair was braided down her back, and she was wearing a cerise flowered muumuu.

Are these people going to prevent me from leaving because I’m not a lawyer and don’t know one? I wondered desperately. It wasn’t my fault they’d pushed me forward. I’d tried to decline the kindness politely. A chocolate-colored child took her thumb out of her mouth and said, “My granny’s upstairs. She’s behind the red doors.”

At that moment the elevators released another flood of visitors, and I wiggled through that crowd and boarded an elevator. It wasn’t going down, but I didn’t care. Eventually, I’d reach the first floor, which I did and got directions to McDonald’s from the woman at the espresso bar. Had it been the twenties or thirties, I’d have been only a block away from Manilatown, about which I’d read. There I could have eaten something interesting like chicken adobo. On the other hand, I wouldn’t have been welcome. Manilatown had been a bachelor enclave of Filipino migrant workers, small business owners, and gamblers.

Well, there’s nothing like an Egg McMuffin in frightening company while you’re waiting to visit the women’s floor of the jail. My poor mother-in-law. She wasn’t even in one of the fancy, blue glass jails, which probably had much nicer facilities and views.
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San Francisco Jail #2

Carolyn

 

The Latino deputy led the first group up the stairs at precisely eleven. Breathless, I reached the top and got my initial view of the visiting facilities, a long glass window with partitions and telephones on either side. No chairs. I sighed and moved down the line to the middle compartment behind whose portion of glass stood my mother-in-law. She wore a v-necked orange shirt, which displayed some of her thin, wrinkled chest and arms, and baggy pants at least a size too big. Nonetheless, she looked as formidable as ever when she picked up the phone and asked where Jason and Gwen were.

“As Jason said, he has meetings all day,” I replied, trying to sound pleasant. “Gwen’s back in New York.”

“You left the girl on her own in New York City?”

“She’s staying, under protest, with Charlotte Heyde mann, the widow of a friend of Jason’s. Gwen’s managed to become part of an off-Broadway company for the summer and—”

“I’d hoped the girl would have found some more sensible path in life during her first year at university,” interrupted my mother-in-law. “Now, Carolyn, about your accommodations. With me in jail, perhaps you’ll see the sense of staying at my sublet. Paying for that fancy hotel when you can stay free at the apartment is—”

“Actually, Hodge, Brune & Byerson is paying.”

“Please take down the address. You can get a key from Mr. Valetti, who lives on the second floor. You’ll have to call ahead because the outside door requires a key as well. Tell Jason—”

“But Professor Blue, I don’t know if Jason will agree. The conference is in the hotel where we’re staying.”

“Nonsense. And why are you calling me Professor Blue? You’ve been married to my son for God knows how many years. Isn’t it about time—”

“You’ve never suggested that I call you anything else.” I was so embarrassed and irritated that I continued, “What did you have in mind? Mother Blue?”

She gave me a withering look and replied, “I’ll have to think about it. Although thinking is hard to do with competing televisions in the day rooms and dormitories, not to mention the hubbub of my fellow prisoners, most of whom are miserably uneducated. The situation of the guards, however, is pathetic. I’m hoping to organize them while I’m here, and of course, I’m telling the prisoners to take their problems to the center before they end up in jail. Many are drug addicts, and we do refer addicted women to clinics. More than you’d imagine are mothers, and we have services for mothers in all sorts of situations. This experience has motivated me to insist that a service for women coming out of jail be organized.”

“Don’t you think we should talk about why you’re here?” I interrupted.

“You got a cigarette?” asked the man in the next area.

“Sorry, but I don’t smoke,” I replied.

“Tell him that smoking isn’t allowed, and that it’s bad for his health,” my mother-in-law said into her phone.  “He should quit immediately and get a chest X ray. The city has free medical services for those who can’t afford them.”

By then I’d got a second look at him and didn’t want to tell him anything. He had tattoos from shoulder to wrist on both arms, which were fully displayed because he was wearing a shirt whose sleeves had been torn off. However, Professor Blue insisted, so I told him. He responded by calling me a nasty name, after which Deputy Jones hauled him away, and the woman he had been visiting screamed at Professor Blue. “About the events that resulted in your arrest—” I began.

“I suppose you could call me Vera,” she said, not sounding happy about it.

I nodded reluctantly. “Well . . . ah . . . Vera, just what—”

“Typical police inefficiency,” she snapped. “I didn’t kill Denise Faulk. I just found her. When I saw her lights on, I stopped at her office—with the idea of renewing our discussion on funding a library of feminist books for our clients. There she was on the floor, covered with blood and moaning, so I called down the hall for help and did what I could for her—trying to stop the bleeding, administering artificial respiration when she stopped breathing. Then other people came in and called 911, a detective arrived from the second floor, and the uniformed police and paramedics finally showed up, much too late, and then the detective who decided that I was the attacker since I was covered with blood. Now, does that make sense? If I’d wanted to kill the woman, I’d have done it and left instead of getting myself covered with blood trying to save her.”

“And she died?” I asked, horrified.

“Try to think logically, Carolyn. I wouldn’t be charged with murder, if she hadn’t.”

All right. If my mother-in-law wanted logical thinking, I could provide that. “But she was alive when you got there? Did she say anything?”

“She said books. With blood in her mouth, even that  word was hard to understand. I certainly hope she didn’t have AIDS. I’m told San Francisco has a high infection rate.”

“They’re mostly male,” I said. “There’s evidently a whole district inhabited by male homosexuals, and they call unprotected sex with each other ‘the gift of love.’ Jason read me an article about that. I must say that I was shocked and disheartened.”

“I don’t know why you’d be shocked. Men, straight or gay, haven’t an ounce of sense when it comes to their penises,” said my mother-in-law sharply.

Over the phone I could hear women on the other side of the glass commenting on Vera’s opinion of men. One said, “You got that right, Mama,” to which my mother-law-law replied, “I am not your mother, young woman.”

“More like my gran’ma,” retorted the voice.

“You see what I have to put up with,” Vera muttered. “Inane wit and abominable pronunciation and grammar.”

“Up yours,” someone on the other side of the glass shouted.

Oh dear, I thought. Bad enough to be in jail, but my mother-in-law seemed bent on making enemies of everyone in sight.
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