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      Three round, perfectly matched, twenty-five-carat blue diamonds.

      Worth—and here's where it got interesting—somewhere between ten to twenty million dollars. And that, we were told, was only a vague estimate.

      Just the diamonds.

      We were also informed the price could be tripled or quadrupled if they were set professionally in an expensive necklace or broach. But there was a problem. It would be near on impossible to sell the diamonds on the open market. Blue diamonds in general were so rare, and therefore so expensive, even one stolen diamond would immediately cause a sensation among diamond buyers. Three to be palmed off on the open market would be unheard of. Completely unrealistic.

      So we had a set of problems to solve. 'We' being me and my red-headed, troglodyte lookalike partner, Frank Morales. Oh—I guess I should introduce myself. I'm Detective Sergeant Turner Hahn. Frank is a detective sergeant as well. We work the second shift of the South Side Precinct. We were—depending on how you wanted to look at it—the fortunate or unfortunate souls handed the case by our shift commander, Lieutenant Dimitri Yankovich.

      As soon as we walked in to work our shift, Yank called us into his small glass cubicle for an office and handed us a brand new, brown casefile folder.

      "Murder and jewelry heist about twenty minutes ago. The Josef Brothers jewelry store down on Patton and Hoyle Street. One Abraham Josef dead with his right temple crushed in by some heavy object. Three priceless diamonds, worth millions, missing. And ah—here's the interesting part. You'll love it. It looks like a case that fits both of your wheelhouses."

      A grim little snarl of a smile played across the gaunt man's gray lips. And I distinctively saw a twinkle of mirth in the man's gun-metal gray eyes. Frank growled something underneath his breath which probably shouldn't be repeated. Hearing Frank's growl and eyeing Yank's pasty-white face, I can't say I was too amused myself.

      If you want a description of Lt. Yankovich, think of Bela Lugosi's Count Dracula film image. Only taller. A slightly stooping grandson of Slavic immigrants. Yet the bone-thin man stood an inch taller than Frank and me. And both of us nudge the charts at a little over six-foot-four.

      So that was our main entrée for the night. Simple. Find out who killed Abraham Josef. Find the diamonds. Arrest the culprits. We were experienced pros at finding bad guys. It would be as simple as falling out of bed.

      Yeah, right. Not so simple.

      When we pulled up to the curb two buildings down from the jewelry store, we saw the sidewalk in front of the store cordoned off with yellow police tape, with two police vans marked METROPOLITAN FORENSICS slapped on the metal sides. On both ends of the yellow tape a number of curious neighbors and passersby had gathered to watch the coming and goings of the uniformed police and lab-coated technicians. Their voices were low. But their interest in the case was quite obviously high.

      Making our way through the crowd and ducking underneath the yellow tape, we stepped into the jewelry store and were immediately met by patrol officers Flattery and O'Connor. Two of the best uniformed patrol officers in the force. Both of them third-generation cops who were as experienced as we are.

      Yes, the old cliché is true—police work can get into your blood. Into the family psyche to the point where kids watch their parents put on their uniforms and go to work. They hear the crazy stories. They listen to their dad's—or mom's—police friends' wild tales when they come over to visit. It gets into their blood. And they join up to carry on the family tradition.

      Both were waiting for us with small spiral notebooks in their hands and quickly scoped out what had brought them here. The wife of Abraham Josef called in and said her husband had not returned home from work. In fact, had been missing for the last forty-eight hours. She said he left home just after dinner on Friday and said he'd be gone a couple of hours. He never came back.

      Abraham Josef was a seventy-two-year-old jeweler who lived with his wife for the last forty-three years in marriage. Faithful husband. Devout Jew. Father of three grown kids who were, quite accurately, scattered all over the world. He was a pillar of wisdom and respect within his community. No police record. No traffic citations. Never been sick. He had, supposedly, no enemies. Except, somehow, someone had bashed in his head with a heavy object—and three priceless diamonds were missing.

      Abraham had one brother, sixty-five-year-old Simon Josef. Apparently, Simon left Thursday morning to go on a monthlong vacation, traveling to the Holy Land with a large tour group.

      Flattery and O'Connor decided to first check out the jewelry store to see if the old man was—perhaps—there, maybe lying on the floor after suffering some sort of trauma. Like a heart attack or a crippling injury. When they arrived at the scene, they found the back door to the store had been jimmied open; the security alarms still active but apparently reset before the silent alarms went off. And there was a smell—the smell of someone very dead.

      They found the body of Abraham Josef sitting splayed back in his office chair, staring with lifeless eyes up at the ceiling. But before they found the body—they had to bust through an office door that had two deadbolt locks firmly securing the dead man's office as tight as a mini Fort Knox. Deadbolt locks that could only be locked, or unlocked, from someone inside the office.

      And there it was—Yank's private little joke aimed at Frank and me.

      A locked-room mystery.

      How do you kill someone inside a room that has two deadbolt locks on the door which can only be unlocked by someone inside the room? And then—after committing the foul deed—how do you lock two deadbolts while standing on the other side of the door? Locks which must be manually locked or unlocked from inside the room?

      "Okay, Hollywood. You tell me. Why does Yank do this to us?" Frank rumbled, his deep voice sounding like a smoldering volcano. "It's like he gets a perverse pleasure in handing us the toughest cases."

      My Neanderthal-shaped friend calls me "Hollywood" whenever he gets cranky. And—reluctantly—I admit I look like a legendary actor. Long dead and gone. But in his time, he was a movie-matinee idol of the '30s and '40s with his jet-black hair, wiry mustache, and the forever grin on his lips of a wise-ass. Yes, I confess—I look so much like this famous actor I'm constantly reminded of it almost on a daily basis.

      And I hate it.

      But I suffer through it patiently because I have no other choice.

      "Maybe he gives us these cases because he knows we'll figure it out. Our record is pretty good, you know."

      "Your record is pretty good, buddy. I'm just along for the ride."

      I looked at Frank. The guy was built like a gorilla with no neck but with a massive set of shoulders. His square-shaped head was covered either in long, stringy red hair pulled back into a man-bun riding on the back of his skull. A thin coating of red fuzz covering most of his face represented some kind of wannabe beard. Underneath his razor-sharp nose was a thick, magnificent-looking carrot-colored mustache.

      Smirking, I shook my head humorously.

      "For a guy who has an IQ twice as large as Einstein's, it both surprises me you became a cop instead of some kind of scientific maven, and it surprises me you hate to take on cases like this."

      "I'm lazy," he replied with jarring frankness. "I've always been lazy."

      "Sure," I nodded, grinning wider. "And my grandfather was Groucho Marx."

      My grandfather was not Groucho Marx. And Frank is the complete antonym of the word "lazy."

      Frank snorted in amusement and followed me through the rather spacious jewelry store and back through a set of offices and work rooms to Abraham Josef's main office. In the dead man's office, we found five forensics specialists hard at work dusting for fingerprints, and their lab-coated supervisor, Joe Weiser, standing in the middle of the room writing notes on a large clipboard in his hands.

      "Ho! What news, fair damsel?" my genetic freak for a friend called out merrily to Joe.

      The gum-chewing Joe looked up from his clipboard, saw us—and especially Frank—sighed, and shook his head in quiet frustration.

      "Gee, Frank. Still have that speech impediment of yours? I thought you'd fixed it by now."

      That's the way it always went with the three of us. We were friends. But Joe and Frank liked to trade barbs with each other anytime we worked together on a case.

      "What do you have for us?" I asked.

      "We've got fingerprints all over this room. Last count, forty or fifty of 'em. We got one window. It has a metal cage bolted to the brick wall on the outside. The window itself is sealed shut. We just removed the body from the crime scene. The guy was definitely iced by someone hitting him with a very heavy object. But, so far, we haven't found the murder weapon. And, of course, the pièce de résistance—the heavy oak door with its double deadbolt locks," Joe said, grinning. "I'd say, boys, you've got a hell of a case to figure out."

      "Way to go, compadre! As always. Succinct. Efficient. And about as helpful as a freshly thawed-out lump of cold liver."

      I grinned. Joe eyed the red-headed Frank patiently but eventually turned eyes toward me. "The only thing I have of a note of interest is a smear of Vaseline on one chair leg over there by the wall."

      "Really? Let's take a look."

      The gum-chewing forensic maven walked across the carpeted office to a far wall where two deep-brown leather chairs braced a coffee table holding an antique brass lamp on it. One of the chairs was pulled slightly away against the wall. On the right rear leg of the chair was a small forensic tag strapped to it.

      "Up front, it's straight-up, ordinary Vaseline. A small sliver about a finger's worth smeared across the inside of the wooden leg."

      "Fingerprints?" Frank asked, grunting in interest.

      "Nope. Just a smear of the greasy stuff about a quarter of an inch by an eighth of an inch in width."

      "Huh. Curious."

      "What about the rest of the place? Find anything of interest?" I asked.

      "This place is bigger than it looks. Josef Brothers' is more than just a commercial jewelry store. Turns out the other half of the business is a wholesale diamond-cutting business. The brothers have about six diamond cutters on the payroll. And from what I can gather, they're a very lucrative organization with clientele spread out all over the world."

      "How about these blue diamonds?" Frank asked. "What do we know about them?"

      "Other than their being gone through means yet to be explained, we know nothing about them," Joe shot back, grinning like the wiseass he can be. "We have the specialty box they were shipped in from Madras, India. A big, impact-resistant plastic job that was sealed shut with some kind of special plastic tape, hard to replace if it was cut and the box looted of its goods. And… before you ask… again, like the rest of the office, dozens upon dozens of fingerprints all over the box. You'll have hell to pay trying to track down all those who touched it at one time or another."

      This time both Frank and I grunted in irritation.

      Frowning, I turned my head and looked at the chair which held the Vaseline smear on it.

      The brown leather chair sat up against an unadorned, bare wall of light brown. On the right side of the chair's armrest were both the antique brass lamp and the antique lamp table. To the right of the table and lamp was the second, exact replica of the brown leather chair. Underneath the table was a heater duct—a small heater duct, to be sure. But still—one way to enter and exit the room sight unseen and with no need to unlock and lock a door?

      "Yeah, Sherlock. I thought of that as well," Joe said, probably reading my mind and giving me that big, idiotic grin of his. "But no go there, buddy. That air duct is fourteen by ten inches in height and width. There's not a man alive who could crawl through that duct to get in here. Plus, just to satisfy your curiosity, I looked for any traces of Vaseline. No joy in Happy Land there, fellas. Clean as a whistle. Even spotless. So that idea's a dead baby."

      Great. We really did have a locked-room murder and mystery to solve.

      I shot a glance at my gorilla friend for a partner, pleading silently for a little help.

      "Lunch," he grunted, eyeing me through a shaggy red eyebrow warily. "I'm hungry."

      "It's only seven o'clock. We've been on duty for just three hours," I shot back.

      "I'm starving. The wife has me on a diet of boiled kale and coconut milk. She thinks if I drop a hundred pounds or more, I'll be a whole new man. Of course, she's right. I'll be new alright. I'll be dead."

      Joe and I eyed the giant and laughed. We had to. We knew Claudia Morales—a beautiful Italian woman. But she was one who had to try out every harebrained super diet which came along, usually using her almost indestructible husband as a guinea pig in the process.

      We went to lunch. And as we sat at a table in Dewey's, our favorite diner, we talked and ate. I had a plate of golden and very hot French fries and sipped buckets of black coffee. Frank ripped apart a famous Dewey's triple-decker, double-bacon hamburger with the ferocity of a pack of starving lions. But believe it or not, between bites of grease-dripping cuisine and buckets of coffee, we talked about the case.

      As hard as it is to grasp the obvious, the act of solving most crimes boils down to just talking. Not deadly gun battles, not fast cars racing through the streets insanely like the movies portray. Nope. A true homicide detective in just about every city across the nation solves the case by talking. We ask questions. We interview witnesses. We search for background information. We verbally confront possible suspects. We spend hours upon hours just talking to people.

      The key to remember here is this—the more you talk to people and ask questions, the more likely you come up with a clue. And—a biggie here—if you actually recognize the clue staring in front of you and you collect enough of them, the odds are you eventually solve the case.

      Our first clue came along two days after the lieutenant gave us the empty case file. Joe Weiser called up from his dark den of bubbling vials and eerie computer screens and told us he found something interesting.

      "The smudge of Vaseline I found. There was a sliver of hair in it. Just big enough to give me DNA material to look at."

      "And?" Frank growled, eyeing me from across our combined desks in the squad room and punching the phone's conference button.

      "I had to do some arm twisting to get the genetic material pushed to the front of the line for testing. But I got it done. The results just came in."

      "Joe," Frank growled irritably, making a face at me in the process. "Tell me before my hair turns white and my arteries harden into cement. What did you find?"

      "A partial identification of one Israel Markham. One of the diamond cutters working in the backroom."

      "Great news," I shouted across my desk and at Frank's phone. "But why only a partial ID?"

      "It has to be someone related to Markham. A close relative. Like a son or daughter. Maybe a nephew."

      "But not the father, is that what you're saying?" Frank rumbled.

      "Yep, that's what I'm saying," came the reply. "Israel Markham is about five foot five and weighs around three hundred pounds. There would be no crawling through air ducts with that guy."

      "Why do you mention air ducts, Joe? You got something else?"

      "Found another smear of Vaseline. This time in the basement. On a heavy wooden support beam that stands upright beside an air duct hatch leading into the ventilating system."

      "Fine," sighed Frank, shaking his head. "All we need to do is find a diamond thief who stands about three foot four and weighs just a fraction over the width of a hair. Good luck on that one, buddy."

      We had a lead. Maybe. We started working on it. Three days later, a second lead came our way. Frank and I were again at our favorite eating haunt—yes, it's kind of a thing for the two of us—when Officers Flattery and O'Connor slipped into the diner and slid into our booth. We asked them to do some legwork for us. We wanted them to pull in some facts concerning Israel Markham.

      Israel Markham was as honest as a hot August day with a broken temperature gauge. But he was in debt. His wife had cancer and his insurance had stopped covering her. However—Markham's oldest son, Ibrahim, had some interesting friends at the private boys' school he attended. His closest friend being Ian O'Hare, the son of an Irish mobster we knew liked to dabble in art and jewelry heists. Both fourteen-year-old boys had a history of committing petty crimes.

      Flattery and O'Connor told us Ibrahim Markham was a very small and very thin fourteen-year-old boy who excelled in gymnastics. I saw Frank's eyes light up with interest at this last piece of news. But still, I thought to myself—two fourteen-year-old boys involved with the theft of twenty million dollars' worth of diamonds and murder? Did that sound plausible?

      "What are our other options, Turn?" Frank asked, a spoon of radioactive hot chili held halfway up to his lips. "And I've got an idea on how to find out if it's true or not."

      "How?" I asked, with Flattery and O'Connor sitting in the booth with us, looking at Frank as well.

      "Tonight. We go and take Israel Markham downtown for question. Hinting loudly we found his DNA at the crime scene, making him a person of interest in the murder of his employer."

      And that was the beginning of solving the murder. A wild throw of the dice into murky waters and hoping something happened.

      Something happened.

      Bringing in the terrified Israel Markham created instant results. Two hours later, Markham's oldest son came into the precinct house and confessed—confessed about stealing the diamonds. But not killing Abraham Josef. It was Ibrahim's plan from the beginning. A way to find instant money in order to help his dad pay for his mother's expensive cancer treatments. Through the underworld connections operated by the O'Hare family, a deal was cut.

      But here was the problem. When Ibrahim slipped through the heating/air conditioner shafts and paused to see if the owner was still in the office, he saw the deadbolts were locked in place. Knowing Abraham Josef must still be in the office, he settled down to wait for his father's boss to leave. But total silence filled the office. No one appeared to be around. So Ibrahim took a chance. He slipped through the ventilating cover and came to his feet—and found his father's boss already dead. But the open shipping container for the three diamonds was sitting on the man's desk. And so were the diamonds. Taking the jewels, Ibrahim turned and started to exit the office. But something caught his eye. A short piece of a surgeon's suture hanging from the bottom deadbolt lock.

      And there it was. The one clue which solved the case.

      Surgical suture.

      Joe did some experiments. A quick test proved one could tie a long string of surgical suture around the release switch of the deadbolt locks, close the door, and from the outside pull on the two strings and release the deadbolt mechanisms and lock the door from the inside. And—if you knew some fancy knots—a quick pull of the sutures would untie and slip through the crack where door met door frame.

      Joe did not find the piece of hanging suture on the door lock because Ibrahim accidentally removed it and took it with him as he slipped out of the office.

      So who killed Abraham Josef?

      We had a lead. So we did a little leg work and worked the phones a lot until we had an answer. As it happens, Abraham's youngest brother, the sixty-five-year-old Simon Josef—had indeed left on a vacation trip the Thursday before the murder of his brother, traveling to the Holy Land. A quick series of phone calls confirmed Simon Josef had indeed arrived in the Holy Land and was still there, with every second of his movements tracked down and verified by various Israeli police agencies.

      But Simon's forty-five-year-old lover went missing for three days. She said she was going to make a side-trip to Cairo to see some distant relatives. She informed Simon she would rendezvous with him in Jerusalem in three days. She did travel to Cairo. She did briefly see her relatives. And then she disguised herself and, using a different name, flew from Cairo back to New York. And then from New York back to our fair city.

      Changing her looks again before arriving in the city, she took a cab from the airport and drove directly to Josef Brothers Jewelers. She then pounded on the locked door of Abraham's office and had herself admitted. There was a heated argument. And in the argument, hatred for the man who refused to allow his brother to marry her overwhelmed her. She picked up the onyx bust of David Ben Gurion and smashed in Abraham's left temple. She then had a different taxi take her back to the airport, where she returned to Jerusalem and rejoined Simon Josef.

      It was not greed that murdered Abraham Josef. It was love. Or—more precisely—the denial of love. As the head of the family, and as a devout member of his faith, Abraham Josef refused to allow his brother to marry a non-Jew. Her name was Janice Hughes. And Janice happened to be a senior surgical nurse in Main Hospital's Cardiac Surgery Department.

      The only issues left to solve were what to do with Ibrahim Markham and Ian O'Toole.

      It took a lot of work on our part to get it done. The DA wanted to prosecute both boys as adults in the robbery and murder of Abraham Josef. But, in the end, our going to bat for the two boys paid off. They were prosecuted in the juvenile system and sent off to five years of detention. And their crimes would be sealed from public view.

      In the end, we watched the boys, with their parents, shackled and marched off to start their sentences. When they disappeared through a door, and the parents thanked us for our efforts and left, Frank turned to me and gave me that look I was all too familiar with.

      "I'm hungry. Let's eat. I'm starving."

      "Still on that boiled kale and coconut milk diet?"

      "Yep. And it's killing me."

      "Yeah. I bet."
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      “You know, this probably isn’t a good idea.”

      I stood behind my partner, Frank Morales, with hands in my slacks and watched the big gorilla hold the wiry form of Nick James in one of his massive, shovel-sized hands like the kid was nothing but a discarded rag doll. Frank's other hand was cocked back like a ram, his fist the size of a wrecking ball, primed to jackhammer straight into the kid’s face.

      Frank turned, looked over his shoulder, and shook his head.

      “Turn, we don’t have time for niceties. Shit is gonna explode pretty fucking soon if we don’t get some answers. And I’m betting this little creep has some answers.”

      I grinned. Couldn’t argue with logic like that.

      We were standing in the back room of a pool hall down on First Street. A smoke filled with dimly lit smoke, smelled of stale cigarettes and piss. Out front, two people were knocking around a cue ball—the click of the balls smacking into each other somehow oddly comforting to listen to. Glancing at my watch, I noted it was a quarter past one in the afternoon. We had exactly forty-five minutes to find Tex Edwards. Just forty-five minutes. Or all hell would indeed be let loose.

      “Nick, I can’t tell you how much this kind of interrogation hurts me. Hurts me somewhat less than its gonna hurt you, I’ll admit. But let’s not quibble over nuances. A little cooperation would be helpful. Tell us what we want to know, and you won’t have to go to the emergency room. Or spit out teeth.”

      “But I haven’t a clue where the hell Tex is, Frank! Shit. He doesn’t give me an itinerary of his comings and goings. Why would he?”

      Crack! The sound of a fist smacking a brick wall was almost as sharp and clear as the pool playing behind us. It was as if someone had shot a round out of a nine-millimeter. There was a discernable dent in the brick wall for all to see. Nick—the idiot—jumped back two or three feet in sheer surprise, smashing into a stack of beer, rattling bottles and threatening to tip over, before sliding down into a sitting position on the floor. The look of disbelief on the man’s face was worthy of a front-page newspaper photograph. Frank walked over to Nick, reached down, yanked him up to a standing position, and rolled up his fist again.
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